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Chapter 1
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    Friday, October 28th, 5:29 p.m.


    1444 Nanaimo Street


    Copeland, Arizona


    Childhood Home of Famous Bestselling Author George Morrison


    The moon rose as a thin sliver behind Piper Chen as she gave the door a bold knock. She smoothed down her designer skirt while she waited for her favorite author to answer. Her black-and-white Boston Terrier, Teddy, gave her a quizzical look. Would the person behind the door have doggie treats? Teddy smacked his glossy black lips in anticipation. Halloween wasn't for three more days, but to a pampered pooch like Teddy, every day was Trick-or-Treat day.


    Piper had come to the childhood home of author George Morrison to meet him in person. Over the summer, they'd become friendly online, and now he was in town, tidying up his mother's estate. He'd generously extended an invitation, so how could she decline?


    Piper was a dedicated fan of Morrison's House of Hallows books, and thought meeting the author would be “super fun.” Piper's best friend, however, suspected her online pal was a “silly old fart.” Winnie could be judgmental like that. Which was why Piper planned to drag George to her house party that night and prove everyone wrong.


    She knocked again, but the door remained closed. Piper could hear the subtle creaking of movement inside the house. Teddy let out a sharp bark of impatience and pushed at the door with both nose and paw.


    The door, apparently unlocked, creaked open.


    Piper called in, “Mr. Morrison?”


    She and the dog stepped inside uninvited. The house interior was dim, lit only by the streetlamps currently flickering on as the sun's last rays disappeared.


    When no one answered, she puffed up her petite chest and said, “George, if you're hiding in the shadows just so you can jump out and scare me, your butt is going to be on the receiving end of a vicious Boston Terrier bite. My personal bodyguard, Teddy, hasn't been fed for hours, and I swear he's part piranha.”


    Teddy barked once in agreement.


    Piper was about to elaborate on Teddy's protective abilities when something in the shadows moved. A dank, seafood scent wafted to her nostrils. Before she could retreat to the porch step, an assailant struck her on the shoulders from behind, sending her toppling over a low shoe rack. She landed face first and mouth open on what tasted like fifty-year-old shag carpet.


    Teddy leaped into action. Literally. He jumped onto his sprawled owner's back and barked at the attacker with the ferocity of ten Boston Terriers.


    Piper thought she could hear someone apologizing, but it was difficult to hear anything but her bodyguard's strident barking. The shadows shifted again, and the front door slammed shut. Piper pushed the dog off her back, got to her feet, and ran to the room's window. A silver car pulled out from the curb and raced away. She squinted at the license plate number, catching a few digits.


    Teddy ceased his barking. The house seemed to hold its breath. Piper's nerves calmed bit by bit as she walked around the room, switching on lamps. Light. She needed light. Each glowing bulb revealed a living room that would suit a time capsule, with sagging furniture and oversized lamps that matched the era of the shag carpet.


    “George? Mr. Morrison? Are you here? I think someone was trying to break in, or—”


    She stopped abruptly as her gaze came to rest on a man. He sat in a recliner that she could have sworn was empty seconds earlier.


    “George,” she said. An unexpected surge of bashfulness took over. He was, after all, her favorite author, and here they were, face to face.


    She gushed, “You look exactly like your author photo.”


    The fifty-year-old man blinked and looked down at his clothes—the dark-blue button-down shirt that strained over his round belly, the gray trousers held up by his trademark suspenders, and his broad feet in his beloved New Balance sneakers. Teddy trotted up to George's shoes and gave them a tentative sniff.


    George jerked in alarm, pulling his feet up to the edge of his seat. Piper smiled, reminded of the classic cartoon of an elephant frightened by a mouse.


    “Teddy's all bark, no bite,” she said. “I was bluffing about him being part piranha.”


    Her adrenaline was wearing off, and now Piper's legs felt shaky. She dropped onto a sofa across from George's chair, sending up a cloud of dust. She sneezed. She expected a “Bless you” or a “Gesundheit,” but George said nothing.


    “Mr. Morrison, are you okay? Were you hurt? Who was that leaving when I got here?” She glanced around warily and whispered, “Should we call someone?”


    The author shifted his body noiselessly, removed his tweed fisherman's cap with one hand, and ran his fingers through his gray hair, stopping suddenly when his hand reached the back of his head. His mouth moved wordlessly. With wide eyes, he gave Piper a stunned look.


    “What's wrong?” she asked. “Did someone hit you?”


    He shrugged and mutely returned his attention down to the black-and-white Boston Terrier sniffing his trousers.


    A chill passed over Piper, giving her goose bumps in places she didn't think possible, including the top of her head. Her shins were aching, with visible red marks from where she'd fallen against the entryway's shoe stand. She'd been attacked. Whether George admitted it or not, something was very wrong at the Morrison residence. Piper retrieved her jewel-cased phone from her designer purse and, for the first time in her life, called 9-1-1.


    Ten minutes later, the police arrived. Two male officers entered the house, making friendly jokes about the guard dog on duty. Teddy correctly identified which officer was carrying dog treats in his pocket.


    One of the officers took Piper's statement in the living room while the other did a sweep of the split-level home, declaring the upstairs clear before heading down to the lower floor.


    Throughout everything, George remained silent, barely moving in his recliner. He was ignored by the police, which made Piper feel sorry for the old man. Here was the greatest writer of his generation, being talked about as though he wasn't even there.


    Piper chided the officer. “Ask Mr. Morrison questions directly, would you? He's right here, and this is his family home. No, I didn't see who pushed me down, because it was dark when I got here. I already told you that.” She waved her hands in frustration. “Listen, I don't know anything about what's happening here. Your guess is as good as mine.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh! I smelled something familiar, like what you smell when you walk by a fish market. Whoever pushed me down smelled like seafood.”


    The officer nodded slowly as he jotted notes on a paper pad. “The suspect smells like seafood.”


    Piper bristled at the sarcasm in his tone. “Don't make fun of me.”


    “Calm down, little lady,” he said, a wry grin on his lips. “Off the record, what were you charging the old man? Is it by the hour, or the full night?”


    Piper jumped to her feet. “I'm not a call girl. How dare you!”


    The officer tilted his big, dumb head to the side, his grin broadening. “No, of course not. You're just a smokin' hot chick who stopped over to visit her much older male friend. Forgive me for jumping to conclusions. I'm just a small-town cop, not a sophisticated young woman such as yourself.” He squinted at her face approvingly. “Where are you from? Korea? China? You Asian girls sure are adorable when you're mad.” He raked his gaze down her body. “And those little feet of yours look mighty tasty.”


    Piper retorted, “I'm glad you think so, because I'm about to kick you so hard, you'll be tasting my nail polish for days.” She stood up, not to actually kick him—she wasn't that hot-headed—but to leave. She had a party to host that evening, and given the ugly bruises forming on her shins, a wardrobe change was in order.


    Piper started toward the front door. The officer who'd gone downstairs a moment earlier came barreling into the room, slack jawed and waxy faced. He blurted to his partner a jumble of words.


    Then both of them were yelling, Teddy was barking, and the room began to spin.


    A moment later, Piper was face down on the shag carpet again, being handcuffed. She demanded to know why she was being arrested. The officers explained it, but their words made no sense.


    She spat the carpet out of her mouth. “How can I be a suspect in the murder of George Morrison when he's sitting right there, alive and well?”


    “Where? Ma'am, do you see Mr. Morrison in this room?”


    “He's in that brown chair, in the corner,” she said indignantly. “You two need to get your eyes checked.”


    One said to the other, “She's in shock.”


    His partner replied, “Let's shock her out of it.”


    “That's not how shock works,” the first one said, but it was too late. Piper had been hoisted to her feet and brought over to the stairwell.


    She looked down the stairs. The world around her went dim, as though she was looking out through a tiny hole in a cardboard box. Lying at the bottom of the stairs leading to the lower floor was the prone body of George Morrison. Lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling. A pool of blood radiated around his head like a dark halo. How could he be sitting in the chair and also dead at the foot of the stairs?


    She whipped her head back toward the recliner. The chair was empty now.


    The idea was shocking, but there was no other explanation. She'd been hanging out with a ghost.


    “Well?” The police officer grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her away from the stairwell. She was grateful to not be staring at the body, but having to look at this man's big dumb face was almost as bad. He demanded, “What have you got to say for yourself?”


    “Nothing,” she spat. “Unless you want to hear more about my foot kicking your rear end.”


    Teddy barked in agreement. Now he thought they were playing a game. He jumped onto the living room sofa, kicking up dust and twirling in an excited circle.


    Piper looked longingly at the door. The officer followed her gaze. “Don't even think about it,” he said.


    “Just let me go! If I'd done something wrong, I wouldn't have phoned you dummies, now, would I?”


    The big cop made a thoughtful face, shifting his large black mustache from side to side. “Didn't I see you crossing the street by the post office about three hours ago? Wearing a schoolgirl's uniform with knee-high socks?”


    “Ugh. In your gross dreams.”


    “But you do look familiar.”


    She rolled her eyes.


    After a few seconds of heavy breathing, he asked, “So, how'd you take out the old man?” He scanned the room, stopping when he reached the fireplace mantel. He left her side to go pick up a single candlestick holder. “Did you hit the old geezer with this? One whack on the back of the head?” He hefted it a few times in one hand.


    She was seething with rage, probably to hold back the anguish that was sure to come, but kept herself in check. Calmly, she observed, “Officer, you seem to know an awful lot about what happened here.”


    He scoffed and set the candlestick holder back on the mantel, and then he leaned over and examined the empty space next to it. “Where'd you hide the other one? There's a spot here that's missing dust. So, where's the other one? I bet it's the murder weapon.” He turned to Teddy and pointed his finger like a gun. “Play dead,” he said.


    Teddy, who was as clever as he was obedient, flopped onto his back, legs stiffly in the air. So much for her vicious attack beast. Piper turned to look for the other police officer, the one who'd had the dog treats in his pockets and had seemed the lesser jerk. He was hunched over, his body shaking as he retched into a plant pot. She was on her own.


    She turned, lost her footing, and suddenly she was tipping into the darkness. She was going down the stairwell, her hands still cuffed behind her back.


    The big cop leaped for her, grabbed her shoulders, and yanked her back from the brink just in time. He looked rather happy about the save, like he was the hero in this situation, the man who'd triumphed over the dangerous young girl. That grin on his face! The way he enjoyed seeing her trapped and helpless!


    Piper saw nothing but red.


    She whispered something, quiet enough that he leaned in to listen, and then she whipped her head up, butting his nose with a solid CRACK.


    He hadn't been expecting that.


    





Chapter 2
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    8:15 p.m.


    Copeland Police Station


    “Miss Chen, please accept our deepest apologies.” The chief of police stood before Piper, shifting his weight from one boot to the other.


    “For what, exactly?” Piper rubbed the red marks on her wrists. “For being tossed to the ground like a thug? Getting thrown in the back of a car that smells like a vomitorium? Or is the apology for your charming men mistaking me for a prostitute?”


    The chief's face reddened. “All of the above,” he gulped. “Miss Chen, your parents are respected members of this community, and so are you.”


    “And yet I was arrested for no good reason.”


    “My men were caught off guard because Copeland is a quiet town. We don't deal with this sort of thing very often.”


    “And what sort of thing is this, anyway? Was the death suspicious? A targeted attack? A burglary gone wrong?”


    His gaze darted around the interrogation room, avoiding her face. “Miss Chen, I do sincerely apologize for the way my officers treated you. They will both be reprimanded.” He nodded curtly.


    “Do you think it was an accident? How long was poor Mr. Morrison dead before I got there?”


    The chief backed toward the door. “I'm not at liberty to…” He stopped and sighed heavily. “The truth is, Miss Chen, we don't know yet. The body's on the way to the county medical examiner, and I pray the findings are reassuring. I'd hate to think we have a killer on the loose in Copeland.”


    Piper's forearms prickled with goose bumps. “Loose and coming after the only witness.”


    The chief coughed and muttered another apology as he scurried from the room.


    * * *


    9:40 p.m.


    Chen Residence


    A talkative female officer drove Piper home from the police station. The woman insisted on checking the large house for intruders, “just in case.”


    It took her twenty minutes to search every room and closet of the mansion. She commented more than once about what a large house it was for just one girl living alone. Piper didn't live there alone, but her parents spent a lot of time overseas, so Piper had moved into the master suite and her parents' clothes were kept in one of the smaller rooms.


    “Your master bathroom is bigger than my whole apartment,” the female officer said. “And it's a two bedroom!”


    “Thanks,” Piper said, and, “I'm sorry,” because she really did feel bad that she had so much and others didn't. Sometimes being wealthy sets you apart from other people. It makes you lonely. It causes you to question motivations and doubt who your true friends are. Not that Piper was complaining about being rich, or planning to give it all away. But having money came with problems she was only now learning about, at twenty-one. Without the pressing need to start earning a living, her post-college life had been in free fall. Offers hadn't exactly been flooding in, no doubt hampered by the pedigree of her degree, which had been finished through an internet-based school. Piper wished she could find a career she was passionate about, that brought hope and joy to others. Easier said than done.


    After the chatty officer left, Piper changed her clothes and started getting ready for her party. She gave Teddy a bonus second dinner, since he'd been so brave and valiant, then put him in the pool house to keep him out of trouble. Her night was far from over.


    Back in the main house, she poured herself three shots of espresso. It was nearly ten o'clock, the start time of her pre-Halloween party. Thankfully, nobody had been uncool enough to show up early.


    She rubbed her temples. Four hours had passed since she'd knocked on the door at George Morrison's childhood home. Her head was throbbing, her ears buzzing. Grief and sadness hadn't sunk in yet. She was still in shock. The silence of the large house had never felt so oppressive. Had she actually seen a ghost? She rubbed the side of her head, where it was tender. She must have struck it on something when she'd been attacked. Did she have a concussion? Would the injury be bad enough to make her hallucinate? A concussion would explain the ghost.


    Regardless of whether she'd seen or imagined the ghost, George Morrison would never breathe again or write another book. Her favorite author was dead.


    She pulled out her phone and read George's last words to her, sent yesterday at three o'clock: I'll be spending Friday evening digging through old junk at my mother's house. Here's the address. You could pop over later if you dare! I must warn you that I'm an old man who loves reliving his glory days. Brace yourself for some moldy old stories about catching fish and winning bowling trophies.


    He'd included the address of his childhood home, as well as a photo of the exterior, taken years ago, before the chokecherry tree had grown to cover the side of the modest home. Mrs. Edwina Morrison, his mother, had moved into an assisted care facility years ago, and the home had sat empty and untouched while George toured the world promoting his hit fantasy series. She'd died two months ago. Now George was gone as well, gone to join both of his parents.


    Piper's eyes filled with tears as she recalled her favorite heartbreaking death scenes in George's books. He was such a gifted, emotional writer, with words that magically went right to her heart every time. Her breath caught in her throat. There would be no more House of Hallows books.


    What would the publisher do? So much of the multigenerational saga was still unfinished. Could another author take over, using George's notes? Had he even made notes, or was it all locked away in his mind? She conjured up an absurd image of the county medical examiner inserting probes into the dead man's brain to extract the valuable stories. If only such a thing were possible.


    The doorbell chimed three and a half times. It was her best friend Winnie's signature ring.


    Piper pushed aside morbid thoughts of science fiction brain probes and ran to the door. Winnie was jiggling the locked handle impatiently and cursing on the other side.


    When the door swung open, Winnie pushed her way in, frowning. “Piper! You look like hell. You need more blush. Since when do you lock the front door? And where have you been? I've been phoning and texting you, like, a billion times.”


    “Remember how I was chatting online with George Morrison?”


    “That pervert? Gross! Don't tell me you're still planning to meet him in person. I swear, Piper. I will phone your father and tell him you pose a threat to yourself. You'll be committed to a mental institution within hours.” She grinned to soften her teasing. “For your own good, of course. Don't worry. I'll come visit you at the facility.”


    Piper frowned. “George Morrison is dead.”


    Without missing a beat, Winnie said, “Good,” and started mixing a drink at the entertainment lounge's marble-topped bar.


    “I'm not joking,” Piper said. “He passed away.”


    “Good,” Winnie repeated. “Now everyone can stop complaining about how long it takes for his stupid books to come out.” She waved a hand as though clearing a bad smell from the air. “No more of his gross books full of an old fart's pervy fantasies about virgin-filled harems and stupid, weak women.”


    “But you like the books.” Piper joined Winnie by the bar and looked her up and down. Winnie's silky black hair was intricately braided in the style worn by the earth-fairies in the books, and she wore the ombre-hued robes of an earth-fairy princess. “Winnie, you're such a hypocrite! You're dressed as Ling, the Warrior Princess!”


    “So? She's a great character.”


    “Where did you get this costume?” Piper studied the seams on the robes. The costume's construction was incredibly high quality, not the usual costume shop junk. “Did you have this custom made?”


    Winnie snorted. “This old thing? Whatever.”


    Piper raised her eyebrows knowingly. “Winnie, you're just as big a Hallows fan as I am. Admit it.”


    “Well, the first three books were decent, and the series had promise, until he killed Ling, the only character worth caring about.” She whipped her hand dismissively.


    Piper asked, “Aren't you just a little bit shocked about him being dead?”


    “George Morrison has been dead to me ever since he killed Ling, so the news that he's dead-dead is not exactly shocking.” She used the bar's silver tongs to add more ice to her drink. “Don't tell me you've been holed up in your room reading internet stories about him. You know what? I bet all his critics will be going soft now, and talking about what a magnificent man he was.” She rolled her eyes.


    “Winnie, will you shut up and stop being so judgmental for one minute?”


    Winnie made a sour face and tasted her drink, waving one hand for Piper to talk as much as she dared while Winnie's mouth was busy.


    “I was at his house tonight,” Piper said with a thick voice. “I'm the one who found his body.”


    Winnie choked daintily on her beverage. She waved for Piper to continue, and she did, filling in the details, including being attacked by an unseen assailant, as well as her mistreatment by the police. Piper left out the pesky detail of seeing George's ghost.


    “I knew it,” Winnie said. “That man is no good. I mean, he was no good. Who do you think killed him? A psycho stalker? A scorned lover? Impatient publisher? Greedy relatives wanting their juicy inheritance? Bastard son?”


    “It was probably just an accident,” Piper said. “It looked like he fell down the stairs.” She nodded, almost convinced by her own words as she talked. “People don't kill each other in Copeland. That's why my parents bought a house here.”


    “Right,” Winnie said with a head bob.


    The doorbell rang. Piper ran to open the door while Winnie set up a music play-list for the stereo.


    An hour later, the pre-Halloween party was in full swing. News had leaked online about the death of George Morrison, which cast a somber shadow over the party. Many people had come dressed as their favorite House of Hallows characters, which made the news even more surreal.


    Piper didn't let on to the others that she'd been the Copeland resident who'd discovered the body. As much as she enjoyed being the center of attention, she didn't want it now. The party-goers would only pry away at what had been a deeply upsetting, personal experience. She bit her tongue and poured herself another drink while everyone salaciously speculated it had been a call girl who'd alerted the police.


    On and on they went about the man's alleged predilections.


    A girl with a half-shaved head said, “It could have been two hookers. And they flipped a coin to see who would stay with the body.” She laughed. “I bet the medics found him clutching a handful of blue pills.”


    Piper finished her gin and tonic and slammed down the empty glass. “George wouldn't do that,” she said.


    A guy chuckled. “If I had his money, I'd do the same thing.” Everyone ignored Piper and carried on.


    “I heard he had a thing for young girls,” the punk girl with the half-shaved head said. “The younger, the better. My mother's friend knows someone who worked for an escort agency. He would order them up by the dozen.”


    Everyone laughed.


    The conversation went on like that for an eternity. Piper poured herself another drink, a double. She slammed it back, all the better to fuzz her hearing.


    She tried changing the subject, but nobody was interested in anything else.


    A larger-sized girl said, “I'd totally have sex with him, if he wrote me into one of his books.”


    The others volunteered their own price for sleeping with the man.


    Piper's vision tinted red with rage. These ingrates were in her house, drinking her booze, and most of them didn't even know who she was. They were all posers, pretending to be cool and hip and know things they didn't.


    “Shut up!” Piper yelled. “You're all disgusting!”


    The room went quiet. Someone turned down the stereo. Sixty people turned their attention to Piper. The only sound was the clinking of ice cubes in glasses and a few nervous coughs.


    Piper tottered toward the center of the large room. She'd always been a lightweight as a drinker, and she was three beverages beyond her comfort zone. She scanned the room until she spotted a friendly face. It wasn't Winnie. It was the ghost of George Morrison.


    “George!” Piper exclaimed. “I'm so glad you made it to my party!” She waved around the room. “George Morrison, these are my friends. Well, maybe not my real friends. More like people who enjoy free booze, am I right?” She let out a high-pitched laugh. “My so-called friends are just like the Stanza Clan in your books! Always at your side during harvest, but conspicuously absent during the long winter months.”


    A few people laughed tentatively.


    Winnie ran up to Piper's side, grabbed her arm, and hissed, “What's going on? Have you seriously lost your mind?”


    Piper yanked her arm away and stumbled drunkenly. “It's okay,” she said, slurring her words. “I know George isn't really here. It's just his ghost. I'm friends with his ghost, and he came to my party.” She pointed to the portly man in the suspenders and jaunty fisherman's cap. People followed her finger, but they saw nothing but their own reflections in a patio door.


    “Time for bed,” Winnie said gently. “I think you've had enough for tonight. Where's Teddy? Let's go check on him.”


    “Teddy's fine,” Piper said. “Don't you see George? He's standing right there.”


    “No, he isn't.”


    Piper cupped her hand around her mouth and said, “George, turn up the wattage! Crank it up so everyone can see you!”


    George tucked his thumbs into his suspenders and shrugged. He was already as visible as he could manage.


    A young man with blue hair raised his hand and asked Piper, “Are you saying the ghost of George Morrison is right here, in this room, and you can see him?”


    Piper nodded. “He's standing in front of the patio door. This is the second time tonight I've seen him.”


    A redheaded girl said, “I've seen things myself, so I totally believe you. In fact, I can feel a spirit's presence right now.” She rubbed her forearms. “He's very troubled. He met with a violent end. He was murdered!”


    The crowd gasped.


    “It was an accident,” Piper said. “Probably.”


    The redhead asked, “If it was truly an accident, why hasn't he moved on? Why is he here? And how did he get here, to this house?”


    All eyes were on Piper for an answer.


    “He must have followed me home,” Piper said with a half-shrug. “I was at his mother's house tonight, and I almost tripped over his body.” She waved her hand around her head. “There was blood everywhere, like a dark halo.”


    Piper didn't notice she had a fresh drink in her hand and was splashing booze all over herself. Nobody else seemed to care.


    They closed in on her with questions.


    So many questions.


    Like a gang of reporters.


    Or a pack of wolf-dogs straight from the pages of House of Hallows.


    “Tell us more,” they said. “Tell us everything.”


    Piper started at the beginning. Winnie tried to drag her away, but Piper fought her friend off easily.


    Piper told the group of her online friendship with the famous author, and his invitation to visit him at his childhood home, as friends, or so she truly believed. The group seemed divided about the man's intentions.


    She told them everything, including how she'd seen his spirit, sitting in the corner of the room, present but mute.


    “And now he's here,” she said. “Standing right there.” She pointed. “He's wearing his suspenders and his fisherman's cap. And now he's being silly.” She laughed. “He's drinking a glass of something. Does anyone see a glass levitating in the air?”


    “No,” the crowd murmured. They didn't see anything.


    “Then it must be ghostly port,” she said. “I read it in an interview. George loves port.”


    Someone asked why a ghost would drink anything at all, let alone port.


    Piper didn't know.


    They flooded her with more questions she didn't have answers to. George, still mute, wasn't any help at all. He did, however, look impatient. He kept glancing at his ghostly wristwatch and heaving his chest like he was silently sighing. It seemed to Piper there was something he wanted to show her.


    





Chapter 3
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    Day 2


    Saturday, October 29th


    5:30 p.m.


    Piper woke to the sound of people talking about the death of George Morrison. Was the party still going? She sat up in bed and listened. The partygoers were long gone. It was just the TV, CNN reporters talking about the author's demise and what it meant for the book franchise.


    Just like the musician, Prince, George Morrison had died unexpectedly and intestate, without a will in place. His parents were both dead. He'd never married, and had no offspring—at least none that the reporters had located. If he'd had a son or daughter, the heir to his fortune would be obvious. But it wasn't just his juicy bank accounts currently up for grabs. The unfinished book series itself had a value beyond the monetary. There were clauses in his publishing contracts, and his agent would certainly have ideas, but as with all legal matters, the future of the series was open to some degree of interpretation. The media was all too willing to prop up the grand tents for a three-ring circus of speculation.


    Piper lay in bed listening to the distant television as the announcer introduced guest Nancy Dowd, a journalist who'd become a celebrity herself in recent years for in-depth coverage of famous scandals.


    Nancy was saying, “Sources close to the family say that Mr. Morrison wasn't as reclusive and secretive as he wanted the world to believe. There are quite possibly other people who were involved with the books.”


    The reporter asked, “You mean his long-time editor, Robert Jones?”


    Nancy replied, “Yes, that's an obvious one. Editors are very important, but I'm talking about someone involved on the creative side.”


    “Ms. Dowd, are you telling us House of Hallows was being written by a secret ghost writer?”


    Nancy let out a theatrical laugh, sounding like a politician pleased to be fed the perfect question. “It's too soon to say, but I do hope to have more for you shortly.”


    “Nancy, you're speaking to us today by phone. Does that mean you're on the road? Could you be on your way to Copeland, Arizona?”


    Cryptically, Nancy said, “I could be anywhere. That's the beauty of my job.”


    “You couldn't keep your presence a secret for long,” the reporter said, chuckling. “Not with your lovely red hair and your impeccable style!”


    “Oh, flattery will get you everywhere. Don't stop!”


    This went on for a few minutes, with Nancy dropping hints about George Morrison's private affairs, fanning the flames without giving away anything concrete.


    Finally, the reporter thanked her. Nancy plugged her latest true crime book, and the show broke for commercials.


    Piper rolled out of bed, stretched, and looked out the window at an orange sky. Sunrise? She frowned at the little dot on her alarm clock. It was already five-thirty at night. She'd lost the whole day. Evening always came so darned early in October, due to the state of Arizona not observing Daylight Savings Time. The shock pushed away the remainder of her grogginess, and the events of the previous night hit her in waves.


    She remembered knocking on the door of the Morrison home.


    Walking inside, and being shoved to the ground.


    George's lifeless eyes, staring vacantly up from a pool of blood.


    The images in her mind were relentless, vulgar and looming.


    It was all too much.


    Piper dashed to the bathroom and hunched over the toilet. Teddy came trotting in, his nails clicking like drumsticks on the marble floors. His big, black ears were on high alert, and the eyebrow spots above his eyes darted up, extra-concerned.


    Piper groaned, “Are you worried about me, or about your overdue breakfast?”


    His eyebrow spots shifted as he glanced at the door then back at her. Both. He was worried about both.


    “Hang on,” she gasped and finished. While she heaved, Teddy oh-so-helpfully licked the soles of her bare feet and made chatty noises to let her know he felt ignored.


    Ten minutes later, dressed in a silky robe, Piper walked out to the kitchen, fed Teddy his overdue breakfast, and nibbled some dry toast while she made coffee.


    Hot coffee in hand, she walked toward the den, where the CNN voices were echoing. She hadn't switched on the entertainment center the previous night, so she guessed it must have been someone at the party who'd wandered into that part of the house. The flickering TV bathed the den in blue light.


    As she reached for the remote control, she suddenly realized she wasn't alone. Her skin prickled. Someone sat in the room's recliner—the Italian leather chair her father used when he was in town. She spilled a third of her coffee on her bare feet.


    “George!”


    The ghostly version of her favorite author gave Piper a friendly wave before turning his attention back to the television, where a professor was discussing the significance of Morrison's contributions to modern literature. George stared at the screen, seemingly oblivious to his host's presence.


    She tentatively asked, “Is everything okay? You're not mad at me for blabbing about you last night?”


    His attention stayed on the television and the professor who was singing his praises.


    Piper switched on two lamps to brighten the room, and took a seat on the tightly-upholstered settee that was her mother's seating choice on the rare occasion that she was in town. What would the elder Chens think of the ghost that had moved into their Arizona home? They were both superstitious, refusing to stay in hotels that were near cemeteries or hospitals. Piper had barely asked herself the question when the answer came to her. The Chens would immediately sell the house and buy another. Immediately. She laughed out loud at the absurdity.


    George gave her a curious look, turning his head so his eyes could flit back and forth between her and the TV screen. She explained what she'd laughed about. “If my parents knew a ghost had been in that chair, they'd burn the chair and sell the house.”


    He frowned and shook his head.


    “It's nothing personal,” she said. “But most people are afraid of ghosts.”


    His chest heaved with a silent sigh. He understood.


    She grabbed some tissues from the box on the coffee table and mopped the spilled coffee off her bare feet before tucking them up, cross-legged. George tilted his head so the brim of his fisherman's cap shrouded his eyes. Piper sensed the old man was watching for a glimpse of her underwear under the short robe. She grabbed a pillow for her lap and ignored him, sipping her coffee.


    They both watched CNN until the coverage changed from the author to national politics.


    George shifted noiselessly in his chair and gave her a bored look.


    “If you're that bored, maybe it's time for you to move on to wherever it is you're headed.”


    He gave her a hurt look.


    “Or stick around,” she added quickly. “As you may have noticed, it's a pretty big house for just one person.”


    He rested his chin on his fist and gave her a look that reminded her of being in therapy. He waved for her to continue speaking, though she detected a hint of condescension in his eyes.


    “Let's not talk about me,” she said icily. “I'm only twenty-one. I've got the rest of my life to sort out my problems. But you're dead and done.” She swallowed, surprised by the brusqueness of her words. “Sorry.”


    He blinked slowly, wordlessly acknowledging her apology.


    “So, why are you here?” she asked. “Unfinished business?”


    He shrugged, as if to say her guess was as good as his.


    “What happened yesterday, before you became a ghost? Did you fall down the stairs by yourself, or did someone push you?”


    He looked thoughtful for a full minute. Slowly, he removed his cap and mimed being struck on the back of the head.


    “Someone hit you from behind?”


    He nodded.


    “And you didn't see them?”


    He shook his head. No.


    “That was before you fell down the stairs?”


    He nodded vehemently.


    “I suppose the medical examiner will figure that out, and there'll be an investigation. Do you have any idea who it was, so I can call in a tip to the police? Did you have any enemies?”


    He gave her a grin that looked downright mischievous He probably did have enemies, and he was proud of it.


    The TV screen flickered red, and the coverage switched back to George Morrison and the House of Hallows franchise. George lost all interest in communicating with Piper.


    She asked, “What should I know about your enemies? Are they business or personal?”


    He ignored her.


    She sighed and settled into the tightly-upholstered seat. They both watched coverage that constantly seemed to be on the verge of a breakthrough, yet only rehashed the existing coverage, adding nothing new.


    Eventually, the face of a local Copeland real estate agent popped on the screen. George fidgeted and leaned forward in his chair, scowling at the TV.


    The real estate agent, a man named Carl Plummer, said, “Thank you for having me. I only wish it could be under better circumstances.” He had an aura of refinement, and an elevated, ever-so-slightly British accent. “I've been a close friend of the Morrison family for numerous years, which is why I've been trusted with the sale of the family home.” He sniffed theatrically. “In fact, the lovely, split-level Copeland home will be back on the market, at a fair price, once the cleanup has been completed. It's a generous-sized lot with mature trees, close to excellent schools.” He beamed an effortless, practiced grin. “Bring your decorating ideas!”


    Piper turned to George and mouthed a Wow. A cleaning crew was probably still scrubbing George's blood out of the floor, and this so-called close family friend was trying to speed up his commission.


    George stood abruptly, turned to the left, took three steps, and disappeared into a wall.


    Piper wanted to follow him, but she had no ability to walk through walls. She sipped her coffee and kept watching the aggressive real estate agent on TV. He kept stressing how long it had been since he'd been to the home. He mentioned it had been a week, and he dropped that fact into the interview three times.


    Piper looked at the wall George had disappeared through. He'd clearly been upset by Carl Plummer, which had to mean something.


    She got up and went to her bedroom for her phone, as well as the business card the chief of police had given her the night before. The chief wouldn't be investigating the case personally, but he could put her in touch with the detective.


    She called the number and got voice-mail. She left her details, closing with, “You should run the partial plate number I saw against vehicles registered to Mr. Carl Plummer. He's a Realtor with one of those big agencies. His billboard is on every route into town, so I'm sure you've heard of him.” She paused, unsure of how to let the chief know it was worth pursuing. “My, uh, memory is coming back. It's just flashes, but I think I remember seeing Mr. Plummer inside the house when I got there.”


    She yanked the phone away from her mouth guiltily and ended the call.


    What was she doing? What if Carl Plummer was an innocent man? She could be destroying his career. Then again, if his car's plates didn't match, or he had an alibi for the previous evening, he would be fine. The matter was in the hands of the Copeland Police Department now.


    She set her phone on the charger and checked the time on the bedside clock. It was nearly nine o'clock at night. Time had flown by while she'd been watching television with her ghostly house guest.


    A wave of exhaustion washed over her. It happened sometimes when she was near her comfortable bed. She fluffed her pillow and lay down to rest for a while. The coffee would kick in soon, so she'd nap until it did. Teddy had been fed, and he had access to the backyard through his doggie door. As she drifted off, she pondered how hanging out with a ghost was surprisingly draining.


    Sunday October 30th


    Piper slept straight through the night, waking at dawn, shortly before seven a.m.


    She rolled stiffly out of bed and immediately showered, wincing as she shaved her legs. The two-day-old bruises on her shins were fading from a hideous purple to a ghastly green. The bruises looked worse than they felt, but they were definitely tender.


    She dressed in her oldest, most comfortable jeans and a designer sweatshirt. She fed Teddy then padded around the house barefoot, calling George's name. There was no sign of him in any of the sunny rooms. Had her house guest checked out? Had he found a new home with a bigger flat-screen? She flicked the television on to CNN and waited expectantly for several minutes. He didn't appear.


    Morning sunshine filled the rooms. It was a beautiful fall day in Arizona, a day perfect for being outdoors. George could be outside, or perhaps he simply disappeared during daytime hours. So far, she'd only seen him at night. She considered what little she knew about ghosts. She decided the bright sunshine had to be the reason for his absence. He'd be back after sunset. She had the whole day to herself.


    Suddenly, she craved the company of other humans—living ones.


    She called Teddy, snapped on his leash, pulled on flat walking shoes and a leather jacket, and stepped out into the crisp autumn air. She stretched her stride as she traversed the large, immaculate front yard and headed toward the main road in search of breakfast and human companionship.


    Her feet took her to a vintage-style diner she'd walked past hundreds of times but never stepped inside. She parked Teddy under an ash tree draped in red fall foliage, and headed toward the restaurant.


    She pulled open the glass door and stepped into the welcoming scent of bacon and pancakes. A hush fell over the half-full diner. Every head in the place turned to stare in her direction. A fork clattered. She glanced over her shoulder to see who everyone was staring at. She was alone. They were looking at her, for reasons unknown.


    A red-haired woman at a nearby booth stood and said, “Piper Chen?” She looked sweaty and disheveled, like she'd just come in for breakfast after a run.


    “You're her,” the woman said excitedly. “You're Piper Chen.”


    Piper blinked. Her intuition told her to get out of this situation.


    The woman was the same age as Piper's mother. She was dressed in a dark-gray Nike jogging suit that made her bright-red hair stand out like a flame in the dark. She looked familiar, but none of Mrs. Chen's friends would be caught dead out in public in leisure wear, let alone a Nike jogging suit.


    “Come sit at my table,” the woman said.


    Piper's traveling-alone reflexes kicked in. She spoke for the first time, saying, “I don't speak English.”


    It was a phrase that had gotten her out of many awkward situations in the past. There were some advantages to being Asian in a town that wasn't. She put her head down and rushed over to an empty booth at the far corner of the restaurant.


    She hid her face behind a menu and held still, heart pounding. Gradually, the diners around her eased back into their normal conversations. Her pulse returned to normal. Had everyone been staring at her? Yes, they had. From the minute she'd walked in. She wasn't being paranoid.


    Piper didn't know it yet, but ever since the death of George Morrison, news of her involvement had been spreading. It hadn't reached CNN yet, but it had spread throughout the small town of Copeland. There were only a handful of Asian twenty-something women in town. Piper Chen had gone from being somewhat anonymous to instantly recognizable.


    The woman who'd called out her name kept looking her way. She got to her feet.


    This nosy redhead didn't take “I don't speak English” as an answer. She was walking toward Piper's booth.


    





Chapter 4
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    “Young lady, you shouldn't ignore me,” the red-haired woman said. “If you know what's good for you and your career.” She reached Piper's table and thrust a gleaming silver business card in front of Piper. “I'm only trying to help.”


    “No English,” Piper said, refusing to take the card.


    “I have a good eye for faces,” the woman said. “I know who you are.”


    Piper blinked. “I no speak—”


    She was interrupted by the arrival of a young man with an apron tied around his slim hips. “Ma'am?” He addressed the woman with a firm tone. “You must be lost, because this isn't your table.”


    “But I was just giving her my card,” she whined.


    He shoved the card back at her. “No soliciting inside the restaurant.” He shifted his body to block the woman's view of Piper.


    The red-haired woman let out a haughty snort, turned on her heel, and walked away.


    Piper smiled her appreciation at the waiter. And there was so much to appreciate, upon closer inspection. Under his white apron, he wore a black T-shirt, tight over a slim, muscular frame. His lightly-tanned jaw was clean-shaven and had a charming pointiness to the chin. His lips were pleasantly full, his eyes bright and blue. A hank of light brown hair fell across his slightly shiny brow. He was both cute and handsome, like the perfectly adorable lead singer in a boy band. She crushed on him. Instantly.


    Piper's breath caught in her throat. She'd been claiming she didn't speak English. For the present moment anyway, she wasn't a liar. Basking in the attention of this crush-worthy young man, she found herself unable to speak English. She couldn't remember a single word of it, or any other language.


    “Hello,” he said, his bright-blue eyes darting around the restaurant with the watchfulness of a manager. “No English?”


    Piper squeaked and shook her head.


    He smiled warmly. “The menu has pictures of most things, so you can point to whatever you'd like.” He used one hand to illustrate. “Pictures. Food. Just point.”


    Piper's jaw dropped open. The nosy woman had left the table, so why couldn't Piper tell this adorable waiter the truth? They could talk! About anything he wanted! But her voice box was on strike. No sound would come out of her mouth.


    He dropped down to sit on the booth's bench next to her. His proximity made her knowledge of English recede even further. Oh, well. So this was what it felt like to die of embarrassment.


    He asked, “How about pancakes? This is the most popular.” He held the laminated menu in front of her and pointed to an image of pancakes, bacon, and eggs. “Everybody loves pancakes,” he said. “Especially on a lazy Sunday.”


    She nodded briskly.


    “Pancakes it is,” he said. “And coffee?” He reached for the upside-down cup in front of her, turned it over on the saucer, and mimed pouring coffee. She nodded. He flagged down the waitress, who came and filled Piper's cup. As he moved, the pleasant tang of either his body or his deodorant or both reached Piper's nose. He smelled as good as pancakes.


    After the waitress left, he stayed seated, muttering about needing a break. He kept smiling at Piper. His teeth were crooked but in an adorable way. She wanted to put her fingers in his mouth, touch the jagged point of his crooked dog tooth.


    The muscles around his eyes shifted, and he seemed to be on the verge of saying something but didn't.


    A comfortable silence settled between them.


    She broke eye contact and glanced down demurely. He wore a name tag on his black T-shirt. Otis. What an unusual name. She liked it. Did he usually sit next to customers to help them order, or was she special? She certainly felt special.


    A bell rang. Someone in the kitchen shouted, “Order up!”


    Otis pulled away slowly, reluctantly, like he was moving through sand, and then he was gone, delivering plates of food and refilling cups of coffee.


    By the time he returned with her order of pancakes, eggs, and bacon, Piper's knowledge of English had returned, but she kept it to herself. She smiled, enjoying the way the young man spoke to her as if she were a visiting foreigner.


    He said, “I don't know why I keep talking like an idiot, since you can't understand me. Silly American boy.”


    She smiled sweetly, and it was all the encouragement he needed to keep going, talking slowly and expressively about the food, the coffee, the weather. He used simple words and repeated himself, his face ever hopeful that some meaning was coming through. She smiled and nodded while her steaming pancakes sat untouched. He made her too nervous to eat, which he eventually noticed. Otis vacated the table with an apology.


    Alone, she dug into the food with gusto. Because she'd slept straight through most of Saturday, she'd missed a day of eating and was famished.


    When she'd finished eating, Otis came to pick up her empty plate and saw her watching Teddy through the window.


    “Cute little guy you've got out there,” he said. “Your dog,” he clarified. “Some people don't like small dogs, but I love them. He's a Chihuahua, isn't he?”


    Piper pressed her lips together to stop herself from correcting him. Teddy was small for a Boston Terrier, but he was no Chihuahua.


    “Does he bark much?” Otis gave her another charming grin worthy of the cover of a teen magazine. His chin was so deliciously pointy. She wanted to bite it. She'd never experienced these crush-like feelings toward a real person, and was confused by her impulses.


    “You look troubled,” Otis said. “I guess you still don't know what I'm saying. Here, I'll improvise.” He pointed at the dog, set down her empty breakfast plate, held both hands up to his chin like paws, and barked.


    Piper covered her mouth with one hand and giggled. She felt like a stereotype, like a disgrace, but she couldn't help it. This was what it felt like to want to giggle shyly behind one hand.


    He barked some more then pretended to pant, his pink tongue lolling to one side. He cocked his head in what was a surprisingly good impression of Teddy.


    The flat-screen television on a nearby wall flickered to life, and a news station came on the screen. They both turned to look. The channel was broadcasting more footage of George Morrison's Realtor, Carl Plummer, talking about what a fine family the Morrisons were. “Everyone knew George was destined for greatness,” Carl said. “He put Copeland on the map. The town should build a statue of him.”


    The female reporter interviewing him let out a fake laugh. “They don't build statues of authors.”


    Carl quickly replied, “I can't see why not. The man has brought so much happiness to the world. They should build a statue here, in Copeland.”


    “He's brought happiness to the world, along with anguish,” the reporter said with another fake laugh. “Let's not forget how devastated the fans were when their favorite characters got murdered senselessly by Mr. Morrison. Maybe it's for the best that he's gone. He would have killed all the favorites, eventually.”


    Carl tented his hands like a villain in a cartoon. “Interesting you should mention that. What do you think of these rumors circulating, about how his biggest fans conspired to get him… out of the picture?”


    The reporter's nostrils flared. “Mr. Plummer, that's quite a shocking allegation. You know, we can't just say anything we want on the air. There are issues of libel and slander.” The text at the bottom of the screen changed to flash LIVE.


    “Well, you saw the movie Misery, right?” Carl asked, taking charge of the interview. “Sometimes fans can kill a creation with their love.”


    “Misery was a wonderful movie, Mr. Plummer, but it was fiction.”


    Carl looked directly at the camera and raised one eyebrow. “Was it?”


    The screen flashed with a test pattern. The feed abruptly switched back to a news desk and an unaware male anchor gazing dreamily at something off-camera. He tilted his head and began to scratch the tip of his nose.


    Meanwhile, in the diner, everyone had gone silent, waiting to hear what was said next. The town of Copeland was having its fifteen minutes of fame, and nobody wanted to miss a second of it.


    Suddenly, the large flat-screen TV went dark. Otis was standing below the TV on a chair, having yanked the power cord out of a ceiling socket.


    “Nothing to see here, folks,” Otis said to the diners. He looked deeply uncomfortable—agitated about the television while forcing himself to smile and be professional. “Please continue your meals in peace. The coffee's on me today, so drink up and enjoy a refill or two.”


    A mixed murmur of irritation about the TV and appreciation for free coffee rose from the crowd.


    Otis stepped down, returned the chair to its table, and disappeared into the kitchen. He hadn't said goodbye to Piper or even made eye contact after abruptly walking away from their conversation, which made her feel confused and shut out in the cold. What had changed his mood so drastically?


    A waitress came by the booth and refilled Piper's coffee cup without asking. Piper pointed at the black TV screen and gave the woman a questioning look.


    “Don't mind the boss man,” the waitress said. “Otis gets a bit testy when his father, Carl, stirs up trouble.”


    Carl Plummer, the smarmy Realtor, was Otis's father? Ah, the perils of a small town, where everyone was connected.


    The waitress sighed and rested her hand on her hip. “It's all my fault for turning on the darn TV, especially when it seemed like you two were getting along so well.”


    Piper nodded, her smile carefully enigmatic.


    “What Otis needs is a girlfriend,” the waitress said. “His mother and I agree on that point, at least.”


    Piper raised her eyebrows.


    The waitress needed little prompting. “A nice girlfriend would keep our Otis away from other sorts of shenanigans.” She shook her head. “I saw him the other day, digging around and making such a mess.” She shook her head, dropped Piper's bill on the table, and walked away without further explanation.


    Piper grabbed her purse and counted out the amount plus a tip. Unlike most of the other guys she'd met, she had been attracted to Otis instantly. There was something about him that made her feel comfortable, like she could tell him all her secrets and not be judged. Plus he loved small dogs. She'd fallen for him hard, which made it devastating to learn he was the son of the man she suspected of fleeing the Morrison residence on Friday.


    Now what? She ought to get out of the diner. People were staring again, murmuring about whether or not she was the same girl who'd found the body. Someone mentioned a viral video. A moment later, Piper heard her own voice playing from a video on someone's phone.


    It all clicked together. At her party, she'd started talking about the ghost. Naturally, some jerk at the party had been filming. There was always someone filming. That explained why the nosy woman had known her by name and face.


    Piper slipped out of the booth and left as quickly as she could without running.


    She was outside untying Teddy's leash from the tree when a hand grasped her forearm. She could sense, even through her leather jacket sleeve, that the hand was ice-cold. Piper turned to face the woman.


    She was not just any redhead in a gray Nike jogging suit. She was Nancy Dowd, the nation's leading celebrity-crime reporter.


    Piper had heard her on CNN yesterday, hinting about visiting Copeland, and now here she was, in the flesh.


    The forty-something woman had coppery red hair that fell in a swingy, chin-length, asymmetrical bob. The jogging suit acted as a disguise, because the woman usually dressed in a flamboyant mix of stripes and patterns, looking more like an eccentric fashion designer than a journalist.


    “Young lady, I was once like you,” Nancy Dowd said. “I was in free fall, with no parachute.”


    Piper yanked her arm from the woman's grasp. Teddy, her black-and-white bodyguard, positioned his body between them and let out a warning bark.


    Nancy took a step back, her asymmetrical haircut swinging like disturbed curtains. Her hair was the artificial red of candy apples, but she did have the pale complexion of a natural redhead, combined with breathtakingly lovely orange-brown eyes. Between the orange eyes and the red hair, she was the human embodiment of the fire element.


    Nancy's orange-brown eyes dared Piper to try to look away. She said, “Young lady, I was once like you.”


    Piper doubted that very much, because Nancy seemed like the embodiment of determination. Nancy had never slept through an entire Saturday. She might not sleep at all.


    The woman continued. “In my twenties, I just sort of bobbed around in the wind.” She used both hands to make floating gestures. The ash tree above them let down some red leaves as if on cue. “I thought I was going with the flow. But the truth is, I was lacking. Lacking any sort of passion.”


    Piper exhaled sharply, as though struck. Nancy's words felt like a punch in the gut. Lacking any sort of passion. How had the woman known?


    “No English,” Piper said through gritted teeth. Teddy snorted by her feet.


    “You're wasting our precious time,” Nancy Dowd said, her copper eyebrows arching together in a warning look. “You can pretend you don't understand me, but this video says otherwise.” She held up her phone and clicked the command to play a video. It was Piper at her Friday night party, and the hit counter was already in the low ten-thousands. It hadn't gone hugely viral yet, but the views exceeded the population of Copeland. In the video, a red-faced Piper was telling the crowd about discovering George's body and having his ghost follow her home. She was speaking English, albeit not perfectly, due to being inebriated.


    Nancy gave her a self-satisfied look.


    Piper picked up Teddy and held him in her arms as protection, part shield and part sword.


    She looked the older woman straight in her orange-brown eyes and demanded, “What do you want from me?”


    “An interview.”


    Piper eyed the video still playing on the woman's phone and frowned. “No interviews. I've already said more than enough.”


    “That's not the kind of interview I want.” Nancy gave her the kind of smile a snake might make to widen its mouth for a particularly juicy mouse. “You are going to be the reporter. You are going to conduct the interview.”


    “With whom?” As soon as Piper asked the question, she guessed the answer. George Morrison. This woman wanted her to interview a ghost. A mute ghost!


    To Piper's surprise, however, Nancy Dowd responded with a shrug and no mention of the ghost. “Anyone, close to the story. There's George Morrison's long-time best friend and editor, Robert Jones, or members of his family, or the president of the House of Hallows fan club. It doesn't matter who you talk to, just that it's exclusive.”


    “Why me?”


    Nancy's orange-brown eyes twinkled like dangerous fire. “Why not you? I read some of the pieces you did for your school papers. Both of your schools. You're a talented writer.”


    “Are you offering me a job?”


    “Freelance for now,” Nancy said. “And then we'll see.”


    Piper looked down at Teddy, who was still in her arms. He was being more patient than usual. She looked into his big brown eyes and considered Nancy's offer. It probably wouldn't pay much, but that didn't matter if it was interesting.


    Nancy let out an impatient sigh. “Don't your parents expect you to find your own path to success? Is your big life plan to hide away in your family's nouveau riche mansion posting on a pop-culture blog that gets traffic of approximately four and a half people a day?”


    Piper frowned. She'd all but abandoned her blog weeks ago. Most of her efforts lately had been reading about other people's exploits.


    Nancy went in for the kill. “Instead of cashing your allowance checks, wouldn't you like to see a paycheck with your name on it? Like a real grown-up?”


    Ouch. Like a real grown-up? Teddy wriggled in Piper's arms and then—since he was so close to her mouth—investigated the pancake smell on her lips. He quickly covered her lower face in dog spit. She set down the dog and glared at the pushy woman. It was hard to work up serious indignation with slobbery cheeks.


    “You don't know anything about me,” Piper said icily, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “And if I do interview anyone, it will be for my own blog, not for someone else.” Piper turned, unfastened Teddy's leash from the tree, and started walking toward her home.


    She was ten feet away when her manners kicked in with a vengeance. She didn't want to shame her family, so she glanced over her shoulder and called back, “It was very nice to meet you, Ms. Dowd.”


    Nancy Dowd stood under the tree with her arms crossed. By the look on her face, she was surprised by Piper's rejection. Perplexed, even.


    Piper walked as quickly as her short legs would take her. A short trek outside of the house for breakfast had taken some surprising twists. She had shaken the unshakable Nancy Dowd.


    The truth was, she admired the woman. The freelance job offer was, in many ways, a dream come true. So why had she rejected it?


    An answer came to her as she walked.


    Fear.


    The main reason she'd rejected Nancy's offer was her fear of disappointing another person she admired. She'd already been a letdown to one of them. While George Morrison hadn't come right out and said he was disappointed in her, he wasn't exactly impressed. So far, he'd been more interested in watching CNN than in communicating with her.


    Piper Chen was a nobody, but Nancy Dowd was a power player in the news media. Her career had gone supernova four years earlier, when one of her spinoff podcasts had captured the imagination of the nation. Over the course of three months, the audience grew rapidly as the show covered the week-by-week process of solving the cold case of a celebrity death. The whole country practically came to a standstill for the final episode, the arrest of a star witness who was startlingly uncovered as the killer.


    Any aspiring journalist would be lucky to meet Nancy Dowd, let alone work for her.


    As Piper walked and recovered from the surprise of it all, she wondered if she hadn't made a terrible decision. Winnie would shake her head when she found out. It was just like Piper to be suspicious of anything that looked like an opportunity. She'd been burned badly in real life and gotten wary. Maybe too wary.


    She thought of an old Chinese proverb. Four things come not back: the spoken word, the spent arrow, the past life, and the neglected opportunity.


    Had she foolishly cast aside the opportunity of a lifetime?


    Teddy tugged at the leash and glanced back at her, black ears pivoting for clues to explain her slowing pace.


    “Sorry,” she said, speeding up. “Just thinking, Teddy. Life isn't easy for us humans. Sure, we can open the fridge and eat dinner whenever we want, but life is lonely and full of uncertainty and…” She trailed off, lost in self-pity.


    The weather was mild—a perfect fall day in Arizona. She detoured into the dog-walking park automatically. They walked briskly, with Teddy chasing after falling leaves and Piper stewing over her life choices.


    When they returned to the house, Piper found an envelope taped to her front door. She glanced around self-consciously. Some neighbors were out pushing their grandchild on a squeaky swing set, but nobody seemed to be watching her. She used her thumb to rip open the envelope as she let herself and Teddy into the cool, air-conditioned house.


    Inside the envelope were papers of various sizes, including a silver business card from Nancy Dowd. Piper was anything but surprised that the woman knew where she lived. She must have driven by while Piper and Teddy were circling the dog park, leaving a note so she could get in the last word.


    There was a handwritten note, which read:


    



    Dearest Piper,


    I apologize for being so direct. My passion and determination can be overwhelming, I'm told. Forgive me, but I strongly feel we can be of service to each other. Enclosed is payment in advance for your first interview, as well as the location and time. I would attend myself, but my face is too well known and, to be completely honest, I'm tired of getting thrown out of funerals. You'll do a great job of this, I just know it.


    Sincerely, Nancy Dowd


    Piper unfolded the check and sighed. Nancy was right. It wasn't much cash, but then again, it did feel good to see her name on a check that wasn't from her parents.


    She opened a stiff white card, which was an invitation containing the details and location of George Morrison's top-secret memorial.


    She held the check in one hand and the invitation in the other.


    The house around her was very still, as though the walls were watching, waiting to see what she'd do.


    The dog door leading to the backyard creaked and swung on its hinges. She glanced out the window at Teddy, who was back to merrily excavating the corner of the yard, dirt and freshly laid turf spraying up between his hind legs.


    She looked back at the papers in her hand. Sure, working for Nancy Dowd might be a great career opportunity, but it might also be digging her own deep grave.


    She ripped the papers into confetti and tossed everything into the kitchen trash. She dusted off her hands and enjoyed the satisfaction that came from a decision made, right or wrong.


    Piper couldn't know it yet, but she would come to deeply regret ripping up the invitation.


    





Chapter 5
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    Day 4


    Halloween - Monday, October 31st, 5:40 p.m.


    Chen Residence


    Piper was in the kitchen filling silver bowls with treat-sized chocolate bars when the ghost of George Morrison showed up, right on schedule, at sunset. It was the same time as he'd manifested the previous evening. There he was, standing in front of the glass doors that framed the backyard. Behind him, the sky glowed orange as the yard's landscaping lights flickered on. Tonight was the second night in a row that Piper had observed his entry.


    Once again, he appeared hazy at first, the way everything outdoors appears not-quite-real during the crepuscular moments between day and night. As the sun's last rays disappeared, the apparition became more solid, but if she stared at the ghost directly, his features became indistinct, like the fleeting boundary of a cloud of flying insects.


    “Happy Halloween,” she said cheerily. “Are the rules different tonight? On account of it being All Hallows' Eve?”


    George scrunched his face and slumped on a kitchen barstool, looking bored. He didn't seem at all excited about tonight.


    She said, “In your books, this is the one night of the year your ghosts get to talk to the living.”


    George continued with the grumpy face-scrunch and added an eye roll.


    “So you just made that up?”


    He gave her a look that could only be described as DUH.


    Of course he'd made up the ghosts-talking-on-Halloween rule, the same as he'd made up everything else in the epic fantasy series.


    Piper had noticed there were other differences between George's fictional ghosts and reality. His ghosts only appeared when summoned by witches or sorcerers, and they were able to affect their surroundings. The male ghosts in particular enjoyed making love to their surprised widows, or anyone else who'd let them. Piper had started re-reading the series the previous night, freezing and sweating in horror when she came across the first such instance. She'd forgotten about that “romantic” aspect, which seemed all too upsetting now that she had a ghost of her own. But, to her relief, George's ghost wasn't corporeal. When she poked at him, her hand passed right through, detecting only a chill in the air. Plus they were just friends. He didn't think of her like that.


    The doorbell rang, and George's dour expression brightened by a couple degrees. He glanced at the bowls of candy and raised his eyebrows so that they disappeared in the shadow cast by his jaunty fisherman's cap.


    “Come on,” Piper said, grabbing two big bowls of candy. “You can help me hand out candy to the kids. You could even try scaring a few.”


    He shrugged, slid off the barstool noiselessly, and followed her. When Piper glanced back over her shoulder at George, his appearance had changed. Gone were the suspenders, trousers, and cap. He wore a furry, orange-brown costume with animal ears and big paws over his hands.


    Piper looked him over and laughed until she thought she might cry. “What are you supposed to be? A teddy bear?”


    He reached behind his padded bottom and swung a tufted tail with one paw.


    “Oh, I see it now. You're the Cowardly Lion from The Wizard of Oz!”


    With his free paw, he gave her a clumsy thumbs-up.


    Piper fluffed the hair of her bright-red wig. “I'm dressed as a Riddle Witch, but I can ditch the red wig and go as the Wicked Witch of the West, so we match. If you want.”


    George reached up and pawed her hand. He shook his head and twitched the lion whiskers drawn on his cheeks, as if to tell her not to change anything. She fluffed the wig hair once more and checked her face in the mirror. She hoped people would see her as a witch, and not as an Asian version of Nancy Dowd, which she very well could have been. Thinking about Nancy and the tossed-away job offer made her heart feel heavy. She sighed and opened the front door.


    A crowd of six pint-sized trick-or-treaters had assembled, treat bags held up expectantly.


    Piper cooed, “Where did all these princesses and fairies come from? Don't you know it's Halloween? There are ghosts and werewolves and all sorts of spooky things on the loose tonight!” She pointed at the one werewolf boy in their midst and squealed, “One of them's sneaking up on you right now!”


    The little girls shrieked and giggled. The parents accompanying the kids gave Piper encouraging smiles, grateful for her theatrical efforts. Piper tossed two wrapped chocolate bars into each trembling bag before waving goodbye and wishing them all a wonderful, safe night.


    Over the next two hours, the visits continued steadily. The Chen house had a reputation for being a source of generous treats. The average height of the trick-or-treaters gradually increased over time, until all that remained were teenagers, too cool to make much effort at dressing in real costumes. A pale-cheeked teenaged boy, with nothing otherworldly about his appearance beyond black eyeliner, held open a wrinkled grocery bag while his two friends guffawed behind him.


    Piper asked, “What are you supposed to be?”


    The boy replied sullenly, “Edward Scissorhands.”


    “But your hands are normal. I don't see any scissors.”


    His friends laughed louder as he replied, “Lady, do you really want teenagers with sharp knives on their hands banging on the door of your mansion?”


    “Good point.” Piper tossed two chocolate bars into his bag, then chucked a handful of treats over the kid's shoulders to his friends, who whooped with glee.


    As the three of them scurried off to the next house, Edward Normalhands called back over his shoulder, “Thank you, Wicked Witch and Cowardly Lion!”


    Piper turned to George as she closed the door. “He could see you!”


    George didn't seem as impressed. He stared longingly at the bowl of chocolates he couldn't touch.


    * * *


    The parade of princesses and monsters slowed, and Piper's doorbell didn't ring again until thirty minutes later.


    Piper jumped up from the sofa in the den and ran for the door, leaving George to watch Halloween-themed cartoons—cartoons he pretended not to enjoy.


    She opened the front door to find the familiar face of her former therapist, Vicki Walsh. The woman was over fifty, but if she hadn't mentioned her birthday during one of their sessions, Piper would have thought her a dozen years younger. Petite and as slim hipped as a teen boy, Vicki Walsh had curly brown hair with toffee streaks covering the grays. Her bright, hazel eyes appeared bright green at times. The voluminous curls of her hair accented her pointy chin and small, pointy nose.


    Dr. Walsh's hazel eyes had not flashed with recognition yet, perhaps because she was busy adjusting the turtle shells of the two boys standing on the step with her, but the memories of their sessions jumped to the forefront of Piper's mind.


    Piper's parents had insisted she talk to Dr. Walsh three times a week, starting when they'd moved their American residence from San Francisco to the small town of Copeland, Arizona. Her father especially had been concerned about her “energy levels,” which was code for “everything.” Piper hadn't seen Dr. Walsh in a professional capacity in over a year, though they had occasionally seen and nodded at each other around town. Piper didn't miss therapy, but she did miss Dr. Walsh.


    Without looking up at Piper, Dr. Vicki Walsh said, “Sorry we're so late, but my nephews lost one of their actual turtles, and we had to do a house-wide search. Turtles may be slow, but they're sneaky.”


    The two boys, dressed as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, held up loot bags and cried, “Trick or treat!”


    Dr. Walsh looked up and blinked, finally recognizing Piper in spite of the witch hat and red wig. “Piper Chen! Is that you?”


    Piper lifted the front of the wig to show her real black hair. “In disguise, but yes.”


    “How are you?”


    How are you? It was a phrase Piper had heard Dr. Walsh say dozens of times, a trigger that fit like a key sliding into a disused lock, a little crunchy and stiff, but then there it was, turning, opening the compartments where Piper kept her feelings and other treasures.


    “I'm doing great, I swear I am!” The words gushed out at high velocity. “I've been spending a lot of time with a new guy in my life.” She beamed proudly. Dr. Walsh had always been concerned about Piper's shyness around boys. Dr. Walsh feared she might never go on dates, let alone form a friendship with anyone other than Winnie, but look at her now! She had a new companion, and though the ghost didn't say much, he was always around. George was her very good friend.


    “A new guy,” Dr. Walsh cooed. “How wonderful for you.”


    “We're practically living together,” Piper gushed. She turned her head, expecting to see George in his Cowardly Lion costume at her side. He tended to pop up when he was being talked about, but he wasn't there now. The TV in the den was still playing a Halloween-themed cartoon marathon, and it must have been good if George was choosing that over listening to a conversation about his favorite subject.


    Dr. Walsh leaned to the side and followed Piper's gaze into the empty home. Her expression shifted toward concern. “Living together?” She took a step back and glanced up at the exterior of the large, stately home. “Here? With your family?”


    “Mom and Dad are in Taiwan on business.”


    Dr. Walsh frowned. Her two nephews shifted from side to side impatiently, bored of the grown-ups' conversation. Dr. Walsh questioned Piper with a neutral, professional tone. “Do your parents know about this guy who's moved himself in?”


    Piper rolled her eyes. “I'm twenty-one, Dr. Walsh.”


    The older woman tucked her curly brown hair behind her ear as she leaned down and told her Ninja Turtle nephews to go ahead to the next house. She instructed them to hold hands and stick to the sidewalk. Once the boys were off and running, she turned her attention back to her former patient.


    “Piper, do you have some time this week to come in and see me at the office?”


    “Why?”


    Dr. Walsh glanced down at the step while holding up one hand, fingers up like she was swearing an oath. “I must make a confession, Piper. I happened to come across a video of you talking about seeing ghosts. And then I read in the paper that you were the one who found the body of that overweight author everyone loves. After he had a heart attack, or whatever it was, and fell down his stairs.” She glanced up and looked directly at Piper, her green eyes burning with inquisitive fire. “Seeing something like that can be traumatic. Talking to someone about your experience can be very helpful.”


    Piper waved a hand dismissively. “Dr. Walsh, I'm fine. I was just joking about ghosts that night. It was a house party. Didn't you notice how drunk I was?” She turned her attention to her candy bowl and began sorting the chocolate bars by type. She wanted to take a step back and slam the door shut, but she also wanted Dr. Walsh to keep turning keys in locks, keep drawing out the feelings so they could work together to make sense of the situation.


    A silent moment passed before Dr. Walsh asked, “How often have you been drinking? How many drinks, usually?”


    Piper continued sorting the candies in the bowl, avoiding eye contact. She pushed all the white wrappers to the center, like an iceberg in a rainbow sea. Coolly, she replied, “Not much. I'm allergic, so even a couple of drinks make me spacey. I had a few too many at my house party, but I swear I'm not binge drinking now, or becoming an alcoholic.”


    “So, it's just one or two drinks at parties. Do you find it easier to talk to people when you're inebriated?”


    Piper wished the Ninja Turtles were still there, or that more trick-or-treaters would show up and cut this unscheduled session short.


    “Sure,” Piper said, practically whispering. “But I think I've grown out of my social anxieties. I've been doing lots of new things lately. For example, there was the time I head-butted a cop and got myself arrested.”


    Dr. Walsh pulled her phone from her purse and viewed the screen, her face momentarily blue from the light. “I have plenty of appointments available in the afternoons. It sounds to me like you need someone to talk to about all these new changes in your life. How about Wednesday?”


    Wednesday? Inside Piper's mind, a door slammed shut. Nope. She didn't want to go in on Wednesday, and nobody was going to make her.


    “Don't worry about me,” Piper said with a weary sigh that she associated with being resigned and mature. “I already have someone to talk to. My new boyfriend. We actually talk all the time, and he's an amazing listener.”


    Dr. Walsh tucked her phone away. “Then I'm very happy for you. What's the lucky young man's name?”


    Piper drew a blank. His name? She couldn't say George Morrison. But who? All she needed was a first name. Her eyes went to Dr. Walsh's chin, and the image of a friendly, pointy-chinned young man with a name tag came to mind.


    “Otis,” she said.


    Dr. Walsh tilted her head to the side. “That's odd. My son's name is Otis.”


    Realization washed over her like an unexpected tsunami coming from behind. Both of them had the same chin because they were mother and son. Now her web of lies was about to unravel, unless she did something.


    Hurriedly, Piper said, “It's a different Otis. Not your son.”


    “Not Otis Plummer, who runs the Roadrunner Café? My son has my ex-husband's last name. Actually, he has his entire name, just rearranged. My ex is Carl Otis Plummer and my son is Otis Carl Plummer.” She rolled her eyes. “This is why I'm now a supporter of natural childbirth. I was still so high from all those labor drugs that I thought naming my sweet boy after his crooked father was a good idea.”


    “That's certainly interesting, but I'm not seeing him. It's a totally different Otis.”


    “Right,” Dr. Walsh said, nodding slowly.


    In the distance, a dog barked, setting off all the dogs in the neighborhood, including Teddy.


    Dr. Walsh backed away and turned in the direction her nephews had gone. “Piper, I've got to run, but promise you'll call me if you need anything at all?”


    “I promise!” Piper gave her a cheery wave and waited until she was out of sight before she closed the door.


    She went straight to her computer and did a search on the name Otis.


    According to baby-name websites, the name Otis—German in origin—had become more popular for newborns in recent years, but would be uncommon for twenty-somethings. The odds were slim there'd be two young men named Otis in a town the size of Copeland, and Dr. Walsh knew it.


    So, the cute guy at the diner was her therapist's son. Could that explain her instant connection with the young man? She'd read about transference, but could it happen based on family resemblance?


    She cringed as she imagined a future conversation between Dr. Walsh and her son, with Dr. Walsh demanding to know the details of his and Piper's nonexistent relationship. Or worse, warning Otis about Piper and her “maladaptive behavior traits.” Then he would laugh and laugh as he told his mother about Piper being so awkward, she'd pretended to not even speak English. They'd both laugh at her.


    The cringe worsened to a full-body tremble. She pulled her feet up onto the chair and hugged her knees to her chest, where she rocked as she checked her email.


    There was a new message from Nancy Dowd, asking if Piper was going to take the assignment and attend the funeral to get an interview.


    Piper continued to rock, hugging her knees.


    The memorial was in four days.


    If she didn't go, Dr. Walsh would call that yet another instance of Piper avoiding adult responsibilities, a “maladaptive behavior trait” that kept her from achieving her goal of being independent from her parents.


    With heavy arms and heavy fingers, Piper began typing a response to the reporter's email. With each letter pressed, her arms felt lighter.


    Y. E. S.


    Yes.


    Yes, she would go to George Morrison's memorial, and she would try to get an interview with either his editor or the president of his fan club. Or maybe both!


    Later, when she climbed into bed, a troubling thought stirred up. Otis wasn't just the offspring of Piper's therapist. He was also the son of Carl Plummer, the real estate agent whom Piper had suggested the police look into as a suspect. Had anything come of that? The chief hadn't returned her call. She really ought to follow up with him.


    She also ought to… do about a million things she wasn't already doing. Life as a grown-up was overrated. Too many responsibilities.


    She tried to sleep, but was distracted by the television droning in the den. George was in there. And since Teddy wasn't curled up on his usual spot at the foot of her bed, he was likely hanging out with the ghost.


    After an hour of restlessness, Piper climbed out of bed, grabbed her blanket, and went to curl up on the sofa in the den. George barely gave her a glance. Teddy dutifully moved over to share the sofa with his mistress.


    On the television screen, an esteemed professor of literature was droning on about Morrison's contributions. “His work doesn't compare to Franzen or the other great American writers, but it is rather decent, for genre fiction.”


    Another literary expert cut in, “On the contrary, I dare say the work does hold up against the masters. Morrison was the master of suspense, of microtension, and the depth of his characterization is remarkable. Take away the fantasy setting, and you have an astounding multigenerational saga with themes examining all the complexities of modern life. At heart, the books are about finding purpose. Creating a life worth living.”


    The professor nodded at the camera lens and blinked slowly. “My good sir, you have convinced me. Why are we wasting time on this interview? I should be cozied up in a wingback chair somewhere, revisiting the entire series. Such a shame it will never be finished.”


    The other expert groaned in agreement.


    Piper turned to see George's reaction. He rolled his eyes and then made a gagging gesture.


    “You love it,” she teased.


    He shrugged.


    The show continued with the addition of new guests, including a comedian and a talk show host.


    The adoration and praise continued. Piper was anything but surprised. It was a common trend in the world, the elevation of a dead celebrity to new, dizzying heights. Sins of the past were swept away. Critics admitted they'd been admirers all along. George Morrison had always attracted devotees, but now that he wasn't around to mess up his reputation by actually living and sweating and attending conventions while publication deadlines whizzed by, he was well on his way to the modern equivalent of sainthood.


    Saint George Morrison.


    “By the way, I'm going to your funeral,” Piper told George casually. “In four days.”


    He raised his feathery gray eyebrows.


    “You're welcome to come, but it's during the day, so I'm guessing you can't go.”


    He frowned, then made a puppet gesture with one hand.


    “Yes, of course I'll tell you all about it when I get home. Everything that everyone said about you.”


    He smiled. George Morrison's favorite topic of conversation was George Morrison.


    





Chapter 6
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    Day 8


    Friday, November 4th, 10:01 a.m.


    Copeland Funeral Home


    Piper arrived at the Copeland Funeral Home by taxi. She had a valid driver's license and a car, but disliked driving and the stress of finding parking in the shade during the scorching Arizona summer. During the cooler months, she enjoyed walking with Teddy or riding her bicycle with the Boston Terrier in the basket. The funeral home, however, was on the opposite side of Copeland from her house, so she'd called a taxi. The driver had been speedy, making her only a minute late rather than the ten minutes she'd planned for so she could slip in unnoticed. She took her time paying the driver, stepped out, and headed toward the building determinedly. The back of her neck tickled as though she was being watched. Nancy Dowd had sworn she would be nowhere near the funeral home that day, but Piper couldn't shake the sensation that her new mentor was observing her every move.


    The funeral home's architecture matched many of the newer buildings in town—stucco walls and a red tile roof. Two large planter beds with thirsty succulents stood on either side of the entrance. The parking lot was half full, and not a single vehicle displayed logos of news agencies. The Morrison family had been successful in keeping the media away. The fact that Nancy Dowd had gotten the location and an invitation spoke to her unmatched skills as a celebrity journalist.


    Piper kept her head nodded forward as she pulled open the heavy wood door. Inside, an imposing man in a suit stood greeting everyone. A group of people who'd arrived ahead of Piper showed the large, burly man their invitation.


    The invitation!


    Her skin prickled with sweat. Why had she ripped it into confetti and tossed it in the trash? Never mind impressing Nancy Dowd with the finished interview. She wasn't even getting access to the funeral.


    But then, the solid wall of man was momentarily distracted by someone asking a question. Piper acted fast, ducking down into a crouch and practically crab-walking for the nearest door. She felt ridiculous, but nobody stopped her, and she pushed through the interior door with relief.


    The door led to a kitchen, where a handful of women in hairnets didn't even glance up from their preparations. Piper straightened up and strode through the small kitchen purposefully, toward yet another door, and slipped out. Now she was in a hallway. Ahead of her was the door for a women's washroom.


    Piper sighed with relief that she'd gotten in. It was a new achievement. She'd crashed parties before, but never a funeral. She entered the washroom, where the air conditioning was set to meat-cooler levels. She freshened up, splashed cold water on her face, checked under the stalls to see that she was alone, and began rehearsing what she would say to George's long-time editor, Robert Jones. The literary man had refused all interviews with the press following George's untimely death, so she couldn't be direct about what she wanted.


    “Mr. Jones, you've built up such an impressive career. I'm sure people ask you all the time to read their work, and I assure you that's not my intent.” And it wasn't. She just wanted to gain his trust so she could get an interview. She continued addressing the mirror sweetly. “I'd love to learn more about you, the man behind…”


    She winced at her reflection in the mirror. She looked as foolish as she felt. Why not try a bit of honesty? A variant on the truth?


    “Mr. Jones, I run a little pop culture blog. It's nothing serious. Totally harmless. Could I interview you sometime if I promise not to ask any hard-hitting questions? It would only take a few minutes…” She groaned and hunched over the washroom's elegant marble sinks. Her pitch was terrible. Even she, a complete nobody, would turn down a request from someone who described her blog as totally harmless. Nancy Dowd was going to be so disappointed in her. What a failure.


    The door to the washroom swung open. A rail-thin, middle-aged woman in black entered. She gave Piper a dirty look on her way to a bathroom stall. Piper took the scornful gaze without batting an eyelash. It wasn't the first time she'd gotten a dirty look from an older woman simply for existing in the world, and it wouldn't be the last. She'd inherited her mother's genes and would probably still look twenty-one when she was fifty-one, assuming she regularly visited the same dermatology clinic as her mother.


    Behind the washroom stall door, the woman snorted loudly. Piper had been to enough wild parties to recognize that sound. Either the skinny woman had a sinus problem or she was using drugs. From the stall came more snorting, then coughs that sounded like sobs. Was the woman perhaps crying? The stall went quiet.


    Piper studied her reflection again, tilting her face from left to right. Nancy Dowd had hired her for a reason. She had very little experience, but the one advantage she did have was the freshness of her face. Nobody at the funeral knew she was there undercover to get a story. What was stopping her from getting information out of Robert Jones? Not much. Maybe a blouse button or two. He was a man, after all, and Piper was twenty-one and pretty—pretty enough that the cops had mistaken her for a high-priced escort. She opened her purse and doubled the application of her makeup quickly.


    The woman in the stall flushed. Piper closed her purse and left the chilly washroom before the middle-aged woman could emerge and give her more dirty looks.


    Piper walked down the hallway. Absentmindedly retracing her steps, she stepped back into the kitchen again. The ladies in hairnets stayed focused on their chopping and slicing, but one person's head jerked up.


    It was Otis Plummer, the adorable, twenty-something young man who ran the Roadrunner Café. By the look of things, his restaurant crew was catering the funeral. Piper froze in her tracks while her mind overflowed with questions. Had the police questioned his father, the real estate agent? Had his mother mentioned that one of her crazy therapy patients was seeing someone in town who was also named Otis? Had Otis put two and two together and figured out Piper had lied about not being able to speak English?


    “It's you,” Otis said.


    She smiled mutely. What else could she do?


    “Fancy meeting you here,” he said, returning her smile with a grin. Was it a knowing grin, or a genuine one? She couldn't tell.


    She shrugged and batted her eyelashes.


    “How is your dog?” he asked. “Your dog.” He set down the spoon he'd been using to ladle something red, held his two hands up like paws, and barked. “Woof woof.”


    “Woof woof,” she answered, smiling and nodding. Teddy was having the time of his life with his new ghost buddy who stayed up all night.


    “Your dog's not here with you,” Otis said. “I saw you arrive in a taxi. No dog. Dog had to stay home.” He leaned over a large pot and pulled out an enormous soup bone. “Would your dog like this as a treat, or is it too big?” He held out the bone toward her. “For dog. Woof woof.”


    Piper felt conflicted. As much as she found Otis charming, with his wavy brown hair that begged to be tousled by her fingers, and his bright-blue eyes that made her feel like she was dipping into a cool mountain lake whenever he looked at her, she hadn't come here looking for a soggy dog bone. Sure, Teddy would love the treat from a stranger, but it would ruin the lining of her designer purse.


    Then again, there was Otis and his cool blue eyes, beseeching her to accept his gift.


    She unbuckled her purse and reluctantly held it open in front of her.


    Otis laughed. “You're so cute when you're squeamish.” He shook his head. “And you have no idea what I'm saying. I must seem crazy to you.” He waved the bone before twirling it like a baton. “Of course I don't expect you to take it like this. I'll wrap it up in some plastic, plus a layer of tinfoil. The inside of your purse won't get dirty at all. Just give me a minute.” He busied himself with wrapping up the soup bone.


    Piper checked the clock on the wall of the kitchen. Even if the memorial had started late, it would already be underway. She'd wasted time on a pep talk in the washroom, and now she was hanging out in the kitchen, pretending to not speak English, watching a young man wrap a dog bone with the care and attention one might give a Fabergé egg.


    Well, she told herself, you went to meet George Morrison exactly one week ago because you wanted to make your life more interesting, and you've certainly accomplished that. She smiled at Otis as he wrapped butcher's twine around the package.


    “I hope your dog will love this enough to put in a good word for me,” Otis said. “Maybe I could hang out with you two sometime. I'd love to have a dog of my own, but I'm too busy, between running the diner and the catering jobs. Is there a park where the two of you go to walk?” He scrunched his face, his bright-blue eyes dimming with frustration. “You can't understand a word I'm saying.” He frowned for a moment, the wrapped dog bone still in one hand. “I know!” He pulled out his phone, tapped at the screen, and handed it to her.


    He'd pulled up a map showing the dog parks that were scattered throughout the town of Copeland. “Woof woof,” he said softly.


    “Woof,” she said, nodding to show that she understood the gist of his words. She studied the map on the screen and zoomed in on her neighborhood. She pointed to the park where she typically walked Teddy twice a day. “Dog,” she said.


    He gently took the phone back, held up one finger imploring her to wait, and tapped at the screen some more.


    Piper waited, surprised at how comfortable she was pretending to not speak English. As she stood next to Otis in the busy kitchen, amidst a backdrop of chopping and stirring, she became aware of the crackle of electricity between their two bodies. The energy was similar to that of the ghostly George, but hot instead of cold. She'd never noticed this phenomenon before, probably because she'd never met anyone as cute as Otis.


    As the moment stretched out, the air grew even warmer. Her cheeks flushed hot. A strange thought occurred to her. Was Otis even real? He looked more solid than George, but there was all this crackling energy. Plus he seemed too good to be real.


    She reached out one tentative finger to touch Otis on the upper bicep. Flesh. Yes, he was solid. Not a ghost. She pulled her hand back casually and ran her fingers through her hair. Her scalp was radiating heat. His eyes flicked to her hand briefly, but he didn't let on if he'd noticed her light touch. She breathed deeply and focused on not spontaneously bursting into flames from embarrassment.


    “Here,” Otis said, showing her the screen again. “I want to ask you a question. One question.” He had the calendar pulled up, and he'd selected the next day. He'd also typed in a time: 5:00 p.m. And, just to make it abundantly clear what he was requesting, he'd added cartoon icons showing a boy, a girl, a dog, a tree, and flowers. Otis Carl Plummer wanted to meet her in the dog park by her house at five o'clock on Saturday, which was tomorrow.


    “No pressure,” Otis said. “But please say yes or I'll be devastated, because there's something so mysterious about you.” His blue eyes gleamed earnestly. “I'm so glad you don't speak English, because you wouldn't believe how corny I'm sounding right now. If you knew what I was saying, I'd be dead of embarrassment, flat on this floor, my tongue hanging out of my mouth.” He glanced around. “Actually, it would be convenient, since we're already in a funeral home. They could put me on a food trolley and wheel me straight into a coffin.”


    Piper couldn't help but giggle.


    His eyes widened. “I made you laugh? You understood what I said just now?” His cheeks reddened. He was getting warmer as well, and looked as though he might combust like a piñata full of Mexican fireworks.


    “No English,” she said with a head shake. She took out her own phone, pulled up the calendar, and added a cartoon boy to the Saturday night date.


    He grinned. “It's a date,” he said. “Here's your bone.”


    The women in hairnets, who'd been listening to the whole exchange, chortled amongst themselves.


    “Oh, boss,” one of them said. “You could teach my old man a thing or two about charm.”


    Piper tucked the bone in her purse, gave Otis a shy wave, and found the door leading back to the hallway. As the door swung shut, she could hear all the older women teasing their boss.


    “Here's your bone,” one of them said, laughing.


    Another lady sounded like she was crying. “It's a date! Here's your bone!”


    The laughter grew.


    Otis said, “If you gals have any dating advice, lay it on me.”


    “Oh, boss. You need to buy her flowers. Or chocolates. Not a soup bone.”


    He protested, “I was just working with what I had!”


    The women continued to tease him, and Otis continued to take it good-naturedly.


    Piper wanted to stay and listen, but she had a funeral to crash.


    





Chapter 7
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    Piper slipped into the funeral home's chapel and took a seat in the back row. Everyone had their heads bowed in prayer, so her entrance was as unobtrusive as that of the nightly appearances of her ghost. She scanned the room for the deceased author, but saw no sign of him. The casket was closed. Daylight had to be keeping the ghost away, because otherwise there was no way George Morrison would miss his own funeral!


    Around her, everyone murmured Amen.


    The crowd gathered there today was largely white and old—George's friends and business associates, plus a few relatives. There were no children present to draw curious gazes from people looking to spot illegitimate heirs. The seating was imbalanced, crowded at the back. Because George had never married or had children, and his parents were both deceased, the front rows for family members were sparsely filled.


    While Piper was studying the family section, a thin woman in black slipped into the chapel and took a seat in the front row. It was the woman from the washroom. She was near George's age, and upon further consideration, looked like she could be closely related. She had the same nose and jawline as George, though it was hard to tell because she was so thin, as narrow as George had been wide.


    Meanwhile, on stage, a new person approached the podium. It was the man she'd come there to interview, George's long-time book editor, Robert Jones.


    Robert Jones looked like a man unaccustomed to crowds, public speaking, haircuts, and possibly daylight. He leaned over the microphone, his gaze flitting around the pews as though searching for a big sombrero to crawl into like a makeshift cave. He brushed his shaggy black hair from his eyes, plastering it horizontally along his forehead, where it stayed. He touched his lips to the microphone and cleared his throat. The burbling sound caused everyone on the pews to lean back reflexively.


    “Sorry,” he spoke into the microphone spittily. “It's been a while.”


    A while since what? Piper wondered. A while since he'd had a shower? Gone out in public? Been touched by the rays of the sun?


    After a few more throat clearings, he began. “George Morrison wasn't just the greatest writer of his generation.” Robert Jones paused dramatically, and the chapel seemed to hold its breath. “He was also my dear friend.”


    The crowd that had gathered—about two hundred people—let out a collective sigh of relief. This was, more or less, the speech they'd expected.


    Robert said, “George Morrison was a strong believer in the power of literature. He held a vision that one day the world would be united, not through politics or climate change or war, but by something more powerful and lasting. The legacy of an imagined Utopian future. In private, he and I would discuss the possibility of brighter days for humanity.”


    People shifted restlessly on their seats. Maybe this wasn't the speech they'd expected after all.


    Robert was speaking with more confidence, shifting his posture upright. He was taller than he'd first appeared—six foot two or so. He swept one hand swirling up through his shaggy black hair, forming a spike reminiscent of a punk-rock mohawk. The hair stayed raised. “If I had a dollar for every time ol' George told me about his plans for world domination, I'd have enough cash to buy you all a round of drinks, and not the cheap stuff.” He smacked his lips noisily. “Speaking of drinks, did our buddy George spring for an open bar at this thing, or what?” He looked pointedly at the funeral home staff. “Anyone? Anyone? Bueller?” He addressed a worried-looking attendant with a snap of the fingers. “Vodka on the rocks, please. Make it a double and don't bruise the booze.”


    Everyone waited in uncomfortable silence as the attendant ran out of the chapel and returned a few minutes later with a drink in a tumbler. Robert Jones tossed it back in four noisy gulps, the sound magnified by the microphone.


    He set down the glass and hunkered over the podium like a black bear in possession of a prized salmon. He slurred and hiccupped his words. “Folksssss, can I be perfectly hon-hon-honest for a minute?” The double vodka he'd imbibed seconds earlier had not been his first drink of the day. “It's just us friendssssss here tonight. This morning? Is it morning?” He shrugged with his whole body. “Whatever. It's just us friends here. No press. Damn vultures, the press, squawking around trying to pick the bones of old George's carcass. And what a juicy carcass, am I right? That man was fat! I told him, 'George, get your damn stomach stapled. You'll have a heart attack long before you see your plans come to life.' But he didn't listen to me.”


    People in the pews shifted uncomfortably. Robert Jones held up both hands in a defensive gesture, as though he was prepared to use kung fu on anyone who tried to yank him off the stage. But nobody was coming for him. Though some people were undoubtedly miffed, curiosity reigned. They wanted to see where this drunken speech might go.


    Robert used his fingers to toss back ice from his glass and crunched it noisily. “You know, all his best ideas were my ideas. All of them. You know how in book two, the Scepter of Rose Petals is stolen from the Earth Fairies? That was my idea. Mine. George wanted to throw the scepter in a volcano and wrap up that plot thread, because he didn't know what to do with it.” Robert snorted. “All that power,” he intoned gravely. “All that power, and he was afraid to wield it. And that's why the greatest plot twist George Morrison ever managed was his own death. He died as a sacrifice. He died… so that the greatest story ever conceived could be told in the way it deserves.” He held up his empty glass in a toast. “To George's sacrifice!”


    The sound of an orchestra flooded the chapel. The big speakers hanging in the room's upper corners pulsed visibly with sound waves. On the stage, Robert Jones continued his drunken rambling, but his microphone had been shut off. The sound of Tomaso Albinoni's Adagio in D Minor drowned his words.


    Two attendants forcibly “helped” Robert Jones off the stage. They escorted him out of the chapel and, by the sound of the diminishing shouts in the adjoining atrium, right out of the building.


    The classical music faded away, and someone new took center stage, tapping the microphone to check that it was back on. It was the skinny, dark-haired woman who'd scowled at Piper in the washroom. Under the bright lights, she looked like a shrunken version of George, in a dress and a wig.


    “On behalf of the Morrison family, I apologize for that,” the thin woman said. “Mr. Jones is understandably distraught over the loss of his friend. I ask you to please forgive him his outburst and forget his words while remembering only the passion. We are all dealing with this tragedy as best we can.” She looked pointedly at the pastor, who appeared frozen in shock. “And now I'll turn the microphone over to Pastor Dan for another prayer.” She nodded curtly. “Thank you all.”


    Pastor Dan walked stiffly to the microphone. With a scratchy voice, he began a well-rehearsed speech about life and death and interconnectivity.


    While he spoke, Piper hazarded a glance sideways at the only other person seated on the back pew. It was another Asian woman, with radiant skin like Piper's mother's. The woman was staring at Piper and smiling as though she'd been waiting to make eye contact, waiting to make friends. She slid toward Piper on the wood bench and whispered, “Quite the spectacle, don't you think?”


    Piper answered honestly, also whispering. “I didn't know what to expect.” She gestured with her chin toward the dark-haired woman who'd spoken on behalf of the family. “Who's that lady?”


    “George's sister, Sammy.”


    Piper's mouth dropped open in genuine surprise. She considered herself a knowledgeable fan of George Morrison, but this was news to her. “He has a sister? I mean, had a sister?” If George had a sister, why wasn't he haunting her?


    “He called her Sammy, but her name's actually Simone. He mentioned his dearest Sammy in his first book's dedication, but hasn't thanked her since. Most fans assumed it was an old girlfriend, or even a male schoolmate.”


    Piper whispered, “I had no idea.” She shook her head. “You think you know someone, but you don't.”


    The other woman smiled like a cat with a mouth full of parakeet. “There are two George Morrisons, and the world barely knew one of them.” She pursed her lips and looked Piper up and down. “And who might you be?”


    “Just a friend.” As she said it, Piper regretted tarting up her makeup in the washroom. Her look was way too conspicuous for a funeral.


    The woman gave her a naughty look. “Sure, honey. Just a friend. Me, too.”


    Some heads in the rows in front were turning, noticing their whispered conversation. Both Piper and the woman went quiet and lifted their chins as they focused on the pastor on stage.


    The service was going smoothly, and there'd been no more booze-fueled drama since the editor's removal.


    Pastor Dan introduced Simone Morrison, George's sister.


    Simone returned to the stage and narrated a prepared speech about George's childhood growing up in Copeland, Arizona. She described a family trip to the Grand Canyon, and young George being too chubby to ride a pony with the other kids. According to his sister, George stayed in his cabin pouting rather than having to ride on the big horse behind the tour guide. When the Morrison family returned after a dusty day of sightseeing, George had written his first short story. In the tale, a heroic young man named Geoff had to rescue his bumbling family of nincompoops from a flash flood in a canyon. The fictional sister was so jealous of brother Geoff that she ran off in a huff, slipped on some loose rocks, fell into the canyon, and impaled herself on a sharp-needled cactus.


    The crowd in the funeral home's chapel, which had been chuckling throughout the story, went quiet. They didn't know how to react. A few people whispered to seatmates in private discussion.


    The tale had a special resonance for Piper, as it would to anyone who'd been a fan of George's published books. Death by cactus was the fate suffered by a particularly nasty and conniving female character in House of Hallows. Was the character of Simaude also based on Simone Morrison? Simaude the Fraud was always going around claiming credit for things she didn't do. She was a fallen aristocrat who'd become a spy, and she was always hiding in dark corridors or listening outside of windows, gathering secrets and selling them to the highest bidder. Her very thin frame was all the better for hiding in dark crevices where no one would think to search. In the fourth book of the series, she'd fallen to her death upon a cactus. Or so readers thought. Simaude the Fraud reappeared in the fifth book, horribly scarred and more wicked and bitter than ever.


    Simone Morrison nodded at the commotion she'd caused, and lifted her chin higher. She walked over to the closed casket and rapped on the lid with her knuckles. “Who's laughing now, George? You wrote and rewrote my death dozens of times, and you still couldn't get it right, but look who gets the last word!”


    There was a chorus of feet shuffling and bodies shifting on the pews as two hundred people looked at each other and made faces. Should someone do something?


    Piper could barely keep breathing. George wrote some tense scenarios in his books, but this was real life, and it was shocking.


    Simone said, “I guess this is goodbye.” She was talking to George, but she spoke into the microphone.


    She kept circling the casket, like she was planning something. She clicked the casket's latches. All eyes were on Simone as she lifted up the edge of the casket lid, ever so slowly. She stopped once the crack had reached five inches. She leaned over and said something the microphone didn't pick up. Abruptly, the lid slammed shut with a thunderous crack.


    People in the pews shrieked. A woman moaned, threatening to faint, but didn't.


    Simone nodded her head as though exhausted, dropped the microphone, and left the chapel.


    Pastor Dan picked up the microphone, cleared his throat, and went straight into another prayer. When he reached the end, he had to repeat the Amen to get the stunned audience to say it with him.


    One hour and ten minutes after the service had begun, Pastor Dan wrapped it up with a short and sweet story about forgiveness, and invited everyone to the adjoining family room for casual refreshments.


    Piper got to her feet and followed the crowd. She'd grown hungry over the last hour of drama, and looked forward to sampling the buffet prepared by Otis's staff. She would need to keep an eye out for him so he didn't catch her speaking English. She chuckled inwardly at the complicated mess her life had become.


    A tiny woman in purple with a matching flowered hat approached. “That was quite the service,” she said to Piper.


    “It certainly was. Thank goodness for George's sister. She really saved the day.”


    The woman, who must have been two inches shorter than petite Piper, glanced around before saying, in a conspiratorial tone, “That Simone certainly got herself cleaned up just in time.” She tapped the side of her nose. “Rehab, I hear, for the nose candy. Isn't that what you kids are calling it?”


    “Um, sure.”


    The tiny octogenarian looked pleased. “My great nephew Georgie has sent his sister a lot of money over the years, and I bet you my good Sunday hat it's all gone up her nose.”


    “Simone is a drug addict?”


    The woman giggled. “Sweetheart, only poor people are addicts. Simone just has a little problem.” She made air quotes around the words “little problem.”


    “I had no idea,” Piper said. In an equally conspiratorial tone, she added, “Honestly, until today, I didn't even realize George had a sister.”


    “She hunts elephants,” the woman said, nodding so vigorously her purple hat threatened to tip off. “Fancies herself a female Hemingway or something like that. But with more cocaine and less writing.”


    “And you're their great aunt? You must have a lot of great stories about George growing up.”


    “Yes, I do.” She waved at someone in the crowd. “I have to go see some people, but it was lovely chatting with you.”


    The woman shook Piper's hand before heading off in the adjoining family room, where the food awaited.


    Piper started to follow her, but the tiny woman was fast and disappeared in the crowd. When Piper did reach the entrance to the family room, her heart sank. Standing in the doorway was the burly security guy. He was checking invitations again, this time cross-referencing a list on a clipboard. The only entrance to the room was a single doorway, so Piper wouldn't be slipping in unnoticed this time. She hung back in the atrium, pretending to check something on her phone while she kept a hopeful watch for Robert Jones. If he hadn't gone far, perhaps she could catch him here in the atrium and then somehow convince him to spend a few minutes alone with her.


    Alas, Robert Jones seemed to be long gone. Was there anyone else worth talking to? The sister, Simone, was a juicy prospect. Was she really a recovering addict who spent George's money on drugs and exotic safaris? What would it take to get her to open up about her story?


    If Nancy Dowd were there, she'd get the scoop. Rumor had it Nancy used a variety of disguises to get near her targets. She'd gain their trust and then shock them when she revealed her true identity. Most people were so caught off guard, not to mention starstruck, that they babbled like brooks in the spring run-off.


    But Piper was no Nancy Dowd, and she had no disguise. And being neither old nor Caucasian, she stood out in the crowd.


    With each passing minute, more people seemed to be noticing Piper's presence in the atrium. The big security guy in the suit crooked his finger and beckoned her to come over his way. Once more, she regretted turning the invitation into confetti.


    Just then, a woman called out to the security guard, “She's with me, silly.” It was the woman who'd been seated in the back row with Piper. The one who looked Chinese. She grabbed Piper's hand possessively. “This is my daughter. Stop looking at her like that, you naughty boy. I can feel you undressing her with your eyes. You ought to be ashamed of yourself! She's barely fifteen.”


    The man's eyes bulged, and he turned away guiltily.


    The woman winked at Piper, clutched her hand even tighter, and dragged her toward the funeral home's family room. “Come on, daughter.”


    





Chapter 8
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    The woman didn't let go of Piper's arm until they'd entered the family room, where people were browsing the buffet tables and arranging themselves around folding tables draped with white linens. The security guard bought the story of them being related and hadn't pressed for ID. Up close, Piper was certain the woman was Chinese in origin, and she spoke like second or third generation. Piper was second-generation Taiwanese American, but ethnically she was more Chinese than anything, having descended from ancestors who emigrated to Taiwan during the Cultural Revolution.


    The woman said, “You can call me Pan, by the way.”


    “Pan?” It was an unusual name.


    “It's short for Pandora.”


    Piper gave the older woman a mock-surprised look. “Shouldn't I call you Mom?” She was joking. The security guard was well out of hearing range now. “Or Mother?”


    The woman shuddered theatrically. “Ugh, I feel so ancient just thinking about it. How old are you, kid?”


    “Twenty-one, but I'm sure the security beefcake believed I'm fifteen.”


    “You're lucky to have a baby face.”


    “Sure, but it's embarrassing. I still get carded at the theater for R-rated movies.” Piper glanced back at the doorway they'd just come through. “Thanks for covering for me. I had an official invitation, but I didn't plan on coming, so I threw the card in the trash like a dummy.”


    “I'm glad you changed your mind, sweetie.” Pandora gave her a look that simulated motherly concern. “Just play along and say that you're my daughter.”


    “You want me to keep up the lie?”


    The woman scrutinized her. “You're sneaky, but you're no liar. How about you just keep your mouth shut?”


    “Sure.” Piper could do that. In fact, it would be for the best that she not talk, since Otis was ever present, darting in and out of the kitchen, sneaking shy glances her way between trips. They'd already made eye contact twice.


    The funeral home's family room was three times the size of the chapel and filled with institutional folding tables set for six people each. The decor was neutral, with a sandy hue on the walls, soft gray carpet, and an abundance of silk ficus trees. They could have been at anyone's funeral, for there were no signs or displays about George, other than one discarded, dog-eared House of Hallows paperback on a window ledge. Even that might have been a coincidence, left by someone attending an event the previous day. There were millions of copies of the books in circulation, so George Morrison paperbacks popped up anywhere James Patterson or John Grisham books might appear.


    The two raven-haired women mingled with the mostly gray-haired crowd, which had dwindled down to fewer than a hundred people. Pandora handled all the introductions, never once saying Piper's fake name, referring to her only as “my adorably shy fifteen-year-old clone.”


    The people they met, who ranged from low-level publishing house employees to shirt-tail relatives of the Morrisons, were dutifully amused, adding their own jokes about young Piper being a “mini me.”


    An older gentleman in a cravat asked Pandora with a formal flair, “And how might you two be acquainted with my former pupil?”


    “I'm Pandora Lee, the president of George Morrison's online fan club. For his biggest, most dedicated fans.”


    His hoary white eyebrows raised. “Is that on the internet? I certainly hope so. I'd be frightened to be in a room with those people.”


    Pandora's face twitched with annoyance. “Some of the nicest people I've ever met are readers.”


    “Sure, sure,” he said. “But the word fan was always a pejorative. It means fanatic, dear.”


    “What's wrong with being a fanatic?”


    “Ahh…” His voice dropped down into vocal fry as he stared at her blankly.


    Piper smiled politely, though she was jumping for joy on the inside. Nancy Dowd had sent her to the funeral with the editor Robert Jones as her top prospect, but she'd mentioned George's fan club president as a secondary option. Piper had gotten lucky, with Pandora practically falling right into her lap.


    Now Pandora was browbeating this unsuspecting retired teacher, telling him all about the fan website and how it was a safe space for people to be whoever or whatever they wanted to be.


    Piper was familiar with the website and its messageboards, but she didn't have much appetite for arguing with people on the internet over their wrongheadedness. She wondered how people could be smart enough to read and understand the doorstopper-sized books yet still get such far-fetched ideas about the characters. And the 'shippers! They were obsessed with romantic relationships, always 'shipping their favorite pairings into couples, even when they were from different timelines. Some of them started online petitions demanding their needs be heard, most of which were preposterous. George Morrison would have to bring in a time-travel element to satisfy those people.


    Now Piper listened to Pandora rant and rave, mentally taking notes for her report to Nancy Dowd.


    Pandora and her daughter, Coco, had started off as superfans, posting on Goodreads and book blogs about their love of the series. They'd toiled away promoting the author for nothing, as his unofficial self-appointed Street Team. They made sure his book signings were well attended and even badgered The New York Times into reviewing the books, even though it wasn't the sort of thing they usually covered.


    As the series took off in popularity, the unofficial Street Team became indispensable to the franchise. They were upgraded to the Official Street Team. For the past two years, the mother–daughter social media team had been on a monthly retainer to keep doing what they were best at, providing valuable street-level marketing support for the author's hit series. They even moved to the author's birthplace, where the cost of living was low and they could work at online promotion full time.


    “You wouldn't think the series needed that kind of help,” Pandora said to the man with the feathery white eyebrows.


    “Of course not,” he said, slowly backing away but unable to escape the conversation.


    Pandora said, “And you'd be right, because the books sell themselves. But we did it for George, to keep his spirits lifted. You'd be surprised how lonely writing can be.” She held one pretty, manicured hand over her heart dramatically. “My heart breaks, knowing how much he suffered to give his gift to the world.”


    The old man nodded. “Sometimes we suffer.”


    “If only he'd had an heir,” Pandora said. “Even if the child inherited only half of his gifts, it would have been a better writer than most.”


    “Such a shame,” the man agreed. He took another step back, muttered that it had been lovely to meet her, and made his escape.


    Pandora sniffed and turned her back to Piper. Was she crying?


    Piper put a hand on the woman's shoulder. “Are you okay?”


    Pandora sniffed again, wiped at her face, and turned around looking composed again. “The world lost a great man.”


    “It sounds like you knew George well.”


    In the silence that followed, Piper fought an internal battle with her conscience. Right about now would be the perfect time to pry into Pandora with a few careful questions. The woman practically had a Ph.D. in George Morrisonology. Surely she had some inside information that might be of interest to… To whom? The general public? This was where the dilemma got sticky. What right did the public have to the man's private life? Or even to what was inside Pandora Lee's heart and mind? She was a real person, someone's daughter, someone's mother. She was not a fictional character who could be flayed alive and laid bare for the world's entertainment.


    Piper's insides twisted into knots. How did Nancy Dowd do what she did?


    She broke the silence. “I'm sorry for your loss,” Piper said, and she meant it.


    “He was a wonderful man,” Pandora said, a dreamy look on her face. “You know, he used to talk to me about the future all the time.”


    Here was the opening. Piper took it reluctantly. “When you say the future, do you mean self-driving cars, or his plans for the end of the series?” She chuckled lamely at her attempt at a joke.


    Pandora smirked. “He told me a few things.”


    Piper's fan side woke up. Never mind the interview; she wanted to know for herself. Who was the rightful heir to the Scepter of Rose Petals? The one who would rule all the kingdoms, from the Earth Fairies to the Sky Singers? So many great characters were in the running, at least seven, and everyone had their favorites. So, who would it be?


    It was the question everyone talking about George was asking. In fact, folks seemed far more interested in the planned ending for his books than how George had died. As far as his demise went, the ruling theory was that he'd suffered either a heart attack or stroke and fallen down the stairs. Nobody but Piper, outside of the Copeland Police Department, presumably, seemed to know about him being struck on the back of the head. Even Piper was starting to wonder if she'd imagined everything about the ghost.


    In the bright light of day, the whole haunting business seemed like a strange, feverish nightmare. Was Dr. Vicki Walsh right about Piper cracking under the strain of being alone following a trauma? The only evidence Piper had that George was real had been a single confirmation. On Halloween, there'd been the goth boy who had seen George dressed as the Cowardly Lion. But it could have been a throwaway sarcastic comment from the teen. Or maybe she'd imagined hearing what she did as the kid walked away with his buddies. If she was having visual hallucinations, why not audible ones, too?


    Pandora must have noticed Piper's anxieties manifest on her face. “Don't worry,” Pandora said. “I won't spoil it for you.”


    Piper blinked and refocused. Despite the emotional turmoil, her curiosity was fully piqued. “You know the ending? You know who stops the four seas from swallowing the land? Who takes the Scepter of Rose Petals?”


    Pandora was still smirking. “I know who doesn't take it.”


    They'd reached the buffet table and lined up for food. Pandora kept ducking her head and scanning around them. She didn't want to say more while other people were within earshot. Piper grabbed a paper plate and loaded up on bite-sized food indiscriminately.


    They shuffled along, finishing by selecting Nanaimo bars, luscious chocolate squares filled with a yellow cream custard.


    “Love these squares,” the fan club president said. “George's childhood home was on Nanaimo Street.”


    “I knew that.”


    Pandora sniffed. “No, you didn't. It was top secret. He only told his closest friends.”


    “Right,” Piper agreed. “I must have heard it on the news and thought I knew it.”


    As they walked away from the buffet, Piper leaned in and asked, “Back to what you were saying. When you said you know who doesn't take the Scepter, does that mean you know who does?”


    “It's obvious, if you know where to look.”


    Piper groaned. Talking to this woman was as infuriating as posting on the fan forums. “You don't know anything. You're just like all the other superfans posting their crazy theories on messageboards. You're not an insider.”


    Pandora took the bait. “Oh yeah? Then how do I know that Roxanna is the secret daughter of Harmony, who was enchanted to forget the pregnancy after the baby was stolen by the Desert Barbarians?”


    Piper's heart skipped a beat. That wasn't a theory she'd read online, but the timeline certainly tracked. What a twist! It seemed this woman did have insider knowledge after all.


    They shifted away from the crowd and took two seats at an unoccupied table.


    Piper could barely control her curiosity. With a trembling hand, she jabbed her fork into a long, green grape. She stayed quiet and raised her eyebrows at Pan, imploring her to continue.


    Pandora frowned at her food. “These strawberries are bland. Are the grapes any better?”


    Piper transferred her remaining green grapes to the older woman's plate. “Here. I'll trade you. One grape for each name. Tell me who doesn't take the Scepter.”


    Pandora sampled the green grapes and nodded with satisfaction. “We're going to need more grapes, but be patient and I'll tell you.” She flicked her dark-brown eyes down to her plate. “You'd think they'd spring for something nicer than paper plates and plastic forks. God knows his estate could afford it.”


    Piper was literally on the edge of her seat, waiting to hear about George's big plan for House of Hallows. “You were saying, about the ending?”


    Pandora blinked at her. “Sweetie, I'm just teasing you. I can't tell you that. It was told to me in confidence.”


    She pushed her chair back. “Bathroom break. You can stay and watch the plates.” She stood and patted Piper on the head. “You're being very brave, sweetheart,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.


    Piper didn't want to sit and watch the plates, pretending to be this woman's daughter, but she did want a good interview. She stayed, and listened in on the conversation happening at the next table, between a married couple.


    The woman asked her husband, “What do you think that horrible Robert Jones meant about George making a sacrifice?”


    The man said, “I'll tell you, but first tell me what you think he meant.”


    She replied, “Robert Jones wants to take over the series.”


    “Two points for Captain Obvious.”


    The woman sniffed. “Sometimes what's obvious is also true.”


    “You think Robert Jones could handle the series on his own? The man can't get through five minutes of a eulogy without disgracing himself.”


    His wife replied with a casual, knowing air, “He would stay on as editor while the estate recruits another writer to take over. People online are saying someone like Brandon Sanderson, who did such a great job taking over the Wheel of Time series. And he's such an eager little go-getter!”


    “That was different,” the husband said. “Robert Jordan knew he was ill, and he had time to prepare notes, to pass along the torch.”


    “George must have made notes somewhere.”


    “Only in his head,” the man said. “It was probably his insurance policy. Like how I never divulge to you my mandarin chicken recipe!”


    The woman smacked him gently on the shoulder. “You naughty boy.”


    He answered gravely, “I'm half serious. He always was a bit paranoid, even when we were in college. He kept his notebooks in a safe in our dorm room. I tried every combination I could think of, and I never could get in. If he was brave enough to write down his notes for House of Hallows, you can bet they'll never be found.”


    The couple stopped talking when Pandora passed by them on the way back to the table.


    Something must have happened in the washroom, because she was giving Piper a very suspicious look.


    “Is everything okay?” Piper asked.


    Piper took a seat and pulled her chair up close to Piper. She rested one cool hand on Piper's knee and said, evenly, “I know who you are, Piper Chen. I just saw that video of you, talking nonsense about seeing ghosts.”


    “That old thing? I was in shock,” Piper said. “That was just me joking around. I swear I'm feeling much better now. Totally sane.”


    “Does a sane person crash a funeral?”


    Piper smiled feebly and tried to look innocent. “Does a sane person ask a stranger to pretend to be her daughter? Why isn't Coco here today?”


    “She was too upset,” Pandora said. “Not that it's any of your business.”


    “How close was she to George?”


    “They never met,” Pandora said icily. “Coco has plenty of boys her own age to choose from. She has no interest in an old man.”


    “Still, it seems odd that she didn't come today, if she's such a big fan.”


    The woman's hand, which had been on Piper's knee, whipped up and latched onto Piper's forearm like a claw. She leaned closer and spoke in a hushed yet forceful tone, directly into Piper's ear. “Pretty young thing, I'm onto you. You're not just a fan. You're a fanatic. You're the one who broke into my house.”


    “Someone broke into your house? It wasn't me.”


    Pandora's eyes narrowed. “I don't know what you were up to, but I'm guessing it was my robot vacuum cleaner that scared you out of there. It's programmed to come on when I'm out.” She was so close, Piper could smell her sickly-sweet perfume, a cloying vanilla scent. “Scared you off real good, didn't it? Better than a dog.”


    Piper snorted. Robot vacuum cleaners were great, but there was no way one could guard a house better than a dog.


    Pandora said, “Fine, don't talk. But I've got my eye on you, and I've had security cameras installed at my house. Enjoy your freedom while you can.”


    Piper yanked her arm away and jumped up, toppling her chair. The clatter attracted the attention of everyone in the room. Even Pastor Dan was staring in their direction, a look of terror on his face. Hadn't the poor man endured enough drama for one funeral?


    Pandora stood and gave the onlookers a guilty wave. “Sorry, everyone. My daughter is emotional today, but we're okay.” She moved her body to shield Piper from the crowd.


    Pastor Dan raised his hand and said, “Please let me know if I can be of any comfort, ma'am.”


    “Thanks, Pastor!”


    Pandora waited silently until everyone went back to their paper plates of food and discussions of books and death.


    She turned to Piper and growled, “You have thirty seconds to walk out of here quietly, or I'll call security and have you charged.”


    Piper got a visceral memory of being thrown to the floor by police at the Morrison house. She didn't want a repeat of that, so she immediately headed for the door.


    She was outside in twenty-five seconds.


    As she pulled out her phone to call for a ride, a man in a black suit with a white collar exited the funeral home as well. It was Pastor Dan. He froze when he saw Piper and patted his pockets awkwardly, swaying in place.


    “Go ahead,” Piper said. “You can have a smoke. I won't tell anyone.”


    Pastor Dan let out a sigh of relief and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, offering Piper one, which she refused, before lighting his own.


    “Terrible habit,” he said, letting out a gray puff of smoke. “I limit myself to two per day, and usually in private, but that funeral was cray-cray.”


    Piper giggled. It always made her laugh when pastors or teachers used dated urban lingo when talking to younger people.


    “It was cray-cray,” she agreed.


    He took another long drag. “It's a shame I'll be out of town when they do the spreading of the ashes. It's going to be quite the event.”


    “George was cremated? But there was a coffin back there. And his sister was talking to his body, wasn't she?”


    “He'll be getting cremated later tonight. And then…” Pastor Dan used his free hand to give the impression of something floating up into the heavens.


    “The soul goes to heaven after cremation?”


    Pastor Dan gave her an eager smile. “That depends on what you believe. Where do you think Mr. Morrison's soul is right now?”


    The funny thing was, Piper had given it some thought. When George wasn't around for her to see, surely he didn't just cease to exist.


    “George would be somewhere that's dark right now,” she said. “If you were to tunnel straight through Earth from here in Arizona, you'd pop out in the middle of the Indian Ocean. The closest country is Madagascar. So, all things considered, I'd have to guess that right this minute, he's in Madagascar.”


    Pastor Dan let out a big belly laugh. “From the mouths of babes,” he said. “Madagascar!”


    Piper raised her eyebrows. “Kids say the darnedest things,” she said flatly.


    The doors behind them opened noisily. Pastor Dan dropped his cigarette guiltily and covered it with his foot.


    It was the big security guard. He looked at Piper and asked, gruffly, “Everything okay out here?”


    “I was just leaving,” Piper said, and she beat a hasty retreat.
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    12:35 p.m.


    Winnie's Car, Halfway to Joeville, Arizona


    “You went to George Morrison's funeral, and you didn't think to invite me?” Winnie took her eyes off the road to give her best friend a searing look.


    Avoiding eye contact, Piper leaned over and fiddled with the stereo controls. They were in Winnie's silver Lexus, driving through the desert. They hadn't discussed a destination, but it was assumed they'd drive to the next town, Joeville, and visit Loco Loft, which served messy, disaster-themed sundaes. The two-floor café was their venue of choice for celebrating milestones, discussing major life choices, and ending diets.


    Winnie made a tsk-tsk sound as she returned her attention to the desert highway. “We had an agreement, remember? If you're going crazy, you're supposed to take me with you.”


    “I promise I'll bring you with me on my next undercover assignment from Nancy Dowd.”


    “Who? What?”


    Right. Piper hadn't seen Winnie since the house party, a week ago. They'd barely spoken until thirty minutes earlier, when Piper had phoned Winnie from a gas station down the street from the funeral home. She'd been shaken by the sight of the security guard, and had basically sprinted away from the funeral home until she was safely out of range. After that, she'd felt too sweaty and vulnerable for a taxi. Plus she needed to talk to someone who cared, someone who wasn't a mute ghost or a Boston Terrier. Winnie had been a doll, willing to take the Friday afternoon off from her job working at a nonprofit agency that promoted music classes in schools. “I have plenty of vacation days banked,” she'd said. Of course she did. Winnie was so passionate about her work that her boss had to force her to take time off.


    While they drove past rocky mesa formations and cacti, Piper caught up her best friend on the last seven days' events. The biggest news: Since his death, George Morrison had been showing up inside Piper's house at sunset every day, mutely moping, spending most of his time watching television in the den.


    Piper expected Winnie to put up a fuss over the idea of ghosts being real, but all she said was, “I want to meet him. Even if I can't see him, I still want to be there and say hello.”


    “I'll try to introduce you to George later tonight,” Piper promised. If the goth teen had seen him, maybe Winnie could too.


    They drove as Piper continued her story, relating how she'd met adorable restaurant owner Otis two times so far, yet he still believed she couldn't speak English. Winnie found that so hilarious she forgot to be judgmental. Piper's first meeting with Otis had been on Sunday, the same day she'd encountered celebrity crime reporter Nancy Dowd, who she described as “horrible and pushy, but also an impressive role model.” Piper relayed the strange manner in which she'd gotten the assignment to crash the funeral and interview George's editor.


    “The elusive Robert Jones,” Winnie said. “That guy doesn't talk to anyone. Ever. Even when the publishing house forces him to do promo stuff, he doesn't exactly cooperate. I went to a comic convention where he was on a panel, and he wouldn't give answers longer than three words.”


    Piper giggled. “You went to a comic convention? Are you secretly a cosplayer?” Piper sat up straight in the passenger seat, energized by the change in topic. “Is that why you have a suspiciously high-quality Ling the Warrior Princess costume?”


    “Oh, no!” Winnie cried in mock horror. “Now you know my secret. I'm a giant nerd. It's a good thing I always carry a shovel in the trunk of my car, because I'll have to kill you and bury you here in the desert.”


    “It's not a big deal, Winnie. Lots of people go to comic conventions now. Geek culture is a valid form of culture. You should bring me with you next time.”


    Winnie snuck her a quick frown. “Stop trying to change the subject. What did Robert Jones say?”


    “Way too much, and yet nothing at all.” Piper went on to explain how she hadn't talked to him one on one, but he'd been drunk and rambling during an aborted eulogy speech. Robert Jones had painted George Morrison as a man with a hero complex, a man who genuinely believed a set of books could change the world.


    After a moment of silence, zooming down the straight desert road, Winnie said, “Dianetics.”


    “Hmm. You think George was creating his own religion, like L. Ron Hubbard did? What's it called… Scientology?”


    Winnie said, “There is a spiritual component to the Hallows books, especially the last one.”


    “I thought you quit reading the series in protest of him killing your favorite character.”


    Winnie made a grumpy noise. “I kept going, but I swear I was only hate-reading, so I could make fun of it.”


    “You still kept reading,” Piper said.


    Winnie made another grumpy noise. “Back to the funeral. Why'd you sound so upset on the phone?”


    “Robert Jones getting hauled off the stage wasn't the weirdest thing that happened today.” She reached into her purse for gum to help with the sour taste in her mouth. She took two sticks of sugarless peppermint while Winnie accepted one and waved for her to spill the beans.


    “This woman who runs the fan website figured out I didn't have an invitation with me, so she hauled me into the after-service tea with her, and started introducing me as her daughter. I guess the two of them run the online fan club.”


    “Pandora and Coco Lee,” Winnie said with confidence. “The mother–daughter team.”


    “Do I look like Coco? I heard she's only fifteen.”


    Winnie squinted at Piper and wrinkled her nose. “I probably look more like Coco than you do, but people would buy it, especially if they don't know a lot of us.” She flicked her dark hair back and returned her attention to the dusty road. “What was Pandora like? She's a total psycho online. She tried to troll me into taking down my hilarious reviews.”


    “She's a psycho all right.” Piper rubbed her arm where the older woman had latched on, and described how Pandora had accused Piper of being up to something. “She said I broke into her house, and that I look sneaky.”


    Winnie guffawed. “You did sneak into the funeral.”


    “True, but it was more than that. At first, she acted catty, like I was having… an intimate relationship with George.”


    Winnie snickered. “He is spending all his nights with you. That's pretty intimate.”


    “Gross.”


    “How about Teddy? Is your little man jealous of your new ghost man?”


    “Not at all. Teddy loves hanging out with him. We're a happy little family.”


    “Like a Norman Rockwell painting.”


    Piper shrugged. They drove past a billboard for Loco Loft, the quaint café that was their destination. Would she get her favorite dessert, or try something new? Her mouth watered around her peppermint gum. It was a relief to think about something other than George Morrison, and how she hadn't gotten anything worthy of reporting back to Nancy Dowd.


    For the next few hours, Piper relaxed back into her normal self. They didn't go to the café right away, because it wouldn't be open until three o'clock. The two girls visited the town's new designer outlet mall, which had cobblestone outdoor streets. The mall had been made to look like a quaint European village, albeit one with brand-name stores that seemed magically larger inside than they appeared from the exterior.


    After doing some serious credit card damage, they charged into Loco Loft famished and ready to indulge in disaster-themed desserts.


    Winnie ordered the Titanic, a sundae made with vanilla ice cream, marshmallow icebergs, and a capsizing luxury liner made of gingerbread with colored icing and candies.


    After serious consideration, Piper ordered her usual. The Mount Vesuvius was a molten chocolate dessert in a pool of raspberry syrup flecked with spearmint trees. Streaming out from the center were gummy bears, representing fleeing Pompeii villagers. The dish came topped with mandarin and blood-orange sorbet to represent fire. The citrus flavor perfectly cut through the sweetness.


    When they were done, Winnie patted her stomach. “And thus concludes my diet. Time for more clothing layers. Bring on sweater weather.”


    “I will never eat again,” Piper said.


    “Feel better?” Winnie gave Piper's hand an affectionate pat. “I'm sorry that psycho lady was mean to you today. And that the big, mean security guard looked at you funny.”


    Piper gave her friend a grateful smile. “Don't forget the awkward discussion about the afterlife with Pastor Dan. He used the word cray-cray.”


    “I'd pay good money to see a video of that.”


    They both laughed, and Piper felt a lightness. Her spirits were lifting.


    Perhaps it was the sugar hitting her bloodstream, but for the first time in a long time, she felt something. Ambition. She wondered if this was how Winnie felt about her career, why she was eager to get to work on Monday mornings while Piper slept in and then noodled around on the internet until her friend was off work.


    Something was shifting. Piper Chen, who had previously been vague about career ambitions, was excited about being an investigative journalist.


    The idea was too wonderful and intoxicating to share out loud just yet. Telling Winnie would be like jinxing the possibility. So, Piper remained quiet while her mind spun with ideas for getting an interview with Robert Jones. There were only a couple of hotels in the small town, and he was likely staying at one of them.


    They drove back in comfortable, quiet companionship, speaking only to groan about their full bellies and how they were never going to Loco Loft again. It was an empty vow they had made and broken countless times.


    By the time they reached Copeland, the sun had already set and the air was so cool, they debated turning on the car's heater. Piper rubbed her forearms. November had brought what locals affectionately called “sweater weather.”


    “I promise I'll behave,” Winnie said.


    “Huh?” Piper had been thinking about calling the local hotels to find out where Robert Jones was staying.


    “When you introduce me to George,” Winnie said. “I promise I won't embarrass you or say anything about the bad plot choices he made. Not even that horrible thing with Pelican Island and all those charming peasants being wiped out of existence, in an act of violence that was more senseless than shocking.”


    “Acts of senseless violence are senseless,” Piper said. “That's sort of the whole point he was making.”


    “Oh? Did someone die and make you the expert on interpreting George Morrison's work?” She paused. “Was it him?” She gasped. “Honestly, tell me. Has he been communicating with you at all? You said he doesn't talk, but if he can change the channels on your TV, surely he could type a few words if you point him toward a laptop.”


    “Trust me, I've tried,” Piper said. “But he's only interested in loafing around, watching TV.”


    Winnie snorted. “Sounds about right. That's why his books take forever.”


    “He's still a person,” Piper said, feeling defensive. “He's not a factory robot with a wind-up crank.”


    “But he promised he'd have the next book ready by—oh, snap!” Winnie hit the accelerator, and they zoomed past Piper's driveway without turning in.


    Piper turned and stared behind them. It was dark now, but thanks to the new landscape lighting around the mansion, she could easily see a vehicle parked in her driveway. A marked police car.


    Ominously, Winnie said, “This doesn't bode well. Should we go to my house instead?”


    “I'm sure they're just following up,” Piper said. “I called the chief about the hunch I had about the Realtor, and I haven't heard back.” She took a deep breath. “We might as well see what they want. And besides, Teddy's had nothing but dry kibble since breakfast. I need to get in there and feed the beast before he takes off someone's arm.”


    Winnie turned the car around. “I've never talked to a cop before. Is there anything I should know?”


    Piper remembered her interaction with Dumb and Dumber, back at the Morrison residence. She'd been mishandled based on snap judgments, just because she was young and pretty.


    “Try not to act like a high-priced call girl,” she said sarcastically. “And be respectful.”


    Winnie patted her stomach and let out an unladylike burp. “How's that?”


    Piper rolled her eyes.


    They parked, and Winnie offered to grab the shopping bags while Piper went ahead to greet the two people standing in the shadows of her front door.


    One was a cop and the other was not.
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    “Do I need a lawyer?” Piper eyed the police officer warily.


    She stood in her family's oversized kitchen, wrestling a chamomile tea bag out of its unnecessarily rugged wrapper. Her hands were shaky, and the room felt stuffy despite the hum of the brand-new HVAC. She was asking about a lawyer because she felt guilty about crashing the funeral that afternoon, plus she couldn't shake the uneasy feeling she'd gotten from Pandora accusing her of breaking into Pandora's house. Had the crazy woman decided to press charges based on nothing more than a hunch?


    Five minutes earlier, she'd arrived at her front door just as the two men on her front step were ringing the doorbell. Teddy had been barking up a frenzy on the other side of the door, threatening to chase them to a new postal code. Both men were familiar, but only one wore a Copeland Police Department uniform.


    The police officer, a large man who wore his dark hair in a buzz cut that looked very short next to his bushy black mustache, respectfully greeted her as Miss Chen. He was one of the two officers who'd been at George Morrison's house the previous week. He was the one who'd assumed she was a call girl, and then had been all-too eager to shove her face in the dusty shag carpet while handcuffing her. She'd gotten her revenge with a solid headbutt to the nose. It must have given him a nice black eye. Even now, a week later, he still sported a faint ring of purple under one eye.


    Tonight, the big cop was formal, professional, and kept his face a safe distance from Piper's hard skull. He introduced himself as Officer Jarvis, but Piper's ears heard Officer Jerkface. She didn't ask for clarification.


    The second man, dressed in a natty linen suit and pricey Italian shoes, was Carl Plummer. She'd seen him on the TV at the diner and recognized him immediately. He was Otis's father and Dr. Walsh's ex-husband. Though he wasn't nearly as cute as his son, Piper could see some family resemblance in the man's lively blue eyes. Besides being related to her crush, Carl Plummer was also the real estate agent she'd suggested the police look into as the unseen assailant who'd pushed her down. As she was formally introduced to him, her shins ached at the memory of toppling over the dusty shoe rack. Was he the killer? His presence on her doorstep made her uneasy, but she invited them both inside anyway. At least Winnie was there as backup, gathering their shopping bags from the car and watching from a distance.


    Now Piper was making the jerky cop and the murder suspect herbal tea. Herbal tea! It was surreal. Why were the men there? Piper thought guiltily of the dog park date she had scheduled for the next day with Otis. Was the senior Plummer there in connection to that? Had he compared notes with his ex-wife, Piper's therapist? No, that was paranoid. Or was it? She sighed inwardly. This was exactly why she usually told the unvarnished truth. She'd be the world's worst spy.


    With quivering hands, Piper finished making two cups of chamomile tea and pushed them across the kitchen island toward the men. They both accepted and took seats on the barstools. Whatever was about to go down would go down casual-style, right there at the granite-topped kitchen island. Piper grabbed herself a glass of water and took a seat as well.


    Winnie had entered the house unobtrusively and taken Teddy to the pool house in the backyard. There was no sign of ghostly George. The three were alone.


    Officer Jerkface cleared his throat. “What?” His ears looked enormous next to his buzz cut, and he turned one to her. “I thought you were saying something about the tea, but did you just ask me a question?”


    She'd nearly forgotten her question. “Do I need a lawyer?”


    “I should hope not,” answered Carl. He had an elevated, ever-so-slightly British accent. On television, he'd come across as plastic, but in person, he had an abundance of charisma, like an actor faking bashfulness while accepting an Oscar.


    Officer Jerkface blew over his hot tea and slurped it noisily. He rubbed the droplets off the bottom of his big mustache with the back of his hand in a practiced gesture. “We're here for an apology,” he said.


    Piper's guilt ballooned. “I'm so sorry,” she answered quickly. “I'll only tell the truth from now on. I'm not crazy, I swear.” She coughed into her hand and then clamped her mouth shut before she could make things worse. Why had she volunteered that she wasn't crazy? It was exactly like a crazy person to deny their craziness.


    The two men exchanged a puzzled look.


    Carl, who hadn't touched his tea yet, leaned forward and tapped his fingers on the cool stone counter. The taps sounded like hooves on a dusty trail. His trimmed fingernails were buffed to a shine and his knuckles bore short, light hairs. Did he shave his knuckles? She was curious about the Plummer family. Were any of them plumbers? Had his ex-wife switched back to her maiden name after the divorce, or had she never taken Plummer in the first place? If Piper married Otis—a wild, crazy thought—her name would be Piper Plummer. How about that? Piper Plummer. It was a name strange enough to inspire loud laughs from strangers.


    “Miss Chen,” Carl said.


    “Yes, Mr. Plummer,” she replied.


    “May I call you Piper?”


    “That's my name,” she said cheerily. “Piper. Which is a lot like Plummer, if you think about it. Pipes. Plumbing.”


    “I suppose,” he said, frowning. “I always tell people to think of a plum to remember my name. A juicy, dark-purple plum. So much nicer than some large, grunting gentleman with his pants falling down at the back.”


    “Sorry,” Piper said. “I didn't mean anything by it.”


    Carl swept some invisible crumbs from the granite counter and sat up tall in his chair. “Don't be sorry. It is I who must apologize to you.” The twang in his voice made his formal language sound almost charming. “I am so deeply, terribly sorry for the indignity I inadvertently caused you.” His lively blue eyes became more shiny, as though wetting with genuine tears of empathy. “You must have been so frightened on that terrible day.”


    Piper suddenly realized why the two men were in her home. “You're the one who pushed me down! I walked into the Morrison house and you attacked me!”


    Carl turned expectantly to the cop sitting between them. Officer Jerkface raised two bushy eyebrows, but didn't move except to take another slurp of the chamomile tea. Was that how they solved crimes in Copeland? They drove the assailant over to the victim's house so he could drink her tea and offer a half-hearted apology? Piper had the urge to headbutt both of them.


    “Piper, I merely bumped into you,” Carl Plummer said delicately. “Bumped. By accident.”


    “It was an accident that you shoved me down?”


    “Bumped,” he repeated. “You see, I was frightened and confused myself. For all I knew, one of George's book fanatics could have been lurking in the shadows, awaiting a second victim.”


    Piper snorted. Her guilt-paranoia bubble had burst. Now indignation reigned. And to think, she'd apologized to him! “You thought a petite Asian girl was coming to beat you up? You thought I practiced the deadly art of Waif Fu?”


    “Waif Fu?” Evidently, he didn't know the pop culture term for a slight woman who miraculously beats everyone up thanks to special-effects movie magic.


    She muttered in Mandarin, calling him a rice bucket, since he was obviously good for storing food and not much else.


    Carl held his hands up. “I don't speak Oriental!”


    “It's Mandarin.” She crossed her arms. “Don't try to diminish what happened. Mr. Plummer, you shoved me. On purpose.”


    “Very well then,” he admitted. “Guilty as charged.” He looked right at the cop. “Except I won't be getting charged.”


    Officer Jerkface nodded in agreement. “We don't like clogging up the courts with minor incidents. Mr. Plummer and his family are all upstanding members of the community. This doesn't smell like a serious crime to me.”


    Smell? She leaned toward the Realtor and sniffed, detecting only a woodsy aftershave. “You smelled like a fisherman that day.”


    “I should think not,” Carl Plummer said vehemently. “Sometimes I skip my morning shower, but puhhh-lease.” He raised his eyebrows. “Do I look like someone who'd smell like shrimp?”


    Piper snapped her fingers. “Shrimp! That's what it was!” She turned to Officer Jerkface. “See? He just admitted it.”


    “Admitted what?” The cop didn't react except to pick a loose stem from his herbal tea.


    “He was up to no good,” she said.


    “You started it,” Carl retorted. “In the dark, you looked a lot bigger, and so did your pit bull.”


    “Boston Terrier.”


    “All dog breeds can be dangerous in the wrong hands.”


    Piper gave him her toughest Waif Fu look. “What were you doing there, anyway? If you were showing the house to clients, you wouldn't have been alone.”


    “I was cleaning,” he answered plainly.


    Officer Jerkface finally chimed in with an official tone, looking right at Piper. “I'm satisfied your altercation was simply an accident. Mr. Plummer had entered the home thirty-five minutes earlier to tidy the residence in preparation for a viewing the next day.”


    Carl nodded vigorously. “That's right. I was cleaning, and didn't realize Mr. Morrison had suffered a mishap. I was there for about half an hour before I just about tripped over the body downstairs. I was trying to leave when you shoved your way in the front door. Understandably, I panicked.” He gave her a forceful smile. His teeth were as white and uniform as an Ikea display of porcelain teacups.


    She took in his apology begrudgingly before asking, “Did you call the police?”


    “More or less. I sat in my car and waited to make sure you did.”


    “Liar.” She pointed an accusing finger at the Realtor and turned to the cop. “Mr. Plummer jumped in his car and sped away immediately. That's what I saw, and that's what I said in my report. He's hiding something.”


    Carl Plummer gave her an appreciative look. “Darling, nothing gets by you, does it? I did drive away, but then I circled the block and came right back. I peered in the front room window and saw you sitting on the sofa inside, talking to yourself.” He rested his chin on his fist. “Why were you there, young lady?”


    “None of your business,” she said coolly.


    Officer Jerkface finished his tea with a final noisy slurp and pushed his stool back. “I'm glad we could get this settled. Are we good here?” He gave Piper a pleading look. With the purple bruise under one eye, he looked weary and a bit pathetic. She almost felt sorry for him.


    “We're good,” she said softly.


    “Thank you, Miss Chen.” He glanced in the direction of the front door and adjusted his heavy-looking belt. “We'll be on our way now.”


    The whole thing was settled? Then why did she have a ghost haunting her? There was more to the story than these two were admitting to. Her window of opportunity was closing. What would Nancy Dowd do in this situation? She'd ask the tough questions!


    “Just one last question,” Piper said. “Does Mr. Plummer have an alibi for the time of death?”


    To her surprise, Officer Jerkface was ready. He must have been anticipating such a question. “Yes, and it all checks out,” he said. “The time of death was around five o'clock on Thursday. Mr. Plummer was out of town that entire day, with receipts and witnesses to corroborate.”


    Piper blinked as she assimilated the new information. This detail had not been in the newspapers. The time of death was five o'clock Thursday. George had been dead for a whole day before she'd showed up. Whatever had happened to him, it had occurred just hours after he'd sent her a text.


    She'd memorized George's message, sent at two o'clock on Thursday: I'll be spending Friday evening digging through old junk at my mother's house. Here's the address. You could pop over later if you dare! I must warn you that I'm an old man who loves reliving his glory days. Brace yourself for some moldy old stories about bowling trophies.


    With a shaky voice, she said, “George sent me a message three hours before his death. Was I the last person he talked to?”


    The big cop gave her a look bordering on pity. “It's possible the text he sent you was his last.” He broke eye contact and stared out the dark kitchen window. “Imagine that. The last words George Morrison will ever write.”


    Carl Plummer slipped noiselessly off his stool and clapped the cop on the shoulder. “Hang in there, friend. Good work is immortal. It lives on beyond the man.”


    The dark-haired police officer cleared his throat and headed toward the front door.


    Carl, surprisingly stealthy, was slipping a business card into Piper's hand. “Beautiful home you have,” he said softly. “Six bedrooms?”


    “Five plus den,” she answered automatically.


    He nodded. “Let me know if you ever need more space, or less space, or something different.” With a knowing grin, he added, “You can trust a Plummer man to make you feel at home.”


    He proceeded to the front door, remarking on the high ceilings and crown moldings, and then the two were gone.
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    As soon as the red tail lights of the police car had disappeared down the street, Piper ran out the patio door and crossed the lawn to the pool house. The hole that Teddy was digging along the fence had grown substantially. She shook her head and sighed. He was such a fan of the Grand Canyon, he was trying to recreate one in their backyard.


    She tapped on the pool house door. “It's just me. The cop is gone.”


    Winnie yanked open the door. “Good. I didn't like the way he talked to you.”


    “Really? He was on his best behavior tonight.”


    “I can see why you headbutted him. That guy's got jerk written all over his face.”


    Piper agreed. She entered and shut the door behind her. The pool house was much smaller than the main house, but in many ways she preferred it. She liked the cozy feeling of the smaller rooms. A reflection in the window caught her eye. Was it George? She waited, looking around, but if the ghost was there, he didn't let himself be seen. She'd expected him to be eager to hear all about his funeral, but perhaps the many visitors had kept him away.


    She sat on the comfy sofa and gave Winnie a full report on what had been said in the main house.


    Upon hearing about the apology, Winnie was shocked, but not surprised. “Copeland,” she said, the way people often did to shrug away the not-so-professional way in which things in the small town were done.


    “At the very least, it's a pretty shocking invasion of privacy,” Piper said. “Not to mention a bizarre way for me to meet Otis's father.”


    “Everything about you and Otis is bizarre,” Winnie said.


    “I'm going to tell him everything tomorrow, on our dog park date.”


    “Uh-huh.” Winnie grabbed her small laptop and looked at the screen.


    “Maybe not everything-everything. I'll leave out the part about the ghost.”


    “But that's the best part. The most interesting thing you have going on in your life.”


    Piper held her hand to her chest, pretending to be offended. “Winnie! At least I'm not a workaholic.”


    “Pot-ay-to, pot-ahh-to. You say workaholic, I say gainfully employed.”


    They continued to tease each other about how they spent their weekdays.


    Piper said, “I guess since the police aren't worried about how George died, I shouldn't be either. It must have been a simple accident.”


    Winnie made a nonverbal sound from her comfy spot on the sofa and continued staring at her laptop screen. She'd had one eye on a website page for most of their discussion.


    Piper pushed her friend's laptop shut. The sugar from their dessert had worn off, and she was crashing into the Cranky Zone. “Pay attention to me,” Piper whined playfully.


    Winnie blinked and looked around. “What about the ghost? Is George here right now?”


    “Sadly, no,” Piper said. “Pastor Dan told me the body was getting cremated tonight, so maybe that's it for the ghost.” She used her hand to make the same floating gesture the pastor had made. “If he's not here, maybe he's on his way to the next big thing. The sequel.”


    Winnie looked up at the ceiling for a minute, then turned to Teddy, who'd just settled on the cushion next to her. “Teddy! Where's the ghost? Where is he?”


    Teddy got a guilty look and let out one of his famous toots. As the girls groaned, he lowered his chin and whimpered while whipping the air around with his tail. Another toot quickly followed.


    Winnie closed her laptop, jumped to her feet, and made for the exit.


    Giggling, the two friends crossed the lawn into the main house. Winnie still wanted to meet George if he was still around, so they searched each room for the elusive ghost.


    She didn't say anything to Winnie, but Piper had been concerned about George's absence ever since dusk. Had he been scared off by the other people in the house, or had Piper done something to offend him? She'd last seen him the previous night, Thursday, which had been about as routine as any night since his arrival. He'd followed her around a bit as she made herself a late dinner, entertained himself by playing with Teddy, and then settled in the den. The trio had enjoyed a quiet night in, with no irregularities. Except… she had complained about him flipping through the TV channels instead of just settling on one thing. And then she'd asked him how he was able to change the channels yet seemed unable or unwilling to tap out even a simple text message on her phone or computer. He'd gotten up in a huff and walked off through a wall.


    Maybe he was ignoring her today for a reason.


    Five bedrooms plus a den later, Piper apologized for the no-show. “He's usually here until sunrise, so maybe he'll turn up yet.”


    Winnie wrinkled her nose. “Where else have you seen the ghost, other than here? He was at his mom's house before, right?”


    An inexplicable coolness washed over Piper. Normally it was George who put a chill in a room, but she didn't see him there.


    Without waiting for an answer, Winnie said, “We should go for a walk by there. I've never seen his old house before, and I'm curious. Plus maybe George is hanging around there. Come on. After the day you've had, and all that ice cream, a walk will do you good.”


    Teddy let out an excited bark.


    Winnie squatted down and rubbed his chin. “You're right, I did say the W word. Does Teddy wanna go for a W-A-L-K?”


    Teddy twirled in a circle, making more noises with both ends.


    Piper grabbed his leash and all three headed to the front door.


    The walk to the Morrison residence would take about twenty minutes—or thirty if Teddy encountered any interesting smells that needed investigation.


    He did.


    The trio arrived at their destination at eight-fifteen, barely past dinner time, yet it could have been midnight for how dark and quiet the street was. The neighborhood was an older one, with larger-sized lots and lush landscaping—lush for Arizona, anyway. The street was lined with stately Mexican fencepost, spruce cones, as well as the usual oleander, daisies, petunias, and geraniums. Some yards had ground cover of purple verbena, agave, and other succulents. Left over from Halloween, a few wizened jack-o-lanterns sat on porches, well on their way to becoming compost.


    “That's unsettling,” Winnie said, pointing to the house numbers on the Morrison residence. “Triple four.” They stood in front of 1444 Nanaimo Street.


    Neither were as superstitious as their Taiwan-raised parents, but the triple appearance of the number four, the word for which sounded like death in their language, was sobering. Moments earlier, they'd been giggling, joking about Winnie kicking ghost-George in the shin as punishment for his character Ling's demise, but now both went quiet. Even Teddy sensed something. His black ears were pricked, his tail straight as a stick.


    “Fourteen-forty-four Nanaimo Street,” Piper said. “I didn't even notice all those fours the first time. I was too busy wondering what Nanaimo meant.”


    “It's that dessert square you like, with the yellow custard layer.”


    “Now you're making me hungry.”


    “Adventure first, then snacks.” Winnie took a step toward the modest, split-level home, and then immediately took a step back again as though repelled by a force field. “Fourteen-forty-four,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I guess I'm more superstitious than I thought, because I've got a bad feeling about this.”


    “But we're already here,” Piper said.


    “You do realize that means triple death?” Winnie rubbed her arms and then zipped up the lightweight cardigan she'd borrowed from Piper's closet.


    “Oh, don't worry. The curse has already run its course,” Piper said lightly. “Three of the people who've lived here since the house got built are dead now. George, as well as both of his parents. One for each four.”


    Winnie took another step back, zipping the thin cardigan all the way to her neck. “Exactly. It's a death trap.”


    Piper rolled her eyes and crossed under the wisteria-draped arbor, onto the property. “The house is fifty-some years old. And besides, I think George was the only one who died inside the house, and might I remind you we're here to see a ghost?”


    Winnie rubbed her arms. “This was a bad idea. I don't know what I was thinking. It must have been those kooks on the message board. They were all talking about their ghosts like it was the coolest thing ever, and I fell for the hype.”


    “What message board? You were talking to people about what I told you in confidence?”


    Winnie licked her lips and made dry smacking sounds. “Not exactly. Well, not any specifics. When you were talking to the cop and the Realtor in the house, I found this website, sort of an online community, of people talking about hauntings.” She winced, making a half-smiling expression of embarrassment. “I kinda-sorta chatted with this woman who was kinda-sorta dating a ghost in Colorado a few months ago.”


    “I'm sure that worked out well,” Piper said dryly. “Are they getting married soon? Having a ghost wedding?”


    Winnie kept wincing. “Her story's a bit complicated. But she did say some ghosts are guardian angels, and they're not here for themselves or their own unfinished business. They might show up when we, the living, need them.”


    “You think George is around because I need him?”


    “Well, Piper, you kinda need something. Walking your dog and going shopping is not exactly a career.”


    Piper shook her head. Winnie thought she knew everything, but she'd only been working at her job for a year. She'd been exactly the same as Piper before that.


    “You've talked about being a writer,” Winnie said. “Or was it a journalist? Is that why you took the job with Nancy Dowd? George could be here to serve as your muse.”


    Piper was tired from the long day and annoyed about the conversation, even though she knew Winnie meant well. It was just her tone of voice sometimes, the way it was so condescending.


    Piper pointed a thumb over her shoulder at the house. “Then let's go inside, round up George, and see what he can do for my career.”


    Winnie played with the zipper on the cardigan. “I thought we were just going to walk around the garden and see if he turned up. Don't tell me you're planning to break in!”


    “We came all this way. Might as well try the front door.” Piper walked up the front step and reached for the handle. She couldn't explain it to her best friend, but the door seemed to be glowing, calling to her. It was as though George was there, tugging on her arm, imploring her to step inside his childhood home. He had something to tell her, or show her, she was sure of it.


    The door opened, just as she knew it would.


    She stepped inside. Teddy followed, his toenails clicking on the terra cotta entryway tiles. The air was as dusty as ever, tickling her nose and threatening to set off a sneeze attack. But worse than the dust, there was a fetid aroma, like the sludge in the bottom of a garbage bin. Piper went from nearly sneezing to nearly gagging. Teddy made the snorting sounds he reserved for dead things found along the side of the road.


    Muttering complaints under her breath, Winnie came inside. “Stinky.” She pinched her nose.


    Piper said, “I don't remember it smelling this bad last week.”


    “They'll never sell this house now,” Winnie said. “Unless your parents are looking for another project? Your dad could get a great deal on this one, since it's a rotten-smelling crime scene house.”


    Piper rolled her eyes. “Not even if the town let him change the house number.”


    Winnie held her hand to her ear and shushed Piper.


    Both listened. There were voices inside the house.


    “Someone's in here,” Winnie whispered. “They're on another floor. That's why the front door wasn't locked.”


    “It might be the television,” Piper whispered back. “George loves to watch his CNN.” There was a flickering of light, near the staircase that led up. Piper proceeded into the dark home, toward the voices and the flickering light. She felt as certain about going upstairs as she had about trying the front door.


    Winnie grumbled and hung back, but after a few seconds alone, she decided she'd rather walk into a triple-death ambush with Piper than be left by herself.


    





Chapter 12
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    As they walked along the dark upstairs hallway, Piper scooped up Teddy and held the eager Boston Terrier so he couldn't get ahead of them. The two girls slowly approached the room that was flickering with the light of a television.


    Piper slowed down. If this was where George hung out when he wasn't at her house, maybe he wouldn't be thrilled to see her barging in on him.


    Winnie shot past her, breathing excitedly, “I can't believe I get to meet George Morrison.” There was a note of fangirl hysteria to her whispered voice.


    Piper shook her head. Winnie had been so dead-set against Piper meeting the author, even threatening to call Piper's parents in Taiwan. Now here she was, leading the charge.


    Winnie stopped abruptly. She whispered, “That's not just a TV. Someone else is here in the house.”


    Teddy also sensed something. His body, cradled in the crook of Piper's arm, was as taut as a drawn arrow, quivering for release. She didn't dare set him loose.


    Winnie was right. Over the sound of the television, two people were talking. A man and a woman.


    “Listen,” Piper whispered. “I think I know those voices.”


    The girls held still in the hallway, out of sight of the room's doorway, and listened. Teddy settled, melting into the crook of Piper's arm.


    The television station had switched to commercials, and the loud ads for fast food and teeth whiteners competed with the live voices inside the room, but Piper could hear bits of their conversation whenever the two faced the doorway.


    The male voice asked, “Did you check behind the air conditioner vent?”


    The woman snapped, “Duh, Rob. That's the first place I checked. The air conditioner vent? Come on. I've watched every episode of Dexter.”


    He replied, “Jeez, Sammy. I'm not the enemy here.”


    “Don't call me that. George called me Sammy all the time, even though he knew I hated it.”


    “Or because you hated it.”


    In the darkness of the hallway, Piper made a fist with her free hand. She'd correctly identified the two as Robert Jones, the bedraggled editor, and Simone Morrison, George's skinny sister. By the crispness of his voice, Robert had sobered up since the funeral nine hours earlier, but Simone might have indulged in one or two of her vices. She sounded wound up and ready to blow.


    The two continued to squabble. By the sound of it, they were conducting a search of every square inch of the room. Piper hadn't been upstairs on her first visit to the Morrison house, but it was clear by the name carved into the door that this was the childhood bedroom of George Morrison.


    “There aren't any notebooks here,” Simone said, exasperated. “We've looked in every nook and cranny.”


    “Nook and cranny,” Robert said with a musing tone. “Such a funny expression. People use the word nook on its own, kitchen nook or book nook, but nobody will admit to having a cranny. And what exactly is a cranny? I really ought to know these things. I am, after all, the world's most famous book editor.”


    Simone snorted. “That's like being the world's most famous speck of dust.”


    “Don't be cruel, Sammy,” he said, sounding genuinely hurt.


    “We're nobodies, as far as the public is concerned, Rob. You and I are equal in our nothingness, our unequivocal lack of worth. You've seen the coverage. The people in George's shadow don't even exist, as far as the world's concerned.”


    “Speak for yourself.” The sound of Rob's voice changed, as though he was puffing out his chest. “George always thanked me in the book notes. Not even time can erase words printed on pages. My contribution has been acknowledged.”


    Simone let out a contemptuous huff of air. “Unlike mine, right? The world will never know it was me. That I did at least half of George's writing. I'm the real star. They should be talking about me on every TV show. That should be my face on the screen.”


    She stopped talking. The television had switched back to an entertainment news show. Two pundits were discussing the adaptation of House of Hallows into film or television, and how many hours would be adequate to cover the stories told in each thick tome. The two talking heads seemed to be in a contest over who could be the bigger fan of the series, heaping the most praise on its brilliant creator.


    Simone groaned with displeasure bordering on pain. The television muted. “Idiots,” she said with finality. “There's no point.”


    The springs of an ancient-sounding piece of furniture groaned in protest as someone took a seat.


    “Now what?” asked Rob. “We already know his penthouse is clean. This was our last hope. Where else can we look? Is there a family cottage or cabin? Didn't he love to vacation in Colorado? Some place in Owl Bend?”


    “Yes, but he hasn't been there in years.”


    Rob sighed, and the springs groaned as he took a seat. “Well, Sammy, I don't know where else to look.” There was a smacking sound. “Ouch. I mean Simone.”


    “If we can't find his notes, that means there are no notes. My brother was full of crap, stringing us along, saying he was working on Hallows when he wasn't.”


    “That's not necessarily a bad thing,” Robert said. “Now we're free to turn in a synopsis of our own, pass it off as his, and nobody will be the wiser. We both know the publisher doesn't care at all. They just want the revenue. The fat stacks of cash.”


    The furniture springs groaned again. “Fat stacks of cash,” Simone repeated. “I like the sound of that. You know, Rob, you're kinda sexy when you get out from behind the computer.”


    He made a sound partway between a growl and a purr. “Sammy! What about your twelve steps? You're not supposed to get involved with people for at least a year.”


    “And you would know,” she said.


    “I would,” he replied. “I've failed the twelve steps countless times. I've installed a slide on the side of my wagon to make falling off easier. Was it booze or drugs?”


    “Neither,” she said huskily.


    “Oh, no,” he said. “It was a different kind of addiction. You're a sex addict.”


    “Is it really an addiction if you're just extremely good at something? You wouldn't say my brother was a writing addict.”


    “Uh…”


    “Mr. Jones, I'm falling off the wagon, and I want to land… right here.”


    Robert groaned. “Now? On your dead brother's bed?”


    Her voice got deeper and huskier. “Maybe his ghost is watching.”


    He let out another animal noise. The springs groaned.


    “Oh, Simone,” he said.


    “Call me Sammy.”


    Out in the hallway, Piper turned to Winnie for a reaction. Winnie's eyes were wide, and she made a gagging face, her tongue lolling out.


    “Let's go,” Piper whispered. “Show's over.”


    When they reached the stairs, Winnie whispered back, “Or maybe the show's just beginning.”


    “Ew.”


    “Double ew.”


    They reached the main floor and were heading toward the front door when Piper stopped abruptly. The air was cold here. Supernaturally cold.


    Teddy, still in her arms, suddenly wriggled with a level of panic generally reserved for the sound of approaching skateboarders. He twirled himself like a corkscrew, popping out of her grasp. He landed on the floor at her feet, big black ears on high alert.


    Winnie whispered, “Brr. They must have the air conditioner working overtime.”


    “Listen,” Piper said. “Do you hear the HVAC running?”


    Other than the muted voices coming from upstairs, the house was absolutely silent.


    “Something's coming through from the other side,” Winnie whispered. “I read about this on that ghost website.” She wrapped her arms around her chest and chattered her teeth. “Something powerful is coming through.”


    At their feet, Teddy made a sound halfway between a growl and a whimper. Both girls shushed him at once, and he dipped his head obediently. He understood perfectly and would guard them silently. Unless a skateboarder showed up. Then he would do his mouth-foaming impression of a rabid raccoon. But for now he was quietly bristling and sniffing the air.


    Winnie held her fingertips to her open mouth, looking exactly like an expressive single frame in a comic book.


    “What?” Piper kept looking around but seeing nothing. “Do you see George? Is he here?”


    Winnie didn't answer. Piper grabbed her shoulders and gave her a shake. Finally, Winnie snapped out of her fugue and croaked out, “I don't see anything, but the air feels thick. Like ozone. Do you think he's up there, watching those two in his old bed? Do you think they, uh, summoned him?”


    Something moved at the edge of Piper's vision. It was the visual equivalent of radio static, like an indoor cloud, or a swarm of tiny insects.


    Piper turned away from Winnie and called out softly, “George? Is that you?”


    The shimmering, cloudy apparition suddenly moved like it had purpose. It shifted to an arched doorway, then down the stairs that lead to the lowest floor of the split-level home.


    Piper had to follow. She felt it. Knew it. Was this reality? She was so tired, and the world felt soft and dreamlike. She was neither sleeping nor awake.


    Without a word to her best friend, Piper followed the cloud down the dark stairs. With each passing second, the shape of the cloud became more person-like, as tall and wide as a human. Focusing on the mass hurt her eyes. If she let her eyes become unfocused, the form was paradoxically easier to see.


    The basement floor was dark, the location of walls and furniture barely discernible in the thin light from the streetlamps. Piper dreamily followed the swirling cloud until it came to a standstill near the foot of the stairs. Even through her shoes, Piper felt a chill coming from the floor, from where George's body had been found, where he'd taken his final breaths. His blood must have ruined the carpet. There was now a rectangular patch of bare concrete where carpet had been removed.


    The room was so cold now, and buzzing mist seemed to hum, like a swarm of angry hornets.


    “It's okay,” Piper said soothingly, though she didn't know why. The instinct to stay calm, to speak reassuring phrases to the apparition, must have come from someone other than Piper. More words fell from her mouth with no forethought. “Everything's going to be okay,” she said. “I'm here now. What do you want to show me?”


    The buzzing changed pitch, like a musical note being bent synthetically. Piper was dimly aware of Winnie and Teddy behind her, and of both of them making soft noises to indicate they'd much rather be elsewhere. She ignored them. The apparition had a message for her.


    “I'm here with you,” Piper said. “You're safe now. Show me.”


    The flitting bits of light and shadow coalesced partially, showing a face and an arm extending from the cloud. The face was a blur, and then it wasn't.


    What happened next would be difficult for Piper to remember and almost impossible to explain.


    Behind her, Winnie watched helplessly as her best friend fell deeper into a trance.


    Teddy was so frightened, he released his bladder on the concrete floor and cried to go home.


    Piper's body began to shake and convulse.


    Winnie caught her friend and tried to wake her from her state.


    Piper was there, but she wasn't. Her body was stiff, her face twisted up in pain.


    There wasn't a sound to be heard other than Teddy whimpering, but inside Piper's head, there was a scream that filled her until she was bursting with screaming like an overfilled tank of pain. The agony and fury howled through Piper, through every cell in her body, until her bones were howling and her teeth were howling and everything was howling, and she was as hollow as a drum, nothing more than a vessel for a sonic windstorm with no beginning and no end.


    





Chapter 13
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    Day 9


    Saturday, November 5th, 4:10 p.m.


    Residence of Piper Chen


    Piper tried not to let the black hole in her memory bother her as she got ready for her Saturday-night date in the dog park with Otis Plummer.


    She rubbed her cheek. A fleeting memory from the night before was coming back. She turned to her best friend, who was sitting cross-legged on Piper's bed, her attention split between her phone and helping Piper pick out an outfit.


    Piper asked Winnie, “Did you slap me last night?”


    Winnie looked sheepish.


    Piper half gasped, half laughed, “You did! I remember you slapping my cheek!”


    Winnie continued looking sheepish.


    After leaving the Morrison residence the night before, Winnie had been rattled. Once they finished walking back to Piper's house, Winnie had gotten in her car and left Piper alone just long enough to pack a suitcase of her things at her apartment. She'd returned before ten o'clock and moved herself into the pool house in the backyard, where she announced she would stay indefinitely to look after Piper until she was “feeling better.”


    “I'm glad your memory's coming back,” Winnie said. “You must have been exhausted and dehydrated last night. It looked like you were having a seizure.”


    Piper kept rubbing her cheek. She had a vague memory of walking to the Morrison house and overhearing Simone and Robert, but nothing of what had happened after she'd gone down to the basement. She had only Winnie's recollection. Winnie had felt the chill in the air, and she didn't see any ghosts, but she did witness Piper go into a trance. This had gone on for a few minutes while Piper babbled incoherently. Then Teddy had started growling, a menacing growl like none Winnie had ever heard from the dog before. The air got even colder, and Piper had, in Winnie's words, “frozen up like an old computer running Windows.” She'd gone catatonic. Blue-screened.


    Winnie had sprung into action like a hero, dragging both Piper and the growling dog out of the house. Miraculously, they escaped without alerting George's sister and editor, who were still engaged in something that sounded like tackle football up in George's childhood bedroom.


    “How hard did you slap me?” Piper asked. “I'm totally bruised.” She worked her jaw. “This is worse than when I got my wisdom teeth out and didn't ice my cheeks.”


    Winnie rolled her eyes. “I didn't hit you that hard.” She rocked from side to side on the bed. “Actually, the second time I slapped you, it was a bit harder.”


    “You beast,” Piper said in mock horror.


    “I didn't know what else to do,” Winnie said. “It was after I finally got you out of the house. You wouldn't walk. You just stood there on the sidewalk, clutching that stupid phone in your hand.”


    “My phone? Was I trying to call someone?” Piper dimly recalled needing to make a call to someone, or for someone.


    “Not your phone. The one you yanked out of the wall. The grubby old phone from inside the house.”


    “And that's why you slapped me?”


    “Not at first. You know how sometimes Teddy grabs your shoe and won't let go? And you have to offer him a new toy to bribe him into letting go of the shoe?”


    “There's a world of difference between a squeaky toy and a slap across the cheek.”


    Winnie shrugged. “I didn't have a squeaky toy with me.”


    Flatly, Piper said, “Thanks for slapping me.”


    Without irony, Winnie answered, “You're welcome.” She adjusted her feet so she was sitting in a serene yoga pose on the bed. “I wrestled that old phone from your sweaty claw-hand and tossed it into a hedge. You made this weird whimpering noise, like you wanted it back. I figured since you were so in love with the thing, I would stick it in your purse, but then I opened your purse and it was already full of a wrapped-up dog bone.”


    “The bone! From Otis!” Piper reached for her purse but found it empty.


    Winnie said, “We gave it to Teddy last night. Don't you remember?”


    “It's hazy. Do you think I was possessed by a ghost?”


    “You were dehydrated,” Winnie said. “People can hallucinate when they're exhausted and dehydrated. I've been delirious a few times on summer days.” Winnie paused and frowned. “Honestly, I thought you were messing around, trying to put on a show so I wasn't disappointed about not getting to meet George.”


    Piper got the dream-like feeling again. “It wasn't George,” she said.


    Winnie rubbed her forearms and shuddered. “You're scaring me. Maybe we should take you to see a doctor, or that therapist lady. Doesn't she do hypnotherapy? She could get your memories back.”


    “You mean Otis's mom? I don't think so.” Piper turned back toward her open closet. “I'm fine, really.” She sorted through her colored denim, almost believing herself. “Did I do or say anything after we got home last night?”


    “You said I could have your teal jeans, since they look better on me anyway.”


    Piper whirled around, her face contorted with mock indignation.


    With her eyes still closed and her yoga pose serene, Winnie stuck out her tongue teasingly.


    * * *


    Saturday night's weather was typical for November in Arizona. Room temperature. On a night like this, she didn't miss San Francisco at all. It was likely cold and damp there now, the kind of weather that crept into the marrow of your bones and wreaked havoc with your hair. Piper had inherited the same hair quirk her mother had, what they called the “whoop-te-doo.” It was a stubborn wave that made one side of her hair flip up while the other side curled under. The next day it would have reversed sides. Mrs. Chen would deny the move from the west coast to the dry heat of Arizona had been motivated by extinguishing the whoop-te-doo, but it certainly had been a factor. Since moving to the desert state, the whoop-te-doo only made appearances on the rare humid days.


    Piper's black hair was pin straight and swinging when she arrived at the dog park at five minutes past five o'clock. Worries over whatever had happened at George's house the night before were pushed to the back of her mind, as muted as the idea of next Monday's homework on a Friday afternoon. The whole ghost business could wait. She was young, single, and had a date with a cute boy.


    Piper had walked over with Teddy, since the park wasn't far enough from her street to bother with her bicycle, only to have to push it while walking with Otis, who probably wouldn't have brought one.


    Teddy snorted and rolled around on a tidy meridian of lush grass while Piper scanned the park for Otis. She spotted him on a bench, reading a paperback. The book was the third one in the House of Hallows series. Was it the same copy that had been left on a window ledge at the funeral home? Something inside her brightened. A connection had been made; a pattern had been recognized. She got the same dopamine rush she did when her phone buzzed with a new alert about an online comment on her tiny blog.


    Teddy barked hello first. Otis looked up and waved at her, smiling. She got the buzzing alert feeling again, which she found curious. This wasn't a social media website or an online game. Otis wasn't a non-playing character with clues for the next level. This was real life. A real date with a living human. The realization sent her floating outside of herself, disassociating from reality.


    Was she, Piper Chen, about to promenade around the park with this sweet guy who was going to ramble on awkwardly, thinking she couldn't understand him? Or worse, would he attempt to speak Mandarin? When was she going to tell him the truth? Her worries stacked up. She had three key things to tell him, with the lie about not being able to speak English the biggest shocker. In decreasing shock value, there was the fact Otis's mother was her therapist, and then the small matter of Otis's father visiting her house with a police escort the previous day to apologize for pushing her down. It wasn't exactly standard first-date conversation material.


    Teddy barked again and tugged at the leash, pulling her toward Otis, his black ears alert as he panted. The two hadn't met before—Otis had only seen Teddy through the restaurant window—but Teddy considered anyone who made eye contact and acknowledged his existence to be a potential new best friend. Plus Teddy was a clever boy. It was possible he could match the scent of Otis to the dog bone he'd been gnawing on all day, the delicious treat keeping him from his day job of hole digging.


    “You showed up,” Otis said when she reached him. He'd gotten up from the bench and tucked the paperback under his right armpit. In order to shake her hand without dropping the book, he held his elbow at his side and bent the middle of his body so their hands could reach. Piper had Teddy's leash in her right hand and hadn't moved it to her left, because she'd been so busy thinking about spilling secrets that she hadn't anticipated a handshake.


    They shook hands just as Teddy tugged at the leash, which rocked Otis's body, since his arm was stiffly clenching the paperback in his armpit. The two humans seemed to be doing an interpretive dance. Teddy darted around them in a circle, tightening his leash against the backs of their legs. Otis tilted forward, bumped his chin on Piper's forehead, and immediately jerked back. Stepping backward, he tripped over the taut leash—he hadn't been expecting a tripwire at ankle height—and fell backward. He reached out by reflex, snagged the strap of Piper's purse, and pulled her down on top of him.


    All of this happened within three seconds.


    Piper's landing was softened by Otis's body. They fell face-to-face, lips nearly touching. Piper's hair fell around their heads in a veil, and time slowed. His wavy brown hair smelled wonderful, like dry, fragrant wood. His eyes were wide open with surprise, whites all the way around the irises. His nose was so triangular and pointy at the tip. She wanted to touch his nose, feel if the cartilage was soft like hers or as stiff as it looked. The corner of his mouth twitched, and something about their relative position and the smell of his skin mixed with the scent of the park's recently cut grass brought back a long-forgotten memory. Her cousin. She remembered him sitting on top of the younger and smaller Piper, just like this, but with a drop of spit dangling from his mouth. He'd been harmless, but the memory jolted her.


    Suddenly horrified, Piper mutely clambered off of Otis. She pushed herself up, using what she thought was the ground but was actually Otis's stomach. He groaned as though punched—which he basically had been—and curled up right there on the ground, moaning and laughing. Teddy, as excited as ever, alternated between barking at Otis and licking his exposed skin.


    When Otis finally got up, still wheezing with laughter, he apologized and said, “That scene goes in the trailer for sure.”


    Piper tilted her head, eyebrows questioning. It wasn't a no-speak-English act. She really didn't understand what he meant.


    “For the romantic comedy they'll make based on this,” Otis said. “The working title is When Otis Met…” He stopped laughing. “I don't even know your name. One of the people at the service yesterday said you might be Coco?” He gave her a hopeful look.


    She stared into his eyes. He was taller than her, but not too tall, probably below average height for a Caucasian. And now she was distracted, looking at the tip of his nose again, thinking about pushing it like a button. What would that do? Would he restart, like a laptop?


    “Is that your name?” he asked. “Coco?”


    It could be, for now. That would make the title of their romantic comedy When Otis Met Coco.


    Piper did enjoy a good romantic comedy movie, but if she'd learned any sort of life lesson from them, it was that people always held back their Big Secrets too long, and when they finally revealed the truth about their deception, there was always a huge disaster. Hurt feelings. A breakup. A long gap in time before a reconciliation—or, in the less-enjoyable films, no reconciliation at all, just a valuable lesson learned. And she didn't want to hurt Otis's feelings. It would be best to tell Otis the truth now, before things got out of control.


    He was waiting for her answer.


    No, she thought. My name is not Coco, it's Piper. I speak English. Also, your mother's my therapist, and your father bruised my shins. Long story. Hey, stop running away! Come back! Teddy, take him down.


    Instead, she found herself nodding and saying, “Coco.” She cringed inside. No offense to the name, but she really wasn't a Coco.


    He pointed at her. “Coco.” He pointed at himself. “Otis.” He pointed back and forth again, repeating the names.


    She rolled her eyes. She wasn't from another planet. Even if she hadn't spoken English, she wouldn't have needed the First Contact-style chest pointing. But she poked his chest with her fingertip anyway. “Otis,” she repeated after him.


    He grinned like a sailor discovering a new world.


    She nodded at her Boston Terrier. “Teddy.”


    Otis swished his pursed lips from side to side as though working out a complex math problem in his head. “What does he weigh, twenty pounds? He's pretty big for a Chihuahua.” He nodded toward the path that wound around the park and started walking.


    Piper bit her tongue and skipped to catch up with him. The second-hardest part of this date was going to be letting Otis be wrong about Teddy's breed. The hardest part was going to be not tripping Otis again and pouncing on him in the grass.


    Absolutely no kissing, she told herself. No kissing until the truth comes out, which will happen tonight. Maybe now? No, not now. Things are going so well, and you need this. Just smile and nod while he names off the types of trees and bushes you're walking by. Never mind that he's getting half of them wrong. Keep smiling.


    





Chapter 14
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    Otis and Piper walked Teddy around the park, each speaking their own language: English, Mandarin, and Terrier. Piper's Mandarin was rusty, to put it mildly, but she could have been making nonsense sounds and Otis would have bought it. As the date progressed, she grew more inventive with her declarations.


    Teddy seemed thirsty, so she stopped to give him water, using the palm of her hand as a bowl and pouring from the bottle she'd tucked in her purse before coming out. Otis watched with interest as Teddy slurped at the water.


    “He's literally eating out of the palm of your hand,” Otis said with wonder, crouching down to squat next to her.


    She smiled and said the equivalent of, “I am merely the servant to His Royal Highness Emperor Theodore, the Demander of Food and Maker of Stinky Farts.”


    Otis gave her a serious nod. “You take good care of him.”


    She replied again in Mandarin, “He repays my kindness by occasionally humping my Coach bag.”


    Otis gave her a sidelong look. “Coach? Hey, I know that word. Are you talking about a sports coach?”


    She patted her purse. “Coach.” She folded back the opening and showed him the label.


    He leaned in close, as though looking for treasures in the dark recesses. They bumped foreheads, and he apologized, grinning. Again, their faces were so close, his nice lips so near her own. Her head began to swim.


    He leaned in more.


    She pulled back, suddenly remembering her promise to herself that she wouldn't kiss him until she told him the truth. Right about now would be a good time for a confession, in fact.


    Unfortunately, she'd been so captivated that she'd forgotten her body position. She was still squatting, with her hand forming Teddy's water bowl. She lost her balance and tipped over, grabbing Otis's arm a little too late. Once again, the two tumbled into each other. She went limp and fluttered her eyelashes. He was above her this time.


    Someone shouted, “Get a room!”


    They both sat up and looked around guiltily.


    Over on the park bench sat a pair of old men, laughing to themselves.


    “Get a room, you two,” one of them said.


    “Or not,” said the other one, chuckling. To his friend, he said, “This is better than whatever's on TV.”


    The other agreed.


    Otis waved to the men. “Hi Darryl. Are you following me?” To Piper, he said, “Darryl is a regular at the restaurant.” He mimed holding a plate with one hand and eating with a fork. “I know Darryl from the diner, from the Roadrunner. He's just a harmless old goofball.”


    Piper got up, dusted herself off, and fastened the plastic cap back onto her now-empty water bottle. It was getting dark. The sun had set already and the lamps over the pathways were flickering on.


    Otis stood next to her, leaning toward her in a way that felt protective. Teddy stood on the other side, also leaning in. She had two bodyguards now.


    Over on the bench, the first man, still laughing, said to them, “You two carry on. Pretend we're not even here.” He pointed to his friend. “This is Wilbur. He does the world's greatest duck calls.” He turned to Wilbur. “Do your duck call. Do it.”


    Wilbur sat up straight and made a soft hooting sound. When he was done, he grinned and looked directly at Piper. “That was Peking duck,” he said, licking his lips. “Very tasty.”


    Otis gave Piper an embarrassed look and spoke softly. “Listen, I don't know if these old goofballs are being racist or just weird, but either way, I apologize.”


    She blinked and pretended to not understand, but she did. Sometimes people who didn't have many friends from other cultures didn't know how to interact. But Piper had learned patience and open-mindedness from her parents, who made it a policy to assume someone was joking rather than jump straight into being offended. Anyway, the mention of Peking duck was pretty harmless.


    She cooed back at Wilbur, repeating the duck call. “Peking duck,” she said in English, much to his delight.


    Otis used his arm across her back to get her walking again, and they moved away from the two chuckling men.


    “I am so sorry,” Otis said again.


    Don't be, she wanted to say in English, but instead she said nothing. His arm was still along her back, his fingertips resting lightly at her hip, where her purse thwacked against his hand with every step. Sandwiched between her two bodyguards, she'd never felt so safe. She could relax and be Coco for a little longer.


    The cool slate sky turned midnight blue.


    Piper kept peering around, watching for George to step out from behind a tree. If he didn't show up tonight, that would be two nights in a row. Was he gone now? Had she offended him that much by asking about his ghostly powers? Or had something transformative happened the night before at his childhood home? Or had he left when his body turned to ashes.


    She gazed up at the heavens, at the moon and sparkling stars, wondering if he was up there.


    “You're cold,” Otis said.


    Piper came out of her daze. She had goose bumps on her forearms. It was November, sweater weather in the evenings, but she hadn't thought to bring a sweater, and Winnie had been too concerned with picking the perfect shade of lip gloss—while acquiring Piper's teal-blue jeans—to mention it.


    When she glanced back up at Otis, he was giving her a sidelong, suspicious look.


    What?


    There was tension in his expression. She mentally replayed the last minute. Otis had been tossing a stick for Teddy, laughing at how the dog wanted the stick to be thrown, yet without having the stick taken away from him first. No take, just throw! They'd walked in silence, completing their third lap of the park. Then Otis had pointed out she was cold. And then… she'd looked down at the goose bumps on her arms, just like someone who spoke English and understood his words would do.


    This realization of her slip-up knocked the wind from her sails. Her knees went weak. She knelt down, avoiding eye contact with Otis. She whistled for Teddy and clicked his leash back onto his collar. Now what? Her cover was blown. Coco was a liar, and she wasn't even Coco. She could volunteer the truth now or wait for Otis to begin the interrogation.


    “Tea,” he said, which was not at all what she'd been expecting.


    She looked up to see him pretending to drink from an invisible cup of tea, his left hand miming the saucer. He repeated the question. “Tea?”


    She smiled and nodded. She could tell him everything over tea. It would be nicer to chat somewhere with bright lights and walls and chairs. The night had brought menacing shadows to the park, and though she couldn't see George—or any other ghosts, for that matter—she sensed something watching. The two old men had disappeared, and they were alone in the park, yet not alone. A shiver ran down her spine like a drop of mercury over the tines of a comb. She still couldn't recall what had happened the night before, down on the bottom floor of the Morrison home, but she knew it hadn't been good.


    She grabbed Otis's hand and smiled broadly to force away the darkness. Yes to tea.


    He looked down with surprise at their hands. He squeezed her fingers tentatively. Their hands fit together perfectly, and his palm radiated pleasant heat. He was the warmth in the cold, the light in the darkness.


    “This way,” he said. “I know a spot.” A few paces later, he added, “For tea.”


    She gave him a blank look. She didn't know of any place in the area that served tea, other than her house.


    A few blocks later, all was clear. They were heading to the Roadrunner Café, the diner he ran and the first place they'd met.


    The place was still open for another two hours, but Otis didn't take her in the front door. He led her around the old painted-brick building to the back, past an open metal door and two women in hairnets sitting on overturned plastic buckets and sharing a cigarette.


    The older of the two women cooed, “Mr. Boss Man! On a date!”


    The younger grinned at Piper and asked, “Is Otis bringing his A game? Busting out the good moves?” She winked.


    Otis said, “This is Coco, and she doesn't speak English, so your brilliant-yet-subtle wit is wasted on her.”


    The two women laughed uproariously until one said, “Wait. Are you serious? No English? None at all?”


    Piper gave the woman a blank look. Inside, she died about seven hundred times. This no-English thing had gone on way too long.


    Thankfully, Otis switched gears, asking the women about the night's dinner service. They reported that the new cook was working out fine, but they were out of olives. And then the conversation was over, and Otis was tugging Piper's hand, leading her up a fire escape.


    Piper and Teddy followed Otis up the creaky metal stairs.


    Teddy was more focused than usual, his ears perked right up and his tail on high alert.


    





Chapter 15
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    Piper and Teddy followed Otis through the weathered door at the top of the fire escape and into a dim space that was either a luxurious staff lounge or a spartan apartment.


    Otis flicked on the lights with a practiced swipe over a three-levered wall switch, and dropped his keys into a red clay bowl near the door.


    Spartan apartment it was.


    He gestured for Piper to take a seat on the teak-armed, mid-century-modern sofa. The orange vinyl cushions wheezed as though exhaling when she sat. Teddy stuck to the floor like a good boy, parking his butt on top of the toes of Piper's left foot, which was his typical position when visiting a new place. She and Teddy silently looked around. The walls were white, but with the vintage furniture and minimal decorations, the apartment had the intentionally blank look of an art gallery.


    “This is where you live,” she said in Mandarin.


    “Home sweet home,” he said.


    In Mandarin, “Very comfortable. Plain but good, like rice pudding, or vanilla yogurt.”


    “Thank you,” he said, smiling.


    He couldn't understand her words, but their interactions that evening had given Piper a new view on humans, and how the actual words they said didn't matter so much, as long as the tone was right.


    She stroked the scarred teak armrest of the sofa. In Mandarin, she said, “You like things that are very old. Objects with a history. Some people are superstitious about secondhand objects. My parents believe cupboards and such can be haunted by their previous owners.”


    “Two hundred dollars,” he said, answering a question she hadn't asked. “From a flea market.”


    She stifled a giggle. Okay, sometimes the words did matter.


    Otis started making tea in the kitchen, which was little more than a few cupboards and a tiny sink set in the corner of the room. She watched him move around, letting her gaze linger on the bumps of his biceps and his muscular calves. He was slim, but had the legs of an athlete. It had been ages since Piper had been on a date, let alone had a boyfriend to cuddle with. Nobody else had interested her until now. Otis was like the perfect shoes that you didn't even know you wanted—no, needed—until you stumbled across them in a display window an hour after the store had closed. Except Otis was even better than perfect shoes. She'd never had a vision of the perfect guy before, but she certainly did now.


    Otis moved with deliberate, efficient motions, as though aware he was being watched. He leaned sideways to watch the gas burner under the tea kettle as the igniter went SNAP SNAP SNAP before the blue flames lit with a WHOOSH.


    He held up a box of tapioca pearls and made eye contact with Piper for the first time since they'd entered his apartment.


    He asked, “Boba?”


    Piper felt her heart go SNAP SNAP SNAP and then WHOOSH the way the burner under the kettle had. “Boba!” She nodded. Yes, please.


    At first, she was surprised Otis hadn't called the milky tea with tapioca pearls bubble tea, like the few Arizona cafés that served it. The word boba was used in other parts of the world regularly, but boba was slang for boobs—slang for big boobs.


    But perhaps it wasn't so surprising he'd used the Asian lingo. Otis might have had some chef training, exposing him to foods from around the world. Perhaps he watched the Food Network on his tiny, vintage television. Underneath that wavy brown hair was a brain full of stuff. What else did he know? How exciting it was to Piper that this young man held a pool of knowledge just waiting to be dipped into.


    But then, another thought came to Piper. By the time he'd made the tea and set the mugs on cork coasters atop the teak coffee table, Piper was watching him with suspicion. Did he know about boba tea because he regularly dated Asian girls? Was it a fetish for him? Some guys were like that. As she leaned forward to pick up the mug, she moved slowly, as though suddenly ten times heavier. She wanted Otis to like her for who she was, not this exterior shell of a pretty Asian girl who didn't speak English, didn't talk back, didn't disagree.


    It was time for the truth to come out.


    “Otis,” she said.


    “More sugar?” He jumped up from the armchair to get the sugar bowl.


    “Otis, I have —” She was interrupted by a knock at the door.


    Teddy, who'd been relaxing at her feet, jumped into Piranha Mode, circling the vicinity and looking fierce. He let out a few test barks, big brown eyes on Piper to gauge the situation and his appropriate level of Piranha.


    Otis answered the door, cracking it open but not inviting the person in. Piper couldn't see who it was or hear their words, but the voice was female, possibly one of the prep cooks from downstairs. After a moment, Otis paused in conversation and looked over at Piper. He frowned, moved his upper body in a sort of awkward bow toward her, and excused himself. He stepped outside and closed the door. The conversation continued, muffled by the door.


    Piper sipped her tea. She used her fingers to pull out two shining tapioca pearls to feed Teddy. He was too concerned with glaring at the closed door to beg for a third pearl. After a few minutes, Teddy made a keening sound, low and almost subaudible.


    “Otis works downstairs,” Piper explained to Teddy. “That's probably one of his staff with a question or problem.”


    Teddy tipped his head to the side and let one big black ear relax, as if to say maybe. Maybe it was only that.


    Five more minutes passed before Otis returned. When he came back into the apartment, his pale cheeks were flushed with patches of red that were vaguely rectangular, as though someone had painted his cheeks with two swipes of a wide brush. He cleared his throat and came over to sit, not on the chair where he'd been earlier, but on the orange couch, right next to her. The vinyl cushions exhaled loudly. He turned to her, and she noticed for the first time that he had freckles on the bridge of his nose. The lighting in his apartment was brighter than the park, so she saw things she hadn't before. His mouth looked rigid, his lips intensely red.


    Suddenly, it was all too much for Piper. The ruse. The tension. The shape of his mouth.


    She leaned over, closing the space between them, and kissed him.


    He immediately recoiled, as though jumping back from a hot pan of frying bacon.


    “Coco!” He rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand.


    Waves of shock and horror washed over Piper. Her guilt over lying rose up and flooded her head, so palpable and salty that it stung her sinuses. She jumped up and ran for what appeared to be the bathroom. She yanked the door open, slammed it shut behind her, and immediately clicked the lock on the handle. Out in the living room, Teddy barked three times. His toenails clicked on the floor, coming her way and then stopping. He grumbled as he parked himself by the door.


    On the other side, Otis said softly, “I'm sorry, Coco. I wasn't expecting you to kiss me, but I'm not mad. You seem like a nice girl, and I don't know why you lied to me, but maybe we can still be friends.” The floorboards creaked. He was pacing the open space between the living room and kitchen counter. “Just friends,” he said.


    Piper gently released her hand from her mouth, where it had been clamped to prevent her from humiliating herself even more than she already had. She looked around the small room she'd locked herself in. The light was off, and the only illumination was a glow coming in around the edges of the door. What she wanted to do was splash some cold water on her face, but this room wasn't a bathroom. It felt arid, devoid of moisture.


    She felt up and down the walls next to the door, searching for a light switch. Nothing. She squinted up at the ceiling, where she could make out the dim shape of a light bulb. She reached up and touched a metal-beaded string hanging from the fixture. She tugged the cord, and the bare bulb came on in a shock of blinding brightness. It must have been a hundred-watt bulb.


    With ghostly purple splotches in her vision, Piper rubbed her eyes and looked around. She was in a supply closet, or a pantry. On her left were utilitarian shelves containing Windex, Comet, rolls of paper towel, boxed pasta, tinned beans, and a surprising quantity of tinned dolmades—stuffed grape leaves in oil.


    Otis knocked on the door. The sound surprised her, and she jumped back. He jiggled the handle. It was still locked. The sound and sight of the handle jiggling brought to Piper's mind a montage of the same panic scene in countless horror movies. Some primeval instinct of self-preservation kicked in.


    Without verbal thought, she knew she wanted the door to remain locked. She took another step back from the door, watching it. Was she overreacting to the rejection of a kiss? Probably. But with her heart thudding the way it was now, she didn't care about being impolite and hurting Otis's feelings. Something weird was happening. The air inside the pantry was arid, but it was also crackling with energy—an energy that had a message for her.


    He knocked again. “You don't need to be scared,” he said.


    His words did nothing to put her at ease. It was like Professor Koch telling her to relax even as his groping, thick-fingered hands on her shoulders made every nerve in her body scream. She swallowed dryly and pressed her back against the wall opposite the door. She hadn't thought about Professor Koch in a long time. Almost a year. This is bad, she thought. Really bad.


    Otis said, “Coco, we don't have to talk, but you can't stay in my pantry forever.” His tone became sing-song, as though he was talking to a small child. “You could survive in there a few days, eating my canned food, but only if I slip a can opener under the door.” He sighed. “And you'd get bored. I don't think I have any magazines you'd be interested in.”


    The floor creaked. He was walking away.


    Piper's cheeks felt hot, and her eyes were burning. She reached up and yanked the beaded-metal cord, extinguishing the too-bright light. She took three calming breaths in the dark and then pulled the light back on again. When the hundred watts flooded the room, she found she was not alone.


    George Morrison was there, looking confused.


    “You're back,” Piper exclaimed. “I thought you were gone, moved on, or whatever.”


    On the other side of the door, Otis said, “What? Are you saying something?”


    She called out to him, “Be out in a minute!” It was such a ridiculously ordinary thing to say.


    “Be out in a minute? Huh? Did you just speak to me in English?” Otis sounded more annoyed than surprised.


    She answered in Mandarin, “Just powdering my nose.”


    To George's ghostly face, she whispered, “I'll explain later.” George curled his upper lip in a “meh” expression that said he either already knew the relevant details or didn't care to. He turned and inspected the shelves in the pantry.


    Piper could hear Otis shuffling around. He knocked on the door again. “This is the best I have.” There was a scraping on the floor. She looked down to see a slim metal can opener and an IKEA catalog being shoved under the door.


    She laughed softly. Even in the face of disaster, Otis was so quick and funny. It was a shame things between them had gotten so messed up. Her sinuses stung again, her throat tightened, and two tears spilled down her cheeks. She brushed the tears away, silently admonishing herself for being such a mess. Her shame was so great that her parents probably felt it, halfway across the world.


    She reached for the door handle. It was time to come out of Otis's pantry and face the music. But George stopped her with one translucent hand in front of her face.


    “What?” She turned toward him. “Does the world's most famous author have some ideas about how to salvage this disaster?” She frowned. “Oh, who am I kidding. You're only good at making messes and killing off the best characters. You don't even know how to get things right again, do you?”


    George pulled his head back, blinked, and slowly lowered his gaze to the floor. His head bowed forward dejectedly.


    On the other side of the door, Otis asked, “Who are you talking to in there? Are you on your phone?”


    Piper sighed. “I'm sorry,” she whispered to George. “I didn't mean to be cruel. You gave the world so much. Who cares if it wasn't perfect and you never finished? Someone will pick up the torch.”


    He lifted his head slowly and pointed at her while raising one eyebrow.


    “Me?” She held one hand to her chest. “I wouldn't know where to start.” She remembered what she'd overheard at his house on Friday night. “George, I overheard something about a notebook. Do you have notes somewhere about the ending of the series?”


    Now he smiled, looking boyish. Maybe he did have a notebook, well hidden from his sister and editor.


    “Where is it?” She bit her lower lip. That was the multimillion-dollar question.


    He pointed to the ceiling and waggled his eyebrows.


    “It's in heaven?”


    He nodded.


    Great. Piper groaned and punched him in the arm, her fist passing through nothing but chilly air. Enough goofing around, she thought, and reached again for the door handle. Once more, George stopped her with a hand in front of her face.


    She turned and gave him a dirty look, but it ricocheted off with no effect. He reached into one of the pantry's shelves and wrapped his ghostly fingers around a metallic object. This object wasn't on the side with the Costco-bulk items, but the other side—the junky-looking one with a yard-sale variety of knick-knacks. Half of the stuff looked destined for the garbage bin, but George was keenly interested in one thing. He pulled his hand away, and she saw it. A candlestick holder. It was squat, solid, and somewhat familiar.


    Piper had seen this object before. It was the twin of the candlestick holder that she'd seen at the Morrison house. Officer Jerkface had accused Piper of hitting George with it and then hiding the evidence. Had he been making random guesses, or did he know the candlestick holder was a murder weapon? She hadn't thought of it since that first chaotic night.


    Now here it was, inside Otis's pantry.


    George gave her a knowing look. Her stomach dropped like one of Wile E. Coyote's anvils being dropped off a cliff. She knew what the ghost was going to do next. He mimed being struck on the back of the head, brutally hard, and then pointed meaningfully at the candlestick holder. George was excellent at charades when he tried.


    She could barely breathe, but she exhaled, “The murder weapon.”


    George nodded vigorously.


    “Okay. Who used it to hit you? Was it this guy?” She pointed to the door. “Was it Otis?”


    George threw his hands up in confusion. He didn't know.


    “Well, have you ever seen this guy before tonight?”


    He scratched his chin and then slowly shook his head, but he didn't seem certain.


    On the other side of the door, Otis had been silent for several minutes. Piper got the sensation she was being watched inside the pantry, perhaps through a keyhole, or the large gaps at the sides of the door.


    She flicked off the light again. In the darkness, she couldn't see George at all. He'd disappeared again, but something remained. The candlestick holder was now glowing in the dark, like some super-obvious clue in a video game. She instantly understood what she needed to do.


    Piper opened her purse, pulled out a fresh, unused dog-scoop bag, and used it to bag the eerily glowing candlestick holder. She twirled the bag in a practiced motion and stuck the whole thing into her purse.


    Then she finally unlocked and opened the pantry door.


    Teddy greeted her with a happy bark, wagging his tail so hard he was in danger of toppling over.


    The spartan apartment was empty. Otis was nowhere to be seen.


    She grabbed Teddy's leash and headed for the door, stepping lightly but quickly, the heavy evidence in her purse bumping against her hip.


    She got outside, down the rickety metal fire escape, and onto the side street.


    Now what? Her pulse was pounding in her ears, her heart beating faster than it had years ago at a school camping trip, when the camp counselor had told scary campfire stories about El Chupacabra, a mutant hybrid animal who reputedly drained the blood from goats and other livestock. That night, even though she was camping in California, far from the beast's natural southwestern territory, she'd trembled in her sleeping bag in the tent, her senses straining to detect the sounds of an approaching blood-thirsty killer.


    Something flickered at the edge of her vision. Was it El Chupacabra?


    No, not unless the goat sucker had taken to wearing trousers with suspenders.


    It was George, walking ahead. He kept glancing back and waving for her to follow. Teddy had already taken the hint and was tugging at his leash.


    Piper tucked her heavy purse against her side and followed George and Teddy, all the way to the Copeland Police Station.


    





Chapter 16
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    9:00 p.m.


    Copeland Police Department


    Piper sat in the police station's waiting room with her purse on her lap. The candlestick holder she'd grabbed from Otis's apartment felt heavier and heavier with each passing minute. She wished she'd been allowed to bring Teddy into the station for backup, but the receptionist had insisted he stay outside, tied to a fire-engine red, swirly metal thing that was either a bike rack or modern art or both. Teddy sensed his mistress looking his way and shot her a hurt look through the glass doors. Why you no love me? (Teddy always spoke in the I-Can-Haz-Cheezburger language of pet-photo captions on the internet.)


    Piper blew Teddy a kiss, and he snapped at a passing moth at the same time, giving the appearance he was catching the blown kiss.


    “Did you see that?” Piper grinned at George Morrison, who'd been materializing in and out of the room. He'd been back for a few minutes, pacing impatiently. “Teddy is a very clever dog,” she said.


    George raised one eyebrow, tilting the angle of his jaunty fisherman's cap. He glanced over at Teddy and back at Piper with a warm smile, ghostly teeth glowing.


    Piper took a calming breath, temporarily gladdened by sharing a cute Teddy moment with her friend. Then the heaviness of the object inside the purse on her lap reminded her of the purpose of her visit. George hadn't been able to tell her in words, but his intentions seemed clear enough. He wanted her to turn over the candlestick holder to the police. That meant turning in Otis as a person of interest—maybe a killer, maybe an accomplice.


    She shifted to the edge of her chair and slung the strap of her purse over her shoulder.


    “Maybe we should come back tomorrow,” she whispered, but she was talking to empty air. He was gone again. “George? Come back here right now, or I really will be leaving.”


    She got to her feet, clutching her heavy purse to her side, mindful to keep her shoulders level in case she was being observed. Outside the door, Teddy was happily snapping at more moths. The receptionist who'd been at the front desk was no longer there. Piper shifted toward the exit, rapidly losing her nerve with each small step. The police were going to think she was crazy. She didn't even have a plausible cover story for why she'd grabbed the heavy metal object and stuck it in her purse rather than simply reporting… what, exactly? She couldn't tell the truth, that a ghost had been touching the candlestick holder, making it glow in the dark. On the walk to the station, she'd rehearsed a few lines about getting hunches, but now, under the bright lights of the waiting room, her planned lies turned to dust, like movie vampires at sunrise.


    Suddenly, George stepped into the waiting room through a wall, looking frantic. He waved for Piper to come with him.


    “I was just leaving,” she said.


    He made more frantic gestures and beckoned her toward him.


    “Follow you where?” She held out her hands, palms up. “George, I can't walk through walls. One of the drawbacks of being corporeal.”


    He disappeared again.


    She sighed, slouching her shoulders, which made the strap of her bag slip down. Her Coach purse dropped to the tile floor with a tell-tale thud. As the sound faded, Piper's ears roared with silence and then approaching footsteps. Was that the sound of the receptionist returning with the chief of police? She grabbed her purse and hung it on the other shoulder.


    George returned once more, through a different wall. He waved for her to come with him, toward the receptionist desk. She took a step just as a flash of memory came to her from the previous night, when she and Winnie had trespassed in the Morrison home. She couldn't remember anything specific, other than the feeling of terror. Piper froze and rubbed the bumpy flesh on her forearms. Bad things happen when you sneak around where you aren't supposed to be.


    George waved urgently. He wasn't taking no for an answer. She swallowed down her fears and followed him, skirting around the reception desk and into a hallway. They only traveled about ten feet before being stopped by a security door. Of course there was a door. It was a police station, after all.


    George punched his fist into the security-card reader to the right of the door. The light on the reader turned green, and the door lock clicked. Piper nodded appreciatively. Nice trick. So that was how he turned on the television and changed channels. He had a special way with electronics.


    She opened the unlocked door and followed him through. They traveled straight and then left, down a hallway. Over the hum of the station's cooling system, she could hear people chatting in what sounded like a staff lounge. Some were bickering over refilling the coffee pot. Two men quibbled over whose turn it was to deal with the “pain in the butt” this time. Piper realized, with a rush of mixed emotions, that they were talking about her. She was horrified, as most people would be, to hear about herself in someone else's conversation, but she was also giddy with glee about where she was. She might be a nuisance, but she was a nuisance with a ghost who could walk through walls and open locked doors. Take that, dummies!


    She rounded a corner and walked right through George. The sudden chill made her sneeze. She stopped and turned around to find him clutching his arms across his chest and looking violated. The roundness of his eyes reminded her of Teddy when he got his temperature taken by the vet.


    “Sorry,” she whispered. “I didn't mean to walk through you.”


    He slowly uncrossed his arms and shook it off. They were at another security door, so he used his ghostly fist bump on the card reader once again. This door was green with a window made of dappled safety glass. She reached for the door handle, and as her fingers touched the brass knob, the air crackled and the contact point popped with static electricity. She jerked her hand back as though electrocuted.


    What was she doing? The wrongness of the situation hit her like a giant tsunami wave. Her ears roared with a low-pitched rumble.


    Was she walking into a trap? Inside her purse, she had what could very well be a murder weapon. Now she was going to walk into a police interrogation room carrying it? Was George betraying her, just like a devious, conniving, Machiavellian character from his books? All of that sneaky underhandedness had come from someone's imagination. Even if his sister had been a contributor, George was undoubtedly a schemer.


    The lock for the door timed out and turned red. He touched the card reader again, this time more delicately, with the tip of his finger. The light turned green. The room beyond the door was entirely visible through the window. It was small, empty, and had no other way out.


    “I don't think so,” Piper said, firmly grounded in the hallway. “That room's a dead end. There's nothing in there.”


    George rolled his eyes and slumped with exaggerated frustration. He pointed at the door and held up the fingers of one hand, requesting five minutes.


    “Five minutes of what? Sitting in an interrogation room by myself?”


    He nodded.


    She took a deep breath and asked, “How do I know I can trust you?”


    He blinked twice. They stared at each other like they were in a staring contest.


    George broke first, glancing away as his entire body shimmered, faded, and then came back. Now he was wearing the furry lion costume he'd worn on Halloween.


    “I can trust you because you're dressed like the Cowardly Lion?”


    He gave her a pleading look.


    She sighed. “Because we're friends.”


    He nodded.


    “And I'm all you've got,” she said softly.


    He held up two furry paws. He blew her a kiss, tracked its boomerang pattern, and caught it in his lion-whiskered mouth. Other than his talents for walking through walls and blipping electronics, his friendship with Piper was all he had.


    She swallowed. Friendship was enough. Her friend Winnie would sit in a room for five minutes for her. Piper opened the green door and walked in.


    The room was small, dim, and had a window facing another room, where two people sat across from each other at a table. She wasn't inside an interrogation room after all, but an observation room next to one. This was where officers could watch interviews. She'd never been inside one before, but like most people, she had seen the arrangement about a million times in TV shows.


    The two people in the next room were no strangers to Piper. Officer Jerkface, with his big dumb head bobbing, sat on one side of the table, across from the female president of George's online fan club, Pandora Lee. Pandora wore a buttoned-up suit jacket that was more conservative than the dress she'd worn at the funeral. She looked less like a wacky eccentric and more like someone closing a corporate merger.


    Piper watched them, wishing she could read lips. Pandora flipped her glossy black hair over her shoulders, blinking slowly and seductively at Officer Jerkface, who was talking as much with his hands as with his mouth. No sound came through the glass window. By the look of it, he was mansplaining something, and at great lengths.


    “It's a shame we can't hear them,” Piper said to George.


    The ghostly author walked over to a panel on the wall and gave it an exploratory poke. The speakers inside the observation room crackled, and suddenly the deep voice of Officer Jerkface filled the silence.


    “See, juries today are full of know-it-alls who watch all the CSI shows,” the cop was saying. “You offer them something concrete, something they can understand, and then you'll have yourself a rock-solid case.”


    Pandora bit her lower lip and eyed the large cop. Her voice soft and sweet, she asked, “What's considered concrete? Do you mean, like, eyewitness testimony?”


    “Sometimes, but eyewitnesses get confused. And they change their minds. Physical evidence is always better.” He counted on his fingers. “Fingerprints, fibers, fluids, photographs.”


    She took a deep breath and sighed, heaving her petite chest to its maximum heavability. “Or a murder weapon,” she said.


    Officer Jerkface abruptly leaned back in his chair and ran one hand over his buzz cut “Ms. Lee, what are you saying? Is this still just a theoretical discussion, or do you know about something?” He made a fist and bumped the table three times as though striking a gavel. “You wouldn't want to be charged with obstruction of justice, now, would you?”


    She held her fingertips to her mouth and giggled like a schoolgirl. “You looked so serious just now. You're scaring me!”


    He got to his feet, scraping the chair loudly on the cement floor, and whipped out a pair of handcuffs. “You should be scared,” he growled.


    The petite woman stayed in her chair, convulsing with giggles. “Oh, stop it! You're getting me so worked up, and you're not off work for how long?”


    His aggressive expression instantly softened. “Not long. I can be at my place in two hours.”


    She arched her back and licked her lips. “I could be waiting for you, if you'd like. I just need that key we talked about.”


    He reached into his pocket and handed her a single silver key. The top of the key was a hollow heart, studded with pink rhinestones. “Here you go. I had this one cut special for you.”


    “Aww.”


    “Do you have a cover story to tell your daughter?” He waggled his eyebrows. “What I'm asking is, can you stay over for breakfast?”


    She took the key and held it in a tiny fist. “I have my ways.” She smiled. “And I like my eggs sunny-side up.”


    “So, are we done with the theoretical discussion of crime scenes? I have official business to attend to.” Officer Jerkface turned and looked right at Piper.


    Inside the observation room, Piper gasped and took a step back, walking once more through the chilly air of George. A few seconds of heart-pounding horror later, she apologized to George and chuckled with embarrassment. Officer Jerkface wasn't looking at her after all. He was using the one-way mirror to inspect his mustache.


    Inside the other room, Pandora cooed, “I just love having access to an expert for my research.” She got up and came over to stand next to him at the mirrored glass, directly in front of Piper, whose eyes she eerily seemed to be staring into. “Real-life crime is so fascinating,” Pandora Lee said. “People have this darkness inside them, this molten core of evil, and they don't even know. People have no idea what they're capable of.” She fluffed the shiny hair at the crown of her head.


    “Honestly, the impulse killers don't scare me,” Officer Jerkface said, still facing the mirror and seemingly staring at George. “What scares me are the ones who plot. The ones who plant evidence.”


    Pandora turned to the tall man and reached up to pat his broad chest. “But you're so big and strong! You don't have anything to be scared of.”


    He turned, smiling, and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “See you in two hours,” he growled.


    They turned and left the room, clicking off the light on their way out.


    The adjacent observation room fell into darkness.


    Piper's body had felt weightless while she'd been observing, but now her awareness of gravity returned. The purse was heavy on her left shoulder. What was Pandora Lee up to, with her questions about concrete evidence and planting murder weapons? Was she the one who'd killed George and then hid the candlestick holder in Otis Plummer's apartment? Did the two of them even know each other? There had to be some reason Otis kept bubble tea at his place. And how long had Pandora Lee been involved with the police officer?


    Piper turned toward George, expecting to find him softly glowing right beside her, but found only more darkness. He had walked off again. Now she would have to find her way out of the police station on her own—hopefully without being caught and searched.


    The candlestick holder in her purse had never felt heavier.


    





Chapter 17
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    Day 11


    Monday, November 7th, 9:37 a.m.


    Office of Dr. Vicki Walsh


    Dr. Vicki Walsh was uncharacteristically speechless. Piper felt a twinge of pride. The therapist must have heard some real doozies in her office, but Piper's thirty-minute confession had given the older woman something to think about. A whole lot of something.


    The decision to share her problems with her former therapist hadn't come easily to Piper, but she'd wound up there on Monday morning because she was rapidly running out of options.


    On Saturday night, when Piper had found herself alone and deep within the Copeland Police Department, she'd thought she and Winnie could deal with the issue by themselves. She called to beg her friend to drive over and either pick her up in the parking lot or post bail for her release. Winnie had laughed on the phone, assuming the part about bail was a joke, but the truth was Piper had no idea if she could get in trouble for having broken into a police station. Was there a charge for such a thing? It would be like wearing a mask to enter a bank and then insisting the bank accept an anonymous cash donation. Backwards. Definitely sketchy, but… illegal?


    With Winnie on the way, Piper sought the exit. Luckily, both of the security doors allowed her back out with neither an official police card swipe or a not-so-official ghostly hand swipe. She avoided detection and made it out the front door, back to where Teddy was still preoccupied with snapping up moths. She waited for Winnie, lurking in the shadows to avoid bumping into Officer Jerkface, Pandora Lee, or anyone else who'd do more than raise an eyebrow at the petite dark-haired girl and Boston Terrier loitering near the bushes.


    When Winnie pulled up in her Lexus, Piper jumped in before it had even stopped moving. They drove while Piper caught up her best friend on recent events, starting with the dog park date with Otis. Otis had been adorable, but she'd chickened out and not told him the truth about speaking English until it was too late. She'd awkwardly kissed him, and he'd been horrified for some reason. He'd recoiled as though deathly allergic to her.


    Why had Otis been so jumpy? Was it because of the visitor who'd come to his apartment door? Or the candlestick holder in his pantry? There had to be a reasonable explanation for everything. Winnie and Piper would put their heads together to suss it out. And they would need cookies and ice cream.


    After a quick stop at Copeland's only late-night supermarket, the two girls and Teddy returned to Piper's house to pore over the facts. It would have helped immensely to have George there with them, at the very least nodding if they were on the right track, but he didn't materialize. He'd made multiple appearances since sunset that day, from Otis's pantry to the police station, but it was possible he'd met his limit. Were there limits? What did Piper know about ghosts?


    Desperate for information, the girls hit the internet. Winnie showed Piper the website she'd found for people dealing with ghosts. They dove in. As with most internet quests for information, they didn't stop until sunrise, and they weren't much wiser than when they'd begun. Yes, the people in the online ghost-seeing community believed ghosts were real, but there was no one-size-fits-all explanation for the phenomena. The circumstances surrounding a haunting were as unique for ghosts as they were for living people. There was no handbook, no helpful book called Ghost Hauntings For Dummies.


    They dozed for a few hours Sunday morning before continuing the internet research extravaganza, fueled by junk food and caffeine. Winnie kept getting sidetracked on the ghost messageboard, offering her thoughts on other people's hauntings despite having never seen a ghost herself. It was a Winnie trait to not let lack of experience stand in her way.


    Piper kept checking her phone, hoping to get a message or phone call from Otis. He didn't even know her phone number or real name, but hopeful feelings are stubborn like that, especially when the boy in question is so cute and probably, almost certainly, ninety-nine-percent innocent of murder. The candlestick holder had to be planted evidence. It just had to be. Pandora had practically confessed to her cop boyfriend.


    At dusk on Sunday, Winnie got excited and called Piper to come see something. She swore she'd seen ghostly George Morrison in the backyard pool. Piper joined her at the window, flicked on a yard light, and illuminated a chubby, surprised-looking raccoon. Piper had to admit the well-fed raccoon did bear more than a passing resemblance to the deceased author.


    Later that night, no closer to a solution than they'd been the day before, they agreed it was time to get some outside help.


    Piper, being in possession of the potential murder weapon, was understandably worried about becoming a suspect herself. She was reluctant to go directly to the police again, because Officer Jerkface could have others involved. There was no knowing how deep this conspiracy ran.


    The girls narrowed their potential allies down to two professionals who could be counted on for discretion and secrecy. One was Piper's family's lawyer, and the other was Dr. Vicki Walsh.


    But now, in the sobering light of Monday morning, the confidante Piper had chosen was acting—for lack of a better word—weird.


    Piper muttered under her breath, “I should have gone with the lawyer.”


    Dr. Walsh tucked some brown curls behind her elfin ear as she tilted her head and turned her hazel eyes up at the ceiling. “Piper, what makes you think you shouldn't have come here?”


    Piper shrugged. “I would have gone to my father's lawyer, but he wasn't available until next week, and I didn't want to wait that long.”


    Dr. Walsh took the insult in stride. “I'm glad you didn't wait.” She cleared her throat, held up a finger to ask for a minute, and poured a glass of water from the pitcher before slowly drinking it. She had the air of someone stalling for time.


    Did the therapist regret being so inquisitive when they'd seen each other at Halloween, when they'd talked on Piper's doorstep? The discussion hadn't lasted more than ten minutes, but Dr. Walsh had dug right in as she always did, asking Piper if she'd been seeing ghosts. Piper had lied, but now the whole tangled mess was finally getting aired out in the therapist's office.


    “Thank you for trusting me with the truth,” Dr. Walsh said. “Honesty is of the utmost importance.”


    Piper shifted guiltily in the wingback patient chair. “I'm sorry I lied to you on Halloween,” she said. “But George Morrison really was there in the house with me that night. He was dressed as the Cowardly Lion and helping me hand out candy.” She paused. “Okay, now that I'm saying it out loud, I hear how crazy I sound.”


    “I don't like that word. Crazy. It's almost as bad as normal.”


    “Right.”


    Dr. Walsh glanced around the room. “Is your ghost friend here with us right now?”


    “No. He only comes out at night, after sunset.”


    “But he could still be here, just not visible.”


    Piper squinted and carefully looked for George. The room was decorated in calm, sandy shades with a terra cotta tile floor. The walls were lined with glass-doored bookshelves and bland prints of desert scenes or alpine meadows dotted with wildflowers. There was only a single image of the ocean, and it sat squarely above and behind the doctor's head. Someone who knew about feng shui had decorated the walls of the office, and someone who didn't understand feng shui had deposited far too many sharp-needled cactus plants on the windowsills.


    There was no visual sign of George Morrison inside the therapist's office.


    “He's not here now,” Piper said, rubbing her forearms and then tugging her earlobes. “Even if I can't see him, I can sense when he's around, either on my skin or as a sort of absence of sound in my ears. Like when you float in a sensory deprivation tank and all you hear is your heartbeat.” She nodded as though agreeing with herself. “We're alone.” Something tickled her throat and made her cough.


    “How is your health, Piper? I see dark circles under your eyes.”


    Piper explained how she and Winnie had been drinking too much coffee and staying up late using the internet. She assured the doctor that she had not been drinking or taking drugs.


    Dr. Walsh glanced down at her notes. “But you are dating my son, Otis Plummer. We need to discuss the ramifications of that. Everything you and I discuss in this room is confidential, of course, but he is my son.”


    Piper swallowed hard. She'd raced through the description of her date with Otis, how she'd lied about being able to speak English then bolted without an explanation.


    “I'm not currently dating Otis,” Piper said.


    “You're not planning to see him again?”


    “He doesn't even know I stole his candlestick holder.” She let out a strangled laugh. “Which was crazy.” She quickly corrected herself. “Not crazy. Perfectly reasonable, seeing as how a ghost made me do it.”


    Dr. Walsh made a note in her book. “If this ghost told you to jump off a bridge, would you?”


    Piper rolled her eyes. “Luckily there aren't any bridges in Copeland. We'd need some rivers for that.”


    Dr. Walsh set down her pen. “How long will your parents be out of town?”


    “This has nothing to do with them.”


    “Don't be so sure,” the therapist said cryptically. “Many conditions are exacerbated by loneliness.”


    Conditions? Piper uncrossed and recrossed her legs, shifting in the therapist's tapestry-upholstered wingback chair. It was the same chair Piper had sat in two years ago, when she'd been adjusting to small-town life in Arizona. Once comfortable, with its embracing arms and tactile fabric, the chair was now scratchy and claustrophobia inducing. You can never go home again.


    “I don't have a condition,” Piper said with a throaty growl. “I just got swept up in something bigger than me.”


    “A conspiracy?”


    “You tell me,” Piper retorted. “It seems to me that your family is connected to this whole mess. And maybe you are, too.”


    Dr. Walsh looked amused. “Copeland is a small town. Sometimes a coincidence is just a coincidence.”


    Piper crossed her arms. “Well, your ex-husband pushed me down, and that's a fact.” Her anger was rising, her speech picking up speed. “If you think about it, he's the one who started this whole thing. If your ex hadn't been skulking around inside the Morrison house doing God knows what, the door wouldn't have been unlocked, and I never would have stepped inside and been there to call the police. I wouldn't have been in the same building as a dead body. No body, no ghost, no problems.” She fixed her therapist with an acidic stare. “What was your ex-husband doing inside there, anyway? He claims he was cleaning, but I don't buy it for a second. The living room carpet was coated in half an inch of dust. Carl Plummer didn't even plug in the vacuum cleaner, let alone clean the house like he claimed he did.”


    Dr. Walsh's shifting facial expressions gave away something, some revelation, but Piper couldn't figure out what.


    “Interesting,” was all the older woman said.


    Piper took a deep breath and tried to blow out her rising irritation. “I know you know something,” she said. “You're not a very good therapist.” The woman looked hurt and dismayed, but Piper continued. “I came to you for help, but you're just stonewalling me. And after all the money my parents paid you over the years.” She looked pointedly at the seascape painting above Dr. Walsh's head. Only it wasn't a painting. It was a photograph of a three-member family on the beach—Dr. Walsh's family, taken years ago, before the divorce. Piper's words were bitter and mean. “You couldn't even save your own marriage and hold your family together, so I don't know why I thought you'd be able to help me.”


    A whimper escaped Dr. Walsh's lips.


    Piper immediately regretted what she'd said and apologized, but it was too late. Dr. Walsh swiveled in her chair and sat stiffly in silence for a full minute before slowly turning around.


    Piper expected to be thrown out, or at least scolded, but instead, Dr. Walsh said, “I do want to help you, Piper, but there are limits to what I can divulge.” She winked. Twice.


    Piper moved forward, to the edge of her seat. “Can I get a hint?”


    “Shrimp,” the doctor said.


    “What?”


    “Dear old Carl would never admit it, but we were married, and I know the man. It was probably shrimp.”


    “Is shrimp code for something? Some Realtor staging trick?”


    “Sort of,” she said heavily. “If I know Carl, he was sneaking around the house, stuffing the curtain rods with frozen shrimp, which would thaw and make the place smell worse over time. It's one of his tactics to get homeowners to drop their price or accept a lowball offer.”


    Piper's jaw dropped. “That's why he was there that night! And why he lied to the police about it.”


    Dr. Walsh only nodded. “We're divorced for a reason.” She hastily added, “Not that I don't have my own flaws. I accept some of the blame for the marital breakdown, but Carl had Grand Canyon–sized flaws.”


    Piper took it all in and moved on to a burning question. “What about your son, Otis? Did he inherit those same flaws?”


    Dr. Walsh smiled. “My son is pure of heart. When he was twelve years old, he started a business doing odd jobs around the neighborhood, and he reserved one day a month to help people who couldn't afford to pay him. That one day turned into several days per month, which wasn't great for his college savings plans, but people noticed. One person in particular. The old man who used to own the Roadrunner Café. And that is how my son inherited a failing business that is now turning a modest profit, thanks to his hard work and a bit of luck.” She rapped her knuckles on her desk. “Knock wood.”


    Piper leaned forward and rapped her knuckles as well. She smiled, thinking about how people found some Taiwanese superstitions to be so strange, yet Americans had their quirks as well.


    A peaceful moment passed before Piper asked, “Can you think of why Otis would have the candlestick holder? Or who would try to set him up by planting it in his apartment?”


    “You should ask Otis yourself. I've already said too much—far too much—but I know for a fact there's a perfectly logical explanation, and I'm one hundred percent sure he put the candlestick holder in that pantry himself. It's unlikely anyone planted it there.” The pitch of her voice rose. “Where is the item right now?”


    “Somewhere safe.” Piper shifted to rest her chin on her palm in what she hoped was a casual pose. “So, Otis doesn't hang out with Pandora Lee, or her daughter, Coco Lee?”


    “Not that I know of, but my son is an adult who doesn't always tell me everything.”


    “When you see him again, can you tell him I'm sorry?”


    The mood in the room shifted as Dr. Walsh gave Piper one of her tough-love looks that felt like a kick in the pants. “Tell him yourself.” And just like that, the ride they were on shifted directions and they were no longer peers exchanging information on equal footing. Dr. Walsh sat in the doctor's chair, with the wheeled feet and the wooden hand rests, and Piper was the troubled youngster in the scratchy wingback chair.


    The doctor glanced up at the clock. “I'm afraid our time is up for today. Same time next week? We'll discuss this ghost you've been seeing. I'd like to discover what he symbolizes to you.”


    Piper snorted. “George doesn't symbolize anything. He's George.”


    “Perhaps your father. Or another authoritative figure from your past.”


    Piper squirmed and pushed herself out of the cloying wingback chair. Dr. Walsh continued listing off what the ghost might be a symbol of. She didn't believe George was real. She'd diagnosed Piper as a lonely girl with psychological problems manifesting as hallucinations. The whole session had been a waste of both time and money.


    “George is real,” Piper said with exasperation. “Why don't you hook me up to a lie detector and find out?” She glanced around the room, stopping when she spotted the metronome. “Or hypnotize me,” she said.


    Dr. Walsh said soothingly, “I would gladly try anything you want, Piper, but maybe next time. I must prepare for the next session.”


    There was a knock at the door that made both of them jump. The receptionist poked her head in and said, “Dr. Walsh, your ten o'clock is canceled.”


    Dr. Walsh thanked her, and once the door was closed again, she got up and slowly crossed the room to pick up the metronome.


    “This is highly unusual,” the therapist said. “Are you sure you want to try hypnosis?”


    Piper was already getting into position on the room's sofa.
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    Dr. Walsh explained, “Once we begin, you will not be asleep or unconscious, but in a deep state of relaxation. You won't be under my control, and you won't do anything you don't want to do.”


    Piper asked, “Will I be able to remember stuff? I have that black hole from Friday night. When Winnie said I was dehydrated.”


    “We can certainly try,” Dr. Walsh said. “That's an excellent goal for this session.” She wound up the gears on the metronome, which would make ticking sounds. “Are you ready to begin?”


    “Yes.” Piper adjusted the pillow behind her head.


    “Let my words wash over you. And now you'll relax deeper and deeper, your muscles relaxing as you sink comfortably into the sofa. Deeper and deeper. Listen to my voice as you completely relax, under your own control.”


    Piper felt her body soften. She felt a tickle on her nose, but it went away. Her eyelids were droopy, her eyes restful yet open.


    “Breathe in deeply, expanding your chest. Now breathe out slowly, relaxing even deeper.” Dr. Walsh moved, setting the ticking metronome on a table at the foot of the sofa, in view of Piper. “Now focus on the metronome, tracing its movements with your eyes.” Piper did. “With each tick back and forth, you relax deeper, starting at your feet. Your toes are relaxing, softening inside your shoes, the tension melting away.”


    Piper felt her toes relax, and then the soles of her feet, her ankles, her calves, and so forth, all the way through. Her eyelids relaxed and closed. She listened as Dr. Walsh guided her down an imaginary set of stairs.


    She wasn't asleep, but it wasn't her usual state, either. Gone was the chattering of thoughts, the words spoken by worries. She was in a deep, peaceful place, noticing her breathing and her body but being disconnected as well. There were no restrictions here, and her mind could go anywhere.


    She heard her own voice, answering Dr. Walsh's questions. Yes, she was ready to keep walking down the stairs, to go all the way down to the basement.


    And there she was, in the Morrison house again. Teddy was there, right beside her, and Winnie was behind her, complaining about wanting to go.


    Dr. Walsh told her to take it slowly, to slow time down if she wanted to.


    She slowed time down when she reached the bottom step. There was the bare patch of concrete where the carpet had been lifted. She felt the grit of the cement underneath the sole of her shoe. She breathed deeply, taking in the rotten, decaying smell of the house. Now that she knew it was week-old shrimp stuffed into the curtain rods, it was unmistakable.


    The stink was distracting, so she decided to push it aside. She was still safely inside Dr. Walsh's bright office, breathing the clean air there. With the next deep inhale, she smelled only fresh air.


    But she was still in the basement, still down there, with the spirit who had summoned her.


    And it was all so clear to Piper. Why hadn't she figured it out before?


    The spirit before her wasn't George. It was a female who bore a striking resemblance to the other Morrisons.


    You must be Mrs. Morrison, she said. I'm Piper Chen. I'm a friend of George's.


    Only she hadn't said it out loud. She was thinking it now, on the therapist's sofa.


    That night, she'd said nothing. Behind her, Winnie gasped and grabbed Piper's arm. “We should go. Stop scaring me. It's not funny.”


    She can't see you, Piper thought. But I can see you, Mrs. Morrison.


    Teddy broke his silence with a low, steady growl.


    “We shouldn't have come here,” Winnie said behind her. She swallowed audibly. “I think I'm going to be sick.”


    Piper ignored her friend and continued staring at the ghost. What did she want?


    The ghostly woman said nothing. Her expression remained the same. Serious. She turned on blurry, swirling legs, and moved toward an adjacent wall. They were in what appeared to be a recreation room. She reached a low piece of furniture, which was either a telephone stand or a low bookshelf, and grabbed the phone. Her hand passed right through. She reached for the phone again with no success. Her serious expression turned to anger. She swiped through the phone angrily.


    You want to call someone, Piper thought. I can help. She picked up the handset portion of the phone. It was a corded model, the type that had been popular in the 1980s, before everything went wireless. The square lever on the base popped up, and a tinny dial tone came from the phone's speaker. The number pad was on the headset, but it was still surprisingly lightweight for such old technology. She noted these facts calmly, not at all disturbed by the angry-looking ghost.


    Behind Piper, Winnie said, “Sixty seconds, Piper. I'm leaving in sixty seconds, with or without you. Fifty-nine, fifty-eight…”


    Piper tuned out her best friend and focused on the ghostly woman. Is this what you want me to do? She held the headset with the numbers facing the ghost. Who should I call? She waited, feeling absolutely no fear at all. In fact, somewhere in the back of her mind, she was singing the theme song to the Ghostbusters movies.


    The apparition's face was as crisp and clear as a television screen now, seemingly lit from within. Her thin lips twitched with agitation as her gaze locked on the telephone held before her. Around them, the room became both freezing cold and boiling hot at the same time. Piper's mind was calm, but her body was confused. She felt like she might faint or explode or levitate.


    Winnie said, “Twenty-nine, twenty-eight…”


    You heard my friend, Piper thought. We're leaving as soon as she gets to zero. If you have something to say, you might want to say it now.


    The woman's twitching lips clenched into a thin line. Something to say? If she was like George, she couldn't say anything.


    This was going nowhere, just like the majority of Piper's conversations with George.


    Winnie said, “Ten, nine, eight, seven…”


    Piper shrugged. Maybe another night. She still had the phone in her hand. She meant to lean over and hang up the phone, but her arm wouldn't obey. She was stuck.


    “Zero,” Winnie said. “And I'm not even touching you.”


    Piper looked into the ghost's eyes and silently commanded, Let me go.


    The woman shook her head. Was she smiling? Was she enjoying this?


    A trickle of panic sweat tickled its way down Piper's frozen back. Now she couldn't move at all. Even her throat was locked. Winnie was talking, threatening to leave her there, and she couldn't speak, couldn't ask her friend for help.


    Where was she? Was she in her therapist's office? She couldn't hear the metronome, couldn't feel the couch underneath her.


    The foul stench of the house filled her nostrils and sickened her. She was trapped here, trapped in time, like a ghost. She would never leave.


    Then the ghostly woman opened her mouth and began to scream.


    Her mouth got larger and larger, until it was only darkness, and the darkness was coming from Piper. It would suck all the light from the world, all the life from her veins.


    Someone was screaming, and it was a scream that filled her until she was bursting, an overfilled tank of pain. The agony. The fury. How it howled through Piper, through every drop of blood. Her bones were as dry as the desert, and she was empty, the dry husk of a dead plant, nothing more than a vessel for a sonic windstorm with no beginning and no end. She was an empty hallway in an empty house, a house of hallows.


    * * *


    Piper sat upright, awake again. Dr. Walsh was no longer sitting in the chair beside the sofa. She was typing away on her computer, at her desk.


    The light in the room had changed. Time had passed, maybe hours.


    Piper asked, “How long was I hypnotized?”


    “I'm sorry,” Dr. Walsh said, smiling. “Sometimes it doesn't work, and people go right to sleep. I didn't have any other appointments for the morning, so I decided to let you nap while I ate my lunch at my desk.”


    “What do you mean it didn't work? But I went down there, into the basement. I saw the lady. It's his mother. I guess since she's dead, she's haunting the place, too!”


    Dr. Walsh crunched on a stick of celery. “Sounds like you had quite the dream!”


    Piper opened her mouth to argue, but changed her mind. What did it matter that the therapist didn't believe her?


    She hadn't gotten what she'd come for, yet she'd gotten exactly what she needed.


    She paid for the day's session, promised she'd get back to Dr. Walsh about a follow-up session, and left.


    * * *


    Piper hadn't felt this calm and relaxed in weeks.


    She enjoyed the feeling of strength in her legs and the softness between her shoulder blades as she rode her bicycle away from the therapist's office in the strip mall. She pedaled while she steered with one hand and held the phone with the other.


    Winnie answered, “How'd it go with Dr. Walsh?”


    “Come to my house for lunch and I'll tell you.”


    “My lunch hour is almost over.”


    “So?” Piper couldn't keep her irritation from her voice. It was petty of her, and she knew it, but she couldn't help her feelings. The nonprofit organization barely paid Winnie anything—certainly nothing to match the allowance that Winnie's parents provided to subsidize her Lexus and other luxury habits—but Winnie's career often took top priority in her life. Piper was envious of the passion Winnie had for her career, and jealous that she had to compete for attention with the job. She'd never admitted her feelings to her best friend, but everything was bubbling up today.


    “I guess I could pop over for a bit,” Winnie said.


    “No, don't worry about it. I'm just being difficult, and needy, and I'm sorry.”


    Winnie sighed into the phone. “Now you're making me feel bad. I'm a bad friend.”


    “No, you're not. The truth is, I'm the bad one because I'm jealous of your job. Always have been.”


    There was a pause. “Piper? Are you okay?”


    “I'm in a deeply relaxed state.”


    Another long pause. “I'm coming over. I'll be at your house in five minutes.”


    Piper argued with her friend, trying to convince her that it could wait until after work, but Winnie had made up her mind. Piper felt like she'd won and lost at the same time.


    But more importantly, she was hungry.


    She stopped at a produce store to buy some fresh fruit and vegetables plus soft goat cheese. The next stop was the French bakery for some long baguettes. It always made her day cheerful to have a fresh baguette or two sticking out jauntily from her bicycle's front basket—just like a girl from a Parisian postcard.


    Her spirits buoyed by the good food, Piper was smiling by the time she pedaled onto her street. Was she still hypnotized? How did it work if you fell asleep during a session?


    She didn't care.


    The smile fell away a minute later, when she spotted a police cruiser in her driveway. Now what? Not another apology from Carl Plummer! This was getting ridiculous.


    As she approached the front door of her house, Piper could hear Winnie yelling inside. Teddy was barking. Piper hit the brakes, let her bike drop in the driveway, and ran up the front steps.


    Inside, Winnie was red faced and swearing in three languages at Officer Jerkface, who was handcuffing her.


    Winnie caught Piper's eye and yelled, “Run! Take Teddy and run! Get your dad's lawyer!”


    Teddy was barking and skittering toward her, his toenails loud on the tiles. Piper scooped the dog, turned, and ran out the front door.


    She could barely process what was happening, and there was more. Another vehicle was pulling into the driveway. The driver wasn't watching carefully and didn't see Piper's dropped bicycle. The front wheel of the bike popped and bent under the car's tire.


    Pop goes my getaway vehicle, Piper thought.


    The car's driver's-side door opened and a woman stepped out.


    She wasn't a police officer.


    It was the celebrity crime reporter, Nancy Dowd, dressed in a flamboyant purple suit and orange blouse. She held one hand over her mouth, the very picture of shocked dismay. She surveyed the damage to Piper's bicycle, from the popped tire to the bent frame. The long, French baguettes lay in crumbs on the gravel. One plump, red tomato rolled away as though fleeing the scene.


    Nancy Dowd glanced at the open house door, where Winnie could be heard cursing at Officer Jerkface, then over at the police car next to hers in the driveway. She scrunched up her face at Piper and said, “This seems like a bad time for me to drop in unannounced.”


    Teddy barked once, as if to say, ya think?


    





Chapter 19
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    6:55 p.m.


    Pool House, Chen Residence


    “The candlestick holder was in here?” Nancy Dowd pointed to the cabinet under the television and let out a low, single chuckle. “Deja vu. This conversation feels so familiar.” The investigative journalist looked grimly amused as she examined the inside of the cabinet, her asymmetrical bright-red hair swinging like breezy curtains. “There was the candlestick, the knife, the revolver, the rope, and what else?”


    Piper gave her a confused look. What revolver? Was Nancy getting her celebrity murder cases confused?


    Nancy thrust her finger into the air. “Poison,” she declared.


    “Who's getting poisoned?”


    “I'm talking about Clue, the board game,” Nancy explained. “My brothers always wanted to play Monopoly, but I couldn't get enough of Clue.”


    “I'm an only child,” Piper said. She forced a smile, the way she always did whenever she had to say that phrase. If she didn't smile, people would feel sorry for her and make up some story about how siblings weren't all they were cracked up to be, and how their brother or sister had been a nightmare.


    “You never played Clue?” Nancy looked horrified. “You might know it as Cluedo.”


    “That's the one with the old mansion?” Piper did have a dim recollection of playing it at a friend's house.


    “Yes,” Nancy said wistfully, her eyes unfocused. “I used to love that game. It never got boring because, with all the combinations, there were infinite murders to be solved.”


    “Good thing you got a lot of practice,” Piper said flatly. “Now solve this one.”


    The two of them were in the pool house behind the Chen residence. They had driven over to Nancy's motel room and laid low for a few hours before returning to Piper's home. The police were gone, and Teddy had thoroughly searched the premises to be sure. The dog was now slurping down his dinner, Nancy was working on her laptop at the table, and Piper was sitting on the hardwood floor of the main room.


    Piper felt as limp as one of Teddy's deflated rubber dog toys, like someone had let all the air out of her. For the second time that Monday, she'd told her entire story to another person, this time the celebrity crime reporter. For Piper, seeing her best friend get arrested had made her desperate. She no longer cared about people thinking she was crazy for seeing ghosts. It was worth the risk to get more allies. Unlike skeptical Dr. Walsh, Nancy had accepted the entire story without a whiff of judgment. If anything, the weirder it got, the more the reporter seemed invigorated.


    Piper's stomach growled. She'd been too nervous to eat before her therapy appointment ten hours earlier, and hadn't eaten since. She wondered if the baguette abandoned in the driveway was salvageable or covered in tire treads. The scent of Teddy's dog food wafted over to her nostrils. Her mouth watered. This is bad, she thought. When dog food starts smelling tasty, life has really taken a turn.


    She heard another voice in her head, her father's voice, saying, “The roof always leaks on a rainy day.” The saying meant that trouble always follows trouble. She'd been poking her nose into places it didn't belong. There'd been a funeral, the Morrison residence (twice), Otis's pantry closet, and even the Copeland Police Station. After looking for trouble so systematically, was it any wonder she'd found it?


    Well, technically Winnie was the one who'd gotten swept up in the trouble this time. Details were still sketchy, but in the hours since Winnie's questioning and subsequent arrest, facts had been emerging. Some news came through the lawyer, who was currently at the Copeland Police Department, working on getting Winnie released. This was the same lawyer who hadn't been available for a meeting that week with Piper, but he'd magically found room in his schedule for Winnie, whose family was apparently in better standing with the firm.


    The lawyer had been in contact with Piper a few times, but was more concerned with getting information than giving it.


    The person who'd been most helpful since the arrest was, perhaps not so surprisingly, Nancy Dowd. She had a keen investigative mind, plenty of contacts within law enforcement, and a special way with people.


    According to Nancy Dowd's contacts, this batch of trouble had started early that Monday morning, when a tipster called the police with information. This anonymous person lived near the Morrison house, and had seen something on the day of George's death. It hadn't seemed relevant at the time, but over the last eleven days, there'd been more and more media speculation about the mysterious death, and this neighbor had started to feel they might hold a clue to the case. The neighbor reported seeing an “Asian schoolgirl,” dressed in a short plaid kilt and knee-high socks, visiting the Morrison home just hours before the estimated time of George Morrison's death.


    When the Copeland Police Department received the tip, they wasted little time in getting a car over to the home of Piper Chen, one of a handful of Asian-Americans living in the town. It was Winnie who'd answered the door, expecting to see Piper with lunch. One misunderstanding led to another, and soon the two officers were searching the home. They didn't even have a warrant, but Winnie gave them verbal permission, or so they claimed.


    They hit the jackpot once they reached the pool house. Officer Jerkface was the one who looked inside the TV cabinet and discovered a candlestick holder suspiciously bundled inside three layers of plastic bags. He recognized it as the missing twin of the one at the Morrison residence. He quickly transferred it into an evidence bag and questioned Winnie. She claimed to have never seen the candlestick holder before—which wasn't entirely true—and things got a little feisty. Winnie pushed back when Officer Jerkface encroached on her personal space, and that was when the proverbial dog doo hit the fan.


    The only charges issued so far against Winnie were related to her scuffle with Officer Jerkface. The lawyer assured Piper over the phone that there was nothing to worry about, but Nancy Dowd wasn't so calm. In her career, she'd seen innocent people get blamed for crimes and even go down for them. It was the reason she kept doing her job, despite having more than enough money to retire. She used the cash from the high-profile celebrity cases to fund pro bono work for desperate people. Winnie was not a celebrity (yet), nor did she qualify as being desperate, since she drove a Lexus, but Nancy Dowd still wanted to help.


    Nancy Dowd wanted the inside scoop on the celebrity murder scandal of the decade.


    But at least she was there, and she was helping.


    “We can solve this,” Nancy Dowd said as she closed the doors of the now-empty TV cabinet with a solid, sure-sounding thud. The police had taken the candlestick holder along with everything else in the cabinet, from old movie DVDs to jigsaw puzzles. The Chen family's entire collection of wholesome entertainment was now evidence in a murder investigation.


    “Hmm,” Piper said, which was all the enthusiasm she could muster.


    “My research assistant is currently digging up information about Pandora Lee and her precocious daughter, Coco.”


    Piper's body had been limp from a distinct lack of go-go juice, but the idea of Coco, a teenaged girl, visiting George's house made Piper shudder. Coco was only fifteen. Winnie had called George a pervert. What if she was right? What if he'd done something awful to young Coco, and Coco had acted in self-defense, pushing him down the stairs, killing him by accident? Or what if she'd called in her mother, and Pandora had gone all Tiger Mom and struck the killing blow? Now Pandora was dating Officer Jerkface. But why? He didn't have much going for him, other than being an inside source on the investigation.


    Nancy and Piper had already grimly discussed all of these possible scenarios. The man of the hour, the murdered author, had not appeared at sunset or since. But even if George had joined them in the pool house, would he admit to taking advantage of an underage girl? Some men had a way of unabashedly denying the truth, even in the face of overwhelming evidence. Especially in front of a panel of their peers. When faced with the possibility of, say, losing tenure, some men would gleefully throw a young student under the bus, painting her as a liar, a crazy girl with Histrionic Personality Disorder.


    Piper shuddered again. She didn't want to think about her old nemesis, Professor Koch, but the roof always leaks on a rainy day.


    She had been taken advantage of, and her attempt at justice had resulted in a nervous breakdown (hers), and a not-so-dignified exit from an Ivy League school. Piper's parents had tried to be supportive. It was time for a lifestyle change, they claimed. Dad had been working too hard for years, and it was time to slow down and savor life. They pulled up roots and moved to a small town in Arizona. They would all try harder to live the middle way, to not pressure Piper to be the top of her class, or even to complete her engineering degree.


    But early retirement hadn't agreed with the elder Chens. There was only so much golf and gardening they could enjoy. Copeland was small. The house they'd bought wasn't quite right. Plans were drawn up for a renovation, plus an addition, and the project commenced. But then the scope grew and grew in scale. The lot next door came up for sale, and new plans were drawn, including the pool and pool house. When the last of the landscaping trucks pulled away, all that remained of the original home was a mailbox, and even that had been professionally sandblasted and repainted. They “relaxed” by the pool for all of three months before Mr. and Mrs. Chen left for a short vacation in Taiwan. Two weeks into the trip, they extended their stay to look into some business ventures with old friends. That had been three months ago, and no return flights were booked yet. Piper had been left on her own, alone in the huge house, alone to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. She wondered if this had been her parents' plan from the start.


    They'd be horrified if they knew what was happening now. It would only take one phone call, and they'd be back on the next flight, the pair of them taking control of the situation as a team. The immature part of Piper desperately wanted them to come home, to solve her problems or let her run away again. That part of her kept directing her eyes over to the telephone on the credenza.


    The telephone.


    She looked at the ceiling, the floor, then back at the telephone. Her head buzzed.


    What was she forgetting? She could… make one last call. Something awoke in her mind.


    Her hypnosis session had made her remember, but then the shock of seeing Winnie get arrested had made her lose track of the memory temporarily. It all came flooding back. The basement. The angry female ghost. The important message she needed Piper to see, the message her dear son had left as a clue.


    “The phone,” Piper said. Her mouth was gummy and her voice came out cracked.


    Nancy Dowd looked up from her work. She'd been typing on her laptop in between scribbling diagrams and timelines on loose sheets of paper spread out across a table. “What? Did you say something?”


    “The phone,” Piper repeated.


    Nancy turned toward the phone on the credenza. “Want me to hand it to you?”


    “Not mine. The one from George's mom's house. We need to get it back!”


    Nancy frowned at her notes. This was the first thing she'd heard about a phone, and she was confused.


    Piper groaned as she got to her feet, her knees weak and trembling from the stress of the day.


    “Long story,” Piper said. “But I threw an old phone into some bushes near the Morrison house. We need to get that phone back. I think it's evidence.”


    Nancy couldn't have known what Piper was talking about, but it was enough of an explanation for her. She stood up and headed to the door, keys in hand.


    * * *


    The November sun had set hours earlier, and the shrubs near the Morrison residence were dense enough to block the streetlights from their underbrush.


    “What we need is a flashlight,” Piper said. She pulled out her phone and pressed the command that would use her photo flash as a light source for a few minutes before depleting the battery.


    “Like this?” Nancy flicked on an honest-to-goodness flashlight. She wrinkled her elfin nose. “I wouldn't be deserving of the name Nancy D. if I didn't have a respectable flashlight.”


    Piper laughed. The journalist was referring to famous girl sleuth Nancy Drew, whose name was similar to her own, just a few letters off. Piper wondered how many Nancy Drews existed in the world, and how they felt about their famous namesake. As her mind wandered, she felt herself detaching from the strange scene, as though part of her was floating above the pair of them searching the bushes. Was this really happening? Her hands kept moving, aiming the dying light from her phone, but the hands seemed to belong to someone else. A lizard skittered out of the bush, giving her an irritated look about being disturbed, but she didn't even flinch at the sudden movement. All was calm. If she wanted to, she could probably keep floating up and disappear, leaving this whole mess behind for other people to deal with. Was this how George felt? And where was he?


    A hand on her shoulder brought Piper lurching back to earth. She sucked in a deep gasping breath.


    “It's just me,” Nancy Dowd said soothingly. “I found the phone, or at least I found a phone. I don't know if it's the one, but what are the odds?” She directed Piper to a plastic object a few feet away.


    “That's it,” Piper said. This was the phone she'd grabbed from the Morrison house and clutched until Winnie made her drop it on their way home. She got out a fresh plastic bag and delicately extricated the phone from the bushes. She held it for a moment silently, waiting to feel something. She expected it to suddenly ring, or glow, or burst into flames. Nothing like that happened.


    Nancy Dowd broke her professional demeanor with a girlish squeal. She pointed at the old-fashioned number buttons. “Is that what I think it is?”


    Piper quipped back, “Do I look like a crime scene investigator?”


    “That's got to be blood,” Nancy said. “Careful. Don't disturb the fingerprints.” Her hands fluttered nervously. “Are those fingerprints?”


    Piper took a closer look through the clear bag. “If these aren't bloody fingerprints, I don't know what they are.”


    Nancy tilted her head to the side. “Whoever dialed that phone wasn't using it to call 9-1-1. The 9 and the 1 button are clean.”


    They stared at the phone in the yellow glow of the streetlamp for several minutes. Off in the distance, a coyote sounded his yip-yip cry and another answered.


    Piper gasped and broke the silence. “George left us a clue. These have to be his fingerprints. Right before he died, he used the keypad to spell out the name of the killer.”


    “I don't have my reading glasses with me,” Nancy said, patting her pockets. “I can't read the tiny letters underneath the numbers.”


    “I can,” Piper said.


    “Well? Don't keep me in suspense! What does 2-6-7 spell?”


    “C-O-P,” Piper said, gasping. “Cop. It was a cop who killed George.”


    “A police conspiracy,” Nancy said excitedly.


    “Not so fast. Three numbers with three letters under each number. That makes twenty-seven possible combinations.”


    “But you must have picked COP for a reason. You have a psychic connection with the victim.”


    Piper looked up and studied the journalist's face in the yellow glow of the streetlamps. She seemed awfully decisive about the killer being a cop, never mind the other twenty-six possibilities.


    Nancy glanced around the neighborhood furtively. She murmured, “Let's get back to the car. We're probably being watched by that nosy tattletale neighbor. I can practically feel them calling the tip line right now.”


    Piper agreed, and they wasted no time getting back into Nancy's car.


    While they drove, Piper worked out more combinations of letters.


    The secret message spelled out COP, but it also spelled SAM, PAN, and even ROB. That cast suspicion on the Copeland Police Department, George's sister, the president of his fan club, and even his long-time editor.


    Even COP could mean more than just cop. If it were initials, it could stand for Carl Otis Plummer. Rearranged, that would be the Realtor's son, Otis Carl Plummer. Funnily enough, it could even be someone driving in that car with Nancy Dowd. Piper's middle name was Ophelia, making her initials POC.


    Typical George, she thought.


    He did love his complicated mysteries with a multitude of suspects.


    * * *


    Winnie was released by the Copeland Police at midnight, without an apology. The police requested she not leave the state for a little while. Her parents insisted she return to the family home that night, which she did, not even stopping over at Piper's house for her overnight bag. And who could blame her? The police were probably waiting in the bushes, planning their next raid of the Chen residence. Or perhaps they were waiting for the lab results on the bits of dried matter embedded in the cracks of the candle holder, and then they'd pounce.


    Piper knew they would be coming to question her next, and she crossed her fingers that the lawyer had scared them enough about searching without a warrant that they'd hold back long enough for the Big Plan to be enacted.


    She changed the sheets in the pool house and made sure Nancy Dowd would be comfortable there. Nancy had offered to return to her hotel room, or stay there, whichever Piper preferred. It was Teddy who made the decision, stealing Nancy's shoes and hiding them. Piper was horrified at Teddy's thievery, but Nancy Dowd laughed it off and said her assistant would bring over fresh clothes in the morning.


    “Now go to bed,” Nancy said, waving toward the pool house door. “Tomorrow's a big day, and you need your sleep.”


    “About tomorrow,” Piper said slowly. “Maybe I should sit this one out.” The Big Plan could work just as easily with one person.


    Nancy opened her purse, took out a brush, and began brushing her red hair to a silken shine. She looked so casual and relaxed, like she was just a regular girlfriend staying overnight, that she did this sort of thing all the time.


    After sixty hair strokes, Nancy said, “No guts, no glory.”


    “You can have all the glory,” Piper said. “You're the one with the guts. I've got nothing.”


    “Excuse me? You've got nothing?” Nancy kept brushing her shimmering red hair. Her small nose pointed up, giving her an elfin look. “Which one of us discovered two key pieces of evidence? And which one of us infiltrated the Copeland Police Department?”


    “Exactly,” Piper said with a smile. “I'm all tapped out. You've got the next part. You could do it with one hand tied behind your back.” She paused for drama. “You only want me to do the speech because it would make a more interesting story.”


    Nancy's eyes twinkled. “Just come with me, and we'll see how you feel once we get up in the air.”


    “Up in the air?” The ground seemed to fall away underneath Piper's feet. She really needed to eat something.


    Nancy winked. “It's George Freakin' Morrison, honey. The man's larger than life, even in death. He didn't want his ashes sitting around in urns on bookshelves, or getting parceled out and sold by the gram as collector's edition ashes on eBay. Tomorrow at noon, we're getting into an airplane with his friends and family, and we're going to scatter his ashes over the Grand Canyon. You have seen the Grand Canyon, haven't you?”


    “Yes, I've seen it.”


    “But not from the air.” Nancy counted her last two brush strokes aloud. “Ninety-nine, one hundred.” She set down the brush. “It's all set up,” she said with finality. “My pilot friend who owes me a favor has come through just in time. The Big Plan is happening mid-air. You can't ask for a more captive audience.”


    “Mid-air?” Her empty stomach did flip-flops.


    “This is your last chance to finally get that interview with Robert Jones,” she said, eyes twinkling.


    “I swear I was going to call around to the local hotels, but I kept getting sidetracked.”


    Nancy's expression softened. “You've done great. Things have worked out different than I expected, but better. Investigations often turn and twist, so it helps to be flexible. And I have total confidence you can pull off pretending to be a crew member on the airplane.”


    “As stewardesses?”


    Nancy snorted with amusement, looking even more elfin and mischievous. “It's not that sort of plane. You'll be in overalls, or maybe a gray flight suit. Not the most fashionable of attire, but one must make sacrifices in the name of justice!” She raised her hand as though toasting with an invisible glass. “For justice.”


    Piper raised one tired arm with great effort. “For justice,” she said grimly.


    





Chapter 20
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    Day 12


    Tuesday, November 8th, 10:22 a.m.


    The Roadrunner Café


    Piper was exhausted from the previous evening, but her nervousness about seeing Otis again chased away any lingering yawns. She tied Teddy to the same tree where he'd sat nine days earlier, on her first visit to the Roadrunner Café. After a quick check of her hair and makeup, she entered the restaurant. Obeying the sign at the front, she sat herself at a free table. She crossed her hands on her lap and glanced up at the ceiling. Was Otis up there in the spartan apartment that very minute? Was he looking down at the floor, thinking about her? His mother had promised not to reveal any details from their therapy session, but could she be trusted?


    A waitress came to offer coffee and a menu. Piper accepted both, and asked if Otis was around.


    “He sure is, honey,” the woman said, casting her a matronly look. “You want me to tell him you're here? What's your name?”


    “Piper. No, wait. Tell him it's Coco. I'm not actually Coco, but that's who he knows me as.”


    The woman took it all in without so much as a facial twitch. “All-righty then.” She filled Piper's coffee cup and walked away.


    Piper picked up the laminated menu and blinked repeatedly. Her eyes wouldn't focus. Or they would, but her mind was too nervous to convert the squiggles and dots into words. Why was she bothering with the menu? After yesterday's starvation, she wanted carbohydrates and lots of them. Pancakes. She didn't need a menu, especially not one so blurry and utterly unreadable. She set it down and rubbed her eyes.


    Since the discovery of the phone with the blood-smeared code, she and Nancy Dowd had been very busy.


    Today was their Big Plan, the climactic finale, and there were so many things that could go wrong, so why had Piper come to the Roadrunner?


    Because of Otis.


    Things could get dangerous today. If something was to—heaven forbid—happen to Piper, she didn't want to leave behind unfinished business. Then she'd be forced to continue as a ghost. It would be rather ironic to come back to haunt Otis, but still be unable to talk, to speak a word of English to him.


    She just wanted one word. Sorry. And if there was time, maybe a few more words, such as I really like you.


    The server returned. Without looking up, Piper said, “Pancakes, please, and lots of them.”


    A male voice answered, “We have a special today. Every order comes with a complimentary soup bone.”


    She jerked her head up. Otis looked serious, but not angry. And he had made a joke. He waved at someone in the kitchen. “Pancakes,” he called out. “And a soup bone!”


    “Thanks,” she said. “But I'm not sure I'd have room for a soup bone.”


    Otis gave her a wry smile and shook his head. “Sure you do. You're a growing teenager.”


    “What?” She blinked repeatedly. Now Otis was as blurry and hard to read as the menu had been. “Otis, I'm not a teenager. I'm twenty-one. I lied to you about speaking English, but I'm telling you the truth now. And my name is Piper.” She tried to smile. “Piper Chen. I'm second-generation Taiwanese American, and I live here in Copeland.”


    “Twenty-one?” He gave her a puzzled look.


    “Your mother didn't tell you anything?


    He continued looking mystified, and pointed to the bench seat across from her. “May I?”


    “Please do.” She watched him take a seat, then slide a few inches over and turn his body to be at a slight angle. He was aware of body language and careful to take a nonconfrontational pose. The idea that he was expecting conflict gave Piper a terribly guilty feeling. She pressed the tip of her tongue against her teeth to keep from gushing apologies. Easy now, she told herself. We'll get to that.


    “Piper,” he said. “That's a pretty name.”


    “Thanks.” She took a sip of what was surprisingly drinkable coffee for diner brew. “My father wanted to name me Pepper, because my mother craved hot peppers when she was expecting me, even though they gave her terrible heartburn, but then one of my aunties got a new dog two weeks before I was born, and she named the dog Pepper, and I suppose you can figure out the rest of the story.”


    Otis nodded slowly. “So, you just use Coco as your online name? And you tell people you're fifteen because you're trying to connect with a youthful audience?”


    Piper's mouth went dry despite the coffee. “I never said I was fifteen.”


    His upper lip was curling with barely concealed disgust. “But you're a catfish.”


    “Catfish?” Now she was lost for words. She knew the term was commonly used for people who tried to be someone else on the internet, and that it had little to do with actual catfish, which don't mimic or pretend to be anything other than what they are. Catfish do stir things up, though. There was an old parable about catfish being the enemies of cod, and getting added to cod tanks during shipping to nip at the cod and keep them active on the journey. It was an old tale, and certainly untrue since catfish were freshwater creatures, but it made a great story. Some might say we all need something nipping at us in life to keep us from becoming complacent. Was that the way Otis meant it?


    The young man must have seen the confused look on her face. He explained, “Catfish. Like the MTV series. Are you pretending to be underage so you can take incriminating screencaps and get hush money from creepy older dudes?” He held up both hands. “Hey, it's fine by me if that's your business. Those dudes deserve what they get.”


    “That's not something I would ever do, Otis.”


    “Oh.” He relaxed his upper body, letting his hands drop to his lap. “Now I feel bad. I didn't think you were so young, not until Velma came up to the apartment to warn me I was about to make a big mistake.” He looked sheepish. “She was beside herself. She asked me if your name was Coco, and I said yes, and she showed me a picture online and told me you were fifteen.”


    Piper nodded. Now she understood. “She thought I was Coco Lee, the girl who runs the House of Hallows fan site with her mother, Pandora.”


    He looked relieved. “I guess so.”


    “Do you know Pandora?”


    He gave her a sidelong look. “I don't know. Do I? You tell me.”


    Piper snorted. “It's not me. I swear. I'm just Piper.”


    “Sure. Uh… I hate to be that guy, but do you have some ID you could show me?”


    She grabbed her wallet from her purse and spread out all her cards, from her unused driver's license to her Copeland Library Card.


    “Capricorn,” he said. “Same as my mother.”


    His mother. Well, now was as good a time as any. “Otis, your mother is my therapist, by the way. Since we're getting the truth out and laying all our cards on the table.” She grinned down at her cards. “So to speak.” She glanced up shyly. “Is that weird for you?”


    He took a moment before answering, his tone relaxed. “It's a small town. Anyone who sees a therapist has a twenty percent chance of seeing my mother. She knows everyone's secrets.”


    Just then, the waitress arrived with a big stack of pancakes, along with big pats of butter and syrup.


    Piper grabbed her fork and knife and dug in. The meeting had gone well so far, but she still had one key piece of business to deal with—the candlestick holder that had been in Otis's possession. She would ask him after the next bite.


    Or the next one.


    As she was demolishing the final bites of the stack, Otis observed, “You eat like someone going off to war.”


    “I feel like someone going off to war.”


    “Then don't go. You don't have to do anything you don't want to do.”


    Piper pushed the empty plate away with a groan. “I will never eat again.”


    “Pie? We make it fresh here.”


    She whimpered and slumped in her bench seat.


    After a few more minutes and a refill of coffee, she finally broached the subject. “Otis, where did you get the candlestick holder I found in your closet?”


    His blue eyes darkened. He arched one eyebrow. “You mean the one you stole from my closet?”


    She nodded. It was time for the whole truth. Well, just the parts that didn't include a ghost, but only because Nancy Dowd was waiting for her, and there wasn't enough time to get into the metaphysical stuff.


    “I've got a strange hobby,” he said.


    She gestured for him to continue.


    “We've got a big dumpster at the back of the restaurant,” he said. “It's really visible, so people drive by and throw things in there. Perfectly good things.”


    “You're a dumpster diver?”


    He slumped down, looking humiliated. “More of an amateur collector and restoration artist. I have a passion for old things with some history to them. When I saw that candlestick holder, I thought it had a good, sturdy shape. I was planning to dip it in white enamel. Sort of a shabby chic look, though I suppose that's dated now.” He wrinkled his nose. “You're disgusted, aren't you? Nobody wants to date a dumpster diver.”


    She nearly laughed out loud. Compared to other things he might be, such as a killer or an accomplice, dumpster diver wasn't too bad.


    He joined her with an embarrassed laugh of his own. Once they'd stopped, he asked, “What's the deal with that candlestick holder? Is it valuable? I saw a couple of people rummaging around in my dumpster later that night. They ran off when I stuck my head out of the window.”


    “It's valuable, but not in a monetary sense. I'll explain everything later, I promise. Did you get a good look at the people?”


    “The smaller one was wearing a hood, but I saw the other guy.”


    “Was he big, with a giant dumb-looking head and a buzz cut?”


    Otis raised his eyebrows, seemingly amused by Piper's description of Officer Jerkface. “No. This guy was slim, actually, and he had longer hair, not a buzz cut He looked like he hadn't showered or had a haircut in years. I thought maybe he was homeless.”


    “He was thin and scruffy with long hair?” She nodded thoughtfully. The pieces were all coming together. Nancy Dowd would be delighted with these new findings.


    And just in time for today's Big Plan.


    





Chapter 21
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    1:44 p.m.


    Eagle Eye Tours, Horseshoe Airstrip


    The pilot for that afternoon's private flight, Craig “Mad Dog” Chase, welcomed everyone aboard. They would be getting a stunning view of the Grand Canyon, crossing it multiple times for the best views before releasing the ashes of the late George Morrison. After his introduction, Mad Dog moved on to delivering a well-worn speech about the Eagle Eye Tours safety regulations.


    Piper and Nancy, who were both disguised as flight crew members in discreet taupe jumpsuits, exchanged a look over the tops of their aviator-style mirrored sunglasses. Most of Mad Dog's safety regulations pertained to passengers refraining from putting their feet up, horsing around, standing on the benches, or doing anything that might result in dirty footprints getting onto the seats.


    Piper's upper lip was itching like crazy. Had they gone too far, putting on fake mustaches? It had seemed like such a good idea an hour ago, but now that sweat was pooling along the sticky spirit gum, Piper wanted to rip the furry caterpillar off while bolting for the only exit. But she held steady.


    The other passengers, a group of twenty of George Morrison's dearest friends and family members, dutifully paid attention to Mad Dog's instructions and fastened their seat belts. Piper and Nancy were in crew seats, with their backs to the cockpit, which afforded them a perfect view of their captive audience.


    In the front row, nearest to Piper, was George's sister, Simone. Piper didn't know what a sex addict was supposed to look like, but she would never have guessed at Simone's problem based on her appearance. The skinny woman wore a knee-length dark skirt with a crisp linen blouse, buttoned all the way to the neck. She fastened her seat belt and crossed her thin arms loosely over her chest, her hands continuously running over the smooth surface of the urn sitting on her lap. As the other passengers settled in, Simone shifted restlessly in her seat and continued to stroke the urn possessively.


    Robert Jones, the editor, took a seat next to her. He looked as scruffy and rumpled as Simone looked clean and prim. They were politely formal toward each other. Nobody would have guessed the two of them had enjoyed an intimate relationship. Piper's cheeks flushed with heat as she remembered the conversation—and other noises—she'd overheard while skulking around in the Morrison residence.


    While the pilot took a short break to do some preflight checks before takeoff, the passengers chatted among themselves.


    Robert used his knuckles to rap on the lid of the urn. “Hello, old friend. We're going to give you a beautiful ending.”


    “That's kind of you to say,” Simone said sweetly. “Will you be staying much longer in Copeland, or is this the end?”


    Robert rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He'd shaved for the occasion and looked almost handsome. In this light, Simone's attraction didn't seem so preposterous. “I'll be leaving straight from the hangar after we land,” he said. “Though I might be back to Copeland from time to time.”


    Simone continued to move her hands over the large urn of ashes sitting on her lap, petting it like a cat. “George would have loved showing you the local sights,” she said. “Was there anything in particular you'd like to see on your next visit?”


    “If the house isn't sold, I wouldn't mind viewing George's old childhood bedroom. Again.”


    She gave him a crooked smile. “Hoping to get lucky?”


    Across from them, Piper had just taken a sip of water from her bottle, and now Simone's outright flirtation caused Piper to swallow water down the wrong pipe and fall victim to a coughing fit. She quickly yanked her cap forward to disguise her face, touching the brim to the top of her mirrored sunglasses. Luckily, Robert and Simone were too focused on flirty doubletalk to notice Piper or her much-more-recognizable and famous crewmate, the intrepid Nancy Dowd.


    Sitting directly behind Robert and Simone were the fan club president, Pandora Lee, and the Realtor, Carl Plummer. Carl was dressed in the style of beige, lightweight suit that Piper would describe as “TV drama oil tycoon.” As he shifted around in his seat, a large gold watch flashed at his wrist. It was the sort of watch the wearer wants people to notice. The watch was real, but the teeth looked fake to Piper. He'd had the dental caps installed in a bright shade that was too white to be believable. How had she not seen him that first night at the Morrison house? His blue-white teeth had probably been glowing in the dark, like the smile of the Cheshire Cat.


    Carl and Pandora were engaged in conversation, with Carl saying, “The best time to invest in real estate is years ago, but the second-best time is now.” He gave her a million-watt grin. “They say money can't buy happiness, but have you ever seen people looking sad on a yacht?”


    Pandora giggled. “Mr. Plummer, I do love to talk about money. I've got a feeling I'm about to come into some money.” Her face glowed, as though saying the word “money” was now lighting the same fire within her that had once been stoked by talking about George's books.


    Pandora's appearance had changed since Piper had seen her working her charms at the police station three days earlier. She'd been to a hairstylist, who'd added streaks of bright red to her black hair, which had been chopped shorter and asymmetrical. And instead of her usual sexy black dresses, she wore a sky-blue dress with a bright-pink silk scarf, along with an orange necklace. Who did that colorful look remind Piper of? Oh, just the famous journalist sitting next to her in disguise. Pandora seemed to be morphing into a clone of Nancy Dowd. Her appearance did seem to confirm the theory Piper and Nancy had, but only time and the right sort of pressure would tell.


    Pandora glanced over at the two “crewmen” seated at the front and immediately looked away, failing to recognize them. She continued to talk to Carl Plummer, batting her eyelashes innocently. “But if you have some free time after this, I'd love to pick your brain about a few things. My daughter says I'm too curious for my own good, but I can't help myself.”


    “You'd like to know about local real estate? I'm your guy. Plus, like I always say, a curious investor is a good investor.”


    “I've always been fascinated by local history. And gossip.”


    They were interrupted by Robert Jones, leaning his seat back to ask Pandora, “Did you ever find that thing you accidentally threw out?”


    “No,” she said. “Don't worry about it.”


    “You never know,” Robert said. “Certain pieces have a spiritual energy of their own. George was a big believer in that. He felt that souls traveling around between bodies would sometimes attach themselves to objects, and those objects would move around with a life of their own.”


    “Yup,” she said, nodding. “You told me that, and I wrote it all down in my notes.”


    “Your notes?” Robert sounded surprised.


    “It's nothing,” Pandora said, but by the way she was blushing, it wasn't nothing.


    Her seatmate, Carl, gave her a sidelong look. “Miss Lee, I can tell you're up to something.”


    She shrugged.


    Just then, Mad Dog climbed back into the small plane and started closing the sliding door. A hush fell over all the occupants. Robert lost interest in Pandora and straightened in his seat.


    Mad Dog introduced his copilot, a man who was nicknamed Pitbull despite looking exactly like a Chihuahua. While Mad Dog climbed into the cockpit, Pitbull took over the announcements, repeating the spiel about not getting footprints on the seats.


    A woman in the fourth row waved her hand and asked about washrooms.


    Pitbull pointed to the rounded door through which they'd entered and said, “Straight through here, hang a left, and it's about ten-thousand feet down, depending on where we are along the route. Any other questions?”


    An elderly man asked if they'd be flying within the Grand Canyon itself, below the rim.


    Pitbull responded by quoting from Special Federal Aviation Regulation No. 50-2, Special Flight Rules in the Vicinity of the Grand Canyon National Park, AZ, Section 3. In other words, no.


    Someone asked if the other two crew members, as yet not introduced, also had dog-themed names. Everyone's eyes turned to Piper and Nancy, the small “men” wearing hats, sunglasses, and fake mustaches.


    Nancy coughed and elbowed Piper to speak for both of them.


    Piper lowered the pitch of her voice and said, “I'm Teddy, and my pal here is Soup Bone.”


    This answer satisfied the group, and everyone went back to looking through the windows as the plane taxied for takeoff.


    Nancy snuck Piper an amused look over the top of her mirrored shades. Teddy and Soup Bone? Piper stifled a nervous giggle.


    The engines roared, and the plane took off. There was no backing out now.


    Pitbull talked to the passengers using a microphone to be heard over the engines, though he hardly needed it, because the plane interior was surprisingly quiet. “Folks, thank you all for flying Eagle Eye Tours today. As a long-time fan of the House of Hallows series myself, it is a great honor and privilege for me to be part of today's tribute to a great man. George Morrison, you will be missed, but your words and your spirit will live on.” Pitbull looked pointedly at the urn of ashes on Simone's lap and addressed George directly, his tone low and intimate. “And when we do meet again in the Great Sky Beyond, you and I are going to share a bottle of whiskey and discuss some of the things you did to my favorite characters.”


    This earned him a grim chuckle from the passengers.


    “Why wait?” Robert Jones leaned forward from his seat in the front row, hand outstretched and holding a silver flask. “Here. There's plenty of whiskey waiting to be drunk on Planet Earth.”


    Pitbull politely declined the booze, citing a specific federal aviation regulation.


    Pandora, however, had no reservations. She grabbed the flask and took a swig. Carl Plummer took the next drink, and the flask was handed back. An air of merriment brightened the mood in the cabin.


    Pitbull pointed out the sights, made another quip about the restrooms, and directed everyone's attention to the two mustached crew members. “And now, ladies and gentleman, Eagle Eye Tours has a very special treat for you. I haven't previewed this act myself, so I'm sure I'll be as surprised as everyone.” He scratched his head. “Honestly, I don't know if this is against regulations.” He covered the microphone and leaned over to ask Piper and Nancy, “You won't be removing all your clothes, will you? I mean, you've got pasties or bikinis on under there, right?”


    Piper's jaw dropped. This was how Nancy had gotten them on board? By pretending they were strippers?


    Nancy stood and yanked off her mustache, sunglasses, and hat in one smooth motion. She grabbed the microphone from Pitbull as she shook out her trademark bright-red bob. The passengers gasped and muttered to each other. If they didn't recognize the world's most famous celebrity crime reporter, they didn't have televisions.


    Nancy cooed into the microphone, “I do love a captive audience.” She unzipped her uniform, popped out one orange-suited shoulder, wiggled, and emerged in Technicolor, like a tropical bird stepping out of the shadows. “Hello, everyone. I'm Nancy Dowd, and I'm here today at the request of George Morrison. He had a message for the world, and you lucky people are going to be the first to find out the secret.”


    In the front row, Robert turned to Simone and asked loudly, “Did George even know her? He hated reporters.”


    Simone said, “She's got no business being here. George hated her. He always said that people who make up lies should have the decency to at least label it as fiction.”


    In the second row, Pandora unfastened her seat belt and stood. She turned her back to Nancy and addressed the other passengers. “Nobody talk to this woman. She's an outsider. She was never part of George's inner circle. Not like us. His life story belongs to us, his nearest and dearest.”


    Carl, who was finishing another swig from the flask, grabbed her hand and yanked her back down to her seat. “Shut up, you ridiculous woman. Anyone with eyes can see through your fame-whoring, money-grubbing ways.” The others gasped and mumbled disapproval. “Easy now,” Carl said to the group. “I'm also a fame-whoring money grubber, and it takes one to know one. But I do want to hear what the fabulous Nancy Dowd has to say, so everyone stay seated and shut up.”


    Nancy glanced over her shoulder at Piper and winked. This was all going according to plan. Actually, it was going even better than expected, with the suspects turning on each other already, even before the big reveal. Nancy reached back for the prop. Piper retrieved the vintage telephone handset from a storage compartment and handed it to the redhead. Nancy winked again, and Piper noticed one small flaw: the mustache glue must have contained a skin irritant. Nancy's upper lip was red and swollen.


    “George is the one with something to say,” Nancy said into the microphone. Her voice sounded different, as though it was being pinched by the altitude. “I'm only here as the messenger.” She carefully unsealed the plastic bag. Using a clean handkerchief as a glove, she pulled out the old telephone and held it up. “Simone Morrison, or should I call you Sam? Do you recognize this as the downstairs phone from your childhood home?”


    Simone crossed her arms. “How should I know? It's just a phone.”


    Robert drunkenly jeered, “Get to the point! This speech needs a good editor!”


    Pandora glowered silently in her seat.


    Carl made a choking sound. He opened a paper sick bag and leaned forward, using it.


    Nancy continued her presentation. “Please note the dark stains on three of the keypad's numbers. Those smears contain George Morrison's fingerprints, captured in his own blood. In the moments before he succumbed to his injuries at the foot of his stairs, he had the presence of mind to touch his fingers to the wound at the back of his head. Do you know why?”


    Nobody dared move a muscle, let alone guess.


    “To leave the world a note,” Nancy said. “Three numbers. Two-six-seven. But you can ignore the numbers. It's the letters underneath the numbers that comprise the final word written by George Morrison, his generation's greatest writer.” She coughed into her fist. “Can anyone…” More coughing.


    Robert offered her the flask, but she waved it away.


    Finally, she wheezed out, “Can anyone here decode the message?”


    Rob, who'd been leaning forward with the flask, put his face right up to the phone. “It's not two-six-seven,” he said. “He must have punched it in as six-seven-two, which would spell R-O-B. His last message was my name!” Robert sounded excited, and happy. He turned to the other passengers, beaming. “There you have it, folks. George's last wish was for me to take over the series and finish his work!”


    Pandora jumped up. “You idiot! It's seven-two-six. And that spells P-A-N. His final message was meant for me!” She was smiling, laughing, and crying all at the same time. Holding her hands over her heart, she said, “George's final wish was for me to write his biography, his life story. He pretty much told me that, right before he died.”


    Carl got up and put on a pair of reading glasses. “Let me take a closer look at that,” the Realtor said, holding his hand out. Nancy Dowd, who was still coughing, handed the phone to him, cradled in the handkerchief. “The code spells C-O-P,” he said. “That's me. Carl Otis Plummer. Now, why the heck would George leave me a message?” He seemed genuinely intrigued.


    While Carl looked at the phone, Nancy took a seat on the crew bench next to Piper and said, her voice hoarse, “Don't freak out.”


    “Too late. I've been freaking out since we stepped on the plane.”


    Nancy nodded. “You didn't let me finish.” She coughed and rubbed the red patch on her upper lip. “Don't freak out, but you have to take over.”


    “What are you talking about? You're doing great.”


    Nancy grimaced. Her upper lip was swelling before Piper's eyes. Nancy croaked, “My voice. Can't talk.” She continued in a scratchy whisper. “There must have been peppermint oil in the spirit gum we used for the mustaches.”


    “You're having an allergic reaction?” Piper started to get up. “There must be an EpiPen on board. Don't worry, Nancy, I'll get you something, and I'll alert the pilot for an emergency landing.”


    Nancy yanked her back down and pressed her face up to Piper's. “It's not life threatening,” she croaked. “I'll be okay. Just can't talk. You have to take over. Now or never. We'll never get this group together again.” With one swipe, Nancy pulled off Piper's mustache, glasses, and hat.


    The passengers, who'd been paying attention, let out an appreciative murmur and began to applaud. They thought this was part of the show!


    An elderly man in the back row shouted, “Speak up! Use the microphone!”


    A woman next to him asked, “Who's that supposed to be?”


    Another woman in the fifth row said, “That's Coco Lee! From George's fan club!” The woman waved at Piper. “We met at the funeral. Remember me?”


    “Of course,” Piper said. It was the dotty older lady who'd gotten Simon's addiction wrong.


    Piper looked straight at Pandora Lee and said, “You could say I'm as much Coco Lee as anyone can be.”


    Pandora stared right at her, eyes blazing and mouth a tiny dash.


    “Got a problem with that?” Piper offered the microphone to Pandora.


    The woman's tightly clenched mouth all but disappeared. She didn't take the microphone.


    “Tell the truth,” Piper said. “Tell everyone here how you've been catfishing them.”


    Through gritted teeth, Pandora spat out, “I've done nothing wrong.” She paused to give it some thought. “Well, nothing illegal.”


    Piper didn't need the microphone to be heard in the small cabin, but she kept it near her mouth because it gave her a sense of control. “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is actually Piper Ophelia Chen. I'm not Coco Lee because there is no Coco Lee. She's an imaginary character, as fictitious as Ling the Warrior Princess. Our friend Pandora here made her up.”


    Someone in the back asked, “Why?”


    Someone else chuckled and said, “Why not? It's more fun to be a precocious fifteen-year-old girl than a sad, middle-aged single woman.”


    Another person said, “I thought all the fake fifteen-year old chicks on the internet were played by hairy old men!”


    Someone made a lewd joke that only the back rows could hear, and that set off the back half laughing. Piper noticed there were a few other flasks floating around in addition to Rob's.


    Pandora whipped around and made a hissing sound, like a snake. “All of you, shut up! You don't know anything. George and I were lovers, and you'll never take that away from us.”


    Someone in the back snorted. “You're not his type, sweetie. George liked them fresh faced.”


    Pandora put both hands on her hips. “He liked me just fine, especially when I wore my schoolgirl uniform. You're all just jealous because I can pull it off. When I tie my hair up and do my makeup just right, I can pass for fifteen!”


    In the front row, Simone gasped in shock. “It was you!” She began to shake with emotion. “You little slut! You whore!”


    Pandora whipped around to face George's sister defiantly. “Don't you dare play the slut card on me, you depraved sex addict. Oh, I know all about you, Sammy. George told me all about it, past and present. How you two used to play house together, and you forced him to do things he didn't want to do. And how you threatened to tell the world it was the other way around if he didn't cut you in on the business. He lets you write a few pages here and there so you can feel good about yourself, and then he writes you a big check and you blow it all trying to make yourself feel better than the filth you are!”


    “You were in his bedroom!” Simone was still shaking. “On the day he died! I heard you two, and I thought you were… I thought you were Coco.”


    Pandora said, “Fine, so I was there that day. And I always let him call me Coco, because it was our little game. But I didn't have anything to do with his death.” Pandora looked over at Nancy Dowd and spoke gravely. “You've got to believe me, Nancy D. I don't know what happened to my sweet George. Whatever it was, I wasn't there!”


    Piper spoke into the microphone, and her voice came out over the speakers at a booming volume, “And that's why you killed him.”


    All eyes turned to Piper. She glanced over to the spot next to the plane's door, where Pitbull had been sitting. He wasn't there. He was over at the back of the plane, doing something with the intercom system—turning up the volume, apparently.


    Piper continued. “Simone, you heard your brother having sex in his childhood bedroom with a girl you thought was fifteen. You went crazy with jealousy, or anger. After she left, you confronted him. Something went wrong, maybe you lost your temper, or maybe he egged you on, but things got ugly. You reached out for the nearest thing, which was a candlestick holder, and you hit him.”


    Simone looked around the cabin with wild eyes. She didn't deny it.


    Rob, who was still holding the phone, held it up as though making a case for the other passengers. He said, “Six-two-seven also spells S-A-M, his nickname for Simone. That's what George was trying to tell us when he punched these numbers. He knew he was dying, but he also knew his sister would clean up the scene before she called the police, so he couldn't do something obvious like write her name on the wall.” He shook his head in admiration. “The man was a genius.”


    Carl, who'd been quiet, said, “He was a difficult client, but only because he was a genius.”


    “She tried to frame me,” Pandora yelled, pointing at Simone. “Someone broke into my house and left behind this hideous metal candlestick holder. I figured it was just kids, playing a prank. I threw it in some random dumpster because it gave me the creeps. It was giving off a real voodoo vibe.”


    “So why'd you go back for it?” Piper asked. “I already know you and Robert were searching the dumpster for something.”


    Robert waved his hand politely and answered the question. “She told me she'd accidentally thrown out some priceless family heirloom.”


    “She lied to you,” Piper said, nodding. “Why am I not surprised?”


    Robert continued, “We bumped into each other in the town's main bar one night, and she told me this whole sob story. But now I can see right through her lies. The whole time we were digging around in various dumpsters, she kept feeding me liquor and peppering me with questions about George.” He took his eyes off Piper and gave Pandora an appreciative nod. “Is that your scheme? You've been pumping people for information ever since the moment he died, haven't you? All for your unauthorized biography!”


    Carl fist-pumped the air. “I knew it!”


    Pandora's jaw dropped indignantly. “Duh!” She glowered at him. “But at least I didn't murder him!”


    Everyone turned to look at Simone Morrison.


    Simone, who'd been frozen stiff, suddenly yanked the phone from Rob's hands. She stared at it as everyone watched in stunned silence. Then she stuck out her tongue and licked it, spreading her saliva all over the number pad, smearing the markings. For good measure, she then threw the vintage phone onto the floor of the cabin and stomped it to plastic smithereens.


    Once she'd stopped, Piper asked the killer, “And how does that stale ketchup taste?” She smiled. “You didn't think we'd bring the real evidence up here, did you?”


    Simone took in this revelation without reacting. She slowly returned to her seat and composed herself. She mimed zipping her lips shut. She wasn't going to say another word.


    “That's fine if you're done talking,” Piper said. “Once we land, the police will be waiting to escort you to a nice, secure location where you can meet with your lawyer. You can explain to them how you knew Pandora was at the house that day, how you were there spying on your brother.” Piper broke eye contact and looked up at the rapt audience. “Folks, in case you're wondering, this aircraft is equipped with multiple video and audio recorders. For your safety, of course, and also to be used as evidence.”


    There was a commotion, a sudden movement, and then something the shape of a hockey puck hit Piper on the chin. She staggered backward, landing on Nancy's lap. She leaned down and picked up the puck-like object. It was a lid. From the urn containing George's ashes.


    Simone was at the door of the plane, using the metal urn to strike the lock on the door. Something snapped, and the door slid open a crack. It was a slider, barn-door style, so the door could be opened during flight for skydiving. The cabin depressurized with a force that sucked the air from Piper's lungs and made her temporarily blind. Debris was swirling everywhere in the cabin, and people were screaming.


    When Piper managed to blink away the streaming tears, she saw Simone struggling to pull an olive-green backpack from the wall of the cabin. She got the backpack and strapped it on.


    Pitbull's voice came on over the speakers. “Ma'am, step away from the door!”


    But she didn't. Instead, she tossed George's urn over her shoulder as she shoved the door the rest of the way open. The urn bounced around the cabin as the plastic liner unfurled, releasing the gray contents.


    George was loose. His ashes were everywhere, like an angry dust storm, a haboob from Hell.


    But he was dissipating quickly, being sucked away.


    The airplane's door was now fully open. The square patch of bright-blue sky was surreal. It was as though someone had punched a hole in this chaotic reality and beyond it was peaceful sky. Everyone, including Piper, continued to scream as the howling wind tore at the passengers. The bright-blue doorway darkened and then was bright again. More screaming. The plane tilted, and the punched hole that had been sky became a fiery orange and then a russet red. That was the ground. Were they crashing, or turning?


    Pitbull's voice came over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain in your seats with your seat belts fastened as we make an emergency landing.” Someone screamed about shutting the door, but the pilot cut them off mid-sentence, already anticipating the request. “Okay! Yes, we'd love to have that door shut as much as the rest of you, but that might not be possible until we land. So sit back, hold on tight, and enjoy the ride.”


    Hold on tight?


    Piper realized with a sudden shock that she'd been standing when Simone had gone for the door. How was she still inside the plane? She looked down and saw a pair of legs wrapped around her waist. Nancy Dowd was strapped into her own seat with a harness, and she'd managed to secure Piper—for the moment, anyway. Piper wasted no time getting herself wedged into the neighboring seat and strapped into her own harness.


    The cabin howled as they soared toward their emergency landing.


    It was too windy to communicate, so Piper could do nothing but obey the pilot. She held on tight and tried to enjoy the ride.


    The speakers crackled, and Mad Dog came on again. “Folks, this is your captain speaking. There's been a small change to our itinerary today. We will be landing sooner than anticipated, but not without one more view, like you've never seen it before. Have a look to your left for an unobstructed view of what you came here to see.”


    On the other side of the open plane door was one of the Seven Wonders of the Natural World.


    Piper had seen the Grand Canyon before, but she'd never seen it quite like this.


    She kept looking for the bright plume of Simone's parachute opening, but couldn't see it. When she finally tore her gaze off the spectacular canyon view, she noticed that Robert Jones had his mouth wide open, his head bobbing back, and his hands slapping his knees. He appeared to be howling with laughter.


    Piper turned to check on Nancy Dowd, who was in duress but still able to breathe, and then shouted at Robert Jones, “Why are you laughing?”


    She never had gotten that interview with the man, but this one question would turn out to be the most important part of the story that she and Nancy would reveal to the world. This part was, so to speak, the kicker.


    Robert Jones wiped the tears from his eyes and grinned at Piper. The wind was still whistling through the open door, but she could hear him as he shouted his answer. “I'm supposed to be flying back to New York right after this,” he said. “I don't travel much, so I don't have a suitcase. I usually stuff my clothes into a green army surplus knapsack.” Piper followed his gaze to the hooks on the wall of the cabin, the hooks that were now empty.


    “That wasn't a parachute that Simone grabbed,” Piper said.


    Robert said only, “I'm going to have to buy some more underwear.”


    





Chapter 22
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    After that day on the plane, Piper worried she'd never see her friend George again. His killer had been brought to justice. Swiftly.


    George Morrison had been a gifted genius, but his sister had also been crafty in her own way. She nearly got away with murder. It wasn't clear to investigators if she'd been planning to kill George for years, or if it had been a crime of opportunity, a sudden impulse during an argument, when she'd grabbed for the candlestick holder and struck without thinking. She might have felt justified in the killing, believing her brother had been interfering with a young girl. Simone had seemed more surprised than anyone that Coco was only a fictional character, played by her “mother,” Pandora, in a plaid skirt and pigtails.


    Pandora Lee had been up to her own scheme—namely, getting close to George so she could write a tell-all memoir. She'd been lucky to walk away with her stories as a free woman. If Pandora's robot vacuum cleaner hadn't scared off Simone before she could cover her tracks, Pandora wouldn't have discovered the planted evidence inside her home. The police would have shown up, searched the place, and Pandora might have gone down for the crime. A judge or jury might have readily convicted Pandora for the crime, believing that a grown woman who posed as a fifteen-year-old girl online might be capable of other wrongdoings, including murder.


    Once the police knew where to look, the evidence fell into place correctly. Simone's phone records revealed she was the helpful anonymous “neighbor” who'd called the police tip line to tell them a young Asian schoolgirl had been the last one to see George. Lab testing on the candlestick holder revealed George's hair and blood, as well as Simone's DNA, along with Otis's prints, as well as barbecue sauce, bits of cornbread, and various other things typically found in a restaurant dumpster. Otis had been both horrified and delighted at his involvement with the case, claiming after the fact that the candlestick holder had communicated with him, giving him the strong feeling he should wait before cleaning it. After learning this, Piper had teased him about his dumpster-diving ways, and he had teased her about being the town's ghost whisperer. They'd enjoyed many fun dates together, walking Teddy and driving to neighboring towns to visit flea markets like an old married couple, and they would continue getting to know each other.


    It was hard sometimes to talk about things other than the murder case. The murder and its aftermath would continue to loom large over the coming years, but they would find a way to make it work. As for the bubble tea, Piper was pleased to discover Otis kept it on hand simply because he loved it. He couldn't get enough of the sweet tapioca pearls. They would invite Winnie and his best friend over to his place for bubble tea and board games, including Clue.


    Whenever Piper saw the game's card with the candlestick holder, she thought of Simone's cover-up plan and its fatal flaw. There was no schoolgirl to pin the crime on. So, when the police went looking for a suspect who fit the description phoned in, they'd ended up at Piper's house. It was Winnie's bad luck that she was in the house that day, along with the murder weapon—the weapon that was only there thanks to George and his keen ghostly detective skills. Ironically, in trying to solve his murder, George had inadvertently endangered an innocent bystander.


    But thanks to Piper's snooping, a little hypnosis, and a whole lot of Nancy Dowd calling in favors, Simone's web of deceit came undone somewhere over the Grand Canyon. Taken by surprise and caught off guard, George's sister had confessed to her crime on camera. Too late, she realized she was trapped, with the authorities awaiting her at the landing site. Simone couldn't have known it was all a bluff put together by Nancy and Piper. The only thing waiting at the hangar was a table full of ham sandwiches and orange slices. But Simone “Sammy” Morrison couldn't have assumed they were bluffing. Desperate and trapped like an animal, her genius mind had kicked in, and she'd quickly formulated a daring escape by parachute. All her years of spending George's money on wildly debaucherous adventure vacations had prepared her well.


    Simone's genius escape plan, however, also had a fatal flaw. There were some parachutes on board the Eagle Eye Tours airplane, but they were located near the rear. The green backpack she'd grabbed before exiting the plane wasn't one of them. Earlier that day, Robert Jones had checked out of his hotel and planned to leave the town of Copeland straight after scattering George's ashes. He'd packed his wrinkled clothes back into the same military surplus backpack he used for all travel, and carried the backpack aboard the small plane.


    When Simone yanked on what she believed was the ripcord, she expected to see a bright parachute billow above her, cupping the air and gently easing her down to solid red earth. Instead, all that released above her was a billowing cloud of Robert Jones' dirty laundry.


    The rocks ten-thousand feet below had served as the murderer's judge, jury, and executioner.


    Later that day, a search-and-rescue crew found her remains. They also reported the strangest sight: The vast majority of George Morrison's cremation remains had funneled down perfectly, following Simone's trajectory, and had fallen neatly within a two-foot radius of the dead woman. He had circled her, snared her. The crime scene investigators tried to take photos of the strange phenomenon, but before they could get their cameras set up, a gust of wind swirled in from out of nowhere and carried the ashes away.


    * * *


    Ever since that day, whenever the wind picked up and blew dust in her eyes, Piper would look around for George.


    It wasn't until the one-month anniversary of his death, when she'd given up on seeing him again, that he did visit. Piper awoke in the middle of the night with a strange, electric sensation on her skin. Teddy wasn't on her bed. She heard absolute silence, and then she heard the television in the den click on.


    She walked barefoot down the hallway and found George right where she knew he'd be, reclining in the comfy leather chair. He had CNN on the television, showing the latest financial crisis, but he wasn't watching the TV. He was focused on the laptop that Piper had left open on a side table.


    George glanced up at Piper and gave her a casual wave before returning his attention to the small laptop screen.


    She took a seat on the sofa, next to Teddy, and leaned over to see what George was doing. He wasn't physically depressing the keys, but he was moving his translucent fingers over them, and he appeared to be typing. He'd pulled up an official website created by his publisher. Piper recognized the splash screen immediately.


    This new website was for a competition that was open to the public—a competition to determine which undiscovered writer was going to take over the House of Hallows series. The ghost turned to her with his eyebrows raised high under the brim of his cap. He pointed his finger at Piper and then the screen. Piper. Screen.


    Piper snorted. “Oh, George. I'm not one of those people who has big ideas about where the series is supposed to go. I could probably write a few chapters if someone figured out the basic plot things for me, but I've got no right entering this contest.”


    He held up one finger and smiled. There was more ghostly typing and then he was at a login page for cloud-based data storage. He logged in and clicked the command to change the password on the account. He turned to Piper and gestured for her to take over.


    She did, typing in a password she wouldn't forget: noparachute.


    And then she was logged in.


    “This is your account with everything,” she said breathlessly. She'd asked him about notes before, and he had pointed to the sky. She'd thought he meant heaven, or that the notes were gone forever. But he must have been pointing to a cloud. His notes lived on, in The Cloud of off-site data storage.


    “This is all your notes and outlines,” she breathed excitedly. “Everything! Are you sure you want me to see this?”


    He nodded. Yes. And then he took over the controls without touching the keys or trackpad, opening the document labeled Final Chapter.


    Piper braced herself and began to read.


    His plans for House of Hallows were large and ambitious, yet elegantly simple. The ending was brilliant—the sort of ending nobody could predict with certainty, but which made so much logical sense that everyone would insist, after the fact, that they'd known the secret all along. And as Piper reviewed George's notes, she became certain of something. She could pick up where he left off. She could use these notes and bring his story to life. And why not? Somebody had to do it.


    After the plane excursion, Piper had worked with Nancy Dowd to bring the news story of the decade to the public. But she confessed, sadly, that she didn't want to stay on as Nancy's apprentice. As much as Piper loved the drama and intrigue of an investigation, she didn't enjoy prying into the private lives of real people. She preferred to stay horrified by real-life horror, and entertained by fictional horror.


    And reading George's plans for the finale of the series was exactly the kind of fictional horror she loved. This was her passion. This was her true calling. She would finish what George started. It would be difficult and long, and there would be days she regretted her choice to jump in without a parachute, but it would be profoundly satisfying, and she would love her career the way Winnie did hers. And Winnie would love these new twists and turns in the series.


    Piper asked George, “So, Ling really comes back from the dead? Was this your plan all along?”


    As usual, he didn't answer.


    When she finally tore her attention away from the laptop screen, George was gone from the den.


    She jumped up, startling Teddy into a sneezing fit, and ran off to search the house.


    She finally caught sight of George standing next to the front door. He was dressed for a long journey, wearing a formal suit, a trench coat, and a fedora. She'd never seen him looking so refined, so ready for the next thing.


    “This is goodbye,” she said.


    He took off the fedora and held it in one hand as he nodded. There was sadness in his eyes but also hope.


    “George,” she said. “I'm sorry, but I have to ask. Did you know that it was your sister who killed you?”


    He frowned and shook his head. Piper believed him.


    There was another ghost who had helped solve the mystery. George's mother. For the past few weeks, Piper had been visiting the website and messageboards for people sharing their ghost stories. She'd learned that sometimes, when a person was in that twilight state between death and life, a ghost could inhabit their body very briefly. It had been Mrs. Morrison who'd watched helplessly as her daughter committed murder. Mrs. Morrison had taken control of George's nearly lifeless hands, dabbed the blood at the back of his head, and pressed the message onto the phone. She was the one who'd led Piper to the phone, but her manifestation had been so terrifying, her spirit so consumed by rage and pain, that she'd nearly wiped away the memory. Ghosts could do that, said others on the internet messageboard. When charged up, they acted like powerful magnetic fields did near computer storage drives.


    Piper had never seen the female ghost again, so she hoped the woman was at peace now.


    George was reaching for the door handle. He wouldn't be able to turn it, and he could simply walk right through the door, but old human habits follow beyond death.


    There was just one more question.


    Piper asked, “Did you know that the girl you called Coco was a forty-something woman named Pandora?”


    His pale cheeks turned pink. Bashfully, he rolled his eyes and then reluctantly nodded.


    Piper shook her head and gently admonished him with a tsk-tsk sound. “You're a naughty boy, but it's better than the alternative.”


    He grinned and tossed his hat up in the air, ducking forward to catch it on his head.


    “Do you really want me to enter that writing contest?”


    He gave her two thumbs up. Affirmative.


    “I'll do my best,” she said. “I've already got a few chapters going in my head.”


    He swiped his hand through the door handle.


    “Wait!”


    He paused and turned to look at her.


    “Can I have a hug before you go? Or if that's not allowed, could I see you one more time in the Cowardly Lion suit?”


    In the blink of an eye, he was dressed in the lion suit once more. He walked toward her slowly, furry-costumed arms outstretched. Piper closed her eyes and hugged him. He wasn't exactly corporeal, but he wasn't exactly nothing.


    She felt the energy of her friend, and she felt something powerful inside herself awakening as well. She was still young, but she was no longer a child. Life wasn't going to pass her by while she distracted herself with trivialities. Not anymore. She'd waited long enough to find her calling, and now that she'd found it, she was going to hold on with both hands.


    In the months that followed, there would be a flurry of changes in Piper's life. Her parents would return from Taiwan and announce they were going to invest in their beloved home town of Copeland through a new multiphase construction project, which included everything from affordable units for families to a community water park, for locals to cool down (when water restrictions allowed it).


    Piper would get to know Otis through more dates, game nights, and adventures. Winnie would feel pushed out by the new boyfriend, but she'd eventually come around, even allowing him to tag along as the third wheel on their trips to the Loco Loft for disaster-themed desserts. In January, Winnie would begin dating Otis's best friend, and they would all tease each other over who was the most revoltingly adorable couple.


    Piper would get a referral for a different therapist from Dr. Vicki Walsh, and would only get occasional advice from the woman—always for free, and usually at her house over dinner.


    Teddy would continue to dig up the yard and keep the local landscapers in business.


    Most dramatically, Piper would win the publisher's contest and be awarded the contract to write the next three House of Hallows novels. She would bring Ling the Warrior Princess back from the dead, with a fiery vengeance, a flaming sword, and some new, better clothes.


    Once the internet learned of her book contract and connected Piper with the video of her talking about seeing George's ghost, excitement over the next installment would reach a fever pitch. Was this sweet-faced young woman a psychic? Was she taking notes from George Morrison himself? The samples the publisher released seemed to bear the distinctive fingerprints of the deceased author.


    When asked these questions during interviews over the coming years, Piper Chen would always decline to comment. “That's between me and George,” she would say.


    They would inevitably ask, “Do you still see his ghost?”


    She would smile and think, only when the wind blows.


    Only when the sun sets each day.


    And only when the stars twinkle in the vast Arizona night sky.
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Chapter 1
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    May 5th


    10:20 p.m.


    The Watering Hole, Owl Bend, Colorado


    Samantha Torres scanned the crowd inside the bar for her date. It was the fifth of May, and it seemed the entire town of Owl Bend, Colorado, was packed into the southwest-themed tavern for the Cinco de Mayo celebrations. Above Samantha's head, bright-colored paper sunbursts hung from the rafters. Dozens of sombreros floated throughout the bar, as though crowd surfing on heads.


    A grinning redhead of about forty was approaching Samantha. The redhead wore a peasant-style shirt, pushed down to expose soft, cream-colored shoulders and an ample chest tanned with freckles.


    The redhead held up a black felt-tipped pen between them. “Mustache?” she offered.


    “No, thank you,” Samantha said, holding up her hand.


    The redhead clutched Samantha by the wrist with a surprisingly strong grip, and drew a swirling black line along the edge of her pointer finger. Now if Samantha wanted to sport her own fake mustache, she could hold her finger under her nose.


    “Perfect,” Samantha said with a pained smile. “I'll treasure it forever.”


    The curvy redhead blew her a kiss and shifted away, slipping back into the crowd.


    Samantha turned to the bartender, who had seen the interaction and was giving her a sympathetic look. He had a narrow, top-heavy face, and the muscular build of someone who worked out every day. His name was something Irish, or Italian. Did it start with an F? He'd introduced himself at least twice, but the drinks he provided so efficiently kept erasing his name from Samantha's memory—not that it was difficult for things to slip out of her mind lately. It felt like her memory was splitting into segments, like the floor of an office building filled with cubicle dividers.


    The bartender was pouring her a drink. “On the house,” he said, his deep voice loud enough to resonate over the crowd easily. “Sorry about Toni, with the mustache thing. She can be... enthusiastic, and it's hard to say no to those girls.” He nodded at the glass. “That's an artisanal mezcal from Oaxaca. They roast the pina in a pit lined with volcanic rock, and then crush it with a donkey.”


    Samantha had already taken a sip of the mezcal. She wrinkled her nose despite the smooth flavor. “They let the donkey walk all over it?” She realized how stupid she sounded as soon as the words left her lips. Of course the donkey wouldn't walk on the roasted agave. It would be in a harness, pulling a stone wheel.


    The bartender had already walked away to tend orders.


    She took another sip and welcomed the spreading warmth. It was her first drink in hours, and better than the cheap gin she'd been drinking lately. She'd lost track of how many bottles she'd gone through, as well as how long she'd been staying there. The two best things about Owl Bend were the solitude, and the weather, which was the embodiment of mercurial. Earlier that afternoon, storm clouds had rolled in, followed by thunder and lightning, the bolts of energy crisscrossing between heaven and hell.


    Between heaven and hell. That was where she lived.


    Just as the darkness of her thoughts threatened to consume everything, her date appeared, across the crowded bar.


    Warren. Her heart skipped and tripped to catch up. He was tall and masculine in a clean-cut way, like a doctor on a soap opera. Only he wasn't a doctor. Warren was a nature and wildlife photographer. When he'd first told her about his line of work, Samantha had snorted, thinking it was a euphemism for being unemployed—just like her own so-called career as a “lifestyle blogger.” But he genuinely was a photographer, with pictures in legitimate art galleries, glossy magazines, and even those coffee table books she assumed were an endangered species. But people still bought coffee table books, he'd assured her, and he had the royalty checks to prove it. “Color me enlightened,” she'd said, and they'd flirted their way to a second date. Tonight would be their third.


    Now he moved through the crowd like a trickle of milk, the white of his shirt glowing pristinely amidst the tropical flower–printed shirts and Navajo stripes. Was he wearing a suit? Yes, he was. And not just a suit but a tuxedo, complete with a black bow tie. Samantha felt underdressed in her spaghetti-strapped orange sundress.


    He reached her near the bar, and as she leaned in for a kiss, he missed it, because he was looking over her shoulder. He gave the bartender a puzzled look and then a friendly nod. Samantha pulled back quickly and busied herself with finishing her drink.


    “Nice tux,” she said. “You must really love Cinco de Mayo.” She was practically shouting to be heard over the music, which was mariachi, from an album. The Watering Hole wasn't exactly a live-band sort of venue, not unless you counted the old cowboy who abused a ratty guitar until someone paid him to stop.


    Warren gave her an eyebrow raise and an enigmatic smile.


    “What's with the tuxedo?” she asked over the music. “Are we going to the opera after this? Or what passes for theater in Owl Bend?” She wondered if he'd been late because he'd been setting up something romantic for her.


    Again, he gave her only an eyebrow raise and a sly smile. He wasn't very chatty tonight.


    Something near Samantha's hip vibrated. It was her phone, in her purse. As she reached for it, Warren began patting the pockets of his black tuxedo jacket as though he was also receiving a call.


    She pulled out the phone and frowned at the Caller ID, which read Warren Jameson.


    “Can't find your phone?” she asked Warren. “It's because whoever's got your phone is calling me.”


    He gestured for her to go ahead and answer the call.


    She turned toward the bar, plugged her left ear with a finger, and shouted, “Hello?”


    The muscular bartender came toward her, eyebrows raised in earnest. She politely waved him away and rolled her eyes at her phone.


    Someone spoke on the other end of the call, but she didn't catch the words.


    “Hello?” she said into the phone again. “This is Samantha Torres. Are you looking for Warren? You'll have to talk louder. I'm in a noisy place.”


    The voice was male, deep and professional. “Ms. Torres? This is Deputy Sheriff Robichaud. I need to speak with you about Warren Jameson.”


    She looked up and caught the eye of the bartender. He was busy shaking a martini, but gave her a concerned look, his small, brown eyes full of pity. She blinked and gave him a small head shake. I'm fine, she thought. Everyone, stop looking at me like that. Save your pity for someone who needs it, because I'm fine.


    “Warren Jameson?” she repeated. “Do you want to talk to him? He's standing right behind me.”


    The caller was slow to answer. His voice pitched up higher than before, incredulous. “Did you say Warren is there with you?”


    “Yes. We're at the Watering Hole, as you might have guessed from the mariachi music. Did you say you're a cop? Hang on.” She turned around to hand Warren the phone. He could talk to this guy and give him whatever ransom he wanted to return the phone, or not. Either way, it wasn't her business.


    Warren was gone. He should have been easy to spot in the crowd, with his bright-white shirt and bow tie. But he wasn't there.


    She gripped the phone tightly and demanded, “What's going on?”


    “Ma'am, did you say you're at the Watering Hole? I can be there in five minutes.”


    “What's going on?”


    He answered, “I'd rather talk to you in person. Stay right where you are until I get there.”


    She was already pushing her way through the crowd toward the exit. “It's too loud in here. I need to get out.” A sombrero struck her in the face at eye level. She blinked before the worst of it, but now her eyes were watering.


    Robichaud said, “Do you know where the sheriff's office is? It's right across the street. I can meet you there.”


    “Sure.” She reached the door and stepped outside. The air was much cooler than it had been an hour ago. What had Warren said when they'd first met? Colorado nights are made for cuddling. His dark eyes had twinkled with the promise of fun. Something black and white flashed at the edge of her vision. She whipped her head fast enough to startle a trio of twenty-something girls approaching the bar. They giggled nervously.


    The man on the phone asked, “Ma'am, do you see it? The door will be locked, but I'll be there in two minutes.”


    “I'm crossing the street,” she said. “And stop calling me ma'am. It's Samantha.”


    There was a pause, and she thought she could hear him swallow. His voice was thick, and sweet with surprising tenderness. “Samantha, I can stay on the line with you, if you'd like.”


    She reached the gray building, the sheriff's office that she'd seen before but never had any need to visit. Her right eye was still watering from the sombrero. As the muted noise from the bar receded behind her, she heard the sound of her own breath, and how it caught in her throat between exhale and inhale. Each gasp sounded more desperate than the last, and her head hurt terribly, like the partitions around the office cubicles in her mind were being rearranged.


    The voice was in her ear again. “Samantha?”


    “I'm here,” she said. “I'm just going to sit on this bench until you get here.”


    “I shouldn't be on the phone while I'm driving,” he said.


    She let out a tiny snort. “I won't tell anyone.”


    “I'm turning onto the street,” he said. “I see you now. You're wearing a red dress.”


    “Orange. Close enough.” She stood and waved at the approaching vehicle. Its police lights were flashing, but the siren was off.


    Something else caught her eye. She stopped breathing. Across the street, Warren stood still, the white of his tuxedo gleaming in the streetlight. He saw her, but he didn't move toward her.


    The police vehicle pulled up in front of the sheriff's office. The door opened, and she heard the rustle of someone coming toward her, but she didn't take her eyes off the figure across the street. She waved for Warren to come over and join them.


    Someone touched her elbow and shifted in front of her to block her view.


    “Ms. Torres? Who are you waving to?”


    There was nobody across the street. Down at the end of the block, the old cowboy with the ratty guitar rounded the corner, the drunken weave of his stride making him take irregular steps.


    She turned to look into the eyes of Deputy Sheriff Robichaud. “Is he in trouble?” she asked. “He's so late.” She felt like she'd been asking the same question forever.


    “Ms. Torres,” Robichaud said gently. “Warren Jameson is dead. There was an accident. I took his phone, and I'm notifying his next of kin. You are his girlfriend, right?”


    She blinked.


    “There was an accident,” he said. He kept peering into her eyes, looking for something. “Why don't you come inside for a cup of coffee?”


    She leaned to the side and looked once more across the street, at the last place she'd seen Warren. Robichaud mirrored her movements, shifting his body to keep his face in front of hers, as though he might blot out the darkness across the street.


    Her voice came out in a croak. She didn't ask how, or where, or why, but only, “Did he suffer?”


    Robichaud's lips flattened for a second. “I don't think so,” he answered. “Let's go inside.”


    She nodded mutely and followed him into the sheriff's office. He flicked on the lights. The brightness stung her eyes.


    





Chapter 2
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    After her interview with the cop, Samantha Torres returned at midnight to the place she'd been staying. She'd been at the log-framed rental long enough to feel settled, yet not long enough to think of it as home. Calling a place home when it wasn't didn't seem right.


    And calling someone her boyfriend when he wasn't didn't seem right either, but Samantha hadn't corrected Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud. He'd referred to Warren as her boyfriend repeatedly. “Your boyfriend must have climbed along the ridge to get a better angle for his photos,” he'd said. And, “Your boyfriend might have slipped on some loose gravel.”


    She hadn't corrected him and said that the man she'd met once at the park and had one coffee shop date with wasn't her boyfriend.


    It had been surreal to hear the cop say, “Your boyfriend fell to his death during the thunderstorm, at approximately three o'clock this afternoon.”


    At three o'clock that day, nine hours earlier, Samantha had been lying in the cabin's bathtub with a cloth on her forehead, debating her two choices: never drink again, or crack the cap off the new bottle and splash the headache away. She'd come up with a third option: sleep it off and celebrate with tequila later, under the socially acceptable cover of Cinco de Mayo.


    The holiday celebrated an unexpected victory, of an 1862 battle in which the Mexican army won a fight with the French despite being smaller and ill equipped. That was how Samantha felt. Smaller and ill equipped compared to whatever life threw at her. According to the cop's assessment, Warren's skull had lost a battle with some rocks at the base of a cliff. Funeral services would be held... she had no idea when. He lived with his aunt, who was probably, at that very minute, explaining to a confused Robichaud that Warren didn't have a girlfriend.


    Samantha's hand shook as she filled the kettle with water. Tea. It was midnight, but she had to make tea. People in shock needed tea, and blankets. The rustic cabin had plenty of blankets—most of them scratchy and woolen—and she just needed tea. And a single shot of gin to stop her hands from shaking. And another one to keep it company. She poured the liquid down and then quickly washed the glass and her hands, as though hot, soapy water was the cure for sin.


    While she waited for the tea to brew, she walked through the one-bedroom cabin and drew the curtains closed.


    Owl Bend was in the banana belt of Colorado, a patch in the southeast corner of the state, at the eastern edge of the Rocky Mountains. The area enjoyed less snow than the rest and more than 250 days of sunshine per year.


    Tomorrow would be sunny. The sparkling lake awaited, as did the hiking trails through the national parks, and the horses that the near-sighted resort manager promised were friendly. Everything awaited. She got her tea, grabbed a blanket, and huddled into a corner of the couch.


    Something flickered at the edge of her vision.


    She turned her head slowly.


    Warren was back. He stood in the cabin, just inside the door, as though he'd simply walked in through it. He began loosening his tie as he walked toward her. His shiny black shoes made no sound on the wood floor.


    “You shouldn't be here,” she said. The anger in her voice surprised her. “Sorry,” she added softly. “I guess you can be wherever you want to be.”


    He gave her a sad look and pointed to the couch. She drew her knees up and her feet toward herself, tucked the blanket in around her legs, and gestured for him to take a seat.


    Warren—or his ghost, anyway—sat next to her and continued loosening his bow tie until it was undone. He unbuttoned the top three buttons of his tuxedo shirt and relaxed.


    She asked him, “Do you know what happened to you?”


    He winced and used one fist to mime being struck. His eyelids fluttered and then closed.


    The ghost didn't speak, so she asked, “Was it an accident? What were you doing?”


    He shrugged and gave her an enigmatic smile. Then he shifted his position on the couch—a movement Samantha could have sworn she felt—and gazed into her eyes. He had a facial expression that was both curious and satisfied, as though he was dying to know everything about her, yet confident they had all the time in the world.


    She leaned forward, picked up her tea, and immediately dropped it on the rustic pine coffee table, spilling tea everywhere. She hadn't dropped the mug. The handle had simply sheared off, and the thin piece of ceramic was as light as Styrofoam in her hand. The mug, which was chipped and scratched from what appeared to be decades of use, had chosen that particular moment in time to come apart. She fitted the two pieces together, marveling at how something could be whole one moment and broken the next.


    She turned to Warren, who had an amused look on his face. He pointed to his skull as if to say he and the mug had something in common. Both were now broken. But the mug could be glued back together, and he could not. Not even with all of Humpty Dumpty's men.


    “Now what?” she asked.


    He stretched his arm out along the back of the couch and nodded, inviting her to rest her head on his shoulder.


    She wanted nothing more, so she closed her eyes, and leaned in. With her eyes closed, she felt a warmth that couldn't be real, and a hand, stroking her long, black hair. She fell asleep that way, drifting off while the tea finished draining from the coffee table to the wood floor with its rhythmic drip-drop.


    * * *


    Days passed, and the ghost stuck around.


    Samantha asked Warren if he had unfinished business, and he only shrugged, as if to say her guess was as good as his.


    He died on the fifth, and they buried him on the eleventh of May. Did he want to attend the funeral? A head shake, no. Should she go, maybe meet his aunt and friends? Another head shake. Should she call a psychiatrist, or maybe an exorcist? He wrinkled his nose. No, she wasn't crazy. Not at all. She just had a ghost in a tuxedo who came and went after dark.


    On the fifteenth, she was picking up groceries in town when something in a thrift store window caught her eye. It was a Ouija board. The copyright notice on the instructions was over twenty years old and claimed the spirit board was for “entertainment purposes only.” She bought it, making prolonged eye contact with the woman who rang up the purchase, daring her to say something about it. The woman bagged the game with no comment.


    Back at the cabin, Warren was nowhere in sight. It was four o'clock in the afternoon, so it wasn't unusual for him to be absent. He preferred the hours after sunset. She ate an early dinner of grocery-store pasta, set the Ouija board on the dining table, and napped on the bed.


    She woke up after sunset, disoriented and stiff in the neck, her bladder full. She searched the cabin for him, even whipping back the shower curtain in the bathroom. Was he trying to scare her? That wasn't like him. She usually sensed him a minute before he arrived. Then he'd enter the room near the doorway, just like a living person.


    She packed up the Ouija board and its cheap plastic planchette, then buried the box in a hall closet, under a dusty stack of jigsaw puzzles. Five minutes later, she returned to the closet and pulled out a thousand-piece puzzle featuring fuzzy yellow baby chicks. She'd just sorted out all the edge pieces when Warren appeared by the front door.


    “And here I thought you'd moved on,” she said. “At least you're in time to help me with the very important task of putting these chicks back together.”


    She expected him to join her at the table, but he remained by the door. When he caught her eye, he jerked his head, inviting her to come outside with him.


    “I'm sick of looking at the stars,” she said. “They're pretty, but they don't do anything.”


    He mimed putting his hands on either side of an imaginary steering wheel.


    “I already went to town once today,” she said.


    He mimed taking a drink.


    “Good idea,” she muttered, and she went to the fridge's upper freezer compartment for ice.


    The freezer door suddenly slammed shut on her. Warren stood in front of her, his dark eyes blazing. She'd never seen him like this.


    “I guess you really want to go out,” she said.


    He nodded.


    Her makeup was smeared from the nap, so she excused herself to freshen up. As she fixed her hair, she muttered to herself, “You've really lost it, Samantha. This is a whole 'nother level. I can understand the whole ghost thing—who wouldn't want a handsome boyfriend who's a great listener? But this? Now this figment of your imagination is turning on you, making you do things. This can't be good for your sanity.”


    She had half a mind to get in the car, ask the navigation computer for the nearest hospital, and drive herself right to it for a psych evaluation. Did they even take people for seeing spirits? It wasn't the same as hearing voices. Warren wasn't telling her to do stuff—not in words, anyway.


    She finished getting ready and came out of the bedroom prepared to tell him they were going to a hospital. But then he looked her up and down, smiled, and brought his fingers to his lips to blow her a refined kiss. Magnifique, he mouthed.


    Charmed by his attention, she climbed into the driver's seat of her rental car. He slid into the passenger seat when she wasn't looking. He caught her eye and used his finger to draw a pretend mustache on himself, and then on her. The movement was familiar, but it took a moment to place it.


    “The Watering Hole?” she asked. “You want to go back to where we were on the fifth of May? Where I was?”


    He nodded and smiled, all charm. He'd spent his career working as the man behind the camera, but he could have just as easily been on the other side, modeling or acting.


    As they drove to the tavern, she asked him a dozen questions. Where did he go when he wasn't with her? Why did he want to go out for drinks when he was usually content to stay in the cabin? Was he upset about her buying the Ouija board? How had he slammed shut the freezer door? As usual, he ignored all the questions. He leaned his head against the passenger-side window and then right through the glass. He kept his head there for a while, his gaze on the stars and his ears outside the car, away from her questions.


    Fine. She could take a hint. She stopped asking questions and tried to relax. It had been ten days since Warren's untimely death. Surely she could loosen up and enjoy having a drink at the Watering Hole with his ghost.


    Inside the rustic tavern, the Cinco de Mayo decorations had been taken down, but the place still retained its southwestern charm. Blinking chili pepper lights hung from the roof timbers, along with a piñata or two. The musical entertainment that night was just the jukebox, and the crowd was much thinner than it had been on the fifth, but the laughter and fermented scent of beer in the air immediately put Samantha into a relaxed mood.


    She walked straight toward the bar, making eye contact with the bartender and giving him a smile, but then she abruptly stopped and turned toward a table in the corner. She hadn't tested Warren in front of other people, but she guessed they wouldn't be able to see him. If they noticed her talking to an empty chair, getting checked into a mental ward might happen whether she wanted it to or not.


    When the waitress—a tired-looking Hispanic woman of about forty—came by, Samantha ordered her least favorite beverage, a microbrew beer with a hoppy flavor.


    “Because I'm driving,” she explained to Warren once they were alone. “You wouldn't want me to drink too much and crash my car.” She picked up a warped coaster and fidgeted with it. “Unless that's something you want to have happen. Is it?” She didn't dare look up into his eyes and read his expression in case it was true. “Do you want me to die and be your ghost girlfriend?”


    She finally looked up. He was staring at her as though she'd said something utterly stupid.


    She snorted. “I suppose if I have some weird death wish, there are easier ways to accomplish it.”


    The waitress returned with her beer and two fresh coasters. She set one in front of Samantha and one in front of Warren, who appeared to be surprised.


    “You can see him?” Samantha asked, pointing at the handsome ghost in the crisp tuxedo.


    “Who?” The waitress glanced around, then looked at the second coaster. She snatched it up quickly. “Sorry,” she said. “I thought you were talking to someone, or maybe you said you were meeting someone.” She gave the area above the coaster a furtive look, clutched a gold, coin-sized charm on her necklace, and walked away quickly.


    “That was eerie,” Samantha said to the ghost. “Can anyone other than me see you?”


    He didn't seem to be listening to her. He was staring intently at someone. His eyes moved as he watched someone move around the bar.


    Samantha turned her head and followed his gaze.


    He was staring at the curvy redheaded woman who'd been there ten days earlier, drawing mustaches on people with a black felt-tipped marker. She'd given Samantha a mustache on her finger that had taken two days of showers and washing dishes to wear off.


    “What's going on?” she asked. Of course he didn't answer.


    “Do you want me to talk to that woman?” she asked.


    That, he heard. His eyes widened, and he nodded.


    “Talk to her about you?”


    He held his hand over his heart and tilted his head to the side.


    “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “I'll go talk to some strange woman in a bar. It beats sitting here in the corner talking to myself.”


    





Chapter 3
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    Samantha Torres was a striking, raven-haired beauty who'd been chatted up by men in bars countless times. Being on the receiving end of so many unwanted advances should have given her insight into how to approach the redhead, but she found herself feeling small and ill equipped.


    “Hi,” she said, gripping the back of an empty chair to give her hands some purpose. “You don't have your pen tonight, do you? I'm in the mood for a finger mustache.”


    The redhead, who'd been checking her lipstick in a compact mirror, snapped the compact shut and gave Samantha a curious look. “What?”


    The music from the jukebox was playing, but not loud enough to drown out Samantha's words. The redhead had simply not understood Samantha's awkward conversation opener, and why would she want to? By the way her cleavage was thrust up in the center of her V-neck blouse, she was looking for the attention of a man, not a thirty-five-year-old lonely woman who consorted with ghosts.


    Samantha glanced over at her own table, where Warren sat in his ever-present gleaming tuxedo. He gave her a nod of encouragement to keep going.


    “You and I met on Cinco de Mayo,” Samantha explained, careful to keep her smile large and her hand motions small and nonthreatening. “You were drawing on people's faces and hands.”


    The redhead wrinkled her freckled forehead. “Sorry about that,” she said coolly. “I thought it was the kind of pen that washed off. I didn't know.”


    Samantha smirked. The woman must have been getting complaints for days from all the people whose swirling mustaches were more durable than expected.


    “You were just having fun,” Samantha said. “People need to lighten up, right? Life is for the living.”


    The redhead leaned back and gave her an appraising look. Samantha did the same. The woman wasn't the forty-something she'd first estimated, but probably closer to the mid-thirties range, like Samantha. She'd been wearing heavy makeup that accentuated the few small wrinkles at the edges of her eyes, but tonight her face was nearly bare and more youthful. She had a bulbous nose and one eye was smaller than the other, yet she had a wholesome look that could be described as pretty, and her body looked sporty, like the stereotypical farmer's daughter.


    The song ended and there was a lull as the jukebox clicked to line up the next song. It was a vintage machine, possibly older than the tavern itself, that played vinyl singles. As the next song, a Beatles classic, started, Samantha extended her hand and introduced herself.


    “Toni,” the redhead said. “Spelled with an I, like Toni Colette, the actress.”


    The name was familiar to Samantha, but she couldn't summon up an image of the actress or what movies she'd been in. It wouldn't hit her until much later that night, when she was brushing her teeth and chatting to her ghost boyfriend, that the actress Toni Colette played the mother of the boy who saw ghosts in the blockbuster movie The Sixth Sense. The realization would stop her cold as she grasped for deeper meaning and found none.


    For now, though, the name simply gave her a shiver of discomfort.


    “Toni with an I,” Samantha repeated. “You can call me Sam for short, if you'd like. Just not Sammy.”


    “Why not?” asked Toni playfully. “Was that the secret pet name some old boyfriend used to call you?”


    Samantha inhaled some saliva by accident and began to cough. Toni used her foot to push the empty bar-height chair away from the table and told Samantha to take a seat. Toni turned and called for the waitress to bring some water. “No, make that sangria,” she corrected. “A medium-size pitcher.” She turned back and asked, “You like sangria?”


    Samantha looked over at the barely sipped bitter beer at her old table. “That sounds great.” She glanced around. “Am I in somebody's seat? Are you meeting someone tonight?”


    Toni shook her head. “That wouldn't be appropriate. I'm in mourning.” She reached inside the shoulders of her V-neck blouse, which was a dark plum color, and adjusted her bra straps, jiggling her cleavage. “I should be wearing black, but this is the darkest color I own.” She wrinkled her bulbous nose, enlarging her nostrils. “Redheads shouldn't wear black—not unless they live in New York City.”


    “I'm sorry for your loss,” Samantha said.


    The waitress arrived with the pitcher of sangria and two glasses. She checked that Samantha was finished with her beer, poured their first two glasses from the pitcher, and left them to their conversation.


    Toni looked off into the distance and said, wistfully, “Warren was such an amazing man. I don't know if I'll ever get over losing him.”


    Samantha nearly choked a second time, on the sangria. She recovered and asked, “You knew the man who had that accident? The photographer who fell off the cliff?”


    “We were dating,” Toni said. She leaned in and whispered, “We were in love. I was carrying his baby when he died, but my grief was just too powerful, and I lost the baby.” She sniffed and dabbed a napkin at the corner of one eye and then the other.


    Samantha turned to give Warren a dirty look, but he was gone. She scanned the bar and didn't spot his tuxedo or his lying, cheating face. He'd told her he was single, hadn't been on a date or touched a woman in over a year. They were going to have some words tonight when she got home. He could pantomime an explanation for how he'd impregnated Toni without touching her.


    “Warren was so talented,” Toni said. “I can barely doodle, but I just know our child would have been an artistic genius. And we would have been so happy together.”


    Samantha sipped her sangria and let the sweetness soften her mood. It had been Warren's idea for them to meet on May fifth at the Watering Hole, in the most densely populated venue in all of Owl Bend. If he'd been keeping his relationship with Samantha a secret, it wouldn't have stayed that way for long.


    “Forgive me for asking,” Samantha said. “Were you planning to meet Warren here on the night he died?”


    Toni pursed her lips around her straw and pretended to drink her sangria. Samantha could see she wasn't really drinking it, because the red liquid only went partway up the straw and stopped. What an odd thing to do, she thought. This woman is nuts.


    Toni finally pulled away from her drink and started stirring the contents vigorously. “Stupid strawberries,” she said. “A chunk is stuck in the straw. Don't you hate that?” She tossed the straw on the counter in disgust. Samantha chided herself for jumping to conclusions about the woman's sanity. Who was she to judge? She would be going back to the cabin tonight to snuggle with a ghost.


    After draining her glass, Toni said, “Warren didn't like crowds. He preferred his solitude and nature, so I wasn't expecting to see him that night.”


    “Did he know you were going to be here?”


    Toni wrung her napkin and dabbed at her eyes again. “Don't think I haven't been over that day in my head a million times. We had a fight the day before, actually. I wanted to come here and be part of the celebration, just like I've done every year since they let me in with my fake ID.” She held her hand to the side of her mouth and whispered, “I was only seventeen, but I matured early, if you know what I mean.”


    “So, Warren knew you were going to be here?”


    The redhead nodded vehemently. “I wouldn't miss it for the world. Cinco de Mayo is my third-favorite party. The second is New Year's Eve, and my top pick is Halloween. How about you?” She grinned and used the pitcher to refill both of their glasses. “What's your favorite, Sammy?” She made a playful shocked expression and covered her mouth. “I mean Sam,” she corrected.


    Samantha's mind went blank. Not only couldn't she think of her favorite holiday, but she forgot Toni's question entirely. Her mind was doing the partition-shifting thing again. She blinked and looked around the bar. The chili pepper lights overhead flickered hypnotically. Red and green. Red and green. She was hot, and she was freezing, too.


    “Caitlyn!” Toni yelled, waving at someone behind Samantha. “Caitlyn! Woohoo! Over here, girl! I've got a table!”


    Given that fewer than a third of the tables were currently in use by patrons, having a table didn't seem like much to be proud of. Samantha remembered what the bartender had said about Toni on the night of the fifth. She can be... enthusiastic.


    A chair scraped on the old wood floor, and they were joined by a third woman, a blonde in her early twenties. She was introduced as Caitlyn Winters and touted as “the most famous person in Owl Bend.”


    Samantha shook Caitlyn's hand and apologized for not recognizing her. “Are you an actress?” Samantha asked.


    Caitlyn snorted cutely and waved her hand. “Just a reporter,” she said. “Radio and TV. I do the local coverage for stuff, unless it's big enough for the bigger stations to send in their own people. Honestly, I hope we never get our own airport. Being two hours away from Pueblo is basically my job security.”


    “That sounds like an actual career,” Samantha said. She'd meant to say “fun career,” but the sangria had made her honest. Nothing made her feel like more of a fraud than meeting someone with a real career.


    The other two women took her comment as a joke, and laughed. Samantha was about to ask Toni what she did for work when the waitress returned with another glass and an even larger pitcher of sangria.


    “Courtesy of Charles,” the waitress said.


    Samantha had been studying the younger blonde's expression, and saw a flash of rage cross her face. She recovered quickly and handed the third glass back to the waitress. “Could I get a pear cider instead?” She wrinkled her nose, which was tiny and adorable. “Allergies.”


    Toni twisted at the waist and scanned the bar, stopping when she spotted a short man with a crisp part in his black hair. She waved and shouted, “Thanks for the drink, Charles! I owe you a dance later!”


    The man gave her two thumbs up and climbed onto a barstool. Samantha silently admonished herself for staring, but she couldn't help it. Charles was very short, and she was trying to determine if he had a form of dwarfism or was just short. She managed to look away before drawing a conclusion. She had a female cousin with dwarfism, and knew better than to gawk.


    She turned her attention back to the women, who were discussing famous trios that contained a redhead, a blonde, and a brunette. “There should be two brunettes,” Caitlyn was saying. “Because there are so many more women with brown or black hair in the world. And then there would be more roles for women of color.”


    “But anyone can dye their hair or wear a wig,” Toni said. “Most of the time, the redhead isn't a real one, anyway. I bet you can't name five actresses who are genuine redheads. I bet you can't even name one redhead actress who isn't the daughter of Ron Howard.”


    “Nicole Kidman is a real redhead,” Caitlyn said.


    Toni snorted. “I'm not sure she's human, let alone a redhead.”


    Caitlyn turned to Samantha, fluffed her blonde hair across her forehead, and said, “Here we go with the alien conspiracy theories. You might want to run away from this table while you still can.”


    Samantha glanced around for the person she'd arrived with. For the moment, she'd forgotten he was a ghost, and made up the excuse that he was probably in the adjoining room, playing pool with the other men. She relaxed forward, leaning her elbows on the table, and encouraged Toni to go on about her conspiracy theories.


    For the next two hours, Samantha enjoyed the utterly normal yet rare experience of making new friends as an adult. She learned about being a local community news reporter, and artfully deflected questions about what she did for a living, as well as why she'd been staying in a lakeside cabin the last few weeks.


    She was having such a wonderful time, she all but forgot about Toni being romantically involved with Warren. Besides, even if he had been cheating on her with Samantha, now that he was dead, it was a moot point. The truth could stay buried, along with his body.


    The trio laughed and drank and even danced for a few of their own jukebox choices. At the end of the night, the muscular bartender flicked on bright fluorescent lights and barked at them, “You don't have to go home, but you can't stay here!”


    Giggling, they stumbled out the door and into a waiting taxi. Samantha noted the location of her car and made a mental note to come back for it the next morning.


    They dropped Toni off first, at an apartment building not far from the main streets of town.


    Caitlyn's house was the next logical stop, but she insisted on riding with Samantha up to the cabin, saying she wanted to see the lake in the moonlight. “It's a popular spot for kids hooking up in their cars,” Caitlyn said.


    Samantha giggled. “But I hardly know you, Caitlyn,” she sputtered.


    Even the taxi driver laughed.


    When they reached the cabin, Caitlyn walked Samantha up to her door. They stood on the porch in the dark. The taxi driver turned off his headlamps so they could look at the lake in the moonlight.


    “I guess it is beautiful,” Samantha said. Something bat-like flapped overhead, and in the distance, an owl hooted.


    “I've always loved this place,” Caitlyn said. “Did you know it used to be a summer camp for kids?”


    “That would explain the lack of, uh, luxurious amenities. They call it a resort, but it's really just a glorified campground, isn't it?”


    With a giggle, Caitlyn said, “What more do you need? You've got trees, walking trails, a boat launch, and enough hot water for a three-minute shower. This place is paradise. It might be heaven.”


    Or purgatory, Samantha thought to herself.


    After a moment of taking in the moonlit view of the lake, Caitlyn turned to Samantha and said, slurring her words slightly, “Listen, I have to tell you something about Toni. About Toni with an I.”


    “She actually told me a lot before you joined us.”


    “Toni's nice,” Caitlyn said slowly.


    “Yes, and?”


    “That's all,” Caitlyn said, drunkenly pretending to zip her lips. “She's nice, and she means well.”


    “Sounds like there's something you're not telling me.”


    Caitlyn turned and started down the steps. She slipped on the first one and slid the rest of the way down on her bottom.


    The taxi driver jumped out to help get her upright.


    Caitlyn shook them off like a champion. “It's all good,” she said. “S'all good, man.” She stumbled to the taxi and gave Samantha a wave goodbye that was nearly big enough to knock her over again. “Good night, gorgeous brunette!” she yelled, and she got into the taxi.


    A minute later, she rolled down the window and whisper-yelled, “What I told you is a secret!”


    “Caitlyn, you didn't tell me anything!”


    “Very good,” Caitlyn replied with a note of admiration.


    The taxi pulled away, and Samantha let herself into the cabin. She would be puzzling over the mystery of Toni the rest of the night and well into her dreams.


    





Chapter 4
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    May 16th


    10:16 a.m.


    The Cabin


    The sun was streaming in around the edges of the curtains when Samantha awoke with a start. She was late for the meeting. She smoothed down her hair, washed her face, and set her laptop on a stack of books on the student-sized desk in the cabin's one bedroom. Despite not wanting to stare directly at the sunny view in her hungover state, she opened the curtains anyway. The strong light would wash out the telltale shadows around her puffy eyes.


    Her friend, Hilda, looked surprised to see her on the video call. “Sam!” she exclaimed. More formally, she asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Hilda was American, but she'd been watching a lot of period dramas from the BBC lately. She was two years younger than Samantha, and she looked it today, all fresh faced and glowing in the California sun.


    Samantha replied archly, “You forgot our regular weekly meeting?”


    “We haven't... I mean... Yes. I suppose I forgot. How are you, hon?” Behind Hilda, a bearded man appeared in the room and asked who was on the screen. It was her husband, Ricky. He'd put on a few pounds and looked older than Samantha remembered. How long had it been since her last visit to L.A.? It felt like about a million years. Hilda said something to him in a hushed tone and shooed him away, but not before he leaned in to say, “Hey, Sammy.” He was gone again before she could call him one of her pet names, such as Rickster or Rickaroonie.


    Samantha snuck another book under the laptop to hide the pesky double chin that only appeared during webcam chats.


    “How do you feel about salad dressings?” Samantha asked her friend and blogging partner.


    Hilda held up both hands to frame her face. “Love,” she enunciated. “Love. Salad dressings. Tell me more.”


    “I was thinking of doing a piece that hits all the sweet spots.” She counted off on her fingers. “Diet. Crafts. Gifting. Gardening.”


    Hilda didn't look convinced by the pitch so far. “That's what you've been thinking about out there in Colorado?”


    “Of course,” she answered. “I took some test shots the other day at a picnic table near the lake. The pictures will be perfect.”


    Her friend switched gears. “Speaking of pictures, how are things going with that nature photographer?”


    “Great,” she lied. “He took me out last night and introduced me to a couple of locals. Obviously, they were utterly charmed by yours truly, and we're BFFs for life.” As she joked, flashes from the night before came back to her: Toni, talking wistfully about hanging in there for a second chance at true love. Caitlyn, hinting about some great secret she knew about Toni. Warren, looking sad later that night when he tucked her into bed.


    “I want to meet him,” Hilda said, leaning left and right, as though she might be able to see more than what was visible on her computer screen. “Haul him over here so I can get a look at the fella.”


    “He went out for bagels. Sorry.”


    “What's his name again? I think I saw something the other day about a wildlife photographer in Colorado, and the name seemed familiar. Warner something. Or Wayne?”


    “Hello?” Samantha tapped her laptop to jiggle it. “Hilda, you're cracking up. There must be a delay on the connection. I gotta hit the washroom, anyway. Talk later! Bye!” She waved at the camera jerkily and quickly shut down the window.


    * * *


    Four hours later, Samantha was at the picnic table near the edge of the lake, taking photos at different angles. A dozy hornet flew in and hovered over the spinach salad. “Action shot,” she said to herself, and took the photos anyway. The hornet hovered at a photogenic angle, so she took a few more. These pictures wouldn't run with the main article on her and Hilda's lifestyle blog, but Samantha could make a few extra dollars selling them to a stock photo site. “Look at me,” she murmured as she zoomed in on the hornet. “I'm a nature photographer, just like you, Warren.” She hadn't seen him that day, but had decided he was always around in some form. It beat talking to herself.


    From behind her, a female voice came. “Who are you talking to?”


    Samantha whirled around, bumping the tripod with her hip and nearly knocking over the pricey camera.


    It was redheaded Toni, wearing large sunglasses and a wide-brimmed straw hat to keep the Colorado sunshine off her pale skin.


    “I wasn't talking to myself,” Samantha lied. “I was giving instructions to my model, who is a hyper-intelligent spinach salad.”


    Toni leaned over the place setting on the red-checked tablecloth. “Looks like a regular salad to me.” She smacked her lips. “And now I'm hungry. Great. I'd try to eat this salad, but I know all about you food-stylist people and your tricks. Those bacon bits are probably chopped-up shoelaces.”


    “Close,” Samantha said. “They're soy bits.” She gave the camera a spin to pull it off the tripod, and snapped a candid shot of Toni before she could escape. “If you're hungry, go ahead and eat the salad. I'm done taking photos. Everything's edible, I swear. The only food stylist trick I used is substituting diced red peppers for tomatoes.”


    Toni looked undecided, so Samantha pulled out the colorful charger plate and used the salad fork to split the meal in half. She straddled her way onto the picnic table's bench seat and took a bite. The dressing was spicy, infused with the popular local green chile.


    Toni hiked up her all-white, country-girl sundress and took a seat on the other side. She wore pointy-toed western boots in a russet tone, and had a lightweight denim jacket draped over her shoulders. “Green chile,” she said. “Nice touch.”


    “It wouldn't be a local dish without it, plus I hear it's a great cure for hangovers.” Samantha added lightly, “Not that two refined ladies such as ourselves would ever imbibe too much and give ourselves hangovers.”


    “Of course not,” Toni laughed.


    As they ate, Samantha vaguely remembered their conversation the night before, and inviting the redhead to come visit her at the cabin sometime. She hadn't anticipated it would be so soon, but the timing was okay.


    “This tastes as good as it looks,” Toni said. “You're a woman of many talents. It's a shame you didn't meet my Warren. He was a wonderful photographer, and the man could talk your ear off about light and shutter speeds.” She pushed her sunglasses up her nose, her eyes hidden behind the dark lenses. “Me, I'm more of a point-and-click sort of gal. Low maintenance.”


    Samantha bit her tongue. In her experience, women who claimed to be low maintenance were typically the opposite. People liked to cling to untruths. At her first job, back when she was a naive sixteen, Samantha had worked for a woman who claimed to be easygoing in the same breath she used to yell at the bus boy for dribbling a few ounces of soapy water on the tile floor. That same summer, working at the resort, she'd also observed that people who used the word “just” when ordering—“I just want a plain bagel, no butter.”—always wanted more than they asked for, like for human society to rewind back to another time when people were more mannered, food wasn't so gosh-darned fancy, and children were seen and not heard.


    Toni chatted amiably about the salad, futile attempts at dieting, how sunny it was, and how hungover she felt from their sweet sangria the night before. Samantha smiled and nodded, her thoughts pleasantly relaxed and freeform, like formless clouds passing through a blue sky. She liked herself so much more when she wasn't alone, so why did she spend so much of her socializing time looking forward to going home again?


    Lunch ended abruptly when Toni took a sip of the red drink and spat it out on the ground with a cough. Samantha lurched forward with a handful of napkins, apologizing.


    “That's not juice,” Toni said. “And it's not even cold!” She made a disgusted face and rubbed her hand on the checkered tablecloth. “And why's my hand greasy?”


    Samantha dug around in her supplies for a bottle of water, and handed it to Toni. “You'll be fine,” she said. “It's just water with food coloring, all food-safe and edible. The ice cubes are plastic, and the condensation on the outside of the glass is this.” She showed Toni her spray-bottle of WD-40. The household lubricant was commonly used by food photography stylists to create stable, realistic condensation on the outsides of drink glasses. “It should wipe right off.”


    Toni shook her head, chuckling, and wiped her palm with the napkins. “I suppose warm water with red food dye is better for me than all those drinks you were pouring down my throat last night.”


    Samantha faked an indignant, shocked gasp. “Why, I never!”


    “How are you feeling, anyway? Are you up for a hike?”


    She searched her mind for an excuse and found nothing except, “I don't have any hiking boots.”


    Toni leaned over to look under the picnic table at Samantha's footwear, a pair of sturdy, if not clean or attractive, running shoes. “Those will do just fine,” she said.


    The two women cleaned up the picnic table, and chatted for a few minutes with some children staying in one of the other cabins. The kids were catching frogs by the lake and insisted on showing off all of them.


    After a quick visit to the cabin to put away the photography equipment and food, the two were on their way up the mountain.


    They'd been walking steadily uphill for twenty minutes when Samantha finally asked, “Where are we going? And do we have to go this fast?”


    Toni stopped and walked over to the woods. “We can catch our breath here.” She sat on a fallen tree, which was bench height, and took off one red cowboy boot and then the other. “My stupid socks keep riding down and bunching up. If I pull them up to my knees, do you promise not to laugh?”


    Samantha gave her head a serious shake. “I'm afraid I can't promise that.”


    Toni took off her sunglasses and squinted up at Samantha, smiling broadly. In the sunshine, her blue eyes were as bright as the big sky above.


    “It's such a relief to laugh,” Toni said. “Especially on a day like today. I'm really glad you could be here with me for this.”


    “What exactly are we doing? Besides sweating off last night's sangria?”


    Toni's expression grew serious. Her oblong nostrils flared, and she pulled her sunglasses back on in a protective gesture.


    “We're going to look at the view,” Toni said flatly. “Warren's last photograph before he died.” She paused, pursing her lips before adding in a soft, vulnerable tone, “When we get to the cliff, promise you won't let me stand too close to the edge.”


    “Sure,” Samantha said, and she watched silently as Toni pulled her socks up to her knees, shook out the boots, and pulled them back on.


    They were going to see the cliff that killed Warren. Perhaps the man of the hour would even make an appearance.


    





Chapter 5
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    The peak of the trail was not the top of the mountain, but it was the highest point they could reach without rock-climbing equipment.


    Toni had been quiet for the last thirty minutes when she broke the silence. “That's it?” She sounded disappointed.


    Samantha stood next to her and took in the view. As she looked over the lake and the valley, she understood why Toni sounded let down. As far as views went, it was a typical southeastern Colorado vista, but that was all. Just an average view from an average trail. Certainly not worth dying over.


    “Imagine the storm rolling in,” Samantha said. “It would have been more spectacular with big, dark clouds, and lightning strikes visible for miles.”


    “I guess so,” Toni said glumly. She abruptly crumpled down into a sitting position on the dirt ground and began tugging at her boots. She was very flexible, possibly double-jointed, and in her lack of concern for getting her white dress dirty on the ground, she reminded Samantha of a small child—just a kid, trying to make sense of a confusing world.


    Toni yanked off her boots and the knee-high socks, which she stretched out on the ground next to her. She lay back on the dirt and grass and pulled her straw hat over her face. Her voice muffled by the hat, she said, “You can head back any time if you don't want to wait for me.”


    “There's no rush,” Samantha said.


    “You're an angel.”


    “Well, I'll be here. Take as long as you need.”


    Toni thanked her, but the words barely registered over the ones echoing in Samantha's head. I'll be here. Take as long as you need. Who said that? She tried to remember, but found the memory had been painted over, hidden.


    I'll be here.


    Take as long as you need.


    She left Toni to her contemplation, or grieving, or whatever it was. More words echoed in her head. You can get high, or you can get low. I'll be here. Take as long as you need.


    She explored the area, kneeling in the grass to take some photos of wildflowers using the camera on her phone. The area where Warren Jameson had spent his last earthly moments looked like most of what she'd seen on her walks—daisies and black-eyed susans dotting the ground between blue spruce, cottonwood, juniper, maple, and aspen. She took more photos, including a few surreptitious shots of Toni, still flat on the ground. Then she tiptoed to the edge and looked down at where Warren might have drawn his final breath.


    A dark patch on the ground below caused her to gasp. Blood, her mind screamed. But it was only a shadow, cast by a nearby bush. The cliff face itself formed a boundary at the back of someone's property. To the far left and right were fences. Away from the cliff, the ground was green, lush looking, and kept short by two goats who were currently patrolling the premises. A dog caught her eye as it let out a curious bark. The softness of the bark in the distance startled her—not the noise, but how far away it sounded. The ground was a long way down. Samantha stumbled back, away from the edge.


    “What are you doing?” asked Toni. She was standing again, already wearing her socks and boots, and dusting off her ruffled skirt.


    “That was the dog who found him,” Samantha said. “It's a collie, or maybe an Australian sheepdog. Hard to tell from here. It's the one who barked and let the property owner know... about the accident.” She wanted to stop talking, but she couldn't keep herself from stating the obvious. “That's the dog who found Warren. It was barking and barking, and finally they came outside, and first they thought it was just upset because of the storm and the lightning, but then they found him.”


    Toni had her sunglasses on, but Samantha could feel the weight of her stare behind the lenses.


    “Yeah,” Toni said flatly. “I heard about that. You seem really fixated on these details. Care to share anything with me?”


    Such as how she'd been dating the woman's boyfriend before he died? No, not really. “Just curious,” she said, and, “Sorry for your loss.”


    Toni tugged both of her socks up another inch and started walking down the trail. “We've all got plenty to be sorry about,” she said.


    Samantha was sure the woman meant something by it, but didn't inquire, pretending instead to be fascinated with some tiny pink flowers next to the trail.


    A moment later, Toni stopped and pointed to a blackened tree stump. “That's new,” she said, and she rubbed her fingertips on the charcoal, staining them. “Must have happened on the fifth of May, because it hasn't rained since, and I haven't seen this before.”


    Samantha's mind raced ahead, drawing conclusions before she'd even formulated the questions. “Do you think... lightning?” She swallowed and forced the idea into words. “I mean, it could have hit Warren, right?”


    Toni shrugged, took a step back, and kicked at the charred stump with the toe of her red cowboy boot. “Wouldn't he have been burned?”


    Samantha struggled for words. Yes, he would have been burned. Had he been? Robichaud hadn't told her much, and she hadn't gone to the funeral. Had it been an open casket? She looked at Toni but couldn't ask.


    Toni pulled off her sunglasses and looked at her. Toni's smaller eye looked even tinier than the other, squinting in the afternoon sun. The small eye was higher, too. Like a woman in a cubist painting. Had Warren loved her? How could he have expected to get away with cheating on her in such a small town? Every question tugged out more questions, like a chain of scarves coming from a magician's pocket.


    “You look like you've got something to say,” Toni said. “Spit it out.”


    Samantha shrugged and looked around. “I knew Warren,” she said. “Well, I didn't know him. But we met when I was taking some photos in town, and he stopped to ask me about my camera.”


    Toni's eyes narrowed to slits. “He could be friendly like that,” she said. “Especially to girls like you.” The like you seemed to be dripping with something. “What's your point?”


    Samantha's shoulders were already raised quite high, but she lifted them even more. Her voice came out in a squeak. “Just that he seemed really nice.” She let her shoulders drop.


    Toni took off her hat, leaned forward to fluff her red waves, then whipped her head back and tossed the hat on like a professional. Exactly like a professional. And in that gesture, Samantha saw it. Toni was, or had been, a stripper.


    Toni made a clucking sound as though telling a horse to speed up, and continued walking down the trail toward the cabin.


    “He didn't kill himself,” Toni called over her shoulder.


    Samantha rushed to catch up, and fell in stride. “Are there rumors it was a suicide?”


    “Probably. You hear all sorts of things in a town like this.” They kept walking, their strides still matched. They were the same height, the same in many ways, except Samantha, with her brown skin and black hair, was the dark molasses gingersnap to Toni's sugar cookie. She wondered if Warren had also been dating a blonde, just to make it a varied trio. When she'd asked the ghost about other women the night before, he'd feigned innocence.


    Toni continued, “Warren was a good man. Even if he'd been suicidal—and he wasn't—he wouldn't have left himself as a mess for someone else to clean up, you know? Maybe the accident did have something to do with the lightning strike that burned that tree. Maybe I'll come back here again with a hatchet and take vengeance on what's left of its stump.” She let out a semi-joking maniacal laugh.


    Samantha coughed and forced out a chuckle in agreement.


    They walked in step for a mile before Toni spoke again, asking, “Why are you staying here, anyway? I can think of more exciting places to be.”


    Samantha rubbed the fingers of her left hand. “A person's got to be somewhere,” she said vaguely. She kept rubbing her fingers. There was an itch beneath the skin she couldn't get to, and she had the bizarre idea of biting her fingers off, choking on them. Too much talk of death. She shook her head to change the channel.


    “What's the deal with Caitlyn?” she asked. “Why didn't she come up here with you today?”


    “We aren't that good of friends.” Toni broke her stride and plucked a tall stalk of wild grass to chew on. “And she's probably busy with work, or busy freaking out about her so-called stalker.”


    “Stalker?” Samantha thought about it for a minute, remembering the small man at the bar the night before. “Oh, you mean that Charles guy who bought us the sangria she wouldn't drink.”


    “Charles?” Toni stopped walking, leaned over, and slapped her knees, laughing. “Charles DeWitt is no stalker, just a standard-issue weirdo. Did you get a good look at him? He's the human equivalent of a pug, with his bulgy little eyes.”


    Samantha thought of her diminutive cousin, who had a similar appearance due to a thyroid condition, and refrained from making fun of Charles. Toni, however, didn't take a hint. She went on at great length comparing him to creatures of both land and sea.


    When they finally got back to the cabin, Toni offered her a ride into town. When Samantha couldn't figure out why, Toni explained, “Don't you want to pick up your car? You left it at the bar last night.”


    Samantha smacked herself on the forehead dramatically. “They say the mind is the first to go.”


    “Join the club,” Toni said as she opened the door of her car.


    Samantha popped into the cabin and rushed around, getting her car keys and grabbing a light jacket in case the weather changed within the next ten minutes—in Colorado, it could happen—and joined her new friend in the car.


    As she slid into the seat, she felt the compulsion to admit to Toni that she'd been on a date with Warren, that she'd even kissed him. But Toni's driving skills were cause for concern even without the emotional bombshells flying. She crossed her hands in her lap and vowed to let the secret remain buried with Warren.


    Ten minutes later, they were in the heart of downtown Owl Bend, and the sun continued to shine. They said goodbye, and Samantha located her car parked up the street. The sandwich board for a coffee shop caught her eye, and since she hated to come home from a trip into town empty-handed, she walked in and ordered an iced coffee.


    On her way out, she bumped into a familiar-looking man in dark, nondescript clothes. It was Deputy Sheriff Robichaud, whom she hadn't seen since the night of Warren's accident. As she looked up into his eyes, which were a muddy green, memories of that night came back to her, and emotions rushed forth like water through a busted dam. The words had blurred, but his kindness was indelible—how he'd stayed on the phone with her until they were face to face, and then, at the sheriff's office, how he'd tried to make her a cup of tea at least three times.


    He looked down at the iced coffee in her hand. It had been topped with whipped cream and a clear, domed plastic cap.


    “Are those any good?” he asked.


    She was handing the cup to him already. “Try some, Deputy. Uh, Officer?”


    “You can call me Dan,” he said.


    “Try some, Dan.”


    They locked eyes, and the rest of the world disappeared.


    





Chapter 6
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    Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud and Samantha Torres stood face to face within the door frame of the cafe, the air around them charged with tension.


    A woman with four kids in tow huffed at them for blocking the entrance. Samantha felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. After the intensity of their first meeting, she felt familiar with Deputy Sheriff Robichaud, and was treating him the way she would any friend, offering him a sip of her frosty coffee.


    But through the judging eyes of this huffy-puffy mother of four, Samantha saw herself as a flirt. She was a raven-haired vixen, twisting her body in the doorway to show off her angles the way the prostitutes in Amsterdam shift their poses in windows, all Barbie dolls waiting to be taken from their plastic coffins. What right did she have to be happy, to be flirtatious, when she should be in mourning?


    She stepped out onto the sidewalk, then to the side, into the shade cast by the striped awning. In that moment, she wished the dark shadows would swallow her up.


    But Daniel Robichaud had her coffee in his hand, and he was smiling—as though everything was going to be okay, forever. He stood on the opposite side of the front door and took a long, slow sip, making eye contact the entire time.


    “That's nice,” he said, licking his lips. “I'll keep this and buy you a new one.”


    She leaned across the space between then, arm extended. “That's fine. You hardly had a sip.”


    He took a step back and another sip through the straw, emptying it below the ice cube line, his green eyes teasing the whole time. His cheeks hollowed above his square jaw as he sucked through the straw, emptying the drink. She nodded in admiration of his moves. Now she had to wait while he bought her a coffee. He hadn't initiated the maneuver, but he was an excellent improviser.


    “And I'd better get another one for myself,” he said. “For your own protection, so I don't take your fresh one.”


    “You're smooth,” she said with a smile.


    Ten minutes later, they were enjoying a stroll on a cobblestone path next to the river that ran through the small town.


    “Thanks again for getting me hooked on this stuff,” he said of the iced coffee. “With the whipped cream on top, it's surprisingly addictive. We may have to set up a treatment program, once we deal with the meth and booze.”


    “Don't forget the gambling,” Samantha suggested. “And murder.”


    He was quiet, slowing to kick a loose stone off the cobbled path and into the slow-moving river. “What makes you think we have a murder problem here in Owl Bend?”


    She felt her cheeks flush again. “Just a terrible joke,” she said. “I don't have any friends who are cops.”


    “We're even. I don't have any friends who are magazine reporters from the big city.”


    “Who said I was a reporter?”


    “You're not?”


    “I take photos of food and superficial girlie stuff, like shoes and handmade ornaments, for a lifestyle blog.”


    “So, you're not here to investigate a scandal involving local law enforcement and coffee theft?”


    Samantha laughed and reached up to sweep her dark hair off her hot neck and shoulders. She immediately dropped her arm when she caught a whiff of her own sweat. She didn't smell awful, but she hadn't freshened up since the multihour hike with Toni. She'd only dropped into town to pick up her car, not to have a late-afternoon stroll with a handsome young cop who was in civilian clothes but still carried himself with the stiffness of authority.


    “Explain your job to me again,” he said. “And talk slow, like I'm simple.”


    She thought again of people claiming to be the opposite of what they were. Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud was anything but simple. Every gesture and word betrayed him as a man who let little slip past unnoticed. She didn't dare ask, but she guessed that his arrival at the cafe, which had to be visible from his office window up the street, was anything but a coincidence.


    While they walked, she explained about the business side of blogging for profit—everything from website traffic reports and search engine optimization of content, to affiliate fee revenue and browser cookies. He said he knew all about cookies and IP addresses, thanks to some experience investigating cyber crimes.


    The conversation shifted to his work, the highs and lows, the heartbreak of seeing the victim of abuse take the worst route out of a bad situation, and the thrill of seeing at-risk kids grow beyond their circumstances and “pay it forward“ within the community, helping others. He explained how he had once been one of those at-risk youths. When his father lost his job at the steel mill, he'd been fifteen and just as angry as his old man. While his father had crumpled in on himself, young Danny Robichaud lashed out at anything resembling authority. He was headed for an early grave and wouldn't be walking God's green earth now, except for a fortunate drowning.


    Samantha asked, “Since when is a drowning fortunate?”


    They'd reached a standstill, unconsciously walking slower and slower as his story got more dramatic. He glanced around as though worried about someone overhearing him.


    He looked her straight in the eye and said, “Since I saw something that night.”


    “Something?” She gave him a sidelong look as a chill ran up her spine.


    “This isn't something I want repeated.” He bit his lower lip and looked pensive. “I probably shouldn't be blabbing to you, but I can't resist your nosy reporter ways.”


    She snorted and rolled her eyes, pretending to be less interested in the secret than she was. “If you want this off the record, it's off the record.” She knew enough about real journalism to say the phrase with some authority.


    “Off the record,” he said, both of them at a standstill and staring directly into each other's eyes. Three people on funky-colored single-speed bicycles whizzed by. “Samantha, I died that night. I was dead for several minutes before the paramedics revived me.”


    “That's not too scandalous,” she said dismissively. “You were in icy water. It's not something I'd sign up for, but young people have lasted longer.”


    He nodded his head forward and gave her an eyebrow raise, as if to say the good part was yet to come.


    “I saw angels,” he said. “And I know what you're going to say next. You'll say people report seeing a guardian angel all the time after near-death experiences. That it's a hallucination brought on by changes in the brain.” He blinked and glanced at the river momentarily, then back to her. The muddiness in his green eyes was gone, and they were bright and vivid, emerald, like the eyes of a dragon. He continued, “But I saw multiple glowing figures. I was floating above the water, and I saw two of them, leading the paramedics right to my body.”


    Samantha sensed it was the appropriate moment to say something, and not that she was currently dating a ghost boyfriend. She simply said, “Wow.”


    “Wow is right.” He nodded. “After, I compared notes with the paramedics, and I knew things I couldn't have known. My body was under the water, but I repeated back to them the exact words they'd called out to each other when they were searching for me.”


    “You were a ghost,” she said.


    He frowned, creasing his unlined forehead in a manner it didn't seem accustomed to. “I don't think of it that way, because I'm alive now, and ghosts belong to the realm of the dead.”


    She stepped back, smiling, and looked him up and down. “You seem very much alive to me. No body parts falling off or anything.”


    He swished his mouth and looked across the river. He took three steps away, off the path, and started collecting pebbles. He turned his back to her, and threw the stones at the water. Each one skipped farther than the previous.


    Samantha sidled up next to him. She could sense a raw emotion radiating from him like heat. He'd opened himself up to her, and now he regretted it. Her flippant remark about rotting body parts hadn't helped.


    “That's a cool story,” she said softly.


    He didn't look at her as he kept chucking the pebbles, his biceps rippling under his short shirtsleeves. “It's just a story,” he said dismissively.


    She reached out to put her hand on his arm, but stopped just short of touching him. Something across the river caught her eye. Was it Warren Jameson, wearing his tuxedo, the white shirt practically glowing in the late afternoon sun? No, it was just a black and white collie, jumping to catch a Frisbee.


    A gust of wind ruffled the long grasses and wildflowers along the river bank. Her arms got goose bumps. She took a step back from Robichaud and pulled on the light jacket she'd been carrying around draped over her arm.


    “Yeah,” Robichaud said, as though responding to something spoken aloud and not just the tension. “I should be on my way as well.”


    She nodded back in the direction they'd come. “I'll walk you back to your office. My car's right by there.”


    He bunched up his shoulders and stuck his hands in his pockets. “No, you go on ahead. I'm just going to check on something in the opposite direction.”


    In the opposite direction of wherever I am, Samantha thought. “Sounds good,” she said, and she started walking away.


    As she walked, she clenched her fists and fumed over how touchy some men could be. Women were open about their feelings constantly, just on the off chance someone might listen. But men? They had a one-strike rule that just wasn't fair.


    She heard footfalls behind her. Robichaud was running to catch up.


    “I'm so sorry,” she gushed before he could say anything. “I didn't mean to be insensitive. Trust me, I'm very open-minded about such things.”


    He gave her a perplexed look, as though he'd moved on, and forgotten the whole thing already.


    “Never mind that,” he said. “I'm actually glad I ran into you today because I wanted to ask you something, just a follow-up question.”


    “Shoot.”


    “How well do you know Toni Winters?”


    She slowed her pace but kept walking. “The redhead? I'm confused. I thought Caitlyn's last name was Winters.”


    “It's a big family,” he said. “Toni's the one who dropped you off by your car this afternoon. The two of them are second cousins.”


    “So, you were spying on me from your window.”


    He almost smiled. “It's not spying if you're looking out the window and someone happens to walk by.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I guess I don't know Toni that well if I didn't know her last name. Last night was the second time we met. Why do you ask?”


    “Like I said, just a follow-up question. Did you happen to see Toni on the fifth of May?”


    “I did. Right before I got the phone call from you, actually. She drew a mustache on my finger.”


    “And that was the first time you met her, or saw her? You didn't see her anywhere else earlier that afternoon? For example, up at the lake where you're staying?”


    Samantha shrugged. “Not that I noticed, but there are always people around, especially by the boat launch.” She turned to watch his expression as she asked, “What's going on? Is there something about her I should know?”


    “Just that she's not quite what she appears to be. I'd keep your distance if I were you, at least until this whole thing blows over.”


    “What thing? Is there an investigation?”


    His green eyes widened. “Who said anything about an investigation? I'm just suggesting that if you meet with Toni Winters, you do so only in a public place.”


    “Or what?”


    He stopped walking and glanced around. Sunset was still hours away, but the riverside didn't seem as warm and sunny anymore.


    He hadn't answered her question, but she pressed on with another one. “Is Toni a stripper? Is that why you don't want me hanging out with her?”


    “That's not why.”


    “Fine. Be mysterious. Can I ask you something about Warren Jameson? Was he struck by lightning?”


    Robichaud's eyebrows rose in surprise. “Lightning? What makes you say that?”


    “Was he?”


    “No.” He shook his head. “No lightning. It was the fall that killed him. But that's all I can tell you.”


    “Something's going on, I know it. You wouldn't be acting like this if it was just a normal accident.”


    He gave her a pained expression, as though he had secrets that were pulling him apart. “Listen, Samantha. Keep your phone nearby. Give me a call if you ever need help.” He dug in his pocket and handed her a crumpled business card. She already had one from the night they met, but accepted it anyway.


    “I'll add this to my collection,” she joked.


    He said, “If you don't see me around town, you can always give me a jingle just to check in... or talk about stuff.”


    “Sure,” she said with a sigh, growing tired of his guarded, cloak-and-dagger routine.


    They parted ways, and this time he didn't run to catch up with her.


    She picked up a few more groceries at the nearby store, including some fresh local seasonal produce—arugula, blueberries, snap peas, plus some luscious red early cherries—and drove back to the cabin.


    * * *


    Samantha poured a drink and took a seat in the rocking chair on the wrap-around veranda to wait for nightfall and the return of Warren. She nodded off and woke up to find him watching her from the foot of the stairs.


    She clutched her hand to her pounding heart. “You scared the heck out of me!”


    He gave her a sweet smile of apology, but didn't approach. He stayed where he was and looked down pointedly at the dirt.


    She had so many questions that he wouldn't answer, but she could look at him more carefully. What could she learn about his death? Had he been struck by lightning? He didn't seem to have any signs of burns on his body. His hair didn't look singed. But then again, his head didn't look crushed from a fall, either. He looked perfect—no blood or bruising. What was he so fascinated with on the ground?


    Groaning, she eased out of the wood rocker and down the front steps. There, in the dirt, was a woman's barrette with fake pearls affixed in three neat rows. She immediately recognized the barrette as belonging to Caitlyn, the pretty blonde community reporter.


    Warren gave her a knowing look. Oh, he knew something, all right. But exactly what it was he knew, or was trying to tell her, she still had no clue.


    They went inside the cabin, she poured drinks for both of them, drank hers, and then helped Warren with his. She made a joke about it that felt very practiced. He frowned, silent as always.


    An hour later, she asked, “Are you jealous about me talking to that cop?”


    He feigned indifference, but she knew better.


    “You're one to talk,” she said. “Stringing along your little redhead stripper while you tried to woo the new girl in town.”


    His expression gave away nothing. He might as well have not even been there, for all he was giving her to work with.


    Later, when she was getting ready for bed, she said, “Maybe I'll call up Deputy Sheriff Robichaud. Daniel. Dan. Good ol' Danny Boy.” She took out both of his cards and arranged them on the bathroom counter.


    Warren rolled his eyes and went to the bedroom, where he stretched out on his side of the bed.


    A moment later, she turned off the lights and joined him, trying to believe he was real.


    





Chapter 7
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    Samantha dreamed of Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud that night, and the next night. They were walking along the river together, holding hands, surrounded by glowing figures. In the last one, Robichaud had been pushing a stroller, and the child inside was brand new and yet very old, an ancient soul who'd walked the earth a thousand years ago as Samantha's distant ancestor. That soul had known hers, and Robichaud's, in another land, another time.


    She woke up at dawn Wednesday morning in a cold sweat. The dreams had felt so intimate. The lingering feelings of love and acceptance made her feel incredibly guilty, as though she'd been cheating on someone, breaking a vow.


    That morning, she puttered around the cabin until ten o'clock, then drove into town for food and supplies. Because the unincorporated village of Owl Bend was, in Samantha's grandfather's words, “barely bigger than a drop of bug spit,” she wore a hat and sunglasses to keep from being spotted by Robichaud. She wasn't avoiding him, exactly, but she preferred to... delay their next interaction as long as possible.


    She was in the store, browsing aimlessly and trying to avoid looking like an alcoholic, when the bartender from the Watering Hole walked up and said hello. He was either going to or coming from a workout. He wore a sporty orange shirt that was so bright she'd briefly wondered if he had a day job directing traffic around construction sites.


    “Hey, you,” she said in greeting. “Fancy meeting you here, outside of your natural habitat.” What the heck was his name? It was Italian, or Irish, or something. “I'm Samantha,” she said.


    “Finn Bruno,” he said, raising his eyebrows knowingly.


    “Right,” she said, nodding. “Finn Bruno. Irish and Italian.” At least her bad memory hadn't stopped working completely.


    “Samantha, do you need some help picking out a bottle of wine for dinner?” He grinned, which made his face look less like a top-heavy triangle. She gave him a more careful look than she had during their interactions at the bar. Maybe his jaw wasn't so narrow after all—it just looked relatively skinny above his wide, muscular shoulders.


    “You're too late,” she said of the wine, and she proceeded to fib about how she'd already selected two nice bottles from local Colorado wineries. The bartender complimented her on her excellent taste, made a joke or two about the marketing of wine, and then took her on an informal tour of the store's liquor selection. She'd planned to simply grab her two bottles of gin and leave, but she found herself enjoying the company of Finn Bruno. He was just as easy to chat with when he wasn't behind the bar.


    He amiably helped her finish her shopping, and followed her through the checkout, where she had to buy the wine she had no intention of drinking. Finn purchased some sports drinks, trail mix, and gourmet cookies, which he immediately opened to offer her one.


    “But you only have six cookies in there,” she protested.


    “Take one,” he insisted. “It's bad enough I'm going to eat the other five on my drive to the cog rail.”


    “The what? Cog rail?” She followed him out of the store and over to a bench. They sat in the shade of the awning, where she ate not just one, but two of the fancy cookies from the white bag. Finn explained to her that he was heading up to a rack-and-pinion rail, also known as a cog rail, in Manitou Springs, near Colorado Springs. It was a special kind of rail line for steep mountain grades, where the trains are fitted with cog wheels or pinions that mesh with the rack rail.


    “Like the gears in a clock,” Samantha said excitedly. “That sounds so cool. Does it make a scary noise?”


    Finn gave her a sly look. “Why don't you come with me and find out? I'm heading there now, and the drive's not much more than an hour.” He gave her a boyish smile. “My truck's right across the street, and I'm ready to go now. You're welcome to come with me, assuming you don't have other exciting plans for a Wednesday afternoon.”


    Samantha thought about her not-so-exciting plans of sneaking back into the store to buy gin and return the wine. A warm breezed played with her hair. It really was a beautiful day. Suddenly, the idea of sightseeing felt like a much more appealing option.


    She said to Finn, “I'd love to, but there's just one problem.” She reached into her grocery bag and pulled out the box of ice cream sandwiches that were already melting.


    “Those will go great with the cookies,” he said, and then he laughed, which sealed the deal.


    She crossed the street with Finn, climbed into the passenger side of his truck, and immediately sent a text message to Hilda letting her know where she was going and with whom. Just in case.


    Hilda sent a funny reply, prompting Samantha to ask Finn, “Promise you aren't kidnapping me for ransom?”


    He snorted a laugh. “Just hand over the ice cream and nobody needs to get hurt.”


    * * *


    They reached the parking lot for Pikes Peak Cog Railway just in time to board the next train heading up the mountain. Finn paid for their tickets and the parking, with the promise he'd let Samantha buy the donuts when they reached the peak.


    They boarded the Swiss-built rail car and began the ascent. Much to Samantha's amusement, Finn Bruno turned out to be an expert on the subject of cog trains, animatedly explaining how the diesel-electric engines powered the traction motors for the ascent, and how the engines would be shut off for the descent, when the traction motors worked as generators, harnessing the kinetic energy for the next trip.


    Finn grew quiet once the conductor began his own commentary, using a microphone to be heard over the whirring engine and cog noise. The conductor entertained the nearly full car with a light patter about the scenery and what funny things the surrounding sedimentary formations might resemble.


    They reached the summit of Pike's Peak, at an elevation of 14,110 feet, right on time for lunch. As promised, Samantha bought the donuts. Finn ate two, and groaned about needing to fit in an extra workout later that week. “At least it's my cheat day,” he said.


    “Cookies, ice cream, and donuts,” she said. “If I see you eat one more sweet, I might have to arrange an intervention.”


    He shrugged and held out his hands. “We all have our vices. How about you?”


    “These donuts,” she said, reaching for another one.


    They finished lunch and walked outside, joining the other tourists. Half of them seemed more interested in the trains than the landscape.


    The air at that elevation was thin on oxygen, and Samantha found it unsettling to have to breathe harder just to take a stroll.


    Finn and Samantha silently enjoyed the Colorado view and took some candid photos before boarding the railcar once more. On the trip down, the landscape reversed, turning back from red rocks to green trees. The whole trip was completed in just over three hours, including an adequate forty minutes at the peak.


    Back in the truck again with Finn, Samantha was quiet. Truth be told, the two had run out of casual conversational fodder back at the peak, and the date had been—literally and figuratively—coasting downhill since then.


    They drove back in silence. About thirty minutes from Owl Bend, Samantha glanced around the truck for a tool she might use to get into one of the bottles of wine sitting in her grocery bags at her feet. Finn had a metal box on the seat beside him. She reached over casually and started to flip open the latch, but Finn noticed and snatched the box away.


    “I guess you're really bored by me,” he said, teasingly but with a touch of bitterness. “Did your new friend Toni tell you I'm boring?”


    Samantha was taken aback and a little alarmed by his sudden shift into acrimony. She stammered an apology and explained, “I was just wondering if you had a screwdriver or maybe an awl in there that I could use to get us some of that wine.”


    He stared straight ahead at the road. The metal box was on his lap. “Thanks for the offer, but I can't have an open bottle of liquor in my vehicle.”


    She apologized again and pulled out her phone to check in with Hilda. She texted their approximate location and the estimate she should be back home within an hour.


    Finn broke the silence. “Samantha, I'm the one who should apologize. You're a lovely woman, and I'm the one with the problems.”


    “Oh?” She didn't want to know, but she'd been raised to be polite and let people talk about their problems. Her mother had laid out the rules time and again. The point of having friends wasn't to burden them with your problems. Friends and family were a gift, because they gave you someone else to think about, someone to care about besides yourself. Being a good listener kept the ego from getting out of control. Other people didn't know this secret, though, so you had to be patient with them, allow the unburdening, and let the pain pass through you. Pain was a wild animal, not to be held in a fenced yard, or a house, or a shoe box, or a heart, where it would only do damage.


    Finn was silent for a moment, eyes on the road as he flexed first one bicep then the other in rhythm, the thick muscles pulsing under the tight orange shirt. Finally, he said, “Toni and I used to date.” He flicked his eyes over briefly. “I guess I haven't gotten over her. I was hoping maybe you'd put in a good word for me.”


    “Sure,” Samantha said quickly, agreeing almost before he'd finished making the request. “But I don't know Toni that well. We've only seen each other a couple times at the bar, and then we had lunch and a hike.”


    “A hike?” He sounded incredulous. “Since when does Toni go for a hike? She must really like you to agree to hiking.”


    “Oh, it was all her idea. She wanted to go up to where her boyfriend had the accident.” Samantha's throat closed up and she was unable to elaborate. It had hurt to refer to Warren as Toni's boyfriend, and it was likely just as painful for Finn to hear. Her mind jumped immediately to a darker thought. Was Finn jealous? Was it possible he took action to hurt Warren?


    Finn snorted. “I wouldn't exactly call him her boyfriend. She didn't even go to his funeral. I was there, and I didn't see her.”


    “They were sort of on again, off again?” As she waited for a reply, her eyes moved down to the metal box on his lap. What was in there?


    Finn pressed the steering-column lever to spray washer fluid on the windshield, and switched on the wipers to clear the bug splatters. The tiny carcasses quickly wiped away.


    “Enough about the past,” he said with an air of finality. “Looking forward is so much better.”


    “Sure,” she said cheerfully, eager to change the topic. “Where do you see yourself in five years?”


    He chuckled at the question, which had been her intention.


    “Hopefully, I'll be in business for myself,” he said. “I'm talking to some people right now.” His voice took on the fake enthusiasm of a salesman. “I was thinking of buying into one of those locked-room franchises, but the outfit I talked to first wants too much of the long-term earnings. Do you know what I'm talking about? It's a room where you lock people in and they have to solve a puzzle to get out.”


    “I'm familiar with the concept,” she said, smiling. She'd been to a locked-room event once, covering it for the blog. She'd been disappointed to find it was just a series of logic puzzles done under a time constraint. She'd expected it to be as much fun as a murder mystery dinner party, but how could it be, without any costumes or funny characters?


    “Yeah, well, they're profit machines,” he said. “Thirty bucks a person, ten people at a time, that's three hundred bucks. And the costs are very low.”


    She laughed. “Plus you get to lock people in a dungeon. Who doesn't love that?”


    He turned his attention from the road to give her a pained look. “But they want you to lock them up,” he said. “They're asking for it.”


    She held her hands up. “It was just a joke,” she said.


    He abruptly hit the brakes and cranked the wheel to the right. She squealed and reached for a handhold.


    “Gas station,” he said. “It's always a few cents cheaper here than in the Bend.” He pulled up to the pumps. “I'm going into the store for some water. Do you want anything?”


    She shook her head, no. What she wanted was to stay in the truck and get a look inside the metal box, which she would do as soon as Finn was out of sight.


    





Chapter 8
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    As soon as Finn Bruno was inside the gas station's store, Samantha reached over and opened the metal box he'd been keeping away from her.


    She didn't know what she'd expected to find, but it wasn't a bunch of plastic G.I. Joe men. She took a handful of the little guys out and gave them a closer look. They weren't army men, but knights and elves and goblins. Some were cast metal and others were plastic. Most were painted. Mixed in with the figures were multisided dice, pens and pencils, what appeared to be graph paper, and two coiled measuring tapes. She stuffed the figures back in and closed the lid.


    A minute later, Finn emerged from the store in his glowing orange shirt, and climbed into the truck. He looked at the metal box on the bench seat between them, raised an eyebrow, and started the truck. “Okay, so I'm a giant nerd,” he said. “I know you saw my gaming kit.”


    She gave him a tight smile. “I may have snuck a peek.”


    “I don't play Dungeons and Dragons anymore. I was using that stuff to map out my own designs for escape rooms.”


    “That's actually really smart,” she said, and she meant it. The graph paper and figures could be used for planning all sorts of scenarios.


    “Thanks,” he said, smiling. “You're a good listener, Samantha. Did you ever work as a bartender?”


    “Funny you should ask. When I was little and my friends wanted to play house, I always wanted to play bartender.”


    “That's adorable,” he said, steering the truck back onto the main road, heading back to Owl Bend.


    “Before you get any ideas, you should know I grew up in a dry house,” she said. “The only drinks I served my friends were Tang and milk, usually mixed together.”


    He pretended to gag.


    For the rest of the drive into town, they talked about the best and worst things they'd ever had to drink. Finn's worst was the same as the best—a mix he'd make of the leftover booze from his parents' parties. “I swear, most times it was better than sangria. Add a little grape juice, some ice, and you're in business.” He grimaced and stuck out his tongue. “The only downside was the occasional cigarette butt.”


    Samantha groaned as a long-forgotten memory bubbled up. She'd also sipped ashes by accident, though it was in college.


    They got back to town, where she pointed out her little rental car and he pulled up right behind it. He got out and helped her with her groceries, even though it was only two small bags. Three trucks in a row drove past, prompting Finn to say, “Rush hour in Owl Bend.”


    They faced off awkwardly, and she wondered if he was going to try to kiss her. She didn't want him to. He was nice enough, and seeing his nerdy elf warrior figures hadn't actually been a turnoff, but her gaze kept darting up the street, toward a certain deputy sheriff's office. Finn Bruno was fun, but she found Robichaud much more interesting.


    “Thanks for showing me around,” Samantha said brightly, offering her hand to shake.


    Finn's face showed a flash of desperation, and then he pulled himself together and shook her hand warmly.


    They said goodbye, and Samantha pretended to be preoccupied with her phone. Once Finn had driven away in his truck, she returned to the store for the liquor and another box of ice cream bars.


    * * *


    That night, Samantha dreamed of Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud again. He was sweating and dressed like a barbarian in a movie, with a thick rope over one shoulder as he pulled a railcar up a mountain. She sat inside the car with the entire town of Owl Bend, and all of them were speaking a language she couldn't understand. As the train climbed higher and higher, the temperature rose when it should have been cooling. The sedimentary rock landscape grew more and more red, until everything was on fire.


    She awoke at four in the morning, checked all the doors and windows, and tried to get back to sleep. The bed had turned uncomfortable, so she walked out to the living room and curled up on the sofa, under scratchy wool blankets, with the television tuned to the local community channel. She fell asleep immediately.


    * * *


    For the weeks following her day trip to Manitou Springs, Samantha kept a low profile, sticking close to the lake and her cabin. She didn't want to see Finn Bruno and have to politely fend off his advances, and she wasn't sure if Daniel Robichaud had forgiven her yet for being insensitive after his story about guardian angels.


    Life inside the cabin was perfect, anyway. By day she wrote blog posts about salad dressings, place settings, and refurbishing flea-market antiques. After sunset, her handsome boyfriend came around and kept her company, always listening, never complaining or making "helpful" suggestions.


    Her waking hours transitioned more and more to the internet, to a life that was virtual and free of the past. She created brand-new social media profiles under the alias SamGirl99, and joined message boards and communities focused on ghosts and the people who see them. She got brave enough to post some details about her current situation—albeit with all identifying details removed. After a few days of politely commenting on various threads on the public forum, she was invited into a private conversation loop headed by an individual calling themselves, hilariously enough, Scooby75.


    Scooby75 wasn't like the others on the public forum. Instead of demanding Samantha try to get proof, Scooby75 simply accepted that Warren was a genuine ghost. It helped Samantha sleep easier at night, knowing that at least one person believed her.


    From what she'd learned online, Warren wasn't a residual specter. A residual haunting was more like a recording, a static, repeating event. He fit the profile of a so-called intelligent haunting, because he could interact with her. According to the expert psychics within the community, the limitations to Warren's communication skills were typical for such ghosts. The fact that he wouldn't play charades, and that he disappeared whenever she tried to use the Ouija board, were all in line with other people's experiences. Some of them even reported their own ghosts appearing in formal wear. But why a tuxedo? More like why not, some posters suggested. Who doesn't want to look their best, even when dead?


    After several evenings of intense private chatting with Scooby75, the discussion turned even more personal. Scooby75 revealed that she was a woman, also living in the southwest, and she was concerned that the ghost of Warren was lingering for a reason. What reason? Murder.


    The word seemed to jump off the screen and send icy shivers through Samantha's gut.


    Samantha typed a response: He wants to murder someone?


    Scooby75 replied: I didn't phrase that right. I mean *he* was murdered, and he wants you to find the killer.


    Samantha: I don't think so. Wouldn't he just find a way to tell me who it was? He was there, after all.


    Scooby75: Sometimes the extreme violence and shock wipes the transition event from their memory. Or, more likely, you need to find the clues and the evidence, so the killer can be convicted. You have to look around.


    Samantha: This is ridiculous. He should be haunting a cop or something.


    Scooby75: But he chose you for a reason. It's got to be you.


    Samantha typed an angry response and deleted it, then another, also deleted. This Scooby person was trying to make a fool out of her. It was probably an internet troll who worked as a bank manager by day and trolled fools like her on the internet at night.


    She closed her laptop and put it in a closet, as though that would create a moat of safety between her and internet trolls, as well as the disturbing notion that a murderer was prowling around Owl Bend.


    And so what if there was a killer on the loose? She had no ties to the town. She could leave any time, once she got the urge. Most days she didn't question why she was renting a cabin in the Middle of Nowhere, Colorado. On the days she did wonder, she found only hazy memories and lingering intentions. She'd come there to get away from something, or to find something. What it was, she couldn't remember, or didn't want to remember. It had happened to someone else, someone who wasn't the same Samantha Torres as this one, who saw ghosts and selfishly spewed her private details and problems to strangers on the internet.


    After a few minutes, she retrieved the laptop from the closet with a sigh. She logged in and picked up the conversation with Scooby75.


    Samantha: What should I do now? The police think it was an accident. How do I convince them it was something else?


    There was almost no delay, and then a long message, as though Scooby75 had written her answer long before Samantha had asked the question. She painstakingly explained how Samantha had to embed herself in Warren's life, walk in his shoes, talk with his friends, take his photos, and sleep in his bed. All of that sounded reasonable enough, except for the suggestion she begin sleeping in Warren's bed.


    Samantha jokingly asked: What about sleeping in my own bed, with him? He told me once that Colorado nights were made for cuddling, and he's a good cuddler.


    A moment later, Scooby75 replied: If this is some big joke you're playing on me, very funny. You can find someone else's head to mess with. I'm out.


    Samantha apologized, tried to smooth things over, but the other woman was gone, her green light changed to red.


    The next day, there was no sign of the woman online, and Samantha began to worry that Scooby75 hated her.


    Over the next few days of silence, Samantha's worries grew larger. She wondered if Scooby75 was an expert on murderers due to having one in her own life, stalking her. Or maybe she knew about killers because she was one. Samantha's imagination ran away, down dark forest trails with lightning striking trees ablaze left and right. It took several drinks and the blasting of loud rock music to make the visions go away.


    The days piled up, and the cabin grew smaller, claustrophobic.


    She watched the community channel regularly, so she knew the retrospective art show celebrating Warren Jameson's life and photography was coming up on June fifth.


    With nobody interesting to talk to online, and her awkward encounters with local bachelors Finn Bruno and Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud fading in her memory, going into town for a social event became more appealing.


    Samantha decided that going out for a change was better than drinking herself into oblivion—barely.
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    Samantha got dressed for the 7:00 p.m. art show, accidentally pulling on the same orange sundress she'd been wearing on the day of Warren's death. She was driving and halfway into town when she realized her mistake, and slammed on the brakes. After a few minutes of internal debate, she pulled back onto the road and continued driving into town. Nobody but Deputy Sheriff Robichaud knew what she'd been wearing the day of Warren's death. Even if he was at tonight's art show, so what if he saw her? He was a man, after all. A dress was probably just a dress to him.


    She pulled up in front of the venue and parked. Another great thing about Owl Bend was the ample parking, and no paid meters.


    The art show was being held inside the town's original fire hall. It had been turned into an art gallery and community center twenty years earlier, when the new, modern fire hall went up. Warren Jameson had served as a volunteer firefighter, and was well known to the local first responders.


    Inside the old fire hall, the mood was surprisingly festive. The laughter and conversation of over a hundred people bounced around the building's lofted walls.


    Samantha ducked her head down upon arrival. She headed toward the guest book without making eye contact with anyone. Something orange flashed nearby. It was the bartender, Finn, but he hadn't noticed her yet.


    As she was finishing signing her name, she was greeted by an approaching woman. “You're Samantha Torres?”


    Samantha looked up to find a woman she immediately recognized as Warren's aunt. They'd never met, but the woman had been in several of the photos in Warren's online portfolio. He'd even used his aunt as a model a few times. She didn't have the youth or figure for stepping out of a lake in a dripping bikini, but she was a great model for wearing polar fleece and setting up a tent for camping. Wendy Jameson was fifty-five, with the same brown eyes as Warren, white-streaked hair, and a build that could be described as “sturdy.”


    Samantha gave the stout woman a sidelong look. “Have we met before?” She knew they hadn't, but it was what she said in such situations.


    “My nephew mentioned your name once or twice.” The woman reached out a mannish hand. “Wendy Jameson. I'm Warren's aunt. He was back in town and living over my garage, right up until the accident.” She shook her head. “Poor thing. Such a waste.”


    They shook hands. The older woman's palm was cool and moist. “Sorry for your loss,” Samantha said. “He seemed like a wonderful man.”


    Wendy gave her a tight smile and fidgeted with her black and white hair, which was frizzy at the tips, like a grown-out perm. “My nephew never mentioned how beautiful you were,” Wendy said. “You weren't at the service, were you? It was so busy in there, and I was running around like a madwoman, but I'm sure I would have remembered you.”


    “Sorry, I didn't go,” Samantha said. “To be honest, I didn't know your nephew that well. I didn't even know he had a girlfriend. Is she here?”


    Wendy sucked in air, making a hissing sound. “You must be mistaken,” she said. “He had many friends who were girls—always did—but no girlfriend. Not for a few years. He liked someone for a while, but she wasn't worthy of someone as good as my nephew.”


    Samantha wondered if that someone was Toni. “Was this person living here, in Owl Bend?” she asked.


    Wendy scowled. “Unfortunately. She should have gone off to the big city when she had her chance. She could have left this town and been a big star.” Her eyes glazed over, and briefly, she had the expression of a baby—simultaneously frightened of and fascinated by the world.


    Samantha took a step back and rubbed her bare forearms. Wendy had the same eyes, but none of the warmth or charm of her nephew.


    “Nice to meet you,” Samantha lied.


    “And you, of course.” Wendy sucked in air again as her attention darted around the lofted space. “When Warren told me about you, Samantha, I had such high hopes. You are the Samantha Torres who's here doing stories about Colorado for a magazine, aren't you?”


    “It's a blog.” When the word “blog” drew only a confused look, she explained, “A blog is sort of a magazine on the internet.”


    “Oh, I know what a blog is,” Wendy said with a small snort. “You and I really should get to know each other better. It's too noisy in here, and I've got about a million people to talk to, so I have to run off, but we should get together, maybe for a girls' night out.” She looked Samantha up and down before walking away, folding into the crowd, saying what sounded like, “So pretty. Oh, Warren. She's just so pretty.”


    Samantha waited until the odd woman was long gone before she took a normal breath. Warren had mentioned being able to buy his own house, but choosing to stay with his aunt to help her through a difficult time. The memory came back in a rush, and she saw Warren's forlorn expression as he explained how his aunt was always coming up with crazy stories. A few times, she'd come to believe a local woman was her long-lost daughter, given up for adoption years before. But she was delusional. Wendy Jameson had never been pregnant, let alone given birth. She'd been born without internal reproductive organs. The fantasy of a long-lost child reared its head from time to time, usually during times of stress. It was a coping mechanism, a distraction.


    “Champagne?” A very short man with bulging eyes was offering Samantha a flute of bubbly champagne. “We're here to celebrate a man's work, after all.”


    Samantha accepted the glass of champagne and took a calming breath before sipping. She didn't want to appear eager, though she was dying for a drink.


    She looked down at the short man and introduced herself.


    “Charles DeWitt,” he said, shaking her hand. “My mother had de good looks and my father had de wit.”


    She couldn't help but smile. “Nice to meet you, Charles. I wish I had a pun prepared. I don't know what to say about Torres except that it's a common surname, and it means towers.”


    “A common name for an uncommon beauty,” he said. On a man taller than five feet, it might have come across as smarmy, but Charles DeWitt was almost cute. “Are you a friend of Wendy's?”


    “We just met, actually.”


    His eyes widened, making him look more like a pug than ever. “Consider yourself lucky,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “That woman is, as the kids today say, cray cray.” He nodded solemnly and whispered, “Crazy.”


    To her surprise, Samantha felt protective of the woman. Perhaps because she'd been spending her evenings with the ghost of the man being honored at the party. If anyone deserved the mantle of cray cray, it was her.


    “Wendy Jameson has been through a difficult time,” she said in the woman's defense.


    “Sure,” he snorted. “Maybe she shouldn't have pushed her nephew so hard.”


    She gave him a sidelong look. Her imagination finished his sentence in her head. Off that cliff! Maybe Wendy shouldn't have pushed her nephew so hard off that cliff! Was Charles implying something?


    “Did you know Warren personally?” Charles asked, his eyes wandering down to focus not so discreetly on her midsection.


    “We worked together on some photos,” she lied.


    “Work, work, work.” He tore his eyes off her body and glanced around at the nature and landscape photos on every wall. “It's good to work. It gives one purpose.”


    She glanced around, looking for an escape. Across the room, an orange-shirted Finn Bruno made eye contact with her and raised an eyebrow. She quickly looked down at her shoes and wished she hadn't left the comfort of the cabin.


    Charles was still talking, carrying on the conversation. “I work with Caitlyn Winters, you know. We're really good friends. Practically BFFs. She's going to stop by here later tonight if she has time.” Charles kept staring at Samantha's dress, as though he could see through the orange fabric to her navel. He licked his lips and continued, “Caitlyn's a very busy girl. Busy, busy, busy. But she really should take the time to come and show respect for the work of a great man.” He finally dragged his gaze back up to Samantha's face, and his expression turned innocent. “Have you talked to Caitlyn? Did she say she would be coming?”


    “I'm afraid I don't know about Caitlyn's plans.” Samantha reached into her purse and pulled out the pearl-dotted barrette that the blonde had dropped at the cabin. “Except I do have this, which I'd like to return to her.”


    Charles snatched the barrette from her hand greedily. His fingertips were moist, like those of a child who'd been sucking them. Samantha recoiled and stepped back so quickly she spilled some champagne from the flute onto her hand.


    “I'll take care of this,” Charles said. “I'll give this to Caitlyn when I see her. If not tonight, then tomorrow at work.” He clutched the barrette as though it were a talisman.


    “Thank you,” Samantha said through a clenched smile. “See you around.” She ducked her head and turned, offering no further explanation. She guessed that any specific excuses would be twisted into a reason for Charles to continue the interaction, running to fetch her a napkin or another drink or a plate of food.


    She walked away from him quickly, made a visual on the front door, and excused herself through the packed crowd until she got outside.


    In the darkness, a few feet away, someone struck a match and lit a cigarette. She turned to see two boys in their late teens, smoking at the edge of the brick building. They saw her looking their way, and offered her a cigarette. She hadn't smoked in years, not since she'd quit to break the habit of drinking and smoking. She heard a voice in her head: Sammy, if you must smoke, at least do it somewhere I can't see you. Who'd said that?


    Something flickered at the edge of her vision. Warren? No, he wasn't there. It wasn't night yet. The sun was still above the roof line of the town's buildings.


    She turned back to the boys and told them she'd love a cigarette. The two teens laughed with their mid-puberty deep voices and fought playfully over who would be the one to light the pretty lady's smoke.


    As she took her first full drag, she heard someone calling her name.
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    Caitlyn Winters, the young blonde who worked as a community reporter, was walking up the sidewalk toward the fire hall building.


    “Samantha, that is you!”


    “Hi, Caitlyn.” Samantha turned, keeping her hand with the cigarette behind her back. “It's pretty crowded in there. I'm just heading home again now, but it was nice to see you.”


    “You can't leave yet,” Caitlyn pleaded. “If I'd known somebody fun was here, I would have been here right at seven.”


    Samantha grinned at the compliment. She was somebody fun in Caitlyn's eyes. It was the nicest thing she'd heard in weeks, due to being holed up in a remote cabin with a mute ghost.


    “There are other fun people inside,” Samantha said. “I'm sure you know half the people in there.”


    “More like three quarters,” Caitlyn said with an eye roll.


    “Hey, you dropped a barrette at my cabin last month, when the three of us were doing our best impression of Sex and the City. I gave it to your BFF, Charles.” She giggled, even though it wasn't terribly funny. “He seems very loyal.”


    Caitlyn wrinkled her nose. “Loyal. Sure. Charles DeWitt is loyal like a bad infection.”


    Samantha dropped the cigarette she'd been holding behind her back and discreetly crushed it out with her heel. “We should get together sometime for drinks,” Samantha said. “You can tell me all about your exciting work at the community station. Maybe with Toni? She's your cousin, right?”


    Caitlyn's nose wrinkled again. A group of people approached the door of the former fire hall, so the two women separated and stepped out of the doorway to let them in. The teenage boys had finished their cigarettes and also went inside.


    Once they were alone again, Caitlyn asked, “How about just the two of us? Do you have plans for Wednesday night? I've got the whole day off, so I'm going to clear out some closets. You should come over in the evening. We can have dinner, and you can stop me from going online and shopping my credit card into oblivion.”


    “I've got two bottles of wine I can bring,” Samantha said. “Unless you prefer tequila?”


    “Just bring your fabulous self.” Caitlyn pulled a card from her pocket and wrote her address and driving instructions on the back. They agreed on seven o'clock Wednesday, which was in three days, and that Samantha could bring wine, but just one bottle.


    Samantha wished her an enjoyable time at Warren's art retrospective, and then drove home, smiling the whole way.


    That night, when Warren appeared after dark at the cabin, she said, “Happy now? I'm getting out and meeting people. You like that, don't you?”


    He nodded, yes. He was happy now. Happy she was getting to know people in Owl Bend.


    They sat in peaceful silence together for a while before she asked, “Is this your big plan? Are you trying to make me move here permanently?”


    Warren gave her an innocent look and a half shrug.


    He didn't speak, but she heard words in her head. No matter what happens, please know that I only want what's best for you.


    “Did you say something?”


    He gave her the innocent look again and put his ghost arm around her. If she closed her eyes, she could feel the comfort of his love. They'd been dating over a month now. She wasn't crazy to think it was love.


    “I love you, too,” she said. She didn't open her eyes to see his reaction.


    * * *


    June 8th


    7:02 p.m.


    Residence of Caitlyn Winters


    Caitlyn lived in a house that was surprisingly large for a young, single woman. The home was located twelve miles south of the town limits for Owl Bend, on a substantial chunk of land. The house itself was rustic in style, fashioned of huge logs in an A-frame style, with two-story windows designed to maximize the view of the Colorado mountains.


    Samantha knocked on the wooden front door, which opened under the force of her knocking.


    “Hello?” She peered around inside the A-frame home. The lofted front room had apparently been furnished with items chosen for their comfort rather than to match with each other or create a cohesive theme. At one side of the room, facing the two-story view, was a particularly cozy recliner with a still-steaming cup of tea on the table next to it.


    She called out again, and this time got a response. “Make yourself at home,” Caitlyn called out from nearby. A toilet flushed and the young blonde appeared at the top of the stairs for the upper loft. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said breathlessly when she got downstairs. “Can I make you some tea? Or coffee? I have a French press.” She led the way to the kitchen, which featured more rustic wood on the cabinets.


    “Or we could open this,” Samantha said, holding up one of the bottles of wine she'd bought with the bartender's help a few weeks earlier.


    “Looks yummy,” Caitlyn said.


    Samantha looked up at the high ceiling. “This is a gorgeous house, by the way. A real dream home in the country. Have you lived here long?”


    Caitlyn seemed to consider the question seriously before answering, “Oh, only about twenty-nine years.” She laughed as she plunged a corkscrew into the bottle. “I live here with my mother. I left the nest briefly, for college, and ended up right where I started, though I've been getting a taste of living alone lately. Mom's on a cruise right now.” She pointed to one of the barstools along the counter. “Have a seat, unless you'd like a full tour first.”


    Samantha smiled and took a seat, saying the tour could wait. For the next twenty minutes, they made small talk about the house and the garden, and the wildlife that ate almost everything Caitlyn and her mother planted. Samantha tried to be a polite guest and not dig into gossip, but a question burned in her mind.


    On the second glass of wine, she asked, “What's the deal with Toni, anyway? Is she your cousin? And what was going on between her and Warren? I talked to Finn Bruno a bit last month, and I think he's a bit hung up on her.” She didn't ask about the lost pregnancy, as it didn't seem like fair game.


    Caitlyn nodded, looking anything but surprised at the questions. “Toni Winters is my second cousin, and she's a nice enough person, deep down. But if I were you, I wouldn't get too close to her, if you can help it. She loves to fixate on new people, but she burns through them quickly.” She bit her lower lip guiltily and glanced around, even though the two women were alone in the large house. “I didn't know Warren at all when they started hanging out. It's hard to say exactly what happened between them. You know how they say there are two sides to every story, and then there's the truth, which is something else entirely.”


    “I've heard that expression.” Samantha looked down at her wine as she gave it a swirl. “Were they still dating when Warren Jameson died?”


    Caitlyn let out a laugh that bordered on wicked. “I don't think they were ever dating. Not officially, anyway. More like a couple of drunken hookups that Toni believed meant something.”


    “So, there's no chance she was out hiking with him the day of his accident?”


    “Not likely. She came to the studio to help me with something earlier that afternoon, a funny little bit for our Cinco de Mayo coverage. She didn't say anything about Warren, which would have been odd if she'd actually had plans to see him.”


    “Oh, thank God,” Samantha said with a big sigh of relief. She felt much better knowing that Toni couldn't have pushed Warren off the cliff in a lover's quarrel.


    Caitlyn raised her eyebrows and tilted her head. “Why do you say that? Has Toni been trying to milk you for sympathy?”


    Samantha didn't feel ready to share that she'd been dating Warren herself. Especially not if Caitlyn might think she was bringing it up to milk out some sympathy. “Something like that,” she said cryptically. “Can I help you with dinner?”


    “Just keep me company and help me eat it,” Caitlyn said, and she continued preparations.


    From there, the evening continued in a pleasant manner. Dinner was served on the wrap-around patio overlooking the bits of garden the deer or moose hadn't eaten. One bottle of wine led to the second one, and then back to coffee for the dessert course. Caitlyn shared details about funny community stories she'd covered for the TV and radio, and she used a computer tablet to show Samantha some commercials she'd acted in as a child. The pretty blonde admitted to still harboring dreams of stardom.


    The sun set between the mountains, and they went inside once the chill set in. The front door had swung open on its own, and the interior was buzzing with at least five good-sized houseflies. The two women spent a giggly twenty minutes dealing with the flies so they could relax without the drone.


    “How long's your door been broken?” Samantha asked.


    “Ages,” Caitlyn said. “My mother's been meaning to fix it, but whenever we start to get serious about installing a new handle, the thing comes to its senses and starts working again for a few weeks.” She looked way up at the peak of the A-frame's vaulted ceiling. “We think it might be something to do with the weather. Either that, or it's haunted.”


    “Haunted. That's funny.” Samantha snorted over her coffee and leaned forward to help herself to another cookie from the tray on the coffee table. After loading the dishwasher, they'd settled in the living room, and the furniture was as comfortable as it looked.


    Caitlyn said, “You laugh, but my mother is one of those ladies who sees things. She actually does readings for people.” She rubbed the well-worn arms of the recliner. “She sits right here and tells people about their auras, or the spirits hanging around them.” She tilted her head to the side, her blonde bob swinging adorably. “Mamma says the gift runs in the family.”


    Samantha had consumed her fair share of the wine, but at the mention of psychic gifts, she lost the heady buzz instantly. “Caitlyn, are you saying you have a gift for seeing things?”


    “I'm adopted,” Caitlyn said. “If I do have any gifts, they came from another family tree entirely.”


    Samantha's spine stiffened. She remembered meeting Wendy Jameson three days earlier at the art show, and how Warren had mentioned his aunt fixating on young women she believed could be her daughter. “Are you in contact with your birth parents?”


    Caitlyn shuddered. “God, no. No, thank you.”


    Samantha studied Caitlyn's features, which were both average and attractive. Even if Wendy Jameson could have conceived a child, it seemed unlikely it would resemble Caitlyn Winters. It was obvious why the girl had been a child actor in commercials.


    “Don't do that,” Caitlyn said with a smirk. “I know you're trying to figure out what my birth parents looked like. People always do that when they find out you're adopted. They look at you in a new light.” She crossed her thin arms over her chest. “Seriously, don't.”


    Samantha finished chewing her cookie and covered her eyes with both hands. “Guilty,” she said with a smile.


    Caitlyn let out a light laugh. “Just teasing.” There was a creaking sound, and Caitlyn yelled, “Excuse me!”


    Samantha dropped her hands and looked to see what Caitlyn was yelling about. The front door was open, and diminutive Charles DeWitt stood in the doorway with one hand raised in the air. He must have knocked, like Samantha had, and the door had simply swung open.


    “Caitlyn,” Charles said, his bulging eyes darting from her to Samantha and back again. “I think your door's broken.”


    She got to her feet and crossed her arms. “Tell me something I don't know,” she said, clearly agitated.


    He shuffled into the room without an invitation and slowly closed the door behind him. “Is this a bad time? You got another letter.”


    “It's not exactly a good time for that,” she spat.


    As the two squared off, Samantha glanced around to locate her purse. She wanted to leave, but her own cabin was on the opposite side of town, and her bladder was full. She quietly excused herself and left the two coworkers to their conversation while she went in search of the bathroom, upstairs.


    Once she was inside the bathroom, Samantha could hear muffled voices but not their conversation. She used the facilities and then stood in the shadows at the top of the stairs, listening. Charles was talking about letters that had been coming to the community station.


    “I don't understand,” Caitlyn said. “Why are you here? Why didn't you take it over to the deputy sheriff and let him handle it?”


    “Don't you want to know who it is now?” Charles asked. “And why these are still coming? This one doesn't have a stamp. It must have been dropped off in person.”


    “You idiot,” she said. “They're still coming because they're going to keep coming until I disappear off the face of the earth.”


    “But...” He trailed off.


    “Yes, Charles?” she spat. “Do you have a theory you'd like to share with me? How about I go get my magical CSI kit and we can test the envelope for DNA and then test every person in this town. I'll get right on that.”


    “I guess... Uh... I'll drop this at the sheriff's office.”


    “Good idea!”


    Samantha emerged from the shadows, cleared her throat to announce her presence, and came down the stairs just in time to see Caitlyn practically shove Charles out the front door. She slammed the door shut and dragged a chair over to prevent it from swinging open again.


    Samantha picked up her empty coffee cup, and paused to give Caitlyn a sympathetic look. “Anything you want to talk about?”


    Caitlyn shook her head. “Just another glamorous day in the life of a community access channel superstar.” She picked up her own mug and walked heavily toward the kitchen. Samantha followed. Caitlyn opened the dishwasher with a squeak and said, “Some loser has been sending me creepy letters through the station. The kind with letters and words cut out of magazines.”


    “I'm so sorry. That must be awful.”


    Caitlyn sighed. “It could be worse. The letters aren't exactly threatening. They usually contain inspirational quotes, or requests for me to smile more, or to wear a particular color that brings out my eyes.” She frowned at the dishes as she loaded them into the racks. “He loves it when I wear green.”


    “That sounds awful.” Samantha glanced at the tall, dark windows. They had no curtains, and she felt very exposed in the brightly lit house.


    “I wish he'd drop dead,” Caitlyn said.


    Samantha made a sympathetic noise. Caitlyn was referring to the stalker as a male, but was it possible the letters were coming from a delusional Wendy Jameson? Or perhaps they were coming from the creepy little guy who worshiped his coworker.


    Samantha asked, “What about this Charles DeWitt guy? Do you think there's a chance he's involved? You don't seem that fond of him.”


    “I don't know,” Caitlyn said sadly. “Some days... It's all too much to handle.” She yawned. “I'm tired.”


    Samantha nodded. She knew exactly what Caitlyn meant. Some days really were too much. She thanked Caitlyn for the lovely meal, said goodbye, and stepped outside.


    The big, wide sky was sparkling with stars. She took a moment to feel small in the universe before driving home to curl up with her ghost.


    Tomorrow, she would go to the police with her suspicions about Caitlyn's stalker.


    





Chapter 11
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    June 9th


    4:22 a.m.


    The sun would be coming up soon, but Samantha hadn't been to bed yet. At midnight, her internet friend Scooby75 had suddenly reappeared with details about a shocking haunting and murder investigation in her own life. The woman apologized for having been missing, and asked about new developments with Warren.


    Samantha was embarrassed to admit she'd been seeing the ghost for over a month and was still no closer to figuring out anything. Her friend reassured her that sometimes it could take years to uncover the reason for a haunting. She asked when Samantha was planning to leave Owl Bend. There was no answer to that question, because there was no plan. Samantha was simply there, and she would continue to be there, until she was somewhere else.


    Together, they reviewed the case thus far.


    Warren had met Samantha in late April, when he saw her taking photos in town and offered some camera advice. They'd flirted, and made a date for Friday, May 1st. They had dinner at a casual Tex Mex restaurant, where he'd talked about his photography career in a charming, self-effacing manner. He described himself as a “regular Coloradan” who loved hiking, camping, and snapping pictures. He'd been in the right places to catch a few great wildlife shots, and started making industry contacts. That was his career in a nutshell. His family was small, with both of his parents deceased and no siblings. As far as his love life went, he'd never been married, but he had lived with a woman in another state, years earlier. “In another lifetime,” he'd called it.


    He'd tried his best to unravel the mysteries of Samantha Torres, but she'd evaded his inquiries, promising she'd talk more on the next date.


    They'd talked about Owl Bend, eating the local green chile, his favorite magazines and books, and he'd briefly touched on the subject of his oddball aunt. He'd seemed embarrassed to be living with an older family member, and insisted he could afford his own place. But his aunt was going through a difficult time, suffering delusions and regular psychotic breaks. Warren insisted his aunt was harmless, a danger only to her own happiness.


    Then Warren had gone for that midday hike not far from where Samantha was staying, and he'd died. The police ruled it an accident, saying that he'd been distracted by the incoming storm, or had gotten too close to the edge to take a photo, slipped, and fallen to his death. The body had been located by a homeowner investigating the barking of their dog.


    Now his ghost was hanging around Samantha, occasionally dropping hints that she go out and talk to people. His first hint led to the buxom redhead, Toni Winters, a woman who suffered delusions of her own, believing she and Warren were more involved than they were. She'd even been mourning the alleged loss of a pregnancy. Toni hadn't been aware of Warren dating someone else, and Samantha wasn't about to tell her. Toni seemed friendly enough, but her behavior was erratic. Samantha couldn't understand why Toni had wanted to hike up to the point from which he'd fallen.


    She'd met with the bartender, Finn Bruno, with no help from Warren. On their afternoon date, she'd made the uncomfortable discovery that Finn was hung up on Toni and possibly jealous of Warren. Also, the man was disturbingly interested in locking people up in rooms, whatever that meant.


    The ghost had also hinted at concerns about Toni's second cousin, Caitlyn Winters, when he'd pointed out her dropped barrette. But Caitlyn was just a tiny, sweet girl—no threat to anyone. She'd enjoyed getting to know Caitlyn, but as far as she could tell, Caitlyn and Warren had barely been acquainted. That was when Samantha decided the ghost simply wanted her to get out and make friends, live her life.


    It had crossed Samantha's mind, as just one of countless theories, that Warren could have been the one stalking Caitlyn by sending letters. He hadn't struck Samantha as the stalker type, but then again, what did she know? Lucky for his reputation, the letters had apparently continued beyond his death, which cleared him as the culprit.


    Another person, however, did seem suspicious. Wendy Jameson was obsessed with women she believed to be her daughter. Caitlyn was adopted, and had been getting letters she'd described as “creepy.”


    The stranger on the ghosts and psychics message board asked Samantha to define what she meant by “creepy,” but Samantha didn't know the specifics of the letters.


    Scooby75 wrote back: Your ghost friend must be concerned about the girl. Maybe he's sticking around out of concern for his aunt getting help with her mental health. Maybe his death really was an accident, and he's only sticking around to do a few good deeds.


    Samantha couldn't argue with that theory. It was as good as any. So, now what? She didn't want to confront Wendy Jameson. Nor did she want to dump this information on sweet, anxious Caitlyn. There was one logical choice.


    She thanked Scooby75 for her help, logged off the computer, and located the cards for Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud.


    She waited until 5:55 a.m. before she called his number.


    He made a groggy sound. “Hello?”


    “It's me,” she said. “Samantha Torres.”


    He cleared his throat. There was a rustling sound, and she imagined him sitting up in bed. “I'm listening.”


    “I just wanted you to know that I believe you,” she said. “About how you were dead, and how you saw angels, and everything.”


    “Thanks,” he said.


    “You're not crazy.”


    “That's always good to hear.” There was amusement in his voice.


    “I think there's a lot in this world that we can't explain.”


    There was a pause, and he said, “I've been dreaming about you.”


    She was surprised by the husky intimacy of his voice, and giggled in response.


    He cleared his throat again. “Was there anything else you wanted to tell me, or do you have a psychic gift for calling people at six in the morning on their day off?”


    “I wanted to talk to you about some police stuff.”


    “Vague,” he said. “I like it. Who wouldn't want to talk to a gorgeous woman about police stuff?” He yawned. “Even at six in the morning. Have you been to Yolanda's?”


    An image of a neon spatula popped into Samantha's mind. She hadn't been to Yolanda's All-Day Bar and Grill, but she'd seen it and the charming neon sign. “I can meet you there,” she said. “How about an hour?”


    He groaned. “I'm up now, so why not? I'll see you there.” He said goodbye and ended the call. Samantha smiled and bit her knuckle. She liked how he'd made it sound like breakfast had been all her idea.


    The idea of sharing a meal with a living person who was both male and handsome excited her. She glanced around guiltily, looking for Warren, but he'd already disappeared with the sunrise.


    * * *


    7:10 a.m.


    Yolanda's All-Day Bar and Grill


    The restaurant was well lit, all the better to show off the artwork on the walls, which consisted of nature scenes, clocks, and images of Jesus, lacquered on thick slices of wood and yellowed with age. Many of the wood-slab clocks had peeling price tags.


    Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud noticed Samantha smoothing out a tag with her index finger. He commented, “Hope springs eternal.”


    She yanked her hand away quickly, lest he get any ideas about future gifts. “Oh, no. I'm not interested,” she said.


    “Hope springs eternal,” he repeated. “The old man who makes those things—Yolanda's father—was going to take down all his artwork and let his daughter update the decor in here, but then some sucker bought a picture of Elvis, swinging his hips in a blue jumpsuit.” Robichaud gave his laminated menu a snap with his hand, making a soggy plastic thunderclap. “Straight after the sale, the old man peeled off the old price tags and marked everything up ten percent, on account of inflation.”


    Samantha squeezed her lemon wedge over her ice water and leaned across the well-worn tabletop. “Deputy Sheriff Robichaud, am I to believe you have a genuine photo of Elvis, embedded in resin on a slab of tree trunk, somewhere in your home?”


    He shrugged. “If arousing your curiosity about my decorating habits is all it takes to entice you into visiting my home, so be it.”


    “Careful what you wish for,” she said.


    The waitress came by and rattled off the Early Bird Special for the day. It was the same as the All-Day special, but a dollar cheaper. Samantha couldn't decide what she wanted. Her stomach was confused about the time, since she hadn't slept the night before, other than a brief nap slumped over her laptop for forty-five minutes that felt like five.


    Robichaud was in no rush to order, and made friendly small talk with the waitress while Samantha tried to focus on the laminated menu. There seemed to be a thousand different combinations. The eggs alone came from her choice of five different farms and levels of organic certification. While she deliberated over whether preferring the pale-yolked, tasteless eggs from factory farms made her a bad person, Robichaud passed the time by asking the waitress about her aging parents, the condition of the family home's leaking roof, and how the new puppy was settling in.


    The waitress, a wooden-bead-wearing, sinewy woman of about sixty who would look equally at home at a yoga retreat, responded that all of the above were getting along just fine, but that she was definitely going to quit drinking.


    “Come on, Marlene,” Robichaud said. “You don't drink that much, do you?”


    She shrugged her bony shoulders. “I had a tipple the other night with some of the regulars, and I woke up eight hours later, kissing a salt and pepper shaker.” She nodded for emphasis and continued, “Didn't wake up 'til Yolanda came in to open up the next morning. Can you imagine? Me, passed out, face down on the staff table. You won't tell nobody, will ya?” She glanced from Samantha to Robichaud. “Gotta protect what's left of my dignity. People talk in a small town.”


    Robichaud broke into one of the most handsome smiles Samantha had ever seen. He had dimples she'd barely noticed before. He swore to the waitress that the information would remain confidential, and then ordered the Early Bird special with cage-free eggs.


    Samantha said, “I'll have the same, plus coffee.”


    Once they were alone, they talked about food, and how complicated things like eggs had become. They wondered aloud what sort of technological and societal changes they might see in their lifetimes. Robichaud was fascinated by something called the Singularity. Samantha wasn't familiar with the concept, so she listened, interested, as they ate breakfast. He explained how it was inevitable, in the fullness of time, that humanity and computers would eventually merge, changing the very notion of consciousness.


    “We'd all become ghosts,” Samantha said.


    “No,” he said slowly, as though explaining a simple concept to an idiot. “We'd be immortal. We'd live forever.”


    “As ghosts,” she said.


    “You don't get it,” he said. “But don't worry. It's a lot to grasp.”


    She was annoyed by his dismissal of her thoughts. She felt she understood the concept perfectly, but he was ignoring her input just because she used the most simple of terms. Breakfast with Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud had been illuminating. She'd seen how much he cared for the residents of Owl Bend, noted the location of his dimples, and also gotten a strong whiff of his intellectual superiority. At least the former two more than made up for his one detectable flaw.


    When the bill came, she grabbed it and paid it despite his fuss. Then, when it was time to leave, they both remained seated.


    Robichaud said, “You're not moving. Are you stuck to that vinyl seat? Bare legs and vinyl are a bad combination.” He pretended to wave for the waitress. “I'll see about getting some cornstarch from the kitchen.”


    She laughed and gestured for him to put down his hand. “Actually, I did call you this morning for a specific reason,” she said. “I feel awkward bringing it up.”


    “Something tells me it wasn't to learn more about the Singularity.”


    She winced and agreed it was not. Then she told him about her dinner with Caitlyn Winters, and learning of the stalker letters. She relayed what the deceased Warren Jameson had told Samantha about his oddball aunt, and how it was possible the woman was obsessed with Caitlyn.


    Robichaud nodded slowly. “The letters are troubling. I have a file folder full of them at the station, but as I'm sure you've guessed by now, it hasn't been a top priority. The tone of the letters is benign, at least.”


    “If you consider crazy the same as benign.” Samantha tipped her water glass back and crunched on the remaining ice chunks. “Most people are a bit crazy, but they know better than to let it out.”


    The off-duty cop gave her a sidelong, guarded look. “What's that supposed to mean? Is that a crack at me?” Just when his glare was about to get uncomfortable, he cracked into a grin to show her he was only joking. There were the dimples again. He looked down and swiped some stray crumbs off the table. “But seriously, thank you for the tip. I think you may have solved one of the town's big mysteries.”


    “Did you have any other suspects for the stalker letters?” she asked, her voice pitching up to dog-whistle levels.


    “Spit it out,” he said. “What else do you know?”


    She jerked her shoulders up in a guilty shrug. “Just that... Charles DeWitt said something to Caitlyn about finding out who's sending them now and why the letters are still coming.” She paused and repeated some words for emphasis. “Why someone's sending the letters now. And still coming.” She tried to calm her body so her voice wouldn't pitch up so nervously and continued, “It's almost as if Charles or Caitlyn did something to make the letters stop.” Something like push Warren off a cliff, she finished in her head.


    It was an utterly crazy idea, but Warren's ghost was sticking around Owl Bend for a reason. He'd led her to a table at the Watering Hole, where she'd met Caitlyn Winters, and then he'd made a ghostly fuss over the blonde's dropped barrette. Caitlyn had told her she'd been at the station that day, but she could have been lying. What if she and Toni had done something together, and then provided each other with an alibi?


    Robichaud's face gave away nothing. He only nodded, frowned, and then looked up with a breezy expression. “The letters did stop for a while. There hadn't been one for...” He tapped his fingers on the table. “Not for about four weeks, give or take a few days.”


    “Not since Warren Jameson was killed.”


    His face went through a series of expressions, too quick for Samantha to interpret. “You mean killed by the fall.”


    “Yes.” She nodded quickly. “The accident.” She crunched on the final chunk of ice. “Do you think Wendy's the stalker?”


    “It would explain the letters stopping for a month,” Robichaud said. “After her nephew's accident, she was preoccupied with funeral arrangements, and then the art show. It all makes perfect sense.”


    “So, what are you going to do? Knock on her door and ask to see her magazine collection, then flip through looking for cut-out words?” She smiled at how absurd it sounded.


    “I could try and get a warrant.” His eyes glazed over as he looked up. She followed his gaze to a resin-coated chunk of wood featuring a waterfall scene and brass clock hands. “Or I could stop by tomorrow before the garbage truck comes by.” He grinned, showing the relaxed, off-duty dimples that were now becoming familiar to Samantha. “A person doesn't need a warrant to look at whatever's on the curb.”


    “Looks like my work here is done,” Samantha said, grimacing as she worked on peeling her bare legs from the vinyl.


    “I owe you one,” Robichaud said, sliding out of his bench effortlessly thanks to his jeans. “Let me buy you a meal or something. How about lunch? Do you have plans today?”


    She stood and patted her stomach, which was full from the Early Bird Special. “Just digesting, and maybe napping.” She yawned. “I didn't sleep at all last night.” They started to walk, and she tripped herself with the edge of her flip-flop sandal.


    Robichaud caught her before she face-planted on the diner's floor. “You do look tired,” he said. “And being as tired as you are is very dangerous for driving.” He continued to hold one arm around her waist. “My place isn't far from here, and I insist you come with me for a nap.”


    She laughed. “A nap?”


    “I have an extremely comfortable couch. Whenever my sister comes to visit, she stays with me instead of her other friends, because my couch is famously comfortable.”


    “Okay,” Samantha said. “I'll come to your house for a nap, but if this couch of yours isn't all you promise, I'm going to have a bone to pick with your sister.”


    He chuckled and led her outside to the parking lot. As she walked past her rental car without getting in, she got a twinge something was very wrong with the situation, but she pushed the feeling down.
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    Daniel Robichaud's house wasn't much bigger than the one-bedroom cabin Samantha had been renting. It met her expectations for a cop's bachelor pad so closely, she wondered if she hadn't been there before and forgotten. The walls were gleaming white and sparsely decorated. The only artwork in the living room other than an enormous black flat-screen TV was a glorious round of timber featuring Elvis wearing a blue jumpsuit. According to Robichaud, the photo was taken at a concert in Buffalo in 1972, the first time he wore that blue nail jumpsuit.


    “But why Elvis?” Samantha asked. “Do you really love his music or something?”


    “No reason,” Robichaud said, and he continued giving her a tour of his modest home. Finally, ten minutes later and after much more prying, he made a confession. “Because Elvis is eternal,” he said. “When I was a kid, people were still reporting sightings of him. I love that the public adored him so much, they wished him back into existence again.”


    “Like a ghost,” she said.


    He shook his head. “You and your ghosts.”


    She gave him a serious look. “They're not mine. And you should talk, Mr. Talks to Angels.”


    He snapped his fingers. “Music. We need music, and I can show off my new surround sound.”


    She yawned and surveyed the large couch that dominated the living room. It was big, black, leather, and L-shaped. And he had not overstated its comfort.


    She took a seat, and for the next twenty minutes, she nodded sleepily as Daniel Robichaud demonstrated the surround sound and played his favorite songs. Then she was nodding off, falling asleep with a soft, clean-smelling pillow under her head and a crocheted blanket draped over her body.


    * * *


    The pretty, dark-haired woman on Daniel Robichaud's sofa slept soundly, barely stirring.


    To keep himself from watching her sleep and feeling creepy about it, he left the room. He went outside and pulled some weeds from his tidy rows of carrot tops, raked up some stray leaves, and washed and waxed his truck. He contemplated cleaning the gutters, but decided it would be too noisy. He went back inside, where he read a paperback in the bedroom for all of twenty minutes before his eyelids got droopy.


    He went to the kitchen, made a pot of coffee, and started watching some TV with headphones on. The flickering light from the big screen didn't seem to disturb Samantha's slumber, and the couch was large enough that he had his own wing, his movements dampened by a mile of upholstery and black leather. He kept looking over at her sleeping face, and his thoughts kept returning to the mystery that was Samantha Torres. What had brought her to Owl Bend? How long would she be in his life? What could he do to prolong her stay?


    She frowned in her sleep, and he looked away guiltily. A moment later, he returned to watching her slumber. Her soft, full lips parted, as though she was about to speak. He wished he had some way to see what she was dreaming about.


    The creases in her forehead deepened, and she began to twitch and move restlessly. Robichaud removed his padded headphones. She was talking in her sleep, murmuring. A tinny sound was still coming from the headphones in his hand, so he paused the movie that he hadn't been following anyway. She mumbled some more, whimpered, and rolled onto her back.


    Suddenly, her eyes opened, and she sat upright as though pulled by invisible strings.


    “It's not me,” she said croakily. “You've got the wrong one.”


    Gently, Robichaud said, “Samantha? Are you having a bad dream?”


    She turned her head with an eerie smoothness, looked both at him and through him and said in a low, otherworldly voice, “Not me. Wrong son.”


    “Wrong son?”


    She blinked, and her large, dark-brown eyes focused on him, back in reality. “What?”


    “Are you awake?”


    She looked around sleepily. “Sorry.”


    “No need to apologize. You've been asleep for about four hours. How are you feeling?”


    She smacked her lips. “Vaguely human.” She yawned and stretched self-consciously. “Thanks for the couch nap. I hope I didn't mess up your day off.”


    “Not at all. I did some yard work, and read a book.”


    She gestured at the TV screen with her chin. “Was that before or after the Terminator?”


    “Okay, I read one chapter and nearly fell asleep.” He used the remote to switch the computer that was hooked up to the TV over to a screen saver. “Hey, when you were dreaming just now, do you remember what that dream was about?”


    Her cheeks grew pink and she covered her mouth. Robichaud had thought she couldn't possibly be any more beautiful than when she was sleeping, but seeing her blush was a whole new level of desirability.


    “Was I talking in my sleep?”


    “A little. You were saying 'You've got the wrong one.' Or 'wrong son.' What was that about?”


    She shrugged and turned to focus on folding up the crocheted blanket. “Could have been anything. Dreams don't make a lot of sense.”


    He grinned. “It's okay that you were dreaming about me in an Elvis jumpsuit. I don't mind being fetishized.”


    She rolled her eyes, sighed, and turned to look at the photographic images displaying on the large flat screen. “That's a dark, scary-looking canyon,” she said.


    “And aptly named the Black Canyon. That's the Gunnison River running through it, and the walls are black because they're volcanic schist.”


    She watched the screen, rapt, as she used her fingers to smooth out her minor hair tousles from sleeping. “These are really good photos,” she said. “Did you take them?”


    “Uh.” He realized his mistake, and a blast of adrenaline pushed sweat from his glands. His mouth went dry. He reached for the remote control and accidentally fumbled it to the floor with a clatter. “These aren't actually my photos. They're Warren Jameson's.”


    “Oh,” she said.


    “Did you go see his art show at the fire hall? I don't remember seeing you there.”


    “I didn't stay long,” she said softly, her gaze still on the screen.


    “This isn't right,” he said. “I'll shut this slide show down and put on something else.”


    She waved one hand. “No, don't stop it. I really want to see these.”


    “Are you—” He gagged on the dryness of his throat, coughed, and tried again. “Are you sure?” Internally, he admonished himself for having the materials so blatantly available inside his house. Warren Jameson's camera hadn't survived his fatal fall, but the memory card with the digital photos had. The man's next of kin, his aunt, hadn't noticed the absence of the tiny memory card, but now Robichaud could be in trouble.


    Samantha kept staring at the photos, wide eyed, lips slightly parted. Her eyes glistened with tears she quickly blinked away. More words came to his mouth and escaped before he could stop himself. “Don't tell anyone.”


    She blinked and turned to him, eyes gleaming. “Who would I tell?”


    He swallowed hard. “It's just that... I shouldn't really have these pictures.”


    “But they're so beautiful,” she said, and she turned back to the screen.


    They're so beautiful. She was right. The photos were beautiful, and that was reason enough for him to have them. If it was perfectly understandable to her, there might be no problem. He reached for a pillow and held it on his lap to calm his hands.


    “These are on random shuffle?” she asked. “I'd like to see them in order.”


    He reached down slowly to pick up the remote control from the floor. Without looking at her, he said, “I should warn you: The album ends with the last photos he took before he died.”


    She sucked in air through her teeth. “I want to see the whole thing, right to the end.”


    Right to the end. “So be it,” he said, and he brought up the menu to toggle the slide show.


    “Wait,” she said. “What are those files that are grayed out?”


    “Near-duplicates and accidents.”


    “Accidents?” Her tone was suspicious, accusatory.


    Robichaud swallowed down his guilt. “Yeah. I guess maybe they're test shots. They're blurry and facing away from the view.”


    She was very still, studying him and then the screen, moving only her eyes. “I'd like to see them all,” she said coolly.


    He adjusted the settings and started the slide show of the last seven days of Warren's life.


    The show began with images of dew drops on spider webs. It took two minutes to finish the day's shots. The second day had fewer, and finished almost as quickly as it had begun, with a spectacular crimson sunset framed by trees and the local red and rocky terrain.


    Robichaud studied Samantha's face as she watched the images, the changing screen casting her pretty features in red, blue, and green. He had to remind himself to keep breathing.


    There was a knock on his screen door. He'd left the outer door open for ventilation, and now his elderly neighbor was there, practically inside the room with them, peering through the screen.


    Mrs. Dawson said, “Sorry, Danny. I didn't realize you had a guest.” She lifted one creased palm and waved. “Hello, dear!”


    Robichaud jumped up from the couch and went to see what his neighbor wanted. Rather than make introductions, he stepped outside to speak with his neighbor. Mrs. Dawson explained she had come by to borrow a gardening claw. The handle had come off hers.


    It took ten minutes to complete the tool-lending transaction, in which he loaned her his gardening claw and took both pieces of hers, with a promise he'd fix the parts using super-strong glue. She kept glancing at the screen of the door, but was too mannered to push for an explanation.


    He waited until his friendly and inquisitive neighbor was gone before he went back to the house. No sooner had he pulled open the screen door than Samantha came bolting out like a spooked horse fleeing a barn fire.


    “It's okay,” he said, reaching out to catch her by the waist. “I'm right here. I didn't go far.”


    She dodged his arm and put some distance between them before turning around to face him, dark eyes blazing with emotion.


    “Why do you have his photos?” she demanded.


    He shrugged. There was no explanation that would make his actions acceptable.


    She shook her head and started walking toward the road. She called back over her shoulder, “Thanks for the nap, but I should be getting back. I'm meeting someone soon and I don't want to be late.”


    He sensed the last part was a lie. Earlier, she'd admitted to having no plans at all for the day. She was making excuses to get away from him.


    “Samantha, wait. I'll give you a ride back to your car.”


    She waved away his offer. “I'm fine. I need the fresh air, anyway.”


    He watched her march away. The journey back to her car would be a mile and a half. She'd be fine. And maybe it was for the best. Every minute with her was a form of sweet torture. He didn't know how long he'd be able to remain professional.


    He walked back into the house and looked at the television, which had turned a dark gray. He swore under his breath and ran to check the slot in the computer where he'd had Warren's camera's memory card plugged in.


    The memory card was gone.


    He checked the computer's local drive, where he thought he'd saved a copy of all the images. The photos folder was empty, and if the files had once been there, they'd been permanently deleted, not findable in the recycling bin. What was Samantha up to? What had she seen on the photos to cause such a panic?


    He cursed again, reached for his phone, and made a call.


    “I need your help,” he said with a sigh.


    * * *


    Samantha had covered nearly a mile, and was sweating under the midday sun. Her throat was parched, but even her thirst couldn't take her mind off the evidence in her pocket. She had to get to her vehicle, get to safety, and find someone she could trust. She might just get in the car and start driving, not stopping until she was two states away.


    A compact car slowed and rolled along beside her.


    “Need a lift?” called out the driver.


    As she leaned forward to peer inside the car, she stepped on some loose gravel and rolled her ankle painfully. If she hadn't needed a lift before, she certainly did now.


    The driver was the diminutive Charles DeWitt, his eyes bulging with concern for her.


    “Sure,” she said, and she climbed into the vehicle. The interior was spotless, and so cool it gave her a chill. She rubbed her arms and then reached for her seat belt, her hands shaking visibly.


    Charles said, “You look like you could use a drink.” He made a small snort. “That's what I thought when I saw you looking lost at the art show, too. That nice lady could use a drink!”


    She let out an absurd laugh. “I probably could use one. Thanks for the offer, but I don't have time. I'm meeting a friend shortly.”


    “Did you just come from the deputy sheriff's house?”


    She ignored the question and changed the topic by asking about the air conditioning controls.


    The driver turned left at the lights, moving away from the diner. Samantha cleared her throat. “Actually, I'm going to Yolanda's, if you don't mind.”


    “Oh! Sure. I'll make a couple right turns up ahead.” The driver reached over and popped open the glove box. There was a silver flask and a bottle of water. “Help yourself to whichever one you need, or both.”


    Samantha's hands shook as she reached forward. She'd not had a drink yet that day and was already in withdrawal. She told herself, as she had many times before, that this was the last drink, and she took a swig from the flask. It was gin, and as sweet to her as water in the desert. She thanked the driver and switched over to the water. The white lid didn't crack when she twisted it off. She thought of germs and wiped the rim with the hem of her blouse before taking a swig.


    A few minutes later, they were still driving. The rocking of the car was so relaxing. Were they driving in circles, caught in a loop? Her eyelids fluttered. She thought she saw the neon sign for the diner grow larger and then disappear over her shoulder. She started to ask how much longer Charles would take to run his errands, but her head was full of cotton, and the words wouldn't form in her throat.


    She rested her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes. She thought of the camera memory card in the tiny pocket of her shorts, and then she lost consciousness.


    





Chapter 13
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    June 10th


    3:15 p.m.


    Residence of Ricky and Hilda Francis, Los Angeles, CA


    Hilda paced the living room, her thoughts racing. She hadn't been in a panic like this since the twins had woken up with a terrible fever in the middle of the night. The panicked feeling was intense, and it was the same instinct. She had to do something.


    Her husband, Ricky, was skeptical. That night, he'd been the one who'd run a cool bath to bring down the twins' fevers, and now, once again, he was the one who was calm. And once again, his urgings that Hilda remain calm and not panic had the opposite effect.


    “We shouldn't have let this go on for so long,” Hilda said, still pacing.


    Ricky pointed to the living room rug, which had already suffered so much abuse from the twins and their wheeled toys. “You're going to wear a hole in that poor rug,” he said. “Why don't you get on a plane and fly out there?”


    “To Colorado?” She stopped in her tracks. For Hilda Francis, the only thing more terrifying than her friend Samantha being in trouble would be leaving the three boys to burn down the house.


    Ricky sat up on the sofa with a groan and reached for his laptop.


    Hilda said, “No, I can't go. I won't leave you and the kids. It's time Sammy pulled herself together, anyway.”


    “Calm down,” he said, irritating her with the useless command for the tenth time that day. “I'm not booking a ticket. I'm getting some phone numbers.” He tapped away at the keyboard. “We can check the local hospitals, and highway patrol. The state troopers would have a report if she's been in an accident. What town is she supposed to be in? Aspen?”


    “No,” Hilda said guiltily.


    Ricky looked up from the laptop, eyebrows raised. “What's going on?”


    She swayed left and right, paced once, and took a seat on the front edge of the room's rocking chair. “She's in Owl Bend.”


    He took a deep, audible breath, and stroked his beard. That was where Ricky and Hilda had started their honeymoon tour of the southwest—a trip they had recommended to all their friends for their own honeymoons and anniversaries.


    “She's at the honeymoon place?”


    Hilda swallowed hard. “Yeah.”


    “By herself,” he said.


    “She wanted to be by herself. You know Sammy. She never wants to be a burden on other people.”


    He shook his head. “I can't believe it's gotten so bad.”


    Hilda could only nod in agreement. They stared at each other in silence for a moment.


    Finally, Ricky said, “We need to check the psychiatric wards.”


    “Okay,” she said weakly. Now that the secret was out, the tension that had been holding her upright lessened, and she slumped back in the rocking chair with a creak. “Will you help me make the calls?”


    “You know I'd do anything for Sammy.” He gave his laptop screen a sad look. “I wish I'd known how bad it's gotten. We could have done something sooner.” He tapped the keyboard and frowned at the screen. “Airfare isn't that much,” he said. “We could all go, as a family. It could be a vacation.”


    Hilda smiled for the first time in two days. “Honey, traveling with a pair of hyper two-year-olds is not a vacation.”


    Ricky smiled back and gave her a slow blink. “Don't worry. We're going to find Samantha and get her the help she needs.” He tapped at the keyboard again. He was going to say something about Samantha drinking again, but he bit back the words. There was no point in voicing their worst fears. Even without verbalizing them, they flashed through his head. She could be dead in a ravine somewhere.


    The first number he found was for the local law enforcement. He called the number and got a man who introduced himself as Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud.


    Ricky explained who he was and why he was calling.


    There was a long pause. Ricky thought he'd lost the connection, but then Robichaud spoke. “I know Samantha Torres,” he said. “In fact, I just saw her yesterday morning for breakfast. When was the last time you spoke to her?”


    Ricky checked with his wife and then answered, “The night before last. Sammy and my wife talk at least once a day, and they send each other text messages constantly. But we haven't heard a peep since Wednesday. Today's Friday, so I guess that was the eighth.”


    There was noise on the line, and the muffled sound of people talking. Robichaud said, “Can you be reached at this number, Mr. Francis? I've got to check on something, and I'll call you right back. Shouldn't take more than twenty minutes.”


    Ricky confirmed he'd be at that number all day, said goodbye, and relayed to his wife what little information he'd gleaned.


    Hilda bit her lip and blinked back tears. “I've got a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach,” she said. “Remember when I got that ache right before Gran died? It's like that.”


    Ricky clenched his jaw. He was upset, too, and he felt the terror in his gut. He looked at the clock and noted the time. “Twenty minutes,” he repeated.


    * * *


    Twenty-seven minutes later, they got the call, and it wasn't good.


    “Her rental car is still parked at the diner,” Robichaud said. “She might have had engine problems.” There was a pause, and Ricky's gut filled with ice water.


    Ricky asked flatly, his voice devoid of emotion, “Now what?”


    “I'm going to put you in contact with my secretary. She'll be your liaison. I wish I could talk to you some more, but I've got work to do.”


    A female voice joined the call and started asking questions. Ricky didn't have the answers, so he handed the phone to Hilda, and she helped as much as she could.


    





Chapter 14
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    June 9th


    (The previous day)


    Samantha Torres awoke in darkness. It was 8:35 p.m. on Thursday—not that she had any way of knowing the time. She'd been unconscious for five hours. The man who'd offered her a ride and a drink, Charles DeWitt, had drugged her. That much she figured out within seconds of gaining consciousness.


    She screamed. She knew it was hopeless, but she screamed anyway. Her abductor would have gagged her or taped her mouth shut if there were any chance of someone hearing her cries.


    She screamed until she was hoarse, and then she screamed some more.


    Her hands were tied at the wrists with something unyielding. It wasn't rope, or metal, but rigid plastic. Though she had little to be thankful for in that terrible situation, she was grateful her hands were tied in front of her instead of behind her back. At least she could push herself into an upright sitting position and reach forward to rub her sore ankles, which were also lashed together with the same material. She could sit, or kneel, but she couldn't stand, because the ceiling was so low.


    At first, she thought she was in a basement or a cellar, but as her eyes adjusted to the blackness, she was able to make out some dim shapes. The thing she'd struck her head on when she'd tried to stand was a beam of wood, a joist. She was underneath a floor, in a crawlspace. She could feel that she was still wearing the clothes she'd been wearing that morning—denim shorts and a blouse. Both were probably black from the grime and dust she was rolling around in. Other than some aches in her limbs from being tied up, the only part of her that hurt was her head, pounding with a headache.


    She took a break from screaming to explore her confines. The crawlspace was rectangular, and approximately five hundred square feet, but most of that was inaccessible, due to the solid stone bedrock rising up to meet the floor's support beams. She was limited to less than a hundred square feet. The corner, at the edge of the foundation, offered the most headroom. She could kneel there and stretch her torso. It was the place she felt the least vulnerable, with her back against the wall.


    How could she get out? She'd gotten in somehow, and it stood to reason she could get out the same way. She groped the walls for a door, or a hatch. She found nothing. She used her bound hands to feel along the ceiling until she found the ridges of a trap door overhead. She tried pushing it open, using her shoulder and straining against it until she feared she might break something in her body, and still the trap door wouldn't budge.


    She crawled the hundred-square-foot perimeter one more time before returning to her corner. With her back pressed up against the cool wall, she thought about killing him.


    Charles DeWitt had actually looked happy to see her walking on the road hours earlier—so happy, she'd seen him as a “friendly face.” After the photo slides she'd seen in Daniel Robichaud's house, she'd been in such a panic that anyone who wasn't Daniel Robichaud might have seemed like a friendly face. But now she was here, and she realized she'd been wrong.


    Now that she had nothing but the darkness, there was ample time to ponder how much she'd been wrong.


    She knelt, sat, or lay on the concrete floor for hours, with nothing to distract her from her thoughts. No drinks, no friends, no scenery, no internet, no television, nothing. She imagined her death at the sadistic hands of Charles DeWitt. She grieved. She accepted. And she came back to the awful reality, only to repeat the cycle of dark thoughts.


    Eventually, she fell asleep, huddled in the corner.


    Hours later, she awoke with a start. Something overhead creaked, and there was light. She could see the crawlspace that had been only dim shapes so far. The walls and concrete floor weren't as filthy as they'd seemed in the dark. Part of the floor was poured concrete and part of it was natural rock. She saw a flash of movement at the edge of her vision, and suddenly the light was gone. The trap door had been opened, but now it was closed again.


    She screamed, but there was no help. The lights stayed off. She grew quiet and crawled over to the area beneath the trap door. Her heart pounding with hope, she shouldered the ceiling again and pushed the trap door. It seemed to move, to give way. She gasped in excitement and pushed again, only to find—to her heartbreak—that the trap door hadn't budged after all. It was only her legs, slipping out from under her to give the illusion of escape.


    She called out, “Hello?”


    The only reply was the floor creaking.


    “Charles?”


    He didn't answer, but she sensed him there, listening. She bit back venomous words. She wanted to call him a coward, a weak-hearted joke of a man who had to drug women because he didn't have the stomach to fight them. But he knew what he was, and reminding him would only guarantee her death, and possibly hasten it.


    So, she tried to appeal to him with the truth. “Listen, Charles. I'm not from around here. I'm just visiting, all the way from California. In fact, when we bumped into each other, I was just on my way out of town.”


    There was no response, no way of knowing he was there or could hear her, but she continued. “Charles, I really want out of this town. As soon as I get to my car again, I'm going to hit the gas and push the pedal to the metal. I won't even look in the rear-view mirror. I'll be gone, Charles, and nobody will be the wiser.” She forced herself to stop talking, to let the words sink in. The less she said, the more likely he was to think it was his own idea.


    As she waited, her stomach made a grumbling sound. She was shocked by this seemingly normal function. She didn't feel hungry. She didn't feel anything, except an intense desire to lure Charles into opening the trap door enough for her to grab him and smash his face in. Her stomach growled again, so she decided to go with it.


    “I'm hungry,” she called up. “And thirsty. Plus I need to use the bathroom. Any chance you could let me out for a few minutes? I promise I'll be good.” She grimaced in the darkness. The lies came so easily. She would say anything. If only she knew the magic words, she'd say them.


    He answered, “You're thirsty?” His voice came with such clarity, she jerked upright and hit her head on a joist. It had seemed as though he was down in the darkness with her, inside the crawlspace. She spun around and crawled to her corner quickly, scraping her elbows and knees on the rough concrete.


    She forced her breathing to slow down so she could listen. She made a clucking sound. The acoustics were hollow. The only soft thing down there was her.


    He repeated the question. “You're thirsty?”


    Now that she was in the corner, she could tell the voice was coming from above, from the other side of the barrier. She answered as bravely as she could manage. “Yes, I am. Also, I'm hungry, and I need to use the washroom.” She added, “But I'd be happy with just a little water. That's all. Just a cup, or a bottle of water.”


    “Let's make a trade. You admit who you are, and I'll let you have some water.”


    “Who I am?”


    He sounded angry. “Who you are, Samantha Torres. I know you're not just a regular tourist. You're here on an investigation, aren't you?”


    “Yes,” she said, thinking quickly. “I'm here to investigate the death of Warren Jameson. I was hired to look into the accident... and my client knows I'm in town. I have to check in regularly.”


    The floor overhead creaked. “And was it an accident, Samantha Torres?” The way he kept saying her name was so taunting, so cruel. “I'll only give you water if you're honest with me. Was it an accident?”


    “Yes,” she lied. “I'm closing the case. It's already closed.”


    He laughed cruelly. “You're a liar.”


    She growled under her breath, “Takes one to know one.”


    “You don't have any evidence. You have nothing. I saw you with Robichaud, trying to pump him for information.” He snorted. “Typical woman, using her looks to take advantage of a man.”


    “You're wrong,” she said to the darkness. “I do have evidence. Warren knew someone was following him that day. You didn't notice, but he turned his camera around and took pictures behind him while he was walking along the trail.”


    “What?”


    Samantha grinned and almost laughed at how hooked she had him. She'd been fishing before, and she knew it was important to let him take the bait and let the hook sink deep before she applied pressure.


    “You're a filthy liar,” he said. “If there was evidence, they would have questioned me. There aren't any photos, and you've got nothing.” His voice changed tone, becoming artificially light. “Besides, I wasn't anywhere near the mountain when that man died. I didn't even know him. Why would I kill him? You're a hateful, spiteful liar, Samantha Torres. I'll be doing the world a favor when you starve to death down there.”


    She bit her lower lip to keep from screaming at him. He'd killed Warren. He'd practically admitted it.


    “Charles, I can get you those photos,” she said.


    “They don't exist, and even if they did, you'd have copies. Don't be ridiculous.”


    With her bound hands, she checked the tiny pocket in her jean shorts. The memory card was still in there. It was ridiculous, but true.


    For the next five minutes, she pleaded with him, trying to negotiate her freedom in exchange for the photos.


    He wasn't buying it, and worse, he sounded bored.


    Being honest and brave wasn't working. She took a different tactic and began making sobbing sounds, whining and muttering “water” and “thirsty.”


    After several minutes of steady keening, the world cracked open with light. The trap door was open. She immediately crawled toward it, but it was only open long enough for Charles to drop a bucket down. She saw a brief glimpse of his face, the sight of which was worse than the darkness. He closed the door immediately. She grabbed the bucket eagerly and called up a meek thank-you. Getting him to agree to one small thing was progress. She could build on it.


    He called down, “When you go to the bathroom, don't make a mess down there. Use the bucket. If you're a good girl, I'll get you a cheeseburger.”


    “Thank you, Charles,” she said sweetly. If he could use her name, she could use his. “Charles, I know you were only trying to protect Caitlyn. Can you hear me, Charles? I know that deep down you're a kind, caring person, and you could see how special Caitlyn is, how she needs protection. Girls like her need someone like you to look after them.”


    The floor squeaked. She had him interested. Talking about Caitlyn could be her freedom.


    Samantha reached into the bucket and found, by feel, two water bottles. There was also a roll of toilet paper, which was so absurd, she nearly screamed in fury but didn't. He hadn't responded yet to her comments about Caitlyn, so she called up another sweet thank-you for the water. She twisted off the lid, thankful to feel the plastic seal breaking to verify the bottle hadn't been tampered with.


    He asked, “Did Caitlyn say anything about me?”


    “Yes, Charles. She says you're kind, and caring, and that she's very fond of you.”


    Charles laughed. “You're stupid. I'm going to bed now. Sleep tight, Samantha. Don't let the bed bugs bite. Or whatever's down there with you.” There was a metallic sound, like a lock being fastened to the trap door, and then footfalls overhead. A door closed, and another minute later, a vehicle started and drove away.


    She was alone.


    Again, she had nothing but the darkness, and time to ponder how it had been a mistake to run from Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud. The blurry figure in Warren's hasty photos had not been Robichaud. It had been Charles DeWitt, sneaking up from behind like a coward.


    She sipped her water slowly, savoring each drop. Her body ached all over, and now it was definitely nighttime. The crawlspace was much cooler than it had been during the day, which was a relief, until she got too cold, and it was just another layer of torture. She crawled from the high-ceiling corner to another part of her prison. She wiggled and squeezed her body to fit between two floor-support beams. In the smaller space, she would conserve more body heat.


    She lay on one side and then the other for hours, unable to sleep, with nothing to distract her from her thoughts. No drinks, no friends, no scenery, no internet, no Colorado, no future. She visualized her death courtesy of Charles DeWitt. He might push her off a cliff, the way he'd killed Warren. He'd do it somewhere more remote. The body wouldn't be found until after wildlife had destroyed enough of her soft tissue that the bruising on her wrists and ankles wasn't detectable. Over and over, she fought her emotions, gave up, and came back to the dark present. She found her will to survive fading with each minute passing.


    She finally drifted off, only to wake with a start, certain she wasn't alone.


    “Hello?” she called out, equal parts fearful and hopeful about hearing an answer.


    Two feet in front of her, a shape began to glow. It was the white of a tuxedo shirt. Her ghost was there, lying next to her.


    She began to cry, wasting precious water but unable to stop her tears. “You're here,” she said. “I didn't think I'd ever see you again.” As he came into focus, glowing like a welcome night light, her relief dried up her tears.


    “I figured out your secret,” she said. “You were killed by Charles DeWitt. He's obsessed with Caitlyn Winters, and when your aunt, Wendy, started sending Caitlyn those letters, he must have felt protective, or jealous.”


    Warren's face, in profile, showed interest.


    “Charles wanted to stop the letters,” she said. “Wendy must have sent something in the mail that led him to your house.” Samantha stopped talking to let her thoughts coalesce into imagery. “Warren, you said your aunt drove your Jeep sometimes. What if she drove it to spy on Caitlyn, and the other stalker, Charles, spotted the Jeep and assumed it was you driving? And instead of going to the police, he decided to be a hero to Caitlyn and take care of the problem himself.”


    Warren was quiet. But then again, he was always quiet.


    “Can you at least give me a sign?” she pleaded. “I mean, I know I'm crazy, because I'm talking to a ghost, but can you at least try to be supportive? Can you give me a hint if I'm right? That it was his camouflage jacket that's visible in your photos?”


    Warren rolled onto his side, facing her. He reached up one glowing hand and placed it on her forehead.


    Suddenly, she was having a vision. It was like dreaming, but she was awake.


    She saw Charles, following Warren along the trail up the mountain, then accusing him of stalking Caitlyn. Warren had laughed. He'd mocked Charles and told him, “Go home, little man. You're the real stalker.”


    Charles didn't get the confession he wanted, but he didn't go home yet, either. He lurked in the bushes, watching Warren and waiting for an opportunity. When Warren sat on a log to remove his hiking boot and shake out a loose stone, Charles crept up behind him and struck him on the back of the head with a bat-sized stick. He'd meant it only as a warning, but when he saw that Warren wasn't breathing, he panicked. He dragged the body to the cliff's edge and pushed him over.


    On his way back down the trail, lightning struck a tree and set it ablaze.


    Charles dropped to his knees and began to pray, seeing the lightning as an act of God. While he was down on his knees, he spotted a hiking boot. It was Warren's. Charles said a prayer of thanks, grabbed the boot, and tossed it over the cliff. He took one last look down at Warren's lifeless body, and then left.


    In Samantha's vision, she saw Charles walking away, getting smaller. But she stayed with Warren. She floated down to him, down to the green meadow, where she knelt by his side and looked down at his face.


    There was something wrong with his face.


    It wasn't bruised or cut from the fall, and his expression was serene, but there was still something wrong.


    The man who'd been murdered on May fifth looked nothing like Warren.


    Or, he looked nothing like the ghost who lay beside Samantha in the crawlspace.


    Samantha's eyes flew open.


    “You're not Warren,” she said.


    The ghost's eyes filled with glistening tears.


    Everything came back to Samantha in a rush, like a force of nature shattering its way through a barrier. Her veil of protective illusion shattered.


    Samantha saw her handsome boyfriend come into her life, courtesy of a blind date set up by her best friends Hilda and Ricky. Like Warren, he was also interested in photography, though he worked as a lawyer. His name was Samuel, so he called her Sammy, as did their friends, because Sam and Sam didn't seem right. She joked about calling him Mule as a nickname for Samuel, but she rarely called him anything but Sam.


    They'd been dating a year when he proposed by hiding a diamond ring in a bottle of sparkling apple cider. She'd been sober five years, and she'd learned how to stand on her own, but now she was going to be someone's wife, which was even better. Soon, they promised themselves, she'd be a mother as well. They would have two kids, or maybe three. Four at the most. And they'd grow old together. Sam and Sammy. Two Sams, in love forever.


    He was running twenty minutes late for the wedding, and then he was gone. His convertible had been struck on the freeway by an eighteen-wheeler being driven by a man who'd fallen asleep at the wheel. Dead instantly were Samuel and his best friend John, who was Ricky's brother.


    “Samuel,” she whispered. “It's you.”


    He nodded and glanced up at the ceiling of her prison. When he looked at her again, his expression was that of grim determination.


    “I know,” she said. “I know you don't want me to give up, but Samuel, it's so hard. Everything is so hard without you. I want to be with you. I want to just die, and go to where you are, and we can be together.”


    He shook his head and gave her a stern look. She swore at him. She kicked and clawed at his image as she screamed and cried and yelled at him for leaving her, for leaving her all alone. He stayed where he was, patiently waiting until she was done, and then he held her.


    She fell asleep in his arms and slept a while. When she awoke, she knew what she had to do.


    





Chapter 15
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    June 10th


    7:15 p.m.


    Owl Bend Community News


    “Don't you worry your pretty blonde head about her,” said Charles DeWitt to his coworker, Caitlyn Winters.


    Caitlyn was at her desk, eating a meal at her computer for the second time that day. Two hours earlier, she'd received an upsetting phone call from that smarmy know-it-all, Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud. He was calling people all over town, making a fuss over the whereabouts of Samantha Torres.


    If they only knew, Charles thought, grinning.


    They would be working late on a story about forest fire prevention. He'd offered to pick up dinner for Caitlyn at the burger place, but she'd declined, saying she preferred her salad. That was just like Caitlyn to always prioritize keeping her pretty figure over temporary pleasure. He really admired her restraint. He would have to practice restraint of his own, waiting until after he'd worked out the details using Samantha as his first doll. It was a shame she wasn't blonde, so he could imagine she was Caitlyn, but she was still good for practice. And she deserved what she got. It was wrong of her to come to this town where she didn't belong and start socializing with people she didn't have any right to be friends with. Charles had lived there his whole life. People like the Winters family belonged to him, not outsiders, and especially not snoopy private investigators, or FBI agents, or whatever that liar Samantha Torres was.


    Caitlyn sniffed, wrinkling her pretty nose. She had a spot of salad dressing at the corner of her mouth that made Charles ache with longing. Soon, he told himself. Soon he would play with his pretty blonde doll.


    “It's just that Samantha's so nice,” Caitlyn said.


    “She was,” he agreed.


    Caitlyn's expression immediately switched from passive sweetness to angry fury. She did that sometimes. But he knew how to deal with crazy women. He knew when and how to play dumb.


    “Wait, who are we talking about?” he asked. “I'm confused.” He faked a yawn. “I've got a skunk family under my cabin. They kept me up all night, scratching around down there.”


    Caitlyn turned her body ten degrees away from him. She was always doing that. Shutting him out. And everything he'd done for her over the years.


    “Never mind,” she said. “I'm sure it'll sort itself out. She's kind of spacey.”


    He nodded. Samantha Torres was spacey. She'd accepted a ride and a drink from a stranger. “Caitlyn, do you want to get drinks after work? A group of us are going out.” It was a lie, but he could probably turn it into reality. Lately, he'd been making his dreams come true. The sky was the limit.


    “No,” she said. “My mother's back from her trip, and we're having dinner together.”


    He gave her a winning smile. “Then I'll bring the wine and the party over there.” Getting in wouldn't be a problem, since he'd busted the lock months ago.


    “Another time.” She turned to her computer monitor and mumbled about needing to work for another hour. She was a very hard worker. She had to put in more hours than a smarter person would have to put in, but he didn't hold it against her.


    Charles left her to her work.


    He packed up his things, whistling as he worked. There was an unofficial rule against whistling in the office, but today was a special day.


    He said goodbye to the others who were staying behind to work the night shift on the radio. At the entrance, he held the door open for a woman who was an inch taller than him and twice as wide.


    “You're Wendy Jameson,” he said cheerily.


    “Hi,” she said unenthusiastically.


    “We've met before,” he said. “Charles DeWitt. My mother had de good looks and my father had de wit.”


    She gave him a blank look before continuing on her way to drop an envelope into the comment box, just inside the front entrance.


    “Well, look at that,” Charles said. “Now you're doing hand deliveries? What happened? Did you run out of stamps?”


    Her expression turned to suspicion. She crossed her arms and walked right out again. Charles shook his head. If only he'd realized sooner that the person stalking Caitlyn was Wendy and not her nephew, Warren might still be alive.


    What was that thing he'd said when Charles had confronted him on the mountain? “You've got the wrong Jameson.” With the storm rolling in, it had sounded like “wrong one” or “wrong son.”


    Oh, well. Charles shrugged and continued on his way to his car. He never cared for good-looking, spoiled guys like Warren anyway. And it had been good practice, just like how drugging the hippie-dippy waitress at Yolanda's had been good practice for getting the sedative mix right.


    What was it his late father had always said about luck? Luck was when preparation met opportunity plus genius. He'd been a genius to keep the sedative-laced alcohol in his vehicle, and when Samantha Torres had practically fallen into his lap, that had been very good luck.


    * * *


    At sunset, Charles DeWitt pulled up to his family's cabin and parked.


    He'd eaten his cheeseburger and fries while driving. Now that he was stopped, he ate Samantha's fries as well. One cheeseburger was all that she deserved, and besides, he wouldn't want her to fill up on fries and not have room to eat the sedative-laced burger. He knew it wasn't very sporting of him to drug the woman again, but he couldn't take any chances. He was not a large man. He barely weighed a hundred pounds. He had reasonably good proportions, but his height forced him to buy clothes in the Juniors' section.


    He finished eating, wiped his mouth with a fistful of napkins, and stepped out of the car. He sucked the last ounces of red cream soda from the waxy drink container. He stretched and admired the colors of the sky. The last low layers of crimson faded to indigo, and the stars twinkled overhead. Had the stars ever been more beautiful than they were this magical night? No. And he'd never felt more alive.


    He reached into the passenger seat, grabbed the bag with the cheeseburger, and went inside the cabin to prepare Samantha's final meal.


    He whistled as he spread the sedative around inside the burger. His dark-haired guest was probably so hungry, she'd snap it down in two bites. Thinking about how hungry she was made the full meal in his belly all the better. He took his time cleaning up the kitchen and wiping down all the surfaces. He didn't want to accidentally ingest any of Samantha's treats.


    With the plate in hand, he unlocked the padlock holding down the trap door. Before lifting the door, he paused. She wasn't screaming. The last time he'd returned to the cabin, she had made a terrible racket. Now she was quiet. Perhaps she was sleeping, or already dead. If it was the latter, he hoped she hadn't started to stink. The last thing he needed under the cabin was a rotting animal.


    He set the plate on the floor, grabbed the biggest knife from the kitchen to use for protection, and creaked open the trap door lid. It was dark below, but he spotted the glow of her blouse where he expected to see it, in the corner with the most head clearance. He sighed with relief. For a moment, he'd imagined she might have broken through the cement floor into the red earth and tunneled her way out like a red-eyed rodent. He set aside the knife and traded it for the plated cheeseburger. He'd used a paper plate rather than a ceramic one, because he was a careful man who thought things through.


    “Samantha,” he called out in a sing-song voice. “Dinner time. Wakey wakey.” He leaned down to set the plate on the concrete, and as the echoes of his voice came back to him, he wondered how many children he and Caitlyn would have. At least two. And he would wake them up by singing to them, and together—


    All of Charles DeWitt's thoughts smashed to a flat line as his head hit the concrete. The impact made him swoon, and his mouth filled with water, but he didn't lose consciousness. Despite the searing pain and the stars flashing in his head, he saw her, and he understood what was happening.


    The conniving, red-eyed crawlspace rodent had removed her clothes, just like the cheap whore she was. She'd draped them over something in the corner to trick him, and she'd attacked poor, defenseless Charles, pulling him down to her level. He'd landed head first, the rest of him following in a heap. He was lucky he hadn't snapped his neck. Poor little Charles! He had always been small for his age. People could be so cruel, and none were more cruel than women like Samantha Torres, with their teasing eyes.


    “Wait!” he screamed. He croaked out something indecipherable, muddled between a threat and a plea, and then the trap door slammed shut.


    He heard her curse above him. The padlock! She wanted it, but he had it, in his pocket. He righted himself, his head swimming in pain, and started shouldering the trap door. It only opened an inch before she stomped it back down. But her body weight wasn't enough to keep him down, and when he got out, there would be hell to pay. He pushed again and again, and now she screamed. The little possum wasn't playing dead anymore.


    He paused to catch his breath and heard a noise. Furniture being dragged. He howled in outrage and threw his weight at the trap door. This time, it barely budged. He took a full breath to scream at her, to promise her that a high price would be paid for her insolence.


    He checked his pockets, feeling around in the dark. He still had the keys for his car. The cabin was isolated, far removed from any neighbors, and two miles from a main road. She would not get far on foot, but he would have to work fast. He braced himself to push the furniture from the trap door. If he could lift it just a little, he'd have an angle and the sofa would start to slide.


    * * *


    Above, Samantha gave herself orders in single words.


    Heavy, she told herself as she pulled the room's furniture over the trap door.


    Leave.


    She got to the door, where the calm voice in her head spoke again. Boots.


    Boots?


    She looked down at her feet. They were bare. She was nearly naked, wearing only her underwear. Her clothes had been sacrificed to create the scarecrow down in the corner of the crawlspace. Parts of the bucket had formed a rib cage. The metal handle of the bucket had been her tool to break free of the plastic cuffs. She'd used the metal and a jagged bit of stone to cut through the ties. And now she was nearly free.


    The voice spoke again. Look.


    She looked around. She was in a cabin of a similar size to the one she'd been renting. A few lamps were on, and the windows were black. It was night.


    She would run, but she didn't know where she was, or how far away help would be.


    Boots, the voice said, and now she knew it wasn't her speaking. It was her guardian angel, Samuel, the man she'd been mistaking for Warren for the past month. Her grief had been so powerful, she couldn't accept what was right in front of her eyes.


    She couldn't see her angel Samuel anymore—he'd disappeared when the trap door opened—but she could hear him now, and she could feel him all around her.


    She found a pair of Charles DeWitt's boots near the door. With shaking hands, she pulled them onto her feet. They were small, but seemed to fit. She even managed to pull the laces tight. Tying a bow was impossible, so she shoved the loose ends down toward her ankles.


    Coat, Samuel said.


    She grabbed the longest jacket from a hook next to the door and pulled it on. The feel of the fabric on her skin caused her to cry out in a mix of gratitude and relief. After thirty hours in the dark crawlspace, it was a miracle to feel something other than dry wood and cold concrete.


    Keys?


    She checked the hooks by the doorway and did a quick search of the counter in the kitchen. She didn't find her captor's keys, but she found the spread-out contents of her purse. Her phone had been dismantled, and parts appeared to have been smashed. Phone. Her gaze flicked from the busted cell phone to the old-fashioned phone on the cabin's wall. She lunged for it and held the receiver to her ear. No dial tone. She depressed the receiver several times to make sure.


    Down below, Charles had stopped screaming profanities and threats. His silence worried her.


    She spotted the knife next to the trap door. If she killed him, he could never hurt her again. Did she dare open the trap door again?


    No, said her guardian angel. Run.


    On shaking legs, she bolted for the door. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the furniture on top of the trap door shift. Samantha opened the front door, shot out into the night, and she ran.


    * * *


    When Charles emerged from the crawlspace, everything was red. He'd scraped the ridge of his eyebrow getting out, and now blood from the cut ran into his eye.


    He staggered through the cabin toward the bedroom. He yanked open the bedside table drawer, tossed aside the thin piece of wood that formed the fake bottom, and grabbed the gun. It was loaded and ready to go. The gun wasn't his top choice, because someone might hear the shots and call in a report, but he would do what needed doing.


    He ran out the front door and scanned for her. There was a single road leading from the cabin. The road zigzagged down the mountain for two miles before it branched off. He jumped in his car, rolled down the windows, turned off the headlights, and started down the road.


    It didn't take long before he spotted movement in the woods next to the road. He kept his foot steady on the gas and didn't allow his head to jerk. He kept driving at the same slow speed, not letting on that he'd spotted his prey. Once he'd rounded a hairpin corner, he killed the engine and jumped out. He pocketed the keys and closed the door gently, then doubled back.


    She was quiet, making no noise as she moved through the forest. It was a miracle he'd been able to spot her movement in the wan moonlight. He stepped slowly, carefully, but kept snapping branches underfoot.


    She stayed ahead of him, always out of reach, but close enough to keep his hope alive. He aimed the gun once, twice, three times, but every time he had a clear shot of his prey, she seemed to evaporate into the dark forest. He didn't dare fire and give away his position. All he needed was patience. She was either lost or disoriented, climbing up the mountain and above the cabin rather than down and toward town. He stayed on her trail, keeping his breathing calm and measured. Persistence pays off, he told himself. I am a persistent man. A patient man.


    After an hour of stalking Samantha Torres through the woods, they both reached the peak. There was nowhere else to go.


    And there she was, waiting for him in a clearing at the top, shivering like a sacrificial lamb. She slipped off the jacket she stole from his cabin, kicked off the boots, and turned to face him.


    Her expression was that of acceptance. Of love.


    She was thirty feet away.


    Twenty feet away.


    The night wind picked up and made her dark hair flutter around her bare shoulders. She was as beautiful as any woman in a painting.


    And her face was so serene, so calm, so inviting.


    He was ten feet away. Her eyes caught his and held them. In her eyes he could see eternity.


    He pulled his gun from his pocket and showed it to her. She smiled and closed her eyes.


    No, the gun was too impersonal.


    He tossed the gun at her feet. It made no sound as it hit the dirt.


    She tipped back her head, exposing her neck to him, inviting his embrace.


    He took one more step toward her, and he was falling. Falling for her. Falling... through her.


    He passed through her body and through the illusion of rocky ground at her feet. The forest at the bottom of the cliff rushed up toward him. She'd been a vision, a mirage, a lie.


    Charles DeWitt sucked in his breath, preparing to scream, but the only sound he made was a crack as he hit the rocky ground below.


    * * *


    Samantha stumbled onto the main road and flagged down a vehicle. She knew it wasn't Charles, because she'd passed his compact car halfway down the winding access road. The car was empty, the keys gone. Someone had been crashing around in the forest, growling and shouting threats. It had been easy to avoid him, even without her guardian angel, who'd disappeared.


    The vehicle she was flagging down came to a stop. It was an older-model station wagon, and the woman who stepped out of the driver's-side door looked familiar.


    “Do I know you?” Samantha asked.


    “You don't know me, but I know you.” The woman took her by the hand and led her around to the passenger side, where she lovingly tucked her into the seat. There was no one else in the vehicle.


    “Who am I?” Samantha asked. She heard herself, and let out a strangled laugh. “I mean, who are you? I know who I am. I'm not that crazy.”


    The woman held up a finger, closed the door, and got in on the driver's side. She locked the doors and started driving.


    “I'm Caroline Winters,” the woman said. “You know my daughter, Caitlyn. She's actually out right now, looking for you. The whole town's looking for you.”


    Samantha answered in a whisper, “I was abducted. Nobody's going to believe me, but it's true.”


    “I believe you,” the woman said.


    They spoke for a few minutes, with the woman gently asking questions and assuring her they were going directly to the hospital, and that Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud would meet them there.


    As they entered town, both grew quiet.


    After a minute, the woman said, “You must have someone very special watching over you. In all my days, I've never seen an aura as bright as yours.”


    





Chapter 16
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    May 5th


    8:20 p.m.


    The Watering Hole, Owl Bend, Colorado


    Finn Bruno waved Samantha over to the bar. “Toni should be here any minute,” he said. “She ran out to get some more salt. Do you think people would notice if I put sugar on the margarita rims?”


    Samantha laughed and shook her head. “They might notice, but I'm sure they wouldn't mind. People in Owl Bend are pretty cool.”


    The bartender grinned. “That's why people like us can never leave.”


    “How's your big venture going? The locked room?”


    The grin fell off his face. “We're nearly set up, but Toni says I'm not supposed to talk to you about that, on account of... what happened to you.” He looked down as he handed Samantha a non-alcoholic lemonade in a tall glass.


    “That's sweet of her. Your fiancée is a very considerate person, but honestly, it's been almost a year and I can talk about things without, you know, going to that dark place in my mind.” She lifted the lemonade in a one-sided toast. “It helps that I've been sober close to a year. Sobriety is a good thing.”


    Finn held his finger to his lips and glanced around the one-third-full bar with cartoonish paranoia. “Shh. Don't tell our customers.”


    Samantha chuckled and took a sip of her lemonade. She found it easier to stay sober when she wasn't around people drinking, but she'd be with friends tonight, and she didn't want to miss one of the town's main annual events. Everyone would be packed into the Watering Hole tonight, including Daniel's elderly neighbor, Mrs. Dawson. The white-haired woman had promised to be there from nine o'clock until ten, after which she would promptly go home so she could be in bed by eleven.


    Samantha had been getting to know Mrs. Dawson, thanks to spending so much time at Daniel's. More importantly, she'd been getting to know the deputy sheriff. The last few months had been good.


    After her encounter with Charles DeWitt, Samantha's world had crashed in on her. Even though a search and rescue team had located his body in a rocky crevice, the man continued to devastate and terrify her. She wanted to put Owl Bend behind her, so she got on a bus, then a plane, and headed back to California, where she stayed with Hilda and Ricky.


    After three months of what Hilda called Rehabilitation By Dueling Toddlers, Samantha had made significant progress. She'd stayed sober and sane, and most days she was even happy. But when it came time for her to move out of the Francis family's spare room and into her own place, none of the apartment listings interested her. The money from her fiancé's life insurance policy would cover buying a house outright, but none of the homes she toured interested her.


    In October, she got an email from Caitlyn Winters—they'd stayed in touch through the internet—and Caitlyn mentioned that the resort where Samantha had been staying was for sale. She and her mother were thinking of investing, and she'd emailed simply to ask Samantha how she'd enjoyed the resort as a customer.


    Samantha could hardly sleep that night, and in the morning she emailed Caitlyn asking if she and her mother were interested in a third partner.


    Caitlyn replied with a message full of funny images of cartoon animals saying YES!


    In January, Samantha left California for Colorado. A very teary Hilda saw her best friend off and promised the whole family of four would come to visit soon. “The wide open spaces of Colorado are a great place to raise a couple of rambunctious boys,” Samantha said, and Hilda winked to let her know she was working on it. And she was. Hilda could work on her blog anywhere, but it would take three years to wrap up Ricky's business there in Los Angeles, sell the house, and head east, but the boys would grow up riding horses and enjoying the great outdoors.


    Samantha had been living in Owl Bend for two months and fifteen days before Deputy Sheriff Daniel Robichaud worked up the courage to ask her on a date. It was April, ten months since their first date at Yolanda's All-Day Bar and Grill, and they returned to the truck stop restaurant for their second date, joking that in another ten months they'd come back for dinner.


    Now it was May fifth, the one-year anniversary of Warren's death. Earlier that day, Samantha and Daniel had visited Warren's grave with some other friends to lay down flowers and say a few words. They caught a glimpse of his aunt, Wendy, who was reportedly doing much better.


    Everyone was doing much better. Toni and Finn were back together, planning to get married later that summer. Caitlyn was much happier with her job now that Charles was gone. And Samantha was no longer seeing ghosts or losing her grasp on chunks of memory. Since the moment she fought her way out of the crawlspace, she hadn't seen Samuel again. At first, she regretted that she hadn't had the chance to say goodbye, but as time moved on, she realized she didn't need to. He would always be a part of her, always reside somewhere deep within her heart. And there would always be room for more in her heart, for now the doors and windows were wide open.


    A hand brushed across her shoulder and then Daniel was there, gazing into her eyes.


    She asked, “Everything okay?” He'd sent her into the tavern without him because he'd gotten a call about a disturbance.


    “Just kids knocking over some trash bins,” he said.


    She pretended to roll up her sleeves. “Do you need backup? I'm your gal, Deputy Sheriff. Just point me at 'em.”


    He laughed and brushed some of her hair behind her ear. It was the second time he'd done such a gesture. They were only a month into dating, so Samantha was still keenly aware of their firsts and seconds. She caught his hand and kissed it. His eyebrows shot up. She hadn't done that the first time. He gave her a glimpse of his off-duty dimples and leaned in for a real kiss.


    The bar was filling up with townspeople, growing more noisy, but they were in their own little world.


    As they embraced, Samantha remembered the words from a song. You can get high, or you can get low. I'll be here. Take as long as you need.


    It was a song Samuel had written, during the summer he'd jokingly threatened to quit the law firm and become a country music superstar. She'd never felt much from the lyrics until now.


    Wherever she went in the world, she would still be there. Her. Samantha. She would still be herself.


    Life was sweet right now, but pain would come from time to time, as inevitable as the changing of the seasons. She didn't need to get high or get low, because life would provide. All she needed to do was to keep her eyes open and her feet on the trail. This trail had led her to Owl Bend, to the truth, to a second chance at love, to friends, and to a run-down resort that needed her as much as she needed it.


    As she curled into Daniel's embrace, she smiled at the knowledge that angels were real, and she saw them every day.
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    Katie Mills kept looking over her shoulder as she stepped off the plane in Santa Fe, New Mexico.


    She'd heard a superstitious tale that ghosts could only move at walking speed. Traveling by plane or even by vehicle could shake one for a few days.


    Katie unzipped her jacket in anticipation of the warm southwestern sunshine. She touched the cross at her neck and prayed the flight had bought her a few days' relief. A few days without her ghostly companion.


    Outside, the late November air was warmer than the plane but still cooler than she'd expected. Whenever she thought of New Mexico, Katie imagined scorching sands, long dirt roads, and carrion birds perched on weathered bones. She pictured the desert, as painted by Tilda Onassis, the artist whose retreat she was heading toward. The great woman's paintings seemed to pulse with heat. But in reality, it was cool here. Katie silently admonished herself for being so naive. It was nearly December, and the town was in the mountains. The ranch was at an even higher elevation.


    Katie passed through the charming airport, pausing to admire the twinkling white Christmas lights dotting the many shades of blue. The wooden window frames were turquoise. The ceiling was cerulean, or maybe Haint Blue, a soft blue-green painted on porch ceilings in the South to ward off evil spirits the locals called “haints.” She took one last look over her shoulder. No ghost. Just other travelers, coming and going through the small airport. She stepped out through the front door. The air was even cooler than it was on the tarmac. A fly buzzed around her face. She'd reached the point where she was no longer enjoying the journey as a thing in and of itself. Now she felt impatient to reach her destination.


    “Excuse me,” came a male voice. “Are you heading to the Ranch?”


    Katie turned to find a young man about her age—twenty—standing at the taxi stand. He had mousy brown hair and small, dot-like features that looked to Katie like paint splatters. He was small and slight, smooth and somewhat rubbery, as though his bones were plastic, like those of a poseable artist's mannequin.


    An older man passing by slowed down to take a long look at the boy and then Katie, and back and forth again. The curious man might have been wondering if they were siblings—twins, even. The two twenty-year-olds were cut from the same cloth. Katie regarded the young man with a combination of fascination and disgust, the same way she looked at herself in the mirror.


    He repeated himself. “The Ranch?”


    “Yes,” she said. “That's exactly where I'm headed. Should we wait for the others and share one of those?” She pointed to a shuttle van.


    “Sure.” He set down his suitcase. It was a vintage case—the kind with no wheels. Total art student choice. The old suitcase was not the most efficient for travel but it did make a sturdy seat. He used it instead of the nearby bench.


    Twenty minutes passed before the two spoke again.


    “I'm Lee,” said the boy, his paint splatter of a mouth twitching with self-importance. “Lee Elliot. I'm nobody yet. I might change my name. Too many E's in a row.” He spelled it out fully to demonstrate. “My name would never be a good website.”


    “Katie Mills,” she said. They shook hands, their fingers too reluctant to clutch for more than a second. “Also a nobody.”


    “You should go by Kate. Or Katherine. Nobody collects art by someone named Katie.”


    “Right,” she said. It wasn't the first time she'd heard that from a well-meaning fellow student. Her more political girlfriends would jump in and point out that any female name held less implied value than a male name, so perhaps she'd do well to change her name to Kurt or Kevin. The conversation would devolve from there. Katie preferred not to spar with people over her name. Or much else.


    She'd read a quote once, about how life was a battle, not a dance. She didn't agree. Life could be a battle, if you made it one. But why not dance, if you have the choice?


    Lee Elliot was still looking at her.


    She raised her eyebrows and gave him a polite smile. If conversation was also a dance, she preferred to let someone else lead.


    “Wait until you meet Clive and Tilda,” Lee said. His cheeks flushed with a life force that had not been present until now. “They're brilliant in every way. Not just separately, but together. He's the businessman, sure, but she'd be nothing without him. You should get Clive to give you a new name. He and I had some long talks about my career, last year when I was up here. We had the most amazing walks together. Just the two of us, out under the stars. He's going to introduce me to all the right people, as soon as he thinks I'm ready.”


    Katie said, “That sounds nice. Good for you.”


    Lee's paint-splatter features rearranged into an angry cloud of hornets. “You'll see,” he spat.


    Katie opened her mouth to apologize or explain but stopped herself. It was her lisp again. She was weary from travel and had been careless with her enunciation. The S sounds had come out exaggerated and sloppy. The toddler-like speech combined with Katie's natural resting expression sometimes had an unfortunate social side effect. When she spoke up, people thought she was making fun of them—especially sensitive artist types with chips on their shoulders. Lee was evidently the type of guy who expected mockery.


    They stood in silence as the sky turned lavender.


    Both turned to watch the sky in uneasy silence.


    Some people claimed it was the high elevation that made the skies over Santa Fe so luminous, so saturated with color. A lack of pollution. A special kind of light, closer to heaven. Katie could get lost in that sky.


    Lee Elliot shifted noisily next to her. She could sense the young man's desire for attention, his desire to talk to her. Talk at her. To be heard. To ruin the quiet enjoyment of the purple sky.


    She deliberately kept her chin lifted and avoided the eye contact that would give him another conversational opening.


    A taxi driver broke the silent stand-off. “You two want a lift to the Ranch or not?”


    Katie and Lee both agreed quickly, without looking at each other, and then raced to be the first loaded into the vehicle.


    The driver was an older black man, perhaps seventy, with a sprinkling of white hair over his head and a close, tight gray beard. He was quick to smile and powerful with his movements.


    “Nice to see you again,” he said to Katie with an eyebrow waggle.


    “Thanks,” she said, though she'd never been to New Mexico before, let alone met this driver.


    “It's a long drive,” the man said. “Get comfortable, but not too comfortable.” He looked over his shoulder and gave Lee a mischievous wink.


    The taxi started moving.


    Katie regretted getting into the back seat with Lee, but it was too late to move up front now. She leaned her head back on the upholstered seat and tried to relax. This trip was going to be good. She was putting more miles between herself and the last place she'd seen the ghost. She could be herself here, and not the girl people on campus stared at and whispered about.


    She could feel Lee's eyes on her. She ignored him and zipped open her travel bag. She kept the prescription bottle hidden from his prying eyes as she shook out a single pill. Rapid travel might keep away the ghost who haunted her, but just in case it didn't work, she had her medicine.


    Unfortunately, a side effect of the pills was that they took away the colors in the world. And the sky right now, edging toward indigo, was breathtaking.


    She paused, the pill pressed to her lower lip. She felt the gelatin soften from her saliva.


    Katie didn't want the colors to go away, but she needed to keep the ghost at bay. At least for the first day or two.


    “What have they got you on?” Lee asked.


    “This and that.” She dry-swallowed the pill before he could get a better look at the markings.


    “I've tried everything myself,” he said.


    Katie doubted that very much but didn't say so.


    “Painting is the only thing that works,” he said dreamily. “The only thing that matters. You know, I feel sorry for people who don't have a driving passion in life. If someone took away my ability to create beauty from nothing, I don't know what I'd do. I guess I'm one of the lucky ones.”


    “Good for you,” Katie said. This time she was mocking him, but he didn't seem to notice.


    They didn't speak again on the hour-long drive.


    After a technicolor display in the sky, complete with red-ink-dipped clouds, the sun finished setting.


    The passengers lurched forward suddenly, held back by their seat belts. The vehicle slid to a scratchy stop on the dirt road.


    Up ahead, an iron gate blocked the entrance to the ranch.


    The friendly driver turned around and gave the two a suspicious look. “Are you sure they're expecting you?”


    Lee said, “I've had my spot reserved for almost a year. Of course they're expecting me.” He glanced over at Katie but didn't wait for her to speak. “You can let us out here, and we'll walk the rest of the way. It's fine. I could use the exercise anyway.”


    The driver said to Katie, “How about you, pretty lady whose name I can't remember? I'm heading back into Santa Fe right now. If you don't want to stay here with this smooth character, you can hitch a ride with me. I won't charge you for the way back.”


    “I'll be fine,” she said, smiling. “Lee Elliot will take good care of me.”


    “If you say so. You know what they say. You don't have to outrun el chupacabra. You just have to outrun whoever you're with.” He grinned broadly at his joke.


    “Good to know,” she said.


    Lee snorted.


    The driver got out and helped them pull their luggage from the trunk, though there wasn't much. Lee had only his vintage suitcase, and Katie had her black canvas suitcase plus a few bags with painting supplies.


    The road beyond the iron gate was dark, lit brightly by a waning gibbous moon—about three-quarters lit—and a veil of stars.


    Lee said, “I can see lights on inside the main ranch house.”


    Katie couldn't see what he did, but her vision without contact lenses wasn't perfect. The medication she'd been taking dried out her eyes, making her unable to wear her contacts, but she preferred the world this way, slightly soft. All the better to see the true shapes of things minus the distraction of details.


    “Take some complimentary water,” the taxi driver said after they'd paid him for the ride. “Just in case.” He put two bottles of water in their hands, and then he drove away.


    They began the trek along the dark road. As the taxi's engine faded to nothing, there was only the scratch of the pair's footsteps and the sound of an owl, singing four notes in the same tone, in rapid succession.


    Katie's neck itched. She fought the urge to look over her shoulder, to check for what had possibly followed her out here, across three states, to the desert mountains. The wind picked up, and it seemed to be howling in the ghost girl's voice, demanding, “How could you?”


    Katie strapped her bag around her shoulders so she could use both hands to clap over her ears.


    Still, she heard the voice. “Katie, how could you take my place?”


    





Chapter 2
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    Katie heard a rustling that must have been the wind in the dry leaves, but the sound seemed to come from the vast sky itself, as though crinkled tissue paper of midnight blue were being pulled away from a wrapped gift, a treasure.


    She kept walking toward the century-old adobe buildings, crowned with chimneys and lit only by the recently full moon. Long-limbed ancient cottonwood trees arched overhead protectively.


    The place was known internationally as Spirit Ranch. It was more than a retreat for artists; it was a dark and secret place. Years ago, it had been the perfect spot for the Velasco brothers, who used it for hiding stolen cattle. The animals' rightful owners were spooked away by mannequins the elder Velasco brother set hanging in the trees. If the prospect of being hanged wasn't enough to discourage unwanted visitors, there were the evil spirits the locals spoke of, ghosts of witches who haunted the dwellings and took to the nearby flat-topped mountain under the full moon to dance with the devil. There were also legends of supernatural beings, mutant potato bugs over six feet long, and cattle who flew through the canyon on ghostly wings.


    Something small scurried toward the pair of moonlit travelers. The creature stopped to watch them just long enough to reveal the glint of its eyes before it scurried away.


    After twenty minutes of walking, they reached the main house.


    Despite the chill in the late November mountain air, Katie was sweating from the effort of lugging her bags. She could taste the red dust that had blown into her nose and mouth. The earth stuck to her damp skin. She paused to look up, to remember the shape and feeling of this moment. The main ranch house was jagged and rectangular, like a castle or a fortress. She knocked on the wooden door.


    Lee stood back a good ten feet, like a spectator, noisily glugging the remainder of his bottle of water. Katie hadn't even opened hers.


    A smaller door set within the thick wooden door slid open to reveal a pair of hooded eyes under sharp-peaked, triangular eyebrows. It was a woman, and she greeted Katie with one word. “Yes?”


    “I'm here for the retreat. It's under...” Her throat tightened. It was hard to say the name, like inviting the darkness to swallow the rest of her. “Darlene Silva.”


    “No.” The bright-green eyes framed by dark iron widened. “No, no, no.” It became a moan. “Noooooo.” The metal hatch in the door slammed shut.


    The noise startled Katie. She took a step backward and turned to Lee.


    Lee rolled his eyes toward the starry sky and shook his head. With a weary sigh, he marched up the stone steps on his rubbery legs and thrust his boneless hand toward the wooden door, where it landed with a splayed-hand splat rather than a real knock. He splatted twice more, as though giving the door a high five it didn't deserve.


    “Ms. Onassis?” A fourth splat. “It's me, Lee Elliot. I was here last year. Sorry we're late, but I wanted to wait at the airport for a while to make sure we didn't miss anyone for our retreat.”


    Katie cracked open the plastic cap of her water bottle. The breaking plastic made a satisfying snap. If Lee wanted to take credit for being thoughtful and waiting for other students, more power to him. The guy could use whatever glossy sheen he could get onto himself before his true, muddy colors came through.


    Through the door, the woman could be heard yelling. “Darlene Silva! That's who's out here on the doorstep! Do you want to tell me what the hell this is all about?”


    The person who answered back wasn't yelling, and so there were no words for Katie to overhear.


    Lee sighed wearily again.


    There was a baleful creaking, and the door opened, spilling out warm golden light.


    It was her. Tilda Onassis. The Red Desert Flower. The Mistress of Spirit Ranch. She could have stepped right out of one of her many magazine photos. With her arms outstretched, her trademark oversized men's dress shirt billowing around her thin, angular frame, and a smile like an ironed dart, she seemed to be posing for another iconic image, a memory to be quickly painted in the mind.


    Tilda looked up and down Katie's body while Katie did the same, albeit without moving her head so obviously.


    The artist standing before her had sleek red hair, cut in a crisp bob—the same haircut she'd worn for thirty years. A single pearl adorned one earlobe. The other earlobe, her right one, wasn't pierced. In interviews, she explained she'd only wanted one, plus the first piercing had hurt too much. Like childbirth. It hurt, and she couldn't bear to do it a second time.


    Katie noticed the older woman wore no underwear beneath the oversized men's shirt, which was flecked with a hundred shades of paint. Her feet were bare. On her legs, she wore black tights ending just below the knee. She was old enough to be Katie's mother, yet she lifted one foot and stretched languidly with the same playful energy as a juvenile cat.


    Tilda's green eyes flicked over to Lee briefly then back to Katie.


    “You're not Darlene Silva,” Tilda said, her voice purring with amusement as she finished her leg stretch. “Darlene had thicker hair, and fuller lips, and a chest like a big ol' feather bed.”


    “Darlene sends her regards,” Katie said, lying with surprising ease. “She couldn't make it, but since the booking was already paid for, she insisted I go in her place. She didn't want to be wasteful.”


    “She didn't want to be wasteful?” Tilda didn't move from the doorway to invite them in. “That doesn't sound like the Darlene I knew.”


    Katie shrugged and forced a sweet smile. “Well, here I am.”


    Behind her, Lee cleared his throat.


    “Here we both are,” Katie said.


    “Brother and sister?”


    They answered in unison, “No.”


    Tilda flashed her eyes, looking seductive. She was fifty, and had only gotten more brazen with age. “Are you sure you're not twins? I've always had a weakness for twins, as you might have heard.”


    Katie felt her cheeks redden as she looked down at Tilda's bare feet, her crimson-lacquered toenails like arrowheads. She'd read that Tilda Onassis had a penchant for seducing siblings, but she'd believed it to be hyperbole, dreamed up by desperate magazine writers hoping to secure more readers by promising lurid details. But now here she was, in the flesh, bolder and more flirtatious than all written accounts. What if everything whispered about the redheaded artist dynamo were true?


    Lee pushed past her toward the doorway, bumping Katie with first his shoulder and then his suitcase. He seized Tilda in a hug. Tilda rested her chin on the young man's shoulder and made a gagging face at Katie. Then she succumbed to the hug and ran her hands, fingers thin and pointed like fork tines, down his hunched back.


    Still uninvited, Katie entered the house.


    The interior of the main Spirit Ranch residence was exactly as it appeared in Architectural Digest. The building predated the Civil War, and resonated with history. Since construction, the adobe dwelling had been continuously expanding, like a living creature. Some of the new rooms were technically original, as they had once been livestock barns. No longer a working farm, the ranch was both home to its famous artist owner and a retreat for a select number of art students.


    “You've finished restoring the rammed earth floor,” Lee said with admiration.


    Tilda elevated at the compliment, standing up on the balls of her bare feet. “What a living nightmare,” she said. “The mess, and the drama with the workers, and you wouldn't believe the fuss.”


    Lee sniffed the air. “Linseed oil?”


    She patted him on the head like a dog. “Good boy.”


    He beamed and shot Katie a smug look.


    Tilda came over to Katie, where she used her hands to form a frame around the girl's face. Katie froze. Tilda squinted and nodded as though approving her, then grabbed the handle of Katie's rolling suitcase.


    “Come along,” Tilda said. “If you're going to be here all week, we can't have you standing by the door the whole time.” She led the way around the enormous central fireplace that was the primary form of heat for the house.


    Katie noted that Tilda Onassis walked a bit like a duck, her bare feet slapping the polished adobe floor.


    Tilda paused to poke her head through a wood-timbered doorway. “Holly! We have two guests! Two of them! I need fresh linens, and an explanation from you!” She looked over her shoulder at Katie and Lee. “We weren't expecting you,” she said sweetly.


    “No?” Lee sounded wounded.


    “Sorry,” Katie said.


    “It must have been a miscommunication, but don't worry,” the redheaded artist said. “We'll have you two set up in no time. And it will be refreshing for me to have some sane company for a change.” She paused to look back at them as she rolled her eyes theatrically. “Sanity, like common sense, is always in short supply.”


    “We're at your service,” Lee said eagerly.


    Tilda showed Lee to his room first. He cooed with excitement. The bedroom had a narrow adobe ledge that had once been used as a bed. The room had been upgraded with a regular wood-framed bed, and the ledge now held only decorative objects: smooth pebbles, local pottery, and the bleached skull of something large and bovine. Lee stayed in his room and began unpacking, muttering to himself about the lack of electrical plugs for charging his devices.


    Tilda gave Katie an amused look and led the way down the hall. “He's fun,” she said of Lee.


    Katie said nothing.


    Katie's room was similar in style to Lee's, but with a larger window. The turquoise wooden shutters were closed now, but come morning, Katie was certain the view would be inspiring. It might even breathe life back into her and her painting.


    While Katie admired the spare walls and the Native American cross over the bed, Tilda swung the room's wooden door back and forth, squeaking the old brass hinges. “This needs oiling,” she muttered. “Holly! Get over here right now! Where are the linens?”


    A pleasantly plump woman appeared in the doorway, her dark-blond hair wildly disheveled. She was breathing heavily, her arms laden with towels and colorful woven blankets.


    “I'm not deaf,” the woman wheezed at both of them.


    Tilda raised her thin red eyebrows into pyramids. “Are you sure about that?” To Katie, she said, “Meet Holly Bagley. She's a dear old friend of mine whom we employ as a housekeeper, though I haven't the foggiest idea why.”


    “It's because I'm partly brain dead,” Holly said with a guileless, straight face. “From the accident. My brain doesn't work quite right, but my hearing is just fine.” Her face looked to Katie like a jumble—soft and lumpy, uneven. She had a thick scar running up her forehead and into her hairline. Where the scar split the dirty-blond hair, it created a mismatch, like two puzzle pieces smashed together the wrong way.


    Tilda gave the round-shouldered woman a pat on the back. “We love you all the same,” she said gently. “But why wasn't I informed that we had two guests with us this week?”


    “Two?” The housekeeper stared at Katie blankly. “But he said there was only one. And that's why we canceled. That's why we sent a refund.”


    Tilda asked, “Who said there was only one?”


    The housekeeper didn't answer. She stared at Katie as though in a trance, the bundle of blankets trembling in her arms.


    “Holly, wake up.” Tilda gave the woman an audible slap on the buttocks. “I asked you a question!”


    The housekeeper jolted to life with a shriek. She tossed the blankets at Katie, who hadn't been expecting such an outburst, and succeeded only in swatting them away from herself rather than catching them.


    The housekeeper turned on Tilda and let out a rushing torrent of swear words that would have been comical if not for the vehemence behind them.


    Tilda started yelling back, both of them spitting and outraged.


    Katie backed into a corner of the room. The fighting women were blocking the only exit.


    Finally, Tilda slapped Holly across the cheek.


    “Snap out of it,” Tilda commanded. “Holly, I know you're still in there. Wake up!”


    Cowed, Holly bowed her head and left the room whimpering.


    Tilda turned back toward Katie and released a tired groan. “Don't worry about Holly. She's completely harmless. She whirls around like a dust devil, but she wouldn't hurt a flea.”


    “I'm sorry you only had two people sign up for this week. It's a real shame. I can't understand why you're not fully booked.”


    Tilda picked at a dab of paint on her oversized shirt. “Nothing is quite as it was a few years ago. Sometimes I wonder if this place is as cursed as people say.” She looked straight at Katie, her expression softening and becoming childlike. “Sometimes I wonder if I'm the one who's cursed.”


    Katie swallowed hard. She wondered the same thing herself.


    Tilda backed out into the hallway, pulling the wooden door with her, its old hinges squeaking. “Freshen up and find your way to the kitchen in about thirty minutes. We've already had a late lunch, and I thought we were done with food for the day, but Holly will rustle up something for your belly so you can sleep well tonight.” She paused, her face framed by the narrow sliver of space between the door and its rustic lumber frame. “Some guests say the closet in here is haunted. You might wish to use the dresser for your personal effects and let the dead sleep undisturbed.”


    And with that, she left Katie to the spartan room and its ancient spirits.


    





Chapter 3
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    Katie had just stripped down to her underwear, removing her road-dusted clothes, when the door to her room creaked open behind her.


    A male voice said, “My bad, my bad!” The door creaked shut again. “Sorry, miss.” Embarrassed chuckling. “Don't worry, I didn't see much. It's these stupid doors my mother has on all the bedrooms. No locks. She says it creates a feeling of openness. I tell her, 'Mom, people need to choose when they want to open up,' but she's got her own ideas.”


    Katie finished fastening the snaps on the denim dress she'd been changing into for the late meal. She didn't have a mirror in the room to check herself, but she knew the dress was flattering. Not as flattering as it had been on its former owner, Darlene Silva, but Katie could only do so much with the sparse gifts nature had given her. She lacked Darlene's ample bosom and sultry bedroom eyes. But Katie was still alive, still able to wear clothes, breathe, enjoy life. And she would keep trying to shake the shadow that haunted her and made her do strange things. Why had she taken Darlene's clothes? Why was she walking in the other girl's footsteps, taking her place at the lodge? The only explanation she had was that something compelled her to. Like how an addict is compelled to keep seeking the thing that's killing them. Katie was addicted to being haunted.


    There was a soft tap at the door. “You still alive in there?” The man let out a low, self-conscious chuckle. He had the sound of someone who laughed at the absurdities of life with little provocation; he sounded like the opposite of Lee Elliot.


    He knocked on the door again. “Hey, miss? I didn't frighten you to death, did I? Because this place doesn't need any more ghosts.” More chuckling. “We're already packed full with those.”


    Katie swung open the door. “Still alive,” she said.


    He took a step back, his jaw dropping. “Darlene!”


    Katie looked over her shoulder. Could he see Darlene?


    No. He was looking right at her, and why wouldn't he be? The reservation was under Darlene's name. And, even though Katie was keenly aware of her shortcomings when measured against the other girl, she couldn't deny that a casual observer might mistake them for each other. They were the same age and height, with similar features. At Halloween, they'd worn matching wigs and posed as conjoined twin cheerleaders. People believed they were twins in real life. The girls had laughed and played along, enjoying twinhood for one night.


    The young man stared at her, rubbing the red stubble on his unshaven chin.


    “I'm Katie Mills,” she said. “Darlene was my roommate.”


    “Was?” He gave her a sidelong look.


    “I mean, she is my roommate. We're in the same arts program together. She couldn't make it up here for the retreat, so she insisted I take her place.”


    His jaw moved fruitlessly before he found his words. “Where is she?”


    “I don't know,” she said, which was the truth. Nobody knew where Darlene was. She was just missing, as far as Darlene's parents and the rest of the world knew. And the disappearance of a twenty-year-old college girl didn't make the national news. The folks here in New Mexico wouldn't have learned of it.


    Katie could be the only person who knew the girl was dead. Other than the person who killed her. Katie assumed Darlene must have been murdered. People who died of natural causes didn't show up in their college dorm rooms as ghosts, did they? The spirits of people who peacefully passed away didn't follow around their look-alike roommates, appearing at dusk and sticking around until dawn.


    The young man chuckled again, his posture softening. “Darlene's probably off gallivanting. That girl sure could find trouble.”


    “Did you know her well?”


    “Me?” He seemed confused by the question.


    “Yeah. She didn't talk much about her time here. It was just one thing she did for a week, before she was off to the next thing.”


    “You art students can be like that.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and gave her a sheepish look. He hadn't introduced himself yet, but Katie figured he was Tilda's son—not just by how he spoke of his mother, but his looks as well. He had the same bright-green eyes and red hair as Tilda, though his hair was curly, as wild as Tilda's was rigid. His nose had a bulb on the tip, and he had considerably more body fat than his angular mother, which gave his cheeks a pleasing roundness. His jaw wasn't weak, but it wasn't sharply delineated, either. Shape-wise, he was comprised of squashed circles. He was attractive, in a boyish way.


    “I met your friend Darlene, but I didn't know her well.” He shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and rotated his arms to reveal dimples in his chubby elbows. “On the other hand, I've seen you in your underwear, plus we've had this whole entire awkward conversation which has taken forever and a day, so I'd say I already know you a lot better than I got to know Darlene.” He laughed at his joke.


    “I'll pass along your regards, anyway,” Katie said with a friendly smile.


    A tiny voice made a complaint in the back of her mind. What are you doing? Why are you lying?


    The voice was right. She hadn't meant to keep lying. She'd planned to tell the people at the lodge about Darlene, but now it seemed so much easier to pretend she was alive, the way Darlene's parents did. The Silva family hadn't touched the girl's old bedroom at home. They hoped she might walk back through the door any minute.


    When Katie asked the Silvas if she could come to Spirit Ranch on Darlene's booking, they'd agreed readily. They hoped Darlene would show up as well, surfacing for the first time in months, and wanted her to see a friendly face.


    Katie hadn't told the Silvas about the ghost, about how their daughter had surfaced already, but not in the form they wanted. She hadn't told anyone about the ghost except one doctor. She hadn't even told the detectives working on Darlene's disappearance.


    “So,” Katie said, using the short word that was her placeholder for actual conversation.


    “Marco,” he said with a lift of his chin. “Tell your friend Darlene that Marco sends his regards. It's actually Mark, Mark Patrick James Onassis, but people started calling me Mark O back in school, then it evolved into Marco, and... you're bored and I'm still talking. Jeez. My name doesn't really need this much explanation, does it? You look so bored, like bored to death.”


    “I'm not bored,” Katie said. “A little hungry.”


    He nodded for her to follow him down the hall. “Food's on the table. Your buddy Lee Elliot is already down there, trying to apply his lips to my mother's skinny derriere.”


    “He's not my buddy.”


    Marco chuckled.


    Katie stopped in the hallway and peered through a doorway. The air was different here, cooler. “Is this the Sky Room?”


    Marco stopped and did a soldier-like about-face. “Detour,” he announced. “The Sky Room is right through here. Let me give you the full tour. You didn't see this yet?”


    She shook her head. No. Her arrival had been unexpected and rushed.


    Marco gave her a pained look. “Let me guess. My mother and Holly were fighting again?”


    Katie shrugged. She didn't want to make things worse for anyone.


    He lowered his voice to a whisper. “If you think those two are dysfunctional, wait 'til you meet Mr. Fish, also known as Clive Kingfisher.”


    Katie whispered back, “Tilda's manager? Is he staying here at the ranch?”


    “Only when his wife kicks him out. Which is pretty much all the time.” He winced and nodded as though anticipating Katie's thoughts. “Yeah. Things are always interesting here at Spirit Ranch. Never a dull moment. Especially not on the days when you desperately want to sleep in, that's for sure.”


    Marco led the way down a hallway and then through another door, into the world-famous Sky Room. Overhead, the stars were framed by wood beams similar to the ones in the other rooms, but without an adobe roof. The space could be called an inner courtyard, but it was small and cozy enough to be called a room. The Sky Room at Spirit Ranch was famous not only for its architecture, but for the photographs of celebrities that had been taken within it. There had been a time when a guest such as Katie would never have found it unoccupied, as it was now.


    They both looked up at the stars and the gibbous moon. Katie shivered.


    Marco said nothing, but Katie could sense his laughter lurking just below the surface, ready to fill the spaces around them.


    She asked, “Are you an artist, like your mother?”


    He laughed, just as she knew he would. “I'm an artist, but not like my mother. There's no one like her.”


    “You're so lucky,” she gushed without thinking. “The path is clear for you, not like the rest of us. I mean, of course you'll be an artist. It's so obvious from the outside looking in.”


    His rolling chuckle stopped on a sharp intake of breath. “You'd be surprised, Katie Miller.”


    “Mills.”


    “Classic Marco mess-up,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, Ms. Mills, I've tried to be other things, trust me. I trained as a chef, but I couldn't take the hours. Up in the morning to hit the market, then sweating my nuts off—pardon my language—in a kitchen all night. It makes for a long day. I started taking naps, and when that didn't help, I started self-medicating, but that helped even less.” More chuckling, sucking inward now. “There's a path, all right, and it takes you straight down.”


    Katie didn't ask what he meant. The words echoed in her head. There's a path, all right, and it takes you straight down.


    Outside, beyond the roofless room, a lone coyote bayed at the bright moon.


    Another distant sound grew louder. It was a vehicle, coming up the dirt road.


    Under his breath, Marco muttered, “Speaking of straight down, here comes the devil himself.”


    “The devil?”


    “El diablo,” Marco said. “Clive Kingfisher. The man who fancies himself as royalty. He'd love for everyone to call him Mr. King, which is why we call him Mr. Fish. You should steer clear of him, if you know what's good for you.”


    “Is he really that bad? Lee was going on and on about how wonderful of a manager he is.”


    “Oh, he's quite the manager. He's managed to spend a lot of my mother's money.”


    “But she's doing okay, right?” Katie trembled from the cold of the open room as much as from the revelation that even the most successful female painter might not be doing so well.


    “My mother's like a cat,” Marco said. “She always lands on her feet. And she's working on something new right now. Something brilliant.”


    Katie gasped. “Paintings? A new series?”


    “Mmm, not exactly,” he said cryptically. “Maybe if you play your cards right, though, she'll bring you into her studio and show you.”


    Katie clapped her hands. “That would be amazing.”


    “But you can't tell anyone what I just told you,” he said. “I shouldn't have said anything.”


    She whispered, “I can keep a secret.”


    He was quiet, perfectly still. His squashed oval shapes were pleasingly symmetrical in the moonlight.


    “You're shivering,” he said. “Let's get you inside and at the dinner table before my mother comes hunting for you.”


    Marco pulled open the door to the hallway, releasing a gust of warmth and golden light that made the sky overhead even more cold and beautiful.


    Katie took one last look up at the stars before leaving the courtyard room. The coyote continued to howl in the distance, its eerie cry the loneliest sound she'd ever heard, like the ghost of joy.
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    That Sunday night, for Katie's first dinner at Spirit Ranch, everyone gathered in the formal dining room.


    Katie admired the room, the walls of which were bare except for a single one of Tilda's paintings, a rose-strewn skull. Katie stared at the painting, transfixed. Katie had grown up with a print of the painting on her bedroom wall at home. Her brothers teased her about it, calling her a goth princess. They didn't see that the skull was about life, not death. And the original was even more beautiful than she'd hoped.


    Tilda noticed her staring at the painting.


    “I'm glad you like it,” she said, choosing the tall-backed wooden dining chair directly under the vibrant image.


    “My parents gave me a print of it for my birthday when I turned twelve,” Katie said.


    Tilda wrinkled her nose. “Way to make me feel old, kid.”


    Katie shut her mouth before she made the gaffe worse.


    Tilda gave the skull and roses one last look over her shoulder. “Anyway, I like sitting here, right in front of it, so I don't have to look at the darn thing.”


    “I totally understand,” Lee said, lifting his upper lip and sniffing the air like a gerbil. “Once I'm done with a painting, I'm done with it.”


    “No,” Tilda said crisply. “You are never done. You simply abandon your piece, like a fussy, mewling infant, on the doorstep of some unsuspecting person.”


    Marco was about to take the seat next to his mother but paused. “Jeez, Mom, I'm right here.”


    “Not like you, darling,” she cooed. “You were a dream baby. You never made a peep.”


    “I was a good kid,” he agreed.


    “Always talking to your imaginary friends,” she said. “And laughing! Oh, you used to laugh yourself to sleep. You were your own babysitter.”


    “Right.” Marco shot Katie a look that suggested his upbringing hadn't been entirely fun and games.


    Katie walked around to the other side of the table. She didn't mind staring at Tilda's beautiful painting all night. Behind the roses and skull was a surreal landscape, a mix of curving shapes and cloudy skies. The flecks of orange in the piece brought out the glow of the room's long pine table, which had been nicked and scarred by years of use. She settled into a tall-backed wooden chair across from Marco.


    Lee surveyed the room before scurrying around to Katie's side. He left a chair between them vacant so he could sit directly across from Tilda. The long table had seating for a dozen, so there was more than enough room to leave chairs empty.


    The housekeeper, Holly Bagley, had composed herself since her outburst in Katie's room. She looked pleasant and sweet now, like a woman who wouldn't say hell if she was on fire. Holly set platters of spicy food on the table and then demurely tucked her dark-blond hair behind one ear, emphasizing the asymmetry of her scarred forehead.


    “This is called carne adovada,” she said, waving her hands over a bowl of fragrant stew.


    Lee quipped, “That sounds like a spell from Harry Potter.”


    Holly bobbed her head. “Maybe. I don't know the fellow.”


    Marco chuckled to himself, made eye contact with Katie, and winked knowingly.


    His mother, Tilda, joined in with her own boisterous chuckling. Her red hair shimmered like hot lava as she leaned forward and back, tipping her wooden chair like a rocker.


    Lee turned his head to the side and watched Katie with daring eyes as he laughed the loudest.


    Katie stifled her amusement. Funny though it was that the housekeeper didn't know of the famous fictional wizard boy, it didn't seem right to make fun of someone who'd had a brain injury. Katie herself had been the subject of bullying as a child, due to her lisp and her shyness.


    Holly carried on, blissfully unaware that the laughter at the table was at her expense. “Carne adovada is delicious pork that we marinate in red chili sauce and then cook slowly all day. What you want to do is take one of the flour tortillas, and put a dollop of this meat on there, along with some beans and rice. It's spicy but not too spicy.” She stuck her finger into the pot of meat and then licked the red sauce. “Okay. Maybe more spicy than you're used to.”


    The most recent to arrive at the house, Clive Kingfisher, entered the dining room.


    Katie had seen him in photos with Tilda before, but this was the first time she'd laid eyes on him.


    Clive walked around to the head of the table without even acknowledging Katie or Lee.


    He sat with a groan, then yawned and stretched his arms out wide, his fingertips brushing Katie's shoulder casually. He was not a large man, but he seemed determined to take up as much space as possible. If Clive were to be rendered in abstract shapes, he would be rectangles. His forehead was the largest rectangle, separated from box-like eyes by straight swashes of silver-flecked black eyebrows. He was about the same age as Tilda—fifty or perhaps sixty, though it was hard for Katie to tell because his leathery skin had the taut look of an aggressive face-lift. He wore his hair long, dyed black, and tied at the nape of his neck with an equally black leather thong. Either he was partly Navajo or aspiring to spray-tan his way to that look.


    Clive watched as Holly stuck her finger into the pork stew a second time and then licked the sauce. “Too spicy,” she said, shaking her head.


    Clive leaned back in his chair and rubbed his upper stomach. “Holly, trust me, I can handle whatever you dish out.”


    She blinked at the dark-haired older man. “You want me to serve you? You want me to dish it out on your plate?”


    Marco coughed and made eye contact with Katie. He had referred to his mother's long-time business manager and business partner as el diablo, and Marco seemed to be gleefully anticipating being proven right.


    Clive shot a sneering look around the table, from Tilda to Marco, then Lee and Katie, before tenting his fingers on the table before him. He looked up at the housekeeper, moving his eyes more than his head—his rectangular neck looked stiff—and licked his lips before speaking.


    Holly twitched under scrutiny. “I can dish it out, if you like.”


    “Holly, it's a figure of speech,” he said with the condescending patience of one who was justifiably—in his mind, anyway—agitated.


    She made a strangled noise that sounded like, “Que?”


    He answered in a low, rumbling growl, like an angry man sending back toast in a diner. “Holly, don't play stupid because you think it's cute. It's not cute and it never will be. We've been over it and over it. Every dinner. First, you stick your filthy finger into the food, and you warn us that it's too spicy, and then I tell you that I can handle whatever you dish out. It's a thing people say.”


    Holly sat down on a chair at the corner of the table with a heavy plop. “Yes, Mr. Fish.”


    Marco made a choking sound. He struggled to control himself, his eyes watering. He banged the table with his fingers. “I can't,” he said through laughter. “Sorry, Clive. I can't take it when she calls you Mr. Fish.”


    Clive scowled at the red-haired young man. “She wouldn't call me that if you didn't encourage her. If we had a parrot, you'd probably teach it to say insulting things, too.”


    “Enough already,” Tilda snapped. “Nobody's getting a parrot.”


    “A parrot?” Holly leaned forward and looked into the pot of stew. “Of course not. I told you, it's pork. That means pig. Who said anything about parrot? They're too small. You'd need ten of them to make a decent meal.”


    There was silence for a few seconds while everyone processed what Holly had said. A paid comedian couldn't have delivered a better punchline. Soon everyone was laughing. Even Clive let out a rumbling, reluctant guffaw.


    Dishes began clattering as they passed around the food and served themselves, family style.


    Marco asked Clive, “To what or whom do we owe the pleasure of your company tonight?”


    Clive grinned. “I don't know how much pleasure I'll be, son. Let's wait and see.”


    Marco's lips scrunched together. “Don't call me son,” he said tersely. “Why are you here? Mom's new pieces aren't ready yet.”


    “Fight with the missus,” Clive said, talking with food in his mouth. “The usual. Her squawking at me over nothing.” He looked directly at Katie. “Nothing at all.”


    Tilda waved a hand at her art students. “Mangia! That means eat, in Italian.”


    As they dug in, Lee leaned in close enough to give Katie a convivial elbowing. He whispered, “Isn't this great? Here we both are, breaking bread with the one and only Tilda Onassis. Marco told me she's going to be teaching us herself at the painting classes tomorrow.”


    “Doesn't she normally do the teaching?”


    Lee shook his head. “Your friend who gave you her spot didn't prepare you at all.”


    “No, she didn't.” Katie tasted the stew. It was indeed spicy, and slightly sweet. Unusual, but delicious.


    Lee gazed across the table at Tilda, whose head was perfectly framed by the painting behind her. She was talking to her son, talking about the food they were eating and telling him about his favorite baby foods. Clive was listening, nodding along, but seemed distracted. He kept moving the food around his plate without eating it, periodically lifting a rolled tortilla to his mouth before setting it down again, untouched.


    Lee continued leaning over to Katie and explaining about the next day's sessions. “Tilda's assistant left yesterday because she heard this week's session was canceled. It's too short of notice to get her back, so we'll be spending the day with a living legend. Just the three of us. Can you believe our luck?”


    “It's pretty great,” Katie said.


    Lee frowned and slowly pulled away. “Don't make fun of me.”


    “I'm not,” Katie said. “I'm just shy. This is how I am. I'm not animated and big like some people.”


    “You talk weird,” he said. “Sorta sloppy. Do you have piercings in your tongue?”


    She shook her head.


    He lost interest in her and attempted to wedge his way into the conversation between Tilda and Marco. “When I was a baby, I wouldn't eat anything solid but applesauce,” he said eagerly.


    Marco blinked at Lee the way a big dog might regard a yappy pug. “Applesauce,” Marco said, scratching his ear.


    Tilda yawned.


    She couldn't even feign interest in Lee's childhood diet, yet he kept at it for the rest of the meal.


    * * *


    After dinner, Katie helped Holly with the dishes. Spirit Ranch wasn't the sort of place where guests were expected to help with chores, but Katie wasn't ready for bed yet. She needed some vertical time for the spicy dinner to settle.


    Holly didn't attempt to kindle a conversation, which was fine by Katie. She preferred the company of people who didn't ask much of her. It was why she and her college roommate, Darlene Silva, had gotten along so well their first year together and requested to room together again their second year.


    It was a smooth pairing. Darlene was always in need of an audience, and Katie was happy to be entertained. The last three months since Darlene's disappearance had been lonely. Sure, there was the ghost of Darlene, who appeared in the darkness whenever Katie didn't take her anti-psychotic medication, but the ghost wasn't much company. The ghost never spoke. It just stood there at the foot of her bed, huge dark eyes imploring Katie to do something. But what?


    A warm hand landed on Katie's shoulder.


    Clive had entered the kitchen, and she hadn't noticed. He looked over her shoulder into the sudsy sink water, close enough for her to get a whiff of his cologne. It smelled of ginger and something foul.


    “Easy now,” he said. “You don't want to scratch the glaze on that clay ware. It's an heirloom.”


    She had been using a soft cloth, not the scratchy iron wool, but she dropped the cloth guiltily anyway and gave the plate a rinse.


    “So, you're a friend of Darlene's,” he said, smoothing his dyed black hair back toward the leather ponytail tie. “Are you two close?”


    “Roommates. Two years.” More like a year and a month, if you didn't count living with a ghost.


    He continued to stand behind her, watching her wash the dishes. “Katie, you didn't answer my question.”


    She didn't like the way he used her name, or his proximity. His cologne was the same as that of a professor she had admired at first, until he'd gotten too handsy. Clive breathed noisily, as though forcing the air through a deviated septum. Katie thought of the doors on the bedrooms, their lack of locks. She could push the dresser in front of her door, if she wanted to.


    He repeated the question. “Are you and Darlene close?”


    “Pretty close,” she said carefully. “That's why I'm here, taking her spot on her painting retreat.”


    “And wearing her dress,” Clive said.


    She whirled around to face him. “You seem to know a lot about Darlene's wardrobe.” The words came from her mouth with an unexpected fire.


    Clive held up both hands, palms facing her, and stepped back. “Easy now. It's not like that.” He nodded down at the hemline. “I happen to know that dress is made by a local designer, because I was with Darlene when she bought it. The whole class was there. We had a full seven. Three of the girls bought dresses, and the shop owner gave them a discount, on account of being a close, personal friend of mine.”


    Katie looked down at her feet. A memory came back to her, of Darlene describing the shopping trip and the discount on the dresses. In her version, she'd negotiated the discount herself. Darlene was like that. If she wanted something, she'd ask, whether she deserved it or not. Most times she got her way.


    “Her dress looks good on you,” Clive said.


    “Not really,” she muttered, hunching her shoulders forward. Katie couldn't take the compliment; she felt like a crazy person for wearing her dead roommate's clothes. Was she possessed? Was she in need of a higher dose of medication? Or an exorcism?


    “Straighten up,” Clive barked. “If Clive Kingfisher pays you a compliment, you'll take it, young lady.”


    She straightened up and raised her chin to look him in the face. He gave her an approving nod, smiled as though he'd won the round, and turned to leave the kitchen. He reached out and grabbed a leftover sopapilla on his way out.


    “El diablo,” said Holly.


    Katie dropped the serving spoon she'd been drying with the dish towel. She'd completely forgotten the housekeeper was even in the kitchen.


    She caught her breath and asked, “You two don't get along?”


    Holly made the sign of the cross. “He's not a good man,” she said.


    Katie waited for the woman to elaborate, but she didn't.


    





Chapter 5
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    “Peinture sur le motif,” Lee said with an exaggerated French accent. “You could say en plein air, but peinture sur le motif means specifically painting landscapes outdoors.”


    “Good to know,” Katie said between heavy breaths. She was struggling with her box easel. It was supposed to be highly portable, with its telescopic legs and built-in paint box and palette, but even packed up into its suitcase configuration, it was still heavy. Plus she hadn't realized until now how much hiking would be involved with the retreat. Monday morning's trek up the canyon path would have been a challenge even without the painting supplies, not to mention the added bonus of Lee Elliot correcting her art terminology.


    She wanted to look at the landscape, but Lee had a way of weaving back and forth in front of her, standing wherever her gaze wanted to go. She was sick of the sight of him, with his mousy brown hair and his small, dot-like features. He had an ungainly way of moving, his rubbery limbs flailing about as though the ground beneath him was always shifting.


    Tilda Onassis led the way, her sleek red hair brushing against her delicate jawline as she glanced left and right. Whenever a bird flew by, she tilted up her face and smiled, as though recalling that particular bird and the secret name she had given it. This was her trail. It was part of a national park, owned by the government, and yet it was hers. Tilda's. Just like every stick and rock and clump of sagebrush they walked past.


    The spry fifty-year-old had her minimal supplies tucked into a green canvas backpack. She didn't have a box easel that screamed “artist.” But she didn't need one. She was Tilda Onassis, the Red Desert Flower. Without looking back at her pair of art students, she waved left and right, pointing out the stunning vistas of red rock formations. They followed a trail running alongside a burbling creek edged with sycamores and cottonwood. Here in the mountains of New Mexico, there was more water than Katie had expected.


    According to the schedule for the week-long retreat, they were supposed to be spending that Monday morning, from nine o'clock to lunch time, inside the studio. The time was earmarked for critique and lectures, followed by a demonstration and studio painting. But Tilda had declared the light that morning to be perfect for painting outside. “Dive in head first. With both feet,” Tilda had said over coffee. “Can you two do that? Dive in with both head and feet at the same time?” She grinned at her mixed metaphor.


    There was no protest from Lee or Katie. Head and feet? That's what they came for. Most students worked under Tilda's assistant with minimal interaction with the famous artist. They were lucky to have the opportunity, eager to jump in with head, feet, shoulders, heart and soul, all the way.


    Tilda suddenly darted off the trail at a brisk pace. “This way,” she called back. “Hurry now! The light is shifting.”


    Lee and Katie ran after the red-haired sprite, puffing noisily as their supplies rattled in their cases.


    They reached the vista overlooking the canyon. The view of blue sky stretched over red-rocked canyon was so stunning, Lee was unable to speak for several minutes.


    Tilda unzipped her pack and unfurled a white parasol. “You two are quiet,” she said. “Good. There will be no speaking from either of you for the next two hours.” She looked directly at Lee. “Starting now, if I hear so much as a peep, I'll push you off that ledge.”


    Lee nodded stiffly. His eagerness to speak was overridden by his desire to be Teacher's Pet.


    Katie smiled to herself. No talking for two hours was fine by her. It wasn't unusual for her to go a whole day without speaking anyway. Lee, on the other hand, might implode.


    “Many great artists have painted outdoors,” Tilda said, her speech taking on an instructional tone. “Before reference photos, it was necessary. The Impressionists embraced plein-air painting with the greatest enthusiasm. Why? That's for you to discover.”


    She cranked out the telescoping legs of her easel and gestured for them to do the same.


    “We come here for the light,” she said. “But don't forget about the smell, the sound, the breeze on your skin, the bug bites on your ankles. You are here, in the moment, in three dimensions. This is how to engage your emotion, so that your painting becomes personal. The secret—”


    She broke off, staring in horror at Lee. The young man had taken his phone from his pocket and was taking pictures of the vista.


    “Put that away before I throw it into the creek,” she barked.


    Lee ducked his head and put the phone away sheepishly.


    “And that's another reason to paint outdoors,” she said. “After all the effort you make to hike somewhere and get everything set up, you're not going to waste your time posting on your social media.”


    Lee said, “But I was just—”


    Tilda lunged forward, grabbed Lee by his rubbery arm, and began dragging him toward the edge of the cliff.


    He shrieked like a captured rodent. While she dragged him, he swore he wouldn't speak another word, much less argue with her. She abruptly released him, dusted off her hands, and returned to her easel as though nothing had happened.


    “The secret is to paint what you see,” she said, resuming where she'd left off. “And to paint what you see, you must first see what you see. Not what you think is there or expect to see. Yes?”


    Katie nodded. Yes. She'd read those words in one of Tilda's biographies. Lee nodded as well. The scuffle with Tilda had ripped his pants at the knee. Blood was seeping to the surface of his skin where he'd scraped it. Katie tasted a metallic tang. She saw the blood surface and mix with the clear ooze, becoming brighter. Like mixing pigment with medium.


    Tilda was already mixing paints. She'd brought a small canvas that she'd evidently started painting during a previous visit to the same location. Even unfinished, it was better than anything Katie hoped to paint that day, or maybe ever.


    Katie started mixing her colors anyway.


    “One last thing,” Tilda said. “This is the most important point I have to teach you.” She paused dramatically. “When the wind blows grains of sand onto your canvas, and it will, don't touch it. Wait until the oils are dry, and the sand will fall off on its own.”


    * * *


    They stayed at the location all day, straight through lunch. Around midday, as the shadows were at their shortest, Holly rode up on an old bicycle. She served them a picnic-style meal from the bicycle's basket, which she'd filled with sandwiches and cold tea.


    The air turned chilly, stiffening their paints and their fingers, but they continued to work on their landscapes.


    Katie's arms ached and her head throbbed. Her observation of light and shadows was no better than it had been the first time she'd picked up a paintbrush. Her canvas was covered in paint but it was in all the wrong places.


    Here they were, in front of a stunning vista that inspired rivers of students who'd come before her, who'd raved about the retreats, and she felt nothing.


    Inspiration eluded her. There was no desire, no passion. Had she ever felt it? She worried that whatever had once driven her was gone forever. She'd taken a psychology class and learned about how human brains were still growing and changing up until the age of twenty-four. That age was when risk-taking behavior abated. She was only twenty-two, but she feared she had already transitioned into a place of safety. That she had outgrown creativity.


    She stabbed the canvas with color anyway.


    At four o'clock, Tilda declared that she was done for the day.


    “Which means you're done, too,” she said, packing up her supplies with a practiced ease. “Frankly, I'm surprised you've been able to keep up with me. You are two of the finest students I've had.” She gave them a suggestive eyebrow waggle. “And I've had a number of fine students.”


    Katie turned to her own supplies and kept her eyes on them as her cheeks reddened. Had Tilda been propositioning her? Or Lee? Or both of them, together?


    They finished packing up, and Tilda led the way down the trail.


    “We could go the long way,” she said, pointing to a spot where the trail branched off. “It's further, but not as steep. What do you think? How are your legs?”


    “Good,” Katie said.


    Lee only shrugged.


    “Then we shall take the short, steep way,” Tilda said. “It's just as well. There's a documentary crew by the other trail.” She spat on the dirt beside her. “Filthy little filmmakers.”


    Katie didn't know what to say, so she stayed quiet.


    As she walked, the only sound she made coming from her shoes on the path, she worried.


    She worried that a day would come where something would need to be said and she wouldn't be able to find any words at all, let alone the right ones. She had already failed people.


    She should have talked to Darlene more, asked her roommate what was bothering her. When Katie found the box for the home pregnancy test in their shared bathroom, she should have said something. But she'd said nothing. She'd drawn in her sketchbook. She'd read articles on the internet. She'd worried about her homework.


    She was the last person to have seen Darlene before she went missing, the last soul to notice the troubled girl was walking out the door with a backpack on her shoulder, and she hadn't even said goodbye, much less asked the girl what she'd been crying about.


    She could see her so clearly in her mind, one streak of mascara down her left cheek.


    If Darlene was dead now, it was because of Katie's silence. And now Katie would bear the guilt the only way she could. In silence.
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    With heavy steps, Katie entered the main ranch house and went straight to her room. The day's session had been exhilarating, but now the adrenaline was wearing off. She fell upon the scratchy blankets and slept for two hours.


    When she awoke from her nap, feeling stiff from the crumpled position she'd fallen in, her ears pricked. Something was going on outside her bedroom door.


    People were talking, whispering. She heard her own name being spoken in hushed, conspiratorial tones. They were discussing her?


    She clapped her hands over her ears, too horrified at the prospect of hearing what was being spoken about her to listen in. Overheard talk about oneself brought nothing but pain. At college, the other students only discussed Katie to ask each other what was wrong with her. She'd heard one girl ask another, “Why doesn't Katie have any discernible personality?” The other girl had laughed, and said shyness was a cover for being dull. Katie died a little inside, because she agreed. It had happened a year ago, but the memory was razor-sharp.


    The murmuring in the hallway continued.


    Katie stepped off the bed with a groan, coughed loudly as she reached her door, and squeaked it open. Whoever had been standing there shuffled away before she saw them. Katie crossed over to the washroom, banging the door behind her. When she came out again, the hallway was quiet.


    Tilda called out, “Katie, dear? Would you come and join us for a minute in the social room?”


    “Okay.”


    What did the artist want? Katie's mind raced to a terrible conclusion. Tilda had seen the pathetic scribbles on her canvas and was going to make her leave. She wasn't even good enough to be a student. She'd bring down the reputation of the place.


    Timidly, she entered the space they called the social room. The large, L-shaped room had a table for casual meals as well as several couches for lounging.


    Everyone else was already there. Lee sat in Teacher's Pet position, right next to Tilda on one sofa. Clive, looking almost grandfatherly next to Lee's youthful face, occupied a vintage Eames lounger. Holly perched on the edge of a wooden chair, poised to take flight at any moment, a spray bottle of all-purpose cleaner in one hand. Marco crouched in front of the fireplace, lighting kindling.


    All of them stared at Katie as though she'd done something heinous. Was this an intervention? Judging by the seriousness of their expressions, this was about more than her awful amateur painting.


    Clive spoke first. “Katie, when were you going to tell us about Darlene Silva?”


    Katie's legs buckled. She fell into the corner of an unoccupied couch. “I'm sorry,” she said.


    The others exchanged glances.


    Marco looked over his shoulder, the side of his face lit by the orange flicker of the crackling fire. There was no sign of amusement in his eyes, no promise of his good-natured chuckling. “You could have told me,” he said.


    “Sorry,” she repeated.


    Marco poked more kindling into the fireplace. “If you thought you were going to bum us out, I can understand, but finding out this way is actually more of a bummer. We all knew Darlene. All of us.”


    “Not me,” Lee said. “My previous visit here only overlapped with hers by a day, and we barely met.”


    Clive growled at Lee, “This isn't about you, kid.” The words shut up were strongly implied.


    “Darlene's not here,” Holly said dreamily, rocking on the edge of her chair. “She was here, but then she went home again, and she didn't come back. Didn't come back. You can look everywhere. Everywhere. She's not here. There's no girl here.”


    Clive shot Holly a deadly look. “Holly, shut up. The adults are talking.”


    Holly jumped up and ran from the room, muttering under her breath.


    Lee was quiet now, his hands folded in his lap. He looked like a little boy watching a movie. All that was missing was the bucket of popcorn for his lap.


    Tilda glanced to the doorway where the housekeeper had left before turning to her longtime business manager and lolling her head to one side.


    She said tiredly, “Clive, must you be so cruel? Holly was only trying to be helpful.”


    “Helpful? I can't believe you even pay her a salary,” he spat. “She's the opposite of an asset to the business. She's a liability.”


    “Say what you will about Holly, but she surprises us sometimes. She's the one who did the internet search for Darlene Silva.” Tilda looked at Katie. “That's how we found out about your friend,” she explained.


    Marco asked, “Why would Holly even do a search on that name?”


    “A ghost,” Lee said.


    Everyone jerked their heads in his direction, including Katie.


    “I went into the kitchen early this morning to get coffee,” Lee explained. “She nearly jumped out of her skin. She said she'd been seeing a ghost wandering through the halls. A girl who looked like Katie but wasn't Katie.”


    Everyone turned to look at Katie. She cleared her throat. “We don't look that much alike, really.”


    “Ghosts,” Clive snorted. “Holly and her superstitions. That woman's been crazy since before her accident.”


    “You do have a point,” Tilda said. “I've always heard stories that the Bagley women have psychic abilities, but I never appreciated it until now. Somehow, she knew. Holly knew about Darlene.” Tilda turned her attention to Katie. The redheaded artist's expression was cold, her skin pale and her eyes like two turquoise stones dropped in snow. “Why didn't you tell us, dear? We had to find out through the internet that one of our former guests has been missing for months now. Was it simply too painful for you to share?”


    “Yes,” Katie said, jumping on the explanation. Tears welled up in her eyes. “It's too painful.” That part was true.


    Clive said slowly and carefully, “We are all very sorry for what you're going through, Katie.”


    She sniffed.


    “I didn't get to know your friend that well,” Clive said. “We barely said hello and goodbye to each other. But from what I do recall, she was a dynamic girl. I'm sure her family misses her very much.”


    Katie sniffed again and swallowed hard. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you the whole story when I arrived.”


    “It's okay to have some secrets,” Marco said. “I won't hold it against you.”


    “Yes,” Tilda said. “For every secret, there's a perfectly good reason for keeping it that way.”


    Clive said, “Sometimes it's best to let a few secrets stay buried.” He waved one hand through the air. “Not that my dear, sweet wife is a believer. No, she always has to go digging for trouble.”


    Tilda sighed. “Oh, Clive. What have you done now?”


    “Nothing,” he barked gruffly. “And we weren't talking about me. We were talking about our little Katie. Kitty, kitty, kitty cat, Katie. What kind of a name is Katie? No one buys art from a Katie. Katie's work will be worth nothing, even after she's dead. Katies are actresses and pop singers. Waitresses. When they seat you at a restaurant, someone says, 'Katie will be right with you.' Isn't that right, Marco?”


    Marco began to chuckle. “I gotta hand it to you, Clive. You sure know how to keep the rest of us on our toes. I never can tell if you're joking or not. You're like a parody of yourself. Are you joking?”


    A wide smile stretched across Clive's face, bunching up the tanned skin around his eyes unnaturally. His rectangular forehead remained eerily smooth.


    “Joking,” Clive said, his voice a menacing growl despite the grin. “Shy little doesn't-say-crap Katie can be whatever she wants to be. She can be a famous artist someday.” His sarcasm dripped like poisoned syrup.


    Lee had his phone out and was staring at the screen. “It says here that Darlene Silva's roommate was the last person to see her alive. Her roommate named Katie Mills.” He flicked his gaze up to Katie's face. “Is that true?”


    “I never lied,” Katie said, twisting her damp hands on her lap. “Darlene was upset about something when she left, but she wouldn't say.” Because I didn't ask. “She packed a bag and left, but she didn't say where she was going.” Because I didn't ask.


    “I'm sorry,” Lee said. “I'm sorry that you didn't feel comfortable sharing this with me.”


    With him? Katie looked away from Lee, focusing instead on the fire Marco was building.


    Everyone was quiet. A few minutes passed, and the only noise was Holly banging pots in the kitchen.


    Finally, Tilda turned to her son. “Good call on building us a nice, big fire. I can taste snow in the air.”


    “I think you're right,” Clive said, easily switching into an agreeable tone. “Plus the weather app on my phone is forecasting snow tonight.”


    Lee said, “Snow?”


    Katie was also surprised—by the prospect of snow in the mountains, as well as the sudden turn of conversation.


    “There's nothing quite like snow in New Mexico,” Marco said, loading more wood into the crackling fire. “Even at this elevation it doesn't last for long, but you'll be in for a treat, Katie.” He glanced back at her, smiling now. “It might even take your mind off your missing friend.”


    Clive clapped his hands. “Christmas! I know it's not for a few weeks yet, but let's celebrate Christmas early.”


    Tilda narrowed her eyes at Clive. “But you hate Christmas. What are you up to, Mr. Fish?”


    His right eye twitched, but he didn't comment on being called Mr. Fish. “Holly can make biscochitos,” he said. “I'll get fresh lard from the pig butcher.”


    “I'll string up the lights,” Marco said. “We need more candles and paper bags. I'll run into town.”


    The three of them started talking animatedly, discussing the location of holiday decorations and supplies.


    Lee silently left his seat next to Tilda and came over to sit beside Katie.


    “I'm sorry to hear about your friend,” he said. The sympathy in his eyes looked genuine.


    “She's not dead,” Katie said, though she didn't believe it.


    “But she's been missing for months,” he said. “Was she suicidal? I had a girlfriend who killed herself. In high school.” His eyes got a faraway look. “I'm not saying that to get sympathy. I'm just telling you that I understand. And you can talk to me. It's a hard thing to go through, losing someone like that.”


    “Thanks for being here, Lee,” she said, and was surprised by how much she meant it.


    The others continued making preparations for an early Christmas celebration. There was a forced cheerfulness to it, a self-awareness, as though they were performing. They kept angling their bodies and faces as though putting on a stage play for the benefit of Katie and Lee.


    Holly darted in briefly, gave Katie a wide-eyed look, and then disappeared immediately.


    Katie wondered, had the housekeeper truly seen a ghost? Had the spirit found Katie there already?


    They're hiding something, Katie thought. They'd been so eager to confront her and then so quick to change the focus to something else.


    What are they hiding?


    





Chapter 7
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    CLIVE KINGFISHER


    Clive Kingfisher took his usual seat at the head of the table for Monday night's dinner.


    He didn't know if he'd be able to keep down his meal. Ever since he'd gotten Holly's phone call that she'd forgotten to send the refunds, and that two students had shown up there for a painting retreat, his insides had felt like sandpaper. Holly had been wrong about some of the details, of course. But the new visitors were still trouble. One of them was a kiss-up who'd stop at nothing to further his career, and the other was a girl in a denim dress that curved around her nubile form.


    So, who the hell was Katie Mills?


    Nobody at all, Clive tried to reassure himself. And if she was a threat, he'd deal with her, and he'd be careful. He'd do it somewhere else, far from New Mexico, and far from Spirit Ranch. The place had more than enough ghosts already.


    Holly brought in the food and passed it around. For a refreshing change, she didn't stick her dirty thumb into it. Clive thanked her through gritted teeth. She'd probably been licking all the spoons in the kitchen all day. He would have insisted Tilda fire the woman years ago, if he didn't feel so guilty about what happened to her. That day Holly had her accident and was trampled by the horses was still a blur to the brain-injured woman. She didn't remember what happened, but he did. He'd scared the pair of skittish mares on purpose. He wanted to get the attention of the arrogant young woman leading the tour. It hadn't worked, and Holly had paid the price.


    And now Clive's punishment was having to look at the woman's crooked face whenever he was at the ranch, and eat her germs in the food.


    He passed the bowl of chile around the table and looked down at this week's art students. The boy, Lance or Lee or whatever his name was, thought he was so clever, but he was as transparent as a clear mountain stream. The girl, Katie, would be pretty enough if she actually sat up straight and said a word or two without someone having to drag a response out of her.


    Even this afternoon, at their little “intervention,” Katie had barely said anything about her missing roommate. What was her excuse? That the trip had already been paid for under the missing girl's name? It was sick. She was sick. Clive didn't believe her lies for a minute. As soon as he got her alone, he'd get the truth out of her. Katie had something to do with Darlene's disappearance. She knew more than she was letting on.


    Clive picked up his spoon and forced a bite of stew into his mouth. He had no appetite whatsoever, and his digestive system hurt all the way up his neck. When he swallowed, the pain at the back of his throat intensified. He forced down the meal and ignored the tightening in his chest. His heart was fine. He'd had a full physical a month earlier, when he'd gone in for the procedure, and the doctor had given the ol' ticker a clean bill of health.


    While Clive forced his food down quietly, the younger three at the table bickered like siblings, trying to get Tilda's attention.


    Marco was regressing before Clive's eyes, becoming a child instead of a man. He could be so stubborn. He couldn't take responsibility for himself, take ownership of his own career, let alone take charge of the family.


    Clive stared at Tilda and scowled. Oh, how she loved to hurt him. Kind one minute, cruel and withholding the next. She had no idea what he did for her. The sacrifices he'd made. The big plans he had.


    Tonight, after he took care of some other business, he would clear off her computer. And then he would cover his tracks by burning down her entire art studio. It would be the best thing to happen for them both. He'd blame the two idiot kids, collect the insurance money, and have the last laugh.


    Hell, news about Tilda's latest pieces being burned up would probably increase the value of everything else. The art world ran on greed and scarcity.


    They'd all be rich.


    





Chapter 8
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    KATIE MILLS


    Katie's second dinner at Spirit Ranch was more relaxed than the first one. The group's “intervention” about her secret had broken the ice in a way. She'd felt comfortable at the meal, even joking around with Marco and Lee, the three of them pretending to bicker like siblings trying to get Mom's—Tilda's—attention.


    The food was delicious. She took a second helping, as did most of the others. She didn't notice Clive Kingfisher hiding his uneaten food under his napkin.


    After dinner, Katie helped Holly in the kitchen with dishes again.


    Once more, Clive came in to observe and supervise.


    Katie got a deja vu feeling. They'd done this same routine the night before.


    Clive took a soapy dish from her hands.


    “Katie, stop playing mousy housewife,” he said. “Come and join us in the social room for a nightcap.”


    Nightcap meant drinks, and she wasn't supposed to drink with her medication. She muttered a noncommittal response.


    Clive gave her an amused look, his straight, silver-flecked dark eyebrows rising up his wide, rectangular face.


    “You could at least try to be sociable,” he said. “Isn't that why you came here? You could have painted at home. You could have watched Tilda's workshops on the internet.”


    “I'm tired,” she said.


    Clive snorted. “Tired? Wait until you're my age. Then you'll know tired.”


    She shrugged.


    “You twenty-somethings,” he said with a head shake. “Especially you girls. You're so in love with the idea of being broken. Is that what you are, Katie Mills? Are you a stunned sparrow with a broken wing?”


    She gave him a sidelong look and nearly smiled. The idea of being broken was something that did come up with Katie and her friends. Their mothers didn't understand; they didn't know what it was like to grow up in these times, on a steady diet of the internet and instant fake intimacy with strangers just a swipe away. A person wasn't equipped for this life, no sooner than they were equipped to fly through the broken windscreens of the first motor vehicles. There had been a time of cars without seat belts. And now this life, this time in human history, was without seat belts again. Some day in the future they would look back on this time in horror, but for now Katie was fixed in time. All of them were.


    How could she express this to a man of Clive Kingfisher's age? Even if she could find the words, would he hear them?


    “No,” she said. “I'm not a sparrow with a broken wing.”


    “Then be a person,” he said, and he left to join the others.


    Katie was left with her feelings.


    She checked her phone until the feelings went away.


    After a few minutes, she looked up, surprised to find herself in an unfamiliar kitchen, at Spirit Ranch. She'd been reading about the latest drama with some of the other girls at the dorm. There was a war waging between the vegans and the vegetarians. The omnivores were egging them on, happy to see them turning on each other over the use of pots and pans. A few of the girls who kept kosher were using the battle to make a run for more cupboard space.


    Katie had been transported, like a ghost, back to the dorms. She blinked at her surroundings and rubbed the tile floor with her toe. She was here, in New Mexico.


    Holly must have forgotten Katie was there as well. The housekeeper turned around with a platter in her hand, saw Katie, and let out a gasp of fright.


    “Sorry,” Katie said, slipping her phone into her pocket. “I was just checking my messages.”


    Holly held her hand over her heart. “I thought you were the ghost.”


    “Do you see ghosts? Tilda said the women in your family have a gift.”


    “A curse,” Holly spat. “Not a gift. A curse. It's in our blood.”


    Marco entered the kitchen, announced by his shuffling footsteps. “Something bad in the blood? Sounds like the curse I got.” He waved one hand over his head. “Red hair. Family curse.”


    Holly narrowed her eyes at him. “Not the same,” she said without a trace of humor.


    “Holly, I would trade you if I could,” Marco said. “I'd love to see dead people. You take my crazy red hair and I'll take your ghosts. I'll start a psychic business and make a fortune reuniting people with their loved ones.”


    Holly spoke through gritted teeth. “Don't you dare mock me.”


    Marco let out a nervous chuckle and turned to Katie. He pointed his thumb at Holly. “That's the look she gets before she takes you over her knee and gives you a spanking with a wooden spoon.”


    Katie stifled her laugh. She didn't dare cause Holly to have another screaming meltdown. The woman's fiery temper was already blazing just under the surface.


    “I sense she wants us out of her kitchen,” Marco said. “Come have a drink. Or, as the old Mr. Fish would say, a nightcap.” He lifted his shoulders into a rectangular block and stiffened his neck, doing an impression of Clive. “Let's all have a nightcap,” he said in a deep, mocking voice.


    Katie smirked. “How could I say no to that?”


    Holly made a scoffing sound and continued putting away dishes. “Count me out,” she said.


    Marco gave Katie an eyebrow waggle and led the way out of the kitchen.


    He stopped in the hallway and held up his hand for her to stop as well. “Hey,” he said.


    “Hey.” She raised her eyebrows expectantly. It was the first time they'd been alone together, and she couldn't help but notice how much space he took up in the narrow hallway without even trying. His shoulders were broad. He had some roundness and was no calendar model, but he was also muscular, solid. Substantial. Older than the boys she went to school with. And despite his jokes about his cursed red hair, he was attractive.


    “Something's up,” he said. “I get this weird feeling when I see my mother and Clive give each other looks. It's horrible.” He made a gagging sound. “Can you help me keep them apart? Like, physically?”


    She brought her hand up to cover her mouth. “What? They're hooking up?”


    “Ew,” he said quickly. “No. Never. It's not like that. She would never. I mean... Clive? Do you think? Sometimes the young girls who stay here find him charming. I don't see it, but there's no accounting for taste.”


    She kept her hand covering her mouth so he couldn't see the grin she got when she detected juicy drama. Clive and Tilda hooking up? This was even better than the dietary warfare happening back at the dorm.


    “Old people have needs, too,” she said.


    He made the retching sound again.


    Quickly, she added, “Sorry. I didn't mean to say that.”


    “Do your parents date?”


    “Just each other,” she said.


    A laugh burst out of him, unexpectedly loud. “Katie, you're hilarious.”


    She dropped her hand from her mouth and grinned. “What I mean is, they're still together. Happily married, after thirty-three years and a whole bunch of kids.”


    He leaned against the hallway's adobe wall casually. “A bunch of kids, huh? That must have been nice growing up.” His voice got low and gravelly in a way that sent tingles down Katie's spine and made her even more aware of his presence. “Tell me, Katie. Are you the baby of the family?”


    She nodded. “I'm the bonus kid,” she said. “Mom went in to get her tubes tied, did the test right before, and found out the rabbit died.”


    Marco frowned. “What?”


    “It's an old-fashioned expression,” she explained. “My mother found out she was pregnant. In the old days, they used rabbits in the hospital to test for pregnancy. They injected rabbits with the woman's urine, and used them to detect a certain hormone.”


    Marco looked genuinely appalled, like she'd just told him unicorns were real and she'd eaten one for breakfast.


    “I never knew,” he said. “I've heard people laugh when they say the rabbit died. How can people find that funny?”


    “Actually, it's technically wrong,” she said. “They had to open the rabbit to examine its ovaries, so the rabbits always died, whether the woman was pregnant or not.”


    “That's barbaric,” he said.


    The smile fell off Katie's lips. A chill traveled up her back. “Darlene said the same thing. We had this exact same discussion, right after we first became roommates, and I was telling her about my big family.”


    Marco coughed and straightened up, pushing himself away from the wall. His palm was damp and left an impression of moisture on the smooth surface.


    “Was she pregnant? Your roommate? The missing girl, Darla?”


    “Darlene.”


    “Yeah. Was she?”


    Katie pressed her lips together in a grim line. “I don't know,” she said, though it was a lie. She'd been told by the detectives on the case not to tell that detail to others. “It's a theory.”


    “Bad things happen to girls who get pregnant by someone who doesn't want to be a father.”


    She whispered, “I know.”


    He looked down and clapped his hands together with an audible slap. “So, what did your mother do? Did she think about not having you?”


    “I don't know,” she answered honestly. “She doesn't talk about that part. When she tells the story, she goes straight into finding out she was having a girl, finally, after all those boys. She said I was her bonus baby, the reward for her hard work.”


    He kept looking down at his hands. “Your mother sounds like a really nice lady.”


    “She's the apple pie of moms,” Katie said. That was what Darlene had called her. “You'd like her. She's kind of the opposite of your mom.”


    He flicked his eyes up. “You don't like my mother?”


    She took a step back. This was exactly why she kept quiet and didn't open up. People always took your words and twisted them. They'd misunderstand you on purpose, to make you feel bad. To gain the upper ground. To be offended, high and mighty.


    He unclasped his hands and lunged forward, reaching for her shoulder.


    Katie twisted her body and stepped back from his grasp, bumping against the wall clumsily.


    “Sorry,” she said.


    Someone else entered the hallway behind Marco. It was Tilda.


    “There you are,” Tilda said. “Marco, don't chase the girls.” She swatted him on the back of the head. “It's bad enough the poor pretty young things have to fight off Clive, darling.”


    “Mom, I wasn't...” He stuffed his hands in his pockets.


    “Go to the wine cellar,” she said. “Bring us up what's left of the good brandy.”


    He muttered an affirmative response and shuffled away.


    Tilda reached for Katie's elbow and dragged her toward the social room. “My goodness, little one! You're practically freezing. Come and warm yourself by the fire.”


    





Chapter 9
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    The crackling of the fire was hypnotic and relaxing. Thanks to her nap after the day's outdoor painting, Katie was getting her second wind, and it was a mellow wind.


    She sat on the stone hearth, as close to the roaring open fire as was deemed safe by Lee Elliot. He explained about the chunks of burning wood that might shoot out suddenly due to there being no mesh screen or doors on the large fireplace. He'd even taken off his shoe and sock to show Katie the scar between two of his toes, where an ember had shot out and burned him on a childhood camping trip.


    Clive sat in his armchair, watching Lee with an expression of disgust. “Don't show a woman your toes,” Clive barked at Lee. “Act like a man!”


    Lee put on his sock and shoe before quietly making his way over to a comfortable seat that was the furthest away from the older man. He crossed his arms and settled into the sofa.


    “Now he's sulking,” Clive said to Katie.


    Lee straightened up when Katie looked at him. He shot her a challenging look, eyes wide.


    Katie pulled out her phone and caught up on the recent events back at her dorm. The vegetarians were losing ground and losing cupboard space. With the warm fire at her side, a few sips of brandy in her belly, and drama confined to her phone screen, this was contentment.


    After a few minutes, Clive said, “Aren't we a lively bunch?”


    “Mmm,” Tilda said, barely looking up from the book she was reading. “Artists must live boring lives so they can produce brilliant work.”


    “You weren't boring last night,” Clive said.


    She didn't even look up from her book. “Oh, Clive. Don't be silly.”


    Marco caught Katie's eye and made a gagging expression. Katie looked at the man with the tight face and ponytail, and then at Tilda. Was there something going on between the two of them? She couldn't tell, other than that Clive wanted there to be something, or wanted the others to think perhaps there was.


    Clive looked directly at Katie. “Aren't you getting hot over there, sitting so close to the fire?”


    “It's nice,” she said.


    He glanced at the window briefly. “Might be a nice night to go for a moonlight stroll. I may have another brandy to fortify myself and then go for a walk.”


    Tilda lowered her book. “Really?”


    “You're not invited,” he said with a snippy air. “You'd ruin it with your chatter.”


    She snorted and went back to her book.


    Clive chuckled to himself and turned his attention to Marco. “What about you, son?”


    Marco bristled visibly. “Don't call me that.”


    “I'm all you've got, boy. I don't see your father around here to make a real man out of you.”


    Marco replied, “And I don't see any real men around here.”


    Lee cleared his throat.


    They ignored Lee and continued their verbal sparring.


    Clive sipped his brandy and smacked his lips noisily. “Marco, why don't you tell young Katie how you make a living? She might be intrigued.”


    Katie felt herself begin to sweat. It was warm on the hearth by the fire, and hearing her name being invoked by Clive didn't help. She pressed her lips together and kept her eyes on her phone.


    “At least I work,” Marco said to the older man. “I don't make a living taking a cut of someone else's hard work, like a pimp.”


    Lee interjected, “You do sculpture, right?”


    Marco shot Lee a dark look. “You're not helping.”


    Lee held up both hands and said to Tilda, “Good book you're reading?”


    She ignored him, as did the others.


    “I work,” Clive said. “You have no idea what I've done for your mother.”


    “Oh, but I think I do,” Marco said. “You spend the money. That's what you do. And from what I've seen of the accounts, you've been working overtime at it.”


    “Stick to your sculpture and your toys,” Clive said. “Stay out of my business.”


    “It's my mother's business,” Marco said.


    Lee interjected again, “Artists are notoriously bad at managing their own investments.”


    Clive shot Lee a scathing look. “Lance, if I wanted crap from you, I'd squeeze your head.”


    “It's Lee.” His cheeks turned scarlet.


    “Whatever, Lance.” Clive grinned and took another sip of his brandy.


    Holly came in with a tray to clear some dishes. Everyone was quiet, except for Lee, who kept clearing his throat. By the look on his face, Katie guessed he was trying to come up with the perfect insult to lob back at Clive. How quickly things had soured for Lee, who'd been worshiping Clive as recently as the taxi ride there the day before.


    “Payroll,” Clive said, out of the blue. “The problem with this operation is our high overhead, including payroll.”


    Holly dropped the tray on the coffee table with a clatter. “Me?” She looked around wildly, whipping her head hard enough to shake loose more stray dark-blond hairs. “What?”


    “Never mind,” Clive said. “Holly, you're not even on the payroll, technically. I log your expenses under charitable donations.” He leaned forward with a groan and poured himself more brandy.


    Tilda snapped her book shut with a firm clap. “That's enough, Clive.” She got up from the sofa, grabbed the glass of brandy from his hand, and walked over to where Katie sat by the roaring fire.


    Without comment, Tilda tossed the contents of the glass onto the burning logs. The brandy fizzled and gave the air a sweet scent.


    “Clive, you've had enough to drink,” Tilda said. “We can barely stand you when you're sober.”


    Holly began to laugh. She took the empty brandy glass from Tilda, gave her boss and friend an appreciative look, and began clearing up the rest of the room.


    Clive got up abruptly and left, stomping and muttering, “To hell with all of you. I'm going for a walk.” From down the hallway, he called back loudly, “Alone!”


    Tilda looked at Katie and rolled her eyes. “Sorry you had to endure that. Clive Kingfisher is not entirely bad.” She yawned. “I think I'll turn in for the night.”


    Marco also yawned and stretched. “Contagious yawns!”


    Lee yawned as well, though there was a falseness to it, like he just wanted to fit in.


    Holly didn't yawn. She stood stiffly, the tray in her hands. “If that's all for tonight, I'll turn in as well,” she said.


    Tilda smiled and patted the housekeeper's shoulder. “You could always join Clive for his moonlight walk, if you're not tired yet.”


    Holly wrinkled her nose. “You couldn't pay me enough.”


    Marco began chuckling. “Rest up, folks, because we're going to start those early Christmas celebrations tomorrow.”


    His mother replied, “I thought that was what we were doing tonight, with the brandy?”


    “A little brandy?” Marco's laughter grew in scale. “That was nothing compared to what's to come. The ol' Spirit Ranch is going to turn into Christmas-palooza. We're going to show these out-of-towners how we celebrate the season, New Mexico style.”


    “Sounds like you have devious plans for all of us,” Tilda said.


    He made a cryptic noise.
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    Katie got ready for bed Monday night with a noisy, gurgling stomach. It might have been the spicy chile stew that Holly served for dinner, or excitement about celebrating an early Christmas at Spirit Ranch.


    She unbuttoned the denim dress that belonged to someone else. She folded the dress into a neat square on her bed and stared at it for several minutes. The missing girl's dress hadn't been returned to her parents with the rest of her stuff because it had been mixed in with some of Katie's dirty laundry. She'd planned to toss it into a charity box. She'd even put it into a bag with some other old clothes, and then taken the bag to a charity box, but the dress somehow found its way out of the bag and back into her drawer.


    And then it got into her suitcase.


    As she ran her fingers over the denim fabric, she heard Darlene's voice in her head. “Are you coming out with me tonight? We can tell guys we're sisters. That'll drive them crazy. Come out with me, you little shy weirdo! Don't just stay home in the room with those judging eyes of yours.”


    Darlene was always accusing her of having judging eyes. And maybe she was right. Katie did have good judgment, which wasn't a bad thing. Maybe Darlene should have had a little more judgment of her own. She might not have gotten into whatever trouble she did. The trouble she probably brought upon herself. The little slut.


    Katie clenched her eyes shut and tried to quiet her mind. She didn't mean to think such awful thoughts about Darlene. It was a woman's right to do what she wanted with her body, even if it was with half the guys on campus and happening a mere ten feet away from where Katie was trying to sleep.


    Pipes somewhere in the old adobe ranch house groaned, and it sounded to Katie like the moaning she used to hear in the dorm room.


    She clicked off the light and climbed into bed quickly. Blue sparks crackled along the woolen covers. The air was dry inside the house. Her lower lip was slightly chapped.


    If only I had some lip balm, she thought with a rueful laugh.


    Shame and guilt rose up from the shadows. “You're not perfect,” Darlene said during one of their arguments. “You're all bunched up like a ball of over-tightened springs. One of these days I'm going to snap you out of it. You're going to wake up, and you'll have me to thank. Your paintings will be a lot better, too, once you stop living like a nun.”


    Katie clenched her eyes shut and counted backward from one hundred.


    The bed was soft and warm, yet she couldn't find comfort. She couldn't find relief from the guilt she felt as she replayed old conversations, old bad habits. She saw Darlene coming home from a party, giddy, with a smile on her face. A smile that disappeared when Katie talked to her, told her what she thought about the hickies on Darlene's neck, and the soft knocking at the door of their room from that night's male company.


    The blankets were suffocating. She drifted, waking with a start from a dream of hands around her throat. She tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable.


    The closet in the corner kept scaring her. The shape of the dark wood door, combined with its placement in the room, made it seem to her sleepy eyes that a rectangular-shaped figure stood at the foot of her bed, watching her.


    But on the positive side—as if there was a positive side to being terrified—it wasn't the eerie glowing figure of Darlene that haunted their dorm room.


    As she tossed and turned, Katie wondered, had the housekeeper really seen a ghost? Was it possible the ghost of Darlene was real, and not a projection of her imagination? Her doctor felt it was a manifestation of anxiety and nothing more. But if the ghost could be seen by others, that would mean Katie wasn't crazy. Didn't need medicine.


    Around midnight, she heard hushed voices in the hallway, outside her closed door. Two people were arguing. A man and a woman. Their voices were muffled, and Katie could only make out a few words. She pulled her pillow up around her ears, trying to block the conversation entirely. If they were talking about her again, she didn't want to hear it.


    The man's voice rose in volume, reaching her covered ears. “I told you to get rid of them.”


    The voice was hard, untinged by levity. It wasn't Marco or Lee, so it had to be Clive. So much for his moonlight walk he'd been threatening to go on.


    “Get rid of them now,” Clive said.


    “No, I can't,” the woman—who had to be Tilda—said. “I love them. They're perfect. Don't be paranoid.”


    “Get rid of them,” he repeated. “For your own good.”


    Katie sat upright. The bed springs creaked from the sudden movement.


    Get rid of them?


    Was Clive telling Tilda to send the two students away? And had Tilda actually declared them to be perfect? That was high praise from a woman of her talent and taste.


    Katie waited for more conversation, but there was none. They must have heard the springs of her bed and realized someone was listening. They'd walked away silently on the solid rammed earth floors, no wooden boards to creak underfoot.


    After a few fruitless minutes, Katie switched on her bedside lamp. She poured a glass of water from the pitcher on the small wooden table. Had she taken her pills at the correct times today? She couldn't remember. An extra one now wouldn't kill her, and it would help her sleep. She laughed ruefully to herself. If the ghost was real, maybe it could haunt the housekeeper for a change and give Katie a break.


    Katie found the bottle in her purse and took another pill with the remainder of the water.


    A door somewhere in the house slammed. Was it the front door?


    She didn't care. She drifted off, and then she slept.
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    CLIVE KINGFISHER


    TWO HOURS EARLIER


    Clive Kingfisher knew what he had to do. Protecting Tilda was his top priority. Everything he did was for her, even the terrible things.


    After dinner, Clive went into the kitchen, looking for antacid. They kept such things in the kitchen, since there was only one kitchen in the house. That way, a person could actually find a bandage or Pepto-Bismol if they needed it, rather than go hunting around the compound's five or six bathrooms.


    Holly gave him a crooked, dead-eyed look. “I knew it was too spicy,” she said.


    He grunted a response and chugged the pink liquid straight from the bottle, daring her to say something about his germs. That would be the pot calling the kettle black.


    He put the bottle back in the cupboard and went to see how Darlene's roommate was doing with the dishes. So, this was the girl Darlene admired so much? The smart, studious one who was going to be a huge success if she ever broke out of her shell? Somehow, Clive doubted that. The girl standing before him was a shadow. On the positive side, she did know how to scrub a pot.


    He took a soapy dish from her hands and gave her a few words of encouragement. These young girls just wanted someone of substance to notice them.


    She stared back at him with a haunted expression, her eyes darting left and right, passing over his face without making eye contact. She was right there in front of him, yet she wasn't. When she spoke, she sounded like a radio tuned into a station from a neighboring town. Less than clear.


    He gave her one of his charming smiles and insisted she join the group for some adult conversation.


    “I'm tired,” she claimed.


    Clive laughed inside. “Tired? Wait until you're my age. Then you'll know tired.”


    She shrugged.


    “You twenty-somethings,” he said with a head shake. “Especially you girls. You're so in love with the idea of being broken. Is that what you are, Katie Mills? Are you a stunned sparrow with a broken wing?”


    She gave him a flirtatious look and licked her lips.


    He smiled inwardly. His words had gotten through to her. She wanted him. They all did, once they got a taste of how good it felt being bathed in Clive Kingfisher's devoted attention. Perhaps tonight, after he finished his other business? They could make love while the other building burned. How perfect that would be.


    She gave him a come-hither look and said in a sultry voice, “I'm not a sparrow with a broken wing.”


    He murmured his appreciation, and he left to join the others, a skip of sweet anticipation in his step.


    Later in the social room, the fire flickered while the heat built between them. Katie was playing hard to get, choosing to sit near the fire rather than within chatting distance of him. Ah, well. All the better to admire her youthful angles from across the warm room.


    Clive asserted his dominance over the other men in the room easily. The male art student was practically neutering himself, the way he took off his socks and talked about childhood trivialities in front of the juicy peach of a girl.


    “Don't show a woman your toes,” Clive advised Lee with the kind, firm hand of the father figure he was so in need of. “Act like a man,” he suggested.


    Lee put on his sock and went to sulk in the corner like a baby.


    Katie and Clive shared a knowing look. Everyone else except them was ridiculous.


    Tilda looked up from her book and eyed Clive. She saw him looking at Katie. Ah, suddenly she wasn't the only star in the night sky. She arched her back and adjusted her pose on the sofa, desperately trying to get Clive's attention. “Artists must live boring lives so they can produce brilliant work,” she said sensuously.


    “You weren't boring last night,” Clive said.


    Her whole body pulsed visibly with pleasure. “Oh, Clive. Don't be silly.”


    Clive looked directly at Katie and shot her another charming grin. He teased her about how hot she was getting.


    He looked over at the window, and reality came rushing to him. He could have some fun with Katie, but first he had to take care of some business. But did he have to do it tonight? Surely it could wait a few days. He considered putting off the dreaded task before resolving himself to take action. If a snowfall was coming after all, it was best to do the work tonight, when there wasn't any snow to capture tracks.


    He announced his plans to the room.


    Nobody volunteered to go for a moonlight stroll with him.


    He fought the urge to cough. There was a thickness in his throat that wouldn't go away. The Pepto-Bismol he'd taken in the kitchen had calmed some of the fire in his stomach, but something heavy and dark remained.


    He didn't want to climb that red mountain tonight. He didn't want to take care of unfinished business.


    He went around the room, trying to start an interesting conversation or two, trying to stall the inevitable.


    The others met his overtures with nothing but disrespect. He was a joke to them. He was the one who ran the whole operation, yet each of them seemed to think they'd be better off without him.


    How little they knew.


    Suddenly, out of the blue, Tilda snapped her book shut with an angry clap. “That's enough, Clive.” She stormed over to him, took his brandy, and wasted it upon the flames.


    “Clive, you've had enough to drink,” Tilda said, her eyes like daggers. “We can barely stand you when you're sober.”


    The pain in his chest tightened. Oh, she could be so cruel. But she would get what she had coming to her.


    Clive got up and made a dignified exit.


    He didn't have time for their nonsense. He had business to take care of.


    He just had to wait until everyone was tucked into bed so he could gather a few things. This time, he had a plan.


    





Chapter 12
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    KATIE MILLS


    TUESDAY MORNING


    At six in the morning, before the winter sun had risen, Katie awoke to the prickling sensation of being watched. She opened her eyes, expecting to find the ghost at the foot of her bed. Her heart began pounding in grim anticipation. It would be Darlene, looking scornful.


    The shape of a person was there, all right, but more solid than usual. It wasn't a trick of the light making the closet door resemble a person, and it wasn't her ghost, either. Was this some new thing cooked up by her anxiety? Some new form of hallucination?


    “Go away,” Katie said groggily. “You're not real,” she said, as instructed by her doctor.


    The shape moved, scuffing the floor as it did.


    Katie sat upright. Hallucinations didn't make noises. There was a real person in her bedroom, a person who'd been doing something. Watching her sleep?


    The shadowy figure retreated, yanked open the door, and stumbled out into the hallway.


    Katie threw back her blankets and switched on the bedside lamp. The light was blindingly bright.


    At least she was alone in the room, or so it appeared. She leaned over and checked the space beneath the narrow bed. There was only her suitcase, turned a different direction from how she'd left it. Had someone been searching through her things? The joke was on them, since there was nothing in the suitcase. She'd unpacked everything into the dresser. Even what she did have was of little value—some old clothes and half-used painting supplies.


    She climbed out of bed and checked the closet, holding her breath as she opened the person-sized wooden door. Empty. She went to the room's door and peered out into the hallway. Also empty. Whoever—or whatever—had been inside her room was long gone.


    Her breathing had almost returned to normal.


    She pulled her suitcase out from under the bed. She flipped the empty case onto its buckle side and positioned it on the floor in front of her door. If someone tried to sneak into her room again, she'd hear something.


    It was nearly time to wake up and start the day. Not enough time to get more sleep, but too soon to take a shower and wake the rest of the household.


    She climbed back into bed and pulled the covers tight around her.


    Each time she rearranged the covers, blue sparks of static electricity blinked in the darkness.


    The air felt different this morning. Was it snowing, as Tilda and Clive had predicted?


    She lay in the darkness, thinking about opening the window shutters to look. Thoughts of snow and a Christmas celebration took her mind off whoever or whatever had been in her room. In a way, it was reassuring for it to have been a person. After being haunted by a ghost for so long, it was a good change. A sane change.


    She was drifting off to sleep again, dreaming of a woman running barefoot through the woods, when an alarm clock on the other side of the wall started beeping. Lee Elliot's clock. Her own alarm joined in seconds later.


    Time for the second day's lessons.


    * * *


    The snow looked incongruous on the adobe roof, like something you'd see on the evening news as dramatic evidence of global climate change. It reminded her of the photos of snow in the Sahara Desert, falling there for the first time in forty years. White on red.


    Katie and Lee stood outside, waiting in front of the house with their gear. Both were clothed in multiple layers and ready to hike with Tilda to the same spot to paint the vista they'd painted the day before. It would look different today, with this fresh dusting of a late November snowfall.


    Tilda was still inside, getting ready. Her two pupils could have waited indoors, but they were eager to get out and experience the wintry scenery. Katie and Lee stood amidst the snow and the sagebrush, looking back at the lodge and taking photos.


    “That's why the roof isn't flat,” Lee said. “It actually snows up here regularly. A flat stucco roof wouldn't hold under the snow load.”


    Katie scooped up a handful of snow and shaped it into an icy ball. She wondered, if she hit Lee with a snowball, would he retaliate? Or would he give her a lecture on the history of snowballs in New Mexico? She hefted the snowball and thought about throwing it to find out.


    The front door opened. Instead of Tilda, out stepped Marco, wearing a warm jacket but nothing on his feet except socks.


    His bright eyes were wide open, and his curly red hair had been neatly parted and combed. He smiled at Katie while ignoring Lee completely.


    “Hey, Katie.”


    “Good morning,” she said.


    He used the back of his hand to rub his bulbous nose. Katie's artistic perception kicked in, and she noticed how the relative smoothness of his hair made his cheeks look rounder, like squashed circles. He had a half circle under each eye, as though he hadn't slept well or was allergic to something in the air.


    Marco shoved his hands into his pockets and rotated his arms, rolling his shoulders in and rounding himself further.


    “Hey, man,” Lee said with a lift of his chin. “You wanna make a snowman?”


    Marco blinked in surprise. “Why?”


    “You're the sculptor, aren't you?”


    Marco chuckled. “Oh. Right.” He looked down at his socked feet and asked, “Have either of you seen my boots?”


    Lee replied, “What do they look like?”


    Marco kept chuckling. “Like boots. Brown. Boot-like.”


    Katie answered, “I haven't seen them myself, but I'll keep my eyes open.”


    “Me, too,” Lee said, his voice deeper than when the conversation had begun.


    “Don't be surprised if my boots show up in my mother's possession,” Marco said. “Her feet aren't much smaller than mine, and she likes having things that aren't hers.”


    “So we've heard,” Lee said.


    “Yeah, well...” Marco trailed off, and then turned and disappeared back into the house.


    Katie and Lee exchanged a look.


    Katie said, “Dude, that's his mother. Don't say stuff like that.”


    “That Tilda likes to sleep with her favorite students? It's the truth. Everyone knows it.”


    “She's somebody's mom,” Katie said. “Marco's.”


    “Have you got a thing for him? That guy smokes an awful lot of weed. He probably couldn't do anything for you in the bedroom, even if he tried. Drugs make a man lazy. That's why I'm straight edge.”


    Katie turned her back to Lee. She would pretend to be horrified at the thought of either of the young men being interested in her, but the truth was, she felt flattered. She hadn't gotten this much attention at her college, where she was one of countless girls exactly like her.


    She kicked at the snow and bit her lower lip. She wondered what it was, exactly, Lee thought he could do that other guys couldn't.


    The front door of the adobe house opened again, and this time Tilda Onassis came out. She wore a puffy down jacket with a bright-red scarf. On her feet, she wore red rubber shoes with thick wool socks showing at the top. If she'd taken Marco's brown boots, it wasn't to wear them.


    “At last,” Tilda said with a dramatic sigh. “I apologize for keeping you both waiting. Holly is in a tizzy about something and she won't spit it out. We might have to retire the ol' gal sooner than expected.” She marched past them and led the way toward the path they'd taken the previous day. There were boot tracks on the path, partially covered by fresh snow. She stamped through the tracks, dragging her feet.


    As they walked, Lee asked, “What happened to Holly? Was it a car accident?”


    “Not exactly,” Tilda said. “She was out riding horses with Clive, and...” She trailed off, lost in a thought.


    Lee said gently, “You don't have to talk about it if it's too painful.”


    “It's fine,” she said. “I just wonder sometimes, about the things I'm told by others.” She waved a hand through the air, slicing it with her triangular, lacquered nails. “The accident happened years ago. They were out riding, and something spooked the horses. Maybe it was Clive himself. I wouldn't know. Holly was thrown clear, but then she was trampled.” Her voice got soft. “Poor thing. She must have been so frightened. So confused. Fighting for her life.”


    Lee moved close to her and matched his walking stride with hers. “You're very kind to give your friend a job.” He pumped his arms cheerfully as he walked alongside her. “We humans of earth need to look out for each other.”


    “No one else will,” Tilda said. “I'm all she has left in this world.”


    “You and Mr. Kingfisher,” Lee said.


    “Ah, yes. The delightfully misanthropic Mr. Fish.”


    “You could probably get tons of free help,” Lee said. “Plenty of students would love to work on the ranch, in exchange for mentorship.”


    Tilda leaned down, scooped a handful of snow from the side of the trail, and abruptly shoved it into Lee's mouth.


    “You looked thirsty,” she said with a sly smile.


    He spat out the snow and gave her a wounded look.


    “No more talking,” Tilda said, wiping the slush from her hand onto the sleeve of Lee's jacket. “No more mouth. Use your eyes and focus on seeing what you see. Try the squint technique. Squeeze your eyes until everything blurs, and you'll see the big shapes. The big picture.” She raised her arms skyward. “Freedom!”


    * * *


    The canyon looked different with snow on the red peaks. The rolling red mountains looked like sleeping giants, huddled in bed under white duvet covers.


    While Katie and Lee set up their easels, planting thin metal legs in the thin layer of snow, Tilda continued the lecture she'd started the previous day. It had been years since she'd handed over the bulk of the instruction time to her assistant, but she didn't seem rusty at all.


    “If you paint something enough times, it's as though God has given it to you.” She chuckled to herself as she set up her easel. “That's why my teacher advised us to spend twenty-five percent of our time painting bars of gold and buckets of diamonds.”


    Katie thought of the art books she had, and the images of Tilda's work. Many of the woman's paintings included strings of pearls. She made eye contact with Tilda, who reached up and delicately twisted the single pearl earring she wore in her left earlobe. Had the two women experienced the same thought at the same time? Tilda's eyes twinkled, as though she could read every thought Katie had, right on her face. And maybe she did. The woman saw what she saw, and it was more than most people.


    Tilda waved at the sky. “Think of the sun as a very bright light bulb, because it is. And what does a bright light do?”


    She looked at her pupils expectantly. Katie and Lee exchanged a wary glance. Did Tilda want them to break their silence, or was it a rhetorical question?


    “That's right,” Tilda said, despite the lack of verbal answer. “The sun does more than brighten the snow. It also makes your paint colors appear washed out. Don't be fooled. When you bring your work inside tonight, it will darken. Depending on how you look at something, it can always get darker.” She licked her lips, her tongue pointed like a lizard's. “Keep your palette light and fresh now, so it will stay vibrant when you bring the canvas indoors.”


    She gave them a few more pointers about the technicalities of the paints they were using, and they began to work.


    After an hour, Katie unzipped her jacket and hung it on a tree branch. The bright light bulb in the sky was heating her up, as well as melting her subject. At this rate, the snow would be gone before she'd captured its blanket effects on the sleeping red ridges. She ached to sneak out her phone and use it to take a reference photo, but didn't want to risk having it tossed in the canyon. She had no other choice but to paint quickly and force herself to truly open her eyes and see what was there and not what she expected to see.


    They'd been working quietly for over two hours without a break when Lee silently excused himself to take care of business.


    He came running back ten minutes later, waving both hands excitedly.


    “You may speak,” Tilda said. “Good heavens, you look like you've seen a ghost.”


    “The river,” he gasped. “I did see something.”


    “Don't tell me you saw el chupacabra,” she said playfully.


    He whipped his head back and forth vehemently. “It's a body. A person.” He fanned his reddened face with both hands. “A dead person.”


    “A person? Are you sure it's not a floating pile of garbage?”


    “No, ma'am. There's a body in the river, I swear.”
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    The police revealed the identity of the man found floating in the mountain river.


    “Clive Kingfisher,” the male officer across the desk from Katie said. “There's no doubt in my mind it's him. I've been hiking with Clive a few times, so I was able to identify the body myself. I'd recognize that leather ponytail thong anywhere. Do you have any idea what he was doing up there last night?”


    Katie fidgeted in her chair across from the police officer. The two were seated inside a private interview room. The door was open, and she could hear people walking up and down the hallway. She'd been there for nearly two hours, first sitting with a female officer and now going over all the same questions with a male one.


    “He'd been in the water eight hours,” the man said. “Why'd he go up there in the dark?”


    “The view is beautiful,” Katie said. “He was talking about going for a moonlight stroll last night.”


    “What time?”


    “About ten or eleven.”


    He wrote something down in a notebook. “Ten or eleven, mmm?” He tapped the desk with his pen. “He must have been stumbling around in the dark for a few hours before he suffered his mishap, even if he left the ranch as late as eleven.”


    “Actually, I heard him talking in the hallway around midnight, so I guess he didn't leave until later.”


    The cop fixed her with a steely gaze. “Was that when he left your room? Midnight?”


    Katie was so horrified, she stopped breathing for a moment. “Clive Kingfisher wasn't in my room,” she said evenly. “He was in the hallway, talking to Tilda.”


    “About what?”


    About her getting rid of something, she thought. “I don't know,” she said. “I had the door shut.”


    The police officer continued to stare at her.


    She kept her expression calm. If she'd learned one thing from her interviews with the detectives regarding her missing roommate, it was that you didn't toss out any loose seeds. In the beginning, she thought she'd been helpful by telling the investigators any details she could think of. But the conversations hadn't helped anyone. They'd just led to even more conversations, more scrutiny, several of them ending in tears. At one point, the police had a theory that Katie had killed her roommate over some bizarre sex cult ritual. She'd been fortunate that the anonymous caller who'd given them the tip admitted to making the whole thing up. Twenty-year-old Katie Mills had come very close to becoming the next sensationalist newspaper headline. THE DORM ROOM KILLER, headlines might have read, or SINGLE WHITE FEMALE MURDERS SEXY COED RIVAL IN BIZARRE HAZING ACCIDENT. Or something even worse.


    She kept her mouth shut. The officer across from her hadn't checked her name yet, or he'd have brought up Darlene's case. Or maybe he did know, and he was waiting to break her, seeing how long it would take her to volunteer the information. But why would she? The disappearance happened several states away, and had nothing to do with today's discovery.


    “A moonlight walk after midnight,” the officer mused. “I don't see the appeal. At least not alone. But I can understand why a fellow would take a young woman up there.” He waggled his eyebrows.


    She shrugged and didn't take the bait. “He might have gone up there before first light to see the snow at sunrise. That same view is in several pieces of famous art, but rarely with snow.”


    The cop snorted. “Doesn't sound like the Clive Kingfisher I know. He appreciated art the way a banker appreciates gold. Not for its aesthetic beauty, if you know what I mean.”


    Katie nodded. She had barely known the man a full twenty-four hours. They'd met on Sunday night at dinner, shared another meal and a nightcap drink with everyone on Monday night, and now it was Tuesday and the guy was dead. Just like that.


    The cop grabbed a fresh pen to tap on the desk. “When Mr. Kingfisher mentioned going for a walk last night, did he invite anyone else from the lodge?”


    Katie's mouth went dry and sticky. The cop meant her. Had Clive invited her, the young student, out for a moonlit stroll?


    “Not me,” she said.


    “Are you sure about that?” More pen tapping. “Clive had a thing for pretty young art students. In fact, he'd start arguments with his wife and get himself kicked out of the house at the exact time a fresh young batch arrived at the ranch.”


    “I don't know anything about that,” she said. “We barely said two words to each other last night.” She wanted to add that she found the older man unattractive, anyway, but it seemed like a cruel thing to say about someone who'd died. Plus she just wanted this interview to be over as soon as possible. That was why she didn't mention how Clive had annoyed everyone else at the house the night before. He'd insulted Lee, argued with Marco, and belittled Holly. He'd been mildly sexual toward Tilda as well. And as for Katie, he'd called her a mousy housewife, among other things.


    Katie had to wonder if there was anyone in Clive's life who didn't want to push him off a cliff. Of course she would never say such a thing.


    The male officer leaned in, eyebrows raised. He had a shaved head and a thick but narrow build.


    He looked like a human bullet.


    “Are you absolutely sure you didn't go for that moonlight stroll yourself last night?” His eyes were trained on a single one of Katie's eyes, not flicking back and forth between both eyes like a normal person's.


    “I'm sure,” she said, though her voice wavered from tension.


    The bald cop's nostrils flared. He smelled her apprehension. “Maybe it was an accident,” he said in a friendly, casual tone. “Anyone would understand. Clive invited you out for a moonlit stroll, and you were elated that he was taking an interest in your budding art career. But then he got fresh with you. It all happened so fast. You didn't understand what was happening. He wouldn't take no for an answer. You pushed him. All you meant was to push him away from you, push him off of you, to make him stop. You didn't mean to push him so hard, but then he was slipping, falling over the edge.”


    Her voice came out as a croak. “No!”


    The bullet-shaped man crossed his arms. “But you saw something.” He nodded slowly. “You have the haunted eyes of someone who's seen something.”


    She looked away, at the shining doorknob. It was brass and reflected the whole room.


    Haunted eyes? Well, he wasn't entirely wrong.


    “You heard something,” he said. “How much did Clive drink last night?”


    “I wouldn't know,” she said. “A glass or two of brandy.”


    “How late did everyone stay up partying?”


    “We left the social room at around eleven. I went to bed right away, since we had a session this morning.”


    “And yet you were still awake a full hour later, hearing conversations in the hallway.”


    She gave him a wry smile. He was grasping at straws. “Sometimes it takes a while to fall asleep.”


    More pen tapping. “And who else was there at the house last night?”


    She'd told them already. First the female officer, and now this bullet-shaped man. He was clearly testing her.


    She answered slowly, carefully. “Myself, plus the other art student, Lee Elliot, and then Tilda Onassis, plus her housekeeper, Holly.”


    “You didn't mention Mark Onassis. Is there a reason you left him out?”


    Katie stiffened in her chair. “N-n-no,” she stammered. Was Marco in trouble? He was such a sweet, gentle young man.


    This interview had to end soon, or it was going to end badly. Did the guy want her to cry? She could cry, or pretend to, if it meant getting out of there and putting this police station behind her.


    Katie blinked rapidly while fluttering both hands. She tightened her throat so her words squeaked out. “I just... I've never seen anyone dead before. I saw my grandmother, but she was in a coffin, and I was expecting to see her. I can't believe this is happening.” Again.


    The bald-headed bullet man leaned back in his chair, looking satisfied that he'd broken her. “I understand the day has been quite a shock for you, Miss Mills. We're going to send you back to the ranch now.”


    “What about—”


    He stood and cut her off. “Miss, you're perfectly safe at the ranch. Mr. Kingfisher had an accident. You're perfectly safe.”


    That was an answer, all right, but not to the question she'd been about to ask.


    She tilted her head to the side and gave the cop a steely look of her own. “If it was an accident, why are you interrogating me?”


    He smiled, which didn't soften his hard looks at all. “If you were being interrogated, you'd know. We're just being thorough.”


    “So, it was an accident?”


    “We won't know for sure until we get the coroner's report. Our best guess is he must have slipped and fallen while trying to get a better view. Or maybe he was taking a leak. I don't know. Sometimes you never find out.”


    “Oh.” She looked up at the ceiling. Two fly-catching strips hung from the ceiling, both dotted with dead bugs. “What about our art supplies?” That was the question she'd been asking before he'd interrupted to assure her the ranch was safe. “We left all our stuff up there on the mountain. Paints, canvas, everything.”


    “Of course you did.” He rubbed his chin. “I'll have someone gather your personal effects and drop them by the ranch, so you don't have to go back up there again.”


    “But are we allowed to go back there?”


    “Why would you want to?”


    For the view, she wanted to say but didn't. Now the view was fixed in her mind, and she'd see it whenever she looked at the paintings of the famous view. Red mountains over a valley with a meandering river and a dead body.


    She ducked her head and studied the room's carpet. It was stained. A potted cactus stood in the corner. Someone had hung a red ball cap on the arm of the cactus, as though it was a hat rack. The cactus had been getting either too much water or too little. It was sagging, about to drop the ball cap from its arm.


    Someone knocked on the room's door frame. “Taxi's here,” said a woman.


    “Off you go,” the officer said to Katie.


    She jumped up so quickly, she nearly lost her balance and fell against the potted cactus. She steadied herself with the arm of her chair as she glanced behind her. She'd been so sweaty and nervous, she'd left a dark patch of moisture on the blue vinyl chair. The dark shape's edges receded, shrinking as she watched. That morning, she'd dressed for the snow—in multiple layers of half the clothes she'd packed. She'd been too horrified by the discovery of Clive's body to think about removing layers. Now she was probably dehydrated, in addition to being in shock.


    “Taxi's waiting,” the woman said gently.


    “Off you go,” the bullet-shaped officer repeated.


    Deja vu washed over Katie. She followed the woman from the door of the private room, all the way to the front exit of the sheriff's office. She didn't look up or around. She kept her eyes on the backs of the woman's sensible pumps. The administrator wore pantyhose, and she had a bandage on her left heel.


    The woman patted her on the back. “You're going to be okay, dear,” she said in a reassuring tone.


    Katie knew she should thank the woman for her kindness, but she had no words.


    The taxi was running, polluting the clean New Mexico air. There was no snow on the ground here at the lower elevation.


    Lee was already sitting in the back seat. He leaned over and lowered the window. “Tilda and Holly both left an hour ago,” Lee said. It was implied that he could have gone with them but chose to stay for her.


    She climbed in next to Lee.


    The driver glanced back. “You two again,” he said. It was the same loquacious, silver-hair-dappled man who'd given them a ride from the airport two days earlier. “Back up to the ranch? Are they expecting you this time?”


    Katie looked at Lee's face for an answer.


    “I don't know,” Lee said, to both her and the driver. “But I would need to pick up my bags before I leave town. I don't have my ID on me.”


    “To Spirit Ranch,” Katie told the driver.


    The vehicle began moving.


    “And then keep the meter running so you can take us to the airport,” Katie said.


    “As you wish,” said the driver.


    Lee turned to her. “You're leaving?”


    “You're not?”


    “Why would I leave?”


    “A man died. We need to let Tilda and Marco grieve.”


    Lee turned in his seat to face her. His paint-splatter eyes looked bigger than before, hungrier to take her in. “You didn't mention Holly just now. Do you think she had something to do with his accident?”


    “Do you?”


    “You heard the way he talked to her. And you've seen her temper. Maybe she finally snapped. It happens sometimes. A person takes heaps of abuse for years and years, and then one day, there's the final straw that breaks the camel's back.”


    “Sure,” she said carefully. “Let's not forget, he went after you pretty hard last night, too.”


    Lee pulled a face. “That was nothing. Clive was just joking around. He likes to give us young artists a hard time. The more he picks on you, the more it means he thinks you're worthy of his attention.”


    Kate nodded. Was telling someone they're full of crap a sign of respect? Not where she came from.


    “Too bad he's gone now,” Lee said wistfully. “I wonder who'll manage Tilda's career now. This could be a great opportunity for someone.”


    “Like you?”


    Lee scoffed. “I don't have the business acumen. Maybe in a few years.”


    Katie crossed her arms and turned to look out the taxi window. The driver could hear everything they were saying. She didn't want to talk about a dead man right now, especially not with Lee Elliot. And if there was more to Clive's accident than there appeared to be, it was up to the police to determine. They had forensics and all sorts of tools. Plus they had a body. Poor Darlene's body might never be found. Her parents might never get closure.


    Lee tapped her on the arm gently. “Katie, do you know something?”


    “No more than you,” she said. “You heard the police. It was an accident. Mr. Kingfisher had no business being out there on the mountain. Maybe it was suicide. I don't know. He didn't seem terribly happy to me. Or, if you want to play detective, you should talk to Mr. Kingfisher's girlfriend.”


    “Clive had a girlfriend?”


    She shivered. A cold chill had passed through, even though the taxi's windows were up and the heater was on.


    She corrected herself. “I meant to say Mr. Kingfisher's wife. I don't know anything about the man's business, other than what Marco said about him staying at the ranch whenever his wife was mad at him. If anyone pushed Clive over a cliff, it was probably his wife.” Especially if she knew he was going to the ranch specifically to hit on young college girls.


    “You've put a lot of thought into this,” Lee said.


    She snorted. The cold chill passed over her again, and she shivered uncontrollably. Had she put a lot of thought into how to murder Clive Kingfisher? She could certainly see it clearly inside her mind.
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    The gate was open, and the taxi drove them up to the door.


    Neither of them had their wallets to pay, as they'd gone with the police to the station directly from the body site. Lee asked the driver to wait while he ran inside the house for his bank card.


    “Hold up,” the driver said. “I couldn't help but overhear your conversation. Is it true that Clive Kingfisher is dead?”


    Lee and Katie exchanged an uncertain look. Were they allowed to tell people? Neither had thought to ask at the sheriff's office.


    “He's dead,” Lee said.


    “But don't say anything to anyone,” Katie said. “It just happened today, and we don't know if his next of kin has been notified.”


    “I happen to know Mrs. Kingfisher is in Mexico,” the driver said. “The real Mexico, not New Mexico. I drove her to the airport myself five days ago.”


    Lee and Katie exchanged another look. If Clive's wife left town the previous Thursday, why did he show up at the ranch on Sunday night, claiming she'd kicked him out of the house after a fight?


    “Don't worry about me spilling the beans,” the driver said. “I'll keep the news of Clive Kingfisher's untimely demise under my hat. In fact, I have a hat in the car, and I'll put it on so I have somewhere to keep this information.” He rubbed his stubbly white beard. “Do you mind telling me how he passed?”


    Lee answered, “He fell. It was an accident. Nothing anyone could have done to prevent it.”


    The driver gave them a sidelong look. “Most folks fall and break a hip or an ankle. Where did he fall from?”


    Katie pressed her hand over Lee's mouth quickly. “We shouldn't say,” she said. “I'm so sorry. Does Clive have children? I'd hate to have them hear about it the wrong way.”


    “Ain't no right way to hear about something like that,” the driver said. “But no, he didn't have any kids. Not as far as I know.”


    Lee took a step toward the snow-covered adobe house. “Just give me a minute to grab my wallet from inside.”


    The driver waved his hand. “The fare's on me today, folks. You've had a rough one.”


    “But you deserve to get paid,” Lee said.


    The driver grinned. “All right, then. I'll charge you double the next time I see you folks. Have a great stay in New Mexico.” With a cheerful wave, he jumped into the cab and drove off before they could force money on him.


    “What a nice man,” Lee said. “People can be so kind sometimes. It really—” He cut himself off with what sounded like a suppressed sob. He cleared his throat. “We've had quite the day. Shall we go inside?”


    Katie stood in the snow and sagebrush, reluctant to go inside. Going inside would propel her forward through time, and everything would start rushing by, out of control. She wanted everything to freeze, to “hold on a gosh-darned minute”—as her mother would always say when she was getting the camera ready to take a picture of another family gathering.


    Oh, the irony. She'd come here to the mountain resort to get away from death. Travel by plane was more expensive than by bus, but she'd chosen to spend the airfare specifically because of the superstition about the speed at which ghosts travel. She'd tried so hard to shake death, yet it had found her anyway. Well, technically, it had found Clive Kingfisher, survived by a vacationing wife and no kids.


    The sound of the departing taxi faded to nothing. Lee was still in the front yard, kicking at the melting snow.


    The big wooden door of the house abruptly swung open, and Tilda came running out to greet them with open arms. She stood barefoot in the snow, her skin a painful-looking red, as she hugged Katie and then Lee.


    “My artist babies,” Tilda said, holding Lee's face between her pointed fingers. “You wouldn't leave me here by myself, would you?”


    Lee gave Katie a told-you-so look. He hugged Tilda a second time before steering her toward the door. “Ms. Onassis, I'm going to stay here as long as you need me,” Lee said. “I'm at your service. Your beck and call. I'll do anything for you.”


    Tilda crossed the threshold and glanced back at Katie. “And you, sweetheart?”


    Katie wondered if she was being called sweetheart because Tilda had already forgotten her name.


    “I'll stay,” Katie said. “If that's what you want.”


    “Good, good, good,” Tilda said.


    Inside, the social room was sweltering hot from a blazing fire. Marco crouched at the hearth, fortifying the flames with even more dry wood. His movements were slow and deliberate.


    Holly sat on the edge of a wood chair, staring straight ahead and wringing a dish towel in her hands. Her mismatched hairline looked askew above her stunned expression. She was sitting completely still, but breathing heavily, all in the upper chest. Her dark-blond hair was even more disheveled than usual. An elastic band at the top of her head held a handful of hair, twisted in on itself. Katie felt a pain in her chest, an anxiousness, just from looking at the distraught housekeeper.


    Tilda, however, appeared calm and radiant, as though she'd been born expecting tragedies like this. She'd changed clothes since that morning. Instead of her usual paint-spattered men's shirt, she wore a loose-fitting black dress over her angular frame, cinched in at her tiny waist with a silver and turquoise chain belt. Her face was free of makeup, and her pale-red eyebrows were so fair without eyebrow shadow, she looked almost alien.


    Tilda took Katie's hand. “Sweetheart, are you Jewish?”


    “No.”


    “Me, neither. But will you sit shiva with me?” She looked over at Lee, who was hovering behind Marco at the hearth. “That's what it's called, right?”


    “I'm familiar with the practice,” Lee said. “We will stay with you and sit shiva, Tilda. We're not going anywhere.”


    There was a knock at the door.


    Holly jumped up, tossed her twisted dish towel over her shoulder, and raced to open the door.


    It was the female police officer who had been the first to interview Katie at the police station. She was a sturdy-looking woman, all rawhide, like a dog bone. Tanned face and short hair that was neither blond nor brown. She stamped the snow off her boots and came inside.


    “You're all here,” she said dryly. “This saves me the trouble of having to hunt you all down.”


    Marco, who'd been tending the fire, stood and faced her. “Why would you have to hunt us down?” He shoved his hands into his jean pockets, rotating his arms to show the dimples at his chubby elbows. As radiant and ready as his mother appeared, Marco looked boyish and younger than his age of twenty-eight.


    The police officer gave the younger redheaded Onassis a tense smile, her straight teeth a lighter shade of rawhide than her cheeks. “Just a figure of speech. I'm sorry to burst in on you folks like this, but I have some follow-up questions.”


    “It's no problem,” Lee said, gesturing toward an empty sofa. “Have a seat. Holly and I will rustle up some refreshments.” He placed a hand on Holly's shoulder. “Isn't that right, Holly?” The housekeeper nodded meekly, and the two left for the kitchen.


    The visitor, who introduced herself as Officer Kendall, took a seat, her utility belt and equipment squeaking with her movements. Tilda and her son sat across from her.


    Katie wanted to sneak away to her room and avoid the interaction, but she calmly took a seat in the reclining chair. As she sat, she remembered Clive sitting in the same chair the night before. Despite the sweltering heat from the roaring fireplace, she shivered. The man had been there with them yesterday, and now he was a cold body on the way to the coroner.


    Officer Kendall calmly explained that she was just following up on some details that had arisen in the last hour.


    Tilda demanded, “Where's Mrs. Kingfisher? That woman hated Clive almost as much as she hated me. I don't know why she didn't ask him for a divorce.”


    “Mrs. Kingfisher is in Mexico with her family for the holidays. She left last week. She'll be flying back shortly to make arrangements.”


    Tilda snorted. “Was she even surprised?”


    Officer Kendall frowned. “When I spoke to her on the phone, she sounded strange, but people experience loss in different ways.”


    “So, she has an iron-clad alibi,” Tilda said. “How convenient.”


    “Mom, it was an accident,” Marco said, putting his arm around his mother.


    “Oh. Right.” She blinked and adjusted the top of her black dress. It had a wide neck, and had fallen aside, exposing her pale freckled shoulder. “An accident,” she repeated.


    Marco chuckled. “I can see why the police have questions, though.”


    Officer Kendall leaned forward. “And what makes you say that?”


    Marco stopped laughing and withdrew his arm that had been around his mother. “Clive Kingfisher was a challenging man to be around,” he said.


    Officer Kendall opened a sturdy-looking laptop, typed in a few keystrokes, and looked up at Marco. “Did Mr. Kingfisher have many enemies? Anyone who'd want to see him dead?”


    “No,” Marco said. “I mean, sure, he made a few enemies, but he had a strong personality. That's why he was such a good business manager for Mom. He looked out for her needs at all times, which is a rare thing in the business. Nobody wanted to kill him.”


    Tilda turned to her son. “How would you know for sure?”


    Marco frowned and looked down. “I don't know.” He chuckled. “This is all crazy. I mean, you have to laugh, right? Here we are, talking to a cop, about all the various people who wanted Clive Kingfisher dead. I mean, where do you start?” He kept chuckling, as though it was simply the sound he made while breathing.


    “My son laughs when he's nervous,” Tilda said to Officer Kendall. “Please, keep going with your questions. We're doing our best to get through this difficult day, and we want to help with your investigation, or report, or whatever it is.”


    Holly and Lee returned with trays of drinks and hastily made sandwiches.


    Officer Kendall took a bottle of water and turned her laptop to face out to the group before she took a sip. She wiped her mouth. “These are the clothes Clive was found wearing. Do you notice anything unusual?”


    Holly pointed at the screen. “Those are Marco's hiking boots,” she said. “Marco, remember you were looking for them this morning? Here they are. Clive took them. Why did Clive take your boots?”


    Tilda gasped, “A setup.” She covered her hand with her mouth.


    Marco's low chuckling ceased abruptly. “That's odd,” he said. “But Clive liked taking things that weren't his, so it's not too surprising. It was snowing last night, so I guess he wanted to dress for the weather.”


    “That's what we thought,” Officer Kendall said. “But why isn't he wearing a jacket? Look at this picture.” She brought up a new image on the screen. “He was found wearing only a thin T-shirt. Why would a man borrow hiking boots but not put on a jacket? It was cold on the mountain last night.”


    “He was drunk,” Tilda said. “Clive doesn't think when he's drinking. We don't even know why he went up there.”


    Marco said, “He might have gone up there to meet someone. Or to take pictures.”


    Holly said, “Oh, I love those time-delay photos. When you see the sun rise and the sky change colors in a minute.”


    “Funny you'd mention time-delay photos,” Officer Kendall said. “There's a nature documentary crew observing a coyote den not far from here. They're set up along the second trail, the one that hikers don't use as much. It's the longer way down. Less scenic but also less steep. Early this morning, the crew captured an image of someone on the trail.”


    Marco asked, “And is that why you're here? This is the new evidence that's come to light?”


    Officer Kendall blinked twice. She didn't answer the question but asked, “Do you recognize these clothes?”


    She clicked a key and brought the next image to the screen. Everyone leaned in around the laptop. Katie stretched her torso over the arm of the reclining chair to see between Lee and Holly's bodies.


    The picture on the laptop screen was blurry and dark. In the right-hand corner of the image was the darkened entrance to a coyote burrow. The burrow was in focus and the background was not, which made sense, given the crew had been capturing the coyotes and not people on the trail.


    Holly said, “I don't see anything. What am I supposed to see? This is like those chupacabra photos. I don't see anything.”


    A yellow splotch appeared at the edge of the screen. This wasn't a still photo, but a video, or a time-lapse. The yellow splotch moved from one side to the other and disappeared.


    “That's Clive,” Holly said. “That's his yellow jacket. I know that color. That was him climbing up there last night, by himself.”


    “Oh, Clive,” Tilda said, shaking her head. “You idiot. Hiking up the mountain by yourself at night. What were you thinking?”


    “Not so fast,” Marco said slowly. “Look at the mountain ridge here. I know where this camera was positioned. That was Clive coming down, not up. See? Left to right, that's down.” He leaned back on the sofa.


    “He was exercising,” Holly said. “He was going up and down.”


    “Possibly,” Tilda said. To the cop, she explained, “Sometimes when Clive drinks, he gets it in his head that he's a triathlete. He must have been on his second loop when he exhausted himself. He probably gave himself a heart attack before he fell in the water.”


    Officer Kendall looked around the group. “Then where's the jacket?”


    Tilda held out her hands, palms up. “You can search the premises. It's not here.”


    Marco looked at his mother, frowning. “How would you know?”


    Tilda reached for one of the quartered sandwiches on the coffee table. “You got me,” she said. “I don't know. But feel free to look around.”


    “A warrant,” Holly said, her voice tinged with accusation. “You're the police. You need a warrant.” She spoke faster and louder. “You've got no damn business in here. I know my damn rights.”


    Marco looked up at the housekeeper. “Holly, she doesn't—”


    Holly paced the center of the room, her hands flitting like restless birds. “She does! Stupid cops!” And then the cursing began. Her eyes were wild, her movements frantic. The few dark-blond hairs that had been knotted in an elastic on top of her head fell loose.


    Officer Kendall, who was still seated, leaned to the side and brought her fingers to touch something on her service belt.


    Holly's wild outburst grew louder and crazier. She was swearing about something, but it was all nonsense.


    Officer Kendall shouted a warning, telling Holly to calm herself down, but Holly kept yelling, and soon both Tilda and Marco's shouts added to the frenzy.


    Lee stepped back from the fray and took a seat on the arm of Katie's chair, pinching her fingers.


    In a flash of motion, the cop was moving across the room, flying toward Holly, who was screaming now.
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    It took no more than five minutes for Holly Bagley to calm herself—once she was in handcuffs and facedown on the floor.


    “I know she didn't mean anything by it,” Officer Kendall said, standing over the housekeeper. “There won't be any charges.”


    Holly's red cheeks puffed and the scar on her forehead pulsed with anger, but she didn't make a peep while the others cleaned up the ruined sandwiches that had been thrown to the floor during the scuffle.


    “Now, with your permission, I'd like to search the premises for that yellow jacket,” the rawhide-hued cop said. “The jacket Clive was wearing on his way down the mountain.” She looked pointedly at Lee. “Assuming it was Clive. Such a shame he had the hood up, covering his hair. It would have made my job a lot easier.”


    Lee stood up straight. “I can help you look for the jacket.”


    “No,” the cop snapped. “You stay here. I just need keys to access all the rooms.” She looked at Tilda.


    “Of course,” Tilda said graciously. “My son can show you around. He has all of the keys, not that we lock many things. I'll stay right here, in the social room.” She made eye contact with Katie. “My students had their lessons cut short today, so we'll squeeze in a few hours of instruction now. Clive would have wanted us to continue.”


    Lee said, “Ms. Onassis, you don't have to worry about us. We're here to support you now. We can find some pleasant way to pass the time.”


    Tilda clapped her hands with girlish glee. “A jigsaw puzzle! We shall sit right over there at the big table, and do a puzzle together. It's a wonderful opportunity for us to talk about color and light, about seeing the small parts so you can see the whole. After all, you can't paint the fleas until you paint the dog.”


    Lee looked at Katie, who shrugged. She'd done plenty of jigsaw puzzles, often with her mother while her brothers ran around the family home with wild abandon. She was good at spotting matches but not as patient as her mother. She wondered, should she be calling her mother now to check in? She ran through the scenario in her head. It wouldn't be a good conversation. Her mother would be horrified to hear about a death at the ranch, and would demand Katie come home immediately. The Mills family was already on edge from the disappearance of Katie's roommate. This would send them into a tizzy. It was probably best to wait, and tell her family about all of this after the fact—if at all.


    Something in the room creaked. Tilda was opening the doors of a wooden armoire with pierced tin panels. She pulled out a stack of colorful jigsaw puzzle boxes.


    Somebody grunted. Officer Kendall was getting Holly off the floor and settled on a long sofa. Kendall said to the muted housekeeper, “I'll be back to take off these cuffs in a few minutes, ma'am. You're not in any trouble. Nod if you understand.”


    Holly nodded.


    “If I leave you here, are you going to remain calm?”


    Holly clenched her eyes shut and turned her face away.


    Marco stood in the middle of the room with his hands stuffed in his pockets. When he saw Katie looking his way, he raised his dark-red eyebrows and lifted one hand to run through his curly red hair, making it stand upright.


    Marco said to the police officer, “I, uh, guess I'll give you the grand tour.” He let out a nervous chuckle and gestured around the L-shaped room. “This is the, uh, social room. Everything in here is authentic, except for the jackalope.” He nodded at the novelty taxidermy head on the wall. It was a jackrabbit with miniature deer antlers.


    Katie hadn't noticed the jackalope until just now. The shock of seeing the absurd animal made her laugh out loud in one short burst. This set off Marco's laughter. Lee, who'd been relatively quiet since volunteering to get refreshments, joined in.


    Tilda smiled. “That stupid jackalope,” she said. “One of the students must have given it to Clive. He said it was too ridiculous to keep at his house, so the damn thing ended up here.”


    Marco said, “Who knew the stupid jackalope would outlast Clive?”


    “Who knew, indeed,” said his mother, pressing her pointed fingers to the edges of her eyes while she sniffled.


    Officer Kendall crossed her rawhide arms and walked over to take a better look at the jackalope. “That's a good one,” she said with an earthy chuckle.


    The only one not amused by the jackalope was Holly. She remained motionless, facedown on the couch, her hands still bound behind her.


    Marco and his mother exchanged a look, and then he left with the female officer, in search of Clive's yellow jacket.
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    Lee, Katie, and Tilda dove into the jigsaw puzzle eagerly. There were two thousand pieces, and they worked together like a veteran team.


    Thirty minutes into the puzzle, Officer Kendall returned to the room to release Holly.


    The housekeeper yawned and stretched as though awakening from a refreshing nap.


    “Would anyone care for a bowl of green chile soup?” She turned toward the female police officer and asked, in the same sweet tone she'd used for the others, “Soup?”


    Either Holly Bagley didn't hold grudges or she'd already forgotten about their altercation.


    Officer Kendall said, “Thank you for the generous offer, but I must decline.”


    Holly grinned. “We won't tell anyone. We're good at keeping secrets up here.”


    “Holly,” Tilda barked. “Don't be a tease.” She didn't even look up from the jigsaw puzzle.


    “I'm nearly done looking around,” the cop said. “I'll take one last walk around the grounds then I'll be on my way.”


    Tilda looked up, her face pale and her cheekbones sharp. “Oh? Did you find Clive's jacket?”


    “Not yet.”


    “It's probably hanging from a tree halfway up the trail,” Tilda said. “If I find it, I won't touch it. I'll call you right away.”


    “Thank you, ma'am.” Kendall nodded curtly and walked over to the front door. “I'm very sorry for your loss.”


    She went out the door.


    Immediately, Lee said, “She sure didn't look very hard for that jacket.”


    Tilda tilted her head back and looked down her sharp nose at Lee. “You should run along outside and help her.”


    “Not unless you want me to,” he said.


    She shrugged, pressed a piece of the puzzle into place, and then looked up at Holly. “Did you say something about green chile soup?”


    At the mention of food, Katie's stomach grumbled.


    Holly said, “Should I bring it out here, to the social room?”


    “Excellent idea,” Tilda said sweetly. “There's plenty of space to eat and puzzle. I don't really feel like grieving just yet.”


    “You're in shock,” Lee said.


    Holly spat on the floor. “Rot in hell, Mr. Fish.”


    * * *


    The chile soup was hot and rejuvenating.


    While they ate, Katie continued sorting blue sky from red rock. After the day they'd had, working on a jigsaw puzzle was the perfect activity. And sitting with Tilda like this seemed like the right thing to do.


    While they puzzled, Tilda made comments about the puzzle's colors. “See how the white of the zebra here, in the shadow, is the same value as this part here, the black stripe that's in the light? In this case, white is darker than black.”


    “This reminds me of a documentary I saw about optical illusions,” Lee said.


    “Documentaries are boring,” Tilda said, yawning. “I'd much rather watch a movie. I don't want the so-called truth, as presented by the filmmaker. I want to be wowed. I want the embellishment, the exaggeration, something imaginary and wonderful.”


    “Me, too,” Lee said. “But documentaries can be illuminating.”


    Tilda snorted. “They're more biased than fiction. More about the filmmaker than the subject.”


    Marco, who had entered the social room unnoticed, spoke up. “Is my mother going off about my father again?”


    Tilda jerked her head up, her red bob swinging gracefully. “My beloved, I should have had you with Clive instead of your father. At least with Clive, you know you're getting into bed with a snake.”


    “Mom!”


    To Katie and Lee she explained, “Marco's father is a documentary film maker. That's how we met. It's also how we divorced.”


    Lee said, “That explains why you don't like documentaries.”


    “Nonsense,” she said. “I always thought they were boring and pretentious, even before Marco's father did that horrible hatchet job on my life.”


    Marco sighed. “Mom, he gave you a last name with cachet. You never would have broken through as Tilda Snell. And as for the documentary he made about you, that so-called hatchet job made you famous. It made your art valuable.”


    She snorted. “Dying will make me famous. Dying will make my art valuable. That's probably what Clive wanted.”


    “What?” Marco joined them at the table, sitting next to Katie, brushing her body with his and not excusing the contact. “Mother, what are you talking about? Clive wanted you dead?”


    “Probably.”


    His cheeks flushed red. “It was me that he wanted out of the way.” Softly, he said, “Just me. He thought I was going to ruin everything.”


    His mother made a scoffing sound. “You and your persecution syndrome, Marco.”


    “He really despised me, Mom. I'm telling you, he wanted me out of the way. He was out to get me. I had him help negotiate one little deal, and it all blew up in my face.”


    “What deal was that?”


    Marco's cheeks got even more red. “Nothing. Never mind. It's all in the past now.”


    Tilda looked around the room. “Is that lady cop done snooping around yet? She's not going to pop up suddenly from behind the couch, is she?”


    “No,” Marco said. “I watched her drive away.” He began chuckling.


    Lee lifted his chin at Marco. “What's so funny?”


    “She's a good cop. Officer Kendall found my stash of, uh, never mind.” He reached for a puzzle piece and tried to stick it somewhere it clearly didn't fit. “She gave me a verbal warning before she left.”


    Lee asked eagerly, “Did she confiscate your stash?”


    “She made me flush it.”


    “That's a shame,” Lee said. “I haven't smoked up in a few years now. Tonight would have been a good time to break the chain.”


    “We could start drinking,” Tilda said.


    “True,” Lee said. “There's always booze, and that's perfectly legal.”


    Tilda adjusted the wide neck of her loose-fitting black dress. “Forget about sitting shiva. None of us are Jewish. Let's have a wake for old Clive.”


    Lee asked, “Are you Irish? Snell is Anglo-Saxon, isn't it?”


    Tilda made a fist and struck the wood table dramatically. “Oh, who knows anything about anything! Tonight, we can be Irish.”


    And so, the shiva turned into a wake.


    * * *


    Katie accepted the first glass of whiskey hesitantly. The sip of brandy the previous night had been in contradiction with the instructions for her medication, but she'd felt fine that morning. She did want the whiskey, but more to fit in with the others than for the chemical boost.


    She'd been thinking about making some phone calls to rearrange her flight and leave early. If Lee wanted to stay, that was his business. She'd come to New Mexico to get away from death, not make a party of it.


    She sipped the amber fire and felt it breathing into her bones. She really wasn't supposed to drink with her medication, but one glass wouldn't be the worst thing in the world.


    In the morning, she could start making calls. For the moment, she kept her plans to herself.


    Tilda stood and took the jackalope down from the wall. She set it in a chair, atop a pile of puzzle boxes.


    “Now it feels like Clive is still with us,” she said.


    Holly, who had entered the room quietly said, “Clive only wished he could be half as cute as that thing.”


    Marco rubbed his round cheek. “Say what you will, but the man did have a way with the ladies. He used to turn on his old-school charm whenever he got one alone. I hear it caused melting at the knees, and more.”


    They all looked at Katie.


    “He was an interesting man,” she said neutrally. “To Clive Kingfisher.” She raised her glass, and they toasted the jackalope.


    * * *


    When they opened the second bottle of whiskey, the jigsaw puzzle was half done, and all were having a very merry time.


    Holly made a batch of biscochitos using butter instead of lard, and they devoured every last one while sharing stories about their favorite Christmases. They talked about turkey disasters, crowds of holiday shoppers at the mall, and their personal family traditions.


    Lee's family opened all of their gifts on Christmas Eve, and spent Christmas Day playing board games. Katie's family, which included three older brothers, watched the Lord of the Rings movies straight through. Sometimes twice. Marco and Tilda spent the previous Christmas in Hawaii, with Holly.


    Holly declared it, “The best Christmas of my life,” and began to sob. “Almost as good as this one.”


    Everyone shared an uncomfortable laugh.


    They poured another round of drinks and battled valiantly with the remaining hundreds of puzzle pieces. They talked about everything. Everything but Clive Kingfisher.


    Every time Katie looked at the jackalope, she giggled. The silly hare with the antlers reminded her of something, another time of laughter, but she couldn't remember what it was.


    At midnight, Lee handed Tilda the final puzzle piece. “Do the honors,” he said.


    Her hand trembled as she placed the piece, completing a red boulder and the puzzle overall.


    “Time for bed,” she said solemnly.


    Everyone stood and yawned, as though waking from a dream, and headed off to bed.


    The bathroom was chilly after the warmth of the fire in the social room. Katie brushed her teeth quickly and skipped flossing because her feet were too cold. She practically ran into her room and dove under the scratchy covers.


    Her mind was racing, but it was racing drunkenly, spewing gibberish the way Holly did when she had her attacks. It was easy enough to ignore the chatter.


    She was just nodding off when she was jolted awake by the scraping of her suitcase on the floor. She'd set the suitcase in front of the door as an early warning should anyone try to sneak into her unlocked room. The suitcase had done its job.


    “Psst, Katie,” came a whisper. “Are you awake?”


    She sat up. If she hadn't been awake before, she was now.
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    In the darkness, Lee said, “You can't sleep, either?”


    “No,” Katie replied, pulling the covers up to cover her thin undershirt. “Funny how having someone bust into my room disrupts my ability to slumber.”


    “So you were sleeping.” He sounded disappointed. She hadn't turned on the bedside lamp, so she couldn't see his expression.


    “It's fine,” she said, and she meant it. Growing up with so many brothers, she was accustomed to having her sleep interrupted by the antics of one or more of them. In fact, having Lee Elliot disturbing her sleep made her feel right at home.


    “You're not mad?”


    “No, and I'm awake now. What do you want?” She hugged her knees to her chest and rearranged the scratchy woolen covers.


    “We were supposed to get a tour of Tilda's private studio today. It's part of the package.”


    The package. Katie dimly recalled the events that were supposed to take place that week. Surely it was all out the window now.


    “Remind Tilda tomorrow,” Katie said. “She'd probably be happy for the distraction.”


    “You think? I wouldn't want to be rude.”


    “It probably would be rude, yes. Good that you have such fine manners. But waking up people when they're sleeping and sneaking into their room is just fine.”


    “Wow.” He came over to the bed and took a seat uninvited. “Katie Mills has a sarcastic side, once you get through the candy coating of shyness. I like it. You've got more personality than I expected.”


    “Uh, thanks.” Now that the sarcasm had been switched on, it was hard to stop.


    “Your room feels cozier than mine. No wonder you can sleep fine.”


    “Were you here, in my room last night?”


    Her eyes had adjusted to the dim light, and she could see Lee's features now. His eyes looked bigger in the dark, not so much like paint splatters. And he was smiling, which made him look almost handsome.


    “In here?” He rubbed his chin, his light beard making a scratching sound. “No. This is the first time I've been in here.”


    “Someone came in here last night. I saw them standing there at the foot of the bed.” Softly, she added, “Or so I think. It might have been a vivid dream.”


    “That's so weird,” he said. “I swear someone came into my room last night, too. I didn't remember until just now.”


    “Weird,” she said. “Who?”


    “I bet it was the wacky housekeeper. She's got kind of a watch-you-sleep vibe. Can you imagine if you woke up to find her standing there at the foot of your bed with one of those huge knives she's got in the kitchen? Screaming about ghosts and search warrants?”


    Katie rubbed her arms. “Great. Now I'll never sleep.”


    “You can bunk in my room,” Lee said warmly. “I'll protect you.” He chuckled at himself, which took away the creepiness of his offer.


    “My hero,” she joked.


    He reached over and patted her feet through the blanket. “Come on. Get up, put some jeans on, and let's go check out Tilda's studio by ourselves. Dress warm. We'll have to go around outside, because it's over in a separate building.”


    Katie mulled it over.


    On one hand, she felt bad sneaking around the property when their hostess had been so generous.


    On the other hand, a tour of the artist's private studio was included in the week's tuition, and it would likely be forgotten in the wake of Clive's death. Plus if she didn't go with him, Lee Elliot would go on his own, and she didn't like the idea of him sneaking in there without her.


    “You're just like my big brothers,” she said, pushing away the blankets. “Always getting me into trouble.”


    “That's what us boys are good for,” he said cheerfully. “Amongst other things.”


    “Are you looking at me? Don't look at me when I get dressed.”


    He snorted with amusement. “You're just a shadow. I can't see anything.”


    “Then stop looking. I can feel your eyeballs groping me.”


    The bed springs squeaked. “I'm facing away from you now,” he said. “Is that your closet door? It looks just like a person standing in the room.”


    “I know, right? They should paint the closet door a light color.”


    “Paint over perfectly good real wood?” He made a scoffing sound. “You're such a woman.”


    She scoffed right back at him as she zipped up her jeans.


    * * *


    The snow crunched under their feet as they made their way out of the main house and along a path to a separate, smaller building. The temperature had dipped below freezing, and the air was crisp. The waning gibbous moon overhead shed plenty of light, and the snow dusting the ground made the property brighter.


    Katie had a skip in her step as they approached the boxy shape of what they assumed was Tilda's personal art studio.


    “You're having fun,” Lee said. “The key to making you smile is to invite you along on a crime spree, huh?”


    She snorted. “My brothers were always finding abandoned farmhouses to break into. We felt like archaeologists making the find of the century back then.”


    “Did you find anything of value?”


    “Sure. Old newspapers. Broken beds. And a busted-up wooden doll straight out of a horror movie.”


    He chuckled. “Treasures.”


    “I still have the doll. It's a great prop for creepy photos. I have a friend who used it in a short film he made when we were in high school.”


    “What was the film about?”


    “A couple of college students who get murdered in the middle of the night by an ax-wielding lunatic in New Mexico.”


    Lee stared at her for several shocked seconds before laughing. “Nice one, Katie Mills.”


    “The movie was actually about cannibals,” she said. “Cannibals who had day jobs in the banking industry. It was sort of a metaphor.”


    “I would pay good money to see that,” Lee said. “Where did this super fun childhood of yours take place?”


    “South Dakota,” she said.


    “Ah,” he said. “I thought I heard you say pop the other day when Holly brought us 7-Up. That explains it. You're from a pop state.”


    “Where are you from?”


    “Texas. Everything's called a coke there. Even Mountain Dew.”


    “You're not far from home at all,” she said.


    “Depends on how you look at it. I go to school in California. So I have two homes, or maybe no home. My home is my suitcase. I don't like to get tied down.” They reached the front door of the building, and he tried the handle. “Locked.” He shook his head. “I guess we'll have to bug Tilda to show us around tomorrow. Either that or do another jigsaw puzzle.”


    She tried the handle herself, just to be sure. They turned to walk back to the main house, and she said, “I didn't think you were the type to give up so easily.”


    He stopped so suddenly, she walked into him. He was more solid than he looked.


    “Oh, really?” He turned and gave her a teasing look. “You think we should look around for a window and break in?”


    “We could at least have a walk around the perimeter.”


    “Something tells me you were the naughty little sister who came up with the ideas that got your brothers in trouble.”


    She held up one finger. “You know, Lee Elliot, you're not a complete idiot.”


    He grinned. “Thanks.”


    They circled around the building, and sure enough, there was an unlocked window at the back.


    Katie climbed onto Lee's shoulders and crawled in through what turned out to be the window for a bathroom. She landed upside-down inside a tub without injury, made her way through the dark rooms to the front door, and unlocked it for Lee.


    The two walked around together, turning on lights.


    “This is not at all what I expected,” Lee said. “There aren't even any art supplies in here.”


    “Great.” Katie fell into a leather armchair. “This isn't Tilda's art studio. It's a guest cottage or something.”


    Lee picked up some unopened envelopes from the kitchenette's counter. “These bills are addressed to Clive Kingfisher. This must be his official business office, and where he stays when he's in the doghouse.” He dropped the envelopes. “Where he used to stay.”


    Katie looked around the compact yet comfortable living room. “Not bad for a doghouse.”


    “Except I can practically see my breath.” Lee walked over to the corner fireplace and started arranging wood and kindling. “Let's get some heat up in this joint.”


    “Why?”


    “Why not?” He struck a match and lit a crumpled newspaper. “It's a guest house, and we're guests.”


    She laughed. “Your logic is undeniable, Lee Elliot.”


    He gave her an appreciative smile. “I like that laugh of yours, Katie Mills. Almost as much as your sexy sarcasm.”


    She crossed her arms. Since when was sarcasm sexy?


    She watched as he blew on the kindling and coaxed a roaring fire to life. The room warmed up quickly, and soon he'd removed his sweater. He stood before the orange flames clad only in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt that revealed a surprisingly athletic build, like that of a swimmer or a gymnast.


    Forget the sexiness of sarcasm. Since when was Lee Elliot sexy?


    He reached for his rumpled sweater, which had a kangaroo-style pocket, and pulled out a silver flask. “Vodka?”


    “I think I'm still drunk on whiskey from the wake.”


    “Then another sip won't hurt.” He waved the flask as he took a seat on the hearth, next to the crackling fire.


    Katie quietly took a good look at the young man sitting across from her, trying to see the whole picture plus the details, all together. Tonight, alone together in this warm and cozy room, Lee was someone else. He was no longer the rubber-limbed, beige boy with paint-splatter features. He was a young man, but he was a man.


    “Staring is rude,” he said.


    “I'm an artist.”


    “So am I, and I'd never stare at you like that. How do you like it?” He widened his eyes and made a funny face.


    “You're right. It is rude.” She whistled and looked up at the wooden beams on the ceiling.


    “Come sit with me, pretty girl,” he said. “I don't know about you, but wakes and funerals always put me in the mood to celebrate being alive. How are you feeling?”


    “Also alive,” she said, because it sounded good. Better than telling him wakes and funerals were a pleasant change from seeing ghosts.


    He patted the hearth again, and jokingly made a sound like calling a dog.


    She ignored him.


    After a minute, she finally got up from Clive's leather chair and joined Lee by the fire.


    He used the bottom of his shirt to wipe the rim of the flask for her, exposing a section of toned midriff and a fuzz of golden body hair.


    She took a sip of vodka from the silver flask while Lee watched her. He regarded her face with the appreciation of an artist. She became aware of her body, of how she was warming under his attention. She'd dated boys at college, but never anyone in the arts program. She'd never been looked at by an artist. Not the way Lee was looking at her.


    Self-consciously, she said, “What?”


    He smiled. “What, what?”


    “You're staring again,” she said.


    He took a swig from the flask. “And why wouldn't I be, pretty girl? I'd ask if I could paint you sometime, if it wasn't such a cliché.”


    She burst out a short laugh. “You're such a cliché, Lee Elliot.”


    “And you're an enigma, Katie Mills.”


    “Kaitlynne,” she said.


    “Kaitlynne,” he said softly. “Do you feel it?”


    She raised her eyebrows and glanced at his lap area.


    “Not that,” he said quickly. He took her hand and placed it, palm down, on his chest. “My heart,” he said.


    She tilted her head to the side, confused.


    He asked huskily, “Do you feel how alive we are, right here, right now?”


    “I guess so.” She didn't pull her hand away. The thumping of his chest through his soft T-shirt was exactly what she wanted to feel.


    “I've been dreaming about a girl,” he said.


    She jerked her hand away and rolled her eyes.


    “Not like that,” he said, smiling. “Actual dreams. Nightmares, I suppose. There's a girl, and she looks like you, but she's not you. And she's leading me up the mountain, up to that spot where we were painting with Tilda.”


    She nodded. What were you supposed to say when someone talked about their dreams?


    And then suddenly, a name was on her lips. “Darlene,” she said.


    “Your friend who disappeared,” Lee said, nodding. “That's what I thought, but here's the strange thing. I had the dream the first night we were here, before I heard about Darlene, and before we went up there.”


    “So? You said you did meet her last year, when your visits overlapped by a day.”


    “You've got to admit, it's quite the coincidence.”


    He took a noisy sip from the flask. She took it from his hand, and without wiping the lip, took a swig herself.


    She smacked her lips. “You must be psychic, then. Like Holly. Are you sure you're not related to the Bagley women?”


    He gave her a mock offended look. “You're a mean drunk,” he teased.


    “You have no idea,” she teased right back. She had no idea what she meant, but it was just one of those things a girl says to a boy when she's in the mood for him to kiss her.


    Lee took the hint.


    





Chapter 18
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    Wednesday morning, Katie woke up to someone gently shaking her.


    Lee said, “We've got twenty minutes to get back into the main house before our alarm clocks start going off.”


    “Then give me nineteen more minutes to sleep,” she groaned.


    Lee yanked away the wool blankets she'd been huddled under, which gave her no choice but to battle him for control of the bed. They wrestled, then he kissed her and pulled away. He already had his shoes on and was ready to sneak back into the main house.


    Katie sat up and looked around, feeling ashamed. They'd fallen asleep on Clive's bed. This was the last place a man had slept before he died, and he'd been alive two nights ago.


    The thought of Clive in the bed, combined with the drinks from the night before, sent Katie running to the bathroom to throw up. On the plus side, the poison was now out of her system.


    She came out of the washroom to find Lee leaning forward, examining the pillows on the bed.


    He asked, “Why would Tilda's hair be on these pillows?”


    Katie came over to look. Sure enough, there were a half dozen long, red hairs. Clive's hair had also been long, and his loose hairs were present on the white pillow as well, but they were a glossy black with silver roots.


    “Gross,” Katie said. “Tilda was sleeping with Clive.”


    “What do you mean, gross? You didn't find him attractive?”


    She gave Lee an enigmatic smile. “I have strange taste in men, but not that strange.”


    “You don't like older, powerful men?”


    “No, not like my roommate, Darlene. She was always flirting with professors.”


    “Until she flirted with the wrong one and got herself disappeared.” He coughed and frowned. “Sorry. I didn't mean to sound so flippant.”


    Katie picked up one of the red hairs. “It's a bit wavy. Maybe it's actually Marco's.”


    “You think Marco was sleeping with Clive?”


    “Hmm.” She walked around to the side of the bed opposite Lee and started straightening the layers of blankets. “I think Holly's not a very good housekeeper. Maybe Marco was sleeping here in the cottage, and Holly didn't change the sheets when Clive showed up unannounced.”


    “I guess it doesn't matter, because you and I were never here.” Lee winked at her.


    “Time?”


    He checked his phone. “Five minutes.”


    “We were never here,” Katie said. “Last night didn't happen.”


    “If you say so,” he said stiffly.


    They finished tidying up the cottage and let themselves back into the main house without incident.


    * * *


    “Cigarettes,” Tilda said. “That's what I need.”


    She was seated at the table in the dining room, wearing sunglasses, and drinking from a cup of coffee nearly as big as her head. She wore the same black dress she'd had on the day before, covered up with a bulky wool cardigan. Her red hair was frizzy on one side, but she still looked elegant.


    “No cigarettes,” Holly said. “We threw them all out the last time you quit.”


    Marco took a break from devouring his stack of pancakes. “Mom, I could take the Jeep into town and get you some ciggies.”


    “No,” Holly said, shaking her head.


    “Just until Christmas,” Tilda pleaded. “Then I'll quit again, Holly, I swear.”


    Holly made a grumbling sound.


    Tilda turned her head toward Lee and Katie, her eyes still hidden by the dark lenses. “I'm sorry I won't be able to give my art babies a lesson today.”


    Katie's mouth twitched into a smile. She liked being referred to as an “art baby.” It made her feel like she knew her place in the world, as a baby in a family again.


    “We could find something else to do,” Lee said. “Maybe we could get a tour of—”


    Tilda waved her hand. “You'll be working, painting on your own in the student workshop. Be good little art babies, will you? I'll look over your work later today. After I've had a cigarette.” She turned to her son and silently mouthed a thank you.


    Marco asked his mother, “Hey, do you mind if I borrow one of your art babies?”


    “Take your pick,” she said with a hand wave.


    Marco looked right at Katie. “Want to go for a drive into town with me?”


    “Sure,” she said. “I'd love to.”


    Lee cleared his throat. “Just her?”


    Katie said, “We can both go with you.”


    “The Jeep only seats two,” Marco said, already pushing back his chair. He threw his napkin on his chair. “Give me five minutes and I'll meet you around front.”


    Once he was gone, Katie turned to Lee. “The Jeep only seats two,” she said cryptically.


    “I'll miss you terribly,” he said flatly.


    “Shh,” Tilda said. “Stop yelling. Be quiet little art babies.”


    * * *


    The Jeep had a small bench seat in the back and could have accommodated more than two people, but Katie didn't suggest changing the plan. She was glad to get some time away from Lee, who'd done nothing wrong and was actually quite sweet, but still. Space. She wanted space. Their playful wrestling last night had seemed normal enough at the time, but in the light of morning, she didn't know what to make of it. Lee wasn't a “keep things casual” sort of guy. Which made him better than most guys, really. So, why did she hold it against him?


    She watched the New Mexico landscape roll by. Most of the snow had melted away, but a few white pockets remained.


    “The funeral won't be for several weeks,” Marco said. “The Kingfisher family wants to wait until after Christmas.” He kept staring at the road ahead. They'd been driving for five minutes, and it was the first thing he'd said.


    “Fair enough,” Katie said. “There's no good time for a funeral. That's what my mother always says.”


    Marco began chuckling. “It's always a good time for the funeral of someone you don't care for too much.” He turned toward her. One of his red curls had fallen on the center of his forehead. With the curl sticking out like that, he reminded Katie of a unicorn, or a hippo—though that was an unkind simile, given Marco's rounded build. She shifted her imagination back toward the unicorn, elegant and special.


    “It's no secret I wasn't a fan of Clive,” Marco said. “He's been part of my life as long as I can remember.”


    “I noticed he called you son a few times. Did he try to be like a father to you?” She bit her lower lip as she considered telling him about finding Tilda's long red hairs on Clive's pillows. He'd suspected something was going on, and even mentioned it to Katie, but did he really want to know?


    “Clive was the stepfather I never wanted. You know that expression, about beating someone like a redheaded stepson? That's exactly how he treated me.”


    “That must have been tough,” Katie said. She thought again of the black hairs and red hairs on the pillow. “Were they ever together? Your mother and Clive?”


    “No way.” He shook his head, bouncing the red unicorn curl on his forehead.


    “But, the other night, you asked me if I thought there was something going on.”


    Marco laughed bitterly. “That was pure paranoia,” he said. “Might have been a bad reaction to something I smoked.”


    “Maybe they had feelings for each other after all.”


    He kept his eyes on the straight road ahead as he shook his head, swinging the red unicorn curl. “She would never let him into her heart. It was already enough that he controlled the business. She would never relinquish control of her entire life. After my father burned her, she swore off relationships.”


    “Relationships are tough,” she said.


    “They sure are.”


    The conversation tapered off, and they continued driving along the straight road, a red line stitching through snow-pocked sandy terrain, in silence.


    After a few minutes, Marco said, “I do wonder, sometimes, if they were, uh, friends with benefits. Like, not in love or anything, but something physical. It would explain a lot.”


    “Lee found something,” she blurted out.


    “What?” He jerked his head and gave her a horrified look, the whites visible all around his irises.


    “Never mind,” she said. “It's just gossip. I'm sorry I mentioned it. Lee is a nosy troublemaker.” But he's a good kisser, she finished silently.


    Marco slammed on the brakes and pulled the Jeep off the road. It bumped up and down over the rough terrain.


    “You have to tell me now,” he said, chuckling. “Spit it out or I'm going to drive until I find a big cactus, and I'll throw you on it.”


    She squealed as they bumped over a rough patch of rocks.


    “I don't know anything!”


    He gave her a look of malevolent glee. “I see a cactus up ahead.”


    She grabbed an overhead handle and held tight to the rocking Jeep. “It was just red hair,” she said. “Lee Elliot found some strands of red hair on Clive's pillow. He said either Tilda had been in the same bed with Clive, or Holly's not a good housekeeper.”


    The Jeep rolled to a stop.


    “It was in the guest cottage,” she explained. “Lee went in there last night because he was, um, curious about what Tilda's art studio looked like. He let himself into the wrong building by accident.”


    “The little house to the north of the main building?”


    “That's what I heard,” she lied. “Is there a chance it was your hair on the pillow? Lee thought maybe that was what happened. Just some bad housekeeping.”


    “I don't ever sleep in that guest house,” Marco said.


    “Do you hang out in there? Maybe that was how Clive got your hiking boots. It's a cozy little place.” She bit her lip. “According to Lee Elliot.”


    Marco stared out the front window.


    He didn't speak for a long time. Katie imagined how she'd feel if she were in his shoes. She'd be upset if her happily married parents weren't together, and even more so if she found out her mother had been sleeping with another man, let alone a man she despised. One who treated Katie poorly. If that happened to her, she'd want to push the guy out of their lives. Push him all the way off a cliff, even.


    Finally, Marco said, “Okay.”


    He put the Jeep in reverse and started backing up toward the road.


    “No point denying the facts,” Marco said. “And it's a moot point now that Clive's gone, anyway.”


    “I'm sorry you had to find out this way,” Katie said.


    He shrugged. “All's well that ends well.”


    “And it might not be true. It was just a crazy theory that Lee Elliot came up with.”


    Marco shot her a wounded look as he turned the vehicle back onto the dirt road and headed toward town again. “What's the deal with that guy?”


    “Lee? I guess he's kinda snoopy, in addition to being a brown noser.”


    “No, I mean with you two.” He cracked a crooked grin, seemingly happy to be changing the subject. “Are you two crazy college kids hooking up?”


    “Ew.” She wrinkled her nose.


    “Good,” he said. “You deserve better.”


    “Uh, thanks.”


    “If he starts bugging you, just come to me and I'll set him straight. Okay?”


    She fidgeted with her seat belt and looked out the window. They'd driven past the snow line, and now everything was red.


    “Katie,” he said. “Do you hear me? If you need anything, I'm your guy. Anything at all. Help getting Lee to stay away from you, or help with your art, or talking to my mother. I'm your man. Okay?”


    “Sure,” she said.


    “Girls like you need all the protection they can get. There are a lot of creeps out there in the world, once you leave your little town in South Dakota.”


    “I know.” She clenched her teeth together. Had she told everyone she was from South Dakota? She didn't remember telling anyone but Lee Elliot, the night before. Then again, it was the sort of thing that could have come up at one of the dinners. Or, more likely, Marco had done some research into her. A simple computer search would have brought up a vast number of girls named Katie Mills. It was a common enough name, but he would have known she'd attended the same college as Darlene Silva. Had Marco been playing detective last night, at the same time she and Lee had been finding their way into a locked cottage?


    Marco reached over and pressed the buttons on the radio, switching stations. He settled on one playing a rock song with a familiar chorus, and began humming along.


    When they reached town and parked in front of the grocery store, he said, “I'm glad you came along with me today. Even though I'm not sad that Clive is gone, I'm still sad right now, you know?”


    “It's okay to be sad,” she said.


    “Plus this news about my mother and Clive makes me feel like I'm exploding and imploding at the same time, like sculpting material with no form, or a form with no material, two states at once.”


    “I understand,” she said, though she wasn't sure she did.


    





Chapter 19

    [image: leaves]


    Tilda was still wearing the dark sunglasses indoors when they returned. She was sitting in the social room, thumbing through a magazine. A small fire was burning in the fireplace.


    Marco dropped a grocery store bag on the sofa next to her.


    She pulled out the carton of cigarettes. “Menthols?”


    “It's all they had,” Marco said. He looked to Katie for corroboration. “Isn't that right?”


    Katie nodded stiffly.


    Tilda snorted.


    Marco stuffed his hands in his pockets and hunched up his shoulders. “I don't know what to tell you, Mom. They must have had supply issues at the store, due to the snowfall.”


    Katie shifted from one foot to the other. Marco had primed her for the conversation during the drive. His mother would still smoke the menthols, according to Marco, but not nearly as many, and it would be easier for her to quit again. Apparently, they'd played this game many times before. Tilda always sent him for cigarettes rather than going on her own, and he always claimed the store was out of her preferred brand. If she really cared that much she'd drive into town herself.


    “Menthols are what your grandfather smoked,” Tilda said. “Or those nasty cigarillos.”


    “I could drive back and get you cigarillos,” he said.


    She was already tearing open the plastic package on the carton. “No, no. These will be fine. In fact, it might be refreshing.”


    “Don't smoke them inside, Mom.”


    “I'll sit by the fireplace and blow my smoke up the chimney.”


    “Mom.”


    “The draft will pull the smoke out of the room.”


    “Don't be ridiculous. I'm bigger than you. I can take those away if I want to.”


    She snorted. “You'll do no such thing.” She looked at Katie. “Darling, tell my son to show some respect, will you?”


    Katie excused herself to the washroom rather than weigh in.


    She heard mother and son bickering behind her as she made her escape. By the sound of it, Tilda lit the first cigarette, only to have it thrown into the fireplace by Marco.


    * * *


    When she came out of the washroom, Lee Elliot was waiting in the hallway. He'd showered while she was on her errand into town with Marco, but he hadn't shaved. The brown scruff along his jaw made him look older, more appealing.


    Lee was humming with energy, bouncing from one foot to the other. He grabbed her arm, grinning.


    “There you are,” he said excitedly.


    Without thinking, she leaned in and kissed him. His lips were soft, surprised. His body was warm. She'd gotten chilly on the trip into town. The Jeep had a canvas top, and Marco had kept the heaters blowing on high, but it had never been warm inside the vehicle. She pressed against Lee's heat. He released her arm and stepped backward, bumping into the adobe wall. He recovered quickly, bouncing again on one foot and then the other, and kissed her back.


    After they pulled away, he said, “You missed me.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You and I are the only normal people here, Lee. We have to stick together.”


    “Yes. Let's stick together.” He bounced on his toes as he glanced up and down the hallway.


    “What's going on?”


    He bit down on a smile. “I gotta show you something.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “Again?”


    He grabbed her hand, and tugged for her to follow him. He practically skipped as he guided her toward his bedroom, next door to hers. He closed the door behind them and gave her a wide-eyed look with eyes that seemed to glow from within.


    She looked at the narrow bed. It would be the most comfortable seat in the room, but she chose the ledge instead, bringing her feet up with her and hugging her knees. As much as she'd enjoyed kissing Lee in the hallway, she wanted to keep some distance, some perspective.


    Lee took a seat across from her, on the bed. He sat with his legs splayed out. He leaned back, resting with his hands behind him on the crisply made bed. His shirt lifted, exposing an inch of midriff, including his navel. Her eyes wandered over his body, and she trembled, remembering the previous night in front of the roaring fire.


    Lee asked with a deliberate casualness, “How did your excursion with Marco go?”


    “Fine.”


    He nodded and looked down, tucking his shirt into his jeans. “I heard you guys talking. Was the store really out of everything but menthols?”


    “Of course not,” she said. “According to Marco, they play that game every time.”


    “They lie to each other,” he said.


    “Like I said, it's more like a game.”


    “Right.” He kept bobbing his head.


    “How about you? You said you wanted to show me something?” She hugged her knees tighter.


    His voice got low. “I found something,” he said, looking at his closed but unlocked door.


    She followed his gaze. “You found Tilda's studio?”


    “Something better.” He twitched, rubbing the tip of his nose with one hand and then the other.


    “Drugs?” She turned her head to give him a sidelong look. “You found another one of Marco's stash?”


    “No.” He shot her a wounded look. “And I told you, I'm straight edge. I don't do drugs, prescription or otherwise.”


    Now she gave him a wounded look of her own. “Prescription is not the same as”—she made air quotes—“otherwise.”


    He moved back on the bed, lifted his legs up, and hugged his knees, matching Katie's body position.


    With a serious, soft tone, he said, “Maybe I shouldn't show you. This is serious stuff.”


    She released her knees and took a more relaxed pose on the adobe wall ledge. “Lee, just show me whatever it is you want to show me before I beat it out of you.” She grinned. “I'm the baby sister who learned how to do a head lock on much older brothers.”


    He released his knees and relaxed as well. “You're cute when you talk tough.” He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a scrap of something bright. It was small, only an inch across the longest side. The edges were blackened, burned up, but the center was unmistakably yellow.


    She leaned across the space between them, reaching for it. He hesitated, pulling the burned scrap close to his chest before finally handing it over.


    In her hand, the piece of material seemed to glow with importance. This was more than just a bit of garbage. It was something that shouldn't be. The burned edges were curled and hard, but the center was still pliable.


    “Clive's yellow jacket,” she said.


    “Shh.” He had his finger to his lips.


    She examined the inch-long scrap again. It had to be part of the jacket Officer Kendall had been looking for, the one someone had worn on their way down the mountain, past the cameras of the coyote documentary crew.


    She whispered, “Somebody burned it?”


    Lee nodded. He looked proud of himself—more so than usual. “I was helping Holly, scooping the ashes out of the fire, and I found that. Pretty suspicious, don't you think?”


    “You have to call the police.”


    “Do I?”


    They were speaking in whispers already, but Katie crossed the room to sit next to Lee on the bed.


    “Of course you do,” she whispered. “This is evidence. It means someone else was on the mountain on Monday night with Clive.”


    “Or Tuesday morning,” Lee whispered.


    “Yes. And they came back here, and burned the jacket.” She tapped her fingers on her leg. “I guess it wasn't Marco, because he was with me in the Jeep.” She looked into Lee's eyes and saw, for the first time, that they were different colors. One iris was brown and the other was only half brown, the other half green. How had she not noticed his mismatched eyes before?


    “Your eyes,” she said.


    He blinked and looked away from her. “Katie, I'm not going to tell anyone.”


    “You have to tell the police.”


    He kept facing away from her, his eyes fixed on the room's door. “Katie, I'm sure it was an accident.”


    She didn't like him saying her name that way, like she'd done something wrong and was now caught. Her mouth went dry. “What are you talking about?”


    “What you did,” he said. “What you did to Clive.”


    She felt her joints stiffen. She couldn't get enough oxygen into her lungs. The room was turning, whirling. She clenched the yellow scrap in her hand, making a fist. If she squeezed it hard enough, she could make it disappear, make this moment never happen.


    “It was an accident,” Lee said calmly.


    “No,” she said at speaking volume. “Whatever you're thinking, you're wrong.”


    He finally looked at her, his mismatched eyes like overlapping paint spatters. “Are you sure about that? On Monday night, I heard you going back into your room in the morning, around five o'clock. The door on your room squeaks, so I know it was your room. And you weren't using the bathroom, either, because that door squeaks even louder, plus I didn't hear any water running.”


    She tried to recall the events of Monday night. She'd heard Tilda and Clive talking in the hallway, with him telling her to “get rid of them.” And then she'd slept, until she'd been awakened by the presence of someone in her room.


    “That wasn't me squeaking my door,” she said slowly and carefully. “I was in my bed the whole time. I swear.”


    He let out an audible breath, grabbed his pillow, and hugged it. He gave her a boyish look. “Don't be mad,” he said. “It's not like we know each other that well. You can't blame me for asking.”


    “I guess not.” She frowned. “But thanks a lot for thinking I went for a midnight hike with Clive, a man I'd barely known for all of a day, and then pushed him into a river. Why would I do that?”


    “I don't know why, but you had enough time.”


    “I suppose I came back after, and made someone else my accomplice? I must have asked either Holly or Tilda to burn the jacket.”


    “You could have.”


    She snorted. “Somehow, I knew about the camera footage, and foresaw the need to burn the jacket. You know, Marco's the only one who's been making fires.” She paused, her heart rate accelerating. “Except for you.”


    He closed the distance between them with surprising speed and kissed her, his hand clasped behind her head. She jerked back in surprise, biting his lip.


    She started to get off the bed, but he had his hand around hers, the yellow plastic scrap still clutched in her fingers. She stood, and he jerked her arm, whipping her right back down on the bed again.


    “Shh,” he said. “I was just testing you.”


    She growled, “No, you weren't. You really thought it was me.”


    His eyes widened. “If it wasn't you, who was it?”


    “It wasn't anyone. It was an accident. The cops were only asking those questions because...”


    Lee raised his eyebrows. “Because it's suspicious.”


    She shook her head, leaning away from him but still seated on the bed next to the young man. “No. Because they wanted to be thorough.”


    He reached up slowly and put his free hand on her chest, above her left breast. “If you think it was just an accident, why is your heart beating so fast?”


    She looked down at the hand on her chest. Her heart was pounding.


    She turned her head and looked at his other hand, the one wrapped around her hand. Lee released his grip, letting her hand go. She allowed her fist unfurl. There it was, on her moist and glistening palm. The burned piece of yellow plastic. The cause of his baseless accusation.


    “This doesn't look right,” she said. “It doesn't look like part of a jacket to me. It could just be the wrapper from household garbage. If Marco burned up a jacket, there should be more material. Like buttons, or a zipper.”


    “A zipper,” he agreed. “We should look around a bit more before we go to the cops.”


    “Or before we start accusing people,” she said icily.


    He frowned. “Am I in the doghouse now?”


    She frowned back at him.


    He sighed again. “Honestly, Katie, I was just testing you so I could be absolutely, positively, one hundred percent sure. When I found this yellow scrap today, my mind started racing. When you have anxiety like I do, you can't just switch it off when it doesn't suit you.”


    She ran her thumb over the scrap. She wished he hadn't found it, and they could go back to how things were last night.


    “This whole thing is so weird,” she said. “I shouldn't have come here. Using Darlene's booking was like tempting fate.”


    “But not really, because you met me.” He grinned and fell backward onto the bed.


    Katie looked at Lee, and then the door. He'd just accused her of manslaughter, if not of murder. And now he was relaxed.


    She could be relaxed, too, if she wanted to. She just had to get over him suggesting she'd killed Clive.


    He was right about them not knowing each other very well.


    She asked him, “How do I know you didn't kill Clive?”


    “Why would I be suspicious of you if I knew it was me?”


    She chuckled softly. “It would be a good cover story for you to fake suspicion of me.”


    He reached over and lazily ran his fingers along her thigh. “Why would I jeopardize the likelihood of getting another one of your famous Katie kisses?”


    She snorted. Katie kisses. “You're so corny, Lee Elliot.”


    He motioned with his head for her to fall back on the bed and snuggle up to him.


    She still had the burned yellow scrap in her hand. She delicately set it on the center of his chest and then lay back on the bed as well.


    She rolled in and rested her head on his shoulder. He smelled of the scented shampoo that was in their shared bathroom. She sniffed again. His deodorant was the same as one of her brothers used, but it smelled different on Lee. She'd heard that scents combine with an individual's chemistry to smell different, but hadn't believed it until now.


    She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of their breathing. It felt good to think about the scent of deodorant, and not about anything else. It felt good to have somewhere she felt safe, even if it was with—of all places—the rubbery shoulder of Lee Elliot.


    “So...” He reached over and played with her hair. “If that wasn't you arguing with Clive in the hallway on Monday night, who was it?”


    Katie remembered back. Two night ago felt as hazy as two years ago. “The woman wasn't swearing incoherently, so it wasn't Holly. Which leaves Tilda. I assumed at the time it was Tilda. Why? Do you think it was someone else?”


    She lifted her head to look into his brown and half-green eyes. “Is anyone else up here? Like Tilda's teaching assistant, or other staff?”


    “Nobody I've seen.” He looked down his nose at her, which gave him a serious, scholarly appearance. “If it was Tilda, that means they had an argument right before the guy turned up dead.” He looked up at the ceiling. “I wish I could remember what they were talking about.”


    Katie held still and put her hand on Lee's chest to ground herself. She stroked the burned yellow scrap with her fingertips. She shouldn't be touching evidence, but it was already too late.


    “I heard part of that argument, too,” she said softly. “I heard Clive saying 'get rid of them.' I thought he meant us, the students, but now I'm not so sure.”


    “Who'd want to get rid of us?” He chuckled, his chest rumbling under Katie's ear. “We're model students. The best pair of Tilda's art babies, ever.”


    Katie chewed her lip. Had Lee truly heard Clive and Tilda arguing that night? Or was he making up stories to bring them closer? There was a reason young guys took girls to see horror movies.


    “Wait a minute.” He pushed her aside and sat up abruptly. “I remember now. They were talking about photographs. I remember them saying that word, and at the time I wondered if it was photos of artwork Tilda wasn't ready to show yet.”


    “Photographs,” Katie mused.


    “That's what they wanted to get rid of. Not us. Photos.”


    “Clive told Tilda to get rid of them. She said no, and that they were perfect. I suppose it might have been photos.”


    “Hard copy or digital?” He grabbed Katie's arm and pulled her upright on the bed. Lee was grabby when he got excited.


    “How should I know? You're the one with all the conspiracy theories.”


    “We need to get into Tilda's studio. The actual one this time, not a detour.”


    “Okay,” she said.


    “Really? You're going to come with me and break into her studio?”


    She glanced over at the door. The volume of their conversation had been rising up along with Lee's excitement.


    “Sure,” she said sarcastically. “Why don't you say it a little louder, just so everyone in the building is clear on the plan?”


    He squinted at her and crossed his arms. “I think I liked you better when you were Shy Katie,” he teased.


    “Everyone does,” she said.


    “Let's go find that studio.” He started toward the door.


    “Hang on.” She bent down and plucked the yellow scrap from the floor. It had landed there when Lee had sat up suddenly. She found it odd he was so interested in the alleged photographs and suddenly not at all concerned with the potential evidence they already had.


    “We can't lose this,” she said.


    “Do you want to hang onto it for safekeeping?”


    She thought about it, then stuffed the scrap into Lee's pocket. “You're the one who found it,” she said. “You keep it safe. And try not to get any more people's DNA on it, just in case.”
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    Lee rattled the metal grid in frustration. “We could probably get these security bars off if we had a screwdriver.”


    “And then what? Break the glass?”


    Lee folded forward, leaning his butt against the adobe wall beneath the window. He cursed mildly.


    It was midnight, and they'd been anticipating this moment for hours.


    After they'd made their plans in Lee's bedroom, they'd been on their way out of the main house before dark, but Holly spotted them and asked for help getting the day's dinner ready. They'd both assisted in the kitchen, and then sat through their fourth dinner at Spirit Ranch. This meal was even more unusual than that of the previous night, when they'd consumed chile soup around the jigsaw puzzle.


    They ate in the formal dining room, in the same seats as the first night.


    Tilda continued to wear her dark sunglasses indoors. She'd added another layer to her outfit—a ratty housecoat. Over dinner, Marco teased his mother about turning into a bag lady. She responded by smoking a menthol cigarette right there at the dining room table, to the horror of Holly, who coughed dramatically after every exhale but didn't say a word.


    The meal had dragged on for what felt like an eternity. They finished at seven o'clock, and Tilda insisted everyone gather in the social room to watch “trashy movies.” Lee and Katie both tried to make excuses, but Tilda wouldn't take no for an answer. The film of choice was a spy movie with a far-fetched terrorist plot. Once the movie was finished, Tilda insisted they carry on and watch the sequel.


    The room was warm from the fire, and the couches were comfortable. Katie fought to keep her eyes open. A few minutes into the second movie, she rested her head back on the seat, and she was asleep in no time, waking up ninety minutes later, just in time to see the credits rolling.


    She sat upright and licked her lips to refresh her mouth. What she saw in the social room reminded her of her family more than ever. Everyone else had fallen asleep as well. Tilda had removed her sunglasses for the movie, and now she lay curled up on a sofa like a cat, her pale face relaxed and her head on her son's lap. Marco had his head back and his mouth open. He was snoring softly.


    Holly slept in the leather armchair with a blanket on her lap. Her head hung to the side, and a thin stream of drool ran from her mouth to her shoulder.


    Lee was also asleep, sideways on the couch with his head at an uncomfortable-looking angle on the armrest. He had one fist clutched to his chin, which made him appear to be sucking his thumb, yet the thumb wasn't in his mouth.


    Katie thought about going straight to bed and leaving everyone asleep in the social room.


    Lee stirred, and his eyes opened quickly—before he was fully awake, giving Katie a chill from his zombie stare.


    He sat up slowly and asked, whispering, “Everyone's asleep?”


    “I think so,” Katie said.


    He got to his feet and tiptoed toward the hallway, nodding for her to follow.


    Once they were down the hall, he said, “Pile up some clothes under your covers so it looks like you're sleeping in there, just in case Tilda or Holly come down to this wing to check on us.”


    “Duh,” she said. “You think this is the first time I've snuck out after bedtime?”


    He grinned. “I guess you didn't fall out of the coconut tree yesterday.”


    Lee helped her set up her bed, and then she helped him with his, both of them suppressing giggles.


    They got their coats on and slipped out through the Sky Room's exterior door.


    They found the building that housed Tilda's art studio, but unfortunately, they couldn't get in.


    Unlike the guest cottage, this building had no unlocked window for them to slip in through. The building's security confirmed they had the right place, at least, but it also kept them out.


    Lee frowned at the window with the security bars. “I could have these bars off in twenty minutes, if I had a screwdriver. Five minutes if it's an electric-powered one.”


    Katie patted her pockets. “Darn. I forgot my power drill.”


    “What kind of cat burglar are you?”


    “Not a very good one, apparently.” She grabbed the metal grill and gave it a pull. All she succeeded in doing was making her hand cold from the icy metal. “Don't cat burglars visit on reconnaissance and case out a target first, and then come back later with supplies?”


    Lee snapped his fingers. “Good point.” He winced and shook his hand. “Ouch. I think I hurt myself. My finger's so frozen, I could have snapped one off by accident.”


    Katie snickered. “Your art career would be over before it even started.”


    “No way. People love an artist who struggles through adversity to be creative. A nine-fingered artist is more bankable.”


    Katie nodded. “My brother Trey nearly lost a finger to a spider bite. He got a nasty blood infection that didn't respond to antibiotics. They had to cut the infected skin out.”


    Lee made a gagging sound. “But was it a radioactive spider who bit him? Did he get superpowers?”


    “Is farting on command a superpower?”


    Lee laughed. “In some circles, I suppose.”


    He turned back to the window. “What day is it today? Is it really only Wednesday? I've got my days mixed up.”


    Katie silently worked through the recent events. They'd arrived on Sunday night. Monday, they'd painted outdoors with Tilda for a full day of lessons. Tuesday, they'd returned to the mountain but had their lesson cut short by the discovery of Clive's body. It had been a long day, including the interviews at the police station, the search for the jacket at the house, and then culminating in the impromptu wake. That night, Lee had woken her up and they'd snuck into the guest cottage. Sleeping twice on Tuesday had made it feel like two days.


    Today, Wednesday, had also been a long day, with the drive into town with Marco. Watching movies and sleeping on the sofa for over an hour had also messed around with her sense of time.


    “It's Thursday,” she said.


    “Really?”


    She checked the time on her phone. “For the last five minutes. It's twelve-oh-five.”


    “Smarty pants,” he teased.


    “Brown noser,” she replied. “Teacher's Pet.”


    “Ouch.” He clutched his chest. “It burns because it's true. But you should know, my brown-nosing comes from the heart. I really did admire Clive. He was good to me last year. I don't know what crawled up his butt since then, because this time, he had no patience for me at all. What a disappointment.”


    “Yeah. I noticed.” She looked up at the dark sky and stuck her hands in her jacket pocket. The temperature was hovering around the freezing point. “I guess that's why you weren't too distraught when he turned up dead.”


    “Yup. He was mean to me. And that's why I killed him.”


    She jerked her head to look at him.


    Lee was grinning. The moonlight glinting off his teeth gave him a maniacal look. “For vengeance. Plus I figured it would let me get closer to Tilda. Create sort of a vacuum for a new best friend to get in there.”


    “Very funny,” Katie said.


    “And now I've lured you, the only witness, out in the middle of the night so I can get rid of you as well.”


    “Oh, really?” She kept her hands in her pockets and puffed up her chest, trying to look bigger. “And how are you going to accomplish that?”


    “Poison,” he said. “The dose I put in the dinner will take care of the others, but you didn't eat enough, so I'll have to stuff some down your throat now.”


    She took a step back. “Okay. That's enough, Lee. It's not that funny.”


    He kept grinning, his eyeteeth glinting like vampire fangs. “It's not? But the look on your face is priceless.”


    “Well, don't kill me, please. I didn't witness anything. I was asleep in my bed the whole time on Monday night.”


    He waggled his eyebrows. “Or so you would have us believe.”


    “You have a very strange sense of humor, Lee Elliot.”


    He looked up at the bars on the windows. “And yet no power drill.”


    “Maybe it's for the best.” Katie had been interested in snooping around for the photos Clive had been urging Tilda to get rid of, but as the chill from the air set in, she was becoming far more interested in getting under her warm covers.


    “I should have known the studio would be secure,” Lee said. “She's got priceless art in there. We're probably not even the first students to try to get in. People like to grab souvenirs, and starving artists are no different.”


    Katie pulled her hands from her jacket pockets and held them up, palms facing Lee. “Hey, I just wanted to poke around. I wasn't going to steal anything.”


    Lee shrugged. “I wouldn't blame you if you were tempted, though. Tilda's work is worth a lot. And there are some art collectors who don't think twice about buying a stolen piece on the black market.”


    “Is that why you want to get in here so bad, Lee? To grab a souvenir?”


    He was slow to respond, which made it clear she'd guessed correctly. Last night, when they'd first attempted to find the studio, he hadn't yet known about the photos, so it had to have been something else on his mind.


    “I can't say for sure,” he said plainly, looking into her eyes. The gibbous moon overhead was less full tonight than last night, but Lee's face was still well-lit by the moon plus the motion-activated lights on the grounds. He looked uncertain, biting his lower lip and staring too long at a fixed point on her face.


    “It's for the best that we can't get in,” she said. “This way we avoid the temptation.”


    “The worst I would do is take some photos of her works in progress.” He bit his lip again. “Probably.”


    “It's not like we're getting our full week of art instruction,” Katie said with a shrug.


    “No.” He gave her the smallest of smiles. “Tell me something. What's the worst thing you ever did?”


    Other than sneak around Spirit Ranch in the middle of the night? She thought about it for a minute. “I don't know if it's the worst thing I ever did, but I went through a klepto phase when I was ten years old, and I'd take stuff. Little things, like lip balm.”


    “Lip balm?”


    “I managed to amass about two hundred brands and flavors.”


    “You monster,” he said, eyes dramatically wide.


    “Eventually, I made myself stop. So, if you've brought any lip balm here with you, I assure you it's safe. But I did learn something about myself, and maybe about humans in general. I think we're all capable of doing bad things. And we test ourselves from time to time, just to check our limits. But I don't think it's because we're evil. We just... want to know what we can do, so we can be more prepared for when other people do bad things. So we have a mental model of it, from the other side. It's part of what makes us human, the empathy and imagination of what it feels like to be someone else. It's only...” She trailed off, her throat tightening around her speech. Her skin felt hot. She rarely spoke so much, let alone something so personal, so shameful.


    “I don't believe it,” he said. His face was neither joking nor serious.


    She couldn't read him. In the cool light, he appeared to be made of stone. Marble. She thought of something she'd learned recently, about how the statue of David, as well as other statues of that era, had been painted over with lurid flesh colors at the time of their creation. People in those days didn't get to marvel at the pure-white version that survived today. How strange that must have been, to spend your days creating something of such pure beauty, only to see it covered in garish coats of paint. The statue of David would have looked like a waxy replica, like the tacky celebrity wax figures people posed with in Las Vegas.


    Lee's white marble face stayed frozen.


    “It's all true,” she croaked.


    Lee's stony face softened. “No, I mean I don't believe there are two hundred different kinds of lip balm.”


    She rolled her eyes and then reached down to scoop up a handful of snow. The not-quite-freezing temperature had made the remaining snow as slushy as a Snow Cone treat. She chucked the dripping slush ball at Lee's chest.


    He whistled inwardly. “Oh, no, you didn't,” he said, and he began chasing after her.


    They squealed and tossed dripping snowballs at each other, temporarily forgetting about their mission.


    Neither one noticed a face in the window of the main house. A face watching them from within a darkened room.
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    Thursday morning, Katie and Lee sat in the dining room for their morning meal, unsure of their plans for the day.


    In the sobering light of day, their snooping the night before in search of the photographs Clive and Tilda had been arguing over felt very foolish. And yet, the curiosity remained.


    Katie whispered to Lee, “You should ask Tilda about touring her studio.”


    He whispered back, “I found a kitchen drawer full of keys. We can let ourselves in tonight, if we can figure out which key it is.”


    “How many keys?” If the key drawer at Spirit Ranch was anything like the junk drawer in a typical home, there could be hundreds.


    “Lots,” he said, grinning. “At ten seconds per key, it should only take two hours to try them all.”


    “Seven hundred and twenty keys?”


    He wrinkled his nose. “Maybe not quite that many.”


    “Good. Because that would be over eleven pounds of keys.”


    He widened his eyes in surprise. “If you say so, math genius.”


    She winked at Lee. She considered mentioning the fact that her father was a locksmith, and she'd grown up helping him cut keys and unload the blanks from their heavy shipping boxes, but it was more fun to keep those details to herself. He'd given her quite the shock last night when he'd joked around about killing Clive Kingfisher, so this made them almost even.


    “What are you two whispering about?” Marco had just entered the dining room, carrying mugs in one fist and a pot of steaming coffee in the other.


    “Katie's a math genius,” Lee said.


    Marco gave her an appreciative look. “Figured as much. She's a bright woman of many talents.” He took a seat. “What's the square root of three thousand seven hundred twenty-one?”


    She looked down while she hummed the Jeopardy theme song. After a few seconds, she answered, “Sixty-one.”


    The two young men in the dining room gasped.


    She considered showing them her phone, which she had on her lap, the calculator app showing the number on the screen, but it was more fun not to.


    “You really are a genius,” Marco said. “Should I be worried about that sharp intellect of yours?”


    She tucked her phone away discreetly and shrugged. “Not if you're innocent.”


    Marco laughed self-consciously. Beads of sweat popped out along his hairline, and the musky scent of his body wafted across the wooden table.


    Still chuckling, he poured the coffee into their mugs and asked, “Exactly how innocent are we talking about here?”


    Lee raised his eyebrows at the other young man. “Got something you're trying to hide, Marco?”


    Marco stopped chuckling and eyed him right back. “I don't have any skeletons in my closet, if that's what you mean. And how about you, Lee? I happened to look outside last night and I saw some shadowy figures in the yard. That wouldn't have been you, sneaking around after dark, would it?”


    Lee lifted his chin. “You can check my closet for skeletons any time you'd like, Mr. Onassis.”


    “Maybe I will,” the redheaded man answered. “After our sculpture lesson today.”


    “Our what?”


    Marco leaned to the side, pulled a rumpled note from his pocket, and handed it to Katie.


    The note was on Tilda's personal stationery, and it read: My dear art babies, please go into the studio and work on sculpture from 9am to 12pm. I will assess your work later. Marco is your teacher today. Please pay him the same respect as you would me. Love, T.


    Katie looked across the dining table at Marco. “You're teaching us sculpture?” She was as intrigued as she was surprised. She hadn't sculpted at all in college. The extent of her experience was a ceramics class in high school.


    “That's the plan.” Marco used one wide hand to push back his red curls and then used a napkin to dab his forehead. He was sweating, even though the dining room wasn't that warm.


    Lee said, “But just this morning, right?”


    “Yes, and I know what you're thinking,” Marco said. “Three hours isn't much time to learn anything, but you'd be surprised. I used to teach workshops for kids, so I know how to streamline the process so you have something to show for the session.” He fidgeted with the sugar bowl between them, scooping sugar and then pouring it back into the bowl in a steady stream. “You'll be sculpting a lizard,” he said.


    Lee rubbed his chin. “Ambitious.”


    Marco scooped another spoonful of sugar and poured it back into the bowl. “Hey, Lee. Would you run into the kitchen and get me some Sweet'n Low? I don't take sugar in my coffee.”


    “I wouldn't know where to find it,” Lee said.


    “Be a good boy and go have a look around. You probably saw it this morning when you were going through all the cupboards looking for whatever it was you were looking for.” He shot Lee a challenging stare.


    Lee pushed his chair back and stood with a nonchalant toss of his head. “Whatever.” He left the dining room without looking at either of them.


    Once Marco was alone with Katie, he reached across the scarred wooden table and held out his hand, palm up.


    “Let's have a look at something,” Marco said. “Show me your hand.”


    She shook her head. “Your side business is fortune telling?”


    “Good one,” he said with a chuckle. “Maybe I just want to hold your hand.” He raised his red eyebrows suggestively.


    “Not unless you tell me my fortune.” She smiled.


    He wiggled his fingers. “Come on and humor me. It's for today's sculpture lesson. I need to assess your tools.” He forced a serious expression. “Official teacher request.”


    “Oh, well since it's official, that's not weird at all.” She gingerly brought her hands up from her lap and extended the right one to Marco.


    He picked up her hand as though it were just a thing she'd brought with her, not even attached to her body. His touch was soft and sensitive.


    “If only I could sculpt something half as divine as a pretty girl's hand,” he said.


    She flinched her hand back but he held on.


    “Too far,” Marco said, chuckling. “I swear this is professional, Katie.”


    “Sure.”


    “Your hands are good.” The chuckling had stopped, and his voice was deep and growling. Combined with his touch, it sent a shock of electricity through Katie's body.


    “Show me strength,” he said huskily.


    She clenched her hand in a fist.


    “Perfect,” he said. “These little hands of yours are as perfect as your brilliant mind. My own fingers are too big. I need to use an armory of wooden tools to get the details I need for my work, but you could do so much with these perfect hands.”


    “Thanks,” she said.


    “Have you given any thought to your career path once you're done school?”


    “Are you offering me a job?”


    He cupped his other hand over hers, making hers the meat in a hand sandwich. “I could use someone to assist me in my operation. But they would need to have the utmost discretion and professionalism.”


    “I'm not even done school yet,” she said. “And I don't know the first thing about sculpture.”


    “What's there to know? I'm a pretty good teacher.”


    “I guess I'll find out today.”


    “Huh?” He looked genuinely confused. “Oh, right. Because I'm teaching you and whats-his-name.”


    She looked down at the hand sandwich. She liked the feel of his hand around hers. Lee's hands were similar to her own, and they didn't send any chills down her spine. But Marco's hands were massive and masculine. In another life, they would be the calloused hands of a rugged man who worked outdoors.


    Marco lifted his upper hand and laid it open on the table.


    “Your hands are boxy,” she said.


    “I'll take that as a compliment.”


    “They're like two square canvases.” She adjusted them to be side by side. “See? Now they're a diptych. Or they would be, if you had a hinge down the middle.”


    “If my hands were hinged together, it might make sculpting more of a challenge.”


    “Uh-huh.” She ran her fingertip along the center line of his palm. “This looks like a river,” she said.


    “Maybe it is a river.”


    She could feel his gaze on her. A river. Her skin was numb. The river where Clive died.


    “I have a river on my hand,” he said throatily.


    She looked up and locked eyes with him. Everything else in the room disappeared, and there was only Marco and his eyes. She felt naked, exposed. The sculptor was drinking her in.


    “What?” She giggled nervously. “You have a river on your hand?”


    “A river of energy,” he said. “Can't you feel it? Flowing from me to you, and back again.”


    Someone cleared their throat.


    It was Lee Elliot, standing in the doorway. He held an open box of Sweet'n Low.


    Katie yanked her hands away from Marco's and clenched them together on her lap.


    “This stuff's made with saccharin,” Lee said, shaking the box of Sweet'n Low. “Don't you want to take better care of your body?”


    “It's sweet and has zero calories,” Marco replied.


    “Sure, but this fake stuff will kill you.” Lee kept his gaze on Marco with laser focus.


    Marco chuckled. “Not unless you filled those pink packets with poison.”


    Lee forced a tight smile. “Poisoning's not really my style.”


    “I'll keep that in mind.”


    “Good morning, Katie,” Lee said. “Did you sleep well last night?” He smirked, because he knew she had not—not when she was in his room, anyway.


    She answered with a croaky, “Fine, thanks.” She reached for her mug of coffee and used it to steady her hand. “We should have lots of fun sculpting with Marco today.”


    Lee took a seat again, one chair away from her. “Should be a good lesson,” he said to Marco. “Not as good as your mom, but better than nothing.”


    Marco licked his lips. He seemed to be on the verge of saying something but didn't.


    A woman in a chef uniform arrived with a steaming pan full of a cheese-topped meal—frittata, by the smell of it.


    “Hello there,” Lee said to the woman as he did a double take. “Oh! It's you, Holly.”


    Holly set down the platter of steaming breakfast and smiled demurely. She'd changed dramatically since the day before. Her dark-blond hair was bound in a tight bun, not a strand loose or out of place. She wore thick, dark eyeliner and bright-red lipstick. The heavy makeup worked to bring her features into alignment. The scar was still visible on her forehead, and her hairline was still jagged, but her face no longer appeared shattered.


    “Just a bit of makeup,” Holly said sweetly.


    Marco said, “Mom always says you clean up good, Holly.” He chuckled and explained to the group, “That's a joke. Because she cleans the house, and she cleans up good when she dresses up.”


    “Actually, it's technically not a joke,” Lee said coolly. “It's a pun. A play on words.”


    Marco stopped laughing. “Thank you for correcting me, Mr. Elliot,” he said stiffly.


    Katie felt the urge to speak up. “Breakfast looks delicious,” she said to Holly. “I can't wait to dig in.”


    “Eat up now before the frittata gets cold,” Holly said. “I'll bring a plate to Tilda in her suite. Do you need anything before I go? More chile?” She pointed to a bowl full of the green condiment.


    Lee looked directly at Katie as he answered, “I have everything I need.”


    

    



    





Chapter 22

    [image: leaves]


    After they'd eaten breakfast, Holly returned to the kitchen to find Katie washing dishes.


    “You don't have to wash dishes every day,” Holly said. “You're a guest. You've already helped me so much.”


    “I've got to do something,” Katie said, checking the time on the clock on the stove. “I've still got half an hour free before my sculpting lesson begins. Lee is already in the studio with Marco, and I want to give those two some time to...” She trailed off and shook her head. “I don't know.”


    “I get it,” Holly said, smiling with her dark-stained lips. “They're like two young bucks, locking antlers. I've seen it countless times. You should have seen the fuss all the boys made over your friend, Darlene.”


    Katie kept her eyes on the dishes in the sink, the baked cheese stuck to the pan. It was a dish from the previous night's dinner, which had been delicious burritos smothered in baked cheese.


    “Sorry,” Holly said. “I shouldn't have mentioned your friend's name. I didn't mean to upset you.”


    “It's okay,” Katie said. “I heard that you've seen a ghost around here.”


    “Who said that?”


    “Lee did. On Monday, he said he scared you when he went into the kitchen to get coffee. You told him you'd been seeing a ghost wandering through the halls. A girl who looked like me but wasn't me.” Katie looked down at her feet for a second. “So, is it true?”


    When Katie looked up again, the smile had fallen off Holly's dark lips. Her face seemed to shear, to cleave apart. She stared past Katie, at empty air.


    In a very soft voice, Holly said, “What do you know about ghosts?”


    “Just that I might have brought one with me.” Katie clamped her mouth shut. She'd surprised herself with the confession.


    “You sure did,” Holly said, nodding sagely. “This place is full of old ghosts. That's why we call it Spirit Ranch. But I never saw this particular one before you showed up.”


    “Did you get a good look at her?” Katie watched the housekeeper's tidied-up face carefully. “Are you sure it was a ghost who looks like me, and not me?”


    “Yes. And I knew it was that girl, Darlene. I remembered her from her last visit.” Her eyes closed, and she shuddered visibly. “Then I saw her pictures on the internet. You must have brought her with you.”


    “But ghosts aren't real, Holly.”


    She made a sign of the cross. “You're cursed.”


    Katie laughed it off. “No, but sometimes it feels that way.”


    Holly looked past her, at the dishes in the sink. The water was running.


    Katie shut off the tap and lifted the rinsed dish from the sink. She turned, saw something dark at the edge of her vision, and her body tensed. She dropped the dish from her hand. It seemed to take a full breath before it struck the tiled floor. The ceramic dish sheared upon impact, scattering shards across Katie's feet and spraying her ankles.


    “Cursed,” Holly repeated.


    Katie's jaw ached, and her eyes hurt. The room was blurry. “But it's not fair,” she said.


    “Cursing doesn't happen for no reason,” Holly said.


    “I didn't do anything wrong. I was a good roommate.” The words burbled out of her like bubbles from a too-hot soup pot. “I was good, I was. I kept my side of the room clean and tidy. Darlene threw her stuff all over the place. She didn't care about me. She never asked me how I was feeling, or if I minded her inviting guys over. I had to lie there in the dark, hearing every single thing, and pretend I was sleeping while she did all those things, with different guys. She was horrible. She was a dirty slut, and whatever happened to her, she probably deserved it! She deser—” Katie managed to stop the flow of confession.


    Holly tilted her head back and lowered her eyelids in an expression so calm, it was disconcerting.


    “And there it is,” Holly said. “Guilt.”


    Katie clamped her hands over her mouth. “I-I-I didn't mean it,” she stammered.


    “Of course you did,” Holly said. “And her spirit knows how you feel, and that's why you're cursed.”


    Katie took a step away from the sink, accidentally stepping on a shard of broken ceramic. It pierced through her sock and into her flesh, breaking the skin, but she barely felt it.


    “It's my fault,” Katie said softly. “Darlene was in trouble, and she didn't talk to me because she knew I'd judge her.”


    “And now she follows you,” Holly said.


    The room blurred again. Katie rubbed her eyes. “It's not fair,” she mumbled.


    She felt the housekeeper's arms around her, felt herself being coaxed away from the broken pottery.


    “Life isn't fair,” the housekeeper said, still holding her tight. “It's not fair to any of us.”
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    Katie jogged down the hallway to join the sculpting lesson late, a half hour past nine o'clock.


    She'd been a mess after her breakdown in front of Holly. If she'd had a car at the ranch, she would have climbed in and started driving away. But she was stuck there, stuck having to face Holly, who knew of her shame. The housekeeper had sworn she wouldn't tell anyone about how Katie felt, about her guilt over not being a better friend to Darlene, and about being responsible for whatever had happened to her. But would the older woman keep it to herself? She would tell her best friend Tilda, at the very least. Then Tilda would tell her son. And everyone would know, except for Lee. Unless they staged yet another intervention.


    She couldn't think about that now. She'd just managed to stop her crying and splash cold water on her face to take away her bloodshot eyes. If she allowed herself to get emotional now, she'd lose control and the waterworks would start all over again.


    Whatever happened to this supposed numbness her medicine was supposed to cause as a side effect? She certainly didn't feel numb today. She felt as raw as a pair of scraped knees. And she knew a thing about scraped knees, having suffered them countless times as a child, chasing after her big brothers.


    She reached the door that was clearly signed as the Student Art Room and pulled open the door.


    As she was one of only two students, it was impossible to sneak in unnoticed, but she tried anyway.


    “Katie Mills! Good of you to join us,” Marco said, sounding like a professor.


    He'd changed clothes in the last hour since he'd held her hand over breakfast. Instead of his usual loose corduroy pants and ironic T-shirt, he wore a button-down shirt with slacks that were either brand new or recently ironed. His crisp clothes magically transformed his schlubbiness into a bulky build that looked almost muscular.


    Katie dropped her gaze to the top of a desk. Her emotional rawness felt particularly pronounced now, after a session of sobbing tears. The storm clouds of self-pity swept away in a flash, and she was suddenly struck by another emotion. One that made her hands sweat and her legs feel rubbery.


    She looked at Marco's face, focusing on his eyes, but she kept getting distracted by his movements. He'd rolled his shirtsleeves up to his elbows, and was kneading a ball of earthy red sculpting clay on the table before him. The way he gripped the clay and forced it into shapes was captivating, like watching a talented juggler toss batons of fire and make it look easy.


    She took a seat at a desk two spots over from Lee. She could feel Lee's eyes on her, but she couldn't look at him. She couldn't look away from Marco. Her cheeks felt hot. How could she be looking at Marco that way, considering how things were between her and Lee? Did she really need the attention of every man? She was becoming more like Darlene every day. She swallowed a lump in her throat and realized something horrifying.


    Maybe she hadn't been seeing Darlene's ghost lately because Katie was becoming Darlene, giving her another chance at life, in her body. That would explain why Katie had borrowed the dead girl's clothes. It would also explain some of her recent outgoing behavior, such as flirting with the young men around her.


    Marco dropped a lump of earthy red material on her desk.


    She made a startled noise and jerked in alarm. Her eyes were wide open, yet she hadn't even seen him walking toward her. She was under a spell, or something. This was uncharted territory.


    She heard a voice in her head. Darlene's. “Kitty, what will it take to finally break you out of your shell?” Darlene loved to call her Kitty. She said she missed her three cats back at home—Inky, Dasher, and Max—so Katie could be their substitute. Darlene teased Katie whenever she went out on her own to a party, joking about how she'd leave a big bowl of kibble out to make sure Katie had enough food in her absence.


    Katie had forgotten about that detail. Sometimes there had literally been a bowl of food—a plastic bowl of cookies, or nacho chips. Darlene could be thoughtless sometimes, even cruel, but she could also be sweet.


    “Did you hear me?” Marco was staring down at her, waiting for an answer. They were in the student classroom. At least he was, along with Katie's body and a part of her mind.


    She smiled up at him. He was being so serious now, not as flirtatious as he'd been at breakfast. “Sorry. What did you say?”


    Marco poked his thick index finger into the red clay ball in front of her, leaving a sizable crater. “Make a lizard,” he said.


    She heard herself answer in an imitation of Darlene's flirtatious voice. “How about a kitty? That's my nickname, by the way.”


    “Sure,” Marco said. “Make a kitty. As long as it looks exactly like a lizard.”


    “Oh.” She palmed the ball and immediately dropped it. “It's warm,” she said.


    “It was next to the radiator,” he said, chuckling. “Don't you like it warm? The clay feels more fleshy that way, more like something living.”


    Katie poked at the clay. She looked over at Lee's desk, at his lizard in progress. She started shaping her lump of clay into a rough approximation of what Lee was making.


    “Not like that,” Marco said. “Here, I'll go through the kiddie demo again, just for you.” He grabbed another lump of clay and pulled up a chair in front of her.


    Once they started working, Katie lost herself in the flow of making art.


    Sculpture wasn't her specialty, so she didn't care about the outcome, which made the process fun.


    Creating art was never better than when it was like this, a dance between the materials and the hands. One would lead, the other would follow, and they'd switch back and forth like perfect partners.


    * * *


    They had moved past lizards and started working with texture, building furry bison with big, blocky heads, when Tilda entered the student art room.


    Tilda had recently showered. Her red hair was still wet, darker at the drippy tips of her symmetrical bob. She was back in her trademark black leggings and oversized painting shirt, blue with paint spatters. Her sunglasses were gone, revealing bright-green eyes with dark circles beneath them.


    She took a cursory look over their work and left as quietly as she'd arrived.


    After the artist had left, Lee looked at her son and asked, “Is she coming back? Was that it?”


    Marco used a wire stretched between two chunks of wood to slice off another chunk of the red clay. “Short and sweet,” he said. “If she didn't say anything, it means she approves of what you're doing. And your bison is coming along nicely.”


    Lee sneered as he picked clay out from under his fingernails. “I didn't come here to make children's toys.”


    Marco chuckled. “Because you're too special, right? A special snowflake? Too good for commercial work?”


    “If I wanted to do commercial work, I would have taken industrial design. I'm an artist.”


    Marco glanced over at Katie. “Sure, you are,” he said. “And with that attitude, you'll be a starving artist.”


    Katie looked down at her bison and worked the texturing tool to create a random appearance on its fur.


    After a moment, she asked Marco, “What about you? Is this your career? Making models of animals for children's toys?”


    “Not exactly,” he said slowly. He cleared his throat and deftly changed the subject. “Hey, if you two really want to cheer up my mother, you should offer to pose for some photos.”


    Lee asked, “You mean pose for a painting? Reference photos?”


    Katie snorted. “Tilda doesn't paint people. Just landscapes, nature, and abstract forms.”


    Marco gave them an amused smile. “Oh, I guess you wouldn't know about my mother's secret new project. For the last year, she's been taking”—he made air quotes with his fingers—“tasteful nude photographs in her studio.”


    Katie dropped her texturing tool. “Really?”


    Marco nodded. “Really and truly.”


    “You're an artist,” Lee said. “Why would you make air quotes when you say tasteful? Don't tell me you're one of those uptight guys who claims he can't tell the difference between art and pornography.”


    Marco chuckled, breathing the laughter inwardly. “Oh, I know all about pornography,” he said. “I'm a sculptor who makes a living sculpting. Do you know how much steady work there is out there for sculptors? Not very much. That's why I've got a regular gig creating”—he made the air quotes again—“tasteful objects to be produced in high-grade silicone.”


    Lee's jaw dropped open. It took him nearly a minute to recover and ask, “You make adult toys?”


    Katie looked down at her lump of clay and texturing tools, seeing them in a whole new light.


    “Making a living is not something they teach you at fancy art colleges,” Marco said. “They'd rather send you kids on your way with a portfolio full of still lifes and a heart full of dreams. Nobody wants to tell you the truth. But I will.” He extended his arms out wide. “This is what kind of teacher I'm going to be. The one who tells you the truth.”


    “That's cool,” Lee said. “You're an all-right guy, Marco.”


    “Thanks.” Marco looked pointedly at Katie.


    She picked up a texturing tool and asked, “You use these tools to make...” She couldn't even say the words.


    “The key is verisimilitude,” Marco said. “You don't want realism, but the appearance of realism.”


    “Oh.” She tilted her head and looked at her clay bison and lizard through new eyes.


    “And beauty,” Marco said. “Even in this world of ugliness, even when the end product is packaged in shining plastic, consumers still respond to aesthetic beauty. Nature never disappoints, even when replicated in plastic.”


    “That's cool,” Lee said again. “I wish I'd known before now. You should have told us.”


    Marco shrugged. “Clive always made me feel bad about my work, like I was a pervert or something.”


    Lee laughed under his breath. “Projection,” he said. “What we hate in others is the shadow within ourselves.”


    Lee's words resonated in Katie's mind. What we hate in others is the shadow within ourselves. It was similar to something she'd heard her mother say.


    “I bet you're glad he's gone,” Lee said to Marco.


    “I'll be too busy to celebrate,” Marco said. “Now that Clive is gone, I'll be taking over management of the Onassis family resources. We're going to get enrollment up, and I'll plug whatever holes Clive was allowing all the money to rush out through. I already have plans for another building, adjacent to this one, with modern amenities and a hot tub.” He turned and looked out the window, at the red rocky mountains beyond. “I've always wanted a hot tub, but Clive said no.”


    Tilda, who'd entered the room unnoticed, spoke with a gravelly voice. “Darling, the man's not even in the ground.” She walked over to her son and yanked a cucumber-shaped piece of clay from his hands. “Good Lord! Don't tell me you're making my art babies do your dirty work?”


    Marco's cheeks reddened. “Tha-tha-that was the body for a salamander,” he stammered.


    She deftly sculpted the end of the piece into something suggestive. “Sure it was,” she said. “Now it's a dinosaur willy.”


    Marco tried to grab the piece away from his mother, but she yanked it out of reach and ran to the far side of the room, waving the object in the air. Marco gave chase, and soon Tilda was squealing with laughter as she raced around the desks. Lee started laughing, and soon Katie was giggling as well.


    The chase ended with a splat—that of the alleged dinosaur willy hitting the ground and flattening under Marco's shoe.


    Once the four of them had regained their composure, Tilda wiped at the corner of her eyes and said, “It feels good to have laughter in this house again.”


    Lee replied, “That's what we're here for, Ms. Onassis. To cheer you up.”


    “Hmm,” she said, grabbing a chunk of clay from the teacher's desk at the front and rolling it into a ball between her small hands. “Careful what you wish for, my art babies. I could use some cheering up, especially now that I've smoked all the menthols.”


    Marco looked up from the floor, where he was scraping clay up with a metal putty knife. “You already smoked the whole carton?”


    “The fireplace smoked some of them,” Tilda said. “Now, who's going to be my favorite student and volunteer to come pose for me?” She waggled her pale-red eyebrows. “It could be a tie for first place. I do love having two subjects, two bodies to bounce the light off of.”


    Lee asked, “Are you really doing photographs now? Of human subjects?”


    “If that's what my son told you, then it's true. My Marco doesn't lie.”


    Lee shrugged. “I'll gladly pose for you.”


    Tilda looked at Katie, eyebrows raised.


    “Lee can take all the glory,” Katie said. “I'm tired. I might have a nap, if that's okay.”


    Tilda made a disappointed noise.


    Lee asked their teacher, “Can you give us a minute?” He nodded for Katie to come with him into the hallway to talk.


    She followed him out, saying, “I really could use a nap. But you should go, Lee. You'll finally get to see her studio without having to try eleven pounds of house keys.”


    “Come with me,” he pleaded.


    “The whole thing sounds a bit too naked for my comfort level.”


    “Don't do it for me,” he said. “Do it for your career.”


    “How's this supposed to help my career?”


    “Favors build trust,” Lee said.


    “No, thanks.”


    He took her hand. “Fine. Do it for me,” he whispered. “Once we get inside her studio, you find a way to distract Tilda so I can search through her stuff for those photos that she and Clive were arguing about. I bet they're juicy.”


    “I don't know how much more juiciness I can handle today.”


    “Then I'll distract her while you look for the photos. Don't you want to know what Clive was upset about?”


    “Yes and no. This isn't a game, Lee. We came here to learn about painting, not snoop around.”


    He growled in frustration. “Don't you see? This is our chance to bond with one of the greatest artists of her generation. Don't you want to make it as an artist, Katie? Or do you want to join your buddy Marco, carving molds for sex toys? Some future that is.”


    “He seems happy enough.”


    Lee squeezed her hand and looked into her eyes. “Katie. Baby. You're so hot,” he said. “You'll never be this young and this beautiful again.”


    “Thanks, I guess.”


    “Okay, you're going to get more beautiful over time. You've got one of those faces. But you'll never be twenty again. This could be amazing. And it's Tilda working the camera, so you know the result is going to be stunning.”


    “You'll never be twenty again.” She heard Lee's words in Darlene's voice. “Come on, Kitty! You're young, and your beauty is intoxicating. I get drunk just looking at you. Come out with me.”


    But Katie had always refused. She didn't know about any of the young students—or professors—Darlene saw outside of their dorm room. She didn't have any names to give the detectives. She didn't have any memories of doing scandalous things, either.


    “Live a little while you're alive,” Lee pleaded.


    “Okay,” Katie said. “I'll go to the studio, but if it gets too weird, I'm out of there.”


    Lee kissed her. They went back into the student art room to let Tilda Onassis know they would be her subjects.


    “Lovely,” she said, clapping her hands.


    Behind her, Marco frowned as he mashed together chunks of red clay with a closed fist.
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    “Warm enough?” Tilda stood at the room's thermostat. Unlike the main ranch house, with its wood fireplace, Tilda's personal art studio was equipped with an efficient heating and cooling system. The whole building was less than ten years old, and had an expensive-looking commercial sheen inside, from the polished concrete floors to the many skylights on the angled roof. It appeared to be a two-story building from the outside, but it was actually an open, lofted space inside. Large fans along the ceiling line rotated lazily, circulating the heat.


    “I think I should be warm enough,” Katie said. She was sweating underneath the robe, but it was more from nerves than the room's temperature.


    Lee Elliot took off his robe and stretched his arms high, moving languidly, as though he always posed nude for a world-famous artist's new foray into photography.


    Emboldened by Lee's actions—not to mention not wanting to be outdone by him—Katie shrugged out of her robe as well. It wasn't the first time she'd posed nude in an art studio. One of her teachers encouraged the students to take turns posing for live model sessions. It was cheaper, and easier than hiring someone and getting them to show up on the right day and time, plus the teacher said it would give them invaluable insight. Katie had been the first to pose.


    Her roommate had been shocked. “You posed naked? My shy little Kitty? How much did they chip in to pay you?” But they hadn't paid anything. Darlene was incredulous. She was an artist herself, yet she didn't understand that nudity for art was completely different from indiscriminately flashing your breasts at truckers on the highway, or letting them be fondled in the dark by drunken frat boys. To her, it was all the same thing. Life. Art. Love. Everything was a dance of material and movement, eyes and hands, heart and mind.


    Now here she was in the studio of Tilda Onassis. Her body was the raw material. The artist was now the subject.


    Katie stood next to Lee, her eyes and ears focused on Tilda. Lee was nothing more than raw material, the same as her.


    “You two are a lovely pair,” Tilda said. “Like babies in the Garden of Eden. So innocent.”


    Lee asked, “Have you photographed many subjects so far?”


    Tilda stood very still, her arms pinned to her stomach. “A few.”


    “Other students?” Lee rocked back and forth on his bare feet.


    “Models should be seen and not”—her voice cracked—“heard.” She pulled a roll of antacids from the pocket of her paint-splattered loose shirt and crunched two tablets.


    Lee asked, “Ms. Onassis, is everything okay?”


    “Call me Tilda.” She waved a hand, her pointed fingers slicing through the air, and then adjusted her collar up and down, up and down. “You've been calling me Tilda since you got here. What's changed now?”


    Lee shrugged. “I guess I haven't been naked in front of you before now.”


    Her mouth quivered into a thin smile. “No. You haven't.” She glanced over at Katie. “Let's take some beautiful photos before I lose my nerve. Unless perhaps you'd prefer to pose in the Sky Room, instead?”


    Lee let out a high-pitched laugh and covered himself with both hands. “Out in the cold? No way.”


    The lights around them flashed, and a camera clicked. Tilda had everything on a remote control.


    “Very nice,” she said soothingly. “That was a fun reaction to capture.” She began to pace, adjusting her collar up and down once more. “Now, let's get you two standing closer together. Connected but not connected. Like a glossy magazine ad for an expensive perfume.”


    They moved into position facing each other. Katie looked at the position of the camera lens and imagined the frame around them. She angled her body and adjusted her forearms to give the photographer some interesting angles.


    “Lee, look at what Katie is doing,” Tilda said. “She knows how to turn her body into art.”


    “I'll say,” he growled.


    “Naughty boy,” Tilda barked. “Don't look too closely. Think about something unsexy.” The lights flashed a few more times.


    After a moment, Tilda sighed. “Let's take a break for ten minutes. I need more coffee. Perhaps you can do something to get yourself under control.”


    She grabbed a jacket from a hook by the door of the studio and left them.


    Katie looked down. “Oh, Lee,” she said. “Save it for Marco. Maybe he can make a mold from it.”


    “I'm a professional,” Lee said, sounding annoyed. “I did this on purpose so she would give us a few minutes alone in her studio.”


    “A likely story,” she said with an eye roll.


    He grabbed his robe and pulled it on. Then, rather than excuse himself to the washroom, he went straight to Tilda's computer and sat in her chair.


    “You're quite the evil genius,” she said with admiration.


    “Look out the window,” he said. “Is Tilda really gone, or is she just outside the door smoking?”


    She looked out through the bars that had stymied them the previous evening. The redheaded artist was far down the path on her way to the ranch house. She appeared to be talking to herself animatedly, her hands waving through the air.


    “She's gone to the main house. I don't know if I should stand here keeping watch or help you look for those photos.”


    “Help me look,” Lee said. “Check around for filing cabinets or boxes.”


    * * *


    They'd been searching for eight minutes when Lee called for Katie frantically.


    “Come here, I found something!”


    She closed the filing cabinet. The drawers had contained a wealth of interesting things—from old auction catalogs to sketchbooks filled with Tilda's doodles and pre-painting sketches. But there hadn't been any photos.


    “You found her new series?” Katie stood behind Lee, looking over his head at the large Mac monitor. Her robe had come undone but she hadn't bothered to tie it back up.


    “I found something,” he said. “What's the name of your roommate who disappeared?”


    “Darlene.”


    “Was her last name Silva?”


    “Yes.” Her whole body began trembling. It wasn't a very common last name. Was she about to discover something about her missing roommate?


    “Silva,” he said. “See, there's a folder here with her name on it.”


    The studio suddenly felt cold. Katie whipped her head to see if the door had swung open. It hadn't. But Tilda would be returning any minute.


    “Stop messing around,” Katie said. “Open the folder or don't. We've got to get off Tilda's computer before she comes back.”


    “I'm not messing around. This folder is full of photos, and I already looked before I called you over.” He swiveled around in the chair and gave her a serious look. “You need to prepare yourself, Katie.”


    She lunged over his shoulder and pressed the mouse button herself.


    An image filled the screen.


    Katie grabbed Lee's shoulder to steady herself. She felt the chill permeate her, straight to her core. Her insides were fluttering, and the room felt like it was twirling around them.


    The photo that filled the computer screen was Darlene Silva, and she wasn't alone.


    The other person in the first series of images was Clive Kingfisher.


    Katie thought she might throw up, but she swallowed the nausea down.


    “That's my roommate,” she said. “That's Darlene Silva.”


    “Well, she looks pretty familiar with ol' Clive,” Lee said. “Which kinda goes against what he said about barely saying hello to her.”


    “She was alive,” Katie whispered. “So full of life.”


    “She was an attractive girl,” Lee said. “What a shame.”


    “They haven't found a body,” Katie said. “She could still be alive.”


    He pressed his finger against the bright monitor, right over Darlene's throat. “A girl that hot? With those come-and-get-some eyes? Someone killed her. A man. A man who couldn't have her and wanted to.” He pointed now at Clive's face on the screen. “Someone like this.”


    Lee got up from the swivel chair, went to his pile of clothes, and whipped out a set of keys that included a thumb-sized USB drive. He returned to Tilda's computer, plugged the drive into the computer, and began copying the files from the folder.


    There was a stamping of boots just outside the studio's front door. Tilda was coming back.


    Both Lee and Katie made strangled noises.


    “I'll block the door,” Katie said. She got to the door and twisted the lock. “Hurry up,” she hissed at Lee.


    He yanked out the USB drive and started clicking the mouse. “Come on, come on,” he said to the computer.


    The door rattled. Tilda banged on it and yelled, “Finish what you're doing and let me in right now. I've got a key!”


    “One minute!” Katie yelled back. “We're just practicing our poses!”


    The key scraped in the lock. Tilda wasn't waiting.


    Katie was numb as she ran over to stand under the lights.


    Lee was nowhere to be seen.


    Tilda entered the studio and gave Katie a suspicious look. “You're up to something,” Tilda said.


    Katie wiped the corner of her mouth. “Yeah,” she said. “You caught us.” A toilet flushed in the studio's bathroom.


    Tilda walked over to her computer and sniffed the air above the swivel chair. “Were you on my computer?”


    Lee emerged from the washroom, looking relaxed and carefree.


    “I was checking the weather,” he said.


    “The weather?” She leaned forward and turned on the monitor.


    And there it was, on the screen. Tomorrow's forecast for more snow.


    She snapped her fingers at him. “Stay off,” she barked. “I don't like other people touching my computer. The only person allowed on here is Marco, and only when Peggy needs an upgrade.” She patted the top of the monitor.


    “Please forgive me,” Lee said. “I was just thinking that the air tasted like snow was coming again, and I wanted to see if I was right.” He began undoing his robe. “Now, should we get back to work?”


    Tilda stared at both of them for a long time.


    “Sure,” she said. “Let's get to work. We're all professionals here.”


    They returned to the earlier poses and worked through a few positions. Tilda moved the lights around and then the camera. Lee helped her bring in a small sofa to use as a prop.


    Katie did her best to listen to posing instructions and be a professional, but her eyes kept going to Lee's pile of clothes on the floor. He'd dropped his keys right on top, with the uncapped USB drive visible for anyone to see. Unless Tilda happened to plug the thumb drive into her computer to check, she had no way of knowing Lee had copied her photos. She couldn't possibly know, and yet Tilda kept looking at the keys atop the pile of clothes. She kept eating antacids and looking at her computer and then the keys. Did the woman know what Lee had found? Katie looked around to see if there were security cameras inside the studio. She couldn't see any, but that didn't mean they weren't there.
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    The door to Katie's room squeaked open.


    Katie sat on her bed where she'd been sitting for the past hour, using her phone and thinking. She'd gone straight to her room after the photo session with Tilda, while Lee had stayed behind, volunteering to help Tilda move furniture and lights around.


    Katie rubbed her eyes and took a break from staring at her phone. She couldn't move up the date of her flight out of New Mexico to tonight, and the small airport in Albuquerque wasn't the sort of large international airport where she could camp out overnight. She was stuck at the ranch, even though it was now the last place she wanted to be. The discovery of Darlene's photos had given her a sense of dread that was threatening to blow up into a full anxiety attack. Even now, she was having to concentrate on breathing slowly and steadily.


    She'd been on the verge of booking a motel room in Albuquerque, but wanted to talk to Lee Elliot first. She didn't feel right leaving him at the ranch by himself. And yet, she wasn't sure if she could articulate to Lee this dread she felt.


    On Tilda's computer were photographs of two people who'd recently disappeared or died under mysterious circumstances. It had to be more than a coincidence.


    Katie rubbed her forehead and thought about the photos taken today. Now she and Lee were captured for eternity, on Tilda's hard drive. Katie was too numb and agitated to feel regret. A person needed more time and distance to feel regret, but surely one day she would regret posing nude for the artist, no matter how artistic and beautiful the images would be.


    Was that how Darlene had felt? Unlike Katie, Darlene had never volunteered to pose nude for a life drawing class. She preferred her nudity to be with one person at a time. One recent morning in September, she'd laughingly told Katie she preferred “parties of two, maybe three. Four, tops!” Katie had been annoyed over the sleepless night she'd spent listening to the activities in Darlene's bed. She told her roommate all her parties thus far had three people present, if she included the unwilling roommate witness. Darlene had responded by leaving a fresh package of foam earplugs on Katie's bed that afternoon.


    Katie looked up at the adobe ceiling and stuck her fingers in her ears. She liked the first minute of wearing earplugs, the comforting feedback loop of hearing only her own pulse.


    When Darlene packed her bag and left, she'd not told her roommate where she was going. And she'd dropped and busted her phone the week before, so she didn't even have any way of keeping in touch. Katie hadn't been concerned at all. If anything, she'd been looking forward to some peace and quiet, a full eight hours' sleep each night. It had taken a worried phone call from the Silva family a week later to tip her off that anything was even wrong. She'd been napping peacefully when the call came in, and for a few minutes she'd been hazy, unsure if the hysterical voice on the phone was real or a nightmare.


    “Where was Darlene going?” Darlene's mother had kept asking the question, over and over, not taking Katie's answer that she didn't know, that she hadn't even asked. “She must have told you something!” Mrs. Silva was angry and pleading. When her emotions finally cut off her words, she handed the phone to Darlene's stepfather, who was calm and spoke slowly to Katie, going over the facts. It had been eight days since they'd spoken to Darlene, and they hadn't even known about her leaving the campus until now. His resigned sadness was even more terrifying than Mrs. Silva's shrieking. The man had married Darlene's mother when Darlene was thirteen, and he'd tried to make a difference in her life. He adopted her and gave her his last name. But there was something in his voice that betrayed the fact he'd known their relationship would always end like this.


    Katie still had her fingers in her ears and her eyes closed. She could be anywhere right now. She could imagine herself away from the ranch.


    She heard Darlene's voice in her head. “So, Kitty, if you want to leave, just leave. But tell me something. Why did you come here?”


    It was a good question. Katie had told the Silvas there was a chance Darlene would show up there, resurfacing after some wild bender. It would be good for her to find a friendly face. And Katie told her own parents a lie—that she'd won the trip through a scholarship. They'd easily agreed to paying the airfare to New Mexico and back, to give her a break from everything. In January, if her roommate hadn't resurfaced, she'd be assigned a new dorm room.


    “Kitty, don't you see the connection?” Darlene's voice was taunting. Everything she said was always meant to provoke a reaction. She could never just relay information or talk. There was always a pleading need for attention, a desire for attention she could never get enough of. Katie hated that need. She fought to suppress her own desire to be heard, to be seen, to be noticed. It was a weakness. It took away from the art, to be thinking too much about the audience.


    “Kitty, look around you. Look outside.”


    Katie stayed on the bed, eyes closed and fingers in her ears. She felt herself disassociate from her body, lifting up and seeing the room with other eyes. The ceiling disintegrated, and above her was the big, blue New Mexico sky. The walls dissolved. All around her were rocky red mountain ridges. She floated over to a trail, a trail that led up a steep mountain. She climbed the trail, stumbling and complaining that her feet hurt. She wasn't wearing the right shoes for this. She was getting blisters. But she had to keep going. The person she was walking with insisted.


    Katie tried to look beside her, to see who it was urging her to keep going despite the bad footwear, but she couldn't turn her head far enough. She sensed anger and frustration, but she couldn't see a face. And she wasn't even Katie in this dream. She was Darlene.


    She was Darlene, and she was scared.


    She was alone here on this mountain trail, asking for help, and she realized she'd made a terrible mistake. A deadly miscalculation.


    Fingers around her throat. Venom falling on her face.


    Suffocation.


    Grasping, clawing, fingers in the dirt, light closing off. Darkness and quiet. Nothing.


    A shovel in the dirt. Scraping.


    No pain, no needs, just nothing.


    And then she was home again, back in the dorm room, and there was Katie. Her sweet little Kitty, sleeping peacefully.


    “Wake up, Kitty. Wake up! You're in danger!”


    She screamed as loud as she could, but there was no sound reverberating in the dorm room. Was she mute? Darlene clutched her throat. It was raw, damaged.


    She tried to scream, but it was silent. She was locked on the other side, behind glass. She could see her roommate, but she couldn't reach her.


    A glowing light appeared beside her. She asked, “Are you an angel?” No sound came from her mouth, but she heard her words resonate with the other being.


    The light glowed brighter, and it asked her if she'd like to come with the light, to the place without pain, or if she wanted to stay there. Staying would mean pain for Katie. So much pain. But through her suffering, there would be justice. There would be payment for what happened to Darlene, and to the baby.


    Would she make that choice? Would she cause her best friend, her only true friend, to suffer, if it meant justice?


    The angel urged her to choose.


    Just then, Katie's eyes fluttered open. They locked onto Darlene's eyes. Katie saw her. They were making a connection across the divided realms, looping a thread between life and death.


    Choose, the angel urged, and she did.


    Darlene chose suffering, and justice.
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    A knocking sound at her door awoke Katie from her strange dream.


    “There you are,” Marco said. He'd opened the door and now stood in the doorway, filling it with his body.


    “Here I am,” she said, still blinking away the image of a blue sky going black.


    Marco adjusted his rolled-up shirtsleeves, pushing them further up his lightly freckled arms. “So, how did the photo session go?”


    “Fine.” She sat up, head spinning, and tugged at the neckline of her shirt. She'd changed into a turtleneck since leaving Tilda's studio. Anything to get more covered up. But now her neck was itchy, and the dream had made her sweaty.


    “I guess I should let you keep napping,” Marco said.


    “I'm awake,” she said, sliding to the edge of her bed.


    He looked at her suitcase, which was open on the floor.


    “Don't tell me you're leaving,” he said. “You're paid up for a few more days.”


    She tugged at the turtleneck again. The soft fabric felt like it was strangling her.


    Without waiting for an answer, Marco continued talking. “Listen, I know things haven't exactly been ideal around here, and my lizard lesson today wasn't my premium material, but you guys are welcome to stay to the end of your week.”


    “I'm not sure I want to stay,” she said.


    He looked down at his feet. “You must think less of me now that you know how I earn a living. You've lost respect for me.”


    “No,” she said.


    He looked up with a crooked grin and one eyebrow raised.


    His expression was so goofy, Katie giggled. “Okay, maybe I see you differently now.”


    “My bestseller is called The Unicorn,” he said. “It's not really a horn, but it's not really the other thing, either.”


    She put her hand over her mouth and giggled some more.


    “You have a nice giggle,” Marco said. “I wish I'd told you about my sculpture specialty before now.”


    She sighed. “It's been an action-packed week. Thanks for the laugh.”


    They both looked at her open suitcase on the floor.


    “You can't go yet,” Marco said. “Once you leave, it'll just be me and Mom and the ghosts.”


    “And Holly,” she said.


    He stared at the suitcase. “Take me with you,” he said flatly. “I know I'm a big boy, but I pack up small. I'll just fold myself up, climb into your suitcase, and nobody needs to know.”


    “I'll think about it,” she said.


    He backed away from the door frame, back into the hallway. “I should show you some of my pieces,” he said, swinging his arms.


    “Not The Unicorn.”


    He blushed. “No, I mean my art pieces. Don't leave yet, okay? Give me fifteen minutes to get tidied up, then come down the family wing and find me.”


    “Okay.”


    “Promise you won't leave without seeing some of my work,” he said.


    She held up her hand, pinkie finger extended. “I swear I won't leave until I've seen your work.”


    * * *


    Katie finished packing everything into her suitcase, but she couldn't get it zipped. She hadn't acquired anything new during her stay at Spirit Ranch, yet her stuff had expanded somehow.


    She pulled out the bulkiest item—a polar fleece zip-up jacket—and pulled it on over top of her turtleneck sweater. At last, the suitcase zipped.


    She would go see Marco's sculptures, break the news to him that she was leaving early, and then call for a taxi. If Lee Elliot wanted to leave as well, they could split the cost. Once they got into the city, she would get a motel room or get on a bus. She should have left when they found Clive's body. She should have never come in the first place. But she didn't have a time machine, so she'd do what she could now to correct her course.


    She'd see Marco's work and then leave. Once she was safely at home again, she'd tell the detectives on Darlene's case about the photos she'd seen on Tilda's computer. If Darlene had been heading to Spirit Ranch because she'd changed her mind and wanted the photos deleted, there would be evidence. The police would figure it out. And if it was simply a wild goose chase, surely the situation wouldn't be any worse. It's not like Darlene could get any more dead.


    Katie shivered in spite of her layers as she made her way past the social room and down a hallway into the wing she hadn't been yet.


    She knocked on a closed door marked Private Quarters.


    Marco replied with a muffled, “Just a sec!”


    Katie shuffled from foot to foot and took out her phone. She pulled up a phone number for the local taxi service and let her thumb hover above the call button. It would take the cab a while to get there. She would be smart to call now, so she could leave right away, but something made her hesitate. Her thumb didn't want to press the button. Oh, Kitty, said the voice in her head. It was Darlene. Don't get scared now, Darlene said. You're almost there, Kitty. Just a little longer.


    The door in front of her suddenly swung open.


    Marco's face was flushed and his eyes were wide. He looked shocked to see her there.


    Katie looked behind her briefly, thinking maybe Lee or Holly was sneaking up behind her. She was alone.


    She said to Marco, “You wanted me to come meet you here, right? It's been twenty minutes.” She took a step back. “I could give you more time.”


    He looked down at the phone in her hand. “What's that?” He clenched and released his fists. “What are you doing? Are you recording this?”


    “No,” she said. His accusatory tone made her wonder, though, should she be recording this?


    “Come in.” He stood back from the door, waving her in.


    She hesitated before stepping into a recreation room containing a black leather sofa that had seen better days, a large-screen TV, and a stack of electronics.


    He explained ominously, “You've crossed the boundary and entered the Marco Zone.”


    Katie glanced behind her at the closed door. The prospect of being alone with Marco felt wrong on a couple of levels. But she didn't want to be rude, so she walked in and stood near the scarred leather sofa. She remembered something the detective on Darlene's case had told her, about how plenty of women would benefit from being rude, saying no to sketchy offers from strangers and so forth. Being nice could be deadly.


    “My mother calls this the Marco Zone,” he said. “Get it? Like the Twilight Zone.”


    “It seems very comfy,” she said, smiling politely.


    “Yeah, so, the thing is, something came up.” He paced the room, pushing back his red wavy hair with a sweaty palm. His dark button-down shirt had dark circles of moisture under the armpits. “Katie, I need to ask you something. Sit down.”


    She sat on the black sofa. It was even softer than it looked, practically swallowing her.


    “It's about you and Lee,” Marco said.


    Her and Lee. Of course. Marco wasn't blind, and he'd noticed something changing between the two of them.


    Hoping to spare him the awkwardness of asking, she volunteered the information. “Lee and I have been hooking up a bit.”


    “Yeah, I know that,” he said with an eye roll. “It's pretty obvious, and I'm a perceptive guy.”


    He was lying. She didn't know how she knew but she did. “Did Lee tell you?”


    Marco shoved his hands in his pockets. “Uh, yeah, he told me when I was showing him how to make a lizard this morning. He couldn't help himself.”


    “Good ol' Lee.” She shook her head. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”


    Katie's skin prickled. If Marco already knew about Lee, that didn't leave much. But there was today's photo session with his mother. And there was also the photos they'd discovered on her computer, of Darlene posing with Clive—the main reason Katie wanted to leave the ranch immediately.


    He dug deeper into his pocket, and then pulled something out, balled up in his fist. He sat next to Katie on the old black leather couch and thrust his fist toward her.


    She flinched, squeezing her eyes shut.


    “Whoops,” Marco said. “Jeez, you're jumpy, too. Do you know something about what's going on?”


    She felt something fall onto her lap. She opened her eyes slowly.


    There was something small and silver on her lap, attached to a chain. Marco was watching her, watching to see her reaction.


    She slowly picked up the necklace by the charm. It was an ankh, an Egyptian symbol. Ankhs had been a trendy pop culture item in the early nineties, which was something Katie knew because Darlene had told her. Darlene's parents had both been wearing ankhs when they met at a party, and they'd conceived Darlene that night. Darlene's father didn't stick around, but he left behind his ankh, and Darlene claimed that it brought her good luck. Katie had observed that the ankh brought her roommate more than just good luck. Any guy who wanted to talk to Darlene always had a handy question to ask her, thanks to the mysterious ankh. Darlene might just as well have worn a T-shirt that read Come Talk To Me About Whatever.


    “Do you know what that is?” Marco licked his lips and watched her expectantly.


    “It's an Egyptian symbol,” she croaked. “Ankh.” Her throat was tight. The metal didn't feel right in her hands. It should have been warm from Marco's pocket, but it was as cold as ice, so cold it burned.


    This was Darlene's.


    She knew the ankh was Darlene's; she was as sure as she'd been about Marco lying to her a moment before.


    “Your friend Darlene wore one just like this, didn't she?”


    Katie nodded and glanced up at the door. Marco was sitting next to her, between her and the exit. The back of her neck felt as icy as the silver jewelry in her hand.


    “I think maybe this is hers,” he said.


    “What makes you say that?”


    “I remember her wearing one when she was here.”


    She shrugged and shifted forward on the soft sofa, her legs taut and ready to spring her up.


    “Katie, I was looking for some of my small sculpture pieces just now when I came across this. Do you have any idea why your missing roommate's necklace was in the bottom of my sock drawer?”


    Katie's mouth was dry. Marco's tone had changed. He looked calm enough, but under the surface, he was churning. Boiling. Billowing steam. About to burst apart.


    “Lots of people have those ankhs,” she said. “Every street vendor with a jewelry display in the city has one or two.”


    “Sure, but I don't invite lots of people into my bedroom,” Marco said. “I don't have lots of people going through my sock drawer. Or, for that matter, street vendors.”


    She clutched the necklace in her fist. The cold felt good and kept her steady. “I don't know what to say.” She masked her face with a tight smile.


    “Someone planted this in my room,” Marco said. “On purpose.”


    Katie let his words sink in.


    He continued, “I'm lucky Officer Kendall didn't find it when she was looking for Clive's yellow jacket. Not that the cops around here are that bright.”


    “Marco, do you know something about Darlene? Have you... seen her recently?”


    He let out a staccato laugh. “Just her ghost. I saw it in the kitchen, hanging out with Holly. Do you suppose it was the ghost who put this necklace in my drawer?”


    She couldn't tell if he was mocking her or not. Softly, she said, “Ghosts aren't real.”


    “Right.” He reached for the necklace in her hand. “Well, judging by the look on your face right now, you don't know anything about this, so just give it back to me.”


    “No.” Something had taken hold of her, and the words coming from her mouth were not entirely hers. “It's mine. Crux ansata. Everlasting life.”


    He recoiled and jumped up from the couch. He moved quickly for a big guy.


    “No more games,” he said. “I don't like how you've been messing with my head ever since you got here. Flirting with me and then hooking up with Lee. You're mean.”


    Katie held very still. Her whole body was tense, still ready to spring, but not yet.


    Slowly, calmly, she said, “I don't know what you're talking about. Marco, if I've given you the wrong idea, I'm so sorry. You seem like a really nice guy, and I have nothing but respect for you and your family.”


    “Is that why you and your buddy broke into the guest cottage? Because you respect my family?” He let out a rueful laugh. “Yeah, the guest cottage isn't very far from my bedroom window, and you two aren't exactly cat burglars.”


    She turned her head toward the floor and kept her eyes trained on Marco's feet. If he took one more step toward her, she was going to start screaming as she ran for the door.


    “I don't sleep much,” he said. “I see things. I hear things.”


    She nodded and shifted forward on the sofa, all the way to the edge, ready to bolt.


    “I thought you were different,” Marco said.


    She kept her eyes on his feet.


    “Your friend Darlene stirred up a lot of trouble when she was here,” he said. “Everything was a game to her. I'll bet this is all her doing. She's been sneaking around here in the dead of night, moving things around. Did you let her in? Did you drug me with something, to make me think I'm seeing a ghost?”


    The sun set. The light in the room changed. Night was there. Darlene was there.


    A cold fire infused Katie. She was numb yet also on fire. She got to her feet. The words came from her mouth without passing through her mind.


    “Marco, don't be an idiot,” she spat. “Nobody drugged you. If anything, you drugged yourself. This paranoia of yours is a side effect of your withdrawal. That lady cop took your drugs, didn't she? This is what sobriety looks like, Marco. Not pretty.”


    “Katie?” He staggered backward, moving but still between her and the door.


    Her words came out dripping with acid. “If someone planted something in your room, don't you think it was the same person who took your boots?”


    He blinked. “What?”


    Katie's consciousness pulled back to a safe, quiet place inside her mind.


    This wasn't her talking.


    This was Darlene.


    “Your boots,” Darlene said, using Katie's mouth. “The ankh. You don't see a connection?”


    “Are you talking about my hiking boots?” He rubbed the side of his forehead with his knuckles. “The ones Clive was wearing on the night of his accident?”


    “Yes,” she said. “And why?”


    He stammered, “Wh-wh-why? I don't know. I'm so confused. Katie, what's going on?”


    “Katie doesn't know,” she said bitterly.


    Marco's mouth fell open.


    Behind him the door burst open, striking Marco on the back of his shoulder.


    Someone else was in the room with them, but Katie couldn't see who. Marco was blocking her view.


    The world tilted sideways, and everything was in motion. Marco tipped off balance and stumbled forward, straight at Katie's body, arms outstretched. Katie's consciousness was still hiding in the dark recesses of her mind, observing the scene without being fully present in her body.


    Was Darlene truly there with them? In her body? Speaking through her vocal chords? Was this the next logical step for a ghost after weeks of standing at the foot of her bed watching her sleep?


    Marco was coming at her. Katie was slow to get control of her body, slow to react, and by the time she tried to get out of the way, it was too late. She was caught in the space between the sofa and the coffee table as she tripped over her own feet.


    Marco collided with her and they both fell onto the sofa, him on top of her. His fist struck her on the bridge of her nose. Pain. The pain was instant. All she saw was white light and then a blur of motion.


    She was suffocating, unable to breathe. The blue sky was turning black. Again.


    Then his weight was off her. She struggled to her feet, her eyes streaming with tears of pain. It's broken, she thought. This is what it feels like when your nose is broken. And then her head went quiet.


    Be calm, Kitty. Think.


    She had to leave the room. Leave the ranch.
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    Katie managed to get out from underneath Marco, thanks to the person who'd just entered the room.


    Lee Elliot pulled Marco onto the floor, and now he was on top, his hands around the bigger man's neck. Marco made strangled choking sounds while his face turned a deeper shade of red.


    Katie stopped by the door, where she clasped her hands together and twisted them. She could feel her fingers, and she was back in control of herself again. The force that had been controlling her was gone, yet the icy strength of the spirit's anger remained. Stay with it, the ghost urged. Fight for me.


    Katie ran at the struggling pair and pushed Lee off Marco. In falling away, Lee managed to accidentally elbow her in the face. Pain and white light again. If she hadn't been bleeding before, she was now. The pain in her nose was crazy hot. She tasted blood. My blood, she thought, and she was jarred out of space and time for a second. She was Darlene again. She remembered. She was running somewhere. A red ridge. She was going to be killed. Strangled.


    Katie flashed back to the present moment, back to the pain.


    Both of the men were groaning and picking themselves up from the floor, keeping a wary distance from each other.


    Marco sputtered, “You're crazy. Both of you. Whatever meds you're on, they need to up your dose.”


    Lee straightened his clothes and made a tsk-tsk noise as he examined the ripped collar of his T-shirt. Marco's shirt was also torn, half the buttons ripped off. His face was still red, and he had red ridges along his neck.


    “You tried to strangle me,” Marco said.


    Lee didn't respond. He didn't even look at Katie or check on her. He kept staring at the rip that extended along his shoulder.


    Marco puffed up his chest. “I'd like to see you try that again, without attacking me from behind.”


    “I will if I need to.” Lee lifted his chin aggressively and demanded, “What were you doing to Katie?”


    “We were just talking,” Marco said.


    Lee looked at Katie and asked, “Are you okay? I saw him attacking you.”


    She pressed her fingers to her nostrils, catching a dribble of blood. “It's not what it looked like,” she said.


    “You asked for it?” Lee's upper lip curled up.


    “No, you idiot,” she spat. “You hit him with the door and he basically fell onto me.”


    “Yeah,” Marco said gruffly, jutting out his chin and puffing up his chest even more. “You caused this.”


    The two young men stared at each other in silence.


    Katie smelled smoke. Menthol cigarette smoke. She turned to see Tilda standing in the doorway, slouching gracefully as she puffed on a cigarette.


    Tilda said with a sneer, “Looks like your sculpture lesson has stirred up some deep emotions.”


    Lee gave the angular, redheaded woman a sheepish look and stuffed his hands in his pockets in a chastised gesture that reminded Katie of Marco.


    “Mom, someone's messing with us,” Marco said. “One of them planted something in my room. That missing girl's necklace.”


    Tilda looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. “Oh, Marco. You don't know when to shut up.”


    “It's an ankh,” Marco said. “That Darlene girl's necklace.” He looked at Katie. “Show her.”


    Katie had already discreetly tucked the necklace into her pocket. She held out both hands. “I don't have the ankh. I must have dropped it when you fell on me.”


    “Oh, Marco,” Tilda said with a weary sigh. “You fell on top of the poor thing? Is that what you're claiming?”


    “It was an accident,” he said.


    “Sure, it was.” Tilda took a long drag off the cigarette. Katie's ears were ringing from her rush of adrenaline, but she could hear the fiery crackle of the tobacco burning.


    “We really were just talking,” Katie said to Lee and Tilda.


    Lee said, “It sounded like he was accusing you of something.”


    “You were listening at the door?”


    He gave her a sad, hurt look. “I was worried about you.”


    “I can look after myself,” she said.


    Tilda spoke as she exhaled smoke. “Katie, do you play poker?” She didn't wait for an answer. “You have a tell, Katie. Something that gives you away. Your lisp. The sloppy way you pronounce the letter S.”


    Katie's hand was still over her mouth, catching the blood from her nose. She'd forgotten all about her lisp.


    “Your lisp gets worse when you lie,” Tilda said. “Like you did just now. You said, 'I can look after myssssshelff.' You're lying.”


    “That's rude,” Lee said, frowning at his mentor. “Katie barely has a lisp, but she's not a liar.” He gave Katie a concerned look. “You're bleeding. Is your nose broken?”


    “I don't know,” she said. “It hurts.”


    Tilda blew smoke rings into the air. “What a mess,” she said, glaring at her son.


    “It was an accident,” Marco said. “We were talking about the ankh, and then I'm not sure what happened. But if I hurt Katie, it was by accident.”


    Tilda took another long puff. Her hand was trembling.


    As she exhaled, she said, “Who's going to look out for you after I'm gone, Marco? Who's going to clean up your mistakes?”


    Marco scowled back at his mother. “And who's going to clean up your mistakes, now that Clive is gone?”


    She scoffed and took another drag. “Clive was my biggest mistake,” she said.


    “I don't know about that,” Marco said slowly. “Was he really so bad? I used to think that Clive Kingfisher was to blame for all my problems, but since he's been gone, everything's been worse around here.”


    “That was his plan,” Tilda said. “That man was going to ruin both of us. That's why he took your boots.”


    “And why he planted Darlene's necklace in my room?”


    Tilda began coughing. It took a moment for her to compose herself. She came all the way into the room, grabbed an empty beer bottle from the top of the coffee table, and chucked the remainder of her cigarette into the dregs.


    She looked at Lee and then at Katie. “Would you two please excuse us? We have Onassis family business to discuss.” She looked right at Lee. “In private, Lee. No listening at the door.”


    Lee headed toward the door.


    “Wait,” Tilda said. “What were you really doing on my computer today?”


    “Checking the weather,” Lee said, wide-eyed.


    “And that's your tell,” Tilda said. “Katie's got her lisp when she lies, and you've got that stupid look of yours.”


    Marco began to chuckle. “Naw, he looks that stupid all the time.”


    Tilda cuffed her son across the forehead lightly. “Not now.” She raised her eyebrows at Katie and nodded toward the door. The art babies were dismissed.


    Katie left quickly, along with Lee. Behind them, Tilda called out, “I'll talk to you both at dinner, which will be in thirty minutes!”


    “Not likely,” Katie said under her breath.


    * * *


    Fifteen minutes later, Katie was sitting on her bed, staring at the contents of her suitcase when someone knocked on her door.


    “It's me,” Lee said. The door opened, and he came in. “The cab's on its way,” he said.


    “Are you coming with me?”


    “I sure am, Detective Mills. Very observant. Was it the suitcase?” He gave her a playful smile as he set his suitcase down with a loud thunk.


    Katie nodded for Lee to come over and sit on the bed next to her.


    As soon as he did, she climbed onto his lap and gave him a flirty smile.


    “You're feeling pretty good,” he observed. “Did you take something powerful for your busted nose?”


    She kissed him. “It's not busted,” she lied. Her nose hurt like hell, but she needed something. She kissed him again, and reached into his pocket. He squirmed and made an excited noise.


    She closed her fingertips on the burned bit of yellow material that was in his pocket and yanked it out without him noticing.


    She pulled away from the kiss and stepped back, away from him.


    “That's it?” He grinned. “We've still got a few minutes before the taxi gets here.” He tilted his head to the side. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    She pointed to the contents of her open suitcase on the bed.


    “What's that?” Lee yanked Katie's sweaters aside. He swore under his breath.


    “Evidence that you lied to me.”


    In a whisper, he said, “That’s Clive's yellow jacket.”


    She gave him a steely look. “It's somebody's yellow jacket. And it doesn't look like it's burned up.”


    He got to his feet and started edging around her, toward the door. “And why do you have that jacket?”


    She put one hand on her hip and used the other to wave the burned yellow scrap at him. “You answer my question first, Lee. Why did you show me this burned scrap?”


    “To get into your pants. Duh.”


    “That's it?”


    He held both hands up. “I swear to God. Please don't hurt me. I won't tell anyone you have the jacket.” He mimed zipping his lips.


    She whisper-yelled, “Lee, someone planted the jacket in my suitcase!”


    “Who?”


    She threw the burned scrap at him. “Who do you think? The person who killed Clive Kingfisher. There's a murderer right here at Spirit Ranch.”
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    The words hung in the air.


    There's a murderer right here at Spirit Ranch.


    Lee continued to stare at Katie, his mouth hanging open.


    “And it's not me,” she added.


    He jolted as though waking up from a trance. “Well, it's not me,” he said.


    “I know. That's why I'm telling you.”


    “How would you know for sure?” He edged away from the door and returned to her bed, where he sat next to the stack of clothes and the yellow jacket. “It's nice that you trust me and everything, but how do you know I'm not a killer?”


    She shook her head. She didn't know. Maybe because he thought it was a game? He had burned a piece of yellow plastic to manipulate her into getting closer to him. If he'd actually killed someone, he wouldn't have been so cavalier. Plus her gut told her Lee was no killer, and that counted for something.


    “Which I'm not,” he said. “Honestly. If I find a scary spider in my room, I can't even kill it. I coax the spider into a cup and take it outside.”


    “I believe you,” she said. “As for Clive, it might have been an accident after all. That's what the cops said. They were only asking questions to be thorough.”


    She looked at the yellow jacket on the bed and frowned.


    He picked up the jacket and checked the pockets. They were empty. Katie had already checked as well.


    “It was no accident,” Lee said. “Someone was captured on film, coming back down the mountain wearing Clive's coat. And they hid it inside your suitcase.”


    “Why mine? Why not yours?”


    He shrugged. “You showed up here under an alias. Plus there's the whole thing with your roommate going missing. All sort of shady stuff.” He raised his eyebrows and stared into her eyes. “Did you put her necklace in Marco's room to mess with his head?”


    “No.” She shook her head. “I've never been in that suite before tonight.” She crossed her arms. “We are in deep. Something's going on, and we need to get away from this place. Immediately.”


    Lee tilted back his head and looked down his nose at her. “Not so fast. If you're getting set up, leaving here is going to look bad for you.”


    She laughed nervously. “But I haven't done anything wrong.”


    “That's what all the tough chicks in prison say.” He smirked.


    She kept her arms crossed and gave him a sarcastic smirk right back. “I ain't goin' back to the big house,” she joked.


    They stared at each other for a moment.


    Lee rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Maybe it wasn't a setup. Maybe the killer just needed to hide the jacket quickly before that cop showed up to search the place.” He snapped his fingers. “Marco. He's the one who took Officer What's-her-name around to search the place.”


    “You mean Officer Kendall,” Katie said. “But she was with him the whole time. He couldn't have hid the jacket when she was right there with him.”


    He nodded slowly. “Right. But the family and the housekeeper got back here before we did that day,” Lee said. “They could have hid it then.”


    Katie nodded in agreement.


    Lee bounced eagerly on the edge of the bed. “Plus, didn't you say someone snuck into your room on Monday night?”


    “They could have been stuffing the jacket in my suitcase,” Katie said. “It could have been any one of them.”


    “Any one of them? Even Holly?”


    “Sure. You saw how awful he was to her,” Katie said. “Plus you saw yourself what Holly's like when she snaps. She might have been retaliating for whatever happened all those years ago when she got her face messed up. She was riding horses with Clive when it happened.”


    “What about Tilda?” Lee put his hands behind him on the bed and leaned back casually, as though they were having an intense study session and not discussing motives for murder.


    “It could have been a crime of passion,” Katie said. “We know from the hairs on his pillow they were fooling around at some point. Do you think she found out he lied about his wife being out of town?”


    “Or maybe he tried to break it off with her. Told her he was heading down to Mexico to join the ol' ball and chain.”


    Katie started to pace, hoping it would help her think.


    She stopped and asked Lee, “What was Tilda talking about just now in Marco's suite? Something about having to clean up his messes? Do you think she lured Clive up there and shoved him off a cliff as a favor to her son?”


    “Blood is thicker than water,” he said.


    “What do you think Marco did?”


    Lee shrugged. “He had your friend's pendant. Maybe he's a kleptomaniac.”


    Katie wrinkled her nose. Was Lee making fun of her and the confession about her unorthodox methods of collecting lip balm?


    Lee silently stared at her, his eyes wide and unfocused. He didn't look terribly bright at that moment. In fact, he had the same stunned expression he'd had when Tilda had accused him of fibbing—his stupid look. Was he lying?


    “Oh,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket. “Taxi's here.” He blinked at her. “Should we go straight to the bus station, or hit the sheriff's office first with our, um, evidence?” He folded the yellow jacket and put it back into her suitcase.


    “I don't know. Let's just get in the car and go. We can think along the way.”


    Lee looked down at his phone. “The driver must have already been in the area when I requested a ride.”


    “Good,” Katie said with a heavy sigh of relief. They were leaving, and not a minute too soon. “Do you still have that USB drive?”


    “Unless you picked my pocket completely,” he said. “That was quite the kiss. You could have done anything to me.”


    * * *


    The taxi driver was the same friendly, seventy-year-old man who'd driven the pair of art students there on Sunday and also on Tuesday.


    He gave them one of his easy smiles as he stepped out to help with luggage. “We meet again,” he said cheerfully.


    Katie stared for a moment at the man's sprinkling of white hair over his head and his tight gray beard. Short of being picked up by her own family, she couldn't think of anyone she was happier to see. She was leaving Spirit Ranch, leaving its stench of death. The night surrounded them, but the familiar face of the driver felt like a beacon of light at the end of a tunnel.


    She was so relieved, she found herself hugging the driver like a long-lost friend.


    “Good to see you again, too,” the driver said, chuckling as he hugged her back. “Things have been rough around these parts lately?”


    She pulled away and composed herself. “Things haven't been great,” she said.


    Lee interjected, “We still owe you fare from the last trip. I haven't forgotten.” He rubbed his palm on his jeans before offering his hand to the older driver. “I'm Lee Elliot.”


    “And I'm Eddie,” the driver said, offering his hand. He looked directly at Katie. “Remember how you called me Steady Eddie?”


    “Right,” she lied, shaking his hand.


    “And I do apologize, miss, but I forgot your name,” he said.


    “Katie.”


    “Nope. That's not it.”


    She forced a laugh and handed over her suitcase for the trunk. Lee was taking out his laptop before tossing his old suitcase on top of hers.


    They all got into the cab, with Katie and Lee sharing the back seat once again.


    “Let's get going right away,” Lee said, glancing at the door of the house. They hadn't let anyone know they were leaving, let alone said goodbye.


    The driver, Steady Eddie, caught Katie's eyes in the rearview mirror. “You're hurt,” he said. “One of your eyes is swelling up.”


    Katie had almost forgotten about her banged-up nose. The bleeding had stopped, and now it was numb. The bones at the bridge had made a crackling sound earlier, when she'd wiggled it.


    “I'll be okay,” she said.


    “I hope you don't mind me asking, but something's going on,” the driver said, still making eye contact through the rearview mirror. “You never got that trouble of yours cleared up, did you?”


    Lee squirmed impatiently next to her. The vehicle still wasn't rolling. Katie looked at the door to the house, expecting it to burst open at any minute and pour out crazy.


    “I'm fine,” she said. “Really. Can you just drive, please? Take us to the nearest bus station. Is there one in the next town, or do we need to go all the way to Albuquerque?”


    Eddie laughed lightly as he put the car in gear and started it rolling. “You kids these days. You smoke too much pot. It's no good for your memory.” He caught Katie's eye in the rearview mirror. “I can take you to that bus station in town, if it's what you want.” He checked the road ahead, flicked on the high beams to light the straight dirt road, and caught Lee's eye. “How about you, Mr. Smooth?”


    “The bus station for both of us,” Lee said. He had his laptop open already, plugged into his phone with a cable to give him mobile internet access.


    To Katie, Lee said, “No more flights out tonight, so I'm opting for the bus. I'll go with you as far as you like, and see you get home safely. It's no trouble. I don't have any other plans for the next few days, as you know.”


    “Uh, sure,” she said. “That sounds fun.”


    He clicked a few keys on his computer and turned to stare at her. “Tilda was right. You do have a lisp when you're telling a lie. You don't want my company, do you?”


    “Lee, I'm sorry. I'm just so mixed up right now. We'll exchange information. We'll stay in touch.”


    He turned back to his screen. “Especially since we're involved in an investigation together.”


    She gritted her teeth. They didn't need to be involved in anything, if they didn't want to. She could throw the yellow jacket in a dumpster and put the whole mess behind her.


    An image on the laptop screen caught her eye. Lee was looking at the photos of Darlene and Clive that he'd taken from Tilda's computer.


    After a moment of clicking through the lurid images, Lee said, “This is brilliant.”


    “Brilliant?” Her esophagus burned. “It's horrible. Beautifully shot, of course, but yuck.”


    “Don't you get it?” Lee gave her a surprised look. “Tilda's biggest complaint is that male art critics are always deeming her work to be sexual, to be about her own sexuality. All of her work. Even a painting of a skull in front of a mountain. They insist on calling it sensual or some crap, and you and I both know they'd never do that to a male artist.”


    Katie tried to swallow down the burning in her throat. “So now Tilda's taking sex photos? How's that supposed to make things better?”


    “These are brilliant,” he said. “Look again. And read the titles on the file names. They're not finalized yet, I'm sure, but they're all variations on the same theme.” He pointed to the file name. “The Art Critic and His Darling. An Art Critic Encounters Beauty. An Art Critic Only Knows How to...” He stopped before uttering the dirty words.


    Katie realized why Clive Kingfisher was in the pictures. “Clive isn't supposed to look good in these,” Katie said. “He's the beast. And Darlene is the beauty that gets destroyed by his greed.” She paused, letting it sink in. “These are brilliant.” She shook her head. “Poor Darlene.”


    Up in the front seat, the cab driver slapped the steering wheel. “Darlene! That's the name you told me before.”


    Lee closed his laptop. “What's that? Who told you about Darlene?”


    Steady Eddie turned to give Katie a friendly grin through the seat rests. “That's your real name, ain't it? Darlene. And you gave me a kiss on the cheek the first time we met, because it was my birthday, and you felt sorry for me having to work on my birthday.”


    Katie leaned forward in her seat, straining to see the identification posted at the front of the cab. The laminated card contained the man's name and identification number, but no birthday, because it wasn't his driver's license.


    Even so, she had a date in mind.


    “Eddie, is your birthday September the twenty-seventh?”


    “Close. It's the twenty-eighth. That's when I turned forty,” he said, chuckling. “Every year, I turn forty on September twenty-eighth, coming on thirty years now.”


    Katie turned to Lee. “The twenty-seventh is the last time I saw Darlene. It's the day she packed her bag and left the dorm. If Eddie saw her on the twenty-eighth, that means she was here, in New Mexico. She must have taken the bus and slept on it overnight.”


    Lee's eyes widened. He closed his laptop. “We need to go to the police.”


    “With what? The yellow jacket that's inside my suitcase? No way.” She shook her head. “They're going to think it was me. That I came here to get Tilda to delete the photos, and that I went crazy on Clive. Revenge or something.” She felt a hysterical sob rising in her throat. “They'll get my medical records. They'll talk to my psychiatrist and find out...” She clamped her hand over her mouth.


    “Find out what?” Lee's eyes got even wider. In a whisper, he asked, “Did you do it, Katie? Did you...” he mouthed the rest of the words. Kill Clive Kingfisher?


    “I don't think so,” she said.


    They sat in silence for a few minutes without speaking. Steady Eddie had gotten distracted by a weather forecast on the radio and wasn't paying attention to them.


    Katie took the ankh necklace from her pocket and studied the silver symbol in her hand. The interior of the taxi was nearly as dark as the desert outside the windows, but the little charm glinted anyway.


    Tilda's words echoed in her head. “The secret is to paint what you see. And to paint what you see, you must first see what you see. Not what you think is there or expect to see.”


    Katie had come to New Mexico to get away from the ghost that haunted her. Not to find Darlene's path. And so, because she wasn't looking, she hadn't seen the connections between the points, until now.


    First there'd been the cabbie she'd never met before, seemingly recognizing her. Like others at their school, he'd mixed up the two girls because of their similar appearance. And he'd made reference to it the first time she'd met him at the airport, but she'd dismissed it. Because it wasn't what she was looking for.


    Then there was the housekeeper, telling Katie, “But he said there was only one. And that's why we canceled. That's why we sent a refund.”


    And then Tilda, asking Lee if he'd been frightened by the sight of “a floating pile of garbage” in the river.


    More small details came into focus, illuminating a larger picture. You can't paint the fleas until you paint the dog.


    The necklace in Marco's bedroom.


    His hiking boots on Clive's feet.


    It smelled of a setup because it was a setup.


    Katie turned and looked at Lee. “What did you burn that was yellow? It's important. Tell me the truth.”


    He sighed. “It was my pencil case,” he said.


    “That was pretty stupid.” She leaned forward and said to the driver, “Steady Eddie, would you do a U-turn please? There's something important we forgot to get from the ranch.”


    Eddie made an affirmative clicking sound with his mouth and slowed the vehicle, pulling over to the right to make the U-turn.


    Katie looked over at Lee, who was shaking his head in disbelief. “Why? I thought we wanted to get away from there.”


    “We need to get a confession. Lee, if we don't go back there, it's going to blow back on both of us.”


    “The cops aren't going to think you killed Clive,” he said. “You're just a girl.”


    “But you suspected me,” Katie said.


    He frowned. “That was different.”


    “How?”


    He didn't have an answer.


    “I'm going back,” she said with finality. “If you're too scared, you don't have to come inside with me.”


    Lee turned to the dark window, jaw clenched.


    Eddie turned the vehicle around, and now they were headed back to Spirit Ranch.


    After a minute, Lee looked at Katie and asked, “Why aren't you scared?”


    “Because I know what happened on the mountain.”
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    Katie walked up to the house by herself, yet she wasn't alone.


    The medication she'd been taking the last few weeks blocked her visions of Darlene's spirit, but she'd missed a pill or two due to the recent chaos, and now Darlene was starting to leak through from the other side. Katie couldn't see the girl, but she felt her presence, the way she could wake up and know, without even looking across the room, whether her roommate was there or not.


    Darlene was here. Right beside her.


    Katie glanced back over her shoulder at the taxi, where Lee sat waiting in the back seat. He faced straight ahead, stubbornly refusing to even look at her.


    The driver, Eddie, gave her a cheery wave. As far as he knew, Katie was running back inside to get a cell phone charger. She held up her hand, indicating that she'd be only five minutes.


    “Five minutes should be good,” she muttered to herself as she approached the wooden door. “I'll just get a killer's confession and then be on my way.”


    She entered the house.


    The social room was empty.


    The house was quiet, except for the sound of water running somewhere. It sounded like the kitchen.


    Without announcing her presence, Katie moved silently down the hall and into the kitchen.


    Holly stood at the kitchen sink, her back to the entrance. Her dark-blond hair was still up in its neat, tidy bun. Her clothes were crisp and clean. The housekeeper had transformed in the past few days, from shabby to almost chic.


    Katie entered the kitchen silently and announced her presence with a soft “hello.”


    Holly made a startled gasp as she whipped around. “Ghost!” She clutched the cross on her neck and started praying.


    “That's right,” Katie said. “The ghost is here.”


    Holly continued praying frantically, her chest heaving.


    “Darlene Silva is here with us,” Katie said. “Her spirit is with me. I brought her to Spirit Ranch for a reason.”


    Holly slowly lowered her hand. “You're trying to trick me.”


    They were alone in the kitchen. Katie wished for a moment that Lee had been brave enough to come with her. She could use better backup than a ghost.


    Holly whispered, “What do you want?”


    “Answers.”


    “Who are you? Really?” Holly's eyes kept flitting to a space to the side of Katie. Her crooked forehead was pale as snow, the scar practically glowing pink.


    Katie felt a coolness, a presence, but she couldn't see the ghost. She had to trust that it was there, trust that Holly could see Darlene.


    “Holly, when we arrived here, you told Tilda there was only one student coming to the retreat. Who told you that?”


    “I-I-I don't know,” Holly stammered.


    “You said it was a he. Was it Clive, or Marco?”


    “Marco?” The housekeeper's hands fluttered like trapped birds. “No. No. It was Clive.”


    “And who went for that moonlight walk with Clive on Monday night? Was it you, Holly?”


    The housekeeper's hands suddenly stopped fluttering, and she became very still. “I don't know,” she replied smoothly.


    “You're protecting someone,” Katie said.


    “No!”


    “You saw something.”


    “No. I don't know. I don't remember.”


    “You put Clive's yellow jacket in my suitcase.”


    “That wasn't me,” she said, her gaze darting between Katie and the specter at her side. “It must have been the ghost.”


    Katie nearly smiled. “You don't seem surprised to hear about the jacket in my suitcase, Holly.” She reached behind herself and grabbed the tightly folded package she'd tucked into her waistband. She pulled out the yellow coat.


    “No,” Holly gasped.


    “You should have burned it, if you'd wanted to get rid of it. You thought you were clever, putting it inside the lining of my case, but it's bulky. I had my bag packed to full capacity on my way here, so when I tried to leave and couldn't get everything back in, I knew.”


    “Okay. It was me,” Holly said. “I followed Clive when he went on his walk. I was worried about him. Then he took off the jacket and hung it on a tree before he jumped. I was cold, so I put it on and came back.” She held up both of her hands. “That's what happened. I swear.”


    “What was Clive doing up there? Why did he take off his jacket?”


    “I don't know.”


    “Was he exercising?” Katie clenched her fists. She was close. So close. But something was missing. Something wasn't right.


    Someone touched Katie on the shoulder. She jumped and turned. It was Tilda. The red-haired dynamo was swaying on her feet as though drunk, her eyes half-lidded.


    “Shhhhtop it,” Tilda slurred. “Don't go after Holly. She didn't do anything.”


    Katie shook the yellow jacket. “But she put Clive's jacket in my bag. She's guilty of something.”


    Tilda lurched into the kitchen, weaving drunkenly, went to Holly's side, and wrapped her arm around the woman's shoulders. “Holly, don't shhhhhhay anything. Hush. Nobody needs to know.” She seemed to be having trouble keeping her eyes open. “Keep your lipsssssssh shhhhut.” Her head lolled back, and she laughed hollowly. “Katie, damn it, you gave me your lissssssshp. It's contagioussss.”


    Holly grunted to hold her friend and boss upright. She said to the space next to Katie, “You two girls need to leave.”


    Tilda let out a girlish giggle. “Two girls? Holly, who are you talking to?”


    “Don't you see the ghost that Darlene brought?” Holly was breathing heavily, struggling to hold Tilda upright. “Don't you see her right now? Open your eyes.”


    Tilda waved one rubbery hand. “I don't shhhhheee anything,” she slurred. She straightened up, eyes widening. “My boy! Marco!”


    Katie turned to see Marco at the door. His red hair was wet, and he'd changed clothes. He came into the kitchen and rushed to his mother's side.


    Marco glared at Holly and demanded, “What did you do? What have you done to my mother?”


    “She's drunk,” Holly said.


    “On what?” Marco guided his mother over to a wooden stool and guided her into a sitting position. “What is she drunk on? We finished the whiskey, and when I got some beer last night, I locked up the wine cellar along with every drop of booze in the place.”


    It was a good question. If Tilda hadn't been drinking, it meant she'd smoked or ingested something. And since the detective confiscated Marco's stash and Lee was proudly unmedicated, that left one source.


    Katie fell to her knees and opened her suitcase fully. She spread her personal effects across the floor, searching for her medication.


    She found her bottle of prescription anti-psychotic medication. It was light. It was completely empty.


    She held up the empty container. “Someone poisoned Tilda,” she said. “Who?”


    Tilda began to laugh maniacally.


    “I know who,” she said. “It was the same person who killed Clive Kingfisher.”


    





Chapter 30
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    THREE MONTHS AGO


    SEPTEMBER 28TH


    Clive Kingfisher was only now realizing the terrible situation he'd been trapped in.


    And it had all happened because he'd been lonely. Why was a man of his remarkable ability and wit ever lonely? It wasn't right.


    His wife didn't care. Her life revolved around her charities and her foundations and anything but their marriage. Perhaps things would have been different if they'd managed to have children. But it wasn't in the cards for them. She wanted to adopt—one of those orphans from some third-world country—but he wouldn't have it. He already had Marco, the stepson he never wanted.


    He kept his eyes on the road ahead and drove away from town. There was a truck stop diner he would take her to. The girl wanted to eat at one of the quaint restaurants in town, but he couldn't risk being seen.


    The irony of the situation nearly made him laugh. His wife refused to love him just because he hadn't given her a baby, and now there was someone else, pregnant with his child, asking him to love her.


    And perhaps he could have loved her, could have left his wife for her, if things had been different, if the timing had been better.


    Darlene Silva could have been more understanding. Why did she have to show up unannounced the way she did, thrusting the filthy stick in his face? It still stunk of urine. She was pregnant, she said. With his offspring.


    The accident hadn't happened during her stay at Spirit Ranch the previous year. She'd be holding an actual baby in her arms now rather than talking about this future baby that was currently the size of a gerbil.


    No, his mistake had happened this summer, when he'd “bumped into” Darlene at an arts festival in Dallas. It hadn't been much of a coincidence, though. Darlene was one of those exhibitionist types who posted all her daily thoughts and plans online. Clive had seen that she would be at the festival in July, and he'd arranged to “just happen to be” there as well.


    Things went better than he'd dreamed. She'd been upset over the immature fumblings of some boy her age, and he'd been there as her mature adviser. He rescued her from the kids she was traveling with and let her stay in his five-star hotel room. She'd shown him gratitude for his wisdom and advice. He'd gotten careless. He'd let down his guard and believed her when she said she “knew her cycle.” After all those years of failure, pregnancy seemed like some mythical thing that only happened to other people.


    But it had happened to him. And now it would be his undoing.


    Darlene wanted money. She wouldn't come out and admit it, but he could tell when a person wanted money.


    She'd showed up at Spirit Ranch unannounced, knocking on the door to the guest cottage. He rushed her inside the house and demanded to know who had seen her, who knew she was there.


    Nobody, she swore. She knew he was married, so she'd been discreet. He could trust her. She looked up at him with big, doe eyes.


    “Don't cry,” he said. “What do you want from me?”


    She looked around the room and mumbled something about having been on the bus all night and not having eaten.


    “Lunch,” he said. “We'll have lunch and we'll talk this whole thing through from start to finish.”


    She started to walk toward the kitchen. He grabbed her arm. “Not here,” he said.


    She jerked her arm away and rubbed her bicep, her eyes accusatory, even though he'd barely touched her.


    “I don't have much for food,” he said in a more soothing tone. “Let's pop out for a bite. Somewhere cheerful.”


    She agreed.


    Now they were in a restaurant outside of town. He'd always assumed it was a dump from the exterior, but it was bigger and more appealing inside than he expected. After they found a seat in a corner booth, he looked around uneasily. It was a small place. He couldn't see anyone he knew well, but it was only a matter of time before a friend of his wife's saw him there, sharing a meal with a pretty young woman.


    He wasn't hungry, so he drank a milkshake and watched her eat. She put away a cheeseburger and a full order of fries. She even ate the vegetable garnish at the edge of the plate. Eating for two, he thought darkly.


    They didn't discuss money over the meal. After he'd paid the bill, he suggested they go for a walk.


    “Not a hike,” Darlene said. “These shoes aren't made for hiking.”


    He looked under the table at her shoes. They were sneakers. They were fine, just fine for hiking. She was one of those difficult girls who had to make a fuss about everything.


    They left the diner and got back into his vehicle.


    “I brought you something,” she said.


    You sure did, he thought. You brought me my own self-destruction.


    After all those years of chasing the pretty young girls who came to the ranch, he'd finally caught one. He felt like a domesticated dog who finally caught a rabbit and didn't know what to do with it. Now she had him. His wife was going to divorce him for sure. This would be the final straw. And, thanks to the prenuptial agreement, she would take everything. And just to be the bitter shrew she was, she would reveal to Tilda that Clive had been embezzling from the artist for years. Fraud. He might even see the inside of a jail cell. They did imprison people for embezzlement, didn't they? He didn't know. He hadn't thought to consult a lawyer a decade earlier, when he'd begun to siphon cash his way.


    “Don't you want to see your present?” The girl was reaching into her backpack, pulling out the wrapped gift.


    “I'm driving,” he said gruffly.


    She made a pouting sound, about to have a tantrum. She was such a child. She didn't want a partner. She wanted a father. Or cash.


    “I do want to see it,” he said. “But I'm driving. Open it for me?”


    She sighed, but she opened the gift for him. It was a novelty, a gag gift. A stuffed hare with deer horns.


    “It's your jackalope,” she said. “Remember the first day I was at the ranch last November? You told me jackalopes were native to New Mexico, and I actually believed you.” She laughed at herself. “I can't believe how gullible I was.”


    “What a perfect gift,” he said bitterly. A symbol of stupidity.


    “We can name the baby Jack,” she said, stroking the soft fur of the taxidermied hare. “Or Jacqueline, if it's a girl.”


    They passed a sign for Spirit Ranch.


    Darlene noticed they were driving toward the ranch. She was confused. “Clive, if you don't want anyone to know I'm here, why are we going to Spirit Ranch?”


    He turned off the road. “We're going for that walk,” he said.


    She let out an uncomfortable laugh. “You're not going to take me out to the wilderness and leave me there, are you?”


    He chuckled. “Of course not. You're going to have a baby. Our baby. You can't raise him up there on the red rocks.”


    She sucked in air. “Right.” She forced a laugh, and he knew the truth. She didn't want him. She would pretend she wanted him, but only to get her hands on his money. Boy, was she in for a surprise.


    He parked at the end of the road, and they started walking. They passed a grouping of tents. Darlene wanted to stop and ask the people what all the filming equipment was for, but Clive rushed her along.


    “What's the hurry?” Now she was pouting. “I'm getting a blister on my foot.”


    “If you can't handle a blister, what's childbirth going to be like?”


    She shot him a dirty look and skipped to catch up with him.


    After another ten minutes, she whined, “Is it much further?”


    “Don't worry,” he said. “Soon it will all be over.”


    And soon it was all over.


    The next part felt like a dream. Clive was there, but he was also off in the distance, watching.


    His hands moved on their own, closing around her throat. She struggled and fought him, but her arms weren't quite as long as his. Her fingertips grazed his neck but couldn't latch on. And then she was still. She was quiet.


    “Don't worry about childbirth,” he said to her lifeless body. “You won't have to go through with it. You can remain a child forever.” He used his fingers to close her eyelids.


    He hauled her away from the trail and used his hands to dig a shallow grave, which he covered with stones. If he left her for long, the local scavengers would pick her bones and the sun would bleach them white.


    He got in his vehicle and drove away, feeling like he was filled with helium. He came back later that night, with a shovel, and he buried her by moonlight.


    Then he went home to his wife, who was suspicious as always, and he went to bed.


    The next morning, the sun rose as usual. He carried on.


    He waited for someone to come, for someone to ask about Darlene, but nobody did.


    Two months passed.


    

    



    THREE DAYS AGO


    

    



    Clive Kingfisher had almost forgotten about his act of desperation, almost been able to move on. He'd even started trying to fix the finances for the art business.


    Then that girl Katie, the one who looked so much like Darlene, had arrived.


    On Sunday night, he'd started seeing things. There was a ghost who appeared after the sun set, standing in corners, watching him.


    And there was the look in Tilda's eyes. She knew. How could she know? The ghost must have been visiting her, telling her everything. He took her to bed, but he couldn't get a confession. As they slept together in his bed, he dreamed of Darlene walking up the trail, leading a group of people to her shallow grave. She'd come here for justice, as she saw it. She'd come for retribution, using the roommate, Katie.


    On Monday, Clive realized he had to check on the body again, just to be careful. The burial site was so close to the trail, so easy to find. Had he dug the hole deep enough to discourage the local coyotes?


    On the last night of his life Clive Kingfisher made a plan to visit his victim's bones and then erase all evidence of their involvement. If Tilda refused to delete the photos, he'd take care of them himself. And he'd burn down the studio, just for good measure.


    Marco would be of service as well. Just in case things went terribly wrong, Clive could direct suspicion at the boy.


    When all the details came together for Clive, he smiled at his ingenuity. It was a shame no one would ever know the details of his most devious achievement.


    Marco was asleep on the couch when Clive entered his private quarters, planted the necklace he'd kept as a souvenir, and borrowed Marco's boots. He would be careful about removing the remains, but if he did happen to leave boot tracks, they would be Marco's.


    His plan was perfect.


    Or at least it would have been, if someone hadn't followed him up the trail to the red ridge.
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    Clive Kingfisher kept hearing the sound of loose pebbles being crunched out of time with his own footsteps. Had someone followed him from the house?


    He kept looking over his shoulder. Despite the brightness of the close-to-full moon, he couldn't see anyone or anything.


    Just a curious coyote, he told himself.


    It wasn't until he'd started digging that he became certain the creature following him was no coyote. Coyotes didn't cough like humans.


    Clive whipped around and shone the flashlight behind him. His beam of light caught a woman. She tried to seek cover, but the terrain up here near the top was flat, with nothing more substantial to hide behind than shrubs.


    The woman froze in his light.


    In the light, her hair didn't look red, and at first he mistook her shape. He thought it was Holly, the brainless housekeeper.


    He leaped at her, caught her easily, and threw her to the ground. It was only when he was looking down at her, pinned beneath him, that he realized it was Tilda.


    The red-haired woman's upper lip pulled back in terror.


    He growled, “Damn it, Tilda, why couldn't you be Holly?”


    She was panting, hyperventilating. “What are you doing up here? Clive? What have you done?”


    “I'm protecting you,” he said, thinking quickly. “I'm covering up your son's mistake.”


    “What?”


    “He killed a girl,” Clive said. “It was one of those girls who was here for a retreat during the summer. She came back in the fall. Said she was pregnant. Wanted money. Marco took her up here, just to talk, and I guess things got out of control. He killed her, Tilda. Your son killed a girl.”


    “No.” She was distraught, her eyes twitching randomly in all directions. “No, no, no.”


    “Yes,” Clive growled. “And your son came to me. He asked me to help him. So that's why I'm up here to help him by checking on the bones.”


    She managed to pull herself together enough to whisper, “The bones?”


    “Yes. We have to protect Marco. Will you help me?”


    The fear left her face and she became calm. She stopped struggling underneath him. At last, there was the Tilda he knew and admired. Brave. Courageous. Willing to do what it took.


    “Yes,” she whispered. “Tell me what to do.”


    “I only have one shovel,” he said. “But you can help. You can keep watch while I dig down to make sure this is the place, and that the body is still safely down there.”


    She agreed with a nod.


    He got up, released her, and returned to his digging, using the small camping shovel he'd brought with him. He'd carried the shovel tucked under his yellow jacket. The exertion of digging made him warm, so he took the jacket off. Tilda stood shivering, so he offered her the waterproof coat. As usual, she didn't even thank him for his thoughtful, chivalrous gesture.


    He returned to his work, and one part of his mind believed his own lie. A part of him believed he truly was checking on the body of a girl Marco Onassis had killed. Maybe that was what happened after all, he mused. It could have happened.


    Clive smiled as the shovel hit bone. He had everything under control now. Or so he thought. He should have known better than to turn his back on her. Tilda was ungrateful, sure, but she was also brave and courageous. And the one thing she loved more than anything else in the world was her son, Marco.


    Something shimmered at the edge of his vision. He looked up to see her. Darlene Silva. Standing next to her own grave, looking the same as the day she'd died. And she was smiling at him, as though she knew of some wonderful secret he was about to discover.


    And then the ghost moved, darting out of the edge of his field of view.


    He felt a chill in the air, but only behind him. He paused to enjoy the silence. He heard Tilda grunt with effort. He couldn't see her, but he knew she was raising a boulder. He noted the grunt of effort she made with curiosity, as though perceiving the events from a great distance. On some level, he knew what was coming next. He wanted the relief of what came next.


    And then Tilda brought the boulder down on the back of Clive's skull. He fell forward, onto the grave he'd dug. Everything went black.


    He regained consciousness briefly, as he was being dragged, and then a few minutes later. Just long enough to feel the cold water filling his lungs. Just long enough to regret everything he'd done.


    But not long enough to pray for forgiveness.
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    When Tilda had finished telling her version of events from Monday night, she looked at her son.


    “I'm shhhhhorry, Marco,” she slurred. “You see, I was only trying to protect you.” She was wavering from side to side on the wooden stool, about to crumple to the floor.


    Holly knelt before Tilda and put her hands on either side of the artist's face. “Tilda, he lied to you. The filthy beast.” She made a spitting sound. “It wasn't your son who did evil.” Holly looked at Katie. “Tell her.”


    “It was Clive Kingfisher,” Katie said. “Clive was the person who told Holly that only one person was coming to this week's retreat. He knew Darlene Silva was dead. Because he killed her.”


    Holly nodded in agreement.


    Tilda forced her eyes to stay open with an apparent struggle. The drugs in her system would render her unconscious shortly.


    Marco made a sound Katie hadn't heard from him before. It was a low, keening sound, full of sorrow.


    “Clive was setting me up,” Marco said.


    Katie turned to Marco and put her hand on his shoulder. “That's why he was wearing your boots, Marco. In case he left some evidence behind, he wanted the boot tracks around the shallow grave to be yours.”


    Marco went to his mother and knelt before her, next to Holly. “Mom, I never touched that girl,” Marco said. “Why would you even think that? Why would you believe Clive?”


    She gasped, “Forgive me,” and she closed her eyes.


    Katie reached into her pocket for her phone. They had to get an ambulance there for Tilda before it was too late.


    Lee, who'd been standing at the door to the kitchen unnoticed, said, “The police are already on their way.”


    Katie whirled to face him. Lee had his phone in his hand.


    “Are you recording this?”


    “No,” Lee said. “Do you think I should?”


    Katie bit her lower lip and looked at Tilda, and then back at Lee. “No,” she said. “It wasn't Tilda who lifted the rock on the ridge. You heard what she said. Something took hold of her. It was Darlene's spirit. Darlene took her revenge.”


    Lee gave her a sidelong look. “I don't think a jury is going to buy that.”


    “Then it was self-defense,” Katie said. “Tilda's not a killer. She saw Clive digging up human remains and figured she was next. She did what she had to do.”


    Holly interjected, “Yes. Self-defense. Tilda would never hurt anyone.”


    Lee looked down at his phone. “Luckily, it's not up to me to decide. But if I don't call for a paramedic right now, it won't matter.”


    “Call then,” Katie said.


    “Tell them to hurry,” Marco said. “We need to make sure she keeps breathing, or she's going to die. Her pulse is already so weak.”


    Lee spoke on the phone for a moment before reporting back, “Paramedics are on the way.”


    Tilda slumped forward and began to shake. “Darlene was there on the ridge,” she said. “Darlene was next to me, and then the rock was in my hands.”


    “Shush,” Holly said. “The man was going to kill you next and bury you with the other body. It was self-defense, Tilda. You did what any one of us would have done.”


    Everyone in the room was quiet. Katie couldn't read their minds, but she imagined they were thinking about what Holly had said. How far would each of them go to protect someone they loved?


    





Chapter 32
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    3 MONTHS LATER


    The memorial service was busy.


    Half of Darlene's hometown had showed up.


    Katie took a moment for herself in the washroom at the funeral home. She'd tried to make herself look less like Darlene. Her hair was now cut short, and dyed red. But people had still commented on how much she looked like the dead girl.


    The dead girl.


    Her bones weren't in the coffin. They were with the police, with the forensics department. Darlene Silva's bones wouldn't be buried for a while yet.


    Katie watched herself in the mirror as she applied a loose powder to her shiny forehead.


    The bones weren't at rest yet, but the ghost had taken leave for the most part. Katie saw her sometimes, when the moon was full, dancing under the stars.


    Katie tucked her compact back into her purse and pulled out the bottle of pills. These were new ones. She'd been taken off the powerful anti-psychotics. Her doctor didn't like the theory that she'd stopped seeing the ghost of Darlene Silva because her murder had been solved. The doctor preferred to say that her psychological situation had changed once she'd gotten “closure.”


    Either way, the result of changing medications had been life-altering.


    She could paint again. And not just enough to get by in her art classes with passing grades.


    Painting had become joyful again. When she wasn't working, her hands sometimes moved on their own in sweeping, painterly gestures, in delicious anticipation of future painting.


    As soon as the day's memorial service was over, she would return to the hotel room with her mother and two brothers who'd accompanied her to Darlene's hometown, and she'd sketch in the room.


    Katie's teachers were thrilled with the change in her. They came up with many words to describe her inspired new work, but one word that came up time and time again was dancing. The light was always dancing across her subjects. A figure could be seen dancing on mountaintops under the moonlight. When Katie was alone in the studio, she'd turn up the music and paint and dance.


    * * *


    “I was hoping you'd be here,” said the young man.


    Katie gave him a shy smile. “Same,” she said.


    Marco Onassis began to chuckle, and it was music to her ears. He hadn't cut his wavy red hair since Christmas, and the front was now long enough to tuck behind his ears. He looked more angular now, more like his mother. He'd lost a few pounds, but he looked healthy—eyes bright.


    They stepped out of the line for the buffet of snacks being served after the memorial service. Katie led the way over to the tall silver cylinders of coffee.


    “How's your mother?”


    Marco turned and looked at Katie's mother. “Exactly the opposite of yours,” he said.


    Katie giggled. Her own mother wore a dark-gray suit that made her look like a metal filing cabinet. At that moment, Mrs. Mills was being introduced to Ms. Onassis. Marco's mother wore a dark-burgundy dress, but she couldn't extinguish the flame that was her bright-red hair, nor her elegant sharp features and crisp, sweeping arm gestures.


    “My mom's more of a traditional mom,” Katie said.


    “I can't even imagine what that was like, growing up with someone who had cookies and milk waiting when you got home from school.”


    Katie smiled. He was right about the cookies and milk, and the traditional upbringing. “What was coming home from school like for you?”


    He smirked as he watched their mothers conversing. “I still remember this one time, I'd gotten in a fight and came home with a black eye. She poured me a scotch—neat, no ice—and started teaching me how to throw a punch.”


    “No way. How old were you?”


    He shrugged. “Twelve? Thirteen? My point is, she nearly blacked out my other eye.” He grinned. “We might have finished the bottle that night. The next day, I was the coolest kid in school. Nobody else there had ever been hungover.”


    Katie shook her head.


    “It wasn't always like that,” Marco said. “The next week, she joined the parents' group at the school, and was a model mother for the next few years. We didn't drink together again until I was twenty-one.”


    “She's a remarkable woman,” Katie said.


    He nodded, and his expression turned serious. He whispered, “She was willing to cover up a murder to protect me. I'm so glad she didn't die thinking it was me who did what Clive did.” He chuckled softly. “I mean, I'm glad she didn't die, period. We've got a lot of things left to do.”


    “Big plans?”


    He frowned. “I'm sorry. We're at your friend's memorial. I'm so sorry for your loss. This is about Darlene, not about me.”


    “It's about all of us,” Katie said. She winced, hearing her own words. “I mean, it's about Darlene. Maybe we can meet somewhere after this and catch up?”


    He looked over at Mrs. Mills and Ms. Onassis, who were chatting away like new best friends.


    “They'd probably love that,” he said.


    The two mothers abruptly stopped talking and looked over at the pair, eyebrows raised expectantly.


    Katie whispered out of the side of her mouth, “What's that all about?”


    “They're probably planning our nuptials.” Marco's chuckling started up again.


    She elbowed him. “Are you high?”


    “Surprisingly, no. I've been clean since Christmas. Well, since New Year's Day.” His face scrunched up. “Well, since January fifth, more or less. It's a process.”


    “How's the sculpture work going?”


    “Amazing. So good. I can't wait to show you my new piece.”


    She remembered his commercial work, designing adult toys in silicone. Her cheeks flushed hot. “You want to show me a...” She couldn't say the word.


    His eyes widened. “No! I mean, I would, if you wanted me to.”


    She made a vocal fry sound, speechless.


    “My new series is called Dance,” Marco said. “It's art. Not for the, uh, mass production.”


    “Dance?”


    “It's all intertwining figures. It's about the interconnectedness of all things. Minds. Hearts. Spirits.”


    Katie started to tell him that it sounded like her own work, the paintings inspired by Darlene, but she didn't say a word. In the last few months, she'd come out of her shell and started talking more. But she was still that shy girl who knew when to be quiet, when to let the magic be all around her in the world, not captured in paint or art or words.


    Sometimes the most beautiful thing to say was nothing.
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Chapter One

    [image: leaves]


    Before Eli Carter became a hero who battled ancient gods bent on destruction, he was just a delivery driver.


    Like many people, he didn't choose his career. Given his odd nature, though, delivering packages throughout the decaying city seemed like his best option. Then one day, dispatch sent him to a business named Ghost Hackers.


    That fateful day was today.


    Eli stepped through the storefront door and found himself in geek heaven. The dim shop held rows of mismatched shelves packed tightly with old video game consoles, bulky computers, and yellowing keyboards. They were mixed in with household appliances, from electric mixing bowls to juicers.


    He spotted a gaming console he’d asked to get for Christmas, nearly two decades ago. Suddenly Eli Carter was nine again. He enjoyed a brief fantasy of purchasing the system right then and there. It was a fantasy his live-in girlfriend would not approve of. Not at all.


    Looking around for more treasure, he found two signs. The first was taped to an ancient-looking cash register:


    CASH ONLY.

    COMPLAINERS WILL BE GIVEN

    SPACE RABIES.


    The second was a mass-produced folk-art style sign, of a joyful child holding a cup of coffee and a kitten. The text had been altered with a felt marker to read:


    UNATTENDED CHILDREN

    WILL BE GIVEN

    --E-S-P-R-E-S-S-O--A-N-D--A--F-R-E-E--K-I-T-T-E-N--

    SPACE RABIES.


    Eli chuckled to himself. He liked this store.


    A telephone began to ring in the murky distance. It was not a recorded, electronic ring, but the distinctive sound of a hammer hitting a brass bell.


    Eli squinted to make out the shape of a person trotting toward the ringing phone. It was a guy, with an athletic build and light-colored hair that pointed straight up in defiance of gravity. He glanced over to acknowledge Eli, then picked up the phone.


    In a polite, meek voice, he answered, “Thank you for calling the original Ghost Hackers, where customer service is our passion. How may I help you?”


    Eli busied himself by looking over the gaming consoles. Some were in mint condition, with department store price stickers still attached.


    The man on the phone asked a few hushed questions, then let out a nerdy chuckle. “Sounds like you’re in quite the pickle there. Wow. I don’t know what to say, but sir, I’m just going to be honest. What we do is for entertainment purposes only. Party tricks and such. It sounds to me like you have yourselves an honest-to-goodness haunting.”


    He kept pacing as he talked. The lengthy coiled cord of the phone allowed him a range of ten feet. As he listened to the caller’s responses, he picked up a staple gun and shot staples in the direction of a garbage can.


    He continued in a nasally voice that belonged to a much smaller man, “Listen, I’m not allowed to do this, but the boss is away today, so it’ll be our little secret. I do know a guy who does the real deal.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “He’s kind of a necromancer slash exorcist.”


    Eli’s attention, which had wandered into a fantasy about starting his own vintage game console collection, returned to the present.


    Necromancer slash exorcist?


    Eli listened to the man give the caller a phone number, along with a warning.


    “Don’t look the necromancer directly in the eyes. Do you hear me? And don’t tell him you got the number from me. Good luck, and heaven help us all. Oh, and before you call the number, I want you to think long and hard about inviting a man like that into your life. Only call if you’re desperate, because it won’t be cheap. He prefers cash.”


    He moved to stand directly over the garbage bin and shot staples straight down into the bin—dozens of them—until the stapler was empty and firing blanks. He hung up the land line phone, set the stapler on the desk, and came over to Eli.


    Eli stared into the man’s face. He looked familiar, in that way all attractive people look familiar, but he was also unusual, with pale, silver-blond hair and dark brown eyebrows. He had big muscles, wore army surplus clothing, and looked like he cracked walnuts with his teeth, just to show his molars who was the boss.


    “Where’s Dave?” the guy asked gruffly. His voice was unexpectedly deep, completely different from the meek one he’d used on the phone.


    “I’m not Da-Dave,” Eli stammered. He wiped his sweating palms on his company-issued polyester short pants. “Sorry. Dave’s on another route today, so you’re stuck with me. I’m Eli Carter.”


    The man’s upper lip twitched in a snarling motion. Eli swallowed hard. They were probably the same age, about thirty, but this guy was a man.


    In that moment, Eli understood those dogs who piddled themselves as a sign of subservience in front of the pack master. Not that he wanted to piddle himself, but he could understand.


    “Khan.” The man stretched out his open palm in a friendly yet manly gesture, and they shook hands. “The package is right there on the counter, my man.”


    My man? Eli grinned like he’d been paid a compliment.


    “Great shop you have here,” Eli said.


    “Yup.”


    Eli glanced around, stalling for time and cringing at himself for doing so. He hated it when lonely people along his delivery route tried to make conversation with him. Small talk annoyed him. Why did people have to be so boring? Eli couldn't use the excuse that he was in a rush, because his route wasn’t that busy, and he always found time for a nap mid-afternoon. No, he had to admit to himself that he didn’t like small talk because he didn’t like people. He didn’t hate them, exactly, he just didn’t care what they felt or thought or said.


    But this Khan guy was different.


    Eli’s compassion for lonely, boring people grew just a smidge as he struggled to draw out this interaction.


    He asked casually, “Is it true you know a necromancer slash exorcist?”


    Khan’s eyes seemed to twinkle from within, like he had his own internal light source.


    He replied, “Maybe we both know one.” His eyes, which were a dark green, flashed with mischief. “In a city overrun with ghosts, a guy like that would be a superhero.”


    “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Eli said. “Most sightings can be traced to electro-magnetic fields, or infrasound. I remember a while back, when all those silent fans got recalled. The sound vibrations shook the backs of people's eyes and made them hallucinate.”


    “You’re not a believer,” Khan said dryly.


    “I’m a man of science.” Eli cringed internally, the way he always did when he referred to himself as a man.


    Khan took a long, challenging pause, then glanced down at Eli's company-issued name badge.


    “Eli Carter, if you’re such a man of science, I dare you to open your eyes and really look around this city.”


    Eli took a deep breath, inhaling the delicious decaying plastic of old computers, along with whiffs of something else. Could it be Khan’s testosterone? It was a heady cocktail.


    A phone rang. It wasn’t the brassy bell of the land line, or the digital chirping of the one clipped to Eli’s belt holster.


    Khan drew a slim phone from his pocket and answered with an impatient grunt. He listened for a moment, then growled, “How did you get this number?”


    He turned his back to Eli and began pacing the width of the storefront. “Ghost Hackers,” he snorted. “They’re a bunch of no-talent clowns with nothing but gambling debts. Couldn’t solve a simple demon infestation if the Good Lord came down from Heaven and blessed the holy water himself. Gimme yer address.”


    He grunted a few more times into the phone, then grabbed a pen from near the cash register and started writing the address on his inner forearm, ignoring the pad of paper sitting right there on the counter.


    Eli smiled at how cool Khan was, to just write stuff on his arm like that. Khan probably wouldn’t eat lentil loaf, and he wouldn’t put up with a girlfriend’s nagging. Khan probably didn’t even have a set bedtime.


    Khan finished the phone call and turned back to Eli.


    “Duty calls,” Khan said. “See you around.”


    Eli looked over at the box on the counter. His job was to take the cardboard box, not tag along with Khan on a necromancer job. The unfairness of life hit him hard, making his lower lip stick out in a pout.


    “You won't see me around,” Eli said. “This isn't my usual route. My girlfriend got mad at me this morning for chewing my toast too loud, so she switched me over to the Zombie Run.”


    “Fascinating,” Khan said in that sarcastic way that makes a person feel like the dullest human on earth.


    Eli could take a hint. He trudged over to the box and scanned the bar code by muscle memory. He spotted another sign taped to the cash register:


    DRIVER WANTED


    His pulse quickened. They needed a driver? Eli didn't have confidence in his other abilities, but he could drive. He even had his own van.


    He opened his mouth to ask Khan if Ghost Hackers was really hiring a driver, but something caught his eye.


    Further in the shop, in the murky depths, a girl with long, brown hair emerged from a doorway. She was lugging an armload of equipment that looked heavy.


    Eli battled the impulse to drop everything and rush to her assistance. She didn't even look up at him, but he could tell she was beautiful.


    “Got everything?” Khan asked. “There's just the one box. Right there. On the counter, catching your drool.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey, get your eyes off Valentine.”


    Eli grabbed the box, muttered an apology, and exited the shop as quickly as he could.


    As much as he liked the idea of a new, interesting job, he didn't like the idea of being murdered by his live-in girlfriend, Brenda.


    He tossed the box in the back of his van and tried to forget about the DRIVER WANTED sign at Ghost Hackers.


    





Chapter Two
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    The next morning, Eli Carter woke up with a smile on his face. Everything was normal, unchanged, and he was alive.


    Last night’s lentil “meat” loaf had not killed him after all. He rolled over and nuzzled Brenda. She was the one who had concocted the digestion-damning dinner, claiming that strawberry jam was basically chutney. Never mind that Eli didn't like chutney, anyway. Who puts raisins in a condiment?


    She stirred in her sleep, her angelic lips tempting Eli to kiss her. But he knew better. A stolen kiss could result in a punch, so he contented himself with sweeping her pale red hair to the side, freeing it from the clumps of dark makeup on her eyelashes.


    Eli had seen Brenda without mascara only one time. She looked inhuman without it. He told himself he was being silly. Of course Brenda was human. What else would she be? But from that day on, he never teased her about the endless application of coat after coat of waterproof mascara.


    He rolled quietly out of the bed and squeezed past Brenda’s color-coded storage bins in the hallway.


    In the washroom, Eli stood facing the mirror.


    He didn’t know his age, but it was possible he’d turned thirty overnight. That would explain the changes he could see this morning in his hairline, and the contours under his medium-brown eyes. He was getting to that age where people got married. Half the guys at his regular comic shop were having kids already.


    “Will you marry me?” he asked his reflection.


    His reflection frowned, eyes casting down to his chest. One nipple pointed out, and the other was concave that morning. He would need to have a shirt on when he eventually proposed to Brenda. Nobody would marry those nipples.


    He listened at the bathroom door to make sure she was still asleep, then he clicked the vanity mirror in its secret spot to open the hidden compartment.


    Brenda didn’t know about the compartment behind the mirror, even though it had been her apartment before he moved in. This cubby was a source of endless joy for Eli—not just the idea of pulling one over on his girlfriend, but the wonderful treasures he kept within. There were magazines, anti-fungal creams he didn’t want anyone to know about, plus his bath toys. When he was alone for a night, he sat in a bath full of bubbles and enacted great battles with plastic alien soldiers. Brenda wouldn’t understand.


    He pushed aside the soldiers and pulled out the velvet box. He cracked it open. The engagement ring sparkled.


    “My precious,” he whispered to the ring. He was joking, yet he was not. The ring itself had taken hold of him, somewhere deep down and dark. He’d had the ring for over a year, and it never left the washroom.


    He wasn’t afraid of Brenda saying no, or of her saying yes. They already lived together, and marriage seemed inevitable. He accepted commitment, like he accepted the indigestion from her cooking. Still, he couldn’t quite bring himself to give the ring away.


    Oh, how his lovely diamond ring sparkled, even in the dim artificial light of the washroom. His ring. Not Brenda’s.


    The door handle rattled. The love of his life swore at him through the door and demanded to know if he was committing bathroom crimes without the fan turned on.


    Eli tucked the ring away again. Brenda continued shouting obscenities at the locked door.


    He certainly wasn't going to propose today. Not if she was going to be like that.


    The toy alien soldiers standing on the cubby’s glass shelf all gave Eli baleful looks, as if to say they understood completely.
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    At breakfast, Eli munched his toast, blissfully unaware of his fate. He could not have known that within twenty-four hours, he would be praying for the sweet release of death. He wasn’t even the praying type.


    Brenda and Eli sat across from each other at the apartment’s eating table. They couldn’t call it a dining table or a kitchen table, as the apartment had neither a dining room nor what any sane person would call a kitchen, but it was a table, and they ate there.


    Outside the window, in the alley below, the garbage trucks angrily shook dumpsters into their hungry maws.


    Brenda looked up from her tablet screen. “Could you chew that toast a little louder?”


    He apologized and dampened his mouth with a swig of orange juice. Dark thoughts bubbled up. They had some version of this fight every morning, it seemed.


    It was fine for Brenda to pull dark clumps from her eyelashes and flick them on the eating table, where they sat like deformed spiders, but his toast chewing was the height of offensiveness.


    She didn’t know everything.


    Eli smiled with satisfaction, knowing that he had the engagement ring, and she did not.


    “Stop smiling,” she said. “I feel like you’re plotting something. What are you up to, Eli? Your side of the bed was all sweaty this morning. What were you doing while I was sleeping?”


    “Just sleeping.”


    She narrowed her pale blue eyes, scrunching her pale face around them. The pigment fairies had bypassed Brenda, and her light red hair had a translucent quality. In the days of freak shows, she might have made a living as one of the carnival’s attractions. The See-Through Girl.


    “What happened to the meatloaf leftovers from last night?” she asked. “I checked the fridge, and nothing was in there.”


    “Lentils aren't meat, and I resent you calling it a meatloaf. I put it down the disposal.” He broke out in a cold sweat. Right about now, he could use the ability to lie.


    Unfortunately, because of a tiny microchip implanted in his brain, Eli couldn’t lie.


    Brenda’s nostrils flared. She’d given him the rope, and now she invited him to hang himself. “And why did you dump the lentil loaf down the disposal?”


    Unable to stop the truth, he said, “Because you’re a terrible cook, and nearly everything you make is bad in some way, but last night’s monstrosity with strawberry jam on top was particularly heinous.”


    “Heinous.” She blinked angrily, her dark-coated lashes like steel spikes.


    “It's the truth.”


    “You know what? You do not have a microchip in your head, Eli. You’ve made up that ridiculous story because you’re an awful human being, and you think you can get away with it.”


    “It's the microchip.”


    She picked up the knife she’d been using to smear nut butter on her toast and pointed the tip at Eli.


    “There's no chip. I’d dig through that little scar on your scalp myself, if I could. I’d drill through your thick skull and root around in that mass of jelly you call a brain, just to prove there’s no microchip in your head. But I won’t, because that would be illegal.”


    Eli tried to focus on the sounds of the garbage trucks in the alley below, but Brenda’s accusations were getting to him. Soon she would be talking about Eli’s father, and dragging his name through the mud. She would say the man who adopted Eli had done a terrible job raising him, including lying to him about a behavioral microchip.


    The truth was, Eli didn’t know much about himself.


    As a young child, Eli had been found wandering the city. It had been five days after the Crashdown. He was filthy, and as feral as the wild dogs that ran by the river.


    The authorities estimated his age to be four years, by his size. Because of the chaos in the Post-Crashdown city, his initial appearance didn’t even make the news for a few days. Nobody claimed the boy, and he was non-verbal, so he couldn’t even claim himself.


    He was placed temporarily with one of the psychologists who assessed him, and then there was the whole cult thing and his incarceration. Luckily for Eli, he was eventually sprung from jail and adopted by the only person who seemed to care about him. That was where his memories began.


    Everything Eli believed to be true about himself, Brenda was inclined to treat as fiction these days.


    Back when they first started dating, she would beg him to tell her more about his operation. They stayed up late, drinking cocoa and talking about their odd childhoods.


    When Brenda eventually admitted she’d exaggerated or altered her stories, she expected Eli to admit the same. When he did not, a sliver of distrust grew between them. Over the last few years, the distrust had metastasized, and now they had… this.


    Brenda leaned across the eating table, pointing the knife between Eli’s eyebrows. “Admit there’s no microchip. Admit you say those awful things just to spite me.”


    He pointed to the spot in his hairline and nodded forward. “Start digging.”


    She pressed the tip of the dirty knife against the scar.


    “One of these days,” she murmured.


    “You’re getting nut butter in my hair.”


    She snorted and pulled away suddenly. Eli looked up to see a cruel smile twisting on her lips.


    Now what?


    She picked up her tablet and tapped away for a minute. “Oh, that’s too bad,” she said with mock sympathy. “It looks like Gerald called in sick today, which means Andy will take his route, Dave will take Andy’s route, and you, my dear Eli, will be on the Zombie Run, yet again.”


    Eli’s skin prickled with another wave of cold sweat. “You wouldn’t.”


    He'd lucked out the previous day and not had to cross through the Zone, but he wouldn't be so lucky today. He swallowed and tried to summon something truthful that would help this situation.


    “Brenda, you looked beautiful this morning when you weren’t conscious.”


    The See-Through Girl flared her pale nostrils.


    “Save your cleverness for work, because you’ll need it.”


    And with that parting shot, Brenda stood and pushed the table away from her, slamming the edge against Eli’s lower rib cage. He kept eating, pretending it hadn’t hurt.


    





Chapter Three
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    The Zombie Run was the least popular delivery route. It passed through the Crash Zone, a circle of destruction and chaos in what was once the business district of the city.


    Nobody sane worked or lived inside the Crash Zone. A person could pass through without suffering long-term effects, or so the city officials assured residents, but it was an area best avoided.


    There were no actual zombies in the area—at least not the kind seen in movies, with chunks of body parts falling off as they milled about in search of brains and shopping malls. Residents of the Crash Zone—called Crashers by most—had perfectly human plumbing. If you ripped an arm off a Crasher, he or she would die. Just not immediately.


    It wasn’t scientists who tested this theory by ripping off arms. Crashers had a pesky tendency to run after vehicles passing through the Zone. They seemed to be as helpless to their urges as Border Collies living near a highway, chasing cars because their brains told them cars were sheep. Chase the sheep.


    The only problem with the Border Collie metaphor was that humans hadn’t been selectively bred to chase sheep. So what was it? Nobody knew, or those who did know weren’t telling.


    The look on a Crasher’s face as he or she chased after a car was one of rapture. If the vehicle slowed down for a light or to circle debris on the road—and there was always debris on the road in the Zone—the Crasher would close in on the vehicle and grasp at anything. Mirrors. Door handles. Bumpers.


    A little defensive driving maneuver usually shook them, but not always. The main roads leading into the Zone had stop points, where drivers could voluntarily use the provided tools to remove protruding mirrors and handles, or cover them with stretchy self-adhering plastic—the vehicle equivalent of a bandage.


    In the twenty-six years since Crashdown, the laws regarding the legal status of Crashers had flipped back and forth nearly a dozen times.


    As Eli rolled up to the checkpoint to remove his mirrors, he read the current bulletin on a digital billboard. As of that day, the penalty for negligence causing the loss of a Crasher limb was equivalent to a month of Eli’s salary as a delivery driver.


    Eli found it amusing they used the generic term “limb,” when it was always arms, not legs.


    He’d been a teenager the first time Crashers were designated non-person entities. This legal change happened in a rush, because there’d been some sightings of Crashers with infants, and the authorities needed the legal clearance to capture and tag Crashers before re-releasing them.


    It turned out the infant sightings were a hoax, which seemed obvious in hindsight. Anyone taking up residence in the Zone became sterile, and Crashers were too slow-witted to kidnap babies from the healthy.


    During the catch-and-release program, which lasted six months, the population in the Zone fell by fifty percent. It was a dark and shameful time for the city, and culminated in a dark and shameful time for Eli, personally.


    Before the program ended, the Zone had to be fenced off. There’d been a high-profile death of a wealthy European sport hunter, shot by someone in his own hunting party.


    Right after the fence went up, a schoolmate of Eli’s found an unguarded access route into the Zone. The group of boys ventured in one night, spirits high and the air thick with camaraderie. It seemed like the right thing to do—a coming-of-age ritual, in a society that had little else for young men to prove their bravery.


    The other boys had considered tattoos, piercings, scarification, and base jumping. The only thing they could agree on was spending the night in the Zone. Eli didn’t know about the plan. He was just following along because a boy named Mike, who was the closest thing to a friend he had, invited him along.


    Eli had promised his father he would never go into the Zone. Never. But it was easy to make that promise during casual late night chats in the kitchen at home.


    Once he was in a car with four boys he wanted to like him, promises bent and cracked under peer pressure.


    That night, they drove into the former heart of the city, toward the Zone. All attention inside the car turned to Eli, in the middle of the back seat. Would he cry like a baby and ask them to turn around? Everyone knew Eli was a tattletale, so he’d been left out of all the planning.


    He shrugged and said nothing.


    They reached the newly-erected fence and stopped the car. Mike, who was in the front passenger seat, turned back and said, “Be cool, man.”


    “I’ll try,” Eli replied.


    Mike jumped out and pulled at the weak point in the fence, opening it enough for the car to drive through.


    The car’s driver turned to look at Eli with dark, glittering eyes.


    “You’ll try?” he snarled.


    The driver of the car was also the group’s leader, a dangerous boy who’d dubbed himself Falcon.


    Going against Falcon was like walking out into a lightning storm. In a suit of armor. On stilts.


    Eli swallowed down his fear, and said, “Well? The fence is open. What are you waiting for?”


    The boys on either side of Eli laughed and ribbed him with their elbows. Mike jumped back in the car, his cheeks ruddy with excitement. He had no idea what Falcon had planned, or he wouldn't have gone. None of them would have.


    Falcon punched the gas, and the car pierced through the fence. Under a thick blanket of night, they entered the Zone.
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    “Did you plug the meter?” a woman asked.


    Eli startled out of his daydream and looked up to see a woman, about fifty, wearing the uniform of a parking enforcer. She stood still, with booted feet planted on either side of her bicycle.


    He finished the last twist of the screwdriver, and the van’s mirror fell into his hand.


    “I’m working,” he explained, pointing his chin at the delivery company’s decal on the side of the van.


    “What a coincidence,” she said flatly. “I’m also working. My job is to enforce the parking regulations. That meter’s got a red light flashing. You seem like the law-abiding type, so I presume you already swiped your ID card, or put a coin in the slot, and it’s only flashing now because these machines go on the fritz sometimes. So, which is it?”


    “These meters are always breaking down,” Eli said.


    The woman rolled her bicycle forward, kicking at the ground with booted toes, the way a little kid might goof around. She wasn’t a bad person, just a person with a bad job.


    “Young man, are you saying that meter needs a service call?”


    Eli’s voice caught in his throat. He sensed leniency in the woman’s tone, but he couldn’t take advantage of her offer. The chip in his brain that prevented him from lying was going to cost him a parking ticket today.


    “I wouldn’t know,” he said, evading her question.


    “Then I’ll have to write you a ticket, won’t I?”


    Eli grumbled that she might as well, since it was that kind of a day. She printed him a ticket and handed it to him, saying, “Hang onto that for tax purposes.” She did it with such sweetness that by the end, he thanked her and waved goodbye as she pedaled away on her bicycle.


    He finished preparing his van, then hopped in to see how much worse his day could get.


    There were no packages to pick up or drop off within the Zone, but it was the fastest land-based route to access Castle Point. This was where the city’s elite lived in their mansions, and enjoyed their verdant golf course.


    If the Crashdown event had been a murder mystery story, the residents of Castle Point could be suspects. Although they complained bitterly about the inconvenience of the Zone, they had benefited. Despite softening prices elsewhere, property values in Castle Point had only risen Post-Crashdown.


    Eli drove from mansion to mansion, dropping off and picking up packages.


    He didn’t usually care what was in the boxes he delivered, but at one house, he was so bored that he casually asked the wealthy woman at the door what she was so excited to receive.


    “Coffee filters,” she exclaimed breathlessly.


    Eli glanced over the waybill, his eyes bulging when he saw the premium charges the woman was paying for extra-rush delivery. The coffee filters had come from outside the country, straight to her door in less than a day. It had not been cheap. For that much money, you could rip off three Crasher limbs and still have plenty left to party.


    He turned and quickly walked away before she asked a question that might lead to him telling the truth, and him subsequently getting fired. Being a delivery driver was not the career he wanted, but it was the only one that would have him. Unlike most residents of Castle Point, he needed to work so he could live.


    He reached through the van’s open window to let himself back in, then drove to the golf course and parked for lunch. He ate a meal he’d brought with him, because he couldn’t afford Castle Point restaurant rates.


    As he usually did after eating lunch, he dozed off and enjoyed a nap before the second part of his shift. He dreamed of severed limbs and spontaneous human combustion, and woke up to find himself wildly smacking his hands all over his body to put out non-existent flames.


    A groundskeeper from the golf course knocked on the window and told him he couldn’t sleep there.


    “I’m working,” Eli said, nodding back at the sign affixed to the side of the van.


    “What a coincidence. So am I,” said the groundskeeper.


    They exchanged nods, and Eli drove away, still off-kilter from the bad dream.


    At the checkpoint, Eli rolled up his windows, took a deep breath, and drove back into the Zone. He always tried to hold his breath, the way some superstitious people did when driving through tunnels. If he hit green lights, he could make it through in six or seven long-held breaths. The lights were all red, so it took him fifteen.


    He stopped at the same station, plugged two coins into the parking meter, re-affixed his mirrors, and peeled the bandages off the handles. He hadn’t even seen a Crasher, much less been chased by one. Maybe the news was right, and they were becoming nocturnal. Like bats.


    Eli checked his next pick-up location:


    Ghost Hackers, 855 1/2 Yaro St.


    It was an odd address, for an equally odd business.


    He wanted to see Khan again, but was embarrassed about the previous day. On top of getting caught drooling over the girl, he'd told Khan they wouldn't see each other around. Now going in would be even more awkward, like when you say goodbye to someone too soon and then bump into them ten minutes later.


    He would have to skip the pickup.


    Three hours later, the van was full of boxes, and he pulled into the depot to unload.


    “You’re missing one,” the grizzled warehouse foreman said. “The one from Yaro street.”


    “Can't Dave get it tomorrow? It's not a rush delivery.” Eli grinned. He couldn’t lie, but he could try to be charming.


    The foreman cleared his throat and spat out the result through a gap in his teeth. The missive barely avoided Eli’s forearm.


    “Nope,” the old man said. “Dispatch is God, and dispatch says pick it up today. You don't quibble with dispatch. You’d better high-tail it on up to Yaro, or you’ll get docked.” He cleared his throat again, but Eli was already back in the van before the second chunk flew.


    Eli cursed his stupidity as he battled upstream through rush hour traffic.


    He reached the shop, parked, and ran in. Another box was waiting on the counter. He kept his head down low and scanned the bar code without looking around for anyone, planning to grab the box and be back out in a single breath.


    “You again.” Khan emerged from the shadows. “I thought this wasn't your route. Did you switch with someone so you could spend more time here?”


    Eli's cheeks flushed as he remembered the dark-haired girl.


    “Long story,” he said. “I was crunching my toast too loud at breakfast, and my girlfriend switched my route to punish me for the fight that ensued.”


    “That wasn't such a long story. It was barely an anecdote.”


    Eli stood in front of the cardboard box, not yet reaching for it. If he wasn't mistaken, Khan was initiating this conversation, which meant he could stay and chat without cringing.


    “I have a lot of anecdotes about Brenda. Most guys make a face when I tell them, though, so I try to keep it to myself.”


    “Is she a good woman?”


    “What's your definition of good?”


    “Loyalty.”


    Eli nodded. “She's good, then. I'm the only man for her, the only one she trusts. She doesn't always like my honesty, but she prefers it over the alternative.”


    Khan nodded. “She sounds good, considering she's a female.” He grinned at his joke.


    “She's a redhead, and she wears a lot of black mascara. Without it, her eyes look pink, like an alien's.”


    “How do you know aliens have pink eyes?”


    Eli shrugged. “I guess I don't. But aliens aren't real, so they can be whatever we imagine.”


    “How do you know they didn't cause the Crashdown?”


    Eli frowned. Deep down, somewhere, he knew something. He knew it, yet he didn't know it. Not consciously. But he knew the Crashdown hadn't been caused by aliens. It had been him. Not that he knew that consciously, either. But he did know it wasn't aliens.


    The silence between them elongated into awkwardness.


    Finally, Eli reached for the box. “I should let you get back to work, doing whatever you do with the pretend necromancer stuff.”


    Khan raised his eyebrows. “Pretend?”


    “Yeah. I heard you on the phone, remember? You shake stupid people down for money. I guess you have to, since appliance repair isn't much of a business these days. If something breaks, people just buy a new one. It's cheaper than paying local labor.”


    “You don't think ghosts are real?”


    “Why would I? They're not scientifically proven, and I know for sure I've never seen one.”


    Khan smirked. “Maybe you will.”


    Eli shrugged. “If I see something funny in the next day or two, I'll know it was because of this conversation, and the power of suggestion. The mind is a funny thing. The placebo effect is real.” He smiled, preparing to bring the argument to its climax. “The placebo effect has been proven, unlike ghosts.”


    “Mm hmm.” Khan kept smirking.


    A moment passed.


    Eli reached for the box again, but slowly, hoping for more conversation.


    “My car’s in the shop,” Khan said.


    It was a simple statement, yet it was so much more. It was an opening. An invitation.


    Eli looked over to where he'd seen the DRIVER WANTED sign the day before. It wasn't there.


    Khan held out his forearm, which bore an address written on his skin with blue ink. “I've got a job booked, dealing with one of those ghosts you don't believe in, so I have to run out and grab a taxi.”


    “I have a van,” Eli replied, his heart going pitter-patter.


    “You could give me a ride.”


    “I could.”


    Khan leaned down behind the counter and grabbed a camouflage-print backpack, already bulging with mysterious supplies.


    What he didn't do was ask outright for a ride, or offer Eli a job as his driver.


    Khan picked up the delivery box sitting on the counter and handed it to Eli. “Don’t forget this.”


    “Right.”


    They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. They were the exact same height, if you didn’t count Khan’s spiked white hair.


    “So, I’ll drive you to your appointment,” Eli said.


    “Of course you will.” Khan slung the strap onto his broad shoulder and nodded toward the door in a gesture that—to Eli—promised a heady dose of friendship and adventure.


    As they stepped out of the dim storefront, into the late afternoon sun, Khan clapped Eli on the shoulder.


    “Good times,” Eli said.


    With gruff solemnity, Khan intoned, “My man, get ready to kiss your sweet science goodbye.”


    Just then, a phone rang. Eli’s phone.


    He answered, and Brenda’s voice on the line shattered the spell Khan had thrown over him.


    “Where are you, baby? I need you,” she purred. “You're on your way back to the depot now, right?”


    He looked helplessly at Khan, but couldn’t find the words to explain why he had to hurry home.


    He couldn’t tell Khan that Brenda owned his soul, and as much as she tormented him when her mood was foul, when she was in purring kitten mode, all was forgiven, and all was right on planet Earth. Angels marched down from heaven and played harps whenever she kissed him. When they made love the first time, she’d opened his vein and shot herself in, and he’d been chasing that dragon ever since.


    “Brenda, hang on a sec.” He held the phone away from his mouth and muttered an apology to Khan. “I wish I could help you, but I need to get back to the depot right away with the package, and then take my girlfriend home.”


    Khan shrugged and angled his body away as he raised two cool fingers to signal for a taxi. “Maybe next time, my man.”


    Eli shuffled the box to one hand and pinched the phone to his ear with his shoulder. Brenda was murmuring more sweet things, apologizing for the morning’s quarrel, and promising to make it up to him.


    A taxi pulled up to the curb. Eli reached his free hand out to Khan for another handshake. “It was really good to meet you,” he said. “Maybe I’ll, uh, see you around or whatever.”


    Khan opened the taxi door and paused to set his pack down on the sidewalk. He unzipped the bag and rummaged around for a moment, then handed Eli a solid black business card.


    “Let me know when your science fails you.” With the slightest squint of one eye, in a near-wink, Khan turned and dove into the awaiting taxi.


    As the vehicle drove away, Eli absentmindedly stroked the black card with his thumb, distracted by Brenda’s promises in his ear. The black card didn’t have any text that he could see, and it wasn’t made of paper. One side felt hot and the other felt cool.


    He tucked the card in his back pocket and promptly forgot all about it.


    He loaded up his van and returned to the depot with the final box, where he gathered a cheerful, pink-cheeked Brenda from the office.


    They returned to their apartment, and Eli forgot about everything from that day.


    At one point, he forgot his own name and referred to himself as Big Dog. Brenda liked that, and delighted in making him bark.


    Woof, woof.


    It was a great night, indeed.


    All was blissful and perfect in Eli’s world, until 2:59am.


    





Chapter Four
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    Eli awoke at 2:59am.


    Two minutes before that, at 2:57am, something slithered out from under the bed. It took a full minute to stretch out its great, long legs, and then another thirty seconds to watch him sleep. Eli looked so appealing in his blissful slumber. He looked like a soft dumpling on top of a delicious stew.


    The thing’s mouth began to tingle at the idea of eating delicious, soft-looking Eli. Like all the best victims, the young man consumed a nearly-vegetarian diet, thanks to his thoughtful girlfriend. It inhaled deeply, snorting Eli’s fragrant brown hair right up into its nostrils.


    It backed away, feet tick-ticking on the artificial wood flooring. There was no need to rush. It tick-ticked around to the empty side where Eli’s girlfriend had been sleeping—it sniffed the air—seventeen minutes ago. She was elsewhere in the apartment now.


    It jumped on the bed, slipped under the covers, and shifted form, approximating the shape of the woman. Next, the thing did what it had done a thousand times before, with other people. It nuzzled up against Eli in just the right way.


    Eli’s eyelids flew open. Something was very wrong. Brenda could be friendly, but she was never friendly like this, and certainly not at—he turned to face the bedside table on his side—2:59am.


    The room was utterly dark, the blackout curtains drawn to keep out the lights of the city. If it wasn’t for the red glowing numbers on his clock, he wouldn’t know if his eyes were open or shut.


    The shape next to him cuddled in closer.


    His voice gritty from the sand of sleep, he murmured, “Brenda, wake up. You’re, um, being unusual.”


    A cool hand ran down his leg while a hot hand ran up along his chest. What was cold and hot at the same time? Bacon and lettuce sandwiches. And… the business card Khan gave him.


    “Brenda, wake up. I forgot to tell you about the weird guy I met.”


    The hands kept moving, circling and palming his body through his pajamas. In the dark like this, Brenda’s hands felt larger than usual, her fingers exceptionally long.


    The thing under the covers let out a shy giggle that was almost a perfect imitation of Brenda. Almost. The pitch and rhythm was off just enough to send a chill of apprehension through Eli.


    As the hands made their way to the buttons on Eli’s shirt, he slowly reached out along the wall in search of the light switch. Long fingers tugged at his buttons clumsily, like they had no experience with such a thing. The air smelled of something unusual. Chalk. Or Coal. Whatever the scent, it was the opposite of the ocean shore.


    Eli swished his hand over the area on the wall he guessed held the light switch, growing more desperate by the second. Panic set in. His armpits prickled as rivulets of sweat ran from every pore.


    The thing in the bed next to him did not comment or act disgusted by his sweating.


    It was definitely not Brenda.


    At last, his fingers found the switch, and he flicked the light on.


    Bright light seared his dark-adjusted eyes, but he didn’t dare close his eyelids. The shape rose up, tossing the bedcovers aside like an unwanted cape. It rose up, up to the ceiling—a smoky darkness that was the absence of form, and at the same time, as sleek and shiny as a beetle. There were teeth, and more teeth, all black and pointed.


    The blackness rose up like a wave and then crashed down upon Eli’s chest. His chest and lungs collapsed under its weight. How could it float and be so heavy? This had to be a nightmare.


    Eli tried to inhale. He had to scream, but for that he needed air. The darkness seemed to sense this, and grew even heavier on his chest. It pressed beetle-shiny, bony fingers across his mouth. Eli flared his nostrils and willed himself to breathe in through his nose. Air wouldn’t come in, because moving his chest was difficult under the weight.


    As terrified as he was, Eli’s mind remained sharp. His eyes watered, and he longed to close his eyelids, but he forced himself to stay present, keep looking.


    The thing had a mouth, with teeth. That meant it had a face, and he knew that eyes were a weak point for all creatures. Above the mouth were two small holes. His hand twitched, but he commanded it to wait.


    The small holes were nostrils, probably, and the eyes would be up higher and… glowing red. Yes, those had to be the eyes.


    With courage and conviction, Eli swung his arms up and plunged his thumbs into the red glowing eyes. His hands passed through with no effect. At the same time, the bony hand covering his mouth pressed down harder, splitting his lip against his teeth, filling his mouth with the taste of his blood.


    Not giving up yet, Eli looked wildly around the room and struggled to inhale through his nostrils. If he could scream for Brenda, she’d do something. Just as he felt the first sweet hints of oxygen in his lungs, the creature’s mouth curved into a grin, and a forked tongue slid from its black lips like a snake.


    Was the light still on? The world was growing dim. The horror was decreasing, at least, closing to a small circle, like the world as seen through a milkshake straw.


    Both sides of the forked tongue slid up his nostrils, fitting as perfectly as two of Cinderella’s feet sliding into glass slippers.


    Eli thought about straws and milkshakes in tall sundae glasses, and Cinderella, and then he lost consciousness.
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    Eli awoke with a start. Something was wrong. His pajamas were damp, and Brenda was cuddled up next to him.


    He’d just had the most terrible dream, and it lingered on his skin and in his nostrils. He reached up to his nose and found great chunks of dried mucus, along with what felt like petroleum jelly.


    The shape next to him in the bed snuggled closer and let out a high-pitched giggle. Eli’s blood turned to icewater. It giggled again, nowhere near an imitation of Brenda.


    It wasn’t even trying.


    He took a huge breath in and reached for the light switch for the second time.


    Or was this the second time?


    It was now 5:55am, and had he not done this over and over again? His pajamas were damp, but he was now too dehydrated to sweat. All his sweat glands were dry. The blood in his mouth was refreshing, almost, due to his lack of saliva.


    He flicked on the light, unable to stop himself, for fighting it in the light was awful, but fighting in the dark, as he had for five of the encounters, was much, much worse.


    The darkness rose up like a tsunami and crashed on his chest as the ceiling light flared on.


    When the forked tongue slithered up his nostrils, Eli began to pray.


    He was not the praying type.


    But in the long, nightmare seconds of fading consciousness, Eli prayed for death.


    





Chapter Five
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    At 7:05am, Eli awoke to the sound of his alarm clock gently chiming. The blackout curtains, which were on a timer, rattled and slid open with mechanical regularity.


    The curtains were supposed to open five minutes before the first alarm bells, but they’d been losing sixty seconds every twenty-four hours.


    Eli wondered how it could be that a digital timer, with no moving parts, could lose time. How did a computer tell time, anyway? It had to be electrical cycles, or something. If he’d taken something useful in college, he would know the answer to that, and other important questions.


    He made a mental note to do a search for “how does a computer measure time?” on the internet later that day. When Eli made mental notes about things he wanted to research later, he always pre-composed the search string in his head for easy access.


    The alarm clock’s beeping grew louder.


    Breathing was difficult, due to the bruises on his chest and the dried matter in his nostrils.


    Eli’s brain had protected his consciousness by closing off the horror of the last four hours. It had drawn a blackout curtain across that knowledge, and only now were the gears turning and the windows opening.


    With every bone in his body creaking in protest, Eli rolled forward and pushed the alarm’s snooze button with a trembling finger.


    In the bright morning light, he thought about what had happened to him. A creature had suffocated him into unconsciousness as many as a dozen times, and then woken him up to play the game all over again.


    He sat on the edge of the bed, then reached for the short pants he’d been wearing the day before, and shook the Ghost Hackers business card out onto the sheets without touching it.


    The card wasn’t black after all, but a medium gray, halfway between black and white. He leaned down and examined it closer. Actually, it wasn’t gray at all. It was cream paper, covered in a dusty substance that reminded him of a moth’s wings. The creamy paper showed through beneath oily fingerprints.


    He didn’t know how he knew it, but Eli was absolutely positive the dust on the card was a hallucinogenic substance, and that rat bastard Khan had set this whole thing up.


    His mind whirred. It was the most logical explanation.


    The powdery substance had gradually absorbed through his skin and caused an extreme anxiety response while he was sleeping. He must have imagined the whole red-eyed scary darkness thing, because Eli knew that ghosts weren’t real. It was the only logical explanation.


    Eli snorted, which felt like sniffing hot chili powder, given the abused state of his nostrils.


    Using the edge of his pajama shirt, he wiped the remainder of the toxic powder off the card. He didn’t know what the substance was, but he wouldn’t sleep until he was sure it was clear of his system. A quick search online would probably net him the street name of the drug: “hallucinogenic drug, grey powder, anxiety response.”


    Since he was looking at Khan’s phone number already, Eli retrieved his phone from the charging station on the dresser and punched in the number. Just before he hit the call button, he saved the number to his contacts. He didn’t know why, but he did.


    Khan answered with a grunt. He sounded like he’d been sleeping a nice, peaceful sleep with no nightmare monsters suffocating him.


    Well played, Eli thought. Of course Khan would be expecting his call right about now. The sleepy grunt was part of his con. He’d be waiting for Eli to beg for help with an exorcism, or a ghost hack, or whatever Khan called it.


    Boy, was he in for a surprise. Eli had already figured everything out, thanks to his science.


    “I’d like to sue you for everything you have,” Eli said. As he heard his voice, he admired its raspy ruggedness. The night’s suffering had resulted in one positive side effect, at least.


    Immediately and calmly, Khan replied, “I have nothing. You must have the wrong number, my man.”


    “It’s me, Eli.”


    “Eli,” he said warmly, completely shifting tones. “Good to hear your voice. Are you always up this early?”


    Khan’s cheerfulness threw Eli off. That, and the extreme dehydration.


    “I didn’t sleep well,” Eli replied, his raspy voice taking on a whining edge. “What you did to me, that was a terrible thing. I thought you were a cool guy. I was going to invite you to my next party, but now you’re off the list.”


    Khan chuckled. “I don’t know what you think I did, but if you’re having a breakdown, you should call The Number.”


    Eli sucked in breath between his teeth. Oh, no, Khan did not just suggest Eli call The Number. Those were fighting words.


    “You’re no longer a potential friend,” Eli growled. “And I will be considering my legal options for much of the day. I will seek free legal advice. I will never actually follow through, because I’m not a follow-through guy, but consider yourself threatened with a two percent chance of being sued.”


    As Khan chuckled on the other side of the phone call, Eli cursed the chip in his head that made him too truthful for empty threats.


    He couldn’t lie, but he could swear. Eli called Khan every nasty name he could think of, then ended the call.


    He visited the washroom and drank three full glasses of water then used a fourth to down a medley of colored pills.
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    Feeling much better after a hot shower and a change of clothes, Eli squeezed through the narrow hall toward the apartment’s living space.


    He expected to find Brenda asleep on the sofa, discarded candy wrappers scattered around her sleeping form. During the day, Brenda ran a tight dietary ship. At night, however, she trudged with closed eyes to the pantry cupboards, where she foraged on anything in a plastic package. She claimed she wasn’t conscious when this happened, yet she never once opened the packets of raisins Eli kept buying to test her.


    The pantry doors were closed, and when he finally located Brenda’s slim form, Eli gasped. She sat under the eating table, hugging her legs and rocking, her pale eyes wide and ringed by dark smears. Eli’s chest seized with emotion. Brenda wasn’t perfect, but she was his—his to protect.


    He squatted under the table and drew her into his arms. He murmured reassurances and kissed the top of her head. She crumpled against him fetchingly and sobbed into his shoulder.


    Eli held her for five and a half minutes, rocking and soothing her.


    The whole time, he kept his voice calm. Inside, his rage was growing like a bonfire. The hallucinogenic substance must have transferred from his skin to hers. He gritted his teeth and wished he could take everything back. He would endure twice the nightmares to spare sweet, frail, sobbing Brenda from a single minute of distress caused by another.


    She sniffed, and took a sighing breath, signaling the end of her outburst. He knew to loosen his arms at that moment and let her pull away at her own pace. To hold tightly a moment too long would make her claustrophobic.


    He gazed down at her face, damp and streaked with black. The wet mascara was truly horrifying, but he saw through the darkness, and then he saw all the way through Brenda, to a reflection of someone. The man he wanted to be.


    Her protector.


    Softly, he asked, “Did you have a nightmare while you were allegedly sleepwalking?”


    She bristled visibly at his use of the word allegedly, but there was nothing either could do about the truth.


    “There was a big, black cat sleeping on my chest,” she said.


    He glanced around the apartment. A cat? They lived on the fourth floor, and rarely opened the windows more than a crack, but it was possible a cat had gotten in.


    “Are you sure it was a cat?”


    She pulled away completely, until her back was against the wall. They were still sitting under the eating table, and this seemed as good a place as any to have this conversation.


    Brenda eyed him with suspicion. “Eli, my love, my super-smart boyfriend with a liberal arts degree from a prestigious university, if it wasn’t a cat, pray tell, what do you think it was?”


    Eli swallowed hard. Normally, he could plead something like this out and take a lesser sentence to avoid testifying against himself. This morning, however, he held firmly to the belief he’d done nothing wrong. The innocent have nothing to fear, after all.


    He began to relay what had happened the day before, omitting the part where he considered purchasing several vintage gaming consoles. He told her about meeting the con artist and getting the drug-laden business card. He accurately relayed his battle with the nightmarish ghoul, and how he’d prayed for death.


    When he was finished, she ran a white-coated tongue over her cracked lips. “Good job,” she said flatly. “You brought home a demon ghost.”


    “Not a demon ghost. That’s the funny thing. It’s just an anxiety response to the hallucinogen. I imagined what I saw, and you imagined a black cat, but neither of them was real.”


    She shook her head, whipping her strawberry-blond hair. He wondered how many hours she had endured her nightmares. Her hair had matted overnight into the beginning of dreadlocks.


    “I’ve had panic attacks before,” she said. “This was real, Eli. I know what’s real.” She poked her finger into his chest like a blunt butter knife. “Demon ghosts are real, you brought this one home, and I will make your life a living hell until you—” she jabbed him in the chest repeatedly “—take care of your mess.”


    He rolled his eyes. The woman didn’t believe he had a microchip installed in his brain—something that was a medical, physical fact—yet she believed in supernatural creatures that came out at night to terrorize humans for absolutely no reason or financial gain.


    Brenda shoved him aside and crawled out from under the table. Once standing, she kicked him in the kidney—not hard enough to cause organ damage, but hard enough to make him wistfully nostalgic for ten minutes earlier, when he’d been her protector.


    “Brenda, I’m truly sorry about the hallucinations. I know it’s my fault.”


    She ignored him and paced the room, busy tapping away on her tablet.


    “Whatcha doing?” he asked casually.


    She snorted. “You can forget about going in to work today. I’ve moved the routes around, so you’re off, without pay. You can go straight out to see your boyfriend.”


    Now Eli snorted. “He’s not my boyfriend.”


    “Yeah, but you love him,” she taunted. “Your eyes glazed over every time you said his name. Khan. Why don’t you shave your legs and put on one of my dresses? You make such a pretty girl.” She cackled.


    Eli shook his head and avoided her eyes. He made the executive decision to not come out from under the eating table. Ever.


    She kept cackling as she moved about the apartment, getting ready. Whatever happened to her overnight hadn’t dampened her Brenda-ness very much.


    Eli dozed off under the table, enjoying demon-free sleep for half an hour, until Brenda shook him awake.


    He had the day off work, but he still had to drop her off at the depot.


    Then he had to go see Khan in person, and get him to admit to the scam.


    





Chapter Six
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    Even though would have much rather found a quiet place to park the van and have a nap, Eli left the depot and drove directly to the address for Ghost Hackers.


    If he didn’t go, Brenda would ask, he’d tell the truth, and the whole situation would escalate. He had no choice.


    He backed into a parallel parking spot and glanced up and down the street for parking attendants. The coast was clear at the moment, and he planned to be back out in five minutes anyway.


    He walked through the Ghost Hackers door. Once more, he stepped back through time, to the days of bulky stereos and bulky radios and bulky TVs. Maybe people weren’t getting bigger these days after all. Maybe they just looked bigger, because the technology was shrinking. Eli smiled at his clever slice-of-life observation and thought about getting his old blog going again: Eli’s Musings.


    Something was different inside the shop. The air had a brighter charge, and the person emerging from the dark bowels of the shop was not a blond-spiked man in camouflage clothes, but the girl he’d seen before. The pretty girl.


    “What can we do for you, sir?” she asked politely.


    “I need to speak to your… um… Khan.”


    “What if I don’t have a Khan?” She smiled, the expression dotting her cheek with the cutest little dimple. She had brown hair, the same medium shade as Eli’s, and she wore it pulled back in a sporty ponytail. Her lips were full and her ears were tiny. And, Eli noticed with guilty horror, she was human-colored, not see-through like Brenda.


    “I was here yesterday,” he gurgled through a nervously-clenching throat. “Whoever was here, I need to see him today. My future well-being depends on it.”


    “We were closed yesterday.” She batted her naturally brown, non-clumpy eyelashes. “If you saw something, it must have been a ghost.” She extended her hand across the counter toward him. “I’m Valentine. Valentine Hart.”


    Eli gurgled a non-verbal response and shook her hand, trying not to enjoy the feel of her smooth skin on his palm.


    Who was this lovely girl? Her name sounded like something from a comic book. Was Eli hallucinating again?


    She was pretty, but not like a model. Her teeth were big, and, even in the dim light of the shop, Eli could make out a few freckles across the bridge of her nose.


    She pried her hand out of his. “What did you say your name was? Glick-gluck?”


    “Eli.” He heard movement at the back of the shop—shoes on hard flooring, and the sound of someone slurping a very hot beverage. “Valentine, are you pulling my leg? Is Khan back there? I don’t believe in gho—gho—gick.” He couldn’t finish the sentence. The chip that prevented him from lying apparently knew him better than he knew himself.


    A deep and manly voice boomed from the darkness. “Valentine, my love, save your charms for the ones with money.” Khan emerged from the back and joined them at the counter, steaming mug in hand. His eyes went right to Eli’s knees, which were visible, because Eli had donned his delivery uniform that morning—an act he now intensely regretted.


    Khan finished, “The ones with money don’t wear short pants made of polyester.”


    She smiled sweetly at Khan. “Good point, my love.”


    He set down his mug and gazed into her eyes. “Darling, you look ravishing today. May I kiss you?”


    She looked up at him with alluring eyes as green as sea glass. “If you must.”


    Khan pressed his hand over her mouth while she pressed her palm over his lips, and they pretended to kiss noisily, like two teenagers in a school play.


    This carried on for several uncomfortable seconds that felt like hours to Eli, and it only stopped when Khan dipped Valentine, lost his balance, and dropped her. She wheezed with laughter as she got to her feet.


    Khan grinned at Eli. “I see you’ve met my sister.”


    “Your sister?” Eli tried to control his glee. He didn’t really think he had a chance with lovely Valentine, in her bright blue button-down shirt, tied at the waist to accentuate her trim waist, but it made him happy to know she was Khan’s sister. When he and Khan became best friends, they would see each other all the time. And if Brenda happened to suddenly die of a painless yet fast-acting disease, well, Eli could hope.


    As for Khan, just being in his physical presence put Eli in a forgiving mood. So what if he’d nearly died last night, thanks to a demon-ghost or a powder-delivered hallucination. The events would one day make one heck of a campfire story.


    The siblings gave each other playful punches on the shoulders, and then Valentine excused herself to do some paperwork at the back.


    “What was the phone call about?” Khan leaned nonchalantly on the counter and sipped from his steaming mug. “You were awfully worked up over something this morning, my man.”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.” He really didn’t. Especially not with Valentine in earshot. “Can you assure me the same thing won’t happen tonight? I didn’t tell you on the phone, but it affected my girlfriend as well. I guess some of the powder transferred from my hands to her… never mind.”


    Khan’s dark eyebrows pushed together in earnestness. “Tell me everything, starting with this powder transfer. I need to know where your hands went.”


    Eli hissed, “I said I don’t want to discuss it.”


    “Then why are you here?”


    “Brenda made me.”


    “Is she your boss?”


    “Yes.”


    “Does she keep your manhood in a glass box?”


    “Not literally.”


    “You’re an interesting guy, Eli.”


    “You’re not too dull yourself, but your sister’s cuter.”


    Khan laughed. Eli hadn’t meant to crack a joke, but he was pleased to have his words taken that way.


    Eli joined in the laughter.


    Khan stopped laughing abruptly, his dark green eyes flashing a warning. “Nobody touches my sister.”


    Over at the desk in the corner, Valentine groaned. “The stapler’s empty again!”


    Khan called over his shoulder, “I told you. We have a stapler ghost. They’re pesky things.”


    Eli stared at Khan in wonder, as he spun a tall tale about stapler ghosts and office supply poltergeists. The man lied so easily, and convincingly. Eli shuddered at the thought of a stapler ghost. Oh, the things it could do to stretched webs of human skin. For an instant, Eli recalled the horror of being suffocated repeatedly, and his chest felt heavy, his heart like rusted iron. The horror. If ghosts were real… he’d never feel safe again.


    Khan snapped his fingers in front of Eli’s face. “Wake up, sleepyhead. Guess what time it is.” He didn’t wait for an answer, he just showed his forearm to Eli. Yesterday’s hand-scrawled address had been washed away to a ghostly shadow, and a new address stretched across the muscular forearm. “It’s ghost hacking time,” Khan said.


    “Ghost hacking time,” Eli said weakly. He could still feel last night’s darkness, and its cold, undead fingers on his mouth.


    “My truck’s in the shop,” Khan said.


    “Yesterday you said you had a car in the shop, not a truck.”


    “Maybe I have both. Getting a double tune-up.”


    “Maybe you’re lying.”


    Khan blinked, his face free of expression. “You’re calling me a liar.”


    “I’m suggesting you’re a liar.”


    “I don’t like your tone.”


    “I don’t like being lied to.” Eli felt a tingle of satisfaction in his scalp. People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, but it pleased Eli greatly to suggest someone else was lying, because he knew—he knew!—he was above reproach.


    “But you like fairy tales and comic books,” Khan said. “And movies about superheroes, and true love, and one brave guy who’s nothing special at first, becoming a hero and saving the whole world. You like those things.”


    “Of course I do.”


    “Then you do enjoy being lied to. You’re no different from anyone else.”


    “I don’t like be—” His voice cracked.


    Just like the plucky hero who trips up the evil supercomputer with its own logic, Khan had defeated him. He could no longer claim he didn’t like being lied to.


    Eli looked to his left, at the rows of ancient computers. Did Khan know Eli’s weakness? This street was on Dave’s regular route, part of the Zombie Run. It was hard to say how many of Eli’s coworkers knew about the microchip, or how many random people they had told.


    Eli held his tongue and didn’t speak of his suspicions. He wouldn’t give Khan the satisfaction.


    He started again. “I don’t like to be… standing around in this dusty old shop when it’s ghost hunting time.”


    “Ghost hacking, not ghost hunting.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    “Trademark, mainly.”


    “Oh.” Eli hadn’t expected such a straight-forward response. He touched his fingers over the phone in his leather holster, hoping Brenda would call and pull him away with an errand. She had a special sense for when he was doing something interesting without her. The phone didn’t ring. The battery was probably dead. That was the only logical explanation.


    Khan slung his bag onto his broad shoulder and came out from behind the counter, pushing through a low swinging gate. “My car-and-or-truck is in the shop,” he said.


    “My van’s out front. I’m free to give you a lift, since I have the whole day off work.”


    Khan grinned. Like his sister, he also had a dimple, but it wasn’t as cute. With exaggerated guilelessness, he said, “Golly gee, that would be swell, friend.”


    They stepped outside just in time to see a parking attendant place a ticket printout on the van’s windshield.


    As Eli cursed under his breath, Khan grabbed the yellow ticket and gallantly said, “Don’t worry about this. Parking’s on me. It’s the least I can do.”


    He regarded the ticket with the pretend seriousness of someone who has no intention of paying the fine, and then tucked it into a pocket on his cargo pants.


    Eli opened the driver’s side door, but before he could climb in, Khan dove into the leather seat and snapped the keys from Eli’s hand. “Thanks, my man.”


    He started the engine and began adjusting the mirrors. Eli gently closed the door and muttered, “Shotgun.” He walked around the vehicle and got in the passenger side.


    The seat was springy and felt brand new, because for the past five years, nobody but Brenda had sat there, and she weighed almost nothing.


    So what if Khan wanted to drive? It was just a van, and, more importantly, Eli had the whole day off work. He blinked up at the blue sky between the downtown buildings. In that moment, he couldn’t remember what month it was, and if this was spring weather or fall. Whatever it was, the sun was just right—not too bright.


    Khan guided the van out of the parking space with the same care one takes guiding a stray possum out of one’s house.


    Eli was surprised that he did not mind the sound of his van’s tires squealing. Maybe it was the lack of sleep making him delirious, or maybe he was tired of having to make all his own poor life decisions. For once, it was nice to have someone else in the driver’s seat.


    They drove past buildings with reflective glass, public art in the form of sculpture, and postage-stamp-sized green spaces. Eli enjoyed the downtown scenery, along with the intense pleasure of not knowing what this ghost hacking expedition would entail.


    As an adult, there would be no more exciting Christmas mornings or completely new experiences. He had very few firsts ahead of him. He savored this idea of Khan being an actual ghost hacker, because how many more mysteries like this was he bound to encounter?


    Khan careened the van the wrong way down a one-way street and had to quickly pull a U-turn amidst a flurry of honking. He cursed, blaming everyone but himself, then hit the gas harder. As they wove from lane to lane, he adjusted the bucket seat a few times, then complained, “Hey, this seat is all worn out and lop-sided.”


    Eli smiled inwardly, knowing that he had the comfortable seat and Khan did not.


    





Chapter Seven
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    The van hurtled through the city, over the bridge and beyond, where the ratio of green to gray reversed.


    Khan checked the address on his arm against the in-vehicle navigation system’s map.


    Eli helpfully offered to punch in the address so the system would guide them, but Khan preferred to navigate his way. They drove through the countryside, past farms full of dairy cows, and then fields of green-hued grains.


    They opened the windows and enjoyed the fresh air. Eli squinted at the fields. Pale green. So, it was spring, after all.


    “How old were you?” Khan asked, breaking the silence. He didn’t need to clarify that he was asking how old Eli was on Crashdown day. People in the city asked each other some version of this question all the time, and everyone knew what it meant.


    “I have no memory of it,” Eli said. “I was about four.”


    “So was I, but I remember. My father thought we should evacuate, so he loaded the four of us into the car. Wait, I mean the three of us. My mother was still eight-months pregnant with Valentine, but she already had a name, and was already part of the family. She and I talked late at night.”


    Eli got a chill that ran up his arms, making the fine brown hairs stand on end. “You had conversations with your unborn sister?”


    “We’ve always been close.” Khan’s face in profile gave away no hints as to whether or not this was another tall tale of his, another con. “Valentine was excited about the Crashdown, and didn’t want to leave the city. She kept kicking my mother in the bladder. The car got caught up in the gridlock, of course. My mother made the trek once an hour to use the bathroom in a motorhome stuck about ten vehicles back.”


    “Did you make it out of the city?”


    “We were lucky. Dad acted fast, and we were the first wave out. He already had bags packed and stored on a shelf in the garage. I guess he and his survivalist buddies had been waiting for something like that to happen.” Khan chuckled to himself at the memory. “Man, some of those guys were crazy.”


    “Sounds like fun,” Eli said.


    “You know how when you’re a kid, summer vacation seems to be an entire lifetime? It was like that, up at the cabin. I caught fish in the river with my bare hands. When Valentine was born, they let me cut the cord. My hands were shaking, and I was scared, but then she reached out with her tiny pink hand and clutched onto my finger. That was when everything changed for me. I couldn’t let myself be scared ever again, because I had to look after her.”


    Khan leaned over and checked the navigation map again. He’d been rough on the controls before, but after talking about his sister, he was gentle with the buttons.


    Eli leaned his head out the window and let the wind move through his hair and whistle in his ear. He’d never had a sister, or a brother. Maybe that was why he felt scared sometimes.


    “We came back after thirty-seven days,” Khan said. “Looters had broken the windows at the shop, but to add insult to injury, they hadn’t stolen anything except for the food in the kitchenette, and a pair of sunglasses.”


    “That was the same shop we just came from?”


    “Yup. Family business. Back then we just did appliances, of course, not paranormal work. It was called Hart Repairs at the time. That was Mom’s idea. She liked puns.”


    Eli puzzled over the name for a moment. “But that’s not a pun. It’s not a pun if you didn’t repair hearts.”


    “Sure, we did, probably. My dad could fix anything. Ever hear of a mechanical heart? He could fix one of those. My dad could fix anything.”


    “I’m no doctor, but I’m pretty sure nobody’s walking around with a mechanical heart in them today, let alone twenty-six years ago.”


    “Are you saying my mother didn’t know what a pun was?”


    “I’m saying nobody repaired mechanical hearts at that shop, or anywhere else.”


    Khan turned away from the road to look directly at Eli. “Nobody knows exactly what my father did, because repairing people’s small appliances didn’t generate enough revenue to keep the lights on in the shop, let alone pay for the nice house I grew up in.”


    Eli took the hints Khan was feeding him, and tried to piece together a picture. Mr. Hart Senior must have been running scams, just like his son.


    “What’s he up to these days?” Eli asked casually. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Mr. Hart Senior was now a CEO or a politician or in jail.


    “This and that. My mother passed away a few years ago, so Valentine and I took over the shop, just as the bank accounts were running dry. My sister’s a genius, but we’re still running on fumes.”


    “I’m sorry to hear about your mother. I never had one, so I don’t know what losing one would feel like. I was raised by…” He didn’t want to get into the whole topic of his adoption, or the experiments, or the chip in his head. “The man I called my father,” he finished.


    “Is the old man still around?”


    “In spirit only.”


    Khan grinned. “I thought you said ghosts aren’t real.”


    Eli rolled his eyes. “I didn’t say he was haunting me. And ghosts aren’t—” His throat closed off. “—scientifically proven.”


    “Neither’s gravity.”


    Eli wished physics had interested him in school. He’d love nothing more than to whip out some big, fat, smart-sounding physics talk and win this argument with a knockout punch. He’d love to give someone a concussion from whacking them on the head with knowledge. Where had this passion been when he was in high school? It was too late for him now.


    “Proven or not, I like gravity,” Eli said.


    “And I like stripper bars.” Khan cranked the wheel hard and turned the van onto a gravel driveway leading to a farmhouse. “So let’s do this job, get paid, and support the city’s stripper economy.”


    Eli glanced over at Khan’s backpack of supplies. A tingle of childhood-first-time excitement ran through his veins. What was in the bag? It could be anything. Oh, happy day.


    Khan slammed the van to a halt and jumped out. Through the open window, he instructed Eli to grab the bag of supplies, follow him in, and not speak until he was spoken to.


    Still tingling with excitement, Eli did as he was told.


    The farmhouse had once been a modest rancher-style home, maybe a thousand square feet by the look of the exterior. Now it looked more embarrassed than modest. The exposed wood siding held a few flakes of paint near the window trim, but most of the exterior was as bare and gray as an abandoned barn.


    “Are you sure someone lives here?” Eli asked.


    Khan rapped on the door, ignoring him.


    Eli stepped back off the porch and looked up at the sky, at a single, wispy cloud. There were worse ways to spend a day.


    With a creak, the front door opened slowly to reveal a pale, thin man who looked older than time.


    





Chapter Eight
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    Eli stared, open-mouthed at the ancient man who’d opened the farmhouse door.


    The white hairs on the man’s head were as wispy as the lone cloud in the sky overhead. Over his thin frame, he wore a button-down shirt, several sizes too large, and a pair of workman’s pants held up by suspenders.


    Was this the ghost they were here for?


    No, he was being silly.


    Eli forced himself to walk back up the stairs to the porch. Khan introduced himself and then Eli.


    Eli noticed the old man’s pants were so loose, he could see the striped inner lining of the waistband. A memory of his father’s final days came back to him, unbidden. Eli’s stomach roiled and his head swam, his blood pressure rapidly dropping. He steadied himself with an elbow on the doorframe as he shook the man’s hand, skin soft like tissue paper.


    The man, referred to as Mr. Quentin by Khan, invited them inside. The home’s interior smelled as bad as Eli expected. There was mildew, spoiled milk, and menthol.


    “The microwave is the main problem,” Mr. Quentin explained in a croaking voice as he lead them to the kitchen. “I’m not the superstitious type, but my housekeeper, she’s Catholic. It’s hard for me to get help to come out this way, and she’s a good woman, so I’d rather keep her.”


    They entered the kitchen, which was yellowed but orderly. The appliance sat in the corner. Khan reached out and swept his fingertips over the button panel on what appeared to be a perfectly ordinary, twenty-year-old microwave.


    “I’m familiar with this particular model,” Khan said, his deep voice deep and reassuring. “Mr. Quentin, I’m not surprised you’re having problems.”


    Eli felt like a hot air balloon deflating. They weren’t there to catch a ghost after all. They were on a microwave service call. The disappointment was too much to bear standing up. He dropped the heavy camouflage-print bag to the floor, then pulled out a kitchen chair and sat with a sigh.


    “What has the microwave been saying?” Khan asked.


    Eli sighed again.


    Khan gave Eli a dirty look, then squatted down to open the bag.


    The man answered, “I should have had her write it down, sorry.” His cloudy eyes were still trained on the space where Khan’s head had been a moment earlier. He was either blind or nearly blind. “Something about needing to talk. Always asking to talk, to have a conversation. I never paid it much attention, but like I said, I don’t want to lose the housekeeper. She brings my groceries.”


    “Most people would get a new microwave,” Khan said.


    The man scoffed. “Nothing wrong with that one.”


    Something about the man’s tone sent a shiver up Eli’s back. His voice had doubled in strength, as though he was overcompensating for something. He was lying.


    Khan pulled from the bag a tool the size of a TV remote control. He waved it over the front of the microwave. He pressed some of the buttons, ran the microwave on defrost for thirty seconds, then opened the door and waved the device inside.


    “I’m detecting a mild surge,” Khan said. “Where’s the main electrical panel for the house?”


    The man reached out one bony arm and pointed to a hallway off the kitchen. “Down that hall, in the back of the linen closet. It’s behind some shelves, and I know that’s not up to code.”


    Khan chuckled. “That’s fine, Mr. Quentin. We’re not the building code enforcers. We’re the good guys, the knights without armor. There’s no need to hide anything from us.”


    The old man’s body jerked, and he began to cough.


    Eli jumped to his feet and quickly poured him a glass of water. He gently pressed the glass into the man’s hands, trying not to shudder at the webs of blue veins visible beneath the man’s translucent skin.


    Hidden things are meant to be hidden, Eli thought. Close your eyes, close your eyes and don’t look.


    Khan dug around in the pack again and pulled out what looked like a car battery, as well as some cables.


    “You stay here and read out exactly what the microwave says,” Khan instructed Eli.


    Eli replied, “I don’t think I can do this.” He tried to communicate with his facial expression that enough was enough, and he didn’t want to scam the elderly Mr. Quentin. If the man had been wealthy or mean, he wouldn’t have minded, but this wasn’t right. All he wanted to do was help.


    “Yes, you can,” Khan said.


    Glaring boldly into Khan’s eyes, Eli said, “Mr. Quentin, I’m going to buy you a new microwave. I’ve got a delivery van, and I’m going to deliver it out here tomorrow.”


    Khan’s eyes seemed to glow with an internal green fire.


    “That won’t be necessary,” Mr. Quentin said firmly. “Nothing wrong with this one. I know what all the buttons do.”


    “But a new microwave would probably be cheaper than whatever we’re charging.”


    Grumpily, the old man replied, “I won’t have it.”


    Eli shrugged at Khan to show he’d given up. “You heard the man. Time to do an exorcism on the microwave.”


    Khan’s dark eyebrows were as flat and still as painted lines. “Eli, You have one simple task. One simple task. Don’t mess it up.” He turned away and marched down the hallway with the cables and box.


    Eli followed, saying in a hushed voice, “But I don’t even have a script. Even if I could do it, and I can’t, I wouldn’t know what to say. What’s the scam?”


    “No scam.” Khan opened the door to the linen closet, pushed aside stacks of towels, and removed a shelf.


    “Fine. So, I’ll go stand in the kitchen and read out whatever Mr. Microwave wants to say to Mr. Quentin.”


    “One simple task.”


    With a frustrated sigh, Eli turned and started back to the kitchen.


    Khan banged around in the linen closet. The overhead lights in the whole house flickered. The house had small windows, so despite the bright spring day outside, it was uncomfortably dark inside when the lights went off. The lights flashed again just as he entered the kitchen and brushed against a silk houseplant resting in an alcove. The soft leaves brushed his cheek in a terrifying way.


    Eli let out a surprised yelp. Mr. Quentin seemed startled by the yelp, but not the lights flashing. The man was completely, utterly blind.


    Eli stuck his hands in his pockets and looked around the kitchen for more threats. There was just the one silk houseplant, and now he had his eye on it. He paced around, cautiously snooping without touching. The refrigerator was covered in family photographs spanning a few decades.


    The lights flickered again, but this time he didn’t yelp.


    From down the hall, Khan called out, “Anything yet?”


    Eli glanced over at the microwave and called back, “Nothing at the moment, except the time. It’s ten o’clock on the dot. That’s a one, a zero, a colon, then a zero and another zero.”


    Mr. Quentin chuckled from his seat at the kitchen table. He took another slow sip of water and stared straight ahead, his eyes unfocused but still open. Eli wondered why it was blind people kept their eyes open, and decided it must have something to do with the muscles. He thought of that saying, about how it takes more muscles to frown than to smile.


    He stood and looked over the family photos on the fridge, testing his muscles by alternating between smiling and frowning. According to the photos, Mr. Quentin had been a rugged man years ago. He looked so proud standing with his beautiful wife and two children.


    As the years progressed and the son and daughter grew to match him in height, he looked less rugged, and less proud.


    The lights flickered again, and something at the edge of Eli’s vision moved. He whipped his head and found nothing. The shape had been to his lower left. He took a deep breath and tried to consciously calm his sympathetic nervous system. Back in college, he’d seen those same dark shapes at the edges of his vision during final assignments. Intense anxiety caused those things, the way lack of sleep gave him deja vu. The brain was a computer, and sometimes it just glitched. A good night’s sleep was the equivalent of turning it off and on.


    “How about now?” Khan called out.


    Eli looked over at the microwave. “It says one, zero, colon, zero, two.”


    “Is that all?” Khan asked.


    Eli opened the door of the microwave. The light came on inside. He closed the door. The digital display still showed the time. Mr. Microwave was not asking for a blood sacrifice or even initiating small talk.


    He refilled Mr. Quentin’s water glass and returned to looking over the candid photos on the fridge. Something at the back of his mind tickled him, but it was like that sensation you get when you can’t remember someone’s name, even though you’ve said it a hundred times.


    That little something stayed at the back of Eli’s head for the next thirty minutes. He was aware of the thought, but it was like a chocolate hidden behind the cardboard door of a Christmas advent calendar.


    If he’d gotten just a little more sleep the night before, Eli might have noticed that the microwave kept displaying the time, even though the power disruptions had caused the clocks on the stove and coffee maker to lose memory and begin flashing 12:00.


    And if he hadn’t been staring out the kitchen window at the fields in the distance, he might have noticed when the microwave displayed a new digital message: WE NEED TO TALK.


    After an hour, Mr. Quentin had drifted off to sleep, his head resting on his forearm on the table.


    Eli carefully washed the used water glass and returned it to the cupboard, exactly where he’d found it. He checked the microwave and walked down the hall to give Khan a report.


    “It’s flashing twelve now,” he said. “So’s the coffee maker and the stove.”


    Khan looked sweaty and frustrated. He had electrical cables and wires strung everywhere.


    “It should have worked.”


    Eli reached out to touch what looked like a modified vehicle battery.


    “Don’t touch that,” Khan warned.


    Annoyed at being bossed around, Eli touched the box anyway. The electrical shock traveled up his finger and clenched all his muscles. He convulsed, unable to let go of the contact. His teeth began to grind together with a squeaking sound. Khan very calmly used a pair of silicon-tipped barbecue tongs to pry Eli’s hand off the box and then shove him back.


    Eli collapsed on the hallway floor, gasping for breath.


    Khan had been looking dejected, but this seemed to make him feel better. “I told you not to touch it.”


    “This is total bull.” Eli stood up on shaking legs. “I’m going back into the city to get Mr. Quentin a new microwave. You can stay here trying to burn his house down if you want.”


    “Are you sure you didn’t see any message on the digital readout? The ion-boosts should have summoned the trapped spirit.”


    “I didn’t see anything.”


    “Were you watching the microwave the whole time?”


    Eli’s guts convulsed with what felt like an aftershock from the box. He hadn’t been watching the whole time, but he had checked repeatedly. Was that not good enough?


    Just then, Mr. Quentin, who must have woken up, called out, “Hello? Are you still here?”


    “We’re just about done,” Eli called back. “No charge for today’s visit, because we didn’t do anything except rearrange all your linens.”


    Looking resigned, Khan began rolling up wires and unhooking his contraption from the home’s wiring. The linen closet smelled like smoke and sardines.


    “Go to the kitchen and run through the questionnaire,” he instructed Eli. “There’s a laminated card in the backpack. Just fill in the boxes with the red felt pen as you go.”


    “A questionnaire? Don’t you think we should have started with that?”


    Khan grinned, showing off his dimple and boyish charm. Eli’s annoyance over having his time wasted and his body violently electrocuted started to fade. There were worse ways to spend his day off, such as going to IKEA with Brenda.


    





Chapter Nine
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    Khan tossed the keys to Eli as they left the dilapidated farmhouse. “You can drive, my man.”


    Eli climbed into the driver’s side slowly. He was puzzling over the questionnaire and the answers Mr. Quentin gave him. Something wasn’t adding up, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


    Maybe the problem was that they came out to deal with a ghost, and ghosts weren’t… scientifically proven to be real.


    They began the drive back into the city.


    Khan reclined the passenger seat and donned a pair of aviator-style sunglasses. He pulled out the laminated card and reviewed the notes Eli had taken back at the house.


    “I hate closing a case like this,” Khan said gravely. “Let’s see… you checked off that the client swears nobody died inside the house or on the grounds. That includes no accidents with farm equipment, not even involving a non-family member. Seems odd to me that a house that old, on a farm that big, wouldn’t have one death associated with it.”


    “I asked the questions verbatim. All of them.”


    “Could have been something from before the house was built. Early settlers, or an ancient burial ground. Old souls, shaken out of resting. They can be very angry, and confused.”


    Eli got a chill that ran up the back of his spine. “Ooh, scary,” he half-joked.


    “Except there hasn’t been any disturbance of the grounds, not beyond a few inches to plow the fields.”


    “If you ask me,” Eli offered cautiously, “sounds like the housekeeper is the source of the problem. She might be a little nuts, or trying to shake him down for more money.” He didn’t say it, but he silently accused Khan of trying to do the same.


    Khan kept looking over the completed questionnaire and confirming the answers Eli had jotted down. The house was no longer connected to the farmland around it, which had been sold off years ago. The man lived a peaceful life, and there’d been no recent changes to explain a haunting.


    They turned onto the next road, where Eli noticed a familiar sign on the left. It was a horse ranch he’d visited a few times in his youth, where city kids rode rented horses through wooded paths. Many of his classmates only rode the horses past the ridge, where they jumped off, tied the reins to fallen tree branches, and let the horses graze while they enjoyed their contraband.


    Eli, being a known tattletale, wasn’t ever invited to partake. He didn’t care, though. He enjoyed riding, and didn’t mind that his legs would be sore the next day. Muscle soreness meant he was becoming stronger, and he enjoyed the horse ride for the ride itself.


    As the memory expanded, Eli longed for the touch of a horse’s velvet fur under his hands, over those grass-fed muscles, shining in the dappled sun. There was no form of sun more beautiful than the kind that streamed through leaves, onto a horse’s flanks.


    Khan was still talking, but no longer asking questions—just mumbling to himself about the case.


    Trees whipped by along the sides of the road. As they drew nearer the city outskirts, the van seemed to be more responsive to the gas pedal, like the lazy horses who only wanted to trot when pointed back to the barn. Eli tapped on the steering wheel to distract himself from his longing—his longing to wrap his arms around the strong neck of a horse, to inhale the earthy scent of its dried sweat.


    “You’re quiet,” Khan said.


    “Just thinking about horses.”


    Khan ignored the potential for a topic change. “We’re missing something. I could hear most of what he said from where I was down the hall, and it sounded like Mr. Quentin wanted to go live with his daughter and grandkids. He painted a nice picture of moving in with them, yet here he is, holed up in that old house, like he’s waiting for something.”


    “Maybe he’s waiting to die, and doesn’t want to be a bother. Everyone should respect his wishes.”


    Khan pulled off his mirrored sunglasses to give Eli a withering glare. “Dark, Eli. Real dark.”


    “You saw the guy. He’s like a scarecrow. He probably doesn’t have long.”


    “Aside from the blindness, he’s in good health,” Khan scolded, a silent ‘you idiot’ at the end of his sentence. “There’s something else.”


    Eli bristled at Khan’s tone and responded with sarcasm. “Excuse me. I didn’t realize you were a doctor and gave him a full physical examination. I guess when you electrocuted me with your contraption, it must have wiped my memory.”


    “I told you not to touch it.” You idiot.


    “Well, whatever. The old man doesn’t want to move, and everyone should respect his decisions. All his decisions. And his dignity.”


    “Nope.” Khan put the sunglasses back on and crossed his arms. “His daughter probably worries about him constantly. Every night when she goes to bed, she closes her eyes and imagines her elderly father slipping in the tub and breaking a hip, with no one around for miles to hear him call for help.” He rolled the window down, then up again, then down. “He’s a selfish old bastard, making her worry like that.”


    An idea lit up Eli’s brain. “I’ve got it,” he cried excitedly. “The housekeeper is in cahoots with the daughter. She made up the haunting stuff to try to force him out. I wish I’d figured it out back there. I could have warned him. I’ll tell him tomorrow when I bring out the new microwave.”


    “Don’t.”


    “You can’t stop me. Tomorrow’s my day off work, and that’s what I’m going to do.”


    “I’ll come with you. Valentine’s been working on a new Booster—that’s the thing you stuck your grubby hand on when I told you not to.”


    “Would Valentine come with us?”


    “You wish.”


    Eli clamped his teeth together and focused on the highway.


    That settled it. If Valentine wasn’t coming, Khan wasn’t either. Eli would drive the new microwave out himself tomorrow, and have another chat with Mr. Quentin. He’d share his thoughts about the old man moving to be with his family, and he’d leave it at that. If a person had an idea for how they wanted to die, that was something Eli respected. Something he had to respect.


    When they reached the city, they got caught in traffic. The counter-flow lanes were switched to direct cars away from the city, and the van lurched impatiently from red light to red light, like a lazy horse in want of its oats. Eli hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and his mouth perversely salivated at the idea of a bucket of oats.


    Eli pulled over in front of the Ghost Hackers storefront. The drive had been long, yet it had been too fast. Despite their differences, he didn’t want to say goodbye to Khan.


    “Wait,” he said right after Khan stepped out.


    Khan turned to face him, and in his mirrored sunglasses, Eli saw his own face. His pathetic face.


    Eli wanted to lay his cards on the table and offer what little he had. Growing up, he’d been a loner, and it wasn’t by choice. Everyone knew he was a tattletale, and except for one long summer that started off idyllic and ended in horror, he’d never been part of anything.


    He wanted to push past his fear of rejection, but it was a real and physical thing—an actual lump in his throat. A fence his weak words couldn’t climb.


    Khan mercifully threw him a rope. “You hungry?” he asked, the invitation to have dinner together implicit.


    Eli breathed a sigh of relief. “Starving.”


    “There’s a diner up the street. Come on. It’s not pretty on the outside, or on the inside. The staff’s rude and the food’s terrible.”


    Eli nodded to show he was listening, and wondered if this was a test. Rude staff and terrible food? This diner sounded an awful like his other alternative of going home to eat with Brenda.


    Khan offered no details about any benefits of the diner that might offset its many flaws. He simply finished with, “I’m going there now. You can come if you want.”


    “Sounds perfect.” Eli turned off the van’s engine, jumped out, and jogged to catch up with Khan.


    





Chapter Ten
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    The diner had classic red vinyl booths and heavy tables that were bolted to the floors. Even the artwork was bolted down, with four visible screw heads dotting the corners of every painting. The paintings were of bullfighters, sketched in bright flourishes on a black velvet background. Eli had never seen a restaurant decor so… boldly original.


    He had checked the time on the van’s dash, so he knew it was the beginning of the dinner rush. Most restaurants in the neighborhood would be at least half full by now, and the good ones would have a lineup and waiting list. This diner was two-thirds empty.


    Nobody greeted them at the door, but a standing sign invited them to sit anywhere they wanted.


    Khan led the way to a corner booth, where a brunette with a ponytail hunched over a table full of papers.


    “I get it,” Eli said. “You eat here because your sister likes it.”


    “We both eat here because there’s never a wait, and by the time we realize we’re hungry, it’s almost too late.”


    Khan slid into the booth across from his sister, then patted the seat next to him. He pushed his sunglasses up to nestle in his spiky white hair and gave Eli a look. Don’t even think about parking your butt next to my sister’s, his look said.


    Valentine glanced up and stared right through both of them, as if they weren’t even there, then returned to poring over her papers.


    A waitress walked by and dumped three menus on the table without ceremony. Eli turned to ask her about the daily specials, but she was already gone.


    Valentine smoothed out what looked like a map of the city, then covered it with a layer of tracing paper and began marking the paper with circles and dashes.


    “Thanks for asking about today’s service call,” Khan said to his sister wryly. “As it happens, the disturbance was a no-show.” He turned to Eli and explained, “In the business, we refer to para-electrical elements as disturbances.”


    “You mean the ghosts.”


    Khan winced. “Not all ghosts are para-electrical elements.”


    Valentine chuckled without looking up. “We should have an orientation booklet for the new hires.”


    “I’m not a new hire,” Eli said. “I have a job already, delivering packages. It’s not much of a career, but my options are limited by…”


    Valentine looked up again, her pretty, pale green eyes silencing Eli with their beauty.


    “Limited by what?” she asked.


    He didn’t want to say. Not in front of Valentine, or Khan, for that matter.


    Eli couldn’t lie, except for sarcasm, but he could change the topic. He picked up a menu. “What’s good here?”


    The other two answered in unison: “Nothing.”


    Valentine took his menu away and waved to get the waitress’s attention. “Three cheeseburgers and three Cokes,” she called across the two-thirds-empty diner.


    The woman acknowledged with a wave, shouted the order into the kitchen, and wearily began getting the sodas. Eli looked away for a second, and suddenly the waitress was at their table, slamming down the drinks on the margin of table not covered by Valentine’s papers. He rubbed his eyes and wrote off the time glitch as a byproduct of the previous night’s oxygen deprivation.


    Once they were alone again, Eli casually asked, “So, besides the para-electrical elements, what other kinds of ghosts are there?”


    Khan shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. We only deal with the wires.” Something thumped under the table and he jolted in his seat. “Valentine! What the hell?”


    “Don’t lie to our new friend,” she admonished.


    Eli smiled, filling with sunshine and sparkly butterflies. He was their new friend.


    Valentine’s lovely hands flew over the paperwork and tidied the table by rolling everything into a tube, fastened expertly by the red elastic band she pulled from her ponytail. She shook out her medium-brown hair, and Eli had to look away guiltily.


    “What’s your experience level?” she asked him. “Have you been haunted?”


    Eli held his tongue and prepared his words carefully. “I know someone who reported something like a black cat, sitting on her chest. She was terrified. Do you know what something like that might be? Assuming it’s not a hallucination?”


    “Interesting.” Valentine shook her head, her brown hair framing and reframing her face in ever more breathtaking compositions. The waves of hair also seemed to accentuate her curves below the neck—not that they needed any help. Eli clutched his jaw with one hand, pretending to be itching his chin, and manually averted his gaze.


    “Sounds like a kitty wraith,” she said.


    “Feline wraith,” Khan corrected. “Or cat wraith.”


    “Kitty wraith.” She giggled. “They’re bad kitties, Eli. I don’t have much experience with them, but I know they fall halfway between helpful and malevolent.”


    “Do they—” Eli’s voice cracked “—suffocate people to death?”


    Valentine sipped her Coke through a straw, then licked away the bead on her lower lip. Eli was staring, but he couldn’t stop himself.


    “Not to death,” she answered. “They usually follow lonely people home, where they do stuff to liven things up in the household.”


    Suddenly, the waitress was at the table again, dropping huge platters of burgers and fries in front of them.


    “What kind of stuff?” Eli asked. “And why?”


    She rolled her pretty green eyes. “I told you why. To liven things up for lonely people. The kitties think they’re helping.”


    Khan cleared his throat. Around a mouthful of cheeseburger, he said, “We can’t attribute human motivations to the unhuman. What we can do is re-home them, into a steel cage.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, which only smeared the oil around. “Does your friend want us to make a service call? I’ll give him a cut rate, for friends of friends.”


    Eli eyed Khan warily. Because he didn’t yet believe ghosts were scientifically proven, he was almost certain this was part of a con. The Hart siblings were planting ideas into his subconscious. That was all. And even if the so-called cat wraith was real, it supposedly wasn’t fatal.


    The edge of Khan’s mouth curled up, as though he couldn’t keep a straight face any longer and was on the verge of admitting he gave Eli a business card laced with hallucinogenic powder.


    “Well?” Khan prompted. “Does your friend want a service call?”


    “That won’t be necessary,” Eli said.


    Khan shrugged and continued cramming greasy burger into his mouth.


    “Your friend could put out some catnip,” Valentine offered. “And a saucer of milk.”


    Eli’s stomach growled. He looked down at the food in front of him. It glistened with oil-based calories.


    He began to eat, thinking over Valentine’s suggestion.


    Catnip.


    A saucer of milk.


    Well, he had been thinking about getting a pet.


    





Chapter Eleven
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    After leaving the diner, Eli drove to the department store where he and Brenda shopped regularly for containers. Their apartment was too small, and full of too much stuff, but Brenda truly believed they were just a few more plastic boxes away from achieving balance.


    Eli skirted the container department, treating it like a miniature Crashdown Zone. The metaphor was apt, because every time Brenda dragged him to the container department, he did seem to lose a nugget of sanity. Just looking up at the sign marking the aisle made him feel like grabbing onto passing shopping carts, to feel the sweet tug at his limbs.


    He shook his head to clear the weirdly suicidal daydreams, and proceeded to the small appliances department.


    The store had two dozen models of microwaves, but fourteen of them were designed for mounting over a stove. That left ten options. Eli closed his eyes and began fondling the control panels.


    A youthful voice of indeterminate gender asked flatly, “Can I help you with anything, sir?”


    Eli’s eyes flew open. The staff member in the blue bib was male, and in his teens. He had dyed black hair, wore black eyeliner, and a studded dog collar around his neck. Eli’s eyes traveled down and stopped on the boy’s name tag—a name tag which led Eli to believe this young man might be sympathetic to Eli’s plight.


    “Do you believe in ghosts?” Eli asked.


    The young man glanced around, his dark-rimmed eyes flitting nervously. “Why? What do you know? If you’re from head office, you have to tell me. Those are the rules, or else it’s that bad thing. Entrapment.”


    “I’m not from head office, I swear. I’m just a civilian customer, trying to buy a microwave, and wondering if other people believe in ghosts.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Eli.”


    The boy shook his hand. “I’m Nateas.” He pronounced it Nate-az. He nodded to his name tag, which really did list his name at NATEAS, though the final two letters had been drawn in with felt pen. “Read it backwards,” he said, smirking.


    “Two steps ahead of you, Nateas. That’s why I asked if you believe in ghosts. So, do you?”


    “All warlocks believe in ghosts.”


    “You’re a warlock?”


    Nateas took a step back and looked around again. “Are you sure you’re not from head office?”


    “Would someone from head office wear polyester short pants?”


    Nateas looked down at Eli’s knees and chuckled. He checked around furtively for the third time, then pulled a card from his blue smock.


    Eli hesitated before accepting the card, doing a visual check for powder and noting that Nateas was touching the sides with bare fingers. Finally, he took the card, which contained nothing more than an email address that began with necromancer69 and finished with a free email provider.


    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Eli said.


    “Their numbers are growing,” Nateas said, his voice quivering. “The ghosts are converging on the city from all over the world. Soon we’ll be outnumbered.”


    “What do they want?”


    “A front row seat for the big show.” The kid paused dramatically, his eyebrows raising to their limit. In a hoarse near-whisper, he finished, “The end of the world.”


    “Oh.” Eli turned away and twisted the dial on a microwave. “Sounds legit.”


    The kid snorted. “Don’t tell me you’re a Mothershipper.”


    “Pardon me?” Eli didn’t know the term, but it sounded disturbingly similar to another epithet.


    “One of those alien abduction weirdos,” Nateas explained. “Mothershippers.”


    “I think I’d know if I was.” He turned back to the microwaves, deeply regretting his choice to strike up a conversation with a stranger. He knew there was a reason he didn’t usually do such a thing.


    The kid slipped back into work mode. “If you buy one of these microwaves, tell them Nate helped you, so I get the commission.”


    “Are you going to help me pick one out?”


    The boy pointed one black-lacquered fingernail at the most basic model. “That one’s on sale.”


    “Is it a good microwave? I hate to be cheap, but I’m buying it for an old guy who’s blind, so this model with the two dials might be better than the digital ones.”


    “He’s blind?” Nateas blinked rapidly, his eyes becoming dewy. Eli got the terrible feeling he’d just ruined someone’s day by mentioning the existence of disabilities.


    “Just in the eyes,” Eli said. He’d meant to say something reassuring—something else entirely, but sometimes the chip diverted him like this. “Just in the eyes,” he repeated in a gentle tone, hoping his voice was soothing.


    “Phew,” Nateas said. He grabbed a cardboard box from the shelf below the display models. “I’ll take this to the checkout for you, unless you need anything else.”


    “What if I did? Would you follow me around like my personal shopping sherpa?”


    “Sure, why not?”


    “Okay, Nateas. I need catnip. I don’t have a cat, but I’d like to buy a lot of catnip, for personal reasons.”


    The boy hoisted the microwave box to the top of his head and led the way, sherpa-like, to the pet supplies aisle.


    





Chapter Twelve
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    Brenda was preparing to head out when Eli arrived home.


    He didn’t have to ask where she was going, because it was Friday night, and she usually went dancing with her friends on Friday nights.


    Eli stood at the door to the bathroom, holding a one-pound bag of catnip, and watched as Brenda applied a layer of glitter over top of her thick black mascara.


    “Is that catnip?” she asked.


    “It’s not oregano.”


    Her lips twitched. She leaned in toward the mirror and used her fingertip to remove a black chunk of makeup that had fallen into her eye.


    He waited for her to ask about his day. He wanted to tell her about the trip to the farmhouse, and trying to help the old, blind man, but he was too tired to simply volunteer the information.


    Brenda often complained that she had to drag information out of him. By contrast, she never stopped sharing. They could be apart for ten minutes, and she’d come back with eleven minutes’ worth of anecdotes.


    Eli enjoyed her chatter, the way he might enjoy a radio station that played his favorite music one third of the time. It was better than silence.


    “I talked to Khan,” he said. “He acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about. The guy believes in ghosts, though, so I don’t know how much help he would be anyway.” He jiggled the bag of catnip in his hand. “Sometimes carbon monoxide makes people imagine things. There might have been one of those big trucks parked in the alley, idling its engine.”


    “That could be it,” she said, flicking her gaze over to him via the mirror. “It seemed real last night, but anything can seem real in the middle of the night. Then the sun comes up and you feel pretty foolish.”


    She didn’t walk him through her day, but Eli got the feeling Brenda had talked to some of her friends, and they didn’t believe in cat wraiths, so now Brenda didn’t, either.


    “So, it was either a big truck in the alley, or the powder on the card.”


    Brenda nodded in agreement. “We could send that business card out to a private lab to test for drugs. One of those places that parents send their kids’ hair samples to.”


    “We don’t need to do that. We’ll find out tonight.”


    She smeared strawberry-scented gloss on her lips. “What do you mean, we? I’m not sleeping here. I’ll crash at a friend’s house.”


    “Which friend?”


    “I haven’t decided yet.”


    Eli didn’t like the sound of any of this, but perhaps it was for the best he face this thing down alone, like a man.


    He pulled open the catnip bag’s zippered plastic closure and took a sniff. The green flakes smelled exactly like the tea they served at Brenda’s favorite vegetarian restaurant.


    Brenda finished applying her makeup, and shoved the apparatus back into the overstuffed drawer. She cursed the lack of storage in the bathroom. For a moment, Eli felt guilty about his secret storage, behind the mirror. He opened the bag and sniffed the catnip again. The feeling passed.


    Brenda squeezed past him and put on her shoes and jacket by the door.


    “What’s the catnip for?” she asked.


    “On the off chance it’s something paranormal, this might appease the spirit.” He chuckled. “Stupid, I know, but catnip’s cheap enough.”


    “Oh.” The whites around her eyes showed. Despite her big talk, Brenda was scared. “Do you sprinkle the herbs in a circle around the bed, so the ghost can’t get you?”


    “That’s a good idea. I was just going to put it in a bowl.”


    She put her hand on her hip and shook her head. “Oh, Eli.”


    “Fine. I’ll sprinkle it around the bed. You can tell all your friends, and have a big laugh about it.”


    She didn’t even smile. “You’ll need to pull the bed away from the wall.”


    “Sounds like a plan.”


    She bent forward, strapping herself into her tallest shoes. When she righted again, her face was red. Brenda flushed easily, and burned easily, too. Sunscreen weather was coming soon. The seasonal change would add fifteen minutes of prep time to their excursions.


    “Have fun dancing,” he said.


    She closed the closet door slowly, like she hated to leave.


    The hallway felt gloomy. Outside the sun was setting, and night was on its way. Eli flicked on the overhead light.


    Brenda stood motionless at the apartment’s front door, gazing up at him. Even in her tallest shoes, she was still so small.


    He wondered if she was waiting for him to say something specific—to admit to her that he was scared, and that whatever happened tonight, it would be less scary if he could face it with her.


    Her gaze travelled down to the bag of catnip in his hand. Her lips twitched.


    Let’s do this together, he wanted someone to say.


    She blinked her spiky, sparkling lashes. Be a man, Eli. Be a man and make a catnip circle around the bed while I spend the night at an unspecified friend’s house.


    And then she left.


    The apartment beyond the hallway rapidly grew darker, as if someone was pushing a slider on a control panel. God, perhaps.


    Eli shivered, like he always did when he thought about God.


    He walked through the apartment, fastening the chain on the front door, then checking that all the windows were closed and secure. For good measure, he opened all the cupboards and checked for cats that might have climbed the fire escape and snuck in during the day. He found no cats.


    He turned on the TV and watched some of his favorite shows. The comedies weren’t very good, but he laughed out loud at the punchlines, hoping they’d get better with some effort.


    He wondered how Mr. Quentin was doing right now, and if he’d eaten well. It wasn’t much of a mystery to Eli why the old man insisted on staying in his house rather than move in with family. Humans were stubborn, and irrational. These traits only increased with age.


    Eli knew about stubborn old men. His own father had been sixty when he adopted Eli. There was no regular adoption agency that would have placed a toddler with a sixty-year-old single parent, but Eli’s case was no regular adoption.


    There had been… anomalies.


    For one thing, the young boy had shown no verbal skills when he’d first been picked up, rummaging through garbage bins behind a restaurant.


    Not only couldn’t he speak, but he didn’t seem to understand a word in any of the languages they tried. Nothing seemed to be physically wrong with his ears or mouth. The child development experts had one diagnosis, and then another.


    To everyone’s surprise, within days, he began to speak. Not just a word here and there, but complete, subject-verb-object sentences. Soon he was speaking at the level of a six-year-old, even though his physical size put him at four.


    The experts suddenly had new diagnoses. He was a savant, and for one afternoon, the unnamed boy delighted in this new word, saying things like, “The savant desires ice cream immediately,” and “The savant would like to check into a better hotel.”


    Couples practically lined up to adopt him. Even in the Post-Crashdown chaos, there was a waiting list.


    One attractive couple took the lead as the most qualified. They were in their late thirties, rosy-cheeked and healthy, with no other children, plus they owned a horse ranch. The dad loved ice cream and the mom wanted to teach Eli to play the piano.


    Everything seemed perfect, until the last minute, when an anonymous tip led investigators to a secret chamber under the couple’s house. Subsequently, their ties to a non-traditional religious organization were uncovered. This group believed the unnamed child was the reincarnation of their god, who was not the regular God, but one of those ancient creatures who slumbered under the sea.


    The cult’s exact plans for the child were not entirely clear, but the rosy-cheeked couple did possess an alarming number of ceremonial daggers.


    When news of the couple’s arrest got out, three bombs were set off throughout the city, and the cult claimed responsibility. Some people said it was a coincidence, just one of the many crazy things that happened Post-Crashdown, but orders and paperwork began moving.


    The boy, who was dubbed Eli by that point, was declared a national security threat.


    Eli was issued the smallest size of orange prison coveralls—the size designated for little persons—and transferred to a maximum security holding facility at an undisclosed location.


    A week later, he woke up in the home of the psychologist he’d bonded with the most—a sixty-year-old man named Joseph Carter. Even though Joseph wasn’t more than a quarter Italian, some people had taken to calling him Giuseppi, and then Geppetto, because he had snowy white hair and looked like the toymaker from the fairy tale about Pinocchio.


    Despite the obvious parallels, Eli’s father never once referred to Eli as Pinocchio, not even as a joke.


    After he died, Eli regretted that he never made the joke himself, either. Not knowing his own history, Eli did feel a little like a wooden puppet come to life. Making the Pinocchio joke wouldn’t have kept his father alive longer, or made the bitter end easier, but it would have been a fun memory to smile over now.


    Joseph Carter never let on how he’d managed to spring Eli from jail and adopt him, but he did sell his house and move the two of them into a run-down apartment building during their first month together.


    He didn’t take retirement, but continued to work, so that Eli had college money, as well as money for most of the things teenage boys desire. Eli didn’t get every video game console he wanted, but he did get some. He also went on every school field trip, and he especially loved going to horse ranches—though he avoided the one horse ranch that had been owned by his would-be murderers. The cult members’ house had been demolished, and the underground chamber destroyed, but it was still way, way, way too creepy.


    When Eli was about six, Joseph Carter took him to a medical clinic to have a day surgery done on one of his ears. It was nothing major, just one of those common childhood ailments. When he woke up, he was in a different clinic entirely, and there were stitches along his hairline—up above his eyebrow, a world away from his ears.


    He eyed everyone with suspicion. There’d been some complications, they told him, and he would need to stay for three days, for observations. The nurses brought him chocolate bars, milkshakes, and cheeseburgers. They let him stay up all night watching movies and eating candy. It was like they weren’t even real nurses.


    The stitches were itchy.


    The milkshakes were good.


    He heard people talking, when they thought he was asleep, about the microchip they’d installed in his head.


    He got cake and ice cream for breakfast.


    You win some, you lose some.


    





Chapter Thirteen
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    Eli watched his regular Friday night TV shows, but he didn’t enjoy them.


    As the time drew nearer midnight—Eli’s bedtime as set by Brenda—Eli felt his dread rising.


    At eleven-thirty, he went into the bedroom, pulled the bed away from the wall, and sprinkled the catnip around it in a circle. While he was sprinkling the herbs, he was certain his line was perfect, and he felt proud of doing a good job, even on such a ridiculous thing. When it was done, and he stood back, his pride evaporated. Drunken monkeys could have done a better job.


    He messed around with the catnip boundary using his hands, but only made it worse.


    At the stroke of midnight, he stepped over the wobbly oval and climbed under the covers.


    He waited for sleep.


    He waited for forty-five minutes.


    He promised himself that he would wash the dishes if he was still awake in fifteen minutes.


    That didn’t work, even though it usually did.


    He climbed out of bed and washed the dishes.


    He made himself toast with peanut butter, and washed it down with hot milk, heated in the microwave. Then he tossed a sleeping pill down after the mess.


    It was nearly one thirty now. Instead of getting back in bed, he ran himself a hot bath and climbed in. He lined his plastic alien soldiers along the ledges and talked to them about his feelings, just like a crazy person would.


    He picked up Brenda’s pink razor and shaved one third of his right thigh—one third vertically.


    There was no clock in the bathroom, but he guessed it was past two. He arranged the soldiers across his chest and enacted a leisurely battle.


    His head got fuzzy. Green bits of catnip floated on the water all around him.


    He slid down and got more comfortable, rocking his head to one side.


    Was there even more catnip in the tub?


    He closed his eyes and imagined aliens were making their favorite tea—Eli tea, with catnip.


    He took a deep, relaxed breath in.


    The breath came back out in bubbles.


    His eyes flew open.


    Someone was holding him under the water, their bony fingers around his neck.


    He fought, thrashing around in the water. This only made a mess, with water and plastic soldiers flying everywhere.


    Eli bumped the back of his head hard enough that it momentarily stunned him into going limp.


    As soon as he stopped thrashing, the hand released from his throat and he bobbed up.


    The cool air hit his face, and he sucked in air with wobbly lungs. The darkness regarded him with what seemed to be curiosity. Eli took a second breath. One red eye seemed to wink at him, and then the darkness flashed up and pulled him under the water.


    Eli tried to remember everything Valentine had said about cat wraiths. Unfortunately, she hadn’t said much, except that they didn’t usually kill people.


    What had she said?


    They followed lonely people home and tried to liven things up.


    This dark-toothed, smoky, shape-shifting thing didn’t look like any cat Eli had ever seen, except… were those two pointed ears near the top of its head?


    Eli stared up at the points, the view distorted by the bath water. Were those things ears, or horns? Bubbles trailed out of his nostrils.


    He remembered something about cats. They often played with their prey, batting around anything from spiders to mice. When the prey stopped moving, the cats either ate it or lost interest and walked away.


    Eli still had some oxygen in his lungs, and still had some fight in his body, but he stopped thrashing.


    If Kitty wanted to play, Kitty would need to play nice.


    Eli went completely limp in the bath water. His knees were up, and he was positioned on his back, with his head and face fully submerged in the warm water.


    He held still, until the water was calm. Carefully, Eli peered up through his eyelashes. The dark face with red, glowing eyes stared back at him. Bits of green floated by.


    The points at the top of its head twitched. They were definitely ears, not horns.


    All at once, the bony hand released his throat. Eli willed himself to hold still, despite his aching lungs crying out for oxygen. Hold on. Hold on. Just a bit longer.


    The red eyes above him blinked off and on, as though the dark monster was blinking. Thinking. Plotting.


    Hold on.


    The scar along his hairline began to itch furiously.


    Hold on.


    Something poked him in one armpit and then the other. Two bony hands slipped under his arms. With seemingly-effortless ease, the cat wraith scooped him out of the bathtub and gently rested him on his side.


    Eli was just barely conscious by now.


    The cat wraith tilted up Eli’s chin, pulled open his jaw, and swept two bony fingers through his mouth to check his airway.


    Eli coughed and sputtered, then gasped for breath.


    He kept his eyes squeezed shut, even as his breathing calmed.


    Whatever was in the bathroom with him was still there. He didn’t dare open his eyes, but he felt the presence of the darkness.


    He wondered if the sleeping pill he’d taken was helping to keep him calm. And then he wondered if it wasn’t the sleeping pill itself that was making him hallucinate. It was a new brand, after all.


    Even with his eyes closed, the whole world seemed distorted now. Everything sounded muted, like he was still under water, or under glass.


    The sleeping pills.


    Brenda had picked them up recently, enthusiastically saying the brand was “all natural.” He told her arsenic was also “all natural,” and then she’d been snippy the rest of the day. But then she’d been especially eager to serve him a mug of cocoa that night, and he’d wondered if she’d dosed him with the sleeping pill to prove a point, but he didn’t dare ask.


    Come to think of it, Brenda had made him a cocoa Thursday night, as well. She’d delivered it with that sweet smile of hers. He thought she was just thanking him for doing a good job in the bedroom, but now he wondered.


    The bathroom floor’s tiles felt cold under his cheek, and the water evaporating rapidly off his beached body made him shiver. He kept his eyes clenched shut, trying to get rid of the sleeping-pill hallucinations by mental strength alone. He shivered again, and thought about the large, fluffy towel that hung from the towel rod, a few feet from his head. The light shifted, and then the towel was on him—a dry, warm, terry cloth blanket.


    Eli drifted in and out of consciousness. The heavy meal plus sleeping pill had really done a number on him.


    He’d deal with everything in the morning, he decided. He would send those “all natural” sleeping pills to the nosy-parent lab to have them tested.


    The towel was so warm and comfortable.


    Face down on the bathroom floor, Eli fell into a deep slumber. He didn’t usually snore, but tonight was a special occasion. He snored so loud and deep, his bones vibrated.


    The cat wraith wasn’t sure if it liked Eli’s snoring. It reached into the lukewarm bathwater and pulled the plug to drain the water from the tub. It liked watching the water swirl down the drain. That was good stuff.


    Then, for a full four minutes, the cat wraith perched on the closed seat of the toilet, watching the pale human snore.


    The snoring was not pleasant to listen to, after all. The cat wraith picked up one of Eli’s toy soldier aliens, lubricated it with its tongue, and lodged the soldier, head-first, into one of Eli’s nostrils.


    The force of Eli’s snoring exhale blew the plastic toy out in one gust.


    The cat wraith repeated the process until it got bored, which was exactly five times.


    Done with Eli, it coalesced into the shape of a kitten and scampered into the bedroom, where it had an intense catnip party, frolicking wildly until it got bored, which took exactly six minutes.


    





Chapter Fourteen
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    Eli woke up in his bed, naked.


    The clock next to him indicated it was only four o’clock, yet the room was bright and the curtains were open. That wasn’t right. It was still spring, and the sun shouldn’t be up already.


    He grabbed his phone from the dresser for a second opinion. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and he’d slept through most of the day.


    What a crazy night he’d had, with the hallucinations in the tub. It was a miracle he’d gotten himself into bed. As soon as he saw Brenda, she was going to be in dire trouble for buying those evil sleeping pills.


    He rolled out of bed and stepped into a pile of crunchy herbs. He gasped. There was catnip everywhere. It looked like a Disney cartoon about kittens had happened in the bedroom.


    Well, this was basically Brenda’s fault for buying those sleeping pills, so she could deal with it whenever she decided to return home from her overnight at an unspecified friend’s house.


    Eli cleaned up, got dressed, and ate a quick bowl of cereal standing over the sink. He checked a few messages, then left the apartment to do his planned errands. He would visit his favorite places before they closed for the day, then take the microwave to its new owner.


    Not a bad way to spend a Saturday.
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    On the drive out to Mr. Quentin’s farmhouse, Eli turned up the music and sang along with an old Bruce Springsteen song. After two rough nights, Eli felt like he finally got Bruce Springsteen. He got it in every cell of his body.


    Eli pulled up to the farmhouse at dusk.


    He worried for a moment that Mr. Quentin wasn’t home. The lights were all off, after all. Then he made the connection that blind people wouldn’t turn on lights. He felt smart for figuring this out, but stupid that he had to first go through the thought process.


    With the microwave box held against his hip with one arm, he knocked on the farmhouse door. The latch on the door was loose, so the door creaked open.


    The house was quiet, and a smell wafted out. The dank air smelled not unlike the lizard terrarium from Eli’s fifth grade classroom.


    “Hello? It’s me, Eli. I was here yesterday, with the other guy. Khan.” Eli was very careful to pronounce Khan’s name with a breathy K-H at the beginning, so it didn’t sound exactly like con.


    “Come in,” came the weak reply.


    Eli stepped into the darkness. His skin prickled, and he reconsidered the intelligence of stepping into an allegedly haunted house.


    “Do you mind if I turn on the lights?” he asked the darkness.


    The old man chuckled. “Not at all,” he said.


    Eli found the light switch in the second-most-logical place and flicked it on, flooding the front living room in light.


    The furnishings were what you’d expect—a mismatch of styles from several decades, none of it high end, covered in an assortment of quilts and throws.


    Mr. Quentin sat in a recliner, a hardcover novel in his hands.


    Eli’s blood ran cold, and his eyes widened at the sight of a white-eyed man holding a novel. It was the creepiest thing he’d seen in a long time. He nearly ran back out the front door, except he quickly concluded the pages must be braille. He felt smart for figuring out the bit about the braille, but wished he’d gotten there sooner.


    “I brought you a new microwave,” he said.


    “You didn’t have to do that.”


    “I just wanted to do something nice for you,” Eli said, and it was the plain and simple truth.


    Something dark moved at the corner of his vision. He snapped his head, but nothing was there. A dark feeling reached into his chest and tugged him toward the kitchen.


    “I guess I’ll set the new one up for you,” he said.


    “I’ll pay you for it. Just send me the bill. My housekeeper opens my mail.”


    Eli was already in the kitchen. “I could do that,” he called over his shoulder. He could, but he wouldn’t.


    Eli approached the allegedly-haunted microwave. It flashed 12:00 over and over. Real scary. He reached behind it to yank out the cord. The plug wouldn’t come out easily. He wondered if Khan’s power surges had fused the plug and wiring together. He wished he knew something about electricity.


    The plug still wouldn’t come out, so Eli cursed it verbally. The plug came loose at once. So, that was it, he mused. You had to talk nasty to it. Dirty little microwave.


    He hoisted it off the counter, groaning from the effort. The appliance was heavy. Supernaturally heavy.


    Again, something moved at the edge of his vision. It seemed to pause, waiting to get his attention, before darting away down the hallway.


    He dumped the old microwave on the kitchen table, then began unboxing the new one. When he slid it into place, the gleaming white surface put the rest of the kitchen to shame.


    Mr. Quentin shuffled in, and Eli gave him a quick tutorial on the two dials. The top one was the intensity, and the lower was the timer.


    They ran it a few times for practice.


    “That’s a nice ding,” Mr. Quentin said after the third test run.


    “Can I heat you up anything? Have you had dinner?”


    Mr. Quentin gazed through him and ignored Eli’s offer. “What will you do with the other one?”


    “I’ll take it away.”


    The old man stepped back over to the table, keeping his thin body between Eli and the old microwave.


    “You don’t have to do that.” His voice stretched low and thin, like a weathered elastic band on the verge of disintegrating.


    “But I can’t leave it here, in your way.”


    “You can put it in—” He stopped talking.


    “In storage?” Eli offered. This was a farm, after all, so he imagined there were some barns or other buildings where he could stow the thing. He hated the idea of lugging the heavy microwave further than the van, but he did come out here to be nice.


    Mr. Quentin’s lips moved without words for a moment before he said, “There’s a room down the hall.”


    Eli’s ears began to ring. A room down the hall. The shape darted through the kitchen again, and down the hall.


    The ringing in his ears rose up like a wave about to crash.


    “Sure,” Eli said, crossing over to the table. He placed his hands either side of the machine. One side felt hot, the other cool. He yanked his hands away and wiped them on his jeans.


    “Do you need a hand?” Mr. Quentin asked.


    “Just a glass of water maybe. It was a long drive.” He coughed into his fist and turned to avoid looking at the hallway.


    Mr. Quentin went to the cupboards and grabbed two glasses easily, then filled them with tap water. He knew his kitchen layout well, and only the angle of his chin gave away the fact he couldn’t see.


    Eli wanted to ask how long the man had been blind, but it seemed impolite to inquire directly. He sipped his water and took a side road: “So, braille, huh? I would think you’d listen to audiobooks.”


    “I started learning braille twenty years ago, when my sight started to go. I do like my TV shows, especially the cops and robbers ones with the scientists, but when it comes to books, I don’t like having those voices in my head. I prefer the quiet at night.”


    The dark shape at the edge of Eli’s vision skittered by again. This time, he chased after it with his eyes in a curious manner. Standing in the kitchen like this, talking over a glass of water with Mr. Quentin, had put him at ease.


    Eli asked about the book Mr. Quentin was reading, and they began to talk about their favorite authors.


    He was reminded of those casual late-night chats with his father. In hindsight, there hadn’t been enough of those chats.


    Whenever Eli returned home from school and was asked about his day, no stories sprang to mind ready to tell. But at night, when his ears picked up sounds better, and the world didn’t feel so large around him, Eli would open up. The stories about his day would flow. Typically, he was stalling for time before going to bed, but that didn’t make those midnight chats any less enjoyable at the time, or any less precious now.


    Eli often thought about vacations, and how they weren’t what people really wanted. Getting on a plane and flying to a tropical island had its appeal, sure, but what he really wanted was to fly back through time and revisit one of those moments in the past. Not a birthday or special event, but a regular evening, maybe a Wednesday.


    Sometimes Eli became aware of these special ordinary moments while they were happening. He would feel a pulling inside himself, the psychic tickle of being observed. It was him, in the future, looking back at this ordinary moment with so much longing, it created a bond that stretched through time, between those points.


    He felt these moments less and less as he aged, but he felt one now, in this old farmhouse kitchen, which didn’t smell so bad once you got used to it.


    If he could go back, he would ask his father’s forgiveness for what happened in the Zone.
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    The group’s leader, Falcon, kept turning and looking back from his seat at the wheel. He glared at Eli with deep, dark eyes, daring him to speak up and protest their plan to drive around the fenced-off Zone until dawn.


    Eli crossed his arms and hunched his shoulders together, trying to take up less width in the back set of Falcon’s car, where he was crammed between two other teenagers.


    Eli was about sixteen, and in the middle of a growth spurt that had lengthened his bones, but had not yet given him enough muscle. At night, his legs ached and kept him awake, but he was glad for it, because he wanted to be tall. Pain was good. Pain was growth.


    Falcon got bored of glaring at Eli and started shoulder-punching the boy up front with him. “What are you waiting for? Get out the party favors, Crasher lover. Crasher baby.”


    “Shut up,” said the other boy, an amiable, athletic blond named Mike. According to gossip at the high school, Mike’s mother had disappeared a year earlier. She left a note, to say she hadn’t been kidnapped, and that they shouldn’t look for her. She said she was sorry.


    People did that sometimes.


    Before the Crashdown, people used to step in front of commuter trains, or take that big belly flop off a bridge—the kind that splits your clothes and skin on impact so your body disgorges its organs the way a woman dumps out the contents of her purse.


    Everyone knew about Mike’s mother, even though they never talked about it with him. She had made a list and gone to run her final errands. She returned some clothes she hadn’t worn, dropped off the mail, and then took the car to the garage for an oil change. The garage was near the Zone, and Mike’s mother finished her day’s errands by entering the Zone on foot. If she hadn’t been eaten within the first month, as many were, surely now she was one of them.


    Eli had almost forgotten about Mike’s mother—he liked Mike, and didn’t want to think about such an awful thing.


    But now he couldn’t stop thinking about Mike’s mother, making smalltalk with the mechanics at the garage, letting them be the last humans she spoke to, and not her family.


    Eli felt claustrophobic in the back of the car. Falcon turned left and then right with purpose. They weren’t cruising aimlessly, but heading for a planned destination.


    Silently, Eli came to the horrifying realization that tonight, the darkness would run deep.


    Either Mike didn’t know yet, or he was good at hiding it. He kept grinning, and shoulder-punched Falcon right back. He insulted Falcon’s face, his lineage, and even his car.


    As the two of them tousled, the car wandered crookedly along a garbage-strewn street, and the boys on either side of Eli joined in the fray, throwing insults and messing with each other’s hair.


    Mike opened the backpack he’d brought and handed out warm bottles of beer and leftover Halloween candy. Then he took out a single egg salad sandwich and ate it while everyone complained about the smell.


    Falcon didn’t say a word as he pulled up in front of a three-story building. He yanked the keys from the ignition dramatically, and the car coughed and bucked itself to sleep. Falcon liked to pretend the car itself was possessed, when in fact it had a faulty carburetor. That mechanical fact didn’t take away the excitement of the trick.


    “What are we doing here?” Eli asked. “You guys said we were just going to keep driving all night. Are you low on gas? I’ve got a few bucks on me.”


    Falcon ran his hand through his glossy black hair and eyed Eli through the rearview mirror. “Shut up, tattletale.”


    Eli replied, “If you don’t want a person to know you did something, you shouldn’t do it.”


    “A person?” Falcon spat. “You’re not a person, Eli Carter. You’re one of those vegetables they grow under glass. You’re a pumpkin. You’re not even real.”


    Mike, who was the closest thing to a friend that Eli had, turned back and sneered at Eli. “Pumpkin.” He laughed. “Good one.”


    Eli leaned forward to get a better look at the building they were parked in front of. It was an old one.


    At one time, this area had been the financial district, the business center of the city. Before that, it had been a residential district for the working class. Many of the stone apartment blocks that were the city’s oldest structures had been demolished to make way for office towers. The workers had to move further and further from the city.


    Ironically, the towers hadn’t lasted long at all, not compared to the buildings they’d replaced.


    Most of the towers were completely gone now, dismantled for parts or demolished because of liability issues. What remained along these once-great blocks were square holes in the earth where underground parking had been collapsed, plus a few tall buildings in rapid deterioration due to lack of maintenance, and stone or wood-frame structures like this one. These old buildings would sometimes burn, but they were spaced apart enough that fires remained isolated.


    The Zone wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t as awful as Eli had imagined.


    He’d never been inside the boundary before, because of the promise he’d made. Now, as the seconds ticked by, he felt the insanity of the Zone sinking in, and he felt worse and worse about breaking his promise.


    “Hey, why are we stopped?” Mike asked.


    “You’ll see,” Falcon said.


    Eli knew why they were stopped. He didn’t have any first-hand experience, but he wasn’t stupid. The building was, for lack of a better term, a bordello. Business had likely slowed since the fences went up and restricted visitors to foot traffic only, but the place seemed to be doing some business. The generators were running and the lights were on. Red lights.


    “I want to go home,” Eli said.


    Falcon pushed open his door, letting a damp chill rush into the vehicle.


    “Too bad, pumpkin,” Falcon said.


    Everyone else jumped out of the car. They huddled together at the building’s entrance, formulating their plan. Eli stayed where he was, in the car. They couldn’t make him go in there. He checked that the windows were closed, and locked all the doors.


    Through the glass, he heard Falcon yell, “Good idea, Eli! You stay with the car and keep an eye on the party favors.” He used rude hand gestures to make some suggestions for passing the time.


    Eli crossed his arms against the chill and slid down in the seat. He yawned theatrically and closed his eyes halfway, pretending to be on the way to a nap.


    He tilted up his chin and watched through his eyelashes as a female Crasher came out of the front door and approached the four boys. Their bravado seemed to disappear in her presence.


    To Eli, she looked like a half-dressed schoolteacher, surprised by a fire alarm on her way to her job. She wore a pencil skirt, mis-matched shoes, and no shirt over her black bra. He couldn’t hear her from inside the car, but she probably wasn’t saying much. Most Crashers didn’t speak. Their vocal cords remained intact, but the desire or ability to talk simply disappeared over time as they drifted away.


    She dug through a grocery bag Falcon handed her, then waved them into the building.


    For the next hour, Eli tried to sleep and tried to think about anything other than what was going on right in front of him. A few Crashers wandered by the car and looked in at the boy curiously, fondling the door’s handles before shuffling on.


    Eli did manage to fall asleep. He awoke with a start when the car’s door rattled. He swore at Falcon, sleepily assuming the boys were surrounding the car, but it was just another Crasher, who ran off at the sound of Eli cursing.


    Now Eli’s bladder was full, and the urge to return home was overwhelming. Still cursing Falcon, he swung open the car door and stomped up to the building’s door. It wasn’t locked, so he went right in.


    The foyer was full of garbage, but the stairs were clear enough to reveal swirling red carpet. He heard voices, and followed them up, all the way to the third floor. As he walked down the third floor hallway, he tried not to notice the way the entire building shook under his feet and swayed from side to side.


    One thing the Crashers liked to do was dismantle things, including walls. Structural walls.


    Eli walked slowly past closed doors, listening. One door opened just as he approached. Falcon appeared in the doorway. He wore jeans, but no shirt, and his torso gleamed with sweat. His body was wiry, his chest slightly concave, and dotted with hairs even blacker than the ones on his head.


    “Go get Mike for me,” Falcon ordered. He didn’t seem at all surprised to see Eli standing there.


    “I thought he was with you,” Eli replied.


    Falcon jerked his chin at the door across the hall. “He’s in there. Get him and haul him over here, or else.”


    “Or what?”


    Falcon glanced down meaningfully at something on his hip—the hilt of a knife protruding from a leather holster fixed to his belt.


    “Or I’ll open you up, pumpkin.” Falcon grinned maliciously. “I’ll yank out your pumpkin guts and turn you into something real.”


    Eli looked over Falcon’s gleaming biceps. He wasn’t scared so much as he was generally uneasy, and wanting to go home. Every hour in the Zone diminished brain function, and already his will to argue was slipping away.


    So, he knocked and then opened the door across the hall. Mike and the other two guys sat huddled together on a sofa with no feet, watching TV.


    Eli told Mike that Falcon wanted him across the hall, and then he led the boys over.


    Before he stepped into Falcon’s room, he knew what he was going to find. He hoped that the woman wouldn’t be Mike’s mother, but simply someone who looked like her.


    He hoped for that, but hoping never made anything true.


    When Mike saw the non-human entity that had once been his mother, naked and sweating on a filthy mattress next to Falcon, he dropped to his knees.


    Eli heard the sickening crack of those knees hitting the bare wood floor, and he would hear that sound over and over again for years. It would haunt him, along with what happened next.


    Mike threw the first punch. The other boys reacted in confusion. Hours spent within the Zone had already dulled their minds, and they began hitting each other, yelling over some months-old grudge.


    What passed for security in the building arrived and joined in the fray. Eli kept his head down, grabbed Falcon by the arm, and dragged him away. Falcon grabbed Mike, who grabbed one of the other boys, and so on. The five of them exited the building holding hands like little kids on a field trip.


    Falcon’s eyes were both swelling shut already. He couldn’t drive, and he couldn’t stop laughing. The sick bastard was having the time of his life.


    Eli took the keys and thought about leaving Falcon there, but he didn’t see how that would make anything better.


    Eli drove the car, and they left through the same hole in the fence where they’d come in. Eli was speeding, and nearly side-swiped a police cruiser. Eli didn’t have his driver’s license, or a good enough excuse for the officer who pulled them over.


    Five hours later, Eli was the last one left at the police station when Joseph Carter came to collect him.


    When he saw the look on his father’s face, Eli wished he had died that night in the Zone. It would have saved him the agony of seeing his father’s emotions.


    Anger.


    Disgust.


    Disappointment.


    





Chapter Fifteen
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    The kitchen conversation with Mr. Quentin had run its course. There was nothing left for Eli to do but take the old microwave down the hall.


    A shadow passed through the bright kitchen and flicked off in that direction. Eli, still clinging to the promise of science, attributed this shadow to the power of suggestion.


    He picked up the microwave easily this time, as if it weighed no more than a cardboard box of the same size.


    “This way,” Mr. Quentin said, shuffling ahead of him. He thoughtfully flicked on the hallway light along the way. They reached the linen closet and turned right, then went through a door Eli hadn’t noticed on the previous visit.


    The light in this room wouldn’t turn on, but there was enough light spilling in from the hall that Eli could find a desk. He nudged a few books to the side and set the microwave on the desk’s surface.


    Dust billowed into the air. This room was evidently long abandoned, and not part of the housekeeper’s routine.


    Eli’s fingertips stroked across the worn wood surface of the desk. There were deep gouges—carvings. He couldn’t see the marks, because they lay in the shadows, but his fingers swept back and forth.


    Eli found he could read the carved marks with his fingertips, and he was so intrigued, he didn’t question why.


    The deepest markings were a name.


    “Who’s Donald?” he asked Mr. Quentin.


    “My son.”


    A fierce coldness swept over Eli’s exposed skin, and then seeped through his clothes, chilling his blood. He looked around the dim room, with its rock band posters on the wall and a twin bed against the the corner. The bed was neatly made with dark linens, the corner of the blanket turned down invitingly, as if waiting for someone’s arrival.


    Eli’s adrenal glands issued the order to run, but he held still, the air around him too thick for moving through.


    “I’ve been waiting a long time,” Mr. Quentin said.


    Eli’s voice quivered. “For what?”


    The old man stood in the doorway, backlit, his face hidden in shadows. “I’ve been waiting for Donald to come home. But I don’t think he’s coming.”


    Green light filled the room. The microwave’s LED panel had come on.


    But that was impossible. Eli had only set the appliance on the desk. He hadn’t plugged it in.


    The panel flashed 12:00, and then it stopped.


    It came back on, scrolling a message: I NEED TO TALK TO YOU, DAD.


    Mr. Quentin seemed to sense a change in the room, and asked, “What is it?”


    A calm feeling washed over Eli. He was here for a reason, and now it was time for him to play his part.


    Eli said, “There’s a message for you. Should I read it?”


    There was a long pause, and then, “Please.”


    “I need to talk to you, Dad.”


    Mr. Quentin stood up taller in the doorway. “Donald?”


    Eli’s heart was pounding, and his ears were ringing, but those were just physical things. Above it all, he felt so calm. He was here, and also somewhere else. He continued to read the words, acting as a conduit for something he did not understand.


    “Dad, it was me who burned down the chicken shed.”


    At this, Mr. Quentin chuckled. “Donny, I knew that was you all along. I would have said as much, but you punished yourself more than I ever could have. I always did go easy on you and your sister. I went wrong more than I went right.”


    “You didn’t do anything wrong. We were the ones who screwed up. Mostly me.”


    “You did have a nose for trouble.”


    The panel was blank for a moment, then Eli continued reading the next string of letters, which was just one word: “Dad?”


    The reply came hesitantly. “Yes? You can tell me anything, Donny. I love you no matter what.”


    “Dad, I’m not going to come home.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “Something happened. It happened a long time ago, and that’s why I never returned your calls or answered your letters.”


    “I understand,” Mr. Quentin said. Softly, as an aside to Eli, he said, “What people say is true. Not knowing is the worst part.”


    “You have to stop waiting for me,” Donny said, through Eli’s mouth.


    “A father can never give up.”


    “Dad?” He sounded so young.


    “Yes?” He sounded so sad.


    “I am truly sorry for all the times I let you down, all the times I disappointed you.”


    “I’m not sorry at all, son. You weren’t always perfect, but whenever you did wrong, you knew it. You felt it, and you learned. That was how you learned to be a man.” His head nodded down, and he clutched the edge of the doorway for balance. “I know sometimes I was quick to anger, but no matter what you felt or thought you saw, I was never disappointed in you. You were only learning. Every day, I loved you more.”


    “I have to go, Dad.”


    “You’re not coming back?”


    “Please go. Move in with Danica and her family. You won’t be a burden, I promise. They need you as much as you need them.”


    “I don’t want to be any fuss.”


    “Dad, if you don’t go, I’ll make you go.”


    The light overhead, the one that had been burned out, crackled noisily and flashed the room in light before sizzling back off.


    “I guess that settles it,” Mr. Quentin said with a sigh.


    They were in darkness again.


    Donny stopped speaking, and crossed the room to the doorway.


    Eli crossed the room, somewhere else, toward his own father.


    I’m sorry I disappointed you.


    The son reached the father, and was swept into his arms.


    I was never disappointed in you. You were only learning. Every day, I loved you more.


    





Chapter Sixteen
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    Eli slept well that night, on Mr. Quentin’s well-worn sofa in the front room of the farmhouse.


    By the time they’d finished talking, it was well past Eli’s bedtime, and he’d already started to nod off just sitting on the sofa. Before he could put up too much fuss, he already had a fresh pillow laid out for his head, and a soft quilt pulled over him.


    Eli dreamed of a snowy white cat that glowed from within. He knew that wherever his father was, he was at peace.


    Eli finally understood the look he’d seen in his father’s eyes that night at the police station. It wasn’t disappointment or anger. It was just growing pains.
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    In the morning, Eli awoke to the scent of fresh coffee brewing.


    He found Mr. Quentin in the kitchen, cooking breakfast. Eli watched, fascinated, as the man cracked eggs and scrambled them by touch alone.


    “How do you know when they’re cooked?” he asked.


    Mr. Quentin smiled. “The texture, and the smell changes.” He served up the eggs with toast. “I haven’t made eggs in a long time, Eli. Most mornings, I don’t have any appetite. I usually force some cereal down around lunch time. Today is different. I’m hungry.”


    “I’m glad to hear that.” Eli took a sip of the coffee. He didn’t normally drink the stuff, but he didn’t want to be rude to his host. It tasted about how he expected. “Have you given any more thought to moving in with your daughter? I could give you a ride to the bus station, or the airport.”


    “Sure.”


    Eli munched on the toast, ignoring the fleck of green mold at the edge. He’d eaten mold before, and it hadn’t killed him.


    “I’ll leave you my phone number,” Eli said.


    “Sure.” Mr. Quentin consumed his breakfast in huge, ravenous bites. The food seemed to already be putting color in his cheeks.


    “Of course I don’t know how to poke all those braille dots,” Eli said lightheartedly. “I’d hate to think I was writing my phone number and it turns out to be a swear word or something.”


    Mr. Quentin laughed—a beautiful sound that filled the kitchen with life. When he stopped laughing, he wiped a tear from the edge of his eye.


    “Actually, if you don’t mind helping me put a suitcase together, I’ll leave with you today.”


    “Today? Sure. I guess so.” Eli felt the enormous weight of someone taking his suggestion seriously. He breathed deeply as it settled on his shoulders.


    He’d always wanted to help people, to make a difference in their lives. In high school, he’d had long talks with the career counselor about the path he might take in life.


    What Eli didn’t realize at the time was that being able to lie was a requirement for almost any career, and not just the ones with a bad reputation. He knew he couldn’t be a politician. That one was obvious. But it turned out many interesting careers that seemed honest enough also depended heavily on the ability to at least tell white lies, or exaggerate.


    Eli briefly toyed with the idea of becoming a psychologist, like his father, but his short stint as a peer counselor at the high school put a bullet in that dream.


    A cute girl named Heidi came to see him about some homework problems and time management issues. He’d been reading the DSM the night before, and diagnosed her with Borderline Personality Disorder on the spot. To her face.


    “That’s all I need,” she howled through her tears as she stormed out of the office.


    Eli regarded this as a therapeutic breakthrough. For a moment, he imagined an illustrious career ahead of him, as the tough-love psychologist who didn’t pull any punches. He’d be rich, maybe famous. He could license his life story for a TV series.


    Then Heidi’s parents contacted the school. Eli found out people didn’t want to be told what was wrong with them.


    “Psychiatry is a lie,” he angrily told the career counselor. “What is the value of the truth if nobody wants it?”


    The woman didn’t argue with him. “How do you feel about plumbing?”


    “What else is there?”


    She wrinkled her nose as she looked at the computer screen between them. “Surgeon?”


    The scar on Eli’s head began to itch.


    “No,” he said glumly.


    The woman shrugged. “Take some first-year classes, since your father’s got your tuition saved up. You’ll figure something out.” She put on a smile, looked him straight in the eye, and lied to him. “Plenty of people don’t know what they want to do when they begin college, but everything falls into place. You’ll see.”


    Eli left the career office that day with his head hung low. He could never be a career counselor, or a mortgage advisor, or a real estate agent. He could never tell people everything was going to be okay, because everything was not okay, and it never would be.


    “Orange juice?”


    Eli was startled out of his thoughts by Mr. Quentin offering him orange juice.


    He accepted the offer, and watched as the man poured him a glass, using one fingertip inside the glass to tell when it was full.


    Sunshine filled the kitchen.


    Happiness filled Eli’s heart.


    Maybe things weren’t okay, but life went on. The man across from him couldn’t see with his eyes, but he saw with his heart, and his fingertips.


    People lied to each other. Every day.


    But more often than not, they did it out of kindness, out of love.


    If everyone just agreed to pretend that everything was fine, maybe that created a new truth.


    Eli wanted to live in that new world.


    They finished breakfast and washed the dishes, even though Mr. Quentin wasn’t planning to come back. Eli wrote a note for the housekeeper, asking her to take away whatever food she wanted and throw out the rest.


    They located two suitcases, the buckles and zippers stiff from disuse. Eli packed the clothes while Mr. Quentin spoke to his daughter on the phone, making arrangements. The plane would leave that afternoon.


    Eli couldn’t hear the exact words she was saying, but she sounded overjoyed.


    After the packing was done, Eli led Mr. Quentin to the van, loaded up his suitcases, and drove him all the way to the airport.


    When they reached the terminal, Mr. Quentin insisted he could make the rest of the journey himself, but Eli wouldn’t hear of it.


    They checked the suitcases and did some shopping. With Eli’s assistance, Mr. Quentin purchased some stuffed animals to bring his grandchildren.


    When it was finally time for the two to part ways, Eli wanted to say he had dust in his eyes, but he couldn’t, so he only said goodbye.


    





Chapter Seventeen
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    Instead of returning to his apartment, Eli drove from the airport to the Ghost Hackers storefront. He rehearsed what he would say.


    Hello, Khan and Valentine. I have some information to add to Mr. Quentin’s file as an addendum.


    An addendum.


    Was that the right word? He didn’t know.


    To his disappointment, the door was locked and the interior was completely dark. There were no hours posted on the door, but it made sense they’d be closed on a Sunday.


    Eli turned to walk back to the van, but stopped when a black cat ran across his path and darted off down the street. He did a double-take. The cat turned into a puff of smoke and dissipated.


    Eli stared down the street, and thoughts of the diner came to mind. He was hungry for dinner, and he was almost certain he’d find Khan and Valentine there.


    He walked down the street, into the diner, and went straight to the booth where they were seated.


    They glanced up briefly, then turned their attention back to the papers on the table. Neither seemed surprised to see him there.


    Khan slid over on the red vinyl booth and patted the seat next to him.


    Eli took a seat. His grin was so wide, his face hurt. He was too excited to correctly say the line he had rehearsed.


    “Addendum,” he blurted out.


    Valentine smiled up at him, her pale green eyes crinkling at the edges with mirth. “Is that so?”


    Eli realized he was staring at Valentine, so he forced himself to turn and look at her brother. Khan was not nearly as interesting to look at, but his spiky bleached-white hair was intriguing. There was no tell-tale margin of brassy orange between the white and the dark roots. The hairs seemed to go from dark brown at the scalp, to gray, and then to white, as though the pigment faded to nothing when exposed to light.


    “How is Mr. Quentin?” Khan asked.


    “Gone,” Eli said.


    Khan winced and said gently, “He was kinda old.” He patted Eli on the shoulder. “There, there. Sometimes they slip away, but it’s to a better place, as long as it’s not a steel box.”


    “No, I mean he’s gone to the airport, to live with his daughter.” Eli licked his lips, drawing out the suspense. “He had a son. That’s what he didn’t tell us the first time around. And that’s why he wouldn’t leave the house. He was waiting for his son to come home.”


    Khan and Valentine exchanged a look.


    Valentine asked gently, “Did his son come home?”


    “Yes.” Eli nodded, beaming. “Well, he just popped in for a minute. I guess the microwave was possessed after all. Anyway, it was all very dramatic, and I was terrified, and then I wasn’t. The son just wanted to have a few last words. That was all.”


    Valentine’s eyebrows raised higher and higher, and her gaze darted between Eli and Khan.


    She leaned forward and whispered, “Eli, did the spirit take possession of your body?”


    A chill ran up Eli’s back. He shrugged it off. “I think so, but only for a minute. Mr. Quentin and I hugged. We had a moment. It was nice.”


    Khan snorted. “Nice.” He put both of his hands on Eli’s nearest shoulder and shoved him out of the booth. “There’s nothing nice about possession. We need to get you into the decontamination shower.”


    Eli staggered to his feet. “The what?”


    Khan said gravely, “We need to get you decontaminated like the devil eats cookies!”


    “The devil… what?”


    Khan shook his head. “The devil eats cookies fast, Eli. Fast.”


    Valentine jumped to her feet and started herding him toward the exit while Khan gathered their files and threw some folded bills on the table.


    As the three walked hurriedly back to the Ghost Hackers storefront, Eli began to feel unwell.


    He’d been contaminated.


    No wonder he’d felt so different all day. He was still possessed, and now Donny was inside his body, making himself at home, and rifling around in places he shouldn’t be.


    Eli fought the urge to retch. All of his insides felt wrong, and something terrible was happening to his consciousness. He was being pushed out, like those nights Brenda kicked him in her sleep and stole the bedcovers, sending him to the couch. Soon his body would no longer be his body.


    Bile came up the back of his throat. He coughed it up into his mouth. Taste that, Donny. This is what you get for trying to steal my body.


    The three of them rushed in through the door, and Eli charged back into the darkness, demanding to know where the decontamination shower was. He tripped over a chair and fell forward, catching the chair’s back in the solar plexus.


    Coughing up more bile, he wrestled with the chair in the dark until Khan and Valentine each grabbed him by one arm and helped him up.


    “Stay calm,” Valentine ordered.


    “Think happy thoughts,” Khan barked.


    “Happy thoughts,” Eli repeated.


    They dragged him into a dark room that echoed like it was covered in tiles.


    “Close your eyes,” Valentine instructed. “Don’t look in the mirror. Don’t look at yourself.”


    Eli clamped his eyes shut. A light went on, but he saw only the red of his eyelids. He tried to think happy thoughts.


    For one thing, he’d done a good deed. Mr. Quentin was on an airplane right now, on his way to better days. That made him happy.


    For another thing, he’d made it back to the Harts before it was too late for him. This ordeal wasn’t going to kill him. In fact, his body had never felt stronger. Once he had this decontamination shower and got Donny out, he was going to get a gym membership. He was going to be the biggest, toughest, strongest version of himself.


    His father would be even more proud.


    Something wet splashed down from above. Eli opened his mouth and roared.


    He still had his clothes on, because there hadn’t been time to get them off. The cold liquid felt good as it soaked his head and clothes. Refreshing.


    And then, after a few minutes, it was just cold.


    He kept his eyes shut and waited for further instructions. The decontamination shower had no scent, and felt exactly like regular water.


    “Um, guys?” he asked.


    “Let it all out, Eli.” Khan began slapping him on the back, the way you might assist someone who was choking. “Get out of there, spirit!”


    Now the water was really cold. Eli’s teeth began to chatter. He felt around inside himself and found no trace of Donny.


    Valentine giggled.


    Eli opened one eye and then the other. He was standing in an ordinary shower stall, in an ordinary bathroom. Valentine was leaning against the wall near the toilet, reading a magazine.


    “Feel better?” she asked.


    Khan gave him a final whack on the back. “All clear,” he pronounced.


    Eli stepped out of the ice cold spray.


    “This isn’t a decontamination shower,” he said.


    Khan twisted the handle and shut off the water.


    “We may have jumped the gun,” Khan said. “But look at it this way. You’ve already been initiated, so when you start work on Monday, you won’t have that hanging over your head.”


    Valentine closed her magazine and set it aside. “You are starting work Monday, aren’t you? We’ll match whatever you were making for the delivery company, plus perks.”


    Eli pulled the front of his shirt away from his body and twisted the fabric to squeeze out some of the water.


    “What perks?” he asked.


    The two looked at each other for a moment.


    “We’ll figure out something,” Khan replied. “How do you feel about space rabies?”


    Eli shook his head. “No, thanks.”


    “Is that no to the job offer?”


    Eli’s teeth chattered one last time, then his jaw relaxed. He looked from Khan’s face to Valentine’s. A week ago, he’d never heard of a ghost hacker, and now he had a job offer to become one.


    He thought of all the things he enjoyed about being a delivery driver.


    And then he thought of all the things he didn’t enjoy about being a delivery driver, which took a little longer.


    He considered how ticked off Brenda would be that she would no longer be his supervisor at home and at work.


    “Monday,” he mused. “What time do I start?”


    Khan handed him a towel.


    “Welcome to Ghost Hackers, my man.”

  


   


  



  


  
The Ghost Who Wasn't There


  Eli Carter & The Ghost Hackers Book #1



  



  



  Angela Pepper


  




Chapter One
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    Eli Carter drove home with the van’s heaters on high. It was a warm spring afternoon, not heater weather at all, but his clothes were soaked from the so-called decontamination shower.


    An hour earlier, Eli had accepted a job offer with Ghost Hackers, which was either an extermination business for infestations of a paranormal nature, or an appliance repair shop that dabbled in fraud.


    Although Eli had dealt with a para-electrical element named Donny the day before, and even been briefly possessed by the ghost, Eli wasn’t entirely sure he believed in ghosts.


    The microchip in Eli’s brain wouldn’t let him tell a lie to another person, but his brain was very good at pulling Eli’s leg, so to speak. It kept coming up with alternate explanations for paranormal things he’d experienced. Maybe ghosts weren’t real, and he’d been hallucinating for days.


    Eli nervously tapped on the steering wheel. If he wasn’t sure about this new job he’d accepted, how would he ever sell his girlfriend on it?


    He arrived home at sunset, parked his delivery van in the assigned spot, and stepped out into the chill of the underground parking lot. Six floors down, the air was so cool that a ghostly fog floated up from his damp body as he walked to the elevator.


    His wet jeans chafed painfully against his legs, making Eli feel terrible for soldiers. Whenever he had some small discomfort, such as a hangnail or stubbed toe, Eli would think of soldiers in the battlefield, and how much worse they had to endure. This didn’t make him feel better about getting to live his comfortable life. It only made him feel soft and weak.


    His posture slumped on the elevator ride up to the fourth-floor apartment he shared with his girlfriend, Brenda. She was the one who’d gotten him his decent-paying job at the delivery company, and she was not going to be happy to learn he was resigning to work for an appliance repair shop that possibly dabbled in fraud.


    Eli opened the door to the apartment and braced himself for battle. Tiny little redheaded Brenda didn’t look that tough, but she knew how to apply pressure. More than once, she’d threatened to use a fork or knife to drill into Eli’s head and dig around for his alleged—according to her—microchip.


    The truth was, Brenda was more bark than bite. She had punched him in the face once, but in a groggy state, half asleep. Eli had technically started it by accidentally dropping his elbow on her nose, and she’d only been reacting in her sleep when she gave him a black eye with her tiny fist. Eli was not a battered boyfriend. Badgered, sure, but not battered.


    He stepped into the apartment and prepared for a round with his little badger. He found her in the corner they called a kitchen, even though it wasn’t much of a kitchen. She had her strawberry blond-red hair up in a loose bun, and she wore a pink striped apron over a dress. She looked like a spokesmodel for apple pie.


    Eli’s jaw dropped. “Brenda, what’s going on?”


    She put her hand on her hip and gave him a coy look, batting her darkly-coated eyelashes. “Dinner’s ready.” She pulled an aluminum loaf pan from the large toaster oven they used for cooking.


    Eli swallowed hard and eyed the brown thing in the pan. Surely she was testing him, with another lentil loaf. The last one hadn’t killed him, but this one would.


    “Why does it smell so good?” he asked.


    Her eyes narrowed in warning. “I’m trying to be nice, so don’t ruin it.”


    He excused himself to get changed out of his damp clothes. His plans for breaking the job news to her needed more refinement. And maybe alcohol.


    In the bedroom, he chose a pair of sweatpants—all the better to accommodate the swelling of his digestive system as it tried to assimilate the horrors of a loaf made of lentils.


    Something was weird, though. His mouth was watering. He inhaled deeply and walked back out to take his seat at the table where they ate. This loaf didn’t smell at all like Brenda’s cooking. It smelled like food.


    “How was your day?” he asked tentatively.


    She sat down across from him and said, very plainly, “I missed you last night. Did you miss me?”


    Eli had spent the previous night on someone’s sofa, after facilitating a reunion between a father and his deceased son. He’d been in contact with Brenda by phone throughout the weekend, but he hadn’t thought about whether or not he’d missed her.


    “I didn’t not miss you,” he answered.


    “Oh, Eli.” She rolled her eyes. “I missed you so much, I made you real meatloaf, with dead cow in it.”


    “I thought I smelled dead cow. It smells really good.”


    She whispered, “There’s chutney, but it’s on the side. It’s optional.”


    “Optional,” he repeated, his voice thick and deep in his chest like a growl.


    “I really missed you,” she said.


    Eli smiled at this. Two nights away from each other, and she was sweeter than shortcake.


    He leaned to the side and looked at her bare legs sticking out from under the flower-covered dress. He did love those pale legs of hers, and the rest of her. Brenda was a ferocious little badger, but she was his ferocious little badger.


    “Did you really see a ghost?” she asked.


    “I didn’t see him so much as I felt him.” He pulled his gaze away from Brenda’s wonderful legs and turned to the equally wonderful loaf of dead cow. “It could have been the power of suggestion,” he explained, “but whatever happened, it felt real. I swear I was reading text messages off the panel of the old man’s microwave, and then the words were just in my head, coming out of my mouth. Donny wanted his father to stop waiting for him to come back to the farmhouse. Or… maybe that was what I imagined. I could have looked around the room, felt the name carved into the desk, and figured out the rest.”


    Brenda added some salad to Eli’s plate. He shoveled down the meatloaf rapidly. Usually, he would eat the salad first and save the best for last, but there was no holding back tonight. The dead cow meatloaf was so good. He looked up at Brenda, at her familiar, pale blue eyes. She really did have pretty eyes, especially right now, because the lighting was… different?


    Eli blinked and looked around the apartment. All the lights were out, and they were eating by the glow of a dozen candles. He hadn’t noticed when he’d walked in.


    “Candles,” he said.


    Brenda smirked. “Honestly, Eli, I could dye my hair blue and trade all the furniture with the neighbors, and you wouldn’t notice for days.”


    He turned in his chair and eyed the living room furniture with suspicion. “Where did that chair come from?” he demanded.


    “That’s your chair. I just tidied up and put new covers on the throw pillows.”


    “Oh.” He returned to his meatloaf for two bites, then whipped his head around to give the chair another suspicious look. The chair looked weird. But he couldn’t think of what it was supposed to look like.


    Brenda snapped her fingers to get his attention. “Hey, you left out all the good parts of your story. What happened to Donny, the old guy’s son? How did he die?”


    “I don’t kn—” Eli’s voice caught in his throat, the way it did when he tried to say something that wasn’t true.


    A warm sensation tickled over his skin, followed by a chill that made him shudder at the rapid temperature shift. The ghost of Donny had been inside his body for only a few minutes, but something remained. A residue.


    Eli hadn’t noticed the residue until that very moment. Now there were things in his head that didn’t belong to him. He did know how Donny died. He felt it happen, felt the bullets burn through his knee, his guts, and then his lungs.


    Eli pulled back from the pain, and pulled back through time, to the day before Donny got shot.


    The feeling that was both hot and cold kept pulsing through Eli, and the only thing that calmed it down was talking. He began to tell Brenda about Donny, and the words flowed from him easily. The simpler he told the story, the more real it became.


    Donny and a pretty girl had shared a room in a decrepit boarding house. He loved the girl. She loved him, but she loved drugs more. She always promised she’d go to rehab, if only they had the money.


    One day, Donny decided to show her how much he loved her. He told her to wait in the room for him, and he would return with all the money they needed to make their dreams come true.


    She kissed him goodbye, a sad look in her eyes.


    He prowled the neighborhood and found a gas station to rob. He borrowed a gun from another guy at the boarding house, in exchange for a share of the robbery proceeds.


    He took the gun and did what he felt he needed to do.


    With cash stuffed in his pockets, Donny returned to the room at the boarding house. He arrived fourteen minutes before the police, but he didn’t know that. He didn’t know he was about to die.


    His hands were shaking as he got out the key for the room. He was happy. Nobody had gotten hurt at the gas station. He had the money. Life was good. They were going to get cleaned up in rehab, then he would take her to see the farm where he grew up. They’d stay there with his dad until they were ready to start their life over.


    With a shaking hand, he opened the door, stepped one foot inside the dim room, and saw the love of his life slumped over limply, the needle at her side. Her eyes were open, but the wrong kind of open. He screamed down the hallway for someone to get help. Maybe he screamed words, or maybe he just screamed.


    He left the door ajar, and ran to her side. His training kicked in, and he tried to bring his pretty girlfriend back to life. He’d taken lifeguard training years earlier. Now he let his tears blur his eyes so he could pretend it was the practice dummy he was working on.


    She was cold, her face drained of color, but he kept working. He would keep doing compressions until he collapsed, or so he told himself. When someone banged at the doorway to the room, he yelled for them to come in.


    The men who came in were police, not the medical assistance he’d been hoping for. They were on high alert, weapons drawn. Donny remembered the gun he still had tucked into the back of his jeans. He reached for the gun.


    They told him to freeze.


    He knew what would happen next. He knew.


    His beautiful love was already gone, and his lips were cold from hers.


    He knew what would happen, so he stood and faced the police. He reached for the gun, which wasn’t even loaded, and turned it on them.


    The bullets stung and burned, but not for long.


    And then Donny was a ghost. Time passed. He couldn’t find her. He looked everywhere. He lost her name. He lost her face. But he still felt her, like a hole in his soul. Sometimes he forgot what or who he was looking for, but he kept looking.


    More time passed. Donny forgot he was a ghost. He tried to flag down taxis, tried to eat at restaurants. Everyone was so rude. He held onto hope that when he found the pretty girl he was looking for, she would understand.


    More time passed, and he finally got a call from her. She told him she’d followed his directions, and she was at the farm. Where he’d grown up. His father needed him, she said. The old man was just as stubborn as Donny, and he wouldn’t listen to her. He pretended he couldn’t see her, couldn’t hear her.


    Donny went to the farmhouse, where he was reunited with his love. She’d forgotten her own name, and they laughed and held each other and didn’t care about things like names.


    She teased him about the posters on the walls of his childhood room, and laughed over how he’d carved his name into his desk a dozen times. He said the desk needed one more carving. He worked for months, etching the name he now called her, Pretty, next to his on the desk. He joined the two names by surrounding them with a heart.


    The carving took ages, because he had to concentrate so hard to move a physical object. Some days he felt like he was going mad, especially when he forgot who he was.


    His father still wouldn’t budge from the farmhouse.


    It was Donny’s girlfriend who figured out how to send messages through the appliances. They worked together, trying to get the attention of the housekeeper, but she was too scared to listen.


    They’d nearly given up on helping the old man when Khan and Eli showed up. Then… Eli knew the rest. And now he knew it from all angles. He felt Donny’s frustration, anger, and longing. He felt his joy at being able to communicate with his father after so many years, and how it felt to say goodbye.


    Eli felt what it meant to be dead, and from that, what it meant to be alive.


    





Chapter Two
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    Someone sniffed. Brenda was crying.


    The fog in Eli’s head lifted, and he saw her, mascara-darkened tears spilling down her pale cheeks.


    “That’s so beautiful,” she said.


    He picked up a napkin and reached across the table to catch her tears. Tonight was not going at all how he’d expected.


    “Brenda, he never told me those things. It’s all in my head now.” He rubbed his temples. “This is so crazy.”


    “I think it’s amazing. You just told me… all that stuff… and I didn’t have to drag it out of you one piece at a time. You’re finally coming out of your shell.”


    He gave her a suspicious look. First the meatloaf, now the flattery. What was Brenda hiding? Had she thrown out a stack of his comic books to make room for more plastic boxes?


    His pulse rate sped up. Had she discovered the ring he kept hidden in the secret compartment behind the bathroom mirror? A drop of sweat ran down the edge of his forehead.


    “This ghost experience you had is a good thing,” she concluded. “I just wish it hadn’t been so sad, with Donny’s girlfriend leaving him like that.”


    “She didn’t leave. She died of a drug overdose. It was ironic, I think, because it was the day before she was going to get clean.”


    Brenda blinked and gave Eli a look—the schoolteacher look she got sometimes, when she knew something and was hoping to beam it into Eli’s head so he could think it was his own idea.


    “Think about it,” she said.


    “The whole thing is sad. I don’t want to think about it anymore.” He rubbed his scalp vigorously, as though a massage might help push away these new memories.


    Brenda rose from her chair and came over to sit on Eli’s lap. She pulled his hands from his head, and then smoothed down his hair.


    Her cool fingers felt good against his skin.


    “Donny’s girlfriend didn’t want to go to rehab,” Brenda explained. “It wasn’t an accident.”


    A wave of sorrow rose inside Eli. She was right. Donny had known it as well, and the truth ran beneath the memories.


    The truth hit Eli hard. Not every tragedy is decided by fate. Sometimes humans are their own creators and destroyers. The sorrow filled Eli and spilled over. He nodded forward and rested his cheek against Brenda’s shoulder.


    She wrapped her arms around his neck and rocked him. The world washed over both of them. He took her hand and kissed the jagged scars on her wrist. She kissed the top of his head.


    “I’m sorry,” she said.


    Eli knew she wasn’t apologizing for kicking him in the kidneys the other day, or for any of the mean things she’d said to him during the week.


    She continued in a whisper, “I wish I didn’t understand these things.”


    “Don’t be sorry,” he said. “We’re not like them. Not like Donny and his girlfriend. Our story isn’t a tragedy.”


    “Not yet.” She sniffed.


    “Not ever, because I’m your big, strong Eli, and you can’t get enough of me.”


    Her sniff turned into a giggle. She massaged his upper arms. “You do feel stronger today. Did you work out?”


    He flexed his biceps. “You like that?”


    He hadn’t worked out, except for two nights of fighting for his life against the alleged cat wraith.


    “Such big muscles,” she cooed.


    Eli flexed again. He did feel stronger.


    Brenda dried her tears and leaned in to lick the side of his neck, from his shirt collar to his earlobe.


    “I missed you,” she whispered.


    He looked into her cool blue eyes. “Did that demon thing come around on Saturday night? The cat wraith?”


    “No.” She looked alarmed. “Is it real?”


    “I don’t know,” he said, because he really didn’t. “Maybe we should set up a camera in the bedroom, to see if we can catch any action on video.”


    She gave him a playful look. “You naughty boy.”


    “Not like that.” He chuckled. “I meant—”


    He was cut off by Brenda’s lips against his. They kissed, and he ran his hands down and then up her bare legs. He stood from the chair, and she squealed and clung to him, wrapping her legs around his waist.


    The talk of other people’s tragedies infused their kissing with loss and urgency.


    Eli carried Brenda down the hallway to the bedroom, where they lit a fire bright enough to keep away the darkness for one more night.


    





Chapter Three
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    The cat wraith returned before dawn.


    It had been chasing rats in the nearby alleys for hours, and was played out, ready to come home.


    Eli and Brenda both looked so appealing in their blissful slumber, like two soft dumplings on top of a delicious stew.


    The cat wraith sniffed them as it circled the bed, feet tick-ticking on the floor. The taste of rat was still in its mouth, along with bone fragments. After a moment, it slithered under the bed, where it found something fragrant between the plastic bins—Eli’s socks. The cat wraith breathed deeply, taking in the delicious perfume and purring.


    Suddenly, something wasn’t right. One of the rats must have been poisoned. It wasn’t digesting, and nausea came, along with bad memories.


    The cold cage.


    The box.


    Darkness, but not the good kind.


    The wraith shifted through smoke and into the form of a house cat. It coughed, then went hurk-hurk and vomited. The partially-digested rat remains landed on top of Eli’s wonderful sock. Now the sock was icky. Yuck.


    The cat squeezed back out between the plastic bins and padded over to the side of the bed. It jumped up on Brenda’s side. As it looked upon her face through feline eyes, it remembered loved ones. Once upon a time, it had been a he, and he had been loved.


    He had been loved by a human girl, and kissed on the shiny black nose, and he had been the luckiest kitty. That was either before or after he had been a god in Egypt. He couldn’t remember the timeline, but being a kitty and being a god had both been good.


    He rubbed the top of his silky black forehead against Brenda’s chin, and then told her his name, from when he’d been worshiped by Egyptians.


    She scarcely stirred in her sleep, but she heard him.


    The cat walked over her chest to Eli, and gave him a sniff. This human’s head didn’t smell nearly as good as his socks. The visible pulse in the human’s neck gave him pause.


    He considered his options for play. Strangulation?


    Nah.


    Eli was a fun toy, but the cat wraith was played out. He curled up at the foot of the bed, where he slept soundly. In the morning, when the curtains opened on their timer, he had a delicious stretch with pointed toes, then turned into smoke and dissipated.


    * * *


    Eli turned off the clock’s alarm and rubbed his eyes. The room was bright, and the curtains were already open. Either Brenda had adjusted the timer on the curtains so they opened before the alarm sounded, as intended, or the alarm clock was losing time at a greater rate than the curtain timer.


    Eli assumed the former, and didn’t even consider the latter, because he knew nothing about para-electrical elements and how they affected their electronics-based surroundings. Few people did.


    “The cat was here,” Brenda murmured sleepily.


    Eli checked his throat for bruising or tenderness. He detected no signs of recent strangling.


    “Are you sure?” He sat up and looked down at Brenda with concern. “Did it hurt you? I’ll tell Khan about it and ask him to do something.”


    She smiled. “His name is Monty, and I think we should keep him.”


    Eli spotted something at the foot of the bed. He leaned forward and stared in disbelief at the fine, black hairs visible on the white duvet cover.


    “We shouldn’t have left that window open in the living room,” he said. “A cat must have come up the fire escape.” He picked up one of the hairs and examined it. He’d never had a cat, but he was fairly certain the hair between his fingers was that of a cat.


    He glanced around the room for something to put the hair in, like an envelope. When he turned back to the hair, it was gone from his fingers. There was nothing on the duvet cover, either.


    Eli cursed softly under his breath and started searching the covers for more fur.


    “Are you feeling okay?” Brenda asked.


    “Did you really see a cat, or are you pulling my leg? And why would you say his name is Monty? Was he wearing a collar with a tag?”


    Brenda stretched and combed her fingers through her tangled, pale red hair. “No collar. He just told me. I can’t explain. It was like a dream, but not a dream. He curled up at the foot of the bed and had a nap, because he was tired from chasing rats.” She rubbed the top of her eyelids, careful not to disturb the thick coating of mascara she wore on her eyelashes at all times, even to sleep. “I think he threw up under the bed.”


    Eli climbed out of the bed and took two steps back, away from Brenda. “A demon ghost threw up underneath our bed? You’re talking crazy.”


    She shrugged. “You’re the one who got possessed. I don’t know why you can’t believe this.”


    He looked at the spot on the bed where he’d seen the fur. It was on Brenda’s side, below her feet.


    Something clicked in his head.


    He decided something.


    Fine, cat wraiths are real.


    And from that moment on, he wouldn’t try to explain away the existence of Monty. The cat wraith was no longer an alleged cat wraith, and it was not a hallucination from mysterious business-card powder or all-natural sleeping pills.


    Along with becoming a believer in cat wraiths, Eli received an unexpected bonus gift.


    Jealousy.


    “He talked to you?” Eli asked.


    “Yes. He told me his name, and then he curled up with his nose in his tail, right at my feet. So cute. So! Cute!”


    “That traitor. He was my ghost. Mine. Not yours, Brenda. Mine.”


    Brenda’s thin red eyebrows pushed together.


    “You’re doing it again,” she said.


    His face twitched. He wanted to stomp his foot. He really did. But he was thirty, or thereabouts. Throwing a tantrum was not appropriate, and he knew it, but he still had all the emotions.


    “Take a deep breath,” she said.


    He was in an emotional freefall. Why couldn’t he have anything to himself?


    “Monty’s your cat, too,” Brenda said soothingly.


    Eli grumbled, and then he shook out his hands, which had been clenched.


    “Fine. We’ll share him,” he said. “But if he starts acting up, we’re getting an exorcism.”


    Brenda got up and began smoothing out the bed covers. Chuckling, she said, “This is our life now. We’re just an ordinary couple, with a ghost cat.”


    Eli winced. There was something he’d been meaning to tell her the night before, but hadn’t. Brenda would probably murder him on the spot when he told her about his new career.


    “About that whole ordinary-couple thing,” he said.


    “Yes?” She looked hopeful.


    Eli winced again and looked around the room for blunt objects that might be embedded in his skull in the next minute or so. He didn’t like the look of the glass candle-holders on the dresser near Brenda. They could do some damage.


    Just to be safe, he walked back over to the bed, picked up a pillow, and handed it to her.


    “What are you doing?” She was smiling, baring her pointy teeth. Eli’s stomach made the sound it usually did when it was trying to digest one of her jam-covered lentil loafs.


    He closed his eyes and blurted out, “I actually accepted a job working for that guy, Khan. I’m supposed to start today.”


    She didn’t say anything. Eyes closed, he braced himself for a bashing-by-pillow.


    Nothing happened.


    “But you have to work today. On your route.” Brenda’s voice was calm and careful.


    He slowly opened his eyes. “You can reschedule everyone, can’t you? I’ve seen you do it in five seconds flat. Please, Brenda. I really want this. I’ll do anything else you want. We can go to that new store that’s just closet organizers and containers. We can pack a lunch and shop the whole day.”


    She tipped her head to the side and looked at him with an expression he’d never seen before. Eli’s imagination worked at double time. This was the calm before the storm. She was powering up, plotting something. His eyes flicked between Brenda and the glass candle-holders.


    “I should have told you sooner,” Eli said. “But you have been encouraging me to think creatively about my career. This ghost thing is almost certainly a terrible idea, but it sure is interesting, don’t you think?”


    Brenda swished her pursed lips from side to side, then said, “When I said think creatively, I meant applying for a management position.”


    He fidgeted wildly at the suggestion of a desk job, his hands fluttering at his sides like spooked chickens.


    Desk job? Being cooped up inside an office all day? No way. Not even for three times the pay. He had to be out and about, going from place to place, and solving puzzles, even if they were easy puzzles, like packing different-sized parcels into the back of the van efficiently.


    Carefully, he said, “We both know I’m not management material.”


    She set the pillow down on the bed, then slowly walked around the bed, toward him. She brought up her small hands, her arms stretched out toward his throat.


    Ah, so it was just a little strangulation. Eli could handle that. He closed his eyes and braced himself for throttling.


    What happened next confused him.


    Brenda wrapped her arms around his neck tenderly. She clung to him, her face against his neck.


    “I’m so proud of you,” she said.


    His eyes flew open. “What?”


    She squeezed him tighter. “You’re my big, strong ghost hunter.”


    “Ghost hacker.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    “Mostly trademark, or licensing. I’m not sure.”


    “My big, strong ghost hacker.” She kept hugging him, which he liked.


    When she finally pulled away, they sat on the bed to work out the logistical details. Brenda got her tablet and was able to change some routes around.


    “You can always come back,” she said.


    “I don’t want to bring people their boxes anymore.”


    “You’re so stubborn.”


    “I want to do something cool with my life.”


    “Are you sure it’s this?”


    Eli paused. “I don’t know. What’s the worst that could happen?”


    “You could get possessed by ghosts and go insane.” She smirked. “More insane.”


    “Brenda, I’m not crazy.”


    “Right. You just have a microchip implanted in your brain.” She rolled her eyes.


    “That’s quirky, not crazy.”


    She patted him on the back. “You certainly are an original, Eli Carter.”


    He chuckled. “They made me, then threw away the mold.”


    Brenda looked down at the shapes on her tablet screen and flicked some schedules around.


    “I’m happy for you,” she said quietly. “And I’m proud of you. I hope you have fun today.”


    Eli didn’t know how to respond to Brenda’s surprisingly positive reaction. He’d always suspected she had a special sense for detecting when he was having fun, so she could squash that fun. He got an ominous feeling. If you were wrong about people in the past, you were going to be wrong in the future.


    Brenda announced the time and said, “You’d better hit the shower. Actually, no. Just get dressed. You don’t have time for a shower.”


    “I’ll hurry,” he said. “One-minute shower.”


    “But you’re incapable.”


    “Set a timer!”


    He backed out of the bedroom, his eyes on the clock. If he had a sixty-second shower, and then hit mostly green lights, he could drop off Brenda on time.


    He jumped into the shower, intending to keep it really short—a thirty-second shower, to stay on the safe side. But the water was hot and really enjoyable, so he extended it to the full minute. Oh, but he had to shampoo his hair, so he needed to add on a minute for that. You can’t show up for your new job with oily hair.


    Had it even been a full minute already? He tried counting the seconds in his head, but kept getting distracted and having to start over.


    Nine and a half minutes passed, but Eli convinced himself he’d been counting fast, and it was more like five, which wasn’t unreasonable for a shower. He would just have to drive really fast.


    The hot water felt so good.


    One more minute.


    Finally, after thirteen minutes and four seconds, he turned off the water and rushed around in a mad panic, getting ready.


    He’d meant to wear something smart yet casual for his first day at Ghost Hackers, but force of habit made him reach for his delivery uniform. He put on the polyester shorts and dorky shirt without noticing.


    





Chapter Four
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    Eli parked his van in front of Ghost Hackers, then sprinted up to the door. The shop was dark, but the door was unlocked.


    The phone on the desk at the back was ringing.


    Eli’s new boss, Khan Hart, strolled toward the phone. Khan was about thirty, muscular, and cool as hell, with dark eyebrows and bleached-white hair.


    Despite this, he answered the phone with a polite, meek voice. “Thank you for calling the original Ghost Hackers, where customer service is our passion. How may I help you?”


    Eli chuckled to himself and listened as his new boss asked the potential customer a number of questions, punctuated by nerdy chuckles.


    Khan paced as he talked, a long coiled phone cord acting as his tether to the call. He picked up a stapler and shot staples into a garbage bin.


    Eli stood on the customer side of the counter, unsure about crossing over.


    “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” Khan said into the phone apologetically, “but what you’re describing sounds serious. Two of them? Gosh. Two poltergeists. Would you be satisfied if we just scared off the biggest one?”


    Khan turned to wave at Eli. He held the phone to his ear with one shoulder while he beckoned for Eli to push through the gate at the front counter and come back.


    Eli stepped through, glancing around for signs of Khan’s sister, Valentine. The shop was narrow and deep, somewhat open at the front, then progressively more labyrinthine as he went deeper. He heard the sounds of movement, and caught a glimpse of someone with a brown ponytail, clanging around in what appeared to be a workshop.


    Khan kept talking on the phone, so Eli walked over to the doorway to the workshop. Unlike the front of the shop, which held shelves of old household appliances ready for sale, this room held the same things, but in a dismantled state.


    Valentine huddled over a workbench, examining a circuit board through a magnification lens. Her brown ponytail swung with the slight movements of her head.


    Eli took two tentative steps into the workshop, cleared his throat and asked, “Is that—”


    He didn’t get to finish asking his question, because Valentine startled at his voice, the sudden movement of her arm knocking a mug to the concrete floor.


    Eli apologized and ran into the room to help clean up the spill on the floor. He didn’t have any towels, though, nor were there any in sight. What he did do was make the spill worse by trampling through it.


    “Oops,” he said, stepping through the spill a third time.


    Valentine didn’t seem upset about the broken mug. She stared at him with an amused expression.


    “You must have quiet energy,” she said. “Not many people can sneak up on me like that.”


    Eli pointed to his feet. “These shoes are very quiet. People don’t find me quiet, though. I drum a lot.” He demonstrated by tapping on the counter with two fingers. “Like this.” He kept drumming until the social awkwardness reached a crescendo and he stopped. He put his hands in his pockets.


    Valentine sat on a tall stool—the rotating kind—and she spun around to get something from the table behind her. She grabbed a tool the size and shape of a potato peeler. She swiveled back and waved the tool up and down between them, as though scanning Eli.


    “What’s that?” Eli asked. “Khan used something like that back at the farmhouse. Ooh, blinky lights. What does that mean? Can I touch it?”


    Valentine studied the tool in her hand as it pulsed with multicolored flashes of light.


    “Interesting,” she said.


    “What did you do? What’s so interesting? Can I try?”


    She set the tool back on the work surface without any explanation.


    Eli really wanted to play with the scanner. His fingers started drumming inside his pockets. He walked through the spilled drink a few more times.


    Valentine went back to her work, ignoring him.


    He listened to Khan, on the other side of the doorway, finishing his scam.


    Khan said meekly, “Listen, my boss is away today, so I’m going to do you a favor. I know a guy. He’s the real deal, a necromancer slash exorcist. I’ll give you his number, but I’ve got to warn you. Only call if you’re desperate, and it’s your last resort, because he won’t be cheap. And he only takes cash. That’s not a problem, is it?”


    Eli listened to Khan pacing while he waited for the potential client’s response.


    “I could never do that,” Valentine commented to Eli.


    “Me, neither. Your brother’s a real pro.”


    “He’s a pro all right.”


    She pulled on a pair of safety glasses and reached for a tool that resembled a woman’s curling iron. Eli remembered the tool from high school. It was a soldering iron, for melting beads of metal on circuit boards.


    Now she was looking around for something. She glanced over Eli, then at the shelves beside him, then the pile of circuit boards and housings across the workbench, then over to a pile of parts on the other side of her.


    Eli smiled. She had the soldering iron in hand, so of course she was looking for the soldering wire. A spool of it was right in front of her, practically touching her left hand.


    He stepped forward, crunching through the spilled tea and broken mug yet again, then reached out and tapped on the spool of soldering wire. “Your wire is right here,” he said.


    Instead of picking up the spool to do her work, Valentine set down the iron and pulled off the safety glasses.


    “I knew it,” she said. “You have very high intuition readings.”


    “That was a test,” he said, proud of himself for catching on.


    Valentine’s pretty lips curled up in a crooked smile. The warmth went all the way up to her eyes, which were a softer, lovelier version of Khan’s green eyes.


    “What does it all mean?” he asked.


    “You see things other people don’t.”


    Eli snorted in disagreement. He’d spent twenty minutes the night before examining the brown recliner in the living room, trying to figure out if it was the same one that had been there since he’d moved in with Brenda, or if she was playing a trick on him.


    “Your scanner must be broken,” he said. “I’m clueless about noticing things. It drives my girlfriend crazy, because I can’t tell if she’s wearing a new dress or got her hair cut.”


    “But that stuff doesn’t matter.”


    Eli laughed. “Could you write that out on an official girl note for me?”


    Valentine smiled. “An official girl note? You are so kooky.”


    Eli bobbed his head happily. He was feeling very pleased with himself. First, he’d passed the test by being intuitive and helpful, and now he’d made a stellar joke about girls writing notes to each other to excuse typical guy behavior on a case-by-case basis. Plus, he’d mentioned his girlfriend, so now he wouldn’t have to feel so guilty about looking at Valentine, with her pink shirt and red zip-up hoodie over her nice curves.


    Eli stopped laughing abruptly and turned his head away. Looking at Valentine’s nice curves was not okay.


    He quickly exited the room, muttering about getting some paper towels for the spilled tea.


    Khan was still on the phone, pacing and pinching the spot between his dark eyebrows. As he listened to the caller, he jutted out his square jaw and tipped his head from side to side, stretching his muscular neck.


    Eli surreptitiously glanced down at his own biceps while flexing. He would have to hit the gym so he wouldn’t look too scrawny next to Khan. He would start on that magical day everything begins: tomorrow.


    Khan’s polite voice was starting to crack at the edges with annoyance. “Sir, did you find that pen and paper yet?” He glanced over to Eli and pretended to shoot himself.


    Eli chuckled softly and took a seat on the middle step of a wooden stepladder. He had been on his way to the store’s kitchenette to get paper towels, but that task was long forgotten. Now he watched Khan shoot staples into the garbage. Khan had good aim. Eli’s thoughts wandered to a daydream about taking up target practice.


    Eli’s mind could wander surprisingly far, considering it was attached to his spinal column. The thing about Eli’s mind was it could do amazing things, just not for very long. He had the capacity to be profoundly gifted in a number of subjects, but his teachers all agreed he didn’t apply himself.


    Apply himself.


    What did that even mean, anyway? Apply was something you did with paint or sunscreen or other liquids. Whenever Eli read that phrase, Eli does not apply himself, on his evaluation slips, he always imagined himself piercing the skin of his fingertips and bleeding all over his homework until it was covered in applied Eli. That was pretty much how homework felt to him, anyway.


    Khan hung up the heavy vintage phone with a clatter.


    “You’d think it would get easier with practice,” Khan said.


    “I thought you did a great job,” Eli replied. “For a moment, I was a little scared about coming into contact with this exorcist guy, until I remembered it was you.”


    Khan gave him a sideways look, one eyebrow raised. No wonder Khan was so cool. He could move his eyebrows independently. That made anyone ten percent cooler.


    “And I don’t scare you?” The pitch of his voice had completely changed from the nerdy-sounding tone he’d used on the incoming phone call on the land line. “I’m a practitioner of the dark arts.” His voice was low and menacing, and his dark green eyes seemed to flicker with an internal fire.


    Eli swallowed hard. “You scare me sometimes.”


    “Good,” Khan growled. “Because I am one bad-to-the-bone necromancer.” He grabbed a bright yellow mug from the desk and nodded for Eli to follow him. “Let’s make some Happy Tummy tea and plan today’s attack.”


    Eli jumped to his feet, making the ladder rattle. “Yes, sir!”


    The kitchenette lay beyond the enclosed workshop area where Valentine was still working. Beyond that, another door led to the washroom where Eli had been initiated the day before with an ice-cold shower.


    Khan pulled a box of teabags from the cupboard. To Eli’s surprise, it really was Happy Tummy tea, and he hadn’t mis-heard a moment earlier. The tea appeared to be a chamomile and mint blend, along with some other herbs that aided digestion. Khan didn’t ask if Eli wanted any; he just rinsed out another mug and filled the kettle with water for two.


    Eli’s gaze came to rest on the roll of paper towels. He thought of Valentine’s attractively tapered waist, and got the sense he was forgetting something. Eli experienced that feeling a lot, and whenever he did, he pulled his phone from his pocket to check the next scheduled location on his route.


    He stared down at his phone, confused by the lack of instructions. He stared at the phone for all of twelve seconds, before he remembered he wasn’t a delivery driver anymore, as of today.


    The phone began to ring in his hand.


    “Gah!” Eli said.


    His phone was usually set to vibrate, but it was definitely ringing.


    “That’s the client,” Khan said calmly.


    “How did I get your phone?”


    “That’s your phone.” Khan poured hot water into the two mugs. “I gave him your number instead of mine.”


    “This is the client,” Eli said. The call was from a blocked number. The phone suddenly felt very hot and heavy in his hand, because responsibility was heavy.


    Everything in the world that wasn’t the phone became distant and out of focus. Eli tried to hand the phone to Khan, but he wouldn’t take it.


    “I shouldn’t answer this,” Eli said, his voice small and swallowed within his throat, barely making noise.


    “Hurry up or it’ll go to voicemail.”


    “I’m sorry, but I can’t do what you do.” He hung his head dejectedly. “You shouldn’t have hired me. I’m the wrong guy. It’s complicated, but I simply cannot do what you do. I can’t.”


    “Don’t make me fire you, Eli Carter.”


    “Do what you have to do.”


    





Chapter Five
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    The phone kept ringing.


    Khan blew over his steaming mug and looked at Eli with a calm, steady expression.


    “You might get fired, but not like this,” Khan said. “Answer the call. I already got most of the details. This one’s a slam dunk. Or, if you prefer baseball metaphors over basketball, it’s a home run.”


    Eli stared at his very heavy, ringing phone.


    Two beads of sweat ran down his body. One ran along the side of his forehead, and the other ran down his lower back and into his crack. He frowned at the phone. Crack sweat was an omen for him, as it should be for all guys. Rarely does something good happen when your crack is full of sweat.


    Eli touched the screen. It flashed green, connecting.


    He raised the phone to his ear and tried to answer with the same gruff hello Khan would use for the second half of the con.


    Eli’s gruff voice came out sounding like somebody’s grandmother, calling the local radio station to complain about the cats who’d been using her potato patch as a litter box.


    “Hellooooo?” Eli said.


    A cantankerous male voice replied, “Are you his secretary?”


    “I’m new here,” Eli said, still in falsetto.


    “I need one of them spirit things. An exorcism.” The man’s voice crackled, and he had the bluntness of someone past retirement age, past giving a crap about politeness.


    “Okay.”


    “Well?” said the old man impatiently. “Can you send him over right now? I’ve got two poltergeists and they’re driving me crazy. I can’t work, I can’t sleep, I can barely think with all the damn noise.”


    “Hmm.” Eli tried to picture the man on the other end of the line. He got an image of a man with greasy gray hair and a beer belly that strained the buttons of his shirt. The look of a day drinker.


    In fact, the guy didn’t sound that sober at the moment. Eli remembered some things he’d read in psychology textbooks, before he’d given up on that career path. Excess drinking could cause psychosis, and this man could be imagining his two poltergeists.


    Eli looked up at Khan for guidance. He covered the mouthpiece with his hand and whispered, “Day drinker. Might be hallucinating.”


    “As long as he pays,” Khan replied, just like Eli knew he would.


    “Hello?” The voice on the line got louder. “You still there, or do I have to call someone else?”


    Eli replied, “I’ll take your address and pass it along, but I can’t make any guarantees.”


    Khan said softly, “Tell him it’s cash only.”


    “Sir? It’s cash only. He told me to say that to you.”


    Khan’s eyes flashed a warning. Eli winced. His crack was now a flood zone.


    Of course he knew he wasn’t supposed to reveal that last part, but the microchip that wouldn’t let him lie also made it difficult to stay quiet about things. Not impossible, but difficult.


    “How much are you taking me for?” demanded the old man.


    Eli relayed the question, and Khan quoted a dollar amount equivalent to an entire month of Eli and Brenda’s rent. Eli passed the number along, and the client begrudgingly agreed to it, then gave the address.


    “The house is orange. You can’t miss it,” the man said. “No, wait. It’s purple. Not orange. Damn thing. Purple.”


    Eli looked around for a pen and paper, but they were standing in the kitchenette, and the nearby area only held the usual trappings of a workplace kitchen.


    He repeated the address verbally, committing it to memory. “And the house is purple, not orange.”


    “Yes,” the man confirmed, his voice turning cool and metallic as he calmed down. “I’m so glad you’re coming over. My friends won’t visit, on account of the poltergeists. If I’m out when you get here, use the key under the welcome mat.”


    “Just let ourselves in?”


    “Break a window if you have to. I need this problem taken care of.”


    The phone went cool in Eli’s hand, and the caller was gone. Eli still hadn’t found anything to use for writing down the address. “I need a pen.”


    Khan took a noisy sip of his hot tea, then said, “Seventy-eight, one, nine, fourteen, octopus, ninety-one—”


    “GAH!” Eli yelled. Those numbers were nothing like the ones he’d just memorized.


    Khan grinned. “Five-oh-seven Ocean Drive Parkway, sixteenth street, twenty-third annual bluegrass festival, eight, twelve…”


    Eli tucked his phone between his teeth and covered both of his ears with his hands. He ran to the front of the shop that way.


    He grabbed a felt pen and quickly scrawled the address on his inner forearm. He didn’t use paper, because getting paper would take too long.


    Shaking his head, he put away the phone and returned to the kitchen.


    “Got it,” he said, showing Khan his forearm.


    Khan handed him a mug of herbal tea, which Eli gratefully accepted. From the look of amusement on Khan’s face, Eli knew the day’s slam-dunk job wouldn’t be without its hiccups. He needed the tea to replenish his moisture levels, so he could flood his crack with sweat several more times that day.


    “You did a decent job,” Khan said. “This case is going to be an easy one, so relax. We’re in, we’re out, nobody gets hurt.”


    “Do you always charge so much?”


    “Let’s get through the first day before we start discussing your raise.”


    “I didn’t mean it like that. Just trying to get myself up to speed. I’m still not exactly sure what my job is.”


    “Me neither. I’m making everything up as I go.”


    “Really?”


    Khan smirked. He reached over to an intercom next to the refrigerator and pressed a button. “Hey, Val?”


    She grunted a non-verbal response.


    With his finger off the intercom button, Khan explained to Eli, “Val can be intense when she’s focused on something. When you give her instructions, make sure she repeats everything back to you, but in her own summary, not word for word.”


    “Sure.” Eli couldn’t imagine himself giving Valentine instructions, but he was familiar with that method, as Brenda used it on him.


    Khan spoke into the intercom. “Can you call and reschedule the job we had booked for today? Another one fell into our lap just now. A total open and shut case. Super easy. Our new hire’s going to get his confidence built up today.”


    “You’re not going to the bowling alley?” She sighed. “Fine. I’ll let them know.”


    Khan thanked her and let go of the button. The lights overhead flickered. He pushed the intercom button again. “Val. Was that you?”


    She let out a laugh. It wasn’t a girly giggle, either. It was a throaty, head-tossed-back, mad scientist cackle.


    Just when Eli thought he couldn’t appreciate Valentine more, he did.


    Khan shook his head and eyed the ceiling lights with suspicion.


    “As you may have guessed, I’m the muscle and logistics, while my genius sister designs and builds all the ghost hacking tech.”


    “She doesn’t go out on the jobs, ever?”


    “No way. She’s too valuable to put in the field. I need someone who’s expendable. A red shirt.”


    “And that’s me?”


    “Without Val’s traps and beacons, we’re nothing. And it is an arms race, believe me. The ghosts are constantly evolving. Our first generation tech wouldn’t stand a chance with today’s para-electrical elements.”


    Eli sipped his tea and listened.


    Khan began to pace. “There are evolutionary forces at work, and you know what that means. The strongest will survive. Only it’s not always the strongest, is it? Not the way we think of strength. No, it’s the wiliest. The stickiest. The nasty little things that get into corners and breed like cockroaches, until we’re overrun.”


    “The ghosts are… breeding?”


    “They have to be. Either that or all the rooms at the hotel are booked, if you know what I mean.”


    Eli shook his head. No, he didn’t know what Khan meant.


    “Standing room only,” Khan said. “Val understands. That’s why she does what she does.”


    “How did she learn about this stuff? Did your dad invent some of those things?”


    Khan’s eyes got wide under raised eyebrows. He gestured for Eli to step in close.


    “Nobody knows how she figured everything out,” he whispered. “Ever since she was old enough to grip a screwdriver, she’s been taking things apart to build other stuff. She’s one of those… whaddayacallit?”


    “Savant?”


    Khan nodded solemnly. “Yeah. That’s it.” He chugged his tea and slammed the cup down on the counter. “Time to roll out and catch us a poltergeist, my man.”


    Eli finished his tea in one gulp, then followed Khan through the shop. Khan handed him camouflage-print bags full of heavy stuff, which Eli strapped onto his shoulders.


    Eli commented, “This is a lot more stuff than we took out to Mr. Quentin’s house.”


    “It’s the right amount of stuff.”


    “If the guy’s got psychosis from alcohol, there won’t be any ghosts.”


    “All the more reason to have the right gear.”


    Eli shrugged under the weighty bags. “Let’s say there are poltergeists there. Are they really bad? Aren’t they the ones who rearrange your kitchen stuff?”


    Khan stopped in front of a cabinet and opened the doors. Without looking back at Eli, he said, “Poltergeists rearrange kitchen stuff, pantry stuff, and then your internal organs. Stomach and intestines. Pulled out so they can play with everything. Get it? They go with a digestion theme.”


    Eli didn’t like the sound of that, even if Khan was only pulling his leg. He liked his internal organs where they were. And his external organs, too, for that matter.


    He eyed the mysterious things Khan was tossing into a bag. There were six identical objects that looked like stereo speakers, but with domed tops. Next was a white case with a First Aid cross on the side.


    “First Aid,” Eli said. “Are you sure this whole ghost hacking thing is safe?”


    Khan zipped up the bag. “Who said anything about it being safe? Where’s the fun in that?”


    “I don’t know any First Aid.”


    “That makes two of us. I only take the kit with me to keep Val happy.”


    “That doesn’t sound smart.”


    Khan clapped Eli on the back, between the shoulder blades. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”


    They stepped out of the front door of the shop. It was a perfect spring day, with the air outside being the same as ideal room temperature. Eli took out the keys to the van and held them for a moment.


    Khan was a terrible driver, and there was a good chance they’d get in a fender bender before they arrived at the address for the poltergeists.


    “Keys!” Khan demanded.


    Eli knew he shouldn’t hand over the keys, but he couldn’t say no to Khan.


    





Chapter Six
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    Khan started the van’s engine and lurched out of the parking spot with all the care and safety precautions of an amateur lumberjack on Christmas eve, stealing a coniferous tree from the neighbor’s lawn.


    Eli buckled his seatbelt. He kept his hands low on his lap and his eyes on the safety airbag packed tightly into the dash.


    They drove for a few minutes without incident before Eli remembered to check his inner forearm for the client’s address. His sweat had caused the numbers to smear, but they were still legible. He leaned over and programmed the address into the vehicle’s navigation panel.


    “Is the term client or customer?” Eli asked.


    “Hmm. When people say client, it sends a certain message. Drug dealers have a clientele. Lawyers call their criminal defendants clients on the witness stand. Client sounds like a euphemism.”


    “Okay. Customer it is.” The navigation system automatically included the day’s date, and Eli added Ghost Hackers Customer #1 to the address in the database.


    Khan frowned at the navigation display as he crossed three lanes without using the signal light. “Better make it client after all. Customer makes it sound like they’re buying a ghost from us.”


    “But it’s already in there. I’ll have to drill down through three menus to change the label.”


    Khan grumbled an order, “Do it like the devil wins a court case.”


    “What?”


    “The devil wins a court case without arguing, Eli.”


    Eli thought about that for a minute while he scrolled through the menus and changed the label. In this hypothetical court case, was the devil the prosecutor or the defendant? Well, that question pretty much answered itself. But… if the devil was so powerful, how did he let himself get arrested and charged in the first place? Was it all an elaborate ruse to get more souls?


    * * *


    Khan took a detour from the route and careened the van into a parking lot. They were at an army surplus store Eli had seen before, but never really noticed.


    The store looked like the kind of place where Khan bought all his clothes, so Eli wasn’t surprised when they walked in and a guy greeted Khan by name, shouting it across the store jubilantly.


    “Diesel!” Khan yelled back. “Did you ever get those angry polyps checked out?”


    “I think I’ll keep them, actually. One of them looks like you, and the other one’s handsome.”


    Khan and Diesel did an elaborate multi-step handshake and finished by bumping chests.


    “Check out my new hire,” Khan said, nodding at Eli. “Low milage. Thinks on his feet. Can take a full blast from the booster without crying.”


    Eli beamed with pride. So many nice things were being said about him. He shook Diesel’s hand.


    Diesel was approximately forty, broad in the chest, and looked and smelled like he’d just completed a forty-eight-hour road trip. He had long, thick, black hair, pulled back and tied with what appeared to be a garbage bag twist tie. He had a thick stubble of facial hair, mostly dark, but with two white lightning bolts on either side of his mouth.


    Eli experienced a strange wave of recognition that would be incredibly awkward to explain. You see, whenever he played a video game that allowed him to choose an avatar, he’d built this man—Diesel—from the boxer shorts up.


    The resemblance was uncanny. And the name—Diesel—was even better than anything he’d come up with. Eli looked away quickly, embarrassed by his awe.


    “Great shop you’ve got here,” Eli said, his voice deeper than it had ever been, scratching new depths on his vocal chords. He glanced around at the racks of cargo pants, olive green T-shirts, and broken-in boots. The three of them were the only ones in the warehouse-style store. The only other sound was the whir of the ceiling fans high overhead.


    Khan said something in a low voice to Diesel, who then walked over to one of the clothing racks and started tossing olive green garments at Eli.


    “Anything with a stain is half price,” Diesel said. His voice was as unique and manly as the white lightning bolts in his beard.


    Eli ran his fingertips across the soft T-shirt fabric, noting the tell-tale pilling. All these clothes had been previously worn, which was not a desired quality in a garment for Eli.


    But, he wanted to make his new boss happy, so he took the clothes and walked over to the curtained-off changing rooms. He looked in the mirror at himself, and the clothes he’d thrown on that morning in the rush to leave the apartment—his polyester short pants and work uniform shirt. Apparently, he’d been on autopilot.


    As he stripped down and tried on the new-to-him clothes, he thought about this notion of autopilot. He did a lot of things while in that mode, only slightly more conscious than Brenda during her alleged sleepwalking/sleep-eating.


    What was autopilot, anyway? He disappeared sometimes when he was driving, and that couldn’t be safe. He’d be thinking about the storyline from one of his comic books, lost in another world, then would notice the clanging of the underground parkade’s gate opening. He wouldn’t remember the drive home, so who or what had been driving the van?


    Eli stared at himself in the room’s narrow mirror.


    There. He’d gone on autopilot yet again.


    He was wearing army surplus clothes, and he didn’t remember putting them on. He turned from side to side, checking himself out. His medium brown hair looked glossy in the store’s bright lighting. Despite a few stains on the T-shirt, he looked good.


    Really good.


    In fact, he had a strong feeling that somewhere, out in the big world, somebody was creating a video game avatar that looked exactly like Eli Carter.


    This made him smile.


    He could hear Khan and Diesel arguing over something on the other side of the curtain. They had to be talking about a video game, because Eli could swear he heard the word Ray-gun.


    





Chapter Seven
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    When Eli stepped out of the changing room, he found Khan and Diesel wrestling on the bare concrete floor of the store.


    Eli quickly looked away, embarrassed. He browsed the nearby racks, selected some more clothes to try on, and went back into the changing room.


    The guys kept wrestling and grunting.


    Being an only child, Eli hadn’t wrestled with siblings. Being a social outcast, he hadn’t wrestled much with friends, either. Most of his “play wrestling” happened with his girlfriend, in bed, which would explain his discomfort at seeing the guys locked in a playful embrace.


    He tried on more clothes and took a photo of himself to send Brenda, to get her opinion.


    He expected her to hate everything, but she replied back with a simple message: HOT!


    Eli imagined there would be more “wrestling” in his future.


    On the other side of the curtain, Diesel and Khan had resolved their differences and were taking free shots with a basketball.


    Eli made his clothing choices, came out, and paid for everything. He’d kept on one of his new army surplus outfits, right down to pre-worn socks inside his new-to-him boots. He folded up his delivery uniform to stuff in a bag, even though he wanted to dramatically toss the polyester clothes into a garbage can.


    Diesel gave him the fifty percent stain discount, but then said he was adding a ten percent surcharge for being friends with Khan.


    Eli assumed the guy was joking, but when he got out to the van and reviewed his receipt, he saw the charge on the paper:


    Friends With Khan 10% Bastard Surcharge.


    “Um,” Eli said.


    “What now?” Khan steered the van into a spin-out in the near-empty parking lot.


    “Never mind.” Eli’s goal for the day was to be a good employee and impress his new boss. Complaining wasn’t in the plan.


    “Eager to get to work?” Khan launched the van onto the busy street, narrowly missing a city bus. “I’m glad we got that poltergeist call. This is going to be an easy one.”


    “A slam dunk, you said.”


    “And a home run.”


    “I just want to do a good job so you don’t regret hiring me.”


    “This job is so easy, you could probably do it without me. What do you think, my man? Could you do it without me?”


    Eli looked down at the receipt in his hand. “Without you, I would have saved ten percent on these clothes.”


    Khan grabbed the receipt, read it, and laughed loud enough to drown out the angry honking from the cars he was cutting off as he wove through traffic.


    * * *


    “This is going to be a piece of cake,” Khan said as he turned onto the client’s street. “A walk in the park.” He pulled the van up to the house. “Easy peasy.”


    Eli pressed his lips together to keep from arguing. It had been a thirty-minute drive, and he was sick of hearing about how straight-forward and easy this job was going to be. Sick of it, and worried.


    Khan wasn’t just tempting fate. He was giving fate rude hand gestures while hitting on its girlfriend.


    They both jumped out of the van and started unloading the bags through the sliding passenger-side door.


    Khan nodded toward the house and said, “Not bad.”


    The home was painted purple, and looked to be three stories, including the attic. Its classic heritage style was popular with the restoration crowd. This one had either been lovingly maintained through its century of existence, or carefully restored. Each segment of the exterior had a different shape of wood shingle, painted in hues of purple. The gingerbread trim curling around the eaves was a pale, acid yellow-green. Eli would not have guessed those shades of purple and green looked so perfect together, but they did.


    As they walked up the front walkway, a car with muffler problems grumbled along the street behind them, followed by two cars street racing, drivers and passengers yelling out of the windows.


    Eli looked up at the stained glass windows on the middle floor, then down at the empty liquor bottles discarded in the home’s meticulously-weeded flower garden. This place was what Brenda would call a dream home in a compromise neighborhood.


    Khan pressed the button for the doorbell. Instead of bells or chimes, the house emitted an angry buzz. Khan jabbed the doorbell in a staccato rhythm. The house buzzed like a hornet’s nest being struck by tennis balls.


    After a full minute of buzzing, Khan turned to Eli. “Are you sure you got the right address?”


    Eli held up his arm. The numbers scrawled on his skin matched the swirly wrought iron numbers on the house. But were the numbers on his arm correct? Back when he’d taken the call, Khan had rattled off random numbers to mess him up. Then again, Eli had been sure of the address when he wrote it down. There’d been no doubt in his mind. And this house was purple, just like the guy had said.


    Eli gestured for Khan to step back off the welcome mat. “He said to let ourselves in and get started if he wasn’t home.” He pulled back the edge of the mat.


    Lo and behold, there was the key. The late morning sun glinted off the metal surface, making it shine like a beacon. This had to be the house.


    “Are you sure?” Khan asked.


    Another noisy old car, full of yelling people, rolled down the street behind them.


    “Here’s why I’m sure,” Eli said. “This isn’t the kind of neighborhood where everyone leaves a key under the mat.”


    “There you go. Thinking on your feet, just like I told Diesel. I sure know how to pick ‘em.”


    Eli knocked on the door one more time, then unlocked it with the key. “Were you even looking for someone when I came by last week? I didn’t see a Help Wanted sign in the window.”


    “I’m always looking.” Khan led the way into the house. “No wonder he didn’t balk at the price. Nice place.”


    The home was as attractive inside as it was on the exterior. The odor of new construction hung in the air—the scent of fresh paint, and fresh finish on the gleaming hardwood floors.


    Khan pointed to the child-sized boots and shoes scattered throughout the home’s entryway. “A father’s got to protect his kids.” He picked up a child’s yellow rubber boot and frowned. “That’s odd.”


    Eli peered around the corner, into the living room. It was bigger than his entire apartment, which gave him a pang of space envy. The room held contemporary furniture with square lines, but not so square as to clash with the gracious old home, with its tall baseboards and high ceilings.


    The dark wood floors were clean and smooth, and it seemed like the sort of place where you’d take your shoes off, so Eli set down the bags and knelt to remove his new-to-him boots.


    “That’s odd,” Khan repeated, still holding the yellow boot.


    Eli pretended to be very concerned with the black shoelaces on his boots. Khan very clearly wanted Eli to ask what was odd, but Eli didn’t want to walk into another prank. He wanted to open the bags of gear and get down to business.


    “Hmm,” Khan said, continuing to toss out verbal bait. “Very odd, indeed.”


    Eli kept his back to Khan and unzipped the bag he’d carried in. The contents included a black box that looked like a car battery—the booster box they’d used at Mr. Quentin’s house—as well as a smaller version of the same thing.


    Eli shuddered involuntarily at the memory of being zapped by the big one. There wasn’t much else in the bag, except for silicon-tipped barbecue tongs, yards of wires and cables, plus a spray bottle.


    He shook the bottle and sniffed the nozzle. The smell was instantly recognizable as the thing Brenda sprayed on things she ironed. The scent was lavender, and Eli felt a surge of pride for recognizing it, with bonus points for remembering the word lavender.


    Khan had moved on from the residents’ shoes, and was walking around the main floor, looking up at the ceiling and tilting his head to one side and then the other.


    He wasn’t explaining anything, so Eli asked, “What’s this lavender water for?”


    Khan snorted. “Lavender water is for laundry. What you hold in your hand is watered-down… well, never mind what it is. There are a few uses for the para-spray. Ghosts love it. The airborne ones, anyway.”


    “Oh.” Eli sniffed it again, detecting nothing other than lavender. “Should I go and spritz it around the house or something?”


    “Let’s check something else first.” Khan beckoned for Eli to follow him into the living room.


    The living room was bright, with sunshine pouring in from a single large window. Neither this room, nor the house in general, felt very haunted to Eli. He wondered if this was the right address. It was obvious a young family lived here. Eli had imagined the client as a much older man, but unless a grandfather lived here with the family, Eli had wrongly guessed the client’s age.


    “Maybe this is the wrong house,” Eli said. “I’ll call the client back right now.”


    Khan ignored him, taking interest in something at the room’s window.


    Eli pulled his phone out and tried to call the client. Unfortunately, the call had come in with a blocked number.


    Having been a delivery driver for years, he knew how to solve a problem like this. Step one, you call dispatch. He did a quick search for the phone number for Ghost Hackers, programmed it in, and called.


    Valentine picked up the phone. “Hello, this is Ghost Hackers.” Her tone was a thin veneer of politeness over an undertow of dark rage at having been interrupted from her work. It sounded like this to Eli: Hello, this is Ghost Hackers. Please kill yourself and never phone this number again.


    Eli burst out with apologies and rapidly explained the situation. He asked if Valentine could get the client’s phone number from when he’d called the land line.


    She groaned and muttered under her breath about new employees costing her time rather than saving it. She put him on hold by dropping the phone on the desk. He waited, listening to her tap away at a keyboard.


    After two minutes, she picked up again and asked Eli for the address he was currently at.


    He checked his forearm and gave the address.


    “Yup, that’s it,” she said. “The call came from the land line at that address.”


    Eli’s left eye twitched. He had a feeling she was telling him that so she could get back to whatever she was doing, but he wasn’t about to call her a liar.


    He thanked her and ended the call.


    “Valentine said this is the place,” he told Khan.


    “Relax. This job is going to be easy.”


    Eli clapped his hands. “Bring on the poltergeists.”


    Khan nodded for Eli to come over to the window. He pointed to a tray of sprouting seedlings on the low, wide windowsill. “Wanna see something cool?”


    “Of course I want to see something cool. That’s a huge part of why I accepted this job.”


    Khan grinned, all square teeth and dimples. “I thought you accepted the job because you had a crush on Val.”


    “Your sister is beautiful, but she’s way out of my league. Also, I have a girlfriend that I live with. Brenda. She’s small, and sometimes she kicks me in the kidneys, but it hurts my feelings more than it hurts me physically.” Eli paused, aware that he was blathering, yet unable to stop himself for longer than it took to inhale. “All the other girls I’ve dated dumped me within a week or two, and Brenda was the only one who stuck. We slept together on our third date.” Eli wanted to stop blathering, but Khan was such a good listener. “The first time only took forty-two seconds. I know because I was counting.” Eli grimaced, but still the words kept pouring from him, with about as much control as he’d had over himself on that fateful third date. “It wasn’t anything like how you imagine it will be. There was a lot of apologizing.” Finally, with a tightening of his throat, the confession slowed. Eli swallowed, then concluded with, “Speaking of apologizing, I’m very sorry I just told you all that.”


    Khan’s grin hadn’t faltered. He just nodded and pulled from his pocket a teeny, tiny silver pistol. It looked, to Eli, like a novelty cigarette lighter. The item was, in fact, not a novelty cigarette lighter, but Eli whistled and said, “Sweet lighter,” anyway.


    Khan raised one eyebrow. “Did you say forty-two seconds?”


    “I’d like for you to forget I said any of that. And please don’t tell Valentine. I don’t think it’s possible for a person to die of embarrassment, but I’d rather not find out.”


    “Oh, a person can definitely die of embarrassment,” Khan said with an air of authority. “Ever hear of spontaneous human combustion? You can read about it in some of our old case files.”


    Eli straightened up and stuck out his chest. Embarrassment hadn’t killed him yet, and with the quantity he’d endured, his current existence seemed a miracle.


    Khan held the silver gun in one hand while he arranged the potted seedlings into a straight line. “Prepare to be amazed.” He grabbed the nearby watering can and doused the plants in water. “Diesel didn’t want to part with his latest find, but I twisted his arm while you were in the changing room. Literally.”


    “You were fighting over that thing?” Eli leaned forward to take a closer look at the miniature gun. “I thought you were talking about a video game.”


    “He said I’d accidentally shoot myself with it.”


    “With a cigarette lighter?”


    “You think I’d wrestle that smelly buttwad over a cigarette lighter? Some of his dank breath went straight up my nose. My taste buds won’t be the same for days.” He turned the shiny object so that it glinted in the sunshine. “This is the real deal.”


    “A real gun?” Eli asked. “Is it loaded?”


    “Not with bullets. And, technically, it’s not a gun, exactly. More like a delivery system. Watch what it does to these garden seedlings.”


    Eli took a step back and cast a guilty look around the room. He had let himself into someone else’s family home to hunt down alleged poltergeists, and he wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure it was even the right house. They should have been proceeding with caution, not shooting innocent houseplants.


    Khan aimed carefully, holding the comically-small gun as if it were a deadly weapon.


    “Three,” he said, “Two… and—”
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    Khan pulled the trigger.


    The room flashed with a dazzling light so bright and strangely illuminating, it gave Eli the gift of super-sight.


    Now he could see straight through the family’s square, clean-lined sofa cushions, to the change that had fallen between the cracks: one quarter and two dimes.


    His vision took him even further, through the floorboards, down to the crawlspace beneath the house. A raccoon slumbered there, curled up like a cat. She was expecting a litter of three, not yet born.


    Eli blinked and blinked. The raccoon stirred in her sleep, lifted her head, and seemed to look right at him.


    The floorboards came back, then the frame of the couch, the change beneath the seats, the cushions and pillows, and the whole living room. Eli’s vision was back to normal. There must have been a sound with the blast, because his ears were ringing now.


    Khan said excitedly, “Look, look. You’re missing it.”


    Missing what? There was more? More than seeing through walls and into living things? Eli wheeled around, still blinking rapidly.


    The plants, which had been tiny seedlings no more than an inch tall, were already a foot high, and growing like they were on a time-lapse video. Tendrils snaked out, budded, and burst with pale green leaves.


    Khan whooped with joy and quickly added more water to the pots.


    The growth was soundless, which made Eli wonder if he was imagining this—hallucinating. He reached out to touch a leaf, and a vine wrapped itself around his finger. The growing plant whipped its way up his arm.


    “Gah,” Eli said.


    “It likes you.”


    The plant continued to grow, its speed increasing. The vine tickled as it passed under his armpit, then looped around his neck and chin.


    Eli meant to say, Khan, should I do something? Is this plant about to murder and eat me? Instead, he pushed one intrusive vine out of his mouth with his tongue and repeated, “Gah.”


    “Stop horsing around.” Khan tucked the tiny pistol into his waistband. “Okay, enough fun and games. I’m not paying you to grow zucchinis on your head.”


    A yellow flower blossomed in front of Eli’s right eye. He didn’t know much about gardening, or he’d have corrected Khan and said it was a squash plant, not a zucchini, but instead, he just said, “Gah.”


    “Do you think any of these are tomatoes?” Khan leaned over the rapidly-growing plants. Roots poked through the sod pots, and the new leaves now blanketed the entire window, darkening the living room in an ominous manner.


    Eli shook himself into action and began unraveling the vines from his head—carefully, so as not to damage the plant.


    He found his voice and asked, “What was that gun? And when do I get to use it? How is this even possible?” He let out a nervous, excited laugh. “How have I not heard of this revolutionary technology?”


    Khan pulled the gun back out of his waistband and offered it to Eli. “It’s a Ray-gun. You get to use it… never. If I told you how it worked, you wouldn’t believe me. And, lastly, you don’t know about these things because you never asked.”


    Eli accepted the object with care. “Ray-gun. Cool.” He rubbed his sweating palms on his cargo pants one at a time so the gadget didn’t slip from his grasp. He looked closer at the shiny side of the barrel, which held an engraving: #112 AZZURE.


    Khan’s eyes went wide as he noticed the gun pointing at him. He jumped sideways. “Careful, my man. If you kill me now, you’ll never get that raise.”


    Eli pointed the gun down at the floor, the way he should have held it from the start. His cheeks grew hot under Khan’s admonishment. He should have known how to hold a gun, because he’d taken that gun safety course back when…


    Actually, Eli hadn’t taken a gun safety course. Why were these ideas in his head?


    He shook another vine off his arm, then vigorously slapped away the one that was getting too friendly with his leg.


    The memory of the gun safety course slipped away like bath water. Had he seen it in a documentary?


    No, it was something else.


    The realization came to him with a flash of cold sweat. The gun safety course was a Donny memory. Before he’d become a junkie, he’d taken a number of training courses.


    Eli clenched his free hand into a fist. That bastard Donny. He’d let him in as a favor, so Donny could hug his father and say goodbye, and now he repaid Eli’s kindness by leaving a pile of crap in his head. And it was crap. If the memories had been the useful kind, he would have remembered the gun safety tip before Eli embarrassed himself by pointing a loaded weapon at his friend.


    “Are you wondering why it’s called a Ray-gun?” Khan asked.


    “I am now.”


    “They’re all named after their creator, Ray Kurugawi. He was the lead designer at Azzure Technologies before they… you know. The prototypes were never named, just numbered. Ray was a kickass guy, obviously.”


    “Obviously?”


    Khan took back the pistol and aimed it at the plants. Eli narrowed his eyes and waited for the flash, but Khan didn’t pull the trigger.


    “This is an agricultural tool,” Khan said. “Ray Kurugawi could have made number 112 look like anything, and he chose a toy pistol.” He chuckled. “Kickass.”


    “Azzure Technologies sounds familiar.”


    “Yup. Their headquarters were dead center in the Crashdown Zone. They were on the top floor of the first building that crushed in on itself. Patient Zero, so to speak.”


    “But not Ray, right? I mean, he got out, didn’t he?”


    Khan’s look said that no, he did not. “The world lost a lot of remarkable human beings that day. And some bankers too, but not enough to balance the scales.”


    Eli looked over at the still-growing plants. Now the roots were bursting the bottoms of the sod containers and snaking toward his feet.


    Eli got the feeling he wanted to sit down and have someone bring him a glass of water. Between seeing the shocking power of Ray-gun #112, and getting hit with another dose of Donny’s memories, today’s excitement was getting to him. His eyes were still boogity from the bright flash. A blurry shape seemed to be moving around the living room.


    Eli blinked repeatedly, but his eyeballs remained boogity.


    Boogity was a word he’d learned from his adoptive father, and even though it was a nonsense word, he’d never figured out a better descriptor for when a part of your body is beyond hinky, but not entirely borked.


    Khan cleared his throat and said softly, “Are you seeing that?” His gaze was aimed at the blurry glowing shape, currently moving into the corner of the room, toward an overflowing toy box.


    Eli stood very still, his breathing shallow. The blurry thing was real. Eli’s sweat glands decided to assist in this emergency the only way they knew how; they produced sweat and flooded his buttcrack.


    “There,” Khan whispered.


    Eli replied in an equally hushed tone, “Yes, I see something shimmering over by the toy box. Is that the you-know-what?”


    “The poltergeist? You can say poltergeist.”


    “I didn’t want to offend it.”


    “What politically-correct term would you suggest? Never mind, I don’t need you making this more complicated than it needs to be. I told you, Eli, this is an easy one. Textbook easy.”


    “I should get a copy of that textbook.”


    “It’s more of a figure of speech. But that’s a good idea. I’ll get you trained up, and you write a textbook for… your successor. In case something grisly happens to you.”


    Eli took his eyes off the glowing, foggy form to look over at Khan. “Well? We found the poltergeist. Are you going to shoot it, or what? Where’s the Ray-gun?”


    “Shoot it with the Ray-gun?” Khan let out a wheezy chuckle. “That’s the last thing we want to do. I have no idea what would happen. But if you want to, say, increase the poltergeist’s size and strength by a factor of one hundred, go for it, my man.” He kept staring in the direction of the toy box while the corners of his mouth twisted up. “To whom should I address your box of scraped-up remains? Did you say your girlfriend’s name is Brenda?”


    “That Ray-gun’s not for shooting poltergeists? Then why do you even have it? What’s the point?”


    “How many comic books do you own, Eli?”


    Eli nodded. Point taken. He closed his mouth and waited for further instruction.


    As they watched, the foggy form settled down and disappeared inside the toy box.


    “There we go,” Khan said. “I’ll go get the hexapods, and you dig through that toy box and find the vessel.”


    “Explain it to me like I’m stupid. The vessel?”


    “Poltergeists are basically paranormal hermit crabs. They like to hang out inside something. Look for a creepy old doll with eyes that look at you, or a Jack-in-the-box. I know it’s cliche, but poltergeists aren’t known for their originality.”


    Eli took a step toward the toy box before his body realized the mission and locked up. How could he be so excited, in a good way, yet scared, at the same time?


    “Keep an eye on your intestines,” Khan warned.


    Oh, right. The danger part was scary.


    “So, look for creepy things?” Eli asked, stalling for time and courage.


    “Use your intuition.”


    “What about equipment? You have those sensors and stuff.”


    “Are you stalling because you’re scared?”


    “Yes.”


    “You need to get over that if you’re going to keep doing this.”


    “I know.” Eli inched toward the toy box. The room was now dim, due to the overgrown plants blocking the main window. He paused by a side table and switched on a lamp. The light bulb crackled and flickered, then held steady.


    “Try breathing.” Khan stood watching from the doorway.


    Eli stopped holding his breath and inhaled, which did help, actually.


    “Use your intuition,” Khan repeated. “And there’s a temperature shift in possessed objects. Sort of like… it feels hot and cold at the same time.”


    “Mr. Quentin’s microwave felt like that.” Eli reached the toy box and knelt down to open the lid. “Okay,” he said, as much to himself as to Khan. “I can do this.”


    Because he couldn’t lie, he had to believe himself, and so, confidence rushed into Eli Carter.


    Armed with this confidence, he began digging through the full toy box. If he were a poltergeist, what sort of toy would he curl up inside? Some toys were intrinsically more fun than others, such as dollhouses and things with wheels. Within seconds, he was pleasantly absorbed in the task.


    Eli didn’t notice Khan leave to check the other rooms, nor did he notice a wispy fog slip out of the toy box. He patiently inspected each item in the toy box while the white fog turned orange and streamed over to the room’s fireplace. It swirled up and funneled into the orange model train caboose sitting on the room’s fireplace mantle.


    





Chapter Nine
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    Eli’s search through the toy box yielded no results, unless you counted fun as a result. He particularly liked the functioning miniature cash register, and the sounds it made.


    After he’d checked everything from the toy box twice, he left the living room in search of his boss. He found Khan in the home’s kitchen, and gave him a report. Khan was scanning the interior of the family’s microwave, using the same tool he’d used at Mr. Quentin’s house.


    “Good call on the microwave,” Eli said.


    Khan grumbled, “I’m getting nothing. So much for this being a slam-dunk job.” He rubbed his eyes.


    “The ghost is being shy? Because it’s daytime? Would you hook up that booster box thing to wake it up or whatever?”


    “Boosting the juice is dangerous.”


    Eli’s arms convulsed again at the memory of being zapped by the thing. “No kidding.”


    “There’s a world of difference between the wandering spirit of the recently deceased and a poltergeist.” He leaned against the counter by the sink and rubbed his eyes again. “And then there’s plain old craziness. Did the client sound crazy to you?”


    “Mostly agitated.” Eli looked around the kitchen, in problem-solving mode. He went to the cupboard where he’d keep vitamins and medication if he lived there, and looked inside.


    “Good idea,” Khan said, and they both looked through the family’s medications and vitamins. There wasn’t anything stronger than painkillers prescribed by a dentist, and that bottle held five of its six pills.


    As they put the bottles back, Khan suddenly pointed to the microwave and said, “What was that?”


    Eli turned to check the digital readout, which was still blank. When he turned back, he saw that the bottle of painkillers was gone.


    “Too bad your first official job isn’t going so well,” Khan said quickly. “The thing about poltergeists is they love para-professionals. They love to show off. I expected things to be flying off shelves within minutes of us getting here.”


    “It could be something else. Maybe a recently deceased? I should have gone through the questionnaire when I had him on the phone.” Eli walked over to the fridge, which was covered in children’s art and colorful magnets. “I can check for memorial stuff, or other clues.” He leaned in to read a grocery list. The handwritten list contained the usual things: milk, bread, Oreo cookies. At the bottom, in messy block letters was the word ENGINE. That struck Eli as odd, but he didn’t know what to make of it.


    Khan looked in some more cupboards, then stopped.


    “This is pointless,” he said. “Maybe what we saw in the living room was just retinal damage from the Ray-gun. We should have worn eye protection.”


    Eli looked around the brightly-lit family kitchen. The place didn’t feel haunted or creepy in any way. If anything, it made him want to stay and hang out, maybe have a beer and check out the attic. The attic.


    “You checked the attic?” Eli asked.


    “Done.” Khan opened the fridge. “Ooh, pickled eggs.”


    “What? Does that mean a poltergeist got in there and did something to the eggs?”


    Khan pulled a big jar from the fridge and set it on the kitchen island. Inside the jar, pickled eggs bobbed around in pale green liquid.


    “It means we’ve got lunch,” Khan said. He yanked open three drawers before he found the forks, and then he dug into the jar.


    “You eat the clients’ food?”


    “Babysitter’s rules. We’re basically paranormal babysitters.”


    “You have to get permission from the parents. The rule is you’re allowed to eat something if you’re there for a meal time, but you still have to ask.”


    Khan sprinkled some salt on his egg and ate it in two bites. “What do you know about babysitting?”


    “I used to look after some kids in the building where I grew up. Parents trusted me because…” Eli forced himself to pause that confession. Although he’d blurted out way too much about his intimate life, he was more careful about who he talked to about his microchip secret.


    People never treated him the same once they knew, and they certainly never told him anything private. Most didn’t want anything to do with him. Brenda was different. She actually told him that he’d spoiled her for all other people, because she could never trust anyone like she did him.


    Khan was back in the fridge again, whooping over the treasure trove of leftovers. “Pepperoni pizza, no way.”


    “What do you want me to do now?”


    “Watch me eat and make me feel bad.” Khan handed the pizza box to Eli. “Or, you could always eat up, my man.”


    Eli didn’t feel right eating someone else’s leftovers, but he didn’t feel wrong, either, because nothing tastes as good as saturated fat and triple your daily allowance of sodium.


    * * *


    After lunch, they both returned to the living room, where Khan used the hand-held scanner to check all the toy box items.


    Eli watched, scowling. He wanted to hold the scanner, but Khan wouldn’t let him. He felt fidgety. The same personality traits that made him unsuitable for a desk job also made him unsuitable for standing around doing nothing.


    He checked on the plants by the windowsill. They’d stopped growing at an accelerated rate, but they did need water. He took the watering can to the kitchen to refill it.


    As he stood at the sink, Eli heard someone come into the kitchen behind him. The back of his head tickled. He whipped around. Nobody was there.


    He continued filling the watering can, and he sighed dramatically and leaned forward onto his elbows on the counter. The back of his head tickled some more. With his eyes lower, he used the reflective surface of the nearby toaster to watch the space behind him.


    Something orange flicked by. His eyes widened and his breath caught in his throat. The orange shape flicked by again.


    Eli was so excited, he shouted, “Ghost! Khan, come quick! It’s in the kitchen!”


    A moment later, Khan strolled in, looking annoyed. “Not funny.”


    Eli kept scanning the room with his eyes, high and low. “I’m not joking around. I was right here, leaning forward, and I saw something orange go by in the reflection on the toaster.”


    “Poltergeists aren’t orange. You’ll have to do better.”


    “Maybe it’s not a poltergeist. Maybe it’s something else.”


    Khan shook his head. “Don’t make things more difficult than they need to be. This is a slam-dunk case. The client reported multiple destructive entities rearranging household objects. Either there’s nothing here, or we’re going to find these poltergeists and catch them with the hexapods. When it’s done, you’re going to thank me for selecting such an easy job for your first official day. Then we’re going to celebrate by supporting the city’s stripper economy.”


    “It was orange.”


    “Sure, it was.” Khan left the kitchen and went back to the living room to continue scanning.


    Eli lingered in the kitchen, his annoyance simmering. He was tempted to tell Khan about the microchip, so his employer would know he wasn’t lying, but revealing that secret was just too large of a sacrifice. There was a good chance it would also get him fired, and he didn’t want to get fired.


    At least not until he knew what hexapods were.


    After five minutes of waiting for the ghost to show again, Eli gave up and went to water the plants. They perked up with the moisture, but didn’t do anything unusual.


    Khan was still scanning toys. Specifically, he was playing with the miniature cash register, which made sense. A person would have to be made of stone to resist pushing those little buttons.


    Eli went over to the sofa and lifted up the cushion. He found a quarter and two dimes, just as he’d seen when the Ray-gun had flashed. He left the coins and put the cushions back.


    Khan held up a teddy bear in one hand, scanning it with the tool held in his other hand. “Does that tickle?” he asked the bear.


    “If you were just going to scan everything anyway, why did you have me go through that stuff by hand?”


    Khan moved on to the next toy. “Beginner pilots don’t start off using the fancy software that flies commercial jets. They learn how to actually, you know, fly.”


    Eli looked down at his hands. Even if he could find the object a poltergeist was hiding inside like a paranormal hermit crab, what good were his bare hands after that? The memory of fighting for his life against the cat wraith was still vivid. Eli’s hands had passed right through the thing, even though it could touch him. How was that even possible?


    “Khan, I need to tell you something. The person that I know who has a cat wraith, well, it’s my girlfriend. That means that I have a cat wraith. I believe it slept at the foot of my bed last night. There were some little hairs on the covers. I would have brought them in for you, but they sort of evaporated.”


    “Figures. Cat wraiths like to play their games.”


    Eli got a bad feeling in his stomach, on top of the pain he was already experiencing from eating so much cheese.


    “You don’t seem surprised that I have a cat wraith.”


    Khan kept scanning toys. “Nothing surprises me anymore. I’m un-surprise-able.”


    “I believe you had something to do with me getting a cat wraith.”


    Khan shrugged. “Believe whatever you want.” He turned and offered Eli the scanner. “Here. Press the button only when you’re scanning. Don’t just hold it down the whole time, or you’ll waste the battery.”


    Eli accepted the device with a smile. A devious idea bubbled up in the scheming area of Eli’s brain. Khan had seemingly softened toward him at the mention of the cat wraith. Perhaps he had some guilt over sending a nearly-lethal paranormal entity home with an innocent person. Eli could use this guilt to his advantage, if he was careful.


    He pushed these schemes aside for the moment and tried out the scanner on a pail of Legos.


    Upon closer inspection, the scanner appeared to be a modified remote control. Eli pressed the button marked SCAN. With no warning, the device vibrated in his hand.


    “Gah!” Eli dropped the vibrating scanner on his foot.


    Khan snatched the device from the floor, cursing a streak of nasty words.


    Eli apologized. He’d been apologizing a lot that day, which didn’t make him feel good at all.


    “It’s fine,” Khan growled. “That’s enough touching stuff for one day, though.”


    Eli quietly retreated to a safe distance and took a seat on the couch with his hands folded on his lap. He sat there for the next hour, as Khan scanned and re-scanned all the toys and the other objects in the room, including everything on the mantle.


    “Nothing,” Khan said glumly. He took a seat in the reclining chair across from Eli and put his feet up on the coffee table.


    “What if we had found the right vessel? Do you burn it, or bury it, or what?”


    “A good exterminator doesn’t catch vermin and release them next door.”


    Eli whispered, “You kill them?”


    Khan raised one dark eyebrow and ran his hand through his spiked white hair. “You can’t kill what’s not alive. But you can re-home the little pests, sort of. Stay there, I’ll show you.”


    Khan stood up, and Eli braced himself to be tasered, shocked, blasted, burned, jolted, or electrocuted in some way.


    But Khan wasn’t using some scary device on him after all. He jogged off to grab one of the gear bags. He returned and set some objects on the coffee table between them.


    “These are the hexapods,” he explained.


    He arranged six black objects the size of small stereo speakers, or large soup cans, in a circular formation. The tops were domed. He flicked a switch at the bottom of each one. A soft hum filled the room. The hum was soothing, like one of those relaxation recordings—the ones with the glass bowls, not whale sounds. Whale sounds gave Eli the heebie jeebies.


    Khan used the spray bottle Eli had seen earlier to spritz the area above them. The air misted up, and now there were narrow beams of light visible, emanating from the hexapods. Next, Khan adjusted the hexapods so the beams of light converged in a single spot.


    These were not like any lasers Eli had ever seen. The light defied the laws of physics—or at least the more basic ones Eli understood. Where the beams met, the light seemed to spin apart, like sparks showering off a metal grinder—miniature fireworks.


    Eli took in a deep breath. The mist smelled of lavender, and also tea tree oil. He joked, “Between the humming of those things and that aromatherapy stuff, this place is turning into a yoga studio.”


    Khan didn’t even glance up from his adjustments. “What humming?”


    Eli leaned over the hexapods. The sound was definitely emanating from them. And the sound was… beautiful. So beautiful. It was like the song a blue sky would sing to the ocean. And underneath the prominent hum were more songs. The grass calling to butterflies. The moon crying over a broken heart. The sun fusing hydrogen atoms into helium while whistling.


    “Watch your face,” Khan warned, jolting Eli out of a daze.


    Eli pulled back and sat up straight. He held himself still, resisting the urge to get closer to the pods and their dancing light show.


    “Pop quiz,” Khan said. “Do you know what a D6 is?”


    “A six-sided dice. I mean die, singular.”


    “Point for Eli.” Khan tossed a silver D6 onto the coffee table and gestured for Eli to pick it up. “Notice anything else?”


    Eli picked up the D6. Other than being made of metal, it resembled the dice that might be found in any copy of Monopoly, such as the mangled game box sitting not five feet away from them, next to the toy box. He looked more closely at the die. Something didn’t feel right.


    The weight.


    Even if it were made of the lightest type of metal, the die should have weighed more than this. This die would float on water.


    “It’s hollow,” Eli guessed.


    Khan nodded, seemingly pleased that Eli was using his senses to figure things out. Gold star on Eli’s report card! Eli has really applied himself today!


    Khan reached into the front of his shirt and pulled out a thin, silver chain. Hanging on the chain were two rectangular pendants, like the dog tags soldiers wear. Between the tags was a smaller pendant, in the shape of a key—but not a full-sized house key—more like a charm for a bracelet.


    Eli watched, fascinated, as Khan pushed the key into one of the pips on the D6, then gave it a twist. He handed the cube back to Eli, who stared in amazement. The die was hollow, and now all the pips were holes.


    The inside of the die had a delicious smell, like every kind of delicious home baking rolled up into one aroma. Eli stared at the hollow die, and got a very strange urge. He wanted to shrink down to a grain of salt and climb inside this wonderful contraption. He wanted to see the gears and sliding plates at work inside.


    “Careful.” Khan swiped the metal box from Eli’s hands. “Don’t drool on the thing, or it’ll snap shut. You’re an unusual guy, Eli, but I still don’t want your saliva for my trophy wall.” He paused. “No offense.”


    “None taken.” Eli wiped his lower lip, horrified that he actually had been drooling.


    Khan rolled the hollow metal cube across the coffee table, as though he was taking a turn in a game. It stopped in the center of the hexapods, directly underneath the sparking light.


    “The rest is obvious,” Khan said. “You hold the possessed object in the para-light, and BAM! The poltergeist drops down, into the D6. Once the element is inside there, the doors slam shut, and it’s nighty-night time forever.”


    “Forever?” A sadness gripped Eli. He felt bad for the poltergeists. Forever was a long time.


    Khan leaned over, flicked the switches on the six hexapods, and shut the whole thing down. The beautiful humming music disappeared. Now the street noise of old cars driving by outside intruded upon the peaceful calm of the living room.


    Khan used the key on his chain to close the D6 trap. He reached into one of his pockets and pulled out an identical die, which he tossed to Eli.


    This one was heavy, as if it were made of lead.


    “Heavy duty trap?” Eli asked.


    “More like a soggy diaper.” Khan grinned. “You used to babysit, so you should be able to figure that one out.”


    Soggy diaper? Eli pondered this as he rolled the die in his hand. He had babysat some infants in his teenage years. A used diaper was always heavy, because it was full.


    Eli gasped and dropped the heavy die on the coffee table. It rolled, but not like a regular D6. The metallic die rolled in a spiral, until it came back around to Eli and stopped, the top side displaying six pips.


    “It likes you,” Khan said.


    Eli gave him a dirty look. “You said that about the plant, too. It’s not good for supernatural stuff to like you, is it?”


    Khan held up his hand for quiet and tipped his head. “Do you hear that scratching?”


    This wasn’t one of Khan’s jokes. There was scratching, a skittering sound coming from the floor above them. Eli’s first guess was that the raccoon he’d seen under the house, or her mate, had come inside the house.


    The skittering continued, punctuated by a thump.


    “That could be a raccoon,” Eli said. “Right?”


    “Raccoons are nocturnal, and they don’t skitter. That’s definitely a skitter.”


    The sound got even more skitter-like, removing any doubt it was a raccoon. The skitter seemed to be inviting them to come upstairs. Really, it had perfect timing, now that the hexapods demonstration had been completed.


    “This feels like a trap,” Eli said.


    “It sure does.” Khan’s eyebrows danced with excitement.


    The skittering kept going, getting quieter and then louder, taunting them.


    “Definitely a trap,” Eli said.


    Khan leapt to his feet and yelled up at the ceiling, “It’s about time! Don’t hold back, baby!” He looked down at Eli, his dark green eyes gleaming. “What do you think it is?”


    “Uh… the thing in the kitchen was orange. What’s orange? Prison jumpsuits. Prisoners on death row. Oh, no.” As excited as he was that paranormal things were finally happening, the idea of encountering a murderer made Eli’s crack flood with sweat.


    Khan was already running toward the stairs. Eli jumped to his feet and followed, because walking into a murderous ghost’s trap together was better than being left out.


    





Chapter Ten
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    Khan and Eli climbed the wooden staircase, moving toward the scratching sound.


    When they reached the top, Khan nodded for Eli to turn left. “You do a visual check of the bathroom.”


    “Visual? Check it for what?”


    “Poltergeists, Eli.”


    “Let’s say I find one. What next? Call for you?”


    “No.”


    “Then I don’t understand. In horror movies, bad things happen when the people split up and go separate directions. I should go with you.”


    “Then you’ll never develop your skills.”


    The skittering had stopped, almost as though the paranormal entity were standing there, listening to them argue.


    “Fine,” Eli said reluctantly. “I’ll go look on my own. But if I do see something, what next?”


    “Look at me. Can you do this?” Khan widened his eyes and stared at Eli with a very watchful expression. The stare was so intense, Eli had to look down at his socked feet for a moment. When he looked back up, Khan was still staring, his dark green eyes wide and recriminating.


    Eli couldn’t take it anymore and said, “Stop staring. You’re creeping me out more than the ghosts.”


    Khan kept staring, not blinking. His eyes were watering now, and still he didn’t blink or look away.


    Eli made a guess. “I’m supposed to stare at the ghost?”


    Khan’s dark eyebrows lifted ever so slightly, encouraging Eli to keep going.


    “I stare at the ghost and make it feel awkward? Then… I wait for it to hide inside an object? I check the temperature of the object with my hands, then we put it on the hexapod doohickeys and zap-zap?”


    Khan blinked and softened his expression. “That’s exactly what you do.” Then he turned to the right and went down the hall toward the first door.


    Eli felt so happy with himself for figuring out the plan of action, he forgot to feel nervous as he entered the potentially-haunted bathroom. A shower curtain was drawn across the interior of a restored claw-foot tub. Eli walked right up to the curtain and whipped it open in one sweep.


    No ghost.


    With his eyes wide open and ready, he yanked open cupboard doors and checked inside all the cabinets and then the drawers. He found spare toilet paper, bath toys, and waterproof picture books. He paused in thought. Waterproof picture books were a thing? Would wonders never cease.


    He turned around, faced the toilet, and carefully lifted the padded toilet seat lid. He wanted to find the ghost, but not here. Please, no, not here. If poltergeists hid inside toilets, he didn’t know what he would do. Surely there were some boundaries, like the secret gangster code that criminals follow, and ghosts respected the sanctity of toilets. Haunting churches would be fine, but please, not the toilets.


    Eli held his breath and gave it a test flush.


    No ghost.


    He checked behind the shower curtain again, felt all the objects on the counter, then left the bathroom.


    He could hear Khan talking in the other room, but figured he was just talking to himself. Eli moved on to the next room, a home office. There was a computer desk, a set of golf clubs, and a stack of cardboard filing boxes. He stood at the doorway and took a calming breath. So far, so good.


    Eli’s sweat glands had calmed down. His skin felt sticky, and he needed a shower, but his state of mind felt good. The fear had made him alert, and he liked this feeling. It was the same feeling he got playing video games. Some people would call it engaged. Eli thought of this state of mind as not-bored. He enjoyed being not-bored.


    Bring on the poltergeists, Eli thought.


    He crept around the home office, eyes wide, whipping his head from side to side at the slightest hint of a sound. He felt himself smiling. Hunting for ghosts was like playing hide-n-seek.


    Eli had been an only child, but the younger kids in his apartment building had been happy to play with him. They also appreciated the fact he didn’t lie to them, like most adults did. Eli was the guy everyone went to for the truth about Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.


    Now that Eli was whipping open closet doors looking for poltergeists, he thought of the times he’d assured little kids there were no monsters under their beds or in their closets. He could never say that now. If a child asked him, he’d have to say he had his own monster under his bed, and its name was Monty.


    Eli finished the visual inspection of the office and then let his intuition guide him. He stretched his arms out and touched various objects at random, feeling for temperature shifts. Nothing struck him as odd.


    From behind him, someone whispered, “I’m watching you.”


    Eli replied to who he thought was Khan, “How am I doing?”


    “You’re terrible at this. You both are.”


    Both?


    Eli whipped around, eyes wide. Something bright orange flashed like a supernova. Eli’s eyelids clamped shut in reflex. When he opened them again, he had blue and purple splotches across his vision. He tried to chase the splotches down, but they were like floaters, inside his eyes and not out in the world.


    Eli’s heart was racing, but he was still smiling. Engaged. Not-bored.


    He was getting warmer. If there was one thing he’d learned from video games, it was that enemies popped up when you were on the right track.


    He went into the next room, which was a little kid’s room. He guessed the room belonged to a boy, because it wasn’t entirely pink and purple, but he did keep an open mind, because not every little girl loves purple. With all his senses on high alert, he looked high and low, triple-checking the closet and the space under the bed.


    No ghost.


    No whispering voice telling him he sucked, either.


    “Show yourself,” Eli said to the quiet room.


    The room seemed to get even more quiet—the kind of absence of noise that makes your ears ring. Eli breathed in deeply. The air had a new scent. Ozone. Like the edge of the ocean.


    More boldly, Eli repeated his words. “Show yourself.”


    The air seemed to thicken around him, like a breathable gel.


    A breathable gel.


    Something that felt like a warm wave of water moved up Eli’s back and slid over him like a blanket.


    He remembered something that was his own memory—a memory from the time before his life began, before he was found wandering the ruins of the Zone.


    He was in that thick air, that breathable gel. He grew, and he lived without living, and he watched. People talked around him, their words like shapes. Triangles and squares. They opened their mouths and geometry came out, only it was just code. Code Eli didn’t understand yet.


    Eli slithered into this memory. He slid down, down, down. He heard a thump.


    





Chapter Eleven
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    Eli opened his eyes. He was looking up, at a face he didn’t recognize as a face, much less a specific person. The face was geometry. Points and lines on a plane. Light and shadows.


    “Fainting is better than vomiting,” the face said.


    Eli’s throat was dry. With a scratchy voice, he replied, “Anything’s better than vomiting.”


    The face looked concerned. It was Khan. He was the one with white hair and black eyebrows. Khan was his friend.


    These thoughts came to Eli as though being fed to him by someone else.


    Everything was wrong now.


    He used his elbows to push himself up to a sitting position. He looked around the child’s bedroom in alarm.


    “Khan?”


    “Why were you taking a floor nap? You fainted, right? Did you hit your head when you went down?”


    Eli rubbed the back of his head. There was a tender spot, right on the back of his skull.


    “Well, that’s helpful,” Eli mused. “When you fall down and hit your head, you get a bump and a sore spot. That way when someone asks if you hit your head, you can tell them you did.” He rubbed the spot some more. “Isn’t the body a marvelous thing?”


    Khan didn’t seem as amazed. “We’re calling it a day.”


    “But we haven’t caught the ghost yet. Unless you did already? How long was I out?”


    “I don’t know. After you said those arrogant things to me, I had to get outside for a walk. I figured it was better for me to blow off some steam than to punch you in the face on your first day.”


    Eli noticed that Khan’s breath smelled like beer. He also noticed that the sun had gone down outside, and the child’s bedroom was now lit by a ceiling light.


    “You left me here alone?” Eli asked.


    “Not entirely alone. There was a squirrel. That was the scratching we heard.” Khan sounded terse as he explained the situation. He seemed angry at Eli, like the bad mood was growing now that he wasn’t as worried about Eli being hurt. “I left the window open, and the squirrel seems to be gone now. Problem solved. Case closed.”


    Eli’s insides felt scrambled with emotions. He couldn’t bear Khan being upset at him, and he felt bad about whatever he’d done. Sure, he’d questioned Khan’s methods, but he hadn’t been arrogant.


    He started to apologize for the umpteenth time that day, but stopped. Why should he apologize?


    Now Eli was feeling abused, and rightly so. Khan had left him, passed out in a pile of drool, alone with a ghost. And a squirrel.


    “You left me alone with a squirrel? What if it had been rabid? I could have been bitten.”


    “You should have thought of that before you said what you did.”


    What had Eli said? They’d come upstairs, and he’d gone to search the rooms on one side of the house. Everything had been fine, until…


    “Khan, it was the ghost. I heard it, too. He came to the doorway behind me and whispered that he was watching me. And that I was terrible at this job.”


    Khan hiccuped and staggered back.


    He slurred, “That’sh what you said. Don’t you tell me what you said to me, because I know. You said I was good for nothing. Worthless.”


    “So you went for a drink?”


    “It’sh what I do best.”


    By the way Khan grabbed on to the edge of the client’s dresser, Eli could tell he had no small amount of alcohol running through his veins.


    Eli glanced around the room. It wasn’t safe to talk here. He didn’t know if it was safe to talk anywhere, but right here seemed like the worst place to plan their next steps.


    “Khan, it was a trap,” Eli said.


    “Life is a trap.”


    “Let’s go, then.” Eli got himself standing. His legs were shaky, but he was doing better than Khan, who was now muttering incoherently about people blaming things on ghosts. He continued muttering, and began launching karate kicks into the air around him.


    Eli received a few drunken kicks in the legs before he got Khan calmed down and back downstairs. The client still hadn’t returned home, but Eli didn’t want to be there with his drunk boss when he did. He gathered up the sensors and other equipment, returned the spare key, and dragged Khan back out to the van.


    It was dark outside, and even though it was a spring evening, the air had a chill that reminded Eli of Halloween.


    Naturally, Khan thought he should drive. At least he’d walked himself to and from the nearby pub while Eli had been passed out, so the van was still parked where they’d left it, and didn’t have any street signs or people embedded in the grill.


    After a brief scuffle inside the vehicle, Eli got Khan belted into the passenger seat and began to drive away from the house. Eli glanced over his shoulder at the old house. They’d turned off all the lights on their way out, but now the windows were glowing orange, taunting him.


    Eli clenched his hands around the steering wheel.


    That ghost was really getting on his nerves.


    It could try and scare him all it wanted, because that only seemed sporting. But this business of coming between him and Khan, trying to destroy their budding friendship, that was not okay.


    Whatever it took, Eli vowed to stop at nothing. By whatever means necessary, he was going to get that evil spirit into the smallest D6 cage available.


    





Chapter Twelve
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    On the drive home, Khan tried to get Eli to visit a strip club with him.


    Eli politely refused. Oh, he wanted to go and enjoy some beer, nudity, and male bonding, but not like this—not with Khan drunk and surly before they even walked in the door. Khan seemed ready to pick a fight, and being around someone like that was a surefire way to get punched in the face.


    “You’re going home to sleep it off,” Eli said. “It’s a school night. Now give me your home address.”


    Being drunk and surly, Khan refused. “I live at the north pole,” he said. “Come on, we’ll just go to one club. It’s not even a big one. We’ve got to support the city’s stripper economy. Come on, Eli, do a good deed.”


    “It’s almost my bedtime.”


    Khan howled with laughter, thinking Eli had been joking about having a bedtime. He was not.


    Eli drove toward the storefront, figuring he’d be able to track down Valentine and get her to help, or dump Khan there.


    They were still ten minutes away from the shop when Khan turned to Eli and slurred, “Promish you won’t touch the stuff. I’m serious.”


    “Your equipment?” The bags sat on the floor of the van between their bucket seats.


    “Not one finger.”


    “I wasn’t planning to touch it. Why?”


    Instead of answering, Khan flung the door open as they passed a strip club. “Seeya later, sucka!”


    Eli slammed the brakes and ground the van to a halt just as Khan snapped off the seatbelt and jumped out in one fluid motion. He ran crookedly to the door of the club and disappeared.


    * * *


    Eli got home just after nine o’clock, which actually wasn’t as late as it had felt when he was driving home.


    He found Brenda on the couch, watching TV while reading a magazine and texting on her phone.


    He cast a suspicious look at the brown recliner, then knelt on the floor before her and rested his head in her lap. She ran her fingers through his hair.


    “How was your first day?” she asked brightly. “Is my Eli tired?”


    “Tired.”


    “Do you want to tell me all about how it went?”


    “No.”


    She sighed. It wasn’t clear if she was sighing out of sympathetic disappointment for him, or because trying to get details about his day was always so taxing.


    A quiet moment passed, with only the rabble of a singing contest on the television. She prompted, “Did you catch a ghost?”


    “No.” He pressed his face into her jeans. After a long day in unfamiliar surroundings, the scent of the fabric softener they used was as soothing as Brenda’s fingertips on his scalp.


    “If you didn’t catch a ghost, what did you do all day? He’d better be paying you overtime.”


    Eli kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to tell Brenda he’d slept for a few hours, thanks to fainting. And what was that fainting business all about, anyway? Except for the times he’d been strangled by the cat wraith, Eli had never fainted before. And that was a shame, because he’d certainly been in plenty of embarrassing situations where he’d hoped for sudden unconsciousness.


    Eli retraced his steps. There’d been a voice at the door, and then Eli had challenged the ghost to show itself. Then the air in the room had gone funny. Perhaps the ghost had drained out the oxygen, or put in some other gas. Several theories sprung to mind, but none were a perfect fit.


    Brenda kept rubbing his scalp, smoothing out his thoughts. She was so good at calming him. She excelled at making him irate, and also calming him.


    She gave up on getting details from him and turned up the volume on the show.


    With his head still in her lap, Eli said, “I’d rather tell you about my day when I’ve got something good to share.”


    “I know, I know.”


    A moment passed.


    Eli asked, “How was your day?”


    She put the TV show on pause. “You know Rachel, the one with the mole? The one who thinks people can’t tell she’s got some tragic eating disorder? Always cooking those sweet potatoes in the microwave? I think she’s trying to get with Jeffrey, even though he’s barely separated from his wife, and everyone knows you have to wait at least a year, and Carol told me that she saw an email Rachel sent to Rosco, after the whole printer toner incident, and…”


    As Brenda explained the drama from the first half of the day, Eli closed his eyes.


    To his surprise, Brenda’s words stopped being words. All he had to do was lean his mind a little to one side, and her words became abstract. Notes in a song. He leaned a little in the other direction. The notes turned into shapes. Triangles and circles, lines and dots.


    That was different.


    He connected this new experience with the memory that had come to him after he bumped his head. The memory was weak, though, and when he looked harder, he tripped across memories from Donny.


    Now he was overcome with sadness over the death of Donny’s girlfriend by overdose. He had been doing chest compressions for no more than ten minutes, but it felt like an eternity. He’d felt her rib crack. He kept going.


    Eli’s mind flooded with grief. Life was so full of disappointments. He gritted his teeth and clenched his jaw.


    Brenda was still talking. The triangles turned back into words. “I know, right? One of these days, she’s going to get fired for not doing her job. I don’t care what she does with her free time, but a person needs to do her job. Just think about how much better the world would be if every single person just did what they were supposed to do.”


    Eli pulled his face out of Brenda’s lap, sat up straight, and looked into her eyes. She seemed surprised to see him there.


    “You’re right,” he said. “I need to do my job. Starting tomorrow, no more goofing around. I won’t let my mind wander. I will catch that poltergeist.”


    Her eyes widened, the thick fringe of mascara-coated eyelashes rising dramatically. “Poltergeist? That sounds fun. If I can get a ride, I’m going to come see you at lunch time. Will you be at the store, or on location somewhere?”


    “That’s a bad idea.”


    Her nostrils flared. “Don’t you get a lunch break? You should get a lunch break. And a dinner break, too, if they’re working you overtime.”


    “Brenda.” He shook his head.


    She broke eye contact and pretended to be intensely interested in the TV show.


    “We can talk about it next week,” he said, but it was too late for compromise. She refused to look at him, which meant the Silent Treatment was in effect.


    He got up and went to rummage in the fridge for a late dinner. He had no appetite, but he needed to keep his energy up for tomorrow. He ate leftover dead cow loaf standing over the sink, and then went to the bedroom with his laptop.


    They didn’t have a desk in the small apartment, so he propped up pillows for his back and sat cross-legged on the bed.


    He fired up the laptop and started with the search request he’d been thinking of most of the day: how to catch a poltergeist.


    The results were not as helpful as he’d hoped. He mostly found spec scripts by aspiring screenwriters. He did find one interesting webcomic, and lost himself for a while reading the archives, which had very little to do with catching poltergeists, but were quite funny.


    After reading all the webcomic archives, he did more searches on poltergeists, getting nowhere.


    Bedtime was approaching. A yowling sound from the alley below startled Eli. He turned to face the dark window and listened. More yowling. It sounded like a few cats.


    Eli turned back to the laptop and did a search for cat wraiths. He found nothing that matched what he knew about the entity that had allegedly told Brenda his name was Monty.


    He did find an ancient Egyptian cat-god named Montsumatchu, who decided the fate of entire villages based on its whims. The cat-god sounded like a real psycho. The artist’s rendering of Montsumatchu ripping out beating hearts was not the kind of thing one should look at before bedtime. Eli bookmarked the page.


    He had only five minutes until bedtime. Brenda was already brushing her teeth.


    Last-minute inspiration struck, and he did a search for the manufacturer of the Ray-gun.


    Eli queried: Azzure, manufacturer Ray-gun #112.


    He hit the search button, and the screen went white, hanging. He waited twenty seconds, then clicked the refresh button. Still nothing but a white screen.


    He opened the other browser installed on the laptop and repeated the search.


    The computer whirred noisily.


    “Ouch.” He lifted the laptop from his thighs. The machine was overheating, burning him. The fan must have stopped working, or something else was overclocking the CPU.


    He held the laptop up to his mouth and blew into the vents like he was playing the harmonica. All this accomplished was putting an acrid taste in his mouth.


    He did a hard reboot and tried the search a third time.


    Azzure, manufacturer Ray-gun #112.


    The white screen came up, only this time it was accompanied by a dialog box, black with a green blinking cursor. The prompt read: Enter username.


    Eli looked around the bedroom. The back of his head tickled, the way it had back at the poltergeist house before the orange thing had flashed by.


    He looked at the dialog box again, and he typed in: Anonymous.


    He pressed the return key.


    The screen flashed red, and the speakers began to emit a mind-shattering squeal. Eli clapped his hands over his ears. How was this possible? The speakers had stopped working a year ago, and now they were louder than the apartment’s smoke detector.


    Brenda came running in with her hands over her ears.


    Eli used his elbows to close the laptop.


    The sound wouldn’t stop, and now the computer was hotter than ever, burning his thighs. He flipped it off his lap and covered it with a pillow. The squealing was still loud, but now he could remove his hands from his ears. He tossed a second pillow on top of the first, and then threw his body over top of everything.


    Brenda yelled, “Stop it right now! You’ll have the whole building at our door in a minute.”


    “It’s malfunctioning. I didn’t do this on purpose.”


    “Make it stop.”


    The squealing wasn’t so loud, muffled between the mattress, two pillows, and Eli’s stomach.


    “It should tire itself out in a few minutes,” Eli said. “The batteries should run out.” The squealing pitched higher, but fainter. “See?”


    Brenda narrowed her eyes. “What were you looking at on your laptop, Eli?”


    She didn’t say it, but he knew she was referring to the Pinup Girl Incident from two months ago.


    “Did you install something on the laptop?” he asked.


    “Should I have?”


    The squealing laptop under him now sounded sad and pathetic, dying.


    “Brenda, what did you do?”


    She crossed her arms. “I don’t know, Eli. What did you do? Were you making donations to good causes again? We don’t need any more calendars.”


    “It was only twenty dollars. And it really was for a good cause.”


    She pressed the remote control to close the curtains. “Bedtime.”


    The laptop emitted one final gasping squeal, then went silent. Eli rolled to the side and pulled off the pillows. A burning smell wafted up and made him cough. He had a bad feeling the laptop wasn’t going to boot up again.


    The possible death of his only computer would have ordinarily ruined Eli’s night, but he wasn’t without hope. There was a chance Valentine might be able to fix the laptop.


    And tomorrow was another day.


    He put the laptop away and got ready for bed.


    As he brushed his teeth, he thought over what he knew about hackers—real hackers, who did stuff over the internet.


    He didn’t know much, really, but he knew what spyware was, and that information went around in packets, and certain software sniffed around for good packets.


    It was possible someone had detected him searching for Azzure and decided to shut that down.


    But why?


    If you were trying to hide top secret information, the best way to do that would be to bury it in misinformation, or quietly scour every trace of it online.


    The stupidest thing to do would be to alert the casual internet user that they were onto something.


    Therefore, if that dialog window was the work of a hacker, the hacker actually wanted Eli to keep searching for Azzure. Reverse psychology. Eventually they would let him “find” some trail of breadcrumbs that would lead him directly to them. He’d walk right into their trap, and they’d use mind control cult stuff on him and turn him into a terrorist, and set him up for some cyber crime.


    Eli’s electric toothbrush stopped its timed run. He rinsed out his mouth, feeling pretty pleased with himself that he’d figured out some hacker organization’s entire devious plan in the time it took him to brush his teeth.


    Nice try, stupid hackers.


    He climbed into bed with a smile on his face.


    He had a good mind, when he applied himself. And first thing tomorrow, he was going to figure out how to catch that poltergeist. Or both of them, if there really were two.


    He could hardly sleep, he was so excited.


    Because of this excitement, instead of the usual sixty seconds it took Eli to fall asleep, he lay awake for nearly fifteen minutes.


    Meanwhile, in a bunker deep below the surface of the earth, a computer printed out a new filing label: Eli Carter, Threat Level Yellow.


    





Chapter Thirteen
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    Things were going smoothly enough on Tuesday morning, until Eli and Brenda got down to the van and found the passenger side window smashed.


    Eli let out a steady stream of expletives as he checked to see what else had been damaged or stolen. The stale granola bars from the glove box were gone, as was the parking meter change Eli kept in the ashtray.


    At least Khan’s bags of gear were still there, right where Eli had stupidly left them overnight. He should have brought the stuff up to the apartment, but Khan had told him not to touch the stuff, and Eli had felt just belligerent enough to take the order literally.


    Brenda helped him clean up the pebbles of broken safety glass, and they continued on their way. She would typically be more upset about this type of thing, but this morning she had an aura of calm, as though she was above such petty worries. Even her chin seemed to tilt up higher than usual.


    They’d been driving for ten minutes when she reached for one of the camouflage-print bags.


    “Khan didn’t want me to touch the equipment,” Eli said.


    She unzipped it anyway. Eli gave her a dirty look, and she responded with, “He didn’t say anything about me not touching it, did he?”


    Eli admitted this was true.


    She held up one of the objects. “What’s this?”


    “A hexapod.”


    “Hmm.” She dug around in the bag. “Shouldn’t it be called a pentapod if there are only five of them?”


    Eli’s heart sunk into darkness faster than the sun in the time-lapse opening of a nature film about bats.


    The thieves had taken his granola bars, parking change, and an integral piece of high-tech equipment, the replacement cost of which he couldn’t begin to imagine.


    He explained this to Brenda, who helped him look through the bags and then search the interior of the van while he kept driving. Eli’s heart stayed down. One of the hexapods was definitely gone.


    “I’m sure you’ll figure out something clever,” Brenda said calmly.


    Eli eyed her suspiciously. Why wasn’t she freaking out, or at least driving home the point that she’d already told him, on multiple occasions, to empty the glove box and leave it open whenever he parked in the underground parking spot?


    Had the thieves also snatched Brenda during the night and replaced her with a pod person? He kept stealing glances over at her. Something about her face wasn’t right.


    





Chapter Fourteen
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    Brenda sat in her usual seat in the van while Eli drove toward the delivery depot. She was going to her usual job, but she wasn’t feeling the usual Tuesday morning feelings.


    The vehicle break-in bothered her more than she was letting on. She flicked a stray pebble of safety glass out the open window. The broken glass was a metaphor for her life, she decided.


    Just when she had everything organized, with the two of them in a comfortable groove, along came this exciting new job for Eli. At first, she’d been hopeful, but then the fears and doubts of all her coworkers had infected her.


    She couldn’t tell everyone Eli was working as a ghost exterminator. As far as her coworkers knew, Eli was delivering for an appliance repair shop. They couldn’t understand why he’d taken a step down.


    Her co-worker Jeffrey kept popping his head up over the cubicle, asking questions. Had Eli taken an interest in losing weight or working out? Jeffrey said that was a sign Eli was cheating on her. Changes were bad for couples, according to Jeffrey.


    The van rattled over train tracks. Brenda pulled out her phone and sent a text to Rachel, complaining about Jeffrey trying to look down everyone’s shirts while giving bad relationship advice.


    Rachel replied by sending photos of people on the bus with her, along with her critique about their appearances.


    Brenda put her phone away, because the negativity was increasing her sense of impending doom. Why did she feel so awful? She’d taken her supplements.


    What Brenda didn’t realize, thanks to the chaos of the van break-in, was that Eli’s job wasn’t the only change in their lives.


    The night before, Brenda had slept with an ancient Egyptian god curled up at her feet. It was the second time, and that’s the sort of new routine that’s going to make a person feel a little weird in the morning.


    And she did feel weird. Very weird.


    “I don’t know how late I’ll have to work,” Eli said.


    Brenda pressed her lips together tightly and kept looking out the window.


    She worried about him spending so much time with this guy, Khan. A necromancer. It was bad enough they lived in a city with Crashers running amok, eating each other in falling-down buildings and doing heaven-knows-what to survive.


    What Eli and Brenda really needed to do was build up enough of a nest egg so they could move somewhere better, to a city that wasn’t the sinkhole of the country, sucking evil towards itself like some dank, dark, pit that led straight to—


    “Babe?” Eli stopped the hamster wheel of darkness in her head, the way he always did. “Ride? After work?”


    “I can get a lift home easy enough,” she said lightly.


    “What’s wrong? You sound worried.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “I’m a grown-up. I can take the bus if I need to.”


    “Okie dokie, smokie.” Eli nodded and kept driving, with his typical, worry-free expression on his face. She envied him his calm, and his ability to take a nap anywhere.


    It was only natural that she was worried, Brenda told herself. Eli was everything to her, the only person who made life good. She had created a life for herself in this sinkhole of a city, but that was just for show.


    None of it would mean anything without Eli.


    There were things he did that drove her crazy, but, as they both joked, it wasn’t a long drive to Brenda’s Crazytown. You could get there by foot.


    She tried to cut him some slack, but it was hard. Being easygoing wasn’t in her nature.


    Sometimes she opened the secret cabinet behind the bathroom mirror and took out the engagement ring Eli kept hidden away in there.


    It was such a beautiful ring, and she wanted it so badly that she just had to occasionally kick him in the kidneys. She knew it was wrong of her, but it was wrong of him first, and two wrongs was the theme of their relationship.


    Two wrongs that go together all right.


    On Saturday night, when he called late and said he was crashing at some farmhouse, way out in the countryside, she didn’t think much of it. She stayed over at friends’ houses all the time—always girlfriends, of course, because Eli was the only man she trusted on her side of a locked door when she was sleeping.


    Eli never stayed over elsewhere, though. All night long, she suffered nightmares that he’d died, and this was her life now, without him. The night had been the longest one of her life, and she’d had some long nights in her twenty-six years on the planet.


    She couldn’t tell Eli about her fears. He’d think she was even more screwed up than his initial assessment.


    So, she did what she could. She bought dead cow and stuck her hands in the meaty bits, squishing in breadcrumbs and ketchup, just like the recipe said.


    If dead cow was the way to Eli’s heart, she would squish it through her fingers every day.


    This new job of his wouldn’t last long. Eli had started a half-dozen things in the last year alone, from learning to play bass guitar to taking entrepreneurial classes by correspondence. He’d never finished any of the classes, and he certainly couldn’t play bass guitar.


    Eli took a hard right turn and the van rattled up to the staff entrance for the delivery depot.


    He grinned over at her, looking more handsome than ever. He always looked extra cute when she thought critically about him, which made her feel awful.


    He said, “Don’t tell the gang in the office I miss them, because I don’t.”


    “Okay. Catch some big ghosts today.”


    “Can’t make any promises.” He gave her a grin so charming, it nearly broke her heart.


    





Chapter Fifteen
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    Eli parked the van at the office staff’s entrance, and leaned over to kiss Brenda goodbye.


    Up close to her face, he realized her eye makeup was different. Her mascara application had been scaled back to only a few coats, and her eyes were rimmed with dark crayon. Cat-like.


    She noticed him staring at her and smiled sweetly. He kissed her again, drawn in by her charm.


    He would have kept kissing her, too, but someone rapped on the driver’s side window. It was the grizzled warehouse foreman. Eli rolled the window down and greeted him.


    “Got somethin’ for ya, young fella.” The man cleared his throat and spat on the ground via the gap in his front teeth.


    “I don’t work here anymore,” Eli replied.


    “Ya don’t, huh?”


    Eli smiled. He was still worried about the missing hexapod, but had just realized how good those five words felt, put together in that order.


    I don’t work here anymore.


    Such a beautiful phrase.


    The foreman thrust his meaty fist through Eli’s open window. He held a silver hand tool.


    “Present for ya,” he said. “This is for scraping the company decal off the side of your van. Go slow so you don’t scratch the paint.”


    Eli thanked him and took the tool. The man spat again and went on his way. Brenda had already jumped out and was on her way to the admin office.


    Alone in the van, Eli looked down at the silver scraping tool. Its retractable blade was covered in sticky goo.


    Did he really want to scrape off the decal already? It had cost Eli a good chunk of money to get the delivery company’s decal put on the side of the van. If something were to happen, and Eli needed his old job back, he didn’t want to pay for the decal application a second time.


    He tossed the tool in the glove box and continued on his way to Ghost Hackers.


    * * *


    The storefront was dark, but the door opened. Eli walked back and found Valentine in the workshop. She wore the same red hoodie and jeans as the day before, giving him the impression she’d never left.


    He let his footfalls be heavy so he didn’t startle her.


    “I have bad news and more bad news,” Eli said.


    Her ponytail flicked to acknowledge his presence.


    He set down the bags of gear he’d brought in. With the van’s broken window, he didn’t dare leave the stuff behind again.


    Valentine didn’t look up from her circuit board. “I already heard all about yesterday.” She leaned forward and adjusted a magnifying lens on a swing arm. “He really shouldn’t drink like that, because of his heart condition.”


    Eli completely misinterpreted what Valentine said and began to laugh. “Good one. Hart condition,” he said, referencing the siblings’ shared last name.


    She turned and gave him a perplexed look.


    Eli realized she hadn’t been making a pun after all, and tried to explain his misinterpretation, and that he wasn’t a monster for laughing. However, as with trying to convince someone you’re not crazy, the very fact the situation has come up guarantees you can’t succeed.


    He gave up and moved on to the worse of the bad news. His van had been broken into, a hexapod was gone, and he was very sorry. “Take it off my pay,” he offered.


    “Forget about the hexapod,” she said neutrally. “I have some new gear in beta testing that’s…” She paused.


    “Safe and effective?”


    “Effective,” she finished.


    The way she omitted the word safe gave Eli some concern.


    Valentine rolled her chair back and dismounted, then nodded for Eli to follow her over to a wall of flat panel screens. She tapped away at a keyboard, and the screens all lit up. She pointed to one screen, which showed Khan, in a bed, rolling around in a fitful state.


    “Is he okay?” Eli asked. “Is he taking the day off?”


    “His heart works better when he gets a full eight hours. I’ll wake him up now.” She tapped away at the keyboard. Khan immediately jumped out of bed and disappeared off the edge of the screen.


    Valentine explained, “The wake-up alarm plays bagpipes in the other room. He hates bagpipes.”


    “That’s a good trick.”


    “The apartment’s just up there.” She pointed to the ceiling. “He’ll be down shortly.” She glanced at the other video screens. “You’re getting a parking ticket.”


    Eli followed her gaze to the monitor that showed a parking enforcer leaning over to get his van’s plate number.


    He took off running.


    Outside, he gasped to the woman, “Have mercy.”


    The parking enforcer was a woman of about fifty, with gray hair coiled up in tight curls. She was the same one who’d given him a ticket the week before, outside the Zone.


    “My middle name is Mercy,” she said. “Go ahead and plead your case.”


    “Are you serious? You really want to hear about my problems?”


    “Son, do I look like a bartender? Don’t tell me your problems. Tell me why I shouldn’t give you a ticket.”


    “See how I have a broken window? My van got busted into last night, and they took some valuable equipment I need for my job, plus they took all my parking change.”


    “Did you keep the change in the ashtray? You shouldn’t do that. Very stupid.”


    Eli hung his head. “I know.”


    “I’m going to write you two tickets, one for the parking and one for that pathetic attempt at swaying my feelings.” She made a tsk-tsk sound. “I think you can do better. Let’s go double or nothing. Dig deeper.”


    Eli looked up into the woman’s steely eyes.


    “Dig deeper,” she repeated.


    “Have mercy,” he said slowly, “because last week, I had a safe job and an ordinary life, and now I’m throwing it all away. I’ve been strangled, drowned, and suffocated. I don’t know what’s happening from one minute to the next. And I think I like it.”


    The woman rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She glanced over at the logo on the side of the van.


    “You used to work for them?” she asked.


    Eli nodded. “Up until yesterday.”


    “They’re a good company,” she said. “I used them to take care of my final business before I left everything and moved out of Castle Point to start fresh. I used their rush courier service to smuggle my husband’s rare tropical birds back to the rainforest they’d been captured from. And do you know why?”


    “Because you’re a crazy old lady?”


    She laughed at this. “I like you, kid. I sent them away because a caged bird’s got nothing to sing about.”


    She put away her ticket dispenser without issuing a ticket. Before Eli could thank her, she hopped on her bike and rode away, whistling.


    Eli stared after her for a moment, and then he grabbed the scraping tool from the glovebox and began removing the van’s decal.


    Eli Carter was no parakeet.


    





Chapter Sixteen
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    Eli was still scraping the decal off the van when the front door to Ghost Hackers opened and the store coughed up Khan like a cat with a hairball.


    “Morning,” Khan grumbled as he staggered to a stop. He had more heavy-looking bags of gear strapped over each shoulder and dark sunglasses over his eyes.


    “Good morning,” Eli replied. “Five more minutes. I’m almost done.” He turned back to scraping the decal off the side of the delivery van. It had been tricky to find the optimum angle for scraping. The edges of the decal were brittle and cracked, but the inner area was sticky and required the perfect amount of pressure, not too fast and not too—


    Khan yanked the silver scraper from Eli’s hand. “Give it a rest.”


    “But I’m almost done.”


    “So?”


    Eli looked at the remaining portion of decal. He couldn’t leave it like that. He went at the job with his fingernails, picking away desperately. He could see Khan at the edge of his vision, shifting from side to side with impatience. A brittle edge of the decal snapped off and cut him under his fingernail. “Five more minutes,” Eli begged.


    Khan handed Eli back the scraper and went to wait inside the van, in the passenger seat.


    * * *


    Once Eli had removed the entire decal, he smiled with satisfaction. Then he hurriedly got into the van and started the engine.


    He asked Khan if Valentine told him about the stolen hexapod.


    “Yup.” Khan pulled a spiral notebook from one of the bags and started writing on a page. “Do you know where the Bowl-o-Rama is? Of course you do. It’s a landmark. Well, what are you waiting for?”


    The engine was running, but Eli hadn’t pulled out onto the road yet. The Bowl-o-Rama was in the opposite direction of the purple house.


    Eli asked, “Are we picking something up there before we go back to the poltergeist house?”


    “Maybe we’re going bowling.”


    Eli tapped his fingers on the steering wheel for a moment. He was confused, but at least nobody seemed that upset about the stolen hexapod. He pulled the van onto the street and drove toward the Bowl-o-Rama.


    Khan wasn’t in the mood for chatting, or explaining.


    They were six minutes away from the bowling alley when the silence was broken by Eli’s phone ringing. He pulled out the phone and looked for a break in traffic so he could pull over.


    Eli would have tossed the phone to Khan, but Khan appeared to be asleep. Eli answered the phone with a hesitant hello.


    “Are you two chuckleheads coming to finish the job you started?”


    “Just one moment, sir.” Eli dropped the phone between his thighs and leaned over to shake Khan by the shoulder to wake him up. “It’s the client from the purple house.”


    “And?”


    “He called us chuckleheads.”


    “Both of us?” Khan scowled.


    “Do you want to talk to him or not?”


    Khan scoffed and sunk down in the passenger seat, resting one boot on the dashboard.


    Eli pulled the phone up to his ear. “Sir, my boss is offended you called us chuckleheads.”


    “I ought to call the police on you is what I should do. You made a mess in the kitchen, a mess upstairs, and what happened to the seedlings?”


    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Eli finally caught a break in the traffic and pulled over to the side to continue with the call safely. “Sir, we’ve had some setbacks with our equipment, plus I’m new at this. Would you like us to come back over today? There’s a whole questionnaire I’d like to go through with you.”


    There was a howling, paranormal sound on the other side of the line. Eli held his breath, eyes wide as he listened. The sound had to be the ghost, tormenting the homeowner.


    “Sir? Are you still there? Hello?”


    Through the howling, Eli could just barely make out the client yelling for them to get over to the house and finish the job.


    The call went quiet. The phone’s screen was blank, the battery suddenly dead. Eli thought of his poor dead laptop back at the apartment and wondered if this was also the work of hackers.


    “So much for bowling,” Khan said. “That sounded urgent. Maybe I should drive.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    Eli checked all the lanes and made an illegal, yet relatively safe U-turn.


    He tapped on the steering wheel excitedly.


    As he drove toward the client’s house, he thought about another guy who’d been a delivery driver, like him. After a year, he quit and became an EMT, driving an ambulance. The guy would drop by the depot sometimes to have donuts in the break room and talk to the guys. He’d usually get called away by an accident, and the more horrible the accident sounded, the more excited he’d be.


    Eli had found the guy’s interests macabre then, but not so much now.


    As Eli sped toward the client’s house, adrenaline pumping, he hoped the ghost was doing something truly terrifying.


    * * *


    Nobody came to the door when they knocked. Khan pressed the buzzer repeatedly, then turned to Eli. “Are you absolutely sure this is the address?”


    “No, but this has to be the address, because if it isn’t, we broke and entered yesterday.”


    “I like your logic.” Khan tried the door handle. It was locked. He squatted down and flipped up the welcome mat. This time, there was no key.


    Khan grumbled, “This is a setup, and I know who’s behind it.”


    “What? Who?”


    “Clearly it’s all a ploy by that bar down the street, Vinnie’s, to sell me sub-par beer that tastes of the soap they use to clean the lines.”


    “Huh? The bar?”


    He straightened up and stretched. “Good idea, Eli. Let’s go get some refreshments so it’s not a wasted trip.”


    Eli heard movement on the other side of the door. He knocked again. “Hello? It’s us. We’re back again.”


    He pressed his ear to the door and heard nothing.


    “Figures,” Khan growled. “Waste of time.”


    “Who would try to waste our time like this? Do you have any enemies?”


    “What do you think?”


    Eli glanced around for signs of surveillance. His eyes widened when he spotted the unmarked van in front of the house. He jumped to a conclusion, then jumped back again once he realized it was actually just his van with the decal scraped off.


    “We need to screen clients better,” Khan said.


    Eli was still jumpy and looking around for surveillance. “Could it be hackers? Like, real ones? I was doing some research last night, and when I tried to look up that Azzure company, something unusual happened to my computer. Now, it’s possible my girlfriend installed something to restrict my access to photos of pin-up girls, but it’s also possible someone’s trying to recruit me for a terrorist organization.”


    Khan pulled off his sunglasses dramatically. “Eli! Why didn’t you mention this sooner? Tell me everything, right now. These pin-up girls, are they wearing garter belts?”


    Eli frowned. “My laptop got really hot, and made an awful noise. I have a bad feeling it’s fried.” He groaned. “And I bet my phone is fried now, too.”


    “Did you print out any of the pin-up photos first?”


    Eli heard more movement behind the door. He held up one hand for silence. “Did you hear that?”


    The sound got louder and more distinct. It wasn’t just movement. It was someone pleading for help, seemingly from inside the house.


    They both jumped into action, banging on the door and yelling to be let in.


    The cries for help got louder. Whatever was happening to the homeowner, from the sound of his desperate cries, he wasn’t able to let them in the door.


    Eli flew down the porch steps.


    Khan yelled, “Good idea! You go that way, I’ll go this way and check the back for another entrance.”


    “Wait!” Eli picked up a rock from the garden and chucked it through the living room window.


    The glass shattered and fell away, leaving a green curtain of plants—the jungle they’d created the day before. Eli jumped up into the window frame and fought his way through the vines, Khan hot on his heels.


    Inside the living room, they both paused to look and listen. There were no visible apparitions, but movement noises were coming from the upper floor.


    Khan removed his sunglasses. “Open the front door and grab the equipment bags, then follow me upstairs.”


    Eli did as he was told, then flew up the stairs, ready for an exciting encounter with a ghost.


    On the second floor, he tore down the hallway. There was nobody in the bathroom, so he moved on to the next room. He nearly ran into Khan, who was standing just inside the door of the owner’s home office.


    Khan had his back to the hallway and his hands in the air. Eli didn’t know what was happening, but he did see the glint of the Ray-gun tucked in the back of Khan’s waistband.


    He grabbed the petite gun, pointed it into the room and yelled for everyone to freeze.


    This was Eli’s moment.


    He yelled again for everyone to freeze, and he used some of the same words Samuel L. Jackson might use in a Quentin Tarantino movie.


    





Chapter Seventeen

    [image: leaves]


    In the seconds of silence following his profanity, Eli came to an uncomfortable realization.


    There was a menacing figure in front of Khan, making him hold up his hands, but the figure didn’t have any of the qualities you’d expect in a ghost.


    It looked just like a regular man who’d been woken by someone banging on his front door—like a regular guy who’d quickly pulled on a pair of jeans to check the door. Eli, however, was not born yesterday. Appearances could be deceiving.


    Eli kept aiming the tiny pistol.


    They were in a standoff. Khan was in the middle, weaponless. The bare-chested man stood before them, holding a golf club with both hands, the way a baseball player would hold a bat. He looked ready and willing to club Khan. His arm muscles twitched with readiness.


    Eli steadied his stance, took careful aim, and in his best Samuel L. Jackson voice, Eli said, “Drop the golf club now, you ghostly mother—”


    Khan turned at the waist and punched Eli right between the eyes.


    Eli dropped the Ray-gun. It clattered to the wood floor. Eli’s knees hit the floor next. He’d never been punched between the eyes before. Other parts of the face, sure, but this was a new world of stars and pain.


    He lifted his hands in the air and tried to look helpless, which wasn’t much of a stretch, since he could barely see through his watering eyes, much less do anything heroic.


    The man with the golf club said, “I’ve got some cash in the cookie jar downstairs. Please, just take it. I won’t tell anyone you were here, I swear.” His voice trembled with fear, which seemed very un-ghost-like. “Please, I don’t want any trouble.”


    “This is all a misunderstanding,” Khan said. “Have a look at my partner’s forearm. Do you see something written on there?” He nudged Eli with the toe of his boot. “Hey, genius, show him your forearm, will ya?”


    Eli blinked away some of the stars swimming around his head and turned his arm so the man with the golf club could read the address. The numbers had faded over the last day, but were still visible.


    “That’s my address,” the man said, his voice still quaking. “I don’t understand. What do you want? You came here yesterday and ransacked my kitchen, and now you’re back. Who are you? Terrorists?”


    “We’re gardeners,” Khan explained. “I’m Leroy Fassbender, and this is my brother Eli. I’m afraid Eli suffered a childhood illness that rendered him an idiot. He likes to point his toy gun at people. I apologize on his behalf. He can’t do much, but he’s an excellent gardener.”


    “You’re ga-ga-gardeners?” The man seemed to be on the verge of a meltdown.


    Eli’s eyes were working again, and he took a good look at the man’s bare feet. The toes looked solid, and as real as any person’s. “I’m sorry,” Eli murmured. “Very sorry. I got confused, and I thought you were a gh—”


    Khan flicked him between the eyes with one finger. “Zip it! Bad Eli. I gave you one thing to do. One simple thing. I told you to set up the exterior grow light with the hexapods, and you threw a rock through this nice man’s window.”


    “I did throw a rock, but—”


    Khan flicked him again, which made Eli’s eyes water. He zipped his lips. Khan would deal with the situation the way only he could.


    “He thought he saw a scary ghost inside the house,” Khan said, chuckling. “His favorite show is Scooby Doo. And that’s the whole story about how your front window got broken. Yesterday, we got a call to come here to do some gardening, but now I realize my goober brother must have taken down the wrong address. Now, I’m going to reach for my wallet, so I can pay you for the broken window, and we’ll be out of your hair.”


    “You’re really gardeners? Why are you dressed like commandos?”


    Without hesitation, Khan smoothly replied, “I’m glad you noticed our tight branding. Guerilla Gardening is the name of the operation.” He reached over to ruffle Eli’s hair with one hand. “Guess who showed up in a big hairy gorilla costume the first day. Sweet, simple Eli. It’s a good thing I like him so much.”


    Eli beamed with pride, because he couldn’t help it. Khan’s fingers felt soothing in his hair, and that plus the compliment took away some of the sting from being punched and flicked between the eyes.


    From a nearby room, a child called out, “Daddy?”


    “Just a minute, sweetie,” the barefoot homeowner called out. To the guys, he said, “Please, take the money and leave. I’m a single father, and I don’t need any more trouble. This move has been a nightmare. This neighborhood is not what the real estate agent promised.”


    Khan snorted. “I don’t know why people trust real estate agents. You wouldn’t let a starving pack of hyenas do your grocery shopping, now, would you?”


    The man’s posture eased.


    “It sounds like you’ve been through a lot,” Khan said. “I’m going to reach for my wallet now.” He slowly retrieved his wallet and counted out a handful of bills. It would be more than enough to cover the broken window.


    He offered the bills to the homeowner, who slowly set down the golf club and accepted the cash with a shaking hand.


    Eli got to his feet, keeping his head down and trying to look harmless. He did a visual search of the surrounding area for the Ray-gun, but it wasn’t there. Khan’s hand swished near his cargo pants pocket, so he assumed Khan must have grabbed it.


    The man said, “So, you’re really gardeners? What did you do to my seedlings? I’ve never seen anything grow like that.”


    “Green thumb,” Khan said.


    “Leave me one of your cards. You do have business cards, I assume.”


    A nearby door opened, and a child called out, “Daddy?”


    “Your son?” Khan asked.


    “Daughter. Home sick with the flu. She hasn’t been herself since the move. She decided she doesn’t like purple anymore, even though I bought this house partly because…” He sighed.


    “Kids,” Khan said in a way that implied he had several of his own.


    The child appeared at the doorway, her cheeks pink and feverish. She looked about six years old, and didn’t seem surprised to find two strangers in her father’s home office.


    “I’m thirsty,” she said.


    “These gentlemen are gardeners,” her father explained. “I’m just showing them out, and I’ll get you some juice.”


    “Can we go to Vinnie’s?” she asked sweetly.


    “Is that a friend of yours?” the father asked.


    Khan said, “Actually, it’s the dive bar just a few blocks from here.” He turned to the little girl and knelt down. “They don’t clean the soap properly from their tapped beer lines. You can do a lot better than Vinnie’s.”


    Eli noticed the father’s eyes going to the golf club. “We need to go, boss,” he said, then he grabbed Khan’s arm and hauled him toward the stairs.


    From there, the two made a swift and apologetic retreat. They grabbed the bags of gear and walked out to the van without a word. Khan took the passenger seat and put on his sunglasses.


    Eli checked his face in the rear view mirror. His eyelids were swelling, and he’d have two black eyes by nightfall.


    “Now what?” Eli asked.


    “I don’t know. I’m not in a bowling mood anymore.”


    “Did that little girl seem unusual to you?”


    “Yeah. She wasn’t too annoying for a germ incubator.” He chuckled. “Pretty cool kid.”


    “Why would she ask to go to a bar, though?”


    Khan shrugged. “She’s a kid. She must have seen the neon sign and thought Vinnie’s was like some off-brand Chuck E. Cheese.”


    “That makes sense.” Eli prodded his swelling eyelids. “But now we’re out two days of pay, plus the broken window. Come to think of it, we didn’t get paid for the farmhouse job, either.”


    Khan clapped his hands together suddenly. “That’s it! I’ve got it all figured out.”


    “What? What?”


    “Drive, Eli! U-turn. Go that way. There’s no time to explain!”


    Eli hit the gas. “Of course there’s time. What’s going on?”


    “No time. Just drive. Faster!”


    Eli tapped the brakes. “How about I drive slower so there’s time to explain?”


    “No, there’s no time. Just drive.”


    “I’m slowing down. I’m keeping it safely under the speed limit.”


    “Now there’s less time!” Khan snaked his leg over and stomped his boot on Eli’s foot, pressing the accelerator.


    “Stop it! Tell me what we’re doing!”


    “There’s no time to explain!”


    They drove five more blocks, arguing the whole way over whether or not there really was time to explain. Eli finally parked the van under extreme protest, both of them still yelling over how and when whom should explain their actions.


    Khan jumped out of the van and bolted toward a building. It was Vinnie’s, the neighborhood dive bar with the neon sign and the soapy draft lines.


    Eli realized he’d been had, but followed him in anyway.


    The dimly-lit bar smelled like a basement. Eli looked around at all the day drinkers and felt shame on their behalf. It wasn’t even lunch time.


    He took a seat at the bar next to Khan and ordered a club soda.


    Khan swiveled his head and gave him a dirty look.


    “I’m not a day drinker,” Eli explained.


    “We’ll see about that.” Khan reached over and grasped Eli’s nose between his thumb and forefinger. When Eli opened his mouth to protest, Khan tossed a shot glass worth of tequila down his throat.


    





Chapter Eighteen
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    Eli Carter could no longer say he wasn’t a day drinker.


    Eli Carter was a day drinker, and he liked it, because day drinking was awesome, and all the cool guys who hung out at Vinnie’s were straight-up excellent dudes who had endless hilarious stories and very practical life advice.


    One of the regular day drinkers knew exactly what kind of girl Brenda was, and offered several helpful tips for managing a woman like her. Most of the tips involved making her too exhausted from childcare to have any energy to dampen a man’s creative energies. Eli was just drunk enough to think these were excellent ideas, but not drunk enough to tell Brenda about them over the phone when he called to let her know he’d be late getting home.


    Dinner time came, and the men in the bar feasted like kings on barbecue chicken wings.


    Eli thought he was going to pass out, but around ten o’clock, he got a second wind. Khan sobered up, and the tables turned.


    “It’s getting late,” Khan said between yawns.


    “You started this,” Eli said. “You can go home if you want.” He turned to the table of guys. “Hey, fellas, what do we do if our friends go home early?”


    In unison, the old men joyfully sang out, “Stay and make new friends!”


    “You enjoy one more drink,” Khan said. “I’m stepping outside for some fresh air. Don’t get into too much trouble without me.”


    Eli raised his beer. “Okay, boss.”


    The guys at the table laughed.


    Everyone thought it was funny when Eli called Khan boss. The standard for humor set by the day drinkers was not very high.


    Another pitcher of beer arrived at the table, and one of the guys said, “Let’s dedicate this round to that miserable old coot.”


    The group got quiet, then murmured, “To Charlie.”


    Glasses were refilled and raised in toast. Over the clinking, one of the guys said, “You chuckleheads.” Then everyone was saying chuckleheads and laughing.


    Eli rubbed the scar on his scalp. He was getting an idea. It was still foggy, but he could taste the idea.


    “Who’s Charlie?” he asked.


    The oldest and baldest of the men, the one who’d barely spoken all night, said, “He lived up the street in that orange house.”


    “Not orange,” said another guy.


    The bald man said, “That’s right. Charlie would be rolling in his grave right now if he knew about how those house flippers painted his house purple.”


    Another guy cut in, “Good ol’ Charlie loved his Halloween decorations, and he loved his trains. Loved ‘em more than people, but he was okay.”


    Everyone nodded and murmured that Charlie had been okay.


    “To Charlie,” they said, and clinked glasses again, all looking in the same direction. Eli followed their eyes to a shelf high on the wall, holding part of a model train—the locomotive. It was the same scale as the caboose he’d seen on the mantle, back at the purple house.


    The caboose had given him a feeling of familiarity that the toys in the toy box had not. However, it had been cleared of poltergeists. He’d held the caboose a couple of times and Khan had scanned it as well.


    Eli got up from the chair and staggered over to the shelf. Operating on a hunch, he reached for the locomotive. He was stopped by the bartender grabbing his arm.


    “That’s not a toy,” the burly man said.


    “But the locomotive doesn’t belong to the bar. It belongs to a ghost, and he’s inside there right now, I think. I need to touch it. My fingers will let me know.”


    The bartender gave him a stern look. “Day drinking is not for everyone, son.”


    “I just want to touch the locomotive.”


    “I’m sure you do. I think you should be on your way now, son.”


    “I’ll go outside.”


    The bartender grabbed him by the arm. “I’ll show you the way.”


    Eli had never been tossed out of a bar before.


    The bartender put some muscle into it, and gave him a memorable toss.


    Eli had to run to keep up with the top of his body. Ten yards outside the door, he windmilled his arms to steady himself and come to a standstill. He let out a giddy laugh.


    He found Khan sitting on the hood of an old car, leaning against the windshield and gazing up at the sky.


    “I got tossed out,” Eli said. “It was awesome.”


    Khan kept looking up at the stars. “I shouldn’t have dragged you into any of this. I’ll have to let you go. We’ll come up with a severance package. It might take a few weeks, but I’m good for it.”


    “Don’t be sad, Mr. Boss Man.” Eli’s feet tried to trip him multiple times, but he managed to get over to Khan. “Hey, Mr. Boss Man, I figured out a whole bunch of stuff.”


    Khan patted the hood next to him. “Sit and be quiet. I’m trying to think.”


    Eli attempted to climb onto the hood of the car, but kept sliding off. He suspected the car was haunted. Maybe everything was haunted.


    Khan kept talking, almost to himself. “The thing about poltergeists is they don’t like babies or small children.”


    “How come?”


    “Poltergeists start out as regular ghosts, the spirits of people with unfinished business. But over time, they go mad, and they pick up other para-electrical bits and pieces, or they shatter apart and get put back together wrong. They go backwards, reverting to childlike behavior.”


    Eli’s moist palms squealed against the metallic surface as he slid back down the hood. “They don’t like babies, because they want to be the baby.”


    “More or less.” He kept looking up at the stars. “Last night, when I thought you snuck up behind me to say those things, I should have known it wasn’t you. I don’t know why I always think the worst of people.”


    “It’s because you lie to everyone, so you think everyone else will do the same to you.”


    Khan whipped his head to look directly at Eli. Even in the darkness outside the bar, lit only by the neon sign above Vinnie’s, Eli could see the surprise in Khan’s eyes.


    “If I lie to everyone, why do you trust me?”


    Eli took a run at the car hood and finally got up on it. He turned around to rest his back on the angled window so he could also look up at the stars.


    “I asked you a question,” Khan said. “Why do you trust me? I punched you in the face today, and then I threw tequila down your throat. I haven’t apologized for either.”


    Eli chuckled. “I’ve never been punched between the eyes.” He blinked up at the stars, which were very blurry tonight. “I trust you because everybody’s got to trust someone.”


    “That’s not true.”


    “Of course it is. If I can say it, it’s true.”


    “You’re a weird guy, Eli Carter.”


    “I am a weird guy. Hey, Khan, wanna see my impression of a necromancer? That’s someone who can summon the dead, right? Like… really summon them.”


    Khan sat up, propping himself up with one elbow so he could look directly at Eli. “Don’t tell me you’re possessed again. I’ll have to give you another decontamination shower.”


    “I’m not possessed, but I have a feeling about my phone.” Eli pulled his phone from his pocket. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have so much confidence in a hunch, but he’d had a lot to drink. He was pretty sure he could get the phone to ring. He was also pretty sure he could fight the bartender who outweighed him by thirty pounds of muscle, but he’d start with the phone thing.


    Eli cupped his hand around his mouth and yelled up at the starry night sky, “Charlie! Hey, Charlie, if you want us to finish the extermination job, you have to phone me right now! Do you hear me, Charlie? Phone me!”


    Off in the distance, a dog started barking at the noise. Within seconds, all the dogs in the neighborhood were barking. It was the kind of neighborhood where every sixth house had a big dog of some kind.


    Eli held his phone at arm’s length, waiting.


    All at once, the dogs went quiet.


    The phone, which had been dead since that morning, began to ring.


    Eli turned to Khan and said, “That’s our client. The ghost who doesn’t know he’s dead.”


    Khan frowned. “Our client is a ghost. I knew that. I figured it out ages ago.”


    “No, I don’t think you did.”


    “I totally knew.”


    “You said this was a simple poltergeist job.”


    “Well, obviously I didn’t know then. Not at the start.”


    “I still knew he was a ghost before you did.”


    Khan leaned back again. “Okay, you win. Now answer the phone and tell Charlie he’s dead, and his two poltergeists are a single father and a kid.”


    “With pleasure.” Eli touched the screen to accept the call. “Hello, Charlie,” he said with a friendly air.


    





Chapter Nineteen
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    The voice on the phone demanded, “Who is this?”


    “Eli Carter. I’m one of the guys you hired to take care of your alleged poltergeists.”


    “Right. Well, I’m firing you two chuckleheads. And I’m not paying you a cent.” The ghost-client sounded angry, his metal-tinged voice rolling around like water in a storm drain.


    Eli looked over to Khan for some guidance. Khan rubbed his thumb and forefinger together in the universal symbol for getting paid.


    “Sir, would you mind meeting with us? It won’t take long, but there’s something I’d like to talk to you about in person. We’re down at Vinnie’s right now.”


    “Vinnie’s?” The voice softened. “I, uh, I don’t know if I’m welcome there.”


    “Of course you are. Why don’t you come on down? I’ll buy you a drink.”


    “No, no, I promised myself I wouldn’t go back. Not after the last few times. They all ignored me. Can you believe it? I’ve known some of those guys for forty years, and they looked right through me like I wasn’t even there.”


    Eli got so excited, he could barely contain himself. It was going to make so much sense to Charlie once he found out he was actually a ghost. Everything would click together and stretch out before him, a puzzle solved.


    “Come for a drink,” Eli cajoled.


    “NO!” The voice came with such power, Eli nearly dropped the phone. His ear was ringing, but he could just barely hear Charlie saying something about unfinished business.


    “What unfinished business?”


    The voice cackled maliciously. “Soon the house will be quiet, and I’ll be able to find my locomotive and send it for its inaugural ride on the new set. It’s a good thing those jerks at Vinnie’s are so rude, because I’ve had all this time to finish the model. The terrain work is the best I’ve ever done.”


    Eli held his hand over the mouthpiece and quietly asked Khan, “Can ghosts really move stuff? Like a model train set?”


    “Sure. He’s a new ghost, so he can’t do much, but…” Khan trailed off, then his eyebrows shot up, along with his hand. “The attic. There was a model train set up there. It was huge, too big to take out without breaking it apart. That’s it! The ghost has been hanging around doing his favorite hobby.”


    Eli nodded. “And his friends have the locomotive on a shelf inside the bar. They have no idea what they’ve done.”


    More cackling came from the phone, sounding more evil by the second.


    “Charlie? What’s going on over there? Where are you, exactly?”


    “Never mind.” More creepy laughter. “Say, when you were here, did you happen to see a locomotive? I found my caboose already, but I really need my locomotive. You didn’t swipe it on me, did you?”


    “Of course not. But I know where it is. Should I bring it over to the house? We can have a talk. Just the three of us. I have some very interesting information about your alleged poltergeists.”


    “Why do you keep saying alleged? I’m looking at one of them, right now. Disgusting creature. Slime coming out of everywhere.” He cackled some more, like he was planning something.


    “Charlie? That’s a little girl. Don’t do anything crazy. We’re coming right over with your locomotive.”


    Eli turned to Khan for confirmation of their plans, but found he was alone on the hood of the car. The phone in his hand went quiet.


    Eli slowly slid off the hood of the car. His feet touched the ground just as the door of Vinnie’s bar clattered open. Khan came running out, the locomotive in his hand.


    “Start the van! There’s no time to explain!”


    Eli could barely stand, much less start the van. He tossed the keys to Khan. The door of the bar cracked shut and then clattered open again. All of Eli’s new day drinking buddies poured out, rightfully angry about a stranger taking the prized memento of their friend.


    The van was already moving. Eli had to run alongside it and try to jump in, like he was Indiana Jones. The passenger side door wouldn’t open, but luckily the window had been broken that morning. Eli dove into his van through the open window, arms first. His shoulder hit the bottom of the seat, and stopped his inward trajectory. His legs and feet hung out of the window.


    He tried to roll and get himself in all the way, but the pocket of his new cargo pants caught on the door lock switch, and the heavy-duty fabric wouldn’t rip.


    “A little help would be nice,” Eli said to Khan.


    “Stop goofing around. You’re on the clock.”


    “Am I? Is this overtime?”


    Khan just kept driving. As they reached the house, he clicked off the lights, killed the engine, and coasted to a stop. Eli grabbed the seat with his hands, pushed himself away, and jumped back out the way he’d come in.


    Upright again, he felt great for ten seconds, then he suddenly vomited into the nearby hedges.


    Khan patted him on the back. “It’s for the best, my man. You shouldn’t drink on the job. It’s unprofessional.”


    Eli heaved three more times, until he was empty.


    He wiped his mouth, and with grim determination, said, “Time to take care of that train-loving ghost. Let’s go play choo-choo.”


    Khan stood with his hands on his hips, looking up at the dark house. All the lights were out, the residents gone to bed. Eli thought of the jumpy homeowner, with his golf club. They weren’t going to buzz the doorbell and try to explain the situation to anyone—not unless they wanted to get beaten or arrested.


    Khan gestured for Eli to follow him to the back of the house. “These old houses usually have external fire escapes. If I stand on your shoulders, I might be able to get up and let us into the attic.”


    Eli walked in the opposite direction, over to the living room window he’d broken earlier that day. He pulled at the plastic taped down to the corner, then made a bird whistle sound to call Khan over.


    Khan frowned at the plastic. “They should have put wood up if the window guys couldn’t get it fixed today. This isn’t safe.”


    “I know. They’re liable to get all sorts of weirdos in here. Hey, watch this.” Eli backed up, took a running leap, and dove through the plastic barrier, just like Indiana Jones. This time, he nailed the landing, rolling to a stop on the living room floor.


    Khan climbed in carefully. “No more all-day drinking for you,” he whispered.


    Eli got to his feet and fought his way out of the plastic wrap.


    Khan stopped to look at what remained of the seedlings they’d hyper-grown in the window. “I feel like I’m forgetting something,” he said.


    “You got the locomotive?”


    Khan held it aloft, nodded, then turned to move toward the stairs. Eli followed him up, as quietly as he could in his inebriated state. They reached the second floor, where the residents were presumably sleeping. Both bedroom doors were closed. When they walked past the little girl’s room, Eli got a chill up his spine. He wrote it off as the nervousness any normal person ought to feel over breaking into someone’s house for the third time in two days.


    They opened the door to the narrow stairs leading up the attic, and Khan led the way.


    It was dark in the attic, and they both fumbled around looking for a light switch. Khan found something and flicked it on. Electricity flowed into hundreds of tiny lights, scattered throughout the miniature village that lay before them.


    The landscape model was an enormous ten feet wide on the shorter side, and took up half of the attic. It had been built on a network of tables, so it stood at hip height for easy access.


    Both Eli and Khan circled the model with silent reverence.


    “Look at the detail on those red barns,” Khan said.


    “I’ve never seen anything like it, except for at museums.” Eli leaned over a covered bridge. “You know, I may be way off here, but is this a replica of the model from that movie, Beetle Juice?” He gasped. “Look at the little truck. That’s Beetle Juice in the truck with floozies.”


    “Floozies?” Khan leaned over with interest. “Huh. I haven’t seen that movie in ages. Was it a train model, or just a replica of the village?”


    “I can’t remember, but I own a copy of the movie. You should come over some time and we can watch it. We can call it research, because of the ghost stuff.”


    Khan chuckled. “Research.”


    Eli spotted a little purple house with green trim. He leaned over to take a closer look. One corner of the house had been painted orange, and a tiny man in an orange shirt leaned over the bucket of paint.


    Eli blinked hard. Was the tiny man moving, or was it just his imagination? Could it be? He leaned over the model and whispered, “Charlie?”


    The attic was so quiet, like the whole house was holding its breath.


    Someone’s screaming pierced the stillness.


    Eli and Khan jolted upright.


    The scream came again. It was a child. Eli started for the stairs, but Khan caught him with one arm. “Think it through,” Khan growled. “Remember the golf club.”


    They held still, listening as the homeowner opened his bedroom door and raced to the child’s room. The handle rattled, and then the man banged on the door. “Sweetie? Open the door right now! Stop playing around.”


    She continued screaming, yelling about the orange monster.


    Her frightened cries made Eli’s blood run cold. He couldn’t make out her words, but she was screaming about the orange monster in her room, who was sucking out all of the air.


    “We have to save her,” Eli said.


    “Think it through,” Khan said slowly. “A ghost’s power is the fear it generates. Listen to your heart. Let the fear energize your mind.”


    From the floor below them came the thumping sounds of the father trying to shoulder his way through a stuck door.


    Eli turned back to face the miniature townscape. He let the tingling in his nerves pulse through his body and up into his head. His sinuses began to sting, as though filled with saltwater.


    “Charlie,” Eli commanded. “Are you going to get up here and show us this new model, or what?” Eli reached down into the model landscape with one hand. Like a giant, he easily plucked a tree from a rolling hill. “Charlie, if you keep us waiting, I’ll be forced to rearrange some of this stuff. I’m a fidgety guy, and I like playing with other people’s things. I’m clumsy, too.”


    Khan joined in, “Charlie, my man, do you call that a tree? It looks like a piece of broccoli. I see everything now. This piece of amateur crap is why you haven’t been with the gang down at Vinnie’s. You’ve been up here gluing broccoli to a sheet of plywood covered in green velvet.”


    “Not velvet,” came a new voice. “That’s flocking.”


    Khan turned his head left and right, a grin on his face. “It’s flocking tacky is what it is.”


    The disembodied voice replied, “I’ll show you tacky.”


    Khan chuckled. “You’re not showing us anything. Why don’t you show yourself?”


    The lights in the miniature city flickered. From the floor below them came the sound of a door opening, then the happy cries of a relieved father comforting his child.


    Eli felt the tension in his face ease up. Things were going much better now. He let his attention drift back down to the train set. Now that he was having his second look, he could see the fault lines where the segments of carved foam had been joined.


    The air in the room crackled with energy. Eli looked up as a foggy orange form coalesced on the other side of the miniature village. At the center of the fog was a glinting object.


    Khan backed away from the misty form and came around to stand at Eli’s side. There was an unusual expression on Khan’s face: fear.


    “Charlie, where’d you get that?” Khan demanded.


    The foggy shape looked more like a man now—a gray-haired man wearing a bright orange shirt—the garment Eli had first mistaken for a prisoner’s uniform.


    The glinting object at his center moved forward, held now by ghostly fingers. It was a tiny pistol—the Ray-gun #112 that Eli had taken from Khan and then dropped earlier that day.


    “I found this under a bed,” Charlie said in his ghostly, metallic voice. “I thought it was just a toy, but it’s not a toy, is it?”


    With a shaking hand, he aimed the Ray-gun at Eli, then Khan, then back again.


    “You’re right, Charlie. That’s not a toy,” Khan said. “It’s a powerful growth accelerant. If you shoot me with it, I’ll grow big and huge, and then I’ll have to smash your village before you’ve tested it with your locomotive.” He held up the train teasingly. “Why don’t we trade?”


    The last bits of fog slipped into place, and Charlie became solid looking. He glanced around the attic, seemingly confused. “Where are my boxes of Halloween decorations?”


    Eli kept his attention on the Ray-gun. He had no way of knowing what it would do to a person. He couldn’t know that a concentrated blast would stop a human’s heart, or that the danger it posed to humans was the main reason model #112 model never went into production, but he did know power. Eli was certain the gun had power, and equally certain he didn’t want a face full of whatever it blasted.


    “C’mon, let’s trade,” Khan said nonchalantly. He was still holding out the locomotive.


    “I don’t trust you,” the ghost said. “You never stop lying.”


    Khan shrugged. “Fine. Shoot me. I’ll throw your precious locomotive on the ground and stomp it to pieces.”


    Charlie’s glowing hand became steady, and he aimed the gun at Khan. His glowing finger twitched and pulled the trigger.


    The room flashed with dazzling light. Eli turned to Khan. Eli’s vision became super-powered, as it had during the demonstration on the seedlings.


    This time, he didn’t see through couch cushions to count loose change. He saw Khan’s ribs, and then he saw his heart. It beat faster and faster, and Eli saw it in three dimensions, the blood whooshing through. There was something different about Khan’s heart, that wasn’t like the illustrations he’d seen in science classes.


    He didn’t have long to ponder the anomaly, because Khan’s heart went still. All the color went out of the world.


    Khan’s body clenched, and then let go.


    Eli reached for his friend. He didn’t move fast enough to catch him, but he did slow Khan’s fall to the floor.


    The attic hummed with a bad vibration.


    Eli’s vision was on its way back to normal, but still had some depth. He could see that Khan’s heart was motionless. Not beating.


    A part of Eli pulled away from the scene and denied that this was happening. He was just sleeping off the alcohol. This was a nightmare. He’d wake up in a minute.


    Charlie approached the two of them, then leaned over and reached his glowing arm down. He took the locomotive from Khan’s limp hand.


    “There it is,” Charlie said happily. “I’ve been looking all over for my engine.” He carried the locomotive over to the edge of the village, where a train station waited. Charlie began to whistle as he hooked together the train pieces.


    Eli shook Khan and urged him to wake up.


    Khan didn’t respond.


    “Charlie, we’ve got to get help,” Eli said. “Help! Up here!” he yelled.


    The door at the bottom of the attic stairs slammed shut.


    “Not yet,” Charlie said. “Five more minutes. I’m almost done. Don’t you want to see the train go through the village?”


    “My friend needs help!” Eli could hear the homeowner trying to get the door to the attic open. Even if he was going to come up with a golf club, it would be better than nothing. “Charlie, open that door. Open it right now.”


    “And let those poltergeists up here? No way. The little one takes my houses apart faster than I can put them together.”


    Eli looked wildly around the attic. He spotted the Ray-gun lying unattended on the green-flocked hills. He rose to standing, grabbed the gun, aimed it at the ghost, and pulled the trigger.


    





Chapter Twenty
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    After Eli squeezed the trigger, the attic flashed with dazzling light again.


    Eli saw through Charlie, through the eaves of the old house and past multiple layers of roofing tiles, to the stars and the moon. He saw the moon’s craggy terrain in high definition, and the equipment left behind by astronauts.


    Eli gritted his teeth, focused hard, and pulled his attention back into the attic, to Charlie.


    The ghost seemed unaffected by the Ray-gun blast. He brushed dust off his orange shirt and said, “It’ll take more than that to put down a tough old bugger like me.”


    Eli dropped the gun, defeated.


    He turned to Khan, pale and lifeless on the ground.


    Eli’s anger flared up and raged inside him.


    Ghosts.


    He’d had enough of them. They were nothing but trouble, and now one had killed his friend. They were…


    He found a spot of calm inside his rage. Ghosts were sometimes like Donny, who had possessed him and left behind those memories.


    All those memories.


    Donny, who’d found his girlfriend cold and lifeless.


    Donny, who’d given her CPR until the police had arrived.


    Eli knelt down next to Khan and focused on his friend’s words: A ghost’s power is the fear it generates. Listen to your heart. Let the fear energize your mind.


    The training that Donny had taken during the summer he’d worked as a lifeguard now became Eli’s training. His body didn’t know the movements, and then it did.


    He breathed air into Khan’s lungs and applied the chest compressions to keep blood circulating. Nothing happened. He used his shoulder to wipe the sweat from his brow, and he kept going.


    “Come back,” he urged between breaths. “You can’t leave me like this.”


    “Why?”


    Eli looked around him. It hadn’t been Charlie speaking, because he was playing with his train set, oblivious to his surroundings.


    Eli continued compressions, staring at Khan’s blank eyes.


    “You just can’t go yet,” Eli said. “I don’t like it when people go away. Come back.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I barely know you, and you’re my best friend.” Eli wiped his wet face on his shoulder again. “And because this isn’t how you go. Not like this. Not in someone’s attic, without a fight. You’re a hero, and you don’t go like this.”


    He leaned down and blew more air into Khan’s lungs.


    When he pulled back, Khan’s eyes tracked him.


    A dozen feet away, Charlie the ghost hooted happily as the model train whizzed around the track on its inaugural run.


    Eli pressed down on Khan’s chest and found resistance. Khan’s body convulsed and shook as he shuddered back to life.


    Eli sat back on his heels, even more doubtful that any of this was happening.


    Khan rolled onto his side, facing away from Eli, and groaned. “I’m going to be sick.”


    “Oh. Is that a side effect of the Ray-gun?”


    “No, it’s a side effect of you, kissing me with your vomit mouth.”


    Eli got indignant. “I wasn’t kissing you. I care about you, but not like that. You should be nicer to me, because I just saved your life.”


    Khan rolled onto his back, moaning and rubbing his mouth. “Yuck. What did you throw up? Possum?”


    Eli took a test breath on his palm. The smell was not good. Maybe he had consumed possum.


    Khan pushed himself up to a sitting position. He leaned over and whispered, “Did you know you have a tiny metal disc in your head?”


    “Did you see that when you were dead?”


    Khan snorted. “I wasn’t dead. Trust me. I’ve been dead before, and I know dead, and that was not dead.” He snorted again. “No, I saw it when the Ray-gun went off. It’s right there in your frontal lobe. Almost like some sort of microchip.” He rubbed his chest and made a pained expression. “Are you part android?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    The train kept whizzing around the nearby track, faster and faster.


    Khan frowned in Charlie’s direction. “Well, I’m not paying you overtime for you to sit around. Get rid of that ghost, will you?”


    Eli got to his feet and smoothed down his clothes, trying to look professional.


    “Charlie, we need to talk.”


    The ghost was dabbing glue on the base of the tree Eli had uprooted. “No, thanks.”


    “Listen. I’m a professional ghost hacker. It’s my job to go in and deal with people’s ghosts, so I am uniquely qualified to inform you that… uh… your lovely home does not contain any poltergeists.”


    Charlie leaned over the terrain and pressed the tree back into place. “You’re a chucklehead.”


    “Sir, I regret to inform you that you are deceased. This house is purple because a real estate flipper bought it and painted it that color before selling it to a single father and his daughter. They’re the ones who seem like poltergeists to you. I know this is a lot to take in, but it’s actually you who’s haunting this house.”


    Charlie pulled the tree back up and applied more glue. He whistled as he glued it back down again.


    Eli continued, “That’s why the guys at the bar ignored you, Charlie. They couldn’t see you.”


    “Those guys never liked me.” Charlie’s glowing form looked less stable now, with spots ebbing away like steam. “They’re a bunch of jerks.”


    “Don’t say that. I was down there all day today. They might be jerks, but they’re the kind of jerks a person would be happy to have as friends. I had a great time with them.”


    Khan got to his feet, holding onto the edge of the table for stability. “The guys would want you to move on and be happy,” Khan said. “They really loved you.”


    Charlie frowned. “They said that? You’re a liar.”


    Khan started to answer, but Eli held his hand up, as if to say, I’ve got this one.


    Eli looked into Charlie’s ghostly eyes. “You’re right. They didn’t say they loved you. But they did a toast for you, and they said you were okay. Not that you are, but that you were an okay guy, because you’re dead now.”


    “They said I was okay?” Charlie patted his chest and arms, a look of surprise on his face. “Holy smokes. I’m a ghost. The sexy mail carrier didn’t say hello, because she couldn’t see me.”


    Eli nodded. “That’s right.”


    Charlie’s face brightened. “I’m a ghost. I can drink as much beer as I want and never get a hangover. I can follow that sexy mail carrier home and watch her get undressed.”


    “That’s awful,” Eli said.


    “It’s my afterlife. Get your own afterlife, sonny.”


    Khan interrupted, “Don’t you want to move on from here, on to new challenges? You’ve finished your masterpiece, and now you’re done. Go, cross over. You don’t want to stay here for long, or eventually you won’t be yourself anymore.”


    “Not myself?” Charlie asked. “But I like being me.”


    “Is this who you are? A mean old man who hides in his attic? A nasty old coot with no friends?”


    Eli elbowed Khan and whispered, “You don’t have to be so mean.”


    “I’m not an old man.” Charlie shifted before their eyes, but not into fog. He got smaller and smaller, until he was a young boy of about ten. Now his eyes were the same height as the peaks of the hills on the terrain before him.


    Eli heard the humming in the room change tone, to something more soothing. He smiled at the little boy standing across the miniature village from him.


    “Hi Charlie, my name is Eli,” he said. “Thank you for showing me your train. I can tell you worked really hard to put everything together.”


    Charlie looked up at Eli with big eyes and asked, “Are there model trains on the other side?”


    Eli wanted to say yes to the little boy, but he couldn’t.


    Young Charlie turned to Khan. “Well?”


    Khan answered, “Yes, of course there are model trains on the other side. And everything else you’ve always wanted. Plus everyone who’s ever loved you, and they’re all waiting. You don’t want to keep them waiting, do you?”


    The little boy began to glow, brighter and brighter, every color at once. He reached for the locomotive and held it to his chest. “I’m taking this with me.”


    Eli opened his mouth to say that Charlie probably couldn’t take the locomotive with him, since people were often pointing out all the things that couldn’t be taken into the afterlife, and therefore it had to be true.


    But then Charlie blinked out of existence in the attic, along with the locomotive.


    Eli turned to Khan, who was now leaning heavily on the table and rubbing his chest.


    Khan said, “Whattaya know, you can take it with you.”


    “I found that part very surprising.”


    The table groaned under Khan’s leaning weight.


    “We should get out of here,” Eli said.


    “Did we finish eating all those pickled eggs?” Khan turned and sat on top of the terrain, crunching trees under his butt.


    “We’re not raiding this poor family’s kitchen. They’ve been through enough.”


    The door at the bottom of the attic stairs unlocked and creaked open. An angry voice called up from below, “Hello? Is someone up there? I’ve got a nine-iron and I’m coming up swinging!”


    Khan and Eli took one look at each other, then ran for the window at the end of the attic.


    Getting out was a tight fit, mainly because they both tried to climb out the window together instead of going one at a time, but they did exit the house just fast enough to avoid being beaten with a golf club.


    They scrambled down the fire escape, ran around to the van, and peeled away down the street.


    Khan was driving, and he took the van around a left turn on two wheels, squealing with joy.


    Eli fastened his seat belt and joked, “Where’d you learn to drive?”


    “Right here in this driver’s seat.” He rolled down the window and howled at the moon. When he pulled his head back in, he said, “I’ve never touched a gas pedal until the day you let me drive this beauty.”


    Waves of realization washed over Eli. No wonder Khan was so terrifying behind the wheel.


    If Eli had been able to see his own face, he might have noted how fascinating it was, the similarities between his own face now, and Charlie’s face when he’d discovered he was a ghost.


    Eli turned and looked behind them, out the rear window of the van. He couldn’t see the house anymore, because they were blocks away, but the movement still helped him put some perspective on the day.


    “We actually got rid of another ghost,” Eli said with wonder. “Is it always like that?”


    “Did you have fun?”


    “Except for the part where you died, I had fun.”


    “Then yes. It’s often like that, though I do generally try to get paid.”


    “Good point. I’m sure it works better when the human is the client, and not the ghost.”


    “Better luck tomorrow.”


    Eli yawned. It was late, and he couldn’t imagine getting out of bed the next morning, much less hunting down more ghosts.


    Sleepily, he asked, “What’s the job tomorrow?”


    “It’s another easy one. Total home run. Open and shut. Easy peasy.”


    “Mm hmm.” Eli slumped down in the passenger seat, closed his eyes, and instantly fell asleep.


    Falling asleep anywhere was one of Eli’s talents.


    Khan drove for a while, then asked Eli a few questions to make sure he was asleep.


    When he was sure he had privacy, Khan turned up the radio and sang along with a rock ballad.


    When the song ended, he pulled out his phone and called his sister.


    “Val? Do you have anything you can hack up and use to scan someone’s head? Like a microwave you can turn into an X-Ray, or one of those whatchamacallits, an MRI?”

  


   


  



  


  
The Dog Who Barked Fire


  Eli Carter & The Ghost Hackers Book #1



  



  



  Angela Pepper


  




Chapter One
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    Eli Carter drove toward his new job at Ghost Hackers with a big smile on his face. It was Wednesday, and only his third day, but other than the hangover and a broken window in his van, things were going great.


    He was actually looking forward to his work day, which had never happened at his old job as a delivery driver. Before now, all he’d be looking forward to during his weekday morning commute was his post-lunch nap.


    Only three days in, and he’d already saved countless lives.


    “More like two lives,” Brenda said. “Not countless.”


    He looked over at his petite redheaded girlfriend sitting in the passenger seat of the van.


    “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize I was saying that stuff out loud.”


    She smiled sweetly, making him feel worse for forgetting she was in the vehicle with him.


    “Don’t be sorry, Eli. I love hearing about your day and your thoughts. I love how this new job is helping you open up to new experiences, and—” Brenda stopped mid-sentence and began sputtering in irritation as the temporary plastic wrap covering the passenger-side window came loose and flapped around her face.


    To Eli’s relief, the discussion of his alleged blossoming sensitivity had been cut short by the loose plastic. Yes, he’d been talking to his girlfriend about his work more than usual, but it wasn’t due to any changes in himself, just changes in his situation. He resented the idea that anything had been wrong with the guy Brenda was now calling Old Eli.


    Brenda howled in outrage as the sticky tape caught strands of her pale golden-red hair.


    He stifled a chuckle as she cursed the plastic, calling it foul names usually reserved for Eli when he committed toilet crimes in the apartment.


    Finally, she got the tape pressed down again.


    “That was difficult for you,” Eli said, teasing. “But you didn’t give up.”


    She snorted and gave him a crooked grin. “I’m probably getting a bald patch.”


    They both looked at the yanked-out red hairs embedded in the tape.


    “I might still love you as a baldie,” Eli said.


    She gave him a giggle that showed both delight and disgust—his favorite kind of Brenda giggle.


    They pulled up to the delivery depot that had once employed both of them, but now only employed Brenda. He leaned over to kiss her goodbye for the day. She met his kiss with unexpected passion, plus more than a little tongue.


    His new job had certainly breathed new life into their relationship. He sure wasn’t complaining about that.


    After Brenda jumped out of the van, Eli took a moment to admire himself in the vehicle’s rear view mirror. He was a handsome guy of about thirty, with medium-brown hair and medium-brown eyes. All of his features were average enough, but as of that morning, his whole look was really coming together.


    He rubbed the top of his nose and examined his upper eyelids. There was some mild swelling, but he didn’t have the black eyes he’d expected after being punched by his employer the day before.


    * * *


    Eli parked the van in front of the Ghost Hackers storefront and walked up to the door with a spring in his stride. His new work uniform—olive-green shirt, cargo pants, and military surplus boots—definitely increased his overall handsomeness. No wonder Brenda couldn’t get enough of him this morning.


    He entered the store and confidently strode past the shelves of refurbished electronics, making his way toward the back and calling out, “Hey, gang! Eli Carter is here to kick some ghost butt.”


    He found the Hart siblings, Khan and Valentine, in the small kitchenette, drinking mugs of tea.


    Valentine looked Eli up and down, then leaned over and whispered something in her brother’s ear.


    Khan ruffled his unusual, snowy-pale hair with one hand while his dark brown eyebrows raised in amusement.


    “Yes, Val, I think you’re right,” Khan said. “I believe Eli Carter did have relations this morning with his girlfriend.”


    Valentine’s pretty, ocean-green eyes widened under her brown bangs. Her cheeks turned a delicate shade of pink.


    Seven and a half awkward seconds passed in silence.


    Now everyone was thinking about Eli having relations.


    Eli tried not to think about the morning’s gymnastics with a lithe and enthusiastic Brenda, lest he beam the specific images directly into everyone’s brains. She’d done this half-twist thing…


    Valentine ducked her head and dashed out of the room, her dark brown ponytail swinging like the tail of a horse at galloping speed.


    Khan handed Eli a mug of hot tea. “Congratulations, my man.” He pointed to an open box of sweet-smelling pastries on the counter. “Have a jelly donut.”


    Eli took one and tapped the sugar off so he wouldn’t make a mess on his shirt. He stared at the doorway as Valentine walked away down the hall, with her nice curves barely concealed by her jeans and hoodie sweatshirt.


    “How’d she know?” Eli asked.


    Khan clapped him on the shoulder. “She didn’t.” He chuckled. “She was telling me the bank account was overdrawn, and we’d better not screw up today’s job, or the new employee won’t get paid.”


    “Right. What’s the job?”


    Khan grabbed a jelly donut. “Smash off.”


    “Is that a type of haunting?”


    Khan answered by crushing his jelly donut against the one in Eli’s hand. The red jelly in Eli’s donut erupted from the top, like a volcano spewing sweet lava.


    “I win,” Khan said. He bit into his crumpled-but-not-deflated donut. Around a mouthful, he explained that they did have a paying job for that morning. Valentine had talked to the client on Tuesday, and everything was set up. It was an easy job. A slam dunk. A simple poltergeist capture.


    Eli licked the jelly from his fingers, quietly keeping his doubts to himself. Their last so-called easy job had been anything but.


    He looked Khan over for signs of weakness, but found nothing but the usual muscles and masculine posture. Considering the man had been dead briefly the night before, he was in fine form today, filling out a crisp black T-shirt and camouflage-print pants. Eli self-consciously rolled back his own shoulders and straightened his spine.


    Khan continued, “Val actually had a ton of calls yesterday. Today could be a double bill.”


    Eli grinned. He knew all about Khan’s upsale tactics—tactics that some people might classify less as upsale and more as fraud. “You mean charge double?”


    “No, I mean slay two beasts in one day. We’ll take care of the first one before lunch, then hit the gym, then pick up a second paying gig to round out the day.”


    “The gym?” Eli had been meaning to start a training routine at a gym, but his plan was to go solo for a few months to bulk up before he started working out with Khan. Actually, before any gym, he would start at home, doing pushups and lifting household objects.


    The hallway would be the perfect space for his workouts, once they got Brenda’s plastic storage boxes organized. Eli totally had it all planned out. He could already visualize his new, buff muscles, and felt that visualizing success was basically half the work.


    “We’ll skip lunch and hit the gym,” Khan said as he handed Eli a cream-filled eclair.


    Eli accepted the pastry warily. “Another smash off?”


    “Don’t be weird, Eli. You don’t do smash offs with custard.” He shook his head and picked up an eclair for himself. He pointed his free hand at Eli’s hip pocket. “What’s that lumpy thing in there? Have you got a pocket ghost?”


    Eli reflexively pulled out his set of keys. “Just these.”


    “EATING CONTEST!” Khan yelled. “WINNER GETS TO DRIVE THE VAN!”


    Khan crammed the eclair into his mouth in one bite, snatched the keys from Eli’s hand, and bolted for the exit.


    





Chapter Two
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    Khan was already revving the van’s engine by the time Eli got outside.


    Someone let out a loud wolf whistle. Eli turned and found Valentine standing in the shop’s doorway, holding out two bags of equipment.


    “Don’t forget the gear, genius,” Valentine said.


    “Ouch,” Eli said as he took the bags. “That really stings, having an actual genius sarcastically call you a genius.”


    “I can only imagine,” she said coolly, her expression neutral.


    The tires of the van squealed on the pavement behind Eli, and other drivers honked at Khan as he pulled out into traffic.


    “I guess he’ll circle the block,” Eli said.


    “You really shouldn’t let him drive.”


    He hoisted the bags higher on his shoulders. “These are heavy.”


    “As much as I’d like to stand here, stating the obvious, I’ve got stuff to do. We really are getting a lot of calls about jobs.”


    Eli stared into Valentine’s eyes, as green and pretty as beach glass. He wanted to say something to her, right now while they had a minute alone, to make things between them more comfortable. He wanted to say something witty and disarming.


    Instead, he said, “I’m not like other guys.”


    She arched one delicate brown eyebrow. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”


    Before he could figure out what he meant by that, let alone explain it to Valentine, she was gone, back inside the store.


    He re-adjusted the straps of the equipment bags on his shoulders and walked down to the corner to wait for his van to reappear.


    When Khan pulled around, he leaned over to pop the passenger door open, but didn’t bring the van to a full stop. He kept rolling.


    Eli tossed the bags in first, jogging to keep up with the vehicle, then finally caught up enough to jump in. He didn’t complain to Khan about not stopping, because he wasn’t all that annoyed, and because he was still thinking about the humiliating interaction with Valentine.


    Because he had a microchip in his brain that prevented him from lying, this was far from his first awkward moment with a girl. In fact, all of Eli’s dating experiences pre-Brenda could be summed up in a single descriptive word: cringe-worthy.


    This situation with his new co-worker was different, though. He wasn’t trying to date her. He just wanted for them to be friends. How was he going to accomplish this when everything he said was so cringe-worthy? Especially when it seemed like her brother was trying to dial up the tension?


    He turned and studied Khan, who was happily humming along with the radio and testing all the levers around the steering column. The windshield wipers came on, along with the glass-cleaning spray. Khan whooped with elation, then moved on to the turn signal.


    “Eli, check it out!” he said. “Tick, tick, tick. I’m telling people I’m going to change lanes, but really, I’m not.” He chuckled while watching drivers around him react as he signaled one way, then the other.


    “That’s enough horsing around,” Eli said. “You’re going to get us pulled over, and you don’t even have a driver’s license.”


    Khan ignored him and kept playing with the turn signal, as well as the flashing hazard lights. “Suckers,” he muttered about the other drivers.


    “Why do you act like this? Why is everything such a big carnival for you? You’re probably drunk already. Pull over. I’m driving.”


    Khan turned off the windshield wipers, turn signal, and hazard lights. “Fine. I’ll behave,” he said, his voice stony.


    Nobody apologized. It seemed like the sort of situation where someone ought to, but neither did.


    Eli considered asking where the poltergeist job was located, but then noticed the address was written on Khan’s forearm, as usual. They were headed toward one of the city’s nicer suburbs, which was a good omen for them getting paid.


    After they’d been driving a good ten minutes, Eli had a sudden, guilty realization. He reached for the equipment bags and unzipped them. He counted only five of the hexapods. They were short one, stolen out of his van while the equipment had been in his care.


    “Valentine already juiced up the power,” Khan said, answering Eli’s unspoken worries. “The hexapods are now technically pentapods. It took her all of five minutes, too. Valentine can do almost anything in the time it takes a guy like me to make a cup of tea.”


    “She really is a genius. I’ve never met anyone like her. Do you think other people find her intimidating?”


    Khan kept his eyes on the road and used the turn signal to responsibly change lanes. “She does get dates, if that’s what you mean. She’s been seeing a personal trainer guru lately. He’s man enough to withstand her testicle-withering gaze.”


    Eli felt his cheeks get warm. Valentine was dating someone. That wasn’t the answer to the question he’d asked, but it certainly was the answer to the one he hadn’t.


    “How can I make her like me?” Eli asked. “Just as a friend, obviously.”


    “Give her time,” Khan said. “You guys will be buddies soon enough, then I’ll be the third wheel, as usual.”


    “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”


    After a moment, Khan glanced over, his dark green eyes serious. “What’s the deal with that little chunk of metal in your brain? I tried to get Val to microwave your head last night when you were asleep, but she said it wasn’t safe.”


    Eli made a mental note to thank Valentine for not microwaving his head while he was sleeping.


    Now that Khan had seen the chip during his moment of X-Ray vision, he was bound to keep asking. Eli didn’t want to tell, so he kept his mouth shut, locking his jaw against blurting out his secret.


    “Must be a smugness chip,” Khan said. “You always wear your seatbelt and obey the speed limit. And when we go day drinking, you act like I’m pouring the booze down your throat.” He tapped on the steering wheel in his own rhythm, unrelated to the music on the radio. “Yup. Definitely a smugness chip.”


    “Think whatever you want,” Eli said.


    “Good. Now I’m thinking about supporting the local stripper economy.”


    “Okay.”


    “Now I’m thinking about how my life is a carnival, and that means spending the day’s profits on dances from Brandee with two e’s instead of paying my smug employee.”


    “Okay,” Eli said, but he wasn’t listening, much less bothered.


    For the rest of the drive to their poltergeist job, Eli wondered if the device in his head could actually be a smugness chip. Of course, smugness wasn’t the right word, but he did wonder if it was something that regulated his behavior in more ways than just preventing him from lying.


    He’d had problems doing illegal things before. Back in high school, even after getting arrested inside the Crashdown Zone, he still hung out with that dirtbag Falcon, mostly because he was too scared to say no. Falcon wanted Eli to shoplift stuff with him, but he wouldn’t. As much as Eli wanted to fit in with a group—any group, even a bunch of solvent-huffing losers—he couldn’t bring himself to steal so much as a chocolate bar.


    He’d been disappointed with himself at the time, but not years later, when he heard through a mutual acquaintance that Falcon and some of the old gang were serving time for a residential break-in that turned violent.


    Eli stared through the murky plastic covering the passenger-side window, admiring the city as seen through a hazy filter. Time was like this plastic, putting wrinkles and scratches all over his memories.


    He wondered what Falcon was up to right now, and what being in prison felt like.


    If there really was such a thing as a behavior chip that stopped people from doing bad things, they could have put it in Falcon’s head instead of making him go to jail.


    Other than himself, though, Eli had never heard of anyone getting a chip in their head. Cats and dogs get microchips in their ears, for identification, but that was different. Or was it?


    Eli wondered if maybe that was all his chip was—identification. Perhaps it had not been installed after his adoption after all. Maybe it was put there earlier, by his real parents, so that when they returned for him, they’d know he was theirs.


    As he gazed at the scenery, he let himself fall into one of his favorite daydreams, about his wonderful parents who’d been desperately looking for him all these years.


    Outside the van, the scenery changed from the city to the highway, then to charming cul-de-sacs, populated by attractive homes on wide lots. His wonderful parents might live in a neighborhood just like this.


    Khan slammed the brakes suddenly and brought the van to a screeching halt.


    “We’re there?” Eli asked.


    “About a block away still, but check this out.”


    Eli leaned forward and looked at the road in front of the van. A small creature with a long tail and big brown eyes blinked up at them.


    “Is that a rat?” Eli asked. The creature tipped its head and stared back at him, as if to say, and what are you?


    Khan rolled down his window and waved his arm. “Shoo. Get off the road, little rat.”


    The creature barked, as if to say, I’m a dog, you dummy.


    Khan honked the horn, which finally got the tiny dog moving off the roadway and down a sidewalk.


    Khan started the van rolling again and shuddered dramatically. “This street is so creepy. Let’s get this job done and get the hell out of here.”


    Eli looked around at the manicured lawns, colorful houses, and beautiful gardens. He hadn’t thought it until Khan said the words, but the street was creepy in its perfection, like the ironic setting for a horror movie.


    He spotted what he thought was their destination. One house looked different from the others. Instead of being a bright color, it was painted a drab brown, had a less-than-perfect garden, and a patchy-looking lawn that had grown two inches taller than that of its impeccable neighbors.


    The tiny dog who’d been running alongside them on the sidewalk gave them one more look, then ran into the open doorway of the brown house.


    To Eli’s surprise, Khan didn’t stop the van at the brown house with the overgrown lawn. They kept driving for another block, then stopped in front of a cheery yellow house with a perfect front yard.


    They stepped out of the van.


    Eli could hear a woman yelling, her voice coming through an open window in the house, “Not my good china! Bad ghost! Bad! Put that down!” There was a crash that sounded like someone’s good china being thrown on a tile floor.


    Khan didn’t have to check the numbers scrawled on his forearm. They were definitely at the right address.


    





Chapter Three
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    Eli wanted to charge into the haunted house, but Khan steadied him with a hand against his chest.


    “We ring the doorbell this time,” Khan said. “Like para-professionals.”


    Eli turned his head to listen. The woman wasn’t screaming in terror, just muttering unhappily as she—judging by the sound of it—swept up piles of broken china.


    They rang the doorbell, and a moment later the door opened. Their client was a weary-looking but spry senior citizen, with a well-behaved miniature poodle standing quietly at her side.


    Both the woman and the poodle had tightly-curled, white hair. The dog wore a rhinestone-studded pink collar that matched the woman’s glasses. Eli found it unusual that the dog wasn’t going nuts over the doorbell ringing, like most little dogs he’d known.


    Khan introduced them by their actual names, and said they were from Ghost Hackers. He turned to Eli and explained, “Val booked the job.”


    Eli shook the client’s hand. Her name was Carla Peters, and she was a retired school principal. He barely glanced at her, because he couldn’t take his eyes off the tiny poodle. He’d never seen one quite that small. Weirder still, the poodle couldn’t take its eyes off Eli.


    The poodle tilted its head, as if to say, what are you?


    Suddenly, they were going somewhere. Back outside again. Eli was confused. He’d spaced out and stopped listening, missing crucial information.


    He didn’t want to let on, though, so he followed Khan’s lead and got into the van on the passenger side. They drove away, turned at the end of the block, and returned to the house via the alley.


    Khan muttered about the local homeowners’ association, and the inhumanity of having to park in the back alley, like a lowly tradesperson.


    They got out of the van again, and Eli silently vowed that he would try harder to pay attention to everything.


    He walked right into a kid, knocking them both down. The little boy laughed and jumped right up. He reached his hand down for Eli, grinning madly, as if being accidentally tackled was the best thing that could have happened to him that morning.


    “My name is Joey,” the kid said. “Do you play basketball? There’s a hoop at the end of this block, but I don’t have a ball, so I just throw rocks at the hoop.”


    Eli introduced himself and Khan as he looked over the kid. Joey looked about seven or eight, wore mismatched shoes, grimy clothes, and smelled like he needed a bath.


    “I wish I had a basketball with me,” Eli said. “I’d play with you if I could, but we’re here to do… a job.”


    “For Mrs. Peters?” Joey ran ahead of them and jumped up on the fence to open the back gate. “What are you doing? Can I help? You look like you’re from the army, but that’s not an army truck. It’s a plumber van. Are you here to fix a toilet?”


    Khan snorted at the idea. “Kid, we’re not plumbers. We’re more like knights, here to vanquish something Mrs. Peters doesn’t need.”


    Joey unlatched the gate and swung it open, his body draped over the top. “Like a monster?”


    A dog barked sharply.


    Sitting near Eli’s feet was the same brown, rat-sized dog they’d seen as they were driving up. The dog barked again, like it was giving an order to the kid.


    Joey dropped down from the wooden gate, ripping his T-shirt along the way. “Shut up, Nigel,” he said to the dog. “I didn’t tell them anything.”


    The dog growled.


    “Never mind my dog, Nigel,” Joey said. “He never lets me do anything.” Joey walked toward them, his arms outstretched. “Those bags look heavy. Let me carry something. I can help.”


    Khan dug into one of his cargo-pants pockets and held out ten dollars. “Go buy some candy.”


    The kid didn’t seem interested in the money. “I don’t like candy.”


    “But girls like candy,” Khan said. “You buy the candy to bribe the girls, so they’ll have to kiss you, and—”


    Eli interrupted with, “Thanks for the offer, Joey, but the work we do isn’t appropriate for kids.”


    The dog barked again, as if in agreement.


    Khan shook the cash offering at the kid.


    Joey silently took the ten dollars with a limp arm, then turned and walked away with his head and shoulders slumping forward at the perfect angle to emote maximum sadness.


    Eli stared after him, wishing he could do more for the kid. He was probably home schooled, which explained why he was around on a weekday, while other kids his age were at school.


    Khan whistled to get Eli’s attention. “Pull yourself together.” Khan was already at the back door of the house, gesturing for Eli to hurry up.


    Eli trotted up the back walkway and entered through the open doorway.


    They walked through an interior porch, into a sunny-looking kitchen. The same shade of bright yellow that was on the home’s exterior walls colored the kitchen’s tile backsplash.


    Carla Peters swept up the last remnants of broken dishes, her white curls bouncing, then tapped the dustpan into the garbage.


    “As you boys can see, this ghost is a very naughty boy,” she said, sounding more frustrated than terrified. “At first, I thought it was cute. He would mix up the labels on my tinned goods, and I’d open up a can of peaches to find baked beans.” She chuckled as she hung up the broom and dustpan on wall hooks next to the refrigerator. “Fine, I thought. I’ll have baked beans for breakfast instead of peaches.”


    Khan set his bag on the floor and started looking around the kitchen. “Has the spirit attempted to harm you?”


    Someone who was not Carla answered the question, not yet, but it’s becoming more of a nuisance. It’s not part of our plan.


    Eli looked around to see who’d spoken inside his head. It was only the three of them and Carla’s miniature poodle in the kitchen. The dog gave Eli a long, deliberate stare, as if to say, do your job quickly and go home to your revolting cat.


    I don’t have a cat, Eli thought.


    You stink of cat.


    The exchange between Eli and the poodle was interrupted by Carla offering them miniature cocktail wieners from a can.


    “Sure,” Eli said.


    Khan elbowed him. “She was talking to the dog. Come on, let’s go check the other rooms.”


    They excused themselves and left the kitchen to check the other rooms.


    When they reached the living room, a tingle ran up and down Eli’s back.


    “Did you feel that?” Khan asked. “The Disturbance is following us.”


    Eli stopped walking and looked around. The living room looked normal enough, and so did the floral-patterned sofas with doilies on the armrests. The coffee table held five different remote controls—which wasn’t unusual—and a levitating candy dish—which was unusual, but not entirely unexpected.


    Eli nudged Khan and nodded toward the candy dish.


    Khan said, in a deep, theatrical voice, “I think I’ll have some delicious hard candy.”


    He slowly reached forward. When his fingertips grazed the edge of the glass bowl, the dish suddenly flew up into the air. The bowl began to twirl, whipping hard candies around the room.


    Eli held his ground, trying to appear brave on the surface, while the tingle in his spine moved down and began bodily production of that no-good omen: crack sweat.


    “Not bad,” Khan said to the unseen entity. “But candy dishes only weigh a couple of pounds.” He turned to Eli and gave him a sly smile. “We’re dealing with an itty bitty baby para-electrical element.” He nodded for Eli to continue the conversation.


    Eli reached up and removed the chunk of candy that had lodged in his ear. He remembered what Khan had said at their previous job, about poltergeists trying to impress para-professionals such as themselves.


    “You’re right, boss,” Eli said. “Candy isn’t very heavy. I suppose I could be more impressed than this.”


    The air in the room shifted temperature dramatically, dropping down to a point chilly enough to make Eli’s breath come out as fog.


    “Wow,” Eli said as he admired the visible plumes of his breath.


    “Don’t be impressed,” Khan snapped. “That’s nothing. The itty bitty baby is only doing that parlor trick because it can’t lift a sofa.”


    Something in the room creaked.


    Eli was so busy admiring his foggy breath, he didn’t see a floral print sofa flying toward his head.


    





Chapter Four

    [image: leaves]


    The flying sofa easily tackled Eli Carter to the floor, and the addition of the second flying sofa kept him there.


    Everything went dark for Eli, flat on the room’s carpet and covered in a pyramid of furniture.


    “Oh dear, oh dear,” he heard Mrs. Carla Peters say. “Is your partner okay?”


    “I’m alive,” Eli answered, his voice muffled by throw pillows and doilies.


    Khan bellowed at the woman, “Ma’am, for your own safety, PLEASE EXIT THE PREMISES!”


    “Oh dear, oh dear,” he heard her say before opening and slamming shut the front door.


    It took Eli a few seconds to tell which way was up. He wiggled like a worm and determined he was on his stomach. He continued to wiggle, moving toward a triangle of light.


    “IS THAT ALL YOU’VE GOT?” Khan bellowed.


    Eli tried to wiggle faster, spurned on by Khan’s taunting words. The weight above him got heavier, though. More objects were being added to the pile atop him. Now he couldn’t move at all.


    Worse still, he realized that the encouraging cries coming from Khan were meant for the poltergeist, not Eli. Khan clapped and squealed with the unfettered joy of a child at a magic show, calling out for more things to be piled on top of the pyramid.


    This went on for three minutes and twenty seconds, though it felt like, to Eli, at least ten minutes.


    Finally, the sounds of objects hurtling onto the pile ceased. Eli listened to the sound of their bags of gear being pulled from the pyramid and then unzipped.


    A pillow dislodged, revealing a crack of light in front of Eli. He used his nose to widen the crack enough for him to see into the living room, which looked strangely empty now that all the furniture was on top of him.


    He could see Khan moving around the room, arranging five black objects in a circular formation. These were the hexapods, now named pentapods, because they were down to five.


    Eli spat carpet fibers out of his mouth, then said, “Gah.”


    Khan replied, “Can you wait about five minutes? We don’t have long.”


    “That depends. What happens in five minutes?”


    Khan chuckled. “You’ll have to stop goofing around in your blanket fort.”


    Eli groaned, then watched as Khan flicked on the switches at the bottom of each pentapod. Just like during the first demonstration, a soft hum filled the room. The hum was soothing, like the sound Eli imagined a crystal cavern might make as a breeze whirled through.


    Khan pulled a metallic cube from his pocket, held it to the key he wore on a chain around his neck, then set it at the center of the pentapods.


    He got to his feet and left the room, then returned a moment later with a porcelain clown figurine. He held the figurine in the center of the arrangement, where it sparkled in the middle of the miniature fireworks show.


    “Cross your fingers this works,” Khan said.


    “I would if I could move my fingers.”


    “Some help you are.”


    “I should have seen that couch coming. Who doesn’t see a couch? I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but I have an issue with focus.” Eli sighed. “Ooh, lemon drop.” He stretched out his tongue and snagged the yellow hard candy.


    Khan jumped to his feet. “BADDA BOOM!” He dropped the creepy clown figurine unceremoniously and began punching the air.


    Eli held his breath, not sure if that was Khan’s victory response, or the beginning of the next round of battle.


    He felt the weight above him lessening. “It’s over?” he asked. “You got the you-know-what into the trap?”


    “Of course I did. I’m a professional.” Khan pulled off more furniture, until Eli could crawl his way out.


    Eli surveyed the damage in the living room. Except for a few scratches on the wall next to where he’d been imprisoned, the room didn’t look too bad.


    He checked the D6 cube. It was heavier than the empty ones, so he had to believe Khan had captured the poltergeist.


    “Good job, boss,” he said.


    Khan shrugged. “If you say so.”


    Working together, Khan and Eli began putting the room back in order.


    “Sorry I was useless,” Eli said.


    “Don’t say that. You served your purpose. Somebody needed to tire out the para-electrical element so it would need to rest in its chosen vessel. Trapping them when they’re airborne is nearly impossible.” Khan patted him on the back. “You did your part.”


    Eli crunched the remainder of the lemon drop he’d been enjoying. “If you say so,” he said glumly. He turned to pick up the remote controls from the floor.


    “Stop moping.”


    Eli snorted. He wasn’t moping, or so he thought.


    He didn’t realize it, but as he moved around the living room, he slumped his head and shoulders at the perfect angle to emote maximum sadness.


    Khan left and went next door to retrieve their client.


    Eli picked up the unwrapped hard candies, returned most of them to the candy bowl, then wiped two off on his shirt and popped them in his mouth.


    Mrs. Carla Peters returned with Khan, her white poodle obediently at her side. She excused herself for a minute to get her check book.


    “We take checks?” Eli asked.


    Khan shook his head. “Val is too nice. Don’t worry, though. If someone bounces a check, we can always bounce something else right back.” He tossed the gleaming cube in the air, juggling it between two hands.


    The poodle, who’d stayed in the room to keep an eye on them, let out a sharp bark, as if to say, don’t you dare.


    Eli replied to the dog, “Don’t worry. He’d only do that if the check bounced.”


    Khan tucked the D6 away. “Who are you talking to?”


    Eli pointed to the dog, who was giving them both a suspicious look. Or was it? Poodles always looked suspicious to Eli, especially the tiny ones. Perhaps they were wondering who shrunk them to be so small, with their brains the size of walnuts.


    The dog narrowed its eyes at Eli, as if to say, size isn’t what you think it is, jelly brains.


    Mrs. Carla Peters returned with the check. “Thank you, boys. Now that my gremlin is gone, I hope the internet will finally start working properly.”


    Khan’s posture stiffened, and his hand froze, mid-reach for the check. “Ma’am? You have a gremlin?”


    She waved her hand. “Whatever you call it. Polka-ghost. The polka-ghost that was messing up my kitchen.”


    Khan took the check, letting out his breath audibly. “That’s poltergeist, and yes, we caught it. If you’re having problems with your internet, I suggest you call tech support.”


    “I’ll do that,” she said. “But leave me some of your cards, just in case.”


    Khan handed the woman a dozen business cards, then they gathered their bags of equipment and left by the back door.


    On the way back to the van, Eli started to ask Khan if gremlins were real, but stopped when he saw the little boy, Joey, sitting in the alley shuffling with a deck of cards.


    “Want to see a magic trick?” Joey asked.


    “Sure,” Eli said.


    The kid looked down at the deck of cards and muttered, “Sorry, I don’t know any magic tricks.”


    Khan groaned and picked up the deck of cards. “These are dirty,” he grumbled. “Pick a card.”


    Joey pulled a card from the fanned deck and showed it to Eli: the three of diamonds. He slid the card back in without letting Khan see it. Khan shuffled the deck like a professional, and then opened up one of his cargo pants pockets and put the deck away.


    “You shouldn’t play with cards, kid,” he said. “Next, you’ll be gambling.” He patted his pocket. “Trust me. This is for your own good.”


    Joey started to yell, demanding his cards back. He started off playful, but got more angry, coming at Khan with his arms windmilling. Khan held him back with one palm on Joey’s forehead, then turned to Eli and calmly said, “It’s for his own good.”


    “Give him his cards back.”


    Khan’s dark green eyes danced. “Make me.”


    “Khan. Give Joey his cards.”


    “Come get them. There are two of you. It’s two against one. Come on, tough guys.”


    Eli tried to reach for the cargo pocket, but Khan blocked his moves easily. Even with a coordinated effort between Eli and Joey, they couldn’t get to the cards.


    Finally, Eli took a step back and said to Joey, “Never mind him. I’ll give you another ten bucks, and you can buy two decks of cards. I’m sorry my boss is such a…”


    Eli looked down at the object in his hand. He’d reached for his wallet, but pulled out a deck of cards. The three of diamonds was visible on top.


    Joey screamed with delight and snatched the deck from Eli’s hands.


    “That’s the best magic trick I’ve ever seen!” Joey yelled.


    “It sure is,” Khan said. “Now scram, kid. I’m sure your mother is wondering where you are.”


    “Nah. My mother is—”


    Joey’s dog started barking wildly.


    “Shut up, Nigel!” Joey yelled.


    The dog refused to shut up, though. Within seconds, other dogs up and down the street joined in, creating an unholy chorus of yelping.


    Eli noticed something big and white moving.


    His van.


    Khan was already pulling away, though at least he’d had the courtesy to push the passenger side door open.


    Eli waved goodbye to Joey and ran down the alley after his ride, his growls of annoyance lost in the sea of barking.
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    After driving for a while, Khan said, “You probably don’t have any workout clothes with you.”


    “No,” Eli said brightly. “I guess we can’t go to the gym for lunch after all.”


    Khan took his eyes off the road long enough to admire his flexed bicep. “We did move a lot of furniture.”


    “Plus it’s Wednesday.”


    “What does that have to do with anything? Are you part of some religion that doesn’t work out on Wednesdays?”


    “You could say that.”


    “You’re being smug again, Eli.”


    “This is just how my face looks.” He pointed to a store up ahead. “Park right there. That’s a good comic shop. And Wednesday’s the day new comics show up.”


    Khan muttered under his breath that if comics were so great, there’d be new ones every day, but he did pull the van over and park.


    Eli patted his pockets. He felt like he was forgetting something.


    “Here.” Khan handed Eli back his wallet, presumably lifted from him during the magic card trick.


    They stepped out of the van and walked up to the comic shop’s glass door. Their reflections showed they were the same height, which surprised Eli.


    Eli paused at the door, savoring the moment. Not only was he about to get his hands on the week’s new comics, but he would get to introduce Khan to people. Eli didn’t have a huge circle of friends, but the social life he did have revolved around comic shops and their scheduled events. If his buddies in the store were half as impressed with Khan as Eli was, they would be very impressed, indeed.


    Eli pulled open the door and waved for his cool, muscular, confident, funky-haired friend to enter first. All the better to make an impression!


    Khan didn’t even glance left or right. He walked in a straight line, directly to the graphic novels, picked one at random, and began reading.


    Eli followed, and waved hello to the store owner. Jason Dean, or JD to all the regulars, sat on a stool behind the counter, eating a brick of uncooked ramen noodles while discussing his favorite comic franchise and a decades-old film option that had yet to result in a movie.


    JD sputtered to another store regular, sending crunchy ramen fragments across the counter, “Yet they keep rebooting the same ones! No imagination! I wish I was eight years old again, because that’s who they’re catering the entire industry to!”


    The customer replied, “But the talking animals are almost enjoyable. The CG these days is almost decent. I went to the theater three times to see—”


    JD slammed his fist on the counter. “You’re part of the problem! You keep handing them your money—Hey, Eli, can I get you anything? No? You good?—anyway, you keep giving them fistfuls of money for unoriginal dreck, and now you’re feeding the monster, making it bigger…”


    Eli didn’t stick around to hear the rest of the conversation. He’d heard it all before. Normally, he’d jump into the debate, discussing the derivative versus the divine, and all the enjoyable crap in between, but he didn’t want to fly all his geek flags at once in front of Khan.


    He walked his usual route between the racks, checking his auto-buy series first, and moving down to the maybes. He kept expecting for Khan to come over and say he was bored, but Khan seemed transfixed by the graphic novels, unlike Brenda, whose interest waned after fifteen minutes on a good day.


    After an hour of contented browsing, Eli walked toward the counter with his stack of comics. Khan was already at the counter, making a purchase from JD.


    Eli caught no more than a glimpse of Khan’s books as JD packed them into one of the store’s signature bright orange bags.


    “Getting into some graphic novels?” Eli asked.


    Khan must not have heard the question over the rattle of the cash register, because he grabbed the bag and walked out of the store without even a glance back at Eli.


    JD turned to Eli, a sneer on his lips, and said, “Let’s all pray that guy’s not armed to the teeth, am I right?”


    Eli replayed the last hour in his head. Short of arriving at the same time, there’d been no clue he was with Khan, and now it was too late to say anything.


    JD took Eli’s stack of comics and started ringing them up, pausing to judge each selection, the way he always did.


    Eli leaned over to peer between the posters covering the store’s windows. Khan headed toward the van, got into the passenger side, took a graphic novel out of his orange bag, and started reading.


    The customer who’d been at the comic shop counter when they’d arrived was still there, leaning in the exact same spot. He was also looking out the window at Khan.


    “I think I went to school with that white-haired dude,” the guy said. “He had a crazy dad. I felt sorry for him, but then I met his sister.” He used both hands to mime a representation of Valentine that was reasonably accurate. “That dude used to have brown hair, and then one day, it just turned white. He must have seen something scary. I hear that happens.”


    “Something scary?” JD said, still sneering. “I can tell you it wasn’t in a movie theatre. Those suits in Hollywood haven’t made a movie that’s actually scary since…”


    Eli walked out with his purchases, glad to miss the rest of the conversation. He felt funny about the whole interaction, and hearing about Khan from another person.


    He got into the van. “Khan, the customer at the counter said he went to school with you.”


    “He did.” Khan didn’t look up from his graphic novel.


    “He said your hair just turned white one day.”


    “It did.”


    “Because you saw something scary?”


    “You went to high school, Eli. Did a day ever go by that you didn’t see something scary?”


    Eli thought about it. Khan wasn’t wrong.


    After a minute, Khan tossed the van keys into Eli’s lap. “Time to drive, my man. Val sent us a new job for the afternoon. Brace yourself, because it’s a shocker.” He paused for dramatic effect. “It’s a poltergeist. And it’s two blocks east of this morning’s job.”


    “That is a shock—uh… where’s that D6 from this morning?”


    Khan gasped. “Eli! Are you suggesting I released the poltergeist we caught this morning, just so I could re-experience the thrill of seeing you lose a battle to a doily-covered sofa? I’m deeply offended.”


    “What’s the address?”


    Khan put on a pair of sunglasses, then held up his arm, which had the morning’s address crossed out and a new one written above it in blue pen ink.


    Eli nodded and put on the van’s turn signal.


    





Chapter Six
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    The second call of the day was to a blue house that looked no different from its neighbors, except for the closed curtains.


    They parked in the back alley, adhering to the neighborhood association’s rules.


    The owner, a middle-aged man who worked from home, let them into the house while apologizing for the mess. According to the man, someone or something had spread a layer of coffee grounds over the living room’s carpet just moments before the ghost hackers’ arrival.


    Khan slowly removed his sunglasses while commenting, “It looks like someone’s laid out the welcome mat.”


    Eli crouched to admire the poltergeist’s handiwork with the coffee grounds. He was impressed by the evenness of the distribution. The poltergeist certainly had focus and imagination.


    The homeowner’s dog, a wee dachshund, walked around the living room, leaving dog footprints and sniffing the coffee grounds. The dog looked up at Eli with coffee grounds stuck adorably to its nose. His big, brown eyes seemed to say, this poltergeist has control issues.


    Khan talked to the homeowner about their services, using official-sounding terms like “ion-boosts,” “para-electrical elements,” and “secure yet humane six-walled containment mechanisms that come with a one-time environmental levy of an additional fee that’s cash-only.”


    The man agreed to the extra fees and begged them to get started. “I have a programming job to finish,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind the coffee grounds and toothpaste pranks so much, but I can’t work without a reliable internet connection. It’s like someone is sucking up the bandwidth for the whole neighborhood.”


    “We’ll take care of it right away, guaranteed,” Khan said with confidence.


    The man scooped up the wee dachshund and lovingly dusted the coffee grounds off her shiny nose. “We have to take care of my little Nina,” he cooed at the dog. “Yes, yes, we do, my wuvvy dovey, my little surprise visitor.”


    Khan maintained a stony face through the dog-coddling, then said, “For your own safety, I’ll need you both to leave the house, sir.”


    The man gave him a skeptical look, then shrugged and left with the dog.


    Once they were alone and standing in the living room, Khan said, “Eli, what would you say these coffee grounds weigh?”


    “Not very much, Khan.”


    The air in the room dropped in temperature. Eli smiled. Things were about to get interesting.


    Khan taunted the poltergeist, talking about the weights of objects within the room. Eli kept smiling, and fantasizing about money. Maybe these jobs could be easy enough to do two per day.


    Keeping one eye on the room’s leather sofa, which was still grounded, Eli explored the living room. He walked toward what he assumed was a flat-screen television running a screen saver of a fish tank.


    He leaned in to admire the realistic piranhas swimming back and forth on what he still assumed was a recorded video.


    Eli’s limited amount of attention was already partly diverted to keeping a lookout for the sofa that could soon be flying at his head, so he didn’t notice the access panel above the in-wall fish tank open. Nor did he notice the hungry piranhas flying through the air at him.


    The razor-sharp teeth sinking into his buttocks were a complete shock.


    Eli sprung into action and did what he could to fight the piranha attack. His efforts were not helped by his concern for the welfare of the innocent fish, for instead of tossing them to the ground and crushing them under his boots, he kept carefully returning the piranhas to their tank.


    Khan grabbed a decorative bowl from the room’s coffee table, dumped out the balls made of twigs, and tossed the bowl to Eli. “Use this like a shield!” he yelled.


    Eli backed away from the fish tank and held up his makeshift shield, just in time to block a torrent of water, flying out of the tank with the force of a firehose.


    He fought valiantly, but he couldn’t win. He staggered under blasts of water and twirled at dizzying speeds, deflecting airborne piranhas. The best he could hope for was to tire the ghost out.


    Eventually, the poltergeist did lift up the leather sectional and use it to crush Eli into the wet, dirty carpet. In the darkness, Eli let out a sigh of relief.


    Being under a pyramid of furniture wasn’t so bad.


    Something sank its teeth into Eli’s calf.


    On second thought, being trapped anywhere with a school of riled-up piranhas was pretty bad.


    * * *


    Once the day’s second poltergeist had been successfully imprisoned, Khan removed the furniture and released Eli.


    They worked quickly to return the surviving piranhas to their quarter-full tank.


    The room was a disaster, but the client was happy and paid them cash for the job. “I’ve been meaning to pull up that carpet anyway,” the man said. “Of course I’ll put down area rugs, so my precious little Nina doesn’t slip around when she’s doing her tricks.”


    The homeowner cradled his dog lovingly as he walked them out the back door.


    Khan said, “Thank you for calling in para-professionals. I’m glad you didn’t attempt to do this on your own. These Disturbances are never DIY problems.” He handed over a stack of business cards.


    They finished saying goodbye, then got to the van. Eli opened the first aid kit, and was pleasantly surprised to find actual first aid supplies.


    “Valentine stocked that,” Khan explained.


    “My piranha bites certainly appreciate her efforts.” Eli took out some bandages and examined the damage. They’d broken his skin in a few spots, but luckily for Eli, the bites weren’t deep.


    “It’s a real shame we can’t record video of these jobs,” Khan said.


    “For a documentary? Sure. We should do that. The world should know that ghosts are real, especially if people are in danger.”


    Khan laughed. “Too bad we can’t. I wish I could see the look on your face again, when you turned around and saw a piranha nibbling on your butt. That was priceless.”


    “It was memorable.”


    He held the client’s wad of cash toward Eli. “Here, you keep this. I already got paid in entertainment value.”


    Eli kept dabbing antibacterial ointment on his lacerations, not accepting the cash. “Don’t you have to take off payroll taxes and stuff?”


    Khan took back the money and tucked it in his pocket. “Sure, we’ll go the official way. Is that you talking, or your smugness chip?”


    “I don’t know,” Eli said, which was the truth. He didn’t know, and likely never would.


    They were back on the topic of his chip again, which he didn’t like.


    He couldn’t lie, but he could change the topic. “I couldn’t see this time. What did the second poltergeist hide inside of? Where’d you catch it?”


    “Second poltergeist? So, you don’t think I released the first one to double our earnings.”


    “This one was different. I could tell. It had a different sort of energy. It’s hard to explain, but it was more of a jerk than the first one.”


    “Very good, Eli.” Khan sorted through the first aid kit, sorting the bandages by size. “After you wore this one out with the piranhas and furniture, it went to rest inside a set of Russian nesting dolls. Super creepy.”


    “Oh, nesting dolls. All of the little ones inside the big one. That’s really obvious. So creepy.”


    Someone tapped on the murky plastic covering the van’s passenger side window, making them both jump in alarm. It was the kid, Joey, still in the dirty clothes he’d been wearing that morning.


    Eli pulled at the tape holding up the plastic and opened the window for conversation. “Hey, Joey. We just finished up another job. How’s your day going, little dude?”


    Joey’s small fingers curled around the bottom edge of the window opening. He stood on his toes to peer into the van. Eli quickly finished applying the bandage to his arm to hide the blood.


    “You got comics?” Joey asked excitedly, having spotted the orange bags.


    Eli looked over at Khan, who simply shrugged, as if to say, you worked hard today. Now go ahead and show the kid your new comics, you big geek.


    





Chapter Seven
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    On Thursday, there were more poltergeists on the agenda.


    Khan and Eli returned to the same quiet suburban neighborhood for the first of two jobs, both on the same street.


    Eli’s muscles ached from the previous day’s activities, but the anticipation of more supernatural battles invigorated him. It helped that he thought of them as supernatural battles and not getting hit with things.


    They walked into the home of that morning’s client, where Eli gave the living room a stern glancing-over for sharp objects.


    Khan prepared the elderly homeowner by talking up their services plus the new environmental fee surcharge, then sent her and her little dog out of the house for safety.


    Eli stood in front of the room’s heavy-looking bookshelves, watching as the poltergeist playfully nudged books out of alignment at the edges of his vision.


    He took out his phone to take a video for Brenda’s benefit, but as soon as the phone was out, the ghostly rearranging stopped.


    “Now you’re shy?” Eli asked the ghost. “That’s not very impressive. I was hoping to get some footage to show my girlfriend.”


    Khan walked toward the door to the kitchen, calling over his shoulder, “That won’t work, my man. They have their rules.”


    Eli followed him to the kitchen, which looked the same as the suburban kitchens they’d seen in the previous day’s houses, except for an unfortunate pink-and-red spattered wallpaper, which gave the otherwise charming suburban kitchen the appearance of a slaughterhouse.


    “Gah,” Eli said. “That wallpaper scared me.”


    Khan went to the cookie jar on the counter and began investigating some chocolate chip cookies with his mouth. Eli felt a tickle at the back of his neck. The poltergeist was in the room with them.


    Khan munched cookies and frowned at the wallpaper. “You’re right. That is the worst wallpaper I’ve ever seen. It would be an impossible job to remove it, though. Impossible.”


    “Not really,” Eli answered. “Brenda watches a lot of those home improvement shows. You scratch the wallpaper surface with a tool, then rent a steamer to…” He stopped talking, mouth agape, and watched as the poltergeist peeled a strip of wallpaper down the wall.


    Khan gave him a knowing look and poured himself a glass of milk to go with the cookies.


    After a few minutes of wallpaper shredding, Eli said, “I’m still not clear on the procedures, and I want to do a good job while minimizing bodily damage.”


    The poltergeist kept working on the wallpaper, but only the easy spots, where it was already loose. Whenever the paper tore, the mischievous spirit moved over to another easy spot.


    Eli frowned at the mess of wallpaper. “So, how do we do this?”


    “We do this like the devil puts on trousers,” Khan replied.


    “One leg at a time?”


    Khan raised his dark eyebrows in response.


    Eli guessed again. “With style?”


    No, that wasn’t it.


    Eli ventured a third guess. “Does the devil put on trousers quickly, so he can go for lunch? Or—”


    Eli’s fourth guess was cut off by a flying-V formation of books, raining down on him like he was a trash can fire that needed smothering.


    The books from the living room. He hadn’t expected that.


    Even under the mountain of paperbacks and hardcover editions, Eli could hear Khan say, “The devil puts on his trousers with one eye over his shoulder, Eli.”


    “Gah.”


    “He’s always watching out for the woman’s husband, who might come home unexpectedly.”


    “Good one,” Eli groaned.


    * * *


    After the hardcovers, the poltergeist moved on to paperbacks. Eli let out plenty of groans, which encouraged the ghost to try harder. It eventually ran out of books and piled on all the food from the pantry.


    Once the immature spirit had tired itself out, it went to rest inside a handmade teapot. Khan set up the pentapods and extracted it without any damage to the teapot.


    The owner was very grateful, and gave them a tip on top of their fee.


    They finished packing up, skipped lunch, and went straight to the second job.


    The second job of the day, which was Eli’s fourth poltergeist, went so smoothly, even Khan seemed surprised.


    As they did their best to tidy up the disaster at the day’s second job, Khan said, “The para-electrical elements really have a thing for you. I’ve never seen anything like it. They’re attracted to everything about you. They love you.”


    Eli turned upright the reclining chair he’d briefly worn as a hat. “That figures. My whole life, I’ve had trouble making friends with regular people, and now it turns out I’m a freak-magnet.”


    “Are you calling me a freak?”


    Eli sought the words to apologize for what he’d implied, but Khan quickly added, “Don’t answer that. I know I’m a freak, and that’s okay.”


    Khan wiped some sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, and briefly looked just vulnerable enough for Eli to get a squishy feeling in his chest. Khan felt like a misfit, just like him. They weren’t so different after all. Eli got another squishy feeling, like he wanted to hug Khan. He clenched his jaw until the unmanly feeling passed.


    The doorbell rang. It was the client, checking to see if the job was finished. While Khan let the client back in and arranged for payment, Eli opened the room’s curtains. A crowd of neighbors had gathered on the front lawn, and they craned their necks to peer in.


    At least half of them were frowning at Eli, suspicion in their eyes. He could hear a few snippets of their conversation through the closed window, but only the voices that were angry enough to be loud.


    One man said, “It’s like those glass repair shops who throw bricks through people’s windows when business is slow.”


    Another woman ranted about “an investigation” and “getting some reporters down here.”


    A surly-looking man the size and shape of a refrigerator rapped on the window’s glass. “Where are your credentials?” he demanded.


    Eli started to pull the curtains shut again, but paused when he noticed the little boy, Joey, standing in the crowd. Joey was holding Nigel in his arms so the rat-dog didn’t get crushed in the crowd, but he could still move one hand enough to wave hello to Eli.


    Joey said something, possibly about comics, but Eli couldn’t hear him over the angry crowd.


    Khan had finished with the client, and thrust a bag of gear into Eli’s arms. “We’re paid up, we’re done.”


    “Did you hand out business cards?”


    Khan was already on his way toward the back door.


    Eli waved goodbye to Joey through the window, then ran after his boss.


    * * *


    On Friday morning, bruised and weary from muscle soreness, Eli stumbled into the kitchenette at Ghost Hackers and went straight for the box of pastries.


    He was raising a jelly donut to his mouth when the Hart siblings walked in and Valentine said, “Smash off.”


    He wasn’t expecting a smash off, and didn’t flex his wrist fast enough. Valentine won the smash off by squishing jelly up his nostril.


    “You win,” he said.


    “You’re a cheater,” Khan said, admonishing his sister.


    “I won that, fair and square.” She ate her donut with a charming combination of dainty grace and tomboyish carelessness. Eli gazed in admiration, training his eyes on the area above her neckline. He didn’t dare let his gaze drop down to Valentine’s dangerous curves.


    She’s just a co-worker, he told himself. Just a human being, with normal human stuff. Half the population is female. Some are tall and some are short. Some have narrow waists, curvy hips, and long legs. All those things are none of your business, he said in his head.


    Eli kept his gaze above the danger line. He watched as Valentine finished the donut, then licked her fingers. She put one finger at a time into her mouth and sucked off the jelly and powdered sugar. With each lick, Eli’s body became more numb, until he felt like he was no longer in his body, or in this room.


    Khan elbowed him and said, “What’s on your mind, my man?”


    Eli opened his mouth and told them exactly what he’d been thinking about while watching pretty Valentine lick her fingers.


    He couldn’t stop himself. Out came the truth.


    What he revealed on that Friday morning in the kitchenette of Ghost Hackers was so horrifying, his own ears blocked him from hearing the words. To Eli, it was as if a loud beep filled the room, bleeping out what he was saying.


    This had happened to him before, twice. Both times he had been daydreaming in a classroom. The pretty brunette teacher he had a crush on had asked him what he was daydreaming about. Without thinking, young Eli responded truthfully. He had no idea what exact words he’d said, because the bleep filled his head then as it did now. However, the shocked look on his teacher’s face, plus the ensuing laughter from his classmates told him everything he needed to know.


    Now, as Valentine lowered her hand from her moist, full, sensual lips, the look on her face told Eli that if Ghost Hackers had a principal’s office, he’d be getting sent there right now.


    Once the bleeping sound stopped, Eli clenched his teeth together tightly and waited for something to hit him. He fully expected his face to reacquaint itself with Khan’s fist.


    But the fist didn’t come. Nor did the relative relief of crumpling over in physical agony.


    Instead, there was only awkward silence.


    Finally, Valentine said, “And on that note, here’s your pay check.” She didn’t hand him the envelope, though. She stepped back and set it on the room’s small table, as though handing Eli an envelope directly would be too much of an invitation for depravity.


    “I’m sorry,” he said through gritted teeth. “That’s the chip in my brain.”


    She kept backing away, but slowly. “The chip makes you do things? Khan was telling the truth about that?”


    “Yes. Please don’t stick my head in a microwave.”


    She snorted. “Not without modifications.”


    Eli didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept apologizing.


    “Don’t sweat it, Eli,” she said. “It’s actually refreshing to be around someone as honest as you.” Her eyes twinkled as a smile curved her lips. “I’ll try to be more careful about how I eat donuts from now on.”


    “That probably won’t help,” Eli said, which was true.


    She darted forward, plucked another donut from the box, then made a hasty retreat back to her workshop.


    





Chapter Eight
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    Valentine scheduled them for three jobs on Friday. All poltergeists. All within blocks of each other.


    They gathered up the basic equipment, including the restocked first aid kit. They were running low on bandages, thanks to the piranhas and a few other things.


    The poltergeists were juveniles, according to Khan, so most of Eli’s injuries were accidental.


    Khan seemed preoccupied as he jotted the addresses on his arm.


    Eli assumed it was because of what he’d said to Valentine. They walked out to the van, where Eli got into the driver’s seat. He braced himself, expecting the chewing-out to happen now that they were alone in the van.


    He started driving to the job site. To Eli’s relief, once on the road, Khan didn’t bring up the topic of that morning’s interactions with Valentine.


    Instead, he regaled Eli with tales of his previous night’s celebrations at a strip club.


    As the stories continued, Eli allowed himself to relax. Whatever he’d said during the bleep couldn’t be worse than a single descriptive sentence from Khan’s strip club stories.


    Eli didn’t interrupt Khan’s ping pong story, because he didn’t want to compete over who’d had the best night, but his own Thursday night had been better than average. Brenda had cooked another meatloaf made of “dead cow” and served it with mashed potatoes. He’d had two full servings, which, when it came to Brenda’s cooking, was one and a half servings more than he usually wanted.


    They arrived at the address and parked behind the house like plumbers. For a moment, they just sat in the quiet van, neither making the first move to start the day.


    “Friday,” Eli said.


    Khan grumbled about being hung over, and Eli silently rubbed his sore shoulder. In addition to the piranha bites, which were healing up nicely, Eli’s body was covered in bruises.


    He wondered what color the bruise on his tailbone currently was, and he wondered if every color had a name. He couldn’t think of an alternate name for the color of a bruise. The color of a bruise wasn’t green, or grey, or purple, but something that was all of those things, plus a bit of yellow.


    The interior of the van was eerily quiet. Khan had stopped talking. Eli’s mind had been wandering through the bruise rainbow, and now he wasn’t sure if they were still talking about the local liquor and stripper economy, or if that conversation was over.


    “Good times,” Eli said, which was one of his stock responses for when he hadn’t been paying attention.


    “Good times,” Khan agreed.


    Eli peeked under a bandage on his forearm. His piranha bite had scabbed over, and the surrounding tissue looked healthy, but bruise-colored.


    Brenda had been surprised the bites weren’t worse, but figured the airborne piranhas may have been stunned and not at their best. She also said Eli was her big, strong, hero, and it was her duty to play nurse and kiss everything better.


    “Triple header today,” Khan said. “I guess we should get to work.”


    Eli looked down at the first aid kit on the floor between the bucket seats. “We’re out of bandages. These are the last ones.”


    “I’ll pick some up on the weekend,” Khan said. “On Sunday. I plan to sleep all day Saturday.”


    “We’re not working through the weekend? I thought you said Valentine had our docket booked solid for days and days.”


    “The jobs can wait. I don’t work weekends. No overtime if I can help it. The business has to serve you, not the other way around.”


    “I just thought…” Eli let the news wash over him in waves, disintegrating the sandcastles of his weekend plans. Glumly, he said, “I thought I was going to get out of shopping with Brenda at the containers store.”


    “You would rather have couches dropped on your head?”


    “It’s not just the containers store.” Eli patted his pocket, where he had his first week’s pay check safely tucked away. “She’s got a whole shopping plan.” After opening the envelope that morning, he’d made the mistake of sending the total to Brenda, who’d gotten more than a little excited. Even now, his phone was vibrating with incoming messages.


    “You do need a new laptop,” Khan said. “Val says your old one’s fried up like pork chops at grandma’s.”


    “I’m a few pay checks away from a new laptop. We have to ‘upgrade’ things. There’s a list. She says I have to get all new underwear.”


    “What’s wrong with your underwear? Uh, never mind.” Khan held up his hand, palm out. “I don’t want to know.”


    It was too late, though. Eli had already grabbed the slack waistband of his no-longer-elasticized underwear and tugged it above the waist of his cargo pants to show Khan some of the holes.


    “Those aren’t bad,” Khan said. “They’re just getting broken in and comfortable. I bought some in that condition from Diesel a year ago. Still good.” He shook his head. “She’ll probably make you buy tight designer underwear that rides up your crack, because she thinks you’ll look like the guy on the box. This is just one more reason I’m glad to be single.”


    “Do you want me to save you my old ones after I’m done shopping?”


    Khan snorted. “Yes, Eli. I want to clothe myself in the same fabric that’s been cupping your hamsters for the last three years.”


    “Two years, tops. And I have several pairs. They’re in rotation.”


    Khan seemed to be reconsidering the offer. “How many pairs?”


    Someone tapped on the driver’s side window, where Eli was sitting. It was Joey, looking forlorn in his dirty, ripped clothes.


    Instead of just rolling down the window, Eli jumped out to greet the little boy, who held his rat-like dog, Nigel, in his arms.


    “I’m glad to see someone’s feeding you,” Eli said. “You have jam and peanut butter on your face, little man.”


    Nigel’s ears pricked up, and he immediately licked the food off Joey’s face.


    A crazy thought popped into Eli’s head: The kid’s been practicing black magic, and turned one of his parents into a small dog! Yes, that would explain why Nigel barked his head off whenever Joey’s parents were mentioned. It would also explain why nobody gave the kid a bath. Dogs don’t like baths.


    “I know the secret thing you do,” Joey said. “You guys are ghost catchers.”


    “Yes,” Eli admitted.


    “Do you do… other stuff, too?”


    “What did you have in mind, Joey? Is there something you want to tell me?”


    The rat-faced dog looked up at Eli and tipped his head, as if to say, just keep catching the poltergeists that slip out of the Dark Grid and mind your own business.


    “What?” Eli asked the dog. “Dark Grid?”


    Nigel curled his black lips up over sharp canines and snarled in response.


    Joey set the dog down. “Shut up, Nigel.”


    Khan came around the van with the bags slung over his shoulders.


    “What’s going on here?” Khan asked the kid. “Do you know something about these Disturbances? What do you know about para-electrical elements, kid?”


    Joey gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Got any more magic tricks?” He didn’t wait for a response before darting toward Khan, his quick hands plunging into a cargo pocket next to Khan’s knee.


    Khan held his ground and turned to Eli. “Another reason I’m glad to be single. No wife, no kids.”


    Eli gave a wry smile. “You seem kind of defensive about the single life today. Was Brandee with two e’s putting some pressure on you last night?”


    “I’d make a joke about Brandee and the right kind of pressure, but it wouldn’t seem right with these little paws digging around in my pockets.” He stepped back, shaking Joey off his legs. “Enough, kid.”


    “What’s this?” Joey held up an orange flyer retrieved from Khan’s pocket. “What’s a… R-E-N-N F-A-I-R-E?”


    Eli reached down and grabbed the flyer to take a look. He had a dim memory of getting handed a Renn Faire flyer at the comic shop on Wednesday.


    He explained to Joey, “This happens every year in one of the city parks. A Renn Faire is like a circus for geeks.”


    “Why don’t they call it a geek circus then?”


    Khan snorted.


    Eli gave Khan a dirty look and did not remind him that the flyer had come from Khan’s pocket, where it had been since his purchase of very geeky graphic novels. Eli let it go, because he knew that the people who made fun of geeks the loudest were always big geeks themselves, in deep denial.


    Joey read aloud the bullet points on the flyer, “Costumes. Sword fights. Games. Jousting. Prizes. Oh, man, this sounds like the best thing ever. Please, please, can I go? I need to go to the Renn Faire. I NEED to go.”


    “Sure, keep the flyer,” Eli said.


    “You can pick me up on Sunday at noon,” Joey said. “I have to ask first, but it’ll be fine. Right, Nigel?” He looked down at the little dog, who didn’t bark or say anything.


    “Uh,” Eli said.


    Joey beamed up at them, his smile radiant within his grimy face. “Thank you, Eli and Khan! You’re my new best friends! My house is the brown one, two-eight-six-oh.” Joey gave Eli a hug around the legs, and then quickly turned and ran off at top speed, the orange Renn Faire flyer clutched in his fist. The dog bounded at his side, little tail whipping happily.


    “Impressive,” Khan commented while staring after the boy and his dog. “You have to admire his technique. Do you think I can bump up today’s fees by hugging people and saying they’re my new best friends?”


    “Did that just happen? Am I taking Joey to a Renn Faire on Sunday?”


    “Come by Ghost Hackers in the morning and we’ll install a bench in the van so you have more than two seats.” Khan nodded for Eli to follow him toward the client’s house for their first job of the day. “We’ll bring Val with us, so the kid’s parents don’t feel so weird about sending their eight-year-old off with two guys in a van.”


    They reached the back door. Khan knocked, then turned to Eli and asked, “How much could we sell a kid like that for, do you think? Hypothetically.”


    Eli grinned. He was beyond excited about going to the Renn Faire with Khan and Valentine, now that the plans had been made. This Sunday was going to be the best Sunday ever.


    “We’d have to give him a bath and makeover,” Eli said jokingly. “That is, if we want to get top dollar at the child-buyer auction.”


    The woman who’d just opened the back door—in time to hear Eli talk about auctioning children—gasped in horror.


    Khan said to her gruffly, “Don’t worry, ma’am. We also take cash if you’re out of children.”


    “He’s joking,” Eli said quickly. “But not about the cash. I need money to buy underwear, so I can give my old underwear to him.” He winced at the words coming out of his mouth, but was unable to stop them. The horror of that morning’s bleep-out was causing aftershocks of oversharing. Eli continued, the words pouring out, “He’s my boss. His sister is very pretty, but I’m not supposed to think about her like that. I have a girlfriend. Her name is Brenda. She was the first girl I ever—”


    Khan grabbed Eli by the shoulders and shook him until he stopped babbling.


    “Never mind my brother,” Khan said smoothly. “I’m afraid Eli suffered a childhood illness that rendered him an idiot. Brenda is his dog. I apologize on his behalf. He can’t do much, but he’s an excellent decoy for the ghosts. Isn’t that right, Eli?”


    “My name is Eli.”


    Khan stopped shaking him and ruffled Eli’s hair with one hand. “Sweet, simple Eli. He does have a natural talent with the para-electrical elements.”


    Eli beamed with pride, because he couldn’t help it. Today, he would be pummeled, lacerated, and humiliated, but he had a natural talent for something. Plus he was going to the Renn Faire on Sunday!


    





Chapter Nine
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    Khan and Eli worked straight through lunch again.


    The work wasn’t what any sane person would call easy, but there was a satisfaction to doing it. And Eli was naturally talented with the ghosts. He decided it was because kids had always been drawn to him, and poltergeists were like the kid version of ghosts, with all their games and pranks.


    At the third and final house, Khan straightened the artwork that hadn’t been destroyed by the Disturbance while Eli peered warily through the curtains. A crowd of curious onlookers had been following them from house to house, and a dozen people now stood or sat on the front lawn.


    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this neighborhood,” Eli said. “Shouldn’t we be reporting this to some authorities?”


    “Sure. You go ahead and make the call to report a massive outbreak of poltergeists. Be sure and mention the voices you’ve been hearing in your head, from the little dogs talking to you. Go ahead, my man. Call The Number.”


    “Not funny,” Eli grumbled. He stayed at the window, counting up the dogs on the front lawn. There were almost as many dogs as people, about ten, and all of them were the same size as Joey’s chihuahua. There was something odd about the dogs, besides the fact that Eli kept hearing them talking in his head. They were all the same size, but some appeared to be breeds that Eli hadn’t known came in miniature versions. He narrowed his eyes at the miniature St. Bernard, as if to say, you make no sense, miniature St. Bernard who shouldn’t exist.


    The dog cocked its head and stared back at Eli, as if to say, you make no sense, giant man-baby-blank, so shut up or I’ll bite you.


    Eli closed the curtains, then helped Khan straighten the room and put away the pentapods.


    “What are the other rules?” Eli asked. “You said the para-electrical elements won’t allow their Disturbances to be recorded. I get that. But what else is in the Ghost Code?”


    “It doesn’t matter, because the ones we deal with are the ones who break all the other rules.”


    “Sure. But hypothetically, what are the other rules?”


    “They’re supposed to keep their hands in their pockets, so to speak, and look but not touch.”


    “Like children shopping with their parents in a fancy store?”


    Khan knelt down to zip up the bag of equipment. “Exactly. The same rules that apply to time travelers. Observe without interfering.”


    Eli rubbed his sore shoulder. “What else?”


    Khan looked up, his dark green eyes weary. “I don’t know. I wish I had the answers. I’m not even sure if there are any rules. I make so much stuff up, I forget what’s real sometimes.”


    Seeing Khan run out of answers gave Eli an unsettled feeling in his stomach. He saw a crumpled area rug out of the corner of his eye, and for an instant, it was Eli’s adoptive father, the first time he fell down while Eli was out.


    The unsettled feeling rose up, blasting static through Eli’s brain and making him feel like he was coming apart at the atomic level.


    Everything was chaos, without meaning. He clenched his fists, a growing rage doubling with every ragged breath.


    “Burgers,” Khan said.


    Eli’s consciousness came back to the present, to the messy living room of their client.


    “Burgers?” Eli repeated. As soon as he said the word, his mouth began to water. Hunger took hold in his stomach, and it was a relief, because that very human desire was the opposite of the black emptiness that scared him.


    “And fries and shakes.” Khan slung the bags over his shoulders and nodded for them to leave out the back door. They were free to go, because the job had been pre-paid. Good or bad, they had a reputation in the neighborhood.


    Eli followed, out the back door and to the van. The colors around him were too bright. The sky was too blue and the grass was too green. It was all too much.


    Khan said, “If you’re tired, I can drive.”


    Eli handed over the keys, and they drove away.


    The sun was low in the sky, an hour from setting. Eli watched houses go by, murky like old memories through the temporary plastic on his window.


    “There’s—” Eli’s voice cracked and caught, like it was rusty from not being used for a hundred years. “There’s something going on in that neighborhood,” he said. “I might be new to this, but something tells me five—no, seven—poltergeists in one week is a sign.”


    “A sign we’re going to be rich.” Khan grinned, his teeth bright and gleaming in the glare of the setting sun.


    “What do you know about…” Eli paused, hesitant to mention something he thought he heard from Joey’s chihuahua. “What do you know about the Dark Grid?”


    The speeding van jerked off course momentarily before Khan relaxed his grip on the wheel.


    Khan bounced the question back at him. “What do you know about the Dark Grid?”


    “Nothing, except the dogs mentioned it. The poodle at the first house on Wednesday said they weren’t part of the plan. Then Nigel said the poltergeists were slipping through.”


    “Wait. Are we still pretending the dogs are talking to you?”


    “Nigel didn’t say it out loud, of course. But he looked at me, and I heard something in my head. Just keep catching the poltergeists that slip out of the Dark Grid and mind your own business.”


    “Hah! You’re messing with me. You went back to the comic shop and bought those same books I did. You read that story where the treasure-hunters fell into something they called a Dark Grid. Very funny, Eli, you big geek.”


    “I am a big geek, but I haven’t been to the comic shop since Wednesday. We could go now, though. They’re still open.”


    “Nice try.”


    “Khan, I’m not messing with you. The dog really did beam something into my head.”


    “We need to get you a special hat with a foil lining, to keep those thoughts out. Now stop being weird, or I’ll douse you in barbecue sauce, drop you down in the middle of the Zone, and let the Crashers feast on your delicious body.”


    Eli shuddered at the thought of being dumped in the Zone, with or without barbecue sauce on his delicious body. He didn’t know what would be worse: becoming one of the people they ripped apart and ate, or surviving long enough to level up to Stage One Crasher.


    “Talking dogs,” Khan muttered. “Like we don’t have enough to deal with in this city.”


    Eli looked out the window at the passing scenery. “Have you ever thought about moving away?”


    “Every city’s got its downsides. Sometimes I think we’re better off with the devil we know, versus the unknown. Those perfect, pretty cities freak me out. I think they’re tempting fate, with their postcard-perfect city parks. Me, I like a grungy city. It’s got more character.”


    “So, you’re not trying to save up money to get out of here and start fresh?”


    Khan chuckled. “If I move away, who’s going to support Brandee with two e’s and keep her from falling in with a bad crowd? The girl just loves to dance, my man. She wouldn’t be happy as a dental hygienist.”


    “She sounds like a carrier of disease.”


    Khan did a double take. “What did you just say?”


    “I said the wrong thing.” Eli clapped his hand to his forehead in shame. “We were at that point in the conversation where I’m supposed to say she sounds like a nice girl, but she doesn’t sound nice at all. Especially that thing you say she does with ping pong balls.” Eli shook his head. “Brandee with two e’s is not dental hygienist material.”


    Khan grinned. “I’m glad you have such high brow tastes. More Brandee for me.”


    “All yours.”


    “That’s right.” Khan turned up the volume on the van’s stereo and sang along with a classic rock song, Roy Orbison’s "Pretty Woman."


    Eli joined in on the chorus, and they sang the end in harmony.


    When the next song started, they tried to sing along, but neither knew the words, and the moment was gone.


    Eli lifted a bandage and checked on his forearm piranha bite. The scab pulled off with the bandage, revealing pink, unbroken skin. The bruise color was gone. That healed fast, he thought, but he didn’t think too much of it, because he’d always been a fast healer.


    Khan turned the stereo down and said, “Honestly, I don’t know what’s happening in that neighborhood, but we’re going to make some serious money.”


    “It does seem lucrative.”


    “Serious money.”


    “If you say so, boss.”


    Eli didn’t always notice details, but he did notice something now: Khan’s grin didn’t extend to his eyes. His enthusiasm was a lie.


    Something was going on in that neighborhood. Something big. And bad. The ghost hackers could keep going on calls and keep getting paid, but the problem was only going to get bigger and badder.


    So far that week, the poltergeists hadn’t harmed anyone but Eli, but it was only a matter of time before someone got hurt. Eli wouldn’t be able to live with himself if the person getting hurt was Joey.


    On Sunday, when he saw the kid, he would ask more questions. The four of them would eat medieval food and play games, but that was just a cover. Eli’s real mission was to find out what Joey knew about the big, bad thing happening on his street.


    





Chapter Ten
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    On Saturday, Eli and Brenda went shopping as planned. They bought a new frying pan, a spice rack, two cold-smoked ribeye steaks, and twelve pairs of underwear that looked like they might ride up Eli’s crack.


    On Sunday morning, Eli put on his new underwear, and he was pleased to find that not only did the navy blue briefs not ride up unpleasantly, they also transformed him into a new man. They looked like the sort of underwear a comic book hero would wear under his tights.


    In the privacy of the apartment’s bathroom, with the door shut, Eli admired himself in the mirror. Maybe it was the influence of all the flattering things Brenda had been saying lately, but Eli Carter was one good-looking man of approximately thirty.


    His medium-brown hair had a golden sheen, and his jaw had a heroic squareness to it. Three days of moving furniture and skipping lunch had converted a couple of Eli Carter’s fat pounds into muscle pounds, but he couldn’t have known that. Unlike Brenda, he didn’t watch his weight or measurements closely. He dropped to the bathroom floor, did ten push-ups, then jumped up and quickly flexed for his reflection.


    The new underwear certainly accented what appeared to be the beginning of a six-pack of visible abdominal muscles.


    Eli examined his abs for a while, then pulled open the drawer that held a jumble of Brenda’s makeup. He pulled out a container of brown eye shadow, thought about it for a minute, then shrugged, and began applying the brown powder along his vestigial six-pack creases.


    After a few minutes, Brenda tapped on the door and reminded him to turn on the fan since he was obviously committing bathroom crimes. He was not, but the truth was much worse, so he guiltily turned on the fan anyway.


    * * *


    Eli invited Brenda to come along to the Renn Faire, but she said it would be overstimulating to meet all those new people and also attend a crowded festival.


    She stood by the front door, watching him lace up his weekend shoes. Compared to the olive green clothes he’d been wearing throughout the week, he felt like a comic book panel in his bright blue jeans, black and white sneakers, and red T-shirt.


    “You’re sweet to take that kid with you,” she said.


    Eli finished tying his shoe and looked up at Brenda. Her eyes were glossy, like she was about to cry. His mind reeled, replaying the last few minutes. Even after a quick replay, he had no idea what she was upset about.


    “Good times,” he said.


    “Do you love me?” she asked.


    He broke out in a cold sweat. “Of course I do. What’s wrong?”


    “Do you wish you had a kid of your own? Is that why you’re taking this Joey out?”


    “No. I’m taking him out because he tricked me. I’m not planning to adopt him.”


    She smiled and blinked away the sheen in her eyes. “Okay. I was just being silly. I didn’t sleep much last night, because I was worried about Monty. He didn’t come home.”


    Eli got up from his kneeling position and pulled Brenda into a hug.


    “The cat wraith? He’s a big boy. And I don’t know if we should be referring to our apartment as his home.”


    She pulled away and smiled up at him teasingly. “You’re just jealous because Monty likes me better.”


    “Why does he like you better?”


    She shrugged. “Have fun at your geek circus.”


    “You know I will.”


    He kissed her goodbye and hurried off.


    He was running late, as usual, because his one-minute shower had run a little longer than anticipated.


    * * *


    Eli met the Hart siblings at Ghost Hackers, where they showed him the bench seat they’d salvaged for the van.


    Back when Eli had originally purchased the van, he’d gotten it from the delivery driver whose route he was taking over. It didn’t come with a bench seat, because that decreased the room available for packages.


    While the two Harts installed the seat, Eli stood off to the side, feeling useless. The two of them easily shared tools back and forth, coordinating their actions without words. Eli remembered what Khan had said about his sister talking to him while she was still in the womb, and he wondered if it was true.


    He would have tried to casually bring up the topic, but Valentine was bending over, and it took most of Eli’s cognitive powers to not stare at her curvy butt.


    * * *


    Eli drove them to Joey’s house. Khan put on his sunglasses and snoozed in the side passenger seat. Valentine sat on the newly-installed bench seat and tapped away on a laptop. She had two tablets and a phone on the bench next to her, and appeared to be using all four gadgets simultaneously.


    When he was reasonably sure Khan was sleeping, Eli asked Valentine what she knew about the Dark Grid.


    She answered without looking up from her screens, “It’s more of a membrane, so I never liked that name.”


    So, the Dark Grid was real. A chill went up Eli’s spine, followed by the hug-like warmth of satisfaction from being right about a hunch.


    “What does it do?” Eli asked.


    “You must know what a membrane is. It’s something semi-permeable that keeps apart all the things that shouldn’t be together.”


    “Like ghosts and people?”


    She made a scoffing sound. “Would you take all the Hydrogen atoms out of water?”


    Eli thought over what Valentine had said. He was no science genius, but he knew the formula for water was H20, with hydrogen atoms and oxygen atoms forming water molecules.


    “Valentine, are you saying people are partly made of ghosts?”


    “It’s not really a new theory.” She tapped away at both her keyboard and phone, multi-tasking. “For further reference, see: every major religion.” The typing speed increased. He thought he heard her snicker.


    Eli frowned at the street ahead of him. Valentine had tricked him into saying something stupid. If she’d used the word spirit, or soul, he would never have asked if people were partly made of ghosts. It wasn’t very nice of her to use her genius against him like that.


    He kept driving in silence, his irritation stewing. Ever since Friday, he’d been looking forward to this outing with the Hart siblings. Now he wasn’t sure. Except for the installation of the bench seat, which was a great addition to the van, the day was turning out all wrong.


    They arrived in Joey’s neighborhood and slowly drove up to the drab brown house, number 2860.


    Eli frowned at the house. It actually wasn’t exactly brown. There was some purple to the hue on the siding, and some green. It was the color of bruise.


    The lawn had grown even longer in the last few days, thanks to overnight spring showers. The brightly-hued houses on either side, with impeccable lawns and gardens, seemed to be staring straight ahead in annoyance, disgusted by their sloppy, slow-witted friend. As Eli parked and jumped out of the van, then walked up to Joey’s door with Khan and Valentine on either side of him, he compared himself to the bruise-colored house. He was the drab one, between the amazing Hart siblings.


    Valentine rang the doorbell and smiled warmly in anticipation of the door opening. Nobody came.


    She rang the doorbell again. And again.


    Eventually, a woman opened the door. Presumably Joey’s mother, she had the same big, sad eyes as the kid. Her hair looked oily and was matted in clumps. Valentine introduced the three of them and shook the woman’s hand.


    Joey’s mother had the same dead-eyed, vacant stare as a Crasher. When she dim-wittedly turned and offered her hand to Eli, he fought his revulsion and shook it politely.


    “My name is Eli,” he said.


    “Elliot,” the woman said. “Elephant. You’re the elephant. Elouise. Elizabeth. L-M-N-O-P.”


    Joey appeared and pushed her back behind him. “Mom!”


    She stumbled backward, into the house. From what Eli could see from the doorway, the home’s interior was very different from the other houses on the street, but not in layout. The front hall and living room were full of cardboard boxes, discarded clothes, and dirty dishes. He’d seen hoarding before, but the shocking thing about this home, besides it being real and not on his TV or computer screen, was the massive network of cables and wires criss-crossing the upper third of the room. Joey’s mother must have had to duck to get to the front door.


    The house made Eli feel alert. It smelled bad, but that was expected. There was something else, something he couldn’t see or smell or hear, but could feel in his bone marrow. The feeling was not painful, nor was it unpleasant.


    If he had to describe this feeling in comparison to something common and everyday, he’d say it was the feeling he got in the instant after logging into his computer accounts, before his new messages came up on the screen, appearing in bold text to show they were still unread, still full of possibility. It was enthrallment.


    Eli’s feet stayed in their laced-up black and white weekend shoes, planted on the front step, but his body leaned forward. He leaned toward the home’s open doorway like a seedling snaking toward a sunny window.


    The acrid smell of an unwashed person in movement pushed him back again.


    Joey’s mother crouched down in front of her son and patted his hair. “You have fun, James.”


    “I’m Joey, Mom.”


    “Joey Mom,” she repeated, her voice robotic.


    Eli glanced to check the reactions of the Hart siblings. They both seemed as horrified as he felt. There was something very wrong in this house, and it was wrong inside Joey’s mother’s head.


    Khan leaned into the house, and this small motion seemed to trip an invisible security alarm. A dog began barking inside the house, the yips muffled by a closed door. All around the neighborhood, other dogs joined in the chorus of angry barking.


    “Let’s go,” Joey said. He pushed his mother back two steps so he could close the door, then ran down the front steps toward the van. He had a child-sized backpack slung over one shoulder—a backpack Eli hoped was full of snacks and toys for the day, and not his favorite things to run away from home with. Eli had meant what he said to Brenda about not adopting this kid, but his resolve was weakening by the minute.


    The three of them followed Joey and got into the van, where Valentine helped him with his seatbelt on the bench seat next to her.


    He grabbed her tablet and started asking questions about it, beginning with what games she played.


    Eli started the van’s engine, but didn’t drive away immediately. He took another good look up and down the street. It was noon on a Sunday, and people were mowing lawns, weeding front gardens, and walking their tiny dogs. Eli had never lived in the suburbs, but he knew this was typical weekend behavior. The local residents all stared at the van in suspicion, but that wasn’t surprising, considering their recent involvement with the local poltergeists.


    Movement in an upstairs window of Joey’s house caught Eli’s attention. The chihuahua, Nigel, was visible in the window, perched precariously on the back of a chair so he could see out. By the look of his bugged-out eyes and the spit flying from his snarling mouth, he was not happy about Joey leaving with them.


    Eli felt sorry for the dog, but not sorry enough to suggest bringing the little yapper with them.


    





Chapter Eleven
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    The Renn Faire was being held in a city park where it wasn’t unusual to see people doing fire-breathing tricks on non-Renn Faire weekends. The usual assortment of dreadlocked musicians were around, looking accusingly at the short-haired suburban families who’d invaded for the day.


    Few people looked twice at the four of them, except for some mothers who noticed Joey’s grime level.


    Valentine leaned over and said quietly to Eli, “We need to hose down this kid. You get him into that water park over there and I’ll go buy him some clean, dry clothes.”


    Eli agreed to the plan, and loudly suggested the guys head over to the park’s interactive water feature.


    Khan rubbed his stomach. “I’ll go do some recon on those food smells. You boys have fun splashing around.”


    Khan headed off toward the food trucks while Eli led Joey over to the water park, where toddlers ran squealing through the sprinklers and teenagers huddled nearby, pretending they didn’t want to do the same.


    Joey was reluctant to take off his shoes and shirt to play with the other kids, until Eli took off everything but his jeans and jumped into the fray.


    Within minutes, he had not just Joey soaked, but half the kids in attendance. A dozen of the less angsty teenagers even jumped into the fun. Parents stood just outside the splash zone and watched as Eli play-fought over the free-spray hose, then gave the smaller kids shoulder rides.


    He had just swung a dripping wet and squealing Joey around in a circle and set him down when he noticed a number of mothers were watching him, Eli, and not their kids.


    He looked down to see what had the women’s attention, and noticed his well-defined abdominal muscles. They were extra defined today, thanks to the subtle brown shading of Brenda’s makeup. A giggling girl asked him for a shoulder ride. He suddenly realized the teens that had joined him in the water were all females, with soaking wet tops.


    With an embarrassed gasp, he ran for his folded clothes at the perimeter and quickly donned his red T-shirt. He’d meant to scrub off the brown makeup before leaving the apartment, but Brenda had demanded access to the washroom and rushed him out. On a typical day, Eli didn’t remove his shirt in public, so he hadn’t anticipated any problems.


    Valentine stood at the splash perimeter with dry clothes for Joey in her hands. “Nice abs,” she said to Eli.


    He thanked her and tugged on his shoes and socks without meeting her eyes. Did she really mean he had nice abs? Or was she letting him know that she knew they were mostly drawn on? She couldn’t know, he told himself. Who would even notice that the shadows on someone’s abs didn’t obey the laws of physics and shift with the ab-owner’s relative angle to the sun?


    A genius.


    A genius would notice such a thing.


    Eli laced up his shoes and tried to remain calm. His wet jeans clung to him accusingly. He could feel heat in his cheeks from blushing. Stay calm, he told himself. According to Khan, people could spontaneously combust from embarrassment. Just because it hadn’t happened to Eli before didn’t mean spontaneous combustion wasn’t a danger, every moment of every day.


    “What about me?” Joey asked brightly. Shirtless and soaking wet, he flexed his small biceps and posed like a miniature body builder.


    “You have great abs, too, Joey.”


    “One day I’ll be big like Eli, and I’ll come work with you guys.”


    “We’ll see about that. Look what I bought you. It’s a red T-shirt so you can match with Eli.” She held out the clothes. “Well, it’s actually tie-dyed, so it’s red and blue and yellow, but that’s even better, right?”


    Joey was so excited, his words came out in an excited jumble of sounds, making him sound like a little dog barking.


    Valentine laughed, and it was a new type of laugh Eli hadn’t heard before. It wasn’t the mean laugh she shared with Khan over one of their pranks, but a genuinely joyful laugh, innocent and free.


    It was the kind of laugh that echoes around in your head for a while, making you smile and smile.


    A knight in armor walked by just then, and Eli’s smile grew bigger. As he stared at the metal components, his mind flitted to a fantasy of owning a workshop and making his own armor. His embarrassment over the fake six-pack muscles disappeared, the memory not to resurface again for several hours.


    As they walked around in the warm sunshine, Eli’s wet jeans dried unevenly, with the section over his thighs turning soft and pliant almost immediately while the waistband and crotch squeaked for hours.


    They watched the jousting performances, cheering on the participants as they raced at each other with pointed weaponry. The people jousting were not on horseback, so the damage inflicted was minimal, but Eli still winced whenever someone went down hard.


    There was only one horse at the event, a mellow piebald Appaloosa with one blue eye. The horse was being ridden around by a woman in a loose-fitting tunic, who stopped to admire Joey in his tie-dye shirt and colorful cotton pants. She slid off the horse’s bare back and offered the boy a ride.


    Joey looked to Eli for permission and encouragement.


    “Go for it,” Eli said, and helped the young woman boost Joey onto the horse’s back.


    The woman led the horse away, and Eli panicked for an instant, thinking this was an elaborate kidnapping plot, but then they didn’t go far. He felt silly for being such a worry-wart, but proud that he was learning new things about life. Raising a kid was stressful, but you got to see your favorite things through new eyes, so it balanced out.


    Eli grinned, waved, and snapped photos of Joey on the horse. He always did love horses, and seeing Joey take his first-ever horse ride filled Eli’s heart with an enormous squishy feeling.


    * * *


    Next to the horse ride, Joey’s favorite part of the Renn Faire was the armor and weaponry.


    “I want to buy something,” Joey said.


    “Sure,” Eli said. “I’ll buy you something small. Do you want one of these pouches?” He leaned over a table of leather wallets and bags, all embossed with intricate Celtic designs. The scent of the tanned leather was masculine, like aftershave, and intoxicating.


    “I have my own money,” Joey said. “See?”


    He held a fist full of bills over the leather goods. It was more than the typical kid’s allowance of a few bucks. In fact, Eli quickly assessed that Joey could buy the next round of deep-fried Renn Faire food, given that he had several thousand dollars in bills.


    Eli covered Joey’s small hand with his own and looked around nervously. “Don’t let people see you with that,” he said in a hushed voice. “And what’s an eight-year old doing with that much money? Did you rob a bank or something?”


    “My mom’s job pays really good, so she raised my allowance. She keeps giving me money and telling me to go do stuff by myself so she can work her overtime. But there aren’t very many stores by our house, and I’m too small to drive the car. I tried, but my feet can’t reach the pedals.”


    Eli knelt in front of Joey so he could look him in the eyes.


    “Promise you won’t try to drive the car again,” Eli said. “That’s dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


    “But I get bored.”


    “I used to get bored too, when I was your age.”


    “What did you do?”


    “I stayed bored, and then I grew up and got a boring job. That’s life.”


    Joey frowned. “I don’t want to get bigger.”


    “It’s not all bad. I just got my bedtime extended by half an hour. And I had that boring job for a while, but now I have a good job, working with Khan and Valentine.”


    “I want to work with you. I could be your helper.”


    Eli smiled. In all the fun of the day, he’d nearly forgotten his plan to do detective work, but he remembered now. This could be a chance to find out what information Joey had.


    “How could you help us?” Eli asked. “What do you know about the poltergeists? What special skills do you have?”


    Joey shrugged and stuck his baby finger in his nostril.


    “Do you see ghosts?” Eli asked. “Or talk to them?”


    The kid gave him a blank look and lodged his baby finger deeper into a crusty nostril.


    “Great,” Eli said glumly. “Your only special skill is digging for gold in the nostril mines.”


    Joey laughed, just like a normal kid who’d been taken out for a day of fun.


    So much for figuring out the neighborhood’s mystery easily, Eli thought.


    Joey patted the pants pocket where he’d stuffed the money. “I’ll buy something for us to play with,” he said. “Something good.”


    “Okay, but let me do the purchasing for you. Don’t show anyone that money.” He glanced around to see who might overhear them. The coast was clear. “Especially don’t show Khan that money.”


    Joey’s eyes widened. “He likes money even more than my mom does.”


    “He sure does.” Eli got to his feet and turned back to the table of leather goods. “Do you think my girlfriend would like one of these purses?”


    Joey laughed even harder than he had at the nostril-mining joke. “You don’t have a girlfriend.”


    “Yes, I do.”


    “No, you don’t.”


    “Do too.”


    “Do not.”


    Eli spent the next half hour browsing the leather goods and trying to convince Joey he did have a girlfriend. He bought Brenda a coin purse with a Celtic cat design stamped into the black leather.


    She wouldn’t use the coin purse, but he bought it mainly for the yellowed brochure it came with, which had a creepy illustration of a black cat with a patch of white on its chest, along with the Legend of the Cat Sith. The ornate typeface used for the text was almost illegible, but Eli thought Brenda would find it sweet he’d been thinking of her. He was being sweet. He imagined Brenda mentioning his blossoming sensitivity, and nearly cancelled the transaction in irritation, but his password had already gone through on the hand-held card swiper.


    Joey wasn’t interested in buying anything leather, so they left and met up with Khan and Valentine at a booth for handmade chainmail. Two people were twisting wire in a live demonstration, and their handiwork was displayed on mannequins as well as live models.


    Khan couldn’t take his eyes off an attractive blonde model, wandering through the crowd displaying a chainmail bikini. Even Joey’s eyes bugged out at the sight of her, making him resemble Nigel, his chihuahua.


    “Chainmail is awesome,” Khan said for the tenth time.


    “She’s for display only,” Valentine said to her brother. “Wipe that drool off your chin.”


    “You have to admire the craftsmanship,” Khan said.


    “Very impressive,” Eli said in agreement.


    “No, you have to admire it. Up close. Excuse me for a minute.” Khan cleared his throat, rolled back his shoulders, and walked toward the blonde in the chainmail bikini.


    “Now that’s craftsmanship,” Valentine said breathily. “Not the girl. Look over there.”


    Eli followed her unwavering gaze to a shirtless, muscular man posing for photos with a sword in one hand and a shield in the other. The shadows of his abdominal muscles seemed accurate enough.


    “Nice shield,” Eli said.


    Valentine sighed. “What shield?”


    Joey tugged on Eli’s hand. “Can I go over there for a minute?”


    “Sure, little man. Are you hungry again? You know, you don’t have to eat sugar and deep-fried things then throw up in a trash can, but I can’t say it’s not part of the magic of a Renn Faire to cram food down your hole until your tummy says reboot.”


    Valentine let out her joyful laugh again. “Your tummy says reboot?”


    “When it gets too boogity, yeah.”


    “Boogity.” Valentine laughed again, and Eli didn’t notice Joey slipping away from them.


    Someone tapped on Eli’s shoulder.


    He turned around, expecting to see Khan there with a big grin and a bikini model, but the man standing behind him wasn’t Khan.


    The rest of the world blurred around Eli, allowing him to focus only on the person before him.


    He hadn’t seen him since high school, and the last he’d heard, the bully was serving time in jail. But that must have been untrue.


    Unless he had a twin, the man standing in front of Eli Carter was the criminally cruel Falcon Devereaux.


    He was eating cotton candy.


    





Chapter Twelve
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    “Eli Carter. I thought it was you,” Falcon said.


    In the shock of the moment, Eli could scarcely breathe, let alone speak. He fought an internal battle, feeling more awful by the second. After a week of paranormal battles, and feeling like a hero, he was back to his cowardly ways. Falcon, the guy who had made life hell in high school, stood before him now, and Eli could do nothing.


    They hadn’t seen each other for over a decade, but all that time compressed as Eli stared into Falcon’s deep, dark eyes. He’d gained some weight and filled out, so his cheeks were no longer gaunt, but he still had that look. Hunger. Malice.


    Eli winced, his eyes stinging as he remembered the shame. Falcon convinced him to go into the Zone that night, where they’d shattered the spirit of another boy, Mike. Eli let down his father that night, and even though he’d allowed some forgiveness to throw light into that dark memory, there was still shame. Still pain.


    “How long’s it been, anyway?” Falcon grinned, like a regular person who wasn’t a sociopath might grin upon running into an old friend.


    “About ten years,” Eli croaked.


    “You haven’t changed a bit,” Falcon said jovially. Eli tore his gaze from the man’s darkly hypnotic eyes and looked him over. His black, glossy hair was long on top and slicked back, the way he’d always worn it. His hairline had receded about half an inch at the temples, but still arched down into a widow’s peak. Falcon could have played Dracula every year for Halloween, if he was the sort of kid who put on costumes, rather than the sort of kid who set things on fire.


    “You look older,” Eli said, because it was true. “You look fifteen years older, even though it’s only been ten.”


    One of Falcon’s eyes twitched, but he didn’t drop the mask of his grin. He turned to the person standing next to him—a naive-looking young woman of about twenty, with bad acne—and said, “That’s Eli, always telling you what you don’t want to hear.”


    “I’m Dawn,” the woman said, raising her hand in an odd gesture, like a princess from another planet.


    Valentine, who’d been standing quietly beside Eli, introduced herself, “I’m Eli’s friend.” She didn’t say her name, just shook Dawn’s hand with a loose grasp.


    Dawn had wide-set blue eyes, hair that was between brown and blond, and full lips. She might have been attractive, if not for the weeping red sores on her face, or her proximity to Falcon Devereaux. As Eli looked downward, his unease grew. Beneath Dawn’s too-small shirt was a pale, distended belly. She was growing Falcon’s child.


    Eli clamped his jaw to keep from expressing his disgust.


    Falcon looped his arm lazily around Dawn’s shoulders, as though showcasing her. “Hey, Eli, what was that funny nickname the gang had for you.” He snapped his fingers, like that would summon the memory.


    “It wasn’t the whole gang,” Eli said. “Just you. And it wasn’t funny.”


    Falcon let out a laugh, trying to sound charming. Eli glanced over to Valentine to catch her reaction. Her expression was almost neutral, but there was enough tension in her brow to show she was not being charmed.


    Falcon kept snapping his fingers, then stopped and exclaimed, “Pumpkin! We used to call you pumpkin.”


    Eli tensed. “My name is Eli Carter.”


    The pregnant girl gasped, then turned to whisper something in Falcon’s ear.


    “Yes, of course it’s him,” Falcon said, sounding annoyed.


    She whispered in his ear again.


    “I don’t care about that,” Falcon growled. “I’ll talk to whoever I want. We’re just talking. I went to school with him. A guy’s allowed to talk to his old friends.”


    “We weren’t friends,” Eli said.


    Falcon tipped his head to the side. “Aw, don’t do me like that, pumpkin.”


    Eli clenched his fist. It would be so satisfying to hear the snap of something breaking under his fist. He was not a violent guy, but if Falcon called him pumpkin one more time, something bad was going to happen.


    The girl kept whispering into Falcon’s ear, getting more animated and upset. The only word Eli could make out was “rules,” and she kept saying it.


    Falcon’s attention was partly distracted by his companion, and Eli’s fist felt so powerful. He considered letting go, swinging away, but dampened the urge by reminding himself there were small children around, including Joey.


    At the thought of Joey, he realized the small boy was not at his side. He turned to Valentine, all but dismissing Falcon. “Where’s Joey? Is he with Khan?”


    Valentine, who’d been watching Falcon with narrowed eyes, jerked her gaze off him and started searching the crowd.


    “I see him over there,” she said. “Good thing I dressed that kid in tie dye.”


    “You have a kid?” Falcon asked. “How old?”


    Valentine started walking in the direction she’d seen Joey. Now he was alone with Falcon.


    There were no Hart siblings around to hear him, or to be impressed by Eli standing up for himself, but he wanted this moment anyway.


    He looked right into Falcon’s deep, dark eyes and told him exactly what he thought of him. The girl stared at Eli in wide-eyed astonishment. The truth couldn’t be a surprise to her, but if it was, then so be it. Eli finished by saying, “Go to Hell,” and then he walked away.


    He could feel their eyes on him, so he moved quickly to lose himself in the crowd.


    His pulse was racing, but he felt good. Alert. Alive. Like how he felt in a room with a ghost.


    He caught up to Joey and Valentine, who was lecturing the kid about not running off in a crowd without a grown-up at his side.


    Joey said, “Sorry. Wanna see what I bought?” He held a brown sack made of burlap, and whatever was inside the bag was almost as big as Joey.


    Eli was dying to see what was inside the bag, but he didn’t want to run into Falcon Devereaux again.


    “I want to leave now,” Eli said. “Let’s find Khan, leave the Fair, and save Joey’s reveal for the drive home. Is that okay with you, little man?”


    Joey’s lower lip trembled. “But I don’t want to go home. Can’t I hang out with you? It’s not even dark yet.”


    It wasn’t dark yet, but the sun was low on the horizon, and the scent of illegal smoked substances wafted over the crowd. All the vendors were packing up, but a live band was just starting up on the bandstand. Eli looked over to Valentine for guidance.


    “We should go,” she said to Eli. “That friend of yours gave me the creeps, plus I’ve got stuff to do.”


    Joey crossed his arms and stomped his foot. “I don’t WANT TO GO YET!”


    She frowned at the pouting child, then turned to Eli. “Is he being ironic? Or is he actually throwing a tantrum?” She seemed genuinely confused, like someone who spent all her free time with computers and not children.


    “I WON’T GO!” Joey yelled.


    Eli watched the kid carefully. If he had some sort of magic powers, or a tiny Ray-gun in his pocket, now could be the time he used it.


    Joey threw his burlap bag to the ground, and continued to make throwing motions, even though his hands were empty. He wailed about never getting to do anything fun, despite the obvious irony of wailing about it while at a Renn Faire.


    The crowd in the park didn’t pay much attention to him, nor to the other kids within earshot who were doing the exact same thing.


    Khan stepped out of the crowd, returning from his adventures, and rested his elbow on Eli’s shoulder to better watch Joey’s tantrum.


    After a minute, he turned to Eli and asked, “What are we doing here? This is cruel and unusual, and why aren’t we recording it?”


    “I had a hunch.” Eli looked around, aware that Joey’s tantrum was getting loud enough to attract a few curious onlookers. “I thought maybe the kid had powers, like voodoo or something. He would demonstrate them now if he did, right? I think he has something to do with the P-O-L-T-you-know-whats.”


    “Voodoo?” Khan raised his dark eyebrows in amusement.


    “Yes, it does sound stupid, now that I hear it out loud.”


    “Voodoo is far from stupid, but this kid doesn’t have any.”


    Valentine interjected, “There’s clearly something wrong with the mother.”


    Khan shook his head. “She’s a hoarder. Mentally ill. Very sad. Nothing paranormal.” He swung his fist emphatically, like a gavel pounding an invisible podium. “Definitely not anything that should concern three hard-working people trying to secure a steady revenue stream in this economy. Those three people should be thankful, and not ask too many questions.”


    Joey had thrown himself on the grass and was kicking and flailing his arms like a child half his age. If he was anything like a juvenile poltergeist, he would wear himself out soon, or so Eli thought.


    “Khan.” Valentine’s pale green eyes looked troubled as she stared at her big brother. “He needs his mother. He’s just a kid.”


    “We were all kids once,” Khan growled. “Get him up and let’s go. Fun’s over.”


    Eli snapped into action at Khan’s order. He knelt down at Joey’s feet and caught him by the ankles. “Valentine, you hook him under the armpits. That’s the heavy part, but I wouldn’t want you to get kicked.”


    “I have a better idea,” Khan said. He picked up Joey’s burlap sack and shook out its heavy contents. The objects were wrapped in more burlap material, but the shapes were clearly those of a sword and shield.


    Khan shook out the empty burlap sack. Next, he moved swiftly. In a flash, he’d stuffed a still-wailing-and-kicking Joey inside the burlap sack. He threw the sack over his shoulder like a young, fit Santa Claus.


    Khan Hart gave Eli a look, as if to say, you’re absolutely right, this isn’t the first time I’ve stuffed a screaming kid into a burlap sack, and it won’t be the last.


    Eli and Valentine grabbed the wrapped objects from the ground, then chased after Khan and the squirming sack.


    “Outta my way!” Khan yelled as he pushed through the crowd. “Animal control officer, coming through. I’ve got a bag of rabid badgers. Step aside!”


    





Chapter Thirteen
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    Joey was calm and quiet inside the burlap sack by the time they reached the van, where Khan let him out.


    He climbed into the back seat, buckled his seat belt, and sat quietly, staring straight ahead, his hands folded on his lap.


    “You just have to show them who’s boss,” Khan said gruffly.


    “I’d rather earn someone’s trust through respect,” Eli said. “If you want a friend, you have to be a friend.”


    For this, Eli was rewarded with a pat on the shoulders from Valentine. “You’re sweet,” she said.


    He grinned.


    “But stupid,” she added.


    He clenched his jaw to keep from agreeing with her, then they got into the van to begin the drive back to Joey’s suburban neighborhood.


    During the drive, Valentine worked on getting Joey to open up. She told him she’d been tossed into a sack dozens of times by Khan, and that it wasn’t so bad, because they always played tea party afterward. Eli snickered at the vivid description Valentine gave of Khan playing tea party.


    Bit by bit, Joey talked a little more about his life. He was an only child, and his mother was raising him by herself. He had aunts and uncles, but in another city. The two of them moved into the neighborhood a month ago, for his mother’s new job. Neither of them wanted to leave the rest of the family, but she promised him it wouldn’t be forever.


    “New job?” Valentine asked. “Does she work at a hospital, or somewhere there are sick people?”


    “No, she works on the computer. She doesn’t have to drive anywhere.”


    “She works at home?”


    “Yup.” He fidgeted with the wrapped sword and shield on his lap. “Don’t even ask me what she does on there, because I don’t know. It’s all codes and numbers.”


    Eli looked around at the houses they were driving by. Something about the story wasn’t adding up. He kept his eyes on the road, but turned his head to the side and said, “Joey, if your mother works from the house, she could work anywhere. Why did you have to move away from your other family?”


    “Don’t be rude,” Khan said to Eli. “He’s just a sweet, innocent kid. You don’t have to cross-examine him, Mr. Prosecutor. We’re just three hard-working grunts who should mind their own business and keep having jobs.”


    Ignoring Khan, Eli asked Joey, “Is your mother sick? I was a bit older than you when my dad got sick. It was really scary, and the worst part was I didn’t have anyone to talk to, because my dad was my best friend.”


    “She’s not sick,” Joey said. “Nigel would tell me if she was.”


    “Nigel?” Valentine asked. “Is that your little dog you were telling me about? The chihuahua?”


    “Yup. Nigel says she’s just busy with her job, but it won’t be long now, and then when the job is done, they’ll let her go. Nigel says she’ll be at peace, and I can go with her.”


    Joey finished talking, and a hush fell over the interior of the van.


    Eli glanced over at Khan, who turned toward the window, avoiding eye contact.


    Eli adjusted the rear view mirror so he could look at Valentine. Her eyes were wide and glistening.


    “Do you know what that means?” she asked Joey. “What it means to be at peace?”


    “It means happy, right?”


    Valentine met Eli’s gaze in the mirror. “Yes,” she said to Joey in a soothing voice. “At peace means happy.”


    * * *


    The sun had set during the drive. Eli parked the van in front of Joey’s house, and stepped out into the darkness. The street lamps overhead glowed weakly, shedding little light.


    “You can’t park in front,” Joey said.


    “We’re just dropping off,” Khan said gruffly.


    Joey unsnapped his seat belt and shuffled out, his wrapped packages held awkwardly against his chest.


    “Are those heavy?” Eli reached for the items.


    “MINE!” Joey yelled.


    Eli dropped his arms and stood back, watching as Joey dropped clumsily out of the vehicle.


    “See you around,” Eli said.


    Joey grumbled something, then walked slowly toward his house, the heavy objects making his steps ring out. He walked with his head and shoulders nodded down in the saddest of postures, which made the squishy feeling in Eli’s chest feel like a sharp blade.


    Eli stood on the sidewalk, considering his options. It was hard to think, with the ruckus of every dog in the neighborhood barking at once.


    Khan, who was still inside the vehicle, called out, “Don’t you dare go inside that house. We should mind our own business—a business that could pay quite well.”


    Eli stared at Joey’s sad, shuffling silhouette. “Should we vote? Because I vote we go in there and see what we can do for his mother.”


    All around the neighborhood, the barking dogs were getting louder, and there was a scratching sound, like claws on wood.


    Valentine finally spoke up. “My vote is with the sweet but stupid one,” she said. “I vote we go in and assess the situation.”


    “Fine,” Khan grunted as he opened his door and jumped out. “Let’s follow Eli Carter to our destiny.”


    The three of them walked through the suburban darkness, toward the bruise-colored house.


    Joey opened the front door, and his snarling dog came flying out like a miniature demon from hell.


    “I got this,” Khan said, and he put the burlap sack to use for the second time that day, scooping the small dog easily. He pulled the drawstring tight and hung the bag on a jacket hook just inside the front door of the house.


    “Good one,” Valentine said.


    “Sit,” he said to the squirming bag. “Good boy.” An eery growling came from the captured chihuahua, as if to say, when I get out of here, I will slurp the marrow from your bones.


    “Nigel, shut up,” Joey said to the burlap sack. “For once I’m going to have friends play at my house, and you can’t stop me.”


    The dog went quiet.


    Valentine led the way into the house, grimacing as she stepped over piles of detritus. “Hello?” she called into the dimly lit space. “We’re back with Joey. Can we talk to you for a minute?”


    There was no answer.


    They ducked to pass under a spiderweb of cables and wires, moving deeper into the house.


    “Hello?”


    The only sound was a hum, like a sustained note.


    





Chapter Fourteen
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    They moved deeper into the house, toward the humming sound.


    Once they turned a corner, they could hear someone typing on a keyboard, and followed that sound.


    They found Joey’s mother in a room that had once been the home’s dining nook, but was now filled with desks on three sides. The trio of desks were stacked with an array of monitors, all lit up with incomprehensible charts and strings of numbers.


    “Geek heaven,” Khan said under his breath.


    “Or geek hell,” Valentine said.


    Joey’s mother sat on a swivel chair, seemingly unaware of the three strangers, or even her own son. She tapped on one keyboard, the sound like rain on a tile roof, then swiveled on the chair and tapped on another. They watched as she repeated the same chain of movements three times, moving like a robotic arm in a factory, programmed to do a repetitive task.


    The room was warm and dry, smelling of hot circuit boards and body odor. The chandelier light was off, the room lit only by the light of the monitors, flickering from blue to green as she typed.


    Eli couldn’t be sure, but the woman herself seemed to be glowing softly, her skin changing colors in sync with the monitors.


    “Mom.” Joey tugged on her sleeve. “My friends are here. Do you want to meet them? Can you take a break?”


    “Not now,” she said. “Mommy has to work overtime.”


    “Five minutes,” Joey begged.


    She repeated herself, like a recording, “Not now. Mommy has to work overtime.”


    He tugged her sleeve again, getting more aggressive. “But Mom!” His voice rose in frustration, the way it had before pitching his tantrum earlier that day.


    “Not now.” She lifted one hand from the keyboard and pressed it palm-down against Joey’s face. A flash of light pulsed from her hand and sent Joey windmilling backward, crashing against one of the desks. “Mommy has to work overtime,” she finished, her tone cool and robotic.


    Joey stumbled away from her, rubbing his elbow. He looked up at Eli with an expression of pain and confusion, then ran from the room.


    Eli followed after him. “Joey, wait. I’m sure your mother didn’t mean it.” He stumbled over cardboard boxes and junk in the hallway, slowing him down. He could hear Joey sobbing, somewhere in the house. “Where are you?”


    Joey’s voice came back distant and muffled. “Go away! Leave me alone!”


    “No,” Eli said. “We want to help you.”


    Joey didn’t respond.


    Eli fumbled his way down the cluttered hallway until he found the little boy’s bedroom. Unlike the rest of the house, this room was orderly and nearly empty. A small bed with rumpled blankets sat in one corner, and a child’s homework desk sat in the other, lit by a domed lamp.


    “Joey, are you in here?”


    No answer.


    “I’m going to snoop around your room. Feel free to come in and stop me, or show me your treasures.”


    He walked to the closet first and felt around in the hanging clothes, expecting to make contact with the kid. Whenever he played hide-n-seek with the kids he babysat, standing in the clothes closet was a favorite hiding place. He suspected it was because finding someone with your hands naturally led to a few minutes of tickling.


    There was nobody in the closet.


    Eli turned and went to the boy’s desk. He reached for the top book on a stack of school textbooks and opened the book. The spine cracked with a tell-tale sound; it had never been opened.


    In the center of the desk sat Joey’s deck of cards, and the comic book Eli had given him. The comic was not even a week old, but already lovingly crumpled.


    Eli turned away from the desk and left the room, still in search of Joey and still calling his name.


    He could hear Valentine and Khan in the other room, arguing in hushed voices about what to do next. Khan was saying they had no equipment, and weren’t able to do anything. Valentine ordered him to search the kitchen for supplies while she got her computers from the van.


    Eli met her in the hallway, near the front door. “Do you need some help?”


    “I could use some light.”


    He reached around, found the light switch, and flicked it on. Nothing happened. The bulb was burned out, and they had no hope of finding a replacement in the disastrous house.


    “Power surges must have blown the lights,” Valentine said. “Typical.”


    “Typical for what? What’s going on? Is it something para-electrical?”


    “Something’s taken over her mind, and is using it as a supercomputer.”


    “Cool,” Eli said.


    She made a tsk sound of disgust.


    “Uh… should we call someone?” he asked.


    “Who?”


    “Scientists?”


    “Sure,” she said tersely. “You call up the scientists who fix these things. Obviously I was overthinking this, like I always do.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said.


    “Don’t be sorry,” she snapped. “Just be useful.”


    She opened the door, letting in the chaotic chorus of dogs barking. The burlap sack containing Nigel, hanging by the door, was still and silent, like the dog was listening to everything.


    “What can I do?” Eli asked.


    “You look after the kid,” she said. “Keep him distracted.”


    “I can’t even find him. You can fix this, right? Is Joey’s mother going to be okay?”


    Valentine’s silence sent a dark dread through Eli.


    “I’ll find the kid,” he said.


    “And I’ll do what I can.” She stepped out the front door and ran toward the van. Eli stood at the doorway, keeping watch until she returned, breathing heavily, with her laptop and tablets tucked under her arm.


    “Thanks,” she said. “I just saw a window at the garden level. This house has a cellar. You might want to check down there.” She glanced up at the tangle of computer cables webbing overhead. “Follow these lines. If there’s a server room, the computers will be down somewhere cool.”


    “You’re a genius,” Eli said.


    She went off in the direction of Joey’s mother, and Eli followed the cables to what looked like a hall closet door with the top half roughly chopped away. The handle was locked, but he was tall enough to reach over and twist it open from the inside.


    He whistled down into the darkness, then called out, “Joey?”


    Nothing came back, except the scent of more hot circuit boards wafting up the narrow staircase. He called again, noting that the cellar sounded very deep, like the floor was at least twelve feet away.


    He didn’t search for a light switch, wrongly assuming every bulb in the house was burned out.


    “I’m coming down there,” he said to the dark pit.


    He pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight function, ignoring the dozens of text messages that had accumulated all day. He crept slowly down the stairs, which were wooden and creaky. Very creaky. Of course. All the better to make him feel uneasy and flood his crack with crack sweat.


    As he stepped down into the cellar, which was at least fourteen feet deep if it was an inch, his unease shifted into curiosity.


    His phone wasn’t the only light source down here. A shaft of light from the streetlamp came through a single garden-level window, but there was something else, as well.


    A network of faintly shimmering lines crisscrossed the air around him. He was reminded of high-tech security systems, like the kind seen in modern heist movies. He felt a little resistance as he passed through each line, but it was mild enough that he couldn’t rule out his imagination.


    The lines were purple. No. Violet. They were as thin as fishing line, but only visible at the edge of Eli’s vision. When he tried to look at the lines directly, they were invisible. Dark.


    This was the Dark Grid.


    Not only was it real, but Eli was wading into it.


    One foot hit solid ground, and Eli stumbled. He turned back and gave a dirty look to the final step, which was shorter than the others.


    His skin tingled, and he held still. Something had changed. He rotated slowly, using the dim light from his phone to find the perimeters of the room. Despite being extra deep, it looked like an ordinary cellar, just big enough to hold a family’s boxes of Christmas decorations, plus case lots of bulk food and whatever else they didn’t want to keep in the garage.


    This cellar didn’t hold any of those ordinary goods, though. Valentine was right about it being a server room. One wall of industrial shelving held about three dozen computers, all whirring, their individual fans and hard drives combining to play a minor musical chord that wanted to resolve, but hung there instead, unresolved.


    The Dark Grid still gleamed around him, in sight but out of sight. “Joey?” He listened for a response, but there was only a scratching sound, like paws on a dry surface. He shone his light down at his feet, looking for rodents, but found only round, shiny wood bugs, ambling their way along the cracks in the foundation. Were his ears really that good? Had he actually heard the tiny footfalls of wood bugs?


    What Eli didn’t notice was the absence of something—the absence of the neighborhood’s dogs barking outside.


    He glanced around the dark pit again. High on the wall opposite the computer servers was a cellar window that looked onto the home’s overgrown garden. He would have opened it for some fresh air, but he couldn’t reach, and it didn’t seem to have a latch.


    He turned his fading light onto the servers and walked over to take a closer look. There were so many servers, and the sound wasn’t just their fans. He could hear the grinding sound of hard drives being used. He reached tentatively toward one of the machine’s power buttons.


    He extended his finger slowly, bracing himself for a shock. The demonstration by Joey’s mother had stuck with him, and he had little doubt these computers had a self-preservation system.


    If he pressed the power switch, what would happen? Would the machine shock him before he could depress the button? He remembered the first blast he’d gotten for touching something Khan told him not to touch, back at their first call together.


    His arm locked up. He didn’t want to get shocked.


    But he did want to push the button.


    Maybe shutting down the computers would stop whatever was happening to Joey’s mother. Could it be that easy for him to save the day?


    He lunged forward and pushed the button.


    The computers flashing lights didn’t change their pattern, let alone go dark.


    He pushed the button again.


    Nothing happened.


    “Decoy buttons,” he muttered.


    The computers kept humming and scratching away on their hard drives, their bright lights taunting him.


    He pushed the button in again, held it for five seconds, then released it. When the computer didn’t power down, Eli growled in frustration and stepped over to try the computer next to it, and then the one after that.


    He tried button after button, and completely forgot about the one thing he’d come down to the cellar to do.


    * * *


    Eli didn’t notice the cellar growing darker.


    Up by the window behind him, the neighborhood’s dogs gathered on the other side of the glass. Their small bodies worked together, blocking out the light of the street lamp while they discussed what action to take next.


    The dogs were in agreement about killing him and the other humans, including the mother and the boy, but felt they should wait.


    The transactions were nearly ready. They’d been nearly ready for weeks, but big programming projects like this always fell behind schedule. Now they were really, truly, absolutely nearly ready.


    Once it was done, they would have their time. The power would be vast, almost limitless. All the indignities suffered these past weeks would be forgotten. All of the humiliation of being small, of eating food from a can or a bag, served on the floor—all of that would be in the past, and they would have everything.


    Everything.


    And killing these weak, meddling, monkey-like humans would just be the start.


    





Chapter Fifteen
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    Valentine looked up from her laptop’s glowing screen.


    “The dogs have stopped barking,” she said to Khan.


    “Good,” he said. “Peanuts?” He offered her the jar he’d found in the kitchen.


    She blinked at him, like the idea of putting food in her mouth was as ridiculous as sticking her finger into an electrical socket to recharge.


    Valentine Hart was entirely human, but in moments like these, when she was deep into problem-solving mode and interfacing with electronics, her humanity faded to the background.


    She paid so little attention to her body that lately she’d been forced to see a specialist three times a week, to adjust her spine with physical manipulation and lecture her about joint health. She took a dozen types of supplements now, and met with a trainer for an exercise regime that was a cross between yoga and medieval torture.


    Khan was still talking about the peanuts, but she’d returned to her work, slipping in like a highly suggestible hypnotist subject.


    He handed her a bottle of water, and she drank it without taking her eyes off her screens.


    They were both in the entryway to the dining nook, six feet behind Joey’s mother, who was still performing her routine. The woman hadn’t slowed or stopped since their arrival. If anything, she seemed to be working faster.


    That meant the Harts needed to work faster, too.


    Valentine sat on the floor cross-legged, her laptop on her knees. The smug personal trainer made her sit like this to meditate, to clear her mind. But her mind was never more clear than it was like this, working on a puzzle. He couldn’t understand.


    Whenever she sat in his eucalyptus-scented studio, on the blue mat, she pretended she was focusing on the flickering candle, but really she was creating algorithms and making mental models of encryption layers.


    A flickering candle might seem to move at random, to a normal person, but it was not random. The pattern could be decoded, and when all factors were accounted for, such as the chemical composition of the melting wax, the length of the wick, the size and location of open windows in the yoga studio’s adjoining office, well… you could be sure there was nothing random at all about the candle’s flickering movements. But it was pretty.


    Valentine hit Return to send her new query, then waited. A response came, but it took too long and gave her a bad feeling. Her connection wasn’t secure. The makeshift firewall she was using to access Joey’s mother’s computer network wasn’t holding the energy of the Dark Grid back. The letter Q on her keyboard was already giving her mild electrical shocks. She grunted in frustration.


    “What’s wrong? I can get her out of that chair,” Khan offered. “She’s too big for a burlap sack, but I’ll think of something humane.”


    “Don’t touch her,” Valentine snapped.


    “Then I’ll power everything down. What do I yank first, the home’s electrical system, or the internet?”


    “Don’t touch anything, Khan. Her nervous system is entwined with the network. You’ll kill her.”


    “Then I’ll distract her.” He walked over to the woman’s hunched form and shook the jar of peanuts under her nose.


    The woman’s glow turned amber in warning. “Not now.” She reached for his arm, her palm crackling and glowing white with an electrical charge. Khan jumped back quickly, stumbling out of her reach. “Mommy has to work overtime,” she finished.


    “Careful,” Valentine said, completely distracted from her computer work by the very real danger in front of her. Khan’s heart might not withstand a shock from the woman. Their mission was important, but dying over it was hopefully optional.


    “I’m fine,” Khan said, irritation in his voice. He didn’t like her fussing over him and being silly, making sure he slept enough hours and didn’t get electrocuted to death on job sites.


    Khan knelt down on the floor behind her, peering down at the computer screens. “Not done yet?”


    She jerked her arm back to strike his solar plexus with the point of her elbow. Valentine put up with a lot from her big brother, but there was one thing he did that topped the list of irritating habits, and it was saying those three words: Not done yet?


    Unfortunately for Valentine and her computer screens, she’d elbowed him right after he’d shoved a handful of peanuts into his mouth, and now the peanuts and spit sprayed over everything while he coughed.


    He reached for the laptop. “Here, let me smear that around for you.”


    She growled and held him back with the point of her elbow. “Don’t you dare. There’s no time. I need to get these transactions reversed before we shut it down.”


    “I thought you were just turning it off. What transactions?”


    Valentine groaned. Shutting it off had been the plan ten minutes ago, but Khan hadn’t been paying attention. Or maybe she hadn’t told him.


    The glow on her keyboard was spreading from the Q to the nearest keys.


    “I don’t know,” she said, a note of despair seeping into her voice. “I feel funny. Maybe there’s no point to this. To any of this. What’s the use in saving one person? What’s the use in reversing these transactions and preventing the collapse of the world’s economy? Maybe we should start humanity over from nothing. Full reset.”


    “Val?”


    “Shh. I’m reversing what I did. I changed my mind. Go away.”


    She started tapping the commands to reverse her last ten queries. Already she was feeling better. Why fight the flow? That was something her personal trainer was always talking about.


    He’d said something particularly upsetting one day, during meditation. While she was mentally programming ways to make the world better, he’d said something that shook her. It wasn’t his usual rainbow nonsense: What if everything is as it should be?


    What if she just went with the flow for once, instead of standing like a rock in the stream? Why not speed up the inevitable crash and reset?


    Khan shook her by the shoulders. “Val. Don’t talk crazy.”


    She pulled her hands up to her chest and looked into his dark green eyes. He was so much like their father, sometimes it hurt to look at him. She missed him so much. She missed her faith that everything would work out.


    Khan kept shaking her, and the senses in her body returned. Her left hip ached from sitting cross-legged. An insect at the Renn Faire had bit her on the back of the neck and the spot itched. The air around Khan’s mouth reeked of peanuts.


    “Thanks,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “I was slipping away there for a minute. I’m not even jacked in directly. The Grid is really strong here. This house must be over a fault line.” She rubbed her eyes, stalling for time, afraid of touching her keyboard again. “Do you think you can find some coffee in that kitchen? I need caffeine, and I need you to interrupt me every ten minutes, like you normally do.”


    “There’s my girl.” He squeezed her shoulder, the same way their father would have, then he went in search of coffee.


    She struck the keyboard with aggressive keystrokes, curling her fingers to use her fingernails to prevent contact with her skin. Take that, she thought. Three hours of Joey’s mother’s work was reversed in two commands. With the new macro, it would go faster now, and she had a workaround for the letter Q, remapping it to the infrequently-used tilde key.


    By the time Khan returned with a mug of hot coffee, she had a plan to fix everything.


    “I’m done,” someone said.


    Khan and Valentine looked up at Joey’s mother, who’d stopped typing and rotated on her chair to face them. The woman’s eyes were open, but lifeless. Behind her, the computer screens went dark. The woman pulsed with violet light.


    “I’m done,” she said.


    “Done what?” Khan asked.


    Valentine tapped a new query and braced herself for bad news. The results flashed onto her screen. It was worse than she expected. “Khan, her program is running. Everything’s already in motion. I don’t know if I can stop it. Do we really care if billions of dollars, maybe trillions, are about to change hands?”


    “Where’s the money going? Can you reroute it to my checking account?”


    Valentine rubbed her eyes again. It was all too much responsibility. A doomsday algorithm ran in her head. Wars starting. Bombs flying. Nuclear strikes. What happened next would make Crashdown look like a fire drill.


    It wasn’t about the money, or where it went, but about the finger-pointing, chaos, and paranoia. There were too many crazy, paranoid leaders with red buttons. There were too many people out there with nothing to lose, hoping for a reshuffle of the deck.


    She ran the query again, and saw a glimmer of light. “I have an idea,” she said excitedly. The program had a failsafe, but if she could reverse one thing, the final sweep wouldn’t run. The money would shift, but red flags would go up in every computer connected to a financial institution, and the sweep wouldn’t hide the trail. There would be a day of chaos, and programmers around the world would have the worst day of their lives, but this could be fixed.


    Valentine checked the time. She had less than ten minutes before the sweep ran, and it would take her two minutes to code the worm. She grabbed the mug of coffee and downed it, liquid overflowing down her cheeks and onto her shirt. She didn’t even notice as she wiped her chin on her shoulder.


    In front of them, the woman on the swivel chair groaned, like she might be about to throw up.


    Valentine typed faster while shuffling backward on the floor, still cross-legged.


    “Keep her away from me,” she said to Khan. “But don’t touch her. Find a blanket, or a stick. There’s got to be something around here you can use.”


    The woman groaned. “I can be at peace now,” she said. She closed her eyes and drooped forward in the chair.


    “Don’t go,” Khan gasped. “Your son needs you.” He moved toward her, ignoring Valentine’s shouts of warning. He grabbed the woman’s shoulders, and her glow zapped him and sent him flying back.


    Valentine screamed and went to Khan’s side.


    He groaned and curled into a ball, cursing and moaning in pain.


    “Don’t you dare leave me,” Valentine said.


    He took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled audibly. “People keep saying that to me,” he said. “Val, don’t let Eli give me mouth to mouth. I’m still alive. My heart’s okay.”


    “Eli.” Valentine blinked and looked around the dark room. “I forgot about Eli.”


    Her mental timer clicked away the seconds. She had only nine and a half minutes to run the program, but now she was worried about Eli, which would slow her down. It would take twice as long to code if she was thinking about him.


    Where was he?


    She called out into the darkness, “Eli? Joey?”


    Her verbal query was met with a distant cry for help.


    Khan’s sense of hearing and visual-spatial modeling was better than hers, so she turned to him.


    “Sounds like he’s in the cellar,” Khan said. “I’ll get him.” He tried to stand, but his legs kept shaking. The effort was making him gasp. He was a strong man, but the electrical shock had taken a lot out of him.


    Valentine was already in motion. She grabbed her laptop and used the sleeve of her hoodie to shield her hand as she yanked a blue cable from one of the nearby computers. A new plan formed in her head, and it was even better than the previous one. Going down to the cellar wasn’t just an option, it was the logical choice.


    “You stay here and rest,” she ordered. “I’ll run down there and see what trouble he’s gotten himself into. I can plug directly into one of the servers, assuming they’re down there.”


    “Be careful,” he said.


    She snorted as she made her way down the cluttered, dim hallway. Be careful? Of a server room? Please.


    From down in the cellar, Eli hollered again, his words incomprehensible.


    She found the doorway to the cellar and started down the creaky wood steps. She could see movement in the deep pit, and she heard moaning.


    “Eli?”


    “Don’t come down here!” he yelled. “I got this. Sorry I yelled for help before. False alarm.”


    “Are you tripping over stuff in the dark? Why didn’t you turn on the light?”


    “Everything’s under control,” he grunted.


    She backed up by two steps and palmed the wall where a logical person would have put a light switch. She found the plastic toggle easily and flipped it on.


    Light filled the cellar. She looked up at the bare bulb, relieved that this one hadn’t burned out, and she could actually see everything around her. In two seconds, she was about to wish otherwise.


    She blinked, let out a small sneeze as her eyes reacted to the light, then turned to look down into the cellar.


    Her eyes widened. The bare bulb revealed a twisted, terrifying monster, unlike anything Valentine Hart had ever seen.


    Eli stood in one corner, armed only with a snow shovel.


    With the light switched on, Eli appeared to be rapidly reassessing the monster, the situation, and whether or not he had everything under control.


    He dropped the shovel, turned to Valentine, and yelled, “Run!”


    





Chapter Sixteen
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    The creature hadn’t been so terrifying at first.


    Eli had finally given up on turning off the servers and started looking around for a power outlet. With the way the servers had been installed, Eli couldn’t just yank the power. There was enough of a tangle of cords running in and out of the cellar that finding the outlets they were plugged into wasn’t easy.


    In fact, Eli hadn’t found the outlets when he discovered an alcove, tucked under the stairwell. He remembered that he was still looking for Joey, and this seemed like a good hiding place for the boy.


    There was a crashing of glass behind him. From where he stood, he couldn’t see that the dogs had broken through the cellar’s window and were tumbling in, one at a time.


    Eli called into the darkness, “Joey, was that you?”


    He shone his phone’s light around the cubby’s alcove. He saw huddled shapes, but they were only two dusty bags of rock salt, sitting next to a snow shovel.


    Something growled behind Eli, making his skin tighten all over his body. That wasn’t a sound Joey made. Eli reached for the snow shovel, held it like a weapon, and turned around slowly.


    The snarling was coming from a dog. A small dog. It was the same shape and coloring as a Great Dane, but the size of a rat. No. Not even the size of a rat. More like a mouse.


    Eli let out a laugh of relief, and then a laugh of amusement. The teeny-tiny Great Dane glared back at him, as if to say, puny human, prepare to meet your death.


    Eli laughed harder. “You’re hilarious,” he said to the dog. “What are you going to do? Grab my shoelaces and untie my boots? I’ve committed bathroom crimes bigger than you, dog.”


    The animal did not appreciate being compared to a dookie, and growled louder.


    Eli wiped a tear from his eye. He hoped his phone had enough battery life for a photo.


    Movement by the window caught Eli’s attention and made him stop laughing. The purple grid was still glowing around him, and it seemed to be getting brighter.


    Something dark tumbled down from the cellar’s window. He scanned the floor, his throat tightening as his gaze was met by dozens of dark, beady eyes. It wasn’t just the teeny-tiny dog in the cellar with him. There were dozens surrounding him, and more jumping in through the broken window.


    Eli’s self-preservation instincts sent up a warning flare. He sensibly called over his shoulder, toward the doorway at the top of the stairs. “Khan? A little help down here would be good!”


    The light from his phone flickered and dimmed. A warning icon flashed on the screen. He had less than a minute left on the battery, so he used it to light his way to the stairs. He stepped through the milling crowd of dogs, careful not to hurt any of them. Even though the dogs were giving him some very hateful looks, he wasn’t about to start booting them for no reason. Eli Carter was not a dog-kicker.


    Once his back was turned to them, though, the dogs didn’t offer him the same courtesy. Six miniatures jumped in unison, grasping his clothing in their sharp teeth. Eli fell backward and landed hard on the cement floor. The force knocked the air out of his lungs. For a minute, he couldn’t move, much less breathe. He lay helpless and gasping as the light of his phone ebbed and blinked off.


    A slobbery tongue licked his face, and then two slobbery tongues. Aw, sweet, Eli thought. They’re worried about me.


    The dogs let out excited yips, as if to say, this one will be delicious. The dogs piled onto him, a writhing mass of excitement. Let’s form with him, they said. He can be the torso.


    Eli didn’t know what “be the torso” meant, but he was sure it wasn’t something good. He tried to wriggle out from under them, but the dogs had massed together, and were heavy as a group. He caught his breath and used it to yell for help again.


    Over the dog noises, he heard a girl’s voice. Valentine was coming for him.


    The idea of her seeing him like this, crushed under a bunch of ridiculously small dogs, spurred him into action. His new muscles weren’t just decorative, but strong. He rolled, shedding dogs, and reached around blindly in the dark. His fingers closed around the wooden handle of the snow shovel.


    He turned the shovel at an angle and used the square business end to sweep a path as he got to his feet. He blinked, his head spinning and pounding as his blood pressure dropped with the upright posture. He’d been out in the sun all day, and was dehydrated from too much junk food and not enough water.


    The violet lines glowed in a grid all around him, more visible now that they were the only light source. He cleared the path again, ignoring the angry barking.


    He took a step toward the steep wooden stairs, but a sound stopped him in his tracks.


    The sound was coming from behind him, and it was unlike anything he’d ever heard. The closest comparison he could think of was the ripping of gristle and muscle, like when he used to help his father take apart whole roasting chickens to fry up the pieces separately.


    Still gripping the shovel tightly, he slowly turned to see what could be making the sound. The light coming through the small window was weak, but Eli’s adrenaline had made his night vision better than usual.


    The dogs were no longer dogs. They were fangs and fur and meat, twisting and separating, then reforming. A monster grew before him. More dogs jumped in through the cellar window and applied themselves to the growing mass.


    Eli bent his knees and took a defensive stance. This wasn’t so bad. He couldn’t harm a little dog, but this new thing was something he could fight. He had a snow shovel, which wasn’t much, but the creature wasn’t attacking him yet. He still had time.


    Eli sneezed. Why did the air smell of sulphur? The grid around him glowed brighter as the creature’s bones continued to crack and pop, sliding into new places. The sound was enough to turn his stomach, and he was thankful for the lack of light in the dark cellar.


    Then Valentine appeared above him, in the doorway.


    He told her he had things under control, because he believed he did.


    She admonished him for tripping around clumsily in the dark, and flicked on the light.


    Eli finally got a good look at the creature, though there was nothing good about the way it looked. It was big. It was wrong. It was inside out. And, worst of all, it was wet.


    Eli dropped the flimsy shovel, turned to Valentine and yelled, “Run!”


    She stood frozen on the mid-point of the wooden stairs. He bounded up six feet of steps and collided with her. “We gotta go,” he said.


    “The servers,” she said. “I need direct access.”


    She seemed to not understand the danger, so he crouched down, grabbed her by the waist, and threw her onto his shoulder.


    Behind him came a new sound from the creature. This was not a growl or a bark, but a roar. Ignoring his desire to turn and look at the monstrosity, Eli started moving up the steep stairs. Valentine squirmed, demanding to be put down, and not making the stairs any easier.


    The air crackled with sulphur, and a plume of fire shot between them and the doorway. The fire hit the stairs above them and exploded in heat and light. The wood was ancient, and easily set ablaze by the monster’s blast.


    Eli tried to push through the flames, but Valentine screamed in terror about the fire. The heat walloped his face and caused him to stagger back. This was no paranormal illusion—the fire was real, and blocking their exit.


    He set her on her feet and raced back down the stairs, toward the creature. He had to act fast and knock it out so it would stop setting everything on fire. Valentine followed him down to the cellar’s floor, moving just fast enough to evade the licking flames of the fire. Now the entire stairwell was on fire, destroying their access to the doorway high overhead.


    “The window,” Eli said, as much to himself as to Valentine. “We can still crawl out the window.”


    Whether they went through the window, or up the stairs once the flames settled down, they had to deal with the monster.


    Eli reached for the snow shovel, his only weapon.


    At the same time, the horrible thing swung its wet, inside-out head around and blasted fire at the tool. The shovel’s handle blackened and scorched, but didn’t catch on fire.


    Eli grabbed the handle, ignoring the heat searing his hands. Something creaked.


    He turned his head just in time to see the stairs collapse, weakened by the fire. Now their one escape route was a heap of burning wood. The fire simmered down, unable to find new fuel on the concrete ground, but smoke already filled the cellar, making it difficult to breathe. Eli’s vision blurred from his watering eyes.


    Valentine made a terrified noise, and Eli swung into action. He didn’t think, didn’t assess, just acted.


    He angled the blade of the snow shovel at the gleaming, bloody mass that seemed to be its neck, and jabbed. It howled and took a step back, wobbling on four misshapen legs. He pulled the shovel back to thrust again, but was distracted by what looked like a tiny, wagging dog’s tail, sticking out above what had to be a knee joint.


    The creature seized upon his distraction and bit down on the blade of the snow shovel. It had over a thousand teeth, which crumpled the snow shovel’s square end into a useless, twisted mass. Bone and teeth crunched against metal, then the beast flung the shovel aside like a discarded toy.


    Eli found the shovel with his eyes. He could snap the handle and use the ends as stakes, if only he could get close enough. He coughed. The smoke was getting thicker.


    Valentine found his hand in the murky haze and squeezed it. “The cables,” she said. “We can get some of those wires and use them to do something.”


    “Put a leash on the dog?”


    She coughed from the smoke. “That’s not a dog,” she wheezed.


    From the doorway, above the smoldering, broken steps, came a boy’s voice. “That’s a dragon, Eli.”


    “Joey! Get away from that door!” Eli yelled. “It’s not safe!”


    “I knew it. I knew there was a dragon,” Joey said.


    The beast turned toward the boy, inhaling noisily. Its head tilted to one side, and Eli got a look at the wound he had inflicted on its neck. The injury was closing up, but slowly.


    It kept turning, moving toward the boy in the doorway. Eli crept toward the discarded snow shovel, keeping his eyes on the creature as it continued to shift. Parts of its hindquarters were no longer wet-looking, but covered in something that shimmered, like feathers, or scales.


    “Get away from the door!” Valentine yelled.


    Joey didn’t move, though. He stood transfixed, motionless.


    The cellar filled with an awful roar. The creature was now tall enough to reach up and bite Joey with its enormous jaw. It lumbered toward the small boy.


    





Chapter Seventeen
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    As its head got closer to the boy, both Eli and Valentine yelled again for Joey to get away from the door and run for help.


    Joey stood his ground. “This is why I bought a sword,” he said. Through the smoky haze, two glinting objects fell from the doorway and landed at Eli’s feet.


    These were the treasures Joey bought at the Renn Faire: a gleaming sword and shield. They were made of metal, and not the simple plastic or wooden child’s toys Eli had expected.


    Eli reached down for the sword and shield, shimmering like magical objects under the smoky haze. Were they magic, or just finely crafted? He wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the sword, and the handle for the shield.


    Perfect.


    Never in his life had two objects felt more natural in his hands.


    Eli stood tall and thrust the blade into the animal’s feather-dotted hindquarters. It howled and turned on him, flames shooting from its mouth and nostrils.


    Eli moved his shield arm to block the incoming blast of flame. He advanced on the beast and withdrew the sword from its flesh.


    Of course he knew a broadsword wasn’t for parrying and thrusting, but he’d done what his instincts told him to. Now he gripped the sword and used it properly—for hacking.


    He chopped and whacked, cleaving through muscle and sinew.


    The beast retaliated with another blast of flame, which Eli deflected. The shield heated up, but did its job.


    Eli advanced, landing harder blows, this time to a leg. Parts fell away.


    He heard a male voice—Khan.


    The creature roared and growled, louder than any of the humans.


    Khan couldn’t get down to the cellar, but shouted something from the doorway. A ladder. The servers. A program. Other things. Eli heard words, but they were as meaningless as abstract shapes floating down through the smoke.


    Eli battled, hacking and slashing, deflecting flames, his sword and shield extensions of his body.


    He gained ground, pushing it back toward the wall of servers. Hope glimmered in his heart. The sword was working.


    He was breathing hard, using every bit of strength in his body and holding nothing in reserve. The creature, however, seemed to be pacing itself. It held him off with one raised leg while the others regenerated, snapping and popping new muscles into place.


    The air filled with the reek of sulphur. Wind whistled past Eli’s ears, stirring his damp hair, as the creature sucked in air to stoke its internal furnace. His enemy hadn’t shot fire for a while. It’s saving up for a big blast, Eli realized with horror.


    He kept hacking, sending chunks of meat flying as fast as they could regenerate. His own muscles screamed, telling him he couldn’t swing the sword one more time, but he kept going.


    In the back of Eli’s mind, he had a curious thought. Would the creature roast them and eat them, or would it take his body, rip it into components, and use Eli’s parts to make itself stronger? As his muscles depleted their energy stores, and his chopping swings slowed down, he noticed the detail in a section of its shoulder. There were two eyes peering back at him, from a face within its body.


    Eli shuddered at what he saw. It wasn’t just two eyes. There were dark, beady eyeballs all over it, and they glared back at him with malevolence, as if to say, you will join us, human meat. Come, embrace your destiny.


    Eli slowed down as he imagined being part of the beast. The eyes gave him a beseeching look. As he fell under its spell, Eli’s will to murder ebbed away. The creature swung its massive head, and blood sprayed from its wounds, splashing Eli’s face, momentarily blinding him.


    “Thirty more seconds!” cried Valentine.


    He tried to blink the blood away. He had to keep fighting. He advanced, swinging blindly with the sword. The sword swished easily through smoky air.


    His eyes watered and cleared the blood enough for him to find Valentine’s form. She sat huddled within the smaller alcove, curled up at the back of the cubby between the bags of winter driveway salt. Eli strained to see what she was doing, but his view was blocked by more blood spraying from the creature.


    It whipped around, its long, hideous tail narrowly missing his head, and went after Valentine.


    The alcove was low to the ground, too low for the massive, tall creature. The gleaming red beast couldn’t get its terrifying jaws on Valentine, so it snapped and growled at the opening.


    The fire in its belly was roaring now. Eli could smell it, and see orange light through cracks in its body. He didn’t know why Valentine thought she had thirty seconds. It could blast her with flame at any moment. In a second, it would.


    Eli dropped the smoking shield, grabbed the sword handle with both hands, and started lashing at its hindquarters, two-handed.


    “It’s me you want!” he screamed. “Take me, not her. I’m much bigger, with more bones and muscles.” He cut into its flanks messily, carving away meat and bone.


    The creature lifted one leg and swatted him to the ground. He cried out in shock as his body hit the hard concrete floor. His bones groaned, but none broke.


    Beady eyes on the creature’s body glared down at Eli, as if to say, we want her, because she has the brains we need. With her, we will be unstoppable. We’ll take you second.


    Brains. Yes, Valentine had brains, but so did Eli. And he had to use them to save her.


    He got to his feet and crouched, his sword lowered for a moment.


    The creature was changing its shape, not just growing and regenerating, but lengthening its neck and elongating its head.


    Its front legs shortened, lowering its height so it could better snake its head into the alcove to get Valentine.


    Eli saw his opportunity and seized it. With both hands on the sword, he lifted it high over his head, charged at the beast, and brought the sword down with all his might.


    It took three chops to sever the creature’s neck. Tendrils of flame licked out of its neck hole as the body crumpled to the ground.


    Eli ran to the head and kicked it, to prevent reattachment. He kicked it again, sending it on top of the smoldering wreckage of the stairs. The bloody pieces fell apart.


    Eli turned back to continue fighting the larger mass of its body. Without its head, though, the body had lost its fight. The body fell apart, into piles of meat and bone.


    The violet-hued grid that filled the cellar grew brighter. The air temperature in the cellar dropped, the smoke cleared, and the piles collapsed in on themselves. The beast’s vaguely dog-like remains became pools of red syrup, motionless at first, and then shrinking, draining away through unseen cracks.


    Eli set down the sword and knelt to catch his breath. He watched as the final red droplets disappeared into the cellar’s concrete floor.


    “All done,” Valentine said.


    Eli was startled to hear her voice, even though he’d been fighting to save her.


    He turned and found that she’d moved out of the alcove. She sat cross-legged, next to the shelving unit filled with computers. She had her laptop plugged into one of the computers with a blue cable.


    “All done,” she said again. There was a huge smile on her face.


    “That’s a bit rude,” Eli said. “Here I am, slaying a dragon, and what are you doing? Checking your email?”


    She frowned at Eli like he’d taken a few blows to the head and wasn’t thinking straight. The truth was, he had taken a few blows, and would have bruises and lumps in the morning, but didn’t realize it now, with all the adrenaline in his system.


    Coolly, she replied, “I’ll check email in a minute. But first, I had to prevent the next world war.”


    “Of course,” he said sarcastically. “You were playing a video game. Well, why didn’t you say so?”


    She stifled a grin, pressing her lips together tightly, and closed her laptop.


    “Game over already?” he asked.


    “Good job with the dragon, Eli.”


    “Thanks,” he said. “That’s all I really wanted to hear.”


    “You’re my hero, Eli Carter.”


    He shrugged and tried to look modest while also looking heroic. “If you say so.”


    





Chapter Eighteen

    [image: leaves]


    It felt good to be called a hero, even if Valentine was teasing.


    Was she teasing?


    After being knocked around, Eli’s thoughts were still muddled, his head shook up. He reached one hand up to wipe some fluid from his face, unsure if it was his blood or the creature’s.


    Valentine reopened her laptop and started tapping away.


    He could hear Khan talking, somewhere in the house.


    “We’re still stuck down here in the cellar!” Eli called out. “Did you find a ladder?”


    “Almost,” Khan called back. “Keep your shirt on!”


    Eli stared down at the spatters on his red T-shirt. The poltergeists were never this messy. Was that a tooth stuck to his shirt? He plucked it off the fabric. Yes, it was a tooth. Was it his? He ran his tongue around the interior of his mouth, then let out a sigh of relief.


    A clattering noise drew his attention to the doorway, up above. Khan was there with Joey, who was helping him lower a ladder down into the cellar.


    “Hey, I missed all the good stuff,” Khan grumbled. “And I’m hungry. It smells like barbecue down here.”


    They got the ladder lowered, but made no move to come down themselves. Joey stood at Khan’s side, uncharacteristically quiet. He looked like he might have some nightmares from this experience, but Eli had a gut feeling the kid was resilient, like him, and would be okay.


    Valentine walked past Eli and climbed onto the bottom rungs of the ladder. “I could go for some barbecue,” she said.


    Eli’s stomach grumbled. He climbed onto the ladder and followed Valentine up, keeping his eyes respectfully off her bottom.


    When they reached the hallway, they surveyed the boxes and mess all around them.


    Valentine reached down and gave Joey’s hair a tousle. “You did a great job. You were very brave to bring Eli the sword and shield right when he needed it.”


    Joey shrugged, still mute.


    Eli knelt down to look into Joey’s eyes. “Are you okay?”


    “Nigel ran away,” he said. “He chewed a hole in the bag, and now he’s gone.”


    “Probably for the best,” Khan said. “Hellhounds don’t make the best pets. Get a hamster next time you go to the pet store.”


    Joey looked up at Khan. “Nigel didn’t come from the pet store. He just showed up one day. Like all the other dogs. I kept finding them in the house, but I only kept one.”


    “Hamster,” Khan said. “They’re excellent pets. Very loyal, and they don’t have much personality, so if you lose one, you can—”


    Valentine cut him off with a whack on the chest. “Listen,” she said. “No barking. I think every last one is gone. The site is clean.”


    In the silence, something whistled as it approached. The whistling grew louder, like a kettle boiling. A comet, bright and sparkling, whizzed by their heads and shot down into the cellar.


    Eli stood and took a shocked step back, nearly tumbling down into the cellar. “What was that?”


    There was another whistle, and another comet whizzed by. Eli followed it with his eyes, all the way down into the cellar, where it sparkled and dove down into the floor.


    “Sparklers!” Joey said.


    “Hold your celebrations,” Khan grumbled. “I’ll bet you anything that was our Monday job.”


    Another comet whistled by them, followed by three more in rapid succession.


    “There goes Tuesday,” Khan said.


    Valentine sighed. “No good deed goes unpunished. There go all the jobs I had lined up for the week.”


    Three more comets streaked past them.


    Eli nodded with understanding. He didn’t get how it all worked, but the poltergeists had appeared along with the dogs, and now that the dogs were gone, the poltergeists were returning to wherever they’d come from… along with their potential earnings.


    Khan was right. They’d stuck their nose into someone else’s business, and now they had no jobs for the week ahead. On the plus side, the week would also be free of piranha bites.


    He turned and watched the light show as the comets sparkled through the Dark Grid and slipped into the ground. He was forgetting something, but couldn’t put his finger on it. The lights were pretty.


    “She’s dazed, but awake,” Khan said to Valentine.


    Eli cringed inwardly. He’d forgotten about Joey’s mother, and now he felt bad for not asking about her.


    “She needs to rest,” Valentine said.


    “Would you?” he asked.


    “No, I’d pack a bag and get away from here.”


    “That’s exactly what she’s doing. She says she’ll hit the road tonight, along with this one.” He gave Joey a playful nudge with his knee. “Which is too bad, because he was growing on me.”


    “What’s happening?” Joey asked.


    “You’re leaving this city and going home,” Khan explained.


    Joey seemed to consider this news for all of ten seconds before saying, “Good.”


    Two more comets whizzed by.


    Eli turned and looked down at the shimmering lines of the Dark Grid. “Guys, why do they call it a Dark Grid anyway? It’s so purple, it should be called the Purple Grid.”


    Valentine stared at Eli, her ocean-glass green eyes wide with astonishment. “You’ve got a visual on the Grid?”


    He reached in and flicked off the light switch. “There. You can see it better with the light off.”


    Khan leaned in and looked around the cellar. “I don’t see anything.”


    Valentine was still staring at Eli. “What are you?” she asked breathily.


    Khan elbowed his sister. “Manners, Val.” He nodded for them to move along down the hallway. “Let’s get some barbecue.”


    “Mom!” Joey cried out.


    They turned to see Joey’s mother, awake and standing near the front door. She had a suitcase in each hand. She looked exhausted and malnourished, but her eyes were no longer emotionless. Her eyes showed panic.


    Eli was relieved to see her out of the Crasher-like state, but concerned about her panic. He thought everything was resolved, but the woman seemed to know something they didn’t.


    “Are you from the agency?” she asked.


    “Yes,” Khan answered without hesitation. “We are from the agency, and we’re shutting down this project because there was a gas leak in the neighborhood, and some people have reported hallucinations. One guy swears he saw a dragon. Do you have somewhere you can stay for the night, ma’am?”


    She blinked in that way smart people do when they catch you talking to them like they’re idiots. “You’re not from the agency,” she said.


    Eli answered, “No, we are not. But we do have business cards. I’m Eli Carter. I killed a dragon in your cellar.”


    She gave Eli the not-buying-it blink, then gestured for her son to step away from the strangers in her home.


    “Joey, get over here,” she said. “Get your tail in gear and get outside of this house right now, before it falls down on your head.”


    Her voice was full of so much mom-authority that all four of them tripped over each other in their haste to follow her orders.


    They stepped out of the house, into the cool night air. The freshness was in stark contrast to the fetid home interior.


    An owl hooted. Doors up and down the street squeaked open, and people called for their dogs, sounding more concerned by the minute.


    Joey’s mom walked toward the sidewalk and stopped when she reached the van. It was the only vehicle parked on the street, and was in violation of the local neighborhood regulations.


    Eli could see it from where he stood that someone had tucked a parking violation notice under his windshield wiper. Oh, it was fine for people to adopt whatever mysterious hellhounds showed up on their doorsteps with no paperwork whatsoever, but heaven forbid someone might park a licensed vehicle on a paved street.


    Joey’s mother looked up and down the street, frowning, then turned to her son. “Where’s my car?”


    “It’s in the garage,” Joey answered. “Remember?”


    She set down the suitcases and smacked one hand to her forehead. “Yes, I remember now. It’s all coming back to me.”


    Softly, Joey said, “I missed you, Mom.”


    She dropped to her knees and grabbed him in a hug. Sobbing, she said, “Can you ever forgive me?”


    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Joey said. “They made you work all that overtime. It’s okay, Mom. Did you know we had a dragon in the cellar?”


    She looked straight at him, wiped her eyes, and said, “We shouldn’t talk about these things in front of strangers.”


    “They’re my friends.”


    “You can see your old friends soon. People your own age. And you’ll go to school. And… what on earth are you wearing? Is that tie-dye?”


    Valentine took a step toward them. “Yes, it’s tie-dye. We took him to the Renn Faire today. We had a good time.”


    The mother hugged her son again, then spoke directly to Valentine. “Thank you. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t want to know. It’s probably better that I don’t.”


    “I reversed your transactions,” Valentine said. “You had some really good encryption, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”


    “I shouldn’t have taken this job.”


    Valentine shrugged. “A job’s a job.”


    “Thank you for saying that.”


    Joey interrupted, “Mom, we’re all going for barbecue, right?”


    She swept his hair from his forehead and tucked it behind his ear. “We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”


    “You’re leaving now?” Eli asked.


    “Yes and no,” she said. “If anyone asks, I was inside the house when it happened.”


    She reached into her shirt and pulled out an object hanging from a necklace. It looked like a garage door opener.


    “Is anyone still in there?” she asked.


    “We’re all accounted for,” Valentine answered.


    The woman lifted the device and pressed the button. Loose roof shingles flew off and landed on the lawn next to them. The house bulged outward, cracking and snapping, then suddenly crushed in on itself.


    More sparkling balls of light dove at the ball of construction materials, collapsing in tighter and tighter. The ground beneath their feet shook, and all but Khan fell to the ground. Eli landed on his tailbone, but didn’t even feel it.


    There was a loud pop from the balled-up house, and the ground stopped shaking.


    Silence for ten seconds.


    In the distance, an owl hooted. People down the street were no longer calling their dogs, but gathering on the sidewalks to ask each other about the earthquake.


    Eli jumped to his feet and walked over to where the brown house had been a minute earlier. Everything was gone. The Dark Grid was no longer visible. All that remained was a rectangular hole in the ground, where the cellar contents had been.


    Eli was reminded of a favorite childhood story about a tornado that flew a Kansas farmhouse to a magical land.


    Joey tackled Eli’s legs in a big hug. “Bye.”


    “Bye,” Eli said.


    “I have to go be with friends my age,” Joey said. “Sorry I can’t stay and be your friend.”


    “I’ll miss you.”


    Joey pulled away and looked up at Eli, his eyes gleaming. “You’re not like other grown-ups. I’m going to tell all my friends about you.”


    Eli managed a smile. That sounded nice.


    Joey’s mother said, “One more minute to say goodbye, then we’re going.”


    “Yes, Mom.” Joey ran over to hug Valentine goodbye.


    Joey’s mother walked toward the back lane with the suitcases, giving a wide berth to the hole in the ground.


    The garage behind the house was still standing, unharmed. She opened the garage door, got into a dark-hued mini-van, and backed it out. Joey finished his goodbyes by giving Khan a hug, then ran to meet his mother in the mini-van.


    Once he was buckled in, his mother drove away, not looking back, and not even tapping the brakes once. Eli waved until their red taillights were no longer visible.


    They were gone, along with a little piece of his heart.


    Khan slung one arm across Eli’s shoulders. “Don’t be sad,” he said. “We did a good thing tonight. I didn’t want to, but I’m glad I did.”


    “He was a neat kid,” Eli said.


    Khan squeezed his shoulders. “Cheer up, my man. The world is still full of friends you haven’t met yet.”


    Eli turned to him and smiled, because it was true.


    





Chapter Nineteen
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    They arrived at the barbecue restaurant at five minutes to closing, but Khan convinced the owner to stay open by ordering one of everything on the menu.


    As the waitress led them to the best booth in the empty restaurant, Khan bragged, “My man here, Eli Carter, slaughtered a dragon tonight.”


    The waitress giggled, then asked what he meant.


    “We’re the city’s top software developers,” Khan said. “Mostly gaming applications. This guy created a level where you battle a fire-breathing dragon with nothing but a snow shovel and your wits.”


    “It’s more of a giant hellhound,” Valentine added. “Dragons aren’t real.”


    “You’re funny,” the waitress said. “How many drinks? Three?”


    “What kind of beer do you have on tap?” Khan asked.


    “Just three Cokes,” Valentine said. “Thank you.”


    The attractive waitress rushed off, and Khan tracked her movements like a dog watching a roasted chicken walk around his dinner bowl.


    After she returned with the sodas and left again, Khan sipped his Coke and grinned.


    Valentine said to her brother, “Stop smiling like that. I don’t even want to imagine what you’re thinking about.”


    “Not that waitress.” Khan kept grinning. “I’m just thinking about how great today went. The three of us working together make a damn fine team.”


    “Sorry again,” Eli said for the hundredth time.


    On the drive over, they’d explained to him how Valentine had been on her laptop working to avert the next world war, and not checking her email or playing a game, as he’d suggested. Eli was still embarrassed about his reaction in the cellar, and kept apologizing.


    “We did make a good team,” Valentine said. “We’re a classic misfit trio, if you think about it. Eli is the brawn, and I’m the brains. Khan, you’re the comic relief.”


    Khan nearly choked on his soda. “Excuse me? No, Eli is the comic relief. Eli. Just look at him.”


    Valentine raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, enjoying Khan’s sputtering.


    “He has a handsome face,” she said. “And he’s brave.”


    Khan sputtered in disgust.


    Eli held out his hands, palms up. “I did slay a dragon.”


    Khan said loudly, “Eli, you SLAUGHTERED an entire neighborhood’s beloved miniature lap dogs.”


    “Um,” said the waitress, who’d arrived with the first platter of barbecued short ribs. “What video game did you say this was?”


    She set the platter down carefully, her eyes warily examining Eli’s T-shirt, which was just red enough to make the spattered blood look like a decorative pattern—or so Eli hoped.


    “He didn’t slaughter all the dogs,” Valentine corrected. “That little chihuahua got away.”


    “Nigel.” Khan shook his fist. “We’ll get you next time, Nigel.”


    The waitress silently walked off to get the rest of their food.


    Eli grabbed a napkin from the silver dispenser and patted his forehead. “You guys sure know how to make me sweat,” he said.


    Khan chuckled and stretched his arms out along the back of his side of the booth. They were in a family-sized corner spot, with each of them in the middle of their own bench.


    Eli finished patting his forehead, let out a sigh, and stretched his arms across the back of his bench, mimicking Khan. It felt good to take up space like this, and fill his lungs with oxygen.


    Valentine did the same pose, her fingertips nearly touching theirs. Eli fought to keep his eyes above her chin, despite her excellent posture pushing out curvy things.


    “I did have fun today,” she said.


    “Are you going to come on more jobs with us?” Eli asked.


    “I don’t know.” She squinted up at the top of Eli’s head. “You have chunks of carcass in your hair.”


    “He needs a decontamination shower.” Khan reached over to serve himself some gleaming, sauce-covered short ribs.


    Valentine kept squinting at his head, only now she was focused on the thin scar at his hairline. “Eli, what’s the deal with the thing in your head? Is it really a smugness chip?”


    He glanced around to make sure the waitress wasn’t within hearing range.


    He turned to Valentine and let the truth come out.


    He took a breath and said, “Valentine, the truth is… I painted shadows on my abdominal muscles using my girlfriend’s brown eye shadow.” He clenched his jaw and shuddered. That wasn’t the truth he’d meant to tell her.


    She nodded like she completely understood, though.


    “I get it,” she said. “Your microchip makes you weird. It’s a weirdness chip.”


    “It makes him special,” Khan said. “He was able to see the Grid, and he heard the hellhounds talking to him.”


    “You have superpowers,” Valentine said.


    Eli shrugged. “If you say so.”


    “What else did the dogs tell you?” she asked. “Did they say what the money was for, or who hired Joey’s mother to do that programming? Did they tell you their plan? Were the poltergeists part of the plan, or just a byproduct?”


    Eli thought back to his interactions with Nigel.


    The rat-faced dog had looked up at Eli and tipped his head, as if to say, just keep catching the poltergeists that slip out of the Dark Grid and mind your own business.


    “They were a byproduct,” Eli said. “That’s my impression, anyway. I don’t know.”


    Khan waved his hand dismissively, shaking his barbecued meat and spraying Eli with more red sauce. “Never mind that. Tell us about the money. Where did it go, and how do I get some? Valentine, you saw the code. You can run the same thing on a smaller scale, right?”


    She lowered her eyebrows and glowered at him. “I already wiped my computer, and my memory.”


    “You’re lying.” Khan turned to Eli. “She remembers everything.”


    “Everything?” Eli turned to Valentine. “You’re the one with superpowers.”


    She shrugged. “I’m just a freak.”


    The waitress returned with even more platters, piled high with juicy, gleaming, sauce-covered meat. “If you eat everything, dessert’s on the house,” the waitress said.


    Eli looked over the heaps of food. They reminded him of something, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. The day had been a long one, and he was awfully hungry.


    He turned to the waitress. “What do you have for dessert?”


    “Jelly-filled donuts,” she said.


    Valentine gasped. “Smash off.”


    “Triple smash off,” Khan said.


    “Bring us three jelly-filled donuts,” Eli said. “Three, for the trio of misfit superheroes.”


    She nodded and left them to their dining.


    Khan smacked noisily on his sauce-covered fingers.


    Valentine ate with one hand while she drew swirls and grids on a map she’d pulled from her purse.


    Eli pulled his dead phone from his pocket and wondered how many messages from Brenda were waiting, sitting on a server somewhere. Then he tucked his phone away and started in on his mountain of food.


    Khan held up his glass of Coke and nodded for the others to do the same. “A toast,” he said. “To teamwork.”


    “Teamwork.” They clinked their glasses happily.


    * * *
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1.



    Carter was a rich jerk who didn’t believe in silly things like falling in love, or so he told people.


    His sister, Carmen, didn’t believe a word of it. She’d seen his joy when he came over for dinner, arms open wide for his niece and nephew to pile into his embrace. She saw how much he’d fallen for the little ones, so it broke her heart to think he’d never have any of his own. First things first, though, he needed to fall in love with a woman.


    The two siblings sat in a cozy coffee shop planning their upcoming ski trip. The next weekend would be Carmen’s husband’s birthday, and Carter was picking up the tab for a deluxe family vacation because he was rich, and definitely not a jerk, despite what he said about himself.


    “You’ll meet my friend, Elle,” Carmen said to her brother. “She’ll be at the resort the same time as us, so she’ll join us for dinner a few times.”


    He looked up from his phone and the shared calendar they’d been using to plan the ski trip.


    “You’re not trying to set me up again, are you?”


    “Elle is just a friend.” She held her hand to her mouth to conceal a smirk. “A single friend. Thirty-something, just like you. I think you two have lots in common. She’s a workaholic, so she won’t demand a lot of your time. That’s your fear about dating, isn’t it? That you don’t have time?”


    “Listen, Carmen,” he said. “I’m a rich jerk who just doesn’t care about falling in love or getting married. Accept it.”


    “I wish you’d tell me why you’re so afraid of love, you big chicken.”


    “Hmm,” he said as he sipped his latte. “This is a great latte. I love this latte. I love this whole coffee shop. See? I’m not afraid of love.”


    He winked playfully at his sister, then straightened up in his chair, stretching his handsome frame and catching the eyes of more than a few women. With his tousled sandy-brown hair, emerald green eyes, and naturally athletic physique, Carter had no problem attracting interest.


    But, for some reason, the beautiful women he’d take to business functions never stuck around.


    “I also love my new shoes,” he said, leaning down to admire his expensive-looking loafers.


    “You’re a funny guy,” Carmen said. “Don’t you want a partner to laugh at your jokes? Why won’t you let me fix you up? Have I ever told you about River? She’s in my Wednesday hot yoga class.”


    “Hot yoga?” Carter made a gagging gesture. It was his knee-jerk reaction to any mention of what he called silly things: yoga, meditation retreats, or those home-grown fermented foods that had become popular recently.


    She leaned across the table and punched him on the upper arm. “Jerk.”


    “Fine, fine. I’ll meet the other one, your friend Elle, but only because it’ll make you happy, and I love you.”


    Carmen’s eyes grew shiny with tears. She sniffed. “I love you, too.”


    He crossed his arms. “Don’t make a scene. You’re nice, and you’re my sister, so I love you, but dating is ridiculous. Just two foolish people sitting across from each other pretending to be something they’re not.”


    “Shh,” she said. “We’re in a public place, and you’re upsetting people.”


    “I don’t care!” he said loudly. “Love is ridiculous. It’s a useless sentiment invented by the sellers of greeting cards and diamond rings!”


    People in the cafe stared, wondering what the attractive duo might be fighting about. To the casual onlooker, they seemed to have the world by the tail. Carter looked like a wealthy businessman, which he was, and Carmen looked like a happy wife and mother and popular lifestyle blogger, which she was.


    Across the cozy interior of the cafe, one person in particular took a keen interest in Carter and his ranting.


    This person was a Dice Witch.


    The witch watched the siblings playfully punch each other. In her magic-assisted vision, she saw the older versions of themselves they’d someday be.


    Carmen would live a long and fulfilling life, with children and grandchildren filling up large houses for the holidays. She would always include “Uncle Carter” in their activities, because he wouldn’t have a family of his own. Carter would never get around to dating—not unless you counted showing up drunk for Thanksgiving with two strippers.


    The future didn’t look good for Carter, but fates could be changed.


    The witch reached into her purse, selected two dice by touch, and walked toward the siblings’ table.


    “One dollar for a lucky roll of the dice,” she said to them.


    Carter tilted up his handsome face, and something in his green eyes electrified her. He put up a tough exterior, but there was a tender soul behind those eyes. The Dice Witch felt his potential, his hope, yearning to break free. Hope made him reach for his wallet.


    The Dice Witch was dressed like a beggar, so most people assumed she was asking for a dollar because she needed it. They didn’t realize it was a symbolic gesture of compassion, a marker of hope.


    He handed her a twenty. “Keep this, please. No fortune-telling required. I have a work ethic, and I make my own fate.”


    The sister smiled up at the Dice Witch. “We’re going on a ski trip tomorrow. Tell him how much fun he’ll have.”


    The Dice Witch responded by tossing her two dice on the table.


    The dice weren’t the usual type that showed numbers between one and six. The first had colored sides, and the color showing on top when it stopped rolling was yellow. The second had illustrations of animals, and the top-most image was that of an elephant.


    Carter narrowed his eyes at his sister. “Cute joke. You totally set this up. You and your pranks.”


    Carmen held up her hands. “I’m innocent, I swear.”


    “Listen closely,” the Dice Witch said to Carter. “Your last chance for love will come to you in yellow. You’ll kiss her by an elephant, and then it will hit you. Love will fall down on your head.”


    “On my head?” He stifled a laugh. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll be careful not to kiss any girls in yellow next to any elephants.”


    She swept up the dice, turned to the sister and said, “I have a message for you, too, dear. Don’t worry about your husband. It’s a clean break and will heal. Consider yourself lucky, because he’ll be more careful now.”


    The two siblings frowned at each other in confusion. Who was this crazy woman, they wondered, and should they be phoning the people with the butterfly nets?


    Both of their phones started ringing at once.


    Carmen answered her phone with a tender, “Miss me already?”


    “Don’t freak out,” came her husband’s voice from the phone. “I was dealing with the Christmas decorations, and do you know how they say you’re not supposed to stand on the top step of the ladder? They’re not joking.”


    She made a gasping sound and started freaking out, even though he’d asked her not to. He cut her off, saying, “Gotta go, honey. They’re loading me into the ambulance now. Wow, these pain meds are really kicking in. Yowza. Anyway, I won’t know until they do the X-Rays, but the paramedics figure it’s a clean break.”


    “A clean break,” Carmen repeated slowly.


    She could hear the paramedics talking to her husband, telling him to end the call.


    He groaned. “I guess this means the ski trip’s off. Pick me up at the hospital, will you? Gotta run. No. What am I saying?” He giggled, sounding like their young daughter for a moment. “I’m on a gurney, so I gotta roll.”


    The phone’s speaker clicked, then went quiet.


    Carmen set down her phone and blinked at her brother, who was setting down his phone as well.


    “That was your neighbor,” he said. “The kids are over there, and your husband broke his leg, which I guess you know. Apparently it was… a clean break.” His emerald eyes held an expression of pure wonder.


    They both looked around for the fortune-telling woman, but she was gone. They ran outside to check the sidewalks, but she was nowhere to be seen.


    Stranger still, they couldn’t even agree on what she’d looked like. Carter swore she was short and young, and Carmen described her as tall and wise.


    





2.


    Danielle didn’t mind being mistaken for a boy.


    Rich people visiting the resort expected the person parking their car to be a male valet. It troubled them to see a pretty young woman taking their keys. Some of the older gentlemen acted as though she was going to spritz perfume and feminine hygiene products all over the interior, while grinding the gears.


    Danielle’s job had gotten a lot easier since purchasing a knitted cap at a local craft fair. She’d bought it from an unusual yet friendly woman who called herself a Knitting Witch.


    Danielle loved the vendor’s gimmick—the idea that magic could be woven into knitted items, and that a hat could work like an invisibility spell. She didn’t believe in magic, of course, but it was a great story.


    With her hair tucked up in the knitted cap, Danielle wasn’t exactly invisible, but she did blend into the background. When people did look directly at her, they mistook her petite features for those of a teenaged boy. Coworkers called her Dani, which helped keep up the illusion.


    Another advantage to the cap, besides better tips, was that people didn’t ask her intrusive questions, demanding to know what a beautiful woman with a great resume was doing here, valet-parking cars for minimum wage in a ski resort town.


    Before the Hat of Invisibility, someone had accused her of being a famous actress researching a new role.


    Life has so many twists and turns, she thought. One day you’re at the top of your game, pitching a print and TV campaign to America’s most beloved grocery store brands, and the next day you’re lying on the floor in your corner office, having doused yourself with ketchup, crying that it did make a lovely marinade, it did.


    The doctors had said Danielle’s episode was a simple stress reaction—as if there was anything simple about having a complete and utter breakdown over a condiment pitch.


    After a few weeks of monitoring and evaluation by the best mental health professionals in the city, Danielle left the city and took the first job she was offered, working at the same ski resort she’d enjoyed visiting as a child.


    She enjoyed the job, and communal living with her co-workers. Housing in the resort town was scarce and expensive, so a dozen of them rented a house together. They slept like barn mice, crashing wherever they could find a quiet place. Danielle had spent more than one night outdoors, on the covered porch, staring up at the stars from beneath a dozen blankets layered high to keep out the snowy chill.


    And she loved it.


    She loved everything about her new bohemian life, except maybe her love life.


    She had a crush on her Australian ski instructor roommate, but he was in love with the Canadian bartender, who was infatuated with the Swiss chef. The chef liked Danielle, but he was bisexual and liked the Australian ski instructor better. Danielle and the chef would share cupcakes sometimes and moan over how unfair it was that the Australian ski instructor didn’t love them like he did the Canadian bartender.


    “Our international love rectangle,” they called the situation.


    Danielle was talking to the Swiss chef on her phone and leaning on the valet parking stand when a luxury vehicle pulled up.


    She barely glanced over, because she was focused on her conversation, trying to get food snuck out to her.


    “I’m past hungry,” she moaned. “I’m getting into the angry phase. I’m hangry.”


    The Swiss chef groaned on the other end of the call. “That’s not even a word. Hangry. Ugh! That’s something you devilish advertising monsters dreamed up to sell more of those revolting pizza pops you Americans treat like food.”


    “Pizza pops? That sounds great,” she said brightly. “Send me out some pizza pops. C’mon. I’ll rub your feet tonight, and I’ll let you have the good pillow. C’mon!”


    He chuckled. “I do love hearing a woman beg.”


    Giggling, Danielle continued talking into her phone, getting louder, “Pizza! Gimme! I’m hangry! Open the window and just TOSS THEM AT ME!”


    Ten feet away from Danielle, the man driving the luxury vehicle put the vehicle in park and opened his door. This man was Carter, who’d gone on his ski vacation even though his sister and brother-in-law had to cancel due to a broken leg. The trip was non-refundable, and if there was one thing that bothered Carter nearly as much as the idea of falling in love, it was paying for empty plane seats and empty hotel rooms.


    Carter stepped out of the car, keys in hand, and dimly noted a human-sized blob in a knitted cap standing near the valet station. The blob was yelling, “TOSS THEM AT ME,” so he did, not knowing she was referring to pizza pops and talking on the phone.


    The keys sailed through the winter air, smacked Danielle in the chin, then fell down into the snow.


    Danielle gasped in shock at being walloped in the face with a not-insubstantial set of keys. She didn’t realize the man who’d tossed the keys had only done so because she’d been yelling, “TOSS THEM AT ME!”


    Carter didn’t give the blurry blob of a valet a second look. Thanks to the cloaking power of the Hat of Invisibility, he concluded that the young man who’d failed to catch the keys was high or stupid or both.


    Carter walked into the restaurant and stopped in his tracks. He’d found another elephant.


    Ever since the stranger had tossed her dice on his table, and warned him about his last chance at having love fall on his head, Carter had been seeing elephants everywhere he went. In advertisements. In movies. Even on his niece’s favorite sweater.


    Now here was a wall-sized mural of an elephant inside the restaurant, mocking him.


    He told himself it was meaningless, just a quirk of consciousness. The human mind was a pattern recognition engine, constantly sorting stimuli into things to notice and things to ignore. The elephants had always been around, cloaked in the invisibility spell of the chemicals in his own brain.


    The woman in the coffee shop had merely planted a suggestion. The fact that he was going for a blind date at a restaurant named The Snowy Elephant didn’t mean anything at all.


    It was actually a smart name for a restaurant. Most elephants didn’t live in climates with snow, so the name implied something special. Excellent branding, he decided. His expectations for the evening rose considerably.
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    While Carter’s hopes rose, a grumpy valet attendant’s mood kept dropping.


    Danielle parked the rich key-tossing jerk’s car and looked around his vehicle’s interior for evidence of his awfulness. The car was spotless. She snorted at herself. Had she really expected to find a copy of Wealthy & Rude magazine on the back seat? Perhaps the low blood sugar was getting to her. The buttery-soft leather of the driver’s seat was starting to look like edible.


    She jumped out of the car and hustled back through the forest shortcut to the valet station.


    Her co-worker, a young man named Eddie, who was not part of the international love rectangle, stood in her place, grinning.


    “Chef says you’re hungry,” he said, referring to the chef as Chef, because his real name was Andrew and there were three other Andrews working at the lodge.


    “I’m hangry.” Danielle grabbed for Eddie’s pockets like an eager dog frisking a pet store employee for complimentary dental biscuits.


    Eddie jumped back. “Easy there, Dani. You’ll get food, but it’s not on me. We’ve got a deluxe prank planned. It’s going to be the prank of the season. Years from now, our children will be talking about the shenanigans we’re about to pull off.”


    “Do these shenanigans involve me getting pizza pops from Chef?”


    “Even better. I’m taking over the valet station so you can go inside. And you can have anything you want from the menu.”


    Danielle’s mouth watered. “From the menu? You mean not just stuff Chef burned or had to throw out of the fridge?”


    Eddie grinned. He was cute for a twenty-year-old redhead with a gap between his teeth—like a young David Letterman.


    “The whole menu. As much as you want,” Eddie said. “But there’s a catch.”


    Danielle’s mouth kept watering. “I don’t care,” she said. “I’ll cover myself in ketchup and re-enact my finest hour working as a corporate drone, if that’s what the gang wants.”


    Eddie’s gap-toothed grin got even wider. “Get inside and go straight to the kitchen office. They’ve already got your costume picked out from the Lost and Found.”


    Danielle grumbled that she didn’t like the sound of that, but secretly she was excited. This prank involved a makeover, and she hadn’t had a makeover in years, since she was a teenager going to slumber parties.


    If she’d known being broke would be so much fun, she would have doused herself in ketchup years ago. The only thing missing from her life was a boyfriend. But Danielle wasn’t greedy. She appreciated the other things in her new life, like friendships, and sleeping under the stars, and shenanigans.


    Tonight’s prank promised to be a fun one. Ordering from the menu! Life was good.
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    As Danielle had guessed, the first part of the prank did involve a makeover. Her coworkers laughed and swooped around her like the small animals in the classic Disney Cinderella movie.


    A few of them hummed that classic schoolyard hopscotch song, about Cinderella dressed in “yella.”


    Soon Danielle was dressed in “yella”—a figure-flattering dress in a buttery shade of ombre yellow, darkening to a peach hue at the top and green at the hemline. She’d never seen such an attractive and distinctive garment before. She swirled this way and that, admiring herself in the office’s door-mounted mirror.


    Because the lodge catered to a wealthy clientele, there was no shortage of expensive clothing to be found in the Lost and Found box, but this dress was beyond exquisite.


    “Why has nobody else snagged this yet?” Danielle asked. She gave the fabric a sniff, fearing the worst, but it smelled brand new.


    “That color would make me look like Big Bird,” said a tall prep cook.


    “Sadly, it’s not my size either,” said the Canadian bartender.


    “We all saw it this morning and set it aside for you,” said a third.


    Danielle held her arms out and hugged the girls. They were all younger than her, some barely out of their teens, but they treated her like she was no different from them.


    The prep cook made some final adjustments to Danielle’s amber waves of hair while the bartender applied a liberal coating of what she called “the face,” meaning makeup dialed up to a glamorous level.


    Danielle’s stomach growled, which made them all laugh. She was only doing this prank to eat. She wasn’t romantically interested in the man sitting by himself in the dining room, or so she believed.


    She’d gotten a good look at him on her way in. He was the key-tossing jerk, tall and broad-shouldered, with sandy-brown hair, emerald eyes, and great posture. He’d looked lonely, sitting at a table with only bread rolls and a martini for company.


    He didn’t know that the woman he’d been scheduled to meet had called the restaurant to say she couldn’t make it. His blind date had been thorough in the message she’d asked the resort staff to pass along, even saying, “Tell Carter I was so looking forward to meeting him after hearing so much about him from his lovely sister, and I deeply regret having to cancel.”


    From that very informative phone message, the Canadian bartender who’d taken the call had accurately surmised the date was a blind date. She loved shenanigans as much as any of them, and within minutes, the prank fell into place.


    Yes, it was the sort of thing they could all get in trouble for if they were caught, but it was unlikely they’d be fired. Peak season had begun, and the lodge owners would be reluctant to fire a dozen staff members and be short-handed and scrambling. The gang’s job security depended on having everyone be involved in these pranks.


    “Knock ‘em dead,” the bartender said to Danielle as she applied the finishing touches to her makeup.


    “To be clear, I’m only doing this because I’m so hangry,” Danielle said.


    The other girls exchanged knowing looks.


    “There won’t be any funny business with the rich jerk,” Danielle said.


    They handed her a long wool jacket to wear over the dress, then pushed her toward the side door that exited the building. To preserve the illusion she was this man’s blind date, she would enter via the front door.


    Once outside, Danielle stood underneath the immense sculpture of the elephant that jutted out of the building high overhead. She looked up at its silhouette against the starry night sky and realized she was forgetting something.


    The elephant was covered in snow. It was her job as the valet parking attendant to get up on the roof every few hours and sweep the snow off so it didn’t suddenly dump on people passing underneath, but she’d forgotten.


    Her whole evening had been off-kilter. Back at the house she shared with her dozen roommates, she’d decided to make herself useful before her valet shift began, and cleaned out the wood-burning fireplace on the house’s main floor. She’d gotten ashes and soot all over herself from dealing with the cinders, then barely had time to clean up before work. In her haste, she’d forgotten to bring her packed meal and snacks, which led to a growling stomach and susceptibility to bad ideas.


    Now she was wearing a gorgeous outfit, about to enjoy a sumptuous meal from the menu, with a handsome man. She’d be lying to him, but he was a key-tossing jerk.


    She walked into The Snowy Elephant, handed her coat to the attendant in exchange for a wink, then walked to the table. Her breath caught in her throat. Up close, the man was so much more handsome than she’d prepared herself for.


    Danielle had seen attractive men before, and powerful men, but rarely had she seen this particular combination. Carter didn’t look like a real person, but like the gorgeous actor hired to play him in the Hollywood movie.


    She could happily be in love with a man like this, and he wouldn’t even need to love her back. In fact, it would be better if they didn’t interact beyond this evening. She would happily love him from afar.


    He quickly stood up, as a gentleman of good breeding does, and looked into her eyes. His emerald green eyes seared their way to her soul. He saw right through her disguise, or so it felt to Danielle. She’d been wearing the Hat of Invisibility so much, she’d forgotten what it felt like to be truly seen.


    This was a bad idea, her brain screamed. Run away!


    She might have turned around and run away, abandoning the prank, but a force more powerful than her anxiety drove her forward.


    This unseen force was not her growling stomach, nor was it her desire to entertain her friends—though both of those things were powerful in their own way.


    The extra bit of courage she could feel was a swirling vortex of energy—a magical spell that most people call… hope.


    Were you expecting love?


    Hope comes first.
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    Carter didn’t reach out his hand, but glanced with embarrassment down to the table. He had taken all of the bread rolls and used broken bits of the toothpicks from his martini as an internal support system for a bread roll tower.


    “That’s interesting,” Danielle said as she took her seat. “Your sister didn’t mention your interest in pastry-based architecture.” Danielle didn’t know his sister at all, but the Canadian bartender had filled her in on the pertinent details from the man’s absentee blind date.


    He sat across from her and dazzled her with a happy, surprised smile.


    “You’ve got to be Elle,” he said. “I’m so glad you made it. I was beginning to worry you’d been dragged off and eaten by the yetis of local legend.”


    You’ve got to be Elle.


    Did she? Did she have to be Elle?


    Could she actually follow through with the prank? Lying seemed so much easier in theory than in reality. Sure, she had a decade of experience as a corporate liar in the marketing sector, but she’d taken this job to get away from that.


    The sandy-brown-haired, handsome man reached across the table with an outstretched palm.


    “Carter,” he said. “As you know. And I’ll have the waiter bring us some bread that hasn’t been man-handled. It’s actually nice to meet you, Elle.”


    Actually? What was he expecting?


    They shook hands, and Danielle’s brow knitted over being called Elle. Was she really lying by saying she was Elle? It was a portion of her name. She loved the French-ness of it, the femininity. She typically got called Dani, or Dan, or That Girl Who Poured Ketchup on Herself.


    Elle. Perhaps this prank could turn into more than just an interesting story. Perhaps she could become Elle, this glamorous girl who showed up late—but fabulous—for blind dates with handsome bachelors.


    While Danielle contemplated new nicknames, Carter pinched his arm to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. He’d only agreed to this blind date because he was so bored after a few days at the resort by himself. He’d planned to misbehave to get his sister off his back, and had been thinking up rude and disgusting ways to end dinner early. Building a tower out of bread rolls and getting drunk on martinis was the first phase of his plan.


    But all Carter’s juvenile plans evaporated as he stared at the lovely woman across from him. She was different from all the girls he’d dated. For one thing, she wasn’t a girl, but a grown woman. And she seemed almost wise, like she knew who she was. She just seemed so… honest.


    The air around Carter swirled with energy, and he felt something shift inside him. He wanted to change. He wanted to hope for love.


    Maybe.


    Carter signaled for the waiter, who came and removed all the bread rolls. He heard a whimper from across the table.


    “You seem dismayed,” Carter said to his date.


    “Just famished. I would have eaten those rolls, broken toothpicks and all.”


    The waiter assured them he’d be right back with more, and asked if she’d like a drink. Danielle stared at the plump, green olive in Carter’s empty martini glass.


    “That olive looks delicious,” she said with a watering mouth.


    “Two martinis,” Carter said to the waiter, “And one each of the house appetizers.”


    Once the waiter was gone, Carter said, “I hope you don’t mind me ordering for both of us. I usually dine alone. Please forgive my bad manners.”


    She shrugged. “As long as I get to eat, I’m happy.”


    “I love your honesty.”


    She coughed and made a funny face before reaching for her glass of water.


    He leaned forward suddenly, staring at her dress like he’d just noticed something surprising.


    “You’re dressed in yellow,” he said, then narrowed his eyes as though she’d done something terrible.


    Uh-oh, Danielle thought.


    She didn’t like this suspicious look on Carter’s handsome face. As he scoured her face and upper body, she panicked. He recognized her as the valet who’d parked his car.


    “Have I done something wrong?” she asked innocently.


    “Very funny,” he said with a snort. “I knew you were too perfect. Someone put you up to this. The whole thing, yellow dress and all.”


    She took a deep breath, holding it while her eyebrows raised higher and higher. Of course he knew. He’d chucked his keys right at her face, and everyone knew there was no such thing as a magical Hat of Invisibility.


    “I’m not stupid,” Carter said. “I can tell when someone’s pulling a prank.”


    Danielle let her breath out with a sigh.


    “Yes,” she admitted. “It’s another one of our classic pranks. I’m very sorry.”


    She meant to explain more about the prank, and how it had been the idea of the kitchen staff, but she was too weak from hunger, so she just slumped in the chair and tried to blend with the background.


    “You prankster,” he said with a snort. He seemed more amused than angry.


    She met his snort with one of her own. “Pretty stupid, right?”


    “Totally stupid,” he said with a relaxed laugh. “The elephant, plus the yellow dress. If I hadn’t had those two martinis, I would have known immediately.”


    “It was worth a shot,” she said with a shrug. “A girl’s gotta eat. Know what I mean?” She winked.


    “A girl’s gotta eat,” he repeated.


    “You’re being such a great sport about it. Some guys would complain and try to get me fired.”


    “Fired?” He gave her a confused look.


    “Never mind.” She laughed. “I’ll just stop talking now before I give you any ideas. And I should probably be going now, leaving you.”


    “There’s no need to leave.”


    “Are you sure? You don’t hate me for being a fraud?” She laughed nervously.


    “I don’t hate you.” Carter joined her laughter with his own chuckle. Their voices blended together, harmonizing. They didn’t notice the harmony on a conscious level, but the resonance manifested as a shiver in their spines.


    She ended her laughter with a sigh. “I don’t hate you, either,” she said. “I assumed you were a rich jerk, and you are, but you’re not the worst.”


    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. “I have two questions. Are you single, and if you are, do you have any time to date? Not that I’m interested in dating right now. I don’t believe in love. I’m asking as a hypothetical question.”


    She leaned forward. “I am single, but I’m only sitting here because I’m hungry.”


    “That’s all you’re after? Some food?”


    “Yes?” Her answer sounded like a question.


    She couldn’t manage much more, because his emerald green eyes captivated her, reflecting the shimmering chandelier lights of the elegant dining room.


    The way he was looking at her, combined with the sensual feeling of the elegant designer dress against her skin, gave her some very complicated feelings. She ought to apologize and excuse herself immediately. But… they hadn’t even gotten their appetizers yet.


    “What brought you to this resort?” he asked.


    “A bus.”


    “Really?”


    “Sure. Have you ever taken a left turn when you should have gone right and found yourself on the road?”


    “No. I make a plan and I stick to it. I don’t go for walks in the woods. I do my cardio on a treadmill while I take calls and set up more appointments. That’s why I’m wildly successful and rich.” Carter went on to boast about climbing the corporate ladder, and how he never did one thing at a time if he could do two things, or three things.


    As he spoke, Danielle was reminded of someone who’d had a similar attitude. She’d worked long hours, and expected everyone else to make the same sacrifices. It was because of the crazy multi-tasking that she’d cracked.


    Also, crunching caffeine tablets like candy and drinking illegal energy drinks had certainly contributed.


    Carter kept talking about his corporate achievements, wrongly assuming she’d be impressed with his ambition. With each buzzword—growth hacking, responsive design, organic reach, discoverability, millennials—Danielle felt a nausea rising, along with a craving for those sickly sweet canned energy drinks.


    She’d pushed her chair back and was preparing to run when the waiter returned with their martinis and appetizers. The waiter’s name was Terry, and he was in on the prank, and possibly some side bets. Terry gave her a forceful glare and used his foot to shove her chair back toward the table. Yes, he had money riding on the date lasting a bit longer.


    She gave Waiter-Terry a wide-eyed glare of her own, then grabbed the martini he’d brought and tossed it back in two swallows.


    Danielle had never been a drinker, not even in her corporate days, because alcohol made her feel relaxed, and she preferred feeling wound up like a spring. She immediately regretted the martini-guzzling, but wouldn’t let the pain show on her face. Sure, the booze tasted like something you’d use to remove stubborn sticker labels from new stemware, but she was cool. As she struggled to not let her eyes water, she could feel the stares of all her coworkers, watching from their places throughout the dining room. They were all so young. She had to play it cool, or they’d think she was old and uncool.


    “Mmm,” she said. “I do love a good martini.”


    “Game on,” Carter said, and he downed his martini as well.


    The smell of the appetizers made Danielle’s mouth water. The hot food sat between them, looking inviting, so they began to eat.


    “These are so good,” Danielle moaned over the appetizers. “I’ve never had these without charred black bits.”


    Carter wasn’t as excited by the jalapeño cheese-poppers. He’d been hoping for more of a fine dining experience, but he did enjoy seeing the joy on Danielle’s face.


    When she ate a jalapeño cheese-popper, her cheeks flushed, and Carter noticed she did a cute thing where she waved her hands like fans, as though that would reduce the mouth-burn from the capsicum in the peppers.


    Everything his blind date did, from the way she ate deep-fried appetizers, to the way she looked at him out of the corner of her eyes as she sipped her next martini, was captivating. He’d never met anyone like her.


    He couldn’t look away from Danielle, who was now shoveling cheese-and-bacon-covered potato skins into her mouth like the world was running out of potatoes.


    He loved watching her eat. She was hungry, for cheesy potato skins, and for life. She was an enthusiastic, lusty woman, and watching her enjoy the appetizers thrilled and scared him. His life was all restraint and order, and this dangerous woman posed a threat.


    They finished the appetizers, and started their main courses. Danielle made sex noises over the hot food, and they both laughed. Carter got more comfortable and relaxed, even without touching his next martini. They talked about the food and the weather that day, then exchanged stories about their nieces and nephews.


    Danielle found it strange that Carter spoke of his nieces and nephews as though she knew exactly who they were, but she chalked that up to him simply loving them so much.


    She smiled and leaned in when he told her about his niece, Sadie, who slept with a teddy bear in addition to the family’s pepper grinder. He’d taken her to see The Nutcracker, and when she got home, she decided the pepper grinder was basically the same thing as a nutcracker, and she “luuuuuurved him so much.”


    Laughing, Danielle pointed to the pepper grinder on the table and said, “You have to admit, he is handsome.”


    Carter stroked his fingers down the side of the tall wooden grinder. “This one’s curvy. Are we sure it’s not a female?”


    He met her gaze, and Danielle felt the tender caress along her own curved sides. He felt it too, and kept fondling the pepper mill for a full thirty seconds.


    After dinner, Carter signaled to someone and said, “Espresso, if you will.”


    Danielle followed his gaze to a clump of resort staff, all of whom were watching and grinning. She broke out in goosebumps. She’d forgotten about the prank, but now the spell was broken. She looked down at her curves, spilling out of the low-cut yellow dress, and yearned for her comfortable loose clothes.


    “I guess this is it,” Danielle said as she pushed her chair back and prepared the leave the table. There was nothing left for them, since it wasn’t a real date.


    “Don’t you dare run off,” he teased.


    She ran her hand over her amber hair. “Thank you for being such a good sport. I’ll pay for my half of the meal, of course.”


    “No. I’ll pay. I’m a rich jerk, remember?”


    “Thank you.” She pushed her chair back another inch.


    “Are you ready for the next part, Elle? I thought we could go for a walk.”


    “You’re still calling me Elle,” she said.


    “Why wouldn’t I?”


    She gave him a perplexed look, then got to her feet. She gave Carter a wave goodbye and went off in search of her co-workers.
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    After Danielle left the table, Carter sipped his espresso and paid the bill, but made no move to leave the restaurant.


    He thought she was simply off freshening up for the next phase of their date. Carter used his time to check his phone for messages. He had over two hundred unopened emails.


    He started powering into them, burning through a hundred in record time. He didn’t even type out full sentences as responses. He just wrote YES or NO or OK.


    When he reached a message from a woman named Elle, he assumed his pretty blind date was currently sending him a message from wherever she was.


    Elle: Sorry I’m taking so long!


    He raised his eyebrows at the message. She was texting him from the washroom to apologize for the time she was taking?


    He tapped out a message to send back: Don’t forget to wash your hands!


    She responded a minute later.


    Elle: That’s so sweet of you! Hand washing is definitely the best way to cut down on the transmission of germs and disease.


    He was so surprised by her response, he nearly dropped his phone on the floor.


    They were talking about the transmission of germs and disease now? This woman was certainly keeping him on his toes.


    Carter didn’t know, because he hadn’t been paying attention to the timestamps, that this was real Elle—the one his sister had actually set him up with that night.


    * * *


    The real Elle hadn’t felt well all day, but she’d rested with an afternoon nap and thought she could handle leaving the house.


    Elle’s friend Carmen, who was really more of an acquaintance, had been so excited about the setup with her brother. She’d even chosen the restaurant, giggling over the name, and helped Elle choose her outfit—a chevron stripe stretchy dress in shades of amber and pale yellow. The dress didn’t seem right for a winter’s eve date, but Carmen had insisted her brother would love it.


    An hour earlier, dressed in her yellow dress, Elle had walked out of her rented luxury townhouse, turned to the left, and gotten sick right into a potted miniature pine tree.


    Stomach flu. She crept back inside. Ten minutes passed while she did battle with the porcelain. She messaged Carter to apologize for running late. When he didn’t respond, she phoned the restaurant and asked the staff to relay a message. The woman on the phone had been extremely thorough, and had a charming Canadian accent.


    Now Elle lay on her bed, doped up on a concoction from the medicine cabinet, giggling over the new incoming messages from Carter.


    The fever was making her delirious, and she suddenly felt a bit… frisky.


    Feverish Elle sent him another text: You sound really sexy right now. You make me want to touch myself.


    Carter replied: Are you trying to drive me crazy? Because it’s working. I close my eyes and I see you in that yellow dress, you delicious little bumblebee.


    Elle rolled to her side, coughed up something unsexy, blew her nose, then texted back: This little bumblebee is going to sting you.


    Carter: You can try to kiss me, but you have to catch me first.


    Elle, who could never have guessed he was thinking of another girl, messaged back: I’m going to kiss you, but not on your mouth.


    Carter: You really are Trouble with a capital T. That martini is hitting you hard, isn’t it?


    Elle wiped the flu sweat from her brow and reached for the bottle of Pepto Bismol. She messaged back: I’m taking another shot right now. I’m a bad girl and you’re not the boss of me, Mr. Big Boss Man.


    Carter: Should we… continue this conversation in person?


    Elle: If you’re not afraid of catching what I have, come get some right now. I’ll leave the door unlocked. Come find me.


    Elle crawled out of bed, stumbled to the front door, and unlocked it. Yes, things were happening fast, and maybe she shouldn’t have taken a triple dose of flu medication, but she’d seen enough photos of Carter to know she wanted him.


    She stumbled back to the bed and fell, face-first into the sheets. She wondered, does he even have my address? Then she passed out.


    * * *


    Meanwhile, as the real Elle drooled on luxury sheets, Carter sat at his table in The Snowy Elephant wondering where the ladies’ room was. Some parts of him were excited.


    According to these messages, the lovely amber-haired girl he’d been dining with was now waiting for him, the door unlocked.


    He looked at the message again.


    Elle: If you’re not afraid of catching what I have, come get some right now. I’ll leave the door unlocked.


    What a night this would be!
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    “Okay, you guys, I did the prank,” Danielle said to the lodge staff gathered around her in the kitchen.


    The Australian ski instructor was pouting, jealous. If Danielle had known it took dinner with another man to get his attention, she would have done it sooner.


    “You sure ate a lot,” said the chef. “How were the jalapeño cheese-poppers?”


    “So good!” Her cheeks reddened at the memory of the hot food. The others mistook her red cheeks for blushing, and started teasing her about having a crush on the guy.


    “Shut up about that rich jerk,” the Australian ski instructor said angrily. “I bet he can’t even ski. He looks like the type of narcissistic workaholic who spends a perfectly great skiing day in his rented lodge, huddled over a laptop.”


    Danielle frowned. Over dinner, Carter had admitted that was what he’d done all day. He planned to do some skiing eventually, after clearing out some emails.


    “He’s still a person,” she said, defending him. “Just because he has a bunch of money and doesn’t fight with roommates every night over who gets the good pillow, that doesn’t mean he’s a soulless robot.”


    The Australian ski instructor narrowed his handsome eyes at her. “Dani, you didn’t come here to get sucked back into the robot world. Do you really want to be that guy’s trophy wife? Do you want to bear him three children that’ll get sent off to private school with the other golden-haired trophy children, training to become future soulless robots serving corporate America?”


    The Canadian bartender elbowed him. “There are more than two choices in the world. And if America’s so awful, why did you leave Australia to come here?” She made a DUH face at him. “Is it because all the wildlife in your upside-down country is trying to eat you or kill you?”


    Everybody laughed, and soon the conversation devolved into a pile-on over whose home country was the worst, and therefore had the best people, who could survive such adversity.


    Normally, she’d join in the debate with her friends, but Danielle found herself thinking about Carter.


    It was a shame she would never see him again.


    She excused herself from the group to go find her regular clothes, turned down the hallway leading to the office, and ran smack into Carter’s well-dressed chest.


    He had his jacket on, and a woman’s jacket draped over his arm—the borrowed jacket she’d coat-checked when she’d pretended to arrive.


    He grinned down at her, his emerald eyes more handsome than ever in the dim light of the hallway.


    “You totally tricked me,” he said. “I went into the women’s washroom and all I got were dirty looks.”


    “That’ll teach you not to check the sign on the door,” she replied.


    “But I did find you.” He stretched his arms out, like he was going to hug her, but placed his palms against the wall on either side of her. “Found you and caught you,” he growled.


    Danielle could feel the heat from his body, smell the scent of his aftershave. She was around guys constantly, but Carter was nothing like her male roommates, who smelled like wet goats half the time, thanks to never washing their towels.


    Carter leaned in, like he was going for a kiss, but then touched his forehead against hers and stopped there. They locked gazes.


    All Danielle’s thoughts about roommates and the particular scent of wet goats drifted away. She had no words. Just a gorgeous, wealthy, hunk of a man with his forehead touching hers. His emerald eyes were so beautiful, so deep. Maybe he wasn’t such a jerk after all.


    Time passed, and he didn’t pull his forehead away from hers. Finally, she broke the silence.


    “There’s a winter carnival,” she said. “Walking distance from here.”


    “That sounds fun, but I’m worried if I take my eyes off you, you’ll disappear.”


    She whispered, “I promise I won’t disappear.”


    With that, he pulled back and held out the wool jacket for her to slip on.


    He led the way through the restaurant, and then they were out the door, in the refreshingly brisk night air.


    Eddie, the gap-toothed young man who’d taken over the valet station, gave Danielle a professional nod. She and Eddie had shared unwittingly shared a toothbrush for three weeks, but a casual observer would never guess they even knew each other.


    “I don’t need my car yet,” Carter said to Eddie. “We’re going for a walk to this winter carnival I just found out about.”


    Eddie pointed to the path leading through the snowy forest. “There’s the shortcut, sir.”


    Carter extended his elbow to Danielle, every bit the gentleman. “Shall we?” She took his arm.


    It was a crisp, perfect winter night, not too cold or windy. They walked together into the forest, talking about their favorite childhood winter memories, accompanied by the sound of crunching snow under their boots.
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    Carter and Danielle stepped out of the path in the woods, arriving at the winter carnival.


    Compared to the quiet of the snow-blanketed trees, the scene was a riot of blinking colors and movement. The air was layered with the scents of frying miniature donuts, corn dogs, and cotton candy. Barkers called out for all the husbands and boyfriends to try their hand at the games of chance.


    As they moved into the crowd, Danielle tripped over a clump of snow and let go of Carter’s elbow. Carter caught her by grabbing her hand in his, like it was the most natural, normal thing in the world.


    His hand was warm, and she didn’t dare let go.


    They wandered together through the happy crowd, talking about how much they both loved carnivals. They passed by other couples who were sitting on benches, kissing, and when they stopped for a moment on their own bench, Carter leaned in. He seemed about to kiss her, but then shyly turned away.


    One of the booth attendants yelled to get their attention. He urged the couple to come to his game, talking it up while tossing foam balls into miniature basketball hoops and telling them how easy it was.


    “Those games are all rigged,” Danielle said.


    Carter got up and tugged her toward the booth anyway.


    He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Start picking out your prize now, because I’m going to win it for you.”


    He paid the carnival worker for several balls, and handed the first batch to Danielle. She was still quivering from him whispering in her ear, but managed to toss a few balls in the general direction of the hoops. She missed by a country mile. Carter smiled, but didn’t tease her, except for with his eyes.


    When it was his turn, he squashed the balls between his palms, compressing them slightly. The worker in the booth frowned at this, but didn’t stop him. Danielle realized it must have been the same tactic the worker had surreptitiously used to demonstrate how “easy” the game was, so what could he say?


    Carter sunk three balls in a row, making the game look easy.


    “Pick a prize from the middle row,” the booth guy said with a sigh.


    “Do you see something you like?” Carter asked.


    What she liked was Carter, but she chose a dolphin. The booth worker handed it over with a grumpy look.


    Carter pulled out his wallet again and asked the worker, “You only make money when people lose, right?”


    The guy looked embarrassed, but admitted, “Yes. The prizes come off my commissions.”


    “How much for the whole wall of toys?” He pulled out a handful of bills. “Will this cover it?”


    The guy’s eyebrows raised, and he stammered, “Y-y-yes, sir.”


    “Let’s make everyone a winner tonight. Don’t tell them ahead of time, but if they play, they win.”


    Carter handed over the wad of cash, and the guys shook hands on the deal.


    As they walked away, Carmen said, “That was sweet of you.”


    “It’s all an act to impress you. I’m a rich jerk, remember? I’m sure Carmen told you.”


    “Carmen? Who’s that again?”


    He laughed. “I thought you’d pick the elephant, because of the whole fortune joke.”


    “I like dolphins.”


    “Fair enough.” He squeezed her hand, which was how she realized he was holding her hand again. Their hands were now finding each other on their own.


    They passed by the food kiosks, then joined the line for the carousel.


    “Carmen will be disappointed you didn’t get the elephant,” he said.


    “I’m so lost. What are you talking about?”


    The line moved ahead, and they stepped up onto the carousel and took a shared seat between two giant swans.


    He put his arm around her, along the back of the seat. The carousel began to move. The world swirled around them, all twinkling lights and sugar.


    It was the perfect moment for their first kiss, and both of them sensed it. They turned to each other, tilted their heads, and started to lean in.


    Danielle closed her eyes.


    “Now we’re between two swans,” Carter said.


    She opened her eyes. “I guess so.” The moment for kissing had passed.


    “When Carmen put you up to wearing the yellow dress, didn’t she tell you about the elephant?”


    “Who’s Carmen?”


    “My sister. The one who set us up tonight.”


    The world swirled around them. The carousel wasn’t moving that quickly, but combined with Danielle’s sudden realization that the situation was not what she thought, the ride seemed to be spinning wildly out of control.


    “Carter, I don’t know your sister,” she admitted. “We were playing a prank. I was hungry, and the rest of the staff at the lodge dared me to pretend to be your date who cancelled.” She stared into his eyes, looking for a sign that he was pranking her now. “You knew that, right? And you’re just messing with me, right?”


    His eyes flashed with hurt, then anger. He looked away quickly.


    “This is all a joke,” he said flatly.


    “I’m having a really nice night,” she squeaked.


    He withdrew his arm from behind her back like she was a bag of stinking garbage.


    “Who the hell are you?” he demanded.


    The lights swam around her, and Danielle fought the urge to cry. “I’m Danielle. People call me Dani.”


    “Sure,” he said coldly as he looked around, avoiding eye contact.


    She tried to explain, “Your real blind date, Elle, got sick, and—”


    “This isn’t yours.” He grabbed the stuffed dolphin from her hands. “This is Elle’s dolphin.” His stern tone showed he wasn’t joking.


    Danielle didn’t know whether to apologize or laugh in his face. He was acting like such a jerk. She scowled at the stuffed dolphin and resisted the urge to tell Carter where he could stick it.


    The carousel ride went on and on.


    Danielle kept her arms crossed and her body angled away from Carter, shutting him out. How could she have looked at his stupid face and had her heart soar? He was obviously a rich jerk who didn’t deserve her friendship, let alone her love.


    The ride finally slowed, grinding toward a stop.


    “Finally,” he said with his rich-jerk voice.


    Danielle jumped to her feet and scrambled to escape the still-moving carousel. She wove around disembarking couples and hit the ground, jumped over the low security rope, and ran as fast as she could. The cold wind in her hair felt good, and her anger made her fly.


    She disappeared, invisible in the crowd.
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    At that exact same moment, in another part of the world, behind a green door that you could walk by every day of your life and never see, a group of magic wielders gathered in a witches’ pub named The Dragon’s Tail.


    One of the witches paused in her knitting and yelled at the giant TV screen on the wall, “Don’t run away, Danielle! You don’t really want to be invisible forever, do you?”


    A dozen witches gathered around the pub’s tables, muttering their opinions while the large screen displayed a live image of Danielle, running away from the carousel, and then a shot of Carter, sitting between two swans and frowning at a stuffed dolphin like a chump.


    “You dummy!” the Dice Witch ranted at the screen. “Carter, get up and chase after her!”


    The Knitting Witch shrugged and went back to her knitting. “Well, you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.”


    “I’m not giving up on these two,” the Dice Witch said.


    Someone at another table yelled, “These two suck! They had their chance and they screwed it up. Change the channel!”


    Another witch cackled and yelled, “Yeah, change the channel! These two are too dumb to help! Put on Real Housewives!”


    The Dice Witch got to her feet and waved her arms, trying to get everyone’s attention. “We can’t give up on these two! Carter has a good heart, I just know it. I can’t intervene again, but one of you can. Please?”


    She looked around the pub. The other witches looked down at their hands or checked their cell phones, avoiding eye contact. It had been a busy month, and everyone had been putting in overtime. They were all tired, and nobody wanted more paperwork.


    The Dice Witch hated to beg, and she hated owing people favors, so she slowly took her seat again. The rowdy table with the Drama Witches had gotten the remote control and they were about to change the TV channel.


    The Dice Witch ordered a drink to drown her sorrows, then looked up at the TV screen just in time to see the dim light of hope blink out of Carter’s eyes. He tossed the stuffed dolphin in a trash can, pushed his hands into his pockets, and started walking through the carnival crowd.
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    Danielle ran all the way back to the lodge. Her cheeks were damp, but she pretended the moisture was from falling snow.


    She changed into her comfortable jeans and sweatshirt, tossed the yellow dress back into the Lost and Found, then scrubbed the glamorous makeup off her face in the women’s washroom.


    The dinner rush was over, so she found most of the staff in the kitchen, eager to hear about the second half of the prank-date. Danielle relayed what had happened. In her version, the whole thing was a big joke and she didn’t feel anything at all for Carter, who was never once referred to by name, but only as The Rich Jerk.


    The group agreed that the first half of the prank had gone really well, but the second half almost made them wonder if they should be more serious about their jobs and not mess around with people so much.


    The bartender apologized for coming up with the whole idea, then made two take-out cups of hot chocolate with Peppermint Schnapps.


    “One for you,” the bartender said gently. “And one to take outside for Eddie.”


    Danielle gasped. “I totally forgot about Eddie! Maybe the Rich Jerk was right, and I am a terrible person.”


    “We’re all terrible,” the bartender said with a grin. “We should probably stop messing around with people.”


    “I need to bring snacks with me everywhere I go. Low blood sugar makes me susceptible to terrible ideas.”


    “Truth.” The bartender nodded. “See you at home later.”


    Danielle took the cups of hot cocoa and headed outside. She’d already tucked her long, amber-hued hair up into a twist inside her knitted cap.


    To any casual onlooker, she was just a valet—someone you’d toss your keys at without a second look.


    She went out through the side door and found Eddie at the main entrance. Eddie took his fortified hot cocoa drink, sipped it while she filled him on the details of her terrible prank-date, then gave her a big hug.


    “I’m sorry your date was a bust,” he said. “Let’s go dancing tonight. I’ve got an app that tells me which club all the athletes training for the next Winter Olympics are at.”


    “Sounds fun,” she said, which was a lie. What she really wanted to do was read a book or sleep for two days straight, until the ache in her chest had lifted.


    How could she be broken-hearted over a man she’d only spent a few hours with? She went over and over the details of the evening, trying to figure out where the communication had gone wrong. It would be easier to isolate the few moments where it had actually gone right. What a disaster.


    “Hey,” said Eddie.


    Danielle looked up, wondering how much of the conversation she’d missed. Eddie had been talking about Olympic athletes and their sexual stamina, and then some other stuff.


    “So, would you mind?” Eddie asked sweetly. “There are only a few cars left, so you can handle it on your own, right? I want to get to the club before all the good athletes are taken.” He patted her on the shoulder. “You look like you need to go home, so I won’t drag you out. But do you mind finishing up the shift?”


    “Of course not. It’s my shift, remember?”


    Eddie gave her a gap-toothed grin. “Right.”


    He handed her the keys for the remaining cars, hugged her again, and then left.


    People filtered out of the restaurant for the next hour, and she kept busy running to fetch their cars.


    Eventually, there was just one set of keys remaining. Danielle looked at the car keys and sighed. These had to be the Rich Jerk’s. He should have gotten his car by now, but of course he hadn’t, because her disaster of a night was just going to get worse and worse.


    The back of her neck tickled, like someone was sneaking up behind her. She whipped around, but nobody was there. She shivered and pulled the Hat of Invisibility down tighter on her head. She couldn’t shake the feeling she was being watched, and that her pathetic life was someone else’s Reality TV.


    “Don’t be crazy,” she muttered to herself. “Who would watch this show? Maybe masochists, or insomniacs who need to get bored to sleep.”


    An audience of unseen people laughed and applauded, like she’d just delivered a punchline. Danielle whirled around again. “Who’s there?”


    The sound, which had been exactly like a sitcom laugh track, faded away, just as a chilly winter wind picked up and whistled through the nearby trees.


    She grabbed the car keys and set them on top of the valet stand. Her shift was over, and he could get his own car, if he ever showed up.


    She turned to start the walk to her house, but a blast of wind stopped her in her snowy tracks. The wind had come directly from the North Pole, with no stops along the way to soften the chill. The insides of her nostrils froze, and she clenched her eyes shut to protect them. The forceful wind lifted the knitted cap from her head as easily as if it were two cold hands, and suddenly her hair was flying loose.


    The wind kept gusting, and she squinted open her eyes in time to see her beloved lumpy, gray cap swirl up and disappear into the inky sky. She waited for the hat to fall back down, but it didn’t.


    The cold wind blew through her clothes, forcing her further back into the alcove of the front door, where she was protected from the chill.


    The wind gusted for ten minutes, and then abruptly stopped, as inexplicably as it had begun. She looked up at the night sky, which told her nothing, except that she was very small, and the universe was so large.


    “Now what?” she asked the sky.


    The stars twinkled, like they wanted to give her a hint, but didn’t speak the same language.


    She kept staring up at the sky, waiting for something. Finally, she concluded that the sky had no answers, so she’d have to find them herself, perhaps on the walk home.


    She’d walked only two steps when she heard the crunching of snow, out of rhythm with her boots. She turned to find the Rich Jerk approaching her. He looked as handsome as she remembered, but different. Something had changed in his eyes.


    “Are you okay?” she asked.


    “I should have run after you, Danielle. You did tell me the truth, and I shouldn’t have held the misunderstanding against you.”


    “I shouldn’t have messed around with you in the first place. It was a silly prank. I’m very sorry.”


    “I’m sorry I acted like a jerk.”


    She smiled. “I’m also sorry you were a jerk. It would have been nice if you’d kissed me, there on the carousel, in the middle of the winter carnival.”


    He winced. “But the moment is gone?”


    “That moment is long gone. It took a train out of here about an hour ago.”


    He looked sheepish. “I heard this obnoxious voice in my head, telling me I was a dummy, and telling me to chase after you, but I ignored the voice.”


    She tilted her head to the side. “Do you hear these voices often?”


    He looked down as he shuffled his feet and chuckled. “It’s not like that.”


    “That’s too bad. We could be crazy together. A few minutes ago, I could have sworn I heard a sitcom laugh track.”


    “Were you doing something funny at the time?”


    “Funny?” She thought about it. “Sure. They say comedy is tragedy plus time. The worst day of my life is now everyone’s favorite anecdote. My friends are always saying, ‘Dani, tell us again about that time you doused yourself in ketchup and declared yourself perfectly marinated!’ And the more I tell the story, the funnier it gets.”


    He laughed and kicked the snow around his feet into a neat pile.


    She expected he would ask for more details about the ketchup story, but he just glanced up and stared at her with an awestruck expression.


    “Why are you staring?” She ran her tongue over her teeth quickly. “Do I have something stuck in my teeth?”


    “Your teeth are perfect,” he said. “I was just thinking. Remember how I bought out the wall of stuffed animals, and you thought I was so sweet? I only did that to impress you, but as I walked through the carnival tonight, and I saw everyone with their prizes, laughing and smiling and feeling like winners, I realized something.”


    He stopped and raised his eyebrows, like he was inviting her to guess.


    Danielle liked guessing games almost as much as pranks, so she guessed, “You realized money buys happiness, and it can actually be pretty cheap?”


    He smiled. “It made me happy. I did a silly thing, buying a bunch of stuffed animals, and it made me happy, because it made other people happy.”


    “Okay… ”


    “I’m afraid of things that I think are silly, like Halloween costumes, and flip flops, and falling in love.”


    “Those are all very silly.”


    “But silly things make people happy.”


    She shook her head. “I could have told you that. Since I left my career and came to work here, my whole life revolves around silly things.”


    He smiled. “Did it work? Did you find what you were looking for?”


    She laughed. “My days aren’t perfect now, but they’re perfectly great. That’s a phrase we use around here a lot, whenever someone starts taking themselves too seriously.”


    “Perfectly great,” he said, then he looked her over with an admiring expression. “Why didn’t I notice the beautiful valet girl who parked my car? Never mind me being silly, I must be an idiot.”


    “No, don’t say that. I was wearing my Hat of Invisibility.”


    “Hat of Invisi… May I kiss you?”


    The back of Danielle’s neck tickled. She could swear she heard the soundtrack again, with unseen people cheering, and then chanting, KISS HIM! KISS HIM ALREADY!


    “Yes,” she said.


    The dark sky flashed with sheet lightening. How could that be? A moment earlier, she’d been staring at the stars, with not a cloud in sight.


    Around her, the noisy cheering, from the studio audience that couldn’t possibly be real, rose to a crescendo, and then…


    Carter gently slipped his arms around her back and pulled her to him. She fit within his embrace like the final piece of a jigsaw puzzle. He tilted his head down slowly.


    Danielle closed her eyes and opened her heart.


    Kissing is silly, she thought, right as his lips met hers. Silly, and wonderful.


    He was thinking the exact same thing.


    Danielle could still hear the faint cheering noises, augmented by the sounds of bells ringing. It sounded like someone was having quite the party. They kept kissing, and the soundtrack that both of them heard, yet would deny hearing, gradually faded away.


    They kissed in the wintry silence.


    Ten feet above their heads, an elephant sculpture jutted out above the restaurant’s entrance.


    It was the parking valet’s job to go up onto the roof and sweep the snow off periodically, so it didn’t fall on guests, but the valet had been distracted that night, having her heart soar, then break, then soar again.


    As Carter and Danielle kissed, energy swirled around them. The spell of the Dice Witch was culminating, building off itself and swirling in celebration.


    Spells are a bit like people—they like to shout “I told you so,” when they get things right.


    The spell rose up in delight, wafting on the heat of their kissing, and sent a vibration of happiness through the elephant. The day’s snow shook loose all at once and fell down upon Carter and Danielle in a single surprising WOOMPH.


    They kept kissing.
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    Danielle and Carter kissed under the snowy elephant, and went on to live happily ever after.


    Their shared life was not without hurdles. The first major issue was that they lived in different cities, and Carter loved his career, while Danielle had quit the high-stress corporate lifestyle for good reason. They enjoyed a long-distance relationship for the first few months while they got to know each other, and then gradually met in the middle.


    Danielle finished the winter season at the resort, then moved to the city to live with Carter on a trial basis. He had a big house with a guest cottage, and Danielle’s friends from the resort took the couple up on their invitations to visit any time.


    With the help of Danielle’s friends, Carter learned how to relax and unwind on evenings and weekends. He didn’t get fully relaxed every single weekend, but he managed to participate in a prank or two.


    Within a year, they were getting married, and the dressmaker had to let out the waistline of Danielle’s beautiful wedding gown to accommodate the new family members.


    Danielle would give birth to beautiful twins, a boy and a girl. They would grow up to become the best of friends, both with each other and with their loving parents.


    Their favorite games would be the ones they made up themselves, using all sorts of dice, decorated with numbers as well as colors and animal symbols.


    Each of the twins’ parents would assume the other parent had provided the special dice, as an in-joke, but the truth was the dice had been left behind during the baby shower, by a woman some people described as short and young, and other people described as tall and wise.


    As for the woman, the Dice Witch, she continues to cast her magic. Sometimes she gets a little help from her friend, the Weather Witch.


    If you look around for signs of magic, you’ll spot good luck everywhere—the work of witches.


    For example, you might be thinking of someone you haven’t spoken to in a while, and then suddenly get an email from them. That’s the blessing of an Email Witch. Or you’ll be in a new city where you don’t know anyone, walk into a cafe, and feel right at home, like your soul has been there before. That’s the work of a Hospitality Witch.


    These little moments of connection or recognition may be pure coincidence… or they might be something else.


    If you find yourself in the middle of one of these spells, try to work with the magic, not against it. Let your heart be open and your eyes be closed as you lean in for the kiss. And may love always fall down upon your head.
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    Growing up, nobody told me I was a song witch, but they did say my singing was magical. My great-grandmother told me the “gift” had skipped several generations before resurfacing in me. I thought the “gift” she spoke of meant my ability to turn insults into compliments and make any situation more hilarious.


    She promised to tell me more on my eighteenth birthday, but she didn’t live long enough. What she did do, bless her heart, was leave me Piglet, her Volkswagen van, freshly painted a custom shade of hot pink. She paired that gift with enough money so I could travel for a year after high school, playing my music around the country.


    Life is your school, her letter read.


    After a year of traveling, I got another letter from her lawyer.


    Now school is your school, the new letter read, in my great-grandmother’s beautiful handwriting. You’ve experienced life on the road, and now it’s time to develop your fundamentals. It won’t be easy, but this is the best school in the country for someone with your talent.


    She signed the letter with her usual lipstick smudge of a kiss. Once I dried away my tears, I packed up the van and headed west, to the music school, where I was already enrolled. Her letter had arrived late, so I arrived on campus two days late for the semester, but fifteen minutes early for that day’s first class.


    The van was in dire need of a tune-up, and making blat-blat noises as I pulled into the school’s parking lot. People turned and stared at the hot-pink Volkswagen, but not for long, because it was far from the most unusual vehicle there. The parking lot was full of art cars, decked out in jewels and doll heads, plus not one, but three hearses.


    Unfortunately, the parking lot was truly full. With no spot for me to park near the school, I would be late for my first class. I was steering toward the exit when I noticed one of the hearses leaving. Obeying the painted direction lines on the pavement, I circled around for the spot.


    Before I could pull in, some jerk in a convertible raced in from the opposite direction and stole my spot. I rolled down my window and said sweetly, “Excuse me, but I was parking there.”


    He stepped out of the convertible and took off his sunglasses. I got a pang of envy. Not only was he wealthy, by the look of the car, but he was also very attractive, with glossy black hair and ocean-blue eyes.


    “Sorry, but I don’t want to be late for class,” he said with fake sincerity.


    “Don’t say you’re sorry if you’re not. That’s my spot, and you know it. Back your jalopy up before I step out of this van and make you.”


    Yes, it should be noted here that when I first met Arturo, whose name I would find out shortly, I really did call his pricey convertible a jalopy, and I did threaten him with physical violence. You should also know that I’m a girl, and a petite one at that, so it was one of those empty threats one makes after being on the road for fifteen hours straight, surviving on a gas-station-supplied diet of caffeinated liquids and barbecue meat sticks.


    Arturo, however, didn’t yet know about my hilarious sense of humor, and took me at my word. He rolled up his shirt sleeves and raised his fists like a boxer.


    “Come get some,” he said. “I’ll let you have two shots at me before I make a move.”


    He was grinning, but I wasn’t laughing.


    The guy was lucky I didn’t yet know I was a witch, or I might have lobbed a day-ruining, pants-soiling spell at him.


    Time was ticking by, so I slammed the gas pedal and attempted to whip the van around him, letting my tires squeal with my contempt.


    The Volkswagen had its own style, though. Her name was Piglet, and true to her name, she guzzled greedily at the fuel as she slowly circumvented Arturo, making an undignified blat-blat karputta-putta-blorp-blorp noise. Piglet’s engine was loud, but not loud enough to drown out the rich jerk’s laughter.
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    I parked five blocks from the school and sprinted all the way to the building where I had my first class. I was already two days late for the semester, and another ten minutes wouldn’t have killed me, but I’d driven all night, and it was the principle of the thing.


    Or maybe it was my stubbornness.


    Like my soon-to-be-discovered magical powers, stubbornness was another trait I inherited from my great-grandmother.


    So, I got to the classroom, breathing heavily, and scanned the room for a free chair. There were a few available at the back, but the one I wanted was in the front row. I’m not really a front-row student, but this chair was irresistible, because it had been staked out by Mr. Rich Jerk.


    With his back to the classroom door, he sat on the edge of the desk, talking casually to another person. A stack of music books and sheet music sat next to his butt cheek on the desk. It was clearly the desk he planned to sit at when class began.


    My competitive streak kicked in. This is the same personality trait that made my seven brothers and sisters draw straws to determine who had to be my partner for games of charades. The funny thing is, for the longest time, I thought the person with the short straw was the winner, and got to be my partner. The day I found out the truth, life became a little less sweet.


    Stealing Mr. Rich Jerk’s chair would be sweet, though.


    I slid into place just as the bell rang.


    He got to his feet, turned around, fixed his dreamy, ocean-blue eyes on me, and said, “I believe that’s someone else’s spot.”


    I shrugged. “Someone else’s spot?” I pushed the chair back and patted my thighs. “Sorry, but I didn’t want to be late, so I took the first empty chair I saw. There’s always room right here on my lap, big boy.”


    He smirked, then looked up at someone standing behind me, and said, “You heard the lady. Take your seat. Class is about to begin.”


    He went to the board at the front of the room and began writing his name: Professor Arturo J—


    I didn’t catch his last name, because a shaggy-haired young man in a plaid shirt took his rightful seat in his chair. On top of me. Like I was nothing more than one of those wood-beaded seat covers retirees install on the bucket seats of their motorhomes.


    A normal girl wouldn’t find herself in such a situation, but if she did, she would probably excuse herself and take another seat at the back of the room.


    Not me.


    I decided to sit through the entire class that way. I even managed to wedge my notebook between my face and the seat-owner’s back to take notes.


    The class was about composition, which is the fancy music-school term for the part of songwriting that isn’t the words. And it was a great class. I would never have admitted it to Arturo’s face, of course, but he was a magnificent instructor.


    All of his parking-lot jerkiness translated into confidence and passion when he spoke about music. He kept talking about how songs are the most powerful form of magical spells in the modern world, connecting hearts and minds in a way nothing else can.


    “Are you getting all this?” he asked. “You. Yes, you. Underneath the gentleman in plaid.”


    I leaned around the student using me as a chair cozy. “Magical spells… connecting hearts and minds… blah, blah. Hey, Mr. J, will all your deep thoughts be on the exam? Or will there also be some questions about actual composition?”


    The students around me giggled. Arturo’s blue eyes grew wide and his eyebrows rose out of respect for my honesty and insightfulness, or so I like to think.


    He crossed over to his desk and ran his finger down a sheet of paper there. “Your name is… Zebrina?”


    I cocked my free hand into an imaginary pistol and fired bullets of awesomeness his way.


    “You got it, Mr. J! My friends all call me Zeb, or Zebbie, or even Little Zebbie, on account of how I’m so little and sweet.”


    He frowned, failing to enjoy the additional entertainment value I brought to his composition class.


    I kept going, “You can call me anything, just don’t call me late for curtain.” I fired two more imaginary bullets of awesomeness his way. “Just some showbiz humor. Sorry. I’ve been touring the last year. It’s a lifestyle. I’ll just stop talking now and let you teach your class, Mr. J.”


    “Thank you,” he said solemnly, then he flicked on the projection screen and got back to the heavy stuff.


    I took notes at a furious pace, trying to keep up.


    The rest of the class flew by quickly, and when it was done, the professor gave us a stack of homework, then packed up his things and left without a word.


    The shaggy-haired young man in plaid who’d been sitting on me got up, glanced back at me, then did a double-take.


    “You’re real!” he exclaimed.


    “Of course I’m real. Did you think you were hallucinating me? Are you high?”


    He grinned wide enough to let me know his answers to those two questions were yes and extremely, yes.


    That was how I first met Kenny, who later became my best friend and roommate.


    He actually became my roommate that first night, when I confessed to him I had nowhere to sleep except inside Piglet.


    Kenny upgraded to being my best friend five weeks later, when he held my hair and soothingly patted my back while I chucked up half a batch of his experimental mushroom brownies, which I had mistakenly assumed were drug-free. We share the blame for that particular debacle equally, because while I did ask Kenny if they were pot brownies, he denied it and forbade me to eat them. But he should have known I can’t resist chocolate, and I should have known that Kenny doesn’t bake anything drug-free.


    All of that may seem like it has nothing to do with what happened between me and Arturo, but it actually does. You’ll see.
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    The way I saw it, Arturo and I were arch-nemeses, like Batman and the Joker. Or like someone else and Catwoman. I don’t really know comic book stuff, but please picture me as Catwoman in this metaphor.


    He would try to teach music composition, and I’d offer him constructive feedback during class. I would always raise my hand and wait until I was called on, of course. I’m not an animal.


    I thought he was enjoying our witty repartee, honestly. Some days I’d be tired from staying up all night studying or working through a new song, and I’d sub-contract out some of my material to Kenny. He’d scrunch his forehead and stick out his tongue, the way he always does when he’s in deep thought, and write down interesting questions for me to ask Mr. J.


    I’d wave my hand, wait to be called on, then ask whatever Kenny passed over to me. Sidenote: Kenny’s handwriting looks like a robot’s.


    On my third week in class, the question, as handed to me by Kenny, was a two-parter: “Mr. J, those are some really sweet jeans you’re wearing. Do they come in men’s sizes as well?”


    The class laughed pretty hard, thanks to my top-notch delivery.


    Arturo clicked off the projector and took a seat on the edge of his desk, arms crossed. I started laughing along with the class, because I hadn’t, until that moment, realized how narrow Arturo’s hips were. He wasn’t the tallest guy around, and it suddenly occurred to me that he could actually be wearing jeans from the boys’ department.


    “Zeb, you do a lot of talking, and not just in my classroom. You talk between your songs. You were at the Depot last night, weren’t you? For someone who bills herself as a singer, there wasn’t a lot of singing going on, was there?”


    Everyone stopped laughing. The previous night’s live performance had been a disaster, and a few people knew it.


    “Were you there?” I asked.


    He jerked his head, tossing back his dark wavy hair. His blue eyes glinted with malevolence.


    “You saw everything,” I breathed. “I was having an off night. Everyone has off nights.” My insides clenched, and not in the good way.


    “You’ve lost it,” he said. “This morning, you came into my classroom and started in on me because you’re afraid. You’ve lost your mojo.”


    “No!” As soon as I answered, I realized that by yelling the answer, I’d pretty much admitted it. He was right. I had lost my mojo.


    He continued, “Your first show after you showed up in town… wasn’t bad. But you’re off, Zeb. Out of your league and off your game.”


    “You’ve been coming to all my shows?” I shook my head furiously. “That’s not fair.”


    “Of course it’s not fair. To be fair, I would have sat up front and heckled you.”


    The class collectively sucked in its breath, then let out a low chuckle, laughing at me instead of with me. The traitors! Even Kenny was smirking. I reached over and flicked his ear. He responded by flicking my ear twice as hard. Kenny didn’t get the memo about not hitting girls.


    I sat there, my ear stinging from being double-flicked and my face burning from being called out in front of my classmates.


    I had to do something, so I looked steadily into Arturo’s blue eyes, and pleaded, “Can you help me get my mojo back?”


    “I’m a composition and mathematical genius, Zeb. I can do anything.”


    “I particularly like your modesty.”


    “That’s the first time you’ve ever said anything nice to me. You’d better not say anything else for the rest of class and ruin it. See me after school today, and we’ll talk about your mojo problem.”


    I mimed zipping my lips, and nodded in agreement.


    Class took forever, and keeping my mouth shut was painful. Finally, the bell rang, and everyone packed up for their next class.


    During my other classes, I asked my teachers if they thought I’d lost my mojo. None of them knew what I was talking about, let alone had come to see me perform.


    “You know, the mojo,” I tried to explain. “When you hit the notes just right, and you feel like you’ve threaded a needle with a gossamer beam of light from everyone in the audience. You can move the needle through the tapestry however you want, through sorrow or joy, and everyone’s right there with you. If you tug the thread from two people, and look them in the eye while you sing the notes, you can make them fall in love.”


    My last teacher of the day, a white-haired woman who kept three pairs of glasses on a chain around her neck, laughed and told me I had a wonderful imagination. “You young people,” she said. “Always wanting to believe in the mystical rather than play your scales or learn your triads.”


    I left her classroom and hustled back over to Arturo’s usual room. I found him at the piano, playing a melody. The notes swirled around, the rhythm intoxicating.


    I slipped quietly into a chair. He kept playing, and I unbuttoned my blouse to let my skin breathe in the notes.


    “Zeb, I know what you are,” he said without turning his head my way.


    “It’s just us, Arturo. No need for insults. Can you help me with my mojo, or what?”


    He kept playing the sexy notes, and my temperature kept rising. I was thirsty, but not for water. I wanted his sweet mouth on mine. The desire was so powerful, I could barely keep myself seated.


    He turned and looked over his shoulder at me. “Show me your basic deflection charm,” he said.


    I snorted and gave him a hand gesture I usually reserve for bad drivers who cut off Piglet.


    He stopped playing and turned around on the piano bench. “You don’t have to hide who you are around me,” he said. “I’m a wizard.”


    I rolled my eyes. “And a math genius. I know.”


    Suddenly, he was in front of me, kneeling so we were eye level.


    “Zeb, I know what you need,” he said. His voice was thick with desire, and his eyes were so bright, they weren’t even blue anymore. His eyes were… amethyst. Purple.


    I croaked out a response. “What do I need?”


    He leaned into my space, placing one palm on my knee, where it burned like an ember thrown from a roaring campfire. He brought his beautiful mouth to my ear, and he told me what I needed to get my mojo back.


    It was a physical act, involving the two of us, and there was an F-word.


    I whipped my arm back and slapped him across the face, hard enough to leave the imprint of my hand on his cheek.


    In the shocked silence following the slap, I said, “Gross. You’re so old. And you’re my teacher.”


    He settled back, sitting on his heels and grinning. “Zeb, you’re almost twenty. I’m barely four years older than you. The college frowns upon fraternization, but I’m willing to take the risk.” His eyes continued to burn into me, still being all weird and amethyst-colored.


    “Fine. You’ve made your point,” I said. “I’ll leave you alone. Sorry for trying to make your classes more fun.”


    His smile gradually turned into a frown. His handsome eyebrows knitted together in confusion.


    “Zeb, do you really not know you’re a song witch?” He shook his head, which toned down his eyes to their regular cool blue. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were operating without the guidance of a coven. I should have known… with the way you act. So wild. So beautiful. So—”


    “So reporting you to the dean!” I jumped out of the chair and moved quickly to put the desk between us.


    He looked up at me, his expression an intoxicating mixture of sweetness and sexual hunger.


    “Zeb, I just want to help you.”


    I took two steps back and spat out, “You just want to F-word your best student in the P-word.”


    Then I turned and ran out of the room.


    I really had to give full points to Arturo. Not only had he guessed I was a virgin who couldn’t even say dirty words, much less do them, but he’d effectively regained control of his classroom.


    The next day, I withdrew from his composition class, vowing to never speak to him again.


    Kenny quit the class out of solidarity, though I wouldn’t even tell him the nature of my meltdown for two more weeks.
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    I spent every waking minute focusing on my musical performance skills. I had extra hours, from dropping the composition class, and I used the time to practice on my guitar until my fingers bled.


    It was no use, though. I played at every low-rent gig and open mike in the city, and even Kenny had to admit I was getting worse, not better.


    I took a few days off, figuring it was a lack of rest that was killing my mojo, but that didn’t help.


    On a Saturday afternoon, five weeks after I’d started at the music school, I loafed around the house in my pajamas, threatening to quit.


    My roommates—all four of them, if you count the dog, who you should count, since he’s bigger than me—told me to hang in there. They said every artist goes through a rough patch. It’s how you find out what you’re made of.


    I wailed about my mojo, and the unfairness of life, and eventually everyone but the dog left me for more uplifting activities. And the dog only stayed because I had cookies.


    It was thanks to the dog that the next horrifying thing happened. The dog jumped onto the couch after the cookies were gone and licked the crumbs off my shirt and face, making me giggle. With that bit of contact, I felt about five percent better.


    My imagination started up, and it brought in Arturo, as my imagination had been doing for the last two weeks.


    If getting crumbs licked off my chin by a dog cheered me up, I could imagine how much of a pick-me-up I might get from letting Arturo do his kinky man things to me.


    It took me less than five minutes to track down his phone number and text him to set up a sex date. I was very clear about what I wanted. I texted the following:


    Arturo, let’s have a sex date right now. No need to take me for dinner, because I just ate. Send me your address and I’ll bring Piglet over. I’ve got a futon in the back. Please supply your own condoms, not because I’m too embarrassed to buy my own, but because I don’t know what size you take.


    Ten long minutes later, he replied with his address, as well as those four sexy words: Ready when you are.


    I ran into the kitchen and told Kenny I was going on a sex date.


    “Zeb, I’ll cover your rent if you need a loan. There’s no need to turn to prostitution.”


    “He’s not paying me for it,” I said. “Unless… do you think… never mind.” I leaned over and sniffed the cocoa powder. “Are you making pot brownies?”


    “No. I’m out of hemp butter.” He smacked my hand. “Don’t touch. These aren’t for you. Promise you’ll leave these alone.”


    I turned to leave and called over my shoulder, “Who needs chocolate when they have a hot sex date?”


    “Good luck on your sex date, Zeb! Don’t laugh when you see his you-know-what!”


    I yelled back down the hallway, “I didn’t laugh when I accidentally saw yours in the shower last week!”


    “Yes, you did, Zeb! You laughed and you took a picture with your phone!”


    “The college years are all about making memories, Kenny!”


    





5.


    I pulled up to Arturo’s mansion just as the sun was setting. He seemed awfully wealthy for someone who taught part-time at a music college. Perhaps if I’d known he was a wizard, things might have gone a different way.


    After our last interaction, I did do some basic googling, starting with the phrase “song witch.” I found fan pages for a singer named Stevie Nicks, but not much else.


    Piglet went blat-blat as I pulled into Arturo’s pristine paved driveway. The surrounding houses looked fancy enough to have their own staff. I checked my hair in the rear view mirror, then honked the horn three times. Arturo didn’t open the front door of his mansion right away, so I honked two more times.


    He finally came out of the house, looking pretty irritated for someone just seconds away from a hot sex date.


    I leaned out the window and asked, “Did you bring the party favors? Extra-medium?”


    He muttered something under his breath, then came around and got in the passenger side.


    “Hi,” I said breathily. “I’ve missed seeing you around.”


    He sat in his seat, staring straight ahead. “I’ve missed you, too,” he admitted grumpily. “Two of your former classmates have taken up the class clown job, but they’re no Zeb and Kenny. No imagination. I’m surprised they got through the admissions process.”


    “Speaking of admissions… how did I get in without even applying? I haven’t asked faculty, because I’m worried they’ll notice their mistake and kick me out.”


    “You’re legacy, Zeb. Your great-grandmother was one of the founding partners in the music college.”


    I gasped. “You knew my great-grandmother? I figured you were old, but gosh.”


    He turned and gave me a dirty look that gradually melted into a smile when he saw I was joking.


    “You didn’t know about your family’s involvement with the school?”


    “Nope. My great-grandmother’s gone now, and I think she meant to tell me a lot of things, but didn’t get the time.”


    “We’ve got some recordings of her in the archives, and photos. She was a beautiful woman, like how you’d look, minus all the weird stuff. And she was a gifted song witch.”


    I snorted. “You say song witch like it’s a real thing.”


    “Zeb, do you seriously not believe in magic?”


    I reached across the distance between our bucket seats and gave Arturo’s knee a squeeze. His leg felt surprisingly firm and interesting. A zinging feeling shot through me.


    “I dunno. Let’s try to make some magic,” I whispered sexily.


    He leaned toward me and stroked the edge of my jaw with the backs of his fingers. I felt something, like stars bursting. I assumed it was just my hormones, and a perfectly normal chemical response. He stroked my cheek, this time while murmuring a sequence of numbers.


    I caught a glimpse of my cheek in the rear view mirror and gasped. The stars were real. The side of my face was lit up like a disco ball, with purple sparkles twinkling back at me.


    Arturo, still chanting the numbers, held his hand up between us, palm facing me. More purple sparkles swirled and dazzled before me, merging in and out of his skin.


    Magic is real.


    In that moment, I crossed through a metaphorical door, into the new world. Once, I was a girl who didn’t believe in magic, didn’t know she was a song witch, and then, Arturo showed me his light, and everything changed.


    I gazed into his eyes, which were glowing the same shade of purple.


    “Kiss me,” I said.


    He leaned forward some more, and brought his lips to mine. I met his kiss with hunger. Sparks flew up, bursting from us and raining down like confetti. Most of the light was purple, but some of it was gold.


    My magic is gold.


    We kissed for not nearly long enough, then he pulled away. “Are we going to do this?” he asked.


    My lips were tingling from his kisses, and the rest of my body was throwing a party, with a marching band and ten trumpets.


    I glanced back at the futon rolled out in the back of the van. If Arturo’s mouth on mine did that much magic, I was eager to see what else there was.


    I shifted off my bucket seat and started crawling over to the futon. The passenger door opened, letting out some of our fireworks.


    “You chicken!” I yelled at Arturo, who was escaping.


    “Don’t call me a chicken,” he said grumpily. “I have a perfectly good bed inside my perfectly good house. As much as I’d like to get things rockin’ inside your pink contraption… uh…” He leaned back into the van and lowered his voice to finish, “Perhaps we should go inside my house? I can show you some things.”


    I popped open the side door and jumped out. “Sure.”


    He looked around his ritzy neighborhood guiltily, then grabbed my hand. I felt the sparking between our hands and smiled at how romantic he was being. I didn’t realize at the time that he’d grabbed my hand to speed up our walk to his door, so fewer of his neighbors would see me there.


    We got to his front door, and I was so excited, I started hopping up and down. It’s not every day you get to enter a wizard’s lair.
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    Arturo took me on a tour of his home. It only had six bedrooms, so it was just barely a mansion by my calculations, but it was very nice. Marble everywhere. A little too much marble for my taste, but with a woman’s touch and some colorful accent walls, it could be gorgeous.


    He showed me his library room, which was full of old, leather-bound books. I grabbed one off the shelf.


    “Are these spells?” I asked.


    He took the book away. “Even better. It’s a first edition Swiss Family Robinson.”


    “Ugh. Boring. Where are the spell books? What kind of magic can you do?”


    “Have you heard of day trading?” He pressed a secret spot on a bookcase and a door opened. He led me through, into an inner room lined with multiple computer monitors.


    “This is where I do the magic,” he explained. “You see, everything runs on algorithms, mathematical formulas.”


    He led me on a mini-tour of the room, explaining how global commerce was like a symphony, and if you had the right data, you could see what the conductor was doing, and… some other stuff. He kept talking. I kept raising my eyebrows, feigning interest. Eventually, my eyebrows were up so high, my eyes nearly fell out of my head.


    “I’m boring you,” he said. The amethyst gleam in his eye was completely extinguished.


    “It’s a lot to take in, all at once.”


    “You can’t tell anyone about this.”


    “Why would I?”


    He frowned and led me out of the room. Using my astounding powers of observation, I deduced that he was cranky because we’d taken too long getting to the sex. Even though I’d never had a boyfriend, or kissed anyone before that day, I had a good feeling if we got into the bedroom, the amethyst light would return to his eyes. And maybe elsewhere.


    He moodily showed me the rest of the mansion, grunting monosyllabic explanations for the rooms. “Food,” he said when we toured the kitchen. “Guests,” he said of the smaller bedrooms. “Sleep,” he said when we reached the master bedroom.


    I took his hand and tugged him to follow me over to the bed. “Just sleep? Nothing else comes to mind?”


    He glanced away, feigning disinterest. I knew what he was up to. Playing hard to get. That little minx.


    I tackled him onto the bed and started raining kisses down on his face. Each kiss left a mark, like the kisses my great-grandmother left at the bottom of her letters, except mine were gold and sparkly and magic.


    Arturo gave me a sly smile and started kissing me back. At last, the magic was back on. No more playing hard to get.


    His lean, muscular body tensed underneath me. Soon we were rolling, and he was on top of me. He pinned my arms and held me down as he nuzzled my chest through my clothes. I made a noise to let him know I liked it, but I hardly needed to. Golden sparks shot up from my body like it was the fourth of July.


    “Take me,” I panted. “I’ve waited so long, Arturo. I want it to be you.”


    He grabbed the front of my button-down shirt and yanked it apart, sending buttons flying. Then he kissed me all over as he removed the rest of my clothes. I writhed on the bed, somehow managing to find his shirt through the sparkly light show and rip it off. When our bare chests touched, there was an audible crackling, and then everything went still. The light drew back into our bodies, but I could feel it inside me, glowing.


    I looked up into his beautiful eyes and said, “I love you.”


    His face froze. “Zeb,” he said.


    I reached down and grabbed for the button on his jeans. “Keep going,” I said huskily. “Forget I said that. It was just the light show. Come on, get your jeans off. I want you to fire your love rocket inside me.”


    He pulled away and climbed off the bed. He backed toward the door.


    “Zeb, it’s too dangerous.”


    “Life is dangerous, Arturo. Get on the roller coaster. Don’t tell me you’re happy sitting on the carousel, going ’round and ’round, getting nowhere.”


    “The carousel? I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


    “That makes two of us.”


    We stared at each other in silence. I didn’t have Kenny there to hand me notes, so it took me a bit to gather my thoughts.


    Finally, I said, “Embrace the danger, Mr. J. You can sit behind your computer screens and sit behind your desk to teach your classes, but you can’t control everything.” I smacked the bed sheets next to me. “Now get your freakishly cute body over here and let’s have a look at your squeezables.”


    “I’m sorry.” He picked up his torn T-shirt from the floor, and turned his back to me.


    “I’m naked,” I said. “If you walk out of this room, you’ll never get to see all of this again. Not until I’m on the cover of Rolling Stone, with a guitar tastefully hiding all the good bits.”


    “I look forward to seeing that,” he said without the slightest hint of humor.


    “Joking!” I cried out. “My bravado is all an act. I’ll never be on the cover of anything, except maybe a coupon book for the mall, and even then, it would just be my hands. I’m nobody.”


    “You’re special.”


    I snorted. Here was the best professor at the college telling me I was special. It filled me with rage.


    “You’re special.”


    I started yelling, “Great! Now you’ve gone and filled my head with this magic stuff, plus you tell me I’m special, and now I think I might actually be someone. But you know what big dreams lead to? Big heartaches. And it will all be your fault when I fail. Damn you, Mr. J.”


    “Damn me?”


    “Damn you for seeing something special in me.”


    I would have cursed him out for a whole bunch of things, including sexual frustration, but he was already gone.


    I gathered up my things, gritting my teeth so I wouldn’t cry. Gritting my teeth didn’t work. I don’t know why people do it, because it only makes the crying more painful.


    He wrecked my blouse, so I searched through his closet for something to wear home. I picked out the blue shirt he’d been wearing the first day we met, and put it on.


    I left the bedroom and I found him in the kitchen, peeling labels off plastic storage containers and printing out new labels with a Dyno-brand label-maker.


    “Would you be okay if I borrow your shirt?”


    “I’m okay,” he said.


    He was okay? I didn’t want him to be okay.


    I scratched the back of my head and groaned like the dog did when it had fleas, because it seemed like the right thing to do after someone rejects you during a sex date.


    Arturo snapped his fingers to get my attention, and nodded to a business card that lay on the kitchen counter between us.


     


    Owl Plaza, Room #142


    Sundays, 3pm


    No peanuts or dairy.


     


    “That’s the local coven,” he said. “You should have registered with them your first day in town, but since you didn’t know, they’ll probably let you off with a warning.”


    “I’m not really a joiner, in case you haven’t noticed. I need to do my own thing. Is there a website or something where I can get the basics? When do I learn spells?”


    “Just go to the meeting,” he said.


    “Will you be there?”


    “No. I only go to the AGMs.”


    “AGMs? I’m dying of boredom already.”


    “Just go,” he said. “Promise me you’ll go. Your magic is powerful, and I’m worried someone could get hurt.”


    I grabbed the card from the counter and gave him a dirty look. “I’ll go to this stupid coven, and you know what else? I’m going to re-enroll back into your composition class.”


    “Good. Your songwriting is sloppy.”


    “Your kissing is sloppy.”


    He looked genuinely hurt by this. I would have apologized, but I was still stinging from his rejection, so I twirled on the ball of my foot dramatically and stormed out with my head held high.


    When I got home, I went straight for Kenny’s fresh-baked brownies, which I didn’t realize were laced with hallucinogenic mushrooms.


    I had eaten five and a half brownies when the wallpaper in the kitchen started to dance. I looked over at the dog, who was wearing a tuxedo, for no reason.


    “Why are you dressed up so fancy?” I asked him.


    The dog, who I thankfully hadn’t fed any brownies to, because I knew chocolate was toxic to dogs, answered my question with, “I’m wearing a tux because I’m taking you to dog prom.”


    “Dog prom sounds awesome!”


    “We have to decorate the house,” he said.


    I was glad for anything to take my mind off Arturo rejecting me, so I happily zipped around the house putting up decorations for dog prom.


    Two hours later, Kenny emerged from his bedroom to find me and the dog wrapped in toilet paper, sharing a bowl of canned dog food. The food was delicious.


    Kenny ran to the kitchen, did a quick count on the remaining brownies, then called the emergency poison control phone number to ask them a hypothetical question.


    I continued dog prom, blissfully unaware. All the elves from the kitchen wallpaper were dancing around me, and I was so happy. Everything was magic. Me. The wallpaper. Everything.


    Kenny gave me a glass of what he called “magical prom juice.” I glugged it back, not realizing it was syrup of ipecac. Much excitement ensued, most of it in the bathroom toilet.


    That night, Kenny showed me his true colors. His aura glowed with an orange-gold hue similar to my own.


    “Everything will be okay,” he said soothingly as he patted my back. “Things have a way of working out.”


    “You’re my best friend,” I said between heaves. “I’ve never had a best friend before.”


    “Me, neither. We moved around a lot when I was growing up, on account of my dad being a wizard.”


    I turned and looked up from the toilet. “Your dad’s a wizard?”


    “Yes, and so am I.”


    “Isn’t that supposed to be a secret? Why are you telling me?”


    “Zeb, you have sparks shooting out of your ears every time you barf. You didn’t mean to tell me, but you did. Fair’s fair.”


    He got me a glass of water, and we spent the next hour sitting on the floor of the bathroom, talking and giggling. I told him everything I knew about my witch status, right up to and including the disaster that was my sex-free sex date.


    Kenny grabbed a wash cloth and wiped down my chin.


    “Hang in there,” he said. “Everything’s going to be okay.”


    “Sure. Yeah. I’m a witch and everything, but I’m still going to be a virgin forever.”


    He grimaced. “If you let me look at some gay stuff on my laptop, I could give it a try.”


    “You’re the best friend a girl could have, Kenny.”


    Then I started crying, and he started crying, and the dog came in and demanded to know why we weren’t at dog prom. It would take another twenty-four hours for the mushrooms to leave my system, but the memories… the memories of that night would last a lifetime.
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    On Sunday, I went to my very first coven meeting. The elders were cross with me for not registering with them immediately when I arrived in town, but when they found out who my great-grandmother was, they lightened up.


    I learned that my situation wasn’t that unusual. Lots of people don’t find out about their witch powers until their twenties. The families actually keep it from them on purpose, until the young witch is mature enough to handle the responsibilities.


    “That explains why nobody told me,” I said. “I’m the least mature person I know. Shouldn’t you guys cast a forgetting spell on me? For everyone’s protection?”


    One of the elders said, “Good idea,” and started thumbing through a tiny notebook.


    “No forgetting spells,” Kenny said. “Zeb can handle it. She’s somewhat competent in other areas of her life.”


    I gave Kenny a sweet smile, thankful I had such an amazing best friend to lie for me.


    The meeting went on for two hours, mostly politics, then we broke for snacks, and the other witches asked me to play a song for them.


    I didn’t have my guitar with me, but another woman loaned me hers. She was also a song witch, and I would become her apprentice shortly, but as of that moment, we were still sizing each other up.


    Her lovely guitar was perfectly in tune—the first spell I was to learn under her instruction—so I began to play one of my original songs, about a girl whose husband is shipping off to war.


    The witches and wizards all listened, and were polite enough, but they seemed even less interested than my worst audience.


    “Sorry,” I said after I was done. “My mojo is gone. This wannabe song witch has no mojo.”


    “That’s because you’re playing cover songs,” a bald, jovial-looking man said. “I know you wrote that song yourself, but it’s still a cover song. Zeb, you’re not a woman whose husband is leaving her for the front lines. You don’t have three hungry children.”


    “But I’m an artist. I’m supposed to put myself into other people’s shoes. Right?”


    The woman whose guitar I’d borrowed answered by humming a melody. There were no words, but I saw a picture in my mind as she sang. In the dream-like image I saw a girl, feeding cows in a field. Her boots got stuck in the mucky pasture. She got one foot free, and fell backward into the cold mud. She didn’t get up right away. She lay there, because the damp earth was fragrant, and she missed someone, but the scent of the new life in the mud made her feel better.


    The whole experience of seeing the shared vision gave me chills and goosebumps from top to bottom. It was magic.


    “Very nice,” said the bald man when she was done.


    She smiled at me. “Yes, we can put ourselves in other people’s shoes. And we should. But first, we must crawl before we run. Begin with the truth, Zeb. Can you do that?”


    I looked down at the guitar in my hands, then quickly strummed a chord progression. I strung together some words, “Got mushroomed last night, took a dog to the prom, hey, that’s the way it rolls.”


    She nodded for me to keep going, and I did.


    I played a song I made up on the spot.


    I, Zeb, wannabe song witch, played for a coven of witches, and it was the worst. Not just my worst performance. But the worst performance. Of any singer, in any venue, ever.


    And they ate it up.


    They ate it up with a spoon, and asked for more.


    And that was how I learned to stop pretending to be someone else, and play music as myself.


    Just Zeb.


    On the tiniest bit of ‘shrooms still left in her system.


    But mostly just Zeb.
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    When I saw Arturo at school on Monday, back in his composition class, he acted like nothing had happened between us over the weekend.


    I waved my hand in the air and asked him a stupid question about homework. Everyone laughed, and we were back to normal.


    Almost.


    Sometimes when I caught his eye, I noticed a gleam of amethyst. Magic occasionally sparked between us when he walked past my desk.


    Regular people couldn’t see our fireworks, but they were as real as his blue shirt—the one I’d borrowed from his house and now used as a pillow case. Whenever I climbed into bed at night, after a long day of studying either music or basic beginner-level song witch spells, I would rub my cheek against his shirt and pretend my pillow was Arturo’s chest.


    If anyone asked, I would deny this, of course. I told Kenny I used the blue shirt as a pillow case because the thread count in my sheets wasn’t high enough, and scratched my face. When Christmas came, my other roommates chipped in and gave me luxurious new linens, so from that point on, I had to keep my Arturo-pillow hidden in the closet during the day.


    The roommates would ask me who my new songs were about. I had been tapping into my honesty and writing about my feelings for Arturo—some good, some bad. He had lifted me up when he said I was special, but he also dropped me. Hard. Right on my heart.


    “The lover is a composite character,” I told people. “He’s an archetype. The one who slipped away.”


    My audiences believed me, and they liked it, because they could imagine the person in my song as someone who slipped away from them, or someone whose time hadn’t yet come.


    I mostly told the truth at shows, because of my new strategy to embrace honesty, but I kept the identity of Arturo to myself. I didn’t want the whole city to know that Zeb, singer and songwriter extraordinaire plus fun girl-about-town, was carrying a torch for her uptight composition professor.


    * * *


    By the time summer came, and school was finishing up for the year, I had achieved a solid B average, which is great for someone like me, whose wild spirit is difficult to funnel into final exams.


    Kenny had mostly Cs, but an A+ in composition. He was really good at composition, when he wasn’t too high. I had a C- in composition, but thankfully I still passed and wouldn’t have to take Mr. J’s class the next semester, assuming I returned.


    Things with the coven were going well, and by well, I mean fabulously. My new mentor was teaching me singing techniques I didn’t imagine were possible. We played together on occasion as a duet, and she always outshone me, but I was gaining ground. I worked hard to make her proud.


    My new song witch powers made performances even more interesting. Sometimes I would just be playing in a coffee shop, caught up in my own thoughts, and I’d start pulling threads from the audience and twisting them together, playing around, and things would happen without me even trying. One night I was thinking about what might have happened if Arturo hadn’t walked out of the bedroom that night, and I heard some strange panting and moaning in the audience.


    Before I realized what was happening, I’d given three ladies and one gentleman a spontaneous pleasure spasm.


    The tips were good that night.
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    Graduation day came, and the whole music school gathered in the auditorium for a ceremony. The school offers a multi-year program, but many students only take the first year of fundamentals, which is a complete program on its own. (Listen to me, I sound like a brochure for the college. Honestly, I don’t get any kickbacks, I swear.)


    As of that day, I wasn’t sure if I’d be back for a second year. Kenny and I planned to hit the road for the summer, to see where the road took us.


    First, we had to survive the ceremony and a bunch of sloppy, emotional stuff.


    I try not to be all sappy and maudlin, but seeing everyone in the auditorium hit me hard. It was like high school graduation, only minus all the jerks. It’s going to take you a few minutes to even imagine something that special. I’m writing a song about it, actually. I’m having a hard time coming up with words that rhyme with douche-canoe.


    Moose renew?


    Tush lasso?


    Anyway…


    In my bag that day was a freshly-laundered and folded blue shirt. I planned to return the garment to its rightful owner, but was too nervous to approach Arturo before he took his place on the stage for the ceremony.


    I waited until my name was called and crossed the stage to receive my first-year diploma. After getting the rolled-up paper, I proceeded through the line, shaking the hands of all my professors.


    When Arturo’s palm swept into mine, sparks shot up. He looked into my eyes, and I nearly had one of those spontaneous pleasure spasms. I looked around nervously, even though I didn’t need to. Regular people can’t usually see the sparks flying off witches and wizards, and other than me and Arturo, Kenny was the only other wizard at the college.


    “I need to see you,” Arturo said.


    “You had your chance and you walked away. That was almost a year ago. A lot has happened since then, Mr. J. I turned twenty, and I grew up. A lot. I know all about dryer sheets now. Did you know they’re not just good for preventing static cling? You can put one in the bottom of your kitchen trash container, and your bin will stay smelling fresh.”


    His blue eyes danced with amethyst lights. “You’ve changed.”


    “I’ve also moved on. For the record, you can’t have your blue shirt back. The dog actually ate it. Sorry.”


    He murmured a string of numbers, and tattletale gold sparkles flew from my mouth, down to my shoulder bag.


    Busted. I unzipped the bag, grabbed his blue shirt, and handed it to him, grumbling, “You math wizards and your arcane truth spells.”


    “Shh,” he said. “Later. Tonight.”


    He tossed the shirt on the chair behind him and turned to shake the next student’s hand. Orange sparks shot up from their hands, because the next student was Kenny.


    I turned and gave Kenny a wide-eyed look as we walked off the stage.


    “Dirty boy,” I said.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I’m twenty. I don’t have much more of a crush on Mr. J than I do on any other straight man under fifty in this auditorium.”


    “Good, because I’m calling dibs on Mr. J.”


    “Yeah? Trying again for that sex date? One hot night together before you, me, and the dog hit the road tomorrow?”


    I sighed. “A girl can dream.”


    “That’s a good name for the band. You, Me and the Dog.”


    “That’s confusing and weird. I love it.”
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    Kenny and I weren’t planning to attend the post-graduation dance, but two things convinced us:


    1. We were both curious about what Arturo wanted to talk to me about.


    2. Kenny’s application to have the dog declared an official therapy animal came through. We received his official yellow vest that very day, and put it on like a long-lasting magical glamor spell. Now the dog could go anywhere, and help Kenny cope with his anxiety, so he wouldn’t have to take so many drugs just to be able to leave the house. Since the dog was all dressed up and ready to party anywhere, we declared the post-graduation dance to be dog prom, and the three of us fancied ourselves up.


    I submitted to having myself “made over” in the image of a proper young lady. Kenny’s not the kind of gay friend who does makeovers, so he called in some friends of his, and they got out the sandpaper and grime-remover and went to work on me and my barnacles.


    I’m just kidding about the barnacles. I do practice basic hygiene. But, according to the gay dudes, my cuticles were ragged as hell, and the fun rainbow of colors in my hair were a total nightmare. Whatever.


    When they finished, I looked exactly like my favorite old photo of my great-grandmother. I nearly cried all over my vintage dress. I quickly hummed an I-will-not-cry-now spell to myself. As I looked in the mirror and listened to myself hum, I recognized the melody as the lullaby my great-grandmother used to sing to me. With that memory, not even the spell could hold back the floodgates.


    Kenny picked me up off the floor, though, and we got into Piglet with the dog and drove to the dance.


    Once we got there, I looked around the dance hall for Arturo, but couldn’t see him. Before I could go asking around, someone asked me to dance. It was a fun retro song, so I danced. Then another guy asked me to dance. And another.


    The makeover was working too well! I was the most popular girl at the dance, much to my pretend-horror.


    Two hours later, my feet were getting tired from dancing when a very familiar face popped up in front of me.


    It was Arturo, looking spectacularly handsome in an actual tuxedo.


    The guy I was dancing with frowned, noting that the real tuxedo trumped his tuxedo-print T-shirt, and quickly left the two of us.


    “You’ve become Miss Popularity,” Arturo said over the music.


    I shook my dance fists from left to right like miniature pom poms. “Vote Zebbie for Prom Queen!”


    “We don’t do that here.”


    I poked him in his chin dimple with one finger. “There’s a first time for everything.”


    He caught my hand and kissed my fingertips while looking into my eyes. A blast of sparkles shot out from… let’s just call it “from underneath my dress.”


    The horror! I stopped dancing and crossed my legs. The other students couldn’t see the magic light, but Arturo had. His eyes glowed amethyst.


    The light blasted out again. I didn’t know what to do. Sparkles had never shot out of my ladyparts before. My song witch mentor should have mentioned something like this.


    I could have curled up right there on the dance floor, praying for death from embarrassment, but I was pretty sure that wouldn’t stop the sparkles shooting out like a telltale crinoline of horniness. So, I turned and ran.


    I ran as fast as I could.


    Arturo chased after me, slowing down only to pick up my shoes as they fell off. He followed me outside, into the crisp, dark night air. I kept running. I’d been meaning to get some exercise, and now was the time.


    “Don’t be embarrassed,” he called after me.


    “I’m never wearing a dress again!” I sobbed.


    He caught me by the hand and tugged me to a stop under a streetlamp. “I think it’s sexy.” He reached for my cheek and pulled me gently to face him and his glowing purple eyes. “Zeb, I think everything about you is sexy.”


    “I’m like a broken fire hydrant blasting horny sparkles.”


    “You look beautiful, for a broken fire hydrant. Is your hair all one color?”


    “Don’t look at me with your sexy purple wizard eyes.”


    “My eyes are purple? Well, I guess there’s no hiding it. That means I want you.”


    “You don’t want me, Arturo. You think you do, but as soon as you get me naked, you’ll just walk away again.”


    He pulled my hand to his mouth and kissed my fingers again. More sparkles, and this time I felt them. Everywhere. My bare toes curled against the cobblestones on the path.


    “I was scared that night,” he said.


    “You’re superstitious. My coven told me all those myths about wizards and witches stealing each other’s powers during sex. They said it’s all urban legends, something you wizards make up to get out of commitment. Nothing but old wizards’ tales.”


    “My fear had nothing to do with magic, Zeb.” He stepped in closer, so our noses were nearly touching. “I was afraid of the most powerful magic of all. Love.” He kissed me. “But I’m not afraid anymore.”


    And with those non-magical words, the spell was cast.


    Arturo wasn’t afraid anymore, so neither was I.


    I kissed him back, looping my arms around his neck so he wouldn’t get away. We kissed each other under the street lamp until we were gasping for breath.


    I pulled away and gave him hell for months of torture. It was agony to sit in his classroom and focus on lessons when I just wanted to rip his clothes off and nibble him all over. He told me he’d felt the same way.


    “Zeb, I’m a math wizard, and I finally figured out the formula. One plus one equals infinity, when love is part of the equation. Zeb, I love you.”


    I quickly hummed the I-will-not-cry-now lullaby, then said, “Where do we go from here?”


    He kissed me, then murmured, “My house?”


    “Too far. My van’s parked right over there.”


    He grimaced, showing his snooty side, but I kissed him so hard, he changed his mind about making love in a vintage Volkswagen. He swept me up in his arms, saying he had to, since I wasn’t wearing any shoes, and he carried me into the van.


    We closed the curtains on the little windows and tore each other’s clothes off. I had stocked the van with some non-magical sexual protection spells in anticipation of my hot summer of touring, so I handed him a square packet and he readied his sparkling love rocket.


    He fell into my arms and gently plundered me while I moaned helpful feedback. Everything seemed to fit together right, from what I could tell. His fingers left tracers on my skin and vice versa. His kisses were like fire and water at the same time, and I went crazy for him.


    “You’re beautiful,” he said.


    “You’re a great liar, just like Kenny.”


    He moved against me and with me, pounding out a beautiful rhythm with perfect timing.


    “Admit you’re beautiful.”


    I whispered back, “Your eyes see only beauty, and so that’s all there is. I am yours.”


    “You are mine.”


    “One plus one.”


    He smiled. “Infinity.”


    Our light merged as we reached the end, and hovered over us like a star. I dug my fingers into Arturo’s muscular back and murmured that I loved him. He swore his soul to me, from that moment forward.


    The star went supernova.
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    When the van’s a-rockin’ don’t come a-knockin’.


    That’s the new bumper sticker we applied to Piglet’s bumper before we left town for our summer tour.


    Our band, the soon-to-be famous You Me and the Dog had a fourth member: Arturo. He wasn’t the greatest backup singer, and his work on rhythm guitar needed to loosen up, but he brought his composition expertise to our songwriting. Plus he brought his money, and his convertible, towing a new trailer holding our band equipment.


    I didn’t bring him for his money, though. I brought him because as soon as we both admitted how in love with each other we were, we couldn’t bear to spend one night apart. I joked that he needed a yellow vest, like the dog’s, so he could be my official therapy animal.


    He likes it when I call him an “animal.” He says I bring out his inner tiger. And I do bring out his inner tiger… frequently. Sometimes I bring it out in hotel rooms along the road, and sometimes literally along the road, pulled over to the side so we can have at each other inside Piglet.


    They say that when a wizard and witch have sex, they can steal each other’s powers. For a while, I worried it was true after all. I was getting more powerful by the day. Then Arturo said his magic was getting stronger as well. We’ve decided the legend must be true, but it does the opposite when both people are giving instead of taking. When they are in love.


    Love.


    Love is my driving force these days, in every way. I love touring, and I love Kenny and the dog. Both of them are happy on the road, having their adventures. They worried about Arturo joining the band, but I do little things to assure them of my infinite love. For example, last week I booked Kenny and the dog a couple’s massage at a spa that does Doggie and Me treatments. They both came out looking relaxed and smelling pretty, with matching red ribbons in their hair.


    I can be sweet sometimes, thanks to the magic of love.


    Love is what keeps me going on days that get too long. Like when Arturo won’t listen to driving directions and gets our two-vehicle caravan lost on his so-called shortcuts. Whenever I’m tempted to quit, I just draw my energy into myself, make a cup of tea, and hum a helpful lullaby. If I wait for it, I’ll soon feel the love again. Life can be a roller coaster, but it’s also a carousel, going ‘round and ‘round.


    When the love is good, it’s really good.


    Our band is starting to get a following. They call me the Love Singer, and people swear that magical things happen to them at our shows.


    I’ve seen it with my own eyes.


    I sing, and the carousel keeps turning.


    People who’ve lost all hope find it again.


    Couples who’ve fallen out of love see each other again, underneath the wrinkles of time and hardship and kids and bills and whatever else people fight about when they ought to be trusting in love.


    I sing for them all, about what I know to be true. I gather the threads that have come undone, and I tuck them back into the tapestry of life and love, where they belong. All of us, woven together, are stronger when we’re bound to each other, arms linked, hearts entwined.


    Bless you, all my friends, and may you know the magic when you find it. May you never lose hold of what makes you sparkle.


    Zeb, out.
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  BOOK DESCRIPTION:


  Opal gets a dirty old suitcase for her birthday.


  She's not impressed.


  Her grandfather tells her she'll need it, because she's going to live with her great aunt on Broken Shell Island. Opal wonders if her grandfather hasn't gone senile, because Broken Shell Island is a made-up magical place that their family friend Flora Fritz writes picture books about.


  Oh, but the island is real. And magic.


  Opal encounters magical plants, animals, and danger, too. The evening she arrives, a body is discovered in the woods, not far from where she passed through. Worse, a terrifying creature has emerged from the ground, and it hungers for the innocent, whether the people of the island believe in it or not.


  Life is beautiful, magical, and perilous, on Broken Shell Island.



    Chapter One


    What Opal really wanted was a bicycle, and the box, while pretty, seemed suspiciously small, too small to contain a bicycle.


    “Don't be mad,” her grandfather, Warren, said.


    She'd already blown out the fifteen candles and eaten the cake, and it was time to face the box. She wondered, what had been the point in her looking up prices and stats online, then printing out directions to the store that carried the bike, if he was just going to get her something stupid, like a chess set.


    “It's not a chess set,” he said, referencing the previous year's disaster.


    “Grampa, I'm sure it's something wonderful. Thank you in advance,” she said, poking at the blue ribbon. She wished they were at home, in private, and not in a fussy tea house with all of Warren's elderly friends, watching in awe.


    The Fritz sisters sipped their Creamy Earl Grey tea, their eyes as round as the tea scones on the dainty multilevel tray in the center of the table.


    The too-small-but-still-big box sat at Opal's feet. She leaned forward and tugged again at the ribbon, which came loose easily. The box was not wrapped in paper, but was the style she thought of as old-fashioned, with a flat lid that simply lifted off.


    She wondered if it was possible for bicycles to be shipped disassembled, in suspiciously small boxes like this. With a deliberate smile on her face, she lifted off the lid, only to find…


    “A gag gift?” she said. “Grampa! Why's your dirty old suitcase in here? Where's my cruising bike? Is it outside?” She jumped up from her chair and ran to the window of The Sleepy Garden Tea Shoppe and Gift Emporium.


    There were no bicycles chained to the bike rack out front.


    Opal returned to the table to find the six white-haired people abuzz with hushed conversation. One of the Fritz sisters, whose hot pink lipstick matched the roses on the tablecloth, said, “But I thought the island had been lost, permanently?”


    “What island?” Opal said. “Are we going on vacation somewhere? Is there a plane ticket inside?” She grabbed the old suitcase by the handle and kicked the box under the table, out of the way. She unlatched the suitcase, eager to look inside for the real gift. A new laptop would easily fit inside, or a gift certificate for the bike.


    The suitcase was empty, just a red felt lining with some scuffs. The old thing didn't smell great, either. She wondered if her dear grandfather might be losing his mind. Appropriate gifts for a fifteen-year old were things like new cell phones, laptops, or gift certificates for clothes. Even movie coupons would be well-received. Opal's best friend Katy had turned fifteen the month before, and she got a new cruising bike, in an ice-cream shade of green, so the two had big plans for cycling along the sea wall on their bikes, maybe even meeting boys on the beach.


    Instead, she had a dirty, old suitcase.


    “You're going to Broken Shell Island,” Warren said.


    She looked up and saw tears pooling in his pale blue eyes.


    “Grampa, what's wrong?” She turned to the others. “I think he must be sick.”


    Flora Fritz twisted at her napkin, wringing the white cloth nervously. “I thought the island was lost,” she said. “I wish I could go, but my heart's not strong enough to make the journey.”


    Opal looked around the half-filled tea house, hoping to see someone who wasn't insane, who could explain to the group what Opal knew to be true. Flora Fritz was the beloved author of a children's book series about growing up on an island infused with magic, Broken Shell Island. Nobody would be going there, any sooner than they'd be going to the lost city of Atlantis, or a moon colony.


    Flora poured some more tea for Warren, who accepted and raised his antique teacup with a trembling hand. The others murmured and whispered to each other.


    “Hilarious, you guys,” Opal said. “Pick on the dumb teenager. Okay, I get it. You all still have a sense of humor. I'm going to take this old suitcase, open a magical door at the back of The Sleepy Garden Tea Shoppe and Gift Emporium, and step through to the world of Flora's books. You got me! Where's the door? Is my bike inside a storage room back there?”


    Arthur, the gentleman who rarely spoke, said to Opal, “In the books, my name is Artie. And there is no door, not here, anyway. If I'm not mistaken, you'll be traveling by boat. Part of the way by boat, that is.”


    Warren took her hand and got Opal's attention. “My dear, light of my life, I'm sorry to tell you this, but my days are short. I've made the arrangements, and you're going to live with my sister.”


    “Hang on. What? You have a sister?”


    Flora said to Warren, “Are you certain? Have you seen Dr. Weirma?”


    “I have,” he said, and he held his hand to his stomach, where the illness had been before.


    Opal nodded solemnly. That part she understood.


    * * *


    Opal and Warren returned to their apartment. When they walked up the stairs to the third floor, she noticed his shortness of breath, and she finally noticed the weight he'd been losing over the previous few months. He was sick, and this time he wouldn't recover.


    That he had a sister was news to her, but not shocking news. The family was prone to rifts, and her own mother had run off and abandoned her daughter, which spoke of a lack of those familial bonds other families seemed to have. Opal's mother had disappeared after suddenly losing Opal's father while he was in the military, overseas. Some people could understand why a woman might do such a thing. The family—such as it was, with the few people still in contact with each other—figured Opal's mother would be back within a month. Or two months. It had been twelve years.


    Opal had two mothers, in her mind, at least. One was a selfish monster, a drunk, and a liar, jumping from one man's bed to another. The other was a confused, sensitive soul, who would return one day, sweep her little girl up in her arms, and beg for forgiveness. Opal would forgive her, and they would be the best of friends, like Opal's best friend Katy, and her new stepmother, who let the two of them do anything they wanted.


    When Warren and Opal reached the apartment door, she took the keys from his shaking hands and worked the lock, which could be fussy when the weather was humid, as it was that day.


    A Tuesday.


    Her fifteenth birthday.


    She'd missed school for this.


    Once inside, Warren disappeared to his den, where she could hear him opening and closing the drawers of his filing cabinet. She got some lemonade from the fridge and went to the door of the den. “What's your sister's name?”


    “Waleah. My parents were fans of alliteration.”


    “Wa-lee-ah?”


    “Close enough.”


    “And where does your sister, Waleah, live, exactly?”


    He put on his reading glasses and examined some papers at his desk. “Right where I told you. Broken Shell Island.”


    “Grampa, I looked on maps with my phone, and Broken Shell Island doesn't exist as a real place. What's the real name, not the one Flora made up?”


    “You'll find out soon enough, my little light. Go pack some clothes. You're leaving tonight.”


    Opal grabbed the door frame to steady herself. Leaving your entire life and everyone you knew, immediately, to live with some person you never knew existed, was the kind of news people usually asked you to sit down for. And for good reason. Her knees buckled and her stomach shuddered.


    When she'd had a few seconds to recover from the shock, she said, “No way am I going. Forget it! I've got final exams tomorrow at school, and—”


    She hyperventilated, breathing in rapidly to get enough oxygen to declare all the reasons she would not be leaving her home.


    Warren put down his papers and crossed his thin arms across his chest.


    Opal yelled, she cried and she got calm and reasonable, and then angry and unreasonable.


    Her grandfather quietly listened the entire time.


    This went on for the better part of an hour.


    When the fight was over, she cried again, and he held her to him, her young cheek against his bony shoulder.


    * * *


    Opal packed only clothes and toiletries, as though going on vacation, and not moving. She'd need more than a single suitcase to actually move. Her shoes alone would fill the old suitcase, so she took only her three favorite pairs. After she had everything packed and by the front door, she ran back to her bedroom, opened her antique dollhouse, and pulled out the little doll that looked like her grandfather, and the one that looked like her.


    He had white hair and a kind smile. She had brown, wavy hair, and high cheekbones.


    Opal tucked the dolls into the suitcase, between two favorite shirts, where they'd be safe. Her cell phone, in the pocket of her zip-up hoodie, beeped with another message from Katy, or one of her other friends, so she took the phone out and turned it off. Telling her friends about her new home would be easier once she arrived at her great-aunt's, and she didn't need all of her friends' feelings getting mixed in with how she was feeling, especially when she didn't know how she felt.


    Her grandfather was dying, and that was devastating, of course, but he seemed so happy for her. He commented a few times about how pleased he was she would be going to his childhood home, and she couldn't help but feel his joy spilling over to her own heart.


    * * *


    In the car, they drove past the turnoff to the ferry.


    She turned and said to her grandfather, “So, it's not really an island, is it?”


    “Why would you say that?”


    “We're heading toward the highway. Does my great-aunt live up the coast?”


    “You read all the books. You had autographed copies.”


    “Grampa!” She rolled her eyes and cracked the window for some fresh air, but it was just as muggy outside the car as inside. “In Flora's books, your friend Arthur is called Artie, and he talks non-stop in the stories, telling everybody everything. So the way I see it, your friend flipped everything and everyone to be its exact opposite of what they are in real life.”


    “Interesting theory,” he said, smiling.


    “How long before I come back to see you? A month or so?”


    “We'll see.” The smile left his face, and Opal felt a chill in the air. She zipped up her hoodie and leaned her head back on the headrest.


    The sun set, and she nodded off.


    * * *


    Opal awoke in a motionless car. The car was parked in a gravelly parking lot, and her grandfather was out of the vehicle, talking to a huge man with a black beard. Was he asking for directions to his imaginary island? She wondered for a moment if he hadn't lost his marbles.


    She pulled out her phone, but found no signal. They'd driven for at least three hours, and by the looks of what little she could see outside in the moonlight, they were at a fishing dock.


    Her grandfather and the man waved at her and walked over to the car.


    “I'm Jeremiah,” the bearded man said, offering her an enormous paw to shake. She stuck her hand through the open window and gingerly shook it. Gruffly, he said, “I don't have room on the boat for the entire car, so you'll have to get out if you're going.”


    She stepped out of the car and asked if she might have a moment alone with her grandfather. The big man said to take five minutes, and he left, marching down the creaking wood dock with her suitcase, his big boots clomping.


    “You didn't pack anything,” she said to her grandfather.


    “I'm not going.”


    “You're not serious, are you? There's no way I'm getting on a boat, alone, with that huge dude. Do you not watch the news? If he doesn't kill me himself, he'll sell me to someone who will.”


    “Not Jeremiah. He's Bonded.”


    “What do you mean Bonded? Like a bounty hunter?”


    “Not exactly. Listen, Opal, you're the light of my life. I wouldn't send you if it wasn't for the best. You need to be with family, not left to fend for yourself after I'm gone. There's no other option. Do you trust me?”


    She looked into his eyes, still bright, even in just the moonlight, and felt him fading away. He would die, and she wouldn't even be there. This was goodbye.


    “I won't leave you,” she said, falling into his arms.


    He squeezed her tight. “You are my light. You are always with me, and I with you.”


    She looked up at him and pleaded, “Don't make me go.”


    He pulled back and took her hand in his soft, wrinkled palm. Smiling, he said, “Come see the boat. It's a lovely old thing.”


    In that moment, she stopped fighting. Going away was what he wanted, so she would go. For him, she would go.


    * * *


    The boat was a charming old vessel, the interior filled with bits of wood that had been rubbed smooth over the years. The entire thing smelled of fish, but diluted by the scent of the ocean.


    She said goodbye, fighting back tears.


    Then they were off, just her and Jeremiah, on the old fishing boat.


    Opal huddled in a blanket on the boat's deck and watched the shoreline disappear.


    Soon her grandfather was just a smudge, his arm waving from where he stood on the dock. She blinked, and he was gone, merged with the dark, blurry shoreline.


    They sailed for at least an hour, and she was exhausted from the day, but too anxious to sleep.


    She pulled the campfire-scented blanket tighter and checked her phone again, mainly for the time. It connected with a signal, briefly, and she received an invitation from Katy to go to a house party.


    She wrote back: Can't. I'm on a boat with a big beard-y dude and we're sailing to an imaginary magic island.


    Katy returned: Wow. Just wow. Sarcasm much? Fine, I'll go without you.


    The cell phone lost connection.


    Opal was tucking the phone back into her jacket pocket when Jeremiah walked up to where she was huddled on the deck and offered her a cigarette.


    “No thanks, I don't smoke,” she said, though she'd been flattered by the offer, in the manner of all fifteen-year-old girls when someone thinks they're older.


    He lit a wooden match, cupping the tiny flame against the wind, and his face flared orange. Only then did Opal realize how dark it was out at sea, away from the city lights. After a drag, he blew smoke out his large nostrils and said, “How's your swimming?”


    She laughed nervously and glanced out at the inky waves. “I can swim a few laps, but I'm more about track and field.”


    “Did Warren tell you about the suitcase? About how you need to hold on to it?”


    They both turned to look at the suitcase, which sat on the deck next to her, between them.


    He leaned against the railing and drew hard upon the cigarette, the red end glowing in the night. She swore she could hear the tobacco sizzle. All was silent, except the thrumming of the old fishing boat's motor, deep below. Jeremiah flicked the half-used cigarette into the ocean.


    “Now's as good a time as any,” he said.


    Jeremiah grabbed her suitcase and tossed it overboard.


    Opal jumped to her feet and held her fists up in front of her, purely on instinct. Her mind raced, planning escape routes and remembering where she might have seen life jackets, or weapons. There was something that looked like a gun inside, though it was probably just a flare gun.


    “I'm sorry I have to do this,” Jeremiah said, “but most first-timers won't go on their own.”


    “My grandfather knows I'm here,” she said, backing away.


    He moved faster than she thought possible for such a big guy, lunging and grabbing her around the middle. She fought and screamed, tangled up in the blanket he'd loaned her so graciously not hours before.


    And then he tossed her overboard.


    





Chapter Two


    Opal hit the ocean hard, face first, mouth open. The coldness of the water made her gasp in even more of it. She struggled, thinking Jeremiah had dove in after her and was holding her arms down, but the restriction was the blanket clinging to her.


    With her head underwater, she fought to stay calm and wriggle out of the blanket. She undulated like a panicked mermaid, and some instinct she didn't know she had urged her in the right direction, up. She had air on her face. Air.


    Jeremiah was shouting down at her, but her ears were ringing, and the sound of the motor was louder down here.


    The boat moved steadily away, so she began to swim after it, looking for anything to climb up or hang on to.


    He was still yelling, and pointing. “You have to hold on to the suitcase! The suitcase!”


    “What? You're crazy!”


    “You won't catch the boat, Opal. Grab the suitcase.”


    She could swim, yes, but not as fast as the boat. Indeed, it was getting further and further away with each stroke she took.


    “You're a murderer!” she yelled back at the boat with all her fury.


    “Turn back, Opal! You must hold on to the suitcase!”


    She tread water and looked around her. The ocean moved, rocking, but the weather wasn't rough or stormy, at least. Bobbing not far away was the brown suitcase.


    Jeremiah yelled again, “Have faith!”


    When she reached the suitcase and threw one exhausted arm over it, she fully expected it to sink under the extra weight, but it did not.


    At least she had a flotation device.


    Holding the suitcase, she swam in the opposite direction the boat was heading, back toward the shore, though it was miles away.


    Her body became warm. There's the hypothermia kicking in, she thought.


    * * *


    Some time later, maybe minutes, maybe hours, Opal shook her head and slapped her cheek to make sure she was awake. She'd stopped kicking, yet she was still moving, which she could tell by the pull of her clothes.


    She wasn't dead, and she wasn't cold. The suitcase pulled her, moving steadily, like a big, brown sea turtle, swimming somewhere and taking her with it.


    She let go of the suitcase and tread water for a moment without touching it. The chill returned, as cold as the shower in an old apartment when someone flushes the toilet. The suitcase stopped moving and simply bobbed, waiting for her.


    This time, she grabbed the suitcase with both arms and hoisted part of her body on it, careful to observe buoyancy. Surprisingly, this action seemed to make the suitcase even more buoyant, plus the surface was as pleasantly hot as a sun-soaked black pebble.


    She hugged the suitcase as it started moving again, then she kissed it tenderly on a buckle. “Giddyup, little turtle,” the girl said to her swimming suitcase, in the middle of a dark ocean.


    Giddyup to where, though?


    Jeremiah's fishing boat was long gone, and she couldn't remember what direction it had been heading, or where it had come from. Inky sky and black water stretched out in every direction. Even if she knew where the mainland was, generally, the journey would be an hour or more by boat, and heaven knew how many hours by suitcase, presuming the thing didn't run out of gas or electricity or whatever it ran on. Magic, she thought with a shiver.


    She squinted to make her eyes work better. She didn't need glasses, but the optometrist had said her eyesight wasn't perfect. Even if she'd had glasses, though, they would have gotten knocked to the bottom of the ocean when the giant dude tossed her off a boat in the middle of nowhere.


    She might have jumped over voluntarily, had he simply explained how the voyage would work. Opal considered how that hypothetical conversation might have gone and concluded that, actually, no, she wouldn't have jumped.


    The moon shone down, not quite full.


    She made a clicking sound with her mouth, the kind of sound you'd give a horse to speed up. The suitcase sped up. She clicked again, but there was no change. Apparently, she was already at maximum suitcase velocity. She rested her chin on the top of the suitcase and thought about—of all things—her friend Katy, and the house party. Katy wanted to tell Mark she liked him, and it could be happening right now.


    Katy probably thought that, between the two of them, she was having the more adventurous evening, what with the house party and all.


    * * *


    Opal dreamed of soft creatures, their feet slapping, a group of them circling around her. She dreamed of them climbing over her, waddling up and down every inch of her arms and legs with great interest.


    When Opal awoke, she was no longer moving. In the instant before her eyes opened, she truly believed she was in the passenger seat of her grandfather's car. But she wasn't.


    She cried out and grasped tightly to the suitcase, but she wasn't in the ocean anymore.


    Her feet were still in the ocean, and when the wave came in, her legs were, but most of Opal was on a beach. Actually, due to the lack of soft sand and presence of hard rocks, the place was more of a shore than a beach.


    Everything was tinged pink, and she assumed the ocean adventure had damaged her eyes, permanently, but she blinked a few more times and rubbed the gunk out of them. Her eyes were fine, and she was watching the sky brighten with sunrise. The sun was visible, so she was on the east coast of somewhere.


    She sat up and looked around, finding nothing but a cliff face on one side and the ocean on the other, and in between, nothing but pebbles, and bits of white mixed in with the pebbles.


    She picked up a piece of… broken shell.


    Broken Shell Island.


    The people in Flora Fritz's stories had used broken shells to cast votes, and incorporated them into good luck charms and jewelry.


    “Cool. This place is real,” she said, but her happiness was quickly shattered by the realization she wasn't wearing any pants.


    Her underwear, a rather sturdy pair purchased from a yoga studio, were still on, but gone were her socks, shoes, and the comfortable sweatpants she'd been wearing earlier, all kicked off or dragged off in the ocean.


    She shivered. Despite the warm sunshine, her damp zip-up hoodie clung to her, so she took the jacket off and lay it over the rocks to dry.


    The suitcase had cooled down to ambient temperature, and inside, the clothes she'd packed were miraculously dry and pleasantly warm, as though fresh from the dryer.


    Looking around once again to make sure she was alone on the rocky shore, she slipped out of her damp underwear and put on new things, including sport sandals and a summer dress. With her damp clothes off, the air felt warm, and as the sun's orange rays poured down, the light felt wonderful on her sand-speckled skin. Her long, brown hair was mostly dry, and curlier than ever.


    Unfortunately, her cell phone was long gone, lost to the ocean. If only she'd put it in her suitcase instead of her jacket pocket, it wouldn't be somewhere in the sea, along with her favorite sweatpants.


    Silence.


    She cocked her head and looked back at the cliff face behind her. There had been birds cawing and chirping a moment ago, and now they were not.


    She considered sitting there and waiting for someone to come fetch her—surely they knew she was coming—but the eerie silence got her to her feet and moving.



    To the north and south, the shore looked exactly the same. In the Broken Shell Island books, the kids had climbed staircases up cliffs, so she simply had to look for a staircase. She wished it hadn't been so many years since she'd read the stories. The smartest thing would have been to pack the books in her suitcase, but she had taken an extra pair of jeans instead, a choice she now regretted.


    There were no steps or pathways up the cliff, not visible from where she was, so she picked up her suitcase and started walking south. Then, not trusting her instincts, she turned around and headed north instead.


    As she walked, she thought about the many other things she wished she'd packed inside the suitcase: bottled water, food, sunglasses, or even a watch. She didn't own a wristwatch, but she wished she knew how long she'd been walking. Knowing something, even just the time, was better than knowing nothing.


    She smacked herself on the forehead. She'd left her wet hoodie on the shore behind her, but she didn't want to turn back to get it, covering the same fruitless terrain.


    After what she guessed was another hour, she rested on a driftwood log and watched the ocean, which was still calm. There were clouds in the sky, so the surface didn't glare. She wondered if Katy had gone to the house party and kissed Mark. She wondered if her grandfather was checking into the hospital for treatment today. She wondered if she was even on the correct island, because didn't all shores have broken shells on them?


    She got up and continued walking, mindful to keep the cliff on her left and not get disoriented and head back the way she'd come.


    When she saw something blue up ahead, her heart skipped, and she imagined herself coming upon her own blue hoodie, laid out on the rocks where she'd left it, confirming she'd circled the impenetrable island and would die of exposure, alone, in the middle of nowhere. Thankfully, the blue was not her hoodie, but a tide pool reflecting the sky.


    She peered down at the tide pool, at strange creatures she'd never seen before, not in all her trips to the shore of her home. A long, striped thing, probably a lizard, but purple, dove into the small pool, swam a lap, and jumped out at the same spot. When she tried to get a closer look, it flipped onto its back, showing a stomach that was patterned to look like the pebbles. She blinked, and it disappeared, perfectly camouflaged.


    The other creatures in the tide pool were similar to the mussels and hermit crabs she was familiar with, but the mussels were larger, and the hermit crabs seemed smarter. They paused in their travels, their rounded, beady eyeballs facing her, as though they were watching her while she watched them.


    Opal's friend Katy kept Ecuadorian crabs as pets, and Opal had been surprised, the first time she stayed over, that the crabs made squealing, chirping noises to communicate. Stranger still was people weren't sure how the crabs made the noises, as they didn't have voices, like people.


    “Hey, crab,” Opal said. “Chirp, chirp? How's life here on the island?”


    The crab ran off—sideways, of course.


    A sound other than the waves of the ocean caught her attention—a sound like sheets being whipped on a bed being made. Overhead, a flock of birds appeared from beyond the cliff. They formed the shape of an arrowhead above her, and then dove into the calm ocean.


    Opal stared at the ocean.


    Seconds passed and when the birds did not resurface, she concluded she was at the hallucination stage of whatever was happening to her. She licked her parched lips, only making them feel worse. Lip balm. She added lip balm to the list of things she wished were in her suitcase.


    With great splashing and cawing, the birds emerged from the ocean. As they passed over her head, alarmingly close, drops of ocean water rained down, and she was pelted with something else—something red, that hurt, but not like rocks.


    Opal ducked and huddled in a ball, holding her now-treasured suitcase over her head to protect herself from the onslaught.


    When the pummeling stopped and the birds were gone, she looked around at what lay on the ground. Some were smashed and split open, but, assuming she wasn't hallucinating, the items appeared to be either plums or nectarines, or something in between.


    Her hunger and thirst rose up convincingly. Poison or not, it would have taken great effort to stop herself from tasting this gift.


    The first bite was juicy, sweet, and unquestionably the greatest thing she'd ever tasted, better than mango cheesecake with chocolate shavings. She ate seven of the least smashed-apart fruits, then moved on to the bits that were smithereens, smacking her fingers noisily.


    After finishing the fruit she found on the rocky shoreline, she waded knee deep into the ocean, looking for the source, but found only seaweed swishing around her ankles. The thought of swimming out to where the birds had dove in, returning to the ocean, gave her the shivers. She wasn't that hungry.


    She trudged back out, her wet sport sandals making squelchy little slapping noises, and took a seat on the suitcase, her chin in her hands. Her stomach gurgled and she did not feel well at all. Fresh water was what she needed, and quickly. Her mood dropped quickly and her face ached, her eyes squeezing out precious fluid in the form of two tears. Why had nobody come to meet her?


    After a few moments of dark thoughts chasing each other's tails like mad dogs, she got a new idea that didn't involve walking along a stony shore until she dropped from dehydration.


    She walked back out to the ocean again, this time with the suitcase, and wrapped her arms around it. She clicked and said, “Giddyup.”


    In response, the suitcase burped out a large bubble of air and sank below the surface.


    * * *


    After wringing out her clothes and shaking the water out of the suitcase as best she could, Opal repacked everything and set off again, groaning under the weight of her soggy belongings. The sun held its position, high overhead, and Opal's only company, her shadow, shrank to nothing beneath her feet.


    A mile or more later, her arms ached. There was still no staircase in sight, no exit from the endless shore, so she abandoned the suitcase to lighten her load. Walking away from the suitcase felt wrong, and it sat there, forlorn, on the shore.


    “I'll come back for you,” she said.


    Lighter now, Opal stepped more easily over the stones of the shore, but still, the monotonous landscape stretched out before and behind her, with a cliff on the left and the ocean on the right.


    Another mile later, a new problem was making itself known. Either the shore was shrinking, or the tide was coming in. She picked a dry stone near the wet line on the shore and watched carefully. After a few minutes, the water washed over the stone, and she had to take a few steps back. She turned her attention to the cliff face, and a mark that was visible about halfway up. If the tide were to rise as high as the waterline, and there was no reason to believe it wouldn't, Opal would be in for another swim. Her last swim.


    As the sun receded, Opal's shadow returned, in its short form. She began to talk to herself, and, after some discussion, the shadow agreed that climbing the cliff seemed like the only reasonable thing to do. Reasonable was, indeed, very relative.


    As she scoured the cliff face for footholds, her eyes played tricks on her in the blistering afternoon sun, glimpsing staircases that weren't there.


    In a few spots, the angle wasn't quite as severe, and she could imagine an experienced rock climber scaling the face of the cliff, perhaps gripping the odd outcropping or gnarly old root. She stood on tiptoe and reached for a root, only to have it crumble in her hand.


    She dusted off her hands on her cream-colored sundress, now grimy and covered in red stains from the fruit. “I loved this dress,” she said to her shadow. “Now what do I do?”


    The shadow pointed a short finger at a broken shell, and then at the cliff face.


    She put her hands on her hips, carefully noting their position, and asked the shadow again what she should do.


    Either she was hallucinating, or there was magic at work, because the shadow pointed again to the broken shell and then to the cliff face.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw steps, a staircase, but when she turned her head, the staircase was gone.


    A staircase?


    In the books about Broken Shell Island, the books Flora wrote, the kids used staircases in the sides of cliffs and mountains, and magical doorways too. The kids always carried a few simple items with them wherever they went, including… chalk.


    Opal picked up a white, broken shell from the beach and approached the cliff. She scraped the shell against the rock to make a test. The shell ground itself down, leaving a crisp, white mark.


    “This is bonkers,” she said. Something licked at the backs of her ankles and she jumped.


    The tide was coming in rapidly, the waves reaching her feet, which were less than a yard from the cliff now. The water line marked on the cliff face was both too high and too low. She'd have to tread water, but even if she survived the tide coming all the way in, she still wouldn't be high enough to get over the cliff to what lay beyond.


    Quickly, she drew a door on the stony cliff wall.


    A wave washed over her feet.


    “Bonkers,” she repeated, as she stepped up to the chalk door and closed her eyes. She painfully smacked into the door, nose first, but kept her eyes closed and patted her hands against the stony face. She'd hit hard because the cliff face had been several inches closer than expected. Feeling around carefully with her fingers, her eyes still shut, she discovered something magical had happened with the chalky line after all. The door shape was projecting out from the cliff.


    She felt around for a handle or a way to pull the door open, but found nothing.


    As soon as she opened her eyes, the solid shape vanished.


    “Staircase!” she said.


    Two hermit crabs raced by, dashing over her bare toes.


    She leaned down and drew a rectangle at the base of the cliff—a rectangle the size of a porch step, and three more on top, before the shell was crushed to dust.


    She closed her eyes and put one wet foot in front of herself, gingerly, tapping around. There was a step, as firm and solid as anything. She placed one foot on it, then the other. She took another step up, again, as solid as before. The chalk stairs were working! She opened her eyes and fell through air to the stony rocks, landing hard on her bad ankle.


    Why had the drawn stairs worked and then not worked?


    More hermit crabs raced by, in a wild variety of cast-off and recycled shells.


    Even though she hadn't read the books in at least five years, a memory surfaced. Little Artie, the chatty one, drew the most magnificent staircases, but there were rules, and one of them was you couldn't open your eyes while you were on the staircase.


    She may have closed her eyes the first time because of subconscious knowledge, but this time she kept her eyes firmly closed intentionally. The stone-feeling stairs held firm as she walked up and down a few times.


    The water had reached the base of the cliff now, and her breath caught in her throat when she saw the waves licking away the bottom chalk lines of her staircase.


    She reached around her feet to quickly gather broken shells, and filled the two pockets of her sundress with an ample amount. She closed her eyes and practiced drawing steps, higher than her head. She would have to keep drawing as she went, keeping her eyes shut the entire time.


    The shells were soft, and wore down easily enough, but not as easily as chalk. Her fingertips were already sore from clutching the thin bits of shell and scraping them over the rock.


    The incoming tide eroded the bottom step, erasing the lines, but the second step still held, even with no foundation.


    She closed her eyes and started up the steps.


    





Chapter Three


    Opal had calculated she would reach the top of the cliff within a hundred and fifty steps, but by the time she had counted to one hundred and seventy, she grew concerned. Her pockets lighter already, she became more conservative, using each shell down to its smallest fragment, scraping her fingers raw on the rocks. The steps became narrower and taller, but these frugally-drawn ones were difficult to balance on, as the depth seemed to correspond as an inverse to the height: the taller steps barely projected the width of her foot, but the short steps were platforms by comparison.


    She heard the flapping sound again, and, without opening her eyes, imagined that the flock of birds had returned to make their dive into the ocean. The flapping stopped with a splash. A moment later, there was great splashing and cawing.


    It's just fruit, not bullets, she told herself as she braced herself against the wall of the cliff, preparing for the onslaught. Fruit rained down on her again, hard enough to leave bruises on her back and arms.


    Still keeping her eyes shut, she groped around on the stone stairs that felt real but could not be real, and found some fruit to eat.


    “Thank you!” she called out to the birds, and then, “I'm good! I don't actually need any more fruit right now, but thanks!”


    In response, a male voice said, “So, it's you who's pilfering my harvest. Human girl.”


    She almost opened her eyes and plummeted to possible death or certain injury, but she did not.


    “Hello?”


    “Do you want some help?” he called down, laughing.


    “What do you think?”


    “No need to be sarcastic,” he said. “I'm not a chowderbucket.”


    “Chowderbucket?” She kept moving up, eager to open her eyes and be on real land.


    The breeze around her face changed, moving across the surface of whatever was at the top of the cliff. The smell changed as well, to something fresh, like mowed lawn.


    Someone, presumably the owner of the voice, prodded her in the arm with something to grab, a strange stick by the feel of it, and helped her the rest of the way over the edge. After patting around her to ensure she really was feeling actual blades of grass, safe on top of the cliff, she sat down and slowly cracked open one eye.


    Opal found herself face to face with a goat.


    The goat was chocolate brown, not very tall, with a white stripe up its face. The goat was so miniature, that if Opal had been standing, the goat could have easily passed between her legs. 


    The surrounding area was a meadow the size of a public pool, with a lush forest laying beyond. Some of the trees were purple, but most of them were green. A beaten-down path, made by feet, led through the meadow and then into the forest.


    Opal and the goat were alone.


    “Hi, little goat. My name's Opal, what's yours?”


    The goat dipped its head and munched on some grass around where she was sitting. Most of the grass was green, like back home, but a few blades were purple. Opal had seen purple foliage before, purple because the plants had higher levels of anthocyanin relative to chlorophyll, not because they were magic, but she did pluck one purple blade to examine, all the same. The sample looked and smelled like regular grass.


    She peered over the edge of the cliff, down to where she'd come from. The markings of her stairs were fading before her eyes, and the tide was rising, covering the rocks and broken shells of the beach. Thinking about her suitcase full of clothes drifting away out to sea made her feel cross.


    “I know you can talk, goat. You already said stuff to me, so stop playing around.” She stood and flicked some dried chunks of fruit off her sundress, which didn't seem to concern the goat at all. She ducked down to peek under its back end and determined the goat was a male. He had no collar, but he wore two straw baskets, held on with a strap.


    “Mr. Goat, I'm looking for my great-aunt. Her name is Waleah. I don't know if I'm saying her name right. Wa-lee-ah? Can you help me? No? Nothing? I guess I'm just a silly human girl, abusing a goat.” The goat's ears flicked and he stopped munching. “That's right, I said abusing. I'm going to kick you if you don't say something.”


    The goat stepped forward and lovingly rubbed his head on her leg. If she wasn't mistaken, he also said something like, “Mm.”


    She leaned down and gave him a good pat, scratching around his head in the spots where she sensed he liked the scratches the best. He gave her little kisses with his soft goat lips and gazed up at her with his little goat eyes.


    “Okay, we can be friends,” she said. “For the record, though, I still think you can talk.”


    A shadow of movement emerged from the trees and the phalanx of birds appeared again, on their dive to the ocean.


    “Here we go again,” she said, looking around for cover. She wanted more fruit, but not in the face, so she raced across the meadow, for the cover of the trees.


    The little goat didn't follow, but remained at the edge of the cliff, as still as a chocolate brown statue. When the birds returned from the sea, they swooped as a group and delicately deposited their fruit into the baskets hanging off the goat's shoulders.


    His baskets full, the goat turned and trotted up the trail to where Opal was, and continued to trot past her, deeper into the forest.


    Her mouth watered for more of the fruit, so she chased after him, wondering what kind of farm or village would be the goat's destination.


    * * *


    Opal's legs were sore from walking and her feet were blistering, so she took off her sandals and walked barefoot.


    She was just thinking about what a pleasant walk this part was, in the shade of tall purple trees and green trees, with some companionship, when someone or something screamed.


    The sound was faint, but clear enough that the scream could be coming from within the forest. The goat stopped and looked back at her.


    “Was that a woman?” she asked the goat. The walk didn't seem so pleasant anymore. A second scream rang through the forest, and the leaves on the trees seemed to tremble from the sound. A trio of enormous dragonflies flew down from the leaves and darted around, as though confused.


    The goat gazed at her with what seemed to be concern, but he did not speak.


    The huge dragonflies, sparkling and iridescent, were getting a little too close to her face for comfort.


    “Is people screaming in the woods a normal thing around here?” she asked the goat.


    Something in the bushes rustled, so Opal dropped her sandals and picked up a nearby fallen branch to use as a weapon. She swatted at the dragonflies, but not very hard, because she didn't want to hurt them.


    “Who's there?” she called out.


    A twig snapped.


    She tightened her grip on the branch, holding it like a baseball bat.


    A yellow goat stepped out of the forest. This goat, even smaller and cuter than the chocolate brown goat, jumped and bounced playfully.


    Opal dropped the branch and gave the goat mild heck for frightening her.


    The goat rubbed its head on her leg and then tickled her feet with its lips. Opal checked the undercarriage, and this goat appeared to be a female, and she really was yellow, the color of a baby chick on an Easter card.


    She was carrying baskets as well, and they contained small bananas, maybe half the length of the ones Opal was used to taking in her school lunches.


    She was still bothered by the two screams, but for all she knew, the kerfuffle was a birthday party, and somebody had gotten the present they actually wanted, and not an old magical suitcase.


    Opal reached cautiously for a banana. “May I?”


    The goat didn't move away, unlike the brown goat, who had been friendly enough, but not quite friendly enough to let Opal have any of the delicious fruit in his basket. He'd nipped her hand when she'd reached for them.


    The yellow goat allowed her to take some fruit. As she peeled one of the bananas, the three of them started walking again, the goats leading the way and Opal carrying her sandals.


    “Chocolate Goat, you are no longer my favorite animal. Banana Goat is my new best friend.”


    In response, Chocolate Goat flicked up his tail and dropped a pile of steaming turds right in front of her path.


    Banana Goat turned and gave Opal a bemused look. Who knew goats could be so expressive?


    * * *


    Opal expected the two fruit-laden goats would eventually lead her to a farm, or a market, or a village. When they stepped out of the woods, however, she found a set of train tracks bracketed by more woods.


    “How much further are we going, guys?”


    The goats stepped up onto a wooden platform near the tracks and looked back at her.


    “We're waiting for a train?”


    Both goats moved their heads in what seemed to be a nod.


    Opal got on the platform and stood with them, then sat, to rest her feet. The blisters didn't seem as bad as before, so she put her sandals back on. Her pale sundress was a mess, from the smashed fruit and its red juice. She hoped her great-aunt, whom she would be meeting for the very first time, would see the blotches as a festive pattern.


    She looked in both directions for any sign of a train. She was reminded of back home, and waiting for buses. The worse the weather, the more people would lean out from the sidewalk and look eagerly down the street, as though spotting the bus would make it arrive sooner.


    Something nudged her hand. Chocolate Goat was giving her a big, juicy piece of fruit, held daintily between his big teeth.


    “We're buddies now? Are you going to talk to me?”


    He turned away silently and craned his little goat neck, looking to the left for something. She munched down on the fruit, then wiped her hands on her stained dress.


    The tracks seemed to vibrate and hum and then something—a train—came into sight, hugging the rails. The vehicle stopped in front of them, next to the platform. The two goats boarded first, and Opal followed them on. The train, such as it was, consisted of just the one car, open, like a trolley, with no visible engine or conductor.


    “Who's controlling this thing?” she asked the goats. “Is this train automated? Computer-controlled from a central hub?” She looked around for something to sit on, but the car provided standing room only. “Is this even for humans?”


    The train picked up speed as the route curved, forcing her to grasp the vertical pole inside to keep from falling either on the goats or out the open doorway. Ahead of them, the tracks disappeared into the side of a mountain—not a tunnel in the mountain, but actual mountain, as in solid rock, and they were headed straight for it.


    Opal tried to apply logic. The tracks were not new-looking, nor was the mountain. Therefore, the train had to travel through the mountain itself, perhaps using magic, and she should not, as her instincts were screaming, leap off the speeding train.


    The mountain got closer.


    She thought hard about jumping.


    Closer.


    She gripped the pole.


    Everything went dark.


    The train kept rolling along.


    The goats giggled.


    “I heard that,” she said in the darkness.


    They giggled again.


    “Silly goats.”


    Her eyes were adjusting to the darkness of the tunnel, not that there was much to see, when they emerged. Opal's mouth dropped open. Fireworks flashed all around—real fireworks, in pink and blue and orange and other rich, vibrant colors she'd never seen fireworks in before. First there were fireworks like peacock feathers, then twirling, doodling shapes. Some popped and cracked and boomed while others, like the rainbow that arced over everything else, made a sound like fawee.


    Even stranger, the sky was dark. They weren't inside a mountain tunnel anymore, but they were somewhere it was night, which was strange, because it had been late afternoon just a moment earlier. Opal was tired, but she hadn't nodded off during the short ride through the tunnel, not standing and clinging to the pole as she was.


    The train car carried on merrily along its track, to the edge of a village, where it stopped at another wooden platform. The goats tramped off and disappeared into the crowds of people gathered in the streets—people drinking mugs of frothy drinks and staring up at the pulsating sky, admiring the fireworks.


    A round woman in a long, blue dress, grabbed Opal by the hand. “There you are! We've been looking all over for you.”


    Opal stammered for a moment, then said, “Nobody came to meet me, and the suitcase was all out of gas, and I didn't know what way, and the tide was coming in!”


    “Excuses, excuses,” the woman said, rolling her eyes.


    More fireworks crackled overhead, teal and deep purple together, twisting around and chasing each other. The crowd gasped in amazement.


    “I'm Patty, and I'll be getting you dressed,” the woman said as she led Opal into the crowd. Patty had red hair, plaited back in a thick braid, and she looked the same age as Opal's best friend Katy's stepmother, which would make her thirty-nine-and-holding.


    “Dressed? Okay. Are you taking me to my new house?”


    The woman turned and gave Opal a double eyebrow-raise. “Not until tonight.” Patty tugged young Opal through the crowd, hissing at the little kids with enormous lollypops and clouds of cotton candy to get out of the way.


    * * *


    They arrived at a house that looked, to Opal, like a recreation of a log cabin in a pioneer village she and her grandfather visited on vacation the previous summer. The inside of the cabin, though, was not a museum set, but an anachronistic jumble of things from different decades. Most of the furniture appeared to be hand-carved and made from branches, but the open plan layout revealed a bright blue 1950s style refrigerator in the kitchen. Electric light bulbs overhead provided cheery lighting.


    Patty shut the thick wooden door behind them, and the sounds of fireworks in the village square all but disappeared.


    Something on the sofa moved, something furry, and Opal screamed, surprising herself that after all the frights of the day she could still be startled by something like… a boy, wearing a brown, furry-looking jacket.


    “Chowder, is that her?” he said, his eyes wide.


    Patty cuffed him across the top of the head. “Language, Peter.”


    His eyes narrowed as he looked Opal over from head to toe. “Ma, she looks my age. This can't be right.”


    Opal found her voice and said, “How old are you, Peter?”


    He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “None of your business. Fifteen and a half. Shut up!” He ran off, disappearing up a set of stairs Opal hadn't noticed until now. A door slammed.


    Opal looked around for Patty and said, “Did I say something wrong?”


    Patty was already in the kitchen, throwing something sizzling onto an old-fashioned, wood-burning type of stove. “Don't worry about Peter. His nose is out of joint with all the attention his cousin is getting. He'll come around.”


    “He seems nice,” Opal offered.


    Patty turned and gave Opal an astonished look. “Your English is impeccable! We don't have many accents here, but I must say, if I didn't know any better, I'd say you almost speak like a local.”


    “Thanks,” Opal said, smiling at the compliment.


    “Why don't you go get yourself washed off and I'll send in your pretty dress, then we'll take you over to your new family.”


    “Okay,” Opal said, looking around for a wash basin or whatever she was supposed to use.


    The woman pressed a steaming bowl of fragrant stew into her hands. “Eat this up while you're in the bath. You're probably famished from your journey from the mainland.”


    “I am,” Opal said, spotting the door that led to a normal-looking bathroom and heading that way. “What is this stew?” she called back.


    “It's not goat,” the woman said.


    “Then what is it?”


    “Not goat.”


    “Um. Thank you,” she said as she went into the bathroom and closed the door behind her.


    The stew, which was not goat, smelled delicious, so she took a bite using the rustic wooden spoon. Her appetite sprang up with a vengeance, and moments later, she was licking the inside of the bowl, not caring that gravy was dribbling on her nearly-ruined dress.


    Someone inside the room sneezed, and it wasn't her. A circular porthole next to the mirror over the sink closed. She gripped the latch and whipped the porthole open again, finding herself eye to eye with Peter.


    She said, “Don't spy on people in the bathroom, freak.”


    “You're the freak,” he said. “How old are you?”


    “None of your business.”


    “Okay. What was the last movie that you saw? Wait, no. What… no. Music. Tell me what's popular over there.”


    “Over there? You mean in America?”


    “We don't call it that. There's here, and then there's everywhere else. And everywhere else is called the mainland.”


    “You don't call places by their country names? It's all mainland to you folks?”


    “Yeah, it's all the same thing. So, tell me everything, and sing some of the songs.”


    “Dude! Tell me you guys have cable out here on this island.”


    Peter shook his head, no.


    “But you have internet, right? Maybe not broadband, but, um, what's the old-fashioned kind… dial-up?”


    He shook his head again.


    “Stop messing with me,” she said. “This is so not even funny. My cell phone got lost in the ocean, and if I don't email Katy, she's going to die worrying about me.”


    “Your old life is over,” he said.


    “Dude, don't play me like that.”


    His face crinkled up with the first hint of a smile she'd seen on him. “You talk so funny. Your accent is good, but dude? Nobody says that. You're odd.”


    “Right. You're peeping at a girl in the bathroom and I'm the odd one.”


    “Bath's ready,” he said, and he shut the portal window from his side.


    To prevent peeping potential, Opal reached for a hand towel to cover the porthole, but then she found the latch to lock it shut from her side.


    She turned around to find the tub full of hot, rose-scented water. She could have sworn it was empty when she came into the room.


    Best of all, there was a toilet! After spending the entire day in the great outdoors, she'd never been so happy to see civilized porcelain, and toilet paper too. Nice, soft toilet paper.


    * * *


    After bathing and combing the tangles out of her curly hair, Opal slipped on her filthy dress and stepped out of the bathroom. “Hello? Patty?”


    Peter stomped down the stairs, carrying something white over his arm. “My mother's already gone to help with preparations. Put this on, and I'll walk you over. There's stuff for your face in the bathroom, and you can pick out some of my mom's shoes if you don't want to wear yours, though they might be too big for you. How old did you say you were?”


    “Old enough,” she said, taking the dress from him and returning to the washroom.


    When she emerged again, with her hair up in a twist and makeup on, she hoped he would stop asking how old she was. He didn't.


    “That's a nice suit,” she said, deflecting his question. “Much more appealing than that hairy thing you had on earlier.”


    “What do you mean, appealing?”


    “It's like… the suit makes you look cuter. It brings out your handsomeness, I guess.” She felt her cheeks turning red as she tried to explain. “Like, you have a nice face, and the suit makes you look more like a man, you know, for someone your age and…” He was grinning impishly. “What?”


    “I know what appealing means,” he said. “We may not have high-speed internet here, but I didn't fall out of the turnip tree yesterday.”


    Opal laughed to disguise her nervousness. “Turnip truck,” she said. “You didn't fall off the turnip truck yesterday.”


    “What's a truck?”


    “It's like a car, but… wait, you're messing with me again.”


    He looked at a clock on the wall. “Chowder. It's five already, we have to go.”


    “Five? But it's been dark for ages.”


    He shook his head. “They had to move up night so we could see the fireworks.”


    “Of course,” she said, trying not to show her confusion. “This dress is awfully fancy and white. I feel overdressed for whatever we're going to. Wait. You're in a suit. Are we going to prom? Is it prom night here?”


    He laughed and led her to the door. “You are funny,” he said, grinning.


    “Well, you're odd.”


    “Your hair looks better now.”


    She patted the twist. “Better? Yes, a girl always looks better without bits of kelp, sand, and fruit all over her, I'd imagine.”


    He pulled open the door to a cacophony of sound. The fireworks were still wallpapering the inky sky, and the scent of cotton candy and fermented drink hung in the air.


    As they walked outside, she asked Peter, “Tell me, do the goats around here talk?”


    “Did a goat say something to you?”


    “I think so,” she said. “But I didn't have my eyes open, because I was climbing a staircase that wasn't there.”


    He frowned as he led her through the crowd of people enjoying large, foamy mugs of a liquid that looked like beer but smelled sweeter. “We don't talk about those sorts of things. Goats don't talk, and you shouldn't even joke about such a thing. Nobody likes to think about it, not even the witches of West Shore.”


    “Witches?”


    Peter stopped and wrapped one arm around her and one hand over her mouth. “Hush,” he said, looking around wildly.


    “Mm.”


    “Edwin should have told you all the things you aren't supposed to talk about here. The witches don't like to be discussed unless one is present. Don't be such a Newface or you'll be dead before next sunset.”


    He slowly removed his hand. The two of them were almost the exact same height, and her eyes were inches away from his, which were either green or brown. He had freckles on his nose, but unlike his mother, who had red hair, Peter's hair was sandy brown, shaggy and long, almost touching his shoulders. Opal didn't usually like long hair on boys, but it suited Peter, who had a wildness to him.


    Opal scanned her surroundings, and all the people who looked like they were coming from or going to a costume party. Some wore the types of clothes she'd see at her high school: jeans, sweatshirts, or cute dresses. Others wore furry jackets and feathery things, while a few were dressed like Peter's mother Patty had been, in medieval-looking dresses with corsets and laces.


    She asked Peter, “Am I not wanted here?”


    He said, “Sorry.”


    “That's not fair. I wasn't given any choice.”


    “Keep out of trouble and you'll be fine. Probably.”


    At Peter's mention of trouble, the merriment on the faces of strangers surrounding them turned to looks of malevolence. Every cloak or jacket could be concealing a weapon, and worst of all, her grandfather might never know what happened to her.


    “Peter, I need to get to a pay phone and make a collect call. My grandfather doesn't even know I made my way here, unless one of you called him.”


    “We don't use phones,” he said.


    “You're joking. Don't pretend you haven't heard of phones.”


    His face serious, he said, “I know what phones are. I do read about the outside world, but we don't have phones here.”


    “Peter, where exactly am I? What is the name of this place? Are we on Broken Shell Island?”


    He stared at her blankly. “Don't say that name. Promise you'll never say it.”


    





Chapter Four


    Edwin


    Edwin fidgeted with his tie, annoyed about being kept waiting. This whole endeavor was a mess. He didn't want to even think about the size of the fireworks bill, on top of the invoice for the Nightshading, and then the bribes to Underground Council to make sure the Nightshading permits went through.


    His mother was right about one thing: nineteen was too young to be getting married. In the mirror, he looked like a kid playing at being a grownup in his father's suit. He'd made his choices, though, and getting Svetlana over and Bonded would have been tricky without a marriage contract.


    Word from the street was she'd arrived, looking a little bedraggled from the journey, and Patty had gotten her tidied up and on her way to the little chapel. Peter would be bringing her over, which was probably unnecessary. Even though Svetlana had never been to the town of Ystad, one could not possibly miss a chapel in the shape of a giant boot.


    To calm his nerves about the upcoming wedding ceremony, and seeing his fiancee in person for the first time, he sipped mead and ate the day's fresh finger bananas and redfruits.


    Svetlana likely hadn't yet tried the island's fruit, and Edwin smiled, thinking about how much she was going to love her new life. Tomorrow, when the sun chased the moon away, they would be husband and wife.


    * * *


    Back in the village square, Peter grew annoyed at having to retrieve Opal from the crowd of drunk townspeople. She kept getting distracted by things, like asking people what they were drinking, which was mead. He told her to stop being silly and she told him to stop pressuring her.


    She said, “What's the big rush? Can't we stop and enjoy the fireworks?”


    “No.” He grabbed her by the hand to keep her close and drag her faster.


    They were approaching a building, and if she wasn't mistaken, the structure was a giant boot, with laces.


    “That's quite the footwear!” she said. “Does it belong to a giant?”


    Peter turned back and said, “Some of our architects get a little too creative, if you ask me. They read about fancy museums on the mainland and try to outdo them, in our own way. The City Council building was going to look like some egg-shaped building in your London, but the Mayor threw a fit and had the plans changed at the last minute.”


    “To a giant boot?”


    “No. That's the chapel. Come on, we're already so late.”


    They entered through a wooden door near the heel of the boot. The interior was quite bright and spacious, with soaring ceilings and stained glass windows she hadn't noticed from the outside. The place was, indeed, a chapel, but the pews were all empty.


    “Am I meeting my great-aunt here?” she asked Peter. “I don't want to be any trouble, and I appreciate all that you've done for me, but I'd like to see my grandfather's sister.”


    His eyes bulged with surprise. “You have relatives here?”


    “That's why I came.”


    His face contorted in anger at some unseen foes. “There really are two sets of rules, aren't there. This is total buckets. Excuse my language.”


    The doors behind them opened. With one final-sounding, extra-loud blast of fireworks, the crowd from the street began to pour in.


    Peter grabbed Opal around the waist and guided her through a nearby doorway, into a pretty room that smelled of flowers and licorice. “Good luck!” he said. “Don't let the pixies bite.”


    Opal turned and faced a small army of glowing tiny people, hovering in the air.


    The door behind her closed, and she assumed the worst—that it was locked. Her options seemed limited: fight, or faint. The glowing people turned as red as stop lights and buzzed with frustration. Opal tried so hard to faint, but fainting wouldn't happen, so she put her fists up in the air to fight. “I'm from the mainland,” she said bravely. “The mean streets of the mainland. I totally know how to defend myself.”


    Now the pixies turned blue and purple, tittering happily amongst themselves in a language that sounded like wind chimes. They motioned for her to come sit at the dressing table. She cautiously sat in the chair and glanced at herself in the big mirror, surrounded by light bulbs.


    “Do you talk?” she asked. “When do I meet my family?”


    They answered not with words, but with an ethereal song that seemed to come not from their mouths, but from their wings, or perhaps both. The song was wordless, but Opal's mind understood and translated the chiming sounds to words: Let us fix that bad hair of yours.


    “My hair is not bad. It's just curly.”


    The pixies tittered and turned warmer shades, then sang: Bad, bad, bad, curls are bad.


    Although Opal was the type of girl who believed all people were perfect how they were, and everything that makes one different should be celebrated, all things being equal, she did prefer her hair straight.


    She pulled out the clip and shook out her dark, curly hair. The interior of the twist was still damp from her bath at Patty and Peter's house.


    The pixies swirled around her head, some yellow and orange now, forming a rainbow mass that seemed to be on the verge of smashing into itself, yet the individual pixies artfully dodged and wove under and over each other.


    They moved quickly, but if she had to estimate, Opal would say there were a dozen and a half of them, some boys and some girls, which was quite obvious because they were naked. Completely naked.


    With the tiny, glowing, naked, winged pixies grabbing handfuls of her hair, Opal relaxed into her seat. She did love a trip to the hairdresser, though she didn't go that often, because her long hair didn't need a lot of regular maintenance. For years, her grandfather had trimmed her hair himself to save money, but after she turned twelve, he'd started sending her to the hairdresser every few months for a trim. He said it was because the arthritis in his hands made holding scissors uncomfortable, but Opal suspected he wanted her to be around more adult females, to make up for the lack of a mother.


    She did have older women in her life. Flora Fritz and her sister Farrah took Opal out for high tea every few months, and sometimes they talked about the Broken Shell Island books.


    There had been pixies in the books. Opal tried to remember what the pixies were like. Little Artie thought they were nasty, vicious creatures, and had caught one in a jar and nearly killed the thing when he left the jar on a sunny windowsill. Why would someone do such a thing to a cute little pixie?


    Suddenly, Opal cried out in pain. The pixies were pulling on her hair, presumably attempting to rip it out. She tried to yank them off her hair, but her hands burned when they got close to the pixies. She looked around for something to hit them away with, but as much as she wanted them to stop playing tug-of-war with her head, she didn't want to hurt the tiny creatures either.


    “That hurts! Please stop!” she yelled.


    They hummed: Of course it hurts, Newface! Shut up and take your treatment. It will be worth it, trust us. Trust us. Trust us!


    Opal squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her hands into fists.


    She smelled something sour and opened her eyes. The pixies were pouring something on her hair. No, actually, they weren't pouring anything. They were, to put it delicately, going to the bathroom on her hair. Number one.


    “That's enough!” she yelled. “No pixie pee! I did not authorize pixie pee! For crying out loud!”


    They hummed: Be more grateful, Newface. You're getting the star treatment! So pretty. So pretty. Trust us. So pretty.


    Her scalp tingled. This could be worse, she told herself. She wasn't sure how, exactly, it could be worse, but she had to tell herself that.


    Finally, when they were done making wee-wee on her reddened scalp, they began tugging up and back again, so hard that her eyebrows raised up from the tension.


    * * *


    Edwin took his place on the dais at the front of the chapel and waited for his fiancee.


    The pixies were taking their sweet time, but they really did do the best beauty work. Edwin had his own hair cut regularly by a troll. The styling of his naturally-wavy blond locks was not the most fashionable, but the troll was consistent, and Edwin appreciated something he could count on in the way others appreciated novelty. A few of his guy friends had taken to growing their hair long, like girls, but that look did not fit a man headed for a political career, such as Edwin was.


    Edwin's younger cousin, Peter, came to stand next to him. “Cheese and jam, but you need a haircut,” Edwin said.


    “You need to stop acting so old,” Peter said, grinning. He waved to his mother.


    The whole family sat gathered in the front row, squirming from either their bladders full of drink, the long wait, or both.


    Peter said, “Where did you find her, exactly? Is she really a Russian mail-order bride?”


    “I didn't order her, but she is Russian.”


    “I would have thought she'd have an accent,” Peter said. “She sounds no different from the movie people. Not much different from us, actually, though she is gullible.”


    “You should be nicer. She may have some younger friends to introduce to you.”


    “No way,” Peter said. “I would never, ever, ever, ever, ever, ever marry a Newface. Never.”


    Edwin chuckled. “Somewhere, a heart breaks, and does not know why.”


    “You look good, dude,” Peter said.


    “Dude?”


    “Mainland term. You're so old and uncool!” Peter punched Edwin on the arm playfully. Edwin was only four and a quarter years older than Peter, but they loved to tease each other about being old and being young, respectively.


    “Thanks for standing up here with me. I had two glasses of mead, and I'm still nervous.”


    “I bet,” Peter said, and he made the universal hand gesture for doing it.


    From the front pew, his mother, Patty, called out, “Peter! Behave yourself or you'll be grounded.”


    With a sly grin, Edwin said, “Grounded! I remember that. I'm so glad I have my own place now and I'm not a wee baby.” He tousled Peter's hair and the two began to wrestle.


    Their horseplay was interrupted by a young woman running toward them, a good dozen pixies clutching her long, dark hair. In Ystad, it was not uncommon to see a person trying to flee their first beauty appointment with the pixies, but Edwin was surprised to note that the stranger was wearing his fiancee's wedding gown, the one he had ordered custom made.


    * * *


    Opal had only been able to endure the pixies' star treatment for seven and a half minutes, according to the clock on the wall in the dressing room. She'd begged them to stop, and when they wouldn't, she'd jumped up and tried the door, happy to find it unlocked.


    Opal ran up to the dais and grabbed Peter's arm just as music began to play—a song that sounded quite similar to a wedding march.


    “Peter, you have to get these fairies off of me.”


    The pixies howled with outrage, pulling her hair even harder. We are not fairies! We are pixies and you are bad! We are pixies and you will be sorry!


    The tall young man standing next to Peter in a similar suit had his mouth open, but he stood still, looking shocked and concerned.


    Peter took Opal's hands in his and calmly spoke to the whirring mass of naked, angry, peeing pixies. “Good pixies, noble pixies, this girl's hair is the most beautiful I have ever seen. Are you finished? You must be finished, for her hair is perfection.”


    The pixies whirred and chirped, finally releasing Opal's hair, which fell in soft, shining waves around her shoulders.


    The music reached a crescendo and finished with the crowd gathered on the pews applauding.


    Opal crossed her arms and said to Peter, “I demand to see my great-aunt. Her name is Waleah. I don't know if I'm saying her name right. Wa-lee-ah. I'm not going anywhere until I get some answers.”


    The guy standing next to Peter kept staring at her with wide, blue eyes. With a similar square jawline, he could be family to Peter, though his hair was blond and short, and he had no freckles.


    The young man glared at Opal and demanded, “What have you done to Svetlana?”


    Everyone gathered on the seats behind them gasped and grew silent.


    “I don't know any Svetlana. I'm Opal, and I'm here to live with my great-aunt.”


    There were more gasps, and a noise like a sack of potatoes dropping—the sound of a fainting person hitting the floor.


    “How did you get here?” the young man asked.


    “By boat, and then by suitcase, then chalk stairs, a goat trail, and the train, of course. The train that goes into the side of a mountain. I'm assuming that's normal around here.”


    “Why are you wearing her wedding dress?”


    Opal looked down at what she was wearing. White. Lace. Beading. How could she be so clueless?


    Fainting was not an option, nor was fighting these two guys, so she turned and ran, sprinting for the exit, pushing past the gathered audience. The blisters on her feet were not a problem, because she couldn't even feel her lower body, let alone her feet.


    Before she reached the door, it burst open, and a horse came galloping in, with a burly-looking woman with short hair at the reins.


    The woman stopped the horse and dismounted as everyone turned to stare. The horse was blocking the only exit she saw, so Opal backed away slowly, trying to disappear. The pixies were still swirling around her, deep indigo and seemingly intrigued by the drama, but hair-pulling pixies were the least of Opal's concerns.


    The woman, who looked about thirty and quite capable of kicking anyone's butt, said, loudly and clearly, “There's been a murder. A woman's body has been found in the woods.”


    Some people screamed.


    She said, “I'm sorry, Edwin. She matches the photo of your Svetlana.”


    Opal inched along a wall, looking for a gap between the big horse's dappled hindquarters and the door.


    The woman strode to Opal and seized her arm. “Newface, you're coming in for questioning.”


    “Am I under arrest?”


    The woman wrinkled her face. “You're not under anything. You're coming with me.”


    “I'd rather not. Don't I have rights?”


    The woman pointed to the shiny brass star on her vest. “You have the right to get hit on the head until you do as I say.”


    





Chapter Five


    Opal sat in the jail cell, behind sturdy metal bars. The cot in the cell was actually quite comfortable, considering. The mattress was soft and conforming, possibly memory foam.


    Opal considered her situation. Things seemed bad, but being in a dry cell with a soft cot was better than being thrown off a fishing boat in the middle of the night. She thought back to her complaints the week before, which included having to study for a chemistry exam. In retrospect, that didn't seem so bad either.


    The tough-looking woman sat at the desk on the other side of the bars, doing paperwork. A gangly man with bright blue hair brought in some folders for the sheriff, gave Opal a suspicious look, and left again. A few minutes later, a pregnant woman came in with more folders and papers, though her gaze was on Opal the entire time.


    I'm the star attraction, Opal thought.


    She repositioned herself to sit with her back against the stone wall, and put the pillow from the cot behind her head.


    The woman said sarcastically, “Comfortable enough in there for ya, missie? Perhaps you'd like a cup of hot redfruit tea?”


    Opal had dealt with mean girls and tough teachers in school. Katy taught her that the key was not to engage in the topic of their choice, but to switch directions, tacking back and forth like a sailboat.


    “Why don't you use a computer?” Opal asked the woman.


    The woman snorted. “Don't need 'em.”


    Opal looked around at her cell. Everything was gray, except for the art on the wall, which was a series of still life paintings, some with fruit and some with flowers. Rather than try to make conversation with the sheriff, Opal pulled the pillow from behind her head, snuggled under the blanket on the cot, and attempted to sleep.


    She'd already explained to the sheriff who she was, and that the whole thing had been a misunderstanding. She'd even described the screams she'd heard in the woods, while she was with the goats on their path. The only thing that seemed to help prove her innocence was the mention of her great-aunt's name. The sheriff sent someone to get the relative, but for “security reasons,” Opal would still have to wait in the cell.


    An hour earlier, she'd gotten lippy with the sheriff, saying, “I can understand how terrifying a fifteen-year-old girl in a wedding dress is, but do you really need to lock me up?”


    The sheriff had replied, dead serious, that Opal would soon learn how appearances could be deceiving. The way she said the words gave Opal a chill, and she heard Peter's warning, about being dead before the next sundown.


    Opal turned in the cot so her back was to the woman, and she tried to sleep, though every time she started to drift off, the sheriff would suddenly and loudly stamp something, in triplicate.


    * * *


    The sun was up and shining in Opal's eyes.


    She'd been having the strangest dream, that she was sleeping in a jail cell.


    Someone was shaking her arm.


    “Bet you're hungry,” came a woman's voice.


    Opal's eyes flicked open. The dream didn't evaporate; she was in a jail cell, but at least she wasn't alone.


    She sat up to get a better look at her visitor, a white-haired woman.


    “Are you… Wa-lee-ah? Is that how you pronounce it?”


    “Close enough,” the woman said, offering her hand to shake. She had the same sparkly eyes as Opal's grandfather, which reminded Opal of how far away he was.


    To keep from crying, Opal hugged the woman, her great-aunt, squeezing her tight and mashing her face into the woman's shoulder.


    “Little light, little Opal,” the woman said. “That was my mother's name.”


    Opal sat back and rubbed at her eyes, doing a fake yawn to make it seem she was wiping away sleep gunk and not tears. “I didn't know I was named after anyone,” she said.


    “There's probably a lot you don't know,” the woman said. “You can call me Aunty, or Aunt Waleah, or just Waleah.”


    “Thanks, Aunt Waleah.”


    “How exactly did you get here?”


    Opal noticed that the blue-haired guy who worked with the sheriff had been pretending to sweep the same section of floor for the last few minutes.


    She whispered, “Can we talk about my exciting voyage later?”


    “Of course.” Waleah stood and offered her hand to Opal to help her out of the cot.


    To Opal, the woman seemed familiar enough. She looked like one of the retirees that walked their rounds inside the mall on weekday mornings, thanks to her light purple track suit with white racing stripes.


    “Everyone here dresses so different,” Opal said.


    Sounding a bit defensive, Waleah said, “I like to be comfortable.”


    “I didn't mean anything by it. I like your track suit. I run track and field at my high school. Or… I used to.”


    Waleah looked her great niece up and down. “Wouldn't guess by how you look today. That's quite the dress you have on.”


    Opal looked down at the sparkles and felt a wave of nausea.


    She would have torn the thing off if she didn't think public nudity would make a terrible impression on her new guardian. She wore the wedding dress of a murdered woman. Even though she'd been cleared by the sheriff, she felt the weight of guilt. She was the girl who had shown up, instead of Svetlana.


    The sheriff said newcomers, called Newfaces, were unusual, and Opal wondered if her arriving the same day another girl was murdered was a coincidence at all. Could the murderer have been sent to kill Opal, instead, and made a mistake?


    The sheriff must have had the same theory, as she'd asked Opal about her enemies. Except for a few people she didn't get along with at school, for perfectly understandable and justifiable reasons, Opal didn't have any enemies. That she knew of.


    * * *


    They stepped out of the gray building and Opal immediately sneezed, twice, as did Waleah.


    “Family trait,” Waleah said. “My mother was a sneezer, and her mother too.”


    “Why wouldn't my parents tell me I was named after my great-grandmother?”


    “They didn't tell you about me either, did they now?”


    “Good point.”


    They set out walking through the town square, Opal gawking at the sights and sounds, which were different, but no less exciting than the previous night's festivities. Food carts lined the street, selling hot meals that smelled of cardamom. Opal's mouth watered at the glimpses of sugar-dusted pastries people were buying. She'd not eaten since the little bowl of stew the night before, and seeing other people happily buying one, two, or three pastries made her want to punch them in their smug faces.


    As her walk slowed, she asked Waleah, “What's the financial system like here? Do people have banks, or do they use a gold-based currency? Can I transfer funds here from my bank on the mainland, or should I get a job?”


    “Opal, if you want a pastry, just ask.”


    “Really?” She scrambled to get in line at the food cart with the longest line and the chocolate smell. “So everything's free? The fruit comes by bird and by goat from the ocean, and what else?”


    Waleah pulled a wallet from her purse, an orange-hued satchel that didn't go very well with the lavender track suit, and drew out what looked like a bank card, but perfectly round. “No, nothing's free. I meant I'd pay for it. Your family is not poor, and you will not want for things, but it's best to not have too many things, or too nice, all the same. A new dress may please you less than it displeases others.”


    “So, don't be a show-off. I get it.”


    When they reached the front of the line, Waleah ordered two of the pastries for each of them, a latte for herself, and a juice for Opal. The juice, Opal learned, was from the fruit that had come out of the sea, and was simply called redfruit. The name seemed overly simple to her at first, but then she remembered that staple of the economy where she came from: oranges, which were called… oranges.


    Waleah blew over her latte and took a sip.


    Opal said, “You guys have coffee here?”


    “Grown locally, on the side of Innocent Mountain.”


    Waleah led the way, and they sat on a bench in the shade of some trees, at a little park in the midst of the busy downtown square. There were no vehicles around, and no traffic noise or exhaust fumes. People pedaled past on bicycles and other contraptions, some covered, and some with wagons. The people around were of all ages, like in a regular town, and they seemed to come in all colors and races. A brown-skinned man in a turban cycled by with two toddlers being towed on a shared tricycle behind him.


    Opal had a million questions, but started with, “Why's it called Innocent Mountain?”


    “In honor of all the brave young women.”


    “Who did what?”


    “Who were thrown into the volcano, back in the early days.”


    Opal grimaced. She didn't feel like asking any more questions just yet, not until she was prepared for the answers.


    The pastry was surprising, with bits of something like a hot dog inside, as well as chocolate, and chunks of the tiny bananas. By the second one, she quite liked the combination. Additionally, she quite liked not being in a jail cell, and not being alone in the middle of the ocean.


    Staring straight ahead, Waleah said, “My brother is dead.”


    “No, he's just sick. You can still visit him. You really should.”


    Waleah shook her head, tears starting to fall. “He is gone.” She held a hand to her heart. “I feel it.”


    Opal became still and tried to feel what Waleah was sensing. She imagined her grandfather, doing his morning shopping and chatting with the other seniors at the grocery store, then meeting Artie, Flora, and the others for coffee and cards at the seniors' center. She imagined him feeling better and getting stronger, preparing to call her back to him.


    * * *


    After a quiet meal in the park, Waleah stood, and the two of them started walking again. In addition to the food carts, there were flower vendors, and people selling jewelry and scarves. Behind the carts were shops along the street, shops that were not that different from the ones in Opal's neighborhood on the mainland, except there were no recognizable brand names or chain stores. A shoe store sold runners that looked quite comfortable, and Opal paused to stare through the window at them, wondering exactly how generous her aunt might be.


    Waleah said, “You don't seem to have any luggage.”


    “Nope. I left my suitcase down on the shore, and it's probably washed away.”


    “You left it on the shore.”


    “Mm hmm.” She didn't say it, but her throat hurt at the memory, and she wanted to ask why nobody had come to meet her. Did they not want her?


    Answering the unasked question, Waleah said, “Little light, nobody told me you were coming. I didn't even know you existed until I got the message this morning from the sheriff's office. I had my doubts,” she said as she brushed a strand of hair off Opal's forehead, “until I saw your face.”


    “I'm real.”


    “And you're here.”


    “I really am. I read about this place in Flora's stories, but I didn't know it was true.”


    Waleah laughed. “Don't believe half of what Flora says, or a third of what she writes. It's her sister, Farrah, who tells the truth, not Flora.” She pointed to the door of a store that sold shoes and clothes for girls. “Let's get you some proper clothes so you don't stand out so much.”


    A group of five people, all ages, had stopped on the sidewalk and were watching them converse. They seemed especially interested in Opal, the Newface, the one who had been arrested, and was still wearing the murdered woman's dress.


    Opal practically ran for the door.


    Inside, a rack of dresses caught her eye, each cuter than the last. Opal was usually a shorts and t-shirt kind of girl, but this place, this island, made her want to wear dresses. She still didn't know if the place was actually called Broken Shell Island, and when she'd tried to ask Peter about it, he had begged her not to mention that name again.


    As Opal looked through the dresses, Waleah caught her by the elbow and said, “We can come back here later.” She seemed nervous, the whites of her eyes showing.


    One of the other girls in the shop said, “Ma'am, don't rush out on our account, we're almost done.”


    Waleah reached into her orange purse and retrieved the round card. “Here, why don't you pick out five or six outfits for yourself, and meet me at The Fountain when you're done.”


    Before Opal could protest, the woman was gone, out the door like a puff of white smoke. The card in Opal's hand felt heavier than expected.


    “Hello,” said the girl who'd spoken before. “I'm Carly. I'm a witch from the West Shore.”


    Opal turned to find a sturdy-looking blond girl of sixteen or so, with her hand outstretched.


    Opal shook the girl's hand. “I'm Opal. I'm new here, and I've never met an actual witch before.”


    Carly winked. “I wouldn't be so sure of that. We're everywhere, you know.”


    The other girls behind her laughed, but in a merry way, not a mean way.


    “I hear you met Peter,” Carly said. Again, the two girls behind her laughed.


    “Briefly, yes. Is he a witch too?”


    The girls nearly screamed with laughter. The tall girl said, “Imagine, a boy doing magic. It would be nothing but love spells and boob-growing potions.”


    Opal said, “There's a potion for growing boobs?”


    Carly's cheeks turned red with amusement. “Sure, if you want to grow them on your back.”


    The taller girl, the one with long, black, perfectly straight hair, brought an armload of clothes over to Opal and said, “Here, try these on. I'm Zara, no relation to the High Priestess.”


    Opal took the clothes in one arm and shook the girl's hand. She was then introduced to the third one, a pale redhead named Delilah, as well as the shop owner, a bored-looking man with a shiny head.


    He said, “If you find anything you like that's too big, we do alterations on the spot.”


    Opal said, “Your clothes are really pretty. I'm sure I'll find something.”


    “Not what you're used to, I bet.”


    The other girls ran around the shop, grabbing more things for Opal to try on.


    Opal looked down at one of the garments, which reminded her of something. Patchwork. The pieces seemed to be made from smaller swatches of fabric, sewn together like a quilt to make larger panels.


    Opal said, “Everything's a little different here. But I like it.”


    The man said, “You get used to it. We've got some higher-end pieces that aren't made of scraps, but they cost a little more. Check this out.” He handed her a zip-up hoodie jacket that was teal blue, and not unlike the one she'd left on the shore, except this fabric was incredibly soft. “Bamboo,” he said. “Grown locally, not an import or salvage job.”


    The number on the price tag was much higher than the other items she'd been looking at, so she hesitated. Abusing Aunt Waleah's credit card didn't seem like a smart idea.


    “Great for rugged terrain and adventuring,” he said. “Half price, for you. I see you as the adventuring type.”


    “Thanks,” she said, “I am the adventuring type, so I must try this jacket on.”


    “With these,” he said, and he handed her some running shoes, orange with little stripes of pink, or pink with stripes of orange, depending on how you looked at them. “Quick drying, in case you venture into the Wetlands.”


    Carly came up and threw her arm around Opal. “The Wetlands? George, you're terrible! Nobody goes there.”


    He shrugged.


    Carly said, “Cute runners, anyway. Is that your size?”


    Opal checked. “Seems to be.”


    “That's our George!” Carly said.


    * * *


    Either the flattering lighting or the flattering mirrors were to blame, because everything Opal tried on was adorable, and narrowing her choices down to “five or six outfits” was not easy. She found some simple underwear that seemed to be cotton, and probably made from new fabric, though she realized the history or former use of the materials didn't matter to her that much.


    She settled on one sundress, some skirts and tops that could be mixed and matched, some shorts, and jeans that would make her friend Katy, back home, pretend-cry with jealousy. A pair of dressy shoes with a low heel begged to come home with her, and some new sandals. She also got the zip-up jacket and the orange runners George had suggested.


    The shopping experience was unique, to say the least.


    Compared to her usual social group of one or two friends, being with three enthusiastic girls was overwhelming, but not in a bad way. She was able to get a few answers about her new home, at least.


    The town had one high school, which all the teens attended until seventeen or eighteen. School had already let out for the summer, so she wouldn't be joining until the fall. The town did not have cable TV, or internet, or cell phones, or phones of any type, and the three girls found it amusing that anyone would even care.


    They knew what computers and phones were, thanks to their schooling, as well as movie nights, where they gathered to watch films from all over the world. Except for a few older folks who only spoke Cantonese, everyone on the island spoke English, and the economic and political system, from what little they explained, was not that much different from what Opal was used to back home—a democracy, with elections.


    “Everything's pretty normal, except for the magic,” Opal said to the girls as the shiny-headed man, George, tallied up her purchases.


    “Oh, right,” Carly said, giggling.


    “I just have one more question,” Opal said.


    They all pretended to be bored from her questions, groaning and rolling their eyes theatrically.


    “Is this place actually Broken Shell Island?”


    The three girls frowned and looked at each other.


    Zara, the willowy black-haired girl with the graceful hand gestures, said, “That is the cursed name, so nobody calls it that. The island has no name except home. To call our home anything is bad luck.”


    “What do you call the town? Same rules?” Opal asked.


    “The town is called Ystad.”


    Opal laughed into her hand. “Really?”


    Zara scratched at her scalp. “Is that funny? It was called New Ystad once, but they lost the New part of the name.”


    “Ystad,” Opal repeated. “I'm sorry, I don't know why I laughed. Just nervous, I guess. I am new here.”


    George handed her a shopping bag filled with her clothes and said, “Is it true you saw the body? Was the Russian girl all torn apart?”


    “I don't know. No, I didn't see her.” She shook her head. “No.”


    The wedding dress lay ominously at the top of the bag, and Opal was glad she'd changed into one of her new outfits, the shorts and the new orange and pink runners.


    “Perhaps the girl was torn apart by wild animals,” Zara said. The others seemed both horrified and excited at the same time, except for quiet little Delilah, who looked like she might throw up.


    As they speculated on the horrific details of the murder, none of them with any actual facts, Opal could think only of that poor young man, Edwin, and how he'd lost his fiancee… not to mention the victim herself, and her family back home who might never even find out. Opal's skin flushed cold. She'd been pushing the thought from her mind, but she could no longer deny it could have easily been her, and not Svetlana, who'd been murdered the previous day. She'd also been alone, in the woods, with nobody even knowing she was coming. If she'd been killed, none would have known, let alone cared.


    Opal thanked the girls for helping with the shopping.


    “Our pleasure,” Zara said.


    Delilah smiled shyly and said, “I am very glad to make your acquaintance.”


    Opal said, “I guess I'll see you around?”


    Carly gave her a big grin. “You won't be able to keep us away!”


    Opal thanked them all again, waved goodbye to George, and excused herself to go find her aunt.


    





Chapter Six


    As Opal looked around for a fountain, and her aunt, she got the feeling she was being stalked. With the new clothes on instead of the murdered woman's wedding dress, she didn't stand out quite so much, yet people were watching her. She'd never lived in a small town before, always the city, so she didn't know if this was typical for a small town, or just for this small town.


    She spotted a yellow box on the sidewalk ahead of her, holding what seemed to be newspapers. After a few minutes fumbling around trying to get at the papers, with the lurid headlines talking of INNOCENT RUSSIAN MAIL-ORDER BRIDE MEETS TRAGIC END IN GOAT FOREST, she found the slot to swipe the money card.


    She didn't use the card, though, because she wasn't comfortable spending her aunt's money on something unauthorized. Instead, she crouched in front of the box and read the beginning of the article, which rehashed the details she already knew. The woman, twenty-one, was a Newface who'd just arrived in Ystad for her wedding. She'd planned to come a month ahead of time, but stayed back in Russia, tending to an ill relative. Her body was discovered by a ranger who'd alerted the sheriff. The time of death was estimated at between three and four o'clock.


    Opal looked around to make sure she wasn't attracting too much attention, because for all she knew, it might be illegal in Ystad to read the front page through the box's window without paying for a copy.


    The final line before the fold read, “Perhaps the most puzzling part of the mystery is the circumstances…”


    Opal frowned at the newspaper box. The good stuff was below the fold, so this place really wasn't that much different than home.


    As she stood up, a body darted at the edge of her vision. Whoever was stalking her had slipped up.


    Pretending not to have noticed, Opal didn't turn and look around, but carried on her way down the street, pretending to be interested in more shopping. She found a big store window and stationed herself in front, ostensibly looking at the assorted toasters and blenders inside, but actually watching behind herself, using the mirror in the display of housewares.


    Sure enough, her stalker let himself be seen. Peter.


    She wheeled around quickly.


    He froze.


    She ran toward him, and he scrambled to get away, kicking up dust in his haste. He dodged between some fast-moving people on bicycles and darted into the shadow between two shops—a space she hadn't noticed was there—and she followed, running comfortably. Her paper shopping bag crinkled from the movement, but her feet were nimble in their new running shoes.


    She reached for Peter and grabbed him by the shirt just as they ran out into a patio space where people were enjoying tea and tiny sandwiches. Yanked back by his collar, he came to a guilty halt.


    Opal waved to the people dining. The restaurant's patio backed onto a large meadow, and some horses were grazing in the distance. What an awesome town, she thought.


    Peter made a gagging noise and tried to slip out of his shirt.


    “How-ya-doin-Peter!” she said cheerfully, throwing one arm around his shoulder. “We didn't get much chance to talk yesterday, and I never told you I was on the track team at my high school. Fastest girl in the five-hundred-yard dash, faster even than most of the boys my age.”


    He laughed uncomfortably and squirmed. “I knew you weren't Russian.”


    “I wish you'd said something earlier, and saved me a night in the old drunk tank. The cot was comfortable enough, but the smells in there weren't so great.”


    The people on the patio sipped their tea quietly, turning their heads to better listen to what Opal was saying.


    Her arm still around Peter, she pushed him back toward the narrow shadow from which they'd emerged.


    He said, “I didn't know for sure, ya chowderbucket. Lemme go.”


    She pushed him ahead of her, but held a handful of his shirt, which was made from patches of material, but strong enough.


    “Aw, Peter, I thought we were friends. Why were you following me around out there? Are you that scared of me?”


    “I'm not scared of anything.”


    “Good. Then you can help me find my way around here.” They exited the narrow space, back in the town square again. The scent in the air had changed, as the food vendors switched from breakfast foods to lunch.


    Her stomach made itself known with a growl. She could definitely eat again.


    He scowled. “I didn't do anything wrong.”


    “Peter, you knew something wasn't right, but you didn't even ask me my name. I'll forgive you for not saying something sooner, but you gotta help me get the lay of the land. I met some witches earlier, and they seemed nice enough, but I'm no dummy. They're probably the equivalent of mean cheerleaders around here, aren't they?”


    He ran his hand through his longish, light brown hair. “Cheerleaders? You mean like in the movies. Yes, you could say they're like that.”


    “Darn. They seemed so nice.”


    He looked uncomfortable. “They're not all the same. Just like everyone else, some are good, and some are bad.”


    “My great-aunt seemed scared of them. Why do you think that was?”


    He shrugged. “Most people steer clear of witch business and don't take sides either way.”


    “Sides?”


    “Some people are against magic, period.” Peter looked around warily, then whispered, “I like magic.”


    “Can you do any spells?”


    He laughed nervously, then frowned and hung his head. “No.”


    “Phew!” She pretended to wipe her brow. “Color me relieved you won't be casting any spells on me. Now, first things first, where is this fountain? I've been walking in circles and can't find it.”


    “What do I get, for helping you?”


    She thought back to what he'd asked her about the previous night, about mainland culture. “A story. I'll tell you the plot of a new movie you haven't seen.”


    He stood up straighter, becoming slightly taller than her, and grinned. “Deal. The Fountain isn't a fountain, it's a pub.” He pointed to the carved wooden sign hanging over their heads.


    “Facepalm,” she said, smacking her face with her hand.


    “Facepalm?”


    “I just mean I shoulda known,” she said, walking toward the door of The Fountain.


    “Hey, what about my movie?”


    She stopped and turned back. “Let me think of a good one. Come see me later tonight, at my house, wherever that is.”


    He shuddered visibly. “Can't we meet somewhere a little less creepy?”


    “What do you mean creepy?”


    “Never mind,” he said, his face dead serious. “I'm sure it's not as horrible as I remember.”


    “Thanks for the heads-up,” she said, walking into the pub.


    * * *


    At first, Opal wondered if perhaps the pub wasn't open yet for the day.


    “Hello?”


    A mouse emerged from under a table and scampered across her new orange and pink running shoes.


    “That's not a good sign,” she said to herself.


    The mouse was followed by a mean-looking pale gold snake, of indeterminate length, with a head the size of a baseball. The snake would have crossed over her shoes as well, if she hadn't started running the second it appeared. She bolted off to the right, knocking upside-down chairs off tables as she ran.


    A man called out, “Hoover don't eat people, y'know.”


    Opal slowed her fleeing and found the person attached to the voice, a silver-haired man with a big Santa beard, standing behind an ample bar. Opal's great-aunt was sitting on a stool at the bar, tipping back a glass of red wine, her orange purse on the stool next to her. The woman seemed unconcerned by snakes or snake-related mayhem.


    “Thanks, dear,” Waleah said to the white-bearded man. “That tasted like another.”


    He poured some more red wine into her glass.


    Feeling rather sheepish, Opal joined her aunt at the bar. After a moment of awkward silence, she attempted to show off her shopping haul while thanking Waleah for the loan.


    “Not a loan,” Waleah said. “Gift.”


    “I'll do some chores around the house,” Opal said. “Or maybe I'll get a part-time job.” She looked over at the barman, who was slicing normal-looking limes into wedges. “I don't know who'd be hiring, but back home I worked at a fried chicken restaurant, and then at a piercing place, at the mall. I didn't do the actual piercing, of course, but I filled up the jars with cotton balls and tidied the magazines and…” She glanced behind her as the golden snake slithered past. “Wait, did you say the snake's name is Hoover? As in, named after the vacuum cleaner brand?”


    “I just liked the name,” the barman said gruffly. “That one's J. Edgar Hoover. He don't bother people, like I said.”


    Opal pulled her feet all the way up to the seat of her bar stool. Hoover, who was a good five feet long if he was an inch, slithered underneath the stool, flicking his tongue out a few times before moving on.


    The barman said, “If you think he's a beauty, there's a big one, too, and that one's name is Mittens.”


    Opal fought the panicky urge to jump up on the bar counter. “There's a bigger one?”


    “A-yup. Don't come when they're called, though. Not much point in namin' a snake, but we do what we do.”


    Waleah raised her glass. “We do what we do.”


    Hoover slithered off to parts unknown, so Opal let her feet down to rest on the metal bar of the stool. She watched her great-aunt sip her wine and wondered how long they'd be in the bar, but didn't want to ask.


    While periodically checking for snakes below, she looked around at her surroundings. How long had it been since she'd been home, in her own apartment? Nearly two days. Two days without talking to her friends, or being near a phone or computer. She imagined all the messages that would be piled up waiting for her when she got back home. Would Katy even believe her about all the things she'd seen on the island? Probably not without photos. Katy was fond of the expression, “Pics or it didn't happen!”


    Behind the bar were rows of bottles, which wasn't that surprising, for a pub. Because of her age, she'd never been inside an actual bar, but she'd been to pub-like family restaurants, and they always had a bar with a mirrored back and some brooding hot guy behind the counter, pretending to look busy. This barman was on the old side, but Opal guessed he'd been hot in his day. She wondered, based on the way they seemed so comfortable with each other, exactly what was the deal between him and Waleah? Were they more than friends, or was Waleah simply one of the regulars, in here daily, drinking wine before lunch time?


    “Mind if I wander around?” Opal asked the barman.


    “Fill your boots,” he said.


    Careful to avoid Hoover or the larger one, Mittens, she wandered over to a tucked-away spot with a cold fireplace to examine the bookshelves. What she really wanted was a guidebook to the island, or those kids' books Flora Fritz wrote, even if the stories were only half-truths. Instead, she found the same selection of dog-eared paperbacks you get everywhere free books are found. Many of them were authors she recognized, like Stephen King, James Patterson, and Nora Roberts, which made sense, since a place as small as Ystad wouldn't have its own publishing industry.


    Opal returned to the bar stool and sat quietly, trying to make a good first impression. She asked the barman for the time and he said it was a quarter past eleven. An eternity passed. She asked again, and he said, “Ten minutes since the last time I told ya.”


    Waleah turned to her and said, “I think time passes at different rates, depending on your age. It's been a long time since I was a child, so I hardly remember.”


    “Do you have kids?”


    Waleah smiled and said, “No, because the second reason is I'm physically unable to.”


    The barman chuckled and said, “And what did you say the first reason was?”


    “Never wanted any!” She finished her wine and said to Opal, “No offense to you, my dear, because you're practically an adult, so it's not the same. In a few months, you'll be all set up and on your own, and we can meet for lunch, with the other ladies. How old are you now, eighteen? Almost nineteen? You can apply for some apartments on the way out of town today.”


    “My birthday was two days ago,” Opal said. “But I only just turned fifteen.”


    The barman coughed.


    “Chowder!” Waleah cried.


    The barman coughed again, then poured Waleah another glass of wine.


    * * *


    Opal was in a glowering mood as she followed her great-aunt home. Home. The place she'd never seen, but that Peter had called creepy. She did not have a good feeling about any of this. Though she'd been abandoned by her mother, her grandfather had been so happy to raise her, and he'd kept her from feeling unwanted or unloved.


    When she'd first met his sister that morning in the jail cell, she'd felt a touch of that same bond between them. In retrospect, that had been more wishful thinking than truth. After a few glasses of wine at the pub—four that Opal counted, plus who knows how many before she got to the pub—the truth had come out, and kids were not wanted. Opal was not wanted. She grasped for her searing anger to keep the tears at bay.


    The walk was long, and once they left the outskirts of the town, the scenery changed to farm fields. Tall stalks of corn grew on one side of the cobblestone path, and on the other side grew even taller stalks of something she didn't recognize, covered in purple and red flowers that smelled like grape jelly and hibiscus.


    Waleah's walking had straightened out somewhat, so Opal decided to test the woman's patience and sobriety by asking what the unusual plants were called.


    “Vegetables,” Waleah said.


    “I gathered that. But what kind?”


    Waleah looked down and gave her a blank look, but Opal was growing accustomed to getting blank looks in response to her questions about the island. “Warren didn't tell you anything in preparation?”


    “Apparently not.”


    Waleah stopped and reached under a big green leaf on the flowered plant, then pulled out a red, cherry-sized tomato, plus a green pepper of the same size. “Vegetables,” she said, handing them to Opal. “Take a bite.”


    The tomato was firm and sweet, and the green pepper had a hint of spice to it. “These plants, are they magic? Or genetically engineered? How are they growing different type of vegetables? And… and… furthermore, tomatoes are technically fruit, not vegetables.”


    Waleah glanced around, then picked a handful of the little tomatoes. “Truth is, I don't know. Hargrove Farms owns the fields and the patents on the plants. They had a big crop failure a few years back when they tried to blend the corn into these plants. Big disaster. We had to import, shook up the entire economy. People went bankrupt, but I guess it was a good thing, because it led to banking reform, and… am I boring you with this?”


    “No, not at all. It's just… a lot to take in at once.”


    Something rustled in the corn field side. Waleah's eyes opened wide, and she took a quick turn for the sober.


    Opal said, “What is it?”


    Waleah grabbed Opal by the hand and started to run. She ran fast for a lady her age, but Opal had no problem keeping up, fueled by the fear of whatever was trampling through the corn, breaking stalks.


    They didn't stop until they reached a set of iron gates, where Waleah cursed her shaking hands as she opened the latch, which wasn't locked, but was more complicated than a simple handle.


    Opal peered back over her shoulder, her pulse racing. The stalks of the fields on both sides of the road were swaying, though she still couldn't see what large person or thing lurked in the fields.


    The gates swung open with a mighty wail of a creak, and the two rushed through and closed the gate behind them.


    Opal said, “What's in the fields? Bears? Cougars? Bear-cougar hybrids?”


    “Shh,” Waleah said, then whispered, “It's better not to find out. They guard the fields, and we shouldn't have taken these.” She held out the tomatoes, which were a little bruised from the run. “Still, stolen fruit tastes sweeter, doesn't it?” She grinned and popped a few into her mouth, then offered the rest to Opal.


    Opal considered her options quickly, then accepted some of the stolen fruit to eat, so her great-aunt wouldn't think she was judging her.


    They smiled at each other, eating the tomatoes.


    “Fifteen years old,” Waleah said. “I'm sixty, which makes me a nice, round forty-five years older than you, and it's been forty-five years or more since I stole anything.”


    “I may be a bad influence on you.”


    “Let's hope you are.”


    They turned to face the house, which was not really a house so much as a door, embedded in a sheer rock face.


    





Chapter Seven


    Opal gawked up at the granite wall before her, stunned to find what appeared to be window frames higher up.


    She said to her great-aunt, “This is your house?”


    “This is your house too now.”


    “But it's a cave.”


    Waleah laughed. “Not really. Appearances can be deceiving. Here, look.” She pointed up to what had looked at first like cracks in the side of a mountain. “There's the roof line. The house is made of wood, but it's nestled into a hollow, a crease in the side of the mountain, and the whole thing is faced with the same stone from the mountainside, instead of wood or stucco.” She pointed to some trees off to the side. “The edge of the house is there, behind the landscaping.”


    “I guess I can't believe my own eyes around here, can I?”


    “Is that so much different from your previous home?”


    Waleah pushed open the front door, which was unlocked.


    They entered a mudroom, with hooks along the wall and benches below. One wall held a piece of furniture with neat little cubbyholes for shoes, gloves, umbrellas, and other things.


    Waleah tapped on the wall hook before hanging up her purse. “You like?”


    “Looks like IKEA,” Opal said.


    Waleah beamed. “Thanks! It's not. Well, the design is from IKEA, from a catalog I have, and I paid to have these things custom-made. Cost me an absolute fortune, but I just fall in love with their designs. Oh, IKEA. I can spend hours looking at the catalogs.”


    “The stores are really fun,” Opal said.


    Waleah sighed. “You're so lucky you've been. I'll never go. Are the meatballs in the cafeteria as good as they say?”


    Opal wrinkled her nose and lied, “Not really.”


    Waleah was removing her shoes—white runners—so Opal also removed her shoes, guessing her new home, like her former apartment, was a shoes-off zone.


    Opal said, “I can't believe you have magic vegetable plants. Those tomatoes were yummy.”


    Waleah picked up the bag of clothes Opal had purchased and daintily rifled through the garments, her face creasing with displeasure. With her lilac-colored track suit and orange purse, surely she wasn't sniffing at Opal's fashion taste, was she?


    “Did the little witches help pick these clothes?”


    “Yes. Why? Are they bad?”


    “The clothes are fine,” she said.


    “Thanks again for the new wardrobe.”


    “Come on.” Waleah beckoned Opal to follow her into the house, down a hallway. The layout wasn't open, as Peter's little house had been, but separated into a bunch of rooms, none of them small. Waleah named off the rooms, which all looked like kid-free zones to Opal, with formal furniture and doilies on everything.


    They entered a banquet-sized room with a long table and two dozen chairs.


    Waleah said, “When I was little, the family was much larger, and we'd fill this room regularly, not just for special occasions.” She looked around at the art on the burgundy-colored walls—prints of people on horseback, the horses jumping over things. “The house has grown quiet in recent years.”


    “How old was my grandfather when he moved to the mainland?”


    Waleah's lips puckered, as though tasting something sour. “Not much older than you are. Too young to make such a decision, if you ask me.”


    “Do people come back?”


    “No.”


    “So, I'll never be able to visit my old home again? I'll never see my friends or my grandfather?”


    “Let's not have this conversation.”


    Waleah led her out of the dining room and stopped at a stairwell.


    “I do want to fit in here,” Opal said.


    “Enough talk of politics,” Waleah said. “Nothing's sure or finite. I don't want to raise your hopes, nor do I wish to dash them.”


    “So I may be able to return home?”


    “You got here, didn't you? People aren't supposed to show up unannounced, without paperwork, but you did. Completely unexpected and unannounced.”


    “I'm sorry.” Opal looked down at her socked feet and felt guilty.


    “Enough sad talk. Why don't you run upstairs and pick a bedroom. You can have whichever…”


    Opal didn't hear the rest of the sentence, because she was already tearing up the stairs.


    * * *


    The bedroom Opal chose for herself was the least luxurious. It was the smallest room of the upstairs options, and the cracking plaster walls appeared to be held up by unappealing floral wallpaper, peeling off in sections. The bed was narrower than her old bed, not much bigger than the prison cot she'd spent the previous night on, and the closet was tiny, maybe three feet wide—not that she needed much more for her six outfits.


    What drew Opal to the room was the window, which was a circle. She'd never realized how much she'd always wanted a room with a circle window until she saw this one. After just minutes in the room, the quiet space already felt familiar, as though somewhere in her mind she'd always known of this place.


    She sat on the wooden chair—the only other furnishing besides the bed and a side table with a lamp—and looked out the round window, at the stone wall and the iron gate below. This was a familiar view. But how?


    The books.


    The Broken Shell Island books had illustrations between some of the chapters, and one of the boys in the stories had a room with a circle window and a view of an iron gate. His name escaped her memory, but the name in the book didn't matter, because Opal knew now that the boy was really Warren, her grandfather. This room had been his room.


    “I miss you, Grampa,” she said to the window.


    Now that she wasn't moving, walking, or meeting new people, now that she was still and silent, the loss caught up with her.


    Whether he got better or not, she'd never see him again. Accepting this in her heart made her miss him more than she could bear, and she lay on the bed and pressed her face into the pillow to muffle the sobs.


    * * *


    When Opal woke up, she was certain hours had passed. Her limbs felt stiff and her mouth had the sour taste of a two-hour nap.


    She could have sworn she'd heard a tiny POP in the room, like a bubble of gum being popped.


    POP.


    There it was again.


    She sat up. Because the sun was still shining and the room was bright, she knew the vision before her wasn't a shadow or a trick her eyes were playing in low light. Shimmering bubbles floated in the middle of the room, like glass baubles or sun catchers. She reached out to touch one with her fingertip, and the floating bubble popped, setting off a chain of explosions.


    She shielded her face with her arms, expecting to be struck with glass shrapnel, but there was just sound, and the scent of soap and freshly-mowed lawn. Something tapped against the window just then, and she nearly peed a little.


    Nobody was at the window, but something tapped once more—something like a pebble being tossed from below.


    Peter.


    Opal remembered how she'd invited Peter to come by, promising to tell him stories from the mainland. She'd had zero intention of singing songs for him, but she was game to summarize a few favorite movies.


    She ran to the window and fumbled around for a moment before finding the latch for the circular frame. The pane pivoted from the middle. She stuck her head out the half-circle opening on one side and looked down, expecting to see Peter in front of the house, perhaps in his furry-looking coat, but instead, she saw three girls.


    The witches she'd met at the clothing store waved up at her. They wore matching ballet-style dresses in blue, with fluffy tulle skirts, and… hiking boots?


    The sturdy-looking blond girl, Carly, called up, “We have something for you. Come out and play!”


    “I don't know if I'm allowed.”


    “Then let us in, and we'll give you your gift inside the house.”


    Opal thought back to her great-aunt's reaction to encountering the witches in the clothing store.


    “I'll come out. Give me a minute,” she called down.


    Listening for her great-aunt, she came down the stairs quietly. Opal knew that sometimes it was easier to beg for forgiveness than ask permission. As she tiptoed through the downstairs, she realized Waleah was there in one of the three sitting rooms, on the longest of the formal sofas, the one that looked almost comfortable. Her nose pointed at the ceiling, and she was snoring steadily.


    Opal whispered, “Say, Aunt Waleah, I'm going to go for a little walk outside to explore the grounds. You don't mind, do you? No? Okay, see you later.”


    In the mudroom, she pulled on her shoes and slipped quietly out the door, where she pressed a finger to her lips and motioned for the girls to retreat back out the gate.


    Carly linked arms with her and said in a hushed voice, “You're going to love your surprise.”


    “How did you do the bubbles in my room? Was that magic?”


    Carly winked. “It wasn't science, that's for sure.”


    Zara smoothed down her shining black hair and said, “We could show you how to do the bubbles, but—”


    The quiet redhead, Delilah, smacked Zara on the arm. “No we can't, stupid. Don't even talk like that.”


    As the three of them quibbled over what they could or couldn't tell Opal, she peered over her shoulder at the house. She'd been inside the house and seen the normal-looking rooms, but the thing still looked like the side of a mountain. The side of a mountain!


    After they passed through the iron gates, Opal saw the surprise awaiting her and gasped, her hand going up to her mouth.


    “Your grandfather sent it,” Carly said.


    Standing to the side of the cobblestone path was a bicycle, the exact one Opal had wanted for her birthday, yet hadn't gotten. A blue ribbon dangled from one of the handlebars.


    Opal couldn't believe her eyes, so the girls had to repeatedly assure her that yes, her grandfather had sent over the bike, but it had only arrived earlier that day, and the postmaster had just missed her at the sheriff's office. The girls convinced the postmaster to give the bicycle to them so they could bring it right over and surprise her.


    Zara dashed down the path a ways to some bushes and retrieved another bicycle, as did the other two girls. Their bikes were smart-looking, but not as new as Opal's. They all got on their bikes and waited for Opal to do the same.


    Opal had to ask. “Why are you all wearing those blue tutus, with boots?”


    Carly said, “We came from ballet class.”


    Opal nodded. The explanation was good enough. “Where are we riding to?” she asked as she climbed on her new bicycle and checked the chain.


    “The West Shore,” Zara said.


    Delilah smacked Zara again.


    “Just kidding. Clover's Chococafeteria,” Zara said.


    Opal said, “Choco-cafe-what-now?”


    Carly said, “Surely you have chocolatiers on the mainland.”


    “Like an all-chocolate store? Sure, I've been to a few of those.”


    Carly grinned. “You've never been to one like this before.”


    * * *


    Opal hadn't been on a bicycle in years, and she wobbled the first few pedals, weaving from side to side on the cobblestones. The surface wasn't as smooth or easy to glide over as she'd imagined it would be.


    “Faster,” Zara called back from up the road. “Pedal faster and you'll straighten out.”


    Carly was showing off, her hands on her hips and her blue tulle skirt blowing up from the movement.


    Opal stopped for a moment and looked back at the gates, and at the fields she'd passed by on her way to her new house. The girls weren't heading back into town, but away, and while the idea of going to a chocolatier was tempting, the path away from town seemed to get narrower, disappearing up a hill and around a corner, out of sight.


    The road less traveled, she thought, and the phrase seemed ominous.


    Don't be chicken, she told herself, and set out after the girls.


    As she rode, her muscles got warm. Her legs were strong from track and field, but cycling used different muscles, and in a novel way. Her calves eventually resigned themselves to their fate and went numb. She was embarrassed to be puffing and breathing heavily to keep up with the other girls. They were moving so easily, and she became suspicious they might be using magic to power-assist their pedaling.


    After sneaking some thorough looks at the other girls' muscular legs, though, she concluded they were simply in far, far better shape than she was. Opal could run fast for a short distance, but she was a city girl. She'd never realized what that meant until now, far away from highways and highrises and elevators and escalators.


    Looking out over the scenery, she said, “What's that?” for what seemed like the hundredth time.


    “Wheat fields,” Carly said. “Come on, you had to know that one. You have wheat where you're from, I know you do.”


    Opal pedaled faster and switched gears to pull ahead of the group, so they wouldn't see her blushing. “I lived in the city, you guys. I don't know everything about the mainland. I don't understand how internal combustion engines work, but I ride in cars.”


    “Cars sound fun,” Carly said. “Especially convertibles. If I ever go to the mainland, I'm buying a convertible.”


    Opal said, “Do people visit there? Do you go by boat?”


    Zara said to Carly, “Don't talk about the mainland. Nobody ever comes back, and if you keep talking about it, you might get your wish.”


    Carly looked forlorn, so Opal said, “Convertibles aren't that great. The island is way cooler.”


    Zara chimed in with, “The island is the best place, which is why we have to keep people out.” She glanced over at Opal. “Present company excluded, of course.”


    Opal nodded.


    They passed some new fields, with tall, lush plants Opal recognized as similar to the hybrid vegetable plants, though the flowers here weren't red and purple, but orange and yellow, and the sweet smell was almost gag-inducing.


    Zara suddenly came to a stop with one bronze, muscled leg on the path. “Take cover!” she yelled.


    The other girls jumped off their bicycles and dropped them on the cobblestones, tires still spinning. Opal blinked stupidly for a few seconds. The girls were running into the midst of the sweet-smelling vegetable plants, where unknown creatures guarded the crop.


    A darkness came toward her on the road, but it had no form, it was just… she squinted… a shadow. She looked up as something passed overhead. Her first thought was dragon, which was logical enough, given the size of the thing.


    Its wings flapped and the great creature changed direction, heading back her way. And diving. Straight at her.


    





Chapter Eight


    Opal dropped her brand-new bike and launched herself into the plants, blindly tearing her way through them. Giant wings flapped behind her. She ducked low to the ground, as low as she could get, and held very still, heart pounding.


    Through the thin spaces between the plants, she watched the thing land on leathery feet, and examine her new bicycle. The flying creature was a mottled brown, with a curved beak, and enormous eyes. As the giant bird peered around, feathers around its head ruffled out like a mane, or a headdress. The beast made a warbling sound that turned Opal's guts to water.


    Something touched Opal's foot, and she recoiled in horror. Someone snickered. The touch was from Carly, who had a big grin on her face.


    Whispering, Opal said, “Let me guess. I may be a city girl, but that would be an owl, right?”


    Carly nodded. The other two girls snickered from their hiding spots in the plants.


    “They're just a bit smaller on the mainland,” Opal said. “Say, about, ninety-nine percent smaller. Why are we hiding? Don't tell me they eat people. Oh, no. There are birds here that eat people, aren't there?”


    “They don't eat people,” Carly said, speaking at regular volume. “They are, however, a little cranky, and they like to empty their chowderbuckets on people, especially witches. Their waste smells terrible, and while it's good for some of our potions and spells, nobody likes getting a face full of it.”


    Opal held up her hands. “Wait, I'm just figuring something out. Birds only have one hole that all their waste comes out of. It's called a cloaca, right?”


    Carly made a disgusted face.


    “And you guys here call that particular body part… a chowderbucket?”


    Zara said, “Not in polite company, though.”


    “That is revolting,” Opal said. “I love it.”


    The giant owl finished looking over Opal's new bike and flew off, stirring up dust and dry bits of leaves and plants.


    Opal started to move, but Carly said, “Not yet.”


    The bird circled back and dropped a payload near, but not on, the bicycles.


    Carly wrinkled her nose. “Ick.” The scent of the bird's waste mixed with the heavy sweetness of the crop was not unlike a heavily-used bathroom doused with air freshener.


    Opal said, “Just to be clear, the owls do not eat people, right? Are there any animals that do eat people?”


    “If they're hungry enough, there are a few,” Carly said. “But I haven't seen a tiger in ages, so I wouldn't worry about it.”


    Zara said, “And if you stay out of the swamps, the crocodiles won't be a problem. Snakes can be a problem, if you're not very smart.”


    Delilah was already out of the field, picking up her bike from the road.


    Opal's legs felt about as stable as tapioca pudding, and she wondered how much further they'd be riding. She didn't ask, because she didn't want to be a complainer. She liked the girls, and she wondered if she had to become a witch to hang out with them, or if she even could become a witch.


    If being a witch meant blowing magic bubbles and riding your bike in a blue tutu, witchcraft didn't seem dark or evil at all.


    As she surveyed the smashed-watermelon-sized gooey splatter just off to the side of the bikes, she felt intensely grateful she hadn't been out in the open when the bird had circled back.


    * * *


    The chocolatier was not far up the road from where they'd stopped, but the terrain had changed from farm fields to dense forest. The girls parked their bikes at a rack built from logs. Opal looked around for the building. Was it, like her house, disguised as something else, perhaps the side of a hill, or part of a grove of trees?


    The trees here were quite large, each one bigger than Opal could have wrapped her arms around. Carly and Zara led the way, up a ladder on the front of one big tree, and Delilah followed, the three of them in their blue tutus looking like they were performing some strange vertical ballet.


    Up at the top of the ladder squatted a tree house, as round as a silo, and painted dappled green, blending with the foliage. Three tree trunks stuck out of the bottom like legs, legs that continued up through the building and sprouted out of the roof, branching out and thick with leaves. The swirly letters on the hand-painted sign over the door read: Clover's Chococafeteria. Abandon diets, all ye who enter here.


    Inside, the place seemed bigger than it had looked from the outside. Opal admired the checkerboard floor and the Marilyn Monroe and Elvis pictures on the wall. Carly elbowed her and said, “It's authentic right? You have places like this on the mainland, don't you?”


    The girls turned and eagerly awaited Opal's answer. For once, she was the expert.


    Smiling, Opal said, “This is very nineteen-fifties kitsch. Yes, very kitsch indeed. Most diners aren't like this, of course, but a few retro places are.”


    “Elvis is interesting, but I prefer James Dean,” Zara said.


    “Me too,” said Delilah.


    “You both prefer Edwin,” Carly said, teasing her friends.


    All at once, the girls stopped talking and giggling, and Opal realized they were talking about the Edwin she'd encountered briefly. They hadn't been formally introduced, but she'd learned his name while being questioned by the sheriff. Edwin was the handsome young man who'd been awaiting his fiancee when Opal had burst out of the dressing room with pixies tangled in her hair.


    She thought of the young woman meeting her end in the woods, and the screams echoed in her head. The tree house swayed and shifted under her feet, making her put her arms out for balance. They were rather high off the ground, and she wondered what building permits and safety inspections were like on the island.


    “My favorite customers!” said a pleasant-looking man with green hair. “I have fresh ginger wands, but I suppose you already know that.”


    Opal stared and stared at the green-haired man, continuing to stare even after she'd realized she was staring, and even though she knew staring was rude.


    The man's green hair was odd, but not the only thing that struck her as unusual. She'd seen another fellow with blue hair back at the jail, but that fellow had appeared average enough.


    This man's movements were theatrical, yet his proportions were unusual. It wasn't until she got closer and saw he was standing on a raised platform that ran along behind the counter, that she realized he was a little person. She'd seen plenty of people with dwarfism back on the mainland, even been friends with a girl at her high school who was under four feet tall. Even so, as he introduced himself as Clover, owner of Clover's Chococafeteria, the lilt in his voice made her wonder if he might be a magical type, like the pixies.


    Clover ran down the day's chocolate specials, and she scarcely heard a word, so fixated was she on watching him for signs of magic. His eyebrows were green, and even his eyelashes, so there was no way that was a dye job, not from what she knew of hair dye.


    After the other girls had ordered several things, including something called drinking chocolate, Clover asked Opal what she wanted.


    “Nothing, I'm fine,” she said, even as her stomach rumbled. Breakfast had been many, many hours ago.


    “You're new here,” Clover said, his voice ringing with a magical lilt, “so your first visit's my treat. Treats for the little sweet! You'll want some drinking chocolate, and something to cleanse the palate, and then more chocolate, of course.” He handed her a tiny cup and saucer filled with bubbling brown liquid, and a plate with a fluffy dinner roll, as well as six different chocolates, each a work of art with decorative swirls and adornments.


    She thanked him for his generosity and joined the other girls at their table under a framed portrait of James Dean, where they were deep in conversation about pixies and hairstyles.


    Zara patted her glossy black hair and said she'd been thinking about getting a perm, to try a curly look, and the pixies had laughed so hard one of them lost consciousness and fell into Zara's lap.


    Opal giggled, imagining such a thing.


    Carly said, “They're such bossy little monsters, but one must suffer a little for such beauty.” She patted her own golden blond locks and batted her eyelashes jokingly.


    Opal said, “Do they pee on everyone's hair?”


    “Just if your hair's curly,” Zara said. “I take it you've had the tinkle treatment?”


    Opal ran her fingers through her soft, straight hair. “Yes, and wow, is my hair ever straight. I almost hate to wash it and bring the curls back, though I could probably use a shower.” She pretended to sniff her armpits, which the other girls found hilarious.


    “Your curls are gone,” Zara said. “Maybe permanently. You won't know until your hair grows out whether you'll need more treatments. For some people, it only takes one session.”


    “My hair is permanently straight? But I never agreed to that. How could they do that to me? My hair is curly. It's part of who I am.”


    The other girls shrugged, not seeming to understand how this might be upsetting to Opal. She looked down at her plate of chocolates and wondered what else about her was going to change without her permission.


    Carly reached over and pointed to the chocolate with the red swirls. “Try the lightning bug first.”


    Opal obediently put the chocolate in her mouth. The bonbon tasted spicy and sour at once, and as she bit down, the chocolate seemed to spark and explode like a tiny firecracker. She froze, her eyes wide, unsure if she should spit or chew harder.


    The other girls laughed, and Carly took the matching red-swirled chocolate from her plate and popped it in her mouth. She pursed her lips and blew out a cloud of sparkles that swirled above the table and then rained down as glitter that disappeared after a few seconds.


    Opal let her lips part and blew out hesitantly. Sparkles shot forth from her mouth, along with a generous amount of spit, all of which sprayed her plate and a bit of the table. Inside her mouth, the chocolate was inert now, like regular chocolate, so she swallowed the rest.


    Carly used a napkin to quickly tidy up the spots on the table. The other two seemed more amused than disgusted, to Opal's relief.


    “Holy smokes,” Opal said, fanning her face.


    Clover called over from behind the counter. “If you think that's fun, try the green one next!”


    The other girls simultaneously pushed their chairs back from the table as Opal picked up the chocolate with the green swirls and a teeny-tiny functioning pinwheel.


    “I'll save this for last,” Opal said, putting the chocolate back down.


    The other girls moved their chairs in again.


    Opal disassembled the chocolate with the miniature lemon on top and ate the lemon first. “Marzipan?”


    Carly said, “A sweet paste from the redfruit nuts.”


    The chocolate itself was filled with a lemon cream that seemed to quadruple in size inside her mouth, which was surprising, but in a good way.


    The other chocolates were relatively normal, by comparison, filled with spice and nuts, creamed fruit, or caramel.


    She picked up the green chocolate and laughed nervously. “Any instructions?”


    Carly, Zara, and Delilah moved their chairs back and waited.


    Opal touched the tip of her tongue to the chocolate. Nothing happened. She nibbled off a little corner. Still nothing.


    She popped the entire thing in her mouth and bit down.


    At first, the inside of her mouth seemed to be humming, and she thought the hum might be her, making a happy eating noise. She cracked open her mouth and the sound of a marching band came out, loud.


    She stayed calm, and this time nothing flew out of her mouth but the sound. It changed melody as she altered the shape of her mouth and lips. The other girls ate their green chocolates as well, and all four of them coordinated their expressions and tried to match harmonies.


    Eventually, the chocolates melted and the sound faded away, like an ice cream truck leaving the neighborhood. Opal chewed the rest of the candy, which seemed to have caramel on the inside, and let out a few final horn toots and cymbal crashes.


    “Not bad, Newface,” Carly said, pulling her chair back up to the table. “You dribbled a little down your chin, but you didn't spray the table or anything.”


    Zara said, “You may fit in here after all.”


    “Do you think I could be a witch?” Opal asked.


    The three of them looked at each other and made a variety of expressions. Finally, Delilah spoke, saying, “That's not for us to decide.”


    The others nodded solemnly.


    “I'm not saying I would, but I'm interested is all.” Opal grabbed the dinner roll from her plate and broke the bun in half, pretending to be more casual than she felt. “I have to do something around here before school starts up, besides nap. I've been thinking about a summer job. I've worked in a couple places already, back on the mainland. I could ask Clover here if he needs any help, though I'd probably spend all my checks on chocolate.”


    At the mention of a job, the girls seemed even more alarmed than when she'd brought up the idea of becoming a witch.


    Carly touched Opal's hand in a motherly way and said, “I've heard a few different stories, but how did you get here, exactly?”


    She told them about the boat, being unceremoniously tossed off the boat, and then the swim by suitcase.


    “Just what I thought,” Carly said. “You're here illegally. Better not get too comfortable.”


    “Illegally?” Opal repeated.


    “You might be deported.”


    “Deported,” she said, feeling torn by two conflicting emotions at once. She wanted to go home, but she wanted to stay. She hadn't even realized how much she was enjoying herself on the island until that very moment.


    * * *


    The other girls felt terrible about bringing up the deportation issue, so they kept stuffing Opal with more chocolates and making funny faces to cheer her up.


    If Opal had been given the choice to immediately return home at the moment she was being thrown into the jail cell, she might have gone for it. When her great-aunt had been visibly disappointed about getting stuck with Opal, that would have been an excellent moment to leave as well.


    But now, after making some friends and getting to see more of the beautiful island, she didn't want to leave just yet. She ate the chocolates and put a cheery smile on her face, pretending not to be bothered by the idea of deportation.


    After they left the tree house, though, she dawdled along several bike lengths behind the others and didn't join in their conversation about cute island boys she'd never heard of.


    When the shadow appeared up the road, and then the owl overhead, Opal considered holding her ground right where she was and allowing the giant bird to let loose on her, so she could have a really good, epic pout.


    At the last second, she dropped the bike and dove into the plants. Nobody said anything for several minutes. She rolled onto her back and stared up at the sky. She couldn't locate the sun, and yet, the sky was still bright blue.


    “What time is it?” she asked the girls.


    One of them said, “Midnight, or thereabouts.”


    Opal sat up quickly. “How can that be? Didn't the sun set yesterday before five? Before the fireworks? Do you not have normal twenty-four hour days?”


    Carly moved through the plant stalks to sit in front of Opal. “This is the catch-up sun. The City Council borrowed the darkness for yesterday, but the dark came from today, so today is a daylight makeup day. The process is called Nightshading.”


    Opal threw her hands in the air and said, sarcastically, “Of course. Duh. I should have known. Daylight makeup day. Duh.”


    Carly patted her on the knee. “Hang in there. You'll get the hang of things.”


    “No, I won't. And then I'll get deported, and I'll never learn magic.” Opal crossed her arms to help emphasize her sulk.


    The girls exchanged some looks.


    Opal said, “The worst thing is, after coming here, I'll always know what I'm missing, living my boring, non-magical life back on the mainland.”


    Carly said, “Here, I'll show you how to make the bubbles.”


    Delilah said, “You can't do that!”


    Zara pushed over some stalks to make a tiny clearing within the field. Zara said to Delilah, “If you're so concerned, why don't you head on home so you're not party to unauthorized magic. She already used the stairs, anyway. What's another little taste?”


    Delilah flicked at some leaves on the stalk near her. “Just bubbles is fine,” she said grumpily. “But no more.”


    Opal clapped her hands together. “Seriously? I'm going to learn a magic trick?”


    Delilah gave her a scathing look. “They're not tricks.”


    Carly rolled her eyes. “Oh, Delilah. Don't be so serious! They are so tricks. Bubbles aren't exactly feats.” She stood and told them to wait while she got something.


    Delilah called out, “There's no purple grass around here for miles.”


    Zara bent a stalk of the plant next to her, playfully swatting Delilah across the head. “Don't be minus.”


    Delilah scowled back, the edges of her pale pink lips turning as white as her skin. “You're the minus.”


    Opal said, “You don't have to show me magic if it'll get you in trouble. Wait. What am I saying? Please, please, please show me how to do magic! I'll be so grateful. I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think, secretly, I always knew magic was real. Maybe not like how it is in stories, but I knew it had to be something, or else why would magic and spells be in so many stories? There's always a little truth in everything.”


    The plants rustled, and Carly returned with a big smile on her face and several blades of purple-hued grass in her hands.


    They spent the next hour teaching Opal how to make a simple beginner bubble. Opal's fingers weren't quite dextrous enough to do the spell perfectly, but she managed to form the proper-sized circle, with the blade of grass folded back on itself like a mobius strip, then she sang the wordless song. The girls explained that many beginner level spells had no words, but were simply melodies, though you had to get the pitch of the notes and the timing exactly right, or nothing happened.


    For Opal, their instructions about holding bubble tension in her body and bubble thoughts in her mind at the same time, along with the twisting of the grass and the humming of the spell were almost too much to comprehend.


    Learning the spell was not unlike trying to teach a dog to whistle.


    And yet, just when they were about to give up, and the last dribbles of leftover daylight were draining from the sky, Opal produced a transparent bubble, about the size of a quarter, just in front of the tip of her nose.


    Everyone admired the shimmering results, for all of a second before Opal sneezed. Her head whipped forward uncontrollably, popping the bubble with her nose.


    Delilah's pale blue eyes grew very large. “I think she has Affinity,” she said.


    Opal said, “Affinity?”


    Carly jumped up. “We have to get you home before curfew,” she said to Opal.


    “Curfew?”


    Carly said, “Not yours, ours. Come on!”


    * * *


    They sped home, and Opal was grateful for the breeze that dried the sweat along her hairline. Making a simple spell had been hard work, but she had a smile on her face that wouldn't quit, even after several bugs embedded themselves in her teeth and gums. She spat the bugs out and tried to keep her lips sealed shut, but the joy of having her new bicycle combined with the knowledge she'd created a tiny magic bubble were too much, and the big grin came back.


    They were nearly back to Opal's house when they smelled smoke.


    Carly turned to Opal and said, “You'll vouch for us, won't you? We were all together the whole time.”


    Zara said to Carly, “And Clover will stand for us as well.”


    Opal said, “What's going on?”


    Zara explained, “Witches are always the prime suspects whenever anything goes wrong. The only reason we weren't brought in for questioning about the Russian girl incident, was because we had an alibi.”


    “Some alibi,” Carly said. “We were with the sheriff around three-thirty, being questioned about some missing fireworks.”


    “That's not fair,” Opal said. “Just because you're witches?”


    Carly laughed. “To the sheriff's credit, we were the ones who swiped the fireworks.”


    Delilah said, “Carly! Never tell!”


    Carly pedaled in front of Delilah and slowed down so Delilah had to brake.


    Carly turned to Opal and said, “It was just a few fireworks. They still had plenty, as you saw.”


    The smoke smell grew stronger until they reached the source, an entire field that had been burned down to the ground. The girls stopped and surveyed the damage, which was confined to a tidy square, with not a scorch on the neighboring fields or the pockets of trees that dotted the road.


    Opal traced the route back in her mind. “That was a vegetable field, wasn't it?”


    Carly said, “I predict a salsa shortage for the next week. Oh well. I'll save my real concern for sabotage to the chocolate trees.”


    The witches started pedaling again, noting the disappearing light and shortness of time.


    * * *


    At her gate, the witches all hugged Opal goodbye and kissed her on the cheeks, then giggled at her surprise. “See, witches are friendly,” Carly said. “I don't know when we can see you again, but hold us in your heart until the next time.”


    The three witches tapped their chests, over their hearts, so Opal did the same.


    Then they were off, riding at top speed, back in the direction of the town of Ystad.


    Now that Opal was back at the house, tucking her new bicycle in a crevice where the house and mountain met, she realized what she had done.


    Her first night in her new home, she'd taken off and not even left a note. If she'd done the same to her grandfather, he would have called the police by now. Then again, she'd always had a cell phone, so he would have reached her on the days she forgot to leave a note.


    She cautiously opened the door, wondering if she'd be getting grounded, whatever that meant around here. It wasn't like Aunt Waleah could take away her computer and TV privileges.


    The house was silent except for a steadily dripping tap in the kitchen. Opal realized how parched she was once in the kitchen, opening the exact right cupboard that held the glasses on the first try. She poured a glass of water, then jiggled the tap in the exact right way to stop the dripping. There was no dishwasher, that she could see, so after two glasses of water, she wiped the rim of the glass with the sleeve of her shirt and stuck it back in the cupboard, as she frequently did at her old home.


    She crept upstairs, over wooden steps cracked and worn with age.


    Down the hall, the door to Waleah's bedroom was closed, and faint snoring sounds emanated from within.


    In the bathroom, Opal found a toothbrush laid out, along with other toiletries, and got herself ready for bed.


    In her bedroom, she found that her new clothes had been hung up neatly in her closet, half-filling the tiny thing with her limited supply of outfits. Extra pillows and blankets had been set on the chair next to the bed.


    On the bed cover was a slim book, a children's story book by the look of it.


    The title was: The Goat People.


    She opened the cover to find a hand-written note: Dear Opal, I'm sorry that I was following you, but I am glad we are friends now. I think you will like this book. Sincerely, your friend who is a boy but not your boyfriend, Peter.


    Opal laughed and said to the note, “You are so odd, Peter.”


    She sat on the bed and turned on the lamp, for the room was quite dim with the light disappearing outside the round window.


    She turned the page, past the small text about the publisher in New York, and began to read the story.


    





Chapter Nine


    Peter



    Earlier that day



    Peter knew his cousin Edwin wouldn't want a visitor, but he went to Edwin's house anyway, because the purpose of family was to provide advice and companionship, no matter how unwelcome.


    Edwin came to the door with red-rimmed eyes, and Peter considered handing him the casserole then immediately leaving, but he had a secondary mission as well, which felt equally important.


    Edwin confessed he had not eaten since the previous day, and yet, he looked warily at the casserole, as though the ceramic dish held danger—the danger of pulling him up from his wallow.


    Peter didn't argue with Edwin's grief, didn't speak of how he'd barely known the girl beyond the exchange of a few letters. He simply pushed past his cousin, into the messy house. He rinsed off some dishes, then scooped a portion of the casserole onto a plate for Edwin, and then another for himself. They sat at the table and ate in silence.


    The modest cottage should have been empty today, as Edwin and his new bride should have gone on the traditional honeymoon sailing trip, eating from the sea for thirty days and nights while acquainting themselves with each other. Peter may have only been fifteen, but he had a good idea of what acquainting themselves meant.


    Peter reached for a slice of bread on the table, but put it back when he saw the spots were not seeds or herbs, but mold.



    After they'd eaten, Edwin brightened up enough to inquire about Peter's plans for the summer.


    “I'd like to get a paying job,” Peter said. “Above or below the table, doesn't matter, though my preference would be to work in salvage.”


    Edwin allowed the faintest of smiles to cross his lips. “So you get first crack at new cultural artifacts, from the mainland. More Spider-Man comics.”


    Peter smiled sheepishly. His cousin knew him well. “Speaking of culture, do you still have the storybook, The Goat People? I'd like to give it—or loan it—to a friend.”


    “Probably.” Edwin got up and took a bottle of mead from his icebox. The home had not come with an electric refrigerator, but the block of ice delivered weekly kept the box cool enough, provided nobody stood there with the door open for long.


    “I'll have one too,” Peter said.


    “Nice try,” Edwin said, tipping back the bottle of mead.


    Peter said, “We don't have to talk about anything if you're not ready.”


    Edwin motioned for Peter to follow him to the corner of the cottage that was the library. “Life goes on,” he said. “This friend of yours, she wouldn't happen to be the wild-eyed Newface I considered marrying, even though she didn't quite match the photos I'd been sent, is she?”


    “That would be the one. I was starting to worry I didn't like girls at all, until I met her. She's really different.”


    “She's not that different.”


    Peter took a slim book off the shelf. The covers were worn from the many times he'd read the story.


    Edwin yanked the book out of Peter's hands. “Not so fast. If I give you this, what do I get?”


    Peter grabbed for the book, but his taller cousin held it high above their heads. “My undying love and devotion.”


    “Future favor,” Edwin said, placing the book in Peter's hands. “Thanks for coming by today. You took my mind off what happened to Svetlana.”


    Though he knew it was rude and insensitive to ask, Peter's curiosity made him say, “What did happen to her?”


    “I suppose it's beneficial to talk about these things.” Edwin stood up straight and jerked his shoulders, as though tipping invisible weight from himself. “From what I understand, it happened quickly, and she did not suffer too much.”


    “But what? What happened?”


    “She drowned.”


    “In the middle of the forest?”


    “I know,” Edwin said. “The circumstances are rather perplexing.”


    “Drowned.”


    Edwin tipped back his bottle of mead, finishing the drink. “The doctor said he found seawater in her lungs. That'll be in tomorrow's newspapers.”


    Peter shook his head. “Drowned,” he said again. Even though he'd been born on the island and seen many unusual things in his fifteen years, the island, his world, continued to surprise him.


    Edwin said, “Keep a close eye on that new girl. Don't let her fool you. People aren't always what they seem to be.” He pointed to his red-rimmed eyes. “I have a keen eye for trouble. A keen eye.”


    “Yeah? Well, you ate moldy bread for dinner.”


    Edwin rubbed his stubbly chin. “No, I don't think so. That bread was still good.”


    “The bread had bits of green mold on it.”


    “No.”


    They returned to the table and argued over whether the green splotches were mold for a good half hour. Peter swore the mold was growing even as they argued, but Edwin denied it. Arguing seemed to brighten Edwin up. Either that, or the mold was the helpful kind.


    * * *


    After Peter left Edwin's place, he pedaled squeaky-fast on his old bike, up to the scary mountain house. The Weirma Mansion—called The Weirdo Mansion by most kids—wasn't so terrible during the day, but at night, the odd-shaped windows looked like a howling face, or a skull, depending on how you looked at it.


    The man who came to the door said, “Opal who? Go away, you've got the wrong place.”


    Peter handed the book to him. “Please, just leave this in her room for me.”


    “I don't know anyone named Opal,” the man insisted. “I already know too many darn people. Too many!”


    He slammed the door shut.


    Peter wasn't sure what to do, until he spotted the mail slot. He pulled out the notepad that he'd brought along to take notes about movies, and spent forty-five minutes crafting the perfect, casual-sounding note. Then he shoved the book and the note through the mail slot, ran to his bike, and pedaled away like mad.


    





Chapter Ten


    Opal set the book on the chair next to her bed and flicked off the light switch. Even without curtains drawn, the room was dark, much darker than bedrooms back home, lit by the glow of traffic and streetlamps.


    She closed her eyes and thought about the story, which she'd read twice. Either Peter was playing a joke on her, or the people of the island had some very strange beliefs.


    The story was about the origin of the island, which started off as a volcano that spewed forth from the core of the world—the story always called Earth “the world” and never a planet or Earth—until the new island was the size and shape it is today.


    The great owls seeded the island from the nearby mainlands. There were multiple mainlands mentioned, as though the island sailed around the world, untethered to anything. The great owls brought over the plants and animals of their own choosing, to create a paradise for themselves. They argued over what type of goats to bring, but settled on the small ones, for they were the most delicious.


    What the owls did not know, however, was the smallest goats were Blessed, and they were very clever. The goats grew in numbers over the years, and they made friends with the other birds on the island, who all hated the giant owls. The little birds warned the goats when the giant owls were coming to hunt.


    The owls went hungry; the goats increased in numbers.


    In anger, the giant owls hunted down and killed nearly all the birds, except a few who found asylum deep in the ocean. How the birds survived underwater was unclear in the book.


    Without the birds to warn them of approaching owls, the goats were defenseless. The owls picked them off easily, feasting on delicious goats until they grew heavy and clumsy in flight.


    As she'd read the story, Opal was a little surprised at the amount of violence and bloodshed, considering it appeared to be a children's book, with illustrations. The image of the owls eating the goat entrails had been particularly troubling.


    The goats' numbers dwindled to just a few, who hid deep in caves at night and took turns keeping watch by day while the others fretfully grazed. The goats continued to call upon their maker, their maker who had once Blessed them, asking for help.


    One summer solstice, the maker's attention finally turned to the goats and the little island that floated around the world. A cloudless lightning storm raged all night, shattering trees to toothpicks and moving the paths of rivers.


    The next day, the female goats grew round in the middle, and the next night, they gave birth to nine babies. The babies were not goats, though. They were humans. As the humans grew up, the goats discovered they could talk, and the goats spoke to the human babies, and told them what they knew of the world, which was far more than you'd expect goats to know.


    Those nine humans grew up to become the First People, or the Goat People, depending on who you asked.


    When those first humans gave birth, the goats gathered around, curious to see what the offspring would be. To the goats' disappointment, the offspring were just plain old humans, as were their children's children. In their disappointment, the goats stopped talking to the humans.


    The First People set down the Three Laws:


    
      
        	
          Do not hurt other people.

        


        	
          Do not take what is not given.

        


        	
          Do not eat the goats.

        

      

    


    The First People forged a treaty with the giant owls. This took some convincing, including shooting several owls with arrows and roasting them. Eventually, the owls agreed to obey The Third Law, and they stopped eating the goats.


    Many people on the island followed The Three Laws, though not everyone, and not all of the time, for despite the highest of intentions, it was still human nature to hurt others, take what is not given, and eat the goats.


    * * *


    The next morning, Opal awoke to what smelled like breakfast. She took a moment to be thankful that she was not in jail, and not washed up on a rocky shore, clutching a magic suitcase. The sun shone in through the circular window, and she had a very good feeling about the day. Even her hair looked fantastic, still straight and silky, even after being washed.


    She ran downstairs, planning to immediately apologize for having disappeared the evening before.


    A man stood in the kitchen—a man she'd never seen before. He turned to her and froze in place, holding a spatula in one hand.


    “Hello, I'm Opal,” she said cheerily. “I'm Aunt Waleah's niece. Her great niece, technically.”


    The man put down the spatula and walked past her, then straight down the hallway without a word. A moment later, the front door slammed.


    Waleah, who was sipping from a mug at the little table in a breakfast nook off the kitchen, said, “That's my husband. He doesn't socialize very well. Would you mind flipping the pancakes before they burn?”


    Opal hurried over to the stove and flipped the pancakes, which appeared to be of the blueberry variety.


    “Did I do something wrong?” she asked her aunt. “I feel like such a doorknob. I didn't even ask if you were married. I guess I just made assumptions. Does anyone else live here besides you and him?”


    “Just us. He'll come around,” Waleah said, looking amused. “Change is harder for us old folks, so you'll have to be patient. His name is Mitchell, by the way.”


    “So, if you're married, you don't have the same last name as my grandfather, do you?”


    “That's right. I took Mitchell's name, so I'm a Weirma now.”


    “Waleah Weirma.”


    “This wasn't a Weirma house, though, not originally. I grew up in this house.”


    Opal pulled some plates from the cupboard and brought them to the table. “And my grandfather, Warren, his room was the one I'm in now, right?”


    Waleah raised her eyebrows. “You're figuring things out.”


    Opal smiled and served up the pancakes, surprising herself at how comfortable she felt in her new home, aside from the awkwardness with Mitchell.


    Waleah said, “Try them first without the syrup, then with.” She smiled as she handed Opal a jug of brown liquid.


    Opal did as she was told, eager to please.


    Waleah pushed over a jar of something that looked like peanut butter. “This is my favorite.”


    “Peanut butter?”


    “Even better. It's from the redfruit. Well, from the nuts inside the pits.”


    Opal tasted the nut butter and said it was good, which was true. She couldn't shake the feeling she was being tested, evaluated, so she took care to be positive and eager.


    Waleah frowned. “You don't have to say everything's good. Not everything is good.”


    “Okay,” Opal said, and she kept her gaze down on her food.


    Waleah was hard to read—sometimes loving and sometimes distant, or often both, simultaneously.


    They ate their pancakes together and Opal listened as Waleah talked about the weather forecast for the day, and then the floor wax they had to get for the floor, as well as detailed instructions about how to apply the floor wax.


    Opal read between the lines that she was expected to do chores as part of earning her keep there, beginning with waxing the floor. At least the pancakes were good, and she ate three of them.


    As Opal cleared away the plates, trying to make herself useful, she said, “Is there a home improvement store in town? Or do I get the wax at a general store?”


    “No! Good gravy, not store-bought wax. May as well set fire to the floors. No, you'll have to hike up and get the wax straight from the bluebees.”


    “I'm sorry, did you say bluebees? Like bees, with blue in front?”


    “Yes. You know, bluebees. They make honey and they build blue honey-castles out of wax.”


    “Won't they sting me? Don't you have to blow smoke over them and wear a special bee suit?”


    “Bluebees don't sting anyone, silly.”


    “Oh. We have something similar on the mainland, but they do sting. Or at least some of them do, I think.”


    “Their wax is magnificent,” Waleah said. “It has magical properties for strengthening wood. I'd buy some in town, but they water it down to the point of uselessness.”


    “Wait, so I have to hike up somewhere and find them? Oh, no. Are the bluebees mega huge, like the big, scary owls?”


    Waleah frowned and pointed to the platter in front of her, and the single leftover pancake—the pancake with the sweet, round, blue things Opal had assumed, up until now, were blueberries. Waleah said, “You just ate about fifty of them, so you're as expert as anyone.”


    Opal was already at the sink, and she hunched over it, fighting a gag reflex. They'd looked exactly like blueberries! They'd been sweet, and juicy.


    She grimaced and held her stomach with her hands. Throwing up in her aunt's sink would be poor form, plus she needed the carbohydrate calories if she was to be out hiking and hunting for… honey-castles?


    * * *


    After getting a few directions, as well as a backpack with some bottled water and sandwiches for the trip, Opal set off in search of the elusive bluebees and their honey-castle homes.


    On her new bicycle, the first few pedals were tough, because her muscles were sore from the previous day, but once she was out on the cobblestone road for a mile or so, her legs loosened up. Although the bluebee territory was in the opposite direction, she rode first into town and retraced her steps from the night she arrived.


    She passed by the vendor whose breakfast pastries she'd eaten the previous day, and even though her stomach was well-filled by the bluebee pancakes, her mouth watered at the sweet smell. She looked around for the witches, but they weren't in the clothing shop, or anywhere else she checked.


    A glasses-wearing, middle-aged man in bright red jeans walked by, doing a bad job of inconspicuously spying on Opal. She gave him a friendly wave, which sent him scurrying away. As she scanned the town square, she saw a number of people, men and women, wearing similar red jeans. She normally preferred blue, but the red jeans were growing on her.


    The next familiar face she encountered, besides the pastry vendor, was Edwin, the handsome man whose fiancee had been killed. He wore dark gray clothes and looked like he hadn't slept or shaved in days. He was having trouble using his circular card to purchase a newspaper from the paper box.


    Opal stopped her bike, meaning to say something. She had the strangest compulsion to apologize to him, even though she'd had nothing to do with the woman's death. He stood up with the newspaper in hand, and looked straight at her. They both stood, silently staring at each other, for several seconds. Opal's mouth opened and closed, wordlessly, then the young man turned around without a word and walked away.


    First Mitchell, now Edwin. She really had a way with men!


    Her cheeks burning with shame, Opal pedaled away, saying under her breath, “I'm sorry for your loss. Geez. Is that so hard to say? I'm sorry for your loss. Uh-huh, duh, I'm Opal, I'm from the mainland, and I'm a big stupidhead.”


    She stopped admonishing herself only when she arrived at her destination, the log cabin where Peter lived.


    She parked her bike using the kickstand and knocked on the door. The red-haired woman, Patty, opened the door. “You're still here,” she said, looking surprised.


    “You thought I'd be deported already?”


    “Or something,” she said, tucking a wild strand of wavy hair behind her ear. “Disappeared, even.”


    “No… am I in trouble? I'm just a kid, you know. I'm only fifteen.” She folded her hands together and tried to look meek. “Is Peter here?”


    Patty, who seemed a lot less receptive to Opal now that she was plain old Opal and not the woman's nephew's fiancee, hollered over her shoulder, “PETER!”


    As she waited for Peter, Opal marveled at how different things were here on the island than at home, where she would have sent a friend a dozen text messages and met the friend somewhere, rather than show up, unannounced, at a person's door. Being at Peter's door was exciting, and old-fashioned, and spontaneous.


    Patty fussed with her hair, smoothing down wavy segments. Opal had seen a number of women around the town, and they wore a variety of different clothing styles, but they all had perfectly straight hair. Opal wondered if Patty chose to not see the pixies for her hairstyling because being peed on by them was unsettling, or because she couldn't afford the privilege. Their home was small, compared to Opal's new home, but everything was so unusual on the island, so she couldn't tell what social strata people were in.


    Social strata, or class, didn't matter much to Opal, except as a point of interest. Her grandfather, before he'd retired, had worked his whole life as a mechanic, and then taught mechanics at a school. Some of his friends, like Arthur, were professors at the university. Even Flora taught some writing classes. They were all teachers, though Opal's grandfather liked to bring up his blue-collar roots as often as possible. He always chose the cheapest beer or wine, simply to make the point that he wasn't snooty. His friends had teased him for being a reverse-snob, whatever that was.


    Opal kicked at the gravel beneath her feet and wondered what Katy was doing. Katy's family was wealthy—old money—and they had a proper house and a pool, too, with a diving board and everything. The pool wasn't as big as the one in Opal's apartment building, but it was private, and people didn't let their dogs and babies swim and go to the bathroom in it.


    Peter came to the door and peered shyly around his mother, neither coming out of the house nor inviting Opal in.


    Opal said, “Wanna help me get bluebee wax?”


    “No.”


    “Fine,” she said, turning to grab her bike. So much for spontaneity. “I guess I'll just fall off the side of a cliff or whatever, since I don't know what I'm doing.”


    He ran out after her. “Wait! Opal, I don't want to go, but I will go. Big difference.”


    She turned and gave him a big smile. She was so relieved to have some help, she could have hugged him, if his mother hadn't been standing right there, and if he didn't look like the sudden physical contact would make him scream.


    “Take your hunting knife,” Patty said to her son as he retrieved a worn-looking bicycle from a shed alongside the log house.


    “Already got it,” he said, patting the holder on his belt.


    Opal said, “Hunting knife? We're not hunting the bluebees, not literally.”


    “Gotta be safe,” he said.


    “Be very careful!” Patty called out after them.


    * * *


    Peter's old bike squeaked whenever he veered left, but not when he veered right. Opal's bike, which looked even more brand new next to Peter's, buzzed along merrily, and her legs felt stronger than the previous day.


    Her breathing was also stronger, and her allergies seemed diminished, with no more of the persistent sniffle she'd usually have all summer, while the trees and grasses were blossoming. She took a deep breath in and out. Yes, she was breathing much easier on the island. The place was magical in so many ways.


    She asked Peter, “Do people get colds here on the island?”


    “Yes,” he said. “And other illnesses as well, though most people who used to live on the mainland say we don't get as many colds here, and hardly any flu.”


    “Awesome!” Opal said.


    They rode out past the town perimeter, through terrain that was still unusual but becoming more familiar, and took a fork in the road that led away from Opal's new house. The cobblestones under their tires were less smooth here, with some areas looking like a jigsaw puzzle put together by a small child who smashes the wrong pieces to fit.


    “Thank you for the fairy tale book,” Opal said to Peter.


    “You're welcome. It's not a fairy tale, though.”


    She pedaled faster to catch up and ride alongside him rather than behind. “Dude, you're joking, right? Do people around here actually believe they're descended from goats? Is it, like, the religion around here?”


    “Not everyone is descended from goats.”


    “Ah, phew! Not everyone. That's so much more reasonable.”


    He started to say something, then stopped.


    Opal said, “No offense intended.”


    “We know the story of the First People is strange too, but some people take the folklore quite seriously. Especially those who claim to talk with goats.”


    “So the goats do talk?”


    “That's debatable. People don't discuss such sensitive things, because…” He changed gears and cursed at his bicycle.


    “Because why? You have to tell me. Don't leave me hanging!”


    He chewed on his lower lip, then said, “A while ago, long before I was born, some people claimed to be the true descendents of the First People, and that the goats were telling them things.”


    “Telling them things,” Opal repeated. She got a dark feeling about where this was going.


    Peter continued, “A few of these people who heard things got voted into office and started deporting people they felt didn't belong here. They thought all the non-goat-descended were evil and responsible for every terrible thing that happened on the island, from deformed births to crop failures. Then, they got frustrated with deportation not being fast enough, so they rounded up people and…” He cleared his throat and changed gears up and then down, the bike squeaking.


    “Oh, no,” she said. “No.”


    Peter turned to look her right in the eyes. His irises were neither brown nor green, but somewhere in the middle, and he looked sad, so sad.


    “They killed two-thirds of the population,” he said.


    Opal slowed her pedaling and then stopped entirely, putting her feet on the ground. The day was as warm as the previous one, and without the breeze of movement, her whole body felt damp. Peter stopped and rolled his bicycle back to join her.


    She said, “This place is not a perfect paradise at all, is it?”


    “Things are pretty decent, right now.”


    Opal pieced some things together. “So, if a person thinks they hear a goat talking, that's a bad thing, right?”


    “It's not good.”


    “But the goats themselves, they aren't bad?”


    “They're animals,” he said. “Animals just are. They have no moral compass, so nothing they do is good or bad. We don't eat the goats, though.”


    She nodded. “Rule number three. Don't eat the goats.”


    He started to pedal again, and Opal followed, his bike squeaking as it picked up speed, and hers happily ticking along. Peter let her know they'd be approaching the area Waleah had described as the Drylands soon enough.


    On their ride, they passed a number of people, mostly on bikes or other human-powered contraptions, but a few walking. There were more houses along the road, found at the ends of paths leading off from the main road, some with stone fences and gates, but many without. Most people waved, and Opal got in the habit of waving to them as soon as she saw them, assuming they'd happily wave back.


    “Does everyone know everyone?” she asked Peter.


    “I don't know what you mean,” he said. “Most faces are familiar, but sometimes you meet someone you've never talked to before, but it doesn't seem strange, because they usually look like someone you know and are friends with other people in your family.”


    “How many people live on the island?”


    He shrugged. “You'd have to ask my cousin. He'd know.”


    “Maybe I will,” she said.


    They biked past fields with sheep and then fields with cows. Seeing cows made Opal happy, because she loved cheese and ice cream. “Moo!” she said to the cows, and Peter joined in. The cows didn't moo in response, but stared back with mild interest.


    They stopped to rest, parked the bikes, and walked over to the fence to wave at the cows. An old man on a low-rider bike rolled by and gave Peter a knowing look.


    That old guy thinks we're on a date, Opal thought. She kept silent, trying to remember what constituted a date, and whether or not they actually were on one. She had asked him to go somewhere with her, just the two of them. Back on the mainland, that definitely would have been a date.


    Peter chewed on a stalk of something, staring out at the cows, and mooed again.


    She shook her head. No, they weren't on a date.


    He offered her a stalk, but she declined.


    Opal asked Peter, “Do people eat the cows?”


    “Yes, but not raw,” he said.


    “Of course not raw. You are so odd.”


    “You're the one asking if people eat cows!”


    “Well, they don't eat the goats!”


    Peter nodded. “I guess we just take that knowledge for granted. Like if I went to the mainland and you had a pet cat, I wouldn't ask if people ate cats.”


    In the pasture, some of the cows ambled toward where they stood, leaning on the fence. Opal said, “Let's not talk about E-A-T-I-N-G the animals right in front of them.”


    “Are all girls weird like you?”


    “Peter!”


    “What? I don't have a lot of friends who are girls.”


    She punched him on the shoulder. “You don't tell girls they're weird.”


    He frowned. “What am I supposed to say about them?”


    “I don't know. That they're smart, or funny. You can even say they're pretty, but don't make it all about their looks because that's shallow.”


    “You're funny,” he said.


    A shadow passed across his face, then hers. They both looked up, and Opal found the shadow maker was only a cloud. No giant owl was dive-bombing them, the day was lovely, and she might be getting the hang of her new home after all.


    “Let's get that wax!” she said, and raced to the bicycles.


    She had a head start on Peter and cycled ahead of him, excited about what they might see next. With Peter right behind her, she raced past the end of the cow meadow and into a grove of trees that was bigger than any they'd passed so far. It went on for about a mile, and the air smelled fresh, like a pine-scented car freshener, which she realized was a silly comparison, but that was what the forest smelled like.


    She rounded a corner and nearly wiped out on a big patch of sand on the road, blown there from the surrounding desert.


    





Chapter Eleven


    As Opal gawked at the sandy desert stretching out before her, Peter dismounted and rolled his bicycle into a shed next to the sand-covered cobblestone road. “We'll go the rest of the way by foot,” he said. “Some parts get really thick with sand and the bicycles will be more of a hindrance. I'm glad you wore something sensible, not like some of the girls from town.”


    She tried to tear her attention away from the shocking landscape.


    “What?”


    “Your shoes. They're sensible, which means you're smart.” He snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Come on, bring your bike in here.”


    She looked down at her running shoes, a little scuffed, but still new-looking. “My shoes. Oh, yes, I am a practical girl.” She followed his lead, parking her bicycle in the shed next to his. The truth about the shoes was, she'd tried to wear her new dressy ones with the little kitten heels, but the heels got stuck in the pedals three times before she even left the driveway, so she'd run up to her room and changed outfits several times before settling on the shorts, patchwork tank top, and the zip-up, bamboo-fabric hoodie. Everything was blue, except for the orange and pink sneakers.


    Peter wore an olive green t-shirt and camouflage-spotted cargo pants, which would have made someone with less boyish cheeks appear to be a soldier, but Peter looked like a kid on Halloween. His longish hair wasn't army-standard either.


    Pointing to Peter's camouflage pants, Opal said, “My father was in the military.”


    “What does he do now?”


    “He's dead.”


    “I'm sorry for your loss,” Peter said. “My father was taken by the sea. He was a fisherman.”


    “I'm sorry for your loss. At least you still have your mother.”


    “And my cousin, Edwin. He's only four years older than me, but he's really smart, and he teaches me how to do stuff.”


    Opal nodded and gazed out at the desert terrain. So, the man who'd lost his fiancee was Peter's cousin, which explained why Peter had been in a suit, looking just as terrified as Edwin when Opal tore out of the dressing room with screaming pixies in her hair.


    She tucked her silky hair behind her ear and looked back at the lush forest behind them. Between the forest and the desert was a slim margin, maybe ten feet wide, of dry-looking, angry little bushes. The separation was as neat and tidy as a hand-drawn map, which had to be magic.


    “I can see why you call this region the Drylands.” She pulled the bottle of water from her backpack and took a sip.


    Peter looked thirstily at the water. He hadn't brought anything but his knife. Just like a boy, she thought. You invite them to a party and they bring a bag of chips, if anything.


    “Want some?” She offered him the bottle.


    He used the edge of his shirt to wipe the bottle's mouth off very carefully before taking a big drink, then handed it back to her.


    Two can pay the cooties game, she thought as she scrubbed away at the mouth with the hem of her own patchwork tank top.


    Peter said, “Have you seen cacti before? That's the plural of cactus. We don't say cactuses.”


    “Cacti,” she repeated. “Yeah, I've seen cacti. Not in such strange shapes. That one there looks like a pair of pants, walking without a person.”


    “I guess it does.” He pointed to a squat, purple-hued cactus with two humps. “That one looks like a butt.”


    Opal giggled. “It does.”


    Peter dug into one of the pockets on his cargo pants and retrieved two pairs of sunglasses, one of which he handed to Opal. “Don't antagonize the snakes,” he said as he started walking up the sand-covered road.


    She put on the sunglasses and skipped to catch up. The temperature rose considerably with each step they took away from the green and purple forest behind them. “You mean don't call them names? Wait. You're serious. Snakes?”


    “Don't stare at them, no matter what they do.”


    “Don't stare at the snakes. Gotcha.”


    “And when you see the wind devil coming, get off the road.”


    “Wind devil. Road. Gotcha.”


    Opal followed along on the sandy path, sweating. She was beginning to have some serious misgivings about Aunt Waleah's need for freshly-procured bluebee wax as opposed to the store-bought kind.


    She wondered if this was the type of errand you sent a person on when you didn't really want them to come back.


    * * *


    The wind devil was not a devil at all, but a localized whirlwind or miniature tornado. When the swirling column of sand came toward them the first time, Opal's instinct was to run, or grab onto a mean-looking prickly cactus, but Peter assured her they only needed to stand a few feet off to the side and let the wind devil do its work.


    She said, “I have a little robot vacuum cleaner back home.”


    “Does your robot have artificial intelligence?”


    “I wouldn't say so. Not by the way it bumps into things and rearranges the kitchen chairs.”


    “Close your mouth!” Peter said, which Opal thought was incredibly rude, but then the wind devil came whizzing past them, blowing sand everywhere.


    As the sandy column whirled away down the road, back the way they'd come, Peter explained how the wind devils blew the sand away so the road wouldn't become permanently submerged in sand dunes.


    “Is the wind devil magic?” she asked Peter, but she already knew the answer would be yes.


    “Island magic,” he said, “not set up or administered by the witches, if that's what you mean.”


    “Cool. I can't wait to see the Wetlands. How much further do we have to go?”


    He turned to look at Opal, but with the sunglasses on, she couldn't read his expression. “That's the weird part,” he said. “I don't remember this desert being so big. The land is changing more quickly than the mapmakers can keep up.”


    She spotted, behind his feet, a creature with colorful feathers, doing the strangest, wiggly dance. The funny little thing had big, googly eyes and a feathered headdress, not unlike what she'd seen on the giant owl, and the feathers flipped up and down.


    Opal laughed while pointing. “What is that?”


    Peter glanced back, then startled. “Don't look!” He grabbed her arm and pulled her ahead on the path.


    She lagged behind, turning back for one last look. “But it's so adorable! What is it?”


    Angrily, he said, “That's a snake, you buckethead!”


    “No way!”


    She believed Peter when the rest of the snake emerged from the sand. The funny-looking creature had been just the top of the snake's head, and now the fangs were visible, and the whole creature was slithering toward them, faster than she expected a snake to move, but then again, she'd never spent much time with snakes before coming to the island, except for the boa constrictors that those big, tattooed bald guys in the city walked around with, draped around their shoulders.


    She found a burst of energy and ran ahead, passing Peter, thanks to her field and track training. They came over the top of a dune and she saw forest ahead, as welcome in the desert heat as a glittering swimming pool.


    Peter yelped and dropped to the ground as though shot. The snake slithered away and dove into the sand, feathered head first.


    Opal ran back and dropped to Peter's side. “Are you bit? Peter, are you bit? What do I do?”


    He gasped, his face turning red and his neck swelling. Opal felt two waves of panic rise up in her and wallop each other down, canceling out. Calm. She had to be calm.


    She pulled up the hems of his cargo pants. There on his leg were a set of red marks, where the snake's fangs had struck Peter's shin. She reached for the knife at his hip and took it out of the sheath. “Peter, I've seen some nature shows. Correct me if I'm wrong, but do I need to cut an X over those dots and suck out the venom?”


    Gasping, possibly unable to speak, Peter jerked his head and gave her two thumbs up.


    She hoped the thumbs-up sign meant the same thing here as back home.


    “Wait, no!” she said, as much to herself as to Peter. “That's an urban legend. Or outdated, or whatever. You're not supposed to suck the venom out. Um. Uh. I mean, it probably can't hurt you for me to try, and if I suck the poison and die, then I suppose it serves me right.” She pointed the tip of the knife at the bumps on his leg, which were growing larger and more red by the second.


    He pointed again with his thumbs, at the Y-shaped cactus to the side of the road.


    “Oh, the cactus? Do I cut some part of it and apply to the wound, or squeeze cactus juice into your mouth?”


    He pointed one thumb at the cactus and one at his leg, and she realized why he was pointing with his thumbs. His hands were trembling, the fingers curled into fists.


    With the knife in hand, she launched herself at the cactus, miraculously avoiding the large, pointy needles, and cut out a portion the size of a t-bone steak, then dashed back and applied it to Peter's shin.


    He trembled and shook, but seemed to relax.


    Pleased with herself, Opal patted his leg and said, “Ah, that's better now, isn't it?”


    When he didn't respond, she realized his new-found serenity came from him being unconscious. At least he was still breathing, and the swelling in his neck seemed to be lessening.


    She pulled up the chunk of cactus and found the bumps on his legs had burst, and a custard-like substance was oozing from them. Her instincts told her to massage the skin of the leg to help coax the substance out, because as far as she knew, Peter was human, and custard-like substance had no business under the skin of humans.


    The stuff oozed out, along with some globs of brown and black, which she guessed was the blood trying to clot. She cut another chunk from the cactus and applied it to his leg, desperately hoping for the best, and trying not to vomit.


    * * *


    After she got over the initial shock of Peter being bitten and unconscious, Opal surveyed the area and looked for signs of other people, though they hadn't seen anyone since they'd entered the Drylands. She yelled like a madwoman, until she was hoarse. It had taken half a day to get where they were. She considered leaving Peter and riding back on her own for help, but decided to wait just a little longer to see if he'd wake up.


    She ate one of the sandwiches from her backpack—it was either cheese or jam or both, but she couldn't tell—and tried to give Peter some water, but he only choked and coughed on the portion she dribbled into his mouth.


    When he finally began to moan and move, she nearly cried with relief.


    “Peter, wake up,” she said, patting his cheeks.


    He suddenly yelped and sat up. His arms flailed, smacking her on the cheek and sending her falling back. As she tried to get up, he stood and spun around wildly, his arms out.


    “Peter! Calm down, or you're going to hurt yourself.”


    “Opal?” He stopped spinning. “I can't see anything. Are you there?”


    She stood and grabbed his hands, partly to calm him and partly to keep him from hitting her again. “You were bitten by a snake. It was so awful, and completely my fault, and I'm really sorry. I was going to suck the poison out, like some nineteen-fifties Boy Scout, but then you pointed to the cactus, I think, and…”


    He took the sunglasses off and rubbed his eyes, opening and closing them, but looking straight through her.


    “It's all coming back to me,” he said, then, angrily, “You! You taunted the snake!”


    “You should have warned me the snakes in the Drylands have cute little feathers like Las Vegas showgirls and do a funny dance with their heads. I'd say this whole incident is about fifty percent your fault. Now what do we do? Is there an anti-venom somewhere? More cactus? Tell me what to do.”


    He put the sunglasses back on over his unfocused eyes.


    “We wait, and we hope,” he said.


    “But your vision. It's all blurry? That's temporary, right?”


    “It's a bit worse than blurry.”


    She began to cry, hugging him and apologizing.


    He pushed her away and said, “Let's get out of the sun. If I remember correctly, the next forest lay just ahead. That way?” He pointed at the mangled cactus to the side of them.


    She turned him in the direction they'd been heading originally. “That way. Shouldn't we head back, though? If you can't ride, I could double you on my bike.”


    “No, we have to get what we came out for, and we're almost in bluebee territory. Fresh bluebee honey's probably the best thing for me right now anyway. The honey has healing and restorative properties.”


    “Again, Peter, I am so, so, so sorry about the whole snake thing.”


    “Don't worry. I think some of my vision is already coming back to me. This is you here, right?” He was pointing to the cactus again.


    Opal didn't have the heart to say the cactus wasn't her.


    * * *


    Going the relatively short distance to the trees took a long time, because Opal had to lead Peter by the hand, and he was barely able to put weight on the leg that had been bitten. The sores were still oozing, with green stuff now, but Peter assured her that was the correct color for this point, and he would not be dying from the snake bite. Probably not dying.


    As they reached the transition point leading into the forest, Opal said, “Is this the Wetlands? Isn't it supposed to be all marsh or swamp? This looks like regular forest.”


    Peter said, “You'll see.”


    “Not in this lifetime, not at this pace,” she said, then she wrapped his arm around her shoulder and stood in as a crutch for his wounded leg. “Is that better?”


    He sniffed. “You smell pretty.”


    Opal felt horrendously guilty for what had happened to Peter, yet she was a tiny bit glad he couldn't see her blushing.


    “How's your vision now?” she asked.


    “Not worse.”


    “I'm sure you'll be fine. Not that I know anything about snake bites, but you're up and walking, and I'm sure it's just a matter of time. You're probably swollen in your optic nerve or something.”


    He laughed. “Were you taking pre-med at your high school?”


    “No, but I do watch a lot of medical dramas.”


    “I've seen some of those,” he said. “Let's go with swelling around the optic nerve, sure, that sounds likely, Dr. Opal.”


    “My last name's Button, so you'd call me Dr. Button.”


    “You're the only Button on the island,” he said.


    As they reached the forest, the cool air filled her lungs and energized her muscles. “This place smells like eucalyptus,” she said.


    “I've always loved the sound of that word. Is this smell what eucalyptus smells like? We don't have that plant here.” He sniffed deeply. “I think my other senses are already getting stronger.”


    Opal wiped at her brow, which was moist, but not from sweat. The moisture wasn't rain, either, but something like mist. She looked up at the tree branches overhead, thick with leaves that should have been catching the rain, or turning the water into bigger droplets at the very least.


    “You don't have to hold me up,” he said. “My leg's taking my weight now.”


    She pulled away from him. “It should have bit me,” she said.


    “True.”


    She wiped away more moisture, and beads of water collected on her eyelashes.


    Something wasn't adding up.


    “Peter,” she said. “Is it just me, or are the trees themselves raining on us?”


    “Now you know where the name, Wetlands, comes from. Try to steer us under the reddish ones, because they're warm. Avoid the blue-green trees.”


    “No way!” She pulled both of them under a yellow-leafed tree, where the water misting down was pleasantly warm, but not hot. There weren't many red trees along the narrow path, which at this point was a third the width of the one they'd started out on with their bikes.


    She pulled off the borrowed sunglasses and gave her face a scrub, glad to be free of the dust from the desert. She removed Peter's sunglasses too, and tucked both pairs into his cargo pocket.


    Peter turned his face up to catch the water, his mouth open.


    Opal said, “Do you think the water is helping your eyes?”


    “Can't hurt,” he said, then he tried to hold hands with a tree.


    She took Peter's hand in hers and led him along the path. He wasn't limping quite as badly as before, but she wanted to get that honey, fast. According to Aunt Waleah's instructions, the bluebees and their honey-castles would be in the next forest.


    She flipped up the hood of her jacket to keep the misting water out of her eyes. Even though the water wasn't cold, she looked forward to being dry again.


    * * *


    They'd been walking for about an hour when Opal sensed something following them, something just out of sight. She had reason to trust her instincts, because she'd been right about Peter following her in the square. She pulled down her hood so she could hear better.


    She whispered, “Do you hear something? Are we being followed?”


    “I do hear something. Take my knife out. I still can't see anything but bright and dark, so you'll have to protect us.”


    “Is it the snakes? Do they come to his area? Or something else? Tigers?”


    She pulled the knife from his holster. It had done well against the cactus, an inanimate plant, but the blade seemed small now.


    “Peter, no offense to your cool hunting knife with the nice engravings, but I don't think this will do any good against tigers. We should climb a tree, or use the knife to sharpen some spears.”


    “Spears? And here I thought you were a city girl.”


    “Goes to show you how well I'm adapting to Broken Shell—I mean life on this island.” She reached for a branch on a yellow-leafed tree next to them, then thought better of it. The trees weren't raining everywhere, but only over the areas where the two of them were walking. For all she knew, they could be sentient, and she didn't want to break off one of their arms and find out the hard way.


    She selected a fallen branch from the ground and shook it carefully, waiting for a reaction from above. Nothing beyond the steadily misting rain happened, so she cautiously took the knife to the narrower end of the sturdy stick and sliced off a bit of wood. The rain continued, unabated, so she got to work, listening to the twigs snapping nearby and trying to catch a glimpse of whatever was following them.


    As she sharpened the sticks—one for herself and one for Peter—she asked him why the name she knew, Broken Shell Island, was, as the witches had told her, a cursed name.


    He didn't want to talk about the issue, but she grew insistent. “Peter, I can't be in the dark. First of all, I don't like the dark. Second of all, if I don't know what I'm not allowed to do, I'll stupidly do it and get myself into huge trouble. And then I'll blame you.”


    “No, you won't,” he said. “Be safe. Don't touch anything and don't do anything.”


    She explained to him how ridiculous that was, and begged him to tell her.


    Finally, he caved.


    As they walked, he told her that before the mass killings, townspeople commonly voted on laws, and they used either a black stone or a white, broken shell to cast their votes. Something terrible happened, though, at a critical vote, and when the voting boxes were opened, all the white shells had disintegrated to dust, and could not be counted. The leaders at the time took this as a divine sign that the maker, their god, was on their side.


    “And that was when they switched from deporting people to killing them,” Peter said.


    “Oh.”


    “But that was a long time ago.”


    “Thanks for telling me. I swear I'll try not to mention the name again.” She wiped the water off her face, her hands acting like squeegees. The water came down steadier now, and was no longer as refreshing as it had seemed immediately after the Drylands.


    “Maybe we should,” Peter said. “Talk about it, that is. By trying to bury horrible things in the past and pretend they didn't happen, doesn't that leave us open to such a thing happening again one day?”


    “My history teacher would agree with you. He thinks it's important for us to not forget how easily atrocities can happen.”


    The shrubs next to them shook. Opal held tightly to both of the spears, one in each hand. Peter started to say something, but she shushed him.


    She whispered, “Something's in the bushes right here. Get ready to fight.”


    The water from the trees came down harder, blurring her vision. She blinked her eyes furiously and prepared herself to fight whatever came at them from the depths of the forest.


    Out of the bushes leaped a little yellow goat, followed by a chocolate brown goat.


    “A goat!” she cried. “And another goat. Hey, I know these goats.” She relaxed. “I've named them Chocolate Goat and Banana Goat. If you could see them, you'd understand why.”


    Peter said, “What's chasing them?”


    She tensed up again and crouched, ready to spring at whatever came next.


    Minutes passed, and nothing came.


    The goats pressed their heads against Opal's and Peter's legs, giving them loving little bunts.


    She relaxed and petted the goats while giving Peter a running commentary.


    “Let's not tell anyone we were scared of goats,” Peter said.


    Opal scratched the goats' ears as she gave them heck, telling them how much they'd scared her. She asked where their fruit-gathering baskets were.


    Peter said, “Are you just talking to them like a fool, or are they actually answering you back? What do the voices in your head sound like, exactly?”


    She gave him a playful swat across the chest. “They're not saying anything. I don't know why I'm talking to them, I guess chatting just feels good. People talk to little babies, and they don't understand either.”


    The two goats trotted ahead, up the road.


    Opal handed both of the sharpened sticks to Peter. “You're walking a bit better now,” she said. “You can lean on me if you'd like, but maybe you can use these to balance yourself.”


    Peter tested the sticks and reported that he was able to feel the ground ahead of himself and stay on the cobblestone path.


    “Stupid rain,” Opal said, shivering. Whether it could still be called rain, considering it didn't come from clouds, didn't occur to her. She wished Peter needed her support for walking, as she would have liked the warmth of contact.


    “Are you warm enough?” she asked him.


    “Yeah. How are you?”


    She wrapped her arms around herself and lied, “Fine.”


    They trailed after the goats, with Opal behind Peter so she could call out a verbal warning if he was veering too far left or right.


    Leaves overhead fluttered, and a tiny bird flew from the foliage and flitted from branch to branch overhead. The bird was the size of a hummingbird, and pale green, with a yellow chest.


    A dozen more tiny birds, nearly as fast and acrobatic as hummingbirds, but not quite, joined the first bird, and they all chirped merrily and flew back and forth over Peter, Opal, and the two goats. The birds put on a show, diving and frolicking in the rain. Their chirping grew louder, and sounded like the laughter of schoolchildren.


    Opal tripped and nearly fell, and the birds' laughter changed to that of mean schoolchildren.


    Opal said, “I don't mean to alarm you unnecessarily, but, these little green birds. Are they dangerous? Lethal? Should I be concerned?”


    The birds screamed with laughter—laughter that was bordering on sarcastic.


    Peter said, “Yellow chest feathers?”


    “Yes.”


    “Keep your mouth open at all times, or they'll sew your lips shut.”


    “What?” Opal dropped her jaw and kept her mouth open. The birds didn't seem to notice, and kept chirp-laughing and flying in figure eights.


    “Wait, no,” Peter said. “Green and yellow? These are the zumi. They fly inside your mouth and yank out your teeth. Better close your mouth, quick.” He laughed. “They'll pull out your tongue as well.”


    Opal relaxed her mouth and rolled her eyes, even though the expression was lost on Peter. “And you wonder why I didn't take the snake warning seriously.”


    The birds disappeared, climbing up high, above the treetops and the water. Opal wished she could fly, and soar over the drippy, miserable trees. “I don't love the Wetlands,” she said.


    “Nobody does.”


    * * *


    Time passed.


    The forest grew so dark that soon she'd be able to see no better than Peter. They still hadn't arrived at the next forest, the one with the bluebees and the honey Peter needed. She was starting to panic on the inside, but kept her fear from Peter.


    They'd been talking about Spider-Man and Batman—Peter was a huge fan of superheroes, especially Spider-Man, after having gotten hold of some comic books from the mainland—and Opal broke the news that it was growing dark, almost night time. The little green zumi birds had come back a few times, but not recently, and the energy of the forest was shifting into night-time mode.


    Just as Opal mentioned the growing darkness, the two goats stopped where they were on the narrow cobblestone path, blocking the way. The little yellow one stepped a few feet off the path, between some trees, and seemed to be beckoning them to follow. Opal described all this to Peter.


    “I've heard of goats helping travelers,” he said. “They could be leading us to one of their caves.”


    “Like the caves in the fairy tale? I mean, like the caves in the story you gave me?”


    He stumbled a bit, then transferred both of the pointed sticks to one hand and offered the other hand to Opal, to lead him. “Let's find out.”


    As they left the path, the trees seemed unhappy about this decision, tripling or quadrupling their precipitation. Soon, Opal had to hold her hand over her nose and mouth, just so she could breath.


    Peter said, “Did you hear that Svetlana was drowned?”


    “What? I thought she was killed in the woods.”


    “She was found in the woods, but with seawater in her lungs.”


    Opal had heard a number of different speculations when she was at the clothing store with the witches, but none that included drowning. She repositioned her hands to keep the water from pouring in her mouth as she spoke. “Do those other woods rain like this? I could almost see someone drowning from this amount of water.”


    “This is unique to the Wetlands,” he said. “Besides, like I said, she drowned on seawater.”


    “Right.”


    They tramped noisily through the woods, following the goats. The chocolate brown goat all but disappeared amidst the darkening terrain, but the baby-chick-yellow goat was visible, even in the torrential downpour.


    “Peter, this may be an incredibly stupid question—”


    “Yes.”


    “But do you guys have zombies here on the island? Do dead people walk around?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    “So she couldn't have drowned first, and then walked into the forest?”


    “No. Not unless she was already a zombie when she was back on the mainland. You guys don't have some new medical technology for reanimating corpses, do you?”


    “I hope not,” Opal said. “But I really don't know as much about the world as I thought I did.”


    As the water pelted down and she led her possibly-blinded friend through an unhappy, darkening forest, Opal thought about the poor Russian girl and how panicked she must have felt before she died.


    The water pouring down became colder, with fewer warm pockets of red-leafed trees.


    Opal regretted accepting the beeswax errand from her great-aunt. She regretted rolling out of bed that morning, let alone leaving the house.


    * * *


    Night was almost upon them when the yellow goat blinked out of sight. Thankfully, the goat had disappeared into a cave, not abandoned them deep in the woods.


    Opal expected to find more goats inside the cave, but she and Peter were joined only by the yellow goat and the brown one with the white stripe down his face. The goats bleated a few times, then bedded down on a pile of straw.


    Opal stamped her feet and described the cave to Peter. Now that they were out of the raining trees, in dry air, she realized how thoroughly soaked she was, and how cold. At least her teeth were still chattering, which meant she wasn't yet in a state of hypothermia. Or did it mean that? She'd taken some wilderness survival training in Girl Guides, but the lessons hadn't stuck in her head. Opal regretted not paying more attention to survival training and less attention to text messages and celebrity gossip.


    The light was murky inside the cave, and all would be black in minutes, she guessed. She couldn't see the color of Peter's lips, but by the way he was shaking and shivering, they were likely as blue as the lips of little kids who don't want to get out of a swimming pool.


    “At least it's warm in here,” she said.


    “Cozy.” He crossed his shaking arms over his stomach.


    She explored the cave, describing everything to Peter.


    “Pretty much your standard cave,” she said jokingly.


    “You've never been in a cave before.”


    “You're right, but it's still what I'd imagined. Where do you think the straw came from? Are there farmers that look after the goats? Wow, what a weird echo my voice has. Echo, echo, echo.”


    Peter shivered and jumped up and down on the spot.


    Opal went as far back into the cave as she dared, relieved to find a back wall, and that the cave ended. At least nothing would be sneaking up on them from more than one side. She noticed some crevices in the ground—crevices that let out luxurious streams of warm air. She rubbed her hands over the vent until they were dry.


    “Peter, I found some sort of geothermal thing, that's why it's toasty in here. We should wring out our clothes and lay them across the vents to get dry.”


    Peter sputtered, “And be naked?”


    “Peter, your clothes are sopping wet. They'll take forever to dry if you stay like that. You can leave on your underwear of course.”


    “Easy for you to say. I can't see you, because I can't see anything.”


    “I promise not to look at your body,” she said. “Come on, it's getting darker anyway, I can barely see you now.” She clapped her hands. “Chop, chop, get those clothes off.”


    He began to peel off his damp shirt. “I've had dreams about a girl asking me to take my clothes off, but it wasn't like this at all.”


    Opal laughed, glad that Peter had his humor. When he made a joke or smiled, it helped take her mind off worrying about his eyesight coming back.


    They wrung out the clothes and left them over the vents. Opal admired her new blue hoodie, because, true to the man at the store's promise, the bamboo fabric did wring out easily and was nearly dry already.


    After they'd put everything, including their shoes, over the crevices, Opal checked the contents of her backpack. The wax-paper-wrapped sandwiches were wet, but still edible, so they shared what was left and drank the water from the bottle. She noticed Peter did not bother to wipe the mouth of the bottle this time. When the water was mostly gone, she set the bottle outside in the rain to refill.


    Even though they weren't standing or walking under the trees, the ones near the opening of the cave kept pouring down, almost in anticipation of them emerging. Opal decided the Wetlands were her least favorite region of the island thus far, and that she'd avoid them from now on.


    Though the area by the vents was the warmest, the straw the goats were curled up on looked to be the most comfortable, so they approached the goats and asked politely if they might share the bed.


    The goats were not just welcoming, but downright friendly, moving over to give them the softest spaces, and then nuzzling the two humans' heads with their tickling goat lips.


    The trees continued to pour down outside, unabated, yet the atmosphere was cozy enough inside the cave.


    “I wish the goats could talk,” Opal said.


    “Be careful what you wish for.”


    “I wish I could see my grandfather,” she said. “But of course, my number one wish is that you get your eyesight back by morning.”


    “Thanks,” he said, and they didn't talk much more, because they both fell asleep on the straw.


    In his sleep, he muttered about Spider-Man.


    Opal snored, noisily enough to wake the goats a couple of times.


    The brown goat skillfully applied two cloven hooves to Opal's stomach, until the girl rolled onto her side and stopped snoring.


    After that, all four slept soundly through to morning.


    





Chapter Twelve


    Edwin



    Edwin returned to work, even though he had the time booked off, and ought to have been at sea with his new bride. He returned partly because he thought it would do him good to be productive, and partly because his home had become rather messy and he was sick of being in a filthy space, yet not sufficiently motivated to actually, you know, clean the place.


    The massive heap of paperwork sitting on his desk did make him question his decision.


    Edwin poured a giant mug of coffee and got to work.


    One of his co-workers, Brian, came over to offer his condolences.


    After several minutes of condolences and polite acknowledgments, Edwin finally said, “Enough bird feathers, Brian, out with it.”


    Brian, a forty-four-year-old man with big, inquisitive eyes made bigger by thick glasses, pretended not to know what Edwin was talking about. Edwin knew that Brian's large frame held an inner teenaged girl who loved all things drama or gossip. Brian's clothing confirmed this, as he was wearing the newest fashion for young people: red jeans. A shipment had arrived via salvage, in all sizes, and The Mainland Emporium was releasing a limited number of pairs per day, and being awfully secretive about the actual supply. Opening prices for the red jeans had been rather high, so Edwin had stayed away, plus he'd had all the wedding plans to attend to.


    Brian said, “You're Mr. Crankybottom.”


    Edwin said, “Out with the gossip. I know that's what you really want to talk about. You're as bad as the women around here.”


    Brian looked around to make sure nobody else was in earshot. This succeeded in making Edwin even more curious and eager for the news, even though he tried to stay away from office gossip.


    “There may be a daemon on the island,” Brian said.


    “That's not funny.”


    “It's not meant to be funny. Something crawled its way out of the center of the world and emerged at the edge of the Wetlands.”


    “Daemons aren't real, Brian.”


    “Well, something killed that poor Russian girl.” Brian patted Edwin on the shoulder. “My condolences.”


    Edwin pushed away the hand. “Svetlana may have had some unusual illness from the mainland. I don't know that she was killed.”


    “But the old doctor said her lungs were full of seawater.”


    “I know. I've been thinking about it, and the old doctor's main skill is identifying one type of liquid, and it isn't seawater.”


    Brian looked confused.


    “Rye,” Edwin said. “Or, in a pinch, vodka.”


    “Irregardless, a daemon means trouble for everyone on the island.”


    “Regardless,” Edwin said. “Irregardless is not a word.”


    “Regardless, then. You'd better salt your doorway and windows before you go to sleep tonight.”


    Edwin frowned and rearranged the stacks of paperwork on his desk. “I should say the same to you.”


    Beaming, Brian said, “Not a problem for me. The daemon only eats virgins.”


    His voice rising in volume, Edwin said, “That's chowder! The whole notion is chowder.”


    Some others in the office turned to stare, and Edwin knew that soon he would be the subject of even more gossip. Imagine. The mourning would-be groom, back at work and having temper tantrums. Worried about imaginary daemons that eat virgins. Was it true? Was Edwin a virgin? They'd gossip amongst themselves about his love life, because, after all, he was such a heartthrob, with half the young girls on the island either in love or kid-love or full-on lust with him.


    “You could do something about your situation,” Brian said.


    Edwin shooed Brian away, saying, “I'm sure you have a lot of work.”


    “Not really.”


    “Great, you can take a few of these files,” Edwin said, pressing some folders against Brian's chest.


    Brian took the folders and grumbled as he walked away.


    He left Edwin to his paperwork, but returned an hour later and wordlessly placed a bag of salt on the young man's desk, to the amusement and titillation of all the women in the office.


    * * *


    Edwin was idly plotting revenge on Brian, perhaps a temporary hair color change shampoo from the pixies—Brian did take pride in his remaining locks—when his aunt, Patty, came into the office.


    He took one look at her reddened face and said, “What's Peter done now?”


    She seemed concerned about people hearing them, so they left the office and took a stroll outside, stopping in the courtyard near the giant boot that was the chapel. He sat with his back to the boot, so he didn't have to look at the place he didn't get married in.


    “Peter didn't come home last night,” Patty said. “He's disappeared, off with that girl.”


    “The Newface?” Edwin laughed to himself. “Pretty girl, that one. I can't say I don't envy him. She's probably teaching young Peter a few things from the mainland. I wouldn't worry about it.”


    “But there's a daemon afoot,” she said.


    “Oh, come on, Patty. That's just gossip to sell newspapers.”


    “I know you're not a believer, and I didn't think I was either, but your feelings change when it's your one and only child who doesn't come home. Heaven knows what could happen to a person out in the woods.” She stopped and held her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Edwin, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to bring up your Svetlana.”


    “She wasn't my Svetlana,” he said. “I hardly knew her, except for the letters. And even then, it was not so natural, you know? Sometimes her communication was very good, poetic even, but other times her letters were stilted, and focused on how much money I earned.”


    Patty looked around, then up at the sky and got a strange look. “Maybe the goats were playing tricks on you.”


    “Aunt Patty. I don't believe the goats talk, let alone type letters to people.”


    “Would you consider calling a search party for Peter, though?”


    “It's only been one night?”


    “One very long night.”


    “If he's not back tomorrow, I'll see what we can do. I'm afraid we're short-staffed right now, with people already looking into those fields that burned down.”


    Patty's eyebrows lifted high, putting deep wrinkles into her freckled forehead. “Fire? Might have been the daemon. They say it turns things to smoke and sucks them down.”


    “You're projecting,” he said with a knowing smile. “You want a cigarette, and you're projecting your desire onto an imaginary creature. Humans do this. It's all part of our denial system.”


    “Oh, Edwin.” She patted his cheek, which was smooth and freshly-shaved. “Always a logical answer for everything.”


    “We can't go blaming imaginary monsters for everything. I suspect the culprit was someone with a grudge against Hargrove Farms. Did you know that in the last year, two smaller family-run farms have gone into bankruptcy?”


    “Ah,” she said. “Money is the worst monster.”


    “Or the lack of it.”


    She patted him on the knee. “Thanks for calming me down, sweetie.”


    “Glad I could help.”


    “Peter's probably having a great time. I bet they roasted up some land squid for dinner and slept in hammocks. Mothers worry, though.”


    “He's probably having more fun than both of us put together,” Edwin said.


    





Chapter Thirteen


    Earlier that same day



    Opal awoke before her eyelids opened, and she took a moment to think about where she was. She was not in her new bedroom at Waleah's house, nor in a jail cell, nor washed up on a rocky shore. She heard breathing that was not hers, so she sat up with a start.


    Peter, who seemed to be looking right at her, startled and made a yelping noise. He wore his camouflage-print cargo pants, and his olive green t-shirt, though the shirt was on inside out.


    “You can see!” she said.


    “No, I can't!” he said, closing his eyelids tightly.


    She looked down at her thin cotton underwear. The cave was bright with daylight, and the goats were nowhere in sight. Opal's clothes lay near her, but the garments were not on her, which caused her some concern, especially if Peter could see.


    She quickly grabbed her clothes and held them over herself. “You can so see, Peter, and you were looking at me in my underwear, you little perv. You're Pervy McPerverson.”


    “No I'm not!” he said. “I can't see anything. I had to get dressed by feel only.”


    “Then why are you clenching your eyes shut?”


    “Just for your comfort. Should I open my eyes?”


    “No. I mean yes. Do whatever is best for you.” She rubbed her face and felt terrible. “I'm so sorry your eyes aren't back to normal this morning.”


    “My leg feels better, at least.”


    She put her dry clothes back on. Everything was dirty, and her orange and pink runners were now close to brown, but at least they were dry. “What was the deal with that peephole in your family's bathroom, anyway? Is that normal around here for people to watch each other use the bathroom?”


    “No!”


    “But you were watching me.”


    His eyes were still clenched shut. “Because you're a Newface. You can't be trusted.”


    “As if!” She marched to the edge of the cave. All the talk of bathrooms had made her realize how much she had to go. “I'm going to pee in the woods now, so you stay here and don't… don't listen.”


    “I'm not pervy!”


    “As if!” She stepped out to the trees, which immediately misted lukewarm water down on her. “Great!” she yelled at the trees, kicking one of them for good measure, which only seemed to make them rain down harder.


    She found a spot that looked as good as any, out of sight and hearing of the opening of the cave, and started to do what nobody could do for her.


    Not five feet ahead of her, a shadowy person appeared from nowhere.


    “Hello?” Opal called out.


    Because the figure had dark hair, she thought it might be Zara, so she called out, “Zara?”


    The shape moved, turning, yet the figure was much darker than Zara, more like the absence of light, with no face, no features.


    Opal froze in fear.


    Just as quickly as it had appeared, the figure vanished.


    Opal ran back to the cave and breathlessly told Peter what she'd seen, finishing with, “Is that normal?”


    “If you mean, do people around here teleport, or beam up and down from spaceships like they're on that mainland TV series, Star Trek, then, no. No, they do not. That is not normal.”


    “You're sure?”


    “I don't know everything about magic, but teleporting! Cheese and jam! Even if teleporting around was possible, it would be forbidden.”


    “Okay.” She looked into his eyes, which looked almost amber in the early morning glow. “Now what?”


    “We get the honey, to help my sight.”


    “How much further is the bluebee territory?”


    Peter was distracted, running his hands over the floor of the cave. He held up something—two sticks of white chalk—and said, “Hey, what are these?”


    “Chalk, just like Artie in the storybooks used to carry around.”


    “Artie?”


    Opal explained a little more and discovered that, for once, she knew something about the island Peter didn't—that a woman on the mainland had written about her adventures from when she'd lived on the island, in books published as fiction for kids. Sadly, however, Opal didn't remember much from the books that would be of use to her, since the adventures were mostly about things like stealing pies from windowsills and putting messy things in people's shoes. Her favorite parts, and what had stuck in her mind, had been Artie drawing magical stairs on the faces of cliffs and mountains, or the doors. He'd drawn doors inside caves.


    Peter repeated, “Doors inside caves? I've never heard of that. Must be a witches' secret.” He shook his head and furrowed his brow. “They don't like to share knowledge. Do you think it would work?”


    “A chalk door? I don't know what to think. Even if it did work, where would the door lead?”


    “Somewhere else.”


    She took one of the sticks of chalk from his hand. “Fine. I guess we can stick our head through and look around. We don't have to jump through.” She looked around for a nice, flat spot, found one, and drew a door a foot taller than herself on the cave wall.


    Peter said, “Did it work?”


    “The chalk lines are sorta glowing, like light coming through a crack.”


    “That is SO COOL!”


    “Peter, I'm worried about that shadow person. What if it was someone spying on us? The witches said I wasn't allowed to do magic.”


    He was reaching blindly toward the glowing chalk line. “But magic is so cool.”


    “Peter, don't touch that. You could end up in a giant owl's nest.”


    Peter rubbed his stomach. “At least we'd get some breakfast! We'd whip up a giant omelet with one of those eggs.”


    Opal's own stomach growled. “I wish you hadn't said that.”


    A roar reverberated through the cave.


    “Opal! That's some hungry belly you've got.”


    “That wasn't me. I think the sound was coming from outside the cave.”


    “Do you see the shadowy person?”


    She shushed him. The roar sounded again, this time closer, and the trees at the mouth of the cave began to rain harder, then pour.


    “Tiger?” she whispered.


    Again, a noise filled the cave, though now it was more of a grinding than a roar. It sounded neither human nor animal, but like something Opal had heard at a monster truck show, when a car had been crushed in an auto-wrecker's machinery. The glass windows had popped out as the metal car whined and squealed horrifically.


    The sound from the woods was even worse.


    Now Peter's face was a mask of fear, his mouth frozen open. He seemed to be trying to speak, but nothing was coming out.


    She whispered, “What is it? Do you know that sound?”


    “Daemon.”


    “Is that bad?”


    “Daemon.”


    Opal grabbed the sharpened sticks they'd brought in with them and handed one to Peter, but he could barely hang onto it, let alone fight.


    The thing made its rending, scraping noise again. The ground trembled and the trees at the entrance began shedding their leaves along with the downpour of water.


    Peter said, “We're dead.”


    Opal tucked the stick of chalk into her pocket, and took one more look at the door outlined on the cave wall. The edges were glowing, inviting.


    She tossed the sticks on the ground, grabbed Peter's hand, and pulled him behind her as she lunged for the chalk door. Part of her expected to smash her face against the side of the cave, concussing herself so she wouldn't even put up a fight when the creature reached the cave to eat her. But the other part of her had faith, because she had climbed those stairs. Those impossible stairs.


    They went through the door, into darkness.


    And they fell, down, down, down.


    





Chapter Fourteen


    Waleah



    The floors in the old house squeaked.


    Waleah and Mitchell didn't entertain much, but if they had, surely people would have commented that the mansion was a little worn-out or worn-in these days, and a shadow of its former glory.


    If the old wooden floors weren't so worn and sad-looking, the Weirmas could have a dinner party, or one of those modern cocktail parties, where everyone gets embarrassingly drunk on martinis by quarter past seven, and eventually the guests, who've been expecting a dinner that isn't being served, eat up all the little snacks, then turn on the hosts and ransack the kitchen for crackers.


    The floorboards had to be dealt with first, though.


    Waleah thought happily about waxing and having parties, but the girl—Opal, of all the things to name a child—still hadn't returned from her errand. As Waleah poured the last of the frozen bluebees on top of her hot oatmeal, she smiled and recalled her own adventures, back in the day.


    Sleeping outdoors at night while gazing up at the stars had been one of her most favorite things. Nowadays, her joints creaked at the mere thought of spending a night on anything but her soft bed or one of the sofas.


    “Do you think she'll be alright out there?” she asked her husband, Mitchell.


    He hadn't said much since he'd discovered another pesky living, breathing human inside his house, and it didn't look like he was about to break his silence just yet. He glowered at his own bowl of oatmeal, devoid of bluebees, sugar, or joy.


    “It'll be nice to have someone to talk to,” she said as she joined him at the table where they'd shared thirty-nine years of breakfasts and almost as many decent conversations.


    “Kids from the mainland adjust better than adults,” she said, not waiting for any encouragement to continue talking. “Helps if you throw them right into the thick of things, I figure. Of course, now that I think about it, I could have sent her into town for fresh croissants. She'd be back by now, and we'd have croissants.”


    Mitchell grunted.


    “What are you doing down in the basement? Still trying to get one of those radios to work?” He didn't answer. “There's nothing legal about what you're doing down there, don't think I don't know. I'd tell the authorities myself if I thought you were in danger of actually getting something to work.”


    The edge of his mouth betrayed him with the tiniest of smiles.


    “No! Mitchell! Don't tell me you've got those old things working. Have you?”


    He shook his head, no, and continued shoveling in oatmeal.


    She felt satisfaction and disappointment at once.


    After a moment, she said, “Would you mind picking up a few things in town?”


    He stood, picked up his empty bowl, placed it in the sink, and disappeared off to his workshop in the basement.


    “How about you, Waleah?” she asked herself. “Would you like to run into town for some croissants? Oh, look at the time. I reckon the pub might be open. What's that? You wouldn't mind a little drinkie-poo? Me neither! Let me just get my purse and we'll be off.”


    * * *


    The barman, Khet, had Waleah's drink poured before she took her seat at the bar.


    “You're a good man,” she said. “Never retire.”


    He whipped a bar cloth over his shoulder and said, gruffly, “Course not. And let some goat-talker run the place and have all the fun, flirtin' with m'patrons?”


    She giggled like a schoolgirl into her glass of wine. “Where's Hoover?”


    “Sunnin' himself under the lamp in the back room, along with Mittens. Where's your new one?”


    “I don't know,” she said, feeling concerned. Concern was a new feeling for her, and she'd been feeling it for hours now, since that morning, when she'd discovered Opal wasn't in her bed. And now she was feeling even more concern about all these new-found feelings of responsibility for a younger human—a human she hadn't known existed two days prior.


    “Don't know or don't care?” He stroked his snowy white beard.


    “She's running an errand for me,” Waleah said, staring into her glass. “She roped young Peter, that's Patty's son, into going along with her, from what I hear.”


    Khet laughed. “The girl's no dummy. Reminds me of another girl, when she was fifteen.”


    Waleah smiled. “I'm so glad I don't have to be young again. And to be a Newface, here? After a life on the mainland?”


    “Let's not call her that word,” he said.


    “Oh, Khet. What if she wants to be a witch? What if she thinks that's the only way she can fit in here?”


    “She'll find her way. Give her time,” he said, pouring a shot of something from an unmarked bottle for himself. “Not like some, who came over too grownup, like me, with too many ideas about how wrong things are, rather than how right they oughta be.”


    “To how things oughta be,” she said, clinking their glasses together. “You weren't that old.”


    After his drink, he sucked some air in through his teeth. “You believe any of this daemon nonsense?”


    “I talked to Patty, at the bank. Didn't even consider believing the nonsense, not at all. Why? Should I?”


    “Heard from one of my suppliers this morning, they figure somethin' done crawled up outta the earth, all hot and bothered about black magic and retribution.”


    “Daemons are for fairy tales,” she said. “Half of which are told to make the children behave. The other half are told to make the adults behave. Like the Ice Man and all that old folklore.”


    Khet raised his hoary white eyebrows. “You don't believe in the Ice Man neither? Wally, you are some kinda tough old owl pellet, aren't you?”


    “Takes one to know one.”


    





Chapter Fifteen


    Opal and Peter fell and fell and fell until they were neither falling nor landing. Peter took Opal's other hand, so now they were holding both hands, and they seemed to be nowhere. Her hair wasn't touching her shoulders, but rising straight up, or so it felt. She tilted her head up, and around, squinting and blinking, but found only blackness.


    “Where are we?” she asked Peter. Her voice sounded flatter than she'd ever heard it—flatter than she'd ever heard anything.


    “I thought you knew. Describe what you see.”


    “Blackness. And more blackness. Can you feel anything?”


    “Your hands,” he said. “They're soft.”


    “I thought we'd be going somewhere, but we're nowhere. Are we inside the wall of the cave? Stuck?”


    “I've been thinking about that,” Peter said. “You know how everything's made of molecules, and then atoms?”


    “Yes. I remember that from science class.”


    “The atoms are made of smaller parts that zoom around, I forget what they're called, but in between is all this space. What if we're in that space?”


    “You think we've been shrunk down?”


    “More like compressed.”


    Opal wiggled her toes inside her shoes. “I don't think so. Except for the troubling lack of gravity, I feel completely normal.”


    “What you're feeling might be an illusion. Maybe we're dead, and the daemon ate us and we're on our way to the afterlife.”


    “Peter, I think I'd remember being eaten by a daemon.” She tried to see his expression in the darkness, but couldn't see anything, much less his face. “Maybe we need to let go of each other and spread out, looking for an exit, or an entrance, or anything.”


    “Did you feel that?”


    “No,” she said, but then the world shifted.


    Opal's hair fell back down, landing softly on her shoulders, just as her toes touched a surface. Her knees crumpled and the rest of her followed. She landed on her butt, releasing Peter's hands in surprise.


    “We're alive,” he said. “And we're not in the void. What do you see? Tell me, tell me.”


    She described the new place, which had some light, but probably wasn't another cave, not unless caves in some parts of the island were made of square stones.


    Peter grumbled about the dank smell as he got to his feet, apparently over the miracle of them being alive and moving on to petty complaints.


    They were in either a tunnel or a hallway, and, by the sound of some voices nearby, they were about to be discovered.


    Opal jumped at Peter and put her hand across his grumbling mouth, hushing him. The hall was lit by glowing green stuff on the walls, some type of phosphorescent moss, but there were darker regions. Opal spotted an alcove nearby with no moss and quickly pulled Peter in. They huddled there, waiting for whoever was talking to appear.


    He whispered in her ear, “Are we on the mainland? Your home?”


    She elbowed him in the ribs to shut up. The mainland? That had to be very far away, and surely the magic chalk doors didn't lead to places off the island. If they did, how would she get back again? Chalk magic couldn't work on the mainland, or every kid in the world would be drawing chalk lines on walls and jumping through, constantly getting into trouble and being late for dinner.


    The people coming down the hallway were speaking in rushed, anxious voices.


    One, a woman, said, “The presence of the daemon is a fact nobody can dispute. We can't cover this up, not once the daemon tears some person apart. It'll be a public relations nightmare.”


    Another person, female by the sound, but with a raspy voice, said, “We can't go to Council until we've had our private inquiry, or they'll burn us all.”


    “Don't be ridiculous. They don't do that anymore.”


    “Something like a daemon ripping arms and legs off people may be visceral enough to change public policy.”


    They approached the alcove where Opal and Peter were hiding, and one stopped the group, sniffing the air. Opal saw four people, in long robes, all with white hair. She held her breath and prayed the shadows were hiding her and Peter. They could be perfectly within their rights to be there, but without knowing where there was, they had to be careful.


    One of the old women said, “Do you smell something? Smells like goat.”


    “Makes me hungry for stew,” another said with a wicked laugh.


    They all sniffed the air.


    Opal was about to step out of the shadows and spout off a story about being lost, while trying to appear innocent, when somewhere down the hallway, a horn blew.


    The four women resumed their course and disappeared around a corner.


    Peter whispered, his mouth close to Opal's ear, “At least we know where we are.”


    “We do?”


    “We're at West Shore, as in, the West Shore Castle.”


    “Where the witches live? Ah! That's not so bad. We'll find Carly, Zara, and Delilah, and they'll get us on our way, after they fix your eyes up. We'll be home in time for a late dinner.”


    “Dinner,” he said with a sigh.


    She stepped out of the alcove and started up the hallway, in the direction from which the four witches had come. Peter stumbled behind her, patting the stony walls with both hands.


    “I shouldn't be here,” he said. “If we'd gotten to the bluebees, I could have had the honey, and I'd be fine by now. But then you had to go and yank me through that doorway.”


    “To avoid being eaten or crushed by whatever was in the forest. You heard those women. There's an actual daemon on the loose. And it almost got to us.”


    Peter continued to blindly inch along the stone wall. “I don't feel so good.”


    Opal looked left and right down the dim hallway. Were they underground, or was this part of the castle merely lacking the architectural details, such as windows or doors, that would make it homey? She longed for home, and for her cell phone, and the ability to call 911. Peter was barely moving now, let alone coming up with ideas. Opal had to make what her grandfather would call “an executive decision.”


    “Peter, you stay here,” she said, pushing him back into the alcove they'd just come from. “I'm going to find Carly and the others, and get you treatment for the snake bite, and then we'll get you home to your mom for dinner. Sound good?”


    He nodded mutely.


    She set off again in the direction the witches had come from, then changed her mind and went the opposite way.


    She walked for a while.


    Why were there no doors? The hallway seemed to go on forever, turning left then right for no apparent reason. Was she traveling in a circle? Oh, what she would give for some mainland technology, such as a phone and a handy map application.


    Thinking fondly of her cell phone, she put her hands in her pockets and found the chalk.


    She stopped and drew a door on the stone wall, and then, careful to keep her feet planted firmly where they were, she attempted to lean through the doorway and see what was on the other side. Her head cracked against the stone wall.


    Opal rubbed the lump on her forehead. The chalk line wasn't glowing, as it had before, in the cave.


    Apparently, the magical chalk doors didn't work everywhere. She was learning! Next time, she'd test her theory with less vigor.


    She used her fingertips to rub off the chalk lines, erasing the evidence of her attempted door.


    As she buffed away the dust, one of the square stones squished under her fingers, as though made of wet clay. She pressed her whole hand into it, leaving a hand-shaped impression. The wall made a muffled beep, and part of the nearby wall swung in, like a door.


    “Oh, I see what you did there,” she muttered to the door.


    Beyond the door was a bright, cheery room, so full of plants and light that Opal thought for a moment the door led outside. She was three steps into the room before she realized she wasn't actually outdoors, but in a bright conservatory.


    The wall opposite the door was made of paned glass that rose high up, at least twenty feet, to a vaulted ceiling. The sky outside was blue, and the interior walls of the room were also shades of blue. Flowering plants of incredible variety hung from metal bars suspended from the ceiling, arranged to take advantage of the sunlight.


    Unlike the musty hallway, this room smelled of orange blossoms and life. An object the size of a pixie caught her eye and she quickly covered her hair with her hands, but laughed when she saw the red shape was just a flower. She stepped closer to take a look, and was stunned by the blossom's resemblance to the pixies. Did pixies grow on plants? Was it even remotely possible? She poked at a blossom, expecting the flower to bite her or clamp onto her hair, but nothing happened.


    Nevertheless, as she explored the room, she kept a safe distance from the pixie-shaped blossoms.


    In addition to the hanging plants, the room was filled with three-tiered shelves, holding even more plants, with leaves of every hue of green, yellow, and even purple. One yellow-leafed plant had flowers that resembled bird skulls. Another plant, with broad, speckled leaves, burgeoned with little growths that looked exactly like potatoes. Opal scratched the surface of one with her thumb. She'd swear it was a potato, even though every potato she'd ever seen had grown under the dirt, as an edible root, or tuber.


    But she couldn't be distracted by pixie-shaped blossoms or unusual potatoes. She was still alone, and she needed to get help for Peter, or at least find a way out of the castle. An intercom system would make sense in a place this large, but she didn't see anything on the walls except light switches.


    She pictured the three girls in her mind. This was a trick her grandfather had taught her, to help locate keys and other lost objects. It worked, sometimes.


    If she were Carly or Zara or Delilah, where would she be? She imagined herself in a blue tutu, out riding her bicycle, or at ballet practice, and not even inside the castle. Opal sighed. Her imagination wasn't being very helpful.


    Opal took another look around for anything in the conservatory that might be of use to her. Of all the things to find in a garden room, a weathered-looking stand-up piano lurked in the corner. A watering can sat near some trays of young plants, and she took a good, long drink from it, assuming that even if the water held plant fertilizer, surely it wouldn't kill her.


    Movement caught her attention, but when she turned, all she saw were some robust ferns, and a vine that resembled Morning Glory, but with purple flowers instead of white. The vine moved. She rubbed her eyes and watched carefully. Indeed, the plant was actually growing, visibly moving, as she watched, coiling up a trellis while opening deep purple blossoms. Transfixed, she reached out to touch one of the flowers. The blossom closed on her finger, clamping down hard.


    She couldn't shake the purple bud-shaped flower off her finger, and more blossoms sought the other fingers on that hand, snaking around and mouthing her thumb and other fingers. Another vine moved along the ground like a snake, coming for her foot. She stomped on the vine, as another one snaked up her other leg. The vines were fast, and getting faster.


    A few gardening tools lay nearby, so Opal grabbed one that resembled a tiny shovel, the hand spade, and began to bash away at the flowered vine pulled taut between her ensnared hand and the trellis. Her violence only seemed to encourage the thing to send out more shoots and tendrils—new ones that sought her hair and tangled their way to her scalp.


    She tossed the hand spade and reached for the wood-handled garden shears instead. The plant had her mostly pinned and tied up against the trellis, as tight as a Christmas tree on the roof of a car, but she was able to breathe, for now, and to grasp the shears with her fingertips.


    She threatened the vine, saying, “You want a piece of me? Huh? Want some of this?”


    The vine did not respond to her taunts, except to squeeze her tighter and send wiry little shoots up her nostrils. She bared her teeth and bit the vines that sought to cover her face. Oh, those vines were really going to get it, now that she had the shears.


    Opal realized one small, rather upsetting detail.


    The shears were the big variety, that you needed two hands to operate, and she only had one hand free. She kept breathing and considered her options while biting the vine.


    The door to the garden room was still open, and if she screamed loud enough, before her mouth was completely covered, Peter might hear, or a witch. She drew in a deep breath to let out a scream, and the plant seemed to hesitate, stopping its growth and constriction.


    She held still to see if the lack of struggling was what caused the plant to stop fighting her, but that wasn't it, she noted as the impolite vine tried, again, to creep up her nostrils.


    She took another deep breath, and some helpful-yet-slow-acting part of her brain served up a forgotten detail of a story, from the Broken Shell Island books. Artie and his friends had spent countless happy afternoons singing to plants, getting them to produce sweet juice for the kids. The plants loved to be talked to, but they were overjoyed to be sung to.


    That would explain the piano, she thought, drawing another deep breath.


    The first song that came to mind was not a folk song, or a contemporary tune, nor was it even something she liked the sound of. The song was the jingle for the Big Mac, from McDonalds. The commercial had been off the air for years, but it had made a mark on Opal's grandfather, who sang it frequently, and thus the jingle had made its mark on her as well.


    She began to sing, shaky at first, but gaining confidence when the words all came to her. The first time through the jingle, the vines clutching her merely loosened.


    By the third time through, the vines had disentangled themselves somewhat.


    By the twentieth time through the same jingle about all-beef patties and special sauce, the plant was fully in the groove, bobbing and swaying happily, and Opal was able to cautiously step away.


    When she was a safe distance from the plant, she set down the shears, raised her hands in the air, and finally stopped singing. The vine seemed satiated and calm.


    To the empty room, Opal said, “So, that happened.”


    A yellow butterfly the size of a dinner plate leaped into the air from a dim corner. Opal may have peed a little.


    She backed cautiously out of the garden room. In the hall, she pressed her hand into the soft stone once more. As the door was slowly creaking closed, she spotted something familiar. She darted inside the conservatory to pluck a handful of purple grass from a plant pot, then jumped back out to the safety of the hallway before the door clicked shut.


    She didn't know everything about the island, or much about magic, but she had learned how to make bubbles, and that wasn't nothing. She tucked the blades of grass into the pocket of her hoodie, along with the stick of chalk.


    As she thought about potentially useful items, she decided a bag would be handy, especially if she found more things to add to a sort of Adventurer's Kit. Unfortunately, the backpack Aunt Waleah had given her remained back in the cave, as they'd left in a hurry.


    Opal continued down the hallway.


    She really wanted a Big Mac.


    The dank smell seemed to be getting worse, as though that part of the castle wasn't even used.


    Opal turned a corner, and to her surprise, encountered a regular doorway, with a wooden door. She stood at the door for several minutes, arguing with herself about whether or not she should knock. She decided to crack the door open and peer in, so that if she found something dangerous, like, say, a dragon, she'd close the door and get a head start running away. Nobody had told her dragons weren't real, so until she had all the facts, she had to assume a dragon, or a daemon, or something much scarier could be lurking behind any door.


    The door, however, was not nearly as heavy as it looked, and when she put her shoulder to it, the darn thing flew open and banged against some furniture inside the room.


    Two familiar faces looked up from a book on a table. The paler one, Delilah, screamed.


    Opal quickly checked behind her for monsters, but there were none. She plucked some bits of straw from her hair, looked over her mud-covered clothes, and said, “I guess I do look that scary.”


    Zara smiled and said, “Opal! Did Carly sneak you in here? That naughty girl. Where is she?”


    “Not Carly. I sorta accidentally snuck in by myself.”


    The two witches looked at each other, seeming to communicate without words.


    Opal looked around at the bookshelves that went all the way up to the very high ceiling. “I may be a Newface from the mainland, but I'm guessing this is some sort of library. Is this a public library? Or is it for witches only?”


    Zara laughed. “Public library! You're funny.”


    The other girls weren't getting up from their chairs, so Opal joined them at the table. “I'm in a bit of a jam, you guys. Peter's here with me, but he's been bitten by a snake in the Drylands and needs something for the venom. Do you have medicine here at the castle? Like a First Aid Kit, or an infirmary?”


    Delilah scowled. “How did you get in here? And with a boy!”


    “Magic chalk door. From inside a cave in that horrible forest. What's it called? The Wetlands. Blech.”


    “Chalk door,” Zara said to Delilah.


    Delilah shook her head. “Shouldn't work like that.”


    “Girls,” Opal said. “Peter's waiting out in the hallway. I promised I'd get him help.”


    “Sure,” Zara said, then she explained they'd have to be sneaky, and get Opal and Peter back out of the castle before anyone found them, or they'd all be in deep trouble.


    “How deep?”


    Zara said, “You can kiss your dreams of being a witch goodbye.”


    “You mean I might be able to be a witch?”


    “Not if we don't get you out of here. Now.”


    Opal looked for confirmation from Delilah, who looked like she was about to throw up. The girl nodded.


    * * *


    The three girls went to check on Peter first, but he wasn't where Opal had left him.


    Zara tried to reassure Opal that if the other witches had found him, they would have given him medical treatment before anything else happened, but the tone of Zara's voice didn't exactly set Opal at ease.


    “I'll keep looking for him,” Opal said. “You two go get the anti-venom, and I'll wait here. He's probably just crawled off somewhere to have a nap.” She tried to smile, and appear upbeat, but she didn't believe herself.


    “We'll be back in less than an hour,” Zara said.


    “I don't have a watch, so that doesn't do me much good. Besides, what if you don't come back? What am I supposed to do? Is there a fire alarm or something I can pull to call for help?”


    The two witches looked at each other again.


    Zara said, “Don't wander too far, don't open any doors, and don't get into any trouble.”


    As the two walked away, Opal muttered, “It's a bit late for that now.”


    * * *


    Opal wandered along the hall looking for Peter. A few smaller hallways fed from the main one, so she stuck to the right-hand rule of labyrinths to make sure she didn't cross over the same areas in circles. Every time she encountered a fork, she took the right-hand option. It was a fool-proof method, provided the walls weren't shifting around on her.


    She stopped in her tracks and listened.


    What was that scraping sound? Were the walls shifting around on her? She shook her head and carried on, because she had nothing else to do.


    She turned a corner and noted the glowing moss wasn't just on the walls, but along the edges of the floor as well. As she walked along, the moss moved.


    She jumped back against the stone wall and stared, her mouth open, as green-glowing creatures, the size and shape of rats, scurried by. They seemed as frightened of her as she was of them.


    More movement caught her eye, on the wall she was pressed against. From the glowing moss, crawling things were emerging. The glowing caterpillar-shaped things weren't moving fast enough to cause her emotional distress, but the spiders were quick on their long, spindly legs. Some of them had bodies as fat as thumbs.


    Opal clenched her jaw to keep from screaming and pulled away from the wall, then brushed her back and arms with her hands and shook her hair out repeatedly. The creepy-crawly feeling persisted, though, so finally, she stripped all her clothes off and shook them out, then inspected the grimy blue shorts, tank top, and hoodie jacket.


    As she stood there in her underwear, she thought about how now would be the funniest time for Peter to show up again.


    But he didn't.


    She shook out her hair one more time and put the clothes back on.


    To her relief, the bugs seemed to stick to the walls, and weren't on the floors. She knelt down and took a good look at the scuffed floors, noting the wear patterns, from years of people traveling through the halls. She continued exploring, taking some more right turns, and noted how some halls had more wear than others, forming grooves in the stone floors. How many years and pairs of feet would it take to wear grooves in stone? She couldn't even take a wild guess at how old the castle might be.


    She turned another corner and found another wooden door. It appeared to be the same one she'd found the girls behind, which would support her theory that the hallway was a loop. They'd told her not to go in any rooms, but she'd already been in this room once before, so what would be the harm? Beyond the door had been a library, full of books, and who knew what information and magic those books contained?


    How could she not go in, just for a little look?


    She pushed open the door, and a bright light flashed, blinding her temporarily. From what she glimpsed of the walls, there were no books, and this wasn't a library after all. Her eyes adjusted. The only other person in the room was a shadowy figure, the absolute absence of light, like the thing she'd seen in the Wetlands. Terror gripped her.


    Daemon.


    The shadow moved, still human sized, but coming closer.


    The daemon would grab her and tear her limbs off, she was sure of it. She wondered, though, why it was so silent. No roar, or growl, or that horrible metallic grinding they'd heard outside the cave.


    Stumbling backward, she tried to get the door shut between the shadowy thing and her, but as she reached for the door, she got a face full of water.


    Her reflexes closed off her throat and snapped shut her mouth.


    Opal was underwater.


    Again.


    





Chapter Sixteen


    Opal struggled and kicked until her head surfaced, above the water. Why was she in water?


    She paddled with her arms and legs as she gasped to catch her breath. She looked around for an explanation, but saw nothing but blue sky and green-tinged ocean.


    How could she possibly be where she was, out in the ocean? Peter said teleporting wasn't possible. Then again, they'd gone through the door in the cave, which disproved that, and now she'd been zapped out to the ocean.


    At least it's not night time, she told herself, but the thought brought her little cheer. This time, there was no boat sailing away, but also, no suitcase to warm her and bring her to safety.


    She squinted to make her vision sharper. Maybe she wasn't nowhere after all, because in one direction was a speck of something that could be a tree, or a mountain—part of an island. The speck was small, but at least she had a direction to swim, some purpose to give her hope.


    As she flipped onto her back and began to swim the backstroke, she reviewed recent events once more. She'd been at the witches' castle, walked into a room that was not, as it turned out, the library, and a shadowy creature had made something explode, and then she was here.


    She'd been looking for a way out of the castle, and she'd found it!


    This is probably what happened to Svetlana, she thought. It gave her no comfort to know the answer to that mystery, for it meant the next thing that would happen to her—or to her body, at least—would be to turn up limp and drowned, in the forest.


    She kicked harder, as it would be better to find out how far she could swim than to not even try. Her clothes dragged at the water, so she paused to tread water for a moment. She unzipped and removed her hoodie to decrease resistance. Before she left the blue jacket to sink to the bottom of the ocean, she checked the pockets, perhaps out of habit and muscle memory from doing her own laundry for years.


    She pulled out the blades of purple grass she'd taken from the conservatory, and the chalk.


    The hot sun beat down on the top of her head.


    She used to love days like this, at her apartment building's pool, which was a non-chlorinated, saltwater pool. Of course, at the pool, she'd had a flotation device to relax on, a nice plastic raft. My kingdom for some water wings, she thought.


    Water wings?


    She tucked the chalk into the pocket of her shorts, then singled out one blade of the purple grass. She held it above the water, then twisted the grass into a mobius strip with nervous hands. She could create bubbles, if she could remember the melody. The tune had to be in her brain, for she'd practiced it for an hour that first night.


    She put her lips to one side of the circle of grass and willed herself to sing the melody, even if it wasn't quite right. She'd keep trying until it worked, or she drowned. On the fourth try, one perfect, shimmering bubble appeared.


    Opal carefully reached for the bubble, palming it, as the girls had shown her, instead of poking it with a fingertip. The bubble was pliant, more like soft plastic than glass. She cupped the precious bubble in her hand and brought it under the water. The shape held, so she pulled her hoodie jacket back on, tucked the bubble inside, and pulled up the zipper. The bubble in her jacket held while she used the blades of grass and melody to blow another, and then another.


    Each purple blade of grass worked for about a dozen bubbles, and with the tiny handful of grass, Opal was able to fill her jacket like a life preserver. The blue jacket fit snugly at the waist and neck, and puffed out in the middle—a perfect makeshift flotation device.


    She laughed with joy, but not too hard, because she was afraid of bursting the bubbles.


    She rolled onto her back and kicked, beginning the long journey back to the speck on the horizon she hoped was the island.


    * * *


    Opal swam and swam, her jacket still as puffy as a life preserver, and the sun beating down on her. Glinting globes of light appeared above her. The dots got brighter and closer, revealing themselves as pixies.


    “Hi, pixies,” she said, and when they didn't answer, she decided she was hallucinating. She'd been swimming for ages and though her face was hot from the sun, her hands were numb with cold, and she was exhausted.


    Her eyes were tired, so she closed them, and kept swimming on her back.


    * * *


    When Opal's legs stopped kicking, the pixies seized her by the hair and towed her toward the rocky shore. She mumbled and waved at them, but she didn't make any sense at all.


    The pixies admired the bubbles inside her jacket and commented to each other that she was not nearly as stupid as she had seemed at first, screaming like a monkey at the chapel that day.


    When they pulled her up onto the rocky shore, she moaned and babbled more nonsense about someone named Peter, then succumbed to sleep and exhaustion.


    The pixies danced around her sleeping head and gave her hair some touch-ups, fixing the spots they hadn't been able to straighten before, when the silly girl had run screaming from the dressing room.


    Humans were so silly, they agreed, and then they all peed on her hair, since the handsome guy, Edwin, had paid for the deluxe pixie treatment.


    * * *


    Hours later, Opal cracked open one crusty eyelid. Her lips were cracked and split, and everything hurt.


    She was blind.


    No, no, false alarm. She wasn't blind, but night had fallen. She was cold, and her shivering had woken her up. Her clothes were mostly dry, and there was enough moonlight for her to see she was on a rocky shoreline—not unlike the one she'd landed on four days earlier. The tide was out, a few yards from her feet.


    “This is where we came in,” she said to herself, referencing something she'd learned at school about the early days of cinema, when movies didn't play at set times, but repeated over and over, along with newsreels, in loops. She laughed, because she was alive, after being tossed in the ocean for the second time in less than a week.


    She sat up and ran one hand through her surprisingly smooth and knot-free hair. “That's odd,” she said. Despite having spent hours in the ocean, her hair smelled pretty, like vanilla and flowers, and maybe a hint of lemon.


    She pulled a strand into her mouth. It didn't even taste like ocean water.


    Was she still asleep, and dreaming?


    The ocean's lapping on the shoreline didn't sound the way it ought to, but like the slaps of a hundred wet feet on a tile floor.


    She looked down at her front and let out a little shriek, for she had one giant lump on the side of her chest. The bubbles. She unzipped her jacket and took out the bubbles that hadn't expired. Curious, she pushed them together until they merged into one, giant bubble. She caught the big bubble with both hands, rather roughly, and squeezed the bubble into different shapes, but as soon as she poked it with one fingertip, it popped, making a sound like breaking glass, but leaving nothing behind.


    The foot-slapping noise stopped.


    She wasn't alone on the moonlit rocky shore. Opal froze and looked left and right without moving her head.


    The foot-slapping started again, slowly, and she wondered if she might be dizzy from dehydration, for the entire shore seemed to be moving around her in the wan moonlight. Moving and squelching.


    Something crawled, slip-slop, over her hand and began to move up her arm.


    Remembering how the scary vine had fought harder when she struggled, she kept her breathing calm as she slowly turned her head to see what soft, squishy thing was crawling up her arm.


    It looked back at her, or so she assumed, for she couldn't identify the part of the creature that might be eyes.


    Unless she was mistaken, Opal was surrounded by a thousand kitten-sized… land squid?


    Her first thought was, Cute!


    Her second thought was, What do they eat?


    Opal gently shook her arm to loosen the land squid, just in case they ate humans or had stingers. Was it just jellyfish that stung? What about squid? (Besides the fact that squid didn't leave the ocean and therefore these things couldn't possibly be squid.)


    The squid did not let go of her arm, but gripped tighter, wrapping its many tentacles around her elbow. The squeeze was not painful, but she didn't want to collect any more squid jewelry, so she stood and made her way further from the shore's edge, careful not to step on any of them. Her orange and pink running shoes had survived the ocean swim, to her relief.


    She slipped on some pebbles and accidentally stepped on the arm or leg of one of the creatures. She froze. A mouth opened and the thing began to wail, like a human infant.


    Within seconds, all of them were wailing and bawling, up and down the shoreline. Opal clapped her hands to her ears, which only succeeded in bringing the wailing land squid on her elbow closer to her ear.


    “What a bunch of crybabies,” she said to the creatures, who were now making snuffling noises in addition to wailing.


    “Do you want me to sing something? Not the Big Mac song, but a lullaby? Is that it? More singing? Does every weird thing on this island love singing?”


    As she backed away, even more careful not to tread on any of them, she began to sing,


    Hushabye land squids,


    On the sea shore.


    I might be crazy,


    Can't take much more.


    When the tide comes,


    You'll all wash away.


    But I'll still have this one!


    Stuck to my arm.


    The singing, as good as it was, given her lack of rehearsal time, did not soothe the savage beasts at all. Perhaps the problem was the final line, which didn't rhyme. The critter on her arm did not care for the ending, at all, and seemed to be biting her, albeit with a toothless mouth.


    Something moved, something in the ocean. At first, the something appeared as a large wave, but grew and grew, rising up and taking form.


    The little ones squealed with excitement.


    A massive creature, ten feet wide if it was an inch, heaved itself onto the shoreline. Despite not having anything recognizable as eyeballs, Opal knew, she just knew, the creature was the mother, and Momma Land Squid was looking right at her.


    Opal tripped and went sprawling on the stones, painfully slicing and bruising her knees. The squid on her elbow squealed, but hung on.


    With the cliff on one side and the giant momma squid and the ocean on the other, climbing the cliff stairs seemed to be her best bet, so she scoured the ground for glints of white, bits of broken shells. This area of the shore held very few shells, and she cried out in desperation.


    She remembered the chalk.


    There it was, still in her pocket. Opal had never been so happy to see a piece of chalk—in fact, no human being, ever, had been so happy to see a piece of chalk.


    She quickly drew the first set of steps on the face of the cliff, then checked behind her to see where Momma Land Squid was. Massive slaps rang out now, as the behemoth squid closed the distance between them. Opal checked the ground for something like a sharp stick to fight with, if it came down to that, and she spotted the thing she'd tripped over earlier. It looked like a suitcase. Her suitcase.


    She picked up the suitcase, got her bearings for the last time, then clamped shut her eyes and started up the magic staircase, drawing more steps as she went.


    She didn't know if Momma Land Squid breathed, or even if she had lungs, but a stench like garbage soup enveloped Opal as she climbed, drawing chalk stairs as she went.


    Something grabbed at her shoe, pulling her hard enough that she fell to her knees on the stony-feeling steps that would disappear if she opened her eyes. “Don't eat me,” she cried out, fighting the urge to look. She was nearly at the top of the cliff now, and a fall would surely injure her badly, if the creature did not. She dropped the chalk.


    The giant creature pulled her leg again, but twisting this time, as though trying to flip her over rather than yank her down.


    “You want this?” She turned and held out one arm, the one with the squid wrapped tightly around her elbow. “I'm not trying to steal your baby. It crawled up on my arm of its own accord, and… I don't want your baby. Seriously. Please, just take the squid and don't kill me or eat me or push me to my death, because even though this island is very strange and frequently terrifying, I like it here. I really like it here. I feel like maybe this is the place I was always meant to be, and maybe I felt like such an oddball back home because that wasn't where I was meant to be, you know?”


    When Opal finished her speech, she realized her arm felt lighter, squid-less.


    The foot-slapping noises continued, but the wailing and bawling had stopped, replaced by happy-sounding chirps.


    She reached around for the dropped chalk, praying it was still on the steps. The nearly-used-up stick hung half off the edge. She snagged the short piece before it fell, and she quickly drew the last dozen steps and made her way up and over, rolling onto the grass at the top of the cliff.


    After patting all around her to make sure she was really on grass, she opened her eyes. The little bit of chalk that remained crumbled to dust between her fingers.


    Opal looked around the meadow, fully expecting to see a goat, as she had on her previous visit to the top of the cliff.


    She was all alone.


    * * *


    Being reunited with her suitcase was the highlight of Opal's evening, second to escaping the land squid, of course.


    The damp contents didn't smell great, but they were hers. She hugged her favorite pair of stretchy jeans, then put them on instead of her shorts. The fabric felt good on her legs, comforting over all the scratches, scrapes, and bruises on her shins from tramping through forests.


    Beyond the meadow, the forest loomed, dark and ominous and full of eyes. She thought of wandering through and tracing over the steps of Svetlana. She decided to wait until daylight before looking for a trail.


    Opal pulled all of her clothes from the suitcase and arranged them as a makeshift mattress, pillow, and blanket.


    * * *


    Hers was a fitful sleep, wherein she woke every half hour to slap away at strangling vines and tentacles that were only in her dreams.


    If a person or creature had been watching, say, from several feet away in that same grassy meadow, they would have underestimated the power of this small, fifteen-year-old girl. The way she whimpered in her sleep and swatted at imagined foes was not fearsome at all, but she had a power, a determination. She was not to be taken lightly.


    





Chapter Seventeen


    If the rising sun hadn't woken Opal completely, the flock of birds pelting her with fruit certainly did.


    “Thanks!” she yelled, waving to the birds with one hand while she gathered the fruit with the other. She'd learned from the food vendor in Ystad that these were simply called redfruit, and she was pleased to find these ones were ripe and delicious. They were the first food she'd had since soggy sandwiches in the cave a day earlier, which only made them better. Rather than tossing aside the first fruit's pit, she found two rocks and banged on the pit to bust it open. Inside was a nut, and if memory served her, the nut was the base of the brown butter she'd eaten at breakfast the day before. In any case, the nut tasted too good to be poison, almond-like, so she ate all of the fruits and the nuts as well.


    In the bright light of day, she looked once more over her things from home. She indulged in a medium-sized sulk, missing everyone and everything from her old life. Her grandfather might be in the hospital, or going about his regular business, and she missed him too much to think about him for long. Missing him was a pain that split down her chest, and hurt when she breathed.


    She forced herself to think of Katy, who had almost certainly made Mark her boyfriend by now. Katy hadn't been sure about her feelings toward Mark until Opal started spending time with the boy. Opal would have preferred things to stay exactly as they were, with all three of them friends, but things had changed.


    Opal gazed out over the sparking sea beyond the edge of the cliff and thought of how things would have been different if Katy had been there in her place. Assuming she'd gotten up the cliff on the first day, Katy wouldn't have let pixies pull her hair, and she would have taken Aunt Waleah's money card and set about trying to book a boat back to the mainland. She certainly wouldn't have gone chasing after the elusive bluebees with no map and just a few vague directions.


    Katy could have Mark. Opal had an entire island, and Peter.


    Thinking of Peter pulled her out of the sulk. The poor boy was lost, probably inside the witches' castle, and losing his vision, or worse. If he'd stumbled into the same room she had, he could have gotten zapped out to the ocean as well, and… she couldn't think about it.


    She opened the old suitcase and folded up her clothes before laying them back in. The sun wasn't high in the sky yet, but the air was already warm, so she changed into a gauzy shirt Katy had given her. The shirt was technically a dress, but really short, so she pulled on the leggings she always wore with it. Her runners looked as good as new, after their wash-off in the ocean, and they were comfortable, too, so she put them back on.


    All packed up, she gripped the handle of her suitcase tightly and set off looking for a goat trail leading into the forest. The meadow looked smaller than the one she'd arrived at before, and for all she knew, there were hundreds of these meadows, all around the island. Getting a map to carry around, or at least to study, was at the top of her list of things to do once she was back home.


    Home.


    The stone-covered mansion that she shared with Mitchell and Waleah Weirma was her home. She'd only spent one night there, yet she wanted it to be home, even though she didn't belong.


    Along the edge of the forest, she found one goat trail, grown over with vegetation, but with luck the trail would lead to the train station.


    With a heavy heart and a muscle ache all the way down to her bones, Opal pushed through the bushes, on what she hoped was a path.


    She marched through the woods, where she was greeted by dragonflies who danced around.


    Her arm got tired quickly, so she transferred the suitcase. She was glad to have it back, but something about the contents bothered her.


    She'd found her clothes and waterlogged toiletries, but something was missing.


    Her dolls.


    Absent were the little dolls from her dollhouse. There had been the one that looked like her, and the one in the image of her grandfather. Each was no more than two inches tall, but they were hers, and she questioned why someone would take them from her suitcase.


    The phrase voodoo dolls jumped into her head, and made her shiver. She told herself she was being silly. They might have fallen out when she'd wrung out the clothes her first day. Or, she thought with a laugh, while she'd been sleeping, they could have just walked away. She shivered again, even though the air was quite warm.


    * * *


    The trail did lead to the train tracks, and a wood platform, much to Opal's relief.


    She got on the driverless trolley car, feeling lonely without the company of the goats. She held on tight as the vehicle approached the side of the cliff. This time, she kept her eyes open and saw the tunnel entrance was not magic at all, but a decidedly un-magical trick of the eyes, a trompe l'oeil. Across the opening hung strips of something, a cloth or canvas, painted to look like the side of the cliff. The trolley car plowed through them like a hippy through a beaded curtain. They were inside the dark tunnel, then out the other side in less time than it took Opal to start feeling claustrophobic.


    She got off at the wooden platform near the town square. The sweet smells of the pastry vendor wafted through the air, along with the comforting noises of regular folks going about their day. She guessed by the sun it was about noon. She could have gone home to her new family and house, and she did consider it, but, instead, she went to Peter's house, to inform his mother that she had lost him. In the span of a day, she had lost Patty's son.


    * * *


    Patty cried, mopping her face with a dish towel, which only made Opal cry as well, and feel worse.


    “He's with the witches, though,” Opal said. “Zara and Delilah. I'm sure he's fine. Honestly, I half-expected to find him here,” she said, which wasn't exactly a lie, since she had been hoping it would be true.


    “Why did you leave him?” Patty leaned against the doorway, her posture conveying suspicion. She hadn't invited Opal in, or even offered so much as a glass of water.


    “I didn't mean to, but I walked into a room and something blasted me, and then I teleported or something into the ocean.”


    Patty dried her cheeks and frowned. “Don't lie.”


    “I'm not lying. I was in the castle one minute, then poof, out in the ocean, where I nearly drowned.” Opal sniffed at the air wafting out from behind Patty. Something was cooking back there, in the kitchen, and the food smelled good.


    Patty shook her head. “People can't teleport. Not on the island.”


    “I think I know what happened to me, since I was there and all.”


    “What's that red mark on your head? You look ghastly. Did you get hit on the head? Someone could have knocked you out and dumped you in the ocean.”


    “I guess so.”


    Patty crossed her arms. “Check your head.”


    “This mark on my forehead was from bumping a wall. This is ridiculous,” she said, but still she checked her scalp for bumps. “No bumps, but does it matter? Shouldn't we be going to the castle now, to get Peter?”


    Patty stepped all the way out of her log house and closed the door, shutting the food smells away behind her. “Not until we report everything to the sheriff,” she said.


    “Oh, great,” Opal said. “Just who I wanted to see next.”


    “You should have thought about that before you lost my son.”


    “I didn't lose him! He wandered off.”


    Patty shook her head, started to say something, but stopped. She marched off in the direction of the town square.


    Opal followed along behind, muttering under her breath that at least she'd get bread and water once she was locked up in a jail cell.


    * * *


    The sheriff's name was Max.


    Opal studied the burly woman, with her short brown hair and sensible attire. She appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties, but with much older, wiser eyes.


    “Short for Maxine?” Opal asked.


    “No, short for Maximum Pleasure. What do you think? Of course it's short for Maxine.” She pounded a cigarette pack against her hand—Marlboro—and shook out one cigarette, which she offered to Patty.


    Patty said, “Are you sure? That's awfully generous of you.”


    “We'll go outside.” Max led the way out of the building, saying, “They aren't mine. Someone left them in my office, and I don't usually smoke, but today's a tough day.”


    Once outside, Patty accepted, and the two of them quietly smoked their cigarettes. They sat in a little courtyard outside, next to the jail, or the sheriff's office, or whatever the plain building with the cell inside was called.


    Opal guessed the cigarettes were imported from the mainland, and not cheap, which was probably for the best, for the health of the island residents. She coughed from the second-hand smoke. Her grandfather wouldn't want her sitting this close to smokers, even outside.


    Opal remembered that the big man on the boat, Jeremiah, had smoked the same brand, and wondered if there was a connection.


    After the two women were done smoking, Patty did seem less worried about her son.


    Max got out a small writing pad and tiny pencil, and took down the details of the story, as Patty told it, which was her interpretation of what Opal had told her.


    Opal crossed her arms and then finally sat on her hands to keep from interrupting. Patty was telling the story secondhand, and she kept getting details wrong.


    Finally, Opal said, “It was just one snake bite,” and the two women glowered at her, as though she'd picked up the snake herself and stuck its fangs on Peter's leg. Opal shut up again and let them continue. Patty left out all the good parts, such as when Opal had sharpened sticks to defend themselves, and found the drying vents to dry out the clothes. Patty made it sound like Peter was a brave hero and Opal had been flitting along poking at things and getting herself into trouble.


    When the tale was told, Max asked to see Opal privately, back inside the office.


    “Am I being arrested? Because I don't know if my aunt will come bail me out. Just saying! You lock me up, you might have to keep me.” The two women stared vacantly at Opal, as though she'd switched to speaking in French. “I have rights,” Opal said. “Probably. Do I have rights? Rights? No? How about a sandwich. Can I get a sandwich?”


    “Sure,” Max said, standing.


    The two women shook hands and Patty left.


    “Is she going to the castle?” Opal asked Max. “I should go. I need to see Peter.”


    Max shook her head. “You do not simply go to the West Shore castle. I'll speak to my assistant and send word about young Peter. Come on, follow me.”


    Opal considered her limited options as well as the visible sidearm on the woman's hip. She followed Sheriff Max into the building again.


    Inside, she saw that the jail cell she'd spent the night in held another person, an unshaven man with black and gray hair. He must have been sleeping when she'd come in earlier. Opal nodded at him, as one former prisoner to another.


    He blurted out, “Ah seen it! Ah seen the daemon and it's comin' for tha young. Ah seen it! I wasn't drinkin' that night, ah only had a couple or five, maybe ten.”


    Max hollered back at the man, “Sleep it off!”


    Opal ran up to the bars and said, “Was the thing all shadowy? Like a person, but made of shadow, where you can't see the face?”


    The man's eyes opened wider and wider, showing the whites all around the irises. His face so red it was nearly purple, he said, “No. Nothing like that. Not like a person at all, but it did have a horrible mess of a face, like a chainsaw, and I saw it.” He jumped up and shook the bars between them. “I SAW ITS DAEMON FACE! AND NOW THE YOUNG ARE DEAD!”


    Max grabbed Opal by the arm and yanked her away. “Nobody's dead. Nobody new at least, not since that Russian girl. Never mind him, he was drunker than a pixie last night.”


    “Uh, okay,” Opal said, taking a seat next to the sheriff's desk.


    Max pulled open a drawer and tossed something in front of Opal. “Recognize these?”


    Opal scooped up the tiny dolls, the one of her and the one of her grandfather. “These are mine! Where did you find them?”


    Max leaned forward, placed her elbows on the desk, and tented her hands. “On the dead girl. Any idea how they got there?”


    Opal dropped the dolls as though they were on fire. “I don't know. They were in my suitcase, which I only just got back from the shore. I guess the woman must have found my suitcase when she got to the island, and taken them.”


    “Why would she do that?”


    “Why does anyone do anything? I don't know. Why did she come to this island?”


    “For a better life and to marry a good man. Now, tell me why you killed her.”


    “I didn't kill her! I never even saw her. We've already been through this. Why would I kill her?”


    Max cracked her knuckles, then tented her fingers again. “Why does anyone kill anyone? Greed, revenge, jealousy, anger, and of course, sport.”


    The lump in Opal's throat made talking difficult. “I didn't kill her. I'd never hurt anyone. I'm just a kid, okay?”


    “Maybe you didn't kill anyone,” Max said. “I think you know something, though, and you're not telling me.”


    Behind Opal, the man in the jail cell rattled the bars. “She brought the deamon! I saw her callin' it up!”


    “I swear I didn't,” Opal said to Max. “But I did see that shadowy person, once in the Wetlands and once in the castle. Oh, and Peter and I heard that horrible scraping noise when we were in the cave. You guys should really do something about that, if it's a daemon.”


    The man rattled the bars again and yelled, “She conjured the daemon outta tha bowels of the world! And now it's-a-gonna eat up all tha young! Newface! Evil Newface!”


    Opal leaned toward Max over the desk. Softly, so the man in the cell wouldn't hear her, she said, “I'm not evil. Come on, this guy's probably the town drunk. You're not going to believe him, are you?”


    “Mr. Fraser is a respected member of the community,” Max said. “He teaches math and geometry at the high school.” She whispered, “He's going through kind of a tough divorce right now.”


    Opal whispered back, “I'm not really having the best week either.”


    “Fine,” Max said, sitting back in her chair. She crossed her arms.


    Opal sat back and crossed her arms as well. “Fine.”


    “I guess we'll go for a ride.”


    “I guess we will,” Opal said.


    “Until we find us our daemon.”


    “In that case, you can just drop me off at my aunt's house.”


    Max stared at Opal, her face grim, until finally she cracked a smile. “You wish,” she said. “How'd you like to ride a unicorn?”


    “What?” Opal's dark mood started to lighten, despite having not received the sandwiches that were promised. “For real? Unicorns are real?”


    Max stood and took some leather things off the wall—bridles—and beckoned for Opal to follow her out a back door.


    The man in the cell, Mr. Fraser, yelled out, “Don't leave me! I'm scared!”


    Max barked back, “Sleep it off!”


    As they went out the door, Opal said, “But you believe us, about the daemon, right? He's not imagining things.”


    Max patted the holster on her side. “I can take down imaginary things just as easily as real things.”


    As she stepped out into the sunshine, Opal sneezed in the bright light, twice, as usual.


    * * *


    The stables were behind the building, backing onto a pasture. A chestnut-colored horse with white spots on its rump galloped up to them, hooves stamping the earth and big nostrils making happy snorts. The creature had no horn, so it wasn't a unicorn, but it was still powerful and mesmerizing to Opal, the city girl.


    Max handed Opal some carrots to feed the horse while she whistled for something else. Opal watched eagerly for a glimpse of the unicorn.


    A well-fed gray donkey came trotting out of the nearby shrubs, also snorting with happy noises.


    Max said, “Opal, meet Gumdrop, a genuine unicorn, and your handsome steed for the day.”


    Opal did a double-take. The big-eared equine did have a little horn, about the width of Opal's hand, sticking out from its forehead. Gumdrop let out a big sneeze, followed by a fart.


    “That's not how I pictured a unicorn,” Opal said.


    “You probably only read about unicorns in books.”


    Opal gingerly held out a carrot for Gumdrop. “You're sure that's a unicorn? It's not a donkey with a gland problem?”


    “Books like to romanticize things. Gumdrop here is very strong, stronger even than my horse, Fella. We could even double on Gumdrop if we had to.” Max tossed one of the leather bridles at Opal. “Saddle up.”


    “Where are the saddles?”


    Max rolled her eyes. “It's just an expression. Put the bridle on the unicorn and let's ride.”


    Opal muttered to herself, “Put the bridle on the unicorn. Sure, why not?” She held out the leather bridle and made some kissing sounds. “Here, Gumdrop. Put on your bridle.”


    “City girl, like this.” Max poked one thick finger into the side of her horse's mouth, then slid a rod of metal between the teeth and looped the top of the leather apparatus over the horse's ears.


    Opal tried to do the same, and to his credit, Gumdrop was very patient and did most of the work. Getting the bridle over the horn was tricky, and Opal let her hand linger on the horn, wondering about its potential magic properties. What did unicorns do in stories, besides represent purity? Unicorns healed wounds and granted wishes. Opal rubbed the horn and wished for Peter's eyesight to return.


    Gumdrop made a charming whinnying sound and rotated his big, gray ears toward her attentively.


    “Hi,” Opal said.


    Gumdrop snorted, spraying the vicinity with unicorn spittle and snot.


    “May I ride on your back?” she asked, because that was the polite thing to do.


    Gumdrop closed one eye slowly, as though winking.


    Opal took that as permission and stepped closer, on his left side. She'd ridden a pony before, at a friend's birthday party, but the pony had been much smaller, and arrived in the girl's backyard with a saddle.


    She attempted to throw herself over Gumdrop's back, stomach first, but the unicorn was as round as his namesake, and she slid off his barrel-shaped back before she could get her leg over. By the fifth try, she was hot and sweaty, and even poor Gumdrop seemed frustrated by the ordeal.


    She led him closer to the fence, then climbed up the fence and transferred herself to his broad, gray-dappled back.


    “Good job,” Max said, clearly amused. “I was going to offer you a boost up, but you seem like a take-care-of-yourself kinda gal.” She grinned. “I approve.”


    “Thanks,” Opal said, wiping a sweaty strand of hair off her forehead.


    When Max smiled, she didn't seem so terrifying. They'd gotten off to a bad start the first time they'd met, but now the woman was taking Opal on a ride-along, which seemed awfully generous. Unless, of course, there was an ulterior motive.


    “Sheriff Max,” Opal said.


    “Just call me Max.”


    “Max, do you really need me to come along as an eyewitness? You're not planning to use me as bait or something, are you?”


    Max glanced up at the sky. “Bait, huh? Wish I'd thought of that.”


    “I'm not qualified to do anything. I should go home.”


    “Opal, everyone on the island does their part to serve the community. Now is the time for you to do your part.”


    “Uh, can't I pick up garbage or paint signs or something? I appreciate getting to sit on a unicorn, but I have to get home to my great-aunt. She's probably worried sick, thinking that I'm at the bottom of the ocean.”


    “First of all, dead bodies float for a few days before they sink. Secondly, she already knows where you are.” Max gestured with her chin.


    Opal followed Max's gaze and saw Waleah coming out of the building, toward the pasture. She was accompanied by the tall, handsome blond guy, Edwin. The widower. Of course he hadn't actually gotten married, but Opal didn't know the word for someone who lost his fiancee, so she thought of him as a widower.


    “Thank the pixies you're alive,” Waleah said to her great niece. “I'm afraid I've done a poor job as your guardian.”


    “I didn't get the wax yet, but I will. I will get it, I promise,” Opal said.


    Max gave Waleah a quick rundown of what had happened—a much more accurate rundown than Patty's ramblings—and how they were heading out to the Wetlands now to investigate some mysterious sightings. Opal was going along, Max said, to retrace her steps back to the cave where she'd seen and heard things.


    Edwin said, “Am I to understand that you and Peter went through a magic chalk door and now he's at West Shore?”


    “Yes,” Opal said. “The door let us out into this creepy old hallway, lit by glowing moss. There were a lot of bugs, too.”


    “Sounds like the place,” Max said.


    Waleah said, “The poor boy must be terrified. What a ghastly place.”


    Edwin shook his head. “Typical Peter.”


    Waleah swung open the gate on the pasture and came in to stand in front of Gumdrop. She put her forehead against the unicorn's forehead and stroked his big donkey ears. “This guy will take care of you,” she said, then she peered up at Opal with those blue eyes that were so similar to her brother's. “Don't worry about the wax,” she said. “It's not important, little light.”


    Opal wanted to jump down and hug her great-aunt, and cry into her shoulder about all the things she'd seen, and all the scares she'd had. But she barely knew the woman, so she stayed where she was.


    Edwin, who was talking to Max, climbed up on the fence and whistled. Another brown horse with a white-spotted rump came galloping over, and Opal remembered the name of that breed—Appaloosa. They were beautiful horses.


    She patted Gumdrop's mane, because he was beautiful too, in his own unique way.


    Max said to Edwin, “Don't know that I need a tax man for this, but you're welcome to come along as my deputy. Can't hurt to have an official Council member along, in case things get strange.”


    “I could use the fresh air,” Edwin said, and he quickly put a bridle on the other horse. He was able to bounce up onto the mare's back from the ground and swing one leg easily over her back. Waleah unlatched the gate for them, and the three riders filed out.


    Waleah waved to Opal, “Safe passage.”


    “Oh, Aunt Waleah, I found my suitcase, near the shore. It's inside the sheriff's office.”


    Max said to Waleah, “My assistant will let you take it.”


    Waleah looked crossly at Opal. “Whyever would I want your suitcase?”


    Max laughed at Waleah. “You're new at this parent thing, aren't you? She's a kid. You gotta take care of her. Look at how filthy she is. Take her suitcase back to the house and give everything a good soak.”


    Hurriedly, Opal said, “You don't have to. I mean, I just wasn't thinking. You don't have a car or a bicycle or anything. Never mind. I'll bring it home, and I sure don't expect you to do my laundry. I know how to do laundry.”


    Edwin's head went up at that. “You do laundry, do you? I may know of a housekeeping job, paid work for you.”


    Waleah waved over her shoulder without looking back, on her way in a bit of a huff, without the suitcase, and headed in the direction of the pub.


    Max nudged her horse ahead and stopped beside Opal and Gumdrop. “She'll come around,” Max said. “There's good reason that woman never wore the ring. Not suited to child-rearing, not at all.”


    “Never wore what ring? She's married to Mitchell, isn't she?”


    Edwin laughed. “You're like a little idiot!” He clucked at his horse and the three of them began moving again, through the square, past the delicious-smelling vending carts.


    Opal glared at Edwin. “I don't know for sure what that word means around here, but back on the mainland, it's not a nice word, and just because I don't know all your weird magical rituals around here does NOT mean I'm an idiot!”


    “Actually, that's the definition of idiot,” he said. “Someone who doesn't know social conventions.”


    “I know them for my regular home, on the mainland.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that? How old are you?”


    “Old enough.”


    Max, who was riding ahead, waved a hand to interrupt and said, “Edwin, meet Opal Button, fresh from the mainland. Opal, meet Edwin. I know you both know who the other is, but now you've been formally introduced, and now we're all friends.”


    Edwin chuckled. “Friends.” He reached out and shook Opal's hand.


    “Friends,” she said. “And I'm sorry for your loss.”


    He looked down at some of the food vendors they were passing. “I don't think I had lunch.”


    “Me neither,” Opal said, and she made a sad face in Max's direction.


    “Right, food,” Max said. “I'll get this, guys. I'll put it on my expense account. Official sheriff business and all.”


    Max dismounted and used a circular card from her back pocket to purchase a bag of food and drinks for the trip. To Opal's great relief, a portion of the food was for her, and Max handed her a pastry to eat immediately. She munched the long overdue meal hungrily and slurped down an entire bottle of redfruit juice before they started on their way again.


    They reached the outskirts of town and the horses were able to move faster without all the people and bicycles in the way. The sugar from the food and drink made Opal feel like she could take on anything, even a daemon.


    “I may be an idiot,” Opal said, kicking Gumdrop in the ribs to get him to catch up to the big Appaloosa horses, “but at least I'm riding a unicorn. I'd be the envy of all my friends back home if they could see me now.”


    Gumdrop, who had flawless timing, lifted his bushy gray tail and let out a pile of unicorn droppings. The large turds, to Opal's surprise, had a slight rainbow hue, and sparkled.


    Opal heard the hum of something, an electric scooter, by the sound, and she spotted a man with blue hair chasing after them, calling, “Max! Max!”


    The sheriff stopped her horse and turned to face him. “What now?”


    He skidded to a stop on the contraption, which was a motor-assisted bicycle, the same blue as his hair. “There's been a report of a hate crime up at Clover's.”


    Edwin said, “Not Clover! He did such a nice job on the catering for the wedding.”


    The blue-haired man waved his gangly arms. “I know! It's crazy!”


    Max said, “Guess I'll swing by there first and see what's what.”


    “Let's go,” he said, shifting on the bicycle.


    Max's horse snorted and pranced.


    “You should stay behind. Fella hates that contraption of yours. You could come, but you'd have to double on Gumdrop with young Opal here.”


    The man seemed to consider this, then said, “Gross.”


    Max excused herself from the others and moved a few horse-lengths away to discuss the details with the blue-haired man.


    Opal said to Edwin, “A hate crime? Against a chocolatier? Who would do such a thing?”


    “I can think of a few people,” Edwin said.


    “Really?”


    “Not everyone shares the exact same opinions here. Maybe it would be a good thing to have a daemon terrorizing the island. Nothing like a shared enemy to bring everyone closer together.”


    “That's kinda dark.”


    “But not untrue.”


    Opal pondered this for a moment, then said, “But who would hurt a chocolatier? Does he have a competitor, like, say, a cheesecake place?”


    Max came back and gave them both a stern look. “I'd thank you two to reserve your speculations for after we get a few facts.” She shook her head. “Of all the days for my other staff to be out, investigating a catapult threat.”


    Opal looked back and forth between Max and Edwin. “Catapult threat?”


    Max opened the bag of food and held out a sandwich to Opal. “I'll trade you this for silence the rest of the ride.”


    Opal accepted the offer.


    





Chapter Eighteen


    The trip to the chocolatier was quick, because they took a shortcut—not the magical kind, with a chalk door, but the I-think-we-may-be-lost kind, through dense woods.


    At least Gumdrop, the corpulent unicorn, seemed confident of his direction, tirelessly running at a jarring trot and never once breaking into a smooth canter.


    For the first time in her life, Opal wished she had a little more padding on her posterior.


    They arrived at Clover's Chococafeteria, which hung forlornly between its three tall tree posts, the door yanked off its hinges and smashed on the ground. The silo-shaped building's dappled green exterior looked melancholy in the late afternoon light.


    Edwin said, under his breath, “The Case of the Crazed Chocoholic. It was the middle of the night, and somebody had a craving that wouldn't be satisfied by any old glass of redfruit juice. No, see, they wanted some o' that chocolate. Yeah, the good stuff, not the watered-down brown paste they serve up at the grocery store…”


    Max turned and gave Edwin a wry smile. They seemed to be pretty good pals, and Opal wondered if they were family, or had just been friends for a while. Max was a decade older, so they likely hadn't gone to school together.


    Edwin continued, “So, our chocolate bandit, he gets himself a crowbar, and… wait, no it's a she. It's a woman and she's just put on the ring to get a baby, and her womanly energies are shooting off like fireworks inside of her, and she's just gotta have what only Clover can give her.”


    “That's enough,” Max said. “The sheriff's office must hold itself to a certain standard.”


    Everybody dismounted, some more gracefully than others, and they set the equines up in the shade, near some lush green grass. Edwin showed Opal a semi-hidden spigot in one of the trees, and she used it to fill bucket after bucket of water for Gumdrop, Fella, and the other Appaloosa, whose name she didn't know.


    Not being an official employee of the City of Ystad, Opal lingered back with the animals and didn't climb up the stairs to the chocolatier for at least twenty minutes, once her curiosity took over her body.


    The inside of the place was a sad mess, and the vandal or vandals had left nothing untouched, not even the posters of Elvis and Marilyn, whose faces stared up, terrified, from crumpled shreds on the floor.


    Clover was standing on his platform and explaining to Sheriff Max, “It's because I'm a troll, obviously. People are perfectly fine with us being trolls, so long as we stay under the bridges and out of the way. But as soon as we want to come out and integrate, then suddenly we're shoving our trollishness in everyone's faces and they have to explain to their stupid kids why my arms and legs are shorter than average, and so on.”


    Opal quickly looked away as soon as she realized she'd been staring at the man. So, he wasn't a person with dwarfism after all, but a real, honest-to-goodness not-quite-human person. Opal's brains nearly imploded with the political incorrectness of it all.


    That small, sweet, green-haired man was a troll? She thought trolls were supposed to be huge and thuggish. Clover was about as intimidating as a chihuahua in a bowtie.


    As the two of them continued talking, Clover led Max into the adjoining room, which could hardly be bigger than a storage closet, given the size of the tree house. Edwin came over to where Opal was surveying all the smashed glass from the framed posters.


    “This sort of thing doesn't happen often,” Edwin said. “I hope you're not getting a bad impression of Ystad. It's really a wonderful place to live, like being in a fairy tale, or so the newcomers say.”


    “That man,” Opal said. “I am sorry to be rude, but was he using a figure of speech, or is he actually a troll? And if he is, are they all small like that?”


    Edwin grinned and kicked at some broken glass, then retrieved a broom and dustpan from behind the counter. “There are very few trolls on the mainland, if that's what you're wondering,” he said. “Everything here that looks like a person is a person, even the pixies, though they choose not to vote in our elections. We also have non-troll people who are the same size as trolls.”


    “So, all trolls are about Clover's height, but not all little people are trolls?”


    “This must seem needlessly complicated to you.”


    Opal took the broom and dustpan from Edwin's hands and swept up some torn posters. “When we were riding today, through those scary woods, I started to feel sad a few times, because I miss my old home and my friends, but then I remembered I was riding on a unicorn. How cool is that? I guess not very cool to you, since you're on the horse, aren't you?”


    “Gumdrop likes you,” he said, then he walked away, leaving her to wonder what he'd meant by that.


    She swept some more, and then gathered up some bits of wood. There was so much wood, and all of it in splinters, as though it had been through a wood chipper. She used the broom to push all the wood into a pile.


    Edwin came over and said, “What is all that? Why would vandals break in, eat all the chocolate, then leave behind a bunch of kindling?”


    Opal put her hands on her hips and looked around. “Where are all the tables and chairs that were here the other day?”


    They both looked at the pile of chipped wood.


    Edwin said, “Who would do such a thing?”


    Opal said, “Never mind who, but how? And with what? Was it magic?”


    “Never blame magic for what can easily be explained by plain old human idiocy.”


    “What about the other thing? The daemon?”


    Edwin rubbed his chin and stared at the pile of wood. “What if someone's trying to make it look like there's a daemon around?”


    “To what end?”


    He shook his head. “I can't even imagine.”


    “To bring everyone together, against a shared enemy,” she said. “Like what you were suggesting.”


    He picked up some bits of wood and examined them. “Either way, I don't like where this is going. Someone's bound to get hurt.”


    Max emerged from the other room, without Clover.


    Opal whispered, “Is he okay? I could stay here and help him clean up.”


    Max patted her on the shoulder. “That's kind of you, but he needs some alone time. Trolls are solitary folk.”


    Edwin said, “I'm sure when he reopens, everything will be even better.”


    “If he reopens,” Max said.


    Edwin frowned. “This is not good at all.”


    * * *


    They climbed down out of the tree house in silence. The two horses and the unicorn seemed well rested and ready to go.


    This time, Opal accepted a boost up onto the unicorn. Her inner thighs were already wobbly from all the riding, and bareback was more challenging than riding with a saddle, or so she assumed. Out of all the things the island imported or salvaged from the mainland, why no saddles?


    They traveled along the cobblestone road this time, passing people who waved or stared curiously. Eventually, the traffic thinned to nothing as they drew near the Drylands.


    They rode past the shed where Opal and Peter had left their bicycles, and then through the desert, which was much smaller when traversed on the back of a unicorn. No snakes appeared, but Opal was so careful to not stare at or antagonize them, that she barely even looked anywhere near the ground.


    Max and Edwin talked about the snakes, and how Council ought to consider installing a First Aid station near the area. Edwin explained that the anti-venom required refrigeration and would expire quickly in the hot sun, so the subject was dropped.


    Nobody said anything about Peter, but Opal thought of him, and by the serious look on Edwin's face, he was also concerned about his cousin. Back at the sheriff's office, Max had sent a hand-written message to West Shore, about Peter, but they hadn't heard back yet. Opal silently cursed the island for being so backward, without phones or email.


    They traveled on, stepping aside for a wind devil to sweep the sand from the road, and soon they were at the leafy border of the Wetlands.


    After the dust of the desert, the gentle mists shimmering down from the trees were refreshing. For a bit. And then everyone grumbled about the rain. Opal wished she'd thought to grab her jacket before they'd set out. She was still in her gauzy sleeveless top and leggings.


    The tiny green birds with the yellow chests appeared, as they had before, and flitted around the group, chirping and laughing, the laughter ranging from innocent schoolchildren on recess to nasty prank laughter. The zumi birds' quick movements distressed the Appaloosa horses, but not Gumdrop, who kept plodding along.


    “Hear that?” Max said to Edwin. “Buzzing.”


    Opal put her hand to her ear, listening for a new sound over the green birds cackling, the pattering of water on leaves and branches, plus the horses' hooves. She detected a buzz, like the sound from a faulty overhead power box. The buzz grew louder.


    A swarm of insects emerged from the trees, and as she opened her mouth to ask what they were, one of the insects flew right in. Opal closed her mouth in horror, her teeth squishing the bug. It tasted like a blueberry.


    She opened her mouth again to voice her displeasure, and another one flew in.


    Edwin waved his hands around his face. “Agh! Does my mouth look like a honey-castle? Scram, bluebees, or I'll eat you all.”


    He didn't have to follow through on his threat, though, because the tiny green birds swooped and dove, snapping the bluebees from the air. What few remained after the birds had their feast disappeared into the forest on the other side of the trail.


    Opal tilted her face up to catch some water to wash the taste down—not that it was a bad taste, but she didn't want to be tasting bluebee all inside her mouth for hours and knowing what it was.


    “That was odd,” Max said. “Bluebees don't usually travel through the Wetlands, not during the day when the zumi birds are out.”


    “Strange days,” Edwin said.


    Opal's neck got sore from trying to catch water while bobbing up and down on Gumdrop's back, so she gave up and accepted the flavor of bluebee in her mouth.


    Max made a big production of ripping off her vest and wringing out the water before putting the vest back on, partially over her head, like a hood.


    Edwin said, “Hey, Max, you're getting your annual shower, whether you need it or not!”


    Max said, “If I'd wanted to get tinkled on, I'd pay for the full pixie treatment and at least get my hair done.”


    Opal laughed, and for a moment, she felt like an islander and not a Newface.


    Edwin said, “Opal, take a note. Don't come to the Wetlands when you're sleepy, because you might yawn and accidentally drown.”


    Opal laughed some more, until she realized what he'd said wasn't that hilarious, but she couldn't stop herself. Edwin was handsome, like a freakishly young substitute teacher, and she got the giggles when he spoke to her. His eyes reminded her of Peter, though Peter had green-brown eyes and Edwin's eyes were blue.


    Eyes.


    She thought again of poor Peter, goodness knows where and possibly losing his sight, and she stopped laughing.


    The hooves of their steeds clomped along on the cobblestone road.


    “This thing you saw by the cave,” Edwin said. “What made you think it was a daemon?”


    “I've never seen or heard one before, so how should I know? I was scared, though, whether you want to call it women's intuition or just plain common sense. A few minutes later, when Peter heard the noise, the horrible screeching sound, he's the one who said the word daemon.”


    From her position in the lead, Max turned around and looked back at Opal briefly, but didn't say anything. She turned away with a grim look on her face.


    “Did the noise scare you?” Edwin asked. “Did it make you wish you were dead?”


    Gumdrop stumbled and shook his head, his big gray ears flopping and spraying off water.


    “Not like that,” Opal said as she patted Gumdrop on the neck, as if to reassure the unicorn there was nothing to be frightened of. “When I saw the thing, it just looked like the forest was a photograph, and a person had been in the photo, but they were cut out with an Exacto knife. Does that make sense? You do have photographs here on the island, right?”


    “A few,” Edwin said, twisting his mouth thoughtfully. He also patted his horse on the shoulder, calming her, though she didn't seem to need it. “But the noise and seeing the shadow person, those were separate, right? Maybe we're talking about two distinct incidents.” He called up ahead to the sheriff. “You get where I'm going with this, don't you, Max?”


    She cocked her head back. “A-yup. Separate but related.” She turned again to look directly at Opal, her hand on her forehead to keep the misty rain from dripping into her eyes. “We getting near that cave you saw? How much further?”


    Opal looked around at the blue-green trees dripping cool water and the orange trees dripping warm water. There was something familiar about this section of road, and she imagined two little goats disappearing into the brush on the right.


    “This is the place,” she said. “The cave's off that way.”


    Edwin said, “You sure?”


    “Yes,” she said. “Wait, no. That was a lie. This forest all looks exactly the same to me.”


    Max slid down off her horse and peered into the brush. “Time for me to use my magic powers,” she said.


    “Oh, good,” Edwin said.


    Max twirled around three times, making a sound Opal would describe as yodeling. She held her hands high in the air, her arms jerking. Finally, she pointed with both hands in one direction and said, “You and Peter traveled through here.”


    Opal slid down off Gumdrop. “How can you tell?”


    “Ancient family magic,” Max said with a wry smile.


    Edwin was grinning broadly. “Great trick, Max. The singing was a nice touch.”


    Opal said, “Can you teach me how to do that?”


    Edwin laughed and slid off his horse gracefully.


    Opal followed Max into the bushes where she saw the secret to Max's ancient family magic: a trail of impressions perfectly pressed into the mud, two sets of shoes and two sets of cloven-hoof goat tracks.


    * * *


    As they pushed through the bushes, Opal wished she'd paid more attention to where the little goats had been leading them, but then again, she had been trying to keep from drowning in the onslaught of water, as she was now. At least they had the footprints.


    The equines had been left back on the road, because they were too big to fit through the dense brush.


    Max had pulled out some fluorescent pink ribbon, rolled up like a roll of tape, and marked some of the trees so that if heavier rain washed their new tracks out, they'd still be able to find their way back.


    Opal said, “Hansel and Gretel used breadcrumbs.”


    Max stopped in her tracks and looked suspiciously at Opal, one hand on her forehead to redirect the warm rain pouring down. “What do you know of those two serial killers?”


    Edwin came to Opal's defense, saying, “It's a fairy tale over on the mainland. Calm down, Max, she doesn't know.”


    “That's right, I'm an idiot Newface,” Opal said, somewhat surprised to be eagerly volunteering herself as one.


    They continued to push on through the bushes, relying on the muddy footprints and Opal's dim recollections of broken stumps that looked like other things. At moments, there'd be a small break in the raining foliage overhead, and the sun would hit Opal, creating a shadow that seemed to be pointing the way.


    Trying to sound casual, Opal said to Edwin, “Say, here on the island, do people's shadows ever, um, do stuff? Like, point out things?”


    “Sounds like black magic to me,” Edwin said. “And no, people's shadows don't do that.”


    Max caught up alongside Opal and said, “Don't tell me you've been doing magic.”


    “Just a bubble spell,” Opal said. “A very simple one, using a blade of grass, and—”


    “I said DON'T tell me!” Max shouted. “If an illegal immigrant were to be doing magic on the island, that would be a problem.”


    “What do you mean? Fines? Jail time?”


    “Deportation,” Edwin said as they walked beneath a blue-green tree that poured down icy water.


    “I really don't like the sound of that,” Opal said, hunching her shoulders against the pain of the near-freezing water while looking around for a warmer-hued path.


    The forest floor here was covered in fallen leaves and the footprints had all but disappeared. The three split apart to search more area.


    Opal's shadow, though dim and mottled by the leaves overhead, seemed to point left, so she silently led the others in that direction, hoping the dark shape up ahead was the entrance to the cave.


    As they neared the shape, her heart soared, despite the torrential downpour. She did not know Hansel and Gretel were known as serial killers on Broken Shell Island, but she was able to navigate through raining trees to a cave she'd been to only once before, and that wasn't nothing.


    Edwin patted her on the shoulder. “Good job, kid.”


    Opal showed them where she'd been when she'd seen the shadowy figure.


    Max said, “Show me exactly where you were standing.”


    Opal did, then Max asked exactly how she'd been standing, and what she'd been doing there.


    “Can I whisper it in your ear?” Opal said to the sheriff while eying Edwin.


    “Sure!” Max yelled. “Or why don't you tap it out in Morse code, so it'll take us even longer, because I sure do love getting rained on out here and not being back in my comfortable office with my mini-fridge!”


    Opal squatted down. “Like this, okay? I was having a pee!”


    “Great!” Max yelled. “So we're looking for a shadow person who likes to watch people make their business in the woods. Probably some local hermit pervert.”


    Opal jumped up. “No! It was something strange and magic, I swear. And then I saw it, or him, or her, again inside the castle.”


    “Don't be ridiculous,” Edwin said with a bossy tone. “It couldn't have been a him. Only females are allowed in the castle. The place has defensive magic that prevents males from getting in unless invited, and they never get invited.”


    Water poured down Opal's face and into her eyes as she sputtered and said, “Except for the time Peter dropped in, unannounced. I guess a male got in that time, but what do I know? I'm just a Newface.”


    He said, “You say you're so innocent, and yet you happen to be wherever there's trouble.”


    “I'm not causing the trouble!”


    “No need to get defensive. Do you have a guilty conscience about something?”


    “You know—” Opal took a deep breath to get her rage force up. “Back on the mainland when a young woman turns up dead the first suspect is always the husband, or the boyfriend. Not just on TV shows, but in real life!”


    He recoiled. “What are you saying?”


    Max walked between them. “Come on, may as well have this little chit-chat somewhere it's not raining, like inside this not-terrifying-at-all cave whose entrance looks like a giant mouth.”


    Edwin rubbed some water off his face and blinked at the cave entrance, as did Opal.


    Max said, “Neither of you are suspects. Do you think I'd bring you out here to the middle of nowhere if I thought of one you was a murderer?”


    “I'm sorry for things said and things implied,” Edwin said to Opal.


    “Me too.”


    Opal reached out to offer a hug and Edwin shook her hand in response.


    Max said, “Cave? Giant mouth? Anyone?”


    Edwin gave the opening another look and said, “You're right, it does look like a mouth. Could this be a fossil of something?” He inspected the edges of the opening, touching some spikes coming down from the roof—spikes Opal had figured were stalactites when she'd been there the day before. He said, “If I didn't know better, I'd say this was a dragon that's been turned to stone.”


    Max said, “Clearly, then, we should all go inside, don't you think?”


    “Oh, of course,” he said. “After you, Ms. Opal Button. This place is your discovery, of course, so you'll get to name the cave on the maps. What do you think of that? Pick a good name.”


    Opal was still annoyed at him for things said and things implied, but she accepted his gesture and stepped in, sweeping water off her face with one hand. “How about Dragon Cave? No? Too obvious, you're right. I'll think of something.”


    Opal showed the sheriff and Edwin the straw where she and Peter had slept next to the goats, and the vent at the back of the cave with the warm air. The backpack was where she'd dropped it, next to the very faint outline of a door on the cave wall. Opal picked up one of the sharpened sticks Peter had been using as a walking stick and poked at the door. “I guess the door's a one-time use kinda thing,” she said.


    “Nice cave,” Edwin said. “Shame about the location. Can't see anyone who isn't a fish on legs wanting to make the trek for a boring cave, lovely though it is with the geothermal heating.”


    Opal asked, “Why isn't this cave on any maps?”


    “We don't have many map-makers,” Edwin said. “The old-timers got frustrated by the way things move around.”


    “Things move around?”


    “Not so fast you'd fall over, but, yeah.”


    Edwin wandered off to look at the jagged edges of the cave's opening again.


    “No sign of any daemons,” Max said. “Guess I'll head back to town and write up the report. No shadow people or daemons found today.”


    “That's it?” Opal said.


    Max shrugged. “We could whistle and see if the daemon answers to that. Don't know what more the good people of Ystad would expect. I came, I looked around, I saw no daemons.” She peered around the cave and kicked at something on the ground. “Daemon poop!”


    Opal and Edwin came running over.


    “False alarm,” Max said. “Just goat poop. Hey, Opal, why don't you collect a sample and we'll take some back to town for analysis?”


    “Very funny,” Opal said. “Do you want me to show you where Peter and I went through the chalk door to the castle?”


    Max started backing her way out of the cave. “I wouldn't recommend that. An illegal immigrant can't be doing magic on the island, remember?”


    Edwin said, “Come on, Max. It'll be a day's ride to get there from here, and I'm worried about my little cousin.”


    Max reached up and stroked the giant tooth-shaped stalactite near the cave's entrance. “One thing I don't understand is how Peter was able to get in there, if the castle's rigged to not let males in.”


    “I've been thinking about that,” Edwin said. “The outer perimeter probably has safeguards, but if this crazy chalk door thing Opal told us about actually works, maybe it's a mousehole in their system. As for where Peter is, I would expect the castle to have a secondary detection spell, a redundancy, that picks up on intruders and ejects them back out at a safe distance.”


    “Like into the ocean,” Opal said.


    “Or into a holding cell for questioning,” Max said. “At least that's what I'd do, because of my vocation.” She pointed to Edwin. “You, you'd probably tax them until they couldn't afford to buy day-old bread.” She laughed and slapped her knee.


    “Slapping your knee?” Edwin said. “Really? That's a knee slapper?”


    She straightened up. “I should be getting back to the horses.” She turned partially away. “If someone were to do some magic when the sheriff wasn't looking, there wouldn't be much the sheriff or anyone could say about it.”


    Opal looked to Edwin for guidance, and asked him, “Does she mean… I should go?”


    “Someone has to bail Peter out if he's in castle jail.”


    Opal said, “But what about the daemon? I don't have a gun. Max has a gun. I have nothing. I don't think I'll survive getting dumped in the ocean a third time.”


    “You'll be fine,” he said. “What did you use to make the door?”


    “Chalk.” She patted her wet shirt, where it might have held chalk if it even had pockets.


    Edwin picked up a short stick of chalk from the ground. “What if I go with you?”


    “But guys aren't allowed in the castle.”


    “Exactly,” he said. “So that should put me wherever Peter is. Let's go before I change my mind.”


    Max turned back to face them. “I'm not looking at this,” she said, even though she was. “I'm outside the cave right now, for the record. I'm looking for the pink markings on our trail and I'm cursing myself for not thinking ahead and bringing my rain slicker.”


    “Rain slickers would have been a nice touch,” Edwin said. “Really, even just a few hats would have provided immeasurable—”


    He didn't finish the thought because Opal had drawn a fresh chalk line over the cave wall where she'd previously drawn the door. The short stick had just enough to finish the three lines. She anticipated the door working the same way as before, waiting and glowing at the edges until they willingly walked through.


    This time, however, the door opened like the emergency escape hatch on an airplane, the way she'd seen it happen in countless movies, and the door sucked Opal through, but not before she'd grabbed Edwin's hand and pulled him with her.


    * * *


    Down they tumbled, or floated.


    “Edwin?”


    “I'm here,” he said. “How about Max. Did she get sucked through? Max?”


    They waited in the nothingness for a response.


    “Apparently not,” Opal said.


    She was still holding his hand.


    In the darkness, Edwin said, “I'm reminded of Alice in Wonderland.”


    “Oh. Is she a serial killer here too?”


    “No, of course not. It's just a book. I thought Alice was popular on the mainland.”


    “It is,” Opal said. “Funny you should says it's just a book. I thought my grandfather's friend Flora was wacky, and her Broken Shell Island books were just fiction. But here I am.”


    “Here you are. And me too.”


    “Yup.”


    “How long, exactly, does this trip take?”


    “I don't know. Last time around, it was about a minute or so. I wish we had a flashlight.”


    After a pause, Edwin said, “I expected my life would be flashing before my eyes.”


    “You think we're dying?”


    He gave her hand a squeeze. “Probably not. But if we were, it would be a shame to have not had those last few seconds to reminisce.”


    Opal said, “I wouldn't want to die so young. I have things I want to do. What those things are, I'm not sure, but going now would be too soon.”


    “I wouldn't want to die a virgin.”


    “That's kind of a weird thing to say.”


    “I'm sorry,” Edwin said, loosening his grip on Opal's hand. “You're right. That was inappropriate. I'm nearly twenty, and grownups don't talk to teenagers about those sorts of things. Please accept my apology.”


    “I can't believe you're a virgin,” she said. “You probably could have any girlfriend you want, unless there are opposite rules here on the island and whoever I think is attractive is actually the opposite.”


    “That's very kind of you,” he said. “If you could see my face, you'd see I'm smiling.”


    She squeezed his hand. “Again, I'm very sorry for the loss of your fiancee, Svetlana.”


    “Thanks,” he said, just as their feet hit the ground.


    The two tumbled and rolled, their hands pulling apart.


    Edwin said, “How unexpected. This isn't a hallway.”


    Indeed, they were not in the dim, moss-lit hallway, as Opal had described, but in a brightly-lit room with pale lilac walls, and windows.


    Opal stood and tried to pull the wedgie her leggings were giving her down without Edwin seeing. “At least we're alive,” she said.


    They both ran to the windows. There was no glass on the open-air windows, but thick, sturdy bars prevented them from doing much more than poking their heads out to look around.


    Up above was blue sky, and down below—far, far down below—was the ocean, where it met a cliff. At first, they seemed to be inside the cliff itself, but Opal spotted the demarcation line where square-shaped stonework began. Up above them were turrets, which were a dead giveaway they were in a castle.


    “That chalk door trick is not a bad way to travel,” Edwin said.


    “Except the door only goes one way.”


    “Let's try from here,” he said. “It'll blow Max's mind if we pop back out at the cave.”


    Opal held out her empty hand. “I used up all the chalk getting us here. Besides, I did try to make a door last time, and it didn't work. I didn't try every single surface in the castle, but I suppose we could, if we had more chalk.”


    “Where are we, anyway?”


    Opal scanned the room, which was utterly empty on one side, and stacked to the ceiling on the other side with an assortment of desks, chairs, and tables.


    She headed for a section that was covered with a dust sheet and yanked the cover away. A trio of brightly-colored plastic exercise balls, inflated, rained down.


    As she rubbed her face where the red ball had smacked her on the cheek, she said, “I think this room is where they put unwanted things.”


    “Like us.”


    “Yeah, like us. Cold storage.”


    Edwin pulled at the room's only door and cursed it for being locked. “I don't think it's by accident we're in here. I suspect they found out about your neat little chalk door trick and re-routed us here.”


    “Maybe. Now what?” Opal looked around for tools or weapons. “Shall I break off a chair leg and try to pry at those bars on the window.”


    Edwin looked horrified. “Is that what they'd do on the mainland?”


    “Uh, not exactly. I think if people get thrown into a jail, they usually get their one phone call, to call their lawyer.”


    “We have lawyers here.”


    “But you don't have phone calls, now, do you?”


    “True,” he said, letting go of the door handle. “Need some help breaking off a chair leg?”


    A crackle sounded, then a voice boomed into the room. “Do not abuse the chairs.”


    Opal looked around the pale lavender ceiling and spotted some speakers. “Then get me my lawyer!” she yelled back.


    Edwin whispered to her, “Good idea.”


    The voice from the speakers, which was feminine and a little snotty, said, “We have your friend, Peter.”


    Edwin said, “Peter's my cousin, and he hasn't done anything wrong. He only came here by accident, because he was frightened by the sound of a terrible, horrible, wretched daemon loose in the Wetlands. If anything should happen to Peter, I hold all the witches of West Shore responsible, because we all know who's responsible for bringing a daemon to the island.”


    Opal whispered, “Now you believe me about the daemon?”


    He whispered back, “Undecided.”


    The speakers crackled, and the muted sounds of several women arguing came out, their frenzied voices mingling as one buzzing mob.


    “You really scared them,” Opal whispered.


    His pride showed through his modesty as he said, “Small talk never convinced anyone to pay their overdue taxes.”


    The speakers cut out again.


    Opal said to Edwin, “Should we be worried?”


    “They won't murder us or turn us into goats, if that's what you mean.”


    Opal shuddered. “Turn us into goats? I'd never even considered that. Thanks, Edwin. I may never sleep again, but thanks for the reassurance.”


    “No problem.” He pulled a chair off one of the stacks and set it near the window, overlooking the ocean, then took a seat.


    Opal fetched herself a chair and did the same. She said, “What time is it?”


    “I don't know. I don't wear a watch.”


    “I really need to get one.”


    “I never understood that,” he said. “Does wearing a watch make the waiting less interminable?”


    “Yes. Special watch magic. Like how spotting the bus a mile away makes it arrive faster.”


    “A bus,” he said. “How exotic.”


    





Chapter Nineteen


    Max


    Sheriff Max arrived back at the stables with Maple and Gumdrop in tow. After giving them each a bucket of oats and their mineral supplements, she returned to the office. Her clothes had dried quickly while passing through the Drylands, but she had little specks of sand stuck everywhere. The mead in her mini-fridge was calling.


    Mr. Fraser had completely sobered up and was being prepared for release by Max's assistant, Ocean, a skinny man with naturally blue hair. Unlike the trolls, who had bright hues of hair because of their heritage, Ocean was fully human, and his hair was blue from some curse the pixies put on his family, many generations ago, for some forgotten misdeed committed by an ancestor.


    Ocean looked up from his paperwork and said, “I took the liberty of going through that old suitcase and found a curious letter tucked inside. I know teen girls love to write poetry and tell long, sad stories to themselves in journals, but something about this letter struck me as unusual.”


    Mr. Fraser sat quietly and pretended to not be listening as he cocked an ear to hear better.


    Max said, “It's a shame I'll never know what made this letter so unusual, since I'm headed home shortly and don't have the time or patience to drag the details out of you.”


    “It's in Russian!” Ocean announced breathlessly.


    “That so?” Max said. “And what did this letter say?”


    “Mostly the letter z.”


    Max frowned.


    “I said it was in Russian,” Ocean said, looking pleased with himself.


    “Who around here speaks Russian?” Max looked right at Mr. Fraser. “Does anyone teach the language at the school? Or would you have a textbook?”


    Mr. Fraser said, “No, and no. If it were French or Spanish, though, I could help.”


    “There's the perogy lady,” Ocean offered. “Wait, no, I think she's Polish. Or Ukranian.”


    Max said, “Forgive my ignorance, but aren't those all pretty much the same thing?”


    Mr. Fraser said, “Some languages have common roots, similarities, but no, they're not the same thing. Wouldn't Edwin speak some Russian? He was interacting with the young Russian woman somehow.” He held his hand to his mouth. “Did the letter belong to her? This could be a clue, about how she drowned in a dry forest.”


    Max said, “For someone who's been drunk the last twenty-four hours, you're better informed than some of my staff.”


    Ocean explained to Max, “We've been talking, and Mr. Fraser is all up to speed on the case. I figured we could use all the help we can get.”


    The door to the room opened suddenly with a thunderous creak.


    Mr. Fraser yelped as though kicked. He fell off his chair and rolled up into a ball on the floor, clutching his arms over his head.


    “There, there,” Ocean said, patting Mr. Fraser on the shoulder. “That's just one of our support staff with paperwork. The door needs an oiling is all. It's not the big scary daemon monster coming to eat us all.” He turned to Max and said, softly, “He's a wreck from seein' what he did. He'll probably go home after this and get as drunk as a filthy pixie.”


    Max shook her head. “Ocean, what's the status update on the catapult threat? Any word from the witches? Any news about Peter?”


    “Just a minute,” Ocean said as he helped Mr. Fraser to his feet and escorted him out the door. The intern, who'd just been there to pick up some mail, also left.


    Once the two of them were alone again, Ocean flipped open the wooden box that received mail from the witches—they had their own system, apart from the Ystad Post Office—but the box was empty.


    Max sat at her desk and got out her supplies for cleaning her modified service revolver. “No word from the witches, hmm. No word at all. And the catapult threat?”


    “We looked into Hank's Hardware, and Bowman Metalwork, but they both denied involvement with catapults. Hank's a bad liar, though. I'd love to get him into a poker game, if you know what I mean.”


    “Maybe the anti-witch groups aren't entirely wrong.”


    Ocean made a pained face. “Don't let anyone hear you saying such a thing.”


    “People being zapped out to the ocean, shadowy things that may or may not be daemons, illegal immigrants using magic doorways, and we hear nothing official from West Shore. And yet, if Gumdrop gets out of the pasture and eats a few mouthfuls of their lucky clover and purple grass, they fill that box with complaints.”


    “What are you thinking, boss?”


    “I'm thinking they're only quiet because they've got something to hide.”


    He shuddered reflexively. “Not…”


    “A-yup. I didn't see anything on my trek up to the Wetlands, but I think there may be an actual daemon loose on the island.”


    Ocean sat down and cradled his head in his hands. “Cheese and jam.” He looked up, his face drained. “What do we do?”


    “What do you think?”


    “When's the next boat off the island?”


    “Now, now,” Max said. “Do you really think you'd survive on the mainland, assuming you made it there with your brains intact?”


    Ocean hung his head. “No.”


    Max began cleaning her gun. “Then I guess we'd better get busy, starting with calling an emergency Council meeting.”


    “I'll put on the coffee.”


    Just then, the intern burst back into the room, her face flushed. “The anti-witch protestors,” she said, breathless. The woman had been moving a little slower recently, as she was due to give birth to her first child in a few weeks. She was a hard worker, though, and she'd insisted on staying at the job right up until her water broke. Today, she didn't seem very happy with her decision. “They're… they're… going to hurt someone.”


    Max groaned and smacked herself on the forehead. “Now what? Are they threatening to blow up the whole island again?”


    “No, they're not that organized. Just angry.”


    Max looked down at her gun, in pieces. She had some tear gas, and a few other things, like nets to shoot over crowds of people, but there weren't many resources at her disposal to keep the peace. The peace generally kept itself around the island, until quite recently.


    Ocean got the pregnant intern a glass of water and calmed her down while trying to coax out more details.


    The young woman said, “I heard from a friend. They've decided the witches are to blame for everything. Three more fields burned down today, and a house is on fire now.”


    “And this set off the protestors?”


    “Yes,” the girl said, crying now, and clutching her belly, protecting the young life within. “They set off as a group, headed toward West Shore Castle. They're probably there by now, by the speed they were going.”


    “We all know it wasn't the witches who set those fields on fire.” Max pulled an ancient-looking book out of her desk drawer and opened it up. “A daemon,” she read from the pages, “is like a newborn baby. Born from the fire of the earth, it knows only hunger. It begins to feed by turning the crops to ash and drinking up the flames and soot, growing larger and larger, until it must satisfy its thirst with animals, and then, when its hunger grows greater, it drinks the innocent.”


    Ocean rubbed his eyebrows, which were as blue as his hair. “That don't make no sense. What does the daemon want?”


    “Everything,” Max said as she flipped the page. “Everything.”


    





Chapter Twenty


    For the first hour or two they spent locked in the lavender room with the old furniture and exercise balls, Edwin remained calm while Opal paced.


    By the third hour, as the light over the ocean turned pink from the setting sun, they traded off, with Edwin pacing and periodically checking the windows—even though there was nothing to see but sky and ocean. Opal sat on a chair, and then, when she got bored enough, on one of the exercise balls. Eventually, she grew so bored she started doing sit-ups. Just for fun.


    “Good idea,” Edwin said, and he got down to the floor and started doing push-ups. “Gotta stay in shape, keep the blood pumping.”


    And so, they were both red-faced, breathless, and on the floor when the door opened and someone came in.


    Carly. The usually-cheerful blonde.


    Overjoyed to see a familiar face, Opal cried out, “Carly!” and rushed over to hug the girl.


    Carly's light hair was pulled up in a tight knot, her round figure hidden by a long, gray robe. “What did you two do? The elders are so mad right now, they're practically on fire.”


    Opal said. “We came through a doorway, the same doorway I came through before, with Peter. Tell me you found him and fixed him!”


    Edwin chimed in, asking about Peter as well.


    “I don't know,” Carly said, folding her arms. “We gave him some anti-venom, but he's been quiet.”


    Edwin said, “Peter? Quiet? Did you put some spell on his mouth?”


    “No,” Carly said, scuffing the stone floor with her shoe.


    Opal seized Carly by the shoulders and gave her a shake. “Where's Peter? You have to take us to him, now.”


    “He's in a really deep sleep,” Carly said, wiggling to get away from Opal.


    “Then wake him up!”


    Edwin said, “His mother's very worried, and I need to get him home.”


    Carly said, “He's sorta in a coma.”


    Together, Edwin and Opal repeated, “Sorta?”


    “Full coma,” Carly said. “But I'm sure he'll be fine. Almost as good as new.”


    The door opened again, and they were joined by another witch, Delilah, the quiet one with red hair and pale, nearly-translucent skin. Delilah stood behind Carly and looked grim.


    “A coma. Poor Peter,” Opal said, fighting to keep back her shameful tears.


    “He's a tough kid,” Edwin said to Opal. He patted her on the shoulder and they both cleared their throats a few times.


    After a moment, Edwin held his hand out to Carly and then Delilah, saying, “I'm Edwin, by the way. I work in the tax office, where I keep a low profile, but I help Sheriff Max with town business on occasion. I'm here on official business, and the sheriff's office is aware of my whereabouts. I suggest you release us from this illegal jailing, or face kidnapping charges.”


    “Edwin!” Opal said. “These are my friends.”


    “Friends don't imprison friends. What are your names?”


    “Oops!” Opal said. “I'm sorry I didn't introduce you guys. I assumed everyone here on the island knew everyone else.”


    “Oh, I know who Edwin is,” Carly said, batting her pale eyelashes. “All the girls know who Edwin is.”


    “Of course,” he said. “One of you did the translating for me, with Svetlana's letters.”


    Carly giggled, and Delilah, behind her, blushed.


    Edwin seemed annoyed by their flirtations. “Kidnapping charges,” he repeated.


    Opal nudged Carly back toward the door. “Come on, get us out of here. I've been cooped up in this stupid purple room too long.”


    “Okay, but you have to close your eyes,” Carly said.


    Edwin said, “Some sort of magic?”


    Carly and Delilah both nodded. Something about the way Carly stood there, with her hands behind her back, made Opal suspicious, but she closed her eyes anyway.


    Something twisted and snaked around Opal's wrists, and she opened her mouth to complain, but found her mouth completely sealed. This made her want to scream, but all that happened was her cheeks bulged out painfully as the scream resonated through her sinus cavities.


    Edwin made a similar, but more manly noise.


    Something green, a vine similar to the one Opal had tangled with in the conservatory, entwined around both of their wrists and mouths. She tried to take a step forward and found she was hobbled, with vines around her ankles that let her take only the tiniest of steps. She still took those steps, toward Carly, who looked as terrified as Opal felt.


    “Mm mm mm?” Opal said.


    “I'm so sorry,” Carly said.


    “Standard practice,” Delilah said.


    The vines were still moving, growing, and the vines around Opal's wrists sprouted new tendrils and connected with the ones around her head and mouth, so her hands were now held high in front of her, just below her neck. When she tried to move her hands down, her head followed. Edwin's vines looked similarly tight, and he did not look happy. In fact, he looked like a pit bull with a piece of bacon balancing on top of his nose.


    “Don't worry,” Carly said, wringing her hands. Visible sweat beaded on her forehead. “We'll have you out of those in no time, I promise. Just come with us, be quiet, and we'll get you on your way.”


    Edwin said, “Mm mm?”


    Carly seemed to understand him well enough, and said, “Yes, with Peter. Either we'll get him woken up or we'll load him in a cart for you.”


    Edwin's eyes flashed and his arms shook as he fought in vain at the vines wrapped around his wrists.


    Carly said, “Oh, Edwin, it hurts me so much to see you like this, but don't struggle, because resisting only makes them cut in deeper.”


    “Careful,” Delilah said, and she reached out to stroke Edwin's cheek, the way a person might soothe an upset animal.


    He gave them both a deeply-wrinkled frown and made a head gesture toward the door, as if urging them to get it over with.


    * * *


    Carly led the way and Opal and Edwin followed, bound and hobbled as they were and consequently slow, while Delilah trailed along behind, on guard for what, Opal couldn't imagine.


    As they shuffled down the dim hallway, Opal thought of head-butting the witches so they could make their slow motion escape, not that she had any idea where the exit might be.


    From behind them, Delilah kept apologizing and rambling, saying, “I'm sorry, Edwin. I didn't know. Please understand that my heart is pure.”


    Opal wondered grumpily why she didn't deserve an apology. She'd thought the girls were her friends, after their bike ride and fun trip to the chocolatier. They'd even showed her just enough magic to save her life, and she was grateful for that, but the vines twisted around her hands ate into her goodwill for the witches.


    After a quick sulk and stew, she forced herself to think harder of escape. The grabby-hands vines in the conservatory had released her when she'd sung to them, so Opal tried quietly humming to see if the sound had any effect. She hummed louder and louder, the general tune of Itsy Bitsy Spider. Edwin turned and gave her a quizzical look, his forehead wrinkled in a friendly manner. Despite her terrific humming, the vines didn't respond.


    At least the leaves had a pleasant taste against her lips, like spearmint gum.


    Up ahead, a foreboding woman in dark robes came from a doorway, cursing.


    Opal threw her shoulders back defiantly, because she hadn't done anything wrong.


    The woman, who had pale, freckled skin and red hair, spoke to Delilah, saying, “We're too late! The protestors are at the door!”


    Delilah shrunk against the wall. “Mom, what are we going to do?”


    The woman grabbed Delilah's arm and shook her. “You three shouldn't have done what you did.”


    Carly said, “We didn't do anything!”


    The woman ignored Opal and Edwin and continued to berate her daughter and Carly.


    Opal caught Edwin's gaze and jerked her head that they should make a run for it. He shook his head, turned, and pressed his backside against her. She didn't move, unsure what he meant, and he pushed into her again.


    A scream from elsewhere rang through the hall, startling everyone, and the hallway filled with dark, billowing smoke.


    The witches coughed and pulled their robes up to cover their faces, but Opal and Edwin both had their hands tied and mouths sealed, and could only breathe through their noses.


    The smoked seared Opal's nostrils, unlike any smoke she'd encountered before. It seemed designed to cause pain, and she fell to her knees in agony.


    The three witches argued amongst themselves and didn't seem to notice that Edwin had also dropped to the ground. He flailed, yet seemed to be pushing his body into Opal's on purpose.


    She could barely keep her stinging eyes open, but when he pushed his hip once more against her hands, she realized what he was trying to communicate.


    She squirmed down and found something with her fingertips—the top of a pocketknife. She angrily cursed Edwin in her head for not trying to cut them out sooner, but of course, with the way his hands were bound, he couldn't have reached the knife at his hip.


    Holding her breath to block the acid-like burning sensation of the smoke inside her nostrils and lungs, Opal pulled the knife out and popped it open. To her shock, the blade sliced through the vines on her wrists as easily as a weed whacker lopping the heads off dandelions.


    She freed Edwin's hands next, then he took back the knife and removed the gag on her mouth, the shackles around her feet, and then his. They both pulled their shirts up over their mouths.


    The thick smoke obscured the three arguing witches, mere feet away. With the thin cloth of her shirt over her mouth, Opal could breathe a little, but their eyes were tearing, and they needed to get out of there, fast.


    They crouched together and Edwin said, “What direction?”


    Before the smoke had appeared, Opal had noticed something interesting about the stone floor in the hallway. Years of use had worn down some areas more than others, mostly in troughs along the hall, but there were a few points that diverged and disappeared into the wall. Because of this clue, she was able to deduce they were right near a hidden door.


    She reached up and pressed her hand against the one different-looking stone in the wall, the one that felt like soft clay, and a hidden door opened.


    Edwin led the way and they both crept through, still crouching, into fresh air. Edwin pushed shut the door behind them.


    Gasping, Opal said, “Do you think we should call them in here? Out of the smoke?”


    Edwin said, “So they can tie us up again and leave us to suffocate? Hmm, let me think about it, well, on one hand—NO!”


    “I guess you're right.” She shook her head. “Sorry. I thought they were my friends.”


    “Don't feel bad. This thing is bigger than both of us.” He glanced around. “See any fire exits?”


    This room was smaller than the one they'd been in before, and seemed to be a bedroom or dorm room. By the view from the windows, they were on the other side of the castle, the side facing inland. They poked their heads out the non-barred window and looked down. The grounds, which Opal hadn't seen before, were beautifully landscaped, with all manner of plants and trees, plus a maze made from hedges. The pretty view was occupied by about three dozen people, along with some horse-drawn carts and what seemed to be a medieval weapon of mass destruction.


    They both pulled their heads back in to avoid being noticed.


    Opal said, “Am I seeing things, or is that a catapult down there?”


    “I always knew this day would come,” he said. “Of course I thought I'd be at the office, or safe at home, and not in the actual castle when it happened.”


    “What exactly is happening?”


    “Surely you've heard of angry mobs? You do have those on the mainland, right?”


    “Some, though people don't get all pitchfork-y these days. More like signs and living in tents.”


    “That would be preferable,” Edwin said. “The witch haters are more, as you say, pitchfork-y. By the looks of that catapult, they've finally snapped. Word of this daemon being let loose on the island must have been the spark in the grain silo. Now come the flames.”


    “But the castle is stone. They can't burn it down.”


    “I meant flames in the metaphorical sense.”


    The angry crowd outside the castle was yelling, but the words didn't carry up clearly over the height. Opal edged over to the window and took a quick peek below, at people hoisting rocks into the catapult. “So, they'll rescue us?”


    He laughed, then stopped abruptly. “These aren't the kind of people you want rescuing you.” He tapped his forehead. “I gotta use my brain. Besides the magic door, what other magic can you do?”


    “If I had some purple blades of grass, I could blow bubbles. Of course I don't have any purple grass on me.”


    He scratched his nose. “What else?”


    “Nothing. I'm not a witch.”


    Edwin looked around at their surroundings and said, “I shouldn't be here.”


    This room was pink, with two sets of equally pink, frilly bunk beds, and stuffed animals everywhere. Framed pictures of unicorns, rainbows, and kittens graced the walls.


    “I don't think we'll find any weaponry in here,” Opal said. “We should probably sit tight and wait the battle out. This place is basically a fortress, right? I mean, aren't all castles? Isn't that the point?”


    He nodded and perched on the edge of a sparkling, pink reading chair. “The castle has been here longer than the city. It's like a mountain.”


    The shouting outside grew to a fevered pitch, then shut off.


    A deafening rumble echoed through the space and Opal fell back onto one of the bunk beds. At first she thought the fright of the noise caused her to lose her balance, but some toiletries tumbled off the dressing table next to the bunk bed.


    “Even mountains can crumble,” she said.


    Edwin glanced at the doorway. “That's not a good sign. Perhaps we ought to check the smoke situation now.”


    Opal scanned the room one more time. The sun would be setting soon, and being in the dark only made the idea of being under siege more terrifying. She picked up an electric lamp from the floor and clicked the switch. To her surprise, the light came on, but she swore and turned it off again just as quickly, realizing the angry mob outside would see it.


    “I'm sorry, that was so stupid!” she said.


    Edwin said, “Did you hear that? They're quiet out there. Too quiet. I think they saw the light, and we're about to find out how well that catapult works for lobbing in smoke grenades.”


    Opal pointed to the ceiling, which had a dark circle the size of a manhole, with a latch. “If that hatch opens, where do you think it leads?”


    “In this crazy place? Well, it's on the ceiling, so it probably leads to the dungeon, through some magical gravity warp.”


    Opal stared at Edwin. “Really?”


    “That's not a real thing. I just made it up. In any case, I'd love to see the dungeon, or anything that isn't this room.”


    “Great,” she said. “Gimme a boost.”


    Edwin picked her up and held her high enough to grasp the latch. When the circle door opened, a telescoping ladder came down as well.


    They both raced up the ladder and pulled the trap door closed behind them.


    Now they were in a pantry. “Better than a dungeon,” Opal said.


    Edwin stuffed his pockets with wax-paper wrapped treats. Opal didn't know the names of the squares, but they looked delicious. “For the road,” he said.


    Opal grabbed some finger bananas, but put them back, for she had no pockets, and even if she did, the bananas would bruise too easily and be all icky. She was hungry, but she wasn't that hungry.


    Edwin pressed his ear to the tiny pantry's only door and reported unhappy yelling noises. “I suggest we continue our way up,” he said, pointing to the ceiling, which also had a hatch.


    He boosted Opal up and she opened the next circular panel. They climbed up and found themselves in a room with no doors at all, just filing cabinets, so they continued on through the next hatch.


    They surfaced through the third trap door, into a garden. Opal thought they might be in the conservatory where she'd first encountered Mr. Grabby Hands Vine, but the bright pink all around them was the sky. The open sky. They were on the roof.


    And they weren't alone.


    





Chapter Twenty-One


    Opal and Edwin had emerged from the castle and found themselves on the roof, in a garden.


    Opal said, “The roof! I guess up is still up after all.”


    Edwin moved to stand in front of Opal. Softly, he said, “Retreat.”


    Other people were on the roof, and a beautiful woman in a green robe approached them, moving quickly. Before they could introduce themselves, the woman flicked her hand at Opal and Edwin, knocking them back to the ground.


    The breath knocked out of Opal, and she gasped, unable to pull in air. This had happened to her once before, when she fell out of a tree house at the age of twelve, and it had been almost as scary then.


    This time, being unable to breath while staring up at a witch with white hair that didn't match a young face, plus glowing, purple eyes, was much, much worse.


    “Breathe,” the woman said.


    Air rushed into Opal's grateful lungs. Next to her, Edwin coughed.


    Opal put a hand back to check her head for lumps, but thankfully she hadn't hit her head too hard, so that meant she was really seeing what she was seeing. The pretty white-haired lady's eyes were glowing purple.


    The woman said, “Here to sabotage? You may speak now.”


    Holding her hands up and trying to look small and helpless, Opal said, “We're not protestors. We wandered here by accident, and we just want to go home. Please let us go home.”


    The woman bared her teeth like an animal—a pretty but fierce animal. “I ought to send you back from whence you came before you were born, back to the void.”


    Edwin sat, but didn't stand. “I'm Edwin Taxman, and I'm here on official government business. We're conducting an investigation into the appearance of a daemon phenomenon, and people know I'm here. Several people. I would be missed, as would my intern, Ms. Opal Button here.”


    The woman's eyes smouldered.


    “My sudden disappearance would adversely affect your tax assessment,” he said.


    Opal nodded in agreement.


    “Fine,” the woman said. “Sit there against that turret and be very quiet. We're doing something of utmost importance.”


    Opal said, “What are you doing?”


    She flipped her shining white hair back and said, “We're activating the fail-safe, so we can vanquish the MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS!” She then reached down and tapped the roof with her finger, which made the circular hatch through which they'd just come disappear. “Stay there and be quiet.”


    The white-haired woman walked over to join a group of five other women, who also wore green robes. Opal looked for the girls she knew—Carly, Delilah, Zara—but didn't see them in the group.


    She whispered to Edwin, “Is your last name actually Taxman? That's so odd.”


    He said, “Yours is Button. That seems more odd.”


    “I guess so. What about Peter? What's his last name?”


    “Barker.”


    She put her hands over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “His name is Peter Barker? That's one letter off from the secret identity of Spider-Man. You do know about Spider-Man, don't you? Peter's a huge fan.”


    Edwin rolled his eyes. “Yes, I've heard all about Spider-Man. Personally, I'm more into Batman, because of all the gadgets. I don't talk about mainland culture much, though, because it's looked down upon.”


    “Right,” Opal said. “We're not in Kansas anymore.”


    “You're from Kansas?”


    “No, Florida. It's just an expression.”


    “You're not in Florida anymore.”


    “Nope.” She wrapped her arms around her knees and huddled in a ball. If she stretched her neck up, she could see the ocean glinting in one direction, and a lush-looking forest in the other. As they were on the west side of the island, the sun was just climbing into the bath tub of the ocean that bordered the island.


    She whispered to Edwin, “What's that ocean called?”


    “The ocean,” he said.


    “I got here by boat, so it has to be the Atlantic ocean,” she said.


    “The island moves around, so it might not be, even if it was the Atlantic seven days ago.”


    She put her chin in her hands. “Is west always west?”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Actually, yes. See, things aren't that strange here.”


    She watched the group of witches as they chanted and argued. After much yelling and one face slap, they all held hands and danced around a statue. The sun's glare off the ocean had been preventing Opal from seeing the details of the statue, but now that the sun was below the sea line and the world had turned the cold blue of twilight, the statue revealed itself as a stone unicorn, holding something like a ball between its teeth. The unicorn resembled Gumdrop, perhaps in his younger days, before he'd become so round.


    The witches seemed to be trying to get the ball out of the unicorn's mouth.


    Edwin said, “You cold?” and Opal realized she was shivering. The thin sundress-style shirt and leggings were not the best choices for adventuring.


    “I should dress in layers,” she said. “Layers would be better.”


    “Come here.” He put his arm around her, and she felt strangely happy, despite everything.


    Beneath them, the castle trembled again, presumably from another catapult blow. Opal tried to scoot toward the turret, to peer over the edge, but she found herself unable to move. Her butt seemed to be glued to the roof, by magic.


    Edwin realized the same thing, and said a few choice words about the witches.


    “I don't know if we're safe up here,” Opal said. “Think that catapult could launch something all the way up here?”


    “I didn't get a good look. Is it a counterweight trebuchet, or traction? How long would you say the arm was?”


    “Uh, scary long?”


    “In that case, they may be able to launch something up here. Wait, do you hear that?”


    Horse hooves were beating the ground, and people were shouting, louder than before, their voices carrying all the way up to the rooftop of the castle. Someone who sounded like Sheriff Max yelled about “riot nets.”


    Edwin chuckled. “Sounds like the law is here to restore order.”


    “Oh, thank goodness,” Opal said, relaxing and tipping her head onto Edwin's strong shoulder. The sun had moved further on and the blue light was disappearing, the world cooling to black.


    And then, everything turned upside-down.


    The rooftop gardens flashed white-hot.


    Opal became unstuck from the rooftop and her hair flipped up. An instant later, she landed, hard, on her butt. A gut-loosening rumble shook everything and drove itself inside her head, even as she clapped her hands over her ears.


    When she opened her eyes, everyone on the roof was lying down. She couldn't hear anyone yelling, or anything at all, over the high-pitched ringing in her ears.


    Her mouth moved, and she must have been shouting Edwin's name, but she couldn't hear herself, and he wasn't moving. She pressed her hand to his neck and found a pulse, then put her cheek to his mouth and found he was still breathing.


    As she was no longer stuck to the ground, and the witches were apparently out cold, Opal stood and looked for an exit from the roof. She also stopped to check that the witches were alive, since it seemed the proper thing to do, though touching them gave her a chill. Up close, even unconscious, they were still intimidating.


    She stood and faced the stone statue of the unicorn. The body was smooth and gray, possibly marble, but the orb in the statue's mouth was glowing, and brightly—the only source of light except for the three-quarters-full moon above.


    The statue was slimmer than Gumdrop, and a different scale, maybe twice as tall as the stout unicorn. She circled the stone beast, running her hand over its smooth surface, patting the rump as though real.


    The ringing in her ears lessened, and she heard birds, off in the distance.


    When she returned to the face of the statue, she remembered the trick to getting the metal bit of the bridle into the unicorn's mouth, and so she stuck her finger into the gap in the mouth, behind the teeth and a ways back from the glowing orb.


    The stone unicorn moved and gently dropped the orb into her hand, which had been open, palm up, as though waiting for just such a thing.


    Opal grinned and said, “I am awesome,” then blushed in embarrassment when she heard herself say it. She wiggled her jaw and noted she could hear normally again, from the scrapes of her feet on the sandy roof, to the sounds of birds, and now frogs as well, in the distance.


    With the glowing orb in her hand, she continued to explore the roof, which didn't seem to have a way off. She peered over the edge on the land side and saw, in the dim moonlight, dozens of people, some of them under nets, but all equally limp and strewn about the garden like forgotten dolls.


    She was about to try waking Edwin again when a gust of wind nearly toppled her over.


    The wind grew stronger, and something was coming. Coming for her. The air whispered a wordless warning. She clutched the glowing orb in both hands and turned to look over her shoulder, just in time to see the enormous talons that snatched her up by the shoulders and lifted her into the air.


    “Put me down!” she yelled. They flew past the boundary of the roof, and she changed her tune to, “Don't drop me!”


    





Chapter Twenty-Two


    The witches



    Ten minutes earlier



    A trio of teenaged witches held hands in a circle, chanting. They sat in a tiny room, a linen closet, with the tiniest of windows providing the only illumination, fading twilight.


    The room flashed with light and pulsed with power.


    The First stopped chanting, followed by the others. “I think the spell worked,” she said. Every hair on her arms stood up, her skin taut and her senses sharp.


    The Second began to cry. “That's even worse than if it hadn't worked. We're going to be in so much trouble.”


    The Third smacked her friend on the knee. “Power up! Don't be weak. We just have to get up to the roof, get the orb, then use it on the daemon.”


    “Easier said than done,” said First.


    Second blew her nose on the hem of her gray robe.


    Third said, “I'll do the dirty work, since you two don't have the guts. Remember, you're all a part of this now.”


    First said, “We didn't know you were going to kill her, or we never, ever would have helped. Now things are only getting worse.”


    “We should confess,” Second said. “I was there, and I saw everything.”


    Third got up from the floor and cracked open the door to silence. Her voice as cold as ice, she said to the other two, “Nobody likes a tattletale.”


    The three witches left the tiny room and ran down a long hallway.


    The regular stairwell to the roof had disappeared when the stun spell went off, and it took the trio several minutes to remember the spell for a new one.


    When they emerged, on the dark roof, two of the girls were alarmed by the unconscious elder witches, but the third stepped over their bodies like they were bags of grain.


    The Third cried out when she saw the closed mouth of the statue. “Someone took the orb!” she cried. “It was her. Why was she here? She knows too much. I'll kill her too.”


    So consumed was she with her rage, that the young witch did not notice Edwin in the shadows, waking up, but not moving, except for his eyelids. He was conscious, though, and his ears were working. He dared not do anything but breathe as he listened.


    The Third yelled, “I'll kill you, Opal Button. I'll drown you properly, or I'll rip you apart myself.”


    





Chapter Twenty-Three


    The glowing orb stayed in Opal's hands, by means of magic, she assumed, because she was certainly not in a calm state of mind. The wind whipped at her hair and face, and the creature's grip under her armpits was secure, but painful.


    Once she'd been flying for a while, and had not yet dropped to her death on the rocky shore below, she turned her head to sneak a peek at who or what was flying her through the air as easily as a limp weasel.


    From underneath, the great beast resembled a dragon, but its leathery talons disappeared into feathers.


    Very softly, so as not to scare it, she said, “Hello.”


    The great creature turned to peer down, revealing the heart-shaped white face of an owl.


    “Hi,” she said.


    She half expected the great owl to answer back, but it pressed on, beating its massive wings against the star-dotted sky.


    The world below was in miniature, and despite the wind chilling her face, Opal blinked away the stinging tears in her eyes and gazed down upon Ystad, nestled in its valley and looking as cozy as an elaborately hand-crafted landscape for a model train.


    She said, “Are you taking me to feed me to something?”


    The giant owl made a sound like, “Who, who?”


    “Do you understand me?”


    “Who.”


    “So, it's once for yes, and two for no?”


    “Who.”


    “Is something going to eat me?”


    No answer.


    “Are you going to eat me?”


    “Who, who,” said the owl, which Opal prayed meant no.


    “Am I supposed to do something with this orb thing?”


    “Who,” the owl said, as in yes.


    “What am I supposed to do?”


    No answer.


    “Oh, I know. We fly over the volcano, wherever that is, and I drop the orb in. I saw that in a movie.”


    “Who, who.”


    The air temperature changed dramatically, to hot and dry. They flew over the Drylands, the desert, at the same time as a wind devil cleared the cobblestone path far, far below.


    “I guess you're not taking me home.”


    “Who, who.”


    “But this orb thing I'm holding is very important to whatever we're doing.”


    “Who.”


    They passed over the trees of the Wetlands, low enough that the tips of Opal's runners touched some leaves, which sprayed up water in a mist.


    “If I dropped the orb, would you put me down?”


    The owl peered down and gave her what was unmistakably a dirty look.


    Her shoe caught another branch and the water from the tree sprayed her again, making her realize how very cold she was, despite the brief respite over the desert.


    Below her, the vegetation was changing, from trees with big leaves to trees with pointy tops, evergreen trees, like fir and pine. She'd not been to this part of the island before, and was drinking in the new scenery when the owl suddenly banked right, and then a hard left.


    Something rumbled and howled, like a car accident, happening in slow motion. The rhythm of the owl's wings beating changed again, and they lost altitude rapidly.


    A dark shadow darted up from between the trees. Specks of red like distant taillights flashed within it.


    The owl shrieked and dodged to the right again, and then the pressure was gone from under Opal's armpits, and she was falling, through the air, to the trees. She grasped for treetops and branches, and still she fell, down through the trees, to the sound of the spindly branches snapping under the weight of her body, dropping like a bag of meat.


    She hit the ground and crumpled on her side. Her breath was slow to return, but when it did, she scanned her body for pain before she dared move. Everything hurt. She pulled herself upright. One of her ankles was tender, but nothing seemed to be broken. The orb, still glowing and also unbroken, lay a few feet from where she had landed.


    The great owl cried out overhead, and Opal looked up to see a dark shape, getting larger, and falling through the hole in the sky from which she'd just come.


    Opal hurriedly backed away, on her hands and feet, like a crab, pushing through more snapping, scraping branches.


    The thing hit the earth, landing near the glowing orb.


    Now I'm dead, she thought.


    Opal squinted to see better in the dark forest, to see what had torn out of the sky to get her.


    It wasn't moving.


    She was about to start running when a breeze ruffled something—feathers.


    The giant owl was what had fallen from the sky.


    Her pulse pounded in her throat, telling her to run, run away, but she didn't. Opal approached the shadowy form as it rose and fell with gasps, struggling to breathe. She knelt down next to the beak to survey the damage in the light of the moon, plus the orb, which was pulsing brightly. The owl's throat had been torn open, and its blood covered the ground, black and shining, pooling around the orb.


    Opal stroked the edge of its mighty wing. The creature's breathing was no longer visible.


    “Don't leave me,” she said, fighting back tears. “I don't know what I'm supposed to do.”


    She looked up between the towering trees, at the tiny stars.


    All was quiet. No wind, no birds, no waves, no crickets, just silence.


    She grasped the edge of the bird's wing and tucked the wing down against the bird.


    “I don't know what to do,” she said quietly.


    Nothing spoke to her.


    The forest was so quiet, she wondered if time had stopped.


    Somewhere, not far away, a branch snapped.


    Opal snapped up the orb from the pool of dark blood on the ground and tucked it inside her shirt, so the glow couldn't be seen. Now, it was time to run. She could run. If only she knew which direction to run.


    Opal tore through the dense woods, in the direction she hoped was south. In the cool night air, she thought that if she paced herself, assuming she was headed in the correct direction, she'd be able to jog all the way to Ystad within a few hours.


    However, she had an even better plan than that. If she could find the cave again, she could go through the magic portal door, and back to the castle. Of course, everyone there had been unconscious when she'd left via giant owl, but she had to hold on to the hope they'd be able to help her. At least the castle was far away from this forest, and the dark thing that had killed the mighty owl.


    She stopped for a moment to get her bearings, propping her hand on a tree trunk. The moon had been at their backs when the great owl had flown her to the forest, so she was headed in the right direction, toward the moon. She would have to keep track of its movement through the sky.


    Her hand was in something sticky, on the tree trunk. She pulled her hand away while looking up, up at a structure that resembled thick, wooden wind chimes, or a birdhouse made to resemble a tall, skinny castle. A hum emanated from within.


    She pulled the glowing orb up from its spot in her shirt and illuminated the branches above her.


    Clearly, the object was a honey-castle, a hive for bluebees. Long since the original errand had been forgotten, she'd actually found one. A corner at the bottom had been torn away, which was why the honey was dribbling down the tree.


    Sweet honey. She licked the residue from her fingers.


    Opal couldn't reach the hive, even on her tiptoes, so she climbed up the tree, its thin lower branches barely supporting her weight. Once off the ground, she wondered: could she stay up in the tree, waiting for the dark creature, the daemon or whatever it was, to come by, and then drop the hive on it?


    She remembered what Waleah had said—bluebees didn't sting. Earlier that day, when she'd eaten them by accident, they hadn't stung, nor had any of the others in the swarm.


    With this realization, she was relieved, because waiting for the daemon to come to her did not sound like fun. At all.


    Opal pulled off a chunk of the honey-castle, from the broken corner. The interior of the hive looked similar to honeycomb from the mainland, and though the available light wasn't bright, the honey seemed to have a gray or blue tinge. She popped the piece into her mouth and chewed the wax to get out all the honey.


    Bluebees streamed from their honey-castle and buzzed unhappily around her head, but they did not sting.


    “I'm sorry,” she said. “I'm not going to destroy your whole hive, but I've been through a lot. I'm probably in shock right now, which is why I feel so calm and I'm talking to bluebees.”


    The bluebees buzzed some more and continued to annoy her by crawling in her nostrils and ears, but she did want the honey, so she broke off a few more chunks, apologizing again, and climbed back down the tree.


    After she'd sucked out all the honey, she didn't want to throw away the still-sticky wax. She had no pockets, so she tucked the wax into the waistband of her leggings. The amount of wax she had didn't seem like enough to wax more than a sample area of her great-aunt's weathered floorboards, but if Opal survived the night, it wouldn't hurt her long-term plans to make an effort to be useful.


    And what were her plans? Spending two nights in a row in a bed, inside a house, would be a great start. Any kind of resting would be heavenly, along with a cup of tea. She was so tired, so very tired, and she wondered if she should stop and rest.


    The honey had satiated her hunger, and she felt a renewed energy in her muscles.


    She wondered if she had already outrun the creature, but then the metallic noise rang through the woods, and she found the motivation to run again.


    * * *


    Opal traveled for what felt like hours, alternating between a slow jog and a fast walk, depending on the density of the brush that battered the bare skin on her arms and face. She considered taking off her leggings and wearing them to protect her arms, but then her legs would be exposed.


    She ran on, wishing she'd brought more honey, or had liquid of any type.


    Just when she feared she'd collapse from dehydration, water sprinkled down on her head. Was she hallucinating? Like those cartoons of people in deserts, when they spot an oasis in the distance?


    She raised her face and opened her mouth, catching more of the water.


    She'd made her way back to the Wetlands, and the green and yellow leaves were dripping down on her. Never before had she been so happy to be rained on. She hugged one of the raining trees and allowed herself a few tears of relief, as she could now spare the moisture.


    The orb under her shirt was glowing brighter now, and the horrible metallic-scratching sounds of the daemon sounded closer, but from all around, as though the beast was circling her before moving in for the kill.


    She whispered to the orb, “What do I do?” Her white shirt was dark with dirt and the blood of the owl.


    The water poured down.


    She pulled the orb from her shirt and it began to flash like a beacon, so she quickly tucked it back.


    “Are you trying to get me killed? I should bury you, bury you in the mud here, as a decoy.”


    The more she thought about it, the better the idea seemed, so she kicked a hole in the soft forest floor, took the orb out, and plopped it in the hole.


    The orb began to fade as soon as it left her hands, and before she had the thing covered, it was black, inert. She yanked the orb from the ground, using the bottom of her shirt so she wouldn't make skin contact, and nestled it in a tree. Still the orb remained dark.


    “Screw you, orb,” she said, backing away.


    Something in the woods howled, or groaned, like gears of some great machinery grinding, closer than ever. The gentle rain coming down from the trees turned freezing cold.


    “You must be good for something,” Opal said as she grabbed the orb with her wet, freezing-cold hands. She tucked the ball back into her shirt, where it glowed once more, nestled next to her heart. At least it was warm.


    She set off in the direction she prayed would lead to the cave. If she could intersect with either the cobblestone trail, or the pink ribbons on the trees—assuming Max had left them behind—she might find the cave.


    A hint of a trail, possibly a goat trail, gave her the first touch of genuine hope she'd had since the owl snatched her off the roof. The orb glowed brighter, along with her spirits. Maybe her whole purpose for being on the island was to serve as a sacrifice to some evil force, like the innocents that had been tossed into the volcano. But maybe, just maybe, if she could get to the cave and through the door, she might get to live.


    Once on the trail, she ran faster.


    She knew, from her track and field training, how far she could run safely, and she was already past that point. The honey must have helped. Where she'd gotten to was already an impossibility.


    The thing that pursued her was making a steady rumble now, a constant noise, getting closer.


    The noise suddenly stopped, so she did as well, and she looked around to see the jaws of what was about to eat her. Something even darker than the woods lay in front of her, blocking the path.


    The dark thing didn't move, and the noise started again, behind her this time, so she ran forward, as fast as her depleted legs could take her.


    A pink ribbon on a tree branch nearly smacked her in the face.


    A ribbon. She'd found the way, and she was heading straight for the mouth of the cave.


    After she ducked to run under the jagged edges at the mouth of the cave, she dropped to her knees and grasped through the straw and the dirt on the cave floor, seeking the chalk. Was there more chalk? There'd been a handful of pieces, and she'd used one piece the first time, and another, shorter piece the second time. Opal remembered Edwin picking up the remainder of the chalk and pocketing it. Or had he? Was her mind playing tricks on her? She couldn't remember.


    The daemon—she thought of it now as a daemon—grew closer, smashing through trees by the sound of it. Wood splintered and cracked, and she remembered the pile of smashed wood tables and chairs inside the chocolatier's. What sort of creature reduced furniture to kindling?


    Opal pulled the orb from within her clothes and held it out like a flashlight, trying to keep her body between the bright glow and the opening of the cave, but knowing it was likely futile to do so.


    She searched the cave for chalk, going all the way to the back, the orb lighting her way. The door she'd chalked twice before was barely visible, and though she tried, the wall offered no passage.


    “New plan time,” she told herself, though nothing came to mind. “Assume there is no chalk in the cave. Now what?”


    My everything for a piece of chalk, she thought, and the absurdity made her let out a strange giggle. Such a small thing, such a stupid thing, and now she was going to die, for lack of a piece of chalk.


    “I could really use one of those broken shells,” she said to the orb, which didn't answer back.


    Even though she was sure she had no chalk or white shells on her, as she didn't even have pockets in these clothes, she checked all over herself, and inside her shoes and socks.


    All she found were the lumps of wax tucked into her waistband, still sticky with honey. She let them drop from her hands to the ground.


    The daemon crashed around outside, grinding and crunching. She wondered if it was clearing huge swaths of forest, and why. What chance did a fifteen-year-old girl have against it? The giant owl had seemed to know far more than Opal, and yet now it lay dead, its throat slashed.


    A shape on the cave's wall beside her moved, and she let out a frightened noise. It was just her shadow.


    Her shadow moved without her.


    Once before, her shadow had moved, pointing at the broken shells on the shore, when she'd first arrived on the island. She'd written the phenomenon off as stress and dehydration, but now her shadow was moving again.


    The shadow pointed at something.


    The lumps of wax.


    “I don't think Aunt Waleah's going to care that I didn't bring home the wax,” she said.


    The shadow moved again, pointing at the wax, and at something else. She held the glowing ball above her head to see. The backpack wasn't there—presumably it had left with Max—but the two sharpened sticks she and Peter had brought to the cave their first visit lay across the ground near the vent. Two days ago, she'd made those sticks herself, when they were on the path, and the goats in the woods had sounded like a threat.


    “Those are just wimpy little sticks,” she said to the shadow.


    The shadow pointed again at the wax.


    “The wax… does something to wood. Strengthens it. So what you're saying is…”


    She picked up the wax and the sticks, and began to apply the wax.


    “Well, Shadow of Mine, you may have a point. This wax really brings out the grain of the wood. It's so pretty.” She let out an insane-sounding laugh. “The daemon can use these to pick its teeth after it eats me.”


    The stick in her hands was changing, though—becoming stronger, with no flex in the green wood. The point became sharper, sharper even than the knife she'd used to carve it.


    After she'd used up the bigger chunk of wax, she grabbed the other stick and applied some wax, starting from the point.


    Between the movement of the polishing and the warmth of the cave, she felt energized, like she might be able to go further. Her bicycle was at the edge of the Drylands, so if she got through the desert, she could cycle the rest of the way to Ystad.


    She'd arm herself with the sticks and keep running, following the pink ribbons back to the road. Running was better than being trapped in a cave with no exit.


    Opal started to tuck the orb back into her shirt in preparation for running out of the cave, but she froze.


    She held the orb aloft, between her and something else.


    She breathed in.


    The daemon was at the cave entrance.


    She stopped breathing.


    It was inside the cave, with her.


    





Chapter Twenty-Four


    Max



    When Sheriff Max regained consciousness, the crowd in front of West Shore Castle was already dispersing, covering their faces with scarves and hoods to avoid being identified—not that everyone didn't already know full well who they were.


    Max's head was throbbing like a three hour drum solo.


    Ocean gave her a hand up. “Good work, Boss,” he said. “That was quite the blast.”


    “That wasn't us.”


    He looked disappointed. “Darn. Because that was really cool. I had the strangest dreams when I was out. I dreamed I was flying with the great owls.” He waved his arms like wings.


    Max squinted at the shadows around her. “Light a lantern, would you?”


    A moment of cursing later, Ocean had the lamp up and running, illuminating an ugly sight.


    The anti-witch group had fled the scene, effectively scared off by whatever blasting spell the witches had cast, but their damage was already done. A corner of the castle lay in ruins.


    “They finally killed someone,” she said, observing the red splashes on the crumbled stones.


    “Not in that section, they didn't,” he said. “I had a quick look around in there while you were napping.”


    “But there's blood.”


    “Jam,” he said. “That was a cold storage room.”


    She bowed her head and gave a silent prayer of thanks. Even though there were no reported injuries yet, she was responsible for keeping the peace. She should have predicted this happening, and prevented the attack, rather than ride up as the catapult was being used for the third time. If anyone had been hurt, she'd never have forgiven herself.


    Ocean gathered the nets they'd shot over the crowd. Much of the lovely landscaping at the front of the castle, from the rose bushes to the night-blossoming lilac, had been trampled. Forlorn triple-blooming tulip-bells lay smashed on the ground, no longer ringing their pretty bells.


    Ocean said, “Should we go in through the smashed hole, or ring the front doorbell?”


    “Doorbell seems more proper,” Max said.


    Before approaching the door, they did a quick search of the gardens to make sure nobody was injured.


    The world seemed incongruously peaceful, as outdoor spaces often did after human violence. Nature didn't care about hate, not unless the hate set a fire.


    Only the sheriff and her assistant remained to make noises in the night air, as well as some frogs in a nearby pond, beyond the shifting maze. The amphibians made their crocko-ribbit noises as though nothing unusual had happened, and to them, nothing had, except for the hour they'd all been unconscious. Frogs had their own worries, though, and were unconcerned by unscheduled naps.


    On the front steps of the West Shore Castle, Ocean rang the doorbell, and sheriff and assistant stood, patiently waiting for someone to let them in.


    Ocean said, “I feel like we should have brought something.”


    “Like flowers or chocolates or a bottle of mead?”


    He shrugged. “Something.”


    The teenaged girl who opened the door was tall, with black hair and glowing, golden-hued skin. She wore a long, gray robe, and her eyes were huge with fear.


    “Sheriff,” she said, and Max remembered the girl's name—Zara.


    Max said, “As you're probably aware, there's been an incident.” They both glanced over at the catapult on the front lawn. “Or, several incidents.”


    Ocean said, “Miss, does anyone inside require medical assistance?”


    Zara shook her head, but didn't open the door to invite them in.


    “Since we're here, I'd like to collect young Peter Barker,” Max said. “His mother appreciates whatever assistance you've provided, and I'll take him back to town with me.”


    Zara still didn't budge.


    “What about Opal Button? And Edwin Taxman? They were… uh, headed this way, and I presume they arrived earlier this afternoon.”


    “They already left,” Zara said. She stepped back and closed the gap in the door.


    Max did something she loved to do, which was put her foot in the door to prevent it from closing. Then she did the other thing she loved to do. She pointed at the shining, five-pointed star she wore on her vest. “As Sheriff of Ystad, I demand access to the premises, and to bring my assistant. Now, you can open the door nicely, or I can walk a few paces over and climb in over the rubble, but I won't be too pleased about it.”


    Zara shuffled back, letting them in.


    Max said, “Where is everybody?”


    Zara swallowed hard. “On the roof.”


    “Then, let's go to the roof.”


    They trailed along behind Zara, through dimly-lit hallways. Glowing rats skittered along in front of them, and Ocean stopped to stare, wide-eyed, at the multi-legged insects crawling over the walls.


    Max said to Ocean, “Don't touch anything.”


    He'd been reaching for a glowing spider, but stuck his hands in his pockets.


    As they walked, Max patted the hand-written letter in her pocket and started by asking some soft questions.


    “So, Zara, any travel plans for the summer holiday? Maybe a sail around for some sightseeing?”


    “I don't know,” Zara said.


    Ocean gave Max a quizzical look, but didn't interrupt.


    Max moved on, saying, “And your parents? They're still running the bakery in town, aren't they? I wouldn't imagine they get much of a break.”


    “No,” Zara said, turning back briefly to give a shy smile. “Mom wants to travel, but Dad wants to wait for retirement, not that it'll ever happen.”


    “I've always been curious about other cultures,” Max said. “And languages. What languages do you speak?”


    “Just English. Languages aren't really my thing. I'm not like Delilah.”


    “Oh?” Max said. “Does she speak anything exotic, like French, or Russian?”


    “Both,” Zara said.


    “So, was it young Delilah who was doing the translating for Edwin, when he was corresponding with the Russian girl?”


    Zara stumbled on the staircase she was leading them up. “I don't know,” she said, not making eye contact.


    “I think you do know,” Max said calmly as she climbed the stairs, her breathing getting louder from the effort. “I have a letter in my pocket, written in Russian. You know what I think? I think it was written by young Svetlana shortly before she was killed. I believe the letter may shed some light on what happened.”


    Max would have continued with her theory, which she was making up as she went and rather pleased with herself about, but Zara had already crumbled. She sank down to sit on the steps and put her face in her hands, weeping, which was understandable, as she was only fifteen, and, as far as Max knew, not a sociopath.


    The other witch, Delilah, had caught Max's attention back when she'd been teaching at the grade school, before she became sheriff. Even at seven, the pale, redheaded girl had been quiet and cruel, and classroom pets were always meeting their end when she was in charge of their care. Max had gone to the sheriff's department the year Delilah was accepted into the witches' program, and the idea of the little girl getting to do magic had been gnawing at the back of Max's mind for years. Power in the wrong hands never ended well.


    Stopped on the staircase, Max said, “We can protect you,” as she patted Zara's shoulder.


    Ocean gave Max a look that said he doubted that very much, and Max shrugged, though she wanted to believe it. What else could you say?


    They were nearly at the top of the stairwell, and in front of them lay a door that led, presumably, to the roof. They had climbed at least five flights of stairs, by Max's count.


    Zara looked up at them with glistening eyes. She whispered, “Don't go through that door.”


    Ocean put his hand on the door's handle and looked back at Max. “Trap? I'm wearing my lucky underwear, so how about I go first?”


    Max shook her head and drew her gun. “My friend, I adore you, but you're too cocky for your own good. Give the door a good push, then you duck down and wait for my all-clear.”


    He nodded once. “Now?”


    She held the gun up the way the previous sheriff had trained her to do. “Now.”


    The door opened with barely a creak, and she stepped out onto the moonlit roof, sweeping the gun from side to side.


    In amongst the potted plants was a writhing mass of people, held together with… vines? The lump was all women, the elder witches. A few were moving, so they were alive, which meant they could wait a few minutes.


    A man was talking. Edwin. Max spotted him, seated on a bench, with one of the witches, both of them with their backs to the door.


    He was saying, “You have to explain to her, that's not how love works. You can't make someone love you.”


    The girl said, “I've tried. There's no talking to her, and she twists your words until you start to think you're wrong and she's right. I get so confused by her. Zara says we need to do what she says, or we're all dead.”


    “Let's untie everyone,” he said. “You're only making things worse by letting this go on.”


    Max steadied herself and shouted, “Freeze! Put your hands in the air!”


    The two on the bench put up their hands as asked.


    “Now Edwin, you stay right where you are. You, Carly, turn around!”


    Carly turned slowly.


    “Where's Delilah!”


    Carly said, “What?”


    “You heard me. Where's Delilah? I'm hoping we can talk her down and I don't have to shoot her, but I will shoot her, especially if she starts to cast some sort of magic.” As she was speaking, Max moved forward, closer to Edwin and Carly. She stumbled on something, low to the ground, and glanced down to see what she needed to step over.


    Delilah, the pale witch, lay on the ground, her eyes closed and her red hair fanned out around her.


    Max jumped back and pushed at Delilah with the tip of her boot, her gun trained down. “I don't know what you're playing at, but I will shoot you, Delilah. Now, get up slowly, and know that I have you in my sights.”


    Edwin spoke to Max, saying, “Sheriff, she fainted there a little while ago, when I confronted her.”


    “Fainted? Well, that makes my job easier. Let's get her tied up. I know I've got something or other on me to do that, a cable tie, or zap strap, whatever they're called. Ocean? Ocean, where are you at? Come up here and help me subdue the young suspect. Ocean?”


    Max turned to see what was taking the guy so long. She caught a glimpse of eyes as Zara came at her from the darkness of the doorway, and then something struck her head, hard.


    As she crumbled to the ground, Max remembered that little Delilah had a best friend back at the school. The girl she'd been inseparable from was Zara.


    





Chapter Twenty-Five


    Zara



    One week earlier; the day of Opal's arrival to the island



    Zara placed the cuts on her skin in a place the scars wouldn't be seen, across her abdomen. Delilah refused to cut herself, so Zara had to take double the pain. Carly wasn't with them, because there were some rules even she refused to break, and the ban on blood magic was one of them.


    If someone had been in the woods near the cliffs on the east side of the island that day, they would have seen the two young witches appear suddenly, as if from air.


    Delilah carried the supplies in a shoulder bag, and the girl was so frightened, she was practically cowering. As Zara got her bearings, Delilah glanced around fearfully, her hands shaking. Teleporting was off-limits magic, banned on the island, and so taboo that some witches didn't even believe the spell was possible.


    They teleported straight from town, where moments earlier, they'd been questioned about the disappearance of some fireworks. Zara was not pleased with how easily her plan to intercept the Russian girl was nearly ruined. Stupid Carly had threatened everything with her little prank. They didn't even want fireworks, but as a result, Zara and Delilah had missed their planned train out to the woods.


    In order to get to the spot in time to intercept Svetlana, they'd had to use some of their supplies on themselves, just to get there. Zara's stomach would be covered in cuts before the day was through.


    But now they were in the forest, lying in wait, like a trap—which they were.


    Delilah was breathing rapidly, working herself up to hysteria.


    Zara grabbed Delilah by the arms and commanded, “Pull yourself together! We're doing this for the good of Edwin. We're doing it for the right reasons.”


    Delilah nodded meekly and took a normal breath.


    Zara listened for sounds of the woman approaching, but heard nothing yet. The instructions Edwin provided would have led her directly to town, but the ones Zara had sent would lead the girl here, via the long route, to this place in the woods where nobody would witness what happened next.


    “I wish you'd reconsider,” Delilah said. “These spells are forbidden for a reason. What if one of them conjures up a daemon? What if the thing we just did, the teleportation, already started the process? The daemon could be tunneling its way up now.”


    Zara sneered. “They've got you just where they want you. You don't think the elders practice forbidden magic? Of course they do, but they keep the power all to themselves. They tell us stories about daemons and monsters that destroy, so they don't have to share.”


    Delilah whipped her head at a noise, just as a little yellow goat came by, wearing baskets for collecting fruit. The goat stopped, looked at them, then continued on her way.


    “She saw,” Delilah said. “The goat saw us here, and she saw all our supplies. We should go back and forget about the whole thing. Let Svetlana come to town. Edwin will figure out soon enough she's a loony.”


    Zara pulled more supplies from the bag and began preparing the potion, ignoring Delilah. A dragonfly zipped in front of her, followed by a few more curious dragonflies. Zara muttered a spell for killing poisonous insects, and the dragonflies all dropped to the ground.


    Delilah gasped. “Zara! Dragonflies don't hurt anybody.”


    “Their weird, pointy little stick bodies give me a headache. And so do you. Now be quiet, I have to concentrate.”


    With Delilah distracted by trying to revive the dragonflies, Zara measured out the ingredients and smiled inwardly about her plan.


    On his own, Edwin would never figure out Svetlana was a ridiculous idiot, because he was blinded by his own ignorance about the world and how things worked. He'd had his fortune told at a young age—the fortune-telling incident was common knowledge amongst the young women on the island—and the fortune teller had promised him he would love someone from the mainland, and no other.


    The fortune teller wasn't even a witch, but a hairy-chinned woman who lived at the edge of the Wetlands and only came to town twice a year. The woman was not psychic at all, but a fraud, who would tell you cheese was jam if you gave her a few credits or some tinned goods. She had no business telling lies around town. Zara considered that perhaps she would take care of the old shrew at some point, permanently, before she could meddle with Edwin's malleable mind again.


    Years passed after the fortune-telling incident, and Edwin kept up a keen interest in immigrants from the mainland. Unfortunately for him, the only new women who came to the island were too old or too young, or already married, or simply not interested for other reasons. Edwin became very depressed about his situation, and yet he still refused to pay attention to any girls on the island, despite their efforts to wear pretty dresses to the dances and flirt with him. He couldn't even be bothered to remember their names. And yet, the girls still adored him. From his face, to his voice, to his keen mind, he was the perfect guy, the island's best. That he collected taxes was not the most exciting of careers, but he was headed for greater things, perhaps even mayor.


    With the right woman behind him, there were no limits for Edwin. And he had no idea.


    Zara knew that by tomorrow, Edwin would be grieving, wondering why his fiancee had not come to him, but as far as Zara was concerned, he deserved what was about to happen. He'd brought it upon himself.


    Six months earlier, he'd started writing to some women whose profiles were in a magazine that had washed up with some salvage. He didn't speak or write Russian, so he asked Delilah to translate, and she had, carefully, honestly, and to the best of her abilities, though her Russian was not perfect.


    Delilah and Zara shared everything, including the letters.


    When Zara read Edwin's words to Svetlana, about all of his longings and feelings, her admiration of him only grew. Without Delilah knowing, Zara started intercepting Svetlana's translated letters. The translations were typed up in English by Delilah, using a typewriter in their shared room, and so Zara substituted her own letters before they were sent on to Edwin.


    At first, she did it as a joke, or so she told herself. Svetlana was a silly girl, who did silly things. She and her Russian girlfriends would knit scarves and attach them to trees and signs in the city. They would make elaborate cut-outs of paper and leave them in public libraries, or put anonymous love notes in bottles and leave them on doorsteps. Silliest of all, Svetlana loved poetry. She carried a pad of paper and a pen with her at all times, and wrote poems about nature and found objects, tucking the poems away for people to find. She worked as a coat check girl at a night club, where she deposited poems in people's pockets, hoping someone, a wealthy man, would read one of the poems and fall in love with her.


    Svetlana was a ridiculous, silly girl, and Zara didn't think she ought to come to the island, let alone marry Edwin.


    Then Zara found herself writing poetry about Edwin, and sending it to him along with the letters.


    The borders of reality blurred. In her head, Zara was Svetlana, because she was the true Svetlana Edwin was falling in love with. Upon sending and receiving each new letter, her heart soared and her obsession with Edwin grew.


    Now Svetlana was coming to the island, and the truth would be out soon enough. Svetlana's last few letters included bits of broken English, thanks to her night classes. She would learn English, and before long, she would read the typed-up letters Edwin was treasuring, and the two of them would figure out Zara had substituted the letters.


    Zara had considered breaking into Edwin's home and stealing the letters, but that wouldn't solve her biggest problem, which was that Edwin would be marrying the Russian woman.


    Zara had to get rid of her, sending her back to whence she came. The woman had no right to take Edwin, to intrude upon happy island life. She would bring disaster and disease, and Zara had to stop her. Justice would happen here, in the forest, with only the trees to witness.


    Zara ran one of the feathers across her cheek. Soon it would be Edwin, running his finger across her cheek. Soon.


    Delilah had finally stopped pleading to go back to the castle. She lay her jacket on the forest floor, and sat down to wait. The dragonflies flitted overhead, keeping a wary distance from Zara.


    Zara paced, mentally rehearsing the spell to send the woman back. Back to the sea. To drown.


    Of course, she'd told Delilah she'd done the calculations and research to send the woman back to the boat that dropped her off in a guided rowboat, near the island. Delilah didn't have the stomach for true justice, but there was another reason for the lie. Delilah would never even know the woman was dead, and therefore, she would never feel the need to tell. No one would know.


    The girls would send Edwin a letter, ostensibly from Svetlana, begging forgiveness. The girl in the letter would say she'd married someone else, in America, perhaps. A traveling businessman had read one of her beautiful poems and taken her away from her life of poverty.


    After a reasonable amount of time, allowing Edwin to grieve, Zara would be there for him, understanding exactly how he felt.


    And if being oh-so-understanding didn't work, she had potions. She would make him forget, and she would make him love her. The ends justified the means, for true love was the most important thing in the whole world, and what Zara felt for Edwin was true, truer than the sky and truer than the ocean.


    Someone was coming down the trail.


    Zara made fists and shook herself with excitement. She kicked Delilah to get up.


    The Russian woman came down the path toward them, looking around in awe at the trees overhead. She had light brown hair, pale skin, and way too much makeup. Zara had assumed the woman had lied about her age, but she did appear to be about twenty, which gave Zara the tiniest of pauses.


    The woman probably thought the girls who stood in front of her were part of a welcoming committee, and she waved at them.


    Svetlana's smile was so pretty and trusting. A fierce envy took hold of Zara, obliterating any thoughts she'd had of backing down.


    Zara began humming a song that made all the birds stop chirping. Even the leaves stopped rustling in the breeze. Zara lifted her shirt and cut herself again with the knife. The other supplies lay around her, arranged on the jacket on the ground.


    The Russian girl carried no luggage, but wore a backpack. She stopped walking, about ten feet from the witches, and stared in wonder, first at the girl who'd just cut her stomach, and then at her own hands, which were turning invisible, from the fingertips up.


    From where she stood trembling behind Zara, Delilah murmured, “You're getting so good at the spell,” just as the Russian woman blinked out of existence. She was no longer there in the woods, but off to exist elsewhere.


    Zara dropped the knife and wiped her hands. There was nothing on her hands, but it was a cleansing motion, a signifier of completion, that she liked to do after all her spells. “Back to town?” she said to Delilah. “I'll buy you dinner.”


    Delilah wrapped her arms around herself. “I'd rather go straight home, but… I need to go to the bathroom first.”


    Zara rolled her eyes. “Fine. I'll walk on up ahead, just run and catch up.”


    Zara reached for the items on the ground, but Delilah said she'd tidy everything up. “I have special compartments in my bag for everything.”


    “And you want things a certain way,” Zara said. “Fine by me.”


    * * *


    After Zara had disappeared, up the trail, Delilah did not look for a fallen log to use for going to the bathroom, because she didn't need to go.


    Instead, she checked the remainder of the supplies: the tail hairs from the unicorn; the owl feathers; and a dozen other things, arranged on a white linen cloth on the ground.


    She'd never done the spell before, but she was a good study, as adept at picking up a tune heard once or twice as she was at learning new languages. She did not have an eidetic memory, but she was good. After wiping the knife on some nearby leaves, she lifted her shirt and placed the cut.


    Delilah performed the teleportation spell for her first time, using the remainder of the ingredients, which turned to dust when she was finished. Zara would be angry about having to procure more supplies, and angry about what Delilah had done.


    But, in a few days, Delilah knew her friend would realize what she'd done was wrong, and that Delilah had actually saved her, saved her very soul.


    Delilah looked around the forest. She was still alone, and feared the spell hadn't worked, until she looked down. The Russian girl lay on the ground, on the dirt and leaves. Her backpack was gone and her clothes were wet. She wasn't breathing.


    Delilah screamed.


    She shook the girl, trying to wake her, then attempted to resuscitate her, blowing into her mouth and pressing on her heart. It was no use; the girl was dead.


    Zara emerged from the bushes, out of breath from running back.


    When Delilah saw the look of rage on Zara's face, she screamed a second time.


    





Chapter Twenty-Six


    Edwin



    Time: just after the blast that knocked everyone out, before Max and Ocean came up to the roof



    Edwin was not a violent person, and he certainly didn't believe in hitting girls, but he was thinking about making an exception for Zara. Not only had she exposed herself as the person responsible for killing Svetlana, but she'd just howled in outrage about killing his new friend, Opal Button. Neither of the girls had done anything wrong, except show up on the island, and cross paths with the witches.



    He lay quietly on the castle roof, near the turret, and listened to the three witches talk, argue, and plan. From what he overheard, he learned that the witches had set off a spell that would knock everyone out for an hour. He wasn't sure how long he'd been out, but they were talking as if the spell had just happened, and they had an hour to locate Opal and the orb that had been in the statue's mouth.


    Opal wasn't next to him, where she'd been before the blast. He assumed, like the witches, that she'd gotten hold of the orb and gone to hide somewhere in the castle. He had to get to her before they did, yet they had spells to locate people, and they knew the castle. What did Edwin have? A pocketknife and an encyclopedic knowledge of local tax law.


    His only advantage was surprise. He was conscious, for whatever reason, and they didn't know.


    The girls started walking his way, so he shut his eyes and tried to breathe deeply and contentedly, as though asleep.


    Zara said, “Look at all the trouble you've caused, my sweet Edwin.”


    She touched his cheek, which he wasn't expecting. He recoiled in disgust inside.


    She said, “Did he just move? Delilah, did he?”


    “I don't think so. Why don't you pinch him?”


    Edwin felt conflicting emotions. He could lie there and pretend to be unconscious, waiting for a better opportunity, or he could spring up and… what? Punch out a bunch of girls?


    As he argued with himself, the girls argued with each other, until finally, Carly said, “I'll watch him. You two go look for the orb.”


    Edwin listened as the other two argued, then left the roof to get more restraints for tying up the elders. He'd have to make his move before they tied him up with those awful vine restraints, and he felt confident he could knock out Carly. He would spring up, catch her off guard, and knock her out before she could cast a spell. Any second now. Yup, any time.


    Carly said, “Edwin, I know you're not asleep. You're lying within a protected circle, so I'm pretty sure that's why the blast didn't put you under. We have ancient circles next to the turrets, for times of war. Most people forget about them, but I spend a lot of time up here, gardening.”


    He didn't respond.


    “I know you can hear me.”


    She was calling his bluff, but he kept his eyes closed and his breathing calm.


    “Edwin,” she said. “I don't think Opal's in the castle at all. I don't feel her presence. Do you know where she might be? I'm worried about her.”


    He began answering her questions in his mind. Sure you are. You're worried about finding her so you can kill her.


    “No! I'm on your side,” Carly said.


    Stop reading my thoughts.


    “Stop broadcasting them at me over your panic frequency and I will.”


    He jumped up, ready to strike. Carly moved her hands and everything went black.


    * * *


    “Edwin.” Carly slapped his cheeks. “You've been out for almost an hour. Wake up, you've got to help me.”


    He opened his eyes slowly. He didn't know his brain could hurt so much.


    “Carly,” he said. “We've got to stop Zara. She's going to hurt Opal. I know she killed Svetlana.”


    She pulled at his arms to get him up. “Come, over to the bench. Your legs will be weak for a while, but you can sit. I'm on your side, I want to stop Zara too.”


    He followed her to the bench and sat. The elder witches who had been doing the chant around the statue had been moved, and bound together with the green vines. None of them had their eyes open, and they were very still.


    Edwin said to Carly, “If you're on my side, why'd you knock me out?”


    “You were going to punch me out. I had to strike first. I didn't think you'd be out so long, but you must have been affected somewhat by the original blast.”


    He rubbed his head. “I don't feel so good.”


    Someone behind them shrieked, “What are you doing?”


    It was Delilah, coming toward them from a doorway, and Zara wasn't with her.


    Carly said, “Calm down, Dee! This has to stop, now.”


    Delilah stamped her foot. “Not until we get the orb! The orb first, then we'll deal with Zara, that was the plan!”


    Carly moved her hands again, uttered something complicated that was mostly consonants, and Delilah wilted, falling gently to the ground.


    Carly said to Edwin, “We'll say she fainted. If anyone asks, she fainted, and I do not know that spell.”


    “Fainted,” he said.


    His head was clearing up a little, but his legs were weak, so they remained on the bench, and he asked Carly more questions about what had happened.


    They were discussing Zara and what to do about her when someone yelled, “Freeze! Put your hands in the air!”


    Edwin raised his hands, overjoyed to hear the sheriff's voice.


    Max yelled, “Now Edwin, you stay right where you are. You, Carly, turn around!”


    Carly turned slowly.


    “Where's Delilah!”


    Carly said, “What?”


    As they spoke, Edwin realized Max was wrong. She thought Delilah was the one responsible for everything horrible that had happened over the last week. He tried to find the words to tell her, but before he could, Zara came out of the doorway and bashed Max on the head.


    Max dropped to the ground. She didn't appear to have anyone with her for backup.


    What happened next was a blur.


    Carly stood and made some hand gestures and sounds, but Zara flung off whatever spell it was. Edwin's body went numb, and he felt himself falling over, slumping on the bench, unable to move.


    He listened helplessly as Carly was beaten by Zara, then bound by her in the green vines. Zara grabbed Carly's limp body and dragged her over to where Delilah and Max lay, between some potted plants.


    His head throbbed, and he fought to stay conscious.


    Zara appeared over him, and now, they were face to face, just the two of them. She smiled, and the sight of her teeth sent a terror down his spine.


    The world blurred, and now he lay on his back along the garden bench, unable to move.


    “You may speak,” she said.


    “Zara.”


    “There you go. Don't bother trying to move, but you can speak.”


    “Zara, let's talk this through,” Edwin said, his voice sounding strange from the near-paralysis of his face. Though panic gripped him, he reminded himself he had the skills to stay calm under intense pressure.


    In dealing with people who had overdue taxes, he'd found it of utmost importance to act like everything was completely normal, giving a sense of oh-these-things-happen, no matter how dire the situation was. People could come to grips with how much chowder they were in later, when he wasn't within striking distance.


    Zara cocked her head and gave him a look of pity as she stroked his forehead.


    “My sweet Edwin, you know there'll be plenty of time to talk once we're married.”


    He hated lying, but he did it anyway. “Zara, sweetie. I was a fool to have not noticed you. But let's give our love some time. Let it blossom, naturally.”


    “We will have time. Plenty of time.” She pulled a tiny glass bottle from a pocket within her robes and held the opening over his lips. “Now, open wide.”


    “Wait,” he said through his teeth, keeping his lips close together, like a ventriloquist. “What is that?”


    “A little tonic to cleanse your head of bad thoughts.”


    “No,” he said.


    In the silence, he heard the muffled cries of the elder witches who'd been tied up. They were conscious now, and witnessing everything.


    “Ignore them,” she said. “They like to make rules and follow them. That's all they're good at. They're jealous of people who have creative ideas.”


    “Stop, think it through, Zara. You can erase my memory, but what about all the others tied up over there. Do you have the skill and enough potions to erase all their memories too?”


    “No. That's why we're leaving here, tonight, and getting on a boat.”


    “Before we're married?”


    “We're not going on the boat for a honeymoon cruise. We're going to the mainland, to start our new life together. This place is too stuffy.”


    “But my family is here,” he said.


    “I'm your family now,” she said, and she pulled his jaw down forcefully and tipped the bottle, pouring the dark fluid into his mouth.


    He fought her, and tried to spit the stuff out, but she only laughed, and poured more in.


    After a moment, she tipped her head and said, “That's odd.” Her eyes fluttered shut and she slumped forward, falling across him on the bench.


    Edwin still couldn't move anything but his face, and he kept spitting, the dark fluid streaming down his cheeks and into his ears.


    A familiar face appeared within his view. Max.


    Max said, “I shot her.” She rubbed the side of her head. “I hope I shot the right one. I was out cold there, because someone clocked me a good one. Did I shoot the right witch? All three of them are down. That must be good, right?”


    Edwin said, “Is Zara dead?”


    “I should think not. I shot her with a tranquilizer dart, the only thing I'm authorized to carry. Though if you want to put in a good word to Council, I wouldn't be against an upgrade to bullets.”


    Edwin realized with a shudder that his body was now free, and he quickly pushed the unconscious girl off him, then grabbed a nearby watering bucket and rinsed his mouth, spitting repeatedly into nearby plant pots.


    The squirming, tied-up mass of witches nearby made a muffled sound like a hive of angry bluebees. Edwin said, “Hey Max, want my knife to untie those folks?”


    Max affixed a plastic cable tie to Zara's limp wrists, then flashed her own blade at Edwin. “Got my own.” She pulled the tiny tranquilizer dart out of Zara's shoulder and dropped it into a nearby plant pot, then brushed off her hands. “I'll have everyone loose and giving me chowder for whatever I did wrong in the course of this investigation, in a manner of minutes.”


    “Things are back to normal?” Edwin grinned.


    Max used her knife to slip through the vines on a few of the witches, then handed one of the elders the knife to free the rest. They were in no mood to talk to Max, so she crossed the rooftop garden back over to where Edwin was gazing at the unicorn statue.


    “I've never been up here before,” Max said.


    “Me neither, obviously. The gardens are quite lovely,” Edwin said. “Do you think this statue looks like Gumdrop? My head feels funny. Why do I feel like I'm forgetting something?”


    “There is the matter of the daemon,” Max said. “Where's the dead daemon? Is it in pieces? Can I see it? I'm assuming it went down with the blast.”


    “Oh!” Edwin smacked himself on the face with both hands. “Where's Opal?”


    “I thought she was with you.”


    Edwin said, “Let's ask Carly. She was saying something to me earlier, about sensing where people were.”


    They walked over to Carly and Edwin cut the vines off Carly's mouth.


    Carly coughed, then said, “I can't tell you where she is, but she's not in the castle.”


    Max said, “Maybe she went home.”


    Carly held up her hands to get the vines removed. “We're pretty sure Opal took the orb, because it's gone as well. It will lead the daemon right to her, or her to it. The orb does both, I think, though nobody's used one in centuries.”


    Max put her hands on her knees and shook her head. She said, “I thought when that blast went off and we all got knocked down, I thought that was the spell to take care of the daemon. You mean it's still out there? Eating things? Eating people?”


    Carly looked down, her shame visible. “The spell was to stun everyone so Zara could get the orb, and then we were going to go after the daemon, the three of us, together.”


    Edwin gasped. “Hey, where's Zara? She's not on the ground. You tied her up, didn't you, Max?”


    They quickly checked the vicinity, around the bench and big potted plants, but didn't find her.


    Max turned to the group of witches, who were strangely silent, their eyes flashing with anger.


    The witch with the white-blond hair stepped forward. “One of our own has committed a crime.”


    Behind her, the others muttered as a chorus, “A crime, a crime.”


    The woman, whose name eluded Max's throbbing brain, continued, “Zara cast forbidden spells, and when someone's life force was taken by action of the spells, the imbalance brought forth the daemon, who burrowed up from Hell. Zara should not have done such a thing. The crime is… unforgivable.”


    Max said, “Great. Yeah, I get that, but where is she? The law states she must get a fair trial. I realize things seem pretty obvious and clear-cut right now, up here on the roof of a damaged castle in the middle of the night, all of us with bumps on our heads and potions in our mouths, but let's hold off on the judge-jury-executioner schtick until the clear light of day.”


    The woman smiled. “The girl is gone. Just think of the tax dollars saved.”


    Edwin said, “Oh, no you didn't. That's a crime. You didn't just zap her away, did you? Now you'll go on trial. And won't that type of magic just summon up another daemon, according to your rules?”


    “Different spell,” the woman said. “This one was a closed circuit.”


    “But you can't do that,” Edwin said. “You broke the law.”


    The woman said, “She must have done it herself. I didn't do anything.”


    The women behind her said, as a chorus, “Nor did we, nor did we.”


    Max said, “So, the unconscious witch I took down with a tranquilizer dart that would put a big man under for six hours, that girl cast some sort of closed circuit spell and disappeared herself?”


    The women turned as a group and began to leave the roof. One of them called over Carly, who ran to them and disappeared into the group. The witches filed through the doorway one at a time, pausing briefly as a very confused-looking Ocean came running out past them.


    Ocean said, “What happened? Is it over? Aw, I miss everything.” He rubbed his head, fluffing his blue hair. “My brain feels like it's made of soup.”


    “Mine too,” Max said.


    Edwin picked up a still-unconscious-from-fainting Delilah and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of grain. “Now what?”


    “I feel like we're forgetting something,” Max said.


    





Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Opal stood still, holding up the orb, lighting the creature that was inside the cave with her.


    This was not the shadowy human-shaped thing she had seen twice before.


    This thing, this daemon, was mottled with all the colors of the forest, ocean, and sky, in sparkling scales. It loomed above Opal's head, with spots of glowing red where eyes should have been. A thousand appendages, like arms, or tentacles, writhed along the side facing her. The daemon didn't have ears or a nose or hair, or even a facial expression, but it had teeth. Oh, it had teeth. The grinding sound she had been hearing for hours had to be emanating from its teeth, row upon row of them, metallic-looking, gnashing against each other.


    The tentacles writhed as something darted in around the side of the creature—a chocolate brown goat, and then a smaller, yellow goat. They positioned themselves between the daemon and Opal, their little heads lowered bravely.


    New holes opened in the daemon's face, above its mouth, and the tooth-grinding noise stopped as the nostrils flared, sniffing the air. The red spots glowed brighter.


    Opal whispered to the goats, “What do I do? I have this orb, and it must do something. Talk to me, guys, do I throw the orb or keep holding it?”


    The daemon moved further into the cave, but not by stepping. It slithered in, as a snake would, its red eyes rising as it became taller. Opal imagined how long the snake-like creature was, considering it had attacked the giant owl above the treetops. Assuming it couldn't fly, that would make the beast much longer than a tree, at least. The red eyes stopped rising when the top of the daemon touched the ceiling of the cave. Loose pebbles rained down.


    Its nostrils flared again, and the mouth opened. A fetid smell like sulfur filled the cave, and Opal coughed.


    It advanced, the body behind it coiling to seal off the opening of the cave. There would be no escape, not the way they'd come in. The goats backed up, but did not flee.


    Opal shook the glowing orb while shouting, “Get back! I'm warning you. I'm a witch!” That seemed to give the creature pause, but did not halt its slow, deliberate movement toward her. “Begone, daemon! I send you back to Hell!”


    Still, the daemon did not stop.


    One of the goats, the chocolate brown one, charged the daemon. The goat bounced off the scaled body, as though repelled by a force field. The yellow goat charged next, and this time Opal saw a spark of light from the spot of impact, about a foot away from the scaled body of the creature. The daemon seemed to be surrounded by a boundary, an impenetrable force field.


    The orb in her hand pulsed brighter, and she got the overwhelming urge to throw the orb, so she drew her arm back and lobbed the orb at the great beast. It caught the orb readily in its gaping maw of a mouth, and ground the orb to dust. Noisily.


    Everything went dark and quiet. Hope fluttered in Opal's heart. Surely the orb would do something. It had to, or they were all dead.


    Though the orb was shattered, now a pale, glowing fog surrounded the daemon, providing some light. All the better to see its fearsome face.


    Opal checked over her shoulder again, hoping to see a new door suddenly open in the cave walls, or for reinforcements to arrive from the castle, but she was alone, except for the goats.


    She turned her head back just as the creature dove forward and wrapped its mouth around the yellow goat.


    Opal screamed, and the thing bolted up suddenly and looked down at her, its horrible mouth curved up like a smile, as a wriggling lump moved down its body.


    The daemon turned toward the brown goat, who was stamping at the ground with his front hooves, challenging the beast that was so much larger.


    “Don't!” Opal yelled at the goat, but the goat didn't listen, and charged the beast. His head connected this time, with a smacking sound, and the daemon shook and made a new noise, different from the grinding of its teeth. It growled, the suffocating scent of sulfur and decay filling the cave.


    The goat backed up, shaking his head, and the daemon rose up fully, as high as it could within the confined space of the cave, and spread its jaws wider and wider. More loose rock fell from the top of the cave.


    Opal's elbows struck the wall behind her. She was at the very back of the cave now, with nowhere to go. She picked up the pointed stick she'd waxed. The daemon was coiled, mouth open, about to consume the brown goat. She charged the beast. She had no idea what organs or weaknesses it had, but she could see those glowing eyes, round and red like a target, so she plunged the stick into one of them.


    The daemon shook from side to side and howled.


    Opal picked up the other stick, the one that was only partially waxed, and went for the other eye without hesitation.


    A fist-like tentacle knocked her down, and her stick snapped in the middle, where it had not been waxed.


    The daemon growled again, and then sucked in air with such force, her hair flew forward in the wind. One red eye was faded, but the other was brighter than ever.


    Bigger now, impossibly huge, it filled the cave from one side to another. The gigantic mouth opened wide and tall, taller than Opal, and it inhaled again.


    She slipped and skidded on the loose pebbles and straw, being drawn into its mouth, closer to those teeth.


    The brown goat reared up and bleated, distracting the daemon from Opal for an instant.


    Opal picked up the broken stick, turned the pointed end away from herself, and ran at the daemon. She crouched down at the last step, angled her body to the side and leaped, as though jumping over the high jump bar at a track and field competition.


    She thrust the stick into the bright red eye. The head whipped to one side, throwing her against the wall of the cave. She crumbled to the ground.


    A horrific stink filled the cave, and the daemon seemed to shrivel in size.


    Opal pulled herself to her feet. A narrow gap appeared at the opening of the cave, just a sliver. She pushed the goat and said, “Come on, run for it. Run! Now!”


    She led the way, and as they squeezed through the space at the entrance, she realized something had changed.


    The daemon was deflating. Melting. Disappearing.


    The pale, glowing fog that had surrounded the daemon lifted up to the sky.


    Something twitched behind her, and Opal looked around the cave's opening for loose stones, or something else to use as a weapon. She scooped up a pointed piece of rock that had fallen from the cave's opening, and turned to attack once more.


    The movement wasn't the daemon at all.


    The little yellow goat stood, alive but looking annoyed, in a dark puddle. The goat shook herself off and ran to Opal, where she gave her a loving headbutt on the knee.


    The two sharpened sticks, one short and one long, lay in a pile of shiny slime.


    “Is the daemon dead?” she asked the goats. “Is it over?”


    The yellow goat seemed to nod, though Opal couldn't be sure, in the moonlight.


    A breeze chilled the sweat on her chest and arms, turning her flesh tight with goosebumps. She had a deep-looking cut on one arm, but most of the blood on her was from the owl. The goats seemed uninjured. She looked back at the cave, where it was warm, and considered resting there for a bit, then she took another sniff at the melted daemon and decided against staying.


    “Should we go back to town?” she asked the goats.


    They turned and trotted in the direction of the road, under the branches marked by Max's pink ribbon.


    In the other direction, a great number of trees lay in ruins, knocked down and, by the looks of it, chewed up by the daemon.


    Opal gazed up at the leafy trees that still stood, wondering why they weren't raining down, soaking her.


    She started to walk, following the goats through the dark forest. The rain began—warm, then tepid, then cold, then warm, then ice-cold.


    “Everything's back to normal,” she said.


    





Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Opal followed the goats through the Wetlands, then through the desert of the Drylands. She avoided eye contact with the snakes.


    When she reached her bike, in the shed, the sun peeped over the horizon, and in the warm, golden light, she felt the spirit of her grandfather. Whether he was alive or not, on the island or far away, he made her heart feel full as she began to pedal the bike he gave her for her birthday.


    Shortly after they entered the regular forest, the goats disappeared into the brush, to do whatever it was they did. Though exhausted and slow, Opal pedaled the rest of the way into town without incident.


    When Opal arrived back in Ystad, the place felt like a ghost town, like a pioneer village at a museum, outside of visitor hours.


    “Hello?” she called.


    Nobody answered, but it was still early in the morning. She wondered if the blast they'd experienced at the castle had knocked out the entire island. She wondered if she'd live out the rest of her days there, alone. She was scared, but too tired to worry.


    She was drawn forward, to the boot-shaped building, the chapel where she'd first met Edwin and then Max, before being taken in for questioning. The night of the fireworks felt like a lifetime ago.


    She parked her bike in the middle of the empty street and looked up at the building, spotting the stained glass windows now that she was looking for them. Something called to her. Opal had never been the praying type, though her grandfather had taken her to church a few times, just to let her know she had those options.


    She went to the boot and entered through the door near the heel.


    “Hello?”


    A few lights were on, but nobody was around.


    Opal walked over to a low table covered with white candles.


    She knelt down and used the nearby matches to light one candle for her grandfather.


    Then one for her father.


    And, finally, one for her mother.


    She put her hands together, bowed her head, and thought of everything she was grateful for.


    * * *


    When Opal came out of the church, she hoped to see some people, perhaps the early morning food vendors, but still, the place seemed deserted. Terror gripped her as she imagined a multitude of daemons, rising up all over the island and eating everyone.


    She listened. There were voices. She walked up the street, and the murmur of voices led her to the pub.


    “Really?” she said to herself. “The sun's barely up, and everyone's at the pub?”


    She pulled open the door and entered the noisy space. The place was packed, and it looked to Opal like the entire town was there.


    She searched for a familiar face, spotted her great-aunt, wearing the lilac tracksuit with the white stripe, and went to her side.


    Opal patted Waleah on the shoulder and whispered, “What's going on?”


    Waleah turned, saw Opal, in her filthy, blood-covered clothes, and screamed.


    Everyone in the pub stopped talking. A glass fell to the floor and smashed. Opal waved at the crowd. “Hi.”


    Sheriff Max stood up from her spot a few tables over and said, “Opal Button, you're alive!”


    Opal tugged at her right ear. “Yeah.” Everybody kept staring.


    Max said, “Opal, think carefully. Where is the orb?”


    “I put my finger in the unicorn's mouth, in the statue, and the orb fell into my hand. I didn't mean to mess anything up. I don't even know why I did it.”


    During the whole bike ride in, she'd been mentally rehearsing telling her story, but it was coming out in a nonsensical fashion, to her disappointment.


    Max said, “Where is the orb now? We need it.”


    All the heads in the place turned to face Opal.


    “The daemon thing sorta ate it.”


    This caused a bit of a commotion.


    Max said, “Ate it? Did you see this happen?”


    “Yeah. At the cave. I had some sticks, and my shadow was giving me hints. Uh, I mean, I got the idea from a movie I saw, I think. Anyway. Then it ate the goat! But it didn't chew the goat. So, phew, right?”


    “What?”


    Opal wished she had some pockets, so she had a place to put her hands. “I poked the daemon right in the eyes with two sticks, and it deflated. Like the most horrible, ugly water balloon you've ever seen.”


    Max pulled out her little notepad and said, “Don't tell me you killed the daemon.”


    Opal sucked in a big breath of air. “Oh, no, I think I did. Am I in trouble? Again. I am so sorry. But the daemon ate one of the goats and I guess I just went crazy, because… you know. You do not eat the goats.”


    Max smiled. “Opal Button, you are not in trouble. In fact, you saved us all from having to barge out there with our cockamamie scheme that likely would have gotten us all killed. We've been in here trying to narrow down our many, many strategies, and some of us can't let go of the idea of using the catapult. Now, personally, I don't have anything against catapults, but—”


    The sheriff was cut off by someone shouting, “Opal!”


    Peter came running out from behind the bar area with a pitcher in one hand and a towel in the other. He dropped the items on a nearby table and ran to Opal, then seized her in a tight embrace.


    He said, near her ear, “I knew you weren't dead.”


    Around them, the adults all started to talk to each other at once.


    Opal said, “Your eyes, Peter, are they better? I was so worried about you, but I also thought you'd be in good hands with the witches, but then they tied us up and didn't seem very nice at all.”


    He leaned back to take a good look at her. “I'm as good as new,” he said. “I had hoped the snake bite might give me superpowers, like when the radioactive spider bit Peter Parker and he turned into Spider-Man, but… so far, nothing.” He held out his palms as if to prove they didn't shoot webs.


    She scanned the crowd as the tone of the talk turned celebratory. “How about Edwin, I don't see him.”


    “He's not feeling so great. Some of Zara's witchcraft potion got in his system, so he's at home, resting.”


    “A potion?”


    “He'll be fine. He's Edwin, he's always fine. Come on, let's go to the kitchen, where it's a little less like a town meeting, and I'll tell you about everything.”


    Opal turned to Waleah, who looked stunned by everything. Next to her sat her husband, Mitchell, who hadn't said anything since Opal's appearance.


    Opal said, “Do you guys need me out here, or can I go talk to Peter?”


    “Go,” Waleah said. “I'll fetch you shortly and… we'll get you all cleaned off and right as jam and cheese. Fresh clothes. Oh, we'll pick up your suitcase, with your other things. How would you like that?”


    “Sounds great,” Opal said, smiling before she turned to walk away.


    As she followed Peter back to the kitchen, the barman with the white hair stopped them and said, “Congratulations there little lady. You're quite the hero now, I'd say.”


    “Thanks.” She crossed her arms over the dirtiest part of her shirt.


    He looked her over. “People as filthy as you are usually just as hungry. Help yourself to anything back there, okay?”


    She thanked him and followed Peter into the kitchen.


    He asked her to tell him everything, and she did, between stuffing her mouth with sandwiches and thumb-sized pastries filled with creams and other delicious treats.


    Peter told her what he had learned as well, which was a lot, considering he'd been in a coma for much of the previous day. Edwin and Max had located him in the witches' infirmary, woken him up, and brought him back to town.


    They'd rung the emergency bell immediately, and everyone pulled themselves out of bed and came straight to the pub, where they'd been up all night trying to figure out what had happened and what to do next.


    Opal said, “Wait, go back. Am I hearing things, or did you say Zara was involved in summoning the daemon?”


    “Not just involved. She did it. Delilah told us everything.” He then explained to a very shocked Opal about how Zara had been obsessed with Edwin, and had teleported Svetlana out to the ocean to drown.


    Opal lost her appetite temporarily. “So it must have been Zara that I saw near the cave, spying on us. And then Zara, at the castle, who zapped me out to the ocean.” She felt a chill. “I thought she was my friend, but she tried to kill me. She would have drowned me.”


    “I guess she had a cloaking spell on her when she was doing that illicit magic, which was why you didn't recognize her.”


    “I don't know who to trust now,” Opal said.


    “You can trust me!” Peter said. “Plus your other friend, Carly, she didn't know anything about it, until after most of everything happened. The elder witches put her in a truth trance, or something, so she's not so bad, I guess. And Delilah says she's really, really sorry. She tried to stop Zara, but when she brought the girl back from the ocean, she was already drowned.” They both looked down and cleared their throats, though the mood on the other side of the door was one of wild celebration. “There's a memorial for Svetlana in a couple of days.”


    “I'll go,” Opal said.


    “Me too.”


    The barman called for Peter to fetch something, so he ran off for a few minutes, leaving Opal on her own.


    The yellow snake, Hoover, slithered out from under a prep table. Opal didn't even jump. She barely batted an eyelash. “You are a cute little snake,” she said to Hoover.


    He continued on his way.


    Peter returned and helped himself to some of the food.


    Opal swallowed down the pastry, then chased the flaky crumbs with some redfruit juice. She couldn't eat another bite if she tried, and going to bed and sleeping for a week was on her mind. She finished her glass of redfruit juice and said, “Aah.”


    Peter said, “Is redfruit juice better than orange juice, would you say?”


    “Not better, but different.”


    “I've never had orange juice,” he said. “Oranges don't grow well on the island. We do get limes and lemons and grapefruit, though.”


    “You're not missing much,” she said, which was a lie, but also a kindness. Then she hugged Peter, and he pretended not to like it.


    * * *


    Opal was quiet on the walk home with Waleah and Mitchell, as were they. Mitchell had not yet acknowledged her existence, but he had taken the bicycle from her tired hands and was rolling it along next to him. Waleah carried the suitcase—her brother's former suitcase—as promised.


    Opal looked down at the suitcase and said, “Peter told me the Russian girl put some sort of note inside my suitcase? And that it lead to a break in the murder investigation?”


    “Something like that,” Waleah said. “She must have put the note in at the same time she took your little dolls from the suitcase.”


    “But how could she have known what was going to happen to her? Was she psychic?”


    “They had the note translated this morning, by Delilah's mother. Turns out the letter was just a poem, about how beautiful the island was, and how overjoyed she was to finally be coming here. It was just a poem. That's all.”


    “Just a poem,” Opal said. “The island is beautiful.”


    Waleah agreed, and they walked on in silence.


    When they were a good distance out of town, Waleah said, “I'm sorry I sent you out like that in the first place, on that crazy errand. I had no idea what would happen.”


    “Don't apologize,” Opal said. “You didn't do anything wrong. It was that horrible girl, Zara. And to think, I was actually excited to be her friend. I even wanted to become a witch.”


    “I'm glad that nonsense is over,” Waleah said.


    Opal looked over at the field they were passing, at the tiny green shoots coming through the charred wreckage. “I haven't even been here a week, but it feels like I've lived a whole lifetime.”


    Opal stumbled over some rocks on the cobblestone road. Waleah caught her hand to steady her.


    Waleah continued to hold her hand as they walked up the road.


    A lump surfaced in Opal's throat. “Thanks for taking me in,” she said.


    “Family's family,” Waleah said, staring straight ahead.


    Opal leaned forward to look over at Mitchell, who seemed contented enough, pushing the bicycle and looking around at the scenery.


    They walked for a few more minutes in silence.


    Opal said, brightly, “I sure am looking forward to brushing my teeth!”


    Waleah turned and looked down at the girl. “Little light, I want you to know I am glad you're here. I am very thankful that you are here. Do not ever feel that you are unwanted or unloved, because you are right where you belong.”


    Waleah and Opal, great-aunt and great-niece, squeezed each other's hands.
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  “With a satisfying blend of humor and horror, Zan and Austin is a must-read for Buffy the Vampire Slayer fans.”


  Zan West has a strange power that only works on girls. He doesn't know why he has this so-called “gift,” but it's killing his chances of ever getting a girlfriend.


  Then he meets an older girl named Austin, and she's strangely immune to his power. Zan can't see her secrets, but he can't see her future, either. There's something she isn't telling him, and it's driving him mad.


  Zan consults a powerful witch who offers him peace of mind in exchange for his power. What he doesn't know is this so-called peace of mind comes with a big, bad heaping of death. The permanent kind.



    Chapter 1


    My name is Zan West; I'm six feet tall, and I have golden brown eyes, slightly puffy hair, and a magic power.


    I feel myself changing lately. My jaw is wider, my voice deeper, and I'm starting to get attention from females other than the women who serve lunch at the cafeteria.


    I'm also getting braver about using my power.


    The only other people who know about this magic … gift I have are my best friend, James, and his twin sister, Julie. The three of us discovered it together, the same night I learned Julie's secret—not the secret of her crush on me (which isn't very secret), but something more unusual.


    The three of us were out at James and Julie's cabin by the lake, and had already split up the scant alcohol we could find around the place. The weather was too cool for swimming in the lake, so we gathered around a bonfire playing truth or dare.


    I dared Julie to stick her finger in my belly button—as a joke, not because I have some tummy fetish—and then it happened.


    Julie closed her eyes and stuck her hand up under my shirt. Our skin connected, and everything changed.


    I disappeared from this regular mortal plane on which we all exist, and had my very first trip to what I now call Secret Town.


    While in this psychic vision, courtesy of this amazing but strange power I didn't know I had, I encountered Julie.


    Julie, however, did not encounter me. To her, she just got a tiny electrical zap, and yanked her finger out immediately.


    I, however, experienced about three minutes' worth of time in that same instant.


    In this place, this Secret Town, I had a leisurely stroll with a dream-like version of Julie. She wore a prom dress, purple, and confessed she had a secret.


    We were in a mist-filled place, a park, and she turned around to show me the back of her dress, which plunged down deeply at the back. I'd never seen so much of Julie's skin, and was entranced by how soft her light brown skin looked.


    She tugged at the dress, pulling the back lower, to show me a scar on her skin. I reached out and touched the zig-zag line, which gave me a vision within the vision (like picture-in-picture on a TV) of a puppy, wagging its tail.


    The dream-like Julie, who had really pretty hair in this place, turned and explained she'd been born with a tail.


    A tail!


    Vision-Julie held up her pinkie finger to illustrate how small the tail had been. The visual aid of a wiggling pinkie did not diminish the impact.


    I came out of the vision and back into the real world by the bonfire, laughing my butt off at what I assumed was the product of two-thirds of a beer, one glass of bourbon mixed with pear cider, plus my own vivid imagination.


    Busting a gut and bent over with laughter, I told the twins the crazy daydream I'd had.


    James silently added another log to the bonfire.


    Julie stared up at the starry night sky, blinking back tears, and said, “Who told you?”


    James said, “Not me, Julie, I swear.”


    Then I said, “Guys, stop messing with me. I just made that up, from my imagination. We shouldn't have drank that bourbon-cider.”


    After a few minutes of twin-stares, Julie turned her back to me and lifted her sweatshirt while tugging down the waistband of her jeans.


    The mark was low enough it had always been hidden, even swimming.


    “Zan, you have a power,” Julie said. “Magic.”


    James threw three more logs on the bonfire, until the flame was high and hot, crackling up into the black sky. Then he sat next to me and the three of us talked all through the night about what it all meant.


    Since that first night, I haven't learned much more about the power, except that it only seems to work with girls.



    While this secret-discovering power may sound great, and you'd think it would be exactly what any teenage boy wants, I'm not so chirpy about the whole thing. I've found that discovering all of a girl's secrets could be a real turn-off. You'll see for yourself how, in just a moment.


    * * *


    Speaking of secrets, Little Miss Puppytail herself, Julie, is trying to get my attention right now.


    “Zan,” she says, bouncing from one foot to the other next to my locker.


    “Yes, Julie darling?”


    She blushes, which is endearing. She's got the same wild black hair, cocoa skin, and surprisingly blue eyes as her twin brother James.


    “James wasn't too impressed with the snail stickers you put on his locker,” Julie says.


    “Did he laugh?”


    “Not until he saw the giant stuffed snail inside the locker. He had to admire your craft.”


    “Thanks for helping me with that.” I give her a fist bump.


    “So tonight, I want us to have a real party,” she says. “Not some lame high school thing, whatsoever. You know, with bowls of crumbled potato chips and people barfing in the fish tank.”


    “You guys don't have a fish tank,” I say.


    “Come early and help me put up decorations?”


    I agree, because arriving at James and Julie's house early will give me time to set up my camera equipment and my new photo booth, which promises to be the best one yet. I've acquired a navy blue velvet background that should read as black, and I'll tack up some crazy stars I covered in tin foil. No girl can resist having her photo taken, so I hope to use my nerdy photo-geek skills to have the girls come to me. Once I get a girl who seems intriguing in my photo booth, I might find the courage to ask her to poke me—in the belly button, with her finger.


    Julie says goodbye and walks away, leaving me alone with my mess.



    I scoop a pile of loose papers from my locker into my backpack as yet another paper airplane whizzes by my head. My locker looks so good, all tidied up like this.


    A slender hand adorned with a charm bracelet reaches across my face and snags an unopened pack of gum from the second shelf. “Mind?”


    Of course I don't mind. Raye-Anne Donovan could take every piece of food from me until I'm dying of hunger and I wouldn't mind.


    “Fill your boots,” I say.


    She grins as she folds the pink slice of gum between her teeth in a way that gives me a little shiver.


    “You coming to the party tonight?” I ask.


    Instead of answering, she helps herself to a second piece of gum, biting in ever so slowly.


    To say I've harbored a bit of a crush on Raye-Anne would be an understatement. What could she have to hide behind that freckly nose and that tiny mouth that seems too narrow for her face? Seriously, how does she eat anything with that little mouth?


    “Got any plans for summer vacation?” I ask.


    “I hear you're a psychic or something,” Raye-Anne says, evading my question. The air crackles with cinnamon and I want to lean in closer, but not in a creepy way, so I will myself to hold steady and stay cool, even though I suspect I have a big, red zit on my cheek. Wait, have I checked on that zit at all today? What if the burgeoning pus-bump has turned white and transparent, like a jelly-filled volcano about to burst?


    Raye-Anne squeezes her eyes, so they're not quite open, yet not quite closed, giving me a chill all the way through, and pushing thoughts about zits from my mind.


    “So are you?” she asks. “Are you a psychic?”


    “Psychic? Nah,” I say, forcing a laugh. “Some people say it's about reading a person's energy or body language. There's science in there.” As I'm making my power sound more about science than magic, I find myself believing the fib. “I'm really into science,” I say, which is not untrue.


    Raye-Anne blows a miniature, cinnamon-scented bubble.


    “What did you hear?”


    “Someone said you read tarot cards,” she says.


    The halls are clearing out, with just a few stragglers signing each other's annuals and laughing with relief about final exams being over. “Don't tell anyone, okay? I don't have any tarot cards, but what I do is similar to palm-reading. Are you coming to James and Julie's tonight?”


    She gives me a tiny smirk with her tiny little glossy mouth. “You tell me, psychic.”



    “Come by the party tonight,” I say. “I'll take your picture, and I'll give you a full reading with my ... magical powers. You won't be disappointed.”



    “Neither will you.” She leans forward and slides the pack of gum into my jeans pocket. The front pocket. Slowly.


    If this girl has a secret, something tells me it's going to be the type I'd like.


    Raye-Anne turns her head to look at an old man in the hallway. He's wearing an ill-fitting pinstriped suit and is too old to be a parent, yet he's not a teacher or faculty member I've ever seen before. Odder still, he's staring intently at us.


    “Can I help you, Sir?” I call out.


    “No thank you, Zan,” he says. He tips his hat, turns, and walks away.


    “Did he just say my name?” I ask Raye-Anne.


    “I think he called you man.”


    “Yeah, I guess. Still.” I make an exaggerated shudder.


    “I like these jeans.” She runs her fingers along the waistband, up under my shirt, and I forget all about unsettling old dudes who may or may not know my name.


    “You can borrow them any time.”


    “You're weird but cute, Zan,” she says. “What's this about your belly button, anyways? You like it when a girl sticks her finger in there?”


    “What did you hear?” I attempt to pull back, but she's got one arm tight around my waist, and the girl's stronger than she looks. 


    Breathing cinnamon near my face, she asks, “What'll happen if I stick this finger into your belly button?” Her finger traces circles on my stomach.


    I gulp so hard I can hear it. “I get a vision of you. A totally accurate vision, usually from the future.”


    “Tell me where I'll be in a year,” she says, and she pokes her finger into my belly button.


    And … here I go.


    
      




    




Chapter 2


    


    With Raye-Anne's finger in my belly button, everything around me slows, as the world submerges in a viscous fluid. My body slows too, my breathing nearly stopped. I'm dying. This is the scary part.


    The school's hallway flattens and fades to abstraction, which means I'm through the barrier and into the other side.



    Raye-Anne stands frozen before me in Slow World, in the middle of inflating a cinnamon-scented bubble. Her finger in my belly button is the conduit, connecting us on this plane.


    I'm in Secret Town.


    I don't move in here, but the vision moves around me, and I'm not limited to what's in front of me. I can see in every direction, as though I have eyes in the back of my head. Don't ask me how my brain makes sense of it all.


    Here in Secret Town, Raye-Anne sits on one of those cruddy old chairs that screams motel room, and for good reason, because by the look of the matching wood furniture and lamps, this is a motel room. Raye-Anne's getting high, snorting something, and by the look of her—hair longer, but face relatively unchanged—we're a year or two in the future. She stands and zooms around on fast-forward, ending up on the tacky patterned bedspread, doing seedy-motel-room things with a scrawny guy sporting black, spiky tattoos.


    So, Raye-Anne's going to get into drugs and other bad choices, which is a shame, because she's not a bad girl. When I've shared classes with her, she's never been the top student, but she's always willing to lend a hand to anyone struggling with a math problem or vocabulary word. She's trusting—maybe too trusting.


    The motel room brightens with a door opening, and now there's another guy, standing in the doorway. He's got a friendly face, with a good jawline and cheekbones that would photograph well, though his ears stick out a little.


    My power must be getting stronger, because I swear I can hear this new guy's thoughts. He's thinking he should have known. He should have believed his vision, when Raye-Anne stuck her finger in his belly button, standing in the nearly-empty hallway on the last day of school, a year ago.


    The boy in the doorway is me.


    He, I mean I, look straight into my eyes, and a lightning bolt of feedback loops through me, like when a microphone passes in front of the speaker, blasting me with pain.


    The vision doesn't stop, though, but charges on like a train off its tracks. The tattooed man gets up from the bed, and he's so much bigger than the boy in the doorway. He hits me, again and again, and the whole time, Raye-Anne is wailing and the boy in the vision is wishing he'd believed the warning.


    I try to turn away, but with this all-seeing, eyeless vision, I can't.


    The breathing, I tell myself, focus on the breathing. Catch the air moving and ride it out.


    Barely perceptible in its slowness, I find my breath and follow it, willing myself back through Slow World and back to reality. After an eternity of pain, my lungs are moving slowly, then normally, and I'm out.


    Reality. I'm in the hallway at school. The viscous substance around us returns to air, and my ears begin ringing in the relative silence.


    “I wish I could see my future,” Raye-Anne says, pulling her hand away. “My parents want me to go to college, but I don't know.”


    My throat is dry and tight.


    “Let's try tonight,” she says, unaware the reading's already happened.


    “Sure,” I choke out.


    “Tonight? I'll touch your little belly button again if you want.” She drops her hands and brushes me in a way that feels anything but accidental, triggering another coughing fit.


    “Try some gum,” she says, and she kisses me quickly, thrusting the chewed gum into my mouth with her tongue before she turns and walks away.


    * * *


    I help Julie with the streamers for a few minutes before she dismisses me to unpack my cameras and tripods. “I know your heart's not into decorating whatsoever,” she says, and she's right.



    “This place is already plenty festive,” I say of the Moroccan-themed basement. James and Julie's mother decorated it a few years ago. The whole bottom floor originally had a nautical theme, with ship's wheels, compasses and maps on the walls, though now only the wood paneling and bar remain.


    Leaving Julie to the paper streamers, I start unpacking my babies—my cameras.


    What I love about cameras is they tell the truth. Light hits the film, or the photosensitive plate, and—according to the laws of physics, chemistry, and reality—an image is made. You don't argue with the image.


    I'm cleaning my camera lenses when James comes over, grabs my cheapo little instant camera and takes a photo down the front of his pants.


    “I'll be sure to get some eight by tens of that one,” I say.


    “Good, I'll autograph them,” he says, grinning. “So what's going on with Raye-Anne? You going to ... you-know?” He does a little dance to illustrate.


    I tell James exactly what happened earlier at school, when Raye-Anne put her finger in my belly button. He's enjoying the details, up until the part about Raye-Anne doing drugs and being with the sketchy, violent dude. James wrinkles his face in disgust, as though I tried to make him eat dairy.



    James is a good-looking guy, with his dark hair and light eyes, but the look of disgust he gets is not the most appealing. Actually, the expression makes me want to punch him, especially if he's being a militant vegan and calling things like cheese sandwiches meat.


    “Don't make the face,” I say. “I shouldn't have told you about Raye-Anne. That information is privileged.”


    He quickly holds his hands up. “Your imaginary wizard powers are safe with me.”


    “I've tried to not use it, but I have no self-control.” 


    “And you never, ever see anything good in the visions?” James asks.


    “Imagine your tofu burgers,” I say. “How would you feel if you found out they came from some tofu-animal. With big, dewy eyes and a furry tail. That would turn you off soy, right?”


    “You're sick,” he says as he punches me in the solar plexus.


    I push aside a folding chair and wrestle him to the ground.


    “Hey,” Julie yells. “Don't knock everything over with your display of affection.”


    “She's just jealous,” James moans as I rub his face in the carpet.


    Someone's legs whip up from out of nowhere and slam me backward into the ground. My head hits the carpet hard, and for an instant I see those honest-to-goodness stars that swirl around cartoon characters' heads. Maybe a good wallop could knock this curse right out of me, I think, which is odd, because I've never called it a curse before.


    The lanterns and streamers swim above me as my eyes fill with water.


    “You okay, man?” James asks. He's smiling and a bit of drool is coming out of his mouth, toward me. Intentional or not, the thread of spit gives me an intense wave of panic to get away, but I blink and hold steady, not flinching.


    “You're surprisingly strong for a vegan,” I say to James. “Aw, gross, I can feel your body warmth seeping into me. Too intimate!”


    “I got you good,” he says, still pinning me down, his heat still radiating into me through our clothes, which only makes me more sad that I'll probably never get this close to a girl.


    “No fair,” I say, trying to not faint. “I was distracted by the overpowering aroma of hummus down here. Did you guys get any normal food?”


    He makes the disgusted face again and releases me. “Julie made a cheese and salami tray.” He pronounces salami as though it's made from medical waste.


    “Sounds awesome.” 


    James wanders off to help with the decorating for all of thirty seconds before he moves on to setting up the music while peppering Julie with questions about which girls from school are coming to the party.


    “Munch will be here,” Julie says, counting off guests on her fingers. “And Hopscotch, Sadmachine, and her cousin, Tumor Girl.”


    “Are any of them hot?” James asks. “No, scratch that. Are any of them desperate?”


    “We can dim the lanterns even more,” she says, ruffling his hair and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “If we turn them right off, you could let your personality shine.”


    “I do not like what you're implying,” he says. “And I do not appreciate you saying it with mom's voice.”


    As they banter away, I finish setting up my photo booth. This starry theme seemed like such a great idea last night when I was putting the foil on the stars, but now it looks stupid, like something off the set of a kids' show.


    I put away all my cameras except for two—one digital and one film. I've been rolling my own film reels recently, and developing at home. Gran doesn't like the smell of the chemicals in the bathroom, but she's away now.


    Gran. I feel a pang of loneliness for her. I hope she's getting her money's worth out of the cruise ship's buffet—she's been getting a little too thin lately. I don't like the idea of big, cowboy-looking Rudy (her gentleman-friend) on top of her. I was willing to overlook Rudy's bad breath, but recently he's started cracking a few too many Viagra jokes. Too far, Rudy. Too far.


    I set up my light stands with some sandbags, as close to the wall as I can get them. They'll probably get knocked over, considering the way things have been going for me lately. I've got the house to myself for weeks, and the only one who's going to be jumping on my bed with me is Mibs, the mildly neurotic, diabetic cat.


    I do love Mibs, but I'd really like to have a girlfriend.


    * * *


    Julie has turned off the ceiling lights and the basement is lit only by candles, a string of white Christmas lights, and star-shaped, colored-glass lanterns. By night, with music and the scent of hummus, a guy can feel transported to a faraway land. That guy might even be moved to yearning by the romantic setting—so moved, in fact, that he might be reconsidering a brief dalliance with Raye-Anne Donovan, despite knowing better.


    People have been arriving for the past hour, mostly congregating around the snack table. The kids in retro hats have commandeered the stereo. I scan the room for Raye-Anne, and I'm both disappointed and relieved she isn't here.


    Woah. Who's that?


    The prettiest girl I've ever seen has just come down the basement stairs, into our party. She's alone, clasping her hands, and alternating between glancing around the room and down at her shoes, which sparkle. She must have been headed to another party in the neighborhood, heard the music here, and came in James and Julie's door by accident. That's the only possible explanation.


    She's wearing a dress, and her body language is hesitant, in a cute way. Her toes point slightly together, and as she reaches the bottom step, where she's blocked from view by the other party-goers, I realize she's not very big. I have this urge to pick her up—literally—and twirl her around until she squeals. Why am I standing here with my hand in a bowl of chips? I must talk to her before she discovers she's at a lame high school party and leaves.


    I weave through the crowd toward her, and when she meets my gaze and smiles, I adjust my trajectory and hit the snack table instead, grabbing a handful of crackers and salami. I slink back to my photo booth, mentally flagellating myself.


    I sneak a glance in her direction as Mystery Girl is engulfed in a crowd of new arrivals. And ... she's gone. Maybe she was never even there, just a product of my overly-hormonal imagination.


    * * *


    I've taken a number of photos so far, and I'm readjusting my lights when someone puts soft, little hands over my eyes and presses her boobs on my back. “Mom?” I say, like I always do.


    “Ew,” she says as she lets go and jumps in front of me. It's Raye-Anne Donovan, and she's wearing something red and possibly illegal. I get a little pulse of terror.


    But it's just Raye-Anne, I tell myself, with her cute little rosebud mouth, and if I'm reading things right, she's into me. Maybe I can get past the vision I had of her and enjoy the year or so leading up to it. I don't know how the causality works—if I know something's going to happen, can I somehow prevent future events? 


    “I hear your folks are out of town,” Raye-Anne says.



    “My grandma, yeah. She's on a cruise,” I say. Raye-Anne nods, inviting me to say more—to invite her over, I guess, but I don't want to, so I let the silence stand between us. Seconds pass. I fail to make the gesture she's waiting for.


    A reggae song comes on and Raye-Anne makes a big motion of noticing someone she recognizes over my shoulder, complete with a mimed, “Oh, hey,” on her tiny lips. I blink, and she's off, weaving into the growing crowd, under the blue and green star-shaped lanterns.



    Someone else has entered my photo booth. The hair on my arms raises.


    It's her. The beautiful girl who can't possibly belong here.


    
      




    




Chapter 3


    


    The beautiful girl has the longest, palest hair I've ever seen, almost silver.


    Mystery Girl circles the stool in my photo booth. The fabric of her dress contains tiny moons and stars, just like the navy curtains of my photo booth setup. “The girl you were talking to,” she says, referring to Raye-Anne. “She's attractive.”


    “Oh, her? She's a friend from school,” I say. The words tumble out of my mouth without much forethought. 


    I have the sensation of falling—of the ground disappearing beneath my feet.


    “I'm Zan,” I say, sticking out my hand. “Zan, like Sam, but with different consonants.”



    “Short for Zaniel,” she says with certainty. I tell her she's actually correct, and she responds with, “Lucky guess. I'm a good guesser.”


    “I'll say. Most people assume it's Xan with an X, for Xander or Alexander.” Actually, most people wrinkle their foreheads and wonder if my parents were crazy or hippies or cult members. My parents, rest their souls, were all of the above.


    “I'm Austin. I'm at the opposite end of the alphabet.”


    Julie turns on the blender for margaritas and I'm drowned out in the crushing of ice.


    Austin perches on the photo booth stool and bats her eyelashes. “Are you going to steal my soul or what?” she asks, nodding at the camera I'm dumbly fondling with my other idiot hand.



    In answer to her question, I push the button that synchronizes the external flashbulbs with the camera. Everything's white-hot, and the room is filled with the sound of every word being spoken at once. Then, black. Silence. Absence of light and words.


    Through the blackness, Julie yells, “James! Breaker!”


    James yells, “Zan! You blew the breaker.”


    “You think?” I reply. Some people laugh. “Sorry,” I say to the dark shapes around me. Someone bumps into me from behind, and I stumble into some people, causing them to complain about food and drinks being spilled on them. The room is all elbows and knees and irritation. “Sorry, sorry,” I say. I'm all turned around, worrying about tiny Austin being knocked down in the dark. I need to protect her.


    The basement's hot, the air moist and lacking in oxygen. There must be seventy people crammed down here, and it's not bright here at the best of times, let alone in the evening. Within seconds, blue squares float everywhere as people turn on their phones, faces lit in crisp, unearthly blue.


    “I'll go flip the breaker switch, that'll fix it,” James calls out from a few feet away. “Everybody STAY CALM.” More laughter, and at that, people begin their conversations again in the thin blue light.


    I pivot around, searching for Austin.


    “So, tell me about yourself,” I say to her in the darkness.



    “I work at The Bean,” she says, glints of light reflecting off her teeth. “Full time. I graduated last year, and I haven't gotten around to college just yet.”


    “College?” That makes her at least two years older than me. 


    The lights come on and everyone applauds. Someone resets the stereo, and the music comes on, mid-song. Julie's pouring margaritas now, so the blender's off for the moment.


    I seize my opportunity and take two photos in rapid succession, while Austin is still distracted.


    “Get my good side,” she says, pointing to her right cheek.


    “If everyone has a good side, does that mean they have an evil side too?”


    Without hesitation, she points to her left cheek. “Get my evil side too.”


    “Nah, I'm sure you don't have an evil side.” I take a few more photos, just in case. What else can I say to keep her talking? Definitely nothing about school, as I don't want to draw more attention to the age gap. “Got any summer plans? Some of us are going to the lake tomorrow.”


    “I don't plan that far ahead,” she says.


    “You don't plan for tomorrow?”


    “I like you,” she says. “Will you walk me home after the party? Unless your girlfriend minds.”


    “Seriously, I don't have a girlfriend.”


    “Then why's she over there mentally stripping off my skin to wear as a hat?”


    I turn to catch Raye-Anne glaring our way. She quickly looks away, sipping her margarita.


    Austin walks past me, leaving my photo booth, leaving me. “Find me when things wind down.”


    As I watch her walk away, I notice her hair is surprisingly long—almost down to her waist, and neither straight nor curly. I love her, says the idiot voice in my head. How ridiculous! I just met her. I guess I'd like to love her. That's more accurate and reasonable. I wish the party were over, but it's barely ten.


    Julie puts a glass of margarita in my hand. “Check this out. Salted rim, and spiked with a bit of tequila. Dad let us have a small bottle, and I'm stretching it out. Taste. Not bad whatsoever, huh?”


    She's shoving the glass at my mouth, and since the best way to deal with Julie is to do as she commands, I take a sip. It's salty and sweet, bitter and cold. The chilly liquid draws a line down my throat and into my stomach. “Wow.”


    Her eyes are big with delight. “I know, right?”


    She steps a little closer, and I back away. I say, “You'd better take that pitcher around before it melts.”


    She bites her lip, then walks away.


    Some guys from the photography club start poking through my equipment and I don't even care if they get fingerprints on the lenses. Austin said I could walk her home. Unless I'm overreacting, I may be falling in love. I bet it feels just like this.


    * * *


    I've taken a hundred more photos, and when James comes over, I confess I've got a new crush.


    “You have to go in blind,” James says, fixing me with his gaze. “No magic, no poking in the belly button,” he says. “No poking except the mutual kind.”


    “Hey now, it's always mutual.”


    “You know what I mean,” he says. “You have to stop looking for flaws, or you'll always find them. Nobody is perfect.”


    James grabs the empty chip bowl and disappears up the stairs, presumably to get more.



    I check the time on my phone. More people have arrived, the music is louder, and this party may never end. This party might continue, day and night, through the whole summer, and I'll never get to walk Austin home.


    Some more girls and a few guys have lined up to get their photos taken. It takes me a moment to remember what I'm supposed to be doing. Usually, when I have a photo booth set up, it's my primary focus, and I don't even stop long enough to eat. Tonight my head's all muddled.


    I take a more few photos, then bend over my equipment bag to pack up.


    Two little blue shoes appear in my line of sight, coming to a halt with one pointing in to the other one. I look up at Austin, her face framed by wispy hair. “It's almost midnight,” she says.


    The zipper finally lets go, and I fall on my butt in a graceless manner. I continue the roll with a somersault, then jump up quickly. “Just practicing my Olympic routine,” I say. “It has more impact with the ribbons.”


    She laughs, and I want to wrap myself in her laugh and wear it as a scarf.


    “I should leave before midnight,” she says.


    “What happens at midnight? Do you turn into a pumpkin?”


    “Even better, a werewolf.”


    “But it's not a full moon,” I say, which is a total bluff, because how would I know what cycle the moon is in?


    “I don't want to tear you away from your photography,” she says.


    “Nah, I'm done. Come on,” I say nodding toward the stairs, and without even being asked, Austin picks up two light stands.


    “I'm stronger than I look,” she says.


    “We don't have to lug these far, I'm just going to chuck them in James' closet. I'll warn you, though, his room smells like hummus.”


    “It'll make the night air all the sweeter when we get outside,” she says.


    I gesture for Austin to go up ahead of me on the stairs. It's the chivalrous thing to do, plus I can look at her nice legs. I glance back down to say goodbye to the hosts, but all I see is Raye-Anne, with her little mouth scrunched into a thorny ring of hate.


    
      




    




Chapter 4


    


    We're out in the cool night air, and Austin's right—it does smell sweet. I point to the moon. “See, I was right. Not a werewolf night after all.”


    Back inside, the party is still throbbing with bass notes.


    Austin gazes up at the sky, her face soft with moonlight.


    “What's that strange noise?” she asks.


    I listen. The sound goes, “Arp-arp. Arp-arp.”


    “Is that a hurt animal?” she asks. “Should we do something? It's coming from the other side of this fence.”


    “He's fine. It's a he, and he's a Rottweiler, but super friendly. He had a growth removed and his bark isn't so scary now.”


    “Cancer?” she asks.


    “I guess.”


    She shivers and looks around while rubbing her arms. I take off my jacket and hand it to her. Our hands nearly touch, but don't. She smiles, letting me know I'm doing well so far.


    We walk north for five blocks in silence. Absolute silence. I don't think I've ever known a girl who could walk five blocks in silence.


    My arms are all covered in goosebumps, and I can't tell if it's the cold or my nerves. I've read that goosebumps are a defensive trait. All mammals in uncomfortable situations get them, and on the furry ones, it makes them look bigger—like my cat Mibs, when the vacuum cleaner turns on. 


    Finally, as we're waiting for the light to change so we can cross one of the busier streets, she says, “You know, I don't live anywhere near here.” She laughs, which makes me want to kiss her so bad.


    “Oh no, where do you live?”


    “Tonight's such a lovely chance for a walk,” she says. “A night like this shouldn't be wasted.”


    “I've got some cash for a cab, though. Oh no. You didn't think I had a car, did you?”


    “Where do you live?” she counters. The light changes and she looks both ways before stepping out on the crosswalk. I follow.


    “Five blocks east of here,” I say. “I was on autopilot when we left the party. I've known James for years, and I know this route like the back of my hand.”


    We're across the street when she abruptly stops in front of me, turns around, and grabs both my hands. “Don't look,” she says.


    I close my eyes. “Don't look at what? Are you mugging me?” I joke. “Witnesses saw us leave the party together. You'll never get away with it.”


    She squeezes my hands, causing the traffic noise and everything else in the world to fade away. “Quick, think of what the backs of your hands look like,” she says. “Everybody says that expression, like the back of my hand, but would you really know? Would you be able to pick your hands out of a police lineup?”


    “What would my hands be doing in a police lineup? Have they wandered off and committed some sort of crime?”


    “Describe,” she says. “You can open your eyes, but no peeking at your hands.”


    We walk along the sidewalk with her holding both my hands across us, promenade-style, as though we're square dancing.


    My hands. The backs of them. Think. I take my time so she won't let go. One of my fingernails is still black from an accidental door slam ages ago. I've got a mole on the right hand, from which a very large, wiry hair grows. She checks and confirms they're my hands and I can have them back. I reluctantly accept them into my pockets just as we reach my house.


    I stop and unlatch the front gate, which is attached to a wood trellis, upon which Gran's wisteria grows but refuses to flower. Pink and white roses grow along the front edge of the lawn.


    “Looks like a perfect house,” she says. “You just need a picket fence, and it'd be like a scene off a jigsaw puzzle.”


    “Do you want to come in?” I ask.



    “Do you want me to come in?” she asks.


    “Of course I do.”


    “You're not just taking pity on me?”


    “No, why would I?”


    She smells the rose again and looks at me sideways. “The lights are all off. Wouldn't your parents mind if we woke them up?”


    “Nobody home but me. Besides, I don't have any parents.” Before she can make the face everyone does when they hear this, I tell her that the circumstances by which I became an orphan happened a long time ago and I'm quite happy living with my grandmother, who is presently on a cruise, enjoying the company of a man who smells like pepperoni and laughs at dirty jokes but doesn't make them.


    Austin follows me into the house.


    “Your grandmother must be a lovely woman, to have such a nice house and a nice grandson,” she says as I go around turning on lamps.


    “Her name is Flora,” I say, and Austin nods knowingly, as though that explains the floral decor, and I guess, in a way, it does. We have roses on the wallpaper, peonies on the curtains, and daisies on the sofa. Flora likes floral.


    The wall clock gongs with the single sound it makes on the half hour, and Austin jumps in alarm.


    “I'm sorry,” I say. “I don't even hear those gongs. Pretty awful sound, though, really.”


    She holds her hand over her heart and laughs. “I nearly jumped up into your arms, like some girl in a black and white movie, when a mouse runs across the floor.”


    “We have no mice. Mibs would catch them if we did.”


    At the mention of his name, the fluffy mound on the sofa flicks his tail. Austin goes straight to the brown tabby, petting him gently and whispering things I can't hear. Mibs rolls back, revealing his white tummy patch.


    “It's a trap, don't touch his tummy,” I say.


    “No kidding. Those claws are sharp.” She says something else, in a low voice. Mibs yawns and settles back into a ball, watching her with one eye and looking very much like a dragon on a pile of gold.


    “The kitchen's through here,” I say, leading the way. The kitchen. Of course. That's the most natural place to go when a beautiful girl—an older woman who's not even in high school—is in your home. She follows me in and looks around. I see the kitchen through her eyes: old cupboards hanging crookedly from exhausted hinges, and outdated appliances, all showing years of wear and tear.


    “I love it in here,” she says. “So cozy. A perfect kitchen.” With those words, everything brightens a little.


    “So, the party was good. James and Julie's parents are pretty cool to let us hang out there.”


    “I loved the mood. So chill. Did you try the hummus?”


    “No,” I say, so thankful I didn't put the garlic-laced dip in my mouth.


    “Good to know. Me neither.”


    I offer her orange juice and she accepts, sipping slowly and looking shyly over the top of the cup. Usually I drink juice or milk right out of the carton, especially when Gran isn't around. I actually had a big drink just before I went to the party, and I have this compulsion to confess to her—to divulge that my saliva germs are now likely in her mouth. I do not say any of this.


    She blushes and says, “What?”


    Then I say, “What?” and we both repeat the word back and forth, on the verge of giggling.


    She looks at the photos on the fridge—my school photos dating back to elementary school. “That's quite the cowlick you have.”


    I instinctively pat down the top of my head, but she means in the photos. “It's much better now. I think my scalp stretched out when I grew three inches in one year.”


    “I had braces.” She displays her teeth, which are not perfectly straight. “I didn't wear my retainer, though, and they went all woogly-boogly.”


    “You have pretty teeth,” I say. She wipes at her cheek, and suddenly my cheek itches, so I rub it. Then she rubs her cheek, and the cycle begins again. This goes on for a minute, evolving into what would look like madness to a casual observer, with both of us laughing self-consciously, but neither of us wanting to be the first to stop.


    Finally, she grabs both of my hands and leans in. I know this is my cue to kiss her. She may as well have turned on a neon sign over her head—like the Applause sign in studio audiences—but instead of kissing her, I savor the moment and pretend I don't know.


    She lets go of my hands and pretends to itch her lower lip. I itch mine.


    “Kiss me,” she says.


    I reach out to the top of her head and run my hand down her long, pale hair. It flows through my fingers easily, all the way down to her waist, where I rest my hand. I run my other hand down the other side, the exact same way, as though I've done this gesture a million times.


    She tilts her head up. If it weren't for my hands on her waist, I'm afraid I might float away. I can't feel my body at all.


    Kiss me, she says with her sparkling eyes, so I do.


    
      




    




Chapter 5


    


    I'm sad it's the morning, because I don't want the night to end. Austin hasn't said anything about leaving, and I don't dare ask, but I'm sure she has somewhere to be.


    She gets up from my bed, throws open the curtains, then climbs back in next to me. She traces her finger along my stomach and around my belly button. I tense up and push her hand away.


    “Ticklish?” she asks.


    “Long story.”


    “I don't have to work until two,” she says, moving her hand back in before I swat it away.


    “It's not so much a long story as it is embarrassing and incredibly hard to believe.” Holding one hand over my belly button, I look away from her beautiful eyes, up at the ceiling. “I mean, do you believe in psychic powers?”


    She doesn't answer right away, and I hesitate to look at her. The ceiling has a swirly pattern in the stucco, and some plastic glow-in-the-dark stars from when I was younger. The stars are pale green and cheap-looking in the morning light.


    “Try me,” she says.


    It's only going to sound crazier the longer I delay, so I let it out. The whole poking confession. I have some sort of weird power, and when a girl puts her finger in my belly button, I can see into her future, which doesn't seem so bad, but I always find something unappealing.


    “It's not great for dating,” I conclude.


    “So you're picky,” she says with a laugh. “You're young, so what. Nobody's getting married at your age anyways.”


    “You don't understand. It's, like, magic.” I turn to face her reaction.


    She laughs into her hand. “Zan, you're not a wizard. You don't have to make up some outlandish excuse. We met and we had a rather unexpected but pleasant evening together.”


    “I'll say.” My cheeks feel hot; I must be blushing.


    She puts her cool hands on my cheeks and gives me the softest kiss on the mouth. She leans back, resting one elbow on the pillow, and says, “Let's take this one day at a time, okay?”


    “That's my plan. I'm not going to look, ever again. No more poking.” I make an emphatic hand gesture to punctuate my new plan.


    “You could get your belly button sewn up,” she says with a sly smile.


    What's happening here? Is she playing along, or making fun of me?


    She walks her hand, using two fingers as little legs, across the sheet toward my stomach.


    I shift my body back, but she keeps advancing.


    Now she's definitely mocking me. I'm such an idiot for opening up to her. She's probably going to tell her cousin, who'll tell everyone else.


    Her hand sneaks closer.


    “Don't,” I say, pulling the covers up. “I don't want to know the future.”


    “Look at you, you're so serious,” she says. “Listen, I don't have anything to hide. I just met you and spent the night with you, so you already know I'm a big ol' tramp. There's nothing else, except for the severed heads I keep under my bed.”


    “Severed heads aren't so bad,” I say, trying to match her lighthearted mood.


    “My mother stopped buying me Barbie dolls because I decapitated them all. I swear, I've reformed.”


    “I don't know if I feel safe alone with you!” I joke. “I'm rather attached to my head.”


    “Of course, there is one thing ... unusual.” Her expression flattens and she looks away, out the window, as though there's something to see besides clouds.


    “Do you want some breakfast?” I ask, even though I don't want to leave the bed.


    She fluffs her pillow and curls up on her side. I've been trying so hard to be polite and keep my eyes above her neck, but they sneak down disobediently. I have a funny, smart girl in my bed, and she's in her underwear. I shouldn't have a single care in the world!


    But, I don't know her. Who is Austin? Maybe I should look into her—get her to poke me so I can see her future, her secrets. It may be best to break the spell now, before she smashes my heart to bits later.


    “Breakfast, hmm?” She runs her hands along her sides, then puts her finger into her own belly button. Her eyes flutter. “I'm getting a vision of us eating cold cereal because that's all you have in the house.”


    “No, I have bagels. Cinnamon raisin. Plus dill cream cheese. Best combination ever!”


    She wrinkles her nose.


    “Seriously, you have to try them together, cinnamon and dill. I have everything in the fridge.”


    “Shouldn't put bagels in the fridge, they go stale. Don't you know? Oh, of course you don't, you're so young.” She gasps and sits up. “Oh God. How old are you? You have, like, almost no chest hair. Oh God.”


    “I'm fourteen,” I say.


    Her eyes get watery and her lip trembles, as though she might start to cry.


    “Joking, I'm seventeen,” I say. “What, do I look fourteen?”


    “This was kind of a bad idea,” she says, shaking her head. “I should go.”


    “No, don't.” I grab her hand and try to pull her back in for a hug, but she's partly twisted to get up, and she falls backward with a giggle, landing on me.


    She looks at my belly button for a second, just as her finger goes straight into ...


    No!


    Too late. Her finger is in my belly button. It's happening.


    * * *


    The world slows, but my breathing is still normal speed. Her breathing is normal too, and I can see the pulse on her neck. We're both very still.


    Something strange is happening. Or, rather, something strange is not happening. There's no vision, no Secret Town. I'm still in real-time, in my bed, next to a beautiful girl.


    “I think my finger's in your tummy,” she whispers.


    “It can't be.” I look down, but there it is, her index finger, resting gently in my navel. I should be having a vision right about now. The only time the vision doesn't work is when it's a dude, and Austin is definitely not a dude.


    “That's weird,” I say as I take her hand, pull the finger out, then stick it back in again. She laughs nervously.


    “What do you see?” she asks. “Am I going to be late for work today? Am I going to enjoy your bizarre raisin and dill bagels?”


    “No, not that.”


    “What is it?” she asks. “Something terrible? I swear, he was very old and the surgery was so expensive. It's what he would have wanted.”


    “Who? I don't know what you're talking about. It's not working. Maybe it's because ... we, um.” Because why? Because last night I poked her in an entirely different way? Could the trick have disappeared from my body, along with my virginity?


    Her voice sounding husky and serious, Austin says, “I blame the cold light of morning.” She waves her hand between us, drawing a zig-zag. “All of this just got a little weird. I'm glad you're seventeen, really, but I think the age gap is still a bit ... gappy.”


    I continue to stare at my belly button, dumbfounded.


    She rolls out of bed and puts on the dress she wore last night. I thought the dress was black with little stars, but it's actually navy blue, just like my photo booth backdrop.


    “Any last words?” she asks, smoothing out the wrinkles of the skirt.


    “I love you,” comes out of my mouth. I'm sure in about a minute, I'll realize I've said the stupidest thing imaginable, but right now, it doesn't exactly feel wrong. I do mean it.


    “Before, what I said—I didn't kill anyone,” she says. “Not really. At the moment when my finger went in, I suddenly thought of our cocker spaniel. He was incontinent, which I didn't mind, but he was also in pain. I don't think it's fair to keep them alive if they're suffering. In more civilized countries, they do the same for humans. That's what you saw, in your vision, right? That's my terrible secret.” She turns away and walks out the door, still talking. “My parents thought it was the right decision, but I dream about him, that he's still alive somewhere.” She disappears down the hall.


    “Are we talking about euthanasia?” I grab my jeans and jump into them awkwardly as I run after her.


    I expect to find her in the kitchen, but she's already at the front door, surprisingly fast, and backing away with her shoes on. She says, “I'm sure you think I don't believe you about the visions, but I do.”


    She fumbles with the door knob behind her, but the door's locked.


    “It doesn't matter,” I say. “Don't go! I'm sorry about whatever I said. Don't go. Stay for breakfast.”


    She pulls at her sleeves, which are striped, unlike the rest of the dress. “For the last few months, I've been seeing all sorts of things,” she says. “Auras. People who aren't there. I like you, Zan, but I don't think two crazy people together can work. It's too much crazy.”


    “Auras?”


    She turns to face the door and curses as she tries to figure out the deadbolt.


    GONG! The clock in the living room gongs with the half-hour, and this time I must be hearing it with Austin's ears, because I jump up and clutch my hands together, my eyes closing instinctively.


    When I open my eyes, the front door is closing. Austin's gone.


    Instead of running out after her, my legs lock up and I stand, frozen, as the echoes of the clock's gong continue to reverberate through the room. My ears ringing, I sit down on Gran's floral-embroidered footstool. I'm alone. My psychic power's on the fritz. It's the first day of summer vacation. What else?


    Oh, that. Yes, in retrospect, saying I love you probably was the wrong choice.


    
      




    




Chapter 6


    


    Austin's run out the door and I'm alone.


    And yet, the cat gnawing on my big toe reminds me I'm not actually alone. Mibs is here, and he wants his breakfast. His brown tabby-striped tail wraps around my leg.


    “I love you. Do you love me?” I ask Mibs.


    He looks up from my toe, a string of saliva hanging from his mouth. “Meow.”


    “What did you think of Austin? She was nice, right? What did she say to you last night?”


    “Meow?”


    “Talking to a cat isn't like talking to yourself. It's not crazy.”


    Mibs gives me the cat equivalent of a frown and pit-pats in the direction of the kitchen. A few seconds later, I hear utensils being knocked to the floor from the counter.


    When I get in the kitchen, he feigns innocence. I get his insulin from the fridge and he waits expectantly. At first, my friends were horrified that we have to give Mibs a needle twice a day, but I assured them it's far easier than giving a cat a pill. The big guy doesn't even feel the tiny needle, and he actually looks forward to it, as he gets his treats at the same time. Treats are a great motivator for cats. Humans are more complex.


    Why did Austin run away so quickly? And what's happening with my power?


    I'm musing over the morning's mysteries while feeding Mibs his favorite canned food when the wall phone rings, and since I'm standing right next to it, I pick it up instead of letting it go to voice mail. The voice isn't one of Gran's friends, though, but James, asking if I'm ready to go to the lake. The lake. I forgot.


    “Why are you calling the land line?” I ask. I didn't even know he had the number.


    “Cause you're not picking up your cell, Sherlock. Hey, you disappeared on us last night. You left with Raye-Anne, huh?”


    “No, Austin. Actually, she just left.”


    James emits a noise like the squee sound his sister Julie makes over books.


    “I'll tell you when I see you,” I say, and then I hold the phone away from my ear because he's yelling so loud. I don't think he got this excited when he slept with a girl for the first time. He's a good friend.


    * * *


    I grab some things for the lake and throw them in one of Gran's cloth shopping bags. Mibs climbs into the bag, all fifteen pounds of take-me-with-you. He twitches his tail when I tell him to find something more constructive to do. I shake his little cat treat bag and he's out like a fat champagne cork.


    He'll need an insulin shot tonight and then again tomorrow morning. Gran and I usually trade off taking care of him, but one of our neighbors is a vet assistant and she usually steps in on short notice. I did mention something to Krystal last week, I think, but I need to make sure she's able to take care of the big guy, or else I can't leave town.


    I run across the street and ring the doorbell. I'm wondering how Mibs is going to like a long vehicle ride stuffed in my shopping bag when Krystal opens the door. The woman looks like an Indian movie star, and I find myself lost for words, caught by her green eyes.


    After I explain the situation and apologize for the intrusion, she says, “Mibs is still alive?”


    “Yeah, he's a tough little bugger.”


    “He's a sweet boy,” she says.


    “Don't worry if he dies while I'm away. Put him in a bag in the freezer, and whatever you do, don't tell Gran. She made me promise the same when she left for the cruise.” Gran and I did have that discussion, including both of us getting teary-eyed at the thought of something happening to Mibs. Since he first got sick a few years ago, and used up a few of his nine cat lives, we've been aware he's down to his last few, and we cope by using a little dark humor.


    Krystal rubs her temple. She's wearing a pink thing—two pink things, actually—scrubs, I guess. “I've got some special extra-large turkey Ziplocs,” she says. “From the clinic, but I'd have to charge you cost. You know, if worse comes to worst.”


    “Turkey Ziplocs?” I sense Krystal's talk of Ziplocs is more cool professionalism than dark humor, though I imagine in her workplace, where they deal with life and death constantly, both serve her well.


    “They're fine for cats, but only twenty percent of dogs,” she muses. “Though in recent years, dogs have been getting smaller on average.”


    “Dogs are shrinking?”


    “Not the actual dogs,” she says, smiling, and she goes on to explain about the trends in dog breeds. While she's talking, I have a mini discussion inside my head. There's something different about Krystal today, but not her lovely features or her tiny gold earrings. No, what's different is how I feel. My crush on her is almost entirely gone. Krystal is no longer The World's Most Perfect Unattainable Woman. That title has been taken by Austin.


    “And that's why everyone should adopt a mutt from the pound,” Krystal says. “Or a dachshund, because they snuggle under the covers.”


    I agree with her, hand over a spare house key, and run off to wait on my own porch for James and Julie. As I'm halfway across the street, Krystal calls out, “You're in a hurry! Is everything okay?”


    “Awesome like possum!” I shout back. I sit on my porch and wave at her, still out on her own front step. She waves back and hesitates before returning to her house. Perhaps she notices a change in me as well. I am different. Lighter. My curse has been lifted, and I'm in love.


    * * *


    I want to talk about this new feeling I'm having, but James is not really a hearts-and-flowers kind of guy. He only wants the physical details. Actually, I didn't think I was a hearts-and-flowers guy until today. Love at first sight is something that happens to girls, or so I thought. This morning, I find myself staring out of the window of James and Julie's Jeep, at a flower shop, and wondering which flowers Austin would like best. Purple flowers. I think she'd like purple ones.


    James is squirming around in the driver's seat, twisting to stare at me periodically when traffic allows. His interest in my recent activities is palpable, but I'm concerned about Julie's feelings. She's also up front, in the passenger seat. She has a book open on her lap, but she hasn't turned the page in the last five minutes.


    James, who is also aware of her unrequited crush on me, asks me questions, in code.


    “How late were you up playing that video game?” he asks.


    “Like, uh, three maybe. I sorta dozed off without checking the time.”


    “Did you play more than one video game?” he asks.


    Julie turns around and looks at me suspiciously. “You should probably get a summer job,” she says. “Video games are a waste of time.”


    “Pff,” James says. “Like the stuff you do is so superior.”


    “I played two video games,” I say. “The first one was more of a warmup.”


    “Was the first video game more about speed or accuracy?” he asks.


    I don't even know what he means by that. “I didn't know it was a competition,” I say. As happy as I am about last night, I'd like to move away from this particular topic.


    Julie gives me a squinty-eyed look and asks me to hand her an orange juice from the cooler. Orange juice was what Austin drank last night. I would have made her bagels this morning, and more—maybe even bacon—if she hadn't run off so fast.


    “Do you ever miss bacon?” I ask James.


    He snorts. “Of course. Every vegan or vegetarian misses bacon. That's why there are three or four different brands of fake bacon, but you'll notice they don't make fake chicken.”


    “Bleh,” Julie says. “Fake bacon is the cruelest of the pretend things, because it actually smells like bacon, but they never get the texture right. I'm telling you guys, the day they can nail the texture, pigs are endangered.”


    “Endangered? What?” I ask.


    “Duh. You don't see pink little piggies running around in forests. If not for farms, they won't exist. So that's why I'm doing my part.”


    I can tell from the side of his face, James is grimacing.


    Julie tried going vegan like her brother for a few weeks, but the no-animal-products diet didn't stick. Technically, she only tried being a true vegetarian, because vegans like James don't wear leather, but there was no way she would give up her closet full of shoes.


    Of the diet, she said it was too restrictive, but personally, I don't think it was quite restrictive enough. We describe Julie as a pickavore—as in, she's bloody picky and won't eat random things for random, unknowable reasons. One time she told me she'd gladly switch to food pills, if they were available, so she wouldn't have to worry about what to eat next. Hearing her talk about food and diets makes me glad I'm not a girl.


    “Are any of your girlfriends meeting us at the lake?” I ask Julie. For a moment, I soar up to the sky, imagining the fantastic luck of Austin meeting up with us at the cabin.


    Julie shrugs. “I'm not really that close to any of the girls from school. Besides, they're not as much fun as you guys. It'll be like old times, just the three of us.”


    “That's true. This might be the last time for just the three of us,” I say.


    She turns and gives me a worried look. “What do you mean by that?”


    I draw circles on the window with my finger. “Nothing. Well, we're getting older, and next year we'll graduate.” I draw a giant circle, my finger squeaking on the glass. “Man, I am so craving bacon right now. Can we stop somewhere? I can't stop thinking about bacon.”


    “We just ate,” Julie says. She's right. The wrappers are still on my lap. I don't know where my head's at today.


    James turns up the music, probably to discourage bacon talk. I stare at the outskirts of town: yellow house, yellow house, brown house, blue. The houses are getting further apart as we get into the country.


    I shouldn't have let Austin leave. I suppose I couldn't have forced her to stay either—that would technically be kidnapping. But I could have been more convincing. I love you, I said. Why didn't she just shoot me right then and there?


    Could I get her phone number from Julie's friend, or ... from Julie? Man, that would be awkward to ask. I need to change the subject, and get my mind off Austin while I'm stuck in a vehicle for the next hour with James and Julie.


    What were we talking about? Bacon. Right. I could say something about how I think little piglets are super cute, but I could probably hold one in my arms while I ate a bacon and tomato sandwich, and does that make me truly evil?


    “I had sex last night,” I say.


    Julie sprays orange juice out of her mouth and all over the windshield, coughing and sputtering.


    
      




    




Chapter 7


    


    After my confession about what happened last night, James goes, “Ah! Ah!” in a combination of shock and laughter.


    “With a nice girl,” I say matter-of-factly, as though it's perfectly reasonable that I had sex, for the first time, with a girl I'd known less than twenty-four hours.


    Julie sops at the sprayed juice with a napkin. “You gave her your v-card?” she asks.


    “Dude. Guys don't have v-cards,” James says to his sister. “Try. Try to be cooler around my friends, okay?”


    “I bet it wasn't her first time,” Julie mutters toward the side window. I can't see her face, except for the edge of her cheek, flushed red.


    “Julie, you're like a sister to me,” I say. “I don't feel that way about you. It's science. We all played together in the same tub growing up.”


    James says, “Hey. We don't talk about tubbie bubble time.”


    “You only have a crush on me because it's safe,” I say to Julie. “Like how girls love ponies and baby-faced boy singers. I'm just a baby-faced singing boy pony to you.”


    James squeals, “Ooh, I love that pony! I don't want him to grow up, ever.”


    “Are you crying?” I ask Julie.


    “Screw you.” She pulls the hoodie from her jacket over her face.


    I thought I might feel better after breaking the news to Julie, but I don't. Isn't the truth supposed to set you free? My blabbing just created a whole new set of problems.


    “Nice one, bro,” James says. A few minutes later, he reaches his hand back and whispers, “High five for two whole video games.”


    I slap his hand, but there's no joy.


    * * *


    An hour of excruciating silence later, we pull onto the off-ramp for the lake. Julie's angry with me for being with another girl and probably humiliated by my openly acknowledging her crush on me. If I put myself in her little sporty sandals for a moment, I can understand her being upset. I don't know how I can fix that. Maybe by showing her we're still friends?


    I punch her on the shoulder. “Hey, Julie, we're still cool, right?”


    She clears her throat and continues to ignore me.


    “You know you and James are still my buds though, right? Best bros? I mean buds. Best buds.”


    James takes his gaze off the gravel road just long enough to give me a withering look. “Easy, soldier. Give the new paradigm some time,” he says.


    Time. I pull out my phone to check the time. I click the button for missed calls, hoping to find Austin's name there, even though we didn't exchange numbers. My hopeful heart still believes she may have called, despite not having my number, and despite my being deep in the woods with no cell phone reception.


    From what she said this morning, I guess Austin's at her job now, at The Bean. I know where the coffee shop is. In my head, I imagine her there, at the counter, grinding espresso. The floor is grey and white checkers, and the counter is orange. Everything's orange, and she's wearing the same dress she wore when I met her—navy blue with stars. She tips her head to the left and looks up at the ceiling. Her long, pale hair pools on the counter as she remembers the great time she had last night. Her eyebrows knit together as she wonders why the guy she met isn't coming to bring her flowers today. Or at least calling. She doesn't know he's at the lake, out in the middle of nowhere, with his best buds, one of whom hates him.


    Julie starts yelling, jarring me out of my daydream. “You little prick, you prick!” she says.


    “I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” I yell back.


    “Don't make me pull over and discipline you two,” James says. Bits of gravel from the road are flying up into the bottom of the Jeep, banging away aggressively. A vehicle coming from the other direction sprays us with more gravel. “Jerk,” James says of the other driver.


    “Prick!” Julie yells.


    “She was really hot, okay?” I yell at Julie. “I'm sure you'd meet someone too if you got your face out of your books! No need to call me a prick.”


    “Not you,” Julie says, waving her arms and pulling off her hoodie. “In my sweatshirt, he stung me. A bee, or a hornet, or whatever, flew in the window and stung me!”


    “So I'm not a prick?” I ask. “The bee is the prick here?”


    “Oh, that's good luck,” James says.


    Breathing heavily, Julie glares at her brother as though he raised the bee from a tiny grub and trained it to sting her on just this occasion. “Good luck?” she spits out. “In what culture?”


    “Some culture, probably,” he says. “Lots of things are good luck. Depends how you look at it. You can't make something up and not have it be true somewhere in the world.”


    “Getting pooped on by a bird is good luck,” I say.


    “Lucky you,” James says.


    She rubs the red welt on her arm. “This is not good, whatsoever. I hope you get stung by a bee,” she says to her brother. “And break a leg. You too, Zan, stop laughing.”


    “Hey, you just talked to me,” I say. “You're not choked.”


    She crosses her arms.


    “You're a good friend,” I say.


    The big, red welt on her arm stares sullenly back at me.


    * * *


    I'm scraping away at the black gunk on the barbecue when James hands me a beer and tells me to stop moping. I was concentrating, not moping, but I let his comment go.


    “Beer? From whence cameth beer?” I ask.


    “Enjoy that one, I only found three and sacrificed one to Julie. I'm surprised there were any at all. One of my dad's business buddies must have left them behind.”


    I examine the label. “Fancy. European.”


    “Julie's inside with her novel, so you don't have to pretend you're all contrite and stuff.”


    “I'm not feeling contrite, because I didn't do anything wrong. I'm thinking about stuff. Can't a guy be serious now and then?” I don't say so to James, but I've been thinking all afternoon about my so-called gift, my power, and how free I am now that it's gone.


    “You look like you got sexually-transmitted sadness,” James says, punching me in the arm. “Was your performance that lousy? I could give you some pointers, for a few bucks.”


    “I'll pay you ten dollars not to.” I open the beer and take a drink. It's warm, which makes me think of my granddad—Gran's husband—saying tastes like piss whenever he drank beer that wasn't chilled. People often say things taste like piss, or like crap, but how would they know? I know what vomit tastes like, for obvious reasons, but not the other stuff, and I hope I never will. To steer clear, all I have to do is not join a fraternity ... or work at Arnold's Bar and Grill.


    “Warm. Tastes like piss,” I say, in honor of my granddad's spirit. I imagine him smiling up in heaven. And bowling. I picture him bowling in heaven.


    “So, are you going to give me all the details about last night, or what?” James asks.


    “When a man loves a woman,” I begin.


    He sits down in the aluminum-framed deck chair, which squeaks ominously. “I missed that day in school. Tell me how the fallopian tubes work. They're like a subway, but for eggs, right? Whenever they say eggs, I picture chicken eggs floating around in there. Like with shells and yolk and everything.”


    “That sort of explains the vegan thing,” I say.


    He takes a swig from his beer and grimaces. “Mmm, good.” The deck chair groans and squeaks as he leans back. “So, what's the problem? The real problem you're not telling me.”


    I scrape at the black gunk on the barbecue until my arm aches. “The problem is she left rather fast. And this may not be a problem, but I've been going over the things she said, and she might be weird, you know.”


    “Girls are weird. Have you not met my twin sister?”


    “Not like that. She talked about seeing auras and stuff.”


    “Zan. Seriously? You yourself have creepy, x-ray, future-matic visions.” He waves his hand in a rainbow shape. “So she's a bit woo-woo. You, of all people, should be more understanding.”


    “That's the thing. She stuck her finger in my belly button and nothing happened. I think it's gone. Gone.”


    We're alone on the deck adjoining the cabin, but I'm suddenly aware of the neighboring cabins, and people who could overhear this conversation. I listen for laughter or conversation, but pick up nothing but the wind in the trees and a few birds. The cabins next to us show no signs of life.


    James rubs his chin thoughtfully. “Gone, you say. Or ... maybe she's perfect and there's nothing to see. Or maybe there's nothing so bad it would scare you away. Or maybe one of you is going to die.”


    I drop the barbecue grill brush, sending it clattering to the weather-beaten wood deck. “What the hell? One of us is going to die?”


    James fidgets in the squeaking chair. “That was meant to sound more lighthearted. Like when people say 'Screw it, maybe I'll get hit by a bus.'”


    The birds have stopped chirping and a hawk circles overhead. “People don't say that.”


    “I saw a girl get hit by a bus,” he says. “At one of those big bus loops. She was standing there talking to her friend and didn't get out of the way, and the bus was going maybe two miles an hour and just sort of ... bop.” He makes a motion like pushing someone into a swimming pool. “Over she went, books everywhere. It was the funniest thing.”


    Now the image is in my head: the girl from his story, in her white jeans, with her hair up in two ponytails because she thinks it's cute, even though she's got dandruff that shows along the part. She's the kind of girl who'll say rude things and swear like a roofer, but acts positively outraged when someone else steps over her line with a slightly tasteless joke, then she'll dress him down on behalf of all humanity everywhere. She probably deserved to get lightly knocked over by a bus.


    “Finish your beer and we'll go down to the dock,” James says. “I want to find out if your power is really gone or not.”


    “It's gone, I feel different.”


    “Don't be a suck. You're just missing your v-card.” He kicks off his sandals and says, with the high-pitched version of his voice, “I can't believe you gave it up without her even buying you dinner first.”


    Something clicks in my brain. “You sound exactly like Julie when you talk that way,” I say. “I think I know why the thought of kissing her makes me feel nauseous. It would be like kissing you.”


    “I've been told I'm a good kisser,” he says. “But I'm serious about tonight. We need to test this thing on some girls, figure out what we're dealing with.”


    “You're the one who advised me to stop. I thought you'd be happy.”


    “Yeah, but I want to know if your power's broken. I said to stop using it for yourself, but you could still use it for me, on my behalf.”


    I pick up the tool and go back to scraping the grill. I don't know if there's even any metal in here. It's just black stuff on top of black stuff. If I keep scraping, there'll be nothing to cook our veggie wieners on.


    I'm not looking forward to my tofu dinner, but another thing is bothering me. Power or no power, I don't want some other girl's finger anywhere near me. I only want Austin.


    * * *


    Four hot dogs are my dinner. If I'd been thinking clearly, I would have asked James to stop at the little gas station convenience store to get some hamburgers, or lunch meat, or anything not soy-based. Still, having eaten four, I admit vegan hot dogs aren't too bad. Even meat hot dogs are mostly filler, so the taste is not dissimilar.


    Julie won't look at me at all during dinner. The bee sting on her arm is red and angry, but fading, and I hope her feelings are also calming down.


    She eats her two hot dogs with mayonnaise—no ketchup or mustard, just mayonnaise, and lots of it, with crumbled potato chips. I crush some barbecue corn chips on top of my fifth hot dog and compliment her for the idea. She stares at the wood planks on the deck.


    I make the arp-arp noise that always amuses her—the bark their neighbor's dog makes ever since he had a growth in his throat removed. “Arp-arp,” I say again. “Who am I?”


    This goes on for twenty minutes: me making sounds and doing funny things, Julie's mouth twitching, but not opening except to eat. I'm exhausted and relieved when she finally goes back into the cabin to read.


    “She'll come around,” James says. “Come on, time to meet some girls!”


    James and I grab some bottles of soda—chilled, thankfully, unlike the beer—and walk down the trail to the lake. The sun hasn't set yet, but the trees blot out the light here.


    James curses and snaps some branches. “I fear the trees are displeased with me,” he says.


    “How so?”


    “Displeased with me,” he repeats. “Movie quote, from Crazy People. Come on, we just watched it last week.”


    I walk through a sticky spiderweb and get smacked on the face by some branches. Finally, we step out of the trail, onto the rocky beach. “Ahh, perfection,” I say. From where I'm standing, you could take the perfect photo for a jigsaw puzzle or a postcard. Unfortunately, I didn't bring any of my cameras.


    James stops to survey the surroundings. “Is it just me, or is the lake getting smaller every year?”


    “You think someone's draining the lake?” I joke, imagining a big white, rubber plug at the bottom, attached to a silver chain, like the plug for a bathtub.


    We walk around for a few minutes, gathering dry wood for a bonfire in the communal pit. There are a few people around, but not the ones James is looking for.


    “Nothing but old people,” I say to James. “And couples with small children. Maybe all the other kids our age went to a different lake this year, like there's some hot new lake a few miles away. Maybe they stole the water.”


    “Nah. There'll be girls here.” He puts his hands on his hips and says, “If you build it, they will come.”


    “Familiar ... what's that line from?”


    “Conan,” he says with a smirk. “No, Ghostbusters. No, Men in Black. No, Star Wars. What's your best guess, nozzle?”


    “You're a nozzle. Don't quote it if you're not going to say.”


    “Field of Dreams. You need to watch more movies.”


    “If this shrinking lake had cell phone reception, I could have looked it up.” I slap at something on my neck. Great. It's dusk, the mosquitoes are coming out, and I didn't put on any bug spray.


    James squints at the dim horizon and drops some wet-looking wood on the pile. “Those shapes. Those are girl shapes. Off that way. Let's wave.”


    “Those aren't girl shapes. That may be Sasquatch.”


    “Either way, let's have some fun. Come on, wave,” he says.


    I sit on a log and finish my can of soda. “Hey, what would happen if you boiled carbonated water?”


    James stops waving. “I think those shadows are bushes, not people. They're not moving.”


    “Can you imagine a hot, carbonated beverage? Like tea? It would look like it was still boiling, while you were drinking it.”


    “You're a strange dude, Zan.”


    * * *


    An hour has passed since we started the bonfire. I have seven bug bites and I'm three for ten on guessing lines from movies of the '70s, '80s, and '90s. James prefers old movies, because—as he puts it—computer-generated special effects have ruined storytelling.


    The fire crackles hypnotically, making me mellow enough. I'm eager to get back to town so I can try to talk to Austin, but since I'm stuck here tonight, I may as well enjoy myself.


    James excuses himself for a moment, and to my surprise, returns with two girls in tow.


    The girls are not entirely unattractive, but they're both smoking cigarettes, which is a steer-clear sign for me. James doesn't seem to mind, and happily introduces everyone.


    I shake both of their hands and try to figure out a quick way to get one or both of them to put a finger in my belly button. Their hands are both moist, which makes me feel strangely protective of my stomach area.


    The blonde produces a bag of marshmallows from her big purse.


    “Marshmallows! Great, here we go,” I say with a laugh.


    They stare at me, open-mouthed.


    “You know those are meat,” James lectures. “Gelatin is rendered animal tissue. Those are blobs of fluffy white meat, and you're going to melt them over a fire and eat them. Pig feet.”


    “Huh huh,” the one girl laughs. I almost forgot her name, but she has a Miss Piggy nose, which reminds me her name is Missy. “I like fluffy white meat,” Missy says, tossing her processed-looking yellow hair over one shoulder. “Num num.” She pops one on the sharpened end of a stick and licks the powdered sugar off her fingers. She takes an extra-long lick on her index finger, and I shudder at the thought of that moist finger going in my belly button.


    “No, he's right,” the other girl says. She's got asymmetrical, straight black hair and tattoos visible around her wrists. The two girls are nearly opposites: Missy is curvy with yellow hair, while the other girl is pale and stick-thin with raven-black hair. The dark-haired girl continues, “I don't mind gelatin. I don't get any readings from Jell-O, or marshmallows.”


    “Readings?” I ask.


    “That's why I'm vegetarian,” she says. “If I eat meat, I can feel the vibrations and the emotions of the animal from when it was killed.”


    “No way,” James says. He couldn't sound more impressed if she'd started sneezing gold nuggets out of one nostril and silver out the other.


    “Yeah, meat makes me really sick,” the hard-looking angular girl says, her expression earnest. “But marshmallows are okay. I don't know why.”


    “My friend Zan here also has a psychic ability,” James says. “He can see into your soul if you poke him in the belly with your finger.”


    “Does it work with tongues?” Missy sticks out and wiggles her tongue, which, yep, has a silver stud right in the middle. Why do girls think that's going to be a big turn-on? Nobody wants something sharp and metallic being raked along his body parts. Wait, actually, that thought gave me an interesting feeling. Never mind.


    “You could try the tongue,” James says. “But he's a kinky little bastard and he loves the finger. He likes it when you wiggle around.”


    I hold my hands open, palms upraised. Seriously? What part of secret does James not understand? We're barely a couple of hours from our town; we're not in some foreign country where we'll never encounter these people again.


    “I wanna go first,” Missy says, eyeing my midsection.


    “It might not work,” I say. “My powers might be broken.”


    “Kiss me while I do it,” Missy says, shoving another marshmallow in her mouth. “I've read about psychic stuff, and sexual tension can really amp up the wattage.”


    I look over her shoulder at James, who nods, encouraging me to go for it.


    Best to get it over with quick, I tell myself. I lift my shirt and lean down to kiss her cheek. She steps up to me, her hand getting closer, then suddenly she grabs my face and turns my head. She thrusts her tongue in my mouth at the same time her finger goes in my belly.


    I taste the marshmallow with undertones of ashtray. It's not going to work, I think, then, so that's what a tongue piercing feels like in your mouth.


    
      




    




Chapter 8


    


    Missy's finger is in my belly button. The fire crackles in slow motion. C-rrr-aaa-ck, pop, hiss. An individual ember rises from the glowing logs and arcs toward my face, but I can't move. I begin the motion of closing my eyes, but I'm distracted by the tongue in my mouth, which tastes like how hot garbage smells.


    In my vision is Missy, waving a gun inside a jewelry store. She's wearing a black mask, but I know the girl in the vision is her—I can sense more than just what's visible, plus her yellow hair's sticking out. The side of her neck is fresh and unlined, suggesting this armed robbery is not far in the future.


    I'm having a vision, I realize with a start. My power still works.


    Dimly, I note my physical eye closes just as the errant ember from the fire sears my eyelid. The pain spreads, sizzling, but I can't move to brush the ember away.


    I desperately want to come out of this vision, but I'm stuck watching as Missy, with a dimpled, maniacal grin, runs along the side of someone's car, digging her keys into the paint. She smashes store windows and grabs electronics in a montage of wanton property destruction. The horror! This vision can't get any worse, can it? Oh, but it can. I am treated to the image of her squatting, doing something unspeakable all over someone's new-looking white tennis shoes.


    I want to get out of this girl's Secret Town as soon as possible.


    I will myself to come out of the vision, to pull away, but it's difficult, like waking myself from a bad dream in progress. The selected reality of this vision clings to me like mud, sucking me down.


    Oxygen. I need oxygen. I visualize pushing her away from my physical body, repeating the action for what feels like a hundred times before my muscles finally work. The world tightens up and my head pops out of the mud of the vision. Finally, I'm actually physically pushing her away, completely disengaged, though the echo of her ashy, pierced tongue is still in my mouth.


    She gives me a cagey look.


    “Anything?” James asks.


    I rub the sore spot where the ember from the fire hit my eyelid. My skin's tender, but not burned.


    “Strangely, yes,” I say. At this, he looks almost disappointed, and it occurs to me: James wants me to be normal, like him—as in, without any gifts or psychic powers.


    “Your future holds lots of jewelry,” I say to Missy. “And a gorgeous, expensive-looking car. I don't even know what make or model the car is, because this is a ways in the future, but it's red, sleek, and awesome.”


    She smiles, which adds on at least a point to her attractiveness, despite everything I saw. She's no Austin, but I think that aside from the criminal activity and tennis-shoe-watering, she'd be okay. I didn't see the whole picture, just glimpses. Maybe she had a perfectly good reason for robbing a jewelery store.


    “Tell me more,” she says greedily, a lust for destruction in her eyes.


    Help me, I silently plead to James, but of course, he has no way of knowing what I saw. This power of mine is not a silly magic trick; I just saw into this young woman's soul. I feel like I stole something from her, and now I have an obligation to give back. I have no idea if I can change the future, but I ought to try.


    “There's more,” I say. She lunges in for another kiss, but I catch her by the shoulders and hold her at arm's length. I sit on the log and pat the spot next to me. She joins me, at a respectful distance.


    Quietly, I say, “I also saw a dark path, with immoral activity.” She leans in as I continue, “It leads to ruin.” I totally sound like Yoda. Hey, that's good. Keep going. “If you choose well, you'll get everything you dream of, but you must avoid shortcuts.”


    She nods solemnly, and I sense she wants to believe my advice as much as I do.


    “Tonight's meeting could change your fate,” I say. “If you're willing to do the work and not take the easy path.”


    “Sometimes life is hard,” she says.


    Above us, the stars twinkle knowingly. “You're not wrong,” I say.


    “Thank you.” She shakes my hand and we smile shyly at each other. Maybe this is why I have this gift in the first place. I should be helping people.


    “Do me next,” squeals the friend, the angular one with the black hair.


    “Okay, but no kissing, you naughty girl. I have a girlfriend.”


    “You have a girlfriend?” James repeats.


    “Yeah. Of course, she doesn't know it yet.” I kick at the sand and rocks near my feet.


    In unison, the two girls say, “Aww.” The bonfire lets out a good crackle.


    Girlfriend. Of course that's presumptive, and I do need to ask Austin out yet, but I'm enjoying the thought, even though there is still the issue of why my power didn't work with her.


    The black-haired girl squeezes onto the log between me and Missy. “I'd love to know what you see in my future. Please?”


    “Of course,” I say. A family with small kids stops by to admire the bonfire. We chat with them for a few minutes before they wander off. I lift my shirt and the black-haired girl takes an appreciative look.


    “You've got some nice abs there,” she says.


    “No he doesn't,” James says, lifting his own shirt and rubbing his stomach. “Look at these washboards! Vegan diet keeps the fat away.”


    The black-haired girl whispers in my ear, asking if James has a girlfriend.


    “He's all yours,” I whisper back. She smiles and plugs her finger into my belly button.


    * * *


    The world gels around me as usual. Funny how a bit of experience with the supernatural and after a while it's as routine as watching a movie at the multiplex. As the curtains open on this vision, I find myself wanting popcorn.


    This girl's Secret Town is not nearly as dark as her friend Missy's, but she has secrets. She doesn't recycle. She reads her friend Missy's diary and lies about it. She has several email accounts with different names, which concerns me, but not as much as the next thing: she honks at people in traffic. She honks when they drive too slowly for her liking, or when they don't use their turn signal.


    Now, I'm all for encouraging other drivers to be aware of their mistakes, but goodness knows two wrongs sure don't make a right. People who honk in non-emergency situations should have their hands removed. Or, less drastically, their horns, I suppose.


    The music in the vision changes—apparently this vision has a soundtrack!—and now I'm watching her have an intimate moment with a guy, cowgirl style. He's enjoying himself when BAM! She punches him in the face.


    I'm laughing when I come out of the vision and back into the real world next to the crackling bonfire. James is talking to the other girl, Missy, but his attention is on her friend. The corners of his mouth turn down when he glances at her hands, both now resting on my knee.


    “Will I be rich, or famous, or both?” she asks.


    “I didn't see very far ahead, but I'm sure if you find something you're exceedingly good at, and practice really hard, you'll get somewhere.”


    She cocks her head and narrows her eyes. “What exactly did you see?”


    I gently scoop up one of her hands and hold it in mine. Her touch is cool, amphibian-like. “You need to be more calm when you're driving. In the future, you will use your car horn during a non-emergency situation, and your honking causes a terrible, terrible freeway pileup. Several people are killed, including children.”


    She gasps.


    “And some ponies are killed,” I say.


    “Ponies?” Her eyes are so wide, with miles of white all around the irises.


    “Kind of a circus-related thing. But that's not the point. You must never honk again, unless it absolutely is an emergency. Promise?”


    “I do,” she says. “I promise.”


    James breaks our moment, saying, “Missy, don't waste your marshmallow meat by burning the crap out of it.”


    “I like it this way.” She waves the flaming marshmallow around her face for a moment before blowing it out.


    James hands the marshmallow bag to the black-haired girl, causing her to let go of my hand. He seems fidgety and annoyed, even though coming out to have a bonfire and test my trick was entirely his idea.


    “Meaty marshmallows,” he says to no one in particular.


    My back feels chilly now. Sometimes the visions make me sweat, and my damp back is cooling off rapidly. I'm suddenly exhausted and irritated by my best friend. He dumps a pile of wood onto our already-hot fire.


    “Hey, jamtart, save some wood for later,” I say, but he tosses the rest on. I can't help myself, but when James gets crabby like this, I want to poke at him.


    “Ask the vegan how he likes his escargots,” I tell the girls.


    He wheels around, the side of his face orange and yellow from the fire. Now it's his turn to make the seriously gesture.


    “Escargot,” says Missy. “You mean slugs?”


    “Snails,” says the black-haired girl. “I thought you were vegan. You eat snails?”


    James stirs the fire, sending a torrent of sparks skyward. Tonight, the moon is closer to full, and I remember last night, when Austin and I joked about reaching out to pinch a piece of moon.


    “Ha, ha, hilarious, Zan,” James says without a trace of humor. He stops menacing the fire and comes to sit on the log on the other side of me, so we're all facing the lake. The boats and noisy watercraft are gone for the day, leaving only the quacking ducks and calm waters.


    The night envelops, the warm glow of the fire isolating the four of us within a bubble of warmth. The girls urge me to tell them about the escargots, and with begrudging permission from James, I do.


    * * *


    Here is the story of James and the snails:


    After a nasty bout of stomach flu, my best friend James decided to become a vegan. It's not a religion or anything like that—more of a philosophy. A vegan is someone who doesn't eat or use any animal products—no milk, or cheese, or leather shoes. You can't even use honey if you're vegan, because it comes from bees. From bee slavery, as James says.


    So, James was doing a lot of reading about the benefits of becoming vegan, and he wanted to change the world, starting with his family.


    One night, he was out dining with his family to celebrate some business deal his father had made. I was there too, since I'm practically a part of the family, plus I'm not one to turn down a free meal.


    There we all were, at this tiny little French restaurant with these strange pig and cow masks on all the walls. I'd never been there before, and after one glance at the prices on the menu, I was pretty sure I'd never go again.


    James was dismayed at the presence of colorful pig and cow masks on the wall in combination with the day's dinner specials. He got up on his high horse and commented that if people really wanted to eat meat, they should consider bugs, because they're a sensible and sustainable supply of protein. He'd been reading about crickets, and how some people call them land shrimp in an attempt to better market them as food.


    I asked if crickets were good for dipping in that red sauce that's great for prawns, or if their little legs would fall off in the dip bowl. Before James could answer, his father exclaimed with delight that the menu contained escargots, and perhaps James would like to order some, as they were sorta like bugs. I've since learned that snails are gastropods, not insects at all, but the comparison was still made.


    Just then, the waiter appeared and said the escargots were one of their specialties. He held his fingers to his mouth and made the mwah kiss sign to punctuate.


    “Fine,” James said. “I'd love to try them.”


    Julie ordered a plain chicken breast with nothing but salt and pepper, and two sauces on the side. Her father said she was missing the point of dining out, so I took the opportunity to be adventurous and ordered coq au vin, which as it turns out is traditionally an old rooster, cooked in wine to soften him up. Delicious! I'd love to learn how to cook it myself, but of course, I'm getting away from the main point here, which is the escargots.


    When the food came, James got a round ceramic dish with twelve divots, and a dozen of the biggest snails you've ever seen in your life. They were like the snails you might visit at an aquarium, or a zoo. They were snails you might see inside a lion tamer's cage, trained to slime up onto chairs and jump through flaming hoops. Okay, maybe they weren't that big, but they were certainly larger than anyone expected.


    I think they were meant as an appetizer for a group, but the waiter put the whole dish in front of James, and trust me, nobody else was touching them. Julie sliced her chicken into tiny squares and dabbed at the sauces.


    James yanked the first one out of its shell with a tiny fork, then swallowed the gray-brown lump without chewing, nearly choking. He followed up with an entire glass of water and an entire glass of fizzy water with lemon. The rest of us pretended to be focusing on our meals and making small-talk about the decor, but we were all watching James.


    The second snail, he bit in half and swallowed in two separate pieces.


    “They taste exactly like mushrooms, right down to the texture,” he said. He offered to share, but nobody was having any. I started to reach over with my fork—to be a pal—but I changed my mind because I didn't want to ruin the flavor of my coq au vin. Have either of you had coq au vin? You really should try it.


    Anyway, James ate another and another. I got a whiff of them, all garlicky and weird, and combined with his expression, I nearly gagged. By the time he got to the twelfth one, his face looked exactly like it does now.


    * * *


    As I finish telling the story, the girls both turn to look at James.


    Flatly, he says, “Hilarious.”


    “I think he's haunted by their little snail souls,” I say.


    The fire lets out one whopping crack and everyone startles.


    “I'm not haunted by snail souls, I'm haunted by you,” James says. He turns to the girls and says, “He puts little snail stickers on my locker. He drew one on my forehead when I fell asleep in Chemistry class. And for birthdays and graduation, he gets me greeting cards with snails on them. You wouldn't think there'd be such a variety—that snails would be so popular in the greeting card world, but there's quite a variety, and every single one is different.”


    I hold my hands over my heart. “You keep all my cards? I'm so touched.”


    “You guys have been friends a long time,” the black-haired girl says.


    “Yeah, forever,” I say. “Hey, jamtart. I mean James. No hard feelings, right? You told them my secret, and I told them yours.”


    “Fair enough,” he says, and with that, I know we're good again. James and I bug each other all the time, but it's part of what we do, along with the wrestling. He's like a brother to me.


    We all turn to the fire and watch the firewood burn.


    “Fire is like caveman television,” I say.


    “Better than television,” James says. “I have no urge to channel-surf. Good riddance to technology, huh? It's so calming out here. Serene.” We all watch the flames in silence for a few moments. “Though I do miss email. And texting.”


    “Amen,” say the two girls in unison, and we all laugh. Just like that, we're having a moment—four souls, next to a beautiful lake and a crackling fire, the way life should be.


    “I have to pee,” the black-haired girl says, ruining the moment.


    “I'll walk you to your cabin,” James says, jumping eagerly to his feet.


    “Wait a minute,” I call out to James, recalling my vision of the black-haired girl punching a guy during an intimate moment.


    “Tell me later,” he says, jogging away.


    
      




    




Chapter 9


    


    Missy and I stay and chat for a bit by the fire, occasionally looking off toward the woods as though we're expecting her friend and James to be back at any moment, but I'm sure Missy knows as well as I do that they've found something more fun to do.


    I tell Missy a bit about Austin, leaving out the fact I've only known her for one day. Missy says we sound like a nice couple, and she can appreciate the fact our names begin with A and Z. “That has to mean something,” she says.


    “Not everything means something. Actually, my power didn't work with her. I didn't see anything. But that doesn't have to mean anything, does it?”


    Missy licks at her lips, flashing her pierced tongue. “Maybe she didn't want you to see into her. You should try dating girls who are more open-minded.”


    “I don't know. Austin seemed pretty open-minded.”


    “What's her last name? Where does she go to school?”


    I pull my phone out to check the time and avoid questions I don't know the answers for. “It's late! I guess James went straight back to his cabin.”


    Missy smirks. “Sure he did.”


    She and I use the buckets provided by the lake caretakers to ensure the fire is completely extinguished, and after a bit more talking about life choices, we go our separate ways. On my way back, stumbling through the dark woods, I have a smile on my face. Missy said that thanks to me, she's going back to school, and she's going to try to live a life she can be proud of.


    * * *


    Back at the cabin, all is dark, except for the crack of light under the door to Julie's room. James isn't back yet, but I imagine he can find his way home safely, so I start brushing my teeth. Julie's left out all her toiletries, including an apricot soap that smells good enough to eat. My stomach growls, and I find myself wishing I'd eaten more marshmallows when they were available.


    James will have the other bedroom, which leaves me using the sleeping bag on the pull-out in the living room. I've barely settled down on the creaky old thing when Julie comes out, ostensibly to get some water from the fridge, but we both know it's to pointedly ignore me.


    “I am sorry,” I say. “You get that I love you like a sister and would never want to hurt you, right?”


    She bangs some pots and bowls around in the sink. “Where were you guys? Down by the lake? Without me?”


    “Oh. We didn't think you'd want to come,” I say.


    Angry silence hangs in the air as she drinks her glass of water, her gulps audible.


    “But I guess we didn't ask, did we,” I say, realization slowly dawning.


    She slams the glass down on the tiled counter. “Exactly. If I really am such a good friend, why don't you treat me the same as you do James? Why don't you put stupid in-joke things on my locker?”


    I make some noises that sound like words, but I really don't know what to say.


    “Like your snails gag that you have with James. What do you and I have? I mean, if we're such good pals.”


    “Jeez, I don't know, Julie. Do you want me going around telling people you were born with a little tail?” As soon as I say it, I know I've made a mistake. There's no way her secret little tail—that's since been surgically removed—was the right thing to bring up. No way.


    She pours another glass of water, muttering something under her breath.


    “You're right,” I say. “I don't wrestle with you, and I don't call you stupid nicknames. I don't treat you like I do your brother, because you're a girl. There's a lot about girls I honestly don't understand.”


    “Maybe that's why you get such scary, ookie psychic visions of us. Big scary girls with our weirdly different girl parts!”


    “Come on, it's not like that.”


    “Isn't it?” She turns on her heel and walks dramatically out of the kitchen. I have a good retort or two, but I squelch them. She can have the last word tonight, if it means getting closer to forgiving me for what I did, which was simply falling for a girl who isn't Julie.


    Alone again, I pull the musty-smelling sleeping bag up to my nose. My feet are cold, which means I won't be able to fall asleep for some time. I close my eyes and focus on sending warm blood down to my toes. Once, I tried to test if I could manually override my body's autonomic system by warming up just one foot, and I swear it was working, but I fell asleep too soon to tell. Now, whenever I'm tired but can't sleep, I focus on making my right foot warmer. Or is it my left foot?


    * * *


    I'm woken up by James coming in the door. He trips over something and then all is alarmingly quiet. I unzip out of my sleeping bag and turn on the light to make sure he hasn't impaled himself on the coat rack. If Julie's annoyed with me now, I can only imagine the treatment I'd get if I let her brother bleed out on the floor of the cabin.


    James, crumpled on the floor, moans as he blinks against the bright light. One of his eyes is red and swollen.


    Pointing to his face, he says, “It's dark out there between the cabins. I tripped and landed right smack-dab on a tree branch. Lucky I still have the old eyeball.”


    “Seems like a plausible explanation,” I say. “And far less embarrassing than admitting the girl you picked up by the lakeside was riding you like a horsie when things got kinky and she punched you in the face.”


    He rolls on his back and covers his face with both hands. “She asked if she could hit me, and I thought she was role-playing, but no. She up and wailed on me!”


    “You agreed to being hit?”


    “Wait, how'd you know I didn't fall on a tree? You saw the whole thing in your damn vision, didn't you? Dude! You could have warned me.”


    “Would you have listened?”


    “No.” He forms a megaphone with his hands and whispers, “I had sex. Wanna hear about it?”


    “Already kinda ... um ... saw it.”


    “That's sick, man. Your tummy-pokey-thing is an invasion of my personal privacy.” He sits down on the pull-out bed next to me. “I looked awesome in your vision, though, right? I've been doing a lot of situps.”


    “I wasn't looking at your abs. I wasn't looking at your anything!”


    “Your loss,” he says. “This is shaping up to be a strange summer so far.”


    “True. And apparently my power's still working,” I say.


    He gingerly touches his red eye, wincing. “Zan, did you ever wonder why or how you got this power?”


    My voice casual, I say, “All the time.” James doesn't know this, but the truth is I have a pretty good idea about how I got my power, and it has everything to do with my father. My insides quiver at the thought, so I push the memory away.


    “I'm sure you weren't given this gift just so you could be picky about girls,” James says. “Maybe you have some sort of purpose in life, like saving mankind and all that.”


    He pushes me over on the squeaky pull-out bed and steals a pillow.


    “Save mankind from what?” I ask as he commandeers the softest spot on the bed.


    “Save mankind from an asteroid,” he offers. “Or from ... ourselves?”


    “Trans-fats,” I counter.


    “Whaling.”


    “High-fructose corn syrup,” I say as I switch off the light.


    “Movie theater popcorn,” he says.


    “It's like a heart attack in a cute paper box,” I agree.


    “Movie sequels.”


    “And prequels.”


    “The diamond trade.”


    “Global warming,” I say.


    “Candies that look good but taste like soap.”


    “Sharting,” I say, laughing.


    “I think you get sharting from eating soap candies, so if you get rid of one, it solves the other.”


    “Good point,” I say. “What about gift cards? You get them for Christmas and it's mentally taxing trying to remember which ones you have and how much cash is on them. Gran gets me twenty different ones because she's a big believer in not spending it all in once place.”


    “Sounds like a nightmare,” he says. “Gift cards. Yup, pure evil. But what about poverty, or terrorism, or Mad Cow Disease. You never hear about Mad Cow Disease these days. Do you think it's been eradicated and nobody told us?”


    “Oh, yeah, I took care of that last week. I stuck a lady's finger in my belly button and got the recipe for a vaccine. I didn't tell you?” I chuckle for a moment, staring at the moon-lit shadows on the cabin's log ceiling.


    Is a spider climbing down from the ceiling toward my face, or is that moving dark spot a trick of my mind? If you stare too long in the dark, you can begin to hallucinate, albeit mildly. Your brain's trying to make sense of what little information it can get, and tries fitting meaning to the tiniest patterns.


    James, who I thought was asleep, suddenly asks, “Do you sometimes wish you never had your power? Or you lost it?”


    “I don't know. It's a part of me. Would I still be me? Can you ever recover from losing the only thing that makes you special and unique?”


    “Don't say that about my friend. You're plenty special.”


    “We should get some sleep,” I say. “If you're too tired to make it to your room, could you at least turn your face away from me? You've got that girl's ashtray smell all over you. You reek like a sun-dried tomato.”


    “Totally worth it,” he says.


    “How about your eye? Does it hurt?”


    “Yes. Still totally worth it.”


    “Guys do strange things to be with girls, don't they?”


    “You just summed up all of human history,” he says.


    James is a pretty smart guy sometimes.


    * * *


    We were planning to stay past dinner on the second day at the lake, but between the black eye on James and the bad mood on Julie, nobody's feeling like sticking around. The vegan hot dogs we have for breakfast aren't improving the overall atmosphere.


    I stir up the orange juice and think—again—about Austin. My next move should be to go to the coffee shop where she works. No, too intense. I'd love to phone, but that would mean trying to get her phone number through Julie, who's staring at me when she thinks I'm not looking, then quickly turning away to avoid eye contact. James has gone out to ask a neighbor for a painkiller, leaving the two of us alone.


    “Julie, wanna know the truth about how James got his black eye?” I ask her.


    She pauses in chewing her breakfast, which is mayonnaise and potato chips on a bun—no hot dog. With a hand over her mouth, she says around the gummy food, “He didn't fall and hit a tree branch?”


    “No. Can you keep a secret?”


    At the word secret, the corner of her mouth turns up. I knew it! No girl can resist a secret, not even Julie, who pretends to be above such girly things. I pour us both some orange juice, lean in conspiratorially, and tell her the real story.


    Julie cracks a smile. “That's why he wants to go home early,” she says. “He's afraid to run into her!”


    “No doubt. She might ask to go for round two, and he'll go for it—because he's James—and she'll punch out the other eye.”


    “Serves him right, going off with some girl he doesn't know.”


    “Now, now, we don't condone violence, do we?”


    Julie snickers into her hand. “Of course not.”


    James walks in the door and stamps the dust off his feet. Julie and I try our best to look innocent as he eyes us suspiciously.


    “You told her, didn't you, Zan?” James says. “You two can be such gossipy girls!”


    “Calling me a girl, are you? I'll take that as a compliment.” I initiate the secret handshake with Julie, who accepts readily. Outside the window, the sun comes out from behind a cloud, bathing the breakfast nook in golden light. Everything's better now that Julie and I are back on track as friends.


    So, if all is good, why do I feel like things are about to go terribly wrong?


    * * *


    We grab our bags and load up the Jeep. Julie's been driving James nuts with her need to analyze what happened to him last night.


    “I've heard about this phenomenon,” Julie says. “The gender politics are quite fascinating. It started because of some TV show, where a young girl punches an older guy during sex. Someone started a web site. Facepuncher, or something like that. Lots of women sign on and post their own stories.”


    “You're making this up,” I say.


    She rubs her arm, which is still red from the bee sting yesterday, but less so. “Like you guys made up the story about a bee sting being lucky?”


    “Damn,” James says. “Now I can't remember if I made it up or not. It's all in my head together, like those urban legends about kidnappers posing as birthday party clowns.”


    “Who'd trust a clown?” I say as I put the bag of leftover buns and potato chips in the back of the Jeep. “Besides, kidnapping can't be so difficult. Just go to one of those big grocery stores and help yourself to some screaming brats.”


    “It disturbs me that you two put so much thought into such things,” Julie says. “Now, about this odd trend of young women embracing violence as a means of expression ... did she explain to you why she punched you? Is it for a performance art project or something?”


    “There wasn't a lot of talking,” James says.


    “Shotgun,” Julie says coolly, just as I'm reaching for the passenger-side door.


    I start to protest that Julie had the front on the way out, but instead, I hold the door for her. “After you, m'lady.”


    “Don't play like you're being chivalrous,” Julie says. “I called shotgun fair and square, just like a guy would. I demand to be treated equally!”


    “Yes, Sir. Uh. Yes, person.”


    Once we're all inside the vehicle, James says, “I think the real kidnapping money's in getting the rich kids. For ransom.”


    “Phew, we're safe,” I say. “I have nothing of value.”


    “Zan, your power's valuable,” Julie says. “I have nothing as good as that, whatsoever. If you wanted to give your power to me, I'd take it. I'd probably even pay you.”


    James starts the engine and drives the Jeep to the road exiting the lake. We spend the next half hour talking about ways to monetize my power, but most of them are pretty evil and involve extortion.


    * * *


    We're back on the highway now, getting closer to civilization, and my cell phone has a signal. Julie seems to not hate me, so I figure I'm safe asking her for Austin's number.


    “Julie-ee-ee-ee,” I say. “Could I bug you for Austin's phone number?”


    “Where?” she responds. “Who? Don't you want to call Raye-Anne and talk about your great night together? About all the … sexy sex you were having?”


    “Raye-Anne? No. I went home with Austin after your party. Austin. With the long hair, almost silvery-white. She has really beautiful hair.”


    “Who?”


    “I said. Austin. She's friends, or cousins, with one of your friends.”


    “I thought you hooked up with Raye-Anne Donovan.”


    “No, Raye-Anne has some … well, she has a dark side I didn't like the look of. Didn't you see? I left your party with Austin.”


    Julie pulls out her phone and scrolls through a list. “You mean Tina? Short for Austina?”


    “She said her name was Austin, but ... Austina, yeah, I guess that would be her!” I say brightly. “You have her actual number?” I grab for the phone, but she yanks it away.


    “You slept with Brain Tumor Girl?”


    I lean back in my seat, trying to process what Julie said. She said Austin is also Tina, and then she said something mean about her.


    “Just because she's cute and a blonde,” I say, “doesn't mean you can call her awful names.”


    “That name's not awful,” Julie says.


    James interjects with, “Actually, Brain Tumor Girl is the definition of awful.”


    “Yes,” I say. “I've heard you and your friends talking about each other. It's always Fatneck and Sadmachine and Stumpy. Who's Stumpy anyways?”


    “I'm Stumpy. They call me Stumpy,” she says.


    “Julie, you do know guys who are friends don't call each other mean names,” I say.


    Her voice getting shrill with agitation, she says, “Yes, you do so. You call James a jamtart and he calls you a nozzle, whatever that means.”


    “But that's to the face,” I say. “You can say anything to the face. You don't say it behind the back.”


    She crosses her arms across her chest. “Fine! Now that I know the rules for your boys' club, I'll try to follow them. Cut me some slack, okay?”


    The dash beeps and James grumbles to the Jeep, “Gas? Already? I don't understand, I just filled you up.”


    An image appears in my mind, as familiar as ... well, the back of my hand. “Around the next corner, on the right, there's that gas station. We'll stop there.”


    We round the corner and find the gas station, as though conjured. “You really have memorized this route,” Julie says. “You have some sort of photographic memory you're not telling us about? I don't remember this place, whatsoever.”


    James puts on the turn signal and we pull into a little gas station with no name, just a faded Orange Crush sign.


    “Julie,” James says slowly, as though negotiating a social minefield. “Why is Austin, or should I say Tina, called Brain Tumor Girl?”


    Julie turns to me with sad eyes. As the Jeep crunches to a halt on the gravel, the whole world stops, holding its breath. Julie's eyes tell me something is wrong.


    “Zan, I'm sorry,” she says.


    Something is very wrong.


    I want to punch something. I clench my jaw and wait for the punching feeling to pass, then say, “Just tell me. You're making it worse, dragging it out.”


    “She has an inoperable brain tumor,” Julie says. “For real.”


    I clench and unclench my fists in my lap.


    Austin. With her soft hair flowing all the way down to her waist, her perfect, creamy skin, and that laugh that's been stuck in my head since I first heard it. She's not the one who's sick; Julie must be mistaken.


    “No, she's totally healthy,” I say to James and Julie. James is also wearing the sad eyes, nearly identical to Julie's. Four sad, blue eyes peer into me. “Stop looking at me like that! I would have known if she was sick. It must be someone else. I'm talking about Austin, she was at the party.”


    “Yeah, in the dress with the stars,” Julie says, beginning to cry. James has watery eyes too, but Julie's tears are like nails being pounded into my heart.


    James turns off the engine and turns away. “Unreal,” he says.


    With the air conditioning off, the vehicle is insufferably hot. I have to get out. I have to get away. Now. The world is a blur.


    She's going to die, I think.


    “Shut up!” I yell. Blur. Everything's a blur.


    





Chapter 10



    I'm running down the side of a mountain. James and Julie are calling my name, but I can't be held back by them. I need to find the river. I know there's a river here, because it feeds the lake. A jackrabbit hops across my path. I swear at the jackrabbit for taunting me.


    I trip over some rocks. I swear, out loud, at the rocks. Where is the water? Where is the river? I have to get there. I have to get to the water. Down, down the side of the mountain. I run faster. I have to go faster, I have to get away. The ground is rushing up to me and I'm falling, tumbling. Someone's hitting my head. Stop hitting me, I have to go.


    The mountain is a cruel entity, mocking me and pummeling me. Everything hurts. My eyes are piercing with pain and my lungs burn. Something trips me again, and I'm on my knees.


    Water? Where is the river? I need to be in the cool water.


    I look down at my hands, grasping handfuls of grass and dirt.


    It all stops. I'm staring at a screen that's blank, except for one cloud. I close my eyes. I can die right now, it's okay. I don't mind. It's okay.


    Why is this screen blank?


    My arm hurts.


    Why are people calling my name?


    “Zan!”


    “Zan?”


    Someone is crying. My hands are dirty and I'm rubbing them on my face. It feels good. The mud will staunch the tears and I can disappear into the earth.


    * * *


    The old woman says, “I'm a healer.” Her face is swollen and wrinkled at once. Deep lines at the sides of her mouth show two lifetimes of smiling.


    I don't remember smiling. Why does everything hurt?


    “You're in shock and you're dehydrated,” she says.


    “Am I in the hospital?” I ask.


    “No, dude, look around,” James says. “You're lying at the bottom of a ravine. You went batshit crazy and ran yelling out of the truck like a lunatic.”


    “I think you bumped your head,” Julie says.


    “Bumped?” I moan and roll my head slightly to the side. “Bumped may be an understatement.”


    The old woman spits on a handkerchief and wipes at my face. “Thank you for telling me about your gift,” she says. “It's very special to meet others with the second sight.”


    “You told her?” I say angrily to James. The hot sun is behind their heads and I can't make out anyone's expressions, except the old woman, who's kneeling next to me. She's kind, but she scares me.


    “You told me yourself,” the woman says. “You even asked me to put my finger in your belly button so I could see too. But the powers don't work that way, my dear.” She continues to clean my face with her spit-moistened handkerchief, like a mother cat.


    My brains hurt, but I like it here, at this hospital that looks like the woods. “The sighted can be sensitive to trauma,” she says to James and Julie.


    “He does freak out a lot,” James says. “Zan's got a bit of a reputation for overreacting, uh, emotionally.”


    I dig my hands into the grass, dimly aware of the pain in my fingers.


    “He's a very special boy,” the old woman says.


    James and Julie exchange one of their wordless twin looks, then grab me by the hands and pull me up. I do not care for this angle at all and try to lie back down, but they won't let me. “Five more minutes,” I say.


    “Tea,” the old woman announces. “There's nothing in this world that can't be made better over a cup of tea.”


    I spit some dirt out of my mouth and say, “My girlfriend with the inoperable brain tumor would beg to differ.”


    The old woman nods. “Good. You're back to reality. Though ... I don't know what you kids are calling things these days, but by the sound of it, she's not so much your girlfriend as she is a one-night stand. Or, a hook-up?” She turns to James and Julie. “Is that right, a hook-up?”


    My head's funny, like my skull's changed shape and my brain is being mashed into a pyramid. All the light in the world narrows to a tiny pinhole. In my mind, I watch Austin drinking from a glass of orange juice, her lips smiling around the edge of the glass. Now it's morning and she's throwing open the curtains in my bedroom, dust flying up in the sunshine. She's closing the door. She's gone.


    * * *


    What seemed like a mountain ravine when I was running down it is more of a semi-landscaped backyard. The old woman's ceramic garden gnomes give me accusatory looks as we walk up the hill, away from the trickling creek. The sun is hot overhead as we pass a small pine tree, lying sadly on its side, uprooted.


    “Was that from me?” I ask, but we all know I tore up the tree. I still have the mark of its thorny branches on my fingers, raw and bloody.


    Julie wraps one arm around my waist and assists me up the hill. I would tell her I'm fine—I can walk on my own—but her touch brings comfort. Even though I'm with three people, I'm so alone. I'm always so alone.


    We reach the top of the hill, and I'm impressed the old woman is still leading the pack. The climb has me winded, but she shows no signs of exertion.


    James and Julie's little blue Jeep is off to the side, therefore this house—no, this cottage—must be the back of the nameless Orange Crush gas station. The cottage is white, with dark wood accents, green-painted shutters, and wooden window boxes full of flowers. We've stopped here for gas dozens of times over the years, and I would have never guessed this fairy-tale-looking place was on the back. The building reminds me of those dolls you turn inside out by flipping the skirt to reveal an opposite creature—the wolf turns into Little Red Riding Hood, and so forth.


    “I'm Heidi,” the woman says to James and Julie. We all shake hands, and she invites us in for tea, and to get me cleaned up.


    Inside, we sit at a round, antique-looking pedestal table that wobbles when I put my bruised elbows on the edge. Julie swats my filthy elbows off the table and raises her eyebrows at my attire. My clothes look like the before photo for a laundry detergent commercial.


    When the woman, Heidi, gives us our tea in delicate, chipped cups, I miss my Gran so much, a breathless sob catches in my throat. I cough into my hand to cover, then ask for milk and sugar.


    Everyone's staring at me, and I wish they wouldn't. My mind is calm, but I feel like I'm slipping backward, slipping away from the world. “Did you say you have some sort of psychic ability?” I ask Heidi.


    “Well, I don't read tea leaves,” she says. “So this is regular tea from the grocery store, in case you're wondering.”


    “If you don't read tea leaves, what do you do?” Julie asks.


    James leans back in his chair, craning his neck to look around the inside of the cottage. He's tilted back on two legs of the chair when Heidi's hand darts out and whips him back upright. “Mind the chair, it's an antique,” she says.


    He reddens and apologizes.


    Heidi answers Julie, “I read the palms.” She turns to me and offers an empathetic look. “Zan, if you'd like, maybe I can see a way through your problem.”


    I don't remember telling her my name, but then again, I don't remember much of what happened by the side of the creek.


    Heidi extends her hand across the table to me. James and Julie are both quiet. Julie's tea cup chatters against the saucer, her hand trembling. My hands don't feel too stable, either. “Right now?” I ask Heidi.


    Heidi mutters something quietly and waves her hand over the table, then returns it to the spot just in front of me, open and waiting to read my palm—to look into me, and my secrets.


    I turn to James and Julie for support, but they're both staring straight ahead out the window, their faces bland. Snapping my fingers doesn't jar them out of their ultra-calm state.


    “None of us is getting any younger,” Heidi says. One of her teeth is gold. I want her to hug me, comfort me, but I think of wolves biting into me and I shiver.


    “My hands are still dirty, I should wash them again,” I say, but even as I protest, I'm already resting my hand in hers.


    A jolt goes through my arm, like I used to get whenever I stirred two pots at once on Gran's stove, before she got the ungrounded electrical plug fixed.


    Her voice stony, Heidi says, “She's terribly ill.”


    I yank my hand back as though stung. “Stop,” I say. “You're lying. You don't know anything.”


    Heidi slowly opens her wrinkled eyelids. There are little ridges on her eyes, where the white part meets the iris. “The long-haired girl you love left in the morning, just as the clock struck,” she says confidently.


    James and Julie continue to stare straight ahead, not even commenting.


    Heidi gestures to her open palm with her chin. A wave of surrender passes over me as I put my hand back in hers, then close my eyes. Her other hand clamps down on mine, snapping shut like a trap.


    * * *


    I'm in a black room, surrounded by stars. Heidi sits across the table from me, only she's younger. Her hair is brown, not gray, and falls in waves, moving like the ocean.


    “You didn't see any future for Austin,” Heidi says, inside this vision.


    “Right. I saw nothing.” My voice sounds big and angry, and small and pitiful at the same time.


    “Because she has no future. Not on this plane.” Heidi sways left and right, then the blackness splits in half along a horizon, and I realize this room has no walls. But of course. We aren't in a room at all. There's a sound, like a coastal storm, coming from her undulating brown hair, which is snaking around the base of my chair.


    “How long do I have?” I ask. “I want to spend every moment with her. Do we have the summer? Do we have a year?”


    “No.”


    “I hate all of this!” I yell. As the words emerge from my mouth, my voice becomes visible, red threads spraying from me. “It isn't fair!” The words, as red threads, wriggle into Heidi's undulating hair and disappear.


    My anger swirls around me, distorting reality—no—distorting the unreality. None of this is real. It's all a trick, a hoax.


    Heidi stands, towering over me like a redwood tree. Her face pulls further and further away until all I can see is the cloak she's wearing, flowing down from her and around me. Brown, coarse fabric piles up, pinning my arms to my sides, reaching around my throat, choking me. Now her hair and her cloak are as one, tightening.


    I call out to Heidi for help, but she's so far away. I catch a glimpse of her face, contorted into a frightening mask of evil.


    Oh, crap.


    I have no body here, but a chill registers anyway.


    A woman's voice whispers in my ear: She wants to take your power.



    I have to get away. I scream, but all that comes out is more red threads, thin as strands of fine hair. The word-threads fall back on my face in tangles.


    Instead of yelling with my mouth, I do so with my mind. GET OUT OF MY HEAD. The waves of Heidi's long brown hair around me loosen for an instant, then close in twice as tight.


    I feel revulsion at the idea of her holding my hand, touching me. Her spit. She used spit to clean my face, and now I can feel her saliva, all over my cheeks and forehead, burning like acid. This is what dying is like when you don't pass away peacefully in your sleep. You think, over and over again, I guess I'm dying, I guess this is what it's like. And it isn't fair.


    GET. OUT.


    
      




    




Chapter 11


    


    From deep within the vision I'm sharing with Heidi, I think of James and Julie, sitting across the table from me. Why aren't they waking me up, pulling me out of this? How much time has passed? I remember their glassy eyes. Did Heidi put them in a trance?


    Focusing my rage, I yell at Heidi again. GET. OUT. I may as well be yelling at a forest, for all I see of her is a thick, brown, gnarled tree trunk.


    There's a buzzing in my head, so I open my mouth to release the maddening hum, and bees come out. A gushing, endless stream of bees. They're flying through my teeth, through my cheeks, even.


    One stops at eye level and slows. Green body, ruby throat. They aren't bees, they're hummingbirds. He winks at me and flies up. More stream from my nostrils. They're bees and hummingbirds both, at the same time. I'm breathing them, deep in my lungs, vibrating.


    The air is hot with steam now. I breathe the steam in and it hurts like fire, like the time I tried smoking a cigarette. The vibration is growing, expanding, and pouring out of me. The clock is striking the half hour, the hour, the half hour, and I'm splitting in half. Now it's not just bees and hummingbirds, but giant crows, with greasy black wings.


    Everything. I'll hit her with everything I've got. The tree trunk begins to tremble.


    I hear Julie's voice, Julie crying. “You prick!” she's yelling. She's so far away, but I lock onto her. I lock onto Julie, who's yelling, “Again, you little pricks!”


    Something deep within pulls at me, zippering up, from my middle, like a hiccup. I close my mouth and open my eyes. Nothing changes. I open my eyes again. How are they still closed when I keep opening them?


    Julie lets out a string of curse words. I grab onto her words, as though they're a safety rope and I'm a man falling off the side of a mountain.


    With absolute focus, I hold onto Julie's curse and force my eyelids open.


    I'm back.


    Heidi's eyes are still closed. She's old again, maybe even older than before, and she's small.


    I shift my body, and the wood table wobbles, sloshing my tea. My hand is still enveloped in hers.


    Julie's rubbing her arm. “Can you believe this crap?” she asks me. “A bee stung my arm. Again. How did a bee even get in here? There are screens on all the windows.”


    James continues to sit rigidly in his chair, moving only to take another sip of his tea. If he's not in a trance, he's doing a damn fine impression. Julie doesn't seem to be aware of anything weird going on, so annoyed is she by her second bee sting in two days.


    My voice is hoarse as I whisper to Julie, “How long was I in there?”


    She glances up at the clock on the wall. “How odd,” Julie says. “It was about noon when we got here, but now it's ... two?” She picks up her cup of tea and takes a tiny sip. “Ice cold.”


    Across from me, Heidi's head sways and the corner of her mouth twitches. “Bees,” she mutters. My hand is still locked inside hers. She's just a little old lady, and I'm sure I can get away, but while she's locked in this state, I should really think about what I'm to do next.


    I look around her cottage, taking a thorough inventory. There are things on the walls you don't expect to see in a nice little old lady's house: stuffed and mounted crows, bleak-looking photographs of skulls, and a Hello Kitty calendar with today's date circled in red. In the middle of the table we're seated at is a large, crystal punch bowl, empty. I'm struck with the desire to hit her with it, a thought so violent, I'm shocked at myself. Something silver and metal is lying next to Heidi, and its shape keeps shifting.


    “Wasn't that a teaspoon a moment ago?” I ask Julie, still whispering. “Don't make any sudden movements, but I think James is in some sort of trance, and the old lady here may be trying to murder me.”


    Julie looks to her brother, then me, then the item on the table. “It's some sort of knife. A dagger,” she murmurs. “No, it's a spoon. No, it's a dagger. Holy crap.”


    “On the count of three,” I say.


    She gently shakes her brother, who blinks drowsily at her.


    “One,” I say.


    James spots the dagger on the table and jumps to his feet, knocking his wooden chair over. Heidi moans, low and rumbling like summer thunder.


    “Three! Run!” Julie screams.


    James doesn't ask questions, just bolts for the door, fishing his keys out of his pocket at the same time.


    A flash of light illuminates the room as Heidi opens her eyes. They're not the same as before—not filmy with bumps on them. They're empty. Utterly empty. She hisses and grips my hand tightly with one hand as she raises the dagger in the air with the other.


    Something's digging into my shoulders—Julie's hands—pulling me back. As my hand slides away from Heidi, she slumps forward limply.


    James swears at the complicated-looking padlocks on the front door. “We're locked in!” he cries.


    Julie rolls her eyes and points her thumb over her shoulder. “Let's go out the patio door, the way we came in, genius.”


    James lumbers across the room, all limbs and angles. With a thick-sounding thump, he collides with the glass door, then slides down.


    Heidi is still slumped forward, unmoving. My heart pounds and my pulse screams in my ears. Everything's brightly-lit now, and I fear that at any second she could jump up and bite my face off, but I equally fear she's dead, of a heart attack, and I killed her. The thing in her other hand is a teaspoon. It's just a teaspoon?


    “Julie, was that a dagger or a teaspoon just now?”


    “Zan,” she says. “I don't know what's going on here, but I think it's time we left. Come on, help me with James. When did he get so heavy? Stop standing there staring at a teaspoon, let's go.” Julie pries the vehicle's keys from her brother's hand as she opens the patio door.


    With the door open, James tumbles out, and Julie steps over him. “Come on.”


    I take one last look at the old woman, to check if she's breathing. At last, she twitches.


    I blink. In her hand is a dagger, not a teaspoon. Definitely a dagger. My cue to exit.


    I run outside to the back lawn, help James up, with Julie's assistance, and the three of us stagger to the Jeep.


    “You drive,” Julie says, throwing me the keys, then stuffing James in the back seat.


    I jump in the driver's seat, adjust the rear-view mirror, and put on my seat belt.


    “Really?” Julie says. “Seat belt? Drive! Let's blow this taco stand.”


    My hands shake as I put the keys in the ignition. Truck's not going to start, I think, but it roars to life. The truck starts! I throw it in gear, stomp on the gas, and back up into a tree. The pine tree sways, then falls over.


    “Dad's going to kill me,” James grumbles from the back seat.


    Something moves—just a flash—near the side of the gas station. I squint to make out what it is, but whatever moved is obscured by a cloud of dust that's come out of nowhere. I don't want to know. The voice is back in my head. Drive, she says.


    I get the Jeep into the proper gear and hit the gas, pulling out onto the road, right in front of a big Mack truck.


    The big truck on my tail is honking. Honking. And that's fine by me, because the driver's right—this is an appropriate time to honk, because this is indeed an emergency situation.


    I push the gas pedal to the floor. People always talk about pushing the pedal to the floor, but I've never done it. You'd think the pedal would increase in tension, like a spring, until you couldn't push any further, but the truth is, you get to the bottom and there's nothing but air, like when you think you're at the bottom of a set of stairs, but there's one more and you're lurching down.


    Julie's screaming, her scream mingling with the honking to form a terrible, unmusical chord. For the second time in one day, I think, This must be what it feels like when you're dying. The grill of the truck behind us fills the rear-view mirror. The fasten-seat-belt light comes on in the dashboard. Bing, bing.


    The little Jeep's engine roars. My foot is still punched through into nothingness, but I can feel the acceleration in my body. Bing, bing.


    “Fasten passenger seat belt,” says the nice lady's voice.


    Julie buckles up.


    The truck grill in the rear-view mirror gets a bit smaller. Just a bit.


    I don't let up on the gas until we're over a hill and out of sight of the truck. I can't stop checking in the mirror, not even with a mile of distance, so I pull over to the side of the road and wait for him to pass. The truck roars by, loaded with two tanks bearing a gas station logo.


    “I may need a new pair of pants,” James says from the back seat.


    “Really? You crapped your pants?” I ask.


    “No,” he says. “I figured now would be the perfect time to say that particular line. Can you guess what movie it's from?”


    “Nobody cares what movie except you,” Julie snaps.


    I check the gas gauge, which shows a full tank of gas. “When did you get gas?” I ask James.


    “When we stopped at the gas station,” he says.


    “Didn't you go running after me?”


    “Not right away,” he says. “Julie had the situation under control, so I ... got gas, and then I came after you.”


    “Can you hand me a soda?” I ask as I put on the blinker and look very carefully, both ways, before I pull back out onto the highway.


    “All we have left is Orange Crush,” James says.


    “Better than nothing,” I say as I hold my shaking hand out for the can.


    * * *


    On the drive back to town, we don't talk about Austin, or any sort of brain tumor. Julie attempts to comfort me, once, and I beg her to never speak of Austin or cancer again.


    We talk, instead, about the mysterious events of the afternoon. Julie's not entirely clear what happened back at the cottage, between the serving of the tea and the moment the bee sting snapped her out of her trance.


    “I told you bees were good luck,” James says. “We're lucky that bee got you when it did. I couldn't move, but I was aware of everything that was happening. I was locked in, like a person in a coma, in a horror movie.”


    “Do you think she really would have killed me?” I ask.


    “I don't know. Let's not overreact,” Julie says. “Are we going to phone the police and tell them a little old lady tried to murder you over a cup of tea?”


    “Don't forget the spit,” I say. “She rubbed her spit on my face with her dirty handkerchief. That's got to be assault.”


    James catches my gaze in the rear-view mirror. “Zan, I think she was a witch. This power stuff just got real.”


    “Witches are real,” Julie says.


    “Would you call me a witch?” I ask. “I have a power, just like her. It might not even be so different. I've never actually tried reading palms.”


    “I'm decent with a Ouija board,” Julie says. “A bunch of us girls went through this phase, when I was at summer camp, where we used our own home-made Ouija board every night. It's weird, you lose all sense of time.”


    “Does time slow down?” I have to put the Jeep on cruise control, because I can't keep the speed up and people are aggressively passing us. Try as I might, every time I'm not entirely focused on road and the speedometer, my foot pulls back from the pedal, as though I'm afraid to get where I'm going. Maybe I am afraid. It's not too late to turn back and go to the lake, stay there the whole summer, eating hot dogs and marshmallows at the bonfire. I could have random girls stick their pierced tongues in my mouth every night.


    Mibs pops into my head with a pitiful meow. He would miss me, of course. Thinking about him makes me homesick. Krystal will be taking good care of the big guy, but when I walk in the door, he'll tell me all sorts of stories about neglect, and demand extra treats. The little master of manipulation!


    Julie's still talking about the Ouija board, saying time does seem to move at different speeds, like it did when we were in Heidi's cottage. “I'd swear we were only on the Ouija board for a few minutes,” Julie says, “but hours would pass, and we'd only get brought back to reality by the sun rising.”


    “Julie, you know I don't like you messing with that evil stuff,” James says.


    “Hey, whaddaya mean evil?” I say to James, who's resting comfortably in the back seat, his feet up between me and Julie. “Do you think my power is evil? Do you think I am?”


    His feet twitch. “No.”


    Julie says, “Anyways, boys, the next day after using the board, my neck and shoulders ached from being held so long in the same position. It was the strangest thing, like a paranormal workout.”


    “Do you still use the board?” I ask.


    “Gosh, no. The board started, um, asking for blood sacrifices, so we burned it on the stove. Set off the smoke alarm, too. We scattered the ashes.”


    “Wait, you burned a piece of wood on top of a kitchen stove?”


    “No, it was just cardboard. We made it ourselves, using felt pens for the alphabet letters and whatnot. They say spirit boards are more powerful when you make your own. That's the proper name for them, by the way. Ouija's a brand name, like Kleenex.”


    “You made a spirit board out of cardboard?” James asks. “That doesn't sound very demonic.”


    “I know,” Julie says. “One of the other girls played a mean trick and made another identical one and left it out on the table.”


    “Which one?” James asks. “The girl you call Sadmachine? That's Claire, right? She'd do something like that. Just to bum everyone out.”


    “I don't know,” Julie says. “Nobody would admit to it. Half of them thought it was me.”


    My arms feel cold, and I'm suddenly terrified I might forget I'm driving a vehicle, accidentally veering into the oncoming lane. This thought sends a chill through me, and I break out in a cold sweat. I'm usually okay with driving, but sometimes I get scared, like now. Life can be so fragile, and one simple mistake can ruin everything.


    “I'm tired of driving. Does one of you wanna take over?”


    “I only have my learner's permit,” Julie says.


    “I have two black eyes,” James says. “I can barely see.”


    Julie and I say, “What?” in unison.


    James explains that when he tried to run out the closed patio door, smacking into the glass, he punched himself in his good eye. I turn to check, and indeed, James has two bruised and swollen eyes.


    Laughing at his predicament relaxes me enough that I feel confident about driving the last of the way home.


    Julie stops giggling long enough to say, “Next time you see Facepuncher, if she wants a fresh bruise, she'll have to hit you on the mouth, or the nose.”


    “Hey, what was Facepuncher's name?” I ask.


    “I don't recall,” James says grumpily.


    “Facepuncher it is,” Julie says.


    * * *


    When we get back to town, I drive us straight to James and Julie's house. I'm planning to pick up my camera equipment and walk straight home.


    Julie gets out of the Jeep and grabs the bags from the back. “Zan, I think that old lady did just have a teaspoon after all. Our imagination must have been playing tricks on us. I've heard of people experiencing shared hallucinations. I think they call it mass hysteria. Hysteria. That word always seems a bit sexist to me.”


    “So, you don't think anything witch-y was happening? Nothing ... supernatural?”


    “Nothing whatsoever,” Julie says.


    “The old lady was nice. I liked the cucumber sandwiches,” James says, his eyes focused on some faraway point. I consider telling him there were no cucumber sandwiches, and he's had some sort of forgetting spell put over him, but I realize I'd love to forget all the events of today, if I could.


    “Thanks for the fun trip to the lake, guys,” I say, deciding to let the ordeal be forgotten by the twins.


    “It's weird I was in such a rush to leave that nice lady's cottage,” James says, rubbing his newly-reddened eye.


    “How did you manage to pop yourself?” I ask. “Patio glass is flat. How did a flat panel of glass get in your eye?”


    “Had my hand up, like this.” He holds up his left fist and, in slow motion, recreates the incident, effectively punching himself in the eye.


    I ask James, “Before I head back to my house, can I take your portrait? With the black eyes?”


    “Are you kidding?” he asks, his voice charged with excitement. “Take lots. I look so bad-ass right now.” He growls. “I look like a bad lieutenant. The Harvey Keitel one, not Nicholas Cage.”


    Julie rolls her eyes. “Boys,” she says.


    I run up to his room and get my camera equipment, then get him to pose for pictures in front of the house. Julie poses for a few too, showing off the two bee stings on her arm.


    “Weird, I don't remember getting stung twice,” she says.


    We go inside, looking for food, and find pink cupcakes on the kitchen counter.


    “You'd look so tough eating one of those,” I say to James, joking.


    “Good idea. Contrast,” he says, not picking up on the joke. He poses for some photos with the glittery, pink cupcake near his mouth, and then with a big chunk in his mouth. “Ptooie,” he says, spitting the cupcake into the sink after the shot. “Meatcake.”


    His mother comes in and says, “It's not meatcake. There's a little butter in the icing is all.”


    “Grr,” he says.


    “Are you biting and spitting? Stop wasting food,” she says.


    After his mom leaves the kitchen, James gets serious and asks me what I'm going to do about Austin, even though I've asked him not to bring her up.


    “I don't know,” I say. “What's to do? She's going to die soon. Maybe it's better to not get attached.”


    “Yeah,” he says. “You should forget her and move on.”


    I hear his words, but I don't think he means what he's advising.


    “You're right, I'm going to forget all about her. I'll wipe her from my mind, right now.” I wave my hand in front of my face. If only it were that easy. I'd wipe her from my mind if I could. Anything to ease this aching sadness I feel all over when I think about Austin.


    
      




    




Chapter 12


    


    One week. It's been one week since we got back from the lake. I've slept in my empty bed seven times, had microwaved pizza for breakfast seven times.


    Sensing impending malnutrition, James and Julie have dragged me out to the mall today. They've also been trying to get me hooked up with a summer job, painting houses with them, but climbing up and down big ladders sounds like way more effort than I can muster.


    “Arcade?” James asks.


    “Food first,” I say, so we head to the food court, straight to the place where you choose your own meats and vegetables and they fry everything up for you.


    As soon as I touch the broccoli and fresh little cherry tomatoes with the tongs, my mouth waters. “Guys, I think my stomach is asking for vegetables,” I say.


    They exchange a look, the meaning of which I cannot fathom, but I imagine they're concerned about my depression. I've assured them I don't have clinical depression, but a perfectly natural response to ... grief, I guess. Can you have grief over losing someone you never had?


    Julie fills her tray with cauliflower, sprouts, carrots, and thinly-shaved slices of lamb.


    “That's Bambi,” James says to his sister.


    “Excuse me, Mr. Pot, calling the kettle black. Cow-eater,” she says right back to him.


    “What?” I ask.


    James says he'll tell me when we're seated, so we load up our trays, pick our sauces, and give our food to the man at the grill. We all opt for pineapple chunks and heaps of seasame seeds.


    I spot Raye-Anne Donovan, across the food court, talking to some shifty-looking kids. I excuse myself and run over to her as fast as I can, practically knocking slow-moving people out of the way.


    “Oh, hey, it is you,” I say, catching my breath in a manner I hope appears casual.


    The other kids skitter away like cockroaches.


    “Zan! I never did get my palm read,” she says.


    “Doesn't matter, it's all a joke. I don't have any special powers. I mean, look at me, do I look like a wizard?”


    “Your clothes are really wrinkly. Is nobody looking after you at your house?”


    “Don't worry about me, I'll be fine. Hey, did you want to come eat with us? James and Julie are over there.”


    “Uh ... sure. Okay.”


    We start walking together back to the table, where James and Julie now have three steaming piles of recently-stir-fried food. “Listen, Raye-Anne, this might be a bit presumptive, but would you like to be my friend? That means you can call me any time you want to talk, in a totally platonic way.”


    “Are you joking?”


    “No, I just want to be your friend. Guys and girls can be friends, like me and Julie.”


    She hesitates, and I worry I've overstepped the boundaries of normal behavior, but she agrees to be my friend, and even shakes my hand.


    We sit down at the table, and I say to James, “What's this about eating cow?”


    “The vegan ate a cow?” Raye-Anne asks, her eyes wide. “This may be a sign of impending apocalypse.”


    Julie laughs into her hand. I think we'll enjoy having Raye-Anne as a friend.


    “My mother,” James says, as though that's an explanation. “She wanted to use some old farmer's almanac cure to help heal my two black eyes.”


    “You had black eyes? But your eyes look totally normal,” Raye-Anne says. “How did you get two black eyes?”


    “Never mind,” he says. “Not an interesting story at all. Very long, very boring. Anyways, my mother thawed out a steak and made me hold it over my swollen eyes. Totally stupid.”


    “How did that do anything for your eyes?” I ask.


    “It didn't do anything. But as I sat there at the kitchen table, holding the steak to my eyes, I started to feel these weird vibrations from the meat.”


    “Vibrations?”


    James looks both ways across the food court and leans in. “It told me to eat the steak.”


    I stop shoveling stir-fried veggies into my mouth and put down my fork. “No.”


    “Oh, yes.” Julie says.


    “Let me tell the rest!” James says, stopping Julie with one hand on her shoulder. “So, I fired up the grill, salted and peppered that plump little steak, and I ate it right up. Then, two days later, my eyes were completely healed.”


    “Two days? Sounds like normal healing time to me,” Raye-Anne says.


    “The steak was magic,” James says. “It was exactly what I needed.”


    The stir-fry in front of James contains no meat, so I say, “I don't understand. Are you off being vegan now?”


    “I'm done with labels,” James says. “Done. From now on, I'm just James. I eat a mostly plant-based diet, because it's better for my health and the environment, but from time to time, once every few months, I may eat a steak. If I choose.”


    “You sure seem happy about this,” I say. “Did you have bacon this morning?”


    “No, but for the first time in years, I finally got that taste out of my mouth.”


    “What taste?” I ask.


    He whispers, “The snails. The taste of them. I've finally forgotten.”


    * * *


    After we've finished our lunch, Raye-Anne joins us at the arcade. Julie's delighted to have someone to play the dancing game with, and I'm relieved it's not me.


    James and I do our best to save the human species by shooting aliens. I'm laughing and having fun, finally feeling better for the first time in a week, when I see, out of the corner of my eye, Austin's long hair. I turn, hopeful, but it's some other girl. A blade of despair pierces in, just under my breastbone.


    I try to shake off the feeling, but you can't really shake off feelings. That's just an expression. You may have control over your reactions and the things you do or say, but you can't control your feelings. Feelings are like the weather; they come and go of their own volition.


    Hiding the hollowness I have inside me, I try to put on an upbeat front so my friends won't worry. We play some more games and joke around, but I can't wait to finish our outing at the mall and go home.


    * * *


    Two weeks. It's been two weeks since we went to the lake, and two weeks plus one day since I met Austin, and I still can't stop thinking about her.


    This morning, I took my weekly self-portrait and studied it on the computer, comparing it to the last year's worth of self-portraits. I'd like to put them all into a video some day, but for now I'm simply taking them as a way to record facial changes. My eyes in the recent picture are fascinating. Eyes can change quickly, because of the musculature around them. Psychological events may shift muscle tension, and so everything from love to loss is there in the eyes if you know how to look.


    My eyes are definitely different today. It isn't the lighting, either, because I took a number of shots. In every single one of the new pictures, I look ... worse. I look like someone who's lost something, or is being haunted.


    You know that trick they do in horror movies, where the person thinks he sees his dead wife, or the serial killer, but it's actually just a waiter? That happens for real. It happens to people in real life, and that's why they put it in movies. Of course you don't believe this phenomenon until it happens to you. Why would you? The whole thing seems crazy.


    I've seen the old woman, Heidi, everywhere. Of course, it's not her—it's never her, but still my brain transmits a false image. It's the paper boy, or a neighbor, or the checkout lady at the supermarket, wondering why I'm hyperventilating in line.


    And the birds. Have there always been a bunch of crows living around my house, watching me with their freakishly-intelligent eyes all day and night? Isn't a group of crows called a murder? Who the heck would give such scary creatures a suggestive name like that?


    James doesn't understand my sudden fascination with crows. He and Julie think I'm paranoid, overreacting as a way to distract myself from the Austin situation.


    The Austin situation.


    I woke up this morning and did the same thing I've done every day for the last two weeks. I went to my computer and looked at the photos I took at the end-of-year party. I enlarge the images to maximum detail and look for a trace of illness on Austin's face. All I see is a beautiful girl, wondering why I never called.


    I changed the sheets on my bed when Gran phoned to check in and remind me, but I left the pillowcase on the pillow Austin used on her one night here. I've been hugging the pillow and smelling it, and now it mostly smells like me—me, and Mibs, who's been sleeping on the pillow, as evidenced by little tufts of brown tabby fur.


    Right now, as I'm stirring pasta on the stove, I fear I've made the wrong choice by trying to forget Austin. I pull out my phone to call James, knowing he'll talk me down.


    By accident, I press the number for Julie. She answers, and sounds so happy to hear my voice, that I pretend she was the twin I meant to call.


    “Julie, I keep thinking about Austin. Would you talk some sense into me?”


    “Are you actually asking me for advice?” she asks. “Because I'm not going to say anything, unless you're ready to hear it.”


    “Hit me with your best shot.”


    “You're an idiot,” Julie says.


    I pull the phone away from my ear and give it a dirty look, for all the good that does. “Thanks a lot, Julie,” I say into the receiver. “Much better than talking to James. I feel great now.”


    “If your feelings are true, you have to go to her,” Julie says. “You know I want you to be happy. You might suffer if you see her, but you're suffering already. You mope around the house and you won't do anything fun whatsoever.”


    “How am I supposed to have fun when ...”


    “Exactly,” she says. “You have to go to her.”


    I thank Julie, tell her I'll think about it, and end the call. I stare into the pasta water, bubbling on the stove. Julie's right. Forgetting Austin was not the right option. If Gran were here, she'd playfully slap me upside the head and call me a pickle-head.


    I have to see Austin. Quick, what do I do? I turn off the stove, that's what. Okay, stove's off, now what. Call her. No. Not big enough. I have to go see her. It's early evening, and maybe she's still at work, at that coffee shop.


    “Mibs,” I say, snapping my fingers to get his attention. “Does Austin work at The Grind or at The Bean? It's called The Bean, right?”


    Mibs gives me his yeah, totally, dude look, which is similar to his feed me look, only a hair less desperate.


    “You miss Gran, don't you? Don't worry, she'll be home soon.”


    Mibs makes a pathetic little cough.


    “Hey, enough of that. Don't you die on me too,” I say, which I instantly regret. Who jokes about dying all the time like that? Me, apparently. How can I be around someone with a fatal illness and not say the wrong thing, constantly?


    I should forget about Austin, for her benefit. She's got enough going on in her life right now; she doesn't need me and my dumb comments.


    Mibs paws at my glass of orange juice, then takes a drink and makes a sour face.


    “That's not good for you,” I say, pulling the glass away. “Why do we do things that aren't good for us?”


    He blinks slowly, transmitting his kitty-cat wisdom straight to my heart. I have to see Austin, whether it's good for anyone or not. I can't go right now, though, because I'm too tired. That battle with Heidi tired me out.


    I'll go tomorrow, first thing.


    
      




    




Chapter 13


    


    The very next morning, I'm showered, shaved, and dressed in my best clothes before nine.


    I'm standing across the street watching the window of The Bean when I realize I probably look suspicious. I sit on the bus bench, and my sweaty back is starting to stick to the wooden slats when a bus pulls up.


    The bus door opens with a mechanical whoosh. “Hey, kid. You waiting for an engraved invitation?” the driver says.


    “Oh, don't mind me, I'm just stalking someone,” I say. “I mean, watching someone.” I make a show of looking at my invisible watch. “Is this the number eleven? I'm sorry, I'm at the wrong stop.”


    Faces fill the windows of the bus as the people on board turn to stare. From beside me, up the street, come the sounds of shoes clomping, and giggling. It's two girls—Missy and Facepuncher, from the lake.


    I put my hand up over my face and pray they don't see me. Do they live here? Am I going to start seeing a lot more face-punched guys? I try to will myself invisible as the girls clomp onto the bus. Finally, the bus wheezes away, leaving me alone again on the bench, only now I'm the most conspicuous stalker on the planet.


    An old woman walks out of The Bean. It's Heidi! She's coming to kill me! My body freezes in place, which is not the most helpful reaction.


    Nope, false alarm, it's not even a woman, but a hippy-looking old guy with a leather braid headband. As my heart rate returns to life-sustaining levels, I try squinting harder to see past the reflections on the windows of The Bean.


    Is that Austin in there? I can just see the top of someone's head from here, moving back and forth behind the counter. Is that really her, or another blonde? Maybe Austin already died, I think, which is also not helpful.


    “For proper stalking, you need binoculars,” a man says, joining me on the bench. He wears a nice-enough gray suit, like a business man, but the pants are about three inches too short, and he's wearing a hat, which you don't see much in the summer. His face is deeply-lined, and the hair showing under the hat is as white as flour. His eyes are intensely deep—so deep I can barely see them, like holes. Despite being warm, goosebumps shoot up my arms.


    “You're Zan, aren't you,” he says. “I knew your parents.”


    I stop breathing, all the better to appreciate the sensation of my guts curdling.


    “That was some nasty business,” the man says. “Any idea if what your father was trying to do actually worked?”


    “I don't know what you're talking about,” I lie.


    “Zan. Zan the little man. Dan's little junior man, like his old man, but smarter, right? You're smarter than old man Dan, aren't you, Zan?”


    “Gee Mister, I think you have me confused with someone else. My name is Alex.”


    He turns and looks at me with those dark holes where eyes shouldn't be so far back. “My friend Heidi was trying to help. Why won't you let us help you, Zan? We can take your suffering away. We can take it all away.”


    I pretend to push my sleeve up and check my imaginary watch again. If ever there were a good time to suddenly remember I need to be elsewhere, it's now.


    I sneak a sideways peek at the man, even as I'm pretending to ignore him. I've seen him before—a couple weeks ago, in the hallway at school. He knew my name then too.


    Keeping my voice as calm and steady as I can, I say, “Look at the time. I've got to get to my appointment. Seeya around.”


    When I stand up, my thin khakis stick to my legs. My shirt is moist, soaked with sweat. Is he going to follow me? He doesn't seem to be moving, but I don't know if I dare look, except out of the corner of my eye. Why am I so panicked? We're in public, right in the center of town, with people all around, going about their business.


    I catch the attention of a woman carrying her groceries in one arm and a toddler in the other.


    Help me, I plead with my eyes.


    She smiles and nods on her way past, oblivious to my distress. Of course, she can't hear my pulse like I can.


    I start to cross the street when I hear a sweet voice in my ear: Don't be careless.


    I halt, and a big SUV speeds by, fanning my hair. Carefully, I check both ways, then cross the street, at a slow jog and trying to look casual. Instead of going into The Bean, I circle the block, keeping an eye out for Mr. Bad Suit. The bus bench is empty. The whole street is empty. A little too empty, but I don't know, maybe downtown is always like this. Maybe I'm imagining things, going crazy. Maybe I am crazy. Wait, crazy people never think that about themselves, do they? How can you know you're crazy and yet still act crazy?


    I look for the busiest street and head there, stopping in front of shops to check the reflections in the windows for people who might be following me.


    I'm not crazy, I tell myself. I know crazy.


    Gran and I had a neighbor who thought she was nine months pregnant. Year after year, she was about to go into labor at any moment, according to her. She'd buy tiny little baby clothes, sometimes pink and sometimes blue, and show them to Gran. Gran looked so sad, watching the woman pushing an empty baby carriage around.


    What I don't understand is, our neighbor lady could do basic math. She had to know nine months plus three years is not nine months. She always knew the day's date, always had clean clothes on, and most people she encountered probably didn't even guess she was crazy.


    But late at night, at four in the morning, sometimes I'd hear her. She'd rant for hours, this one-sided conversation full of swear words, anger, and pleading. “I just want to have my baby in peace,” she'd wail. “Why won't you leave me alone?” Those were about the only parts I could make out. The shouting was loud enough for me to hear across the street, but the things she said weren't usually sentences. Just words.


    The next morning, she'd be looking a little tired and would pat her swollen abdomen—swollen with what, I don't know—and say the baby kept her up late kicking. Most times she'd fix her gaze on a spot over your shoulder, but sometimes she'd look right at you, lucid as anyone, begging you with her eyes to keep complicit in her delusions.


    One day she moved away, and Krystal moved into the house with her son. The whole neighborhood breathed a sigh of relief.


    The woman came back once, and I saw her standing in front of the house, looking at the garden. Gran went to check on her, and she promised she'd be back for a visit right after the baby was born, but she was really busy right now, getting ready for the baby's arrival. “Isn't life wonderful and magical?” she'd said to Gran, and Gran had to agree. We all have our own perspective.


    As I put my hand out to open the green wooden door of The Bean, I swallow hard and will myself to not think about crazy people.


    * * *


    The girl is Austin and also not Austin. Has two weeks' time erased her face from my mind? Or have I overwritten reality with a fantasy version? This girl makes my heart soar and sink at once.


    She's Sadmachine! Of course, she's the girl Julie and her friends call Sadmachine, and she's Austin's cousin. That's why she's fooling my emotions. There's a strong family resemblance, although this girl was not quite as blessed with the genetic lottery. Then again, she probably doesn't have an inoperable brain tumor.


    When I reach the front of the coffee line, I stick my hand out and say, “Hi, I'm a friend of Austin's. I'm Zan. We've met, I think. I'm a good friend of your friend Julie. Well, mostly James. Her brother. No, I take that back. Julie is also my best friend. The twins are my co-best friends.”


    In response, Sadmachine gives me a blank, dazed look. She's the exact opposite of someone you'd expect to find working in a funky little coffee shop. Finally, she shakes my hand. Compared to people who simply order their soy lattes or non-foam mochawhatevers, I probably am strange and stupid.


    “The twins in question being James and Julie,” I say, continuing to talk and thereby removing all doubt about my stupidity. “Because they were, ah, born at the same time. James and Julie. Not that I was there. I'm a few months younger. And I was born in Kansas.”


    “Kansas,” she says, a hint of amusement crinkling in the tiny lines around her eyes. Now that I see a bit of a spark in her, I can appreciate her as a person with good qualities, though not undeserving of her nickname of Sadmachine.


    “I came to see Austin,” I say.


    “Austin's really sick.”


    “I know. I was hoping I could see her.”


    Sadmachine looks at the big clock on the wall, which is the hugest clock I've seen outside of a bus depot—so big you might not recognize it as a timepiece, but be blinking at the giant beige thing covered in roman numerals while asking someone for the time. “Austin doesn't have very long,” Sadmachine says.


    “You could say that about all of us,” I say solemnly. “Days, months, you could walk out of here and get hit by a bus.” As I say this, I picture the girl James saw at the bus loop, toppling to the ground, annoyed about all her papers scattering, but not appreciating the fact she was hit by a bus and lived.


    “No,” the girl who is like Austin but not Austin says. “I mean she's checking into the hospital tonight, for surgery tomorrow.”


    Behind me, another customer sighs and shifts back and forth, making as much noise as possible without crossing the threshold for rudeness. I apologize and say I'll just be a few more seconds. “I thought the tumor was inoperable,” I say to the girl.


    We're interrupted by a woman saying, “Do you mind?” She's near the coffee counter, sitting alone at a table for four, with a laptop and dirty dishes spread all around her. “I'm trying to work,” the woman says.


    Austin's cousin nods for me to join her at the other end of the counter, so I do. Another person working behind the counter starts helping the people in line.


    “Thank you!” the woman with the laptop calls over cheerfully. I am not a violent person, but I would love to fold that laptop up like a taco and shove it down her throat.


    In a low voice, I repeat to Austin's cousin, “I thought the tumor was inoperable.”


    “Anything can be removed,” she says. “The problem is there might not be anything left.” Her cheeks are puffy and her eyes are rimmed with pink that isn't makeup.


    “I'm sorry. I didn't know. We only just met. Do you think she'd want to see me?”


    The girl sniffs and holds up her finger to indicate she'll be right back. She disappears behind the big, silver, steam-billowing coffee machine, so I take a good look around the cafe. The counter is bright orange, as I remembered, but the floor is red, a stained concrete. Funny, I always pictured the floor being gray and white tile. I thought I could count on my memory, but apparently it fills in the blanks with imaginary details.


    That nice aroma must be all the coffee, which almost smells like something I'd want to eat. I don't drink coffee, except for some mochas during final exam week at school. School. It feels like somewhere I've never been.


    Austin's cousin returns, handing me a paper cup filled with hot beverage and a generous topping of whipped cream. “I can only talk to customers,” she says, nodding her head in the direction of a woman, who I guess is her boss.


    I reach for my money, but she says the drink's on the house.


    “You know Austin better than me,” I say. “Would she want to see me? Either before or after the surgery?”


    I lift the foamy drink to my lips.


    “Better go before. You never know. She's over at her husband's house. I'll give you the address, hang on.”


    Husband? My mouth is full of burning liquid that hurts all the way down.


    
      




    




Chapter 14


    


    So I'm holding, in my sweaty hand, the address for Austin's husband's house, which is guess is her house too, unless he's her ex-husband. Gah! I did not have these issues a month ago when I was in grade eleven at Mountain High School. Still, does this new knowledge change how I feel about Austin—that she is or has been married? No. I love her. Thinking those words makes me gooey inside, as though the word love were a magic spell of just one word. Love.


    I thank Austin's cousin for everything.


    On my way out, I notice how lovely the door to The Bean is. The wood must be old, as it's covered in multiple coats of textured paint, the most recent a tropical parrot green. It's the kind of door I would photograph, if I had my camera with me, and didn't have life and death matters on my brain.


    Outside, I blink in the bright sunlight and take another sip of the drink to ground myself in reality. I don't know what this beverage is, and I probably shouldn't drink any old thing someone gives me, but this is good.


    Down the street, I think I see Mr. Bad Suit, but it's a young guy wearing an old-fashioned hat. On second glance, this dude with the thin mustache doesn't look unlike a serial killer who makes wind-catcher mobiles out of teenage boys' bones. Now he's pretending to not watch me while he watches me. Has the whole world turned creepy?


    “Zan!” a female voice calls out. I think of the girls from the lake—Missy and Facepuncher—and how I don't relish seeing them. My head down, I run in the opposite direction, my drink sloshing in its cup.


    A block later, the girl calls my name again, sounding closer. I cast my hot beverage into a garbage bin so I can pick up some speed. On the next block, as I reach the park, I'm tackled from behind. I tumble to the grass, the other person rolling over me. She's laughing.


    “Julie?”


    She punches me on the arm, almost as hard as her brother James would. “You nozzle, why are you running?”


    “You're calling me nozzle now?”


    “Yeah. Wanna wrestle?” She pushes me to the grass.


    I clutch my arms up protectively. “Not right this moment, but ... Julie, you do know you don't have to act exactly like James, right? We're real friends now, like I said. You can still be a girl.”


    She rolls her eyes. “Girls like wrestling and roughhousing too.”


    “I knew that,” I say, unfurling and relaxing back on the cool grass.


    Julie lies down next to me at an angle, so that our shoulders and the tops of our heads are touching.


    After a few moments of observing the bunny-shaped clouds, she says, “I need to know you'll marry me.”


    I sit up, startled. “Are you pregnant?”


    She makes a cute little disgusted expression. On James, it's undignified, but on her, it's cute, like a ladybug on a leaf, or a ladybug anything. Even when pissing on your hand, ladybugs are cute.


    “No, I mean when we're old,” she says. “If we haven't found anyone else by a certain age, you and I should get married. James would be the best man.”


    “Of course he would. Okay, sign me up. I will totally marry you if we get old.”


    “Not if, when,” she says.


    “Yeah, I guess some of us will get old.”


    As I say this, the smile falls off Julie's face, and I know we're both thinking about people who get tumors and die tragically young.


    “Have you seen her yet?” Julie asks.


    “No.”


    “I heard she's going in for surgery. There's a, um, decent chance she'll live. I only talked to her at the party for a few minutes, but she was nice. She's older than us, you know. I'm sure she's done some stuff. You know, with her life.”


    I lean back and return my attention to the clouds, since Julie's pep-talk is not giving me any pep. Above me, a fluffy cloud bunny is being chased in slow motion by a giant cloud monster. The monster slowly opens its big cloudy jaws.


    “Is it awful that I'm excited about our wedding?” Julie asks.


    “Yes.”


    “Okay, then that's definitely not what I'm thinking about.”


    * * *


    Julie and I are standing in front of a pizza-by-the-slice place, and I can smell the mozzarella and onions, but the scent isn't making me as hungry as it should. My brain notes that the air smells delicious, but also that my stomach doesn't want any. Julie, talking about marriage, makes me wish I'd kept on running, faster than her.


    After cloud-watching in the park, Julie offered to buy me an early lunch, which led us to the pizza place. We go in and order some slices. I get pepperoni, and Julie gets plain cheese with honey drizzled on top. I choose a table near the window, so I can keep an eye out for Mr. Bad Suit.


    “I'm thinking thirty-five,” Julie says, still on the topic of our hypothetical arranged marriage. “Because of, you know, fertility issues. The eggs.”


    I imagine the eggs the way James described, as miniature chicken eggs. With their tiny little shells, they move along fallopian tubes, inside Julie. The imaginary eggs are still fragile, and every time I reject Julie, a bunch of them burst with heartbreak. I feel a twinge of guilt.


    “Thirty-five's okay,” I say. “Why not make it twenty-eight. Twenty-seven if we never discuss the matter again until we're at least twenty-six.”


    “Twenty-eight, and we go to Paris for the honeymoon.”


    “Where else?” I say, holding up my palms.


    “What's that?” She points to the address, still in my hand. I hold it up, wordlessly, for her to read.


    “No kidding,” she says. “I have the Jeep, I'll drive you there now.”


    * * *


    My hands are conspicuously empty. As I knock on the door, I find myself wishing I'd brought flowers. Or chocolates. Or both. What do you say when the door opens? What do you say when it's a man, about thirty, and he's wrinkling his brow as if to say, Hey, kid, we didn't order any pizza.


    You say, “I'm sorry to bother you, but is Austin home?”


    “Tina?”


    “Yeah. Austina. Is that how you pronounce it? I guess I don't really know her.” I shuffle my feet, the saddest dweeb in the universe.


    “Is that your Caddy?” the man asks.


    I turn and watch as a car with tinted windows drives along the street, real slow. Julie and the Jeep are long gone. She said she'd come in with me, but I insisted she go about her regular Julie business.


    “I don't know who that could be.”



    “Well, come in,” the man says. “We have a rule, and that's no crying. If you have to cry, do so in the bathroom or on your own time.”


    I step over the threshold and kick off my shoes, even though the man is wearing his. Mine aren't as nice as his, which have tassels.


    “Friend from the coffee shop?” he asks.


    “Yes, Sir.”


    He's not wearing a wedding ring, so I'm not sure if this is the husband, but he could seriously kick my ass either way. His sleeves are rolled up and he's got big, meaty forearms, like Popeye, but the sophisticated, urbane version.


    I follow him down a hall, where he knocks on a door softly before pushing it open. Inside, Austin is sitting on the floor, surrounded by magazines, scissors, and cut-outs. She's exactly as I remember her, or possibly even prettier.


    “What, are you scrap-booking?” I say, trying to sound, to anyone else standing in the doorway—like, say, a big man with muscled forearms—like someone who's not slept with Austin, or even had impure thoughts about her.


    “Zan,” she says, beaming. “Wow. Come, sit, you can help me glue.” She clears a spot on the tasteful, cream-colored carpet next to her. “Thank you David,” she says, as though dismissing a butler, and he disappears, off to pump weights or lift cars.


    Austin looks like she does in my photos and memories of her, but smaller. She has dark crescents under her eyes. I sit down next to her and wrestle my inflexible legs into a cross-legged position. Now what?


    She throws her arms around me and kisses me, closed-mouth, but so hard I think my lips might crack. I don't mind the forcefulness, though I note with fear that the door to the room is open.


    She pulls back, and I say, “I should have called you. I should have called the very next day, but I went to the lake, and, then ...”


    “My cousin Claire called to warn me you were on your way,” she says. “So, what scared you more? That I'm married or that I'm dying?”


    “You're not dying, you're having surgery. You are having surgery, right?”


    “Dying is easy, living is hard,” she says, leafing through an open magazine on the floor. “But I decided to stop thinking about time in a linear sense. Just because a song has stopped playing doesn't take away from the song or its beauty ... or how it made a difference to someone.”


    I swallow hard. “I guess.”


    “We don't mourn for the years that existed before we were born,” she says. “And it was more than years. It was forever. Time is so long that it can't help but meet up with itself, and all our songs will play again.”


    At a loss for words, I examine the scissors and glue sticks spread out on the floor before us.


    “By the way, the marriage isn't real,” Austin says. “David's a family friend.”


    I whisper, “You're not really married?”


    “You know how things are, with experimental surgeries and unconventional medical treatments. You're a smart guy. I'm sure you figured out straight away our marriage might be an insurance thing.”


    “You mean Mr. Arms isn't going to squeeze my throat until my head pops off?”


    “Not unless I ask him to,” she says. She picks up a magazine and points to a page. “What do you think of this dress?”


    It's a wedding dress, which looks like all the other wedding dresses: white, fluffy. “Nice.”


    “They'll shave my head for the surgery,” she says. “It will take three years to grow back to full length. Only then can I even start to think about getting married. I have to have my hair just right, you know.”


    I tsk-tsk as lightheartedly as I can. “You girls and your wedding plans.”


    The room darkens as a cloud passes in front of the sun, and the day jumps forward to late afternoon. Time is slipping away from us, and the tighter I try to hold on, the more I miss.


    “Thanks for coming, it's been nice to see you,” Austin says.


    It's been nice. She wants me to leave, but I can't bring myself to go.


    “When are you out of surgery?” I ask. “Can I bring you ice cream?”


    “I'm not having my tonsils out. It's a brain tumor. If I survive, I probably won't even know what ice cream is. I won't even be human.”


    “Don't say that.” My jaw hurts and my eyes are threatening to break the rule about no crying in the house. “I'll bring you flowers for after. What's your favorite flower?”


    “Send lilies, for my memorial,” she says. “This page.” She points to the scrapbook in front of her, at a page filled with cutouts of white lilies. “I always liked how they smell like hot dogs. It makes the whole thing more festive. I wish I were Irish. Some of my ancestors were, but not enough to count.”


    I stare up at the ceiling and choke down my feelings. If Austin is a song, it's not fair her song's about to finish. It isn't right, so it can't be true.


    She continues leafing through the magazines, as calm as Sunday afternoon.


    “Did you have chemotherapy? You still have your hair,” I say.


    “I've had chemo, but everyone's different. Not everybody loses their hair,” she says.


    “Your hair's so pretty.”


    She smiles and twirls a section of pale hair with one hand. It's the most bewitching thing I've ever seen a girl do.


    “I love you,” I say.


    She frowns, wrinkling a little vertical spot between her thin eyebrows. This is the first time I've seen her frown, and it crushes me.


    “People keep saying that to me,” she says. “And since the diagnosis, they also keep telling me to think positive and be positive, but as this dumb ol' tumor grew and grew and no doctors were willing to operate, I started to feel like it was my fault for not thinking positively enough.”


    “You don't have to be positive, I guess. You could get angry. I think I'd be angry, and depressed. I feel that way now, and I don't even have a ... um.”


    “Exactly,” she says. “My parents think going in for a radical surgery with a low survival rate is my own method of doctor-assisted suicide, just to get it over with already.” She tears a page from a magazine. “That's why me and my parents aren't exactly talking right now.”


    I rub my sweaty palms on my jeans. “You can always talk to me. You can talk to me about anything, and I won't lecture you about staying positive. I promise. I'm not really that positive myself. My friends describe me as angsty. I may have a reputation for overreacting. Just a bit.”


    Softly, she says, “I haven't braided my hair since that night.”


    Sensing an invitation, I lean in to kiss her, but she turns her head, and I get nothing but long hair on my lips.


    “You're a sweet kid, Zan, and we had our fun,” she says. “Get lost and forget all about me, okay? Like you already tried to do, but more successfully this time.”


    “But I didn't. I couldn't.”


    “David!” she yells. To me, she says, “David will show you out.”


    “But what about the future?”


    She sighs and rubs at the crease in her forehead, still not looking at me. “If I'm alive, in this future you talk about, I'll probably date someone my own age. Stay in school, okay? You're a great guy. Some woman's going to be lucky to have you.”


    I want to kiss her again, smell her skin, but now David's at the door. I want to bury my face in her silvery hair and wrap my arms around her, forever.


    When I stand up, an invisible part of me tears out of my body and dies on the floor. On the way out of the house, David's talking about recovery rates and radiation, but I can't hear him from where I am, deep under the water.


    The last time. I just saw her for the second time, and the last time.


    I don't think I even said goodbye.


    Somehow, I get my shoes on. David pats me on the shoulder, gives me a gruff little hug, then I'm on the step, and the door is shut behind me. I have nowhere to go. I need to find a body of water to sink into.


    * * *


    I am definitely not imagining the black Cadillac that's following me down the street. The weather has changed from sunshine to rain, and I cross my arms against the chill, wishing I'd worn more than a shirt, but of course, when I left the house this morning, everything was different.


    I turn right at the corner, then as soon as the car follows, I turn back and cross the street instead. A few minutes later, the car is back behind me. There's no way they can expect to go unnoticed, so I finally give in and trot up to the side of the car, where I knock on the window.


    The driver doesn't roll down the dark, tinted window, despite my banging on the glass. The car stops and the back door pops open.


    What do I have to lose? I'm weightless and foggy as I slide into the back of the car.


    I can't say I'm surprised to see Mr. Bad Suit at the wheel and the scary old woman from the gas station cottage, Heidi, in the back seat next to me. The pupils of her eyes are as dark as graveyard dirt, and her skin, which was wrinkled before, is now gray and stony.


    While I'm not surprised, I'm still horrified. The inside of the car smells like new leather, but also decay. I nearly jump back out the door, but I remember I have nowhere to go, so I stay.


    Life is weird, but so is death. People are dying all the time—people I love and people I don't even know.


    I've got two senior citizens chasing after me, which isn't so bad compared to dying. I'll find out what they want. What's the worst that can happen?


    “Do you know who we are?” the man asks.


    “No, and I don't care. You want my power, right, my gift? Can you really take my curse from me?”


    “Sweetheart,” Heidi says softly, perhaps trying to sound benevolent, but failing. Her voice comes out in a hiss, like an air leak in something huge and rotten. “Darling boy, Zan.”


    She reaches a gnarled hand to me, and I recoil against the door. The car is moving again, but slowly. I put my palm on the door's handle, just in case.


    Heidi tucks her hands neatly on her lap. “We weren't going to harm you. I would have told you so if your silly friends hadn't taken you away from me so rudely.”


    “You can have my power, but I want something in return,” I say. “I want you to take my memory.”


    “All of it?” the man at the wheel asks over his shoulder. He sounds excited, like a perverted suspect on a TV crime show.


    “Selected bits,” I say. “The last few weeks, from the moment I met that girl I told you about, Austin.”


    “We can do that,” Heidi says, her voice bubbling like mud.


    “And while you're at it, take away the business with my parents,” I say. “I'd like to be free of all of that.”


    “Mine,” Heidi snaps.


    “We could share,” the man says, and they laugh.


    “How soon can we do this?” I grip the door handle tighter. “It won't hurt, will it?”


    “Tomorrow's no good for me,” the man says.


    “Newt,” Heidi says angrily. “Make time. Your bridge group can wait.”


    “Your name is Newt?” I ask. “Like, eye of Newt? Are you a witch too?”


    Heidi turns to me, and even though she's not touching my hand with hers, I sense her scanning my thoughts—my emotions—and sucking them up.


    “You can drop me off here,” I say, pulling at the door handle, which is, wouldn't you know it, locked.


    “No, no, let us drive you home,” Newt says. “We already know where you live.”


    “Fine,” I say, crossing my arms.


    “I have to run a few errands,” Newt says.


    Heidi nods, as though this is a typical routine for the two of them. I turn to look out the tinted windows, past the raindrops, where dark shapes fly through the sky next to the car. Crows. They're everywhere. Metallic scratching sounds come from the roof of the car. Does rain make that noise? I check outside the window again, but the crows have vanished. My mind must be playing tricks on me.


    My mind. So helpful at times, but also so jam-packed with crap I don't want.


    I can't wait to be rid of the memories I no longer need.


    
      




    




Chapter 15


    


    Newt puts on the turn signal and parallel parks the car. “I have to pick up some ... incense,” he says. “Maybe you want to get out and stretch your legs.”


    The rain isn't letting up, but I tell them I'll get out here. “I can make my way home on my own,” I insist.


    Heidi turns over one hand in a so be it gesture. I suspect the rotting smell may be coming from her.


    “Hang on,” Newt says, squirming to retrieve something from his pocket. After some grumbling, he writes something on the back of a envelope. It's an address on the other side of town. “Come the day after tomorrow, at four,” he says.


    “Day after tomorrow.” I look down at the note in my hands. The handwritten loops remind me of antique documents from museums. “You have really nice handwriting.”


    Newt's voice pitches up high with delight as he says, “Thanks!”


    I open the door and step out. The sun is much lower on the horizon than I expected. I feel, for a moment, like I'm on the opposite side of the planet, perhaps because I can't read any of the signs. They're in another language, and I don't know where I am. Something catches my eye, and I turn to see a shop window full of upside-down, shiny, featherless ... ducks? I'm in Chinatown.


    * * *


    I stare at the window next to the butcher for several minutes, contemplating. Finally, and at the risk of being thought a total idiot, I decide I will walk into the Chinese herbalist and ask about magic spells and witchcraft. Why not? There's a small sign in the window that I think means palm-reading, and my last meeting with a palm-reading psychic was so illuminating.


    The collection of bells on the door ring as merrily as Santa's sleigh when I step inside the herbalist's shop. The place smells appealing, like those woody little cough candies Gran buys at the health food store. The air is cool and dry—refreshing. I breathe in deeply, guiltily stealing all the microscopic bits of herbs into my lungs.


    “Yes?” says the woman at the counter. She is Chinese, as expected, and wears thick, round glasses. “You have acne, yes?” she says.


    At the mention of acne, the two pus-volcano spots that constantly plague one or the other of my cheeks heat up with shame. “You're right, I do have acne.” I have to admire this woman's straight-forward approach.


    “And a broken heart.”


    I look down at myself, trying to see what gave me away. My shoes are untied, but that's not out of the ordinary.


    “Do you have anything to cure a broken heart?” I ask, hoping for a gentler approach than whatever Heidi and Newt have in mind. “Something to make me forget?”


    She gives me a bemused look. “Why forget? No, love is special. Love is better than any of this.” She waves her hand in front of a row of jars. One contains what appears to be cinnamon sticks. Maybe this isn't a Chinese herbalist, but a cooking store. I'm a stupid, non-Chinese guy, making assumptions. I shake my head.


    “Willy okay?” she asks.


    I swear she said the word willy. “Haven't had any complaints,” I reply.


    The woman pulls down three jars, then measures some sticks and herbs out on a digital scale. “Tea,” she says. “Clear up that acne. Twice a day, two cups. Not tonight, though. Start tomorrow, before your breakfast.”


    “Before breakfast.”


    She checks a Hello Kitty calendar hanging on the wall behind her. “Tomorrow,” she says. “The moon is right.”


    “Acne is related to the moon?”


    She waves one hand in a charming circle and smiles. “Everything relates to the moon. Women, and the world.”


    I thank her and pull out my wallet. Here goes nothing, I think. “Do you have anything more powerful? Like, magic? To protect against ... witches?”


    “Beg pardon? Not all women are witches,” she says defensively.


    “I don't mean like that. I mean real witches.”


    She adds a little pinch of something yellow to the tea mix, then scoops it up with her hands into a silver tin. Behind me, the doors jingle with another customer coming in the door, but the woman doesn't take her eyes off me. “Try this first,” she says. “It will help take away your troubles. Take away your acne, take away your troubles.”


    I'm jostled from behind by some tourists gawking at the herbal treasures in here. “Is that a skull?” the gum-chewing woman asks the man—presumably her husband—weighted down with a camera and her purse. The camera's good-quality, but he's gone and ruined it by using a cheap lens. Ordinarily, I'd stop them to chat camera-talk, but instead, I quietly pay for my anti-acne, anti-trouble tea.


    The tourist woman says, “That is a skull, a tiny skull. Isn't that the darnedest thing? What kind of an animal is that?”


    “Crow,” says the woman behind the counter. She pushes her glasses back up her nose and gives me a knowing look. “You can tell by the large beak,” she tells them, which seems to satisfy the tourists.


    I thank the woman and leave, feeling slightly unsettled, and clutching my herbal tea. If only a tea could take my troubles away.


    The rain has stopped, and a rainbow shimmers in the distance, appearing to terminate in an alley a few blocks from here. A part of me yearns to chase after the end of the rainbow, though there's probably little in that alley but a big dumpster.


    I wonder, can Austin see this rainbow from her room? I try to picture her, sitting in a chair by her window, looking at the same sky.


    Stop. I can't think about Austin, because it hurts too much. Of course, I can't not think about her.


    I check the signs to make sure I'm heading in the right direction, and I begin the long walk home. Walking should clear my head, and the day after tomorrow, I'll have Heidi and Newt clear my head. I should be afraid, but I'm not. I try to figure out what I'm feeling, but I can't put a word to it. I think this is what people mean when they say numb.


    As I leave Chinatown and walk past residential streets, I pass people parking their cars and bringing cases of beer and food into houses. Other folks are standing on porches and in yards, firing up barbecues. The scent of grilling burgers wafts through the air, along with people laughing.


    I walk past a modest-sized house with a dozen small children racing about the yard on the rain-dampened grass, soaking each other with water guns. Now somebody, an uncle maybe, races out with water balloons and the children swarm him with glee. Next door, a garage band warms up.


    So much life here, in the world. What do I look like to them, as I walk past their parties and their family gatherings? Nobody. I'm nobody. They might notice me for an instant, like a smudge of ink on their perfect postcard lives, but they quickly look away. I'm on the other side of the glass.


    * * *


    Back at home, I try to watch some TV, but there's nothing good on. I go to the computer and start organizing my digital photos into separate folders, but even looking at my work doesn't interest me. Nothing interests me.


    Raye-Anne has sent a text to me, as well as James and Julie, inviting us to her house, but I politely decline, citing a sudden bout of stomach flu. I can't see Julie and face her questions about what happened at Austin's house. They'd all ask me about what I'm going to do next, and why.


    It's simple: I'm going to meet with a crazy witch named Heidi and her friend Newt, and they're going to relieve me of my power, along with the memories I no longer wish to have. I don't know what the process will do to me, but Gran will be home soon, so Mibs will get his insulin on time, no matter what happens to me. I can do whatever I want to my brain, with a clear conscience.


    I should prepare myself for losing some of my memories.


    Since I won't have any recollection of certain key events in my life, it might be best to write the basic details down for my future, happier, unburdened self. That is the plan. I think my future self could read about my memories, to learn them in the abstract sense, and be unaffected emotionally. I've read about awful things in history books, yet they don't take up space in my head. My past doesn't have to be a secret, it just needs to be watered down.


    I pull some paper out of the computer printer, get a pen, and sprawl out on the peony-covered living room rug. Handwritten, it'll have to be. I don't trust the computer with something so important.


    “Dear Zan,” I write.


    Wait, how can I write when I'm suddenly so thirsty?


    I get up, go to the kitchen, and boil water for tea. The lady said to start the herbal tea tomorrow, but why would anyone want to delay a cure for his acne? The future, happier version of me will appreciate having clear skin.


    The tea mixture is loose, so I have to use a strainer to keep all the sticks and leaves out of the water. It's funny how tea is actually dirty water, made brown by whatever comes off the tea leaves. People sometimes call coffee mud, but tea is just as much mud.


    Once brewed, the tea smells like cut grass, ashes, and lemon zest. I take a sip and find it's not bad, but I fish around in the cupboard and find Gran's Peppermint Schnapps—up high where she thinks I can't find it—and add a good glug of the Schnapps to my hot tea.


    Not bad. Not bad at all! I think my skin is tingling already. I should get back to writing that letter to myself.


    Of course, more tea means clearer skin, so I pour another cup, complete with Schnapps. I usually stay away from indulging in more than one drink with alcohol in it, because booze makes me think about my mother, which then makes me think about my father, and the things my family whispered after their deaths.


    I return to the rug and my pen and paper. The tea is making me remember, and I don't like to remember, but I'll go back to the pain, this one last time. I grip the pen in my left hand as best I can to not smear the ink, and begin to write.


    * * *


    Dear Zan,


    In case you forget, you should know you promised to marry Julie if you're both still single at twenty-eight. Twenty-eight is too soon to get married, but really, you could do worse. Julie does a lot of ballet and tap dancing, so she'll probably keep you active as you both get old together. Maybe she could dye her hair so she doesn't look quite so much like James.


    Remember to pick up more Peppermint Schnapps for Gran. The store on the corner knows the both of you and lets you buy it without ID, so long as it's no more than once every few months. But wait, I'm sure you will still remember those details.


    The main reason you've lost some memory is because you had a brain tumor. Ha ha, just kidding. If you knew the whole story, you'd see the humor in that.


    No, seriously, it's because you fell in love with a girl who didn't love you back, either because she didn't like you as much as you thought, or because she is dying. Was dying. Is dead now. Probably. Don't worry about it either way. You should date some other nice girls, except not Raye-Anne, or any of the girls at school, unless they are new students. Wait until college, maybe. And whatever you do, don't go out with any girl who has a pierced tongue. Long story.


    When you get your memory tidied up, you're going to lose a chunk from when you were five. It's not anything you're going to need in life, but I will say this: do not join any cults.


    Your parents were nice people once. They were a bit daffy, hence your name, Zaniel, but they were good, or at least they meant to be good. Your father, Dan, was not as interested in sharing their love as your mother was. Your mother didn't think she was doing anything wrong, so she didn't think to lie or cover her tracks.


    So, you were five, and so small that night when your father got you out of bed and made you sit in the kitchen with him, waiting for your mother to return. He sharpened his big knife and made you test how well it worked by running it along your palms. He grabbed you by the wrists and squeezed the blood into a bowl.


    You may wonder why I'm telling you this, since the point is to unburden you of this memory, but I feel some knowledge of the events is important. Try not to picture the events happening, but know the facts. I am truly sorry if this is upsetting.


    Once your father had your blood in the bowl, he used the blood to draw on the table, and on your face, and on his. He said some words, and you didn't know what they meant, and you were very frightened. You tried to sneak out of your chair and hide in your room, but he pulled you out from under the bed and made you sorry you disobeyed.


    So, he sharpened the knife and you both waited for your mom to come home. The time passed very fast and also very slow. You thought you could save her. You worked out a plan. She would open the door and you would tell her everything, and the two of you would run down the road, away from your father.


    But when she came in the door, she told you to shut up. She started yelling and screaming and crying and pleading with your father. She was only making him more angry, and you begged her to stop, but she didn't stop. Not until your father stabbed her. He cut into her so lovingly, as though he was looking for her heart, so he could fix it.


    Before he shot himself, he told you he was going to give you something, so you would never be betrayed by a woman like he was. You wanted to ask him what he meant, but then he put the pistol in his mouth, upside down, like he was trying to make himself throw up.


    I am sorry.


    I am so sorry.


    Try not to think about it.


    - Zan


    * * *


    Morning? I can see the clock on the mantle from where I am on the floral-patterned rug, and it's eight o'clock. That makes no sense, unless it's actually morning, and I've slept on the floor all night. I look out the window to check, and quickly close my eyes against the glare. The early light feels cruel, the sun too hot.


    My cheek rests in a puddle of drool, and I'm not alone. Mibs is bunting me with the top of his head and purring. I don't know whose drool this is. This drool could be anyone's.


    “Mibs, was I floating around outside of my body last night?”


    He flicks his tail and glances toward his food dish, using his subtle kitty-cat mind control. In a second, he'll start licking his lips, suggesting a can of yummy soft food, but for now he's happy to rub his butt in my face. I scratch him over the tail and pull myself upright.


    I study the handwritten pages partially stuck to my arm. I do not remember writing any of this. I had the tea, and some Schnapps—not much, I swear—and then ... what?


    The memory of last night's activities comes back like a tidal wave.


    I left my body.


    I left my body on the ground, here on the rug, as evidenced by the nubby rug dimples all over my skin, and I went for a walk around the neighborhood. Naked. Or was I naked? I walked without my clothes, but also without my body.


    That's new!


    I may be a seventeen-year old boy who consorts with witches and gets psychic visions when girls stick their fingers in my belly button, but I do not typically leave my body. What's that even called? I think I read a book about the phenomenon once: astral projection. What the heck does astral mean?


    And how can I have some new thing to worry about?


    I turn Mibs around so his butt's not in my face and get him calmed down while I check my cell phone for messages. There's one from last night: Julie saying she heard Austin was going in for surgery in the morning. That would be this morning. Austin's in surgery right now.


    I shiver as I think about her lying on a cold, metal surgical table. She wouldn't like that, and I know, because the night she spent with me, she complimented my ultra-soft bed as she curled up next to me. She laughed as I took handfuls of her long, silky hair and fanned it out across both of us.


    “I normally braid my hair before I go to sleep,” she said. This was late that night, about three in the morning, when the sky was pink with the promise of dawn. I told her I'd give up blankets forever, if I could have her hair to cover me. She said, running her finger down the center of my face, “For you, I'll never braid my hair again.”


    “Do you promise?” I asked, and she said I might change my mind when I woke up tangled in her hair. I said I'd be the judge of that, and I grabbed her and held her closer.


    “We should get some sleep,” I said, nuzzling her soft neck. She practically melted into me, then she kissed me, and I knew I wasn't getting to sleep any time soon.


    As I think about the night we shared, I feel unbearable joy and pain together. In my mind, I force myself to step back from the two people on the soft bed, tangled up in hair, and close the door. After my memory is taken, that door will be permanently closed, and that will be better for me.


    To think—I went two weeks trying to forget about her when I should have been trying to see her.


    No, I can't think about the time lost. It's too awful. I mean, this isn't about me. So I lose a girl I happen to like—big whoop. I'll move on, and I may love again, because I'll still be alive.


    Who it's awful for is her, her family, and the world that keeps turning without her. I know she's not the only person tragedy happens to, though that thought holds no comfort. It's awful that any girl her age, full of so much potential and light, could die.


    Austin was so confident and sure of herself the night we met. She didn't have a care in the world—I guess because she knew none of what she did mattered.


    But I can't think about her, or the next day before I meet with Heidi and Newt is going to stretch out like a multi-lifetime prison sentence.


    I can hear Mibs throwing his body at the cupboard door, like an anvil on wobbly pegs. I get up, my body as swift as wet bags of sand. Has my body always hurt so much? Every part of me aches. I wonder if my body is angry at me for leaving it last night and running naked around the streets of town—assuming that actually happened. I couldn't have left my body, though, could I? Did I astrally project?


    As Mibs weaves between my legs, I pull out his treats and get his insulin needle ready. I tap the needle to get the air bubble out.


    Insulin.


    I have a lot of insulin. A dark thought passes through me like a jolt. Painless. With an overdose, you go into a coma and then you die. I have five, six little vials of cat insulin. The human dosage is obviously different than a cat's, but the vet did warn us about accidental pricks. I could load them up one at a time and inject them in my leg. Not that I would, but if I had to, I could. If something went wrong.


    That's not for you, says a familiar voice in my head. What is that voice all about? Is the voice my conscience, or what?


    Don't matter—the voice is right. Suicide is not the answer, because it doesn't solve anything.


    I'm just overreacting emotionally, the way James and Julie say I do. Maybe it's because of my gift, like Heidi said.


    I give Mibs his shot and then his treats. I am rewarded with drool-soaked kisses, which make me feel better. I am needed here in this world.


    Tidying up the counter, I sniff the herbal tea, which triggers a surprising reaction. Suddenly, I'm vomiting up spit and bile into the kitchen sink. I don't know if I could feel worse—surely if I could actually leave my body at will, I'd do so now.


    * * *


    The rest of the day, I clean the house. I really go to town, too. I mean, I even scrub the toilet, with the sudsy stuff and the nasty old brush. The frozen pizza boxes should get recycled, but I don't want Gran to know I've been eating so poorly, so I throw them in the garbage, then my conscience has me pull them out and put them in the paper recycling box.


    Gran always talks about how cleaning the house improves one's mood. She says the difference between a happy person and a sad person is a tidy home, and nobody can feel bad with recently-laundered bedding. Even something as simple as fresh sheets can give you something to look forward to, and happiness comes from looking forward, not back.


    I'm looking forward to being free of my power and free of my memories. I wish Newt had been willing to reschedule his bridge club so we could get this over with today instead of tomorrow.


    I get out the vacuum and go over every room, including Gran's, even though nobody's been in here for weeks. Her nightstand is covered in framed photos of me and her. I pick one up, see Gran's radiant, loving face, and I miss her so much my jaw aches. Poor Gran, who lost her only child, my mother. How did she get over the loss? And then her husband, my grandfather—the one who's now bowling in heaven. Gran keeps going, keeps loving. Even if it means loving ... Rudy.


    Did my phone just ring? I turn off the vacuum to check, but I must have imagined the ringing.


    I feel as though I'm expecting a call—waiting for someone to contact me with the results of Austin's surgery, even though nobody in her family even knows I exist. I guess her pretend-husband saw me, but it was more in the way a tiger sees some lesser creature—like a little wrinkly mole—and changes his path so he doesn't get his feet dirty stepping on the creature.


    He should still call me. I deserve a call, at least to let me know if she's alive or dead.


    I pull out my phone and dial Julie's number. Austin's cousin is her friend, so maybe she's heard.


    Breathlessly, Julie asks, “You don't know?”


    We haven't spoken since she dropped me off at the house, so I fill her in on what happened yesterday afternoon—how Austin had seemed happy to see me, but then her mood changed and she sent me away. “Now I'm just hanging here, in the dark, not knowing,” I say.


    “Oh, I see what she did there,” Julie says. “She chased you away, so you couldn't be hurt. For your own good. Like in the movies, when the family releases the wild animal back into the forest, and they have to yell at the animal, so it can be free.”


    “You think she was releasing me to the wild? Why would someone do that? That doesn't make any sense. Why chase away someone who cares about you?” I'm still in Gran's room, and I sit down on her floral bedspread, which smells of her perfume.


    Over the phone, Julie makes the sound of a bubble popping. “That's life.”


    I wail something wordless and wounded-animal-sounding into the phone.


    “Let me make a few calls,” Julie says. “Maybe the surgery went great. Maybe you guys can talk this all out. I'll call you right back.”


    I put the vacuum cleaner away and pace, wobbling between sad and angry. Angry feels better. I'm angry Austin pushed me away instead of leveling with me. I'm angry that I care so much about a girl I barely know.


    I'm staring at the phone, willing it to ring, when Julie's face pops up on the screen. It's a photo I took of her pulling her lower eyelids down and her nose up in a goofy face. She's wearing a miniature red top hat, at her last tap dance recital. My hands are paralyzed. I can't answer it, I think, but hands shaking, I do.


    Julie starts talking, quickly. Her tone is enigmatic. I am listening for words like unfortunately or sorry or miraculously, but instead, she says coma.


    “Can you repeat that last bit?” I ask.


    “Austin's out of surgery, and stable, but she's in a coma.”


    
      




    




Chapter 16


    


    Julie has some more details about the surgery, but her words blur. Austin's alive, which is good, but she's in a coma. I can't go to her side, because I'm not immediate family. Julie says she gave my name and number to someone else in the family, an aunt who is in charge of the phone tree.


    I've never heard of a phone tree before, but apparently people do them in these situations. One person has a list of, say, five people she's responsible for calling, and then each of them phones five people, and so on, and so on. You'd think it would be replaced nowadays with texts and emails, but then again, some news probably shouldn't be texted.


    I imagine the message I might have sent after what happened to my parents, if I'd been old enough to text: Hey Gran. Can I come live with u? Dad killed Mom and himself. Long story. CU L8R


    With no other ideas about what to do next, I get back to cleaning the house. As I'm putting the tin of herbal tea back in the cupboard, I realize my face is tingling. I check in the mirror at the back of Gran's china cabinet. In amongst her tea pots and porcelain figures of fancy ladies in big dresses, floats a blemish-free face. I could have sworn I had at least two angry zits yesterday, but now, they're gone. They're gone like snow in June.


    Sure, the tea may have made me black out and barf my guts out, but a cure for acne is worth a little pain. Besides, it's not like I have anything better to do today.


    I pull the canister of tea back out of the cupboard and a leaflet falls out. There are some symbols I can't read, and then in English: Skin-so-clear Tea. For Spirit Walk, take with mint. Do not blend with alcohol.


    Spirit Walk. Is that some sort of gourmet tea blend experience, or does it mean what I think it does? I had two cups of the tea last night with Peppermint Schnapps, so I did take it with mint, but also with alcohol. Was the alcohol the reason I don't remember much? There's no store name on the paper, and I can't remember the name of the herbalist, if there even was an English name.


    Bank card—I paid by bank card.


    I race to my room, scaring poor Mibs into having a puffy tail. Poor guy only just ventured out after hiding from the big, scary vacuum cleaner.


    I turn on my computer, pull up my bank statement, and there it is—the most recent purchase. Right in front of me, the name, albeit written in squiggles and dashes and little boxes. I'm going to have to go down to Chinatown and walk around until I find the store, to find out more about this Spirit Walk thing.


    Or do I?


    The idea is floating in my head, formless—more of a feeling than a plan. I dare not put the words together, for fear of my plan blowing apart under the weight of its own ridiculousness, but I have to. If I could astral project—Spirit Walk—again, for real, I could visit Austin in her coma state. Assuming souls are real, of course. And she's still alive. And she actually wants to see me, and was only pushing me away for my own good the last time I saw her.


    For Spirit Walk, take with mint.


    I'm going to blend the tea with mint and drink it! I feel as sure of this as I've ever felt about anything. I'm not even going to do a web search about astral projection, that's how sure I am. My hand reaches across to click off my monitor, and I'm on my feet, on a tea-making mission. A thought nags at the back of my head: why do I feel so sure about what I'm doing?


    Also, why are there so many crows sitting on the branches outside my window?


    They circle around the house and follow me to the kitchen, but I don't care. They can watch me with their beady little eyes all they want. I'm on a mission.


    I dig through Gran's drawer of teas. She keeps every flavor so she can be a good hostess. People ask her what kind she has, and her eyes twinkle as she invites them to name their favorite tea, because she's psychic and she bought it special, just for them. Gran's not really psychic, as far as I know, and this is her little joke, but now that I think about it, she could be hiding behind the truth too. Oh, Gran. I do love you so much. You've been good to me. Why do I feel like I'll never see you again? You're coming back from your cruise tomorrow.


    I check the calendar on the fridge to make sure. Yes, Gran's returning tomorrow. This calendar has scenes from Italy for each month. The image of a Hello Kitty calendar pops into my head. Where have I seen that? At the Chinese herbalist? At Heidi's cottage?


    My mind goes blank.


    What was I just thinking about?


    The crows outside the window squawk at me. Tea. I'm making tea.


    I pull out boxes of tea labeled peppermint, spearmint, and mint. Are they all the same? Mibs jumps on the counter, very interested in the tea. He swipes one of the mint tea bags and runs off. “One for Mibs, one for Zan,” I say as I drop a bag into a mug.


    I move swiftly through the kitchen, preparing the Spirit Walk tea. I am guided by forces outside myself. More crows appear in the tree outside the window, staring in at me. I sip my hot tea and give them the finger.


    Drowsy, so drowsy.


    I make my way to my grandfather's old recliner and settle in.


    My body feels happy. I've never felt so comfortable before.


    * * *


    Why do I have such an idiotic look on my face? Look at me there, with my hand tucked into my waistband like some out-of-shape sitcom dad.


    Wait. If I'm there, how can I be here? I'm floating. Why is my head in the attic now? Hey, my comic books! Gran said she sold them at a garage sale, but here they are. Hello, Spiderman. Don't worry, comic books, I know where you are now.


    Roof.


    Chimney.


    Sky.


    I'm naked, but I'm not cold. Why am I in the sky? Right, astral projection. Or Spirit Walking. I wish I had some clothes.


    Something shimmers, and now I'm wearing boxer shorts. I try to will myself into something more presentable, but nothing's coming to mind. I guess boxers are better than nothing.


    A big, black crow flies through me, and then another. This is like a violation of my person, even without a body, so I steer myself out of the path of the others. Where are they going in such a hurry?


    Austin. I need to find her. She probably has a specific energy, and if I focus on it, I'll be drawn to her. I concentrate as hard as I can. A pair of jeans appear in front of me. Not exactly what I wanted, but I'm learning. I grab the floating jeans and put them on, both legs at the same time, because I can.


    I picture Austin's face, and how she looked up at me from her magazines on the floor, with paper cutouts of her impossible future spread out in all directions. I wish I'd paid more attention to the dresses she was cutting out.


    A wedding dress appears in front of me. “No,” I say, and the dress dematerializes.


    “Toaster.”


    A four-slice bagel toaster appears in front of me.


    “Austin.”


    Nothing happens.


    I suppose I could float around the sky all day, or I could go to the biggest hospital in the city—the one most likely to do brain surgeries.


    I picture the hospital in my mind. Something tugs gently on my left shoulder, so I turn that way and will myself to move. Faster and faster I go, until I'm flying.


    I wave below me, wondering if I'm invisible, or if people see a boy, naked except for a pair of jeans, soaring through the sky like the world's worst-dressed and least-prepared superhero.


    * * *


    Nobody notices me walking around in the hospital, except for a few people who, by the looks of them, are not the most reliable witnesses.


    “Jonah,” wheezes an old man in a hospital bed. He must be talking to me, because there's no one else around. He says, “I thought you were acting out, trying to get attention. We shouldn't have left you there. I'm sorry. Can you forgive me?”


    “I forgive you,” I say, checking his chart. Nothing on this chart makes any sense, except for the old guy's name. “Carl. I forgive you, Carl. Say, do you know where the recovery ward would be for brain surgery patients?”


    “Hang on,” he says. His mortal body sinks into the bed, and he sits up out of himself—that is, the non-mortal, shimmery part of him sits up. “I'll take you there,” he says, and he floats in front of me, naked as a newborn baby.


    “I know you're not really Jonah,” the old guy, Carl, says. “But I still wanted to apologize, and I meant it. Certain combinations of words act as keys for the soul. Did you know that?”


    “Makes sense, sure. The word love makes me feel funny. So, um, how are you?”


    “Can't complain.” He twirls up and straightens out about level with my waist, stroking his arms through the air as though swimming through water.


    “You're taking death rather well,” I say.


    “Life is all about the attitude. So's death.” He begins to sing, “I gotta be me!”


    All the people in the waiting room we're passing through begin to cough and sneeze, seemingly in reaction to his off-key singing.


    “Hospitals,” he says. “If you weren't sick when you came in ... am-i-right?”


    “Carl, do you want me to order you up some pants?”


    “Pants are for suckers,” he says, scissor-kicking his way up a hallway.


    I apologize on his behalf to the nurses and doctors going about their business, but they can't hear or see us, which is almost a shame, because covered in white hair the way he is, Carl looks not unlike a yeti, or abominable snowman.


    “I always thought your ghost would be the young version of yourself,” I say.


    Carl rolls onto his back and floats ahead of me, the back of his head resting on his forearms. “I never considered such a thing,” he says, and just like that, his white furry coat turns back to brown. “Will wonders never cease.”


    I avert my eyes—this is a bit too much like the sauna room at the swimming pool, where the older guys wander around without their swim trunks.


    “Here's your stop,” Carl says.


    We're at a door, presumably Austin's room. The door's open, and it's a private room, which means Popeye-arms, David the pretend husband, must have good insurance.


    “Are you going to be all right on your own here, son?” Carl asks. “There's somewhere I have to be.” He's fading around the edges.


    “You go,” I say, though I wish he would stay. Without my body, Carl and I are nothing but energy, and I like the feel of his energy.


    “I was, I am, I will be,” Carl says as he disappears into nothing.


    * * *


    Austin. I can feel her energy too.


    I drift into the room, my feet no longer touching the floor, assuming they ever were.


    Her head is covered in bandages, but I don't have to look to know they've shaved off all her hair. She had such beautiful hair, but without it, I'm noticing her eyebrows and eyelashes for the first time. They're neither gold nor brown, but both, at once.


    “Austin,” I say. Of course I have no physical vocal chords, so I can't be making any noise. With no body, I have no physical presence. I don't know how I can see, without having physical eyeballs to refract and reflect light and send messages to a brain that's not here either, but this is not the time or place to question physics. I'm here.


    I reach for Austin's hand, but my fingers pass through. “Hey, wake up. I came for you, Austin. I traveled here outside of my freaking body to see you. Don't you dare ignore me, or I'll ... I'll come in there with you.”


    The pulsating line on one of the machines changes, or at least I think it does—I don't know what any of this stuff means. As I'm attempting to hold her hand, even though mine keeps slipping through, I feel something I don't expect: the sensation of my own arms and legs being held, as though someone is picking me up and carrying me.


    How can I be getting carried by my arms and legs?


    “Carl? Are you pranking me?” I look around the hospital room, but there's only me, Austin, and some bunches of flowers and cards. Three cheery silver balloons bob in the corner, but no Carl.


    I check my arms and legs, but I don't see anything unusual, considering I'm a spirit in a pair of pretend jeans. My hip stings, as though I was dropped on it. New voices float around my mind, like the tail end of echoes in a big canyon, when they turn back in on themselves and stop having meaning.


    “I'm not that strong, you'll have to help,” says a man's voice. “Get a good grip.”


    Newt?


    Pulling. My body—my real, mortal body—is pulling me back toward it, like the moon pulling the sea, and I am washing away, trickling out of this hospital room, away from Austin.


    Did her eyelash flutter? I struggle to get closer, but I'm being pulled back, and ... folded. Folded? My consciousness expands in a brief flash of light and I know I'm being loaded into the trunk of a car. My body is being loaded into the trunk of a car.


    “This is all working so well,” says the man's voice. It is Newt, Heidi's friend. Newt continues, “The best part is he actually thought the tea was his idea. Susan did a wonderful job, I'd say. We're really coming together as a team.”


    “Stop complimenting your half-done handiwork,” Heidi snaps at Newt. “You're one of those people who quits halfway through painting a room to admire it, aren't you?”


    I sense my physical eyelids cracking open, and for a second I see what's happening, as though watching picture-in-picture on a TV. It's night time now, and Heidi is dressed in black, like a widow or a ninja. The picture disappears just as quickly, but I'm still getting sound.


    The lid of the trunk bangs shut, muffling their voices. In the hospital room, where I also am, simultaneously, I'm floating up against the ceiling, like one of Austin's get-well-soon balloons would if the ribbon were snapped. I hope Austin doesn't open her eyes and catch me like this, floating over her like some creepy ghost.


    The sounds and images from my physical body are gone, and I'm cut off again, to my relief.


    My ghostly head passes through fluorescent light ballasts and insulation, and my face is mopped by a janitor. Ptooie. How can I be tasting mop water if I have no mouth here?


    I focus all my thoughts, all my energy on Austin. Go to her. Be with her. Never mind whatever Heidi and Newt are doing with your body.


    I wave my arms and swim myself back down to her room, and not having any better ideas, I push down so I'm on top of her body. “Sorry,” I say, because what I'm about to do seems terribly rude. I dive into her, through her belly button.


    
      




    




Chapter 17


    


    I'm no longer inside the hospital room, and yet I am … albeit inside Austin, like one of those Russian dolls inside another doll.


    It's dark here, in this place. Someone forgot to pay the electric bill. I trip over a pile of things and realize I'm standing not on a floor, but on stuff. Tupperware bins, shoe boxes, stacks of clothing, old typewriters, cans of food, papers, and more, all tower around me. I squeeze between two columns that look like molding cheese but smell like maple syrup, as I edge toward a window that is the only source of light. Is this place inside Austin? I didn't expect her mind to be so cluttered.


    At the window, I pull up the old wooden frame, looking for a quick exit from this room of forgotten things. I stick my head out, and I'm assaulted by a fire-hose spray of something that isn't water, but … tiny circles of colored paper. Confetti. The confetti stings my eyes, even though I know I don't have eyes.


    “Austin, are you out there?” I lean further out the window, peering into the storm. Deep within the swirling confetti, white dresses are dancing, swirling. There are thousands, and they're as different as snowflakes, but they don't have any people in them.


    There's no ground below this window, just miles of brick, so I haul myself back inside and shut the window.


    The room's as clean as a whistle now, magically cleared out. I walk across the beautiful hardwood floor to a doorway.


    Out in the hallway, I find a myriad of of doors. Now this is more in line with what I was expecting! I run down the hall, hoping to find one door that's different from the rest, but they're all different. I see tall doors, short doors, metal ones both old and new, and one dripping with what appears to be mucous. I keep running, past a door made from patchwork quilts, and one of decapitated Barbie dolls. Those are probably childhood memories, right? I crack open a door that is a giant whole wheat cracker, and find a restaurant full of stuffed animals eating soup while penguins waddle between the tables, offering freshly-ground pepper.


    I close the door quietly.


    If this place has some system of organization, it's nothing I've heard of. I run down the hall for miles without tiring, past thousands of doors. I trip over my own foot and go sprawling to the floor. The door beside me comes into focus.


    This one is green and covered in layers of paint, just like the door at The Bean, except it's round, like doors in spaceships and fairy tales. I get up from the floor and look left and right, noting the other doors seem blurry and less real by comparison, while this one is in perfect focus. This must be the one that leads to Austin.


    I turn the handle, and the circular door swings away powerfully, pulling me along.


    My feet dangle over nothingness while I cling to the knob with both hands. My heart is pounding now, even though it can't be, and I'm struck with the fear I'll die in here and nobody will even know. My mortal body will rot away, soulless, and the media will blame video games.


    I try to swing my body so I can get my feet back on solid ground in the hall, but the door won't budge. What's beneath me isn't nothingness at all. It's a swirling mass, brown and sickly sweet, like a compost pile full of coffee grounds, banana peels, and earthworms. I can't let the darkness touch me. My hands are slipping off the door knob.


    “That's where the tumor was,” says a voice. Austin's face appears in front of mine. “Hang on.” She turns and commands, “Now, settle! Play nice.”


    The brown turns to sparkling blue.


    Before I can thank her, my head whirls, and we're on a sailboat. Together, me and Austin. “I'm on a boat,” I note with satisfaction.


    “You're not wearing a shirt,” she says.


    I explain that I left the house in a hurry. She's wearing sweatpants and a shirt speckled with smears of paint. She leans in to kiss me on the cheek, and when she leans back, she's dressed like the princess of a fairy world, complete with one of those sparkly head things.


    “Too much?” she asks as she takes off the head thing—a tiara, I guess—and throws it to the water. A rainbow springs up from where the sparkling tiara landed.


    “I'm not a wild animal,” I say. “You shouldn't have pushed me away. I ... care about you.”


    She puts her hand on my cheek. Like the cure that takes away the pain, her cool palm draws away all my fears. “I'm not coming back from here,” she says.


    “Then I'm not leaving.”


    “You have to go,” she says.


    “What, are you going to make me? I don't see any bodyguards.” I cross my arms.


    A whale surfaces next to us. With a deep, slightly bored tone, the whale says, “Everybody out of the pool.” The giant sea mammal opens its mouth, wider and wider, until the world is black with the opening of its mouth. Then, we are swallowed.


    The whale's insides are cruel—sharp and scratchy, and smelling of gas. Everything hurts. My stomach is full of pain, as though I just ate an enormous pizza of agony followed by a slushy of regret.


    Outside the whale, a horn honks, and the whale screeches its tires.


    Tires? I'm not in a whale, am I?


    No.


    My arms are tied up and I'm in the trunk of a car. The alternating numbness and aching in my arms must mean I'm back in my body. The vehicle stops and a minute later, the lid pops open.


    “He's awake,” Newt says.


    “Really, Einstein? I suppose it was his eyes being open that tipped you off,” Heidi says. Man, she seemed so nice when we first met, but she can be a real bossypants.


    I try to tell them they didn't have to kidnap me, and that I was going to come to them willingly, but the gag in my mouth is not helping. The gag tastes terrible, like that girl Missy's tongue.


    Newt is fiddling around with a bandage or a cloth, and a bottle of something. Seriously? Is that actually chloroform? He's not going to—


    * * *


    Darkness and pain. I'm not in a whale, or the trunk of a car. I'm awake, but I'm not going to open my eyes.


    A man is singing—no, chanting—and someone else is telling him he's doing it wrong and correcting him. That would be Heidi.


    I'm tied to something.


    Well, come on guys, let's get this party started.


    I'm back in my body, after visiting the girl I love, who's never going to wake up from a coma. There's never been a better time to have my powers stolen and my memory erased—or better yet, be killed. As soon as I'm dead, I'll float back up out of here and go to Austin. We can sail together, on that sparkling blue sea, forever.


    I can hardly wait. I wish Heidi and Newt would hurry up already.


    “He's conscious,” Newt says.


    “Is he crying?” Heidi asks.


    “No,” I say through the gag. “My eyes are itchy.” The gag's been loosened a bit, and my speech sounds almost human, like a ventriloquist's dummy.


    “There, there,” Heidi says, wiping at my face. I don't have to open my eyes to know she's using her spit on a hankie. Please, just kill me now.


    “Watch out, there's another one,” Newt says. Something slaps against a hard surface. “Got it. Little bugger. Your friend stung me, but you can't, because you're dead, dead, dead.”


    Heidi says, presumably to Newt, “His defensive power is kicking in, but it's a little too late, and he has no control over it.”


    Around my gag, eyes still glued shut, I say, “What?” I'm flat on my back and tied down, but I don't know where. I struggle to look around, but my eyes won't open. Have my eyelids actually been glued? “What's happening?” I repeat.


    “Your little bees, Zan,” Heidi says. “Bzz bzz, your bees. The ones you summon and control, like my lovely black crows, only you don't know what to do with your bees, do you?”


    My eyes won't open, and despite my efforts, all I can muster from my face is what I imagine is a stern frown.


    “Don't worry, it'll all be over soon,” Heidi says. “We had to work so hard, Newt and I. We investigated a good number of paths, but you're a lucky one. I nearly had you, back at the cottage, but your little bee and your little friend ruined all my nice plans. We had to recalibrate everything to get you here, like this … in this state.”


    Around the wet gag, I ask, “Why can't I open my eyes?”


    “Your spirit is weak from all the time you spent away from your body,” she says. “Silly boy. You're weak. So weak. Just relax and we'll make you all better.”


    “Good,” I mumble. They said they'd take my power and my bad memories, but I know they'll take more. They'll take everything, and I ache so bad right now that maybe I don't mind. They can have it all. I surrender.


    Newt asks about which bowl to set up for the blood and Heidi chews him out for not knowing it's glass, always glass, preferably crystal.


    A female voice—not Heidi and definitely not Newt—whispers in my ear, “Are you going to lie there like an undercooked sausage? What a waste.”


    “Austin?” I mumble.


    I hear her voice again, but only inside my head. I mentally push away the sounds of Heidi and Newt talking so I can hear Austin more clearly.


    Austin: I can hear your thoughts, you don't need to say it through the gag. It's all dirty and grimy and kinda yucking me out. I can actually taste what you're tasting, isn't that weird?


    Why are you here?


    To get your dumb butt out of this mess. I feel partly responsible, like the hostess who serves her guests too much wine at dinner and they leave and allow themselves to be kidnapped by witches.


    Austin, I'm done with this life. I'm going to either be with you, on the spirit plane, or forget you. It's win-win.


    She doesn't answer for several excruciating seconds. Finally, she says, still in my head, I have someone here who wants to say something.


    My eyes are still closed, but I feel Austin near me, standing by me as she speaks.


    Suddenly, I'm seeing, but through my closed eyelids. Austin is glowing, and a dog—a cocker spaniel with big, velvety ears—stands by her side.


    Austin glows brighter and divides in half, as something glowing even brighter steps out of her toward me. This new thing is so brilliant, I can't make out any details. My senses are screaming to turn away for safety, like when you look right at the sun.


    The glowing, painfully bright area speaks: Zan. The problem with your power, the one you access with your belly button, is it's only half-functioning.


    This voice isn't Austin, but another woman. She's the one I've been hearing these last two weeks.


    All you see is the bad, she says. Don't you want to see what you'll be missing if you choose to die right now?


    No, I say, but my refusal sounds petulant, and I know I don't mean it.


    You always were an obstinate child, the glowing woman says. She reaches forward with one blazing arm and plunges it into my center.


    Mom?


    Is that ... my mother?


    I'm on fire from the inside. Someone turned on all the lights and cranked everything to eleven. This is not like any of my visions, or the inside of Austin's mind, or floating outside of my body. This is like one million music videos, shot straight into my veins.


    I see everything.


    I see Gran getting married, and the loveliest bride you've ever seen, even at seventy. Me, graduating high school, graduating college, and all the time, James and Julie by my side, sharing my happiness. There's an alternate one, a parallel time line, where I'm the same age but not in college. James is there and we backpack up mountains. And yet another, where I'm jumping out of a helicopter and taking photos with a camera that's yet to be invented. All these possibilities exist, and they're all real, and yet they haven't happened. And I know something: they won't happen if I don't get up.


    Images flash by, of children—Julie's—and grandchildren, and golden retrievers, and sunsets, and cold mountain lakes.


    Enough, I tell my mother. Overkill. I get it, I get it. I'm not going to lie here and let Newt and Heidi do whatever witchy voodoo they were planning. I'm going to get up and punch that old lady right in the face, and I'm going to keep fighting, are you happy?


    Yes I am, says my mother, who's still glowing, but softly now. I'm happy, and I love you, she says.


    Behind my mother, Austin puts one hand on her hip. I love you too, she says.


    I try to run to my mother, but I can't move. That's right, I'm still tied up, strapped down to something.


    Mom! I call out.


    She's shimmering, fading at the edges, disappearing.


    Don't leave me again!


    She blows me a kiss. I'm with you always. She reaches one arm to me, sparks flying out of her fingertips. All at once, she turns into a tower of diamonds that explode, showering down on me. Strength, she says, from all around me. I give you strength to fight and see the good.


    My hands. They're tied up. I don't like being tied up! From within my body, within my mortal lungs, I let out an animal scream as I rip my hands out of the restraints.


    I blink, back in my body, my eyes adjusting to the dim lighting.


    I'm in a basement, a partially finished one, with open wood supports visible along the ceiling.


    Heidi's standing to my right. My body moves, seemingly on its own, and I punch the old lady right in the face. My left fist impacts her jaw, and her stone-gray face wobbles off to the side.


    “Sorry,” I say, but Heidi doesn't say anything. She just drops to the ground.


    Newt, who's wearing yet another ill-fitting suit, this one tweed, gasps and staggers back.


    Please, let him be having a heart attack, I pray. Lit by flickering candles, his shocked face looks like melting wax.


    “Are you okay?” I call out to him, feeling awful for wishing him ill. Maybe Newt's not so bad.


    His back to me, Newt grabs a battle-ax off the wall, raises it over his head, and starts up with the chanting again.


    “Oh, hell no, old man!” I yell as I attempt to jump off the thing I'm lying on.


    One problem: I haven't untied my feet yet, and they're preventing my escape. I desperately grasp at the bindings around my ankles, but unlike the straps that held my hands, these ropes are thick and well-knotted.


    “You're a waste of magic,” Newt growls. “Useless.”


    “You're a waste of ... tweed.”


    He narrows his eyes and raises the weapon higher. The glinting edge tells me this ax is definitely genuine, and not a prop for playing Dungeons and Dragons down here in this basement, as I had briefly hoped.


    “Don't kill me,” I plead. “You can't get my magic out if you chop my head off.”


    He grins malevolently.


    “Um. Or can you?”


    He laughs. “It's the only way.”


    
      




    




Chapter 18


    


    “Hold on, wait,” I say to the maniacal old man holding an ax above his head, about to cleave me a new one. “I think Heidi's trying to tell us something. Something important.”


    “She had her chance,” he says. The ax must be heavy, because Newt's arms are quivering.


    “I think she's really hurt though. Shouldn't we check on her? She'll be really angry if you don't do anything to help her, won't she?”


    He's confused by my concern, his gaze darting back and forth between me and her. He steps sideways toward her, keeping the ax between us, and kneels down.


    I reach behind me, to the edge of the table, where three daggers lie—probably arranged there in preparation for killing me. One dagger falls to the floor with a clatter.


    “Don't you move, boy,” Newt commands.


    Heidi's head moves as she stirs back to life. I had hoped she was out cold, but this works too. With Newt momentarily distracted, I grasp one of the daggers and slowly move my hand over to the ropes on my feet, where I begin to saw.


    Newt is talking softly, apologizing to Heidi. “How was I supposed to know he had such strong arms,” he says.


    They don't notice me sawing away at the ropes. I glance down to gauge my progress, and my heart pinches in my chest. I've barely frayed the rope. What I really need right now is a battle-ax, and I think I know where to get one.


    I sneak another quick peek at my surroundings. I'm on a hospital-style gurney, next to a wood table. I'm on a gurney? Who sacrifices someone on a gurney? Were they worried about getting blood on their antique table? I give it a test wiggle to confirm I'm on wheels. Even better, the wheels aren't locked in place.


    “Look out, Newt!” I yell. “Heidi's trying to take all my power for herself!”


    Newt says, “Huh?” and steps back just as I push off from the wood table, aiming my gurney, feet-first, right for him. Heidi, crouched on the ground, lashes out with her gray, stony arms, and I'm falling, falling, tipping sideways, gurney and all, to the ground. Much to my disappointment, my feet are still locked in place.


    “Sneaky one,” Newt says and he whips the ax up high above his head. At the apex of his swing, the ax smashes some pipes running along the ceiling, lodging itself in one of the wood beams. Newt lets go of the handle and stupidly stares up at the ax as it hangs there.


    I'm still tied to the gurney, but my feet are contacting the ground, and the bindings are loose enough for some movement. In a flash, all those gym-class crunches to build core strength finally pay off, and I'm upright. I grasp the ax, dislodge the blade, and bring it down swiftly between my feet and the metal gurney. I've sliced off the side of my shoe, and possibly some toes, but I'm loose.


    “Don't let him get away!” Heidi yells.


    I push the gurney against them, and they go down like bowling pins as I race for the stairs leading up from the basement, still clutching the ax. Heidi and Newt are a scrambling pile of limbs and outrage, still alive, and as ticked-off as a dropped hornet nest.


    At the top of the stairs, I pull open the door and emerge screaming, ax high over head, prepared to cleave anyone else between me and escape.


    I find nothing but an ordinary-looking kitchen with an abundance of cow-themed decor items. I drop the ax and slam shut the door to the basement. Please let this door lock from the upstairs, I pray. I'll be good. I'll do nothing but good, for the rest of my life. Please let this door lock.


    It locks.


    I sink to my knees and kiss the door. As I do, I smell something—gas. Newt and Heidi are yelling and banging on the door from their side. I knock on the door and tell them to snuff out their candles.


    “What? Let us out, dearie,” Heidi says.


    I repeat, “Put out the candles. I think there's a gas leak down there! Newt hit some pipes with the ax!”


    “He's a liar!” Newt yells. “Don't believe him!”


    “Fine, don't believe me, you miserable pair of ... witches!”


    I get up and look around the kitchen again. Some keys are sitting on the counter, so I grab them and run outside to the black Cadillac parked in the driveway. Heidi and Newt took my entire body while I was on a Spirit Walk, so I think it's only fair I borrow their car.


    I squeal out of the driveway, and even though it's not safe to talk on the phone while driving, I start looking for my cell phone.


    What'll I do about Heidi and Newt if they keep pursuing me? I'll have to tell Gran ... and I guess I'll have to get a restraining order. Hands shaking, I locate my cell phone in my jeans pocket, right where I left it. I ease off the gas a bit, for safety, and begin making an emergency call to report the gas leak at the house.


    I'm wondering how restraining orders work, exactly, when the house explodes. I put down my phone and watch in my rear-view mirror, but don't stop driving.


    I hope Heidi and Newt were out of the house when it exploded, but I have to admit I also hope they weren't. If those two weren't evil, they were sure close. I was so blinded by my grief over Austin, I almost walked into their trap. Something else came out of my pocket with my phone—the address Newt gave me. I take a look, and I'm surprised to see the address is for a completely different street than the one I'm on.


    The address isn't far from here, if my knowledge of this part of town is correct, so I turn left at the next stop and head to the beautifully-written address. I stop at an empty lot. This is the location they gave me, so ... they weren't expecting me to come to them at four o'clock as arranged, now, were they? What had Heidi said about arranging different paths and futures? It makes my head hurt. This address was just a decoy, while they set me up with the tea to weaken my spirit-body connection. Evil. Totally evil.


    I roll down the window of the car to get some fresh air. Three crows land on the ground, surrounding the car. They look around wildly, as though confused.


    “I know you're up to something, you rotten crows,” I say.


    Sirens wail nearby, probably heading to the fire. What time is it? I check my phone and realize Gran's due back at the airport shortly, on the plane she's taking back from the cruise ship's port.


    I drive the borrowed car to the airport, to a long-term parking lot, where I wipe off all my fingerprints as best I can without drawing attention to myself. I'm parked next to some spots reserved for rental cars, and as I'm wiping off the exterior door handle with the hem of my shirt, a rental car pulls in next to me and a couple gets out.


    The woman says to the man, “What did you think of that hotel clerk? Too many piercings, I should say. Somewhere, there's a mother who's deeply ashamed of the job she's done.”


    The man unloads their suitcases without saying a word. Hanging from his neck is a good camera with a cheap lens. They're the same couple I saw in Chinatown, at the herbalist.


    We make eye contact for an uncomfortable second before I look away.


    It's merely a coincidence, I tell myself. People really do repeatedly cross each other's paths all the time, and it doesn't always mean something.


    * * *


    I'm still buzzing with adrenaline when I meet Gran inside the airport. She's delighted that I've come to greet her off the plane, and I fib and say I took the bus. Rudy's not here because he stayed behind at the city where the cruise ended to see some family who live there.


    “I have some news to tell you,” Gran says.


    “Is it something to do with that enormous rock on your finger?” I ask. “Gosh, can you even lift your hand under the weight of that thing? Here, let me carry your bag. You've got enough to deal with.”


    “Oh, Zan.” She drops everything and gives me the tightest hug. “Isn't life wonderful?” she says into my hair.


    “I'm happy if you're happy,” I say, and I mean it.


    “Good heavens, what did you do to your shoe?”


    I gape down at my runners, one of which is missing its side, from where the battle-ax came down. My baby toe wiggles out as if to say, Hi, I'm still here. You still have all your appendages, you lucky boy.


    “It's a trend thing, Gran, all the kids are doing it.”


    “That's two fibs, Mister. I don't know what you've been up to, and I don't want to know.”


    I laugh self-consciously. Gran's sharp. I never could get anything by her.


    She fixes me with her no-bullcrap gaze. “How's the level on my Peppermint Schnapps?” she asks.


    “You got me. Guilty,” I say.


    “You're not so bad,” she says, giving me another hug.


    We take a taxi ride home, and she talks the whole way about the wonderful buffets and the flower-arranging classes she took with Rudy. He was seasick and slightly green, but insisted they didn't miss a single thing she'd planned.


    “Sounds like he's devoted to you,” I say.


    She squeezes my hand. “I'm a lucky lady to have two handsome, kind men.”


    I suppose there are worse people I could be compared to, so I take this as a compliment.


    We get to the house, and as I'm carrying Gran's luggage in, she says, “I had the most unusual dream about your mother. She was glowing, like an angel.”


    At the mention of my mother, a wave of sadness and gratitude washes over me. Angels. My mother and Austin are both angels, and they are watching over me. It makes me feel so loved and so lonely at the same time.


    “Life can be hard sometimes,” Gran muses, “but that we even have life at all is in itself a miracle.”


    “I don't know if I believe in miracles,” I say, at the same moment my cell phone buzzes.


    I pull it out of my pocket and read the text, which is from Julie: Jumping the phone tree. Austin is out of the coma. Austin is alive!


    I step inside the house and fall to my knees. Mibs takes this as an invitation to put his tail up my nose. He's missed a dose of insulin and probably has high blood sugar and a headache, but he's going to be fine. He's alive, as am I, and Austin too.


    Gran's talking, asking me what's happened, but I can't speak or look away from the cell phone.


    “What's someone sent you?” Gran asks, peeking over my shoulder. “Coma? Alive? Good grief. Is that really appropriate material for text messaging?”


    Once I'm able to speak again, I'll explain the situation to Gran. The thing about good news is you don't care how it's delivered. Someone could write good news on your forehead in felt pen while you're sleeping, but if it's actually good, you thank them.


    * * *


    When I get to the hospital, I go straight to Austin's room, from my memory of the time I floated here, and find a stranger in the bed. I panic for a second, thinking she's gone, but a nurse kindly directs me to Austin's new room. So much for being cool and having knowledge secretly acquired while out of body.


    Austin seems confused when I walk in, and I worry she's forgotten about me—that I've been scooped out of her brain along with the nasty tumor.


    “You're alive,” she says, finally. Her voice is quiet and small, her skin pale and her lips cracked, but she's still beautiful.


    “I should say the same to you.”


    I sit in the chair next to her bed. The room is so full of flowers and balloons, I wonder if the sheer mass of them might constitute a safety hazard. A pile of magazines sits on the table nearby: fashion, more fashion, knitting, and one about photography.


    She must see me looking at the spine of the photography magazine, because she says, “I got that one for you, for when you visit.”


    “I don't want to read magazines.”


    “You might change your mind. I nap a lot.” She points to the paper bag on my lap. “What's in there?”


    “Raisin bagels and dill cream cheese. You ran out of my house before you tried them.”


    Slowly, she smiles, her face lighting up. “Maybe that's the reason I ran away.”


    “I sure showed you, though. I tracked you down, and the nurses won't let you walk out of here, plus visiting hour isn't over for another forty minutes, so ...”


    “Are you asking me on a date?”


    “Oh, this is the date. We're on a date right now. I mean, if that's okay with you?”


    Her gaze turns up to the ceiling for a moment. “Your mom thought we'd make a nice couple. So … sure, Zan, it's a date.”


    “My mother? So you remember? It all happened?”


    “I was ready to go with her, away from this world and all its pain,” Austin says, slowly moving her little hands to the left side of her chest. “Then she gave me something, and I knew I could live. I still feel her presence, in my heart.”


    My own chest glows from within. “I feel her too.”


    After a few seconds of silence, Austin says, “What else do you have planned for this date of ours? Someone brought me a jigsaw puzzle, and I could use some help.”


    “Sounds perfect,” I say, and just like that, Austin and I are on our first date.


    
      




    




Chapter 19


    


    It's been almost four months since the surgery, and Austin's got a lot of recovery work ahead of her yet, but she's cancer-free for now. When she puts her finger in my belly button these days, instead of a clear single vision, I get euphoric, rushing glimpses of all the adventures we might have together. Nothing is set in stone or guaranteed, but I have hope, and that's how I like it.


    Austin said when she was outside her body, my mother covered her in rubies and whispered something secret in her ear, and that's when she woke up. She won't tell me what my mother said, but I'll let her have that to herself. I did trample around inside her brain, peeking in doors, so it's only fair.


    I visited Austin every day in the hospital, always bringing games and books, or occasionally some takeout food, because hospital food is not nearly as delicious as the stories you hear.


    James teases me for dating an older lady. He calls her a cougar, but really, we're only separated by a few years. James and Julie came with me to visit her one day and brought her a gag gift—a cougar-print scarf, which has since become Austin's favorite item of clothing.


    She loves bold, geometric prints and patterns on everything, the way Gran is about florals. Austin's second-favorite clothing item is a pair of rainbow-striped socks with individual toes. She wants to be a fashion designer, so I've been learning about everything from A-lines to hemlines and watching fashion shows on TV, which I'll admit are pretty entertaining.


    It's the end of October now, tomorrow's Halloween, and I've settled in to the routine at school. Gran is engaged to her boyfriend Rudy, and they're going to get married soon, but they're planning to keep their separate houses, which is fine by me. I only see his rodeo-style belt buckles a few mornings a week and that's more than enough shiny brass for me.


    I'm at my locker, trying to remember what class I'm going to be late for when Julie appears, slugging me on the shoulder.


    “Juliebeans,” I say, which is a new nickname we're trying out.


    “Sounds like something that gives you gas,” Julie says, shaking her head.


    “Juliebear? Jujubes?”


    “I don't know.” She sniffs, crinkling her nose.


    “Jamtart-two?”


    “How about just Julie for now?” she replies.


    “Just Julie. JJ. JJ?”


    “So, about this Halloween party tomorrow,” she says. “Who's going to play Mr. Pumpkin for your photo booth?” She leans sideways against the locker next to mine, tilting her head to touch the door in that cute Julie way. “Do you think I should ask Liam? I didn't tell you this, but we had kind of a moment over summer holiday. I was doing some shopping downtown, and I looked up and saw a guy flying through the sky in nothing but blue jeans.”


    “Curious,” I say. “You must have been hallucinating.”


    “Don't tease, I know it's crazy. But I was standing there in the middle of the crosswalk, staring at the sky, and Liam grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to safety, to the sidewalk. There were no cars around, whatsoever, but it was still heroic of him.”


    “Sounds like he's a good guy, a keeper.”


    “You're angling to get out of our engagement deal,” she says.


    “Never. Is polygamy illegal or just immoral? I'll probably have to marry Austin too.”


    She winks at me. “I think we'll work something out.”


    “Now this party, are you sure you want Liam in a pumpkin suit, with all the other girls sitting on his lap for photos? Wiggling around and acting out their twisted Halloween fantasies?”


    “Oh. You do have a good point, but I don't think Liam would take advantage of the situation. I wish I knew ... say, can I poke my finger in your belly button? You could maybe have a little peek at my future, see if I'm with Liam ... or how it's going.” She points her finger at my middle.


    “Nope, closed for business. Until further notice.”


    “Darn,” she says.


    “Actually, I enjoy getting to know people the normal way—by asking a series of intrusive questions. Did you know that if you ask, people will tell you almost anything? Honestly, you don't even need any powers.”


    Raye-Anne appears in front of us, a stack of books in her arms. “Hey guys, I'll walk you to Chemistry,” she says.


    “Chemistry!” I grab the appropriate books.


    Raye-Anne and Julie exchange compliments, each trying to outdo the other. “No, your hair is the best hair,” Raye-Anne says. “I wish mine would stand straight-up on top!”


    I'm pleased Raye-Anne has taken to Julie. They were always somewhat friendly, but Julie didn't have a lot of close girlfriends until this fall, when she and Raye-Anne bonded over their mutual fondness for and subsequent rejection by me. Of course they insist it's not about me at all, but their shared love of weird foods, like blueberry soup.


    After I told her about my troubling vision of Raye-Anne, Julie promised to keep a close eye on her, steering her away from trouble. I still don't know how much we can change our destinies, but I do know we can't stop trying.


    “Buddy!” James whacks me on the shoulder.


    He's getting even stronger now that he's been eating steaks on occasion, and I try not to flinch, but that punch hurt.


    “So this Mr. Pumpkin thing is like being Santa?” he asks Julie. “Girls can sit on my lap? Count me in, but I'm not wearing a beard. I don't want to cover up all this handsome face.”


    “Try not to get yourself face-punched,” Julie says. Raye-Anne laughs into her hand, revealing that despite being sworn to secrecy, Julie blabbed about Facepuncher. I can't say I blame her, though—I told four or five people myself, including Gran.


    The school's hallways empty and the four of us get to the Chemistry room, where we take our places on the low desks between the sinks.


    I pull out my notebook and begin to doodle, waiting for class to begin. Tomorrow night, at James and Julie's Halloween party, Austin will make her public debut as my girlfriend. I saw her every day when she was in the hospital, but not as much recently. She gets tired easily, and she's been busy with hospital visits and rehabilitation.


    Tomorrow, I'm dressing as Charlie Chaplin, because he's cool and doesn't have to say much. Austin says she has the perfect scary costume, but it's a secret. I hope she's not a witch.


    I look down at the doodles I'm absent-mindedly drawing in my notebook and smudging all over my left hand. Crows. I've filled the margins with crows. I wonder what that means.
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  It’s Halloween, and Zan is pressed to solve a murder. Zan is no ordinary high school boy, though, and he believes he can use his magical power to find the killer. Even with his visions, Zan won’t find this murder easy to solve, especially when he can’t tell who, or what, is plotting against him. As he unravels ancient secrets, Zan gets closer to the killer, and will be forced to choose sides. If he makes the wrong choice, someone dear to him will pay the price.



    Chapter One


    Today is Halloween and all I want to do is see my girlfriend and make her smile. Last year, when I was a kid of only sixteen, I spent days creating a robot costume out of cardboard boxes, and I couldn't wait to hit the streets. My masterpiece was big enough to disguise the fact that I was too big for trick-or-treating. This year, however, I haven't touched the tin-foil covered boxes, and I couldn't give a crap about candy. If I want tiny chocolate bars, I'll buy a bag tomorrow for half-price.


    My stomach growls at the thought of chocolate bars.


    I'm sitting in the last class of the day, trying to keep my eyes off the clock by finishing my essay. Ms. Mikado asked us to write about our summer adventures, even though it's almost November. We'll write these same essays a few times this school year and put them in a time capsule—a folder in Ms. Mikado's desk—then at the end of the year, we'll compare them and observe how time changes memory.


    It's actually a pretty cool assignment, though I wish I could write about what really happened to me and not a censored version.


    The highlight of my summer vacation was falling in love with my girlfriend, Austin, and the low point was nearly being murdered for my magical gift by a pair of witches. The first few months of grade twelve have thus far been less volatile, though with today being Halloween, I admit I do feel a little jumpy. Maybe it's all the girls in school wearing high heels.


    What is it about funny shoes with a stick at the back of them that turns every regular girl into a strutting sex-beacon? The shoes go SNAP SNAP as they're walking down the hall and I'm hypnotized, as weak and defenseless as those fishermen in the old stories when the mermaids came singing.


    My best friend Julie is wearing fishnet stockings. I don't know what the rest of her costume is because I haven't been able to take my eyes off her legs. She's crossing and uncrossing them now, next to me in class, as though aware of her power. Julie's a dancer, and her legs are long and muscular and ...


    Pull yourself together, Zan! I scribble away at my open page of writing to get my eyes off Julie's legs. I'm loyal to my girlfriend, but my eyes aren't. I draw some more crows on the page, including a big one who looks like he has something to tell me. You should buy a gift for Austin, he says, his black eye twinkling.


    Good idea, crow-drawing. I should buy something pretty for Austin, to remind her of me on the days we don't see each other, which are becoming too frequent lately. I'd love to surprise her with something incredible, so I'll need some female assistance with that task.


    At the front of the classroom, our teacher is reading at her desk while we work on our assignment, and she doesn't mind a little talking, so long as we keep it quiet and brief. I catch Julie's attention and keep my gaze off her legs long enough to ask if she'll go with me on an errand after school.


    “Errand?” She wrinkles her nose, covered in pinkish makeup the color of her skin. Her icy blue eyes are rimmed in thick, black smudges, making them enormous and doll-like. Julie's usually-messy, spiky black hair is in curls today, some of them slicked down against her forehead and cheeks. “I have to get ready for our party tonight,” she says.


    “It's a shopping errand. For jewelry.”


    Her big eyes open wide, like a cartoon kitten's. “Why didn't you say?”


    Her twin brother, James, pokes me in the back. “Hey nozzle, why didn't you ask me?”


    The truth is I asked Julie because I wanted a girl's opinion, but I can't resist the opportunity to bug James, so I tell him, “Because your face makes me barf.”


    “Excellent.” He thrusts his eyeball over my shoulder and at my cheek—his prop eye that he's been carrying around in his hand—then points it at the half-written page on my desk. “I see you have a comma splice.”


    I swat the eyeball away, accidentally sending it rolling up to the front of the classroom.


    Ms. Mikado looks up from her book, spots the rolling eyeball, and screams adorably, with her hands on the sides of her mouth and everything. She's the most stylish teacher at our school by a mile, and today she's wearing a vintage Chanel suit—I know this because she told us at the beginning of class. Ms. Mikado's hair is perfectly straight and is comprised of at least five colors, from black to pale copper. She's half Japanese and half Irish, with a little bump on the bridge of her small nose that she often rubs while she's talking.


    She's rubbing the top of her nose now, and laughing at herself for screaming. After she composes herself, she asks us, “What is up with this town?”


    Ms. Mikado just moved here at the start of the school year, and she's asked us this question about a dozen times. I don't put up my hand, because I've learned the embarrassing way that she means it rhetorically. “Are we over a Hellmouth or something?” she continues. “Should I barricade myself inside a church until November first? Zan, what do you think?”


    She's asking me because I have a reputation at the school for being hooked up with the paranormalia. Officially, I've done a few palm readings and proven myself to be a good guesser. Unofficially—and the whole truth—is I have a magic power that's accessed through my belly button. My power only works with girls, and is not as much fun as it sounds. When a girl puts her finger in my belly button, I get a psychic trip to Secret Town, where I find out secrets from her past, present, and often, her future.


    Up until this summer, my gift prevented me from having a girlfriend, because I would always see something that turned me off. Things were different with Austin.


    “No, Ma'am,” I answer Ms. Mikado. “Hellmouths aren't real. You're thinking of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and her fictional town of Sunnydale, California, which is not at all based on Spiritdell. The show's creators have denied any connection, in several interviews.”


    “I was reading some of the town's colorful history,” she says. “The Legend of the Hound Girl, is that fiction? I've driven by the Odell Mansion, but I had no idea. The book was in the history section of the library.”


    Behind me, James asks, “What's a library?” which cracks everyone up.


    In her no-nonsense manner, Ms. Mikado says, “Nothing but books and girls who aren't your type—smart ones.”


    Everyone laughs, none louder than Julie.


    Ms. Mikado asks for a volunteer to pick up the eyeball, citing her easily-triggered faint reflex.


    I run up and gingerly retrieve the eyeball to give to James. I cast my gaze down to avoid his decaying face.


    “Why is it wet?” I ask him, holding the orb out.


    “Taste it,” he says.


    “No.”


    “Smell it,” he says.


    Some people in the class echo his dare for me to smell the fake eyeball. “Smell it, smell it,” they chant.


    I lift the eyeball to my nose, just over my Charlie Chaplin mustache, and take a sniff, expecting something like glue or latex, but it's closer to vinegar. “Your eyeball smells like a pickle.”


    I manage to look at the bottom of his face in time to see James grin, showing green and black teeth and gooey gore hanging from his lower lip.


    “It's a pickled duck's egg,” he says proudly, taking the fake eyeball back. He wipes the floor dirt off the surface with his sleeve and pops the whole orb in his mouth.


    Behind me, something happens that sounds like bags of sand being dropped.


    Ms. Mikado has fainted, folded over on the floor in her pink Chanel suit like a discarded doll.


    Within seconds, she's being revived by Julie and some of the other students. By the sounds people are making, she's going to be fine, but all I see is a forest of lovely legs in fishnets and legs in white lace stockings and legs in purple leotards.


    I love Halloween.


    * * *


    Julie insists on looping her arm through mine as we walk through the downtown core of Spiritdell. She says dressed how she is, she feels more comfortable as part of a couple, so guys still leer at her, but in a more respectful way.


    “Like this?” I ask, scanning up and down. On top of the fishnet stockings, which I like, she has row upon row of black fringe, constantly moving, shimmying. I'd like to reach out and touch the soft-looking strands, but there's no part of my best friend's dress that's safe for me to touch.


    We stop in front of a store window to admire our fine selves. With me in my Charlie Chaplin suit and her in the beaded headband and fringed dress, we could have stepped out of a black and white musical film.


    Across the street are some kids from our school: Shad and Rosemary. Shad's wearing hip waders and carrying a fishing rod, and Rosemary's costume takes about a minute for me to figure out, because I'm staring at her bikini top and the bikini fruit inside.


    DERR.


    Mermaid. She's a mermaid. I yank my eyes away.


    Julie points to a woman walking our way. “Isn't that your hot neighbor?” she asks.


    The woman is dressed in a shiny blue princess dress, with white gloves up to her elbows, and a glittering tiara on her head. She must be wearing a wig, because Crystal's parents are from India, and she's definitely not a blonde, though the color does suit her.


    “Must be some fancy party you're heading to,” I say as she gets closer. Crystal doesn't even blink one of her elegant green eyes, nor does she acknowledge my existence. She sails past us on a breeze of jasmine and older-woman-hotness.


    “I guess she didn't recognize you in your disguise,” Julie says, as though a tiny black mustache is all it takes to make me unrecognizable.


    When we get to our destination, we press the buzzer for the jewelry store door—a bit of security Julie has to point out to me as I flail away at the locked door—and are let in. The air inside is about a hundred years old and the man at the counter a hundred and ten.


    “Engagement rings are over here,” he says.


    Julie squeezes my arm and lets out a torrent of giggles. “Not for another nine years,” she says, referring to the pact I made during the summer, that I would marry her if we were both single at twenty-eight. Julie used to have a crush on me, but I had to break the news to her I wasn't interested in her like that, and yet she still talked me into the future engagement. Julie can be convincing, especially if you care about her as much as I do. She and her twin brother James have been like siblings to me. We're triplets, albeit with different DNA.


    I explain to the elderly man that I need something for my girlfriend, who is not Julie. He holds one hand to his ear to hear me better, because I suppose the furry white hair sprouting from inside his ears are dampening the sounds.


    “What did you do?” he asks, the movement of his lips nearly invisible under his thick, white mustache.


    “I've been looking at other girls' legs, but she doesn't have to know. The gift is for our four-month anniversary.”


    “Four months,” the man says, stroking the snow-white hairs of his mustache. “Necklace.”


    I look at the section he directs me to, which contains one really pretty, expensive necklace, and a bunch of junk. The choice is obvious.


    Julie tries the necklace on and seems disappointed I've chosen so quickly.


    “I don't usually wear fancy stuff,” she says, “but being in this place has awoken something primal.”


    “Rowr!” I say.


    “Does the recipient live in town?” the man asks me, ignoring Julie.


    “Yes, why?”


    “We wouldn't want to see this beautiful piece stray too far away.”


    Julie asks him, “Did you make this necklace?”


    He shakes his head. “Not my hands. Maybe not even living hands. It's vintage.”


    “I'll take it. My girlfriend loves things with history.”


    Julie coughs into her hand, saying, “Except boyfriends.” Cough.


    I give her a disapproving look, which I shouldn't. She and her brother would both stop teasing me about the age difference if I'd stop reacting.


    “Some people think opals are bad luck,” the man says as he nestles the necklace in a navy blue box. “You're not superstitious, are you?”


    I assure him that I believe we make our own destinies, and a pretty little rock is just a pretty rock.


    Julie sticks her lower lip out. “I wish someone would buy me a pretty necklace.”


    “I'd suggest dressing a little more demurely,” the old man says. “If you keep your tatas and bobos behind the curtains, the rubes will pay anything to get admission.”


    Julie's jaw drops.


    I bite my tongue as Julie sputters for a moment. Tatas and bobos. James is going to scream when he hears about that.


    * * *


    After we leave the jewelry store, I say to Julie, “Senior citizens are so adorable, don't you think? They say the darndest things!”


    She punches me on the arm, hard, as usual.


    I laugh and say, “Watch out, you're jiggling your tatas and bobos.”


    Something catches Julie's attention and she shuts her mouth into a tight line. Her lips barely moving, she says quietly to me, “Make the bee go away.”


    A big black and yellow bee bobs and hums around her. Julie's been stung by a bee four times in as many months since the first manifestation of my so-called defensive power. Unlike my visions, I don't know much about this secondary power, except bees appear sometimes when I'm in trouble, and they sting Julie. She and James weren't with me for my epic battle with the two witches a few months ago, but I told them—and only them—everything that happened. I told them all I know about my bee power, which is almost nothing.


    “I'm not doing anything,” I say, watching the bee. “But maybe this is a sign you should stop punching my arm. My loyal bees will get you!”


    Her lip quivers, as though she might start to cry. “I don't want to get stung again. It hurts.”


    The bee is still bobbing up and down, as though waiting for orders.


    Now's as good a time as any to give my powers a test, so I put my fingers on my temples, because whenever I've seen people with magic powers in movies, they always put their fingers on their temples. It could help. Sometimes the truth is there right in front of us, disguising itself by being too obvious for people to suspect.


    With my fingers on my temples, I also squint my eyes and wiggle my Charlie Chaplin mustache.


    Instead of embarrassing myself by saying my commands out loud, I focus my thoughts. BEE! I COMMAND YOU! GO DO SOMETHING USEFUL. DO SOMETHING GOOD.


    The bee bobs up and down, the volume of its buzz doubling then tripling, growing to a tiny roar. The bee zips away from us, down the sidewalk, and straight into the plate glass window of a store. Smack. Game over, bee.


    Julie looks at me, her pale blue eyes wide with awe. “You did that,” she says.


    “Did I? Maybe the bee thought you were a flower, found out you weren't, then committed suicide.”


    “I'm just glad I didn't get stung, which is no fun, whatsoever.” She ducks her head and looks around for signs of other bees, but there aren't any. We're enjoying a lovely fall day, with a light breeze and birds chirping in the nearby park.


    Julie grabs my arm and pulls me to the side to let a woman pass by.


    The woman, Crystal in her princess costume, gives me a weak smile when I wave at her this time. “Must be some party you're going to,” I say, again.


    She hurries off, still not responding. Maybe she had a bad day at work, I decide. She works at a veterinary clinic, and they may have delivered some bad news today.


    And on that note, I stop at the plate glass window to pay my respects to the dead honey bee or bumble bee, whatever species he or she was. I look around on the sidewalk, but there's no little bee body.


    “Could the breeze have blown the body away?” I ask Julie.


    “I don't know. What does a bee weigh?”


    I take off my Charlie Chaplin hat to let my head breathe. My black suit is soaking up the sun and cooking me.


    “I could have sworn ...” Julie frowns at the window and leans back to take in the store. “I think the bee flew straight through the window, into this pawn shop.”


    “Through the window?”


    “You were doing magic stuff.”


    “You're nuts. Let's go inside and ask if they've seen a bee,” I say. “What's the harm?” I tuck the blue box containing Austin's necklace into my suit pocket and hold open the door for Julie.


    There's a scent to the air that wafts out of this storefront, and it's nothing like the old dust of the jewelry shop. Sorrow. This place smells like sorrow.


    Suddenly I'm as cold as someone who's never seen the sun.


    The inside of the pawn shop is dim, every shape alive and moving as my eyes adjust. Dim light is always more frightening than absolute pitch blackness because the mind plays tricks. I won't even look at mirrors in dim light.


    There's a sound in here, a symphony of ticking clocks, playing their time-passing song, but I can't pick out the buzzing of a bee. We look, for a few minutes, at the musical instruments on the wall before I realize what feels strange. There's nobody here but us.


    “Hello?” I call out. That sick, sweet smell. I still can't place it.


    Julie yells, “You have customers!”


    “Don't say that,” I hiss at her. “I'm broke as of now. I'm not buying anything.”


    She whisper-yells back at me, “Maybe I want to buy something.”


    I point to some neon beer signs high on the wall. With my regular-volume, speaking-voice, I say, “You should get one of those for the basement.”


    I keep expecting to hear a toilet flush and for someone to rush out and greet us, but we're still alone.


    Julie sniffs the air. “I think I smell something.”


    “We're in a pawn shop. You probably smell a lot of things.”


    She pushes me toward a dingy gray curtain hanging over a doorway that leads, presumably, to a back room. “You go look.”


    I step behind the counter through the opening, which is a segment of counter top that flips up on a hinge. It's in the up position, indicating that perhaps whoever was here exited through the front door and that's why the shop is empty. Or, that someone came in and more than one person is now in the back. What two people are doing in the back of a pawn shop is not something I want to walk in on.


    Julie waves me on. “Go, look. Be a man.”


    I stop in my tracks. “Wait just a double-standard minute. Be a man? So, because I'm the guy, I have to go? What about being treated equal? Do you get to stay back from danger because of your bobos and tatas?”


    Julie's quiet, because she knows I'm right. She's always pointing out any time I don't treat her and James equally, so I'm mildly aware of gender bias now, thanks to her.


    “Fine, I'll do it,” she says, but she doesn't move one stiletto-clad foot. The knees inside her fishnet stockings appear to be trembling.


    “Gotcha,” I say, laughing, and with that, I yank aside the curtain and step boldly into the murky back of the shop. This area is even darker than the front, and I'd be lying if I said my guts didn't mind.


    “Hello?” I palm the wall behind me, searching for a light switch, but encountering only sharp things that bite and poke and scratch my fingers.


    I let out an unmanly yipe, and Julie asks me if I'm okay.


    “I'm prepared for anything,” I reply, extra-loud. “My karate training is totally kicking in. It's all muscle memory.” This is not a complete lie. My feet are pointed slightly toward each other in the dimness, in sparring position. I feel very stable as I inch forward.


    The floor is lit with a rectangle of light just ahead of me, illuminated by a tiny window high on the wall. I am drawn to the tiny, shadowy shapes within the light, and I squat down to find the curled-up body of a bee, and another round object. I pick them both up and drop them in my jacket pocket. The bee weighs almost nothing.


    “Hello?” I call again.


    I hear a scream behind me.


    “Julie?”


    Julie yells, “Ow, this wall bit me! Where's the damn light switch?” There's a commotion behind me as she attempts to find the switch, and I should probably help with that, but I'm drawn forward.


    My eyes have adjusted, and just beyond the perimeter of the bright rectangle on the floor is a man's shoe, connected to a man's bare leg. The cuff of his pants is pushed up to just below his knee.


    “Mister, do you need some help?” I ask. There's something familiar about his trousers.


    A light comes on, and Julie says, “Ta da!”


    We must both see it at once, because we scream together.


    The man is lying in a pool of blood, and he's not moving. For a split-second, I'm a child again, crying out for my mother, who won't stop bleeding and won't wake up.


    I blink, and I'm back in the pawn shop again. Julie screams a second time, though I'm silent as I look over the man.


    I know him. His name is Newt, and he's one of the two witches who tried to murder me earlier this summer.


    “I thought you were dead!” I stammer at the corpse.


    “Who?” Julie says, now kneeling next to me. She calmly picks up his hand and checks for a pulse. Seeing her hold his hand gives me a shiver of revulsion.


    “I thought I killed him already this summer ...” During the explosion, I would have finished, had I not seen the woman standing in the doorway.


    “Freeze! Police!” the woman yells.


    Julie drops the hand, which makes a thud on the ground.


    The woman's arm moves. I pull Julie behind me to block the bullets with my body.


    




  

Chapter Two


    Five minutes later, Julie points out that the cop didn't even have her weapon drawn, and clearly I was overreacting, as I often do, though I did earn some points by attempting to save Julie's life.


    The police officer, a petite, dark-skinned woman with a big presence and an even bigger voice, takes down our statements as the pawn shop fills with people—detectives and police officers and crime scene people in white coverall-type things.


    The way the police officer shouts at me makes me want to confess, even though I haven't done anything wrong today except stare at girls' legs.


    “WHAT BUSINESS did you have in a pawn shop in the first place?” she demands.


    “Just curiosity,” I say.


    The woman gives me a squinty-eyed look similar to the one my grandmother makes when she suspects I'm lying.


    Julie says, “Tell her about the bee.”


    “Fine,” I say with a sigh. “The truth is, I could have sworn I saw a bee fly through the glass window, and I was curious to see if it was inside the store. I know it's ridiculous, but today is Halloween. Weird things happen on Halloween.”


    The officer scribbles down notes in a strange handwriting style. “This magical bee. Was it a bumble bee, honey bee, or a wasp?” Her demeanor is serious, showing no sign she's pulling my leg.


    “Bumble bee,” Julie offers. “One of those fat, bumbly ones. It went buzz-uzz-zz.”


    “How fast was the bee going when it went through the window?”


    “Fast, for a bee,” I say.


    The woman looks directly at my left hand, which is in front of my jacket pocket. My pocket contains the dead bee and the other thing I picked up. I hold my breath, wondering if she's reading my body language and knows I'm hiding something, though I can't imagine how the bee is relevant. The bee didn't shoot bullet holes in the victim's chest. Thinking fast, I move my hand down further and adjust my crotchberries.


    There, I wasn't hiding anything but a little jock itch. Look away, officer, look away.


    She flips shut her notepad. “If you happen to remember anything else, give me a call.” She hands business cards to me and Julie: Detective Wrong.


    “Not a typo,” Detective Wrong says, answering our unspoken question. “Detective Wrong, always in the right place at the wrong time.”


    I'm wondering exactly how wrong her timing is. Did she hear me blurt about how I thought I'd killed Newt? People must say strange things when they see their first dead body. For me, it was actually my third dead body, if you count my parents, who died in a murder-suicide when I was small. My father was very angry with my mother, and when he killed her, he performed the magic ritual that gave me my magic power. He wanted to protect me from ever being betrayed by a woman.


    I get sad when I think about my parents, so I try not to think about them often, and I stay away from drinking, because booze makes me unable to block the memories. My life's not so bad. I was lucky my grandparents took me in, because Gran loves me. She's going to be some upset when she finds out I witnessed a crime today. She might even cry. Come to think of it, maybe I'd better not tell her.


    “Do you like being a cop?” Julie asks Detective Wrong.


    “YES I DO,” asserts Detective Wrong with her big voice. “Every day is different, though I wish we didn't have to deal with homicides.”


    “It might have been a suicide,” I offer, a little too cheerfully.


    Detective Wrong raises her eyebrows. “Suicides don't shoot themselves repeatedly. Once usually does the job.” She pulls a phone out of her pocket and looks at the screen. “Off with you two, and stay out of trouble. Stay away from bees.” She has the smallest hint of a smile when she mentions the bees.


    I did sound like an idiot with my reason for being in the pawn shop. At least she assured us Julie and I were not prime suspects, as someone phoned in the gunshots a few minutes before she showed up to investigate, and to her we appeared to be “just kids in the wrong place.”


    Julie grabs my arm and we hustle away. “You and your errands,” she says as we walk down the street, though the crowd that's gathered at the outside edge of the yellow police tape. “I so did not want to see a dead person, whatsoever.”


    I look over my shoulder at the scene, feeling a tinge of sadness we're no longer at the center of the action.


    “I'm sorry somebody got murdered and delayed your pre-party plans,” I say to Julie.


    She hasn't asked what I meant when I said I thought I'd killed Newt already. She hasn't put together the fact that the dead man back there was the same one who tried to steal my magic power just a few months ago. If he was alive until recently, that means his partner in crime, Heidi, also escaped the basement of the house before it exploded. Which may mean it's only a matter of time before she's kidnapping me again, raising her ceremonial dagger over my chest.


    “Bus!” Julie yells. We start running to catch the bus. Running feels good, after all the buildup of adrenaline from the crime scene, the police, and the crowd. I could run for miles.


    * * *


    As Julie hangs the Halloween party decorations around the basement, she's unusually quiet, doing all the work herself without giving me and James heck for not helping or helping but hanging things crookedly.


    The twins' mother redecorated the basement in September to have a beach theme. It used to be Moroccan, and some of the star-shaped lanterns remain, but now the walls are each different colors: white, blue, green, and sand. I'm relieved the wood paneling from the walls is gone, and with it the splinters. The new carpet is brown with flecks, and it does have a bit of a beach feel, especially with the striped yellow and white canvas stretched across the ceiling in an homage to cabanas.


    “This place couldn't look less like Halloween,” James says.


    Julie has put up orange streamers and some paper pumpkins, but they're reading more autumn celebration than fright night.


    “Everything pales in comparison to your hideousness,” I say to him.


    “At least I'm not black Hitler.”


    “I'm Charlie Chaplin!”


    “Sure you are. Mwah-hah-hah.”


    I imagine his cheeks dripping and melting when he talks, but I still can't look at his horrible, horrible face.


    “You're eating eggs now?” I ask. James used to be vegan up until the summer, when he ate a steak to help heal his black eyes.


    “I'll eat eggs on occasion,” he says. “But the floodgates are not open. This body is a temple.”


    Julie steps down off her ladder and points her finger at me. “Zan! I just remembered. Did you say you knew that guy at the pawn shop?”


    James swoops in, smelling like the pickled duck eggs he has strung together on a cord around his neck. The eggs have very realistic irises painted on them, which are—strangely enough—even more disturbing than the dead body we saw today. “You knew the murder victim?” James asks.


    I feel something in my chest: relief, like when you wake up from a bad dream and assure yourself you didn't kill people. For months, I've been living with the guilt that when I made my escape from Heidi and Newt, they were trapped in the basement of an exploding house. They'd been locked in by me, so I was responsible for what happened to them, even though you could say it was in self-defense.


    I wasn't thinking too clearly at the time. I'd been heartbroken, because the girl I'd just met and fallen for, Austin, was dying from a brain tumor. The two witches, Heidi and Newt, offered to take away my magic power—the ability to see a girl's secrets when she pokes my belly button—as well as my memories of meeting Austin. They tricked me into drinking some tea that caused me to astrally project, with my soul walking around the world outside of my body. I had this goofy idea I'd go see my girlfriend, Austin, who was in a coma after her brain surgery. Actually, that idea wasn't so goofy, because it worked, and I did visit her, inside her own mind. She, along with the ghost of my mother, convinced me to keep fighting and not give up on my life, so I found the strength to escape from Heidi and Newt before they could kill me. When I last saw them, they were locked in the basement of a house that blew up as I drove away in their car, which I borrowed.


    I never told anyone but James, Julie, and Austin that I'd been at that house, and I never thought I'd see either of the witches again until I found Newt on the ground in the pawn shop. In a pool of blood. After having been murdered by someone. Murdered! My fleeting sense of relief is replaced by the painful grip of dread.


    “Maybe he had an identical twin,” James says.


    I had not considered that. What if the dead body was a man named Edward or Roger or Frank? But would Newt's normal-named twin have the same bad fashion sense? Newt had worn funny, old-fashioned suits, cut too short on the legs.


    James and Julie both have their phones out. “You guys, this is serious,” I say.


    In unison, they say, “Newt Steadfast, owner of All U Can Pawn.” Then the twins bicker over who got the answer first. Everything's a contest with those two.


    I don't weigh in on their argument, because I'm troubled by a fear-inducing thought looping through my mind. If Newt wasn't killed in the house explosion, Heidi wasn't either. She seemed to be the more powerful of the two, or at the very least, the smartest. When she held my hand for a palm reading, she'd pulled me into her own vision, which was something I'd never experienced before. When I read girls, they don't notice anything happening, and I have very little control over my visions. I shiver at the thought of being touched by Heidi's power, and her dagger.


    Heidi also hinted she was connected to the crows that had seemed to be spying on me for weeks during the summer. I haven't been seeing many crows around lately, so I assumed I wasn't in any danger, but the crows have been on my mind, and I catch myself drawing them frequently.


    If Newt was alive, up until today, does that mean Heidi is out there somewhere, plotting to trap me again and take my power?


    I tell James and Julie my fears, and they listen, but they don't seem concerned. They weren't there when I was kidnapped, and I usually detect some eye-rolling whenever I talk about it. James and Julie often accuse me of overreacting, and exaggerating my stories.


    “That guy was killed by a gun,” Julie says as she pats down the dark curls pressed to her forehead and cheek. “Not magic. But maybe you should go to the police and tell them the whole story. Like how you drank the magical tea.” She giggles. “Oh, and then the big, bad witches tied you to a hospital gurney in someone's basement to do a magical ritual.”


    “Julie, that's exactly what happened!”


    She pulls at her glued-on false eyelashes. “Yeah, yeah,” she says.


    “I believe you, man,” James says. “But you shouldn't tell anyone else but us. I imagine it's not so much fun to be in a mental institution. Less fun even than high school.”


    “Good thing you're taking karate,” Julie says. “You go ahead and karate chop them if they come for you again.”


    “I've been taking karate for two whole months!” I say. “I'm not Neo in The Matrix! You can't just download karate into your brain.”


    Julie pats me on the hand in a motherly way. “It's still muscle memory, like my dancing. Don't worry about that old lady, but if you do see her again, call Officer Weirdo.”


    James puffs out his chest. “Call me first, dude.”


    Sarcastically, I say, “Thanks guys.”


    “I could loan you my bear spray,” Julie offers.


    James grins. “I think I have a lucky rabbit's foot.”


    I mumble, “You guys'll be sorry when I'm dead and you don't have anyone to make fun of.”


    Double eye-rolls.


    I apologize for being overly dramatic. “Low blood sugar. I'm hungry,” I say, grabbing for a bowl of chips.


    * * *


    The party is a bust. Some people come, music is played, and there's even some dancing, but the guy Julie likes doesn't show up, and she won't leave my side, with her sad, sad face.


    I'm grouchy about the text I got from my girlfriend, but trying not to show it.


    James won't take off the eyeballs and the disgusting special effects gore on his face to play Mr. Pumpkin for my photo booth, so all I get to do with my camera is take pictures of people standing in front of the sand-brown wall or the green wall. Some of the costumes are good, but my heart's not into partying because Austin's not here. She's not coming, which is giving me a sad face to match Julie's. Austin texted an hour after she was supposed to be here, saying she was feeling tired and going to bed early.


    Shad and Rosemary win the vote for the best costume, with him as the fisherman and her as the lovely mermaid on his hook. Shad's a very tall guy and tiny Rosemary looks like a minnow next to him. Normally, I'd get more creative in directing the poses, but tonight I just snap them off like mugshots.


    It's not even midnight when I pack away my tripod and camera to go home.


    * * *


    Outside, the night is punctuated by weak, almost-apologetic firecrackers. I expect to get used to them going off every few minutes, but every time one crackles, I get an irritating jab in my brain. Last year, I was one of the snotty-nosed kids lighting firecrackers up in alleys from inside my robot costume, and this year I'm a world-weary adult who wants to pound the crap out of those little brats.


    Orange faces leer out at me from the jack-o-lanterns on every porch. The carving styles vary, but they are unified in their intent, their wicks drowning, their flames struggling. Watchful eyes.


    A snow-white cat darts across my path.


    Something at the edge of my vision moves and I turn to see jaggedly-carved faces staggered up the steps of what could only be the home of artists. The house itself is covered in white cottony spiderwebs, but the monster on the front lawn takes my breath away. A sculpture looms before me, made of appliances and scrap metal. One leg is a car's bumper and the other is a stack of toasters. The figure's head is an old television with two dials and a tangle of antennas. The screen flashes on. Static fades in and out while a man with cropped black hair soundlessly preaches, his mouth never stopping, his dark eyes never blinking, never looking away from the camera lens. No sound comes from the old television, but if I stare at his mouth long enough, I feel like I could read the words.


    




  

Chapter Three


    I'm gaping up at the silently-preaching man on the old television screen embedded in the sculpture when something moves. “Holy crap,” I say out loud, in awe that the artists have integrated working robotics. However, it wasn't the sculpture's shoulder of rusty kettles and curling irons that moved. The statue remains welded still, only its preacher man face moving.


    The movement was a big crow, who now lifts out a shiny black wing, grooms a feather, and tucks the wing back down.


    We study each other, the crow and I. The man on the television screen gets closer to the camera, until his mouth fills the small screen, his teeth angrily biting at his words. Still no sound comes from the television, but the statue itself creaks and groans under the bird's weight.


    “Get off there, stupid, you're wrecking it,” I say to the bird.


    The bird raises its wings and jumps up and down. An alarm clock embedded in the chest of the man turns on, with red LED numbers showing the time as 7:77.


    No firecrackers have gone off for several minutes, and the silence of the night wraps around me. A breeze fans the flames of the jack-o-lanterns, enraging their faces.


    All the dogs in the neighborhood begin barking, and something nearby lets out an unearthly howl. I whip around to see a small ghost—a child in a sheet—running toward me. The eyes have shifted around, and the little ghost collides with me, sending me to the lawn.


    I pause, on my knees, in front of the sculpture. The preacher man on the screen has turned, so the back of his head fills the screen. The crow on the sculpture's shoulder raises both wings, but doesn't fly away.


    I turn to check on the little ghost, but he or she has already gotten up and is scurrying away, shoes slapping on the pavement. The dogs all stop barking simultaneously.


    A car drives down the street behind me, the windows rolled down to share music and laughter with the neighborhood. The car sound fades, and I'm kneeling before lawn art, letting my imagination get the better of me.


    My camera! I zip open my bag in a panic, worried I broke something in the collision or fall, but everything seems undamaged. I take out my digital, remove the lens cap, and take some photos from a low angle under the creepy TV-man sculpture. The light is dim, so I take several while holding my breath, using my elbows on the lawn to keep steady.


    The crow doesn't fly away, but then again, he's not doing anything that isn't normal crow behavior. Stop being paranoid, I tell myself as I stand and dust the grass off my black suit.


    “Seeya, crow,” I say as I walk away.


    The streetlight ahead of me blinks off just before I reach the comfort of its circle of light. So does the next one, and the next. I cross the street, but lights keep blinking off, no matter where I go. The carved pumpkins, with their maniacal grins, get brighter.


    I swear the crow is following me, but when I turn around, I can't pick it out in the darkness. More firecrackers go off in the distance as I walk past a tree covered in fifty dollars' worth of toilet paper.


    Besides setting off firecrackers, I've never done any classic Halloween pranks, like throwing eggs or putting flaming bags of dog poo on porches. Toilet paper in the tree looks ethereal at night, like snow, though the neighborhood does have a vaguely post-apocalyptic aura right now.


    I think the TV-man sculpture got to me, because I keep seeing the preaching man's face when I blink. A jittery, snaky feeling starts in my legs.


    I walked into a murder scene today. I should probably talk to a counselor or something. The snaky feeling gets into my hips and I walk a little faster.


    The witch is coming for me, I think. The crow comes out of the dark, swooping across my shoulder, its wing clipping my cheek. My ear stings, and when I pull my hand away, there are drops of dark blood on my fingers.


    Firecrackers pop and sputter again, closer this time, and I break into a run. I'm three blocks from my house. Pulling my keys out of my pocket to save seconds, I run as fast as I can. When I get to the front of the house, I don't bother with the little gate in the pergola, but leap over Gran's rose bushes.


    On the front step, I can't get the key in the keyhole. My hand shakes and moves stupidly, as though frozen solid. My pulse throttles up my throat. A thousand beady eyes are closing in. The wind rises up behind me, like the beating of a thousand wings.


    I'm almost in tears by the time I get the key in and the door open. I enter quietly, even though nobody's home. Gran and Rudy are out of town at a casino for the night. I collapse against the door on the inside of my warm, safe house. Peering out the peephole, I see nothing—not a single crow, let alone a murder of them. Now I feel ridiculous.


    I shuffle down to hall to the bathroom, squeezing my eyes shut until the light is on. The sight of something black on my face makes me gasp, but it's just my costume's mustache. I take off the little patch of fake hair and throw it in the garbage. My ear is still bleeding from the crow's attack, but the wound is barely a scratch.


    The antique clock back in the living room sounds twelve reverberating gongs, and I sigh with relief that Halloween is over.


    There will be no more sexy girl legs at school tomorrow, but the sun will come up and burn away the memory of this night. I close my eyes, turn off the bathroom light, and dash away from the mirror, holding my breath until I get to my room and safely on top of my bed. I'm in my familiar space, with the striped wallpaper and the quilted patchwork bed cover Gran made from some of my childhood clothes and other scraps, mostly denim and corduroy. Sure, I'm nearly an adult, and I'm not a tiny guy, but the walk home was freaky, and I think everyone turns into a little kid again when they're scared.


    I take off my Charlie Chaplin suit and lay it across the wooden chair next to my bed. I bought the jacket and pants at a thrift store with James, and it was only ten dollars, but it's a good-looking suit. I hope nobody died in it.


    Eyes closed, I burrow down in my covers. Of all the nights for Gran to be away, she had to pick tonight. I hope her fiance is showing her a good time, at least. I hope she's eating a lot, because she's still too skinny.


    Tomorrow's a new day.


    I'm way too tense to sleep.


    I get out of bed and click on my computer monitor, stinging my eyes and bathing my room in a blue glow. I actually have two monitors, side-by-side. James got them from his dad's office when they were upgrading all their systems. It took some fiddling around with my graphics card, but now I can play a game in the main screen, the bigger one, and have email and other chat screens open in the second monitor.


    My computer setup is perfect, though it doesn't leave much space on my antique desk for textbooks. I run my fingers appreciatively over the wooden surface, remembering my grandfather sanding and refinishing the wood. The desk was a garage-sale find, and cheap because it had been left in a barn for years, under a bird's nest. Grandpa cleaned off the bird crap and the weathered shellac, bringing it down to the wood and back to life again. This was not long after I came to live with him and Gran, and not long before he got sick.


    I bring my fingers to my mouth, kiss them, and press them to the desk. I love you Grandpa, and I hope you're doing a lot of bowling up there in heaven.


    For an instant I think of another old man, Newt, lying in blood today. I push the thought away. If you don't bring memories out and examine them, eventually they stop visiting you.


    A game. I'll take my mind off other things with a game. After logging in to the server, I start playing a new quest, somewhat amused that everything has a Halloween theme tonight. The zombies and skeletons jumping out of shadows, however, are not so amusing. After a few minutes, my heart is pounding. Am I enjoying this? Am I paying a monthly membership fee for the privilege of being terrorized by pale, eyebrow-less monsters?


    What's that sound? I click off the speakers to make sure the scratching isn't coming from the game. The sound is irritating, like squeaky chalk on a chalkboard. It must be a branch on the outside of my window. Or is that a branch? A fear starts in my stomach and works up to a thought in my brain, chilling my blood. There are no branches near my window.


    My heart goes double-time, and just when I think I can't be more freaked out, a pain-faced ghoul jumps out at me on the screen. Swearing, I turn off the monitor. My bedroom is dark, and all I see is the after-image of the computer monitor and the game's monsters.


    Something scratches again. The noise is definitely outside the house, on the other side of my bedroom window. Where there is no tree branch.


    I reach for the lamp next to my bed. The room flashes and crackles like a firecracker, white-hot, then all is drenched in darkness. The light bulb, an old incandescent one, not a fluorescent, has dramatically burned out.


    Scratch, scratch at the window.


    Maybe the tree in the back yard has grown and I haven't noticed until now.


    Scratch, scratch.


    I jump back into bed, pull the blankets over my head, and wish the sound away. My so-called defensive power involves bees, so could I summon a bee to protect me now? What would a bee do?


    Julie's voice echoes in my head, telling me to be a man.


    On the count of three, I tell myself. One ...


    Scratch, scratch.


    Two ...


    Scratch.


    Three!


    I jump up and throw the covers away, forcing myself to look at the window. A crow. My jumping up must scare the hell out of the crow, because it opens its wings and falls away.


    Where'd he go? I open the window—just an inch—and listen.


    Sternly, I ask the night air, “What do you want?”


    The crow flaps up again and perches on the windowsill. He looks annoyed, the way he's bobbing his little head and jerking his wings. Now that I've got his attention, I tell the crow to do something anatomically impossible to itself.


    It opens its mouth silently, as though shocked.


    Now that my heart is no longer paddling its way up my throat, I notice the bird has something on its leg. Is that one of those tracker things scientists put on birds?


    The crow pulls at the thing, which is a curled piece of paper about the shape of the fortune from a fortune cookie. I open the window an inch more and put two fingers out. To my absolute shock, the bird passes me the paper.


    “Is this from Hogwarts?” I ask, my spirits soaring with insane hope.


    “CAW,” says the crow.


    I unfurl the note. When I look up again, the crow is gone.


    The moon is only partly full, but bright enough for me to read by if I'm at the window. The note is written with loopy, beautiful handwriting.


    The note delivered to me by the crow says: Zan, you must solve my murder. - Newt.


    So much for sleeping tonight.


    




  

Chapter Four


    In the morning, the note doesn't seem any less terrifying or unbelievable. A murdered man sent me a note from beyond the grave, asking me to solve his murder.


    Why me? Am I supposed to use my belly button power to solve crimes? My gift only works on girls, so what are the odds a girl I know killed Newt?


    I read the note again: Zan, you must solve my murder. - Newt.


    Again, though, why me? Isn't it enough that I'm not using my visions for blackmail or illicit financial gain? Now I have to do actual good? What am I, Spiderman? This is not good. My life is horrible. Wait, what's that smell?


    Bacon! Yay, bacon!


    People are talking in the kitchen. Gran and Rudy. There's life's funny little karmic balancing at work. Yes, there's bacon, but it's because Gran's fiance, Rudy, is over.


    I go out to the kitchen, intending to ask them why they're here and not enjoying a buffet breakfast at the casino.


    “Good morning, Rudy,” I say cordially, the way Gran would want me to.


    “Danny-boy,” he says, and when I give him a dirty look, he corrects his pronunciation, “Zanny-boy.”


    Gran doesn't turn from the stove, where she's flipping pancakes, her black and white hair pulled back into a tight bun. She's wearing a satin robe with a floral pattern of big, purple and red flowers mixed with hummingbirds. Gran's name is Flora, and either she loves clothes and furnishings with floral patterns, or people think she does and keep giving them to her.


    I grab for some crunchy bacon from the plate on the counter, but Rudy whacks me on the hand. My karate training kicks in and I take a defensive stance, arms up in front of me.


    Rudy doesn't even twitch. “Manners,” he says calmly.


    Even though we've been getting along well enough lately, right about now I'd be worried about punching him in his jowly face if we'd been covering more punching at my Intro to Karate classes. I suspect our teacher may be a pacifist.


    Ignoring any signs of conflict, Gran hums to herself and brings the stack of pancakes over to the table.


    “Why are you here?” I ask.


    “Your grandmother didn't like the room I booked,” Rudy says. “We drove all the way back last night, got here at about two.”


    “You were conked right out!” Gran says. “I tried to wake you to get my goodnight kiss, but you were dead to the world.”


    “Buddy!” Rudy says to my cat. Mibs jumps up on Rudy's lap, enjoying a chin rub and flicking his tail with joy.


    Traitor.


    “What do I owe you for the groceries?” Gran asks Rudy. Even though they're engaged to be married, so far they're planning to keep their separate houses, and I guess separate finances too. Makes me wonder why they'd even bother getting married, but what do I know.


    The three of us sit at the table, and Rudy tells Gran, “Don't worry about it. Breakfast is on me! I've got way too much money to ever spend in one lifetime. Make sure Zan gets a big glass of that juice. He's a growing boy.”


    Something about his bravado provokes a contrary suspicion. He's lying. I've always had the feeling Rudy's got something to hide, and this must be it: he's broke. He's probably got three mortgages on his house, and only once he's married to Gran, the truth will come out.


    Gran asks me if the pancakes are to my liking, and I tell her they are. Her special pancakes are made with cornmeal, and they're my favorite food in the world, with crispy bacon a close second.


    Gran is the most wonderful person you could ever hope to know. She never lets anything get her down—not being saddled with her grandson to raise, not losing her husband to stomach cancer, and certainly not little things like a flood the basement.


    Last year, the pipe broke and we discovered four feet of water in the pantry downstairs. I was in a panic, but Gran took one look, then calmly instructed me to inflate the camping boat and row over to get her a jar of pickles while she called the plumber.


    I feel bad that I didn't call Gran yesterday to tell her about discovering the dead man at the pawn shop, but I didn't want to worry her. She's on a gluten-free diet now to help with her digestive problems, but the doctors said she should avoid stress. That's one of the main reasons I haven't told her about my strange power, and why I'm not going to tell her about the eerie note in my pocket.


    The second reason is I don't trust her to not tell Rudy. She tells him everything, and he's so attentive to her, as though he's compiling data. I truly love my grandmother, but her stories about the gardening club are not that interesting.


    The third reason is I don't want to get dragged into church to have my demons exorcised. Actually, that should probably be my top reason.


    * * *


    At school, I show the tiny little note to James and Julie, asking what they think I should do.


    “Offer your psychic skills to Officer Weirdo. Uh, Detective Wrong,” Julie says. “You guys could team up. You'd be the good cop, of course. She's more of a bad cop type, I think.”


    “No way,” James says. “You'll be taken to a special room for questioning, they'll stick a needle in your arm, and the next thing you know, you're on an operating table at a secret government underground lab, having your brain sectioned.”


    Julie rolls her eyes. “He's not E.T. And we're not living in an '80s movie.”


    James ruffles his spiky black hair—a shorter version of his sister's hair—and makes a very sad face, his big blue eyes even bigger. “E.T. go home. E.T. no get chopped into sushi.”


    “Thanks, guys, for your well-meaning but unhelpful input,” I say. “I was thinking my first order of business would be to check into the Secret Town of any girl who's been acting suspicious. Maybe I'll get some leads.”


    “No shit,” James says. “You have a plan? If you put this kind of effort into school work, you could get a scholarship. If you put this effort into girls, you could have … three girlfriends.”


    Ignoring her brother, Julie says, “I know! You could go to the office and find out if anyone missed school yesterday or today.”


    “Right, I bet they'll just tell me that information. Are you sure neither one of you is a computer hacker?”


    James whistles and looks around innocently.


    “No way!” I say.


    “No, I'm not a hacker,” he says sheepishly. “I just wanted to do that whistle thing. Pretty funny, huh?”


    “Not funny,” I say.


    “I'd give it a five,” Julie says. “Out of ten.”


    “So who's coming with me to the office?”


    This time, Julie whistles.


    * * *


    Sitting in class, I formulate a plan to visit the school's office during the lunch break. Chasing down my first lead, I think to myself proudly. In fact, this detective thing is so exciting, I barely hear a word spoken by a teacher at any of my morning classes.


    All I'm listening for is chatter—intel, as they'd call it on a spy show—from other students. Some guys are talking about a couple of idiots in the tenth grade who are planning to make moonshine using stolen lab equipment from the Chemistry room. Good luck with that, I think, since the kids at the heart of this potential scandal could barely make juice if given water and packets of Kool-Aid.


    Some people are talking about the murder and telling stories about the times they went into the creepy pawn shop. Several kids say they'd been planning to go there that very afternoon, but somehow their plans had changed and they hadn't ended up going.


    Yeah right, I think when the tenth person says the same thing. Is everyone's life so boring they have to make up stories about almost being at a crime scene? Some of the girls get so worked up they start sobbing right in class.


    “You so narrowly missed being killed too,” a girl whose name I don't know says to another girl with red hair.


    “We all could have been murdered,” the redhead says with a sniff. “Life is so precious.”


    Word has not gotten around that it was actually me and Julie who stumbled upon the body, and thank goodness, or by the end of the day we'd probably find ourselves at a candlelight vigil, surrounded by hysterical kids talking about seizing the day.


    At lunch, I enter the office timidly, trying to appear innocent. The school secretary, Denise, a perky little blonde, greets me with a smile. She's new here, just started in September, and she's way nicer than the woman who just retired.


    I feel terrible about what I'm about to do to sweet Denise, which is lie. I've been deliberating about this all morning, and I've decided a little white lie is almost nothing compared to murder, and I am trying to solve a murder, which should balance out about a hundred lies.


    “What can I do for ya, sweetie?” she asks, loudly chewing her enormous chunk of pink gum and grinning, her face full of dimples and trust. Denise and I are the only ones in the office, as most of the faculty is at lunch in the teachers' lounge. The room itself, with its long, high counter and lack of warmth seems designed to inspire fear, to dispel attempts at lying or cajoling by students.


    Even the artwork is intimidating. On the wall behind Denise is a framed print of someone staring at the viewer, using binoculars. Next to it is a print of rotting sailboats, washed up on the shores of an island surely named Desolation.


    On the counter top in front of me, there's a piece of laminated paper taped to the surface, bearing an image of a bull taking a dump, with a line crossing through the image. B.S. Free Zone, the sign reads.


    I tell myself I'm not doing anything wrong by asking a simple question as I say to Denise, “I'd like to know which students were absent yesterday and this morning.”


    She chomps the gum slowly. “Why ya want that?”


    I catch myself tugging at my left ear and order my hand down, covering the B.S. Free Zone sign casually. “I'm just … curious?”


    “Not good enough. Tell me why.” The mood in the office gets a little more serious along with her expression.


    I decide not to go with the science fair project story, but the more socially-admirable lie, hoping the goodwill points will carry over. “I'm, er, volunteering to bring homework for people. From some of the teachers.”


    Chew, chew.


    “So people don't get behind just because of a flu or cold,” I say.


    Chew, chew.


    “It's a pilot project.”


    She narrows her eyes. “I can't give out that information.”


    I deflate and look down at my shoes. “Thanks anyways.” I turn and start to leave the office. I should have gone with the virus story and my noble efforts to locate patient zero of the sore throat epidemic.


    Denise calls after me, “You might check with your friend, Raye-Anne Donovan. She wasn't here this morning. Might have caught the same thing Shad Miller had yesterday. And Rosemary Stonehurt.”


    “Oh. Thanks.” I'm calm on the outside, but doing jumping jacks on the inside.


    “Zaniel, would you do me a favor.”


    I turn, barely able to make eye contact. “Yes?”


    “Two pumps. Of the antibacterial hand sanitizer that's in every hallway. We can't be too careful!”


    “Yes, Ma'am.”


    * * *


    I know why Raye-Anne Donovan wasn't at school this morning, and it has more to do with party fun than viral infection. At the Halloween party, while I was bored senseless listening to Julie complain about guys saying one thing but meaning another, Raye-Anne was trying to get everyone to limbo with her. She wore a grass skirt and a coconut bra top, which earned her a lot of evil glares from the girls, and limbo-stick-holding volunteers from the guys.


    Someone brought tequila for the limbo contest winner, and wouldn't you know, even with the coconut boobs threatening to topple the limbo stick, Raye-Anne kept winning.


    Her absence this morning is due to margarita madness, I suspect.


    I used to have a crush on Raye-Anne, with her tiny mouth and just-right-sized everything else, but now she's a friend—one of the gang—though she doesn't know the full story about my powers.


    That leaves Rosemary and Shad, and now that I think about it, Rosemary wasn't in English this morning. She's so small, and usually quiet, so it's no wonder I didn't notice her absence until now.


    I saw her downtown yesterday, too, with Shad, before they showed up at the party. Could they have seen something suspicious?


    Armed with my hot new leads, I walk out to the back steps of the school to where a lot of kids eat their lunches on sunny days. I scan the crowd for Shad Miller.


    He's easy to spot, with his bright red hair, not to mention his height of six feet four inches. Yesterday he was dressed as a fisherman, and today he's wearing a shirt with a fish on the front. Under the fish illustration, the caption reads: A shad is a bony fish, rich in Omega 3.


    As I walk over, I say, “Hey, Shad,” carefully pronouncing his name properly. He hates being called Chad and will give people a five-minute speech if they make the error, even if they're teachers.


    He's popping a little hacky sack back and forth between his knees, and he doesn't look sick at all, considering he missed school yesterday. He was well enough to come to the party, which was not something Gran would let me get away with.


    Shad's face is very pale, from being a redhead. His lips are rather pink compared to other people's, and the line where his lips meet his face skin is almost red. I wonder what it feels like to be so pale, and if the same sun that shines on us all is less hot on his radiant skin. I bet he burns easily.


    Shad-not-Chad squints at me, keeping the sack going back and forth. “Zan, dude. What's up?”


    “Since last night? Not much. How about you?”


    “Hey, your girlfriend never came to the party last night. Is she real?”


    “Quite real, I assure you,” I say.


    “Sweet. Can your old lady girlfriend hook us up with beer, like, on a regular basis? I used to have a place, but they're carding now.”


    “I could ask,” I say levelly, keeping my annoyance in check. Austin's a few years older than me, but she's no old lady.


    I haven't figured out exactly how I'm going to question him about the murder at the pawn shop, so I wing it. “Where were you yesterday during school hours?” I ask. “We could have used you in gym. You're the only one who can dunk.”


    Shad's face flushes and he drops the sack. He steps in close to me and whispers, “What did you hear?”


    “Nothing. Why?”


    “Never mind,” he says, shaking his head.


    “I guess you had one of those twenty-four hour stomach bugs.”


    “You have no idea,” he says, his pink-rimmed eyes darting left and right.


    “Try me.”


    He glances around again. James and Julie, eating their bagged lunches at a table a dozen feet away, give us a twin wave.


    Shad grimaces. “Those two are megacreepy,” he says.


    “No, they're not.” And furthermore, he didn't think they were megacreepy last night when he was at their house, eating all their free food and drinks. I don't say this, though, because I'm trying to keep my potential witness cooperative.


    Shad scoops up the sack and bounces it off my chest, catching it on his knee. He tries the move again, but this time I'm ready and snatch the ball in mid-air.


    I say, “I'll give this back if you tell me where you were yesterday.”


    He laughs, showing off about a hundred big, square teeth. “Why do you care?”


    “I'm a details kinda guy. I didn't care, but now that you won't tell me, my curiosity is piqued.”


    “You're megacreepy,” he says, but he's still smiling, not angry.


    “Sounds like you were up to something really cool, and I wanna know. I'll give you the sack back, I promise.”


    “I'll think about it, man.” He walks away, leaving me holding the little blue and red hacky sack.


    You think about it, Shad, while I find out about it.


    Rosemary's not around today, but if Shad really does have something to hide, I bet I find out in less than a second, as soon as Rosemary pokes her finger in my belly button. Then, all will be revealed.


    * * *


    I keep listening for clues all afternoon at school, but nothing's jumping out at me. Spiritdell's got more residents than the kids in my high school, so I'll have to expand my observation area. I should start canvasing for witnesses around the pawn shop. Ugh, that sounds like a lot of work.


    I wonder what Austin will think of all this. I've messaged her a few times today and asked about hanging out tonight, but she's claiming to be too tired. I want to push for a commitment, but she did have major surgery not long ago, and I suppose it would take time to recover. I ought to be patient. Still, being patient doesn't make me miss her any less.


    I've got the necklace I bought her back at my house, but I don't mention the gift in my text messages, because I don't want to guilt her into seeing me if she's not up for it. She is going to love the necklace, though, especially because it's vintage. Austin's really into fashion and mixing all sorts of patterns and clothes from different eras, like hippie skirts from the 1970s with denim jackets, or any two colors you wouldn't think go together, like bright blue and lime green.


    I thought her fashion sense might rub off on me, but the other day I wore a V-neck shirt underneath a green V-neck sweater and Julie giggled and made me change in the bathroom, turning the t-shirt around backwards. She said it was fine the colors didn't match, but you can't wear a V under a V, even though you can wear a circle-necked thing under another circle-necked thing.


    How am I supposed to know about double-V-necking? Who makes these rules, and how do I get a copy?


    Maybe I'll get some expert fashion advice from the shops on Chesapeake Avenue when I go there after school today for the next step in my first murder investigation.


    




  

Chapter Five


    After school, instead of heading home, I take my planned detour downtown. The weather's nice for the first day of November and I unzip my windbreaker.


    The sun is glinting off our tallest building, the Hotel Doccione, where Gran and Rudy will be having their wedding. The hotel is new, but they've added some Old World touches to class it up. At first, I thought Doccione was a type of coffee, but it's actually the Italian word for gargoyle. The hotel uses a drawing of a gargoyle on its signs and stationery, and they had carved stone creatures added to each corner of the building, near the roof.


    I stop on the corner and squint up at the stony monsters. Are they dragons, or dogs? I can't tell from here. They aren't even real gargoyles, either, because they don't spout water. Non-functional decorations like this are technically called grotesques, but I suppose Hotel Grotesque wouldn't draw the tourists.


    Continuing down the street, drawing closer to the pawn shop, my stomach pinches and the memory of the dead body in a pool of blood surges back, unwanted.


    I need to stop remembering and feeling, and try using my eyes and ears and brain instead of my temperamental guts, which are telling me to turn around. I force myself to step off Dixon Street, onto Chesapeake Avenue.


    The sidewalks are busier here, with people window-shopping, walking and talking in groups, or sitting on little chairs outside cafes.


    If we were in England and not America, Chesapeake Avenue would be called a high street, I think, because it's one of our few shopping areas for the town that isn't a mall. Rudy calls this section the main drag, which seems rather old-fashioned, but that's Rudy for you.


    The busiest part of Chesapeake Avenue are the six blocks between Dixon and Milos. In that stretch, we have four banks, a dozen clothing stores, two Starbucks locations, and two coffee places for people who don't like Starbucks. One of the independent cafes is The Bean, a tiny place with a green wooden door, where Austin works the occasional shift.


    The construction here is a mix of older, brick low-rise buildings and taller, modern glass storefronts with apartments above. Some of the town's original character has been preserved, including a recently-discovered ghost sign. When the little movie theater was torn down earlier this year, the wrecking ball revealed a hand-painted advertisement for shaving cream on the side of the neighboring building. The billboard had not been seen by human eyes for at least eighty years, and people thought that meant something, so the plans for the new building were modified. Now part of the sign will remain visible forever.


    I know about ghost signs and gargoyles and other things because Gran works in administration at City Hall. Gran assured me the ghost sign's been covered with an anti-graffiti coating to protect against vandalism. The sign is not unattractive as art, but mainly people adore the quaint idea of someone hand-painting an advertisement instead of it being printed and glued up. Some people feel older is always inherently better. I wonder if, in the future, when all billboards are digital, people will be restoring and preserving our tatty paste-ups for energy drinks and cell phones.


    Besides the shaving cream sign, I don't notice anything else ghostly or unusual about Chesapeake Avenue today.


    I walk past the jewelry store I visited yesterday. There would be no point asking in here, since the guy inside was helping me pick out a necklace at the time of the crime and probably didn't see anything across the street. I pop into the next shop, which is a place that sells shoes. Nice shoes. I pick up a pair and have to tell my face to be cool when I see the price tag. As Gran would say, I should hope they're nice for that price!


    A hip-looking guy of about thirty strikes up a conversation with me about the weather. I tell him straight-up I can't afford to buy anything, and he says in a light-hearted, joking way, “That's fine, look around. I get bored, so you can ask me anything. Retail people are humans too, you know.”


    “So, what you're saying is you're people? Just like teenagers?”


    His eyes crinkle up behind his thick-framed, retro glasses. “You get it, man. Hey, do you know where I can score some weed?”


    “No.”


    “Hey, that's cool. I didn't mean anything, just all my friends are married. With kids. But I like working here, it's cool, you know. Yup. It's cool.”


    I pretend to look at some random items as I edge my way closer to the exit. “So, I guess there was a shooting across the street yesterday. Crazy stuff. Did you see anything?”


    He backs away from me. “You're not a cop, are you?”


    “You're kidding. I'm seventeen. I go to high school.”


    “I knew that,” he says.


    “So you did see something yesterday?”


    “Heard it. I was out front cleaning the windows and I heard the shots. Thought it was kids with fireworks in the alley at first, but I had this spooky feeling. I'm quite psychic at times, you know, it runs in my family. Anyways, I came inside here and called it in.” He points through the shoe display in the window to the closed pawn shop across the street. “If I'd have known, I would have had my eye on that front door.”


    “You did enough, calling it in.”


    “I could be a hero,” he says. “I could be a cop, even, if I wanted. Just doing this shoe gig until I get a little cash saved up.”


    He looks down and my gaze follows his, to his feet, which are clad in inexpensive-looking, scuffed shoes. I don't need psychic powers to know two things: this adult man desperately wants me to think he's cool, yet even with his staff discount, he can't afford to buy the shoes in the store where he works.


    I thank him and make my way back outside, the fresh air a calming antidote to the plastic smell inside the store.


    My stomach grumbles. I'd like to go home now, but I have to canvas more businesses for clues.


    * * *


    Two hours later, I'm at a dead end, metaphorically.


    Talking to people inside the rest of the businesses along the street has gone about as well as the shoe store. Nobody even questioned why I was so curious; they all welcomed the opportunity to talk about the biggest thing to have happened on the street in years.


    The man at the barber shop said he used to cut Newt's hair, but the hair grew so fast Newt had to come in once a week. The girl at the import candy store mentioned he had a taste for those little candies that smell like perfume and taste like soap. The woman at the convenience store said he went through a lot of milk. None of these people seemed affected either way by Newt's death, nor concerned the killer might be coming for them next.


    I did discover one interesting fact: while the newspaper articles implied the shooting may have been a robbery gone wrong, the police confidentially assured all the members of the local business association that no cash or valuables seemed to have been taken from the premises. An unsecured cash drawer at the front counter was untouched, and all the high-value items matched the inventory.


    I had figured Newt's murder wasn't a plain old robbery gone wrong, but now my suspicions have been confirmed.


    Before I go home, I should take one last look at the place and see if the visual triggers any ideas. From across the street, I look at the storefront and compare it to the others on the same block. The shop is about twenty feet wide, and if the buildings are the same depth, it's got to be the same size as the big-name sportswear shop next door. On the other side is a nice-looking designer sunglasses and eyeglasses store. Newt's seedy little pawn shop really was the black sheep of the neighborhood. Perhaps the local business association had him offed for the crime of being tacky.


    I walk up to the pawn shop and stop in front of the door. The police tape has been removed from the sidewalk area, but some remains on the door. The tattered yellow tape gives me a chill, as it's proof yesterday's murder really happened.


    The door is locked, as expected, but some lights are on inside. I press my forehead against the glass, peering in. The clocks and musical instruments still hang on the walls, but plain, brown moving boxes are stacked in front of the counter and some of the smaller items from the shelves have already been boxed up. The curtain separating the back room from the front of the shop has been removed, and when I cup my hands around my face to block out the bright sun, I can see all the way in to a taped outline on the floor, where Newt's body was.


    I zip up my windbreaker and rub my arms. Newt. I can't say I liked you much, and even less so after you tried to cleave me a new orifice with a battle ax. So, why me? Why did you send a message from beyond the grave asking me, of all people, to solve your murder?


    Her name hits me like a crashing wave. Heidi. He must have picked me because I know about his involvement with Heidi, the witch with the stone-gray face.


    Snooping around on Chesapeake Avenue or at my school is just a ridiculous time-waster, stalling me from tracking down the only solid lead I have: Heidi.


    “Daniel,” someone says.


    I turn around, fully knowing who it is. One person insists on pronouncing my name, Zaniel, in such a way that it sounds like Daniel. I totally understand why Shad Miller gets annoyed about people calling him Chad.


    “Rudy,” I say.


    Gran's fiance stands with his briefcase, wearing what he had on at breakfast this morning: high-waisted jeans with a black belt fastened with a gaudy belt buckle, plus a Western-style shirt with pearl snaps. The man has never lived in Texas, as far as I know, but that hasn't stopped him from dressing like an urban cowboy.


    “I'm here doing some business across the street,” he says. “Where's your vim?”


    “My what?”


    “Your vim. This morning you were so quiet. Now you look like something the cat dragged in. Don't tell me you have some sort of business with this pawn shop. You didn't pawn something of your grandmother's, now, did you?”


    I don't like his accusatory tone, so I turn it around. “Which of Gran's valuables do you mean, specifically?”


    Rudy sticks a finger in his ear and wiggles it around, his jowls wobbling, then looks at the finger before wiping it on his high-waisted jeans. “What on God's green earth are you getting on about? What are you doing staring in this window anyways?”


    I shrug. “There was a murder here yesterday. I'm trying to wrap my head around the idea.”


    “Are my ears working? Did you say murder? Well! I'm sure it was just unsavory people taking each other out. Nothing for proper, law-abiding folks to be concerned about.”


    “All the same, I might write something about it for the school paper.”


    “Now, Danny-boy, ah, Zanny-boy, you don't want to upset your grandmother.”


    “It's Zaniel.”


    Rudy brightens. “Let's order pizza tonight. I was planning to stay at the old office with paperwork, but there's a place that does a rice crust—gluten-free—and I'd like to give it a shake. Give Flora a night off from cooking after she comes home from work. It's a lot of work for her to juggle her career and a teenager.”


    “Pizza sounds okay,” I say, though I can't imagine Gran being excited about pizza, rice crust or otherwise.


    “We could play some games. I could show you my new card trick.”


    “I have a lot of homework,” I say.


    Rudy lunges forward and snaps my ear, then reveals a shiny gold coin in his palm. “You don't wash behind your ears and look what's growing back there!”


    “Try it again,” I say, but he won't. He likes to show off his little sleight-of-hand tricks, but he never repeats them when I'm prepared, never reveals how they're done.


    Over Rudy's shoulder, I notice a small black woman in a gray suit, Detective Wrong, going into a business at the end of the block. I keep talking to Rudy, trying to look casual, as I wait for Detective Wrong to come out again. Five minutes later, she's still in there, and Rudy's telling me about his time management techniques, to help me with my studying.


    “If you stick to the schedule, the schedule shoulders a lot of the work,” he says.


    I agree and keep nodding. There's still no sign of Detective Wrong coming out of the business, which is the vet clinic where my neighbor Crystal works. When I stopped in there an hour ago, I only talked to the receptionist for a few minutes, and she knew nothing. I wonder if Crystal has heard anything about the murder.


    Rudy says his car's nearby and he'll give me a ride home, and we can order the pizza to surprise Gran. I get in Rudy's car, making a mental note that I need to talk to Crystal.


    On the short drive home, Rudy asks me question after question about school, my friends, and my personal life. Conversations with him are so awkward, because after you answer the question, he doesn't transition into a normal conversation, but moves to the next question on his list.


    I wonder if he wears the cowboy outfits to make up for a lack of actual personality. At least Rudy's a good listener, and if you make a joke, you can always count on him to laugh. He'll never replace my grandfather, but I guess he could be a lot worse.


    * * *


    After pizza and homework, I turn off my computer and barely make it to bed before I fall into a deep sleep.


    My dreams are rich in color and taste.


    The night is thick with secrecy, the stars conspiring, but I hear you, my friends.


    I hear you and I'm coming to you.


    I place one agile foot in front of the other, drawing a dotted line from past to future.


    They are calling to me, only my name doesn't sound the way anyone else pronounces it. They know my true name, a sound without letters, no end and no beginning. This name is our secret, and hearing it fills me with calm and love and rivers of peace.


    Their scent message hovers in the air, as clear and obvious as a ribbon. It's irresistible.


    My legs ache for rest, tiring of marking out their step-by-step pattern, but I must keep going.


    I hear you.


    When I reach them, I'm numb and slow from the cold. They feed me and cover me with a blanket.


    The blanket tickles.


    My eyes are closed, yet I see all around me, in every direction. Stars through a window. Gleaming things on the walls.


    They feed me more, but finally, I must go. I make the journey back, sticking to the alleys, where the street lamps and porch lights don't reach. My eyes stay closed the whole time.


    I won't remember this tomorrow, but I wish I could. I've never felt so at peace, so full, so radiant.


    




  

Chapter Six


    When I wake up, I feel fantastic, and not just because of the Saturday-morning treat of thinking you've slept in, but then realizing the alarm clock didn't go off because it's the glorious weekend. No school today, my friends.


    I stretch my arms and legs. A little further and I could touch every wall in the room at once! Am I taller today? I feel taller, and stronger, but weightless.


    I leap out of bed and immediately do thirty push-ups, which is ten more than I've ever done. I'm not even cheating like we do in karate class, but doing full dips, straight down, nose to the ground. I stand and stretch, my fingertips brushing against the plaster and the glow-in-the-dark stars affixed to my ceiling.


    Whipping off my shirt, I examine my new muscles with admiration, then drop and do another twenty push-ups before hitting the shower.


    As I'm adjusting the hot water, the pattern of the tiles around the tub catch my attention. The tiles are actually circles, penny tiles as Gran calls them, and even dry as they are now, they appear to float like dewdrops against the grout. When I was little I misunderstood what she meant and thought the tiles were actual pennies, covered in white paint. One of the tiles is still scratched from where I tried to saw into it with a steak knife, to see the penny. When my failed experiment was discovered, Gran was a little annoyed, but my grandfather thought my childish misunderstanding was hysterical.


    Circles don't have sides, but penny tiles fool your eye into thinking they're six-sided tiles, hexagons. Out of the corner of your eye, they're honeycomb-shaped, until you look directly at them. How can a circle seem to have sides, just from being next to other circles? One of life's great mysteries, I suppose.


    My arms are pumping with energy today, and the shower curtain bar begs me to grab hold and do chin-ups, but I must resist. Gran would not be pleased if I destroyed the bathroom drywall, so I get down on the bath mat and do some crunches while the shower gets nice and steamy.


    I can do anything, I think as I co-wash my hair—a technique Julie suggested, where I skip the shampoo and use my honey-scented conditioner, since even conditioners contain some cleaning agents. This leaves my hair softer and—I like to think—irresistible to the ladies.


    Proving me correct, when I come out for breakfast, Gran gives me an admiring pet me on the head. I pet Mibs on his head, completing the chain of love.


    Rudy is here, having slept over last night, and I don't even care. He keeps some clothes here and today he's wearing an even bigger belt buckle than usual. “Is that a guy throwing a rope around a cow?” I ask, examining the shiny brass surface.


    “The cowboy is lassoing a steer,” Rudy says.


    For some reason, this gives me the giggles, and sets him off laughing as well.


    As we eat breakfast, Rudy keeps refilling my glass with this new multi-citrus juice he's been bringing over. “These vitamins are restoring your vim!” he says. “You can help me prune some of the bushes in the back yard.”


    “I'd love to,” I lie, “but I'm going to the lake with my friends today.”


    “Weather's a bit cool for swimming,” Gran says.


    “Yes,” Rudy says. “What reason do you have to make that long drive?”


    I'm certainly not going to tell them about my planned stopover to question the witch, Heidi. “We can still barbecue and have a bonfire. It's still fun without swimming.”


    “Sure could use some help with the hedge clippers,” Rudy says.


    Gran swats Rudy playfully. “Let him have his weekend. Kids need their own time and space to figure out who they are.” She pulls the picnic basket down from over the fridge. “I'll pack you kids something healthy so you don't get scurvy.”


    “I think scurvy takes longer to develop than one night,” I say.


    She begins stuffing the picnic basket, asking who else is going. It's just me, James and Julie, as usual.


    Gran pins her hair up so she doesn't get stray hairs in the sandwiches she's making with our gluten-free bread. When she leaves her hair down, her fluffy 'fro is impressive, though she claims to look like the Bride of Frankenstein because of the white streaks flaming from her temples.


    “Why isn't your lovely girlfriend going?” she asks.


    “She's got physio or something.”


    Gran gives Rudy a knowing look. For months they've been dropping little hints about why things won't work out with me and Austin.


    My volume rising with irritation, I say, “This is not about the age gap.”


    Gran holds one of her graceful hands over her heart. “Zan, I didn't say it was. She's a lovely girl. When you get older, the age gap won't matter nearly so much.” She and Rudy exchange a sickly sweet look. I think they're about two years apart, same as us, but at their age a couple years probably seems like nothing.


    Rudy pours some more pink-orange juice into my glass. “Enjoy your puppy love while it lasts. Don't get her pregnant.”


    Gran nods.


    I can't believe we're having this conversation. I grab the picnic basket and go out the front door to wait on the porch. Mibs winds his brown tabby body around my feet as I put on my shoes, biting my shoelaces. “I'd take you with me, but you hate car rides,” I tell him.


    Did that conversation in my kitchen actually happen? Did Rudy really advise me about the perils of teen pregnancy? Little does he know, you have to actually be in the same room with your girlfriend before there's any danger of impregnation. I know all about the birds and the bees, and Austin and I have been very safe. Safe to the point of not very much fun at all.


    * * *


    I sit on the step for about ten minutes before James and Julie drive up in the blue Jeep they share. Julie's finally got her driver's license, so she's at the wheel. As I get in the back seat, I glance over at Crystal's house, across the street. That's odd. There's yesterday's newspaper on her front porch, as though she's out of town, but she ordinarily tells us if she's going away so Gran can keep an eye on her house.


    “You look different,” Julie says, glancing back at me as she pulls the vehicle out onto the road.


    “Eyes in front,” James says.


    “How do I look?”


    She adjusts the rear view mirror to make eye contact with me. “Your eyes are really bright. And you look bigger.”


    “Stop flirting with Zan,” James says to his sister, turning to bat his dark eyelashes and blue eyes at me. “Oh, you're so dreamy! You look delicious.”


    “You need a girlfriend,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “Stop undressing me with your eyes. You need to see some lady tatas and bobos.”


    “He does look bigger,” James says to Julie. “All the better for interrogating this witch.” He smacks his fist into his open palm.


    “James, you almost looked tough there for a minute,” I say.


    “Tougher than you,” he says.


    “You guys, we don't have to stop at that woman's place if you're not up to it. I don't feel right dragging you both into my weird shenanigans.”


    “I love shenanigans,” Julie says.


    “I'm hoping to upgrade from shenanigans to a full-scale fiasco,” James says. “You'd think Newt's ghost could have told you who shot him. I mean, he was there when it happened, right? He saw who shot him, unless it was from behind.”


    I'm not a complete idiot, so I had considered that already. “The person must have been wearing a mask,” I say. “It was Halloween, so a masked person wouldn't have even seemed odd to anyone.”


    “The killer could have been in a gorilla suit,” Julie says.


    “I think we're looking for a clown,” James says. “One of those evil birthday clowns that kidnaps children. Did you find anything online?”


    “Sadly, no,” I say. “Newt Steadfast has zero online presence. He was a ghost even before he was a ghost. Besides, if it was that obvious, the cops would have solved it already. I think he asked me because I have to use my power.”


    “I don't like it when you use your power,” Julie says. “A person isn't supposed to know someone else's secrets. If it's not mutual, or fair. You're taking advantage!”


    “Easy, Julie. I don't do it without permission.”


    She's getting awfully agitated, and I don't know why. Her voice rises as she yells, “You might ask for permission, but the girls have no idea what they're getting into!”


    “Calm your road rage,” James says. “Keep it between the lines or I'll have to take over driving.”


    Her voice tiny now, Julie says she'll be fine if we can leave her alone for a few minutes. James gives me a confused look, as if to say he has no idea what's going on. Julie turns on the stereo, loud.


    * * *


    The building where we first met Heidi is near the lake, right at the border where cell phone reception cuts out. At the front of the place is an Orange Crush sign and a fairly nondescript little gas station—the dusty type you find in the countryside anywhere in America.


    The three of us walk around the side of the building together. At the back, hidden away from the road, is a cottage straight out of a fairytale, with shutters on the windows and garden gnomes in green jackets and red caps stationed around the yard with shovels and petunia-filled wheelbarrows.


    James says he's not scared at all, but he pulls out his cell phone and dials 9 and 1 just to be cautious.


    I knock on the door, brave enough with my backup here. My clever plan is to tell Heidi I'm working as a consultant to Detective Wrong on the case, and if anything should happen to me, the whole police department will be on her scrawny, evil butt in a heartbeat.


    A sweet little old lady opens the door. “I remember you three,” she says.


    James and Julie greet her warmly, sticking out their hands for shaking. The woman, who has rosy, round apple cheeks and smooth pale skin, smiles graciously. Her shoulder-length white hair falls in gentle waves, and she has the aura of someone who captures spiders and flies with a cup and a sheet of paper, in order to free them outside. This woman isn't Heidi, and yet, she is. She says she's Heidi.


    Mutely, I shake her hand.


    “Well, look at that,” she says, taking out a handkerchief, then wetting it on her tongue and rubbing at the corner of my mouth. Her evil spit is touching my skin and I'm too horrified to push her away. Rubbing saliva on my face? Yup, it's Heidi.


    “Explain yourself!” I say sternly. “The last time I saw you was when you kidnapped me and attempted to murder me!”


    “Don't be silly,” she says lightly. “You asked us to help with your memory, and that was all we were doing. Nobody murdered you. Clearly. Here you are.”


    She gestures to me with her hands, and James and Julie both laugh, all three of them making me feel ridiculous.


    She and Newt did try to kill me, though, didn't they? Why else would they have tied me up?


    I announce, with what I hope is the air of authority, “Never mind that. We're here to investigate the mysterious death of one Mr. Newt Steadfast.”


    “Oh, dear. You heard about that? Did it make the papers? I'm still not sure exactly what happened.”


    “You know DAMN WELL what happened!”


    Heidi blinks and takes a step back.


    “Zan!” Julie yells at me.


    “Dude!” James says. “Manners much? Be a psycho psychic on your own time, but you're with me now, so you gotta be chill, okay?”


    Despite my verbal attack, Heidi invites us in for tea.


    Julie claps her hands together and says, “Ooh, tea!”


    I metaphorically put my tail between my legs and join the three of them inside Heidi's cottage, at the round, wooden table by her kitchen.


    An expression pops into my head: You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.


    I guess that means I should try being nice. It's easier for James and Julie, because the only time they met Heidi, she cast a forgetting spell on them. They remember her serving cucumber sandwiches, but not being evil and trying to suck out my powers while stabbing me with a ceremonial dagger. For the record, there were no cucumber sandwiches that day, despite what James and Julie believe.


    The round table is already set up with a pot of hot tea and four dainty tea cups on saucers. I scowl at James and Julie, who don't seem to notice anything odd about Heidi apparently knowing we were coming.


    Do they even believe me about her being a witch, or do they think she's a just a batty palm reader? The decor inside the house is not unusual—old pine cupboards in the kitchen and normal house stuff, like a pile of mismatched plastic containers on top of the refrigerator. I remember she had some stuffed crows before, some real creepy shit, but they're nowhere to be seen now. The calendar on the wall has nothing on it but Bridge Club, penned in three times for the month.


    Heidi asks me, “How did it come to be that you're investigating the case?”


    “Someone asked me to.” I study her face for signs of guilt, but she just looks tired to me.


    “I'm glad someone's working hard for justice. You are a smart boy. You'll do a good job.”


    James interrupts with, “We're helping too.”


    “I'm sure you are,” Heidi says, giving me a wry look that almost makes me like her.


    I have to nip these fuzzy feelings in the bud before we all get a little too comfortable and Heidi throws us in a big witch's pot to make stew with our juicy bones.


    Julie asks Heidi, “How did you get your powers? Do you have to be born with them, or can you learn?”


    “Both,” Heidi says.


    “Would you teach me?” Julie asks.


    Heidi frowns and her posture droops, as though she's caving in on herself. “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “The old ways should be left to the old,” Heidi says.


    “Don't make this about you,” James says to Julie. “We're here on Zan business. Murder-investigation business.”


    Julie opens her mouth, about to argue, but stops and folds her hands on her lap. Julie doesn't usually let things go, but she's quiet now, though scouring the place silently with her bright blue eyes.


    “Exactly what do you know?” Heidi asks me in a friendly, conversational manner.


    Don't trust her any further than you can throw her.


    Bringing the heat, I give her a good, stern glare and say, “I figure you're the number one suspect. You and Newt were up to no good, doing some evil stuff, and you eliminated him as a witness.”


    She calmly pours tea into all four cups. “Newt's bark was worse than his bite. At the end of the day, he was not a very good person, but he wasn't evil. He was like most of us, unfortunately. Selfish.”


    Julie nods in agreement. “Men can be selfish.”


    Heidi continues, “I tried to have a positive influence on my brother, but you can only do so much.”


    “He was your brother?” Julie asks.


    “Twin brother,” Heidi says.


    Julie gasps.


    Newt was Heidi's brother? Weird!


    Julie begins to sob. “I don't know what I'd do if anything happened to James.”


    Heidi hands Julie the handkerchief from her pocket, which I don't think is very hygienic, but I refrain from saying anything. I have to stick to my plan.


    “Fine, you say you didn't harm him, but you can say anything with your mouth.” I take a deep breath and pull up my shirt a few inches. “I'm going to need you to stick your finger in my belly button. Then you'll be cleared as our prime suspect.”


    Heidi knows all about my power, but she still seems surprised. I guess I'm being rather direct, but I don't always know how to gently ease females into poking me in the navel. I wish my power could be less kinky in appearance. Like a handshake. A handshake would be great.


    “It'll just take a second.” I poke my own finger in and out quickly to demonstrate.


    “You won't feel anything,” Julie says.


    “Except lint,” James says. “Dude, you need to keep it neat in there.”


    I flick away a little piece of fuzz that must have come from my sweatshirt. There's a trail of hair leading down from my navel, and being exposed like this is making me self-conscious. I drop my shirt down, as Heidi isn't exactly jumping at the opportunity to plug in.


    The white-haired old woman uses some silver tongs to drop a cube of sugar in her tea before handing the tongs to me. The tips have three sharp points and are shaped like bird claws. I mix my tea to my liking, but wait for her to drink first, in case it's poisoned. James is already slurping at his. Julie blows over the surface of hers, her eyes still wet from imagining terrible things happening to her brother.


    “Go ahead. It's only Tetley,” Heidi says in answer to my unspoken suspicion.


    She's a devious one, more than a simple palm reader. I wouldn't be surprised if she had a crystal ball or something for seeing the future, as today was not the first time she knew of my plans ahead of time.


    “Fine,” I say. “Let's have some tea first, before we get to the main event.”


    Julie snuffles as she hugs her brother. He pats her messy black hair and assures her he's not going anywhere. When she pulls away from him, she says to Heidi, “I'm very sorry for your loss.”


    James and I murmur the same, and Heidi's forlorn expression makes me doubt even being here. The woman's grieving, and I'm pushing her to prove she didn't murder her own brother. I don't know how cops can do their job if it's always like this.


    We drink our tea while Heidi asks us questions about school. What follows is a normal-sounding conversation. She asks about our new teacher, Ms. Mikado, as well as any new students at the school this year.


    I turn the topic back to the matter at hand, asking if she knows of anyone who was enemies with her brother.


    “Enemies,” she says. Her tea cup rattles against the plate when she sets it down with a shaking hand. “He dealt with some unsavory types, due to the nature of his business. Junkies and thieves, plus people down on their luck, but they respected him. He was fair in his dealings and had a positive reputation. He did the best he could.”


    “Can't you use your visions or whatever to find out who shot him?”


    She turns to look out the window. “I cannot penetrate the secrecy. A veil has been drawn across the event.”


    Julie says, “So his death had to be something to do with magic, right?”


    Heidi nods, so I ask, “Why don't you give me the names of everyone Newt was friends with, who also did magic?”


    “I couldn't, even if I wanted to,” she says.


    “Aw, come on,” James says.


    “I've already said too much,” Heidi says, turning to stare into me with her cold eyes. An icy, numbing sensation crawls up my spine. I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. The room is silent, except for the music of songbirds and wind in the trees outside.


    Finally, Heidi rubs her hands together to warm them, and points at my belly button. She breathes on her fingers to warm them up, which is really thoughtful.


    Despite my awe and fear of her, I find myself not hating the woman.


    As her finger goes into my belly button, I say, “Thanks for warming your hands, that's very considera—” I lose the rest of the word as the room rises up and yanks me under.


    




  

Chapter Seven


    Dirt is piling on me, getting in my mouth. I spit. Dimly, I'm aware of James and Julie and the table full of chipped cups of tea, as that whole world fills with colorless, flavorless gel. My visions always take over like this, suffocating and making me panic, but this time it's worse.


    Outside my physical body is Slow World, moving at a snail's pace, and I'm entering Heidi's personal Secret Town, her psyche, or her spirit, or whatever it is. This is Heidi's secret life, though I don't know if I'm in the past or the future.


    All I know is I can't breathe. The dirt is caked in my mouth, sticking to my tongue like ash, and everything is dark.


    Death.


    I focus on the idea of rewinding, of backing up, going left instead of right. I can't see anyone, but I know people all around me are crying, and I don't want to be here, wherever and whenever here is.


    I pull back, thinking about my intention to move back in time, while I also seek Heidi in this darkness. Why is it so black?


    A patch of blue sky opens, and someone falls from above, landing on top of me. The pain. It's over.


    Heidi, take me to Halloween. I talk to her from inside my mind, assuming she can hear me, though I've rarely tried direct questions within the visions before. Where were you on Halloween?


    I feel something like recognition, a familiarity, a sense of having done all this before.


    I've only been able to control my visions as much as the regular dreams I have at night, which is to say damn little, but I'm stronger today. I know I can access the time line at any point, if only I put my will to it.


    Halloween, I command. Halloween. Take us there.


    The vision is still dark, but it's not from dirt and death. Now it's as though all the lights are off from a power outage. I see Heidi now, and I'm with her. We're at a grocery store, a big chain one, buying bags of miniature candy. I squint and will the vision to brighten, but my efforts only make my head ache.


    The cashier doesn't seem bothered by the dark, so I guess it's just me, and not a power failure. Perhaps we have a bad connection due to Heidi being so old—I've mainly tried my power on girls my age.


    I move myself as close as possible, until I'm practically overlapping with Heidi, and only then can I dimly make out what's in front of her on the counter. She's not buying candy after all, but miniature packs of raisins, to give to trick-or-treaters. The woman is SO evil.


    I push for the vision to move a little faster, and I follow her in the dark, as she goes to a friend's house, a woman about the same age. They drink tea and hand out candy to the little ghosts, Spidermans, and princesses coming to the door.


    My head hurts from trying to see. The vision is falling apart, with entire blotches completely black and missing.


    The vision feels true and accurate, but like an underexposed piece of film that reveals no information, even when you artificially brighten the image or enhance the contrast. There's nothing here in this murky blackness. Nothing but her alibi for the day of the murder—proof of Heidi's innocence.


    * * *


    I come back out of the vision and get up from my chair. My head feels light, my mouth waters, and the whole world shrinks to a tiny dot.


    * * *


    When I come to, James and Julie are looming over me. Julie is crying again. “I don't know what I'd do if anything happened to Zan,” she sobs.


    “I'm fine.” I prop myself up on my elbows. “Level with me, guys, did I just faint?”


    “Like a girl,” James says.


    Julie wallops him on the arm. “Sexist.”


    “The sighted are very sensitive,” Heidi says, looming over me from where I'm lying on the floor. “There are side effects to the visions, and the seer is not always just a watcher, but participant.”


    From where he's squatting next to me, James turns to Heidi and asks what she means.


    She answers by gazing into my eyes, prompting me with a chill.


    “I felt the vision that time,” I say. “More than usual. But I couldn't see a damn thing. It was all dark.”


    Heidi frowns. “All dark? Curious. Has this ever happened before?”


    “I don't think so.”


    “What did you see, exactly?”


    “I barely saw you buying Halloween treats and having tea with another lady. But the other part of the vision was … abstract.” Talking about the dirt and the death sensation is the type of thing people might freak out about, so I am keeping that to myself. Despite my vagueness, Heidi gives me a resigned nod.


    She knows.


    Her time in this world is nearly up.


    “I'm afraid Zan's aware of my secret now,” she says to James and Julie. “I should have warned him.”


    James and Julie turn to me.


    “She's dying,” I say.


    Julie starts to bawl, hugging small, fragile Heidi to her. James seems to be having trouble keeping his own eyes dry, as am I.


    “But she didn't kill her brother, Newt,” I say. “So, she's officially cleared as a suspect.”


    The twins are still crouched around me, and I shift to get myself off the floor. Heidi offers her hands to help me to my feet, and when I place my palms on hers, I get a zap, like electricity.


    Something's happening.


    I'm not in the kitchen.


    I'm in a vision, in a domed room made of glass, and the outside is covered in vines and plants. This vision isn't dark, and I like this place, which is humid and comforting, and feels rich in oxygen. My lungs are doing the opposite of suffocating, which is such a relief for a vision. Embedded in the glass walls of the dome are two doors. One is unmarked and a dull yellow, and the other is dark blue, bearing a sign that reads Bridge Club, no entry except to members.


    No entry? The skull symbol below the lettering on the sign is taunting me to try.


    I reach for the door handle, but it pulls away as the round, glass atrium expands in size. I run to the door as fast as I can without a body, which is barely faster than the door's moving away from me. I leap, soaring through the air, my fingers just grazing the surface of the doorknob—


    And I'm flat on my stomach.


    In Heidi's kitchen.


    Her hands are in the pockets of her apron, and she's saying, “Oh dear, oh dear.”


    James and Julie are both frowning at me, looking equally confused and annoyed.


    “I'm sorry,” I say, though I don't know about what. I get up—this time without fainting—and back away to the door. I think when my palms touched Heidi's, I was taken into her power, seeing something she's been trying to hide. Was her attempt to hide some secret the reason my own vision was so dark?


    These are all things I'd like to think about at my own leisure, far away from Heidi's cottage. By now the tea is cold and I have the sense we should have left ages ago.


    We thank her for the tea and cluster by the door. I offer to give her my phone number, in case she thinks of anything else that might be a clue, but she says she doesn't use telephones.


    “Figures,” I say, and everyone laughs with fake-sounding, forced merriment. The woman's brother has been murdered and she's dying soon. No part of this is funny, yet it feels better to laugh than cry.


    The three of us are quiet as we leave and walk around to the front of the gas station.


    As we near the Jeep, Julie says she's too emotional to get behind the wheel, and asks James to drive. I call shotgun and hop in the front seat.


    As we pull out onto the highway, Julie comments from the back seat about how nice Heidi seemed and how lovely the cucumber sandwiches were.


    “There were no cucumber sandwiches!” I yell.


    James shakes his head. “You're so funny sometimes. Just because you didn't eat any doesn't mean there were none.”


    * * *


    The gritty taste of dirt lingers on my tongue.


    Time is short.


    The idea of loss overwhelms me when I check my phone and confirm we're out of cell phone range. Austin hasn't sent me many text messages so far today, but now I'm guaranteed not to hear from her until tomorrow. It's been over a week since I've even seen her, and I still have the beautiful necklace I bought her for our four month anniversary.


    We talked on the phone last night, and I tried getting her to cancel her physio appointment and come along with us to the lake, but she insisted I have a nice weekend with fun people. I then made the joke of, “I don't want fun people, I want you!” and she didn't even laugh.


    Julie thinks Austin is a Manic Pixie Dream Girl, a one-person performance, and the only jokes she gets are the ones she makes herself. I want to say Julie's wrong.


    I turn around and look at Julie, sitting cross-legged in the back seat. “Hey Julie, poke your finger in my belly button. I want to make sure my power is working.”


    “No.” She picks up a magazine and starts reading.


    “For science,” I say.


    She gives me the middle finger. “No way.”


    “I guess I'll have to get some random girl at the lake to poke me.” I sigh dramatically.


    James yells, “INCONCEIVABLE!”


    Julie says, “Translation: he's excited about hooking up with new lake skanks.”


    James honks the horn and jumps up and down in his seat. “Lake skanks!”


    I yell, “James, no honking in non-emergency situations!”


    “Sorry,” he mutters.


    I turn to Julie. “Come on Julie, old buddy, old pal, it'll just take a second. I already know you were born with a little tail. What else is there?”


    She flips a page and picks at her teeth.


    “Don't be a tease,” James says to Julie.


    She smacks him across the back of the head with a rolled-up magazine.


    “Finger tease,” he says.


    “Why don't you put on a skirt and do it yourself,” she says to James.


    “It doesn't work that way,” I say. “It only works with females. I can't fool myself.”


    “What about a transgendered person?” Julie asks.


    “I don't know. We should definitely do more testing. Come on, Julie, just a quickie.”


    She holds her magazine up between us.


    James asks, “What did you mean back there about feeling the vision?”


    Dirt in my mouth. I reach forward and turn on the heat, pointing the vents at myself.


    “Fine, don't talk about it,” James says.


    A few minutes later, he starts singing a made-up song about lake skanks. “I love to go, a lake-skanking ...”


    “Sexist and offensive,” Julie says.


    “So's everything that's fun,” he replies.


    Julie mutters about identical twins having all the luck.


    * * *


    At the log cabin owned by James and Julie's family, we do our usual search of the place for items left by the business associates of the twins' parents who sometimes borrow the place.


    From inside the bedroom she uses, Julie lets out a blood-chilling scream and we both come running. We find her pointing at an open condom wrapper.


    James laughs. “Dude, it could be so much worse.”


    “We're switching rooms,” she says, and they argue for a bit, but don't switch rooms.


    I search the cabin some more on my own and find four wine coolers—one for each of us, plus a carefully-measured third each of the last one.


    After I give the barbecue a good scraping, we grill and eat our customary meal of tofu hot dogs. James and Julie are particularly goofy from the one and one third wine cooler they've each had and alternate giving each other piggyback rides around the deck.


    With James on her back, Julie twirls around in a dizzying circle, yelling, “I am strong! Look at me! Look how strong I am!”


    She is strong, too, and can hold her brother up longer than he can hold her. “Girls are stronger in the legs,” he says as he tries to stand without wobbling. “Piggybacking is all in the legs anyways. If we had a bench-pressing contest, I'd win.”


    “Sure you would, jamtart,” I say as I attempt to jump on his back.


    He ducks and twists, sending me to the ground, where I land flat, knocking the wind out of my lungs. I'm so impressed by his move that I would laugh, but I can't breath. My lungs have been flattened and refuse to work, refuse to allow air in past my mouth.


    Just breathe. How? Have I forgotten how to breathe?


    I lie on my back, trying to calm myself as Julie insists on giving James one more spin on her back to see who gets more dizzy.


    Finally my breath comes back, just in time for me to get out of the way of them falling over, a tumbling twin ball of elbows and knees.


    I clear the paper plates into a garbage bag while they argue over who is less dizzy and standing straighter than the other.


    * * *


    After dinner's cleaned up, the three of us make our way through the wooded trail to the lakeside to build a bonfire. We don't usually come here in the winter, and the evening air is surprisingly cool by the water.


    No sooner do we sit on a big log to enjoy the crackling fire than Julie starts crying for the second—no, third—time today.


    I've had a girlfriend for four months now, so I know a thing or two about girl emotions. “Julie, do you have PMS?” I ask.


    James shakes his head at me and makes the universal symbol for shut up, a hand across the throat.


    Too late. Out it comes. Shes not having PMS and how dare I even ask, but since I did, I may as well know she's upset because the guy she liked, Liam, didn't come to the Halloween party and she doesn't think he likes her at all. She'd like to have a boyfriend, so she's been trying so hard to act like she doesn't, to not scare him off, and now she doesn't know what she wants. More sobs.


    “Sounds like you do know what you want,” I say. “This guy. But he's not into you. So you have to try liking a guy who likes you back.”


    James repeats the shut up gesture a few more times, getting progressively more graphic. Now he's pretending to stab out his eyeballs.


    Julie puts her face in her hands, which breaks my heart to see.


    I move closer to her on the log and put my arm around her shoulder. “You can't trick a guy into being your boyfriend. You can't be all casual, until it's too late and he's taking you to prom, even though he doesn't remember asking. Not unless you get, I don't know, a love potion or something.”


    She wipes her nose on the sleeve of my jacket and looks up at me with her big eyes, her tears lit up by the flickering fire. “Can you get me a love potion?”


    “Those don't exist,” says James. “Wait. Do they exist? Zan. You have to hook me up!”


    I assure them that even though I took a mysterious tea last summer that allowed me to travel outside of my body, and I got that tea from an herbalist in Chinatown, I'm pretty sure love potions aren't real.


    But now that I mention her, a dim light bulb blinks on in my head. The herbalist woman, Susan. She's another magic-associated person I could question about Newt.


    Julie sniffs. “I could meet someone at college next year. Someone older. Boys my age are immature, they have no life experience whatsoever.”


    “That's right.” I keep patting her shoulder. “Now would you stick your finger in my belly button?”


    She jumps up. “You're all the same! Selfish!”


    “I'm sorry,” I call after her as she stomps away, presumably back to the cabin.


    “Dude, Julie's still in love with you,” James says.


    “No she isn't. She likes whatsisbutt. Liam. Isn't that an Irish name or something? No way is that guy Irish.”


    “But who does he look like? He looks like you, man.”


    I disagree with James, because aside from the obvious physical similarities, Liam is nothing like me. He's on the wrestling team and he's always running in the halls, never walking. He's a Jack Russell terrier, whereas I'm more of a Labrador.


    James and I watch the fire for a few minutes. The sun has long since set and we're bathed in the bonfire's orange glow. The front of me is too hot and my back is too cold, but when I turn around, I have the reverse problem.


    I'm about to suggest we pack it in for the night when James looks up and starts rubbing his hands together. “Cackle, cackle,” he says, which is a new strange thing he does when he's crafting a diabolical plan.


    “Girls?”


    “Cackle, cackle.”


    At first I think my eyes are playing tricks on me, but they aren't. The girls approaching the fire are twins. Honest-to-goodness identical twins. They have matching black cornrow braids and sexy hips. I'd like to say I feel no attraction at all for these girls, especially not the one on the right, with the big hoop earrings.


    They join us and we all enjoy the easy camaraderie of a bonfire bringing together strangers.


    The girl on the left says, “I'm Shay and this is Dawna. Our parents messed up our names, though, because Dawna's the shy one, but I'm not.”


    Dawna gives us a wordless wave. She's the one wearing the big hoop earrings, and true to what her sister said, she lets Shay do all the talking. I wonder if she was always shy, or if Shay started saying that so she could be in charge.


    James tells them a little about us, and the girls share their story. They're nineteen, and driving across the country to fulfill the dream of their older brother, who died a year ago in a construction accident.


    “How'd he die?” James asks.


    “Fell off a high-rise he was working on,” Shay says. “It was over instantly. Once he hit the bottom.”


    “How many stories?” James asks.


    I try to catch his attention, but he's not looking at me, so I say, “I apologize on behalf of my friend. He doesn't mean to be intrusive.”


    “I don't mind,” Shay says. “I'd rather answer questions than have people stare at us like we're freaks.” She stands and warms the backs of her legs in front of the bonfire, so her face is now in silhouette to us. “Twenty stories,” she says.


    Everyone's quiet. I don't know about James or the girls, but I'm imagining how long it takes a person to plummet so many stories, and what falling would feel like. Would it be like sticking your head out the car window, or like soaring backward on a swing?


    That's far enough to take actual time, time to know you were dying before you hit the earth. I've been so scared I thought I was dying before, and I have to say the experience changes a person. It really changes a person if he's totally okay with it. I don't think I've been suicidal before, but I've been okay with dying, and I don't know how far apart those two states are.


    James breaks the silence. “Two seconds of free fall,” he says.


    I could hit him for being so thoughtless, but the girls don't seem offended.


    Shay sits down between us. “Enough time for a quick prayer,” she says, pulling her cross up on its necklace chain and pressing it to her lips.


    “I'm sorry about your brother,” I say.


    “Thanks. So, what's your secret?” Shay asks me.


    “He's got a good one,” James says.


    Dawna speaks for the first time, saying, “Ooh, tell us.”


    “I do some psychic stuff,” I say, testing the waters.


    They lean in with interest, so I continue, “I've actually been contacted by the ghost of someone who was murdered. He wants me to solve his murder, but I don't know what I'm doing.”


    Shay nods solemnly, the beads on her braids tinkling together. “Justice,” she says. “Did his ghost come talk to you at his funeral?”


    “No. He sent a messenger,” I say. She's got me thinking, though. His funeral would be a good place to investigate. I wonder if the funeral's already happened or not, since it's only been a few days.


    “What kind of a message?” Shay asks.


    “A handwritten note.” I retrieve Newt's tiny letter from my pocket and hand it around. Strangely, this impresses the girls, and they ask to know more about my abilities.


    “I'm afraid I don't know much about my power. And worse, I think it's broken.”


    In unison, the twin girls say, “Aww,” and touch my forearms.


    “My power works by touch. One of you could help test it.”


    They both laugh, and Shay says, “Is this the part where I put my hand down your pants?”


    “No, no, it's not like that!”


    Four eyebrows arch high. “I thought your ghost story was a come-on,” Shay says. “Dark night by the lake, big crackling fire to create a real mood. You know, some guys have a twin fetish.”


    James says, “Noooo. Really?”


    “Ignore him,” I say, and I explain how my power works—that is, when it's working.


    After some discussion, the quiet one with the hoop earrings, Dawna, agrees to test my power. She closes her eyes shyly and has me guide her finger over.


    I've used my power at least a few dozen times, and most girls are enthusiastic about getting their fortunes told, but Dawna's modesty makes me aware of how intimate this thing is. Not only am I seeing into a girl's soul, but she's touching me in an intimate way, like skipping past first base and going straight to second.


    Dawna's fingernails are long and decorated with tiny flowers ...


    




  

Chapter Eight


    The crackle of the fire slows, flames fixing in the air. I'm spinning, whirling, the skin pulling away from my face.


    I'm dying.


    Panic wallops me from behind, like a rear-end collision. Now I've gone too far, and I'm being dragged down into a grave, from which I'll never escape. It's all over.


    The spinning stops, and just as quickly, my panic turns to regret.


    My vision solidifies around me, although with a lack of anything to see, it can hardly be called a vision. At least I'm not dead.


    I guess I was overreacting there for an instant. Fear sometimes takes over, perhaps instinctively, when I disengage from the regular world and go into this other space, where time expands. To James and Shay and even Dawna, it will seem like Dawna's finger barely touched me before pulling away, but to me, as much as a minute can happen inside the vision.


    So where am I? I'm somewhere else, not at the edge of the lake by a bonfire. I'm in Dawna's Secret Town, her shy, secret world, but it's murky. No, this vision is beyond murky; it's as dark as dried blood.


    I hear people talking, and music, but the sounds are muffled and don't make any sense. When I try to focus on one voice, I get a cacophony of sounds, with words, but the sentences lack logic or meaning, like the ravings of a madwoman.


    Nudging the time forward and then back, I think I'm controlling the vision, but the outlook's the same at every point. Murky, like water filled with ink and garbage. The air tastes of ashes and chemical, and I wonder if this isn't the end of the world, the end of us all.


    Hands grasp at me, scratching with long nails. Are these Dawna's hands? They pull at my shirt and my clothing, ripping my clothes off as easily as tissue paper. I feel something on my mouth—another person's mouth—along with scratches up and down my back. I'm blind and I can't move, which only adds to the claustrophobic sensation. Unlike the real world, where the heat from the bonfire is on the front of me, there's heat all around me, coming from whoever is against me.


    The heat makes me stop caring that the world is ash and destruction. My mouth in here moves, and I'm kissing the other mouth. I'll stay here. My hands reach up and finds flesh, familiar and feminine.


    Something stings across my right cheek, outside the vision. Reluctantly, I surface.


    * * *


    Outside of my vision now, I see James with his eyes wide as he says, “Dude, what was that about?”


    Dawna is standing between me and the fire, so her face is in shadow, but her hands are over her cheeks and there's enough light glinting off the shiny parts of her face that I can tell her eyes are also wide open with shock. What did I do?


    “Pervert,” Dawna says. My cheek in the real world is still stinging, and I deduct she must have slapped me.


    “I didn't do anything, and it wasn't working,” I say, which is mostly true. “Everything was blurry and dark. I couldn't see a thing.”


    Shay gets closer to me on the log. The more horrified her sister Dawna gets, the more intrigued she is. Girls are even more curious than cats, I swear.


    “Did you see anything?” I ask Dawna.


    She doesn't answer, just picks up a stick and pokes at the bonfire, sending up a plume of sparks, like tiny fireworks in the night sky.


    “I'm a little psychic myself,” Shay says, her hand now on my arm. “It might work with me. Pretty please? I'd like to feel your power. Pretty please with sugar on top?”


    “Don't do it,” Dawna says to her twin sister. “He's got the demon in him. It's not right for a boy to have such power.” She crosses her fingers at me and hisses.


    James is grinning now, looking back and forth between me and Dawna as though watching a tennis match. I've had some interesting reactions before, but this is the first time a girl has hissed at me.


    Shay runs her hand along my thigh and gives me an alluring look. “I like power. Let me experience it.” She gestures up with her chin, and I find myself lifting my shirt obediently.


    She puts her right and left index fingers together, angling her thumbs up as though making a shadow puppet, and puts both fingertips in my belly button.


    * * *


    This time, I'm being torn apart, limb by limb. Black jagged shapes against more black shapes pierce my skin and howl in my ears.


    When everything stops moving, I'm flat on my back. Under my leg and back, something is moving, but it's not me.


    Something's over my mouth—hands, maybe. Wormy fingers push their way inside my mouth, crushing my lips against my teeth when I resist. The long fingers reach down, deeper, inside me. I'm gagging, my throat full, my chest aching.


    I try expanding my visual consciousness, but there's nothing to see, not even stars, just dark. I catch a breath and then another, gasping.


    My throat is on fire and what entered me through my mouth sits heavy in my stomach, expanding, punching me from the inside. The pain pushes my consciousness thin and I almost slip away to nothing. Pain. I've never felt pain like this in a vision.


    Someone breathes on my face, moist and comforting. Shay. She whispers in my ear and tells me not to be scared, then she covers my body with hers.


    I hold on to her.


    Her mind merges with mine and I see a flash of an image, repeating itself. A man falling from the sky, over and over.


    When I breathe out, it comes as a wail.


    But Shay is here. She melts into me, and I'm not scared anymore. The pain is gone and in its place is bliss. The darkness is comforting.


    * * *


    When I come out of the vision, I'm shaking all over.


    Shay looks disappointed. “Aww, nuts. Nothing happened,” she says.


    I pick up my jacket from behind the log and put it on, then I stand and stomp my feet to warm up closer to the fire. Standing next to Dawna, who still has her arms crossed, I start to cough. Phlegm comes up unexpectedly, so I spit into the fire. The glowing logs don't even sizzle.


    “What was it like for you?” Dawna asks Shay.


    Shay says, “Nothing. Bo-ring!”


    “My vision is not really working,” I say to James.


    “Why not?”


    Dawna takes a seat next to James, and she doesn't seem upset with me now. The three of them look at me expectantly, as though I should have an answer.


    “Do you remember feeling anything?” I ask Dawna, since she must have experienced something to slap me like that.


    She looks down at her manicured fingers shyly. “I felt like you were kissing both of us, but my grandfather was watching us and he didn't approve.”


    “Hah!” goes Shay. “Your good-girl conscience got the best of you!”


    “I guess,” Dawna says.


    “How is your power not working?” James asks me. “You see nothing at all? I bet you've got a pile of lint in there again, insulating the connection.”


    “Something's happening, but it's not right. I don't know. My handbook for the care and operation of my supernatural power didn't cover bouts of censored visions.”


    “Censored?” James repeats.


    “Dude, I don't know.”


    “Let us cheer you up,” Shay says. “We have lots of food and drinks at our cabin. If you're cold, we can build a fire at the cabin and warm up there.”


    “Do you have any vegan food?” James asks. “My body is a temple.”


    The girls giggle in unison and Shay says she'll find him “something to nibble on.”


    Something about the energy of the group shifts, and I get that party's over feeling. I wish I'd left ten minutes ago, before the visions.


    I back away from the warm fire, no longer shaking or cold. “I'm going to the cabin to sleep, but don't pack in on my account.”


    Dawna sticks out her lower lip and Shay says, “But it's still early.”


    Those nails on my back. These girls are really hot, and nothing like the girls we go to school with, but as much as I'd like to stay and party with our new friends, my power being on the fritz has dampened my mood. Plus, my girlfriend wouldn't be too impressed. My life isn't just about me anymore; I have to think about Austin's feelings, and the rules of dating.


    “You do look tired,” James says.


    Shay rests her head on his shoulder. “I'm a night owl,” she says.


    The three of them start making whoo-oo owl sounds.


    I stop and howl at the sky like a wolf. They turn and stare at me as though I'm a weirdo. Right. They were hooting like owls, but I'm the weirdo.


    I walk away shaking my head.


    * * *


    After leaving James in Shay and Dawna's capable hands, I explore my way through the unhelpful trees, back to the cabin. The semi-wilderness is so dark, the trail bewildering to stay on, and I keep tripping over stumps that have no business existing if I am, indeed, on a trail.


    After nearly wiping out for the third time, I sit on a stump to get my bearings. High above, the stars are electric tonight, like bullet holes in a dark wall, letting in the light from another world.


    The woods, with all their face-whipping branches, have a sound. Dry leaves scratch each other in the breeze, and the ground is alive with grasses and night-loving things crawling about. Frogs croak down by the lakeside, and something is humming. If I were in the city, I'd say it was a transformer on a power pole, but I'm in the country.


    Could the humming be from bees? I know some types don't live in hives, but underground or in trees. Some bee species, such as European honey bees, live communally, in hives, but others are solitary, where every female is fertile. I've done a little research, and there are so many types around here: honey bees, bumble bees, carpenter bees, and some other types, too many to remember.


    What I do remember, however, is the term haplodiploid sex-determination system, which is not as sexy as it sounds. When the queen bee lays her eggs, she determines the sex of each batch of offspring by whether or not she lays fertilized eggs. The unfertilized ones become males, or drones. It's funny how both men and women who work in offices sometimes call themselves drones, which would mean they are male hive-worker bees.


    If you see a honey bee humming around, it's probably a lady bee, because the females are the workers who go out gathering pollen and nectar from flowers, which doesn't seem like a bad life to me, except the fact they only live about a month. The queen bee can live for years. Lucky girl.


    I wonder if there are bees of any type nearby, and if there are, if I could communicate with them.


    Eyes shut, I try to isolate the humming sound in the woods. Bees. Black-and-yellow-striped, fuzzy little guys and girls.


    I wonder what James is doing now. Oh, hell. Focus, Zan. Bees, bees, bees. Bees' knees. Beeswax. Bee barf. Bee slavery honey.


    I breathe slowly, concentrating. I start to feel warm—really warm, like take-off-my-jacket warm.


    Something tickles in my throat, like the onset of a cold. I cough, but the tickling doesn't go away. My throat tickles again, as though it's swelling up, which reminds me of my vision of Shay—a vision I do not want to remember.


    I cough, and now there's something actually in my throat, in my windpipe.


    My breathing is cut off and I'm choking.


    I whack myself on the chest with one hand and cough again. The buzz fires up and something comes out of my mouth, then circles lazily in front of me in the thin starlight.


    Is that a bee? Did I just cough out an actual, living bee?


    I reach my hand to it. “Come here, little guy. I mean … little girl? Land on my finger, if you want.”


    As the bee gracefully lands on my finger, I feel a sense of discovery, mastery, and wonder. I am the master of nature.


    Pain shoots through my arm. The bee stung me!


    I can't yelp, because my breathing is cut off again. I try to swallow, but I can't. I cough, and out comes another bee. And another.


    My lungs shake and vibrate, and my whole body is burning out from the inside. My throat is no longer under my control.


    My mouth wide open, I have a sensation similar to violently throwing up, only a thousand times worse. Tears stream down my face, and I'm powerless to do anything but hold my mouth open as bees pour out.


    My brain lights up white-hot with pain, but not this throat pain. It's something new.


    The bees are stinging me.


    They're stinging my arms, my hands, my neck, my face.


    I clamp shut my mouth and they pile up inside, stinging my tongue and my cheeks. My mouth and throat are swelling, so I do the only thing I can: I begin chewing and trying to swallow.


    Somehow I get to my feet. I'm staggering toward the cabin for help, grabbing tree branches to steady myself. I chew and spit as the bees sting me and continue to pour out from between my lips. The ones already airborne swarm around my head.


    I fall on my knees and vomit on the ground. Up come bees and the hot dogs I ate for dinner, chunky and acidic.


    I'm dying.


    




  

Chapter Nine


    The bees continue to pour from my suffocating throat.


    Stop, I think, and the crowd in my mouth seems to lessen. My throat opens up for some air. Ah, sweet oxygen.


    I must control them. I have to try harder, be smarter. I start coughing again, and dry heaving.


    Bees, I am your master, I think as clearly as I can.


    They sting my ears furiously.


    BEES, I command you to STOP everything. Drop dead, bees!


    A pulse of power comes from my hands and an orb of light flashes around me.


    The bees fall from the air. They're gone, vanished—as though they never existed.


    I search the ground for their bodies, but there are none. Gray ashes are on my hands and in my eyelashes. I check my finger, where the first bee stung me, and my arms, to assess the damage from the stings.


    The dim light of the stars may be playing tricks on my eyes. I do have red spots, welts, but they're fading even as I examine them.


    I spit the taste out of my mouth and cough, the scratching sensation of them lingering in my throat. Bees. Black and yellow bodies, stingers. I'm thinking about them, possibly summoning them back. A jolt of fear liquifies my insides.


    Don't think about you-know-whats, I tell myself.


    The skin on my arms is smooth again, the stings just an awful memory.


    Around me, the wind picks up, and the dry leaves scratch each other angrily. I don't want to be with Mother Nature anymore, I want to be inside a nice cabin with walls and glass windows and electricity.


    I'm completely off the trail and I can't find a clear way, but I stagger in the direction I believe leads to the cabin. The tree branches are merciless, but my anger at them keeps my mind off the other things.


    When the topic of the yellow and black insects comes to mind, I flick the idea away. Pizza, think about pizza, I tell myself.


    Bees. Pizza! Pepperoni! With hot banana peppers.


    Bees. NO!


    I cough and cough, though there are no obstructions in my throat. The tickle is only my imagination.


    When I reach the safety of the ring of light at the front of the cabin, I check my arms. I have only the smallest of red blotches, and those may be from the branches on the trail.


    I bang on the cabin door until Julie opens it, wearing heart-dotted flannel pajamas and rubbing her eyes.


    “Facepuncher?” she asks, looking left and right of my head for her brother.


    “No. Twins this time.”


    She shrugs. “Someone's gotta get some,” she says, which is unusual for Julie. She's usually disgusted at her brother's sexual exploits.


    We go inside and I sit at the little kitchen table with the peeling blue paint, trying to make sense of the evening—the whole day, really. Under the blue paint on the table is green, and under that, red. What color is the table? What does anything even mean?


    Julie produces a mug of hot cocoa and I am grateful—times infinity—for the beverage and the human company.


    “I was totally asleep for a bit,” she says, tossing mini marshmallows into her own mug. “Did you know, before the Industrial Revolution, people would have two sleeps? They'd go to bed right after dark, then wake up later and hang out for a bit before going back for the second sleep.”


    “Before light bulbs?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I believe it,” I say.


    After a few more sips, my jaw finally stops shaking. I didn't realize it was trembling until it stopped.


    “I nearly killed myself out there,” I say.


    She sets her mug down hard, with a bang. “We have to get you proper mental help.”


    “No, no, I'm not depressed. I was trying to work my bee power. My so-called defensive power.”


    She asks me to continue, so I tell her what happened, as best as I can make sense of it all.


    When I'm done, she asks, “You're sure you didn't imagine all this bee stuff? Bees do not live inside people, whatsoever.”


    Everything happened so fast, but some of the ash remains on my hands, which I hold out to her. “They disintegrated into these ashes. That's not regular dirt.”


    “That dust? Could have come from the bonfire.”


    “It didn't. I'm telling you, the bees were really there, and they were clumping together, all angry.”


    “Bees do have a swarming instinct,” Julie says. “When one bee stings someone or something, she lets out a pheromone to drive the other bees crazy. Well, not crazy. They're just doing what they're programmed to do, for the survival of the hive.”


    “Since when do you know about bees?”


    “Uh, since they keep stinging me? Know the enemy, I say.”


    “I'm sorry.”


    She catches me under the chin with her finger. “Don't apologize. I know you didn't mean it. James and I are going to help you with this, because that's what friends do. I could ask my family doctor for a referral to a good psychiatrist.”


    “Ugh. Julie! I'm not crazy or depressed, and I'm not going to a psychiatrist.”


    “We both saw that dead body. There's trauma counseling, I think. Didn't that cop lady say we could talk to someone for free? Deal-io! Hey, we could go in as a couple. That would be funny.”


    “You're doing okay though. No nightmares or anything, right? That scene was pretty gruesome.”


    She fidgets with the mini marshmallows, licking their flat sides and gluing them into towers. “Actually, I don't think about it much, though I do want to drive by there and look at the place again sometime, just to see everything standing there, real and solid. Seems almost like something that happened on TV, or to someone else.”


    I think about what Ms. Mikado has said in class about memory, and how time is supposed to dull our pain and highlight our joy, when our brains are working properly.


    “That's good,” I say. “A little disassociation seems healthy.”


    She makes explosion sounds as she flicks over her marshmallow towers.


    I catch her hand in mine and give her what I imagine is a weak smile. Julie's so pretty, not like her brother, who looks like her but without the pretty. That guy, Liam, doesn't know what he's missing out. He should not have stood her up at the Halloween party.


    “What are you thinking?” Julie asks.


    I drop her hand and pick up my mug of cocoa again. “Liam's a dickweasel.”


    She sighs. “I wish I had magic powers or psychic powers.”


    “No you don't.”


    “Don't tell me what I want or don't want.”


    “Julie ...” I feel strange and tingly all over, as though I need to hug her or something. If I could hug her, everything would be much better. Her pajamas are so cute. They have little hearts on them, and they make me feel safe.


    The door to the cabin blows open and James struts in, his hands on his hips.


    “Oh, Hell no,” I say. “We're never going to hear the end of this.”


    “Ew,” Julie says, taking one look at the miles-wide grin on her brother's face. “Oh, ick. I'm going back to bed. Ick.”


    “TWINS!” James says.


    “Never mind me, you're the one with the truly magical power,” I say. “Must not have been that great, you weren't gone for long.” Even as I'm talking, I realize how wrong I am. The little clock on the kitchen wall, a vintage '50s style that plugs into a wall outlet and hums constantly, shows the time as three in the morning. I was in the woods with the bees for three hours?


    “Jealous?” James asks. “You only have one girlfriend, and you only had sex with her once.”


    “Say-what-now?” Julie sputters. “Once?”


    James is sitting at the table now, so I kick him in the shin. That was private information, and not anybody's business. Austin and I were together the night we met—for the record, it was twice—but she hasn't felt comfortable being with me in that way since. Sometimes she says I'm too young, and says she'll reconsider after I turn eighteen. I love her, so of course I'm willing to wait a few months, but I wonder what her excuse will be then. Thinking ahead makes my heart feel heavy, so I try not to.


    “Is that true?” Julie asks. “I don't know what to make of this. I thought women's sex drives sped up as they got older. I figured she'd be all over you, every chance she got.”


    “I'm tired.”


    “Do you guys do other stuff?” Julie asks. “Like, are you just making out all the time or, um ...” She covers her face with her hands, as though finally realizing how embarrassing she's being.


    “Twins!” James says.


    “Yes, James, you win,” I say. “You win the prize. It's a trophy. Julie and I wanted to surprise you, but we got you a sex trophy. We'll pick it up when we get back to town.”


    “Awesome,” he says, then without missing a beat, he continues, “so what happened was I got to Shay and Dawna's cabin, and—”


    Julie interrupts with, “Zan was nearly killed by magical bees that came out of his mouth!”


    “What? How?”


    “Pretty much what Julie said.” I tell James what happened, careful to access the memory as though standing outside of it. I don't want to remember the bees too vividly and trigger a return—not just for my own safety, but out of fear of what might happen to the twins. I might have some immunity to bees that come from myself, but my friends could get hurt.


    “Make one bee now,” James says. “Just one.”


    “No. Too dangerous.”


    Julie yawns, and within seconds James and I are yawning too. I really am tired, which is such a comforting feeling compared to being scared or shaky.


    “Yawn transmission successful,” Julie says, getting up to return to bed.


    After she's wandered off, James pulls his chair in closer and asks if he can tell me what he did with Shay and Dawna. It's nearly four in the morning now, but I guess I could stay up a few more minutes.


    “That Dawna,” he says. “The quiet ones are always the freakiest, you know that. Dawna was the one with the earrings and the tiger-lady nails, right?”


    “Yup.” I sip my cocoa and try to be a good friend, though as he describes his adventures, I'm uncomfortable with how vivid the description seems, as though I was actually there, experiencing it. Perhaps this is what Heidi meant about the visions getting more real, less about simply observing.


    I don't know how I feel about this. What I do—finding secrets—isn't simple and clearly beneficial, like, say, getting the winning lottery numbers. I've tried to help girls, to offer guidance when I've seen bad things in their future, but is that my call to make? I like the idea of becoming more powerful, but at what cost?


    If my visions continue to get darker, my power might disappear, and that's not necessarily a bad thing.


    * * *


    By the time we crawl out of our respective beds, it's noon. Most of our food is gone, since James and I ate Gran's sandwiches late last night, so we eat hot dog buns with peanut butter for breakfast then pack up to return home.


    My mind is on more earthly things and off magic bees and visions. I want a shower that's not freezing cold from Julie using up all the hot water ahead of me, and I want to see Austin. Specifically, I want to see that sweet smile she makes when I walk in the room. Her smile makes me feel like the wealthiest guy in the world, and I can't wait to hold her in my arms. I'm going to hug her and never let go.


    James is driving the Jeep, and as we make our way back to town from the lake, we round the corner where the gas station is and all three of our cell phones beep and vibrate simultaneously.


    “Back in range,” Julie says, checking her texts from where she's sitting in the front passenger seat. I'm in the back because I was slow to call shotgun.


    What I see on my phone makes me swear. There's a series of messages from Austin, with the second-to-last one saying she's going out of town for a bit. The last one says Don't be angry, and she's included a frowny face.


    I wasn't angry ... until she told me not to be.


    “What's all the swearing about back there?” Julie asks.


    “Nothing.”


    She turns and bats her dark eyelashes at me. Her eyelids are sparkly. Since when did Julie start wearing girly makeup every day?


    “You should talk about your feelings,” she says. “It's healthier. Those swarming bees might represent your repressed emotions. You know, when people say they're choked, it's because their throats actually close up from emotion.”


    James goes, “Hah!”


    “I'm fine, I swear. I had a reminder on here for some homework I forgot about.” I'm not sure why I'm lying to Julie, but I guess I'm embarrassed my girlfriend isn't making me a priority. Or, rather, I feel embarrassed this bothers me.


    Instead of sending Austin a message back, I pull up some local newspapers and look for the funeral announcements. We're in luck: Newt's funeral is this afternoon.


    “Who wants to come with me to a funeral?” I ask.


    James says, “Cricket noises. Tumbleweeds.”


    Julie giggles. “I'll go with you. Oh, I can wear my new black dress!”


    “It's not prom,” I say.


    James asks, “Is it customary for the people who discovered the body to go to the funeral?”


    “I thought I might meet some people who knew the guy, get some clues.”


    “Ooh, detective work,” Julie says. “Undercover work.”


    James sighs. “Fine, I'll go too.”


    * * *


    When we pull into town late afternoon, we stop by the twins' house for them to get changed into more formal attire, then my house. I have some other dress pants and long-sleeved shirts, but I decide to try on the suit from my Charlie Chaplin costume. It looks good with my dark purple shirt, the one I bought with one of the gift cards Gran gave me last Christmas. Without the bowler hat and mustache, I'm not Charlie Chaplin, but a regular smart-looking guy. Dapper.


    Julie whistles when I come back out to the Jeep.


    James looks closely at my face. “Dude, are you blushing? I can't tell.”


    “Shut up and drive, jamtart,” I say.


    James runs a few yellow lights, and we arrive at the funeral home just in time.


    At the funeral itself, we figured we'd blend in with the crowd, but there aren't a lot of people here, and less than a handful of them have hair that isn't white. The three of us take a seat near the back row for the service. At the front of the room, the simple-looking coffin rests on an elevated platform, and Julie squeezes my hand as if to say there's that body again. I don't know how this setup compares to typical funerals, as I've only been to one, and that was a long time ago.


    A white-gloved finger taps me on my shoulder, and I turn to find Heidi, which makes sense, as she is—was—Newt's sister.


    “He would have been touched by your concern,” Heidi says. “You do believe me that he didn't mean you any harm that night, don't you?”


    I turn and whisper, “Sure, why not.”


    “Newt was a little squirrelly the last few years. Senility, we think. We only needed a bit of your blood for the ceremony.”


    I look around at the other people here, all unaware of our odd conversation. To them, Heidi and I are probably talking about what a great guy Newt was, and how peaceful he looks now. I sneak another glimpse at the body. What they do to the face during embalming is a mystery to me, but the man doesn't look at peace to me. He looks terrified.


    “That's all in the past now,” Heidi says, patting me on the shoulder. “My family means you no harm.”


    “Okay,” I say, though there's nothing that triggers my threat warning quite like someone trying to assure me I'm not in danger.


    “He was a mixed-up person,” she says. “I hope his soul finds some closure before we meet on the other side.”


    A small woman in a dark blue suit walks in the door: Detective Wrong. She takes a seat across the aisle from us, pats down her hair with one hand, and narrows her dark brown eyes at me. Is it customary for police to go to the victims' funerals, or is she here for the same reason I am—to get clues?


    Whispering, I say to Heidi, “I'll do what I can for him, since he asked me to. Killing people is wrong, no matter who it is.”


    “Of course,” she says with such sweetness my teeth ache. She stands and takes her place at the front of the room for the service.


    Julie, sitting between me and James, grabs both of our hands when the music begins.


    Some people get up and talk about Newt's life, and about how much the world has changed since he and Heidi were born on a farm in the Midwest. Their mother went into labor prematurely, after slipping on some ice while carrying milk buckets from a barn. In those days, there wasn't much in the way of care for premature babies, especially ones as small as the twins, Heidi and Newt. All those incubators you see in hospitals today weren't in use yet.


    The nurses took turns holding the tiny twins through the night, though the care was more like last rites than medical care. The nurses blessed their souls and urged the twins to “go on” and be with the angels rather than suffer, gasping for every breath.


    To everyone's surprise, the babies lived through the first night, and then the next. They gained strength, survived, even as their mother died from her injuries. The twins would live, but they had no mother, and their father, a struggling farmer, wasn't able to care for them, nor did he want them.


    When the twins were big enough to leave the hospital, they went to separate orphanages. This is another part of Newt's story that shows how much times have changed, because healthy babies born today in our country are usually placed in adoptive homes. There are still orphanages in other countries, of course—at least two of the girls at my school are from Chinese orphanages. The world is changing so fast.


    The story of Newt's life is way more interesting than a typical history class in school, and I wonder if it's because he was a real person, someone I knew.


    The woman on stage talking about Newt's life says there are photos for the next part, and she pulls down a projection screen.


    Heidi, an adorable little bug-eyed baby in the scratchy brown and white photo, was adopted within a year by a kind family. Newt, who looked sullen and strange even as an infant, stayed at the orphanage and was taken in only once he was eight, and by people who were not as kind. His adoptive family wanted another hand to help on their farm, and he worked that farm every day of his life until he ran away at seventeen.


    Seventeen is how old I am. I fold my hands on my lap and say a silent prayer of gratitude for everything I have.


    I look to my right, catching Julie wiping a tear from her eye. I wonder if she's feeling as grateful as I am.


    The rest of Newt's life seemed more fun than his early years. He worked as a dish washer and later as a cook, and though he never married, he did have a son out of wedlock, and two granddaughters.


    The presentation ends, and the woman at the front asks for his granddaughters to stand.


    When they do, James has a coughing fit. We know those girls. Newt's descendants are none other than Missy and Facepuncher, the two girls we met at the lake back during the summer.


    Julie whispers in my ear, “Do you know them?”


    I whisper back, “The original lake skanks. The dark-haired one is Facepuncher.”


    Julie's mouth drops open.


    




  

Chapter Ten


    As James tries to get control over his breathing, I stare at Newt's granddaughters.


    We met the girls while we were out at the cabin, the weekend after the school year ended. James and I built a bonfire, as usual, and they wandered over and joined us. One after the other, they both poked my belly button, and I saw a future version of Missy robbing jewelry stores. The other girl, whose name I don't remember, hooked up with James later that night, and at the height of their passion, she punched him in the face, giving him a black eye. Hence the moniker, Facepuncher.


    Julie didn't meet them, just heard about them. “Aren't they bad girls?” she says in my ear. “They totally killed Newt.”


    I haven't jumped to that conclusion quite as quickly as Julie, but I do have my suspicions. If those two girls are related to Newt, they might be somehow involved in his death. Wow. They probably inherit his entire fortune. How is this not an open and shut case?


    I turn, searching for Detective Wrong's face. Surely she's brought handcuffs to arrest the girls after the service.


    James slinks down further on the wooden bench, trying to make himself invisible, but his attempts are having the opposite effect. By the looks on their faces, both of the girls have seen us.


    James is now wheezing while crouching on the floor next to me.


    “Serves you right,” Julie hisses at him.


    One thing's bothering me: when I saw visions of their secrets, I didn't see either of the girls killing an old man. Maybe their fates have shifted in the months since I met them, but I would think something like murder would pop up ahead of things such as snooping in someone else's diary.


    Unless, of course, my visions aren't that helpful or useful after all.


    * * *


    After the service, everyone convenes in a room next door, away from the coffin and Newt's body. I don't know about Julie, but I'm relieved to put some space between me and the corpse. I kept expecting him to sit up and say something to me, like why haven't you solved my murder yet?


    James is so distracted by the presence of the girl who punched him, he doesn't even realize he's eating regular meat sandwiches.


    I put my hands in my pockets, gleefully awaiting the girls' arrest by Detective Wrong. I visit the buffet spread, but before I finish my egg salad sandwich, the police presence is completely gone. Detective Wrong walked out the door without even questioning a single suspect.


    Facepuncher appears in front of me. “Zan!” she says, hugging me as though we're old pals.


    “Hey,” says Missy, munching on some tiny dessert squares.


    “Missy,” I reply, pointing at her. I have no problem remembering Missy's name, because she has a short nose and yellow curly hair, not unlike famous superstar muppet, Miss Piggy. “And, uh ...” I hold my hand out cautiously to Facepuncher.


    “Fionnula,” she says.


    “Fionnula,” I repeat, though there's no way that name is sticking. “Hey, can you do me a solid and not punch my friend James? Long story, but it messes up his weird dietary regiment.”


    Fionnula-Facepuncher looks hungrily at James, as though her eyes are a hundred hands, pulling off his formal attire. “Funerals make you want to appreciate life while you're alive, don't they?” she says to him.


    “Yes.” He nods quickly.


    She grabs a handful of grapes off his plate and stuffs them in her mouth. Unlike her sister, Facepuncher has dark hair, probably dyed by the looks of her light roots. Her face is all angles, not unappealing, but attractive in an unconventional way. With the right lighting, she'd photograph well. She's tall, taller than I remember, and the longer I look at her, admiring her angles, I think she could probably be a model.


    Beside me, Missy introduces herself to Julie, and I turn and apologize for not doing the job myself, then when I turn back, James and Facepuncher are gone. Just like that, gone.


    “Deja vu,” Missy says. “Do funerals make you guys horny too?”


    Julie and I nod, then make eye contact and switch to shaking our heads, no.


    I stuff two more squares of egg salad sandwich in my mouth.


    Julie says to Missy, “I'm so sorry your grandfather passed away. James and I lost one of our grandparents recently and it was a sad time.”


    Missy looks right at Julie and asks her, “How exactly did you know my grandfather? Was he paying you for services?”


    Julie takes a step back. “GOD NO!” The conversation in the room stops for a moment as everyone turns to stare. “We shopped at the pawn shop a few times,” she says. The white-haired people go back to their conversations.


    “I hear some kids found the body,” Missy says. “What kind of sick shit is that? Those poor kids are probably screwed in the head for life. Trauma like that scars you. Makes you a serial killer or something.”


    “Do you have an interest in … serial killers?” I ask.


    “No more than anyone else,” she says.


    Julie says, “Hey, do you want Zan to tell your fortune again?”


    I start to give Julie a stern look, but then again, maybe the direct approach isn't the worst idea.


    “I'm in college like you suggested,” Missy says. “You don't have to worry about me, I'm on a good path, I swear.”


    “What about your sister?” I ask. “Do you think she'd want her fortune told again?”


    Missy says, “Your do-good work is done. She stopped honking the car horn all the time, okay?”


    “Zan hates that,” Julie says, shaking her head. “Car honking in non-emergency situations. Terrible.”


    “Tell me again,” Missy says, her mouth full of cream-colored globs of lemon square. “Why exactly are you here at my grandfather's funeral?”


    “Just paying our respects,” I say, backing away. My nerves about being here uninvited swell up in my body, tensing my legs.


    Julie's must have the same party's-over feeling because she's already a few steps ahead of me, and we have a walking-race to see who can get out the door sooner.


    Outside, we both gasp and laugh, then stop. “It's not funny,” Julie says, shaking her head.


    “I know.”


    We circle around the funeral home to the Jeep. James has the keys, but the doors are unlocked. We usually leave the doors unlocked so would-be thieves don't damage the soft top trying to get in. Julie and I climb in to wait for James.


    “Now what?” Julie asks me. “Do you call that cop lady and see if she'll help you or if you can help her? Did Newt say something bad would happen if you didn't figure out who killed him?”


    “He didn't threaten me, no. You saw the note. It was pretty straight-forward.”


    “Do you think there'll be a reward?” she asks.


    “If there is, I'll share it with you guys.”


    “You don't have to, but that's nice of you to offer. I feel good doing this detective stuff, don't you?”


    “I guess.”


    “It's like charity,” she says. “It feels right. I wish I had some superpowers so I could really kick ass, though.”


    “No, you don't.”


    “If you put some of your blood on me, would it give me a power?”


    “What? Julie, don't be twisted.”


    She crosses her arms and looks out the window. “I was just kidding. Whatever.”


    We sit in silence for a few minutes. I reach in my pocket again, thumbing the round metal thing, so warm and comforting. What is that, a button? I was touching it earlier, during the service, too. I pull the object out to discover it's a ring, albeit very tiny. The only finger it fits is my baby finger. I look closely at the design—a swirly shape, kind of abstract, possibly a tiny little bee.


    This ring was at the crime scene, but it's my ring now. Mine.


    I don't want Julie to know, so I put the little gold ring back in my pocket. Touching it makes me feel better. The ring is my secret. They don't have to know all my secrets. My precious. I snicker quietly to myself. My precious, indeed. Something tells me this ring is not the legendary Isildur's Bane, and it doesn't control the armies of the Middle Earth, but it's still precious to me.


    Serial killers take souvenirs from their victims, not unlike me, taking one from a crime scene. I should feel guilty about the theft, but I don't. I'll have that memory of Newt's bloodied body in my head forever, so a little ring is the least I should get in exchange.


    Julie's breathing changes as she drifts off to sleep. The early November weather is cool but sunny, and the inside of the Jeep is toasty.


    I'm watching the side of the building for James when Heidi comes walking out to the parking lot alone. Her dress seemed black when we were inside, but now I see it's dark green. She looks old and frail, standing on the steps by herself.


    I jump out of the Jeep and run up to her. “Could I be your apprentice or something?” I ask. “You could help me master my powers. I could pay you, like for lessons.”


    “I'd sooner teach you piano,” she says.


    “Do you teach piano?”


    “No.”


    “How am I supposed to learn about my magic? I tried something with the bees and I almost killed myself.”


    “There you go, then. You're learning. You don't need me.”


    “Come on, Heidi, you're the only witch I know.”


    She quickly looks both ways, then grabs me by the lapels of my suit jacket and whips me in close to her. “Zzzzan,” she hisses. “If you speak my name or that word again, to anyone, I'll have your eyes removed along with your tongue.”


    Her cold, white face is close to mine, her eyes piercing me, freezing me with hate. I'm slipping under the water. So cold. I put my hand into my pocket.


    Behind me, the wind rises up as though being whipped by a thousand wings.


    I slip the ring on my finger, and a heat blazes through me. “Back off!” I yell.


    The old woman releases me with force, and I fly backward through the air, landing on the hood of a car. Birds fly overhead, but they do not swoop down or involve themselves.


    As I ease myself off the hood of the car, my elbows ache from the impact, but I'm electric with my own power.


    “Oh, you want some?” I say.


    Heidi's no longer in front of me, but behind me, and she grabs me by the neck and the top of my head. All my imagined fury and power drains away.


    “Do the job you've been asked to do,” she says icily. “Find who killed my brother and avenge his death.”


    I'm flying through the air again, landing on the hood of a different car, where I leave a sizable dent with my body.


    “Avenge?” I sputter, still feeling the cold grip of her hand on my throat. “I was thinking I'd call in an anonymous tip on his granddaughters there. Those weird girls are the ones with something to gain.”


    Heidi seems confused, momentarily looking like a regular little old lady who's lost her kitty-cat. “It wasn't them, you idiot,” she says.


    “How do you know?”


    “I just do.”


    “Well, a little help would certainly be appreciated. You could give me a list of suspects rather than terrorizing me and doing property damage with my body.”


    She slaps me across the face.


    I turn to look for Julie, to figure out why she isn't coming out to help. Julie's still sitting in the Jeep, no longer asleep, but staring straight ahead. Is the music she's listening to so good she doesn't notice I'm being tossed about by a witchcraft-practicing octogenarian?


    Heidi slaps me again. “That was for punching me, Zan. You cracked a filling.” She's referring to that time in the summer, when she drugged me and kidnapped me. How dare she slap me for that? The woman totally had it coming. I'd like to punch her again right now, but I'm a gentleman.


    I step away from her as some people leaving the funeral home enter the parking lot.


    “REAL nice seeing you again,” I say to Heidi angrily. The other white-haired people give me dirty looks for my angry tone—understandably, since we were all just at a funeral. I bow my head contritely. “I'm sorry about your brother, Ma'am,” I say for their benefit before turning on my heel and walking away.


    Inside the Jeep, I say to Julie, “Why no help? Why didn't you come out and give her a swoopy ballet kick or something? If you're strong enough to give piggyback rides to James, feel free to help out any time, you know.”


    She blinks. “You looked like you were having a lovely time.”


    “Oh, I TOTALLY WAS Julie. I was totally enjoying getting my ass beat.”


    She tsk-tsks me. “You were eating cucumber sandwiches. Don't tell me you weren't have a lovely time.”


    I think for an instant about having a bee sting Julie to snap her out of her delusion, but quickly flick the thought away before anything that bad happens. I sink down in the back seat.


    “Did that nice Heidi lady have any more information?” Julie asks.


    “She's a bully.” I rub my sore elbows. My whole back aches, but I bet I'll feel worse tomorrow.


    “Oh, Zan, don't overreact.”


    I sternly tell myself, DON'T think about bees stinging Julie.


    “Let's hotwire the Jeep and leave James here,” Julie says, but she pulls out her phone and calls him instead.


    Something moving catches my eye and we both glance up to see James, running at full speed away from the funeral home. Julie reaches over to pop the door open for him. Puffing, he jumps in, starts the engine, and squeals the tires of the Jeep speeding out of the parking lot.


    “What happened in there?” I demand.


    He blows through a red light.


    “Now what have you done?” Julie demands. “You better not have punched her in the face. That is so not cool, whatsoever.”


    James starts to laugh. “Nothing, I didn't do anything. You guys looked kinda down, sitting in here like slugs, so I wanted to give you a thrill.”


    We both punch him on the arm.


    “Hey, go easy,” he cries. “I was doing some serious James Bond work in there. Some Sherlocking. On your behalf.”


    “Is that what you're calling it?” Julie asks.


    “The sisters weren't even in town last week,” James says. “They were in Arizona. They only got here today for the funeral.”


    I punch the back of Julie's seat in frustration. There go my prime suspects.


    “On top of that, there was no inheritance to be had,” James says. “The guy had about nine grand in the bank, and he owed fifty on the business. I'm no estate lawyer, but nine minus fifty does not equal bang bang bang in the chest.”


    “You did good work,” I admit to James. “But you shouldn't have given us that scare. Don't be the boy who cried wolf.”


    “But it's fun.”


    “Promise you'll never do it again,” I say. Inside my pocket, I slip the ring on my finger. A power that's not unfamiliar flows through me, like white-hot rage, but sharp, focused.


    “Screw you, nozzle,” he says.


    I cough, once, and James yowls. “What did you do? Was that a Zan-bee?” He rubs his arm.


    Julie turns, her mouth open in awe. “Did you do magic? You made a Zan-bee?”


    “Your window's down, it must have flown in,” I say. “Serves you right, boy-who-cried-wolf.”


    James rubs his arm. “That actually hurt.”


    My hand jerks up, seemingly of its own free will, pointing to something. My eyes follow, finding something extremely interesting on the street we're driving down. “Stop the CAR!” I yell.


    James slams on the brakes. “It's not a CAR it's a JEEP.”


    I open the door and jump out, despite the fact that we're in the midst of traffic, and I bound across the street, holding a hand up for people to stop their cars for me.


    We're about ten blocks from Chesapeake Avenue, in a part of town I've been to many times because of the dollar-slice pizza place. I can't believe I've never seen this interesting store before. Of all the times we've driven up and down this street, I never noticed.


    I look up in awe at the faded awning.


    Spiritdell Books. Specializing in Out-of-Print and the Occult.


    This is exactly where I need to be. I slip the ring off and into my pocket before reaching for the door.


    




  

Chapter Eleven


    When I step inside the book store, a white cat stretches on its folded red blanket, pointing all of its toes to me and presenting a tempting white belly. A computer-printed sign next to the cat reads: I BITE. Consider yourself warned.


    The cat tilts its head upside-down, beckoning me to take a chance, but I pass by. Normally, I'd take my chances to pet a kitty, but today I am on a mission. Several people are browsing the shelves and swaying to the music of flutes, ocean waves, and whale calls. All of the other customers, men and women, have long hair and long skirts—or flowing pants—it's hard to tell.


    A person with a light mustache and gold, tinkling earrings asks if she can help me. I think she's a woman. Yes, her name tag says Greetings, fellow sentient being. My name is Moira.


    “I don't need any help. Just direct me to your occult books,” I say.


    She bows down, takes my hand, and rests it on the nearest book. “The books don't believe in any sort of order. We don't impose our human ideas of rigid containment in here. Let your spirit be your guide.”


    My mouth opens as I gawk around at my surroundings. The walls must be twelve feet high, and they're covered in books. I count three rolling library ladders from where I stand.


    “Maybe I do need some help,” I say.


    She bows down again and takes my other hand, this time holding it to her cheek, which is a little furry for my liking. There's a mole with a wiry black hair. I will myself not to shudder.


    Her eyes roll up, showing only whites, and she makes a noise, “Loo-loo-loo-loo-loo.”


    “Perhaps I'll browse on my own for a bit,” I say, pulling away.


    “I've got it!” she says.


    Something scratches at my leg—the white cat, now systematically climbing me as though I'm a carpeted kitty-cat jungle gym. I don't want to be rude, so I hold very still and let him or her climb. The cat stops at my hip and transitions to the table piled with books next to me, and from its perch, the white cat reaches a paw into my suit pocket. I whip my hand in along with the paw and quickly palm the ring.


    The cat's sharp claws pull something out, and fluffy bits of deceased bee body scatter to the ground. The cat jumps to the floor, pouncing on the bits of bee and gobbling them down.


    Moira says, “You want something on ...” She points to the cat on the ground, then to me, then to the stacks of books. “Love potions.”


    “I'll look around on my own for a bit.”


    She puts her hands over her chest and tells me to follow my heart.


    “Organization by general subject might be a good long-term plan,” I say, which garners me some dirty looks and one shush from the other long-haired shoppers.


    I head for the back corner, figuring they must keep the weird occult stuff back there, and probably up high, where younger kids can't grab them. The ladder squeaks as I roll it over and climb up.


    The air is hot and stale up here on the topmost shelves, with that musky paper smell that only exists in used book stores. I find some 1970s-era sex manuals and other art books with naked people, including one with women wearing animal masks. The lady in the raccoon mask is not unappealing. I make a mental note of the location of these books, for future reference.


    I've read, in some of my science books, that men are better at visual-spatial tasks such as locating things using a map, but women are better suited to remembering where specific objects are found. I draw a map in my mind and place a mental X where the sexy books are, but Julie would probably remember without having to make the effort. Some people find it politically incorrect to note the differences between the way men and women think, but I find it fascinating. I'm not saying all men think the same and all women too, or that one way is any better than the other, just different, like how some people are more natural at singing, or dancing. I'm a pretty epic dancer, but my moves make Julie giggle.


    The twins haven't come in the book store, so they must have gone home. It's been a long day, with the big drive from the lake, plus the funeral, so I can't blame them. I, however, feel invigorated, as though I might never sleep again. Maybe it's the little gold ring in my pocket, or this book of naked ladies demonstrating how to crochet. The beginning chapter is a lot better, before they don their crocheted garments. I slide the book back between some others before I embarrass myself.


    I take a step higher, where the dust is even thicker, but the books are less interesting. The top row holds Economics textbooks, which promise little in the way of nudity.


    Below me, a stack of books moves autonomously. How can that be? Actually, the stack is attached to a young boy cradling the books in his arms, but he's wavering and the whole stack's about to fall over.


    Without forethought, I pop up and move my feet to the outside edges of the ladder's sides, skimming down by sliding, just like a tap-dancing guy in a musical, or some of the old pro house painters James and Julie worked for over the summer.


    At the bottom, I reach out and catch the kid's stack before it topples over.


    “Thanks, Mister,” he says, which is not something I've been called before, not without some sarcasm. I'm a Mister? I guess I can thank my dapper black vintage suit.


    “You must be a real speed reader,” I say to the kid. He's wearing a jaunty woolen cap, like an English school boy from a Charles Dickens story.


    He looks up at me with what I first interpret as extreme surprise, but seconds later realize is a completely hairless face—no eyelashes and no eyebrows. “I'm not buying these, Mister. I'm organizing. Sorting.”


    “Ah, you work here.”


    “No.”


    “You don't work here?”


    “I'm ten. They don't give jobs to ten-year-olds.”


    “Of course not. Not in this country. So why are you organizing?”


    “I find the process relaxing,” he says. “They let me organize whenever I want. Which is often.”


    “So ... you probably know where they keep the occult books.”


    The boy's eyes bulge, and even though I know he has no eyebrows to be raised, I can't shake the feeling he's EXTREMELY SURPRISED.


    “All over,” he says, blowing up his little pink cheeks with air then letting the air out audibly. “What a nightmare.”


    “If you could point me to any books on magic, I'd appreciate it. Or bees. And if it's not too much to ask, magic bees.” I reach for my wallet, pull out a ten, then push it back in and give the kid a twenty.


    “Wow!” he says, sounding as surprised as he looks. He dashes off at top speed, down the aisle, and straight out the front door with a bang.


    Understatement: that was not the most effective manner in which to spend twenty dollars.


    I ask my heart what to do, and my heart suggests chasing down the little bald kid and giving him the noogie of a lifetime.


    The front door chimes again, and the kid's running in toward me, probably to steal my whole wallet this time.


    My noogie-primed fist relaxes when I see he's got a book in his hands, which he thrusts at me. “This was in the dollar bin out front,” he says, puffing. “It's really old, like with weird writing and spells and stuff.”


    I read the cover. The Care of Bees, Real and Unreal.


    “Hey, not bad,” I say. “Still, I was sorta hoping for one of those books that are really accessible. You know, Magical Beekeeping for Dummies.”


    The boy's smooth forehead furrows. “Never heard of it.”


    I tell him I'm joking and pull out my wallet, giving him another five bucks. A good detective pays his sources. For a moment, I see myself as an outside observer might: a sharp-minded young man in a smart suit, throwing a little cash around to grease the wheels of the universe. Generosity looks good on me.


    Up at the front counter, which seems to be made of stacks of books and twine, and moves as though alive, I pay Moira for my one-dollar book. She hands it back to me in a bright pink recycled shopping bag, still crinkly from the drawer where she had many others that were decidedly not pink.


    “I don't need a bag,” I say.


    She snaps her fingers as lightning flashes outside. “Rain on the forecast.”


    A woman behind me says, “Just in time for the school week, right, Zan?”


    I turn to find Ms. Mikado. Her arms are behind her back, as though she's hiding her book purchases from me.


    “Hi, Ms. Mikado. You must be figuring out Spiritdell just fine, since you found this place.”


    “I confess, this bookstore has become my second home,” she says. “Well, third, after the school.”


    Ms. Mikado is so pretty. I want to say something to impress her, perhaps using my knowledge of the town. I've learned a few tidbits during my murder investigation, combing through the town's newspapers.


    I say, “We've had two murders downtown this year so far.”


    She shudders and tucks her chin against her shoulder, as though repressing a gag.


    Moira, behind the wiggling counter, whacks my hand with a ruler. “Why would you say such a thing? Horrible boy.” She points to a sign on the wall above her: No discussion of horrible things.


    I mutter an apology to both of them and scurry out, into the rain.


    * * *


    I don't have an umbrella, so by the time I get home, my dapper black suit smells like wet animal. Must be the wool. I hang the jacket and pants separately to dry and change into my warmest sweatpants before I settle down to read the book.


    The first page has tiny type that makes my head spin and my eyes hurt. Taking a break, I go to the kitchen, investigating an aroma drifting through the house. Gran's not around, but she's left a note next to the slow cooker, saying my dinner's in there and she'll be home late.


    I lift off the lid, wondering what the heavenly aroma might be. It smells like parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme, like that song. Coq au vin!


    I don't know if you've ever had coq au vin, but it's magnificent, and you should try it at once. The chicken is slow-cooked in wine, and it's sweet and savory and unbelievable.


    I load up a bowl, chow down over the sink, then load up another bowl. Two course meal.


    I turn on the lamps in the living room and try again with my one-dollar book, The Care of Bees, Real and Unreal. This old thing reads like someone who doesn't speak English wrote it. Crazy. And I thought our textbooks at school were dry.


    This is on the third page:


    The bee bread is akin to food resources that are typically not like bread one normally eats by mouth as a human person, for it is of the nourishment of the animus, leading from the origin of what is the sky inasmuch as the soul leads from heaven and the ground calls up for life returning as a constant.


    Partaking of the bee bread; that is the breaking of the bread of the bees, the honey of wisdom; is to take a contract not unlike that of a marriage or a child to its mother's bosom, or the fire to a field of wheat dried by three summer suns.


    It is this power that corrupts, for there is no man alive who can withstand her regal majesty and her domain over all that is living and all that has lived, though the spirits of the young and the naively ignorant do not know the sins they commit and shall not be held responsible inasmuch as the beetle does not love to fly, but does because to not fly he cannot.


    The objects of control shall seek the user, the controller, as though having wings ...


    I slam the book shut. This stuff is worse than Shakespeare! At least Shakespeare has a few dirty jokes thrown about, if you know where to look.


    I toss the book across the room in disgust. What a waste of a dollar plus twenty-five dollars. Twenty-six dollars! I grab the book and chuck it in the kitchen trash, on top of the coffee grounds and chicken bones. Good riddance.


    My hands are restless. I'd love to be punching or kicking something, but my karate class isn't until Tuesday, so I put on my running shoes to go for an early evening jog.


    The rain has stopped, and the grass is still glistening with moisture, but it's black outside, completely dark. Are my eyes no longer working at all? It's only half-past five.


    I stretch my calves on the front porch and try to make sense of the universe. Oh, right, Daylight Savings Time ended today, so a whole hour vanished.


    With the sun down, the air is chilly, yet the weather's still warm for November. I should probably go inside and put on something reflective for safety, but I feel cool and ninja-like in my dark tracksuit.


    I lope out to the sidewalk and get started. My shins are finicky the first few blocks, as I alternate between a slow jog and a fast walk while warming up, but pretty soon they're functioning as they should and I'm enjoying the sounds of my shoes rhythmically striking the sidewalk, punctuating my breathing, which is strong and steady.


    At the crossing of the busy street, I jog in place waiting for the light to change. People driving by stare. Yes, I'm that guy, who jogs in place waiting for the light to change. Yes, I know I look “like a tit,” as Rudy would say, but it's better than coming to a dead stop, cooling down, and having to start again. Speaking of calling people tit, what does that even mean? I don't look anything like a lady's breast. The light changes and I jog across while a woman runs my way. I don't know what she looks like—she could have a swirling ball of yellow energy for a face for all I know—because I can't take my eyes off her chest, which looks so nice in her jogging top.


    Zan, don't be a creeper, I tell myself. I run faster, until my pulse is pounding in my temples. I think about the twins with the braids back at the lake, and what James did with them, and how badly I wish I could have traded bodies with James for one night. I think sadly of Austin. If I saw her more, and more of her, I wonder if I'd have these bothersome thoughts about breasts and the other women who have them. I miss my girlfriend. I guess I'm not one of those guys who wants his space. As an only child, I've spent way too much time on my own, enough for a lifetime, and now I prefer to be with my friends or Austin.


    She won't be back in town until Tuesday, which feels like an eternity. Oh, Austin. When you're seventeen like me, four days is forever. Maybe it doesn't seem like as long for her. Maybe that's why our age difference might be a problem.


    Where am I? I'm in unfamiliar surroundings, in front of a convenience store I've never seen. How far am I from home? I don't remember getting here.


    Surprisingly, I'm not tired, even though I've jogged twice as far as I've ever gone. Bee bread. Those words just popped into my head. What is bee bread? Oh, I read about bee bread in that book. Stupid book.


    I turn at the end of the block and head back for home, thinking about the still-hot leftover coq au vin waiting in the crock pot.


    My breathing is smooth and easy, and it's only the stewed chicken luring me home, because I could run for days.


    As I come around the corner for my street, a dark car with something unusual about its appearance passes by me. The car has a strange antenna, plus there are boxy things on the dash—police lights. This vehicle is an unmarked police cruiser. I slow down my jog, keeping my eyes on the car.


    The dark car stops in front of my house, and ice water runs through my veins. Don't piss yourself, you haven't done anything wrong, I tell myself. I'm probably just feeling guilty from staring at that lady jogger's nice jogging-top fruit.


    A diminutive black woman, Detective Wrong, steps out of the vehicle. By now, my pace has slowed so much, I'm practically jogging in place.


    Detective Wrong walks across the front of her vehicle, away from my house (phew) and to my neighbor Crystal's house. She pounds on the door.


    When I'm nearly in front of Crystal's house, I stop to re-tie first one shoe and then the other. I watch as Crystal opens the door and invites Detective Wrong inside.


    I do the only logical thing for an amateur sleuth in this position. I jump the hedge and creep along the side of Crystal's house until I find an open window.


    The two women are talking about something. I quiet my breath to hear better. Carpet cleaners. They're talking about carpet cleaners. For the next five minutes, I try to not keel over dead of boredom as I listen in.


    Crystal's got a lot of weeds on her lawn, and the side of her house could use some repainting. Her next-door neighbor, Mr. Tang, is cooking cabbage and pork with something sweet-smelling, maybe even spicy. I can see him from where I'm crouching, as he walks back and forth past his kitchen window. It's dark where I am, not lit by street lamps or porch lights, so he'd have to look really hard to spot me, but every time he pauses, I worry he has. He opens his window wider, letting out the rich aroma. My stomach growls.


    Finally, through the window above my head, I hear Detective Wrong asking Crystal about where she was between three and four in the afternoon on Halloween.


    “At work,” Crystal says, her voice sounding shaky.


    “Then you won't mind if we test the clothes you were wearing for gunshot residue?”


    “Why would you ... um ... okay. Just a minute.”


    There's a silence, and I imagine Crystal is going to her laundry hamper. Crystal could have shot Newt, I suppose, though I can't imagine why. She's so pretty—not that being pretty precludes you from committing crimes, but I'm sure she could bat her eyelashes and get whatever she wanted. No need to shoot someone.


    My legs are cramping up from crouching, so I put my fingers on the windowsill and stand slowly, to the side, hoping to get a glimpse inside.


    “FREEZE!” someone yells. That would be Detective Wrong, spotting me from inside the house. The woman has yelled freeze at me before, but I was in the back of a store, with her blocking the exit. I'm in the wide open out here. Instinctively, I do the exact opposite of freezing and run as though my life depends on it, across Crystal's back yard and over the fence in one leap, into Mr. Tang's yard.


    




  

Chapter Twelve


    Mr. Tang's elderly mother, who is sitting on a lawn chair behind the house smoking a cigarette, doesn't even twitch as I clear the fence and land in her back yard.


    “FREEZE!” yells Detective Wrong again. She's so fast, already outside Crystal's house.


    Mr. Tang's back fence is higher, and I have to scale it, scraping my elbows and knees, to get over. I'm in the alley now, where Detective Wrong will have a clear shot at me.


    That won't do, so I pick a fence three yards over and run at it. I don't scale it so much as I sail right over, as though my legs were made of springs.


    I pause, listening to Detective Wrong as she crosses the alley. My senses are so awake right now, I swear I can hear the rustle of the fabric of her clothing and the squeak of her boots.


    Even my eyes are working decently, considering how dark this backyard is. I get moving again, running across neat rows of something—a garden, grabbing at my shoes with vines and white lengths of twine tied between stakes.


    “Stop right there!” she yells again, sounding close behind me. I keep my head down, hoping she can't recognize me from the back of my head as I leap over another fence. Man, why do these yards have so many fences? Why can't we all share our backyards and be friendly?


    I trip over a lawn chair and hit the grass, face first, my chin hitting something hard, a ceramic pig.


    “Sorry,” I mutter to the pig as I jump up and keep going. I can hear Detective Wrong puffing and grunting, so I know she can't be far behind me. They're not allowed to shoot people for eavesdropping are they? Though now that I'm running, I'm resisting arrest. Man, you just can't win.


    I imagine what bullets might feel like in my back, and the fear makes me go faster, over fences and through backyards, like a gold-medal Olympic athlete, if they made the 500-meter backyard-dash a recognized sport.


    Ahead of me is a low fence, easy to jump over, with a flower bed at the base making it even shorter. The easy fence would be the obvious direction for someone fleeing to take. Think, Zan.


    I change course and go to the right, straight for a ten-foot high fence. Jumping up, my fingertips barely grasp the top of the fence. It's just a chin-up, I tell myself. The fibers of my muscles snap and strain as I pull myself up and over.


    Below me, something sparkles invitingly.


    I push away from the fence, preparing to land on wet grass. My feet encounter no resistance, my ankles register no shock.


    My mouth and nostrils fill with water.


    Of course. The last fence was extra-high because of local fencing regulations for the surrounding of swimming pools.


    Down I go, in the deep end.


    I open my eyes underwater and see the gold ring on my pinkie finger, sparkling in the murky water.


    It's peaceful down here. I open my mouth and three bees come out, in bubbles of air. I reach out my finger in amazement, trying to touch them.


    Careful to not splash, I swim up and surface, where I exhale calmly, in case of bees. I'm fine, though, my throat clear and open.


    There are footfalls nearby, and the sounds of Detective Wrong cursing the darkness. Save for some softly-glowing lanterns placed in the landscaping beyond this pool, I'm in the dark.


    I sink down, treading water slowly and submerging until the water line is just under my mouth. Using my hands as paddles, I back up to the edge of the pool, listening. Seeking a darker corner, I move along the edge, but there are no corners, so I settle under the diving board.


    I'm quiet now, not even making a ripple, but I must have made a noise when I hit the water.


    On the other side of the fence, Detective Wrong is cursing the thorns in a rose bush.


    Ahead of me, inside the warmly-lit house, a man and a woman are discussing the age of the wine they're drinking, and whether or not the neighbor's golden retriever has gotten into their pool again.


    One of the doors is open, and I can hear them as easily as my own thoughts.


    “I swear I heard a splash,” the lady says.


    He says, sounding annoyed, “If you weren't constantly running that damn garbage disposal, you might have heard me say this wine is not from the winery we toured in August.”


    “Who cares, it's open now, let's drink it.” Glasses clink and they laugh merrily. “If the dog drowns, are we liable?” she asks.


    “If you're so concerned, why don't you go out and check.”


    “You go,” the woman says. “Be my big, strong hero.”


    “Let the dog have his fun,” the man says. “If that hairy mongrel is in there, I don't want to witness it with my own eyes. I won't be able to swim without imagining all that filthy dog hair getting in my mouth.”


    “Dog hair's not filthy.”


    “Great, I'll make you a dog hair sandwich tomorrow.”


    “Ha ha,” she says, and then there's the sound of wine glasses being clinked together again.


    In the dimness, I look around at these strangers' home. The pool is neither rectangular nor circular, but an undulating kidney shape, like one of the paisley things on a dress Austin wears. The tiles lining the pool have patterns on them, flowers or something. Looks expensive—not cheap blue plastic lining, that's for sure.


    The house is what people call modern, with big expanses of glass walls instead of mere windows, and visible inside the kitchen are those shiny appliances that cost more than Gran's new-to-her car.


    Now that I'm not worried about getting shot in the back, I'm saddened my new running shoes are getting ruined in this chlorinated water, and it's going to cost a fortune to replace them. Doghair-sandwich-couple probably spent the equivalent of my shoes on their bottle of wine alone.


    People say money can't buy happiness, but I'd sure like to disprove the expression.


    The night is quiet again.


    Satisfied that Detective Wrong has moved on, I climb out of the pool, my soaking sweatpants and shirt weighing about five pounds more than usual. I use the gate to let myself out of the backyard and I start making my way home, my shoes squirting and squelching noisily.


    To avoid pistol-packing police, I stick to the unlit alleys all the way to my house, going in the back gate and up to the kitchen door instead of the front door. The light is on, and Gran and Rudy are inside the kitchen.


    I stop my hand just before it reaches the door, because I hear my name. They're talking about me.


    Hunching down, for the third time today, I listen in on a private conversation.


    “You can't drug someone without their knowledge,” Gran is saying.


    “It's for his own good,” Rudy says.


    “I'm putting a stop to it,” she says.


    “But you've seen him. He's got his vim back.”


    “I'm not discussing this. We don't mess around with nature.”


    Rudy shuts up, as well he should. When Gran says a discussion is over, it's over. I still miss that miniature frisbee I used to throw around inside the house, but I did learn my lesson.


    I wait about a minute before I try the door handle. It's locked, so I knock, and Gran lets me in. Rudy's not in the kitchen with her now, which doubles my joy about being let into the warm house.


    “You're soaking wet!”


    “Freak thunderstorm, very isolated.”


    She crosses her arms. She's not buying my story for a minute—and she shouldn't, because I reek of chlorine—but she must be tired, because she lets it go.


    “Thank you for the chicken, it was so yummy in my tummy.” I offer her a hug, and despite my dripping-wet shirt, she accepts, rocking me from side to side.


    “My growing boy.” She smooches me repeatedly on my cheek.


    I wonder what she and Rudy were talking about. Three cartons of the juice I've been drinking at breakfast are upended in the sink. Was Rudy giving me drugs? Steroids?


    “What were you and Rudy arguing about?” I ask. “I heard you before I came in the door.”


    “Oh, it's silly,” she says. “His friend is selling these ridiculous vitamins. Probably a pyramid scheme. He wanted us to buy a year's supply.”


    “Was it in the juice?” I point to the cartons.


    “No, those just went rancid, so I had to throw them out.”


    I don't know why she's lying to me, but I figure if she can let me off for a few fibs, I can do the same for her.


    “I'm hungry from my run, I might stay up and have some crackers or something.” The crock pot has been washed and put away, and I imagine the leftover coq au vin is in the refrigerator, in a neatly labeled-container.


    She kisses me on my forehead. “Turn out the light. And don't worry about tending Mibs, I already gave him his insulin.”


    Mibs, who is sitting on one of the chairs at the table, meows at the mention of his name.


    After Gran leaves the kitchen, I get out the crackers and some sliced ham. I pull out a big slice for me and a little slice for Mibs.


    With a very low voice, I ask Mibs, “Do you think I'd be a good detective?”


    Mibs responds by mugging me for the ham in my hands.


    “I'm useless,” I confess to the very-attentive cat. A ghost has asked me to solve his murder, but I'm not getting anywhere. Newt's murder might be like one of those cold cases from TV, where the case goes on for years and years, until finally there's a break. I should try sending Newt a message that I'm not up for being a detective, and he should seek a more conventional solution, like hiring a professional. Not that he has any money where he is. Hey, did Newt only hire me because I'm free?


    As I tidy up my crumbs, I spot the corner of the bee book in the garbage and pull it out. Even after a quick wipe-down with some paper towel, it still smells like chicken bones and coffee. I spray the exterior with some kitchen cleaner and rub harder, which reveals an image on the cover, under aged dirt. Fittingly enough, it's a bee, albeit an awfully familiar one. I look at the ring on my finger.


    Dammit, I shouldn't be wearing the ring around where people can see it. I'm lucky Gran didn't notice with her keen eyes.


    Scrubbing a little harder on the cover, I reveal a bee similar to the one on my ring. Or is it? Bee designs don't vary much. You've got the little head ball and the two other segments of the body, plus the wings. The illustration on the book cover and the design on my ring are both old-fashioned-looking bees, not like modern Japanese anime cartoon bees with big giant eyes and mammal-like eyelids.


    My damp clothes are moist and heavy like a dirty diaper. I want these uncomfortable things off me now, and even though it's still early, crawling into my bed is an appealing thought.


    Rudy and Gran are watching something on television in the living room, laughing over the super-loud commercials. I've showed them a million times how to use the machine so they can fast-forward through the ads, but they seem to enjoy the ads as much as their shows.


    Shaking my head at the stubbornness of older people, I toss the paper towels in the garbage can, on top of some papers.


    Gran didn't throw these papers in here, because she's adamant about recycling, so these must be Rudy's. I retrieve them, out of curiosity.


    Most of them are boring junk mail, more junk mail, and a boring bank statement. Hmm, bank statements are only boring when they're mine. Let's see here.


    Now, wait just a minute, how many zeros are on this deposit for Rudy's checking account? Wow, that is a lot of money for a real estate agent. I know he dabbles in a few small businesses, mostly multi-level-marketing crap where they sucker you for the demo kit and you never make your cash back. This money must have come from his job, but there's no way that deposit is from a single commission, or even a month's worth.


    Rudy! Buddy! You're rich! I like you a teensy bit more now. How long until we get a kidney-shaped swimming pool?


    I step around the corner to peer at them both, where they're seated and watching television. Rudy's got his arm around Gran and they don't even notice me. They look so happy together I get a squishy feeling in my guts.


    Back in the kitchen, I peruse the rest of his bank statement. His other transactions are regular enough: groceries, gas station, and Wild Western Town for his cowboy clothes, of course.


    I fold the papers in half and bury them in our box of recycling, under some other mail.


    So much for my suspicions about my pal Rudy being broke. Things sure can change quickly.


    * * *


    After I've gotten out of my wet clothes—what is it about wet clothes that makes them so desperate to stay on your body?—I climb into bed with my smelly old book about magic bees. My bed is wonderfully crisp and luxurious tonight. Gran must have changed the sheets today. She's a big believer in the power of tidy rooms and fresh sheets to restore the spirit.


    I try turning on my lamp, but the bulb's burned out. Groaning about having to get up, I get a new one from the hall closet.


    Finally, I'm all set up and I try starting the book over again from page one, but pretty soon I'm banging my hands on my forehead in frustration.


    The stupid text is a jumble of words and doesn't mean anything to me. There are some dire warnings and references to the devastation of war, but I don't understand how that relates to bees.


    I flip through the pages, stopping when I hit an interesting illustration. Well, hello there! A naked woman is eating handfuls of something, and servants are bringing her bowls filled with more of the globe-shaped items. I look further down, as I've been enjoying the naked top half, though I should have stopped there. The woman appears to be, uh, giving birth to an army of bees. Yep. They're coming out of her you-know-what.


    I slam the book shut in horror.


    After a moment of reflection, I decide the illustration must be a metaphor. Sure, let's assume it's not a literal depiction, but as convoluted and skewed as the accompanying text.


    I flip the book open and find another drawing, an image of a hot air balloon, made transparent so you can see it's filled with bees. The text on this page is hard to understand, and the typeface is a curly, ornate typeface, which makes it even more irritating to read, but I'll be damned if I'm not picking up some information from this infernal book.


    This page reads:


    The queen is a harlot, a fragment of the old world, with old values for to be compared to the morality of the time from which she sprang would be the fool's thought and imposition of a time not related. Her bees bid not, serve not, answer not, care not, for among them is the hive mind of the man who would be king of all that is destroyed in the war of living and dead.


    Reading this stuff makes my scalp itch like crazy. I read on, unsure if I'm reading fiction or non-fiction. If this is a made-up story, it doesn't have much of a plot.


    My head droops under its weight, as do my eyelids. The ornate words blur in front of me. My nose gets closer to the pages, which reek of used books, incense, and garbage.


    I roll onto my stomach and bunch my two pillows under my chest. I prop my forehead up with one hand to rest my neck and my eyes begin to blur. I close one heavy eyelid and read further with just the one eye, forcing my vision to not be blurry, and I'm definitely not falling asleep ... this is totally working ...


    * * *


    This dream is incredibly vivid. I can actually feel the blanket of bees all over me, making me toasty warm. A bee blanket is even more luxurious than freshly-laundered sheets.


    This dream feels so much like reality that I reach down and try pinching my arm, to see if I can. The bees hum and move away from my hand.


    Hey now. I felt that pinch.


    I don't think this is a dream at all, unless you feel pinches in dreams. But of course you can feel pinches in dreams—you feel everything.


    I'm inside a beehive?


    No, I can't be inside a beehive. I'm big, way bigger than a beehive. Unless I've shrunk. Oh no, I've shrunk! This is a nightmare. What can rescue me? A unicorn. I focus on conjuring up a unicorn, but nothing happens.


    I squint in the darkness, expecting to see the waxy honeycombs of the inside of a bee hive, but instead I spot a silver claw. And a silver, glinting shovel the size of my hand. Gardening tools.


    The dimensions of my enclosure come into focus. I'm inside a garden shed, on my back, covered in a writhing blanket of humming bees.


    A person in this situation shouldn't panic. He should sit up very slowly, so as not to upset the bees and trigger their swarming instinct.


    This is what I do, carefully, though my movement does give the bees some concern. They aren't finished feeding me, they say. They gave me their nourishing bee bread, packed balls of pollen held together with honey, but they haven't gotten to the royal jelly.


    Royal jelly? How do I know this?


    Oh, I'm reading their minds. Of course I am.


    I carefully reach over to my pinkie finger and slide off my precious little ring. My mind goes quiet, and I'm alone, lonely. Slide the ring on. Friendship. Family. Togetherness.


    Ring off: sad.


    Ring on: happy.


    All the bees want to do is love me and feed me. Why won't I let them?


    In answer, I open my mouth as I lie back down. They drop the sweets onto my tongue. They're good, like candy. Trick-or-treat. I feel sleepy again, and I'm fading away. We are resting now. We are feeding and getting stronger. We are together. We are never alone. We are the hive. We are eternal.


    




  

Chapter Thirteen


    I'm nearly awake, but my eyes are still closed. I'm in my bed, face-down, and I feel good. REALLY good.


    Lights flash behind my eyelids: blue, red, green, yellow, white. My whole body curls up inside itself with pleasure.


    I wake up with my face in a puddle of drool and my hand down the front of my boxers. I don't mean to be indelicate, but apparently I was having a very exciting dream. That's what I get for looking at strange, naked bee ladies right before I go to sleep.


    I retrieve the book from where it's wedged under my pillow and slip it under my mattress.


    * * *


    I feel sheepish all morning as I get ready for school.


    At breakfast, Gran looks me over. “What's with the suit?”


    I look down at the Charlie Chaplin suit, my Halloween costume. I've paired it with a bright blue shirt, though I don't remember making that sartorial decision.


    “Lookin' sharp,” Rudy says, handing me a plate of bacon. “All you need is a good belt buckle to bring the look together. Give you some pizazz.”


    I don't know if I'm being swayed by his sudden generosity with pork products, or the knowledge of how much dough he's got in his bank account, but I'm starting to like Rudy.


    “I could wear this suit to your wedding,” I say.


    Gran and Rudy exchange a look.


    “What?” I ask, worried maybe the wedding's off, along with my plans for a kidney-shaped swimming pool paid for by Mr. Money Bags, Rudy.


    “We're actually moving the wedding up to this weekend,” Gran says.


    I clap my hands together. “Awesome!”


    She seems surprised by my enthusiasm.


    “Hey, there's my man.” Rudy grabs my arm and jostles it, which doubles our total amount of body contact to date. I give him a high-five for his efforts.


    “Would you wear a belt buckle if I bought you one?” he asks.


    “I think I would! But just with jeans, not with this.”


    “A fine buckle draws the ladies' eyes to your package!” he says.


    “Rudy!” Gran says chidingly.


    He leans back and adjusts his shiny buckle, this one bearing the image of a tractor. “It's true,” he says. “Works like magic.”


    For some reason, I find this hysterical and can't stop laughing for quite some time. Gran's disapproving looks at both of us only fan the flames.


    * * *


    At school, I'm mentally spending my future generous allowances from Rudy when I'm slammed into my locker by six feet of human.


    I turn and tackle, sending us both to the ground.


    “Fight, fight!” someone yells, and I wonder who's fighting. Me. I guess they mean me.


    Shad Miller, his arm twisted behind his back, is laughing underneath me. “Easy, karate kid! I just wanted my hacky sack back!”


    I look around, confused, and he springs out from under me, along with my legs, and now I'm on my back. More kids gather around, and I reach for someone's hand to help me up, but the hand pulls away. Now Shad's on top of me, pinning me down, his mouth way too close to my face. “One one-thousand,” he says with cereal-breath.


    I'd rather not be here, on the dirty floor, so I sit up. Shad seems surprised by this. I grab him, turn him around, and secure him so he can't breathe on my face.


    Now that Shad's no longer moving, the crowd of fight enthusiasts disperses, dissatisfied there will be no bloodied noses or suspensions.


    “You win,” Shad wheezes. “Let me go.”


    I apologize and take my knee off Shad's back. How my knee got there is a mystery, as that wasn't a move we learned at karate. Like I said before, I suspect our instructor is a pacifist. We do a lot of what seems suspiciously like Tai Chi in my Tuesday evening karate class.


    Shad's eyes are wide-open, his pale, freckled cheeks are flushed, and his red hair is sticking up as though somebody rubbed it with a static-charged balloon. “How are you not on the wrestling team?” he asks.


    I shrug off his suggestion, not wanting to embarrass myself by admitting the grunting during wrestling alarms me—not hearing it, but imagining myself grunting in front of an audience.


    I stand and pat myself down, relaxing only when I find my precious ring safely inside my jacket pocket, along with Shad's hacky sack.


    “We were going to exchange some information,” I say. “What were you doing downtown on Halloween, and did you see anyone at the pawn shop?”


    “You ARE a weird dude, Zan. I rescind my invitation to wrestling club.”


    “Darn.”


    He stuffs his hands in his pockets and rocks back and forth as though considering. “Okay, I'll tell you at lunch.”


    The bell rings for class and the halls start clearing out.


    “Dude, spit it out.”


    “Fine,” he says. “So, I'm dating Rosemary Stonehurt, right?”


    “Sure,” I say, although I did not know that. Some detective I am.


    “And she said she'd let me see her naked if she bought me this necklace she likes.”


    “Jewelry for sex? There's a word for such exchanges.”


    He lets out an embarrassed laugh. “No, we already had sex, like, seven times. But only in the dark and I had to keep my eyes shut. I wanted to see what was going on, you know?”


    I don't need this level of detail for my investigative purposes, but I don't discourage him from going on about shapes and textures and imagined weights.


    Shad's really great story is rudely interrupted by the principal yelling at us to get to class. We part, me still with the hacky sack, and the story not yet drawn to its conclusion.


    The morning goes by so slowly.


    Ms. Mikado reads us a poem about nectar and flowers, blushing at the end. I think some of the things in the poems may be metaphors, but I don't dare raise my hand.


    James pokes me on the shoulder and asks, “Would a Zamboni clean the blood off a hockey rink or just spread it around?”


    “Why is there blood on this hockey rink?”


    “Broken nose. Duh.”


    Normally this sort of thing would provoke a long discussion, but today I'm not interested in such debate with James. My mind is a million miles away, thinking about naked body parts, female.


    Raye-Anne Donovan keeps throwing paper balls at me and giggling. I threaten to give her a spanking and she holds up a written note saying Yes, please!


    Cool it, I tell myself. Raye-Anne's just a friend, practically one of the guys. She's not your girlfriend, whatsername. Austin. I smack myself on the forehead for momentarily forgetting my beloved's name. Some people she knows from when she was little call her Tina and some people call her by her full name, Austina. I call her baby sometimes, or even white chocolate.


    Ms. Mikado has handed out copies of the poem for us to analyze, but every line of it says sex to me, and my eyes keep wandering over to Raye-Anne's feet in their little boots, hugging her calves. Even Julie looks good today, in a striped shirt that hugs her chest, making the stripes pull apart in two spots.


    To take my mind off sex, I finally resort to imagining James on Halloween, eating those pickled duck eggs that were painted to look like eyeballs.


    * * *


    I eat lunch on the back steps with Shad Miller, even though it's a chilly day and nobody else wants to sit back there. The cold air will do me good, I figure.


    Shad's story peaks with a glorious session of nude teen frottage, also known as dry-humping, with one tiny night-light on. “It was amazing,” he says, but his face clouds over as he relates the next part. They got carried away, something slipped, and the next day Rosemary had to see her doctor for emergency contraception. That was why she wasn't at school the day after Halloween.


    “So, does the pawn shop figure into this story at all?” I ask. “You sorta hinted you saw something there.”


    “This is really sick, but I pawned one of my grandmother's porcelain dolls,” he says. “I feel super bad too, because the necklace was gone when we went to buy it, so I bought Rosemary a bracelet. But then, I felt so bad about stealing from my grandmother that I got an advance on my next five allowances and went back to the pawn shop to buy the doll back, but everything's gone. All the inventory's gone and there was a construction crew there working double overtime Sunday night.”


    “Tough break about the doll, but there's always eBay.”


    “Good idea,” he says.


    “On Halloween, was it an old man who bought the doll from you?”


    “Yeah, an old guy with a funny suit. Not cool like yours.”


    “Did you see anything suspicious? Was anyone else inside the pawn shop?”


    “I don't know. I was distracted by this smokin' hot Cinderella princess who came in. I remember her because Rosemary was jealous of her all night. Yeah, that was great. It made her totally want me. Chicks are weird.”


    I agree with him, wondering for a moment if Austin might make more time for me if I were hanging out with, say, Raye-Anne Donovan more frequently.


    I toss him his hacky sack, which he catches on his knee, then drops. “Oops. Gotta practice more. Getting rusty,” he says.


    My precious ring calls to me, so I slip my hand in my pocket and put it on to help me think.


    So, Newt was alive when Cinderella went in there, Cinderella being my lovely neighbor Crystal. And Detective Wrong has been questioning Crystal.


    Well, Newt, as much as it saddens me to think of my lovely neighbor being mixed up with all this, it seems she's a Person of Interest in this case.


    * * *


    After school, I go straight to Crystal's house and knock on the door. The sun is low on the horizon, starting to turn things gold. Nobody answers the door, which makes sense, since she's probably still at work at the veterinarian clinic.


    Back at my house, just as I'm rummaging around for something to eat, I get a text message from Gran, reminding me we're meeting at Rudy's house for dinner tonight, which I completely forgot. I've never been to his house before, but it's up on the ridge and not very convenient to get to by bus, so she's left me some cash for a taxi.


    At half-past five, the taxi I ordered by phone flashes its lights out front.


    I get in the taxi and the driver compliments me on my sharp suit. I've added a black tie to the blue shirt, and I do look good.


    The driver chats with me about my marks in school (not great) and what I want to do when I graduate. “Sports scholarship?” he asks.


    “I tried basketball, but I've got too much rhythm. I start dancing out there, lookin' all good, and I forget about the ball.”


    He laughs and drums on his steering wheel. He's got dark, nearly-black skin and a white beard, trimmed short. There are photos on the dashboard, including a snapshot of twin girls with braids. Recognition fires up a flare in the back of my brain, where faces are stored. If I'm not mistaken, those girls are Shay and Dawna, whom we met at the lake on Saturday.


    “Those are my granddaughters,” the taxi driver says. “Traveling across the country now. They say they're doing it for their brother—Jesus rest his soul—but I think they're happy to be free of their mama tellin' them what to do. You got a good mama? You must, to be dressed so spiffy.”


    “My mom's passed away, but my grandmother is good. I'm really lucky and I know it.” My stomach twinges with guilt at not mentioning I've met his granddaughters. Omission feels worse than a lie sometimes.


    “So, what's it going to be?” he asks, clicking on the turn signal to take a left at the lights. “College? Trade school?” Red tail lights whiz past us, streaking the night.


    “I'd like to be a detective.” I'm shocked to hear myself saying these words. When last prompted about my future, I surely said something about becoming a chef at a fancy hotel.


    The driver lets out a low whistle. “Do some good in the world, you will. That's a good boy. Maybe I'll introduce you to my granddaughters.”


    I smile to myself and tell him that would be nice.


    He says, “When you're a detective, you can solve all these murders we've been having in Spiritdell.”


    “Haven't there only been two this year?”


    He turns and looks at me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. “Two too many! And weird ones. My bridge club's been talking about them non-stop. They're hitting our demographic!”


    “I didn't know that. Probably a coincidence.”


    “Now what did old people ever do to anyone?” he asks, which I assume is a rhetorical question. I'm sure senior citizens are like everyone—some good, some bad.


    “Being a detective is a new idea I'm considering,” I say. “I'm not sure about anything.”


    “I'm sure!” he says. “I'm sure we're at your address.” He pulls up to the curb.


    I pay him with all the money Gran gave me, and he insists on shaking my hand. “Real nice to meet you, Zan,” he says.


    As he drives away, the taxi's tail lights disappearing down the street, I realize I never said my name in the taxi. At least I don't think I did.


    I look around for a moment before I go up to the door of the house. Rudy lives on the ridge, overlooking all of Spiritdell, and I can see the neon signs of Chesapeake Avenue from here. The three bridges twinkle like fairy lights over the water.


    To tourists, our little winding Spirit River, running down the middle of the city, is quaint. If you believe the postcards, we're either a small town trying to look big or a big town trying to feel small.


    * * *


    Rudy may have a big pile of dough, but you wouldn't guess by his house. Maybe it's nicer on the inside, I think on the front step, but a moment later I discover the interior is possibly worse. I understand why he spends so much time over at our house.


    I take a seat in a rickety wicker rocking chair in the front room, “the sitting room,” Gran called it, and squeak back and forth. The carpet's got an ugly geometric pattern that moves, but only out of the corner of your eye. When you look directly at the carpet, nothing happens in front of you, but off to the side, the dots and squiggles wave and undulate.


    The paintings on the wall are of horses on black backgrounds. I get out of my squeaking rocking chair and get right up close to a painting and touch the surface. Smoothy, velvety. The horses are painted on actual black velvet. I've heard of such things, but never seen one in real life.


    Not to be too mean about my wealthy future family member, but if he's going to get all his stuff from garage sales, he should get up early in the morning and hit them before all the good stuff is gone.


    “Beans are ready!” Rudy calls from the dining room. This must be one of his odd cowboy expressions, because there are no beans in sight.


    With Gran's permission, Rudy gives me a beer to have with dinner. We clink our bottles together and he says, “Thanks for saving me from drinking alone.”


    Gran doesn't have a bottle because a lot of commercial beers have wheat in them, and she's super careful about her gluten-free diet these days.


    “I have a bottle of your Peppermint Schnapps,” Rudy says, trying to tempt her.


    “Water's fine, thanks. I'll be our designated drive,” she says to me.


    Rudy clears his throat and gets all serious, like he's about to have a heart attack, then says, “I want to thank you both for saving me from having to eat alone. I am ... grateful.”


    He clinks his bottle against mine once more, then against Gran's water glass, and I notice her eyes are wet.


    I chug down the rest of my beer before diving into my steak, which is rare—just the way I love it. The steak is crusty on the outside with a thick layer of seasoning, also the way I love it.


    Tonight's not going too badly.


    Something thuds against the window, making us all jump.


    “Oh dear, I hope it wasn't a songbird,” Gran says, peering into the darkness beyond the glass.


    “Sounded bigger than a songbird,” Rudy says.


    There's another thump, followed by a CAW!


    “You guys keep eating,” I say. “I'll go out and investigate.” I stuff one more delicious chunk of steak in my mouth as I stand.


    Cautiously, I slide open the back patio door. The rollers are worn out and the door squeals and groans ominously as I shove it open and then closed. Walking slowly around the outside of the house, to the darker side where the dining room window is, my pulse is racing.


    The thud could have been a bird, but not two thuds. Am I not doing exactly what someone would expect me to, thus walking into a trap? I've got a bad feeling about this.


    I wave to Gran through the window, but she's gone back to eating and isn't even looking this way.


    It's hard to see, but something darker than the grass is lying under the window. I expect to find a stunned or dead bird on the ground, and crouch down slowly, my hand outstretched.


    My fingers make contact with … a clod of dirt. That's odd.


    Wings flap behind me, and something skims over me, raking a talon along the back of my head.


    




  

Chapter Fourteen


    After the bird slices up my scalp, I swear loud enough to make my grandmother come to the window and threaten to ground me.


    I blink up at her. “Sorry! I got dive bombed by a bird.”


    “There could be a nest nearby. Though it's not the time of year for them to have babies,” she says.


    Rubbing the back of my head, I say, “Injuries aside, everything's fine back here. You can go back to your steak.”


    “Take a few deep breaths and cool down,” she says as she moves away from the window.


    I squint in the darkness, looking for that damn bird, that crow. It had to be a crow. I didn't see it, but seriously, with my history, how could it not be a crow?


    I reach down to the clod of dirt and turn it grass-side up, placing it back in the divot. A few feet to the side is another dark thing on the ground. Upon closer examination, by which I mean poking it with a stick, I see it's someone's black glove. No, sock. Not unlike the body of a dead bird, this limp lawn-sock is something I don't want to touch with my hands.


    Turning around, I find a big, ugly crow on the fencepost. I've never found one of God's animals ugly before, but this one has terrible manners.


    Whispering, I ask, “What do you want? You don't know this about me, but I can turn into a fox and eat you. I will eat you right up, yum yum.”


    The bird opens its wings and bobs up and down.


    “Oh yeah? You wanna fight?” I punch my fist a few times into my other hand. “Come on, big boy. You wanna get personal? Let's see what you've got. Why don't you come at me when I'm watching you. I'll punch your lights out and make you into Chicken McNuggets.”


    The bird jumps sideways off the fencepost, to the grass, where it falls over on its back, little black legs in the air.


    “Aww, I didn't mean it little dude.” I kneel down, feeling like the worst person ever. I threatened to punch a little bird. That's like kicking a juvenile meerkat or something.


    The crow opens one eye and waves one leg, which is when I see the note. From my crouched position, I reach down and carefully unroll the note from the bird's leg.


    “Thank-you, Hedwig,” I say, which I decide will be our little in-joke from now on.


    The note, which is in Newt's signature swirly handwriting, exactly like the last one, reads: You have five days or there will be dire consequences. - Newt


    The crow jumps up and takes off, smacking me in the face with a few flaps of its wings. I call the crow some very Gran-disapproved words, thus completing my and the bird's cycle of mutual abuse.


    I roll back onto my butt and re-read the note using the light coming from the window above me. I read it over and over again. The note hasn't named Austin, but I have this terrible feeling she's the one who will be in danger, and it's all my fault.


    Dire consequences. Is Newt's ghost just making idle threats, or can he actually reach his spooky fingers from beyond the grave and do serious damage?


    I have this horrible physical sensation, like a lump under my chin.


    Five days.


    Dire consequences.


    This whole amateur detective thing is not such a funny goof anymore.


    * * *


    For the rest of dinner, I stay quiet while Gran and Rudy talk about plans for the wedding on Saturday.


    Dessert is fresh mangoes and rich vanilla ice cream, but the sweet food hardly tastes like anything inside my mouth.


    Gran and Rudy are worried about all the catering that they only have five days to plan.


    Five days.


    While they're worried about butter-filled Chicken Kiev, I'm worried about solving a murder, armed only with a dysfunctional psychic power and some bees. Now, if the task was to run away from scary things and make some honey, I could maybe do that.


    * * *


    Gran drives the two of us home. “I'm glad my two men are seeing the good in each other,” she says.


    “Where did you meet Rudy anyways,” I joke. “Was it at a dude ranch? Are you going to start dressing like a cowgirl?”


    “Ha ha.”


    “Can we get a horse for the back yard?”


    She deadpans, “Mibs would be jealous, so no.”


    When we get back home and park the car, I say my legs are a bit crampy from my previous day's run and I'm going to take a little walk.


    She pats her flat stomach. “I should burn off this ice cream, but my show is on.”


    “Gran, you can record your show and watch it any time.”


    She dismisses this idea with a wave. “I like to watch it with everyone else, silly.”


    I don't fight further, because I'm not actually going for a walk, so I don't want her company.


    After she enters the house, I wait until the blue glow of the TV appears in our front window before I go to Crystal's door across the street. I knock three times, and I hear some music being turned off, but nobody comes to the door. The corner of the curtain moves. Crystal had a boyfriend who lived with her, along with his little girl, but they moved out a while back.


    “Crystal, it's me, Zan,” I call out.


    Finally, she opens the door a few inches. “Sorry, I don't feel well. Is Mibs okay?”


    “He's great. I, uh, was wondering if you could help me with something else.”


    She opens the door wider. Her usually-perfect Indian complexion isn't so perfect today. She's got a couple of pimples on her forehead and olive-colored crescents under her eyes. “Sure, why not,” she sighs, inviting me in.


    I take a seat on the yellow leather chair. She slumps down in the fluffy sofa and begins cracking her knuckles, one by one. The lighting is dim, and the curtains are all drawn, adding to the room's claustrophobic feel. I don't want to be here, but Crystal's my only lead, and she might know more than she thinks she does.


    I take a deep breath and begin. “A little over a year ago, I discovered I have a sort of psychic gift. I can read people, and see things.”


    She straightens up and is very still, except for a trembling in her jaw.


    I continue, finding it easier as I go, to simply tell the truth. Her eyes are wide as I tell her about Newt's messages from beyond the grave, and when I ask her if I can question her about what she saw the day of the murder, I swear she stops breathing.


    Everything is still, and I wave my hand in front of her face, worried for a moment I've frozen time.


    She leans back, rocking her head into the back of the sofa, and tears begin streaming down her cheeks. “I don't remember what happened that day. I was at work, and then I don't know. I don't know how I even got home. Oh, Zan, what if I did it? What if I shot that poor old man?”


    “Do you own a gun?”


    She sniffs. “No.”


    “Had you ever seen him before?”


    “Around. At The Bean and the other restaurants, around lunch. I knew who he was. I saw him that morning, on the way into work, and he asked why I was dressed as Cinderella and not as Pocahontas. He made me really mad.”


    “Mad enough to shoot him?”


    She wipes at her cheeks and coughs out a tiny laugh. “If I'd had a gun in my hand at the moment, yes. But only once, and in the foot.”


    “I don't know if it's going to work, but I can try to help you remember what happened in the afternoon. I know I just hit you with the whole psychic powers thing, but there's more. There are witches in Spiritdell, and they erase memories. I have a theory that you saw the killer, but had your memory erased.”


    Crystal shakes her head. Her beautiful dark hair is matted in chunks. “I need a good night's sleep,” she says. “I got some sleeping pills today, so I can make it through the night. This will all make more sense if I could get some rest.”


    “It'll just take a second. If you give me your hand.” I hold out my palm to her.


    She clutches her hands to her chest. Her voice stretched-out and low, she says, “I think you'd better go.”


    “I want to help you,” I plead.


    “Just go!” she yells. “Get out of here!”


    I jump up. “You didn't do anything wrong. If you change your mind, you can—”


    “GO!”


    She picks up a lamp, so I make a dash for the door before she can test its use as a projectile. This is not normal behavior for Crystal. Not normal at all.


    I make it out the front door injury-free and jog up to the end of the block to clear my head. I keep running until I reach the playground attached to the local elementary school, where I take a seat on one of the swings.


    As I pump my legs, swinging higher and higher, the dizziness up in my brain feels good. When I swing back, the wind rushes along the sides of my cheeks, but when I swing forward, there's no wind, and I'm floating. There must be a mild breeze, blowing at my back. I could be in outer space when I swing forward, weightless.


    Now Crystal knows my secret, and what did revealing that information get me? She'll probably tell Gran, and I'll have a lot of explaining to do. I hope I can get Gran to believe I'm not possessed by a demon before her church people hold me down and douse me with holy water or whatever it is they might do. If they put half the effort into exorcising that they do singing, I'll be in big trouble.


    Still swinging back and forth, pleasantly dizzy, bordering on nauseated, I search through my pockets for ideas. There's the ring, which is cool but hasn't told me anything useful. And there's the business card Detective Wrong gave me on Halloween, after she took my statement.


    I'm in over my head, and I can't do this on my own. I thought having a psychic power would make things so easy, wrapped up in an hour like one of those paranormal TV shows, but nothing in life is easy, it seems.


    I should have picked up Solving Murders for Dummies at the book store.


    With no other options, I pull out my phone, planning to call Detective Wrong, when I look up and see a familiar car. It's her. She's driving past me, in the direction of Crystal's house.


    I jump off the swing at its apex, landing stealthily, and lope down the street back to Crystal's house. The lights are off in Crystal's house and I watch Detective Wrong shift impatiently on the step as nobody comes to the door.


    I find myself crossing the street, boldly drawn to the police officer. “Hello,” I call out in a very friendly and non-threatening, non-shooting-worthy manner.


    Please don't let her recognize me as the boy who was running across lawns yesterday.


    She gives me a scathing look that removes any hope I had she didn't know it was me. “And, YOU YOUNG MAN,” she says, her voice bordering on yelling, but not quite. “What is the nature of your interest in an ongoing police investigation?”


    “Can we talk for a few minutes?” I ask her.


    She raps on the door again, but still there's no answer.


    “Do you have, like, a warrant?” I ask.


    “Mr. Nosy! No, I do not have a warrant, young man, though I can't imagine what business it is of yours.”


    “Well, you said to call you if I thought of anything.”


    “If you remembered anything. Did you?”


    I scratch my temple and try to look innocent. “No, but I was hoping we could pool our resources. I could help you with your investigation.”


    She taps her hand on her gun holster. “You?” She shakes her head and starts walking back to her unmarked police car.


    I follow her, and when she gets to the door of her car, she says, “Are you going to spill now, or do I have to take you down to the station? If this is all a ploy to get a ride in my new car, it's not happening.”


    “If I get you the name of a potential witness, do you think you could share some details with me?”


    She raises her eyebrows. “Officially? No. Unofficially, you have my number.” She gets in the car and slams the door, then rolls down the window to say, “Don't waste my time.”


    “No, Ma'am, I won't.”


    As she drives away, I feel a glimmer of hope. If I'm not mistaken, she might be a good ally. Imagine that: me, working with a real cop. I have to get her a name, though, and the only other person I know who's involved in witchcraft is the woman who worked at the store in Chinatown.


    I'll go there first thing tomorrow, instead of school, although I'll miss my test in Chemistry. Oh well, school can wait. As of tomorrow, I'm down to four days to solve the case, then life will go back to normal. Or complete disaster. What could the dire consequences be?


    Back inside my house, I phone James and ask if he wants to pull a Ferris Bueller tomorrow.


    He says yes.


    Plan on.


    * * *


    As I brush my teeth, I ponder the many mysteries of the universe, including the big question: how can bees help me solve a murder? Are bees available for hiring? How would I pay them? In flowers?


    Bees could be used to spy on people, becoming a “fly on the wall,” if they don't object to such a term. They'd probably not like the comparison, of course. Bees, who snack on pretty flowers, are way cooler than flies, who eat garbage. Silly flies.


    Huddled in my bed again, I pull The Care of Bees, Real and Unreal out from under my mattress and flip through, looking for anything to do with spying, though I do take a moment to appreciate Naked Bee-Birthing Lady from the waist up.


    Toward the back of the book, an illustration of a person with two bees in place of eyes seems promising, so I read the text from the neighboring page:


    How to focus the compound eye of many and its inputs into the human's eye, of vastly differing physiology, requires the dedication of nine years plus ninety. A human operator might sooner master every instrument in the orchestra as to completely control and reign in the desire of the bee while stealing its sunlight and thoughts.


    The student must focus soul and mind, as though playing the violin while straining to empty the bowels and force a mountain through the eye of a needle. Close one human eye while keeping the other human eye open. The student may use fingertips if not in possession of such muscular controls, but should take care not to poke or pinch out the eye that shall become the overlay of the bee input, thus incurring injury.


    I put the book down and focus on the striped wallpaper above my headboard. Some of that last passage almost made sense. Holy crap, I think I just learned something from this crazy book. If I keep one eye open and one eye closed, I might be able to see what a bee sees. The part about straining as though pooping does give me some concern, but what the heck, I'll try anything once.


    Keeping one eye open on my wallpaper, I sit on the edge of my bed and tense my stomach muscles, bearing down, but not actually trying to go. My insides feel tingly.


    My closed eye isn't seeing anything. I switch the closed side. Nothing.


    BEE BEE BEE, I repeat in my head.


    Nothing.


    I remember my precious ring and dig it out of my jeans to put on my pinkie finger. This feels right, so I close one eye and try again.


    This time, my guts are more than tingly. I feel sweet and liquid, like I'm made of hot chocolate and marshmallows on the inside. With my right eye shut, I burp, and out comes a bee.


    The bee doesn't sting me, but bobs up and down, seemingly looking at me. Why's the bee looking at me? I guess it's that dopey look on my face, with one goofy eye shut. Man, my ears really stick out!


    My ears. I'm seeing myself. I'm looking at the bee, but also seeing myself, through the bee.


    I open my right eye in surprise, and the bee charges straight at me, stinging me between the eyes. I slap it away, but too late. Now I've got a stinging welt and a dead bee.


    And I'm so tired.


    A powdery clump of gray dust, like the ash from a cigarette, sits in my hand where the bee was. I blow on my hand and the ash disintegrates.


    The time on my clock radio surprises me. Two in the morning! No wonder I'm so tired.


    I fall back on the bed, and it's all I can muster to pull my feet up off the floor. Gotta rest. Tomorrow's going to be epic. Magical teas and more await at the herbalist's shop.


    




  

Chapter Fifteen


    In the morning, I tell Gran I don't feel well, and the ironic part is my stress over lying is causing an actual stomach ache. I cough pathetically a few times.


    “If you miss school, you'll have to miss karate too,” she says.


    “Of course.” Cough.


    “Your face does look puffy. Try a bath, good and hot. Sweat the fever out.”


    I agree to try the bath later and stumble back to bed, where I wait for her to leave for work.


    It's wrong to lie about being sick, but Ferris Bueller did it, and he's practically a hero. I've watched Ferris Bueller's Day Off with James about a hundred times, and I'm not exaggerating. He played the DVD every day for almost four months, for a blog project he was doing in celebration of '80s movies. He was picked up by a few nerdy news sites and his traffic increased ten-fold. By that I mean he now has twenty fans.


    I've suggested he diversify by reviewing new movies, but James doesn't like modern movies because he says special effects and Hollywood's obsessions with sure things and sequels have ruined storytelling.


    I phone James and tell him the coast's clear for him to come pick me up. Julie declined to join us, citing a lack of interest in singing on a parade float, going to a museum, or impersonating the sausage king, Abe Froman.


    * * *


    When James and I get to Chinatown, we have a difficult time locating the herbalist I went to during the summer. This shouldn't be so difficult, because Spiritdell's Chinatown is only three blocks long.


    We park the Jeep and go looking on foot, asking people about the place.


    At first, I only ask Asian-looking people, but then I clue in that might be offensive, so I ask black people and white people too.


    “It had a neon light on the front, for palm reading,” I tell a man who looks like Jason Schwartz but with more moles.


    He points across the street to a construction site. “I know the place well, it was right there,” he says. “All gone now. Future condos. Progress. What're you gonna do?”


    “You're sure that's the spot?”


    “Yes! I bought many herbal remedies there. Not for my penis, though. Nothing like that.”


    “Did they move the business elsewhere?”


    “Nope. Liquidated everything. Had a death in the family and decided to retire.”


    I thank him, and James and I cross the street to look at the construction site where my hot lead was supposed to be.


    James peers through a square cut in the plywood hoarding along the sidewalk. “Man! Don't you want to drive one of those little bucket trucks?”


    I squeeze in next to him for a peek. They must be putting in a lot of parking, because the hole in the ground is several stories deep. The ground beneath my feet trembles, or rather, suddenly becomes less stable in my mental model of it, now that I know there's nothing holding us from falling into the pit except for top pressure and a thin spray-coat of cement.


    “Ner, ner. Boop boop,” James says, pretending to pull levers back and forth while he watches the trucks at work.


    “So much for my big idea,” I say.


    James stands back. “Sea town vest,” he says.


    “What?”


    He repeats himself, but the words don't make any sense until he points at the signage and I turn to read the name of the construction project: C-town West.


    “C-town?” I say. “That's not very ... culturally appropriate. Is it? Man. That sounds wrong. C-Town.”


    “Kinda catchy,” he says, looking over the artist's rendering on the signage. “Ooh, dumbwaiters. The two story townhomes have dumbwaiters.”


    “You're a dumbwaiter,” I grumble as we head back to the Jeep.


    “C-Town will restore your vim,” James says.


    “Saywhatnow?”


    “It's their slogan.” James laughs and takes a photo with his cell phone to send to Julie, who's probably taking a Chemistry test right about now.


    I put on my seat belt and consider my leads, or lack thereof. We could go see Heidi again and try to get more out of her, if I can handle the beating.


    James asks, “Wanna go somewhere fancy and order hot water and ketchup?”


    “Not really.”


    He squeals the tires pulling out onto the street. “The usual, then?”


    I can't think of anything better, so I agree.


    Ten minutes later, we pull up to a convenience store, where we get an assortment of candies, chocolate bars and chips. Then we drive all the way out to the marsh at the end of the airport's runway, where we park near the edge of the fence. Despite the chilly breeze, we take down the top of the Jeep for a better view and stuff our faces with chips and candy as airplanes rip by overhead.


    “I never see adults out here,” James says.


    “Me neither.”


    “Let's promise we'll never grow up.”


    “I don't know if that's optional,” I say. “Wait, are you having a Cameron moment? Do I need to get you to a therapist?”


    “You know Cameron's the true protagonist of Ferris Bueller. He's the only one with a character arc.”


    I throw a handful of white cheddar popcorn at James, which he hates the smell of. “Not again with the Ferris-is-an-imaginary-friend theory.”


    “I'm telling you. It was the original Fight Club.”


    “Okay. Point by point. Break it down for me.” I put my feet up on the dashboard and toss some Gobstoppers in my mouth.


    James tells me all about his theory. There are clues peppered throughout the movie, and if you know what to look for, it makes perfect sense.


    I wish he'd put that keen intellect to use on solving Newt's murder. There must be something I've overlooked, something I haven't tried.


    I should talk to Shad's girlfriend, Rosemary, at school. She could poke me in the belly button, and I could have a look around through her eyes. Then I'd see … what? Crystal coming into the pawn shop dressed as Cinderella, Shad Miller giving Rosemary a bracelet, and then Shad Miller naked, giving her more than a bracelet. Yikes.


    There has to be another way.


    * * *


    As we're coming down from the sugar rush, each trying to convince the other one he should drive, my phone buzzes with an incoming text message.


    “You get that,” I mumble to James.


    “Mm-I-can't-even-moo-my-jaw.”


    “That last Red Vine gave me diabetes. What does diabetes feel like?”


    “Not-funny-at-all.” He laughs anyway.


    I somehow manage to liberate my phone from the embrace of my pocket. I can hardly believe my eyes when I read the good news. “It's Austin, she's back in town already!”


    James pretends to snore.


    “Come on, let's go by her place and surprise her. She thinks I'm at school.”


    “Five-more-minutes,” James grumbles, swatting at me.


    “Come on, let's go get her. Two guys, one girl. Perfect. We can go to a museum. We'll totally have a Ferris Bueller moment. You can lie on the bench.”


    James sits up straight and pulls his seat upright. “Austin's hair is short. And she's a blonde. She's no Sloane, but she is hot. So, as long as you don't mind me pretending to have a crush on her, then okay.”


    “You think my girlfriend's hot?”


    He puts the Jeep in drive and clears the junk food bags off the dash by swiping them into the back seat. “On a scale of one to hot, she's hot.”


    “Hearing you talk about her makes me want to punch you in the mouth,” I say.


    “Maybe it's the testosterone. You're hitting second puberty. You seem larger today.”


    “Second puberty? Shut up.”


    “Did you take your photo this week and compare it to, say, a month ago? I'm serious. You're getting huge.”


    “I'll take that under advisement.” Actually, I don't think I did take my photo this week, and I don't recall if I did last week, either. I've been taking the pictures regularly to make a video montage of my face morphing as I grow up, but I guess I've forgotten about that project recently.


    Come to think of it, I haven't taken many photos lately, compared to a few months ago. Losing interest in one's hobbies is a sign of depression. I don't think I've been depressed, but I can't say this last week has been the greatest. I saw a dead body, I'm being haunted, bees keep stinging me, and last night I had a troubling dream about my teacher, Ms. Mikado. There are plausible explanations. This could be a sign of anxiety about Gran getting married and things changing in my life—a perfectly normal reaction.


    It's high time I had some good things happen, like Rudy buying us a pool. Austin would love lounging by the pool.


    I imagine seeing Austin and remember I still have a gift for her, so I ask James to swing by my house before we go to Austin's.


    At my house, my nerves tingle at the disobedience of being there during a school day, even though I'm supposed to be home sick. I walk on tiptoes, like a burglar, which is ridiculous.


    As I retrieve the blue box from my dresser drawer, I think I hear the door. “Gran?” I call out. “Mibs?”


    Nobody answers.


    I can't shake the creeps, so I run out to where James is waiting with the Jeep, eager to get away from the empty house.


    * * *


    When we get to Austin's bright red house, my hands are nervous and don't know where to go. I feel like I'm asking her out on a first date, not like we've been seeing each other for over four moths.


    Austin opens the door, sees me and James, gasps, and slams the door shut in our faces.


    James turns to me, saying, “Something I said?”


    The door opens a crack. “I'm not expecting company,” Austin says. Even the thin sliver of her is radiant, from her so-pale-it's-almost-silver hair to her pretty face. However, even though I'm no fashion expert, I can tell what she's wearing from the neck down is not as lovely.


    James says, “What's with the ratty old housecoat? You look like my mom.”


    The door closes again, and I smack James for being an idiot.


    I crouch down and flip open the brass mail slot in the door to talk through.


    “I have a present for you. Happy four month anniversary.”


    I put the corner of the box through the brass mail slot, expecting that will get her to open the door, but instead she grabs the box and pulls it in.


    “You're welcome,” I say.


    Her eyes appear on the other side of the mail slot. “This is so sweet of you. I'd invite you in, but the place is a disaster.”


    “Then come out with us. We're having a day off.”


    She's quiet for a moment. “Wow, this necklace is really nice. It must have cost you a fortune. You really shouldn't have.”


    I put my fingers through the mail slot and wiggle them. “Come out, we'll have some fun. I haven't seen you in ages.”


    She squeezes my fingertips. “Okay. Give me five minutes to freshen up.”


    * * *


    James and I wait for Austin in the Jeep for half an hour, eating the remains of the junk food while complaining we shouldn't eat any more.


    Finally, Austin emerges from the house she shares with some friends of her family. She's a petite girl, and she looks even smaller today in a puffy jacket made of fluffy, fake fur patterned to look like leopard, if leopards were pink. On her head is a black chauffeur hat, probably to cover the scar on her scalp from her surgery. I tell her nobody can see it, and her hair covers the line, but she says her hair is so pale and fine it's practically translucent, and she feels more comfortable hiding her secrets.


    “You look like Julie Roberts in Pretty Woman, before the makeover,” James says.


    “No I don't, I'm wearing jeans,” she says. “And sneakers. Call girls don't wear practical shoes.”


    “Fair enough,” he says. “Why do girls love that movie? I like me some '90s-era Julia Roberts, but, Richard Gere? Is it the sick fantasy of being a call girl?”


    “Don't listen to him,” I say as she settles into the back seat. “You look perfect, like always.”


    She's got a necklace on, and I stare at it, unsure if it's the one I gave her. My memory of the pattern is hazy, and even as I'm looking at the jewelry now, the design seems to change and shift, like my pal Rudy's strangely-patterned old carpet.


    Austin holds the pendant to her pale pink lips and kisses it. “I love this,” she says, then she gives me a kiss that doesn't last nearly long enough.


    She wrinkles her cute little nose. “Eww, what were you eating? Your breath smells like feet.”


    “Thank you,” James says. “He insists on eating white cheddar popcorn. That stuff is a biohazard.”


    “Sorry,” I say, settling back in my seat.


    I wish she'd told me she missed me instead of complaining about my popcorn breath.


    * * *


    James drives us to the Odell Mansion, which is the closest thing we have to a museum. I haven't been here since our class trip in seventh grade.


    While we're paying for our admission, James says, “Raye-Anne Donovan is an Odell, did you know that? Well, her mother was an Odell before she married, so her name doesn't match, but if things had gone differently, this might have been Raye-Anne's house.”


    The woman working the register says, “The mansion is in good hands now, with the Historical Society. Your friend Raye-Anne should volunteer with us. We'd love to have a genuine member of the family involved. Volunteer spots are always available.”


    “Does anyone get paid for working here?” Austin asks. She's been looking for a new job, because she drinks too much coffee when she's working at the coffee shop. She also blames the cinnamon buns for her weight gain, but I think she looks perfect. She feels perfect too, and I have to resist grabbing at her butt when we're out like this, in public—which is a rarity. She was always happy to see me when I came to visit her in the hospital every day, but out in public she sometimes seems embarrassed to be with me.


    The woman at the desk adjusts her too-tight-looking bun and explains how most of the admission fees and generous donations go to restoration of the mansion. They do pay the administration staff, as those positions are full-time jobs, but most everyone else only gets an honorarium.


    Austin seems disappointed, which makes me disappointed.


    “Getting to spend time in such a lovely space is payment enough,” the woman says.


    “Lovely space doesn't pay rent or tuition,” Austin says with a sigh.


    Some more people enter the tiny vestibule, so the three of us wipe our feet on the mat provided and enter the next part of the mansion.


    The experience of coming out of the tiny entry way and into the grand space was probably designed by the architect to inspire awe, and how awesome it is. Above us are stairs that go up, up, up, like an M.C. Escher drawing. When you first stare up at the staircase, you think you're seeing an illusion, created by mirrors, because there's no way those are real stairs, but they are.


    “I feel dizzy,” Austin says with a laugh.


    I reach for her hand, but she's already wandering away, to the sitting rooms on the ground floor. These are spaces the Odell family would have used for entertaining, during the few short months they lived in the home before tragedy struck.


    I can't quite remember what happened, but I believe The Hound Girl from the legend of the same name killed seven people and then herself. This all happened nearly a hundred years ago, and once enough time had lapsed and people could joke about it, they said she killed them all for calling her The Hound Girl.


    I enter the room to find Austin admiring a stuffed and mounted pheasant under a glass dome.


    “How do you think they got the bird insides out of the bird?” I ask her.


    “It could be the body's made of something else and they stuck the plucked feathers into the form,” she says.


    “Wrong,” I say. “I hope you don't think less of me for having a mild interest in taxidermy, but I happen to know they peel the skin off, including the fur or feathers, then stuff it like a teddy bear and sew it up.”


    “Cool,” she says.


    We lean in together to read the information card placed next to the pheasant:


    In Victorian times, taxidermy was proudly displayed in homes as a symbol of human superiority over animals.


    “Human superiority,” I muse.


    Some people enter the room—a small tour group, judging by the leader delivering a well-rehearsed speech. She's talking about this year's huge controversy. As Austin pokes around, looking at the other stuffed animals and objects, I listen in to the guide.


    Apparently, there's a big controversy going on now at the Odell Mansion. After years of debate and a few angry resignations, the Historical Society finally upgraded the lighting in the rooms, changing out the authentic reproduction dim bulbs for lights bright enough to actually illuminate all the antique treasures and artwork within the rooms. I gather from their conversation some of the lights are actually compact fluorescent bulbs, and the Society's been red-hot with a debate about changing wall paint colors to compensate for a different light temperature.


    Austin leans over to me and whispers in my ear, “This gossip is even better than what's written on the signs for the rooms. Maybe I should volunteer for a shift or two. My dad figures he's a third cousin of the Odells. What do you think? Am I genuine?”


    I kiss her, but near her ear so she isn't subjected to my white cheddar breath. “You are the genuine article.”


    As we walk out of the room, back to the hall where we started, James tags me on the arm. “Race you to the top!” He flails off toward the first flight of the tall wooden staircase.


    Austin pushes me away. “You go. I want to look at my own pace. We'll meet up later.”


    I race after James, taking three steps at a time in enormous leaps. I pass him before the second floor, but don't let up my pace, enjoying the rush of power in my thighs and calves.


    On the top floor, I've already had a good look around by the time James catches up to me. “This is my favorite room,” I say, pointing to the billiards table. “This is totally where the men would hang out. Hey, what if I had a games room in my basement?”


    His hands on his hips, catching his breath, he says, “You barely have room for one foosball table.”


    “Gran and I might move to a bigger place. Not Odell-Mansion-big, but bigger.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    I tell James all about finding Rudy's bank statement, and how my grandmother's future husband is loaded, and things might be looking up for my little family after all.


    James wanders around looking at the artwork on display while I talk about the things I might buy.


    “Olden-days people sure liked fox hunts,” he says, reaching out to touch one of the ornate frames. “What was the point of catching a fox, anyways? Did they eat them?”


    A tall, skinny man with a thin mustache steps into view, seemingly from out of the shadows. “It was for sport,” he says. “Mind your fingers. They leave oils.”


    Embarrassed by the volunteer overhearing my greedy talk about Rudy's fortune, I head for the stairs to go down a floor. James stays behind to talk about hunting foxes.


    Wandering around the maze of rooms, I could easily forget who I am, the season, and even the year. A boy's bedroom, painted dark green, speaks to me, telling me to step over the rope and play with the train set, but I mustn't. I wonder if the bed is a real antique, or if underneath the hand-stitched blankets is a bottom-of-the-line, mass-produced mattress.


    Gravity pulls at my eyelids. This room is the perfect shade of green, not too bright and not too dark, but just right. And the bed is so soft. I'm so warm and happy here.


    




  

Chapter Sixteen


    A voice barks out, “Sir! Step back over the rope!”


    I open my eyes, surprised to see the thin man standing in the doorway. Why's he in my room? I'm confused, because I'm just lying on my bed, like I always do for my afternoon nap. Soon I'll play with my trains, then Clara will call us for dinner.


    “Sir!”


    Like a splash of cold water, I remember who I am and roll off the bed as best I can without disturbing the blankets.


    “I'm sorry,” I say. “I must be dehydrated. I don't remember ...”


    There's a big frown under the volunteer's thin mustache. “Normally I would have to escort you out, but just between us, some of the rooms have been heating up lately. You're not the first one who's succumbed to that bed. This is why we warn people to tour in pairs at minimum.”


    “I, uh, didn't know.” I squeeze past him, out of the room and into the hall, where the air is chilly by comparison.


    He tilts up my chin and studies my eyes. “You'll be fine, but you'd best seek a companion.”


    “What do you mean by heating up? Is the heating system malfunctioning?”


    “If only it were that simple. I'm afraid it's the spirits at work.” His face brightens. “Say, why don't you and your friends volunteer for a spot? We could use some young, fresh blood.”


    “I'll think about it,” I say politely as I make my way down the flight of stairs. They must really be hurting for volunteers if they're making up ghost stories to try and entice people. No thanks, buddy, I already have one ghost sending me crow-mails. Heh. Crow-mails.


    On the next floor, I find Austin in one of the plainer rooms, one of the maid's quarters. “Zan! Come look at this old photo. The girl is wearing a necklace exactly like mine.”


    I step into the room, noting the temperature seems to be equivalent to the hall. “Bah!” I take a step back again.


    “What's wrong?” Austin asks.


    I don't mean to be rude, but the young woman in the photograph—if it is a woman—is the ugliest girl I've ever seen. The photographer could have probably positioned the lights to be more flattering, but he didn't have a lot to work with. I know it's wrong to judge people by their looks, and honestly I try not to, but sometimes photographs scare me, especially when the eyes seem to be looking right at you.


    I clear my throat and step in again.


    “Poor homely girl,” Austin says. “I feel sorry for her. Still, you would imagine they had tweezers even in those days. There's no excuse for all that eyebrow, really, unless it's hiding something else.”


    “She has a nice … she looks sturdy. Healthy.” I take a closer look at the necklace. My head is still fuzzy from my mini-nap upstairs, and the photo seems to swim in front of me. “I guess your necklace looks similar to hers. Though the Historical Society is pretty enthusiastic about acquiring the family's things to display in the house. You'd better not let anyone see your necklace.”


    Austin makes an exaggerated gasp, holding both hands over her mouth, kicking one foot up behind her as though posing for a pin-up picture.


    “Hey weirdos,” James says, entering the room. “You guys making out in here?” He throws his hands in the air suddenly. “HOUND GIRL!”


    I take another look at the inscription under the photo: Simone, date unknown.


    “I don't think it's The Hound Girl,” I say. “This is a maid's room, so it's probably one of the servants.”


    Austin tucks her necklace inside her shirt, where the pendant can't be seen, then the three of us continue our tour together.


    Some of the rooms haven't been restored or decorated, and a cracked linoleum flooring install in the '60s covers the original hardwood. During its history, the mansion was the base of operations for City Hall, before their new and current building was built. Gran works there now, in an office that is decidedly less interesting than a spooky old mansion.


    The rooms awaiting restoration echo hollowly with sadness, caught between two times and forever neglected.


    After a dozen more rooms, I'm ready to leave. The formula for each area is the same: old stuff artfully arranged on top of old furniture in old rooms, all decorated the same. The rooms and antiques are authentic and wonderful, I'm sure, but after a bit they're homogenous and not terribly exciting. No wonder the volunteers talk up the ghosts.


    What would be cool, and what I would do if I were the head of the Historical Society, would be to make some creatively anachronistic rooms. Like, you push open a door expecting a boring pink ladies' sitting room and it's actually a movie theater and video game room with surround sound. They could still have all the antique stuff, but reupholstered in black leather. Some of these couches would look really sweet in black leather.


    “I could stay here all day,” Austin says.


    “You'd get hungry,” I counter, hoping she doesn't mean it.


    Something makes a terrifying grumbling noise.


    “Sorry,” James says. “Did somebody say hungry?”


    * * *


    After our tour of the mansion, we visit the gift shop at the bottom floor. I would have thought they'd sell antique-looking things, but the shelves are filled with the same colorful ceramic frog figurines, flower-covered photo frames and corny fridge magnets you'd find anywhere. The only thing relevant are a few books about the history of the mansion.


    Now my stomach is growling too, so we drive over to The Bean, the coffee shop where Austin works.


    We snack on the half-price vegan cinnamon buns from the day before. They're not bad, considering they're butter-free. The day-olds are supposed to be for takeout only, not for dirtying up plates inside the cafe, but since Austin is with us, we're allowed.


    We take a seat away from the windows, where the cafe's less crowded, because I have a lot of things to talk to Austin about, and they're not the sort of things I want overheard.


    She sips her triple-shot Americano and listens as I tell her all about what she's missed in the last few days, from finding Newt's body in the pawn shop, to the threatening yet unhelpful notes he's been sending me. I tell her about my powers being dysfunctional lately, and James interrupts me when I get to the part about the twin girls at the lake.


    “I totally hooked up with those girls,” James says. “In case that wasn't clear from how Mr. Monogamy was telling the story.”


    She rolls her eyes. “Sure you did. Two girls had sex with you the same night they met you.”


    “That's what you did with Zan,” James says.


    Austin's mouth opens, but no words come out. I kick James under the table.


    Austin looks down at her cinnamon bun. Changing the topic artfully, she asks me, “What exactly have you figured out so far about Newt's murder?”


    I admit to having nothing.


    “I don't want you mixed up in any of this voodoo stuff,” she says. “Or witchcraft. Whatever. It was cute at first, but come on. Murder is serious. It's for the police. Just cut it out, okay? Promise me?”


    I was expecting a little help from her, but not this. “What am I supposed to do when the next crow-mail comes? Return to sender?”


    “Yes. Just ignore it. Ignore it until it goes away. Do not get involved.”


    “Fine. Will you poke me in the belly button to see if my power's working again?”


    She crosses her arms. “No. Too personal.”


    “Come on, you've done it lots of times.” I grab her hand and pull it toward me.


    “No!” Some people in the coffee shop turn and stare. She tells them she's fine, that we're only joking, and while she's distracted, her hand goes limp. My shirt's already hiked up, so I pull her finger into my belly button and it connects, just briefly, before she yanks it away.


    “How dare you!” she says, getting up from her chair, its wood feet scraping the cafe's rough concrete floor.


    James says, “Not cool.”


    Now everyone in the cafe is definitely looking our way. I should say or do something, but I'm too shocked to move. In that brief instant, my power must have kicked in, albeit dimly and fleetingly. I caught a flash of a vision of Austin. With a gun.


    * * *


    I don't say anything about the vision of Austin to anyone. I have to assume it was a product of my overactive imagination, because the alternative is too awful. Could Austin have been downtown on Halloween without me seeing her? Could she have shot Newt? Is that why he asked me to solve his murder?


    Is that why Austin won't test my power?


    James and I leave the coffee shop, though Austin is too annoyed for words and decides to stay behind to talk to her cousin, who's come in after school for her shift.


    I'm quiet on the drive back to my house, but James is talking about the twins at the lake, gleefully reliving the experience through words, so he doesn't notice I'm preoccupied.


    James pulls the Jeep up in front of my house and asks if I want to hang out and watch TV or something for the next hour, before Gran gets home from work.


    Normally, I'd say yes, but I don't feel very normal today, so I make something up about being tired.


    “That was a pretty decent day off,” he says.


    “Except for my first fight with my girlfriend.”


    He looks down at his hands, not meeting my gaze. “I shouldn't have said anything about your first night together. You romantic couple types think that stuff's private.”


    “You didn't have to say it so loud.” I put my hand on the door of the Jeep, preparing to step out now that we're at my house, but James throws his arms around me.


    “I love you, man,” he says into my shoulder. “Don't ever change.”


    “Uh, yeah. Stay gold, Ponyboy.”


    He sits up and blinks at me. “You're quoting The Outsiders to me? You DO love me!”


    “I do, but equal to Julie. Give her some hug for me, okay?” I step out of the vehicle and wave.


    He's grinning, because everything is peachy in his world. He doesn't have a weight on his shoulders about a crime he had nothing to do with, or a girlfriend who's choked at him and would be even more choked if she knew she just became a suspect.


    The white fences and white trim of houses have gone gold again as sunset draws near. Shadows are long and skinny. Another day down and I'm no closer to figuring anything out.


    Across the street, the curtains are still drawn at Crystal's house and three newspapers have collected on her porch. She's suffering, and I wish I could do something for her, but I don't know what.


    * * *


    Seated at my wood desk in my room, I pull up browsers on both of my computer screens and check again for news about the murder, scanning every article in the day's newspapers. The police blotter includes some arrests, including those of some teenagers, drunk and disorderly from drinking homemade moonshine. They were also linked to some property crimes, mostly graffiti.


    There's nothing useful to me.


    I hear a familiar vehicle pull into the driveway and so I climb into my bed before Gran comes in the house. I hear the metallic clunk of her putting her keys in the bowl, then the sounds of her taking her shoes off and walking toward my room, talking to Mibs the whole time. She comes into my room and sits on my bed. Mibs jumps up and ferociously butts his head in her hands as she pets him.


    “Aren't you afraid I'll make you sick?” I ask.


    “Zan, I know you're not sick. You want to tell me what's going on? Is someone bullying you at school?”


    “No, nothing like that.” I roll onto my side and look at her. She's even thinner than I thought, even though she says she's doing better now on the gluten-free, no-wheat diet. “How about you? How's your stomach? You look skinny.”


    Smiling, she says, “Guess I'll fit in my wedding dress.”


    After a few seconds, I say, “Gran, do you know all about Rudy's financial situation? I saw some stuff he threw in the garbage can. I wasn't snooping, I swear. He's got a huge bank account.”


    “Compared to me, of course he does.”


    “No, I mean he's got a lot of money.”


    She takes off her pink-framed glasses and rubs her eyes, smearing her eyeshadow around. “He did say he had some deals he was working on. I suppose if a man is going to keep a secret from his fiancee, that's not such a bad one, now, is it?”


    I laugh and agree with her.


    “What about you?” she asks. “Got any secrets you're ready to share?”


    I should tell her about my magic power. She's pretty cool, and she'd understand.


    She closes her eyes to rest them, and I look at the cross on the chain around her neck. She might understand, but then again, if I told her about my ability, it could be a matter of hours before she'd get the pastor at her church and try to have me exorcised.


    “Just that I love you,” I say, leaning over to give her a hug.


    She pats my arm. “All right, then. You know I allow you your freedom so you don't have to steal it. You'd be surprised how understanding I can be.”


    “Okay.”


    “I'm going to make you some chicken noodle soup. I have some special rice-based noodles I want to try.”


    “Why not chicken and rice soup?” I ask.


    “Then it wouldn't be chicken noodle soup, now would it?”


    She gets up and goes to the kitchen. A few minutes later, I heard the chop-chop of onions and carrots being sliced.


    Since I have all night at home instead of going to karate practice, I reach under my mattress for the bee book, but my fingertips find nothing.


    It's not there?


    I get up and lift the whole mattress, but the book is not where I left it, or anywhere in my room.


    Could Gran have found my book? Was that what she was hinting at? That doesn't make sense, though, since she was at work all day. Unless she came home on her lunch break.


    When I stopped by to get Austin's necklace, I thought I heard someone in the house. Could it be? Could someone have broken in and stolen my stinky, old book?


    Compared to the likelihood of a strangely selective book burglar, Gran taking the book, perhaps after I fell asleep last night, is the more plausible explanation, but I don't want to believe Gran would search my things, any more than that my girlfriend would wield a gun. There must be another explanation. Maybe I put the book somewhere safe and can't remember where.


    Tomorrow after school, I'll go to the used book store and see if they have any others.


    And then, after that, I'm going to go see Detective Wrong and do something crazy.


    My options have been narrowing down to this. I need help, and the police need help, so I'm going to do what Julie's been suggesting the whole time, and offer my services as a police psychic.


    * * *


    On Wednesday at school, everybody seems to be lost in their own worlds, getting books from their lockers and talking about school assignments, as though grades and report cards actually mean something.


    At lunch time, Julie asks me what's wrong and I pour my heart out about all my fears and the fight with Austin, and how she won't answer my phone calls now. This takes about three minutes, after which, Julie looks up from her bowl of cafeteria chili and says, “Bummer.”


    “So what do I do?”


    She shrugs. “Austin's a bit flaky.”


    “Thanks.”


    Julie pokes at the chili with her plastic spoon. “Why are there no kidney beans in here? Are we having Texas-style chili?”


    “Julie, as my designated best friend who's a girl, I expect a little more from you in the girl-management department.”


    She gives me an oh-no-you-didn't look. “Girl-management?”


    “Never mind.” I look down at my empty bowl. It's so empty and I'm still so hungry. “Will you go to that book store with me after school?”


    “What's in it for me?”


    I point back to myself and grin. “You get to spend time with all of this.”


    “Overrated,” she says, smirking. “Fine, I'll go.”


    * * *


    Compared to how helpful Julie was with my romantic problems, she's even less effective at the book store, continuously pulling some random book off a shelf and asking me for a comment on how cute the cover is, how nerdy a title is, or how it would be funny to buy the book in question for James.


    At my request, she asks the woman who works there, Moira, the one with the girl-mustache, for the occult section. Moira takes Julie by the hand and leads her to a series of books with apples and flowers on black covers.


    I whisper to Julie, “See what I mean? Not helpful at all.”


    “Twilight is technically occult,” Julie says to me with a shrug.


    “But it's not real,” I say.


    “Tell that to the fans.” She chuckles and pulls one of the books out to examine.


    I leave her there and wander up and down all the aisles, but the little bald kid who helped me before is nowhere to be seen. My heart breaks for the young boy as I imagine the worst. I approach the wobbling counter and ask Moira about him.


    “Orion? Little guy with no eyebrows?” she asks. “Oh, he's fine. He has alopecia, which makes his hair fall out. People assume he's getting chemo, but it's an autoimmune disorder or something. It's not contagious.”


    “So he's okay?”


    “Yeah, he was here a few days ago.”


    As Moira is talking about Orion, she's also writing something on a notepad, but when I try to focus on what she's writing, I discover her hand isn't touching the pen. Moving on its own, about a half inch from her fingers, the pen writes: Butter, Quinoa, Onions.


    “You practice magic,” I say.


    The pen flies straight up, lodging itself in an acoustic ceiling tile high above us.


    “No I don't,” she says, waving her hand between us. “Forget.”


    “You won't be able to rewrite my memory,” I say, surprising myself at how easily I can bluff. Yes, I was immune to Heidi's attempts to replace my real memories with ones of cucumber sandwiches, but I don't know that I have a natural resistance to all such spells. I keep going, bravely saying, “And I'm not going anywhere until you actually help me with something magic-related.”


    She purses her lips at me.


    I purse my lips right back.


    She reaches under the counter, as though reaching for a weapon or pressing an emergency call button. I stand my ground. Behind Moira, a panel slides to the right, revealing a hidden room beyond what I thought was a solid wall.


    




  

Chapter Seventeen


    After the panel door behind Moira slides open, I half-expect knife-wielding ninjas to jump out to slice me to shreds, but none appear. Instead, she steps back and invites me through.


    “What about my friend?” I ask.


    “She's in another world.”


    Moira's right. Julie is still in the vampire-werewolf section, reading and smiling, completely oblivious to the reveal of actual witchcraft and hidden rooms.


    I follow Moira into the space, which has a little purple sink attached to the wall and a toilet in the corner. The panel slides shut behind us, and the light that flicks on overhead is a simple bare bulb.


    “Your strangely secret room is ... a bathroom?” I ask.


    Moira crosses her arms. “It's not for customer use.”


    “Are you a witch? How many people in town do magic? Is there a coven or some other organization? Why has nobody told me?”


    “Turn around,” she says.


    “No. What are you going to do to me? People know I'm here. You can't get away with anything.”


    She sighs. “I have to pee. It's conditioning. I can't come into this room without having to go, okay? I see that white toilet and the urge is unbearable. Now turn around.”


    “EWW!” I say, which I realize isn't very manly.


    She's already hiking up her skirt, so I turn quickly and cover my ears to muffle the noise.


    “I guess you don't have a sister,” she says.


    A long moment later, the toilet flushes and I hear her washing her hands, so I turn around.


    “Demonstrate your power before I tell you anything,” she says.


    “My power might not work. It's been on the fritz lately.”


    She pokes a finger angrily in my face. “Are you bluffing me, kid? Don't tell me you're a fraud!”


    “I'm not, I swear! I'm the real deal. Put your finger in my belly button.” I pull up my shirt.


    She makes an expression of disdain. “Now you are pulling my leg.”


    “I'm not. I swear, this is how it works. I've tried the handshake but it doesn't do anything.”


    She takes a huge breath and an enormous sigh. “The things I have to do,” she says, but she points her finger and pokes me anyway.


    * * *


    My vision begins.


    The tiny, claustrophobic bathroom fills with a hazy stillness and everything slips away, and I am but a tiny red spot of light where my belly button was.


    Oh crap, it's totally not working, I think, but then I see something. Moira, but she's much younger, maybe fourteen. She's wearing a lot of makeup and a tight, revealing outfit that's about the exact opposite of the long, shapeless, smock-like things I've seen her in at the store. Now a big, older boy is pulling her hair and trying to get her onto his lap. He's her stepbrother, and he's bad. He's been her brother for three years, and it's been leading to this.


    We're alone again, she thinks.


    What he does next makes me feel like I'm throwing up. I try to close my eyes, to get away from this vision, this heaviness of him on her, which feels like him on me, suffocating me.


    He's so strong and I'm tired of fighting him.


    Nobody believes me, they call me a liar and a whore.


    I'm in so much pain and I feel so ashamed.


    Shame.


    Tears.


    * * *


    Am I back? I'm me again? The vision is over?


    We're in the bathroom and this Moira woman in front of me is no longer a stranger. I push past her and throw up in the toilet.


    “Some power,” she says. “You barf on command?”


    After I finish heaving and wipe off my mouth with some toilet paper, I say, “I'm sorry. About your stepbrother.”


    She's quiet and doesn't move from where she's standing at the door.


    I wash my face and rinse my mouth in the sink.


    She stares at me with her expression open, as though seeing me in a new light as well.


    “They're called The Bridge,” she says. “It's their little joke, because they're mostly seniors. They call it Bridge Club, and no, you don't want to be a member.”


    “You're in this group?”


    “Of course not. And you'll steer clear of them, though they're hard to avoid. They've got people everywhere.”


    “You've got to help me with my powers. I can also do something with bees, but I'm worried I might kill myself by accident.”


    “What have you seen me do? Write a grocery list without getting hand strain. Does that sound like powerful magic to you? I don't know shit about what I do, nor do I want to. Sometimes books find their way to me, but I try to get rid of them. Power is bad.”


    “Power's not always bad,” I say.


    “You're so young.”


    Moira's eyes are incredible, a pale blue that's almost lavender in this light. How could I not have noticed her eyes before?


    She pushes open the panel door. “And this concludes our pow-wow. Please use the washroom at home, or the alley. This space is not for customers.”


    I walk out ahead of her. “Do you have any more books that might deal with real magic?” I keep my voice low now that we're out in the book store.


    She waves an arm toward the books. “Feel free to look. They manifest in the strangest places, and burning them only makes them come back in triplicate. They're like gray hairs.” She gives me the first smile I've seen from her, and her pale lavender eyes sparkle with life.


    I think I've made a friend.


    A pen jumps from a mug full of them and continues making the grocery list, several feet from Moira as she hums and sorts through a stack of papers. Now she's just showing off.


    I find Julie, still in the sexy-werewolf books, and give her a censored version of what I found out. We spend the next two hours looking for anything vaguely magical from amongst the books, but nothing manifests.


    We thank Moira and I buy some bookmarks to help support the store.


    Outside, Julie remarks, “That poor girl needs a good waxer.”


    “To each their own,” I say.


    Up and down the street, the late afternoon's long shadows are dark with danger and spies. The narrow spaces between buildings have eyes, watching me.


    What Moira said about The Bridge having members everywhere is making me paranoid, but is it paranoia if people are actually after you?


    People are watching me, right now, I know it!


    I peer around the streets, but if people are spying, they're being subtle. Some seniors on a bus bench are both wearing sunglasses, which gives me an unsettling feeling. Are the window shoppers we're walking by now staring at the mannequins, or watching me in the reflection? Those mannequins, in plain brown suits, don't seem worthy of so much interest.


    The taxi driver I met last week had seemed nice enough, but now I KNOW I didn't tell him my name. Who else is under their control?


    Not helping matters is the lingering sensation of what I experienced in my vision of Moira. I want to go home, shower and change, and hide away from the world and all who would harm me.


    I should be relieved the vision wasn't as black as a powered-down computer screen, and that my power seems to be working again, but I'm not. I feel ashamed and weak, small. How can I do anything?


    Heidi was right about the visions becoming more than me seeing things. I'm feeling them, getting them under my skin and in my heart.


    Now what?


    My second item of business for the day is to try to see Detective Wrong. Could she be working for The Bridge?


    I don't know who to trust. The only person I can be sure of is me. Little seventeen-year-old me.


    When we get to the Jeep, Julie asks if I mind if she takes us out of our way, to Chesapeake Avenue.


    “Why?”


    “To desensitize myself. I figure I might stop having the body nightmares if I can see that pawn shop place a few times. You know, set a new memory on top of the old one.”


    Aw, crap. This whole time I haven't considered how Julie's been with all of this. Last week, she saw a dead body for the first time, at a murder scene. She's been sensitive and moody lately, but I've been preoccupied.


    “We can do that,” I say with a forced cheeriness.


    She's unusually quiet as we drive to the place. As we turn down the block, I point out the tallest building in the area, Hotel Doccione, where Gran and Rudy are having their wedding on Saturday.


    “I've never been inside. Looks fancy,” she says. “Ooh, gargoyles!”


    “Technically, they're grotesques, because they don't spew water.”


    “I love gargoyles,” she says, ignoring me.


    “I can't believe my grandmother's getting married. Everything's happening so fast.”


    Julie doesn't answer, just drives slowly past the former pawn shop, her knuckles white as she grips the steering wheel. She parks the Jeep in front of the fancy shoe store.


    “Holy crap,” she says.


    I turn to take a closer look at the pawn shop. “Holy double crap,” I say. “How's that for rewriting your memory?”


    All-U-Can-Pawn, Newt's former shop, is unrecognizable from the front now. A construction crew has completely changed the look of the place from seedy to upscale, with enormous new windows on the front and a glass door. The signage announces it's to be the new home of some chain store I don't recognize, Williams-Sonoma.


    “What's that, clothing?” I ask.


    “No, they sell cookware and stuff,” Julie says.


    “Like pots and pans?”


    “Yeah, but for rich people. Really expensive pots and pans. Stuff to show off at fancy dinner parties.”


    “Rich people,” I say with a snort. “Do you think Newt's ghost is in there now, haunting the construction crew?”


    “Don't be silly, ghosts aren't real.”


    “What? Then who sent me the notes? Who sent the crow-mail?”


    Julie takes some photos of the storefront with her phone. “Probably some practical joker. You're sure James isn't doing it? Some sort of long con?”


    “No way. How could he? No.”


    “You're sure he's not recreating something from a movie, to make your life more interesting?”


    “Julie! How can you even say that?”


    She takes some pictures of me. “I don't know what's real anymore. I keep having these confusing dreams, not just about Newt, either. I dream I'm a servant.”


    “Is that why you've been so emotional lately? Is that why you kept crying when we were at the cabin? Or are you traumatized from seeing the, uh, body?”


    “Hmm. That may have been PMS up at the cabin, actually. Plus I slept with Liam and he's been ignoring me ever since.”


    “You WHAT? I'll kill him!” My fists clenched, I see nothing but flashes of white and red.


    Julie giggles. “If I knew you'd react in such a chivalrous manner, I would have told you sooner.”


    “Julie. What were you thinking?”


    “Oh, shut up. You know I have lusty feelings too. You and James are always hooking up with girls, so why can't I have some fun?”


    “I only hook up with Austin.”


    “Well, whatever. Don't judge me. But if you want to punch Liam in the face, be my guest. Punch him right in his lying mouth.”


    “Are you ... okay?”


    She rolls her eyes. “Obviously I'm damaged goods, but I think I'm okay. I could probably walk into a church and not be struck by lightning. Could you stop looking at me like that? Stop looking at me like I'm different.”


    I turn away from her and study the former pawn store to take my mind off the weird feelings I'm having about hugging Julie and punching Liam in the face.


    The owners of this new store are getting a nice, prime location thanks to Newt's demise. What do I know about Williams-Sonoma anyways? That name sounds suspicious. Do they grow their corporate empire through the use of voodoo?


    I'll have to tell Detective Wrong about this possible lead when I see her. She can question Mr. Williams and Mr. Sonoma, if they are indeed real people.


    “I won't sleep with Liam again,” Julie says.


    “Good.”


    “Probably.”


    “Julie!”


    “I feel better now. Want me to drop you off at your house? Austin's still mad at you, huh?”


    “It'll blow over. Actually, could you take me to the police station? I'm going to do what you suggested and tell Detective Wrong about my abilities.”


    She claps her hands. “Yay! Can I come?”


    “This is something I have to do myself.”


    She agrees, but when we get to the police station, she tries to come inside with me. I tell her to go home and try not to worry about anything.


    “I'm a woman,” she says. “We worry. Don't you know that about women?”


    After I step out of the Jeep, I realize she referred to herself as a woman, not a girl, which is something I've never heard her say.


    Our little Julie is growing up.


    * * *


    The inside of the police station smells like doughnuts. I'm serious. I know my doughnuts, and I smell fried dough and powdered sugar and chocolate.


    I was planning to set up an appointment to see Detective Wrong, but the receptionist behind the thick glass tells me to take a seat and the detective will be with me in a few minutes. Then the nice woman slides part of the glass over, revealing an opening perfectly-sized for food delivery, and pushes through an apple fritter on a tray.


    Lunch was decades ago, so I grab it greedily and thank her profusely.


    “Doughnut Wednesday,” she says.


    “What do you get Thursday?”


    “Pizza.”


    “And Friday?”


    The receptionist smiles sweetly. She's a pretty girl with short red hair, and I wonder if Austin having short hair has made me more appreciative of the pixie look. “I can't talk about Friday,” she says.


    I eat the apple fritter and I'm licking the sugar-coated crumbs off the tray when a metal door opens and Detective Wrong appears, inviting me in.


    A huge white guy stands next to the short woman, making her look even tinier.


    “He's going to pat you down as a security precaution,” Detective Wrong says.


    I don't argue as the big hands roughly pat all over my chest and back, then down my legs and up my inseam. If James were here, he'd crack a joke like “a little to the left.” If Julie were here, she'd say something about this being the most action I'd gotten in ages. But it's just me, and I have the good sense to keep my mouth shut.


    After I'm cleared as a weapons threat, Detective Wrong leads me to somewhere for us to talk. To my disappointment, our destination is not a cool interrogation room, but a regular old desk.


    She sits on a rolling desk chair and I take a seat on a metal chair on the other side of her desk, facing the back of her computer monitor. We're in the middle of an office full of desks and people talking and tapping away at keyboards, the rhythm punctuated by phones buzzing and ringing. Nobody seems to be paying any attention to me or what I'm about to say. Even Officer Wrong keeps peering over at her computer screen.


    “I'd like to offer my services as a psychic,” I say.


    She doesn't even blink, but says flatly, “We already have one.”


    “You what? Who?”


    “A woman.”


    I keep my mouth shut, and try not to think about Moira from the book store, even though she's the first person who pops into my mind.


    “You know people who have abilities like mine?” I ask.


    “I know enough. Now tell me why you're so interested in this murder investigation. Some people get a false sense of involvement when they encounter a crime scene. I think that's what's happening here, because you aren't on the pawn shop's customer records, and your connection to the crime is tenuous at best.”


    “I do feel involved. My feelings are not false.”


    Detective Wrong smooths down her hair, which is black and straight and comes to her chin. Her roots are very curly, showing she's overdue for a straightening. Her job's been taking all her time and she's not had a day off in a while.


    I look away, embarrassed I've made these deductions about the woman's personal life just from looking at her.


    “How involved do you want to be?” she asks.


    “The man—the victim, Newt, has asked me to solve his murder. He's been sending me messages.”


    She rolls back about six inches on her rolling desk chair, putting even more space between us. “Are you hearing him like a voice in your head?”


    “Nothing like that. I'm not crazy.”


    She rolls back in slowly. I didn't notice the other times I met her, but she's really pretty, with a dip in the middle of her lower lip, so her bottom lip matches the top in shape.


    “I'm not,” I repeat. “I'm not crazy.”


    “Here's a pointer,” she says, looking at her computer screen and moving her mouse while she talks. “For future reference, any time you feel compelled to use the phrase I'm not crazy, you've already lost. There's no coming back.”


    “But you believe me that I'm psychic, right? Your other psychic told you about people like us.”


    She relaxes a little in her chair and sits back, bringing her focus off the screen and over to me. “Yes. Working with Heidi has been quite the eye-opener.”


    My voice shoots up high to the ceiling. “Heidi?! Oh, hell no!”


    




  

Chapter Eighteen


    Heidi's working for the police? How can this be?


    “Oh, hell yes,” Detective Wrong says.


    “That's your psychic? Heidi? But she's so old, and so evil, and so mean.”


    “Ah, do you all know each other?”


    “No. But I know her, and she's mean.”


    “Mean, yes, but she's got those crows trained to do her bidding, and as you may imagine, crows don't fall under the same regulations as police.”


    On all sides of me, the station's noise of voices and tapping and buzzing seems to rise up in a wave as I come to a conclusion. I've been fooled. The truth was in front of me, but I believed what I wanted to believe and not the more obvious explanation.


    “Heidi's been sending me notes,” I say. “Telling me to solve her brother Newt's murder. She used the crows and signed the notes from Newt, to trick me. I can't believe I'm so stupid. I mean, I can believe I'm really that stupid, but I don't want to.”


    Detective Wrong goes into her big-voice mode. “She's been SUBCONTRACTING? Oh no, that is SO NOT ON. Not without my permission. What are we paying the woman for?”


    “I don't know.” I shake my head and stare at the floor like the world's biggest idiot. I actually thought Newt's ghost was communicating with me from beyond the grave.


    “How does your power work? Can you be a human lie detector?” Detective Wrong asks. “We could use that. Your neighbor, Crystal, she says she can't remember what she saw that afternoon. She passed the polygraph, but I still don't believe her.”


    “I guess I'm a bit like a lie detector. But my power doesn't work all the time. Sometimes it's all black and murky and I don't see anything.”


    “Well is it WORKING TODAY?”


    I scan the office, worried other people can hear us, but they're all going about their business. If The Bridge has people within the police department, they probably already know everything about me, and there'd be no real point in whispering now.


    Still, I keep my voice down and lean in. “Yes, it does seem to be working as of today.”


    She stands and grabs her black leather jacket from the back of her chair. “Excellent, come with me.”


    “Where?”


    “Consulting gig.”


    “Does this gig pay?” I ask.


    “You said you wanted to volunteer. You walked in here and volunteered yourself. ARE YOU UNVOLUNTEERING?”


    “I guess not,” I say as I follow her away from the desks, past an enormous plate of delicious-looking doughnuts.


    “Go ahead and take one for the road,” she says. “Get me a jelly-filled. USE A NAPKIN!”


    * * *


    Detective Wrong lets me ride in the front seat after I promise not to touch anything. I swear people are staring, wondering what I'm doing up there, and I couldn't be more proud. I'm working on official police business.


    When we get to Crystal's place, across the street from my own house, Detective Wrong takes a moment to apply a brownish-pink lipstick to her full lips.


    “What?” she says.


    “Nothing.”


    “Cops can look nice,” she says.


    “I didn't say anything.”


    We get out of the vehicle, and she has me knock on Crystal's door.


    “Is there a special knock for detective work?” I ask.


    “Yes, but it's secret.” She blinks. “Of course not. Knock like you mean it.”


    I knock exactly as I would if I were coming over to borrow a couple of eggs.


    Crystal opens the door, and nearly shuts it when she sees I'm with a policewoman.


    As calmly and reassuringly as I can, I tell her I'm here to help. Crystal's hair is even more matted than before, and her eyes dart nervously left and right. After a few minutes of me pleading and promising, she concedes and lets us in.


    We sit at the table in her kitchen, which reeks of garbage that hasn't been taken out.


    “You can do a hypnosis?” Crystal asks me. “So I can remember?”


    Detective Wrong takes off her leather jacket and folds it across the back of her chair. Her lipstick is the same color as her shirt. “You can trust me,” she says to Crystal. “Anything said under Zan's hypnosis will not be used against you. Actually, officially, I'm not even here. Zan's not here either. None of this is happening.”


    Crystal blinks and chews her lip, looking confused. “None of this is happening?”


    I get a bad churning in my stomach, and it's not just from the overpowering stench of the garbage in the room. Delving into this woman's paranoid mind is not something I want to do, definitely not something I would volunteer for. Because my visions are becoming less about seeing, I'm afraid I'm going to feel what Crystal feels, and that's not a pleasant thought.


    Still, I have to be strong and do what needs to be done.


    Taking Crystal by the hand, I say, “Let me help you. Once you've got your memories back, you'll probably feel a lot better.”


    She nods her head in agreement.


    “This may seem strange, but I don't read palms so much as I read fingertips.” I lift my shirt a few inches. “I'm just going to put your finger against my skin here.” I point to my stomach.


    Detective Wrong raises her eyebrows but doesn't say anything or indicate I should stop.


    “I always knew you were odd,” Crystal says.


    “This isn't what I would choose for myself,” I say.


    She reaches forward with her hand. “And this will help me remember?”


    Lying just a bit, I say, “Yes. I'll go into your memory with you and then after, we can talk about everything.”


    Detective Wrong, her voice soft and gentle, says, “This may seem unorthodox, but we've got no leads on the case and you're our only hope.”


    Crystal bites her lower lip as she pokes her finger straight into my belly button.


    * * *


    Vision time.


    Once the outside world gels and I find my feet—in a manner of speaking—inside Crystal's Secret Town, I'm surprised to find actual weather in here. Snowflakes come down in fluffy bunches. Snow covers lawns and hedges, and everything's gleaming white and fresh-looking.


    Crystal catches some snowflakes on her tongue as she loads some boxes in a car. I don't see or hear anything about Spiritdell, but I sense the information, as though I've always known: this is the day she's beginning her long drive to her new home, where a job in a vet clinic awaits. I push for the vision to move forward in time, and at my command, time spirals by in a kaleidoscope of colors and emotions.


    I see a boy, me, at her door with my cat Mibs, when he first got sick. I feel a heart breaking, Crystal's. She cares about helping us, and when the boy cries over the idea of losing his cat, she sits with him—me—for hours, going over and over the technique for checking his blood sugar and administering his insulin. I've forgotten all about that long, dark night, but Crystal hasn't. I knew she was compassionate, but now I feel that love from the inside. She understands how Mibs is as important to our family as any human. She looks into his little feline eyes and repeats a silent prayer for him, visualizing him enveloped in healing love.


    I never knew.


    We can't linger here, though, so I push forward, concentrating on the word Halloween and the blue Cinderella dress Crystal wore. The vision shifts and I worry my time is getting short and I'm about to get bumped out. If the vision ends now, I'll have to wait a day or two before I can get a reading again, or at least that's how it's worked before when I've experimented. I wish I knew more.


    I have to complete my mission. Hurry, show me what happened on Halloween.


    Crystal, in her elbow-length white satin gloves, raises a black handgun, a Glock maybe, and shoots a man in the chest, three times. I pull back and try to rewind, focusing on sounds. Someone else is here, but I can't see him. Where is he hiding? The other person is definitely a man. I can sense him in my mind, not just Crystal's mind at the time of the event, but right now.


    In the vision, Crystal's eyes are closed, not only after she shoots the gun, but during, and before. She's sleepwalking, or under a spell.


    She shot the man, and yet, she didn't.


    Crystal would never hurt anyone. It had to be the man giving her a command.


    A bee flies in and stings her on the hand, right through the glove. She opens her eyes and drops the gun, then shakes her hands and wipes them against each other roughly.


    She was under someone's command until my bee stung her. Her emotions were numb before, sleeping, but now the terror and horror rise up, filling me with despair—Crystal's despair.


    * * *


    When I come out of the vision, both Crystal and Detective Wrong are quiet. To stall, I ask for some water. Neither of them move, so I get up and pour a glass myself from the tap.


    How can I help the investigation without hurting my friend? The law probably doesn't make much allowance for magical sleepwalking.


    “Crystal didn't see the killer,” I say. Even though I'm hiding something, I hear genuine relief in my voice. I guess since that flash I saw of Austin with a gun, I'm relieved my girlfriend wasn't the one shooting the old guy.


    Detective Wrong asks, “What did Crystal see? Why's her memory gone?”


    “I'm not sure. I only get bits and pieces, and it doesn't always make sense,” I say, which is not entirely untrue.


    “Was she in the store when the shooting occurred?”


    “Yes, but her eyes were closed when the shooting happened. She's innocent.” I drink all of the water and pour another glass from the kitchen tap. “I heard a man's voice, but I couldn't see him. Newt was shot ...” I point to three spots on my chest. “Here, then here, then here.”


    “That is accurate,” Detective Wrong says.


    “Why can't I remember where I was?” Crystal asks. “I was at work, in the morning, and then it was the end of the day, and I was putting my costume in the incinerator at the clinic, then I was home. None of it feels real.”


    “Hmm,” Detective Wrong says, probably because incinerating clothes has a distinctly suspicious feel. I wish Crystal had not mentioned that particular detail.


    “Have you ever been diagnosed with narcolepsy?” I ask. “Or any type of sleep disorder? From what I could tell, you were completely asleep during the attack.”


    “I've been having trouble sleeping,” she says.


    I rub my hands together. “There you go. Case solved. Well, your part of it.”


    “Thank you,” Crystal says to me. “I have to go to bed and get some rest.”


    She stands and disappears down the hallway without even saying goodbye.


    To avoid eye contact with Detective Wrong, I clear some of the dirty dishes from the counter into the dishwasher, then pull out the garbage fermenting under the sink. Is that rice on the top or maggots? I think the rice is moving—please let it be rice.


    “She shot him, didn't she?” Detective Wrong asks me.


    After tying off the garbage bag, I run some water in the sink to wash up the counter. “Gran says every morning's more manageable when the kitchen's tidy.”


    “If she shot him, but she was under a spell, she wasn't responsible. You know that, right, Zan?”


    “I don't know how magic works in relation to crime and the law and whatnot.”


    “It doesn't work at all, and that's a problem in this town. Though we do have fewer murders here than at my previous job.” She clears off the table and hunts around for the dishwasher soap. “If you were to receive some confidential files, would you look them over and see if anything comes to mind?”


    “Is this another volunteer job?”


    “Officially, it's not a job at all, but something tells me you're a good boy and you want to see things set right, and your friend Crystal's mind put to ease. Something tells me you might be able to help.”


    “Something tells you, huh? Was it a crow? Did a crow tell you that? Those crows are assholes. One of them scratched me, right on the back of my head. I'll punch him if I see him again.”


    “I'll get you those files as soon as I can,” she says as she clicks on Crystal's dishwasher. “Can I count on you?”


    “Will you call me partner?”


    “No.”


    “That sucks. Fine. I'll look at the files.”


    “There's something else,” she says. “I prefer to run on a nice treadmill, watching my soap operas. Not across people's back lawns.”


    “I don't know what you're talking about,” I say.


    The corner of her mouth twitches up.


    * * *


    On Thursday, I can't believe I'm in school again. This place gets less and less real by the day. People are talking about GPAs and college applications and whether or not the clear liquid in someone's water bottle is moonshine or vodka.


    None of this is my concern, as I'm trying to take my mind off my girlfriend giving me the silent treatment by focusing on the case I'm helping a genuine police detective solve.


    While Ms. Mikado plays her ukelele and sings another of her made-up poems as a song, I write out all the details I know about Case #001, The Murder of Newt Steadfast.


    No actual details are coming to me, so I write down the silly lyrics of Ms. Mikado's song:


    You are my darling,


    my star-faced bunny.


    I send you flowers,


    you bring me honey.


    My chain is broken,


    you buy a new one.


    It doesn't suit me,


    I am a dragon.


    I eat your family,


    they are all yummy.


    Now I need Pepto,


    to soothe my tummy.


    Everybody giggles at the twist ending, and Ms. Mikado goes, “Rawr!”


    I start a fresh, new sheet of paper and write LEADS across the top, followed by three underlines.


    We're not allowed to text during class, but I take a risk and send messages to James and Julie, asking them for the photos they took of the former herbalist site and the former pawn shop. Visuals might jog something in my brain.


    I stare at my page, writing down nothing helpful or useful. When the bell rings, I assume it's the fire alarm, since class can't possibly be over, but it's already the end of the day. Dazed, I get up and gather my books.


    Out in the hall, I see Liam, the dirtbag who had sex with Julie and then ignored her.


    He ducks his head down, avoiding eye contact, and in turn I resist the urge to clobber him. I haven't heard anything from him or his friends about Julie-related exploits, so at least he has the good sense to stay quiet about it. Little does he know his propriety is saving him from becoming a smear on the school's freshly-waxed floor.


    What did I just think to myself? A smear?


    I'm a little surprised at how violent my imaginary smack-talk is becoming.


    A voice in my head cries nobody believed me. The gnawing doubt returns to the pit of my stomach. Last night and throughout the day today, I've been remembering and feeling things from past visions—things I don't want to experience again. I feel Crystal's fear as she drops the gun and stares in horror as an old man clutches his chest and falls to the ground. I taste the dirt in Heidi's decaying mouth. For a breathless second, I am small, weak, fourteen-year-old Moira, and the stepbrother is alone with me, and I am flooded with shame and rage.


    Out in the hall, my locker door comes off its hinges as easily as if it were made of balsa wood. Dude, you're losing it.


    As I'm staring stupidly at the metal locker door, now in my hands, Shad Miller comes up to me.


    “Are you on steroids?” he asks. “And can you get me some?”


    “This door must have been loose.”


    He points his finger at me as he walks away backward. “You know where to find me. The juice. I want some.”


    “Shad! Vitamins and exercise,” I call after him.


    Now my locker has no door. I look around to see if anyone has any ideas, but all the other students avoid eye contact. Are they scared of me?


    I prop the locker door on the floor and walk away. If people are afraid of me, that's good. They won't mess with my stuff.


    * * *


    When I get home, I do a quick search of the house, checking all the doors and windows, then I make sure there's nobody hiding in closets or under beds. Sure, that old book about bees may have magically walked out of here on its own, but mild paranoia is a reminder to be smart.


    I shut the door to my room, only to have to open it a minute later when Mibs begins wailing and throwing his body against the door in protest.


    With him happily on my lap, licking his paws, I reach around his body to use my computer keyboard.


    I delete some spam from my inbox. Where are those files from Detective Wrong? I check the deleted folder and find she actually has emailed me, from an account named Aphrodite239. Funny, I would have expected her to use a code name that was a little more detective-like.


    I look through the attachments she emailed, my computer taking its sweet time to get them all open. Mibs becomes dissatisfied with my lap and moves himself to the keyboard tray, with his butt to the left, on top of my mouse hand.


    These files are pretty dry, just text descriptions of things I already knew: the manager of the shoe store called in the gunshots, Detective Wrong was in the neighborhood so she responded first and discovered two hapless teenagers trampling through the crime scene.


    Hapless? Trampling? I cross the line out and post a correction: Two innocent, attractive young people were found selflessly tending to the bleeding victim.


    My cackling laughter scares Mibs away. Okay, Zan, enough goofing off, now use your brain and solve this bad boy.


    I click through the documents, resizing and rearranging them on my computer's desktop, across both of my monitors. When I agreed to helping, I imagined getting everything in hard copy and creating an awesome serial-killer-style wall inside my bedroom closet, with thumbtacks and bits of string connecting things. It makes sense that the police department is paperless, but I wish I had even bigger monitors, or more than two of them, so I could look at all the reports and photos at the same time.


    If television crime shows have taught me anything, it's that solving a crime is about making connections, and if I could look at two or three of the right things at once, the subconscious part of my mind might pick out a detail the conscious part is missing.


    I pull out the notes Heidi sent me by crow. The first one still gives me the creepy-crawlies when I read it, even though I now know it wasn't actually sent by a ghost.


    The second note also gives me concern:


    You have five days or there will be dire consequences.


    I'm down to two days now. Was Heidi bluffing to get me motivated, or are the dire consequences true?


    If someone means to do me or someone I love harm, what could that harm be? I don't know anything, so there's no point in silencing me, unless they think I know something I don't. There's also the possibility people are plotting to steal my powers, as Heidi and Newt were in the summer, but what's stopping them from coming after me at any time?


    I look up at my now-black bedroom window. The sun's gone down and anyone standing outside would be able to see me and my computer screen easily. Moving calmly, I stand and draw the curtains.


    Was that a noise in the house? Is someone coming down the hall, or is it the old floor creaking with a temperature shift?


    I scour the room for a weapon, and the best thing I come up with is a good-sized tea mug, which is certainly no baseball bat, but could put someone down if they received it in the face.


    Dire consequences.


    Not on my watch. I grip the mug tightly and step lightly to the door.


    




  

Chapter Nineteen


    Mug in hand, I creep up to my door, still listening.


    The clock in the living room gongs once, for the half-hour. There's no sound of movement. I'm used to the clock, but its sudden gongs terrify visitors, so surely if someone were here with me, they would have squeaked or done something. Unless the maker of the noise is not a person, but a monster. A ghost. Or a demon.


    Slowly, I reach down into my jeans pocket and slip on the pinkie ring. The bees I summon might kill me, but so might whatever is in my hallway. The noise isn't coming from Mibs, who is now curled in a ball on one of the pillows on my bed.


    I wait another full minute, and my fear gradually subsides the longer nothing happens, until I feel foolish.


    Creak.


    That was definitely something. I close my eyes as my sweat glands go into overdrive. What good does sweating do when you're scared? Make you greasy so you slip out of the predator's claws?


    I sense the presence of something living, mere feet away, in the hallway, and I don't know how I know this, but I'm sure: it's not going away.


    Gripping the handle of the mug tightly, I jump around the corner. Something white flashes.


    I yell an aggressive sound without words.


    The white disappears down the hall.


    I chase, my mug ready to smash.


    Out the white thing goes, out the cat flap in the back door, its white tail disappearing last.


    A cat?


    I let out an embarrassed laugh, put the mug on the counter, and catch my breath with my hands on my knees. Some silly cat was in here, probably eating the soft cat food we give Mibs.


    You'd expect me to feel weaksauce for being scared of a cat, but I don't feel that way at all. I'm proud of myself. Cats don't make a lot of noise, but I knew it was in the house. I sensed it. Not bad, Zan. Not bad at all.


    Next order of business: investigating what's in the crock pot, underneath the steaming lid.


    Gran's out doing a final dress-fitting for the wedding. Actually, it's not a dress so much as it is a two-piece suit, though I haven't seen it.


    Ah, but she's left me beef stew in the crock pot. This one is her version of a curry, with pineapple chunks. Sounds odd, but the combination is amazing. I scoop up a big bowl full and chow down with a vengeance.


    I do another search the house, but there are no intruders, be they demons, ghosts, or uninvited pets.


    Now what? Back in my bedroom, my head spins at the idea of facing those case files.


    Since nobody's home, now might be a great time to practice my bee vision.


    When I first tried summoning them, whether it was my inexperience or not wearing the gold ring, I had no control over the bees.


    Too clearly, I remember the suffocating sensation in the woods, when they came out of my throat at a furious pace, threatening to choke me first and then sting me to death for good measure.


    But when I've had the ring on, like the time one stung James and the time I was in the swimming pool, they came out in smaller quantity and seemed to be on my team.


    The one I summoned more recently, with one of my eyes closed, was the most successful experiment yet, so I try duplicating that exactly.


    I sit on the edge of my bed, Mibs peacefully asleep next to me, and I calm my mind.


    Think of good little obedient bees. I try the bee-summoning again, holding one of my eyes open and the other closed while also tensing my stomach muscles.


    Tickling in my throat.


    I open my mouth and breathe out audibly, as though fogging a mirror.


    A teeny, tiny bee, barely bigger than a chocolate chip, flies out of my open mouth. I see my face! From the vantage point of the bee!


    I dive at myself angrily, seeking soft flesh.


    My closed eye flies open in shock. Of course the little bugger stung me. What else did I expect? The bee turns to ash before it hits the floor.


    Apparently, that bee was a female, as only the females have stingers. The barbed stinger rips their abdomens when they sting, so the bees die quickly after stinging, though turning to ash is not something mentioned in the science books. Neither is birthing them from a human's throat.


    My ears are ringing, screeching despite the silence in my bedroom.


    Mibs yawns at me and jumps off the bed. On the way out, he stops by my door to smell the frame and rub his chin on it.


    “You are not a guard cat,” I say to him.


    He flicks his tail and pads off in the direction of the kitchen.


    I get up, turn on my computer speakers, and put on some music. The first song is good for running, and fills me with sparks of energy. Not the mood I'm looking for. I put on Julie's play list and let the mellowness wash over me. She's partial to girl-with-a-guitar music.


    My muscles are aching, but I want to expand my test. I rub the red welt on my arm. At least the stings will fade quickly, if prior stings are any indication.


    For the next part, I lie down on my bed, on top of the covers, and tense each muscle one at a time, from the feet up, as a relaxation exercise.


    I slip the ring off, polish it on my shirt, and slip it back on. An idea comes to me, so I sit up, push back the curtains partially, and open my window a crack. The bee needs something to do, a command. I lie down again and repeat the relaxation exercise.


    Once I feel centered, I close one eye and tense my stomach muscles, as I did before.


    When I feel about as peaceful as I can get, with slightly rigid abdominal muscles, I carefully conjure up a single bee, a male drone.


    My throat tickles again and I breathe the tickle out.


    He appears, my drone.


    He's a big one, the size of my thumbnail.


    “Out the window,” I say out loud. The bee flies out the open window.


    My world goes from bright to dark.


    At last, I'm seeing something from the bee's perspective besides my own squinting face. The world outside my room is dark, and bee vision seems to have different colors and patterns I don't understand, but I can see my house as the bee flies up, over the roof.


    My body, on the bed, feels weightless, as though I'm flying with the bee, and in a way, I am. This is different from the times I tried astral projection. Then, I felt almost nothing physical, but now I'm dimly aware of the soft bed under my back and also the hard-working wings on my back.


    Because it's night, my bee instincts are telling me to return to the hive, but I urge the bee onward. After a few minutes of flying, energy reserves are fading fast, and I'm caving in on myself, shrinking. Regular bees probably can't do that, but this one can. I can burn myself up as fuel.


    I have eyes all over. I have so many eyes, though none of them are adapted to seeing in the dark, or very far ahead of me. I seem to have two sets of visions, though, with my human vision still in the mix, so I'm able to navigate the neighborhood.


    My entire body—I don't know if it's the human one or the bee body—trembles with exertion by the time my drone gets to Austin's house. I've done it. I'm here.


    I almost didn't recognize her house, because it has no color. Austin's house is, as I know it, bright red, like a country barn on a jigsaw puzzle. Bees, however, don't see the color red. I came all this way and nearly couldn't find her house!


    Doesn't matter—I've come to see Austin, not the side of her house.


    There's just one problem: all her windows are closed.


    I nudge the bee closer to her bedroom window, where Austin's light is on and her curtains are open. Something cool and wet washes over me, reminiscent of falling in the swimming pool, and I'm bathed in bright light. The bee is on the other side of the glass, inside the room.


    I flew through glass.


    There's Austin! She looks up from where she's sitting on her bed with a book, probably hearing the buzz of the bee, so I instruct my little black and yellow solider to put out landing gear and drop down on the wall shelf between Austin's unicorn statuette and her well-worn childhood teddy bear.


    “Hello?”


    Something like fear seems to pass over her face. I'm such a jerk for spying on her like this. What a stupid idea this is. I'm sorry, Austin, I'll go.


    I should disconnect, but back at my house, in my body, I don't open my closed eye, because I don't really want to break the connection. I stay in the bee's mind, watching Austin as she puts down the book and turns on her television, clicking through channels until she gets to a fashion show.


    “Zan?” she says, turning again and looking right at me.


    I open my closed eye and let go of my stomach muscles.


    Something pulls at me, feeling like the moment you hit the bottom of a bungee jump, and I'm yanked away from her.


    Back on my bed, in my house, I gasp to catch my breath. Ashamed, I slide off the ring.


    Will Austin know what I did? If she checks the shelf, she'll probably find a little smudge of ash where the conjured bee was. Would a pile of ashes be enough to make her suspicious?


    I pull out my cell phone. If I send her an apology message, how would I explain what I've done? And if she's still ticked at me for grabbing her finger and trying to steal into her Secret Town with a vision, she'd be more than pissed if she found out I sent a bee spy.


    What to do, what to do.


    I'm drained of energy, my body heavy and depleted. I must sleep, but first I get up and head to the kitchen to gobble down the rest of the curried stew, standing over the sink.


    My throat's raw and sore. Am I coming down with something? My legs are shaking, so I sit in a chair to finish scraping my bowl.


    Still hungry. It's too dark in here with just the under-cabinet lighting, so I go to click on the overhead fixture, but it's already on. Are some of the bulbs burned out? Hmm, no.


    I can't figure out why everything is so dim. Does it seem dark now, in comparison to seeing from the bee's perspective, or is there something wrong with me? My ears are ringing again, but I'm still so hungry.


    Someone's talking to me.


    “You don't like those,” she says.


    “Huh?”


    Gran is in front of me. “You don't even like those rice cakes. You say they taste like something that isn't food.”


    I look down at the pile of rice cake crumbs on the table before me. “Oh, sorry, I ate them all.”


    She shakes her head. “Food's for eating, don't apologize.”


    I stand and tell her I'm going to bed.


    “The suit fitting went well,” she calls after me.


    “Oh. Sorry,” I say as I round the corner for my room, stumbling toward my warm, comfy hive—I mean my bed.


    * * *


    Friday morning comes way too bright and early.


    Gran wakes me and tells me to shake a leg and she'll give me a ride to school on her way to work. As I'm getting in Gran's car, she waves at Crystal across the street.


    Crystal waves back, looking a little better than the last time I saw her. The knots have been combed out of her hair, but her eyes still dart around nervously.


    Poor Crystal, she seems haunted.


    Whether I'm in danger or not, I want to solve the case for Crystal, so she can be at ease. It's the least I can do for her after she's been so good to me and Gran, always babysitting Mibs for no charge, and generally being a nice person. She doesn't deserve to be mixed up in witchcraft and murders.


    When I get to my first class of the day, I put my head down on my arm and fall asleep. The only upside to being exhausted is I'm too tired to be worried about getting in trouble in class. When the bell rings for lunch, I wake up refreshed and invigorated, jumping to my feet so quickly I startle the teacher. I was dreaming about a girl in a mermaid costume. That has to mean something.


    My locker door has been repaired, and everything inside my locker appears to be untouched, though I don't care. This world isn't even real to me.


    I yawn and stretch, trying to get more comfortable. My body doesn't hurt, but I have an ache all over. My feet are sore, too, as though they've outgrown my shoes since last week. The waistband of my jeans is uncomfortably tight.


    Ahead of me, I see the person I want to talk to, and thoughts about my sore feet disappear.


    It's Rosemary Stonehurt, the girl Shad Miller's been dating, going into the library, so I follow and find her browsing the sci-fi paperbacks. Everything up until now has been leading to me questioning her, using my powers.


    This must be why Heidi tasked me with her work. If I'm the person who's destined to solve Newt's murder, it's got to be by doggedly chasing down all possible leads, even if it means getting a face full of Shad through Rosemary's vision.


    So far, to get girls to poke me in the navel, I've used a variety of tactics, the most common being a variation on the truth. Quite simply, I offer to tell a girl's fortune and future.


    From an early age, girls are primed to want to know what kind of man they'll marry. They have several word games and folded-paper, pick-a-number devices used to predict a future husband. It's a source of endless fascination and giggles, and although none of the actual results are taken seriously or considered accurate, the process is very regimented. I've seen girls pass entire hours on long bus rides for field trips, just playing these games. Girls may envy boys our simple fascination with video games or anything gun-shaped, but I envy them their folded-paper games.


    Today, however, I'm going to try something different. I'm not even going to offer to tell Rosemary's fortune.


    I hike up my shirt. “Rosemary, does my belly button feel weird to you?”


    She giggles and sticks her finger in.


    * * *


    The vision begins.


    Shad is so tall and I'm so short, and this is really awkward, so maybe I'll get on top.


    Who's thinking that? Me? Must be Rosemary. I'm in a dimly-lit vision, but it's not dim due to my powers not working. This room is dim.


    Wow, this vision started fast, and there's Shad, and I am feeling things that are extremely foreign.


    I seem to be Rosemary right now, in this dim room, and I'm enjoying myself. What's happening? Oh.


    Rewind! Rewind! Back to the pawn shop.


    Shad's making a really horrible face. Oh no! Oh no!


    REWIND!


    Mercifully, the world swirls, a kaleidoscope of colors and smells and feelings.


    Now I'm at the pawn shop. There's Cinderella. Who does she think she is? She thinks she's so pretty just because she has long legs and a tiny waist. I hate her. I'm going to tell all my friends so we can hate her together. I'm taking a picture of this Cinderella with my cell phone right now so I can post it and we can make fun of her.


    These thoughts I'm having, they aren't mine. They must be Rosemary's thoughts.


    Why does stuck-up Cinderella have her eyes shut? What is she carrying inside that paper bag? Something tells me it's not a sandwich. And is she talking to herself? She's not wearing one of those phone thingamajigs on her ear. Oh snap, she's totally nutters. Nutters! I have to get Shad out of here now.


    Is he looking at Cinderella? He'd better not be, or he's in big trouble. He'll see.


    Me: Get me out of here!


    Rosemary: Oh yeah. Shad will see. Tonight, I'm going to climb him like a tree.


    Me: !


    * * *


    I come out of the vision in time to hear Rosemary say to me, “Your belly button seems fine to me.”


    I'm relieved to no longer be inside her mind, inside her vision. “Thanks for checking,” I say.


    “You are a little warm, so maybe you're getting a cold?”


    “Maybe.” I point to a paperback. “Hitchhiker's Guide. Totally a must-read.”


    “Thanks,” she says as I walk away.


    I pass Shad Miller on my way out of the library, and I fight this strange urge to give him a hug. These visions. They're not fooling around anymore, are they?


    Now I'm thinking about running my fingers—no, Rosemary's fingers—through his red chest hair.


    Julie jumps up in front of me. “What's goin' on? Whatcha thinkin' about?”


    “Nothing!”


    Her eyes crinkling with amusement, she draws out her response. “Reeeeealllly.” Her short, messy black hair is up in two messy pigtails, high on her head.


    “Why do you look like that?” I ask.


    “Because I'm WEIRD! And I accept that about myself.”


    “Uh, okay,” I say as we walk toward the cafeteria.


    She grabs my arm and whispers in my ear, “I also had some moonshine. Hey, do you still want me to poke you in your tummy?”


    Her breath smells like exhaust fumes, and I have to wave the noxious cloud away with one hand. “No, but thanks anyway. It's actually working just fine again.” An uninvited image of Shad Miller flexing, topless and bottomless, pops into my mind. “It's working a little too well.”


    “Good. So you and Detective Strangeness have it all figured out, right? Case closed!”


    Some people are turning to gawk, so I shush Julie and pull her aside, into the nook of a doorway. “Quiet, you little booze-weasel. No, I haven't solved the case, and it's stressing me out.”


    She pokes me on the tip of my nose. “Don't. Just don't.”


    “Seriously, I am stressed. I think I'm losing hair. Is my hairline receding?”


    I lean over to show her my hairline, and in response, she licks her finger and rubs my forehead where it meets my scalp. “Good kitty.”


    “How are you even standing? How are you not throwing up right now?”


    She shrugs, nearly tipping herself over.


    “Oh, Julie, what am I going to do with you?”


    Shrugging again, she says, “Love me?”


    James is nowhere to be seen, and Julie's in a class after lunch that we're not in with her, so what am I going to do with her? I pull out my phone and call James, but the call goes straight to voice mail.


    Do I have any allies here in the school? Denise. She's helped me before.


    I grab Julie's hand and drag her to the office. Her eyes bulge and she hiccups, staring at the intimidating artwork on the wall: the creepy person with the binoculars, and the wrecked sailboats.


    Denise, the petite blonde who is our school secretary, comes over and props her elbows on the counter. “Are you doing another BS project?” she asks me.


    “Different BS today entirely. Someone gave my friend something to drink and she's not doing so well.”


    “Does she have any alcohol on her?”


    I sniff Julie's shirt. “Just in her.”


    “Smartass,” Denise says, amused enough to show her dimples.


    Julie holds up her index finger to get our attention. “Do NOT let me drive,” she says.


    Denise leans over the counter and puts her hands on both sides of Julie's face. “Do you want to get expelled and miss graduation, or do you want to come have a nap in the supply closet for a few hours?”


    Julie hiccups. “Supply closet.”


    “I owe you,” I tell Denise.


    “Yes, you do,” she says as I leave the office.


    * * *


    When I meet up with Julie at the last class of the day, she's upright and sober. Her hair's back to its normal wildness, and if I hadn't seen her with my own eyes, I'd never believe she'd been so drunk earlier.


    “Stop staring,” she snaps at me.


    James leans forward from his desk behind me and says, “Our family tolerates alcohol almost too well.” I told him about Julie's adventures when we were in our last class and he thanked me for taking care of her.


    “Must be your genes,” I say.


    “Lucky us. You coming to the movie tonight? Raye-Anne will be there.”


    “Maybe.”


    “And that tall guy, Shad Miller.”


    “Oh, I think I have plans. Yeah, some last-minute planning for Gran's wedding.”


    “Family first,” James says.


    I pull open my text book and start reading the day's assigned pages—anything to erase unwanted images from my mind. If I never, ever use my power again, that'll be fine by me. It's never given me anything but trouble.


    * * *


    School's over, and I'm walking home. I could have gotten a ride from James and Julie, but walking is helping me think. Walking is good.


    I hear footsteps. Is someone following me?


    Zan, stop being paranoid.


    The footsteps speed up, from fast walking to running.


    I turn to look just in time to see big, tall, redheaded Shad Miller tackle me, throwing us both into a hedge.


    As I try to get away from him and the scratching branches, I yell, “This isn't funny!”


    “It's not supposed to be,” he says as he punches me in the face.


    Stars. I see actual stars, then a wave of heat washes over my body.


    I twist my torso, trying to get away from him, but his limbs are so long, he's everywhere. This is not entirely unfamiliar, and I think of his girlfriend, Rosemary, and her vision of them in their private tangle. Not funny, vision.


    “What are you doing?” I yell.


    “Stay away from my girl!” His hand comes at me like a missile, but I block it.


    RAGE!


    I feel Moira's anger, and other people's anger, mixed in with my own, and death. They aren't strong, but I am.


    Everything goes dark.


    I'm strong and they'll be sorry.


    Colors flash by. I'm heavy and then I'm light again.


    Shad's crying, whimpering.


    I shake out my arms. My chest bone hurts, and my face is tingling.


    Where did Shad go? I don't see him. I'm standing on somebody's lawn, in front of their house, near a big tree. Nobody else is around.


    “I'm sorry,” Shad says between sniffs.


    He's … above me?


    I look up at the branches of the tree I'm standing beside.


    Shad's several feet over my head, clinging to a branch.


    “What are you doing up there?” I ask.


    “Doing? Nothing! Why'd you throw me up here?”


    I threw him up there? I don't remember anything. “Oh, yeah? Well, maybe you should have thought of that before you punched me. I didn't do anything to your girlfriend, I was just talking to her.”


    “I don't think those herbal steroids I got off the internet are agreeing with me,” he says.


    “No shit.” I stand under Shad and hold my arms out. “Drop down, I'll catch you.”


    He does, and I catch him as easily as a fireman catches a kitten.


    “How are you doing this?” he asks as I set him down. “Is it magic or voodoo?”


    I look around to see if anyone's watching. “Shh,” I say. “I don't know. I'm just stronger lately. I don't know why, but I'm not taking anything.”


    “Must be that magic stuff you do,” he says. “I've heard weird things about potions and spells.”


    “Right. If I could do magic, I would.” A thought pops into my head. Maybe I can do magic. Moira could. What did she do again?


    I wave my hand in front of Shad's face. “Forget.”


    He blinks.


    It worked, I just made him forget this whole incident and my freaky strength. Wow. This one little spell is going to make life a whole lot easier for me.


    “Hey, are you okay, man?” I ask. “You've got some scratches on your ear from where you, um, fell down over there.”


    “Right,” he says flatly. “From where I fell down.”


    I grab my nose and squeeze the bridge of it. The pressure hurts, but nothing's moving or wiggling around.


    “I sure fell down hard,” Shad says. “And repeatedly.”


    “Shad, what do you think just happened?”


    “I tackled you and then you went all Hulk crazy and threw me up into a tree with super-human strength.”


    “Oh.” So I guess the spell didn't work.


    “Don't worry, I won't tell anyone,” he says. “But you should consider joining the wrestling team.”


    “I'll think about it. So, hey. You know I wasn't coming onto your girlfriend, right? I just wanted to know about the incident at the pawn shop.”


    He nods and runs his fingers through his red hair, pulling out stray branches. “We're cool. I mean, I'm cool if you are. We're cool, right?”


    “Yeah, we're cool.”


    He turns slowly and walks away, picking up speed a few feet away, and he's running before he hits the end of the block.


    So, that happened.


    I threw a guy way bigger than me up into a tree.


    * * *


    When I get back home, I pull out my digital camera and take a photo of myself. I would have thought my nose or my eye would be swollen from taking the hits from Shad, but my face is smooth and free of evidence of fighting. My nose doesn't even feel sore now.


    I pull the new digital image up on my computer screen and compare it to some pictures from a month ago. My face does look changed, but it's odd.


    My face is not wider, or longer, or different in shape, but it does seem bigger, as though it has more volume. I look down at my clothes. My jeans and shirts do seem tighter, and my shoes were uncomfortable today.


    I don't look any different in the photos, but I'm bigger, just a little bit bigger, in every direction. I wouldn't see that in any of my photos, because I'm not too careful about measuring my distance from the camera, choosing instead to resize the images on-screen.


    This size change could be something magical, or it could just be a growth spurt. I should check my height and weight and write them down for future reference. Why wasn't I doing that along with taking the photos? Seems like that information would be handy right about now.


    Well, I'll worry about that later. After I solve this case.


    I have a quick peek at my other recent photos. I've got hundreds of shots from the Halloween party. Man, it was just over a week ago, but it feels like forever. The best photo is the one of Raye-Anne in her coconut-bra top posing with her arm around Julie. Julie's dark hair is so cute in little swirly kiss curls pressed to her forehead and cheeks. In the background is a disgusting zombie, James pretending to sneak up on them from behind.


    Taken the same evening, the photos of the sculpture made out of appliances are incredible. Even with the low light, I got some good shots, even including Mr. Crow on the shoulder. What a jerk that crow is. If I see him again, I will punch him in the beak.


    These pictures aren't helping me with the task at hand, and I'm down to one day to solve Newt's murder, before the dire consequences take effect.


    As much as I wish that vague threat didn't mean anything to me, I feel a shiver and get goosebumps when I think about those words.


    Okay, Newt and Heidi, I'll try my best.


    I shut down my own photos and open the case files again, paying close attention to the gun found at the crime scene. It was indeed a Glock—thanks, video games, for the gun knowledge!—but the police found no fingerprints on the gun. Crystal was wearing gloves with her Cinderella costume, which was probably a lucky break for her, and because she incinerated the costume, there'd be no gunshot residue. Unless an eyewitness comes forward, I think Crystal's safe from prosecution. Then again, Rosemary did take some photos of Crystal with her phone. Damn.


    I close my eyes and pull up the memory I got from Rosemary. There's Crystal, looking cute in the Cinderella wig, with a shiny gold ring on her hand, over top of the glove. My ring. Am I making up that detail, or did I see it in Rosemary's vision?


    At school, Ms. Mikado is always talking about memory playing tricks on us. No story, no first-person account, and no diary entry represents the truth, because it's always filtered through a human mind. The images become more watery with time. For happy people, time is kind and erases the pain, but for those who suffer, their pain is compounded by clear memories of the things they least need be reminded of.


    My phone buzzes with an incoming text: Austin, confirming she'll meet me at the wedding tomorrow. At least that's some good news in my otherwise crappy day. I wish she would have phoned me, so I could hear her voice, but at least I'll see her tomorrow. Weddings are romantic settings, so she'll have to forgive me.


    My real dilemma is how to bring up the topic of what I saw in my brief vision of her. While I'm relieved she was not the person who shot Newt, I saw her holding a gun. Two things: if she's about to do something criminal I need to stop her, and if she's simply joining some sort of gun club to do target practice, there's no way I'm not getting in on that.


    I close the gun file on my screen and pull up some other documents and photos.


    Two hours of staring at the case files later, my enthusiasm for investigative work is flagging.


    The house is quiet, and Gran's still at the rehearsal dinner. I haven't heard any white cats or other creatures stalking up on me, but that doesn't prevent me from getting up and making another quick check through the house.


    I return to my desk and slap my cheeks to stay alert.


    On my left-hand computer monitor, my icon tray flashes with incoming emails from James and Julie. They're inside the movie theater right now, and say the movie's really boring. I know they're completely separate people, but often they will both send me identical text messages at the same time. At first I thought they did it to mess with my head, but they've always denied cooperation, so who knows.


    At least they've sent the photos I requested.


    I put the pictures side-by-side and compare the construction site where the herbalist was formerly located and the renovation at the murder scene, the former pawn shop. I see a pattern, a connection: two logos in orange and green.


    I click the magnifying glass icon, saying, “Enhance, enhance,” out loud to myself, as I often do.


    Upon closer examination, the two logos are not the same, after all. So the construction contractors are different, and there goes that theory.


    Detective Wrong doesn't have any notes in her files about the Chinatown site at all, because she wouldn't be considering it as part of the big picture. I'm only comparing them because they're both linked in my mind, because of their involvement with magic. To be fair, I should have the book store on here too.


    I wonder how Moira's doing. I should bring her in some brownies or something, as thanks for helping me.


    Back to the case, Zan, think!


    In the photo of the Chinatown project, there's a pink blob at the side. I zoom in. The picture is pixelated at this resolution, so I enlarge the image and run an enhance filter. The enhance filter mainly finds edges and increases contrast. Unlike what you see on the crime shows, filters are not great at revealing information that isn't there, though they can give your image a boost.


    I'm definitely looking at a nostril shape. Yes, this pink blob is a nose, probably the guy I spoke to about the herbalist. What did he say? Something about a death in the family.


    A death.


    I pull up the other really big file Detective Wrong sent and look for the other homicide that happened earlier this year.


    According to the report, a pair of backpackers from out of town had an argument at the home they were staying, and one stabbed the other to death. That information is not triggering anything in my brain.


    Except the age is wrong.


    The taxi driver who drove me to Rudy's place last week said something about seniors being killed. The backpacker in the story was in his 20s.


    Was another senior killed in Spiritdell recently?


    No, there have only been two homicides this year.


    I check other deaths and find a suicide that looks suspicious. A woman named Ming Lee took the bad kind of nose dive off Hotel Doccione. She had no history of depression, but the case was closed and marked as suicide. Her occupation is listed as housekeeper, and I don't see any connection to the herbalist location, except her being Chinese-American. I google her, but the name is so common I get a million search results. I send Detective Wrong an email requesting a photo of Ming Lee and asking if she thinks the suicide is suspicious.


    This whole thing is so confusing, but if I keep looking, I might see something. Still mulling over the suicide, I go back to the two construction photographs. There are birds visible in both, but when I zoom in, they're only sparrows, not crows.


    Next, I pull up the photographs from the murder scene again. Something is bugging me. What? What is it? I close my eyes and make my mind go blank, then I open them, trying to keep my mind open and still.


    The back room of the pawn shop is very neatly organized.


    That's it? That's my big insight? And that's unusual because ...


    My ring.


    The ring I found on the ground wasn't just some random thing lying out with a jumble of mess. These crime scene photos show the back of the pawn shop was Martha-Stewart-level organized, with things like bolts and screws separated into their own glass jars, arranged neatly on shelves.


    Of course I didn't notice at the time, because I was staring at a dead body while trying to keep Julie calm. This means my ring wasn't there by accident, but is a key part of the investigation. Evidence. Could someone have made Crystal shoot Newt to get the ring? Then why would they leave it behind? Besides, if my memory of Rosemary's vision is accurate, Crystal had the ring on when she went in there.


    My ring.


    My ring must have been on Crystal's hand. After the bee stung her, when she was wiping at her hands in the vision I saw of her, she must have knocked the ring off. Was it simply part of her costume, the engagement ring from a make-believe Prince Charming, or is the ring part of everything?


    I don't want to turn it in as evidence. What good would my ring do sitting in an evidence box?


    I pull up the condo development photo again, from Chinatown. The slogan reads C-Town will restore your vim.


    Who says vim? Rudy. The guy my grandmother is marrying tomorrow.


    I hear keys in the front door, and I quickly close down everything on my computer. Rudy and Gran enter the house, laughing about some corny jokes from their rehearsal dinner.


    Standing at my door, I listen as Gran tells Rudy to head on back to his house, as it'll be bad luck for him to see any more of her before the wedding. The front door closes, and I hear Rudy's footfalls on the front steps.


    I charge out of my room, past Gran, muttering something about talking to Rudy about guy stuff, and I catch up with him before he gets to his car.


    “What can I do for you, son?” he asks, his gaze on my pinkie finger, on the ring I forgot to take off.


    




  

Chapter Twenty


    Rudy twirls his car keys around his finger and asks me again what I'd like from him.


    “It's silly,” I say, losing my nerve.


    “Girl problems?”


    “Always, but this is about something else.” I look around the dark neighborhood, desperately wishing I'd thought this out a little more. I could have phoned him at his house. Maybe I'll go back inside and do just that. “Never mind.”


    He puts his hands on my shoulders, looking me straight in the eyes. “I want you to know, I'm prepared to take good care of you and your grandmother. Very good care. Not just a cruise once a year, but much better.”


    “That's cool. How's the real estate going? Selling a lot of houses?”


    He grins. “Yes, and I have a few little business deals that are ongoing. Nothing flashy of course. Most folks don't realize this, but the money is where you least expect it, in simple things like a low-key family restaurant, or a laundromat, things like that.”


    “Or condo developments? Do you know anything about a new building going up in Chinatown?”


    “C-town? I'll be doing the presales for them. Good guys. I've done a few deals with the developers.”


    “Are they also involved in a project on Chesapeake Avenue? A renovation on a building for some chain place, Williams-Sonoma?”


    “Why the sudden interest in my business deals?”


    “Your deals?”


    He stretches his arms over his head and yawns, then rubs his stomach and tucks his pearl-buttoned shirt back in over his big belt buckle. This movement is similar to what cats do when they're pretending to be sleepy but ready to attack. If I moved suddenly toward Rudy, I have a feeling he'd punch me, so I stand very still and wait for his response.


    After another fake-looking yawn, he says, “Things are going well with my little investment property on Chesapeake. You should have seen the lease on that place made by the former owners—the pawn shop fellow must have signed a deal with the devil himself to get such terms. Because the rent was so far under market value, the property was nearly worthless and I picked it up for a song. I'm sorry to say the poor fellow's bad fortune then became our good fortune, when he passed away. I thought I'd have to wait another twenty years for him to go of natural causes, but we got lucky.”


    “You own that building? The pawn shop?”


    Rudy squeezes me on the shoulder, making my guts recoil inside me. “It's not a pawn shop, it's a high-end building. And I don't own it. We own that building. My good fortune is all yours someday.”


    “Wow, uh, cool.” While I struggle to remain cool on the surface, a tide of dread is pulling up within me. I've found a connection, and I didn't have to look far after all.


    “Once the pre-sales for this little C-town deal come in, I'll fly us all somewhere tropical. What do you think? Maui?”


    “Sure. Yes. I mean, this is a lot to digest.” I back away slowly. “And tomorrow's the big day. I should let you get your rest.”


    “That's an unusual ring you have on,” he says. “Can I see it?”


    I'm half-way to the front door. “Got a lot of homework to do,” I call out as I stumble up the first step.


    He turns his hands into the shape of guns and goes, “Pow, pow. Catch you on the flip side, kiddo.”


    I open the door, get inside the house, and lock the door behind me. Gran's already down the hall, getting ready for bed.


    My heart's pounding. Rudy. Stupid cowboy-clothes-wearing Rudy.


    I tap on the bathroom door and ask through it, “Hey, is Rudy in some sort of bridge club?”


    Gran opens the door, still brushing her teeth. “Uh-huh,” she says, meaning yes.


    “He's definitely in a bridge club?”


    She spits in the sink and examines her teeth in the mirror. “Yes, Zan, why? Are you suddenly interested in bridge? I hear it's good for keeping the mind sharp.”


    I swallow hard. “Never mind.”


    She pulls out some dental floss and watches me through the mirror. “You still sick?”


    “Just tired. I need some sleep.”


    I return to my room and lie on my bed with the lights off but my clothes on. After a moment, I get up and look for a place to hide my ring. The sock drawer is clearly the most obvious choice, so I can't hide it there.


    Calm down and think, I tell myself, taking a seat at my desk and turning my monitor back on. There's a new email from Detective Wrong, with an attachment.


    She's written: FYI, Ming Lee was also known as Susan.


    I scroll down to view the photo. Susan. I'm looking at the face of the woman I met one time, at the herbalist place, when she sold me the tea I used for astral projection. I later found out my encounter with her had been no accident, but an elaborate setup by Heidi and Newt.


    I'd love to ask Susan about her involvement in Newt's death and Rudy's business deals, but she's dead, and the dead don't speak.


    The dead don't speak, books don't walk away on their own, and I need to hide this ring.


    I roll my desk chair underneath my ceiling light, climb up carefully, and tuck the ring up inside the glass of the fixture.


    Gran's finished in the bathroom, and calls out that it's my turn, but I crawl into bed and pull the covers over myself. Teeth-brushing can skip a night.


    Rudy. What else do I know about him?


    The juice. Rudy could have been drugging me with that delicious citrus juice. Is that what's been making me stronger? I'm still strong and I'm not drinking it any more.


    The juice days did coincide with the times my power wasn't working, and now that the juice is gone, everything seems normal again—as normal as things ever are for me.


    Does this mean Rudy's a witch? Or a warlock or whatever they are? He was out of town with Gran the day Newt was murdered, but that doesn't mean he wasn't involved. In fact, being conveniently out of town with a great alibi makes me more sure of his involvement.


    What about Newt? He was not a very nice man. He did try to kill me, despite what Heidi says about him not meaning to actually chop me in two with a battle ax. Sure, Heidi, your weird brother was just playing around. I saw the lack of humanity in his eyes that night in the basement. I can't say the world's not a better place without Newt.


    So, if Newt was bad, and Heidi tricked me into doing her job for her, in addition to beating the stuffing out of me in the parking lot behind the funeral home, I may have picked the wrong team.


    If my pal Rudy is somehow involved with a group of powerful witches, it might be safer for to align myself with him. He may have come by some of his wealth by less-than-admirable means, but I've studied history as well as current events, and since when is capitalism ever pretty?


    Detective Wrong will be disappointed if I tell her I've had no insight at all.


    I double-check that my window's locked tight and the curtains are drawn all the way, then pull the covers up to my nose. Above me, the scattered stick-on stars on my ceiling glow faintly.


    As a kid, you sit in school all day so they can teach you things, and you figure you'll get all the answers, in time. Yet so much in this world is unknowable. We can see the stars, but we'll never touch them. Our teachers barely know more than we do.


    The Bridge.


    What's that expression?


    If you can't beat 'em, join 'em.


    




  

Chapter Twenty-One


    Today is my grandmother's wedding day, and the sky is holding back, gray and churning. Here in the Hotel Doccione's atrium, the bleak view through the glass ceiling matches my mood, but not that of the family and guests gathered here to celebrate.


    I'm sitting in the front row, on one of those metal and vinyl stacking chairs that has the wrong angle of backrest. Who do they make these chairs to fit? I suppose they're optimized for manufacturing and stacking, not for the comfort of actual humans.


    Grumbling to myself about the chairs brings me some relief compared to my anxiety about everything that's about to happen.


    First, we'll have the wedding ceremony. Then some tables will be brought in for the reception. Chicken Kiev is on the menu for dinner, along with some vegetarian options, but I don't know if we'll get to dinner. Things are about to diverge wildly from Gran and Rudy's carefully-laid plans.


    Austin's sitting two rows behind me because she's still officially giving me the silent treatment. She's back there with Julie, and it hurts me to turn and look at her, in a sleek blue dress showing off her curves, plus high heels. There's a hat too, but I can't take my eyes off the shoes and her legs. I hope after everything is done, we can find somewhere to be alone together. She doesn't even need to talk to me if she doesn't want to, but I have to be near her.


    Some more people come by to say hello to me, and I do my best to stay in character, playing my role of joyful grandson.


    I've had my cheeks pinched by several great-aunts and other relatives, but my only wish is for this next hour to pass quickly. Gran, however, is posing for photo after photo with friends and family, hoping to make this moment last as long as possible.


    Another great-uncle comes by, requesting I stand for a hug. I've had about a hundred hugs, half of them were from Rudy, who practically frisked me for contraband during the last one. He seemed to be testing me, testing my loyalty, and I think I passed.


    “Nice to see you, Uncle Max,” I say.


    “You're next,” he says, grinning.


    I take my seat again, which is next to James. On the other side is his date, good old Facepuncher herself. Apparently they've been calling each other since they met up at the funeral. Facepuncher has dyed chunks of her black hair a bright blue, and she's wearing a sleeveless black leather dress, cut low in the front. I hope Gran doesn't catch sight of her in the front row and stop the ceremony to send someone out for a cardigan and a hat.


    Uncle Max is now introducing himself to Facepuncher, asking her name several times and leaning in close to hear better. “Fionnula,” she says.


    “Fiona? I didn't catch that,” he says again.


    I don't trust the girl, so I haven't breathed a word of my plan to James or Julie, and especially not Austin, who wouldn't let me if I tried. The only good thing about today is Austin's wearing the necklace I gave her to celebrate our four-month anniversary, so she must not hate me. .


    The wedding is a small affair, with less than a hundred people, and because Rudy's not religious—at least not Christian, that is—the service is being performed by a member of the hotel staff who has been ordained. The guy's young, with more pimples than me, and I wonder if his other official role is as bus boy.


    The lights change and the sides of the large room disappear into dimness. Other lights, tiny halogens mounted along tracks under the atrium's glass ceiling, shine as bright as tiny suns down on the aisle and the decorated platform.


    The din of conversation tapers off as people take their seats and await what's next. A song pipes out of the speakers, the volume gradually rising, and people completely stop talking. Somebody clears his throat and someone else coughs. The song ends and the next one, the real start of the ceremony, begins.


    As much as I want everything to move along quickly, now that it is, I'm nervous, and the tops of my suit pants are damp from wiping my hands on them. I'm wearing my vintage suit again, with a copper-colored shirt Gran bought for today.


    Rudy takes his place on the platform, wearing a copper shirt that matches mine. Chairs squeak as everybody turns to watch Gran walking down the aisle. Her best friend, Eva, is holding her elbow. Gran asked if I wanted to walk her down the aisle, but we agreed it would be a nice way to involve Eva, since they weren't planning to have any bridesmaids or groomsmen standing with them.


    As she reaches the platform, I dig into my jacket pocket to check on my ring.


    It's gone.


    Where's my ring?


    Didn't I grab it from my sock drawer this morning? Or, wait, from my ceiling lamp? I remember wobbling on my rolling chair, nearly falling off. I did get the ring, though, didn't I? My mind's a blur.


    What am I doing again?


    I check for the ring in my pocket.


    It's gone? Same thought loop. I'm looping, how am I looping? Is this a nightmare?


    The ceremony keeps going. To my right, James leans his head on Facepuncher's shoulder as she takes his hand.


    The young-looking minister asks if anyone has any objections. Someone in the back row laughs—Eva. Gran turns back and jokingly waves her first at her friend.


    The minister continues with the next part, which is the exchanging of the rings. I see my ring. Rudy is sliding it onto my grandmother's finger.


    How can this be?


    I'm in the front row, barely an arm's length from them, and my vision is good. I know that is my ring, and now Gran is wearing it. I'm so confused.


    I pinch myself on the arm. Don't get confused, Zan. Don't get distracted. Stick to the plan.


    There's commotion behind me, and I turn to see Austin standing in front of her chair, then turning, and slowly shuffling past people in her row without so much as excusing herself. She walks up the aisle and out of the atrium. I don't know what's gotten into her, but if she's as nauseated as I am right now, I don't blame her for sneaking out for some air.


    My breathing is shallow, my stomach contracting, and the smell of perfume and cologne in here is making my throat close up. I focus on feeling the seat of my chair under me, and the floor beneath my feet. I wiggle my toes inside my shoes.


    Without the ring, my confidence has drowned. Doubt. Shame. Now Moira's vision casts over me, like a shadow on a grave, with other visions equally unwanted. A man falls from the sky and his family mourns. Fear, hope and pain blend together. Nobody believes me. Nobody's protecting me. Thoughts that are not my own are in my head. You have to hurt them before they hurt you.


    The room darkens, and several people look up at the glass ceiling and mutter comments. Overhead, the darkening was not caused by a gold-fringed cloud passing in front of the setting sun, but by birds. Black birds dot the glass ceiling, blotting out the view.


    In front of me, the young minister announces, “You may kiss the bride. And you, sir, you may kiss the groom.”


    At this, people around me titter. They're all so damn happy.


    Rudy pretends to lift an imaginary veil from Gran's face and the sound around me grows to laughter. She's not wearing the traditional white dress, but a simple pale blue suit and matching shoes. She is beautiful, and I have a double memory of this moment. I saw this very sight earlier this year in one of my visions: radiant in blue, Gran on her wedding day, looking so beautiful and happy.


    I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands to keep myself still.


    This next part will take some nerves.


    It's not going to work, I tell myself.


    Shut up, it has to.


    




  

Chapter Twenty-Two


    The November wind wails as it skims the roof of the Hotel Doccione. Twenty stories below, I can see people mingling under the glass atrium. There's no sound up here but the wind, but I imagine the music and conversation and warmth. I wrap my suit jacket around me tighter.


    I'm on top of the highest building in the city, and I can see for miles, but all I should be watching is the door, waiting for Rudy.


    I take a seat on a metal bench, cold beneath my legs. To my left is a small sign placed up here by the hotel management, apologizing for the lack of greenery on the rooftop garden due to delays in landscaping. Near my feet is a pumpkin-sized plant pot filled with dirty water and cigarette butts.


    The rooftop space has hexagonal-shaped paving stones, lounge chairs, and folded-down umbrellas, still in their plastic packaging. In the summer, guests will be sunbathing out here, but today is cold, the early evening sky blue, pink, and purple. As I wait for Rudy to show up, shadows lengthen and the city around me is bathed in gold light. It's the golden hour, the magic hour—that special time for photographers. Blue light scatters, and all becomes red. Once the sun sinks, before darkness, we'll have blue hour—the name misleading because it does not last anywhere near an hour.


    The sky around me becomes a rich violet, but still I keep my eyes on the door, which is flanked by planter pots that could hold enormous potted trees when the landscaping is completed.


    My pulse quickens when the door opens and Rudy steps out, alone.


    The wind picks up, stinging my eyes. “You stole my ring,” I say.


    Rudy's eyes are as cold as the metal bench I'm on. “Leave the grown-up things to the adults,” he says. “Come downstairs. Hang out with your friends, relax and enjoy being a kid.”


    “I can't relax, knowing you're involved in criminal activity. I don't know how you did it, but you had that man, Newt Steadfast, shot. Murdered.”


    “To make an omelet, you have to crack some eggs. Sacrifice a few pawns, whatever. Don't you want the finer things in life? Don't you want college tuition? A future?”


    “I'll work for what I deserve.”


    He laughs. “In this world, nobody gets what they deserve. They get what they take, and on their death bed, they pray for forgiveness.”


    “Hurting living souls is wrong.”


    “Tell that to the animals we're serving for dinner. Their sacrifice is our gain.”


    “Shooting people is evil.”


    Rudy holds his arms out and steps toward me slowly. “I didn't shoot that man.”


    “No, but you paid someone else to. Or you used witchcraft, a spell. I don't know how, but you hypnotized an innocent person. You're ruining her life!”


    “Is your girlfriend, Austin, innocent?”


    I stand, trying to keep my legs from shaking. “Leave Austin out of this! Don't you dare touch her!”


    He steps closer still, and to keep my distance I step off the paving stones and onto the gravel, near the edge of the roof.


    “I haven't touched your girlfriend,” Rudy says. “Of course, it was someone named Rosemary who was supposed to wear the necklace and do the next part of the job. It was you who screwed everything up, when you bought the necklace instead of that tall boy. But that's fine. Austin will do. She'll do just fine.”


    Austin's in trouble. I reach for my phone, but my pocket is empty.


    “Looking for this?” Rudy holds up my phone, then tosses it to the side, over the edge of the roof opposite the atrium side, facing the street. The phone disappears, down the side of the building to the sidewalk below.


    What does he mean?


    Austin got up during the ceremony, but she's not simply avoiding me—she's … she's not even here. The vision of her with the gun. It's not from the past, but from the future. From right now. Austin's somewhere with a gun, at this very moment.


    Rudy stands near the railing with his hands on his hips, waiting for a response.


    I'm not going to argue with him. I'm strong, and he's going to be sorry. I run at Rudy, tackling him in the middle.


    He lets out his breath with an oof sound, surprised, but he doesn't go down. He stands, as steady as a stone statue.


    I've made the first move, but he's much stronger than I expected. I try to punch him, but he keeps catching my hands, as though we were play-fighting. He grabs my arms and shakes me.


    I spit in his face and he lets me go, stepping back stunned. My legs in position and stable beneath me, I feign movement with my right hand, then land a straight left on the side of his face. Something makes a crunching sound. He's distracted, and I bring down a hammer fist near his neck.


    I don't see it coming, but he hooks me on my right cheek. His arms are up, blocking, and I go for an uppercut, but he's too fast. Everything's a blur and my nose cracks, fire shooting up behind my eyes.


    “Don't make me mess up your face,” he says, his voice coming from everywhere at once, on the wind. My arms are being pulled off, twisted up behind my back. Hissing in my ear from behind me, he says, “Relax, kiddo. She'll do the job and be back here in ten minutes. Twenty minutes, tops. The money's already in my bank account. Don't make easy things difficult. Money is easy. And I told you I'd take good care of you.”


    It's a struggle to breathe the way he's holding me, let alone talk. “No! I won't let you.”


    “How are you going to stop me? Or her? Are you going to fly there? Would you like me to give you a head start?”


    He throws me forward with incredible strength, and I land against the thin metal railing, facing the street below. Some people have stopped and are gathered together, looking down at something—my smashed cell phone. None of them are looking up here.


    I steady myself against the railing and seek my breath, gulping for air.


    “Ready to play nice and be a good boy?” Rudy asks.


    I turn and face him, still holding the railing. “No!”


    “Your Gran sure will miss you, though you have been behaving oddly lately. I wouldn't have guessed you were suicidal, but you have had bouts of depression in the past.”


    Why isn't Detective Wrong doing anything yet? She said she'd intervene if things got violent. “Detective Wrong, help!” I call out. “A little help!”


    Rudy's face twists with mirth and he lets out a horrible sound, finishing with something resembling a laugh. “Your little friend in the big plant pot? Somebody hit her on the head and she had to take a little nap.”


    “You killed her!”


    Rudy makes a tsk-tsk sound. “She's not dead yet. I've only injured her. I think. She shouldn't have been there. Spying on people is wrong, don't you know that?”


    The sun has set, and the violet sky is now cool blue. Think, Zan, what next? I'm strong, but he's stronger.


    Rudy takes off his dress jacket and lays it on the bench. The copper of his shirt glows like metal, and his front is all shadow now, except for the glint of his belt buckle. Another light, dim and eerie, seems to come from his eyes.


    “What do you say, boy?” He takes two steps toward me, unbuttoning his cuffs and rolling up his sleeves. “Are you with me, or against me? Last chance.”


    I need time to slow down so I can think, but everything's moving too fast. What can I do? Why is Rudy so much stronger than me? All I have are ... the bees.


    “Join me,” he says, extending a hand.


    The bees rumble in my lungs. I'm not wearing the ring, though, so I won't be able to control them. But what are my other choices? I could summon my bees, or join forces with evil witches, or become pavement pizza.


    Rudy's waiting for my answer, his hand still extended.


    “Join me,” he says again.


    Before my breath is gone, I respond with, “OH HELL NO, OLD MAN!”


    The first few bees hit the insides of my teeth as I'm yelling. I open my mouth and they shoot out, buzzing and angry. I'm totally doing this! I'm breathing, through my nose, and not suffocating.


    DON'T STING ME, I order them with my thoughts. GO TO AUSTIN AND WAKE HER UP.


    The bees hover in front of me in a cloud, preparing to swarm, but caught between me and Rudy. I glance quickly down behind me. People on the street twenty stories below are going about their business under the light of the street lamps. Cars streak by on the street, headlights and tail lights, but no blue and red flashers or sirens. The police aren't coming.


    How can I summon help? The people below are too far away for me to hear any words, even if I could pause the torrent of bees coming out of my mouth long enough to call out to them.


    “I'll be damned,” Rudy says, looking up at my cloud of bees. “That's pretty good for someone your age. But I don't want to get stung, so, over you go!”


    From the shadows, he leaps at me, faster than I've ever seen anyone move. I struggle against Rudy, grabbing his shirt, his tie, his hair, his face, anything I can, but I can't control my body. I'm nothing but a vibration, a hive. My mass is disintegrating, into bees.


    Now I'm looking at the pavement. I don't know how he did it, but he's got me by the ankles and I'm hanging over the side of the building, head down. I can see one of the stone grotesques now, from this angle. It has wings. The statues aren't dogs or dragons, but griffins—mythical beasts part lion and part bird.


    My thoughts swirl, and I'm losing consciousness.


    The bees continue to pour out of my mouth. I'm losing so much mass now, I can feel myself caving in.


    It's too late for me.


    I'm going down. Strong hands around my ankles start to loosen.


    I close my eyes and think of Julie's music, the calming songs. I search inside myself for tranquility, control, acceptance.


    The bees are listening. They're hesitating, but confused. There are so many, and their thoughts combine, a hive mind. If they sting Rudy, I'll fall. But if they don't sting him, I'll still fall.


    I reach out for the stone statue, my fingers just grazing the edge of a wing. If I could grab hold of something, I could swing onto a ledge below. Can Rudy even see what I'm doing down here, through the cloud of bees?


    I command the bees: GO STOP AUSTIN. I picture her as clearly as I can. Austin, radiant and back lit by sunshine, laughing. STOP HER.


    The pressure on my ankles is releasing now.


    The wing of the griffin moves further away from my hand.


    I'm falling, down, down, down.


    I close one eye and see from the eyes of the swarm, a boy falling down the side of a building into something dark, something black.


    Before I lose myself, I think of her.


    * * *


    The blackness claws at me.


    Confusion.


    Pain.


    Black wings, black feathers.


    The ground, rushing up.


    The faces of people, horrified and screaming.


    Blackness.


    * * *


    I lift my head and touch it with my hand. Not wet, not bleeding.


    My arm, not broken.


    My legs, not broken.


    The crowd of people around me, hushed.


    I sit up.


    Crows. A murder of them, interspersed with the legs of people standing on the sidewalk.


    All at once, the bystanders turn and walk away without speaking, leaving me alone with the crows. There must be a hundred of the birds. A big one pecks at my leg. I lift the leg to reveal one of them, limp and lifeless.


    Behind me, where my torso landed, are two more crows, also dead. I stand and brush myself off. I'm not concerned about dirt or dust, but it's a reflexive motion. My hands confirm I'm here, not broken.


    In all, five of them are dead, and the others peer at me with a multitude of dark eyes as I take off my jacket and nestle the dead birds within the silk lining. I fold the jacket over, tucking them in.


    “Thank you,” I say.


    At once, the crows take flight, blacking out the sky.


    The jacket and the suit pants I'm wearing have small tears and pulls in them from the birds' beaks and claws, but the front of my copper-colored dress shirt is ripped to shreds. If I hadn't been wearing the sturdy vintage suit … I can't imagine what would have happened.


    With the folded jacket and the crows' bodies in my arms, I shiver against the air as it begins to rain. Sirens ring out in the distance. The rain starts to come down hard.


    I walk back into the Hotel Doccione, to the front desk. “Call the police,” I tell the woman at the counter. “Someone's been injured on the roof. A cop. Tell them to hurry.”


    Gran. I don't know where Austin is, but Gran's here, and I have to protect her.


    I make my way to the atrium, where the party's going strong. For a moment, I can't find Gran, and I fear Rudy's come and taken her away.


    But she's here. She's talking to James and Julie, and they all look up when I walk in. I set my bundled jacket on the table with the wedding presents and go to Gran.


    “Have you seen my husband?” she asks. “He said he was going for a cigar, but he should have been back by now.”


    Her eyes move down to my torn shirt and she freezes.


    I take her hand and ask her to come away from the party with me, somewhere quiet. She tells me to calm down and tell her what's wrong, and explain why my nose is bleeding. I touch my fingers to my face. Blood. But I don't have any pain.


    The words don't come easily. I was suspicious about some of Rudy's business deals and asked some questions. He became violent and tried to kill me to cover up his secrets. He tried to throw me off the roof, but first he admitted he had a man killed for a business deal. Rudy's a murderer.


    She grabs me and squeezes me tight against her chest. “He tried to hurt you?”


    James and Julie are also shocked, but run to get me and Gran some chairs. The party continues and we find a dark wall and a place to sit.


    I explain that the police are coming, but we have to stay together until he's caught. I have to protect the people I love. Gran is crying and now Julie is too. James keeps repeating, over and over, that he can't believe any of this is happening.


    My face and my neck are bleeding, and I've got blood soaking my shirt, which has transferred to Gran's beautiful blue suit. I try to wipe the blood away. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I couldn't protect you.”


    She tries to tell me to be calm, but I see my mother.


    I'm so small and he's so powerful. I see my father, and my mother's eyes as they go dim.


    Everything's a blur. Music starting and stopping. I'm flying, floating, on wings of birds. Some people scream when the cops charge in. I close my eyes.


    * * *


    Hours later.


    Some medics gave me fluids, and I can stand again now, I think, but for the moment I'm sitting.


    I understand the police searched the entire building, but Rudy wasn't found. Detective Wrong was discovered unconscious on the roof, and they took her to the hospital. We went to the hospital too, with Gran driving, and James and Julie in the car with us. Everybody else went home to await news. Gran and Rudy's honeymoon suitcases were in the back seat of her car, and we had to move them to the trunk.


    At the hospital, information is hard to come by, as there have been strange things happening all across town tonight, but we found out a young woman in a blue dress matching Austin's description was brought to the emergency room.


    We're now wait in the waiting room. Some men and women in police uniforms are here as well.


    I've been to this hospital many times, to visit Austin after her surgery. None of the nurses recognize me. We ask about Austin, and describe what she was wearing, but they refuse to give us any confirmation or information.


    Gran hasn't asked me for any more details about Rudy, but I can't stop talking. I tell her how I met Detective Wrong when Julie and I found Newt's body, and I've been talking to her ever since I became suspicious about Rudy's earnings. Now wouldn't be the worst time to break the news to her about my power, and I want her to know my secrets, but there are too many strangers sitting all around us.


    Gran nods, but she isn't hearing me. She checks the time and says we have to get home soon to take care of Mibs.


    I hear murmurs of people around us talking about killer bees swarming downtown, stinging people. The police, fire trucks, and ambulances were busier than they've ever been. Lightning struck City Hall and took out the power for an entire quadrant of the city.


    How much involvement I had, or Rudy had, in any of this is anyone's guess, but I'm certainly not going to volunteer information to the police.


    Gran's hands are folded together and her head is bowed. James and Julie do the same, and finally, so do I, though in my own way, there hasn't been one second since I went over the roof that I wasn't praying.


    We wait.


    * * *


    Near midnight, a doctor comes out and says to the other police officers waiting in the room, “Detective Wrong is a little woozy, but she's going to be just fine. She asked me to send someone in to get the recording device that was on her person.”


    The burly officer who patted me down the day I was at the police station stops in front of me. “Thank you for looking out for our girl,” he says. “She should not have been up there without backup, but Wrong's got some unconventional ways of doing things.”


    “I shouldn't have put her in danger,” I say.


    “That's our job. We do what it takes so folks like you don't have to.”


    He offers me his hand, which I shake, then he disappears down the hall to see Detective Wrong.


    “Excuse me,” Gran calls out to the doctor. “Any word on the young woman who came in?”


    “She's our … she's my sister,” Julie says.


    The doctor tells us to wait and disappears through the doors.


    Gran's got one of my hands and Julie's got the other. I analyze the artwork on the walls of the waiting room. Typical generic prints of paintings of pretty countrysides. Terrible art that says nothing. It's all I can do to not cry.


    A nurse comes through the doors and says one of us can come in, perhaps the sister. Julie doesn't admit to the fib, but insists I go in, as I'm “the boyfriend.”


    I follow the nurse, who says, “She was stung over a thousand times. She should be dead, but she's making a remarkable recovery.”


    She should be dead.


    My bees—no, I—nearly killed her.


    




  

Chapter Twenty-Three


    I step into the room, where a very red and swollen Austin is lying in a hospital bed. Only her pixie-cut hair assures me this person is her.


    I clench my jaw to prevent reacting to this visual. The nurse leaves us alone.


    “Funny meeting you here again,” Austin says.


    I can't tell if she's smiling, because her face is so swollen. Seeing her like this makes me hurt.


    “I am so sorry.” I want to reach for her hand, but hold back for fear of harming her more.


    “I shot the sidewalk a bunch of times with a gun when the bees started stinging me,” she says.


    She's not in handcuffs, so that's a good sign. “You didn't shoot any people, or rob any stores?”


    “Not that anyone's told me.”


    I take a breath for what feels like the first time in days.


    “Zan, I don't know how I got there,” she says. “Or how I had a gun. The last thing I remember was watching your grandmother walk down the aisle.”


    “I'm so glad you're not hurt.”


    “I can't say the same for the sidewalk,” she jokes, but neither of us laugh.


    “Are you in pain now? Can I get you anything?”


    “Someone stopped,” she says. “I thought they were helping me, but they tore the necklace off my neck.”


    “Good riddance,” I say.


    “It was a gift from you.”


    “No, it was a mistake,” I say, and after I look around to double-check we're alone in the room, I tell her everything I know. My theory is the necklace had some hypnotic power over her, and she was going to do Rudy's dirty work while he had the perfect alibi of being at his own wedding.


    Tears come out of her swollen eyes and slide down her face into the hospital pillow.


    “I think the necklace really was the same one The Hound Girl wore,” I say.


    “She killed her entire family.”


    “I know.”


    Austin reaches for my hand. The swelling has already diminished in the time I've been here, and I can tell she's smiling. I lean over and kiss her very lightly.


    “You're so sweet,” she says.


    The nurse appears at the door and tells me to let Austin rest. I beg her for five more minutes. She says, “Two minutes,” and leaves us.


    “Zan, you're a sweetheart,” Austin says.


    “Your next gift from me won't be cursed, I swear.”


    “I want to talk to you about something. It's very mundane and has nothing to do with witches or cursed necklaces.”


    “Phew!” I say jokingly.


    “I went to that fashion school to show them my portfolio, and I might be able to get in, even though the course has started.”


    “What? I thought you were just visiting your parents.”


    “I did both.”


    My legs tremble, so I sit in the chair next to her bed, pulling my hand away from hers. “When are you leaving?”


    “I haven't decided yet. But I want to make the right decision. I want to be free to do what's best for me.”


    “I'm graduating in June, and I'll go wherever you are. We'll be fine.”


    Another tear pools in her eye. “I think we should take a break from each other. You're so young.”


    This room is bright and uncomfortable. Nothing happening today is real.


    Austin, don't go. I think it but don't say it, my throat shut tight.


    “This is for your own good,” she says.


    “Don't tell me what's for my own good. I love you. I want to be with you. I don't care about any age difference. We have a future together, I've seen it.”


    “You see what you want to see.”


    The nurse returns, knocking on the door frame.


    I turn away from Austin, away from her face.


    She doesn't call me to her.


    I keep my head turned, so I don't have to look at her as she hurts me for my own good.


    I stand and leave the room. Austin says my name and tells me she's sorry, but I don't look back, because I won't let her see me cry. I won't let anyone see, ever.


    * * *


    I pull myself together before I step through the doors to the waiting room.


    Gran is the only one here, and she says James and Julie have already gone home because their parents were concerned about them.


    I tell her Austin's okay, and she comments on how strange it is when separate calamities all happen at the same time, and how there's something odd about this town.


    She's still wearing my ring, on her wedding finger, even though her husband's disappeared. I wish I never had to see that ring again.


    If Crystal was wearing the ring when she was hypnotized and shot Newt, that ring probably did the same thing The Hound Girl's necklace did. I have to get it away from my grandmother, for her safety.


    I need it for myself.


    No, I need to destroy the ring, hammer it into nothing, so it can't hurt anyone.


    




  

Chapter Twenty-Four


    Heidi


    In the darkest part of the night, while Zan is asleep in his warm bed inside the room with the striped wallpaper and the plastic stars on the ceiling, miles away, a taxi pulls into the parking lot of an unassuming gas station.


    The man, named Jackson, steps out of the vehicle. He is seventy-one years old, plus three months and nine days. His skin is dark and his beard is white. He has come here because his dear friend is dying.


    Heidi has left the door unlocked.


    Jackson lets himself in. The cottage smells of rotting flowers and wine.


    Her bed is empty, but he finds her in the bath, in water, her eyes closed. The air is humid, the water still hot. She opens her eyes as he turns his away.


    “I'm sorry,” he says. “Shall I fetch you a robe?”


    “I've nothing to hide,” she says. “Come, sit with me.”


    He removes his shoes and hat and steps into the bathroom. At her suggestion, he folds a towel, blue, and places it on the closed toilet before taking a seat.


    “Can I get you anything?” he asks.


    “I need nothing.”


    After a moment of no sounds but three drips from the tap, he says, “The police didn't catch him, but I believe we've scared him off.”


    “I know,” she says, her eyes closed again.


    Of course she knows, he thinks. She always knows, though not everything and not always in time. Giving Zan the clue about The Bridge, buried in a vision from her palms, had been her idea, and she'd made it appear accidental. How many accidents had the woman arranged in her life? Hundreds? Thousands? Had it even truly been Jackson's own idea to come here tonight, or had this been her plan all along?


    His only part had been to point Zan in the direction of investigating Susan's death, and he'd nearly blown his cover by calling the boy by his name. Jackson wasn't as good on his own. He would be lost without Heidi.


    Her eyelashes are half gray and half white, and her hair curls up where it reaches the water.


    “And the necklace? Where is that?” she asks.


    Like you don't already know, he thinks. “Somewhere safe.” It's still nice of her to ask, so they can talk.


    “My great grandniece would have one day worn the necklace,” Heidi says. “Her path has now been altered, and the problems she faces will be only of her own.”


    “I'll keep an eye on Missy and Fionnula.”


    “I trust you.” She slides down a little deeper into the water. “How did Zan come to possess the book?”


    Jackson leans forward and rests his face in his hands. “Beats me. My cat was able to retrieve the book from the boy's home. I've torn the pages and buried it, like you suggested.”


    She closes her eyes, appearing to be asleep. “We're too late on that matter,” she says, her voice sad and brittle. “Even as I lose strength, the one we cannot see gains.”


    “What are his plans?”


    She opens her eyes. Her pupils are the color of ashes. “Not his plans. Hers.”


    A woman. “Then it is not one of us.”


    “No. Someone new. But we are not linked to her.”


    “Neither is he.”


    “Not yet,” Heidi says. “But she is calling to him, and soon she will know who he is. She's been feeding him, making him stronger, using his own bees.”


    He tries to imagine this, but it's all too much. Everything is happening so fast. Not a man, a woman. This new threat could be anyone, and all he has are the old ways. Can the old ways help against new threats?


    He asks, “With Rudy gone, and Newt gone, won't it be safer to bring the boy in with us?”


    She makes a hissing sound and strikes the water with her hand, splashing his legs. “No! No more! It must end with us.”


    He bows his head. “I shall honor your wish.”


    “You shall honor what is right, what is good.”


    He rubs at his eyes and forehead with his hands, commanding his emotions to stay low. When did his hands become so wrinkled? When did her hair turn so white?


    “Shall I stay?” he asks.


    “No. Send someone in the morning to collect my body. Burn everything else.”


    “That's all?” He knows what he wants to hear, but she will never say the words.


    “Goodbye,” she says.


    He stands and gathers his hat and his shoes.


    “Goodbye.”


    Outside, the sky is turning from blue to violet.


    When he gets in his taxi, he's surprised to find the leather seat is still warm.


    




  

Chapter Twenty-Five


    I wake up at sunrise. Gran's still asleep and the house is quiet.


    The sun is weak and I shiver as I dig a hole in the backyard, next to the tree, and lay the five little dead birds in there. I say some words of thanks for each one as a handful of their crow friends watch from the branches above me.


    I cover them with my suit jacket before I pile on the dirt, so the dirt doesn't go in their mouths. I can't keep the memory of my vision from Heidi out of my head, the feeling of her being dead. Is this the end for her? Her brother's killer has been identified, although not yet brought to justice. I don't know how much time she had, but the vision felt close to me. Too close.


    Overhead, the crows in the tree seem lost, as though waiting for instructions from me. I wonder if they're no longer getting orders from Heidi.


    “You're free,” I tell them. “Build nests. Do whatever you want to do.”


    I lean over to smooth out the dirt, and when I look up again, they're gone. I stand, dust off my hands, and go to the back door.


    Inside the house, I find Gran sitting at the kitchen table, holding an empty coffee cup to her lips.


    I wash my hands in the sink. Dirt is caked under my fingernails, because I didn't use a shovel to dig the hole. I didn't want to.


    Gran hasn't asked me what I was doing in the yard. She hasn't said much since the wedding yesterday.


    What can she say? At one point, she started to apologize, but I told her not to, and since then she's been withdrawn. She should have gone to church today. Eva came by to pick her up, but Gran said she'd rather not. Eva said they'd pray for her.


    What can I do? My heart is aching, but I don't know how much of it is for me and how much is for my grandmother, betrayed by her husband on their wedding day.


    Cups and dirty plates are strewn across the counter. I open the dishwasher and put away the clean dishes, then load it up with the dirty ones.


    After a few minutes, Gran says, “Would you like to go for a drive? A nice Sunday drive?”


    * * *


    We drive for nearly an hour, until we reach Spirit Waterfall, which feeds the river running through town.


    Gran parks the car and steps out. She doesn't walk to the tea shop where we've had lunch a few times, but toward the water, to the outcropping overlooking the waterfall.


    For an instant, I picture her jumping over, and my heart seems to leap into my throat. I catch up to her before the guardrail and loop her arm in mine.


    “Rudy's skipped town,” she says. “I have an appointment to talk to the police investigators on Monday, but I know he's gone.”


    We reach the railing and she turns to look into me. Her expression is so sad, her feelings so naked. I look away out of respect.


    “He won't hurt you,” I say.


    “He didn't even say goodbye.”


    I turn and face the waterfall. A cold mist rises up from it, and the air tastes fresh here. I've seen a rainbow or two every other time I've been here, but there are none today.


    “I don't think we'll ever see him again,” Gran says. “I'll have the marriage annulled, of course.”


    “Of course.”


    She pulls the gold ring off her finger and holds it between us. I feel its pull and want to take it from her, but I don't. I could tell her everything, but now that it's all over, what's the point?


    “Goodbye,” she says as she throws the ring over the side, into the mists of the waterfall.


    Goodbye.


    With the ring gone, I'm lighter.


    “It's just the two of us now,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “I hope I can take care of you half as well as you take care of me.”


    I give her a hug and notice she's trembling from the cold.


    “Let's go inside. I'll buy you lunch,” I say.


    “It's a date.” She links her arm in mine and we walk away from the waterfall.


    A lone bird circles overhead.
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