


CHAPTER	1

Atorrent	 of	 lightning	 struck	 the	 roof	 of	 the	 old	 house.	 Malcolm	 had
never	 noticed	 the	 place	 before,	 but	 now	 he	 stood	 transfixed	 at	 his
bedroom	 window.	 Despite	 the	 storm’s	 power,	 the	 house	 seemed
strangely	untouched—no	damage,	no	fire,	nothing.

The	towering	house	sat	across	the	street.	Faded	whitewash	covered
its	 three	wooden	stories,	and	 tall	brown	grass	curled	around	 its	worn
wrought-iron	 fence.	 Malcolm	 guessed	 it	 had	 been	 abandoned	 for
decades.	 Even	 the	 round	 window	 at	 the	 top	 revealed	 nothing	 but
shadows.

Thunder	boomed	and	his	own	window	rattled.	He	rubbed	his	arms,
feeling	chilled.	In	the	window’s	reflection,	he	saw	his	twin	sister	move
her	queen.

“Check,”	Valentine	said.

“Two	months	 of	 living	 here,	 and	 we	 didn’t	 notice	 it	 until	 now?”	 he
said.	“How	can	that	be?	It’s	right	across	from	us.”

Valentine’s	 eyes	 stayed	 on	 the	 chess	 board.	 “Noticed	 what,	 the
storm?”

“No,	that.”	He	tapped	the	glass.	“Aren’t	you	listening?”

“I’m	playing	 the	game.”	Valentine	 smirked.	 “Which	 is	why	you’re	 in
check.”

Malcolm	 tore	 himself	 away	 from	 the	 window.	 He	 grimaced	 at	 his
remaining	pieces.	“I	thought	we	agreed	to	slow-play	this	one.”

“I	had	a	good	move.”

He	blocked	with	his	knight.	“You	always	have	a	good	move.	Science
geeks	shouldn’t	beat	history	geeks	at	chess.	It’s	not	natural.”

Valentine	 grinned.	 “Well,	 maybe	 we	 should	 trade	 hobbies.	 I	 know
some	history.”

“Really.	Which	empire	first	settled	the	British	Isles?”

She	stared	down	at	the	board.

“Can’t	answer,	can	you?”



“No,	 but	 I	 can	 do	 this.”	 She	 advanced	 her	 rook,	 removing	 his	 last
bishop.	“Check.	Again.”

Malcolm	winced	and	blocked	with	a	pawn.	His	attention	returned	to
the	window.	“How	does	it	stand	all	that	lightning?	Shouldn’t	something
that	old	just,	like,	catch	fire	and	fall	over?”

“Shouldn’t	what	fall	over?”

“Geez,	Val.	Come	on,	get	up	and	 look	at	 this.”	Malcolm	 tugged	on
his	sister’s	arm	until	she	followed	him	to	the	window.	“Look	right	there.
Wait	for	more	lightning	and	you’ll	see	it	better.”

“Mal,	I	don’t	see—”

“Just	keep	looking,	it’s	…	there!”

A	massive	 bolt	 struck	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 old	 house,	 and	 a	 crack	 of
thunder	rumbled	through	Malcolm’s	chest.	For	an	instant,	the	sky	lit	up
like	mid-afternoon.

“Holy	cow,	that’s	loud,”	Valentine	said.	“The	storms	here	are	crazy!”
Then	she	stopped,	and	Malcolm	saw	realization	in	her	eyes.	“Oh,	wow.
I	hadn’t	noticed	that	place	before.”

“Right?	That’s	what	I’ve	been	saying.”

“But	 it’s	 just	 an	 old	 house.	 What’s	 the	 big	 deal?”	 She	 squinted,
leaning	closer	 to	 the	window.	 “Though,	 I	wonder	who’d	build	a	place
with—”

Malcolm	nodded	fervently.	“With	no	front	door.”

“Actually,	there	aren’t	any	doors	at	all.	Now	that	I	think	about	it,	I	saw
the	back	 from	 the	main	 road	once.	 I	 just	didn’t	 remember	until	 now.”
Valentine	shook	her	head.	“Weird.”

“Looks	 like	each	side	has	a	window	at	 the	 top.	No	doors,	 though.”
Malcolm’s	 voice	 fell	 to	 a	 whisper.	 “No	 way	 in	 or	 out.	 Why	 would
someone	build	that?”

Valentine	 stared	 for	 a	 moment	 longer,	 then	 turned	 away	 with	 a
shrug.	“Maybe	Oma	Grace	knows.”

Malcolm’s	shoulders	fell.	“You’re	not	even	curious?”

“A	little,	maybe,	but	old	stuff	is	your	department.	Show	me	something



new	 and	 you’ll	 have	 my	 attention.”	 She	 glanced	 at	 her	 phone.	 “It’s
getting	late,	and	tomorrow	is	the	first	day	of	high	school.	I	should	go	to
bed.	But	first	…”	She	moved	to	the	chess	board	and	slid	a	knight	into
position.	“Checkmate.”

Malcolm	came	to	her	side	and	stared	at	the	board,	crestfallen.	“Wait,
wait,	no	way.”

Valentine	patted	his	shoulder	in	mock	sympathy	and	crossed	the	hall
to	her	room.

“Hey	wait!”	he	called.	“I	think	I	see	a	move—”

“Bedtime,	Mal.	G’night.”

Her	 bedroom	 door	 clicked	 shut.	 Malcolm	 studied	 the	 pieces	 a
moment	 longer,	 sighed,	 and	 tipped	 over	 his	 king.	 Turning	 on	 the
bedside	lamp,	he	grabbed	a	book	and	settled	onto	the	bed.

Hours	 drifted	 by	 as	 he	 let	 the	 historical	 adventure	 envelope	 him
through	 the	dead	of	night.	Between	chapters,	he	stretched	stiff	 joints
and	watched	the	night	sky	battle	on.	His	room	had	the	best	view	of	the
storm,	 which	 appeared	 to	 be	 growing	 angrier	 by	 the	 hour.	 Lightning
flashed	 constantly	 behind	 the	 dark	 clouds,	 and	 the	 air	 rumbled	 with
rolling	thunder.	His	brow	furrowed	as	he	noticed	that	frost	had	formed
on	the	edges	of	his	windows.

Frost	seems	odd	for	summer.	Maybe	we’re	close	to	the	storm	center.

Malcolm	 picked	 out	 the	 largest	 bolts	 of	 lightning	 and	 the	 most
intense	thunderclaps.	Mentally	he	counted	the	seconds	between	them,
hoping	 to	 guess	 their	 distance	 away.	 Wait,	 that	 can’t	 be	 right.	 He
counted	again	and	got	the	same	result.

The	 delay	 was	 identical	 every	 time—one	 and	 a	 half	 seconds
between	lightning	and	thunder.	Strike-pause-boom,	wait,	repeat.	After
twenty	 minutes	 of	 counting,	 the	 cycle	 still	 ran	 like	 clockwork.	 Is	 that
normal	around	here?	Valentine	probably	knew	but	must	be	dreaming	by
now.	Maybe	he’d	ask	her	tomorrow.

As	Malcolm	 turned	 away	 from	 the	window,	 something	 brushed	 the
corner	of	his	vision.	A	burst	of	light,	but	not	like	the	others.	He	whipped
back	around	and	stared	into	the	night.	A	bolt	of	lightning	and	a	crack	of
thunder	greeted	him	again.



Whatever	it	was,	it	had	looked	different	than	the	lightning—brighter,
and	 a	 slightly	 different	 color.	 Light	 must	 be	 playing	 with	 my	 eyes.	 He
rubbed	them	and	moved	to	turn	away	again.	Probably	just—no,	there	it
is	again!

He	 saw	 it	 this	 time—a	 strange	 pulse	 of	 blue-white	 light.	 It	 hadn’t
come	 from	 the	 clouds.	 It	 had	 been	 closer	 to	 eye	 level	 and	 from	 the
direction	of—

Malcolm	 lunged	 at	 the	 shelf	 over	 his	 headboard.	 Grabbing	 an
antique	 spyglass,	 he	 pointed	 the	 lens	 across	 the	 street,	 toward	 the
house	with	no	doors.	He	held	deathly	still,	his	eye	trained	on	the	front
window.

PULSE!

A	beam	of	light	lanced	from	the	window,	piercing	the	inky	darkness.
One-point-five	seconds	later	the	sky	erupted	in	thunder	and	lightning.
Malcolm	felt	like	he’d	been	dunked	in	ice.

“Pulse-lightning-boom.	House-sky-air,	 every	 time.	What	 on	 earth	 is
—”

PULSE!

A	man’s	face	glared	at	him	through	the	window.

With	cold	fury,	he	stared	into	Malcolm’s	room	and	straight	down	his
spyglass.	Malcolm	froze	under	those	accusing	eyes	as	they	pulled	him
toward	the	window.	His	panicked	breath	came	ragged	and	hoarse,	his
muscles	refused	to	budge.

PULSE!

The	face	disappeared.

Malcolm	snapped	back	like	a	broken	rubber	band,	yelping	as	he	fell
from	his	bed.	He	smacked	onto	the	floor	and	collided	with	the	dresser.
Antiques	and	picture	 frames	 toppled	onto	him	as	he	sprawled	on	 the
floor,	groaning.

“Mal?”

A	 moment	 later	 Valentine	 staggered	 in,	 squinting.	 “What	 are	 you
doing?	It’s	like	two	a.m.”

Malcolm	 sprang	 up	 and	 dragged	 his	 sister	 to	 the	window,	 shoving



the	spyglass	into	her	hands.	“Look	across	the	street.”

“At	what?”

“You	know	what!	Come	on,	just	do	it.”

Sighing,	Valentine	held	the	spyglass	to	her	eye.	“What	am	I	looking
for?”

“You’ll	know.	Shouldn’t	be	long	now.”

Malcolm	watched	with	her,	determined	 to	catch	 the	next	pulse.	But
after	a	moment,	he	knew	something	was	wrong.	It	should	have	happened
already.	 “These	 pulses	 of	 light	 were	 coming	 from	 the	window	 across
the	street!	I	…”	What’s	taking	so	long?	Minutes	passed	as	they	watched
absolutely	nothing	happen.

Valentine	handed	him	the	spyglass.	“Well,	this	was	fun.	Go	to	sleep.
Tomorrow	is	a	school	day.”	She	glanced	out	the	window	as	she	turned
to	leave.	“Hmm,	looks	like	the	storm	broke.	G’night.”

Deflated,	Malcolm	studied	 the	sky	as	his	 twin	closed	 the	door.	The
lightning	 had	 stopped,	 the	 thunder	 had	 quieted,	 and	 the	 house	 had
become	a	dark,	old	shell	again.	He	dropped	onto	his	bed	with	a	sigh.

Maybe	the	light	just	played	tricks	on	me.

But	 the	face	 in	the	window	would	not	 leave	his	mind.	Sleep	eluded
him,	 and	 he	 found	 himself	 shivering	 at	 the	 memory	 of	 those	 eyes.
Despite	his	efforts	to	believe	otherwise,	Malcolm	knew	what	he’d	seen.

“Someone’s	inside	that	house.”



F
CHAPTER	2

irst-day	jitters.	That’s	all	they	are,	Malcolm	told	himself	as	he	and
Valentine	 entered	 their	 first	 classroom	 at	 Emmett	 Brown	High
School.	They	picked	a	lab	table	next	to	the	windows	and	settled

onto	a	stool.

Everyone	has	jitters	the	first	day	of	school,	he	reminded	himself.	Being
in	 a	 new	 town	 didn’t	 make	 his	 own	 any	 better.	 Plus,	 they’d	 be
scattering	 to	 different	 classrooms	 for	 every	 subject.	 Six	 classes,	 six
teachers—that	meant	six	chances	of	getting	someone	weird	or	mean
or	 half-crazy.	Or	worse,	 someone	boring.	Malcolm	perused	his	 class
schedule,	 trying	 to	 deduce	 if	 any	 of	 the	 names	 suggested	 evil
tendencies.

The	key	is	the	first	class,	he	repeated.	Just	hit	 the	ground	running,	don’t
look	back,	and	 it’ll	be	 smooth	sailing.	The	morning	bell	 rang	as	 the	 last
few	students	filed	in	past	the	open	door.	Oh,	and	try	 to	 forget	about	 the
mystery	man	inside	the	impossible	house.

Malcolm	chuckled	as	Valentine	fidgeted	with	her	supplies,	arranging
and	then	rearranging	them.

“Shut	up,”	she	said,	brushing	a	lock	of	wavy	red	hair	out	of	her	eyes.

“No,	I	get	it.	I	mean,	how	can	you	ace	the	class	with	your	pen	at	the
wrong	angle?”

She	shot	him	a	fake	glare.

Malcolm	 grinned	 at	 his	 twin.	 “Don’t	 worry,	 Val.	 You	 know	 you’re	 a
science	wizard.	It’ll	be—”

The	classroom	door	slammed	shut	with	a	boom.	A	man	 in	his	 late
thirties	stood	in	the	corner,	staring	out	at	the	students	with	sharp	eyes.

“Mal,”	 Valentine	 whispered.	 “Was	 he	 behind	 the	 door	 the	 whole
time?”

Malcolm	nodded,	transfixed	by	the	strange	sight.

The	 man’s	 attention	 stopped	 on	 a	 sweaty,	 petrified	 student	 with
braces.	Lurching	from	his	hiding	spot,	the	teacher	pulled	a	rough,	gray
stone	 from	his	pocket,	charged	 toward	 the	 lab	 tables	and	hurled	 it	at



the	 student.	 A	 collective	 gasp	 exploded	 from	 the	 class,	 and	 the	 boy
flinched	as	it	bounced	off	his	chest	and	fell	lightly	to	the	floor.

After	a	heartbeat	of	silence,	the	man	in	the	jacket	laughed.	The	boy
bent	to	pick	it	up	and	let	out	a	relieved	giggle,	showing	the	class	how
he	could	squeeze	the	trick	“stone”	flat	in	his	fist.

The	class	joined	in	with	the	laughter,	and	the	strange	man	sat	on	the
edge	of	the	teacher’s	desk	with	a	satisfied	sigh.	Malcolm	noticed	that
his	 feet	didn’t	 touch	 the	 floor.	He	couldn’t	have	been	more	 than	 five-
foot-two.

“Ah,	I	love	foam.	So	versatile,”	he	said,	revealing	another	surprise—
a	proper	British	accent.

“Pretty	good	trick,”	Malcolm	whispered.	“For	a	hobbit.”

Valentine	stifled	a	laugh.

The	teacher	wrote	Lucius	Carmichael	on	the	chalkboard	in	large	block
letters.	 “Like	 some	 of	 you,	 possibly,	 I	 am	 new	 to	 the	 fair	 town	 of
Emmett’s	Bluff.	You	may	call	me	Mr.	Carmichael,	and	this	year	I	will	be
teaching	you	the	secrets	of	the	universe.”

He	faced	the	students	with	an	impish	grin.	“My	superiors	like	to	call	it
Introduction	 to	Chemistry.	But	what	 is	chemistry,	 really?	 It	 is	 the	key,
the	 central	 science	 that	 connects	 all	 other	 natural	 sciences.
Astronomy,	physics,	geology—the	tools	for	unlocking	the	mysteries	of
our	world—eventually	they	all	come	back	to	their	master.	That	is	what
chemistry	 is,	 and	 that	 is	what	 I	will	 teach	 you—to	be	 the	masters	 of
your	own	destiny,	one	molecule	at	a	time.”

He	paused	as	 if	waiting	 for	 something,	 then	seemed	disappointed.
Malcolm	wondered	if	he’d	expected	them	to	cheer.

“Well,”	 he	 said.	 “Let’s	 unlock	 our	 future,	 shall	 we?	 First,	 we’ll	 see
what	 you	 already	 know.	 Who	 can	 tell	 me	 what	 chemical	 property
describes	 the	ability	of	an	atom	 to	attract	electrons	 toward	 itself	 in	a
covalent	bond?”

Twenty	pairs	of	eyes	looked	everywhere	but	at	the	teacher.	Malcolm
watched	Valentine	 fidget	with	 a	 familiar	 gleam	 in	 her	 eye.	She	 knew
the	answer,	but	couldn’t	bring	herself	to	speak	up.

“Should	 I	 answer	 for	 you?”	 he	 whispered.	 “Or	 just	 tell	 them	 what



happened	at	homecoming	last	year?”

Her	hand	sprang	into	the	air.

“Ah,	a	brave	soul!	Miss?”

“Valentine	Gilbert.	Um,	electronegativity?”

Mr.	Carmichael’s	eyes	narrowed.	“Are	you	asking	me	or	telling	me?”

“Well,	um.”	She	braced	herself.	“Telling?”

“Relax,	Miss	Gilbert.”	He	 flashed	another	easy	grin.	 “You	are	most
certainly	correct.	Round	one	goes	to	you!”

Valentine	released	the	breath	she’d	been	holding	and	gave	Malcolm
a	grateful	look.	An	instant	later,	the	door	burst	open.	A	tall,	skinny	boy
stumbled	into	the	classroom,	nearly	tripping	over	his	 low-slung	sports
bag.

“Whoa!”	Half	his	textbooks	tumbled	to	the	floor.	“Figures.”	He	knelt	to
gather	them	and	lost	two	more.	A	murmur	grew	among	the	class,	and
the	boy	stared	up	from	the	floor.	“Okay,	who	moved	the	gym?”

The	 class	 burst	 into	 laughter.	 He	 straightened,	 looking	 proud	 of
himself	as	he	smoothed	his	blue	and	gray	basketball	uniform.

“Mister	…	?”	the	teacher	called.

“Fred	Marshall	in	the	flesh,	dawg.	Where	can	I	park?”

“Unless	‘dawg’	is	slang	for	‘brilliant	one,’	you	will	address	me	as	Mr.
Carmichael.	Take	any	open	seat.	Quietly.”

While	 Mr.	 Carmichael	 resumed	 the	 discussion,	 the	 new	 student
chose	 a	 seat	 directly	 across	 the	 aisle	 from	 Valentine.	 He	 ran	 his
fingers	through	strikingly	blond,	spiked	hair	that	seemed	to	stick	out	in
every	 direction,	 and	 then	 he	 peered	 around	 the	 room	 as	 if	 already
bored.

Malcolm	watched	as	Fred’s	gaze	settled	on	Valentine,	lingering	for	a
moment	 too	 long.	 He	 leaned	 in	 her	 direction,	 and	 Malcolm	 grinned
inside.	This	would	be	good.

“Hey,	 sorry	 ‘bout	 charging	 in	 like	 that,”	 Fred	 whispered	 to	 her.
“Coach	wouldn’t	let	me	go.	‘Gotta	start	the	year	off	right,’	whatever	that
means.	Y’know?”



Valentine	barely	glanced	in	his	direction.

“So,	uh,	what’d	I	miss?”

“Oh,	Mr.	Marshall,”	Mr.	Carmichael	interrupted.	“I	assume,	based	on
your	 attention	 level,	 that	 you	 are	 familiar	 with	 the	 basic	 concepts	 of
chemistry.	 Tell	 me,	 how	 would	 you	 identify	 a	 chemical	 element	 by
examining	its	nucleus?”

Fred’s	eyes	widened	like	a	deer	in	headlights.

“Care	to	venture	a	guess?”

Fred	 glanced	 around	 the	 room	as	 if	 looking	 for	 the	 answer	 on	 the
walls.	His	face	reddened	as	he	sank	into	the	chair	and	folded	his	arms.

“You	don’t	know?”	The	teacher’s	stare	bored	into	him.	“Well,	at	least
you	can	 throw	a	ball	 through	a	hoop.	 I’m	sure	 that’s	everything	you’ll
need	 in	 life.”	He	 let	 the	 silence	drag,	 then	 turned	back	 to	 the	board.
“Continuing	…”

THREE	classes	and	a	lunch	period	later,	the	hallways	were	crowded	and
buzzing	with	 first-day	energy.	At	 their	 lockers,	 the	 twins	changed	out
textbooks	 and	 tried	 not	 to	 drop	 anything	 in	 the	 sea	 of	 sneakers.
Malcolm	slowed	when	he	grasped	World	History,	easing	it	into	his	bag
to	avoid	scuffs	and	bends.

“Wow.”	Valentine	shook	her	head.	“So	much	love,	it’s	almost	creepy.
If	history	were	a	girl,	you’d	be	staring	in	her	window	at	night.”

“Hey,	for	me,	history	would	just	smile	and	wave,”	Malcolm	returned,
zipping	his	bag.	“But	you’d	get	a	face	full	of	pepper	spray.”

“Good	thing	I	only	spy	on	electrons,	then.”

Malcolm	 glanced	 over	 her	 shoulder	 with	 an	 evil	 grin.	 “Tell	 that	 to
him.”

“Hey,	what	up?”

Malcolm	 choked	 back	 laughter	 as	 Valentine	 slowly	 turned,	 face
frozen	in	an	awkward	smile.

“Oh,”	she	said.	“Hi	…	um,	Fred?”

“The	 one	 and	 only.”	 The	 lanky	 ball	 player	 held	 out	 his	 hand.	 “We
didn’t	get	properly	acquainted.	Fred	Marshall,	slammin’	athlete.”



“Hi,”	 Valentine	 avoided	 his	 hand	 and	 grabbed	 for	 Malcolm.	 “Um,
have	 you	 met	 my	 twin	 brother?”	 She	 took	 a	 step	 back	 and	 shoved
Malcolm	in	front.

“S’up,	player?”	Fred	leaned	against	the	lockers.	“So,	you	guys	ever
get	social?”

“Yeah,	 sometimes,”	Malcolm	 replied.	He	 felt	 Valentine	 poke	 him	 in
the	back	and	suppressed	a	smile.	“Uh,	but	right	now	we’re	still	helping
our	dad	get	the	house	organized.”

“So	gimme	the	stats.	Where	you	from,	where	you	live	in	town?”

“Came	from	Chicago.	We	live	on	the	east	side,	in	our	grandmother’s
house.	We’re	helping	out	‘cause	she’s,	uh,	kinda	old.”

“Awesome.	You	likin’	it	so	far?”

“Yeah,	it’s	pretty	nice,	even	if	the	neighborhood’s	kind	of	odd.	We’re
right	across	from	that	blank	house.”

“Blank	house?”

“You	 know,	 the	 one	 with	 no	 doors.	 Big,	 super	 old,	 looks	 like	 .	 .	 .”
Malcolm	 noted	 Fred’s	 puzzled	 expression	 and	 trailed	 off.	 “You	 don’t
know.	Never	mind,	it’s	nothing.”

“Don’t	 sweat	 it.”	 Fred	 peered	 past	 Malcolm.	 “How	 ‘bout	 you,	 Miss
Chemistry?	You	likin’	the	neighborhood?”

Valentine	 shrugged	 and	 pulled	 out	 her	 phone,	 focusing	 on	 the
screen.

“Well,	maybe	you’ll	like	it	after	you	come	to	my	world-famous	Start	of
the	Year	party.	First	chance	to	let	people	know	you’re	somebody!	You
gonna	come?”

“Are	 you	 recruiting	 for	 your	 wannabe	 players’	 club	 again?”	 a	 new
voice	said.

Malcolm	 turned	 to	 see	 a	 short,	 pretty	 Chinese	 girl	 stalking	 toward
them.	She	fixed	Fred	with	a	stare	through	long,	halfpurple	hair.

“Or	do	I	have	to	warn	them	about	your	lame	parties?	Your	slang	isn’t
the	only	thing	out	of	date.”

Fred	 shrugged.	 “Yo,	 I	 gotta	 be	 me.	 And	 hey,	 be	 nice	 around	 the



newbies.”	 He	 gestured	 to	 the	 twins.	 “Malcolm	 and	 Valentine,	 meet
Winter	 Tao.	 She	 runs	 the	 newspaper	 and	 believes	 every	 conspiracy
theory	ever.	And	say	what	you	want,	girl.	You	know	you’ll	be	there.”

“Someone	 needs	 to	 make	 sure	 you	 don’t	 embarrass	 yourself.”
Winter	 leaned	 toward	 Valentine.	 “Last	 year,	 a	 girl	 beat	 him	 at	 poker
and	pushed	him	in	the	pool.”

“That	was	you!”	Fred	protested	as	Valentine	laughed.	“Man,	why	do	I
keep	inviting	you?”

“He	 knows	 he’d	 be	 bored	without	me,”	Winter	 said	 to	 Valentine.	 “I
like	your	boots.”

“Thanks.”	Valentine	smiled	back.	“I	like	your	hair.”

“Nice	to	meet	you,”	Malcolm	said,	then	turned	to	Fred.	“Yeah,	I	think
we	can	be	there.”

Fred	pumped	his	fist.	“Sweet!”

Valentine	 tugged	on	her	brother’s	bag.	 “We	need	 to	 run	or	we’ll	be
late	for	class.”

“Oh	yeah,	we	really	should	go.”

“That’s	cool.	We’ll	talk	more	at	the	party.”	Winter	nodded	to	Malcolm,
grinned	at	Valentine,	and	punched	Fred	in	the	arm.

“Ow!”	Fred	yelped.

The	twins	plunged	into	the	crowd	in	search	of	their	next	class.

“You’re	not	usually	so	ice	queen-y,”	Malcolm	said	to	Valentine’s	back
as	they	hurried	along.	“He	annoys	you	that	much?”

“I’d	have	to	care	to	be	annoyed.”

He	grinned.	“Careful,	Val.	You	know	who	the	brainy	girl	always	ends
up	with	in	movies.”

She	 cast	 a	 withering	 stare	 back	 at	 him	 and	 quickened	 her	 pace,
though	he	could	tell	she	was	trying	not	to	laugh.

T H E	twins’	 new	 neighborhood	 seemed	 so	 odd	 to	 Malcolm.	 Oma
Grace’s	 house	 sat	 on	 a	 straight	 road	with	 only	 a	 dozen	 old	 houses,
and	not	a	single	tree	for	a	half-mile	in	any	direction.	While	the	rest	of
Emmett’s	Bluff	exploded	in	lush	colors,	Pleasant	Point	Drive	wallowed



in	the	same	drab,	muted	pallor	that	 it	had	when	the	twins’	dad	was	a
kid	there.

The	 school	 bus	 sped	 away	 from	 the	 Pleasant	 Point	 neighborhood
entrance.	 Malcolm	 coughed	 as	 a	 cloud	 of	 exhaust	 swirled	 around
them.

“I	 can’t	wait	 till	 we	 can	 drive,”	 he	 said,	waving	 the	 fumes	 from	 his
face.	They	walked	down	the	sidewalk	toward	their	new	home.	New	to
them,	anyway.

“You	don’t	care	for	the	luxury	of	the	school	transit	system?”	Valentine
teased.

Malcolm	 snorted.	 “We’re	 fifteen,	 Val.	 That’s	 another	 year	 of	 taking
the	 bus.”	 Something	 cold	 and	 hard	 brushed	 against	 Malcolm’s	 right
hand.	“Although,	this	is	still	better	than	the	Chicago	buses,	and—”

Realization	 struck,	 and	 he	 stopped	 walking	 to	 stare	 down	 at	 his
hand.	 Without	 knowing	 it,	 he’d	 been	 touching	 an	 old	 wrought-iron
fence.	He	forced	himself	to	look	up.

The	 faded	white	 house	 loomed	 over	 them.	 Despite	 the	 blue	 skies
and	warm	afternoon	breeze,	the	air	around	it	felt	gray	and	chilly,	as	if
cloaked	in	perpetual	shadow.

He	gaped	up	at	the	house.	“We	almost	did	it	again.”

“Almost	did	what?”	Valentine	said,	looking	at	her	phone.

“Walked	 by	 without	 even	 noticing	 this	 place.”	 Malcolm	 traced	 his
hand	over	the	gate.	“Everything	looks	so	old,	but	nothing’s	broken.”	He
tried	the	handle,	and	the	gate	swung	open	without	a	sound.	“Oh,	crap,”
Malcolm	grabbed	 the	gate	and	swung	 it	 closed.	He	glanced	up	as	 it
clanged	shut,	and	he	gasped.	His	grip	froze	on	the	handle.

A	face	glared	down	from	the	window.

“I	bet	Dad	 loved	growing	up	here,”	Valentine	said,	still	walking.	“It’s
so	odd,	and	you	know	how	much	he	loves	that.”

It	 was	 the	 same	 piercing	 stare	 as	 before—glowering	 eyes	 half-
shrouded	in	darkness.	Malcolm	felt	as	if	a	fist	gripped	his	insides	and
pulled,	locking	him	into	the	stare.	His	pulse	quickened,	hands	sweating
as	he	tried	and	failed	to	break	away.



Examining	 her	 phone,	 Valentine	 stepped	 onto	 the	 empty	 street.
“Let’s	get	home.	I	want	to	finish	my	homework	early.”

Malcolm	swallowed,	throat	dry.	His	pale	skin	went	clammy.	“Val,”	he
whispered.	“There’s	a	…	face	…	in	the	window	again.”

“A	 what	 in	 the	 what?”	 she	 whispered	 back.	 “Wait,	 why	 are	 we
whispering?”

The	man	pressed	closer	to	the	glass.	His	expression	changed,	and
Malcolm	recoiled.

“Val,	look!	Look	up	at	the	window!”

“Hey,	speak	up.”	Valentine	grabbed	his	arm	and	shook.

Malcolm’s	gaze	broke	away	and	warm	air	rushed	into	his	 lungs.	“In
the	window,”	he	said,	shivering.	“There	was	a	man!”

She	eyed	him.	“A	man?	Not	just	a	shadow	or	something?”

“I	saw	him	last	night	during	the	storm,	and	just	now	he	was	staring	at
me	 again!”	 He	 turned	 back	 to	 the	 now-empty	 window,	 searching.	 “I
think	he	was	laughing	at	me.”

She	 looked	up	at	 the	darkened	window,	 then	back	at	Malcolm	with
raised	eyebrows.

“I’m	telling	you,	I	know	what	I	saw!”

Valentine	smiled.	Holding	his	arm,	she	turned	until	the	house	was	at
their	backs.	“I	know	it’s	weird,	but	it’s	just	an	old	house.	Okay?”

He	hesitated,	glancing	back	at	 the	window.	“But,	 there	was	a	…”	A
cloud	of	doubt	wrapped	around	him	again.	He	rubbed	his	arms.	“I’m	so
cold.”

She	tugged,	leading	them	across	the	street.	“Come	on.	Let’s	go	play
your	Xbox.”

He	eyed	her.	“You	never	play	video	games.”

“Well,	you	never	see	creepy	faces	 in	abandoned	houses.	 It’s	a	day
for	firsts.”

Malcolm	 laughed	and	 the	cold	seemed	 to	dissipate	as	 they	walked
toward	home.	A	breeze	blew	again,	and	in	a	moment	they	were	at	their
front	porch.



“So,	he	laughed	at	you,	huh?”	Valentine	opened	the	door.

“Yeah.	Weird,	right?”

She	 tousled	 his	 shaggy	 brown	 hair	 as	 they	 stepped	 inside.	 “Well,
you	are	kinda	funny	looking.”

“Says	my	twin.”



M
CHAPTER	3

alcolm	turned	from	the	front	window	of	his	new	bedroom	and
got	 back	 to	 work.	 He’d	 found	 good	 spots	 for	 all	 his	 stuff
except	the	last	few	things.	Now	an	Apache	arrow	went	on	the

shelf	 above	 his	 headboard,	 next	 to	 the	 brass	 spyglass.	 The	 antique
Damascus	steel	daggers	with	leather	and	bone	handles	would	have	a
special	place.

“How’s	your	room	looking?”	Valentine	called	from	her	own	room.

Malcolm	 paused	 from	 hanging	 the	 daggers	 on	 the	 wall.	 “Well,	 I’m
trying	to	finish	here	so	I	can	go	to	one	of	the	rock	concerts	in	the	front
yard,”	he	said.	“Apparently,	we	got	free	tickets	to	all	the	shows.”

“Ha-ha,	 nice	 try.	 I’ll	 bet	 nothing’s	 happened	 on	 this	 street	 in	 a
century.”

Malcolm	 plopped	 onto	 the	 foot	 of	 his	 bed	 and	 leaned	 against	 the
front	window	sill.	 “Ever	 notice	 how	 it	 has	 a	 fence	and	a	 gate	 but	 no
walkway?”

“What	does?”

“That	old	house.”

“There	aren’t	any	doors.”	Valentine	appeared	at	his	doorway.	“Where
would	a	walkway	go?”

Malcolm	 shrugged.	 “Still	 seems	 weird	 we	 missed	 it	 for	 so	 long.	 I
mean,	it’s	right	across	from	us.”

“Technically	 it’s	 across	 from	 our	 neighbor.	 Speaking	 of	 which,”
Valentine	pointed	through	the	left-facing	window,	“your	old	house	isn’t
the	only	weird	thing	around	here.”

Malcolm	peered	at	the	squat	brick	house,	which	was	situated	directly
across	from	the	mysterious	old	house.	On	the	porch	sat	a	graying	man
in	 a	worn	 leather	 chair.	 Like	 always,	 he	 stared	out	 at	 the	 street	with
hardened	steel	eyes.

“Yeah,	I’ve	seen	him,”	Malcolm	said.	“It	is	kinda	odd.	Is	he	looking	for
something?”

“Maybe	he	lost	his	marbles.”	Valentine	grinned.	“Or	maybe	he’s	just
retired	and	bored.”



“We	could	ask	Oma	Grace.”

“Yeah,	 Grace	 the	 Immortal	 probably	 knows	 everyone.	 She’s	 been
here	forever.”

“And	don’t	you	forget	it,”	a	voice	said	from	behind.

The	twins	whipped	around	to	see	their	grandmother	at	the	door.	Tall
for	an	elderly	woman	and	slightly	plump,	she	stood	over	them	with	the
regal	posture	of	a	queen	and	wore	her	silver	hair	like	a	crown.

“Grandmothers	know	everything	and	everyone.”

“And	 they’re	 ninjas,	 apparently,”	 Malcolm	 said.	 “I	 didn’t	 even	 hear
you	come	in.”

Oma	Grace	chuckled.	 “What,	you	 imagined	old	granny	would	need
help	on	the	stairs?”

Valentine	smiled.	“I	can’t	imagine	you	needing	help	with	anything.”

“Well,	 you	 can	 help	 set	 the	 table.	 Dinner’s	 almost	 ready.	 Oh,	 and
please	wake	your	father.”

Malcolm	sighed.	“Again?”

“Yes,	 he’s	asleep	 in	 front	 of	 that	 computer.	Honestly,	 how	does	he
find	time	to	write	all	those	novels?”

“We’ll	get	him	up,”	Malcolm	promised.

The	twins	crossed	to	the	opposite	side	of	the	house	and	stopped	at
the	closed	door	at	 the	end	of	 the	hallway.	Valentine	 reached	out	but
hesitated	 just	 short	 of	 the	 handle.	 Malcolm	 stepped	 past	 her	 and
grabbed	the	knob.

The	 door	 opened	 to	 their	 father’s	 bedroom	 and	 office.	 On	 the
opposite	wall	sat	a	tall	wooden	desk	cluttered	with	papers,	a	computer
screen,	 and	 their	 father’s	 snoring	head.	He	had	 fallen	asleep	on	 the
keyboard	and	the	screen	displayed	a	cascade	of	Q’s.

Valentine	brushed	his	shoulder.	“Dad,”	she	whispered.	Nothing.

“Dad,”	Malcolm	said,	louder.

Valentine	grabbed	his	shoulder	and	shook.	“Dad!	Neil	Gilbert!”

He	woke	with	a	start	and	grasped	Valentine’s	hand.	Brushing	brown
hair	out	of	his	face,	he	looked	up	with	half-alert	eyes.



“Emily?”

Valentine’s	 face	 froze.	 She	 recoiled,	 shaking	 free	 of	 her	 father’s
hand.	 He	 stared	 confused	 for	 a	 moment	 before	 his	 expression
straightened.

“Oh.	Hi,	baby.	For	a	second,	I	thought	…	well	…”

She	blinked	at	him,	speechless.

Neil	forced	an	awkward	chuckle.	“Sometimes	you	look—”

“Dinner’s	ready,”	Malcolm	broke	in.	“Are	you	hungry?”

“Oh	hey,	son.”	Neil’s	tone	brightened.	“Yeah	sure,	I	could	eat.	Go	on
down,	I’ll	just	be	a	minute.”

Malcolm	 gripped	 his	 sister’s	 arm	 and	 aimed	 for	 the	 door.	On	 their
way	 downstairs,	 he	 cast	 sidelong	 glances	 at	 her	 dark,	 pinched
expression.

“He	didn’t	mean	to—”

“Let’s	just	eat.”

Oma	Grace	 and	 her	 legendary	 beef	 stew	 waited	 for	 them.	 Steam
rose	 from	 the	bowls	 in	slow,	 lazy	 tendrils,	 filling	 the	 room	with	earthy
aromas.	 Neil	 arrived	 and	 they	 dove	 in,	 the	 first	moments	 passing	 in
silence.	 Valentine	 ate	 head-down,	 clutching	 the	 silver	 pendant	 that
hung	from	a	chain	around	her	neck.

Malcolm	 searched	 for	 any	 reason	 to	 break	 the	 mood.	 “So,	 that
neighbor	next	door	seems	odd.	Some	people	might	say	creepy.”

Oma	Grace	raised	a	disapproving	eyebrow.

“I-I	don’t	mean	me,”	Malcolm	stammered.	“But,	you	know	.	.	.	people.
Do	you	know	him,	Oma?”

“For	a	long	time	now.”	She	plucked	a	roll	from	the	basket	and	tore	it
into	 pieces.	 “Walter’s	 a	…	 complicated	 man.	 He’s	 seen	 a	 lot	 in	 his
time.”

“Always	 seemed	kind	of	 unfriendly	 to	me,”	Neil	 observed.	 “Like	he
never	really	liked	anyone,	just	tolerated	them.”

“Yes.”	Oma	Grace’s	eyes	grew	distant.	“War	can	do	that	to	a	man.”

She	 looked	off	at	 something	beyond	 the	walls,	her	spoon	hovering



above	the	bowl.	Silence	fell	again.	Malcolm’s	stomach	grumbled	as	he
eyed	 a	 roll,	 but	 he	 wasn’t	 sure	 if	 he	 should	 move.	 He	 jumped	 as
thunder	cracked	outside	and	lightning	flashed	through	the	windows.

“I	 don’t	 remember	 this	 place	 having	 so	 many	 storms,	 Mom,”	 Neil
said.	“We’ve	had	several	just	this	month.”

“No,”	Oma	Grace	said,	 still	 distracted.	 “No,	we	haven’t	 had	storms
like	 this	 for	a	 long	time.”	Her	attention	returned	as	rain	came	pouring
down.	She	chuckled.	“But	when	you’re	as	old	as	I	am,	everything	was
a	long	time	ago.”

“How	old	are	you	this	year?”	Malcolm	asked.

“A	 lady	 never	 tells,	 young	man,”	 she	 said,	 and	 rose	 to	 collect	 the
dishes.	“Now,	you	two	come	help	me	clean	up.”

Valentine	 pushed	away	 from	 the	 table	 and	 darted	 into	 the	 kitchen.
Neil	leaned	forward	to	call	after	her,	but	Oma	Grace	stopped	him	with
a	hand.

“Not	now,”	she	whispered,	patting	his	arm.	“Let	her	be.	Okay?”

Neil	leaned	back	in	his	chair	with	a	sigh.	“Can	you	help	her?”

“She’s	closed	up	tight.	Won’t	let	anyone	in,	not	even	me.”

“Or	me,”	Malcolm	lamented	as	he	gathered	more	dishes.

Valentine	went	to	bed	early,	leaving	him	to	finish	cleaning.	Afterward,
he	settled	at	the	table	to	pore	over	his	World	History	textbook	and	let
the	evening	tick	away.	Gusting	wind	splattered	rain	against	the	house,
and	before	long	his	mind	sank	into	stories	of	times	past.

Outside,	 a	 dark	 figure	 drifted	 down	 the	 street,	 cloaked	 in	 shadow.
Approaching	the	house	with	no	doors,	it	touched	the	rain-soaked	wall
and	melted	through	in	a	flash	of	light.



N
CHAPTER	4

eil	 pulled	 through	 the	 gates	 of	 the	 sprawling	Marshall	 estate
on	 the	northern	edge	of	 town.	The	driveway	 snaked	 through
manicured	trees	and	rolling	hills	and	finally	onto	a	wide,	green

glen.	From	the	backseat,	the	twins	gaped	up	at	the	house.

“Wow,”	Neil	said.	“I’ve	seen	mansions	before,	but	…”

Valentine	nodded.	“You	could	park	our	house	in	the	entryway.”

Neil	studied	them	through	the	rearview	mirror.	“You’ll	be	okay?”

Malcolm	faltered.	“Sure,”	he	said,	forcing	strength	into	his	voice.	“No
problem.”

Neil	nodded.	 “Well,	call	 if	you	need	an	early	pickup.	Remember,	 I’ll
be	back	at	eleven.”	He	smiled.	“Have	fun!”

The	 twins	 clambered	 out	 of	 the	 car.	 The	 sound	 of	 the	 engine
receded	 into	 the	 distance,	 leaving	 them	 alone	 with	 the	 stone
monstrosity.	 Lightning	 flashed	overhead,	 creating	an	ominous	 scene,
as	 if	 they	 were	 stepping	 into	 a	 horror-movie	 mansion.	 Except	 this
mansion’s	doors	and	windows	were	open,	pumping	bass-heavy	music
into	the	air.	They	paused	at	the	front	door,	regarding	each	other	with	a
nervous	grin.

“Well,”	Malcolm	 said,	 drawing	 himself	 up.	 “Mustn’t	 keep	 our	 public
waiting.”

Valentine	giggled	as	they	stepped	across	the	threshold.	“Remember,
they’re	just	as	scared	of	you	as	you	are	of	them.”

“Yeah.	Don’t	make	eye	contact,	and	play	dead	if	they	charge	you.”

Fred	 appeared	 behind	 the	 twins	 and	 wrapped	 them	 in	 his	 lanky
arms.	“Hey	hey,	you	made	it!”

Pulling	 them	 through	 the	 gigantic	 foyer,	 he	 strode	 to	 the	 balcony
overlooking	 a	 living	 room	 the	 size	 of	 the	 school	 gym.	 A	 sea	 of	 their
classmates	danced	along	with	the	pulsing	music,	dimly	 lit	by	strobes,
colored	 spotlights,	 and	 a	 massive	 disco	 ball	 hanging	 in	 place	 of	 a
chandelier.

“Hey!”	Fred	called	out	to	the	crowd.	“My	new	favorite	twins	are	here,
yo!”
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