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PROLOGUE




Ghost in the Graveyard

Blackthorn, Pennsylvania • October 31, 1996

The first mistake was going into the cemetery.

The second was lighting the candle.

By the time the children realized there had been a third mistake, six of them were already screaming.

And the seventh had stopped.

At eleven minutes past ten, the cemetery gates stood open.

That was strange enough.

Blackthorn Cemetery had been locked after sunset for as long as Daniel Mercer could remember. The iron gates were taller than his father, their black bars ending in spearpoints, and the chain that usually held them together was thick enough to secure a boat.

Tonight the chain lay in the weeds.

“Somebody’s gonna get arrested,” Thomas Bell announced.

“You’re eleven,” Rebecca Shaw said. “Nobody’s arresting you.”

“They arrest eleven-year-olds.”

“For what?”

“Trespassing.”

Rebecca folded her arms. “Then go home.”

Thomas glanced at the dark opening between the gates.

“I’m not scared.”

“Didn’t say you were.”

“You’re acting like I am.”

“Then quit acting scared.”

Daniel sighed.

They’d been arguing since the last house on Willow Street, where an old woman had given them each a single peppermint and told them to stay away from the cemetery.

Thomas had called her a witch.

Benjamin Cole had asked if she really was one.

And now here they were.

Seven children standing outside a graveyard on Halloween night, daring one another to enter.

It was exactly the kind of thing Daniel’s mother would have forbidden.

Which made it difficult to resist.

“Come on,” he said.

He stepped through the gates.

Rebecca followed immediately.

Thomas waited just long enough to make it look like entering had been his idea.

The others came behind them.

Emily Ward, dressed as a princess with a plastic silver crown, kept close to Sarah Whitcomb. Sarah wore a homemade witch costume and carried a flashlight that was almost as long as her forearm.

Oliver Price had dressed as a skeleton, although most of the white bones painted on his black sweatshirt had already begun peeling away.

Benjamin, the youngest, wore a bedsheet with two crooked eyeholes.

He’d insisted on being a ghost.

Now, standing among the headstones, he seemed to be reconsidering.

“Are there really dead people under us?” he whispered.

Thomas turned.

“No, Ben. They bury them in the trees.”

“Shut up,” Rebecca said.

“What?”

“He’s eight.”

“So?”

“So quit being a jerk.”

Daniel looked back toward the street.

From here, Blackthorn seemed impossibly far away.

The orange porch lights, the children running from house to house, the sound of somebody’s car radio playing “Monster Mash”—all of it had faded behind the cemetery’s stone walls.

Inside, the air smelled of damp leaves and freshly turned earth.

The trees stood black against a cloudy sky.

And somewhere deeper in the cemetery, something metallic was tapping.

Clink.

Clink.

Clink.

Daniel listened.

“What’s that?”

“Probably a flagpole,” Oliver said.

“There aren’t any flags.”

“Then probably something else.”

Thomas grinned.

“Maybe it’s a dead guy knocking.”

Benjamin moved closer to Daniel.

“Can we play now?”

Daniel nodded.

“Ghost in the Graveyard.”

At once, everyone began talking.

“I get to hide first,” Thomas said.

“No, you don’t,” Rebecca replied.

“Why not?”

“Because you cheated last time.”

“I did not!”

“You hid in your own garage.”

“That was a hiding place!”

“You went inside your house and ate pizza.”

Thomas shrugged.

“Still didn’t find me.”

Daniel raised both hands.

“Everybody shut up.”

For once, they did.

“Same rules as always,” he said. “One person hides. Everybody else counts to fifty. When somebody finds the ghost, they yell—”

“GHOST IN THE GRAVEYARD!” Benjamin shouted.

His voice bounced off the headstones.

The others laughed.

Even Emily smiled.

“Yeah,” Daniel said. “Like that. Then everybody runs back to the gates. Whoever gets tagged before reaching them is the next ghost.”

“Can’t we just play somewhere else?” Emily asked.

Rebecca looked at her.

“Why?”

Emily glanced over her shoulder.

“I don’t like it here.”

“That’s the point,” Thomas said. “It’s Halloween.”

Emily tightened her grip on Sarah’s sleeve.

Sarah shone her flashlight between two rows of graves.

“It’s just a cemetery.”

“Exactly,” Thomas said.

Daniel studied Emily.

She wasn’t usually afraid of the dark. Last summer she’d crawled through a storm drain on a dare and come out covered in mud, laughing.

But tonight she looked pale.

“You okay?” he asked.

Emily nodded.

Then shook her head.

“I thought I saw somebody.”

“Where?”

She pointed toward the oldest part of the cemetery.

Beyond a leaning stone angel stood a line of monuments half-swallowed by ivy.

“Over there.”

Thomas squinted.

“There’s nobody there.”

“I know.”

“Then what are you talking about?”

Emily lowered her voice.

“I saw somebody standing there. But when I looked again, he was gone.”

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Then Oliver said, “Probably another kid.”

“Yeah,” Daniel agreed.

He wanted that to be true.

“Let’s play.”

They chose Thomas to hide.

Not because he deserved the first turn, Rebecca insisted, but because everyone was tired of listening to him complain.

Thomas disappeared between the headstones.

The remaining six gathered near a tall marble monument with the name BLACKTHORN carved across its base.

Daniel faced the stone.

“Ready?”

“No!” Thomas shouted from somewhere in the darkness.

Daniel smiled.

“One!”

“CHEATER!”

“Two!”

The others joined in.

“Three! Four! Five!”

Benjamin’s voice rose above theirs, shrill with excitement.

By twenty, Thomas had stopped shouting.

By thirty, the metallic tapping had stopped too.

By forty, Daniel noticed something odd.

He couldn’t hear the town anymore.

No cars.

No music.

No trick-or-treaters.

He glanced toward the gates.

They were still open.

Beyond them, Willow Street lay empty beneath its orange streetlights.

“Forty-eight,” Rebecca said.

“Forty-nine.”

“Fifty!”

Daniel turned.

“Ready or not, here we come!”

The children scattered.

Rebecca went left, toward the family crypts.

Oliver followed the gravel path around the stone angel.

Emily and Sarah stayed together, their flashlight beam jumping over the grass.

Benjamin wandered toward a cluster of low graves near the eastern wall.

Daniel headed straight down the center path.

He knew Thomas.

Thomas would choose somewhere he thought was clever, somewhere nobody else would bother searching.

A mausoleum.

A tree.

Maybe behind the cemetery shed.

Daniel passed three weathered gravestones and a bench covered in dead leaves.

Then he heard Benjamin.

“Hey!”

Daniel stopped.

“Ben?”

“Come here!”

The voice came from the eastern wall.

Daniel jogged between the graves.

Benjamin was kneeling in the dirt beside a sunken headstone.

His bedsheet had slipped sideways, exposing one ear.

“What are you doing?”

“Look.”

Daniel approached.

At first he thought Benjamin had found a buried Halloween decoration.

Something round and orange protruded from the earth beneath the stone.

A pumpkin.

Daniel frowned.

It was an old-fashioned jack-o’-lantern, larger than a basketball, with triangular eyes and a wide mouth filled with crooked teeth.

Most of it was buried.

Only its face showed.

“That’s weird,” Daniel said.

Benjamin brushed dirt away with both hands.

“It’s stuck.”

“Leave it.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s probably somebody’s decoration.”

“In the ground?”

“Yeah.”

“Why would they bury it?”

Daniel didn’t have an answer.

He crouched.

The pumpkin’s surface was smooth and firm.

No mold.

No soft spots.

No sign of decay.

But the earth around it was packed hard, threaded with roots.

It looked as though the thing had been buried for years.

“Help me get it out,” Benjamin said.

Daniel hesitated.

Then he took hold of the pumpkin’s stem.

It was cold.

Not cool from the October air.

Cold enough to hurt his fingers.

He pulled.

Nothing happened.

Benjamin dug around its sides.

Together they worked it loose.

The pumpkin came free with a wet sucking sound.

Beneath it lay a flat stone marked with a circle of tiny carved symbols.

Daniel barely noticed.

He was staring at the pumpkin.

Its carved mouth was open.

And inside sat a candle.

A black candle.

The wick looked freshly trimmed.

“Cool,” Benjamin whispered.

Daniel turned the pumpkin over.

Something had been scratched into its underside.

Three words.

He brushed away the dirt.

LET HIM SLEEP.

Daniel read them twice.

“What’s it say?” Benjamin asked.

“Nothing.”

“Lemme see.”

Daniel turned the pumpkin upright.

“Just somebody being creepy.”

By then the others had arrived.

Rebecca came first.

“What’d you find?”

“A pumpkin,” Benjamin announced proudly.

Thomas appeared from behind a nearby monument.

“That’s it? I thought somebody was dead.”

Rebecca stared at him.

“You’re supposed to be hiding!”

“I heard yelling.”

“You lose.”

“Whatever.”

Sarah crouched beside Daniel.

Her flashlight swept across the pumpkin’s face.

The carved grin looked different under the beam.

Wider.

Almost amused.

“Where’d it come from?” she asked.

“Buried,” Benjamin said.

Emily stayed a few steps away.

“Put it back.”

Nobody answered.

She spoke louder.

“Daniel. Put it back.”

He looked up.

“Why?”

Emily swallowed.

“I don’t know.”

Thomas snorted.

“She’s scared of a pumpkin.”

“I’m not.”

“Then come touch it.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Because you’re scared.”

Rebecca pushed Thomas’s shoulder.

“Leave her alone.”

Oliver examined the candle through one triangular eye.

“Think it’ll light?”

Daniel shrugged.

“Probably.”

Thomas’s grin returned.

“Do it.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s Halloween.”

“So?”

“So what’s the point of finding a jack-o’-lantern if you don’t light it?”

Benjamin bounced on his heels.

“Yeah! Light it!”

Daniel looked toward Emily.

She was staring at the pumpkin.

Her lips were moving.

“Em?”

She didn’t answer.

“What are you doing?”

Emily blinked.

“Nothing.”

But Sarah had heard her.

“What did you say?”

Emily looked embarrassed.

“I was just counting.”

“Counting what?”

Emily glanced around the circle.

“The people.”

Thomas rolled his eyes.

“There are seven of us, genius.”

“I know.”

“Then why count?”

Emily’s eyes filled with tears.

“Because I thought there were eight.”

Silence settled over the group.

Daniel looked around.

Seven children.

Seven costumes.

Seven shadows stretching across the graves in Sarah’s flashlight beam.

He counted again.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

“There’s nobody else,” he said.

Emily nodded, but she didn’t look convinced.

Thomas stepped forward.

“Are you gonna light it or not?”

Daniel reached into his jacket pocket.

He had a small book of matches he’d taken from the kitchen drawer before leaving home.

He wasn’t supposed to have them.

His father used them to light the grill.

Daniel had brought them because he thought they might be useful for making a campfire if the others wanted to stay out late.

Now he pulled one free.

Rebecca leaned closer.

“Don’t burn yourself.”

“I know how to light a match.”

He struck it.

The match snapped.

Thomas laughed.

“Great job.”

Daniel took another.

It flared briefly, then died in a gust of wind.

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” Oliver said.

“Don’t start,” Thomas replied.

Daniel struck a third match.

This one caught.

A small yellow flame trembled between his fingers.

He held it toward the pumpkin’s open mouth.

And stopped.

He thought he heard someone whisper.

Not from the graves.

Not from the trees.

From inside the pumpkin.

Please.

Daniel stared into its hollow face.

“Did somebody say something?”

Nobody answered.

The flame crept toward his fingers.

“Daniel,” Rebecca said.

He pushed the match inside.

The black wick caught immediately.

A small orange flame rose from the candle.

And the world changed.

The wind stopped first.

One moment it was moving through the branches overhead.

The next, every leaf hung motionless.

Daniel looked up.

A dead leaf had been falling from the nearest tree.

It was still falling.

But slowly.

So slowly he could watch it turn.

Then the distant church bell began to ring.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Daniel counted.

Four.

Five.

Six.

“That’s weird,” Oliver whispered.

Seven.

Eight.

Nine.

The church bell was supposed to ring on the hour.

It wasn’t eleven yet.

Ten.

Eleven.

Twelve.

The children stood frozen.

Then came a thirteenth strike.

The sound rolled through the cemetery, deep and heavy.

Sarah dropped her flashlight.

It struck the ground and went out.

In the sudden darkness, the candle inside the pumpkin burned brighter.

Its flame was no longer orange.

It had turned a deep, unnatural red.

Benjamin backed away.

“Daniel?”

Daniel tried to answer.

His mouth was dry.

The pumpkin began to shake.

A thin crack appeared beside one of its carved eyes.

Then another.

The candle flame rose higher.

Higher.

Until it stretched above the pumpkin’s stem like a narrow red finger.

Something moved beneath the ground.

Daniel felt it through the soles of his sneakers.

A slow vibration.

Like a train passing far below the cemetery.

The gravestones trembled.

Emily screamed.

“Put it out!”

Daniel grabbed the pumpkin.

The moment his fingers touched it, a terrible cold shot through his hands.

He dropped it.

The pumpkin hit the ground.

The candle remained upright.

The flame didn’t flicker.

“RUN!” Rebecca shouted.

The children turned toward the gates.

They were gone.

Not closed.

Gone.

Where the entrance had stood was now a solid wall of black iron fencing.

Beyond it stretched darkness.

No street.

No houses.

No town.

Just darkness.

Thomas ran to the fence and grabbed the bars.

“HELP!”

His voice sounded strangely small.

“HELP US!”

Nobody answered.

Then someone laughed.

It was a man’s laugh.

Low.

Warm.

Almost friendly.

It came from behind the stone angel.

Daniel turned.

At first he saw only a shape among the graves.

Tall.

Motionless.

A long black coat hanging nearly to the ground.

Then the figure stepped into the candlelight.

He wore a weathered pumpkin mask.

Its carved grin was much wider than the one on the lantern.

Two dark holes marked the eyes.

There was no face visible behind them.

The man looked at the children.

One by one.

As though counting.

When he reached Daniel, he stopped.

“Oh,” he said softly.

His voice sounded pleased.

“Seven.”

He tilted his head.

“How very generous.”

Rebecca moved in front of Benjamin.

“Who are you?”

The man placed one gloved hand against his chest.

“Me?”

He seemed amused by the question.

“Why, I’m the fellow you’ve been looking for.”

Thomas shook the iron fence.

“Open the gate!”

The man ignored him.

He looked down at the burning jack-o’-lantern.

For the first time, his cheerful manner faltered.

Something almost like wonder entered his voice.

“You found it.”

Daniel stepped backward.

The man approached the pumpkin slowly.

He knelt beside it.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then he reached out and touched the flame with one gloved finger.

The fire curled around his hand.

He laughed again.

But this time there was something hungry in the sound.

“After all these years.”

He rose.

The coat seemed to unfold around him.

He was impossibly tall.

Benjamin began crying.

The man turned toward him.

“Oh, now. None of that.”

He spread his arms.

“It’s Halloween, children.”

Daniel found his voice.

“We didn’t mean to—”

“Of course you didn’t.”

The man sounded delighted.

“That’s what makes it such a wonderful surprise.”

He looked at the seven children.

“Tell me. What were you playing?”

Nobody answered.

The man waited.

His head tilted slightly.

“Come now. Don’t be rude.”

Daniel swallowed.

“Ghost in the Graveyard.”

The pumpkin mask turned toward him.

“Were you?”

Daniel nodded.

The man clasped his hands together.

“Splendid.”

The word echoed strangely through the cemetery.

“Such a marvelous game. Such a very old game.”

He walked toward the children.

Thomas released the fence and stumbled backward.

“Stay away from us!”

The man stopped.

The shadow inside the carved smile deepened.

“Stay away?”

He sounded wounded.

“But you’ve only just invited me.”

“We didn’t invite you,” Rebecca said.

The man looked toward the pumpkin.

Its red flame burned steadily.

“Oh, my dear.”

He turned back.

“You most certainly did.”

Somewhere beyond the graves, the metallic tapping began again.

Clink.

Clink.

Clink.

The man listened.

Then he sighed.

“I’m afraid we haven’t much time.”

He straightened his coat.

“Now, children, every game has rules. And every rule has consequences.”

Daniel reached for Oliver’s hand.

Oliver gripped it tightly.

“What happens if we don’t play?” Daniel asked.

The man stood perfectly still.

Then he leaned forward.

The dark eyeholes of his mask fixed on Daniel.

“Why would you ask such a dreadful question?”

“Because we want to go home.”

The man fell quiet.

Then he laughed.

Not loudly.

Not cruelly.

Just a soft, private chuckle.

“Oh, Daniel.”

Daniel’s blood turned cold.

He hadn’t told the stranger his name.

The man stepped closer.

“You can go home.”

Hope surged through Daniel’s chest.

“Really?”

“Certainly.”

The man spread his arms.

“That’s what we’re playing for.”

He looked at each of them.

Then, with a flourish, he removed a battered pocket watch from his coat.

Its hands were moving backward.

He snapped it shut.

“Now.”

Darkness swallowed the graves.

All except the candle.

The red flame illuminated the pumpkin’s crooked grin.

And somewhere in the darkness, a child’s voice called:

“Ghost in the graveyard!”

Daniel spun around.

He knew that voice.

It was Thomas’s.

But Thomas was standing beside him.

His mouth was closed.

The voice came again.

Closer.

“Ghost in the graveyard!”

Thomas began to scream.

The man in the pumpkin mask raised one finger.

“Ah-ah.”

He sounded almost playful.

“No screaming until the game begins.”

He took a step backward into the darkness.

Then another.

The shadows swallowed his coat.

His mask remained visible for one impossible moment, floating above the graves.

“Who are you?” Daniel shouted.

The man paused.

The warmth drained from his voice.

“My name,” he said, “is Jack Hallows.”

The candle flared.

The earth beneath the children’s feet shuddered.

And Jack whispered:

“Ready or not…”

The flame went out.

“…here I come.”

CHAPTER 01




The Night That Never Ended

Blackthorn, Pennsylvania • October 31, 1996 — 6:43 p.m.

The first child disappeared before anyone realized the game had begun.

By midnight, seven children from the cemetery game would be reported missing. Peter Voss would vanish separately, and the town would refuse to add his name to theirs.

By morning, an entire town would agree on a lie.

And thirty years later, the only person who could expose it would discover that she had helped tell it.

The Halloween decorations had been up for weeks.

Paper ghosts hung from telephone wires. Plastic skeletons rattled against porch railings. Jack-o’-lanterns glowed from nearly every window along Willow Street.

Mara Voss hated the one in her own front window.

Her father had carved it that afternoon. He’d worked carefully, the way he did when fixing a watch or sharpening a kitchen knife, until its triangular eyes were perfectly even and its smile had thirteen teeth.

Peter had counted them three times.

“Thirteen’s unlucky,” he’d said.

David Voss had set the knife down so suddenly that both children jumped.

“It’s just a pumpkin.”

But he’d turned its face toward the wall before leaving the room.

Now, at 6:43, Mara stood on the back steps and watched her six-year-old brother drag a stuffed bear through the fallen leaves.

The bear’s name was Captain.

He had one black button eye, one loose ear, and a sailor’s jacket their mother had sewn from an old blue dish towel. Peter would not go to bed without him. Sometimes he refused to eat unless Captain had a place at the table.

Tonight Peter wore his blue winter jacket, although the evening was warm enough for a sweatshirt.

“You look like a blueberry,” Mara told him.

“I’m a policeman.”

“Policemen don’t carry teddy bears.”

“Captain’s my partner.”

“He looks arrested.”

Peter turned the bear to face her.

“Captain says you’re rude.”

Mara smiled despite herself.

From the front of the house came the sound of trick-or-treaters shouting. Somewhere down Willow Street, a car radio played “Monster Mash.” Mara could smell woodsmoke and the sweet, burnt insides of the pumpkin their father had hollowed out.

Everything was ordinary.

That was what she would remember later.

Not the darkness.

Not the screaming.

How ordinary it had been, right up until the moment it wasn’t.

Peter stopped dragging Captain.

He looked toward the narrow gate at the back of the yard.

“Who’s that?”

Mara followed his gaze.

Beyond the fence was the alley that ran behind the houses. The Hendersons kept trash cans there. Mr. Bell sometimes parked his truck beside the telephone pole. A yellow streetlight had just come on.

Nobody stood beneath it.

“Who’s who?” she asked.

“The lady.”

Mara looked again.

There was no lady.

Peter raised one hand and waved.

“Peter.”

He didn’t answer.

“Peter, stop being weird.”

His smile widened. He was looking at someone near the gate now, someone standing at just the right height to speak to him through the slats.

“She knows my name,” he whispered.

Mara felt the first small pinch of fear.

“Who does?”

Peter tilted his head, listening.

Then he said, very softly, “She says I was first.”

* * *

At 2:17 that afternoon, David Voss had taken money from a man he did not trust.

He’d counted it twice. Two thousand dollars, in crisp twenties, held together with a narrow strip of paper. More than he could make in a month at the machine shop, and enough to keep the bank from taking the house before Christmas.

The man wore a gray coat and white gloves.

He had introduced himself as someone who kept records for the town.

David never asked what records.

They stood in the oldest part of Blackthorn Cemetery, behind a stone angel with a broken wing. The man pointed to a patch of ground where tree roots had pushed through the grass.

“There,” he said.

David knelt and brushed away leaves.

Beneath them lay a flat stone no larger than a paving brick, engraved with a ring of small symbols. A rusted iron pin passed through its center into the earth.

“What is it?” David asked.

“An old boundary marker.”

“Why does it need moving?”

“It doesn’t need moving.”

The man smiled without warmth.

“It needs opening.”

David stood.

“You said this was maintenance.”

“It is. Something beneath Blackthorn has been sleeping a very long time. The boundary is failing. We must release the pressure before it breaks on its own.”

“Release what?”

The man looked at the little stone.

“An invitation.”

David should have left then.

He knew that even while he stood there.

There were stories about this cemetery. He’d heard them as a boy, and he’d told Mara some of the safer ones when she wanted to be frightened. Children who heard their names called from empty rooms. Bells ringing at the wrong hour. Old photographs in which the faces didn’t stay put.

He’d laughed at those stories.

But the money was heavy in his pocket.

And the man in the gray coat knew things no stranger should have known: the amount David owed the bank, the dates of the past-due notices, the names and birthdays of both his children.

“What happens if I pull it?” David asked.

“The seal can be renewed.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

The man’s expression hardened; his smile left him completely.

“It would be wise not to waste my time, Mr. Voss.”

David took the crowbar from his tool bag.

He drove its flat end beneath the pin.

The iron shifted with surprising ease.

A voice came from the ground.

Not loud.

Not clear.

A child’s voice, muffled as if speaking with a mouth full of dirt.

Don’t.

David froze.

The man in the gray coat watched him.

“You heard that,” David said.

“Roots moving under stone.”

“That was a little boy.”

“The mind puts words to unfamiliar sounds.”

David looked at the crowbar.

He could still stop.

He could replace the pin, hand back the money, and go home to his children.

Instead, he thought of the bank notice folded inside his jacket. He thought of Mara’s shoes with the soles coming loose, and of Peter asking whether Santa Claus could bring another Captain if the real one wore out.

He pulled.

The pin came free.

For an instant, the cemetery seemed to lean toward him.

The stone beneath the crowbar shifted. From a crack in the earth came a breath of air so cold it burned his knuckles.

Then the voice spoke again.

Thank you.

David dropped the pin.

The man caught it before it struck the ground.

With his other hand, he produced a black candle wrapped in yellowed paper.

“No,” David said.

The man looked up.

“What’s that for?” David asked.

“A marker. Someone must be able to find the place again.”

“You said we’d close it.”

“We will.”

“When?”

The man set the black candle inside an old jack-o’-lantern he’d brought in a sack.

“When the children come.”

David seized his sleeve.

“What children?”

The man looked at David’s hand until he let go.

“A fortunate choice of words,” he said.

He settled the pumpkin over the engraved stone, leaving the iron pin beside it. Then he packed soil around the pumpkin until only its carved face showed. He stood.

“Our business is finished.”

David watched him walk between the graves.

He wanted to shout that he had changed his mind.

Instead, he took the money out of his pocket and stared at it until the numbers blurred.

He went home.

He said nothing to Mara.

He said nothing to Peter.

And when Peter asked why his hands were shaking, David told him the machine shop had been cold.

* * *

At 6:45 p.m., the gate behind the Voss house opened by itself.

Mara heard the latch lift.

It made the small, familiar clicking sound it always made when her father came home with groceries.

But her father was inside.

She could hear him moving dishes in the kitchen.

Peter walked toward the gate.

“Wait,” Mara said.

He stopped.

The alley held its ordinary shapes for a heartbeat: trash cans, telephone pole, yellow light. Then the air beyond the gate stretched sideways, widening the view without widening the ground beneath it.

The trash cans disappeared.

The light went out.

Between the fence posts stood a row of headstones.

Mara knew those stones.

She had passed Blackthorn Cemetery a hundred times on the way to school.

But the cemetery was six streets away.

And the gate in their backyard had never opened into it.

“Peter,” she whispered.

He turned to her with a puzzled look.

“What’s wrong?”

“Come here.”

“She’s waiting.”

“Who?”

He pointed.

Between two headstones stood a woman in a pale dress.

Mara couldn’t see her face. Each time she tried, her eyes slid to the trees behind it.

The woman raised one hand.

Peter smiled.

“See? She’s nice.”

The woman spoke.

Her voice was quiet enough that Mara should not have heard it.

Peter Voss.

Mara’s stomach tightened.

The woman said his name as though tasting it.

Peter took another step.

Mara caught his sleeve.

“Don’t.”

He looked down at her hand.

“She’s going to show me where the lost things go.”

“Peter, listen to me.”

“She said Captain can get his eye back.”

Mara gripped harder.

The woman’s hand lowered.

Then she said Mara’s name.

Mara Voss.

A pain shot through Mara’s left palm. She gasped and let go.

Peter stepped through the gate.

The cemetery swallowed the sound of his shoes.

“PETER!”

Mara lunged after him.

Her fingers caught Captain by his loose ear.

Peter stumbled.

For one second, she thought she had him.

Then something pulled from the other side.

The bear tore free of Peter’s arm.

Mara fell backward into the leaves, clutching Captain to her chest.

Peter stood three steps beyond the gate.

He looked frightened now.

“Mara?”

The woman put a pale hand on his shoulder.

Peter’s lips trembled.

“Mara, I don’t want—”

His voice stopped.

Not faded.

Stopped, as abruptly as a radio switched off.

The woman bent toward him.

The shadows of the gravestones grew long and touched his shoes.

Peter looked at Mara one last time.

“Don’t let her forget me.”

Then the gate slammed.

Mara was alone in the backyard.

Beyond the fence were the Hendersons’ trash cans and Mr. Bell’s truck.

The yellow streetlight buzzed.

Captain’s torn ear hung from her hand.

Mara screamed until her throat hurt.

* * *

David reached her before she could scream a second time.

He came through the kitchen door carrying a dish towel. He saw the gate standing shut and the bear clutched against Mara’s chest.

Then he looked at her palm.

A thin black line had appeared there.

It curved downward, then back up, forming a shape like a tiny keyhole.

The dish towel fell from his hand.

“Where’s Peter?” he asked.

Mara pointed to the gate.

“The lady took him.”

David went still.

“What lady?”

“She was in the cemetery. But the cemetery was there. Right there.”

Mara pointed harder, as if that could make it true again.

David opened the gate.

The alley smelled of rain and gasoline.

He stepped through, looked left and right, then came back.

“Mara, tell me exactly what she said.”

“She knew his name.”

David shut his eyes.

“What else?”

“She said he was first.”

His face changed.

Mara had never seen her father look that frightened. Not when he’d cut his hand at work. Not when lightning had struck the maple tree beside their house. Not when the bank man came in his suit and spoke softly in the kitchen.

David knelt before her.

“Listen to me. Did you tell her your name?”

Mara shook her head.

“Did you say it aloud?”

“No.”

“Did she touch you?”

Mara looked at her palm.

“No.”

David took her hand.

At the sight of the dark line, he made a small, broken sound.

“What did you do?” Mara asked.

He looked up.

“What?”

“You know her.”

David tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

From somewhere inside the house came the soft ticking of the wall clock.

Mara tightened her grip on Captain.

“Daddy, what did you do?”

David put both hands over his face.

“I thought I was stopping it.”

“What?”

He shook his head.

“I was told if I opened it, they could close it. I didn’t know it would come for you.”

Mara stared at him.

He hadn’t said Peter.

He’d said you.

“Go get him,” she whispered.

David looked toward the gate.

His mouth trembled.

“I will.”

“Promise?”

He swallowed.

“Yes.”

It was the last honest promise she would hear from him that night.

* * *

At 7:06 p.m., David returned to Blackthorn Cemetery.

He went alone.

Mara had tried to follow, but he had locked the front door and told her not to open it for anyone, not even him, until he gave her the words they used when she was little: *Bluebirds in December.*

She waited by the front window with Captain in her lap.

Outside, the street was crowded with costumed children.

A vampire and a clown crossed the road holding hands. Someone rang the doorbell twice and shouted “Trick or treat!” When Mara didn’t answer, they left.

She looked down at the bear.

Its loose ear was nearly gone.

She tucked it beneath the blue sailor’s collar.

Then she saw something that made her stop breathing.

The name stitched across Captain’s jacket was disappearing.

Their mother had sewn it in white thread.

PETER.

Mara watched the R unpick itself.

Then the E.

The stitches slid backward into the cloth without leaving a hole.

She clutched the bear to her chest.

“His name is Peter,” she said aloud.

The T vanished.

“Peter Voss.”

The first E began to loosen.

Mara grabbed a pencil from the telephone table.

She opened her school notebook and wrote, in letters so large they tore the paper:

PETER VOSS IS MY BROTHER.

The last white stitch disappeared from Captain’s jacket.

Mara kept writing.

HE IS SIX YEARS OLD.

HE HAS A BLUE COAT.

HE HAS A BEAR NAMED CAPTAIN.

She tried to draw his face.

The pencil hovered over the page.

She could remember his hair.

She could remember his laugh.

She could remember how he said the word *policeman* as if it had seven syllables.

But each time she tried to draw his eyes, the pencil moved somewhere else.

Mara began to cry.

Outside, the church bell rang seven.

She wrote his name again.

And again.

And again.

* * *

In the cemetery, David found the man in the gray coat waiting beside the stone angel.

The flat marker was hidden beneath freshly turned earth.

A round shape protruded from the soil above it. David could just make out the edge of a carved orange face.

He didn’t look at it for long.

“My son,” he said. “You took my son.”

The man regarded him without surprise.

“I took nothing.”

“You told me no one would be hurt.”

“I told you the boundary could be renewed.”

“You said nothing about children.”

The man glanced toward the buried pumpkin.

“I said more than you cared to hear.”

David swung at him.

His fist struck something hard and cold beneath the man’s gray coat. Pain shot up his arm.

The man did not move.

David fell to his knees.

“Please.”

The man looked down.

“An unfortunate word.”

“Give him back.”

“I don’t have him.”

“Then who does?”

The man’s confidence slipped. His gaze darted toward the oldest graves.

“Something that was listening before we arrived.”

A woman’s voice came from behind the stone angel.

David.

He turned.

No woman stood there.

Only a shadow, too narrow and too tall to belong to any monument.

David Voss, it said.

He couldn’t move.

The voice was beautiful.

And very tired.

You opened the way. That makes you responsible.

“I know.”

Do you want your daughter to follow your son?

“No.”

Then protect her.

David looked up at the man in the gray coat.

He had lowered his eyes.

“What does it want?” David whispered.

The man said nothing.

The woman answered.

A name for a name.

David swallowed.

“Take mine.”

The shadows stirred.

Yours is already written.

“Then take the money. Take the house. Take anything.”

A soft laugh moved among the graves.

Your son has crossed. The girl has seen. If she keeps calling him, she will open the way wider. She will follow him without leaving her room.

David remembered the thin mark on Mara’s hand.

“Can you stop it?”

I can make the town forget the path.

“And Peter?”

Silence.

The answer was there, in the silence, but David was too frightened to accept it.

“He’ll come back?”

I can keep her here.

David began to shake.

He understood the difference.

He understood that his son was not being offered back.

He also understood that Mara might be next.

“What do I have to do?”

The shadow lengthened toward him.

When they ask, there was no Peter Voss.

David stared at the ground.

“No.”

You will say it.

He thought of Mara waiting at home with the bear.

He thought of Peter laughing in the leaves.

He thought of the small hand that had slipped away at the gate.

“No.”

A child’s voice came from beneath the ground.

“Daddy?”

David’s heart stopped.

“Peter?”

“Daddy, it’s cold.”

David lurched toward the sound.

The man in the gray coat caught his arm.

“Don’t answer it.”

“That’s my boy!”

The voice came again.

“Daddy? Why didn’t you come?”

David dropped to the dirt and clawed at the earth.

His fingernails broke against the stone.

The woman’s voice moved close to his ear.

Do you want Mara to hear this every night?

David froze.

He pictured his daughter listening at her bedroom door while Peter called from inside the walls.

At last, his voice broke.

“There was no Peter Voss.”

The cemetery went still.

The woman sighed with pleasure.

Such a good father.

David vomited into the grass.

* * *

At 8:11 p.m., somebody knocked on the Voss front door.

Three slow knocks.

Mara sat on the floor beneath the telephone table, clutching Captain and her notebook.

The name PETER VOSS covered six pages.

She had stopped trying to draw his face.

“Who’s there?” she called.

Her father’s voice answered.

“It’s me.”

“Say the words.”

A pause.

“Bluebirds in December.”

Mara hurried to unlock the door.

David stood on the porch with dirt on his trousers and blood beneath his fingernails.

He seemed older than he’d been an hour before.

She pulled him inside.

“Where is he?”

David looked at the bear.

Then at the notebook.

His expression crumpled.

For a moment, Mara thought he was going to tell her everything.

Instead, he knelt and said, “Mara, sweetheart, you have to listen carefully.”

“Where’s Peter?”

“There isn’t—”

He stopped.

His face twisted as though something had hooked a finger behind his teeth.

Mara stepped back.

“Don’t.”

He tried again.

“Your brother…”

The kitchen light flickered.

A distant child began crying.

Not outside.

Inside the wall behind the clock.

David squeezed his eyes shut.

“We’re going to keep you safe.”

Mara felt suddenly furious.

“Peter’s not safe!”

The crying grew louder.

David looked toward the clock. His face went white.

“Mara, put that notebook away.”

“Why?”

“Please.”

She held it tighter.

David reached for it.

Mara recoiled so sharply she knocked the telephone from its cradle.

The receiver struck the floor.

From it came a boy’s voice.

“Mara?”

They both stared.

The voice was small and thin, but Mara knew it.

“Peter!”

David lunged for the receiver.

He slammed it back into place.

The crying in the wall stopped.

Silence filled the house.

Mara stared at her father.

“You heard him.”

David’s eyes filled with tears.

“Yes.”

“Then why are you pretending he isn’t real?”

He could not answer.

The keyhole mark in Mara’s palm burned.

She opened her hand and saw that its black line had deepened. Beneath it, a pale red dot moved slowly, like a spark traveling behind glass.

David took one step backward.

“That’s why,” he whispered.

Mara looked from her palm to his face.

She wanted to hate him.

She wanted him to hold her.

She wanted Peter back.

“Did you let her take him?”

David shook his head.

“No. I never meant for that to happen.”

It wasn’t the answer she had asked for.

And even at nine years old, Mara knew it.

* * *

At 9:58 p.m., David Voss left the house again.

Before going, he took Mara’s notebook and hid it beneath a loose floorboard in her bedroom. He told her he was going to find someone who could help, and he promised he would return.

Mara watched him cross Willow Street.

He carried a brown paper bag.

Inside it lay an old photograph of Peter, the one David had managed to pry from its frame before the little boy’s image disappeared. The space where Peter’s face should have been was already turning white.

David walked toward Blackthorn Cemetery.

Mara waited until he turned the corner.

Then she put Captain under her coat and followed.

She wasn’t going to let her father go alone.

She wasn’t going to let Peter be forgotten.

And if the woman in the cemetery wanted her name, Mara would make her ask for it to her face.

At 10:11 p.m., seven other children would arrive at the iron gates.

They would think they were choosing to play a game.

They would find a pumpkin buried in the earth, and inside it a candle that had no business being there.

Daniel Mercer would strike a match.

But long before its wick caught fire, the town had already paid the first price.

A little boy in a blue jacket was missing.

His name was Peter Voss.

And only his sister was still brave enough to say it.

CHAPTER 02




Seven Children, Seven Graves

Blackthorn, Pennsylvania • November 1, 1996 — 6:18 a.m.

Blackthorn woke to seven empty beds.

The town posted seven cemetery names. Mara knew the list was incomplete: Peter Voss was gone as surely as the others, although his disappearance had been left out of every official count.

At the Mercer house, Ellen Mercer had left Daniel’s bedroom light burning all night. She sat beside his unmade bed with a pillow in her lap and listened for the sound of sneakers on the stairs.

At the Ward house, Emily’s mother was calling the same three friends for the fourth time, though they had all told her they hadn’t seen her daughter since Halloween.

At the Bells’, Thomas’s older brother Michael stood in the kitchen wearing the coat he’d worn all night. There was dried mud on both knees. His father had asked him to sit down. Their aunt had asked him to eat.

He had done neither.

And at the Voss house, Mara kept writing the name of a boy nobody else would admit was missing.

PETER VOSS.

She printed it at the top of a page already covered in the same two words. Her pencil was worn nearly to the wood. Captain lay across her knees, one button eye pointed toward the window.

She had slept for twenty-three minutes.

She knew because the kitchen clock had stopped at 4:07, and when it started again it was 4:30. Between those two times, she had dreamed of Peter standing outside her bedroom door, asking why she had let their father give his name away.

When she woke, the door was open.

There had been wet footprints on the floorboards.

They were too small to belong to David.

Mara had traced one with her finger. The water was cold enough to sting.

Then the print had disappeared while she watched.

At 6:18, her father came into the kitchen.

He looked as though he had aged ten years since supper. His hands were scrubbed raw. A narrow cut divided the skin along his thumb, and a smear of dark earth remained beneath the nail.

He saw the notebook.

“Mara.”

She did not look up.

“Where’s Peter?”

David sat across from her. The chair creaked. He studied his hands with the desperate concentration of someone who had forgotten how to use them.

“Mara, last night—”

“Where is he?”

David swallowed.

The light over the sink gave a faint buzz.

“You mustn’t keep saying—”

“His name?”

His face tightened.

“Not so loudly.”

She looked up then.

“He’s your son.”

David shut his eyes.

The light above them flickered.

Mara pressed her pencil harder into the paper.

PETER VOSS.

A thin black line appeared through the second word, though she hadn’t drawn it. She rubbed at it with her thumb. The line remained.

“Somebody’s doing that,” she whispered.

David stared at the page.

“Yes.”

It was the first time he’d answered her honestly without needing to be forced.

“Then stop them.”

“I tried.”

“You didn’t try hard enough.”

He flinched as if she had struck him.

Mara was glad.

A small, ugly part of her was glad.

David looked toward the back door. Beyond the glass, their garden gate stood open. It had been open when Mara came home in the middle of the night, too. No matter how many times she latched it, the gate swung inward again.

“You followed me,” he said.

She nodded.

“Into the cemetery?”

“As far as the wall.”

“What did you see?”

Mara gripped Captain’s threadbare paw.

“Children.”

David went still.

“Seven of them. They came through the front gates.”

The clock stopped.

David didn’t seem to notice.

“And?” he asked.

She thought of the yellow raincoat beneath the trees. The small figure standing where there should have been only headstones. Of the boy near the wall with the face she had seen for one second in the red glow of a candle.

“I counted nine.”

David rose so quickly his chair struck the cupboard.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t count them again.”

Mara stared at him.

“Why?”

He opened his mouth. The kitchen clock began ticking backward.

“Dad?”

David caught the clock off the wall and flung it into the sink. Glass shattered. The ticking continued from inside the drain.

He reached for Mara’s notebook.

She pulled it against her chest.

“You don’t get to take this too.”

David stopped.

For a long moment they regarded each other across the kitchen table, each waiting for the other to become someone they recognized.

Then a siren wailed along Willow Street.

Another answered it.

David’s face went white.

“The other children,” he whispered.

Mara stood.

“They’re missing?”

He looked away.

She picked up Captain.

“Then we’re going to tell the police about Peter.”

David did not tell her no.

Somehow that frightened her more.

* * *

By seven o’clock, half the town was standing outside Blackthorn Cemetery.

Police cars blocked the road. Yellow tape ran between the iron gates and a telephone pole, fluttering in a wind that didn’t stir the leaves on the trees. A floodlight had been set up beside the stone wall, but its beam stopped several feet inside the entrance, as though the darkness had an edge.

Detective Harold Mercer stood on the wrong side of the tape.

He had been inside for almost an hour. His trouser legs were wet to the knees, though there had been no rain. Something had scratched four parallel grooves across the back of his right hand.

His wife waited near the patrol cars.

“Harold,” Ellen said when she saw him.

He couldn’t meet her eyes.

She pushed past the officer beside her.

“Tell me.”

“We haven’t found them.”

“All seven?”

Harold nodded once.

“Daniel?”

A muscle moved in his jaw.

“We’ll search again.”

Ellen stared at the cemetery gates.

“Why are they locked?”

Harold glanced at the chain wrapped around the bars. It was heavier than the one normally used. One link had been twisted into a shape he refused to look at for very long.

“Safety.”

“My son is in there.”

“I know.”

“Then open them.”

Harold reached for the padlock.

The metal beneath his fingertips was warm.

On the other side of the bars, a little boy laughed.

Harold jerked his hand back.

Ellen hadn’t heard it. She was watching his face.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

He hated himself the instant the word left his mouth.

“Harold?”

He looked over her shoulder and saw Officer Briggs approaching with a brown paper evidence bag.

“Go sit in the car,” he told Ellen. “Please.”

Her expression closed.

“You sound like you’re talking to a witness.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“Then bring my son home.”

She walked away before he could answer.

Briggs waited until she was beyond earshot.

“We found this behind the angel.”

He opened the bag.

Inside lay a matchbook from Mercer Hardware. Three matches had been torn from it. The cardboard was damp, and a dark red stain had spread from the striker across the store’s printed name.

Harold stared.

He recognized the matchbook. They kept them in a kitchen drawer at home.

“Where?” he asked.

“Old section. Under disturbed earth. Somebody buried a jack-o’-lantern there.”

Harold looked toward the gates.

“Where is it now?”

Briggs said nothing.

Harold turned sharply.

“Where is the pumpkin?”

“The men took it into the van. Then the windows blacked over from the inside.”

“What does that mean?”

Briggs held his gaze.

“Exactly what it sounds like.”

An engine started behind them.

Both men turned.

The police evidence van rocked once on its suspension. Its doors were shut. There was nobody in the cab.

Something knocked three times from inside.

Briggs slowly folded the evidence bag closed.

“We should get everybody away from here,” he said.

Harold watched the van.

From within came Daniel’s voice.

“Dad?”

Harold took one step.

Briggs seized his sleeve.

“Don’t.”

“That’s my boy.”

“It knows he’s your boy.”

Harold turned toward him.

Briggs looked as frightened as any man Harold had ever seen.

“What do you know?”

Briggs swallowed.

“Enough to know you shouldn’t answer.”

* * *

Rachel Ward arrived carrying Emily’s broken silver crown.

She was fifteen and had spent the night walking the streets in her mother’s slippers because she hadn’t noticed she was still wearing them when the first phone call came. One slipper had split at the heel. Blood marked the pavement wherever she stepped.

Michael Bell intercepted her near the cemetery road.

“Don’t go in,” he said.

Rachel glanced at the coat slung over his shoulders.

“You look worse than I do.”

“I’ve been here since three.”

“Did you see Thomas?”

He shook his head.

“I heard him.”

Rachel stopped.

Michael stared at the gates.

“After midnight. He was shouting my name.”

“From inside?”

“From underneath.”

Rachel looked at him.

“Underneath what?”

Michael’s lips parted. He looked suddenly younger than he had a moment ago.

“The road.”

She followed his gaze to the patch of asphalt beside the cemetery wall.

A narrow line of cracks had appeared there. Something red shone faintly in one of them.

Rachel thought of the crown in her hand. The last time she had seen Emily, her sister had been complaining that the plastic points hurt her scalp.

Rachel had laughed and told her that princesses had to suffer.

Now she would have given anything to hear Emily complain again.

“We have to do something,” she whispered.

Michael nodded.

“I’m not going home without him.”

A car pulled up behind the barricade. Jason Cole climbed out before it had stopped moving. He was followed by Claire Whitcomb, Vanessa Shaw, and Adam Price, each accompanied by a parent or relative who looked as though sleep had become an insult.

They weren’t all friends. Some barely knew one another.

But they had one terrible thing in common now.

Somewhere beyond the gates, a younger brother or sister was waiting for them.

Jason saw Michael and came toward him.

“Any news?”

Michael shook his head.

Jason gripped the fence so tightly his knuckles whitened.

“Ben’s afraid of the dark,” he said.

Nobody knew what to say.

A little way down the wall, Claire Whitcomb was staring through the railings.

Rachel went to her.

“Claire?”

Claire pointed.

Beyond the graves, where the cemetery path should have turned left, there stood a row of seven small stone markers.

Rachel had visited this cemetery every Memorial Day with her family. She had never seen them before.

Each marker was the height of a child.

There were no dates.

Only first names.

DANIEL.

EMILY.

THOMAS.

SARAH.

BENJAMIN.

REBECCA.

OLIVER.

Rachel felt her knees weaken.

Behind the seventh stone stood another, half hidden by ivy.

That marker was blank.

Rachel gripped the bars.

“Michael,” she called.

He came running.

By the time he reached her, the stones were gone.

Only ordinary graves remained.

Claire was crying without making a sound.

Rachel stared at the place where the blank marker had been.

It was the one she couldn’t stop thinking about.

* * *

Mara arrived with her father at 8:22.

She carried Captain openly. His sailor’s jacket was missing its white stitched name. She had tied a length of red thread around his wrist so she would recognize him if the rest of him began to disappear.

A woman at the barricade knelt to speak to her.

“Are you lost, sweetheart?”

“No.”

“What’s your name?”

“Mara Voss.”

The woman smiled.

“And where are you supposed to be?”

“Here. My brother is missing.”

The smile vanished.

“What’s his name?”

“Peter.”

A gust of cold air swept along the street. The woman’s pen stopped writing.

“Peter who?”

“Peter Voss.”

David took Mara by the shoulder.

“She got upset last night,” he said. “There’s been a misunderstanding.”

Mara twisted away.

“He wore a blue jacket. He’s six. He has brown hair, and he says his teddy bear is a police officer.”

The woman looked at David.

“Sir, do you have a son?”

David’s fingers tightened at his sides.

He struggled to answer.

Mara watched his mouth, willing him to say it.

“Yes,” he whispered.

For an instant, the sun broke through the clouds.

The woman glanced at her clipboard.

“I don’t have him on the missing-person list.”

“Then put him on it,” Mara said.

The woman lowered her pen.

A line of writing appeared on the sheet without her touching it. Mara saw the shape of a P, then an E.

The ink crawled backward into the pen.

The woman’s eyes went unfocused.

“I’m sorry,” she said pleasantly. “We have reports of seven missing children. Not eight.”

Mara looked up at her father.

David was staring at the clipboard with naked horror.

“Tell her,” Mara said.

He swallowed.

“Peter Voss,” he forced out. “My son. Six years old.”

The woman’s smile returned.

“Of course. I’ll make a note.”

Her pen moved.

When she turned the clipboard, the line beneath the seven names was blank.

Mara seized Captain so tightly his stitching tore.

“It’s stealing him again.”

David bent to her ear.

“I know.”

The words did not make her forgive him.

They did make her less alone.

Detective Mercer approached from the road.

He recognized David from the machine shop and Mara from the school Halloween parade.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Another missing child,” David said.

Harold looked at the clipboard.

“I have seven.”

“There are eight,” Mara said.

Harold studied her face. He had a daughter of his own, Annie, only a little older than Mara. He knew the difference between a child making up a frightening story and a child who had run out of ways to tell the truth.

“Come with me,” he said.

David stepped forward.

“Detective, we don’t need—”

“Your daughter says your son is missing.”

Harold’s voice hardened.

“We need to listen.”

David looked at the cemetery.

Then followed.

* * *

Officer Briggs put a cassette recorder on the station-house desk.

He had taken Mara and David into a small interview room at the rear of the police station, away from the families and the reporters already gathering outside.

Briggs tested the recorder.

The red light came on.

“November first, nineteen ninety-six. Eight forty-seven a.m. Witness: Mara Voss, age nine. Detective Mercer present. David Voss present.”

Mara sat with Captain in her lap.

Briggs leaned forward.

“Tell me about your brother.”

“His name is Peter.”

“How old?”

“Six.”

“When did you last see him?”

“Last night. In our backyard.”

“What time?”

“Six forty-five.”

David looked startled.

“How do you know that?” he asked.

Mara didn’t look at him.

“Because I could see the kitchen clock through the back door when the gate opened.”

Briggs nodded.

“And what happened?”

Mara told him about the woman beyond the garden gate. How Peter had followed her through. How the alley on the other side had turned into cemetery stones.

She did not tell him how afraid she had been of losing her own name. She was afraid that naming the fear aloud would make it true.

Harold listened without interrupting.

Briggs turned a page.

“Your father says you went to the cemetery again later.”

Mara nodded.

“Why?”

“I thought Peter might still be there.”

“What did you see?”

“Seven children went in. They had costumes. One girl had a silver crown.”

Harold looked down at the desk.

“That was Emily Ward,” he said softly.

Mara nodded.

“Then I saw the other people.”

Briggs’s pencil stopped moving.

“What other people?”

“A girl under the tree. Yellow coat. She didn’t look scared.”

Harold turned toward Briggs.

Briggs asked, “Anyone else?”

Mara stared at the recorder.

For one second the red light became a little candle flame.

“There was a boy near the wall.”

“Another child?”

“He looked like one of the seven.”

“Which one?”

Mara shut her eyes.

She could still see the boy standing perfectly still with his face in shadow, as though waiting for someone to invite him closer. When the seven children passed, he had smiled.

“The one with the matches,” she whispered.

Harold went rigid.

“How did you know he had matches?”

Mara opened her eyes.

“I saw him use them.”

Harold said nothing.

Briggs asked, “How many people did you see in the cemetery, Mara?”

She counted on her fingers. Seven children. The yellow raincoat. The other boy.

“Nine.”

The recorder clicked.

Its tape wheels stopped.

From the speaker came a second child’s voice.

“Nine,” it repeated.

The voice was Daniel Mercer’s.

Harold stood so abruptly his chair fell over.

“Daniel?”

A faint laugh crackled through the tape.

Briggs reached across the table and switched the recorder off.

The voice continued.

“One of them isn’t a child.”

Silence.

Mara covered Captain’s remaining eye.

David had turned white.

Harold snatched the recorder from the desk and examined it. The machine was off. The tape reels sat motionless beneath the plastic window.

“Play it,” he ordered.

Briggs pressed rewind.

Nothing happened.

He tried again.

The reels turned in opposite directions for three slow rotations, then stopped.

“There’s something wrong with the machine,” Briggs said.

Harold held out his hand.

“Give it to me.”

Briggs kept the recorder.

“Detective, not here.”

Harold met his eyes.

After a long moment, he let go.

Briggs removed the cassette and slipped it into the inside pocket of his coat.

Mara watched him.

He saw her looking.

“I’m going to keep your words safe,” he said.

“Will that bring Peter back?”

Briggs’s expression changed.

“No,” he said. “But it may keep somebody from pretending he wasn’t here.”

Mara looked at the adult in front of her and dared to believe she had finally been understood.

* * *

The first official report of the disappearances was typed at 11:06 a.m.

Seven names.

Seven ages.

Seven sets of parents who had spent the night waiting beside telephones that wouldn’t ring.

There was no eighth line.

Harold Mercer stood beside the secretary as she pulled the report from the typewriter.

“I told you to include the Voss boy,” he said.

She looked down at the sheet.

“What Voss boy?”

Harold reached for the handwritten notes on her desk.

The page he’d signed that morning was gone. In its place lay a grocery list in his own handwriting.

He remembered filling out the missing-person form.

He remembered Mara’s face.

He remembered the sound of his son’s voice coming from the recorder.

But when he tried to remember the little boy’s name, his mind felt full of cold water.

“Peter,” he said slowly.

The typewriter bell rang.

No one had touched it.

A man in a gray coat stood outside the office door. His white-gloved hands were folded in front of him.

“Detective Mercer.”

Harold turned.

“Who are you?”

“A man who keeps the town’s records in order.”

Harold glanced toward the secretary.

She was looking at the blank space above her desk as though the two men weren’t there.

The stranger smiled.

“Grief can make people see patterns that aren’t there. Seven missing children is a terrible thing. There’s no need to make it worse with stories.”

Harold felt a surge of anger.

“Get out of my station.”

“Your son is one of the seven,” the man continued. “Think very carefully about which questions you’re willing to ask on his behalf.”

Harold took a step toward him.

The man held out a photograph.

Daniel stood in the cemetery beside six other children. The picture looked old, its edges yellowed, but Harold recognized his son’s Halloween jacket.

Behind the seven stood a dark figure wearing a pumpkin mask.

Daniel’s face was turned toward the camera. His mouth was open as though he were screaming.

Harold lunged for the photograph.

The stranger moved it beyond reach.

“I can see that this is difficult,” he said. “But some doors remain closed only while the town agrees not to look.”

“Where did you get that?”

The stranger slipped the photograph into his coat.

“Seven children, Detective. That’s what the record will say.”

He turned and walked out.

Harold followed him into the hall.

It was empty.

At the far end, a door opened onto an ordinary patch of sunlight.

On the floor lay a single wet leaf.

Its veins moved like fingers.

Harold returned to the office and wrote the name PETER VOSS on the back of his hand.

By noon, the letters had begun to fade.

* * *

Inside the cemetery, it was still night.

Daniel Mercer had stopped asking what time it was. His watch had run backward until the hands met at six, then the glass had filled with soil. Thomas had thrown it over a wall. A minute later Daniel had found it in his pocket again.

The seven children stood beside a stone angel with a missing face.

They had tried the gates. They had tried climbing the wall. Rebecca had shouted until her throat hurt. Oliver had found a caretaker’s shed with a telephone inside, but the receiver had whispered a name none of them recognized and then gone dead.

Every path brought them back to the angel.

Benjamin hugged himself beneath his ghost costume.

“It’s morning outside,” he said.

“How do you know?” Thomas asked.

“I can feel it.”

“That’s not how mornings work.”

“Maybe not here,” Sarah said.

Thomas had no answer for that.

Emily stood close to Rebecca, her princess crown gone. She had been the first to notice that the cemetery was wrong. Daniel wished he’d listened when she’d asked to leave.

Above them, the sky was black and empty.

The clouds didn’t move. There were no stars. Somewhere far away a child was crying in a room that sounded too small for the voice inside it.

“We have to find Jack,” Daniel said.

“Why?” Oliver asked.

“Because he said we could go home.”

“He said we could win a way home,” Rebecca corrected.

Daniel looked at her.

“That means there are rules.”

“And rules can be cheated,” Thomas said.

“Not by us,” Sarah replied. “Not until we know them.”

The children fell silent.

Something thudded beneath the earth.

Then again.

The angel’s broken face began to turn toward them.

A voice called from somewhere beyond the graves.

“Danny?”

Daniel went still.

It was his mother’s voice.

Not merely like hers. It carried the same tired kindness she’d used when calling him in from the backyard after supper.

“Daniel, honey. Come on home.”

He took a step.

Rebecca caught his wrist.

“Don’t.”

“It’s my mom.”

“You don’t know that.”

“She sounds scared.”

“So do we.”

The voice called again.

“Danny, please. I can’t find you.”

Daniel looked toward the darkness.

For one aching instant he remembered the light she’d left on in his bedroom, the way she’d told him to wear a warmer jacket, and the promise he’d made to be home before eleven.

He wanted to run toward her.

Instead he said, “Tell me something only Mom would know.”

The voice stopped.

A little laugh came from the trees.

“Oh, Daniel,” the woman said. “There are so many things your mother doesn’t know about you.”

The sound of footsteps approached through the leaves.

Then Jack Hallows appeared on the angel’s shoulder, balancing as easily as a bird on a branch.

His pumpkin mask looked freshly carved. Its grin was black at the corners, as though somebody had pushed soot into the cuts.

“Well done,” he said to Daniel.

Daniel’s hands curled into fists.

“Let us out.”

“My, my. What a way to greet your host.”

“You promised.”

“I said you could go home. A perfectly generous offer.”

“Then open the gates.”

Jack tilted his head.

“After the games, of course.”

“How many?” Sarah demanded.

Jack considered the question.

“Enough.”

Thomas stepped forward.

“That isn’t a number.”

“Neither is forever, but people seem terribly fond of saying it.”

Jack laughed. Nobody else did.

Daniel looked at the pocket watch dangling from Jack’s hand. Its hands were spinning backward.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked.

For a moment Jack’s voice lost its playfulness.

“Because you lit the candle.”

“That was an accident.”

Jack leaned forward.

“Most beautiful disasters are.”

He sprang down from the angel. His boots made no sound when they touched the ground.

“Now, there is something you children ought to understand. In my house, I keep my promises.”

Rebecca lifted her chin.

“Then we want the rules.”

Jack turned toward her.

His voice became almost pleased.

“Very good.”

He pointed one black-gloved finger toward the ground.

Seven heartbeats sounded beneath the stones.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

A ring of seven gravestones rose slowly through the soil. Their names shone in the dark. Behind them came an eighth, small and blank.

Benjamin began to cry.

“Are those for us?”

Jack glanced at the stones.

“Depends on how you play.”

He looked toward the blank one.

For the briefest instant, his grin seemed to falter.

A child’s silhouette stood in the space between the eighth stone and the angel. It held a candle whose flame was black, not red.

Jack spoke sharply.

“Not yet.”

The figure retreated.

Daniel stared after it.

The boy looked almost his height. Almost his build.

He couldn’t see the face.

“Who was that?” he demanded.

Jack’s grin returned.

“A witness.”

“To what?”

“Oh, Daniel.”

He opened his pocket watch.

“To what comes next.”

The angel sank into the earth, its wings folding as though made of wet paper. In its place rose a little wooden table with a black telephone on top.

The receiver lifted itself and began to ring.

Daniel heard a girl speaking through the crackle.

“Danny? It’s Annie.”

He stared at the phone.

Annie was at home. She was supposed to be at home.

But the voice on the line sounded older. Much older.

“Please,” she said. “Don’t hang up.”

Beyond the table, a little boy stepped from the dark holding a black candle.

Thin stitches crossed his mouth.

He looked directly at Daniel.

“Don’t choose,” he whispered.

CHAPTER 03




The Boy with the Black Candle

Elsewhere, outside the cemetery game, Blackthorn was already searching in the light of November 1. For the seven children, the night had not yet released its hold; no clock they could see could tell them how much ordinary time had passed.

The stitches across the boy’s mouth moved when he tried to breathe.

Daniel had seen a woman sew a torn shirt once, drawing the needle through the cloth until the two sides met. Whoever had sewn this child had done it with the same terrible neatness. Six black crosses held his lips together. The thread did not end in knots. It trailed past his cheeks into the air, disappearing as if somebody on the other side of the darkness were holding both ends.

He was almost Daniel’s height, though his narrow shoulders made him look younger.

He carried a candle so black that Daniel could not tell where the wax ended and the flame began.

“Don’t choose,” the boy whispered again.

Thomas took a step toward him. “How are you talking?”

The boy’s eyes filled with tears. His lips pulled against the thread. One stitch tightened until a red bead appeared at the corner of his mouth.

“Quiet,” Rebecca told Thomas.

“I only asked.”

“Then don’t.”

The black telephone rang on the wooden table. Its bell sounded wrong, as though someone were striking a spoon inside a skull.

“Danny?” said Annie’s voice from the receiver. “Please pick up.”

Daniel stared at it. His sister was at home. That much he knew. He had watched her leave for a Halloween party with a paper witch stuck to her jacket. He knew what she had sounded like when she shouted good-bye.

The girl speaking now sounded like Annie after something awful had happened to her. Older. Tired. Every word seemed dragged across broken glass.

“Danny? I’ve been waiting so long.”

Daniel reached for the receiver.

The candle boy caught his wrist.

His skin felt like a piece of glass taken from a freezer.

“Not every voice belongs to the person you hear.”

The telephone stopped ringing.

Daniel heard only his own breathing and Benjamin trying not to cry. The trees stood silent.

Then the receiver lifted by itself.

“Daniel,” the voice said, no longer pretending to be Annie. “Choose.”

Seven gravestones stood in a ring around the children. Each stone bore a name Daniel recognized: MERCER. WARD. BELL. WHITCOMB. COLE. SHAW. PRICE. The letters had not been carved. They were growing out of the stone, pushing through like black teeth.

Beyond them stood a smaller eighth stone. Its face was blank.

Sarah pointed at it. “Whose is that?”

The candle boy tried to answer. The threads pulled tight, cutting off his breath.

He pressed the black candle against the blank stone.

A single white word appeared.

WITNESS.

“What does that mean?” Oliver asked.

“Someone who was there,” Sarah said.

Benjamin wiped his nose on the edge of his ghost costume. “Were you there?”

The boy
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