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Chapter 1

AT 7:54 IN THE MORNING, on a Friday, Mateo Flores punched Todd Morgan in the ear.

This was strange for three reasons:


	Todd and Mateo were friends.

	Mateo wasn’t a violent person (off the middle school football field, at least).

	Todd had very small ears for a twelve-year-old, making them unusually hard to hit.



Todd fell back into his bus seat, which he was sharing with Mateo. He cupped his tiny ear with his hand, moaning in pain.

“Why did you do that?” Todd asked, his ear ringing.

Mateo stared at his friend, looking confused. A second later, a slow grin spread across his face. Slipping on his sunglasses, he stood up and jogged down the bus steps without a backward glance.

It was 7:56 in the morning.

The end of the world had already begun.

“That was weird.”

In the seat across the aisle, Margot Blumenthal was watching Todd.

Margot was new to West Cove Middle School. She had blue-streaked hair, a perfect attendance record, and was considered a lock for the United States national freestyle wrestling team (as soon as she turned thirteen).

Even her teachers found her a little intimidating.

“Yeah,” Todd agreed. “Weird. And, you know . . . painful.”

Margot slid across the aisle and into Todd’s seat, peering at his ear. “What happened?” she asked. “Did you guys get into a fight or something?”

“Uh, hello?” Todd leaned back, looking right at Margot. “Did I, like, invite you to sit with me?” Turning toward the window, he mumbled, “Weirdo” under his breath.

Margot stood up, rolling her eyes.

The bus was nearly empty now, the final students making their way down the steps. Margot reached into her pocket and pulled out a neatly folded surgical mask. “You should see the nurse,” she told Todd, snapping the mask in place over her nose and mouth. “You could have a perforated eardrum.”

As Todd pressed his hand to his ear in alarm, Margot hurried down the bus stairs and stepped onto the sidewalk. The scent of dead whale washed over her.

It was now 7:59 in the morning.

The end of the world was practically inevitable.
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Chapter 2

THE DEAD WHALE, BY THE way, had nothing to do with the end of the world.

At least not yet.

The creature had been discovered several days ago by Mateo Flores’s father, Rodrigo, during his evening jog on the beach. Rodrigo had called the local police, who, in turn, had contacted the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

The NOAA had sent several biologists to West Cove to gather samples from the whale and help plan its disposal. An adult male sperm whale, it measured close to fifty-eight feet long and was estimated to weigh forty-seven tons.

Obviously, it couldn’t just be flushed down the toilet like a goldfish.

Instead, it would have to be lifted by crane from the ocean, and driven to a landfill on a semitrailer.

The crane, which was costing the town of West Cove a lot of money, was scheduled to arrive from Seattle later that night.

In the meantime, Margot hurried toward the middle school’s entrance. The paper surgical mask she had slipped on in the bus filtered out the worst of the smell, but the heavy, oily stench still clung in the air, making her eyes water unpleasantly.

The girl in front of her, who Margot vaguely recognized from gym class, paused to hold the door open for her. “I think it’s getting worse,” she told Margot, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

“It’s the methane,” Margot explained through her mask. “The whale’s decomposing, but its blubber and skin are trapping all the gaseous buildup.”

Margot was the kind of girl who could use the word “gaseous” in conversation without blinking. She could also make an omelet in the traditional French style and recite the alphabet backward.

Yet more examples of her general impressiveness.

The girl let the door fall shut. “Whatever,” she said, walking away from Margot as quickly as possible.

Margot pulled off her mask, briefly pausing to survey the main hallway. Her eyes landed on Mateo, who was standing on the opposite side of the hall, staring into his open locker.

Folding her mask in half, Margot watched him from a distance.

Despite what the earlier ear punch might imply, Mateo was actually a very likable person.

His friends liked him because he was fun, and easygoing, and usually had the newest Xbox games before anyone else.

His teachers liked him because he was polite, and hard-working, and almost always raised his hand in class (even when he didn’t know the answer). 

His coaches liked him because he left everything he had on the field during practice, and also regularly washed his workout clothes.

His dentist liked him because he flossed twice daily and never skipped a teeth cleaning.

Being liked was very important to Mateo.

It was so important to him, in fact, that in the six weeks she had spent rehearsing with him for the school play, Margot had never once seen him not smiling.

Which is why she kept watching as, halfway down the hallway, Mateo’s mouth twisted into a frown. He slapped angrily at his back, just above his shoulder blades. A second later, he threw back his head and let out a frustrated scream.

A hundred conversations stopped. The corridor grew silent.

A long moment passed.

Mateo shook his head, clearing it. He looked around, seeming to realize for the first time where he was. His classmates stared curiously at him, waiting to see what he would do next.

Someone coughed.

Mateo forced himself to relax his shoulders, adopting his normal slouch. He pushed his sunglasses up on his head and gave a casual shrug. “Forgot my pencil,” he said.

There was a beat, and then the laughter started.

Mateo grinned, shoving a passing friend good-naturedly. The hallway returned to normal, Mateo’s joke soon forgotten in the rush of lost gym shoes and slamming lockers and last-minute copying of math homework.

Mateo pretended to look for something in his backpack, waiting until he was sure his classmates were no longer paying attention to him. Then, his grin fading, he closed his locker and slipped quietly down the hall.

Margot followed him.
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Chapter 3

MATEO VEERED LEFT, INTO THE auditorium.

At first, Margot briefly wondered if she had blanked on a last-minute play rehearsal. But instead of heading for the stage, Mateo had ducked into one of the backstage bathrooms.

That had been nearly five minutes ago.

“Mateo?” Margot knocked lightly on the door. “Are you in there? It’s me, Margot.”

There was silence from the other side of the door.

“Are you okay?” Margot called. “Because the final bell just rang.”

“I’m fine,” Mateo called back. “Thanks. All good!”

A thud echoed through the door.

“Mateo?”

“Nothing to worry about!” he yelled. “It’s cool!”

Another thud echoed through the door, louder this time.

“Are you sure?” Another thud, this time followed by a series of grunts. “Mateo?” Margot knocked impatiently on the door. “Do you need me to get the nurse?”

“No! It’s fine!” Mateo shouted. “I mean it!”

The next thud was so loud it shook the door frame. Margot narrowed her eyes. “Mateo?” She pulled on the handle, surprised to find that it opened. “Hang on!” she yelled. “I’m coming in!”

“No!” Mateo called, his voice panicked. “Don’t!”

Margot pushed the door open and marched into the bathroom.

Mateo stood in front of the sink, gripping the edge of the counter with both hands. His sunglasses sat crooked on top of his head, as if they’d been accidentally knocked to the side. He was breathing heavily, and the back collar of his shirt was ripped. It looked like he’d been clawing at it.

Mateo was a fan of vintage polo shirts, particularly the pastel ones from the eighties with the little alligators on them. He usually took excellent care of them.

Mateo met Margot’s gaze in the mirror, his eyes wide with panic. He took a shaky breath. “I think there might be something wrong with me.”

Mateo was right; there was something wrong with him. Something very wrong indeed.

As Margot watched, something rippled beneath the collar of Mateo’s shirt.

She tilted her head curiously to the side.

The “something” beneath Mateo’s collar rippled again.

Margot tilted her head to the other side.

A goo-coated appendage pushed its way out of Mateo’s collar, snaking slowly up his neck.

Margot’s head snapped straight up.

“Is that a tentacle?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It feels weird,” Mateo told her, twitching slightly. “And my brain is, like, all foggy or something. Like I can’t even rememb—” He stopped suddenly, his back stiffening.

A vacant grin spread across his face.

Margot took a step back. She was beginning to suspect she was in over her head. “Why don’t I go get someone?” she asked. “They can . . . help.”

Mateo’s grin widened.

“Just wait here,” Margot said, reaching for the door handle. “Don’t move, okay? I’ll—”

Mateo let out a snarl. Lowering his shoulders, he rushed her.

Years of training took over. Shifting automatically into a neutral wrestling pose, Margot positioned her head, arms, and hips into three separate lines of defense.

The entire incident was over in less than a minute.

Stepping forward to meet Mateo, Margot rotated her body inward. Pulling his arm across her waist, she turned, using her handhold to catch his head in her armpit. She fell backward, locking her grip around his head and arm.

It was a near perfect headlock.

“What is wrong with you?” Margot demanded, tightening her hold around Mateo’s neck.

“I’m sorry,” he wheezed, blinking apologetically up at her. “It wasn’t me, okay?” With his free hand, Mateo tugged the back of his pink-and-green striped shirt down as far as he could. “Look,” he begged Margot. “Just look!”

Margot looked.

To her credit, she didn’t even scream.
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Chapter 4

“WHAT DO YOU THINK IT is?” Mateo twisted his neck uselessly back and forth, trying to look between his shoulder blades.

Margot stared down at the creature, thoughtfully narrowing her eyes.

“A leech?” she asked. “I did a report on the Amazon leech once. It can grow to be up to eighteen inches long.” She paused for a second. “You haven’t been to the Amazon lately, have you?”

“Um, no?”

She shook her head. “Probably not an Amazon leech then. Besides, leeches don’t have tentacles.”

Margot leaned forward, examining the squirming creature attached to the skin at the top of Mateo’s back more closely. There didn’t seem to be a head, which was strange and a little alarming. Equally alarming were the four wriggling tentacles and the fact that, beneath its coating of yellow goo, the creature’s skin was bright blue.

It was also glowing.

“We should get an adult,” Margot said.

“Yeah.” Mateo took a deep breath. “Probably.”

“Okay. So . . . I’m going to let go of you now, I guess?” Margot asked.

With her arms wrapped around him, she couldn’t help noticing how nice Mateo smelled. Like . . . lemon-scented floor polish.

Actually, Margot realized, it probably was lemon-scented floor polish. They were, after all, lying on the bathroom floor.

She cleared her throat, suddenly insecure about how close they were to each other. Was her deodorant still working? Could Mateo tell how fast her heart was beating? What if he could see up her nose?

“You’re going to be calm, right?” she asked.

“Uh-huh,” Mateo said, attempting to nod. “I mean, I’ll try.”

“Don’t try,” Margot said firmly, quoting her dad. “Do.”

Mateo blinked. “Right. I’ll be calm.”

Cautiously releasing her grip, Margot scooted away from him. Mateo sat up straight, rolling his neck around a couple of times to loosen his muscles.

“You’re pretty good at that,” he told Margot. “Wrestling.”

Margot, in fact, was not “pretty good” at wrestling.

She was exceptional at it.

Her father, Leo Blumenthal, was a well-known professional wrestling coach and owner of the illustrious Blumenthal Wrestling Academy. Over the years, his academy had produced countless state champions, six world champions, and not one, but two Olympic bronze medalists.

Margot was his most promising student in years.

She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.” Margot didn’t like to talk about wrestling.

“Sorry about the whole . . . attacking you . . . thing,” Mateo said. “That was weird, right?” He gave a strange, high-pitched laugh, the sound echoing loudly in the small room. His eyes seemed brighter than usual, Margot noticed. Almost too bright.

She wondered if Mateo was in shock.

She wondered if she was in shock.

Margot didn’t feel like she was in shock. But then again, it was hard to tell with all the adrenaline pumping through her body.

Had her mouth always tasted like metal?

“How do you feel?” she asked Mateo, sitting back on her heels. “Do you think you can make it to the nurse’s office? Is that a bad idea? Should I lock you in here instead?”

“No! Don’t leave me alone!” Mateo swallowed. “I mean, um, I can go with you. I’ll be fine, I swear.” The edge of fear in his voice made him sound younger than usual. “What do you think it is?” he asked again.

“It could be a leech,” Margot offered dubiously. “A mutation, maybe? Have you been near any lakes lately? Or a tide pool?”

Mateo thought for a second. “I don’t think so?”

Margot pursed her lips, thinking. “I wonder how long it’s been on you.”

“I don’t know,” Mateo said. “I don’t think it was there yesterday, though. I mean, I didn’t feel weird or anything.”

Margot stood up. “I guess it doesn’t matter right now. We should go see the nurse.” She took a hair tie from her pocket and pulled her loose hair into a ponytail. Her blue streaks were especially noticeable in the fluorescent lights.

Her eyes fell on the mop leaning against the wall in the corner. Striding forward, she picked it up and twisted the base free. Hefting the handle in front of her, she motioned toward the door. “You first.”

Mateo stared at her. “Um . . . do I want to know what that’s for?”

“For hitting you with,” Margot told him. She swung the mop handle through the air, pretending to crash it down on his back. “Just in case,” she added to reassure him.

Mateo stared at her. “Oh. Solid plan.”

If Margot had been someone who blushed easily, she would have blushed.

Mateo took a shaky breath then pushed himself to his feet. He glanced automatically in the mirror, checking to make sure his sunglasses weren’t broken, then straightened them on top of his head. “Okay,” he said, staring queasily at his reflection. “I’m ready.”

Slinging the mop handle over her shoulder, Margot lifted her chin. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter 5

EARLIER THAT MORNING, ACROSS TOWN, Dr. Smalls was not having a good day.

A lumpy mattress had kept him up most of the night. He had spilled orange juice on his tie. And he was still four hundred and eighty-seven days away from retirement.

“Good morning!” Calvin Biggs, Dr. Smalls’s research assistant, strode cheerfully into the conference room. He set a steaming takeout cup of coffee down on the table in front of his boss. “Half-caf, soy milk, no-whip cappuccino,” he said. “With a sprinkle of cinnamon on top.” He placed a paper bag next to the coffee. “They were out of croissants, so I picked you up a muffin instead.”

“What kind?” Dr. Smalls asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Er, I don’t know,” Calvin admitted. “It was the last one they had.”

Dr. Smalls grunted. He pulled the muffin out of the bag, examining it suspiciously.

Was it banana nut? Was it pumpkin? Was it bran?

Pushing the muffin aside, he reached for his cappuccino.

Calvin waited until his boss had taken his first sip then gave him an encouraging smile. “Sleep any better last night?” Calvin asked hopefully.

Dr. Smalls gave another grunt in reply. “Just got off the phone with Seattle,” he said. “They want us to wrap things up by tomorrow. Not soon enough in my opinion.”

He glared around the Cozy Inn’s multipurpose lounge as though the upholstered armchairs and polished tables had somehow offended him.

Calvin subtly checked his watch.

“Do you want a ride to the school?” he asked.

Dr. Smalls peered up at him with a vacant expression. “The school?”

“You agreed to give a talk at the local middle school?” Calvin reminded his boss. “About the importance of ocean conservation?”

Dr. Smalls eyed the muffin again. Could it be oatmeal raisin?

“I’m afraid you’ll have to do it, Biggs,” he said firmly, not meeting his assistant’s gaze. “I’m absolutely swamped with these data charts. Couldn’t possibly slip away.”

Calvin’s eyes flicked briefly toward the doctor’s open laptop. A half-played game of solitaire was clearly visible on the screen.

Dr. Smalls snapped his computer shut.

Calvin tugged uneasily at his hair. He was good at many things, including but not limited to: jigsaw puzzles, urban gardening, competitive chili cook-offs, and remembering people’s phone numbers.

He was not good at public speaking.

“Okay. Sure,” he said. “I guess if things don’t go well I can always show that video of the six-hundred-pound octopus squeezing through the tube, right? Kids like that.”

Dr. Smalls gave a dismissive wave. “Sure, sure, whatever. Just bring back lunch, will you?” Visions of octopus floated through his head. “Sushi, if you can find it.”

Four hundred and eighty-seven days, Calvin reminded himself. Only four hundred and eighty-seven days until Dr. Smalls’s retirement.

“I’m not sure if West Cove has a sushi restaurant,” he said aloud. “But I’ll check.”

Dr. Smalls, who had already lost interest in the conversation, gave another grunt in reply. He waited impatiently for Calvin to leave before flipping open his computer. Squinting down at the screen, he sucked thoughtfully at his teeth. Where was that king of clubs hiding, anyway?

He absently took a bite of muffin, sputtering a little as a dry piece hit his tongue.

It was bran.
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