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Dedication

I’d like to dedicate this story to two
very special people who played an important role in encouraging my
dream of being a writer.

First, to my godmother, Crystal Brock.
Thank you for fueling my imagination with your creative and
wonderful storytelling.

And to my grandfather, Lewis Gail
Martin, who, on his death bed, told me to never give up on my
writing.


Prologue

 


I remember the first time I
changed. I mean, I’d had anger problems before, but I’d never
actually changed into something else, something inhuman—until that
night.

That night, I stood at the
front window of my apartment, looking out the dirty glass, speckled
and spotty. Sirens from the squad cars rang through the night,
announcing their presence to the entire street.

In front of me, police
lights flashed in swirls of red and blue as an officer pushed my
father into the back of a squad car. The lights fell across my
dad’s weathered and worried face. His dark eyes focused on the
window as if he could see me and his mouth set in a thin straight
line, neither a frown nor a smile, enforcing his
decision.

I looked away from him,
focusing my attention on the dancing lights: red, blue, red,
blue…

There were two roads for
me to take. What the roads were and where they led, I had yet to
find out.

Which is it going to be,
Caine? Red, blue, red, blue…


Chapter
One—Change

He’d sworn he’d never return to Tree
Hollow. The small town housed people who remembered what happened
thirteen years ago. Even though he’d only been four when his father
had packed their belongings in the bed of a pickup truck and
whisked them away in the middle of the night, Caine swore he would
never go back to face those people who knew.

Yet, there he was—following his
grandmother to the second floor of the farmhouse his father had
grown up in. Since his dad was doing time in jail, Caine was forced
to tread water in Tree Hollow for a year until he turned eighteen,
and during those twelve piteous months, he’d be sharing a house
with a woman in her sixties.

Grams pushed open a door and led Caine
inside. Standing in the center of the room, she spread her arms out
to gesture around her. “This is your room.”

Caine tossed his suitcase onto the bed
and jammed his fists in his pockets. Taking a weary look around, he
noticed that the bedspread, curtains, and rugs were all color
coordinated in black and white. Across the room, a huge bay window
lined with black and white checkered pillows overlooked the back
yard. He had a hard time wrapping his head around the time it must
have taken—and how much free time a person would have to have—to
put that much detail and thought into a place meant for sleeping.
“Thanks,” he said.

Gram’s nodded and gave him an overly
warm smile, almost as if trying to compensate for something.
“Dinner is at six sharp. I’ll expect you washed up and in the
kitchen to help at five thirty.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll let you unpack. Make
yourself at home.” Patting his shoulder, she left the room and
turned down the hallway.

He shut the door behind her and leaned
against it.

Wrinkling his nose—at the room, the
decorations, everything—he walked over to his bed and popped
open his suitcase. As he shoved already rumpled clothes into his
dresser, he couldn’t help but wonder how, exactly, he had ended up
there.

His grandmother’s house was very
different from the apartment he’d shared with his father. Her house
was decorated with what he called “a woman’s touch”—curtains,
decorative pictures, and all kinds of frilly things. He determined
almost immediately that he could live without the woman’s touch.
All he needed was a bed, and if he was a in a jam, he could even
manage without that.

He’d taught himself to live without
all sorts of things—like people, for instance. The only person he’d
ever needed was his dad, and the only reason he was living with the
old lady now was because the judge in Chicago had refused to let
him live on his own.

A gut-wrenching knife of pain tore
through his stomach at the thought of his father. They shared the
same features: jet-black hair that ended in short wisps at the
eyebrows, broad shoulders, sharp cheekbones, and a stern jaw. Their
eyes were practically identical—like little chunks of silver. He
was always amazed how his father’s eyes could look so beautiful and
rare, so compassionate and sweet, but in Caine’s own reflection,
those same eyes looked sleek as ice and just as cold.

Still cursing that judge from Chicago,
Caine glanced down at his watch when he shoved the last drawer
shut: two o’clock.

He could already feel the
boredom seeping into his body. How am I
going to live in this one-horse town for a whole year?
he taunted himself. It’s
just one year. When you’re eighteen you can go wherever the hell you
want.

Unable to stand the smallness of the
room, he pulled the door open and headed down the stairs, straight
for the front door. He’d just twisted the doorknob when he heard
Grams say, “Where are you going?”

Caine froze in the doorway and,
turning slowly, scraped a hand through his hair. “To look for a
job.”

Grams nodded. “I know you just got
here, but I would appreciate it if you told me when you’re leaving
and where you’re going.”

Is she serious?
I’m expected to check in, like some
two-year-old? He struggled not to roll his
eyes or make some snide remark like he normally would. He’d been as
free as a bird when he lived with his dad. He’d never had to tell
him where he was going—he didn’t even have to come home on the
weekends if he didn’t want to. But then again, maybe that had been
the problem. Grams was old, yet she’d taken him in anyway; in
Caine’s eyes, that meant she deserved at least a little respect
from him. “Sorry,” he said, ignoring his instincts to be
spiteful.

She smiled through pink-painted lips.
“Remember the service station we passed on the way in?”

He nodded.

“They’re hiring. Maybe you
should stop by there.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled as he
headed out the door.

He stopped at his motorcycle in the
driveway. The second he’d laid eyes on the old lady, he’d been
positive he wouldn’t be able to keep it. She surprised him, though,
when she said, “Well, I suppose you have to have something.” He
wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but it didn’t matter to him; he
was just grateful to have his motorcycle.

He climbed on, fastened his helmet,
and then backed down the drive. He always felt better on the road.
Whenever something was bothering him, whether it was school or a
girl or memories of his mother, the problems always disappeared at
the sight of asphalt stretching out in front of him. Just the smell
of the highway—cloudy exhaust fumes mixed with sweet morning
dew—was enough to soothe him. What he loved most about the road was
that it led all over the country, so there was always somewhere to
go.

The wind rushed against his face, and
the pavement flew by underneath him—and nothing else
mattered.

~~~

The secluded town of Tree Hollow held
no more than 2,000-some odd people and was carved deep in the side
of an immense, tree-covered, jagged Blue Ridge Mountain. The town
was so small it hadn’t even appeared on any road signs until Caine
and Grams were twenty minutes away.

Caine whipped his motorcycle down Main
Street. It ran down the center of the town, each side of it lined
with small, independently owned stores. The signs blurred by him,
but he managed to make out the Antique Shoppe, Bill’s Barber Shop,
Horton’s Grocery, and Paige’s Bookstore.

As he neared the center of town,
something caught his attention, and he slowed his bike to a stop.
Balancing his weight on his feet with the motorcycle between his
legs, he looked up at a tall, lofty tree. It dwarfed the buildings
around it, which in comparison looked like a crowd kneeling before
their wooden king.

Age had taken the beautiful being and
carved out the core, leaving only a shell, thus the hollow tree;
the town was its namesake. His dad had told him stories about that
tree, that it had been standing for hundreds of years, and when the
area was first discovered, the people were so enamored with the
tree’s stark beauty that they refused to tear it down. Instead,
they built the town around it, and Tree Hollow was born. Caine felt
a lot like that hollowed-out tree: ugly on the outside and rotten
on the inside. Why anyone would admire such an ugly thing was
beyond his understanding.

Revving his motorcycle to a start
again, he guided it back onto the road and drove until he found the
gas station Grams mentioned.

He parked his bike by the front
entrance, climbed off, and removed his helmet. On a bench outside
the front store, a group of old men sat, smoking cigarettes and
shooting judgmental looks down their wrinkled noses at the
boy.

Caine ignored them the best he could,
fighting the urge to duck his head and slink out of sight. Keeping
his chin high, he walked into the gas station.

Caine scanned the store and
spotted the cashier, a young guy sitting on a stool with his feet
propped on the counter as he read from a magazine in his lap. He
walked up to the guy and rested his hands on the counter, waiting
for the cashier to greet him with “Hi. How
can I help you?” like cashiers are supposed
to, but this one just kept his nose in his magazine. He didn’t move
or acknowledge Caine’s presence at all.

Caine wasn’t sure what to say. He’d
always been nervous about approaching people, especially strangers.
He felt better when he was doing something with his hands, so he
drummed his fingers on the counter to steady himself. “Excuse me.
Can I have an application?”

“For what?” The cashier
leisurely flipped a page in the magazine.

“A job application,” Caine clarified,
even though he was pretty sure the guy was just being an
ass.

“Why do you want to
work here?” he
asked without looking up from the magazine.

Caine laughed, but when the cashier
didn’t respond to indicate it was any kind of joke, he became
increasingly aggravated. Drumming his fingers on the counter even
faster, he shifted his weight to his other foot. “Look, should I
just talk to the manager or something?”

The guy dropped his feet, slamming his
magazine down on Caine’s hand. “First things first, you can stop
with all the noise.”

Caine jumped in surprise, then
stiffened as he waited to see what the guy was going to do. He was
short but built, with broad shoulders, muscular arms, and blond
hair. His dark, wild eyes raked over Caine’s face, taking in his
stiff reaction.

The cashier broke into a wide smile,
and his lips parted to let out a booming laugh. “I’m just messing
with you, man. If you want the job, it’s yours.”

Caine raked a hand through his hair,
confused. “Just like that? Shouldn’t I talk to the manager or fill
out an application or something?”

“I am the manager.” The guy turned and
grabbed a carton of cigarettes. He tore it open and started
stuffing packs into the display case. “And I know who you are. Mrs.
McKay’s grandson, right? She told me to be expecting
you.”

“Oh,” Caine said, wondering
how much this guy—this town—knew about him. “It might’ve been nice
for her to mention that.”

The guy shrugged, turning back to face
him. He stuck his hand out over the counter for a handshake. “I’m
Sean, by the way.”

“Caine,” he said, shaking
Sean’s hand, “but then, you probably know that.”

“Yep.” Reaching under the
counter, he pulled out a sheet of paper. “Just for the sake of
being official, fill out this application and bring it in tomorrow
after school, and we’ll start the training.”


Chapter
Two—Anger

Tree Hollow High loomed in front of
Caine and cast a broad shadow over the entire parking lot. Students
crawled the ground like ants at a picnic, though none of them were
really that excited to be there. It seemed impossible that there
were so many teenagers in such a small town.

Transferring in the middle of the
school year was nothing new to Caine. His father had been the
nomadic type, ready to pack up and leave on a moment’s notice.
Caine never minded though, for he easily grew bored with people and
places after a while. He’d never been good at making friends, so he
pretended he didn’t need them, and before long, it was true. The
only person he’d ever trusted was his dad. With him, Caine always
felt safe.

Together, they had lived in the Black
Hills of South Dakota and on the shores of Florida, and they had
braved the blistering heat of Arizona and the blustering winds of
Chicago. He loved starting out—starting over, really—in new places,
that feeling that he could be whoever he wanted to because nobody
knew anything about him. What they found out about him was his
choice to make. There were no rumors spoken by nosey parents, no
painful whispers behind his back, and he was free to reinvent
himself wherever they went. Tree Hollow was different. There were
people there who knew what happened, people who
remembered.

Caine tried
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