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  Chapter 1


Kara awoke in the back seat of the family SUV. She'd been dreaming of a coral snake. Those wild colors and geometric patterns slithering through grass. The serpent had coiled up her leg, under her clothes, emerged at her neck. Forked tongue flickering. A flame inside its pink mouth. Had it been whispering a sermon? 
Her eyes burned from the tug of sleep as she fixed upon her mom’s red, rabbit-foot key chain swinging like a pendulum beneath the steering column. They’d left Boise two days ago. Kara's house, which was no longer home, seemed so far away. 
As the details of her dream receded, she sat up. She pulled her sweater over her shoulders. What had awakened her?
The cabin was freezing. Her mom’s window was open, and night had fallen outside. Kara’s gaze drifted to Tyler, asleep, his limbs slack like a dropped marionette. His teeth clicked absently, molars grinding, exactly what the dentist had warned them about. All that tension inside him seeking an outlet. His right hand still gripped his mini-game console—a first-person shooter interface flashed a holding pattern, waiting for restart.
A rapid burst of rhythmic vibration shook the vehicle and, at first, Kara thought it was the sound of gunfire from Ty’s video game. Then she realized what had awakened her—the tires were drifting across the raised strips on the edge of the highway. She heard the sound again and looked at Susan, her mom. Susan’s chin was down and her sandy hair lolled side to side.
In the same instant, Kara also saw oncoming headlights. A quick shout escaped her throat like a frightened crow. The sound woke her mom, who instinctively overcompensated with a yank of the steering wheel to the right. Their car sailed over a grassy embankment and crashed through a row of pine saplings. 
They landed hard and rolled down a steep hill. Boxes stacked in the rear compartment surged forward. There was the crunch of metal and shattered glass. Three mouths screamed in unison. Gravel clanged against the hubcaps. Clothes, plates, silverware, toiletries unpacked themselves, and rained around their heads. 
The car stopped moving and everything was suddenly quiet. The ringing in Kara’s ears faded and she became aware of Tyler, coughing and sobbing. 
Her mom whispered, “Oh, God. Oh, God.”
“Is everyone alright?” Kara asked. Her tongue felt dirty, and her voice trembled.
“I don’t know,” Susan said. She did a clumsy self-check.
Kara’s window had exploded and the frigid night air whistled in. The SUV had, luckily, come to rest on its wheels again in an unpaved quarry. As the three of them began to unbury their bodies from tangled belongings, the same pair of headlights they’d narrowly avoided came creeping into view from the quarry’s pocked driveway.
The car, a 1970s sedan, parked a few feet away and shut off its lights and engine. Amid a cloud of dust, the door creaked open, and footsteps crunched toward them. A flashlight beam seared through the dark and flitted across their faces.
A man’s voice said, “Anybody hurt in there?”
Susan wheezed, “I think I’m in one piece.”
“Anyone else?” he said and waved the light around again, blinding them. 
Not seeing his face put them at a disadvantage. Kara struggled to identify his features in case he tried any funny business.
“Just shaken up, Mister. I think,” Susan said. She was still panting, bewildered.
“You ‘bout scared me half to death,” the man said. “What was you doin’ on the wrong side of the road?”
“I couldn’t see very well, and I’m not familiar with this area,” Susan replied. She pushed aside some unfolded towels and cracked CD cases, and rushed out of the car. 
Racing to Tyler's side, she threw open his door and clutched him in her arms, probed him with her hands. “Does it hurt anywhere?” She was crying now. “Did I hurt you?”
“I’m fine. Don’t!” Tyler growled through sobs.
Susan reached for Kara, “Baby, your window shattered!” Her hands grabbed at Kara’s body. “There's blood on your face!” she wept.
“Mom, we’re okay.”
Her mother pushed her palms to her eyes and inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry.” She turned to face the man and flashed a Cheshire smile, the way Kara had seen her do before, like two sides of a tragicomic theater mask. She extended her hand. “I’m Susan.”
The man pensively returned the handshake. “Collin. Too bad we ain’t meetin’ in better circumstances. Your car’s pretty bashed up. Will it start? You folks need a lift or anything?”
“Let me try,” Susan said. She climbed in and turned the key in the ignition. The engine squealed and popped like an antique beater. Eventually it caught and revved back to life. Susan sighed with relief. “Must’ve stalled. How’s your car, Mister? Any damage?”
“Not a scratch. Where you folks headed?”
“Estin. I thought we were getting close.”
“Yep. You’re only about a mile away. How ‘bout I follow you to make sure you don’t bust down stranded in the middle of the street. I’ll call my wife and tell her the situation.”
“Thank you, sir. We really appreciate it.”
Kara’s eyes adjusted as the SUV crawled back onto the highway. Piled on her lap were spoons, unfolded sweatpants, two picture-frames and a plush, blue, stuffed monkey she’d had since childhood, named Shy. Atop these was a glittering layer of broken glass and pine needles. Tyler had stopped crying now and stared quietly out his own intact window.
“We’re alive,” Susan said. “That’s what’s important. Sorry for scaring everyone.” Then she, too, sat in shock for the remainder of the drive.
The town of Estin, Montana, began to emerge amid the dark forest. A dimly lit antique store, a postal annex offering notary and tax services, a bicycle shop. The building facades were wood-paneled and quaint with ornate carved columns, insincerely colonial. There was a bank and one giant supermarket. An old diner, a rundown bookstore, and an ice cream parlor with a striped awning. 
Residences cropped up with warm windows where townspeople were sharing a normal evening—the exact opposite of a car accident. Kara couldn’t wait to escape into the numb arms of post-adrenaline sleep.
The SUV slowed and turned down a nondescript suburban development. Susan parked under the carport of a single-story, white stucco house with blue trim. When she opened her door and stepped from the car, the clatter of cutlery and frying pans echoed around the neighboring homes. Kara watched her walk to Collin’s sedan, and wave as he U-turned. Soon, his taillights winked out of sight.
Returning to their car, her mom said, “Forget about unpacking. We’ll deal with all this crap in the morning. Just grab your sleeping bags and follow me.”
The screen door had no screen, only plastic windows, and it slapped shut behind them as they entered the dark living room. Susan flicked the light switch a few times. Nothing.
“They promised we’d have power by the first of the month. I paid the damn bill.”
Kara and Tyler remained huddled by the front door as their mom ventured further into the unfamiliar house. Panic chimed in Kara like hornets in a jar. 
Another switch clicked, and the kitchen was suddenly illuminated. Kara saw a small stove, a silver refrigerator, and open empty cupboards.
“I see—this switch controls the wall outlet. We’ll plug our lamp in here tomorrow. Look around, kids. Pick your bedrooms, but no fighting about it, okay? And don’t even think about taking the one with the attached bathroom—that’s mine.”
Kara and Ty trudged the blueprint of the house, which didn't take long. Wall-to-wall carpeting led down a short, narrow hallway to two small, adjoining bedrooms. Tyler surprised Kara by choosing, with a resigned murmur, the tinier room with the small closet—it had more shelves for his action figures and games. It also projected an ambiance of cozy hibernation, something Ty would find irresistible. 
Kara’s room had a longer closet with two folding, slatted doors. Looking out her window, she saw only faint halogen streetlights through thick, black branches. She shuddered, and had the same feeling of being watched most people do when peering into an opaque night.
Her mother called from another part of the house. “Do you wanna stay in your rooms, or should we all sleep in the living room tonight?”
“Living room,” Kara and Tyler replied in unison.
Kara wandered into the modest bathroom, painted yellow, with a toilet, sink, and a shower angled over a shallow tub. She looked in the medicine cabinet mirror and saw her face was covered in small cuts from the spray of the shattered car window. Blood had dried in bubbles across her forehead. There were pine needles in her dark, unruly hair. She shook them out and pulled her locks into a ponytail using a rubber-band from her pocket. Even her pocket had traces of glass and dirt in it. 
With her mane tied back, her cheeks looked chubbier. She sighed, and ran the tap until it grew warm, then gently washed her face until the abrasions were clean. Towels hadn't been grabbed from the car yet, so she dabbed herself dry with an old, thin roll of toilet paper.
Susan had joined their sleeping bags together on the living room floor, using a few blankets from the car as a makeshift mattress. The three of them curled up against one another for warmth. Tyler folded tightest, like a mimosa leaf. His small fists were balled against Kara’s back. An immense need to protect him swelled within her. She turned to face him, and their mom turned to wrap them both in her arms.
They lay in the center of their new home, eyes flitting around unknown corners and recesses, making menacing shapes out of shadows, ears attentive to every click and groan of the settling house until uneasy meditation worked its magic, and they fell into exhausted slumber.






  
  Chapter 2


Shortly after sunrise, Kara sat up and slowly stretched her aching muscles. The previous night’s near-collision and the unforgiving hardness of the floor had left her entire body stiff. Her mom and brother stirred and groaned. 
Susan arose with a sigh. “I’ll get the coffee pot going.” It was an indulgence she sometimes shared with Kara, an attempt to bond. Ty would have to settle for cocoa.
A depressed futility washed over them. All the care they’d taken to pack their belongings had been pointless. Now they had to bring the entirety of their meager estate into the house in pieces. After four hours and countless trips, they were tired of passing one another, had nothing left to say, and each item had been piled into its respective room.
No neighbors showed themselves or volunteered to help. Kara wondered if there were bemused spectators, laughing about the disheveled family and their freshly-crinkled and scuffed SUV, the single mother and her two sullen children carrying their identities like worried ants lifting more than their body weight.
In the light of day, Kara’s bedroom overlooked a vague backyard of patchy, dry grass. Thick, bare branches from a dead tree below her window coiled upward like strange prison bars.
Their bed frames had been disassembled before the trip and stacked on the bottom of the hatchback, which prevented Kara or her family from being decapitated during the accident. With a basic tool kit and hex keys, sleeping quarters were comfortably arranged by afternoon. All their clothes were hung in closets, and the house began to exude a pleasant sense of domestication. This was their home now.
Susan leaned against Kara’s bedroom doorway. “I saw an ice cream parlor when we drove in, last night. Who wants to get a scoop?”
“Me!” yelled Ty from down the hall.
“And when we get back, I’ll see if there’s any place that’ll deliver dinner.”
The SUV’s engine grumbled loudly before turning over, and Susan noted the wheel alignments were off, pulling the car to the left. They had taped a square of cardboard over the broken rear passenger window. This blocked Kara's view, but also nobody outside could see how humiliated she was. 
“Murphy’s Law, right?” Susan said. “Just when I can’t afford to fix it.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t get ice cream,” Ty said.
“Oh, we can afford ice cream.”
Mazzy’s featured seven homemade flavors. The walls were painted in pink and purple stripes, which made Kara’s eyes strobe. Every bright, red, plastic chair had a body in it—little kids, parents, young couples, seniors. As Susan and the children proceeded toward the burnt-sugar scent of waffle cones, the townsfolk glanced at them furtively. They all had a harrowed look that unnerved Kara—an anxious heaviness she’d only seen in history textbooks from photographs of prisoners of war. Maybe it was a struggle making ends meet here. Kara’s mom had been the only one qualified—or willing—to help bring the internet to this dead-end town. 
Tyler chose vanilla with hot fudge, and Susan got strawberry and basil. Kara deliberated and finally picked salted caramel and cardamom. The tastes were incredible, and she understood why the place was so popular. She closed her eyes and let the exotic flavor whisk her imagination away. She pictured herself in a bronze carriage where she pulled aside cobalt blue curtains to reveal arching yew trees beside a quiet country road. 
However, behind the sweetness, faint and sudden as a whisper, was something chemical, and the spell was broken.
“Do you taste that?” Kara said.
“I know—it’s amazing,” her mom replied.
“No, afterward. It’s like a bitterness.”
“You’re crazy,” Ty said.
It was about an hour before dusk, and ambient light filtered through pale clouds. Susan drove past the new schools Kara and Ty would begin attending on Wednesday. Final enrollment and registration were Monday.
Tyler’s elementary school was named after Quincy Gifford (whoever that was), and it leaned in the waning daylight like a barn splashed with avocado paint. Behind a tall chain-link fence, a colorful playground of spiral slides, monkey bars, and carousels rose from a layer of wood chips. The sight filled Kara with a mixture of dread and nostalgia for distant years she couldn’t reclaim, her lost childhood.
Susan said, “The great thing is, this town is so safe, I don’t have to worry about you guys walking to and from school. Kara, the high school is just a few more blocks.”
Eventually, they arrived at a two-story brick structure that could’ve been any stoic municipal building in any city in America. Grant High School was instantly forgettable, and Kara felt the pang of loss all over again. Why had her mom insisted on moving them before Kara’s junior year to some roadside smear on the map? And how was Kara expected to make friends in a place where there were probably already close-knit teen cliques impenetrable to outsiders? It was so unfair. Kara knew it was ultimately her dad who'd ruined everything, and she felt a tsunami of anger for him as well.
The sky overhead was now mottled in layers of gray like an oyster shell. Susan turned the SUV around and paused at an intersection.
“Did I come from the right or left?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Kara said sullenly. Wasn’t it her mother’s job to remember?
Susan flicked the GPS button and watched the display twirl its digital wheel to show it was thinking. Eventually a warning bell chimed.
“What do you mean, ‘Failure to locate’?” she sighed. “Man, they weren’t kidding when they said there’s no tower signals here.”
“I think we came from the left,” Ty said.
The town planners of Estin had built around old growth trees, boulders, and narrow estuaries, perhaps out of laziness or the desire to be ecologically charming. But with numerous cul-de-sacs, unimproved roadways, footbridges, and sudden gulches, they’d only managed to create chaos. At least that’s how it seemed to Kara. Maybe once she’d memorized the landscape, she’d be grateful for the diversity. 
Houses were arranged in jagged rows of every shape and size like the dental imprint of a madman’s mouth. In front of many of the houses were dark, scrubby hedges, tangles of vines, and unruly boxwoods. 
As they drove down unfamiliar blocks, Kara saw a couple of twenty-foot boulders had been left standing where they’d been found, then carved by some artist into statues of two pioneer men. It appeared the stones hadn’t been tested against weather, however, and each of the sculpted faces had been worn down into eerie, cadaver-like figures.
Susan flipped the car around again. “Okay, let’s go the other way.” She was trying to sound calm, but Kara recognized the reedy slow-burn that often preceded one of her mother’s meltdowns. The road kept curving like a raptor’s talon, and the shadows were lengthening.
Now they reached a section of town that’d clearly been abandoned and left to decay. Windows were boarded up, and gibberish had been spray-painted everywhere. The houses sagged under weighty moss that glowed fluorescently in the waning day. Even the trees were malnourished and pocked with blight, like gnarled corkscrews jabbing at the sky.
This seedy section of town cast a pall over Susan, which gave Kara a small amount of satisfaction. They’d moved from the city to escape various heartbreaks Kara's dad had foisted on them, but also to evade the ever-encroaching urban troubles of theft, break-ins, and street drugs. Now, even in Estin there seemed to be a neighborhood to be avoided, stigmatized properties that might hide a multitude of dangers.
Kara strained to see if any residents were milling about, but there were no lights, no electricity, no loitering bodies. It was as though the slum had been left to its own desolation and an entirely new set of homes had simply been erected to conceal it. This was confirmed once her mom made another 180-degree turn and began retracing their route, muttering curses under her breath. The dilapidated surroundings gradually became more gentrified with glowing windows and signs of life.  
At last, they passed the high school and grammar school, and Susan recognized a few landmarks and street signs. They pulled up into their driveway just as the sky went dark. 
A soggy, but affordable pizza (half veggie, half pepperoni and pineapple) was delivered by a thin middle-aged man with a goatee who wouldn’t make eye-contact. So far, everyone in town seemed wary and somewhat imbalanced. Kara wondered if living in Estin would eventually have the same effect on her family.
They played UNO together, the same deck they’d owned since Kara was little, the cards battered and stained. They laughed, cajoled, and pulled cheese in long strings with their teeth. As usual, Kara and her mom let Tyler win. He needed all the encouragement he could get, even if it was fraudulent. When the game was over, Susan held them both and said, “I love you so much, kids. Getting shaken up, starting over, it reminds me how lucky I am to have you.” She kissed both their foreheads, and Kara felt a surge of affection for her. She was a good mom. Kara knew that. She just wanted them to have a better life.
Afterward, Kara and Ty brushed their teeth in front of the bathroom mirror. Kara pretended to be a rabid dog, which made Tyler giggle. Kara said goodnight to her mom, but Susan was preoccupied setting up her folding office table and securing all the connections on her laptop and external hard drive. Her first day of building local broadband service started in the morning, and she wanted everything to be perfect.
Nervous about her first night in her new bedroom, Kara stalled by taking a bubble bath after she tucked Tyler in. The water barely covered her knees, and she couldn’t stop shivering.
Later in her room, she held her cellphone in her hand and gazed down at the comforting fractured screen. It still worked even after dropping it three times throughout the year. There was only landline service in Estin, something Susan would hopefully remedy soon. If Kara could’ve, she’d have called Lorrie, who was probably still awake. Just to hear a friendly voice and talk about the car crash, and their stupid classmates at Whitaker High would’ve been an immeasurable comfort. 
Instead, she swiped through the few pictures she’d taken of friends. She’d always been too caught up in having fun to capture any special moments.
Susan had promised to buy laptops for both Kara and Tyler once the local ISPs were up and running. Until then, Kara had to live in wi-fi blackout like a cavewoman.
She pulled the blankets up around her neck and listened to the irregular tick of the baseboard heater. Her bed fit best below the window, which made the room seem bigger from where she lay. 
Outside, a gentle breeze stirred the branches of the dead tree, and it tapped like fingernails on the glass above Kara. Could she hear distant howls? Wild shadows swayed across her closet doors, and her eyes instinctively created recognizable shapes: eyes, spiders, antlers, bony arms of skeletons clawing out of graves. Distant chimes from somebody’s porch jangled, and the sound was like frost forming, covering Kara’s body in creeping crystals of ice.
As she fell asleep, the chimes distorted into an almost insect-like scuttling, and she dreamed the tree outside her window had become a fortress of thorny brambles. Something was pushing its way through, and the crackle of snapped twigs grew louder, ever closer, until she could hear breathing, hollow and moist, against her window. 
Paralyzed, she didn't dare look up. Instead, she remained frozen and let herself be watched. 






  
  Chapter 3


The room adjusted in layers of familiarity as Kara opened her eyes. It was Sunday—their second morning in the new house. Tyler was yelling in the kitchen at Mom. Trudging in her pajamas towards the argument, Kara heard her mother say, “Ty, I know you don’t like tuna sandwiches, but it’s all we have right now. I’ve got chips for you, too. You love those barbecue ones! I’ll buy cereal today, I promise. A whole bunch of groceries.” 
Tyler’s face was red and hot with tears, and he let out the kind of full-body sob Kara hadn’t seen since he was a toddler. He pushed roughly past her, ran to his bedroom, and slammed the door.
“I’m sure it’s more than eating lunch for breakfast that’s got him worked up,” Kara said.
“Believe me, I know he’s scared of new places, and you’re both mad at me for bringing you here, but I hope you two can give happiness a shot. I’m doing my best to keep everything together. Please try to see things from my perspective and have a little faith. I’ll stock up on what we need today, and we’ll be living large once my income gets going. This place is going to be a goldmine.”
“It's okay. I’ll take a field trip into town. Ty can come with me,” Kara said. It was all the solidarity she could muster.
Susan fished in her purse and slid a twenty-dollar bill across the counter.
Retreating to their bedrooms, they dressed themselves. Kara wanted to explore Estin, maybe meet some new friends. She chose a comfortable purple sweater and faded jeans, something approachable, yet casual. She applied modest eyeliner and lipstick, a first impression she hoped was neither too virginal nor forward. The cuts on her face were already fading, but she rubbed on a light foundation to conceal them anyway.
Outside, Kara and her brother stood beneath a chalky dome of clouds, and Kara began to mentally beg for even a single shaft of sunlight. Ty stomped ahead of her, hunched under his backpack which held his video games and a few toys he was too old for.
“Wait up,” Kara said, but Ty only slowed a little. “Listen. We’re both stuck here, so let’s make it easier by being nice to each other.” Kara jogged to catch him. “Tell me you love me, or I’ll kick your stupid butt.” She saw Tyler try not to smile. “Okay?”
“Okay,” Ty mumbled. “I love you.”
“That’s better.” Kara pulled her brother in for a quick hug and smelled his boyish scent, like puppies and corn tortillas. He angled his face toward her tragically, and she noted his wide-set eyes, the round cheeks they’d both inherited from their dad, and the pouty feminine lips of their mother. He looked like a moppet from Japanese anime. 
The sidewalks were cracked and narrow, riddled with upturns where stubborn tree roots had decided they wouldn't be held down by concrete. The pine branches above were mossy, arching toward them, almost predatory. On the horizon in every direction were forested hills, lush and dark, and Kara was reminded of the fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel.
The houses, at first, seemed well-to-do, but were cheaply made and decades old, with peeling paint in drab hues—browns, grays, faded blues and pale yellows. Like the discarded skins of old reptiles. Most were rain-spattered with mud along the foundations. In the windows were dusty lamps with tatted fringe, rows of sentimental ceramic figurines, grungy stuffed animals, and boxes of tissue. 
A few telephone poles lined the curbs, leaning and tangled with frayed wires. The cement streets were patched with tar like varicose veins. Rusty leaves skittered with the wind.
Soon they reached the faux gas-lamps of the single downtown strip, aptly named “Main Street.” The businesses were perched in squat buildings of tan brick behind dark windows under faded awnings. A few pedestrians milled about, unhurried, postures stooped like the elderly. Kara and Ty were the only people under fifty-years-old.
Ty paused at two glass double-doors and peered through. “It's a bookstore. Let's see if they sell comics.” 
Chipped letters on the window read: Stygg's Books. Kara knew this diversion would probably be futile and boring, but Ty sounded vaguely excited, so she indulged him.
With the tinkle of a bell above the door they were enveloped by the tang of musty paper and the creak of old floorboards. The shelves were built from cinder blocks and pinewood planks, warping beneath countless weathered volumes, some spines rotted away or turned inward, books you'd never buy by dead authors on irrelevant subjects. Tyler immediately disappeared down one of the labyrinthine rows. 
Kara stood in place, reminded of photos she'd seen of the catacombs of Paris, all the broken and forgotten skulls stacked for miles. Like bones, these books, and the stories within them, were just food for hungry worms.
At the first turn of a corner, Kara ran directly into an old man. 
A shriek escaped her, and she covered her mouth, embarrassed. He had a long unkempt beard, and the tips of his white mustache were brown with nicotine. “I'm sorry,” Kara stammered.
“This is my store,” he said, unsmiling. Not hello or welcome. His shirt hung loose about his wiry frame, both breast pockets bulging with small strips of paper scribbled with illegible words. He stood a foot taller than Kara and peered down at her through clunky spectacles.
“It's very nice,” Kara said, trying to seem pleasant.
“Everything's a dollar unless it's got a red sticker on it. Then it's the price written on the red sticker.”
“Thank you,” Kara said, and retreated into the stacks.
The old man followed her at a distance and hovered at the end of every aisle, making it impossible to concentrate on the books, some of which were almost beautiful in their decay. Many were bound with coffee-colored string, pages ragged and pale as a swallow's nest. 
She pulled one free of cobwebs and read a single line: the barkline folds hindreth the round muscle neath the softy gill and whence thy curving quill slideth thy liberty is granted.
Kara suddenly felt dizzy and closed the book. She wondered why the old man wasn't following Tyler, since little boys were notorious for dirty fingers, careless hands, and rarely understood the value of anything. All of Ty's comic books at home looked like windblown concert flyers. In fact, Kara realized she should've been keeping an eye on her brother this whole time. The grizzled proprietor seemed like anything could set him off, and Kara was already afraid of him.
Where was Ty? There were so many tipping piles of books, some horizontal, some vertical, on shelves, on the floor, six feet high, clinging to exposed rafters, jutting out irregularly like tumblers in a broken lock.
Kara took a deep breath and turned to the old man who'd followed her and was standing about twenty feet away. “Can you tell me where the comics are?”
“We don't carry the kid stuff here.”
“Then have you seen where my little brother went?”
“I never saw nobody come in with you.”
Kara tried not to reveal her growing panic. “He's here somewhere.” Tyler was probably sitting low, hidden from view, totally engrossed in a fantasy novel. Kara walked hurriedly down each narrow and claustrophobic passageway.
Tyler was nowhere to be found. Could he have gotten bored and gone back outside? If he had, wouldn't Kara have heard the bell above the door?
“Tyler!” Kara yelled, and the wiry old man rattled toward her like a bundle of thrown sticks.
“There's no shouting in here, Missy!” He sprayed saliva on Kara’s face as he spoke.
“Who am I disturbing?” Kara shouted back, and burst through the swinging doors, the bell popping loose, jangling across the floor behind her. She scanned the sidewalks left and right, but there was absolutely no sign of her brother.






  
  Chapter 4


Kara approached an elderly woman pulling a wire cart with squeaky wheels. The old lady's face was so creased with wrinkles it looked like shattered and reassembled pottery. “Have you seen a little boy walking around here?” 
“No,” the woman replied defensively. “But if he's hurt, I used to be a nurse.” She hurried her pace, clearly not intending to help, and disappeared around a corner.
Why was everyone so weird? Did Tyler leave for home without Kara? Maybe he'd been disappointed by the lack of comic books and was pouting toward the house already. He certainly was capable of sullen tantrums and willful behavior. Hopefully, Mom wouldn't get mad at her for letting him walk alone.
As Kara anxiously combed the avenues, pausing at each intersection to focus her eyes, a nearby church suddenly let out. People of all ages flooded the streets. Battered cars from previous decades chugged past. Kara peered at the occupants, but couldn't see anyone who looked like Tyler. 
A few blocks from home, Kara spied two teen girls in their perfectly manicured yard, taking turns with a silver hula hoop. One girl had long blond hair, the other long brunette hair, both had sharp bangs. Up close, she noticed they were twins—their eyes fierce shades of matching blue, their lips too perfectly pink and convex to be coincidence.
The hula hoop dropped from the brunette girl's hips. “Pretty good. My turn,” said the blonde, not realizing Kara was the reason the game had been interrupted. Both eyes locked on her coldly.
“Sorry,” Kara said, “ I was wondering if you saw a boy about ten-years-old walking around. He's my brother.”
“There was a boy a while ago,” the brunette said. She winked at her sister.
“He went down that trail,” the blonde said, shakily. She pointed between two houses where there was a dirt path, worn down, presumably by pedestrians taking a shortcut through the neighborhood.
The brunette shrugged her shoulders. “We could go with you. If you need help or whatever.”
“Could you? Thank you so much. I'm Kara.” She reached out her hand and they each limply shook it.
“Stephanie,” the blonde said.
“Sylvia,” the brunette said.
They began to walk with purpose down the narrow thoroughfare. Kara followed.
“Tyler!” Kara called and looked around the corner of each house. The path veered diagonally between another set of smaller houses, cottages really, where moss blanketed the rooftops a vibrant green and weathervanes creaked in the low breeze.
“Tyler,” the sisters echoed dispassionately, and Kara wondered how much help they were actually prepared to offer.
The trail grew more damp as it inclined slightly, then angled diagonally again. Why couldn't it simply travel a straight line? The alleyways were starting to feel invasive to the nearby homes. “Are we trespassing?” Kara asked.
“Not really,” Sylvia said. “Kids go down here all the time.”
The structures grew more dilapidated, some with boarded windows, doors warped and streaked with dark mildew. Calico cats with motley fur slinked between rusted, antique cars on blocks. Their glowing feline eyes blinked in shadows behind tire rims. Centipedes skittered along discarded hubcaps.
“I don't think he would've come this far,” Kara said. She could tell they were circling into the part of town she'd delighted in just a few days before, but it'd been from the safety of the SUV. They'd only crossed two paved streets since they'd left the twins' yard. 
Graffiti was scrawled everywhere on the exterior of houses nearly demolished by time and rot. And it wasn't spray-painted, but had been applied with worn brushes or knives, a foreign alphabet with strange characters, impossible to decipher. “I'm heading back,” Kara said, and stood her ground.
“You can if you want,” Stephanie said, “but this is the place everybody goes.”
“Yeah, if the boy we saw is anywhere he'll be down here,” Sylvia nodded. “It's literally where all the kids hang out.” An unusual smile curled across her lips.
“Thanks for your help. It was nice to meet you,” Kara said and turned from those matching faces and glacier-blue stares. Stephanie and Sylvia remained silent and motionless, and Kara kept them in her peripheral vision until she rounded the next corner. Then she ran as fast as she could.
The way back was not as clear-cut as she'd expected; the trail seemed thinner and branched off in various directions. Kara remembered seeing only one path, but now there were many. She paused to catch her breath, to keep herself from hysteria. Calmly, she scanned the area until she spied a nicer house to her distant left. Straying from the trail, Kara moved toward it. A wooden fence blocked further progress, so she stood on her tiptoes and peered into the tenants' yard. Did they have a guard dog? It occurred to her she'd neither seen nor heard any dogs since arriving in Estin.
As if on cue, two calico cats swarmed beside Kara's legs and leaped over the fence. They trotted up the nearest wooden staircase and groomed themselves on the back porch. Kara scaled the fence as quietly as she could, then jogged to the next side and climbed it.
She landed on a paved road, a roundabout marked by one of the tall, eroded stone figures. Kara remembered it from when her mother had driven around lost. What was left of his beard crumbled into his three-piece suit. A book was tucked under his arm. The brass plaque at his shoes identified the statue as Quincy Gifford, the namesake of Tyler's school. She decided he'd likely be facing the center of town, so she set off in the direction of his cadaverous gaze.
Abruptly, Kara recognized where she was by the silver hula hoop lying discarded in the perfectly manicured lawn. Glancing over her shoulder, she met the gazes of Sylvia and Stephanie, who were standing in the window of their living room. How had they gotten home so fast? A chill ran down Kara's spine. Sylvia's lips moved soundlessly behind the glass as she murmured something to Stephanie, and their faces broke out in laughter. Kara walked with as much speed and dignity as she could muster until she reached Main Street.
She made another quick pass by Stygg's Books and, to her amazement, found Tyler sitting beside a dumpster filled with flattened cardboard boxes. “Ty!”
His hair was disheveled, and his eyes were bewildered and unfocused. Kara scooped him in her arms.
“I looked everywhere for you!”
“Why'd you leave me?” He began to cry.
“Where were you?” She couldn't stop her voice from trembling.
“I don't know,” he sobbed. “I went down some stairs in the bookstore. There was a bunch of Christmas lights. I kept walking until I came out over there.” He pointed to a large air duct which framed a black iron gate with a rusted knob.
“I never saw any stairs,” Kara said, “and I went down every aisle.” Tyler shivered in her arms. She stood him up and, together, they walked to the gate. It was locked tight.
Kara had the urge to run inside the bookstore and attack the old man, beat him senseless. But she knew there was something foul and evil about him, and Kara's primary interest was getting Tyler home safely.
“Don't tell Mom I lost you, or she'll scream at me.”
“I won't. She'd scream at me, too.”
They huddled together the whole way home, close enough to tuck into each other’s coats.
The SUV wasn't in the driveway when they arrived, and Susan wasn't in the house. Like somber conspirators, they navigated to the restroom, and Kara drew a bath for Tyler.
As Ty lifted his shirt and Kara pulled it over his head, she inhaled sharply. A perfect oval of inflamed bumps stretched from Tyler's shoulders to his sacrum. Each had a red dot of dried blood at its center, like an insect bite or a needle injection. She counted twenty-two welts, all at uniform intervals.
“What the hell happened to your back?” Kara barely sounded calm. She knew Tyler was sensitive to high emotion, which is why he and Susan often escalated into screaming matches. Swallowing hard, she asked again, “These sores on your back. How'd you get them?”
“I don't know,” he said.
“Was it the old man?” Kara asked.
“I never saw an old man.” Tyler lowered himself into the tub.
“Remind me again what happened after we went into the bookstore.”
“I already told you. I saw some stairs and there were pretty colors at the bottom like Christmas lights, so I went to look.” His brow furrowed trying to remember.
“And then what?”
“Then I came out the gate and sat by the trash thing.”
“The dumpster.” Kara gently squeezed warm water from a sponge down Tyler's back.
“Yeah. I was tired and I sat down. I was scared, and I hoped you'd come, and you finally did. I guess I knew you would.” He smiled at her.
Kara hugged his wet shoulders and kissed the top of his head. She got up and found the first aid kit in the cabinet under the bathroom sink. She disinfected each tiny lesion with rubbing alcohol and cotton swabs. “I can't tell if they're stings or bites. Do they hurt?”
Tyler took a moment to reply. “This is going to sound weird, but they don't hurt at all. It's like the opposite. They feel really, really good.”






  
  Chapter 5


Kara heard the metallic grind and squeal of their damaged SUV pulling into the driveway about an hour later, and Susan came in holding grocery bags. She unpacked bread, cheese, bananas, apples, sliced turkey, rotini, cereal, milk, and a jar of Bolognese sauce. 
“Kids, there's a couple more bags in the car. Can you grab them?”
Tyler was the first outside, even though he never volunteered to help except under duress or by coercion. Under the hatchback were two bags of school supplies: pens, ruled notebooks, colorful folders, fun sheets of animal stickers, and a box each of peanut brittle, their favorite.
It was a sweet gesture by their mom, and she waited in the doorway to hug them both as they returned. “Tomorrow's registration day, so I figured I'd get you started. If there's anything you're missing, let me know.”
Back in the kitchen, Kara saw that all the food labels bore the same logo—a blue “E.L.F.” in an Old West font within a yellow circle. Below the letters, in upper-case, were the words “ESTIN LOCAL FOODS.”
“Isn't that interesting?” Susan said. “There's only one grocery-slash-department store, and everything is grown and harvested right here in Estin. It's a totally self-sufficient town. And the market was like a co-op where everyone was friendly and, even though it was super crowded, the line moved fast. The place is decorated to look like a barn with wood rafters, hay bales, scarecrows—all that stuff. It was seriously the cutest thing. And up above are, like, these sun lamps which felt like a summer day. Maybe that's why everybody was so polite and…and awake in there. Because after two days, I'm already tired from these clouds, you know? Makes it difficult to concentrate or get the mainframe set up.”
Kara replied, “Yeah, it's pretty gloomy here.”
“They tell me June through August are beautiful, though. Sorry I waited until September to come here,” Susan said. “Doesn't rain much, apparently, so you take the good with the bad.”
“You take the good with the bad,” Ty chimed in.
Susan laughed, seemingly grateful for any show of support, and Tyler laughed too. Kara let her defenses down a little. There was no choice but to make this new situation work somehow. If they were trying, why shouldn't she?
Warm steam from the boiling pot instantly made the house seem more like home, and Ty stirred the rotini, while Susan warmed the sauce—a pumpkin and smoked tomato puree with free-range ground beef from a nearby farm.
Kara sliced two organic apples, tossed them with slivered almonds, drizzled the mixture with honey and a dash of cinnamon. She noticed how uncharacteristically warm and giggly Tyler was, resting his body against their mother, and Susan chatted about what she'd learned from the locals about Estin, who must've volunteered information in a continuous stream, the way townspeople often did. Like the time Kara and her family had visited colonial Williamsburg and Dutch Amish villages in upstate New York. That trip had been a blur of homespun quilts, paraffin candles, shoe cobblers, and sugar sticks. All the residents were so eager to talk about their way of life. But Kara had noticed it was with a sort of defensive pride. Like they were trying to convince you of something.
Susan said, “I guess if you keep following Main Street, there's a small rural valley where they have greenhouses and crops, a textile, a lumber mill, pasture-raise cows, pigs, and chickens. Reminds me of when I was six, and my mom went through her communal hippie phase. We lived in Humboldt County, California for a bit, and I loved it. Didn't last, though, because dudes kept getting in fistfights over your grandma. She was good-looking and she attracted drama, which is what ruins most communes eventually: jealousy, power struggles, and dogma. They seem to have it worked out here in Estin, though.”
Dinner was filled with bright flavors—the tang of fresh vegetables and the salty comfort of quality meat. But there, again, was the subtle hint of something else, almost medicinal. Kara said, “Mom, do you notice there's an aftertaste to the sauce? It's the same one I noticed at the ice cream parlor, and it's hard to describe. Like watered-down cough syrup? Licorice?”
“I don't taste it,” Ty said, and looked at Kara incredulously.
“It's chervil,” Susan said. “A type of parsley. Apparently, it grows like crazy in this climate. It's got a distinct flavor, almost like tarragon or anise. I saw it in the ingredients of most of the stuff I bought, and a lady next to me in line told me it's popular here. If you guys really hate it I'll try to buy stuff without it.”
“Could you?” Kara said.
“I don't taste it,” Tyler said again.
“I kinda do, but I don't mind,” Susan said.
“Overruled,” Ty said to Kara, then took such a huge bite that noodles sprung from the corners of his mouth and a beard of red sauce poured down his chin. Susan hunched over in laughter until tears sprang from her eyes.
After they'd hand-washed the dishes, their mom retired to her bedroom amid her stack of indecipherable manuals about antennas, gateways, and routers. 
Kara sat with Tyler on his narrow, creaky bed and looked at his spine again. The circle of welts looked less raw, and Kara wondered if he hadn't brushed against something serrated.
“You still don't remember what you saw the in the basement of the bookstore?”
“I just remember these bright colored lights everywhere. I still kinda see them.”
Kara finished applying a second round of antibiotic ointment. Tyler lowered his pajama shirt, which had been hitched up under his armpits.
“I still can't figure it out. Maybe you disturbed a spider nest?
“That's gross, Kara. Don't scare me.”
“Sorry. It's just the marks are in such a uniform pattern. I wonder if you backed into something circular and sharp, like an old bear trap or something. I can picture that old mean man having a bunch of rusty tools downstairs. We might have to get you a tetanus shot.”
“No, thanks.”
“Whatever those bumps are, it looks like they're already fading. I'll look at them again tomorrow. If you don't feel good during the night, for any reason, you wake me up. Okay?”
“Okay,” Tyler said.
The phone rang in the other room, a high shrill bell that startled them both. Kara had only heard the sound once before as a synthetic retro-ringtone from a classmate's cell. To hear the real thing jangled her nerves. She heard Susan pick it up and begin a barely audible conversation.
“Promise me you'll wake me up if you feel sick,” Kara said, firmer.
“I promise.”
“And if they get worse, I'm definitely telling Mom, whether you like it or not.”
Because she didn't want Ty to worry even more, Kara didn't reveal her intention to pay a visit to the old bookseller after school registration was over. Strangely, Tyler didn't seem nervous about anything. He kissed his sister on the cheek and pulled his comforter up around his neck, already half asleep. 
Kara tiptoed back to her own bedroom. Susan met her in the hallway.
“That was my new boss, Milt Corvin,” Susan said. “He wants to scout some silos and treetops tomorrow in the valley to see where we can install antennas. Is Ty asleep?”
“Pretty much.”
“I'm going to make sure you guys get registered in the morning, but you might have to find your own way home. Is that alright?”
“Of course, Mom.”
Susan pulled Kara in for a quick hug. “I'm so glad I can count on you, baby. If this pans out like it should, we'll get around sixty percent of the profit for anyone who signs up for broadband service. Then the car trouble, this small house, our modest pantry—it’ll all be temporary, and we'll move up.”
“Sounds wonderful,” Kara said. She felt something that bordered on inspiration from her mother, an infectious determination. They'd find their footing here in Estin.
“Kiss me goodnight, and I'll sneak one from Ty.”
Kara's bedroom was still cluttered with boxes of décor, but they exuded promise. In the coming week, maybe she'd tack a string of blue LEDs around the perimeter of the ceiling and hang up her purple, baroque, oval mirror. When they'd left Boise behind, she'd trashed all her band posters, and anything with a logo on it. She was undergoing a transformation; she didn't want to advertise anything but her own ideas. Posters of rock bands had started to make her feel stared at when she changed clothes. And they also reminded her of her dad, his guitars and drug use. 
She sat on her queen bed, and pictured herself as the queen on a chessboard, the strongest and most mysterious piece in the game. Her hands absently flattened the wrinkles on her purple
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