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Prologue


Madi is frantic and breathless as she runs through the woods, looking over her shoulder trying to get a glimpse of her pursuer. All she can hear is the sound of his breathing, the pounding of his feet on the ground behind her, and the constant drumming of her heartbeat. For a moment, she loses her footing and slips on the wet leaves littering the path. She looks back and gets up quickly, forcing her legs to carry her away from him. Faster, she thinks, pushing herself. There’s nowhere to hide. The moonlight shines on her white nightgown, casting an eerie glow around her, revealing her like a wraith in the darkness. She looks over her shoulder again, expecting to see him close at her heels. But there’s no one there. Gradually, she slows to a stop, hunching over to catch her breath and rub the stitch that burns her side. Where’d he go, she wonders.



A single twig snaps behind her. Madi stops dead in her tracks and listens. She hears it softly at first a short distance away. Breathing. She listens intently. He’s moving closer now. There’s no use in running, she thinks. He’ll find me. Slowly, she closes her eyes and when she opens them, she is transported to the upstairs hallway in her home. Again, she runs, trying frantically to stay a few paces ahead of her unseen assailant. Quickly, she darts from one side of the hall to the other trying to pull open the doors that line the hall. She tries her brother’s room first, but finds it locked. Her room across the hall is next, but it, too, is locked. Desperate for a place to hide, she reaches for the guestroom doorknob and turns it. It clicks open. Without a second thought, Madi steps inside, closing the door behind her, sealing the danger out.



Safe, she thinks. Finally. But just as her body begins to relax, Madi feels the air forced out of her lungs as she is flung across the room. Her heart shoots into over drive. He’s here, she realizes much too late as she scrambles to her feet, unable to escape him. She runs for the door, but the hunter grabs her from behind, and holds her firmly in place. “Let me go,” Madi screams. She kicks and fights against him, trying everything in her power to get out of his grasp. After a few agonizing moments, exhausted and completely drained of energy, she finally surrenders and lets him hold her. His arms encircle her, gloved hands on her wrists, crossing them in front of her. She can feel his breath on her neck; feel as his mouth pulls up into a smile. “Close your eyes,” he instructs. Madi obeys him, not wanting to see what will happen next. He turns her to face him, taking in her beauty. He removes one of his gloves, grabbing the material of the middle finger between his teeth and pulls. He just needs to touch her. Slowly, he traces his fingertip down her cheek, and in an instant, Madi drops to the ground, motionless.


Madi’s eyes shoot open as she gasps for air, her body drenched in sweat. She blinks once, twice, and brushes damp hair from her face. Not again, she thinks. She squeezes the bridge of her nose and waits for her breathing to slow before she goes downstairs to find her brother.

On the other side of town, Tristan shoots bolt upright in bed. His breathing is labored and his heart beats angrily against his chest. Same dream as last night, he thinks. He rolls over and feels for the deck of cards under his pillow. Slowly, he takes them out of the box, shuffles them, and starts to play a lonely game of solitaire. He has to wait until sunset to join the world of the living anyway.


Chapter One

Tannen sits in the leather winged-back chair, throwing the dart in his hand across the study and watches as it joins the rest of the darts on the floor beneath the dartboard. He’s sitting too far away from the board for any of them to stick, but at this point in the day, he doesn’t care. He’s bored. Getting up from the chair, he runs his hands through his sandy brown hair and rubs the sleepiness from his eyes. The last round of lessons ended today at noon and he and his sister were on break for the summer months. Only four hours into summer and Tannen is already running out of things to do.

A nap, he thinks. That’s what Madi’s doing to kill time. But it only meant that he’d be up late into the evening with still nothing to do, and the thought of that is unbearable. Instead, he walks over to the pile of darts, as restless as he is, and repeats the same chain of events seven more times.

There’s plenty to do in Castor’s Hollow on the weekends, but all of it is off limits for Tannen and Madeline Bryce. They’re forbidden to leave the grounds of the family estate at any cost, a fact that has inspired many rumors and gossip by the people of the Hollow. The most common of these speculative stories tells of an old family curse that forces the Bryce’s to live apart from the rest of the world. “Absolutely true,” some say. “Such lies,” others claim. True or not, for the past fifteen years, Tannen and Madi have been unwilling captives of their parents, wanting nothing more than to lead normal lives, have friends, and the freedom to come and go as they pleased. The simple truth is that they never lacked for anything, being the only two children of the wealthiest family of the Hollow. But like caged birds, they beat their wings against the bars of their gilded cage wanting things money could not buy. And as much as they hated it, they never went against their parent’s wishes and remain locked behind the gate of their home that overlooked the town from a small bluff at the far end of Main Street.

Tannen looks out the window, passed the gate, and into the Hollow. From where he stands, he can see people walking passed storefronts, stopping every now and then to take a look through a window and point at some invisible object he can’t see. Window shopping. Must be nice. Footsteps coming down the stairs bring his thoughts back to the house. He turns to see his twin sister, Madi, staring at him, her light brown hair disheveled from sleep, her expression frightened and wide-eyed.

“Nice nap?” he asks, grinning.

She walks slowly down the rest of the stairs and takes her seat in the chair across from her brother. “I had that dream again.”

“The one in the guestroom?”

“Yeah. The same one. Over and over again.”

“How many times have you had that dream already? It’s got to be like the ninth or tenth time, right? And it’s always the same.”

Madi gives him an exasperated look. “Yeah. So?”

Her patience is in short supply, Tannen can tell. He knows she’s just frustrated and moody, and needs someone to talk to. Being cooped up can take its toll on anybody.

He looks up, sees her face, sadness and loneliness etched into her furrowed brow. Frustrated, he looks into her eyes and says, “So how did it start this time?”

Madi perks up instantly and starts her story. “First I’m running through the woods and I can’t see who’s chasing me.”

“What else?” Tannen asks, bored and with mock-interest.

“Then it’s the same as it always is,” she continues. “I’m magically back at the house, still being chased and I can’t escape. I’m stuck. He holds me tight and I can’t move.” Madi stares at her hands, knowing that she’s purposely left out the end of the nightmare.

With a sigh, Tannen gets up from his chair and wiggles his way into his sister’s. Taking her hand in his, he slides down into the seat and Madi ends up half sitting on one of his legs and half smashed into his side. She looks up at him, expectantly.

“It’s only a dream, Madi.” He smiles at her. “It’ll never happen.”

She replays the dream in her head. “I know it is, but it’s so…strange, isn’t it? We can never leave this place so what are the odds I’ll run into someone who’s not you?”

Tannen shakes his head. “Honestly, I don’t have a clue who he could be.” He perks up and asks, “Are you harboring any dark desires lately?”

Madi glares at him suspiciously. “I’m not sure. Does wanting to strangle my own twin count?” she asks, cocking her eyebrow, not missing a beat.

“Yeah,” he says, confused.

“Then no. And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I’d want to catch you by surprise. You know, a surprise attack.”

Tannen looks a little shocked by this.“Really?”

She settles back into the over-crowded chair and looks at him warily. “Are you insane? I would never dream of seriously hurting my brother. Don’t be such an idiot.”

He shimmies out of the chair and sits in the other to face her. “Look, you wanted to talk about this, so we’re talking about it and now we’re done.”

Madi can feel the heat rising in her face. She hates the fact that he never really wants to hear her out, never cares what is really bothering her, never bothers to ask about the rest of the nightmare. A simple touch and she was a goner? That’s the part that got her. She pushes the thoughts from her mind and focuses her attention back on her brother. “Then who can I talk to?” she asks. “I always listen to your stupid stories no matter how many times you repeat them.”

“I don’t think we should talk about it anymore,” he says finally, cutting her off. “It’s the same dream, nothing changes, and you can’t tell me anything new.”

“I can’t control that, Tannen. I already told you.” Her voice is getting louder, rising in pitch, her hands ball up into fists at her sides. Ask me about it and I’ll tell you, she pleads silently.

“Well then let’s make a deal. If you dream that dream again, I don’t want to hear about it. I only want to hear about it if you can tell me something new.”

Madi looks at him sadly. They were twins, but they definitely weren’t connected by any psychic bond. There is nothing intuitive about their relationship. They had to be the worse set of twins on the planet. “But it bothers me,” she continues. “I want to be able to talk about it with someone my age.”

“Yeah, well, it bothers me too, and I don’t want to talk about it at all. Ever.” Tannen turns his attention to the window. Without looking at her, he adds, “Oh, by the way, look around you. I’m the only one here that’s your age and I don’t want to hear about it anymore so get over it.”

She narrows her eyes at him, silently cursing him. “FINE! Forget it, then.” She gets up from her chair and storms back up the stairs. When she reaches the top, she turns around and yells, “You’re a world-class jerk!”

Tannen makes a half-hearted effort to follow her. “Come on, Madi. Don’t be mad. I was only kidding with you.” His voice is louder than a whisper, but not loud enough for her to hear him. He gets halfway up the stairs when he hears the door to Madi’s room slam. Yup. Long summer. He turns to go back down the stairs and looks at the clock on the wall. It’s five o’clock. He has a few minutes until sundown. The woods. He hops down the last two stairs and quickly goes through the hall closet for a flashlight. He finds one, pushes it into his back pocket, and jogs for the door. It closes behind him just as Kelley, a house servant, turns the corner into the study to find it empty.

*****

Tristan flicks the Ace of spades into the baseball cap that is lying upside down on his bed. The playing card spins and lands on the bed next to the cap along with half of the other cards. Some of the cards ended up on the floor around his bed and on the beds that belonged to the other boys that shared his room in the group home. For the last forty-five minutes, he’s only managed to get three of the forty cards into the hat. An improvement. He throws the remaining cards at the hat, missing it completely, and starts to pick them up again. The boys around him are getting ready for bed, gathering their things to take showers, while others settle into their pajamas. Most of the boys are young, ranging in age from six to eleven, but not Tristan. He, on the other hand, is closer to sixteen and one of the oldest boys in the house. Instead of getting ready for bed, or vying for a shower at 5 o’clock like the others, Tristan’s day is just about to start.

Fully clothed, he waits for the one thing he looks forward to all day. Sunset. Self-consciously, he rubs his arms and notices how light they’ve become. Technically, no sun equals no tan. But only three weeks ago, his life had been drastically different. Three weeks ago, Tristan was living with a foster family and he was happy. Three weeks ago, he was fifteen years old and thrilled when a family said they would take him in. It was more than he could’ve hoped for and much more than he could’ve asked for. He went to school like a normal kid, made friends, ate dinner with his new family, and finally felt like he had a place he could call his own. That was three weeks ago before his whole world had fallen apart.

He can still hear Ryan, his six-year-old foster brother, giggling and urging him to push him higher on the swing.

“Higher, Tristan,” he yelled, “higher!”

“Okay, little man,” Tristan said, smiling, “hold on tight,” he instructed. Tristan gave Ryan a push that sent him flying higher than the last push. He didn’t want to push him so hard that he would fall, but he wanted Ryan to have a good time. Tristan really just wanted to make the little boy happy.

“Push me higher, Tristan!” Ryan urged, squealing with joy. Tristan waited for Ryan to swing back to him and gave him a little push. Before Tristan knew it, Ryan was falling from the swing onto the gravel, face down, still as stone. Horrified, Tristan rolled him over and noticed that Ryan was blue. Tristan’s panic seeped through him like ice water. Tristan took his hands from Ryan’s shoulders and stood up. “Somebody help me please!” he shouted. “My brother’s not breathing!” A young girl ran to find Tara, Tristan’s foster mother, who had gone to buy the boys ice cream on the park path.

Tristan looked down at Ryan and realized that his color has gone back to normal. The discoloration in his lips was gone, the rosy hue in his cheeks had returned, and Ryan was staring up at him, a confused expression on his face. Tristan, confused but relieved, reached down and finger combed the hair on the little boy’s brow. Instantly, Ryan turned blue again, his eyes bulged, and his breathing stopped. Tristan’s hand shot back, away from the child. Ryan’s color returned, his breathing started again, and this time Ryan’s eyes held something that saddened Tristan.

“Tristan,” Tara said, running up to her sons, “what happened?”

“I don’t know,” Tristan said, “I was pushing him on the swing and he fell. I’m not sure what happened.”

“Keep him away,” Ryan screamed at his mother, sobbing into her shoulder. “I don’t want him here! I want him to go away.”

Tristan’s heart broke. “Ryan,” he started, reaching for him, “I didn’t mean for you to fall.”

“Don’t touch me,” Ryan screamed. “You make me not be able to breathe. Don’t touch me!”

After the incident at the park, Ryan wouldn’t go near Tristan. And two weeks later, he was back in the group home. It’s difficult to explain that you didn’t really try to kill your little brother when the child is terrified to be in the same room with you. It’s kind of hard to deny it. Tristan had replayed that day in his mind every day since and he still can’t figure out why Ryan reacted to him the way he did. To make matters worse, Tristan had developed a sensitivity to sunlight. Whenever he went out into sunlight without protection, his skin looked burned and discolored. And now, despite being surrounded by people, he never felt so isolated and alone in his life. A surge of electric excitement ran through him as he notices the sky turning a hazy pink and orange.

He quickly picks up his cards, puts on his sweater, and walks slowly out of the room, unnoticed. He darts down the hall to tell Mr. Wyatt that he’s taking his walk and finally steps out into the dusky sunlight. Up and down Main Street in the Hollow, all of the little stores are winding down and peace is starting to settle over the village like a light blanket. The baker, Mr. Miller, is cleaning up the counter and bagging the last loafs of bread. He would sell them the following day as day-old bread for half price. Mrs. Zimmer, the florist, freshens up her shop and places white and pink roses in a vase that will be tomorrow’s window display. She carefully chooses each rose and arranges it accordingly so that each one looks just a beautiful as the next. The tailor and the auto mechanic sweep out their businesses, the grocer cleans off his produce, and the coffee shop owners at the corner are already turning their chairs up onto the tables to mop the floors. Tristan smiles and rolls his eyes. Small-town shops.

As he walks down and off of Main Street, he comes face to face with the gates that enclose the Bryce estate. Carefully, he walks around the fence that surrounds the main entrance of the house and finds his way to a portion of the fence that has been poorly kept by the groundskeepers. Tristan runs his hand across the wooden planks and finds the one that is the easiest to move. He nudges it to the side and wedges himself through the gap.

Up ahead of him is a path that winds itself through the woods behind the Bryce home. And this path, above all things, is what he loves most. It symbolizes his freedom and his most private thoughts. Tristan looks up at the sky and sees that the sun is starting its descent, grazing the horizon in waves of yellow and gold. Slowly and deliberately, he starts up the path.

****

Tannen walks down the path, his hands shoved in his pockets. His thoughts float to Madi and the anger he saw in her eyes. But now, with the setting sun, he doesn’t want to think of the fight. He doesn’t want to think of the dream, or the moody Madi he’d find when he got back to the house. Right now, he just wants to walk. He wants to hear the lullabies the birds sing mournfully around him. He wants to escape. Tannen’s pace increases as he races the sun to the horizon.

****

Tristan pushes up the path, trudging up a slight incline he can’t see, but can feel in his legs. As he comes around the bend in the path, he freezes. Shock falls over his face as he realizes he is not alone on the path today. Quietly, he watches as a boy with sandy brown hair continues up the path, unaware that he’s being followed. Who is this person? Wanting to find out more, Tristan picks up his pace, mirroring the boy’s steps in front of him. Step for step, he follows him until, the boy in front of him stops. Tristan’s heart begins to race. Technically, he’s trespassing. Before the boy can turn around, Tristan hurries off the path, snapping and breaking branches in the brush as he tries to hide from sight.

Tannen stops and turns, grabbing the flashlight from his back pocket, and flashes the light into the brush. Taking a few steps backward, he aligns himself with the place where he heard the sounds. Slowly, he sweeps the beam of light over the brush, making sure he didn’t miss something the first time. He can’t be sure, but he knows something’s there, staring at him, invisible in the darkness.

He sees me. Making a slight movement backward, Tristan pushes through the woods, slinking into the shadows, away from the path. His sneakers slide across the dirt, snapping every twig and branch in his way. Tristan’s heart races as he sees the boy come off the path, flashlight in hand, heading straight for him. Like an electric current, panic seeps through him, forcing his body into action as he pushes his legs to carry him away from the sandy-haired boy.

Tannen can feel his lungs burning as he runs through the woods after Tristan, trying his best to keep up.

“Hey!” Tannen calls. “Stop. I only want to talk to you.”

But Tristan keeps running, not letting up. Tannen forces himself to run faster, muscles screaming in pain as he strains to catch up. Keeping his eyes on his query, he focuses his breathing, pushes the pain in his legs out of his mind, and runs, closing the gap between him and his quarry. Tannen reaches out, desperately wanting to stop him. With his eyes on the boy, Tannen doesn’t see the tree branch directly in his path and smashes into it, knocking himself off his feet. For a moment, he lies on his back, seeing stars, touching the pained spot over his left eye that is slick with blood and sweat. Finally, he sits up and looks around him only to find that he’s all alone. Tristan is gone. Disappointed, Tannen gets up, feeling the stiffness in his muscles, and stumbles in the direction he’d been running. He couldn’t have gone far, Tannen thinks. Grabbing his flashlight from the ground, he trains his light on the wooded area right in front of him. A low groan forces him to stop dead in his tracks. Keeping the light directly on the ground in front of him, he takes a few steps forward and finds himself staring into a large pit. Except for the light that the flashlight casts, it is completely hidden in the brush and brambles that cover the ground. Tannen peers down into the pit not knowing what he should expect to find.


Chapter Two

Tannen stares down into the sink hole, breathless. “Why didn’t you stop?”

Tristan’s trapped. He has to answer him. “Look, let me leave and I’ll never come back.”

Tannen doesn’t know what to say. He looks at the new kid and in a fraction of a second thinks of telling him he isn’t going to say anything about him being there. In fact, he could come to the woods as often as he wants. He debates asking about who he is and where he came from. But he can’t. Too much, he thinks. Instead, he holds back all the questions he’s burning to ask and settles for a simpler one.

“What’s your name?”

“Um—why? Are you gonna turn me in?”

“No.”

“No?”

Tannen hears the uncertainty in the boys voice and decides to set him at ease.

“Look, I don’t really care if you come here every day and I’m not going to turn you in because technically, I’m not supposed to be here either. And anyway, we should really try and concentrate on getting you out of that hole. The sun will be gone in a few minutes and it’ll be harder to get you out with no light except for this,” he says, shaking his flashlight, the beam of light flying in different directions.

Tristan considers what Tannen is saying. It’s true about the light, they are losing what’s left of the sun. What are his options? Trust this guy and get out of the hole, or not trust him and try to get out on his own? As he thinks through his options, he looks up at his would-be rescuer and the apprehension rushes out of him. He might be crazy, but he has a gut feeling that this boy is telling him the truth and is genuinely trying to help him. He really doesn’t want to turn him in. It’s in his voice and in his eyes. They’re pleading, almost begging Tristan to trust him. There’s also something else in them he recognizes, but he can’t put his finger on it. Not fully understanding why, Tristan finally relents. “My name is Tristan. Uh—Tristan Hogan.”

Tannen releases the breath he’d been holding. He hadn’t realized that he’d been holding his breath and the cool air that rushes into his lungs brings instant relief. He smiles.

“Hi. I’m Tannen.”

“Hey.”

“Do you think you’d be able to reach my hand if I’d lay flat on the ground?”

Tristan stiffens. Don’t touch him. “I don’t know. Maybe not. Is there something you could use to pull me out?”

Tristan leans back on the wall and rubs the sweat from his face. It’s smeared with dirt now. Tannen stands up and looks around him. He pulls the flashlight out of his back pocket and darts the beam of light in front of him. Small twigs and brush surround him. For a few moments, he doesn’t see anything he could use to help Tristan out of the hole. Then his light falls on it. The perfect branch. It’s straight, long, and sturdy enough for Tristan to brace himself against. Tannen hurries to it and grabs it. “I think we can use this,” he calls down to Tristan.

Tannen lowers the branch to Tristan who eases it down next to him and wedges the tip of it in the muddy mess at his feet. “Push down on it,” Tristan calls up. Tannen, putting the flashlight down, pushes against the branch with all his strength and keeps it steady.

“Will it work?”

“Only one way to find out,” Tristan calls back.

Tristan pushes himself between the branch and the wall. Slowly, he moves one hand over the other, wedging his feet between the dirt wall and the branch and starts to lift off the ground. “Is it working?” Tannen calls, unable to see the progress that Tristan’s making. He’s answered by an array of grunts and random curse words. Finally, Tristan calls up, “Yeah, hold it steady.” Tannen holds the branch as still as he can as Tristan works himself up the makeshift firefighters’ pole. A breathless grunt is heard as a hand comes into view just above the mouth of the hole. Still trying to hold the branch steady, Tannen carefully shifts his weight and reaches to grasp Tristan’s hand. When he doesn’t take it, he places both hands firmly on the branch and holds it steady as Tristan heaves himself to the surface.

With a loud grunt, Tristan comes over the side of the hole and both boys fall onto the ground, gasping.

Tannen, who’s lying on his back says, “That wasn’t so bad.”

Tristan, who is lying face down, scoffs. “Alright, next time, you can be the one to fall into the large hole and I’ll pull you up.”

Tannen sits up and stares after Tristan. Next time? Does this mean that they’ll continue to run into each other? Tannen does not dare hope for this, but he wishes it to be true. Tristan rolls over and sits up. For a moment, both boys stop moving and get a good look at each other. Tannen notices that although Tristan’s face is smeared with sweat and dirt from the fall, his jet black hair and light complexion force your attention to the deep blue of his eyes. His slight build, long and lean, makes his body appear sinewy and sleek.

Tristan studies his new friend. Dried blood had caked on his face but that did not detract from the boyish charm of his tracker. He notices that if Tannen had been clean, he would be what some might consider a pretty boy. His matching sandy brown hair and honey-colored eyes gave his olive skin a warm glow. As Tristan thinks this, Tannen smiles and Tristan sees something there that he hasn’t seen or felt in a long time. Hope. Tristan smiles back and breaks the silence between them.

“Thanks. I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

“Not a problem.”

It grows awkwardly quiet, neither boy says a word. Curiosity sweeps between them, each waging private wars within themselves as they try to figure out what to do or say next. When nothing comes, Tristan gets himself to his feet, but Tannen stops him.

“Where are you going?” Tannen asks.

“We’ve lost the sunlight and it’s a long walk in the dark. I’ve got to get back.”

“Oh. Will your mom be worried?”

A pained look comes across Tristan’s face and Tannen instantly regrets asking the question.

“I—don’t, uh, have a—I don’t a mom.”

Tannen looks sorry he’s mentioned it. He shifts his weight and gets to his feet.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know th—”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about it. You couldn’t have known. I should really get back, though,” he says, pulling the arms of his sweater over his hands. “They’ll be waiting for me,” Tristan adds. That last part’s a lie. No one cared if Tristan came back to the home or not.

“I’ll walk back with you,” Tannen offers, “I mean, I’ve got a flashlight.”

“Alright. Let’s go then.”

The boys start walking toward the path, Tannen kept the light ahead of them, steering them toward the path.

“Why’d you come to the woods in the first place?” Tannen asks, breaking the awkward silence. “I mean, of all the places in town, why the woods?”

Tristan chuckles. He knows that he’s got a lot of explaining to do. “Well,” he begins, “I usually sneak over here to watch the sunset. Since I don’t get to see the sun very often anymore, it’s the first and last of it I get to see all day and maybe getting into trouble to see it from the bluff’s worth the risk. Sunset is my favorite time of day.”

Tannen nods in agreement. “That’s why I’m here. I come to see the sunset from the bluff as often as I can. When I can get away, that’s where I go. To the bluff. We were headed to the same place.”

Tristan and Tannen step onto the path and turn to face one another. Tannen’s face is full of curiosity.

“What do you mean when you say it’s the first and the last time you see the sun all day? Can’t you come out during the day?”

“Yeah, that’s a long story,” Tristan says, rubbing the stiffness from his neck. “Too long maybe.”

“Why don’t you tell me on the way back to the gate?”

Tristan doesn’t want to tell his new friend about his skin condition and he definitely doesn’t want to tell him about how he was afraid to touch people. What would his reaction be? He couldn’t begin to fathom all of the possible reactions that can go through Tannen’s mind. But how can he know for sure? He’s only just met him. And still, for some strange reason, he feels he can trust Tannen. Should he go against his gut feeling? It hasn’t steered him wrong before. He must trust it.

“I can’t really be out in the sun anymore. Not that I can’t go out at ALL, only that I can’t be in direct sunlight,” Tristan begins, a knot forming in the pit of his stomach. “The doctor I saw said I was allergic to sunlight so they only let me out around sundown.” Tristan makes his voice deeper as he tries to mimic an adult, “It’s for my own good.”

Tannen quietly walks beside Tristan, listening. He’s thoughtful, wanting to know more, but he doesn’t know what to ask. What if he asks a question that evokes that pained look again? He can’t stand the idea of doing that a second time. He waits for his friend to continue. Tristan, as if on cue, continues with his story.

“So because of my new condition, my foster parents returned me to the group home which is why I don’t have a mom.” Tristan decides to leave out the part about hurting his little brother.

“What about your real mom?” Tannen asks. “Do you know anything about her?”’

Tannen looks at Tristan expectantly.

“Nope,” Tristan continues. “All I know is that she didn’t want me. Otherwise I’d be with her now and not in some stupid group home. She left me at the home when I was born and no one ever saw her again. Mr. Wyatt won’t tell me anything about her. Not until I’m eighteen.”

Tristan looks at the ground as he walks. That’s me in a nutshell. There’s nothing more to tell. Wanting to get the attention off himself, he turned his focus on Tannen. “That’s enough about me. What about you?” he says to Tannen. “What did you mean when you said that you come up here when you can get away? Do they have you on lockdown, too?”

Tristan laughs a little, but sees that Tannen’s face is strained. He looks down at his feet and allows Tannen some time to think about his answer.

“My mom has this thing where me and my twin sister, Madi, can’t leave the grounds of the family estate. She says it’s not safe. So sometimes when she’s not at home, like now, I slip out and walk to the bluff. Technically, I’m still on the grounds so I don’t think she’ll mind. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her, anyway.”

Tannen looks up at Tristan who is listening to him intently.

“I’m surprised I hadn’t seen you before,” Tannen says. “But then again, I haven’t really been out all week. I’ve had tons of homework and lessons.”

Tristan nods. “I only started coming up here a few weeks ago when my skin condition started to get worse. It’s only really been about a week or two that I’ve been heading over here.”

“That explains why I hadn’t seen you before now,” Tannen says, giving Tristan an unsure smile.

The conversation continues on and it’s late when the boys reach the end of the path. The darkness of the path is only broken by the beam of light from the flashlight and the small amount of light that flickers from the windows of the large house now looming over them.

“Hey,” Tristan says, “what did you say your last name was?”

“Oh—uh, Bryce. I’m Tannen Bryce.”

“Huh,” Tristan says, a bemused smirk on his face.

“What?” askes Tannen.

“You all do exist.”

“Yeah,” Tannen says, raising an eyebrow. “Who said we didn’t?”

“Oh, there’s a rumor around town that the Bryce’s never really had kids,” Tristan says, laughing. “You all are about as real to the town’s people as Santa Claus and the Easter bunny are to us.” He shrugs. “I guess they were wrong.”

Tannen instantly looks crestfallen and Tristan’s face changes. “What?” Tristan asks. “What did I say?”

“Santa Claus and the Easter bunny aren’t real?” Tannen asks, mock-sincerity on his face. After a few seconds, he smiles and Tristan realizes that he’s joking.

“If you still believe in Santa Claus,” Tristan begins, “you’re much more sheltered than I thought.”

Tannen laughs. “Yeah, we exist,” he explains. “There’s two of us, me and Madi. Well two that we know of.”

Tannen smiles and Tristan chuckles. Tristan makes his way to the place in the fence where he had snuck in and Tannen follows with the light. He moves the plank over and starts to climb out onto the outside curb. Tannen puts his hand on Tristan’s arm to stop him.

“Hey, when do they let you out tomorrow?”

Tristan thinks about it. “About five or six. Whenever the sun starts to dip. Why?”

“Why don’t you come back here tomorrow? We can walk up to the bluff to watch the sunset and I’ll bring my sister so you can meet her. I know she’d like to meet you.”

“Are you sure it’s okay? I can’t afford to get in trouble and—”

“No, you won’t. I promise.”

Tristan thinks about it for a second. It would be nice to have a friend, maybe two if he met Madi.

“Okay. I’ll be here at the fence at five o’clock,” Tristan decides.

Tannen smiles, his face friendly and warm. “Okay. See you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” Tristan steps through the gap and starts to run down Main Street.

Tannen watches him go for a few seconds then turns and runs to his front door. When he opens it, an irritated Madi greets him. She’s sitting on the bottom stair glaring at the front door as if she’d been expecting him to walk in at any moment for the past three hours. The sudden change in her expression forces Tannen to remember that he must look terrible. Her expression went from impatience and irritation, to concern and worry. He ignores this and greets her with a “Hey Madi” and a smile.

“Geez, you look awful,” she says. “What happened to you?”

She gets up from the stairs and tries to touch her hand to his forehead where, it seems, the blood gush originated. He blocks her hand.

“I’m fine. It’s nothing to worry about. Believe me.”

Tannen can tell she isn’t totally convinced, but there’s enough curiosity in her face now to act unbearably mysterious. He smiles to himself. She considers him suspiciously.

“What happened? Tell me. Where’d you go?”

“I know you wanna know and you gotta know that I really want to tell you, but you’re just going to have to wait ‘til tomorrow. It’ll be a surprise.”

“Awww… I HATE it when you do that. Can’t you just tell me? As least tell me why you’re so dirty and bleeding.”

“I was attacked by wild dogs.”

“Tannen Bryce! Tell me the true this instant.”

“That is the truth. Why would I lie?”

Madi’s crosses her arms in front of her, her face pink with anger.

“Just tell me,” she pleads.

“Nope. You’ll be glad you waited, though.”

She gives up easily, too irritated and tired to fight him. Plus, she didn’t feel like arguing right now. “Fine,” she says, “Whatever. But it better be good if you’re making me wait.”

Tannen smiles at her and trudges up the stairs to wash up before bed. And for the first time in a long time, he’s content with the day’s happenings. He’d made a new friend and it’s something he could share with his sister. This is something they were both searching for. Even hungry for. It would be nice to finally have a third person on the Bryce sibling adventures. Tannen showers and changes into his pajamas and walks down the hall to his room. By the time he’s done, the moon is hanging high in the evening sky. Tannen stops at his bedroom door and turns to his sister’s room across the hall.

“Goodnight, Madeline Bryce!” he shouts. Quickly, he walks into his room and shuts the door behind him. A few seconds later, a muffled yell comes through the crack between the door and floor.

“Good night, twin!” she calls back.

In her room, Madi smiles to herself. They’re okay. They always were. She lays her head on the pillow and thinks about what the surprise could be, a smile playing softly on her lips.

****

By the time Tristan gets back to the group home, the lights are out and the boys in the large room are on their second or third REM cycle. No one’s waiting for him, which he welcomes this time because he looked like a disaster. Quietly, he washes up, changes, and walks to his bed, the third on the right side of the room, and climbs in. This afternoon’s chain of events was unexpected and shocking, but oddly enough, it didn’t feel wrong to him. He didn’t know how or why, but something about Tannen felt familiar. He’d try and figure it out tomorrow when he saw him again. And his sister, he adds as an afterthought. He leans back on his bed and crosses his arms under his head. Two new friends, he thinks at last, and drifts off to sleep.


Tristan stays in the shadows beside the path, silently stalking the girl running from him. Her white nightgown is sheer and he can see the soft curves of her body beneath the filmy material. He longs to touch her, feel her in his arms without his gloves. He doesn’t mean to be a threat, but he knows he’s dangerous. He knows he’s a monster. As stealthy as a shadow, he trails behind her a few steps, keeping himself out of sight and her white figure in his field of vision. For a moment, she is careless and slips on wet leaves in her path. He slows, allowing her time to recover, not wanting to end this game of cat and mouse. Give her time, he thinks. Don’t end the game.



	She stops and looks behind her. Her eyes move quickly from one side of the path to the other, confusion filling her light brown eyes like a storm cloud. His breath catches in his throat. Even with the fear etched into her face, she’s the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen. He reaches out to her with his gloved hand like a ghost from the shadows and closes his eyes, envisioning the feel of her. When he blinks them open again, he’s in an unfamiliar room that is dimly lit, far away from the path. He pushes himself into the wall beside a heavy bookshelf and waits. Within seconds, the girl, his prey, steps into the room and closes the door behind her. Tristan watches as she exhales a deep breath.



Without warning, he grabs her. “Let me go,” she screams. She’s strong, but he’s stronger. For a few agonizing moments, she struggles against him. But finally exhausted, she stops fighting him and allows him to hold her. “Close your eyes,” he tells her. Tristan doesn’t know if she would, but when he turns her to face him, her eyes are closed. Keeping his arm around her, he removes one of his gloves, catching the material of it in his teeth and pulls it off. Slowly, as if knowing he shouldn’t, he traces his fingertips along her face, feeling her porcelain skin. He feels as her breath catches in her throat, and then feels her dead weight in his arms before she falls to the ground.


Tristan’s eyes shoot open. The room he sleeps in is still dark, as slowly, the room he dreamt fades from his mind. He looks around him. The boys are sleeping peacefully and everything seems to be fine. It was just a dream, he thinks, as he relaxes and tries to go back to sleep.

A mile away down Main Street, behind the double gate, in the bedroom across the hall from Tannen, Madi Bryce springs up from a dead sleep, a cold sweat covers her slight figure. She cups her hands to her face. Not that dream again. It isn’t just a dream anymore, it’s a nightmare. She lowers herself back to her pillow and tosses and turns for the remainder of the night.	
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