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Chapter One

Being stuck in California rush-hour traffic wasn’t nearly so bad when I had something to keep me busy. My current activity was kissing my boyfriend, Brent. We were trying to make up for the three months we had spent on different continents. I had been in Brazil and he’d been in California.

The metallic groan of brakes roused me from my kiss-induced haze. I turned my head and the world swam back into focus. We were stopped in front of a historic home in Corona, California. Brent, who hadn’t anticipated my movement, ended up kissing my cheek.

“Are we already here?” I asked.

“Yes,” Cherie said from the front seat. “And what do you mean, already? We’ve been in the car for almost forty minutes.”

“And we’ve had to sit here and pretend not to hear you lips smacking the whole drive,” Steve added, looking at Brent in the rearview mirror.

Brent glanced toward our friends in mock surprise. “Hey look, Yara, there’s someone driving the car.”

“Ha, ha,” Cherie grumbled. “You two haven’t come up for air since we picked Yara up from the airport.”

“Circle the block,” Brent instructed. “I’m not done kissing her yet.” His velvet soft lips found mine again. He was the oxygen I had been deprived of all summer and I willingly kissed him back.

“We’re not circling the block,” Cherie said. “She didn’t come back a day early from Brazil so you could make out with her. She’s here for the school party.”

“It isn’t just any party,” Steve corrected in a sarcastic voice. “It’s the Pendrell Academy Internship Party.”

Cherie waved away his interruption. “Who cares what it’s called? What matters is, the drive’s over. She’s mine now.” 

 “Hey!” Brent scowled at Cherie. “I bought you a mani-pedi for sole access today.”

“Dude.” Steve dropped his chin to his chest and reached his hand back between the seats. “Hand it over.”

Brent slapped his outstretched hand.

“No.” Steve wiped his hand on his slacks while shaking his head. “You don’t get to give me five. Hand over your Man Card. I can’t believe you used the phrase ‘mani-pedi.’”

“Shut up.” Brent smacked the back of Steve’s head. “I only know it because of your girlfriend. She’s a ruthless negotiator.”

“And you should have checked the fine print.” Cherie said. “Our agreement was for the drive here. We’re here. It’s my turn. I haven’t even hugged her yet.”

With that she jumped out of the car, opened my door and pulled me out into a tight hug.

When Cherie let go of me she took Steve’s outstretched arm and turned toward the Alumni House, where the party was already in full-swing. Brent was lightning-quick to take advantage of her distraction. He pulled me back a few steps and wrapped his arms around me as I smiled and snuggled in closer. I breathed in his citrusy-musky scent. That simple smell held a complex mixture of desire, comfort, longing, and a feeling of being whole.

“I missed you,” he mumbled into my hair.

“I missed you too,” I said. I gave him another long, slow kiss.

“Keep kissing me like that, please. I’m not ready to go in yet.” Brent rested his forehead against my temple, his breathing still a bit ragged, while his fingers slid through my hair. I angled my head so I could stare into his dark, chocolate-brown eyes. I had missed the privilege of gazing at him whenever I wanted.

“Your kisses are better than I remember,” I said.

“Thank you. I practiced a lot while you were gone.” He brushed his lips across mine.

“Ha, ha.”

“So, Yara,” Steve said as he and Cherie walked back to where we stood. “From fledging Waker to all-powerful, right?”

“I’m up for Waker of the year,” I said, rolling my eyes. If only I really were all-powerful. Despite three months of Waker-training in Brazil with Vovó, my grandma, I still felt as though I knew nothing. Vovó always made it look so easy, being able to see and talk with the dead, like it is in the movies. If only. It took work and practice to develop the skills and instincts you needed to know how best to help a spirit cross over. One thing I had definitely learned was that I had so much more to learn. It would take years to become even half as comfortable, strong and knowledgeable as Vovó.

My studies over the summer would have gone better if I could have convinced myself that I actually wanted to be a Waker. I’d spent most of my life hoping I’d never be able to see ghosts, but last year my ability had developed and changed my life forever.

So, instead of spending the summer in California hanging out with Brent while he worked as a lifeguard or Cherie as she volunteered at the Senior Center, I had been sent to Brazil. I didn’t feel like I had absorbed as much information as my grandma had wanted about things like which herbs to burn while dealing with a depressed ghost—we met one who refused to get out of the bed he haunted because he didn’t think his afterlife was worth living—but I knew some of her teachings had stuck.

“Actually, I do think I might have gotten stronger.”

“How so?” Cherie asked.

“I didn’t see any ghosts when I flew out, but I noticed lots of them all over the airport when I got back.”

“Really? That’s awesome!” Cherie’s usual enthusiasm for anything paranormal sparked in her eyes “Did you talk to any of them?”

“No, I ignored them. I didn’t really have time. Besides, I didn’t want to deal with ghosts today. I’ve done it all summer and I wanted the day off, so I pretended I couldn’t see them. And I . . . wasn’t sure what to do.”

Steve’s eyebrows drew together. “But isn’t that what you learned this summer? How to deal with them?”

“Kind of,” I said. “I watched Vovó guide a couple of ghosts into the light, but she did all the work. I sort of assisted. I’ve never done it alone before.” I shrugged and tugged on the end of my blazer. “I’m not sure how to help them. Even if I knew how to help, it’s not like I can just talk to them in public. People will think I’m crazy.”

I fingered the scar above my left eye: a present given to me by a rock-throwing boyfriend in second grade when I told him that my grandma had seen his dead mother’s spirit. It stood as a reminder that people could inflict physical and emotional pain when they learned of my ability.

“So you’re nervous, not sure what to do, and you’re making up excuses,” Brent summed up.

I grimaced and dropped my hand. Sometimes I wished he didn’t know me so well. “Yeah, pretty much. But there were at least sixty ghosts at the airport. It would’ve taken hours to help them all. How do I choose which ones to help first?”

Brent’s forehead wrinkled. “Isn’t there a section on ghost triage in the Waker guide book?”

I smiled despite my emotional turmoil. “I wish.” Their questions only served to shine light on my own insecurities, the ones I was trying to ignore. What good was getting stronger if I still had no idea what to do with my ability? Part of me worried that the summer had been a waste of time.

I leaned against Brent, resting my forehead against his cheek, but jerked back. “Brent, you’re hot.”

Brent grinned lazily and puffed up his chest. “Thank you. It’s a burden I must bear.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Okay, you’re hot, but that’s not what I mean. You feel feverish.”

He shrugged. “I feel fine. Maybe you just haven’t picked up on the fact that you’re in a different hemisphere. It’s summer now, not winter. We’re all overheating here.”

“Oh, right,” I said, remembering that the season had suddenly shifted on me. “It’ll take me awhile to get used to the heat. But at least it won’t be as humid.” Brazil’s humidity had played havoc on my hair.

“I still can’t believe your parents let you fly alone,” Cherie said.

Honestly, I couldn’t either. And if it hadn’t been for the party tonight, they wouldn’t have. My mother had been over-protective since my near-drowning last year. I had made the mistake of telling her that it wasn’t so much of a near-drowning as a real one. Even though I was alive and well, my mom had still freaked out that I had been dead for a while.

So I was just as surprised as Cherie when mom agreed to let me fly without them. Still, I decided to play it off. “Why? It’s not like I’m five. I’m spending the night at your house and they’re coming tomorrow. They didn’t want me to miss the party tonight.”

“It sucks I have to wear a tie,” Brent said. He hadn’t knotted his yet and it draped loosely around his neck. The top button of his dress shirt still hung undone.

“You look nice in a tie.” I picked up the ends of his blue tie and knotted it in a Half Windsor for him, making sure it hung straight.

“But how does a tie make me more valuable as an intern? I don’t even want an internship. All it means is less time for homework and even less time with you.”

“I know.” I fastened his top button, tightened the now perfect knot, and adjusted his collar. “I tried to learn who goes with what company and which internship I really want, but gave up. I just hope someone wants me.”

I glanced down at my black pencil skirt, silk shirt and matching jacket. I felt like a kid playing dress-up in one of her mother’s business suits. Business attire wasn’t my usual style but it was expected tonight. This was our chance to wow the alums who would be giving out the senior internships.

All the seniors at Pendrell Academy, our boarding school, were required to intern at a local business, government agency or non-profit organization a couple hours every school day until graduation. Most of these internship opportunities were offered by Pendrell alumni, who would be at the party tonight. They’d meet us all and then pick their favorites to work with for the year.

I think it was also meant to inspire us. To let us see how successful we could be. How successful so many of the alumni already were. And it was meant to be a lesson in networking. The right recommendation letter from an important alumnus would be a huge plus on a college application.

“I want this over with already,” Brent grumbled. I stepped back and surveyed my last-minute fixes. They hadn’t been necessary. With his slightly disarrayed sable brown hair, his broad shoulders, and his thumbs tucked casually in his pockets, Brent looked like he’d been born to wear a suit. The slacks and jacket looked tailored just for him—which, from what I knew of his parents, they probably were. And as miserable as I knew he was, he seemed like he’d fit perfectly into this kind of life. He sighed and grabbed my hand to pull me closer to him.

“I say we ditch this,” Brent suggested. “School doesn’t start for another three days. It’s still summer vacation.”

“I’m game.” Cherie shook her head. “But my parents would kill me. They have informed me that the networking I do tonight—” Cherie cleared her throat and adapted a scarily accurate imitation of her mother’s voice, “—may have long-reaching effects on my career.”

We all laughed and I took a moment to look around the neighborhood. The Alumni House was located in the heart of downtown Corona, right on Grand Avenue. Grand was the street that had earned Corona its nickname, the Circle City, because the street formed a perfect three-mile circle around the city. In fact, it had once been used as a racetrack, hosting some international races in the early 1900s.

I loved Grand Avenue, even though I didn’t make it to this part of town very often. It gave the city character. Since it had once been the center of town, most of the Victorian houses still left in Corona were built on or around Grand Avenue. Some of the homes looked shabby, but most had been well cared for or lovingly restored.

Brent turned me toward the Alumni House. A large event tent had been spread out in the back yard and decorated with miniature lights. I was glad that we would be outside. Beautiful or not, the house looked too small to accommodate over a hundred people, especially in the lazy August heat.

I forced a smile on my face as I curved my hand around Brent’s elbow. We followed behind Steve who guided Cherie up the candle-lined walkway and stopped in front of the sign-in desk.

Mr. Tait, Brent’s swim coach, tapped his watch. “Cutting it close.” He gave us each a name-tag and we were pushed through the door. 

Nobody built houses like this anymore. Its dark, wooden walls radiated an almost tangible history, but not necessarily a pleasant one. The house felt sad, melancholy, like an old song that brought up painful memories.

Even the art seemed morose. A stained glass window adorned the top of the stairs, probably original to the house. In it, a woman knelt, weeping, the head of a fallen soldier resting on her lap, his broken body nestled in her arms. Her blue glass tears wet his closed eyes.

I didn’t have more than a couple of seconds to take it in, though. The house was so full that we had to push our way to the right and into the crowded sitting room. We soon lost Cherie and Steve in the crowd. There didn’t seem to be enough air to share; the press of bodies was almost claustrophobic. The mingled scent of perfumes overwhelmed the aroma of the fresh flowers arranged around the room.

A waiter approached, holding out a tray laden with several glasses of sparkling apple cider. “Would you like a beverage, Miss?”

“Yes, thank you.” I grasped the long, slender stem of the glass and took a drink as we made our way outside to the tent. “Where should we start?” I asked Brent, letting my gaze roam over the throng.

“My dad told me to find his friend,” he said, searching the faces for one he would recognize.

“Where is your dad? He’s an alumnus, right?”

“He couldn’t get out of a business trip, but he gets back late tonight.” Brent gestured to a middle-aged man standing on the outskirts of the crowd. “That’s the guy. Mr. Seager!” he called out, and the man looked up and smiled, waving for us to come over.

I followed Brent through the maze of people until we reached a small garden with recessed benches where Mr. Seager and a woman I guessed to be his wife stood talking with several other alumni. As we approached, they excused themselves from their friends and greeted us. Brent immediately turned on the charm. His family had been attending Pendrell Academy for generations and he’d been groomed for this since elementary school. Unlike me, Brent fit seamlessly into Pendrell’s polished world. Despite my great-grandfather being an alumnus, these sorts of events made me feel like a triangle being stuffed into a round hole. I sipped cider from my fancy glass, smiled when necessary, and added comments when I could.

I should have been more comfortable than I was. After all, I had aspirations of becoming a journalist, and would be required to interview people. Usually I was good at it, but for some reason, my heart wasn’t in it tonight. I hadn’t felt so out of place last year, but I felt somehow different after this summer.

“So, you said you spent your summer in Brazil?” Mr. Seager asked.

“Yes, most of my father’s family is still there. I spent a lot of time training with my grandmother to be a Waker.” I swallowed and wondered what in the world had made me say that aloud.

“A what?” Mrs. Seager asked.

It suddenly seemed hard to breathe. I hadn’t planned to share that detail of my life, but now that it was out, I didn’t want to hide it either. “A Waker,” I repeated.

Brent looked at me, his eyebrows raised. I could see that he would support me if I needed it, but he obviously hadn’t thought I would bring it up here. Him and me both. Last year I never would have.

 “I’m not sure I’ve heard that term before,” Mr. Seager said, his tone polite, but barely interested.

I knew I was probably committing internship suicide, but I smiled anyway. “The women of my family are Acorderas, Wakers in English. We communicate with ghosts and help them pass into the afterlife.”

The Seagers laughed politely, assuming it was a joke. After a few seconds Mr. Seager frowned. “You weren’t kidding?”

This was one of only a handful of times I’d admitted my ability to someone who wasn’t already a strong believer in the paranormal. I felt like I was staring down that rock-wielding boy again and part of me wanted to shy away from the truth. That old familiar denial crept its way up my throat. I couldn’t though; it would be like denying part of myself now, and I wasn’t going to do that again. I was no longer ashamed of my heritage. So why did this feel so hard?

I forced a smile. “Not at all. I was completely serious.”

The Seagers’ eyes grew wide. Even Brent cleared his throat. I sipped my sparkling cider again, pretending that hadn’t been hard to admit.

“Interesting,” Mrs. Seager said politely.

Tears blurred my vision. Why was this affecting me when I knew it was the truth? I took another drink, buying myself time. A startling thought came to me. Had I hurt Brent’s chances for this internship? My cider went down the wrong tube and I coughed. I patted my sternum as I assessed the situation, hoping I hadn’t ruined it for him. Mr. Seager glanced at his watch and his wife’s eyes searched the room, probably looking for someone to rescue her from the uncomfortable conversation. Mr. Seager was no longer even paying attention to Brent. The tent suddenly seemed even more crowded and I couldn’t get a proper breath. My hands shook. I had to get out of there.

I forced the closest thing to a smile I could muster. “If you’ll excuse me.” I spun around and pushed through the crowd. Brent called for me to wait, and I glanced over my shoulder but saw him waylaid by someone. I was falling apart fast and I couldn’t stop. My feet kept moving of their own volition until the crowd thinned. Finally able to breathe, I dropped onto a lounge chair and rested my forehead on my knees while I tried to catch my breath. Sadly, I hadn’t been able to outrun my tension and anxiety. They were soon replaced by dread thick enough to crush me.

I forced my emotions away and tried to consider my problem rationally. Brent wouldn’t be harmed by my confession, or his association with me. He was smooth and charming enough to win over anyone. That just left me. But aside from one internship—that I probably didn’t want anyway—my life hadn’t changed. It was common knowledge at Pendrell that I saw ghosts. Most of my peers already knew what I could do—or that I claimed I could do it—so it was probably only a matter of time until the alumni knew as well. My real secrets were still safe. At least I hadn’t confessed those.

I could just imagine what the school rumor mill would do if they knew that Brent and I could not only astral project, but also move objects with our minds. Telekinesis was a rare skill, even for those whose spirits could leave their bodies. Brent was much more skilled than I, but he’d been helping me strengthen my abilities. And no one but Brent, Cherie and Steve knew he’d been training me to manipulate the weather like he could. All in all, I hadn’t revealed anything the alumni wouldn’t have found out soon enough anyway, but somehow that didn’t brighten my mood.

I pressed the palms of my trembling hands into my eyes, fighting back tears, grateful for waterproof mascara. My neck and shoulders clenched from the tension and I rolled my head to the side to stretch my stiff muscles, feeling them relax. Everything was going to be okay. I exhaled slowly and opened my eyes. I had to bite back a scream. In front of me lay a large pool.

I’d been so upset I’d allowed myself to get within feet of it. No one knew how terrified I was of water since my death last year. The fear made sense, but still, it felt like a weakness, and I hated it. I avoided taking baths, going to the beach, or soaking in hot tubs. Even showers longer than a few minutes were frightening. And the smell of chorine almost completely debilitated me. Not even Brent knew how terrified I felt at the idea of swimming or going near a pool.

I forced myself to look at the water. It looked so tranquil and innocent. People were milling around the pool, carrying plates of food, laughing and mingling as floating candles bobbed in the water. But fear stung me like a thousand angry wasps as I watched the water twinkle and glisten in the light of the fading sun and the candles dancing along the surface.

I feared that if I went anywhere near the water, death would reach out to me with a siren song, trying to lure me back and retake what had been stolen. A strange sensation washed over me, a nibbling at the edges of my mind. It enticed me, calling in my ear, and my body stiffened. It sang for me, begging me to dive into its depth. Water had been doing that to me for months and I had a pretty good idea why. Death wanted me back.

Sweat trickled down my spine and suddenly I was on my feet—pulled by some irresistible urge—gliding toward the pool’s edge. I stood close enough now to see my reflection in the surface, but instead of my own image, memories of my death flashed before my eyes. The struggle, the weight of my dress, the buttons I couldn’t loosen, the battle against my fate, and the weight of the knowledge that help wasn’t going to arrive in time.

I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to block out the nightmarish reel of events. Behind the safety of closed lids, the lure of the pool quieted, freeing me from the hold the water had over me. Once the call was no more than a whisper, I wheeled around, forcing my eyes open and wound my way inside the house. I was shaking, terrified that I had almost given in to the water’s call. For a moment, I had been a girl possessed, and it scared me.

A waiter walked by and I grabbed another sparkling cider. I gulped it down, almost wishing for something stronger than cider. I paused when the hairs on the nape of my neck stood on alert. I recognized that feeling. Someone was watching me.

Chapter Two

My fingers gripped the stem of my glass, my suddenly sweaty palms mixing with the condensation on the crystal. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that of course I was being watched. I was here to parade around, flaunt my stuff and land an internship. Still, this felt different.

Pretending to look for someone, I turned casually and found a pair of green eyes studying me. A boy around my age—cute, in a boy-next-door kind of way—leaned against the stair railing. He was tanned, with wheat colored hair that looked like it needed a trim, and a freckled nose. I paused, waiting to see if he’d look away, but he didn’t. Instead he raised one eyebrow and lifted his glass to me.

He started in my direction, weaving through the crowd, his eyes never leaving me. I didn’t feel like making any more small talk. I wanted to cry on someone’s shoulder. Where were Brent and Cherie? My eyes swept the room and found Brent talking with Headmaster Farnsworth. Cherie and Steve were engrossed in a conversation with a gray-haired man I didn’t know. Brent must have felt my gaze; he glanced up and our eyes locked. He looked relieved to see me and began excusing himself.

“Hi,” the boy said when he stopped in front of me. Up close he looked familiar. A half formed image teased my memory, but it disappeared before I could grasp it.

“Hi,” I said, grabbing a shrimp appetizer from a passing waiter. I popped the shrimp in my mouth and chewed. “Some party, huh?”

“Yep, too bad it’s not a good one.” He smirked and took a swig of his drink.

My fingers fiddled with the amber beads of my necklace, and traced the wooden pendant, carved in the shape of the Pankurem flower. Touching this particular piece of jewelry comforted me. My vovó had given it to me last year and it had saved my life more than once. It had broken last year during my showdown with a ghost named Thomas and the first thing I’d done was re-string it. Now I never took it off, whether it matched what I wore or not.

As soon as Brent made his way to my side, one arm went around my waist. “Hey, I’m Brent.”

The stranger’s index finger tapped against his glass. “I’m DJ.”

“Nice to meet you, DJ,” Brent said. “Are you having a good time?”

“Yeah.” He leaned closer to the two of us. “You know, this house has some interesting stories that go along with it.” He sipped his drink again. “It’s rumored to be haunted.”

I sighed. Of course it would be haunted. Why would anything related to Pendrell not be creepy?

DJ grinned at me. “I heard your conversation earlier about believing in ghosts and thought that might catch your interest.”

Fantastic. Other people had overheard my conversation with the Seagers. I lifted my glass to my lips and eyed him carefully.

“I believe in ghosts, too,” he said when I didn’t respond.

“Hmm,” I muttered noncommittally.

“I didn’t always, but now I do.” He paused for a second, as if waiting for something. “This would be the point where you ask me why I now believe in ghosts, or who is rumored to haunt this house.”

DJ took a breath, giving me a chance to comment, but when I didn’t, he scrubbed his face with his free hand and apparently decided to broach the subject on his own. “In this case, it’s good ol’ Christopher Pendrell’s wife who haunts the house. They used to live here.”

DJ motioned to a large portrait hanging over the ancient brick fireplace. Within an expensive, gilded frame inlaid with an elaborate design, the man in the picture wore a puckered scowl that made him look as if he had sucked long and hard on a sour lemon. He wore a starched, high-collared shirt and his sideburns connected to his mustache. Despite the facial grimace, the oil painting was exquisite. Too bad it had such an unattractive subject.

“Who’s the guy in the painting?” Brent asked before I had the chance.

“That’s Christopher Pendrell. The founder of Pendrell Academy.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“You guys really didn’t know who he was? The founder of our school?” He sounded so incredulous you would think we’d never heard of the Declaration of Independence. He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Will you guys come upstairs with me? There’s something I want to show you.”

He began walking up the stairs backwards, his eyes never leaving mine. “Christopher Pendrell’s wife died here in the house, and under some very suspicious circumstances.”

When I didn’t budge, he came back down a few steps. “There’s a picture of her up there and I want to show it to you. That’s it. What do you think I’m going to do to you in a house full of people?”

I groaned, dropping my head on Brent’s shoulder for a second. “What do you want? You just want me to see her face so I can tell you if her ghost is here?”

“Or anywhere else,” he said. “What if her ghost needs your help?”

Wow, he was really piling on the Waker Guilt—as I had dubbed it over the summer. Of course a ghost needed my help. I really wasn’t going to be allowed a single vacation day from ghosts.

DJ frowned. “Can’t you just take two minutes to come with me and look at her portrait?”

“Fine,” I agreed. The sooner I looked at the portrait and informed him I didn’t see her anywhere, the sooner Brent and I could leave. “Two minutes.”

“You sure?” Brent asked. “I know you wanted the day off.”

“Yeah, let’s just get this over with,” I mumbled to Brent as we followed DJ up the stairs.

“Um, I don’t think we’re supposed to be up here,” I said when DJ turned at the second floor landing and mounted the steps to the third floor.

“Don’t worry, I disabled the security cameras before I asked for your help.”

I hoped he was joking, but I decided I’d rather not know. The heels of my shoes clacked against the wood as I climbed up the stairs. My heart felt heavier with each step. An incredible sadness filled this part of the house, like an emotional black hole, devouring all the happiness. The stained glass image of the woman in mourning fit the mood perfectly. The third floor was deserted and DJ led us down a hallway adorned with a dozen antique portraits in polished, ornate frames. He stopped in front of one depicting a woman with auburn curls and a big smile.

“This is Sophia,” DJ explained, looking at me instead of the portrait. “She was the love of Christopher Pendrell’s life. They were very devoted to each other.”

I glanced down the hall over my shoulder, and then turned toward DJ. “I haven’t seen her.”

He ignored my interruption and kept talking. “Christopher was a car enthusiast and always watched the Grand Avenue races. He never drove in them but always placed a bet or two on the race and watched from the front row. Sophia hated it. She thought the races were dangerous, and the betting was a waste of money.”

“Hard to be dangerous when you’re driving fifteen miles an hour,” Brent said with a snort, leaning against the wall and pulling me with him.

“More like a hundred.”

“Really?” Brent’s eyebrows crinkled together. “They drove that fast a hundred years ago? What kind of engine—” He shook his head, refocusing. “Never mind.”

“Sophia was right about the danger,” DJ continued. “There was an accident. One of the cars lost a wheel and rolled into the crowd. A few people died, including the driver, and several more were injured. Christopher was one of them. A piece of the car hit him in the head. He was taken to a hospital and died of a heart attack a few days later. Sophia took it pretty hard and died herself two months later.”

“She died of a broken heart?” That was sort of sweet, I supposed, if a little overly sentimental, but it explained the grief I felt.

“Nope. Broken neck. She took a tumble down the stairs.” He jerked his head towards the stairs we’d just climbed. They were narrow, steep and unforgiving. Shivering, I imagined how easily someone could lose their footing, especially in the dark. He paused for a moment, studying my expression. “Rumor has it she was pushed.”

I turned away from the staircase to look at him. “Do the rumors say why?”

He lowered his voice, his eyes darting around as though he expected someone to come looking for him. “Christopher left something important in her possession. Someone wanted it, and she wouldn’t give it to them.”

My forehead furrowed. “So they killed her?” No wonder the house was said to be haunted. Violent deaths, especially murders, often left ghosts behind, and sometimes even non-Wakers could sense their presence. They couldn’t communicate with the spirits, though. That was what made Wakers different, or as my vovó insisted ‘abençoada,’ blessed. I, however, occasionally felt the word ‘freak’ described us better. Still, I found myself intrigued by the story DJ spun. “What was it that they wanted?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But they say her ghost still guards it.”

“As dramatic as that story is, I haven’t see–” I started, but then something stirred on the edge of my peripheral vision. The corridor temperature dropped so quickly that one breath was normal and the next hung in the air like a white fog. The smell of jasmine drifted down the hallway, accompanied by a feeling of longing so strong it brought tears to my eyes.

Sophia’s thin, spectral figure stood between the curtains, her dress swirling in an unseen breeze, her auburn curls bouncing as she rocked back and forth in front of the window. She looked out into the night like she was waiting for something or someone. The hallway was dimly lit, but she stood deep in the shadows, her auburn hair and white gauzy dress the only spots of color in the near darkness. She turned and walked past without even noticing us.

Like most of the other ghosts I’d seen, she looked alive. Unlike in some movies, ghosts didn’t look transparent; they appeared solid, real. Being a Waker gave me a sixth sense, one that was attuned with the dead. It allowed me to sense them with more than just my eyes. I could feel them. It turned out that connection was a two-way street. After a few minutes, they usually noticed me too. That was when my life usually got complicated.

“What is it? Do you see her?” DJ asked. He swung his head to look where I was staring, but the smirk on his face told me that no matter his claims, he didn’t believe in ghosts.

“Ssshhh!” I whispered. Vovó believed that it was often best to observe ghosts without their knowledge. It gave you insights to them they might not want someone to know. I tried to look casual and leaned against the banister, staring at the photographs. I could still see her out of the corner of my eye.

“They’ll never get it,” Sophia said to herself. “The fools.” She turned and walked back toward the window, peering out expectantly once more. Perhaps she was waiting for her husband to come home and had no way of knowing he never would. Maybe she did this every night, trapped in an endless loop like the one I had been stuck in last year.

She raised her hand and ran it along the wall beside her, still gazing intently into the night. As she repeated the motion, she kept pausing in the same spot, above a knot in the walnut wood. Her slender shoulders relaxed visibly as she rubbed the surface, her forehead resting against the heavily paned window.

“They’ll never get it. I’ll die first.” She repeated her words three times, and I realized suddenly I couldn’t look away. The movement of her dress, her murmured words, and her repetitive motions all washed over me. I felt odd, hypnotized, drawn into her obsession.

In the next instant, her light brown eyes locked into mine; she knew that I could see her. Her delicately painted lips dropped open in surprise. She narrowed her eyes, and vanished.

“Hey! Are you okay?” Brent asked, squeezing my hands and looking straight into my eyes. “You spaced out for a second.”

“She was here,” I said without thinking, still locked in the hypnotic daze Sophia had entangled me in. Automatically—almost against my will—I walked toward the window and modeled myself into the same stance she had taken as she stared out into the moonlit night. A feeling of raw grief clamped over my heart with such force that I had to place one hand over my mouth to restrain a sob.

“They’ll never get it,” I said as if the words had been mine and not hers. My hand rose involuntarily, rubbing the wall where she had touched, and paused above the knot in the wood. As I pressed the knot, the wood gave way at my touch. A squeaky groan of rusted metal emanated from within and a small section of the wall slid up, revealing a shelf inside. The sound shocked me out of my fogged mental state. The trance lifted and my temples pulsed as the hazy feeling slowly evaporated. My eyes rested on the compartment and the item in the shelf wrapped in a yellowed cloth.

“Whoa. What is that?” Brent asked, coming to stand beside me.

“How did you know how to do that?” DJ asked his expression flickering between suspicion and awe.

I shook my head, not ready to explain. Unsteady on my feet, I took a step back, pulling my hand away. The secret compartment clicked closed.

“How?” DJ pressed. There was urgency in his voice.

“Sophia. She touched the wall and said no one would find it.”

He suddenly looked pale. He turned back toward the wall, pushing the compartment open and closed, then open again, the squeaking of its hinges the only sound on the third floor.

Finally DJ turned back toward us. “You can’t be serious. You couldn’t have seen her ghost.”

I gritted my teeth. I’d had enough of non-believers tonight. “You’ve caught me. I made up the whole thing. I knew where the compartment was and I lured you up here so I could perform a party trick.”

DJ’s eyebrows pulled together. “So, Yara . . . you really can see ghosts.”

I felt another prickling of memories I couldn’t quite grasp. But something else he said jumped out at me. “How do you know my name? I never told it to you.”

DJ opened his mouth, I assumed to deny it, but I didn’t give him the chance.

“I knew you seemed familiar. How do I know you?”

“Why wouldn’t I know your name? I searched you out, didn’t I?” he countered.

I crossed my arms and took a step closer to Brent, making sure that we had clear access to the stairs in case we needed to bolt. “Cut the crap. Who are you? How do you know about me?”

He gave me an enigmatic smile. “Everyone knows about you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

The smile dropped and he looked over my shoulder toward the stairs and the party below. “Look, Yara, I need your help,” DJ said, his voice losing confidence as he leveled with me. “We all do.”

“We?” I asked pointedly. “Who’s ‘we’? What type of help?”

He opened his mouth to say something but all that came out was a grunt. He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “I’m not allowed to tell you.”

Brent guffawed. “Of course you’re not.”

“I can’t,” DJ said, his mouth set in a firm line. “They already have me. And the two of you are next.”

“Next?” I asked. “Okay, now you’re trying to freak me out.” He reached out to me but I took a step back. “I don’t want to get involved in whatever game you’re playing.”

His hand hung in the air for a second before dropping to his side. “It’s not a game. And it doesn’t matter what you want. You’re already involved.”

A feeling of dread shimmied down my spine. “No, I’m not,” I said with a firm shake of the head. “And neither is Brent.”

DJ reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out an envelope. “I happened to come across this. It begs to differ.” A series of questions were on the edge of my tongue but he shoved the envelope at me. “Just look at it.”

Brent grabbed the envelope and quickly tore it open. A stack of glossy photos spilled out into his hand, but the light was too dim to make them out so he walked closer to the stairs, stopping under one of the sconces. He squinted at the pictures in his hand briefly before his jaw clenched.

“What is it?” I asked warily, walking toward him, DJ hard on my heels.

Brent pulled a few from the stack and thrust them at me. They were all photos of us.

In the first, I was walking through an outdoor market, rubbing my arms against the cold humidity of the Brazilian winter. The next one had Brent at the beach on his lifeguard tower. The stack held a dozen others: me delivering herbs with Vovó, Brent and Steve picking up fast food, on and on. We hadn’t posed for any of them, and we certainly hadn’t been aware they were being taken. I held up one of Brent and me taken the day before I left for Brazil, staring at it as though I could force it to explain how it had been taken.

“There’s something written on the back,” Brent said. He grabbed the photo and flipped it over. This was crazy. Things like this only happened in spy movies. I brought the picture closer and scanned the red-ink scrawl.

They know who you are. They know what you can do. They want to own you.

The blood drained from my face and I felt woozy. Brent gently pulled me into his embrace as he turned the picture back over and studied the shot. It all seemed so sinister.

“Who are these people?” I demanded, turning to look back at DJ, but he was nowhere in sight. “Where did he go?”

“No idea. Probably down the stairs.” Brent frowned and shoved the pictures back into the envelope. “It has to be a joke. A cruel, sick one.” He stuffed the envelope into his pocket. “We don’t want to leave these lying around, though. Let’s go.”

“Wait,” I said, my gaze cutting towards the secret compartment.

Brent’s eyes followed mine and he raised an eyebrow, a small smile on his face. “I thought you wanted the day off.”

“Yeah, but this is what I’ve been training for. If I’m going to help this ghost, I have to see what she’s protecting.”

Brent held my hand tightly as we walked back to the compartment. My fingers pressed the knot and the catch sprang loose. Brent eagerly leaned forward, peering into the dark recess, and then frowned.

“What?” I asked, suddenly worried. “What’s in there?”

“Nothing,” he said, stepping aside and gesturing for me to take a look.

“What?” I took his spot. “I swear, there was something in there earlier.”

“Well, whatever it was is gone now.”

As soon as he said that, I knew what had happened. “DJ. He must have pocketed it when he was playing with the latch. He can’t have gotten far. We have to find him,” I said, taking Brent’s hand and pulling him towards the stairs. We’d only gone two steps when my skin broke out in goose pimples from a sudden drop in the temperature. Sophia materialized at the edge of the stairs, her eyes sparking with anger and her hands clenched in fists. She stalked toward us, each step dropping the temperature even further. I stopped so fast that Brent slammed into my back.

“What’s wrong?”

“Sophia is blocking our path and she does not look happy.” I felt ashamed by how afraid I was, but the fury in her eyes dissolved all thoughts about my ability to help her.

“So? She’s a ghost. They can’t touch the living, right?”

“Uh-huh.” I still didn’t move.

“And you’re wearing your necklace, right?” Brent whispered.

“Yes.” I patted the flower pendant for reassurance.

“Then let’s go.”

He had a point. As long as I wore the Pankurem necklace, a ghost couldn’t touch me. Encased in its amber beads was a plant called Pankurem, which acted as a spirit— and body—guard. Not only did it protect the wearer—or the person who had ingested some—from a ghost that might want to harm them, but protected the body of whoever could project from having their body snatched while soulless. Sophia, no matter how terrifying she seemed, was just a single specter. I knew he was right, that she shouldn’t be able to touch me, but it was hard to walk toward a ghost who looked like she wanted to fillet me alive.

I took a deep breath before taking a step forward. I just had to remind myself I wasn’t supposed to be afraid of ghosts.

“Where is it?” she hissed, her fear and fury slamming against me. I backtracked into Brent, crushing his toes under my heels. “You took it!”

“Back up, back up, back up,” I whispered to Brent. He listened and we started slinking further into the depths of the third floor. I turned toward Sophia. “I didn’t take it.”

Her hands flew to her face, her eyes widened impossibly, and a heartbreaking wail burst from her.

“It’s gone!” she wailed. “All these years! It’s gone!”

Her red curls straightened, standing on end like she’d put her finger in a light socket. Her scream cut off and she grew to twice her size, her pale skin flaming red. She seemed to morph before my eyes from a proper, if angry, socialite, to fury-fueled psychopath. The heat of her anger washed over me like scalding water.

Brent’s hand tightened on my arms as we distanced ourselves from the stairs. My eyes never left Sophia. I knew she needed help, but it was hard to think of helping her when I was afraid she was going to kill me.

“This is your fault,” Sophia screamed.

She surged forward, her face contorted with rage. Despite my confidence in my necklace’s protection, I recoiled against Brent as she reached for me. I didn’t flinch as her nails drew near, expecting them to slide right through me. But not only did her fingers connect with me, they melted through my skin, closing around my spirit’s wrist. I gasped as pain lanced through my wrist and radiated up my arm. For a split second she paused, like she too was surprised, but then her eyes glinted with something horrible.

“Do you know what you’ve done?” she shrieked at me, her voice crashing against my eardrums. The ghost’s deranged howls filled my ears as her glowing red eyes made my insides shudder. “You led them here.”

I blinked in confusion at her hand on my wrist. She shouldn’t have been able to touch me. She shouldn’t have been able to hurt me. But she did, on both accounts. Terror washed through me as she yanked hard on my wrist. My spirit rattled inside my body, my ghostly head smacking against my physical skull.

“Yara!” Brent cried, as Sophia yanked me out of his arms and onto the floor with a painful thud. I winced as the skin underneath her fingers began to freeze from the inside out with a cold so intense it burned. I tried desperately to free my arm, but she only tightened her grip, driving the cold deeper.

Brent crouched down beside me and gaped at the purpling marks appearing on my wrist.

“Brent, she’s hurting me,” I said between chattering teeth. Sophia’s fingers wrapped more securely around my wrist.

“Tell me how to get rid of her,” Brent said in a hushed voice, his eyes frantic. He couldn’t see her, and he needed my help. I could handle this. I had to handle this. Vovó wasn’t here. I steeled my nerves, pushing away the pain and burning ache of her cold fingers, and tried to grasp at any of the lessons Vovó had taught me, but I came up blank. I hadn’t been trained for this.

I gritted my teeth. “I don’t know. But she won’t let go.”

Brent’s eyes slid closed, and when they reopened, the panicked look was gone, replaced by a quiet intensity. He stood fluidly and his brown eyes zeroed in on where he knew Sophia must be. With a flick of his wrist, he swirled his fingers in an arc, sending a blast of air tunneling down the hall.

The wind hit her and batted her around, but she didn’t vanish or turn into smoke like Thomas had last year. Brent’s brute force and elemental manipulation might not be enough. Sophia turned toward him, her harsh eyes focusing on Brent as he conjured the storm.

He brought his hands together and pushed one hand palm out toward us, hitting us with another strong gust of air, its strength building to a roar. Wind zoomed past me, ripping the bobby pins from my hair. Sophia’s gauzy dress whipped around her and my hair stung my eyes, obscuring my vision.

The coppery taste of blood blanketed my tongue as my teeth sunk into my bottom lip, biting back a scream of pain. My arm burned as if it had been plunged into a frozen river and I could no longer feel my fingers. Her touch stole the heat from my body, and my brain began to go numb.

The wind suddenly died and I tossed my hair out of my eyes, immediately seeking Brent. He cupped his hands together, like he was holding a ball, collecting the elements for a stronger attack. He pointed one finger at Sophia and the flood of air hit her right in the chest. She lost her footing and took a steadying step to the side, releasing me. Warmth licked through me like a vapor of smoke and I cradled my arm to my chest, limping forward toward Brent.

Brent lowered his hands to reach for me, and the storm immediately ceased. “Where did she go?”

My outstretched fingers were inches from him when Sophia grabbed me from behind, seizing my hair and yanking it hard, ripping a fistful of strands from the scalp.

“Ow!” I yelped when she jerked me back toward her.

Several locks of hair that had torn loose floated to the floor, the dark strands reflecting glimmers of light in their fall. Brent’s eyes darkened, turning almost black as he tracked their descent. He raised his hands and the corridor was instantly in motion again. The windows and mirrors vibrated and the paintings banged against the walls. Sophia glared at Brent, her tawny eyes freezing over. She pulled me closer to her with another fierce tug on my hair. Her other hand slid around my waist and I was trapped in her iron embrace.

“Tell him to stop,” she growled from between clenched teeth.

“No.” I trembled all over, but I pushed away my fright, trying to awaken my inner Vovó, knowing she’d know what to do. “I can help you,” I finally managed.

She laughed. “I’m not the one who needs help!” She pulled me closer, using me as a shield from Brent’s attack. Her cold breath spread across my face.

Brent couldn’t see her, but with my neck twisted at such an unnatural angle, he could tell where she stood. He stretched out his fingers with a determined look and launched a bolt of air so forceful that Sophia and I both staggered back. Her grip loosened enough that I was able to break away, and fall to the floor. Sophia lunged at me but stopped suddenly in mid-air, like she had hit a wall. She hung there for a split second before being thrown backwards like a bungee jumper at the end of a cord. She jetted toward me again, but bounced off once more. She raged and snarled like a rabid dog as she came at me a third time. This time the wall wavered a bit and I felt a current of air blow in my face. Brent let out a strained grunt and his upraised arms shook as if he struggled with a heavy weight. Finally I understood what kept her away. Brent. He had created an air-shield around me.

Sophia eyed Brent and I shivered; she had figured it out too. She inhaled deeply, like a vacuum stealing oxygen from the room.

“Brent—” I started to warn, but I couldn’t finish. I coughed; my lungs burned from lack of air. Brent’s face turned red in his struggle to hold the force of his storm and breathe at the same time. Then Sophia’s inhalation stopped. She twisted her mouth in a cruel smile right before she exhaled an icy blast of air straight at Brent.

He staggered as if fighting his way through a wind tunnel. His hair and clothes whipped behind him, and he stumbled backward, slamming against the wall with a groan. Held prisoner by her torrent of air, he struggled to raise his arms against the onslaught, trying to defend himself. He gasped against the air that forced its way down his throat and into his lungs.

I pounded against the shield that separated me from Brent and Sophia, the air rippling against my palms, but Brent’s wall held firm.

“Brent, let me help you!” I screamed, pushing against the barrier.

“No.” Brent’s face twisted in concentration.

I fell onto my side and the beads of my necklace dug into my collarbone. It had failed me for the first time ever, but maybe it could still help Brent. I reached to undo the clasp when Sophia began to flicker like a fluorescent bulb about to burn out. Her stream of air sputtered as her shoulders slumped and her arms dropped to her sides. She sagged against the wall breathing heavily. The feral fury in her eyes faded while her flickering image grew lighter and lighter until it disappeared in a puff of colored smoke that swirled away.

Brent bent over, panting for breath. His hands rested on his knees and his hair fell into his overly bright eyes. The hall, which had roared with gale-force winds only seconds before, now settled into a peaceful calm. My labored breathing came out in loud wheezes. I stared at Brent, my hands pressed against the invisible wall he still held. My wrist burned even worse than before, the sudden warmth of the room making the cold seem deeper, but I tried to ignore it.

“She’s gone,” I called out, my voice sounding too loud in the hall.

Brent let the barrier down and I forced myself to my feet, stumbling toward him. His warm arms engulfed me, his body heat raising mine. I breathed in his scent, savoring the comfort he offered, needing his warmth. I twisted my neck so I could see him. A smear of red from his bloodied nose stood out against his paler-than-normal skin.

“Brent. You’re bleeding.”

He brought his fingers to his nose and grimaced as they came back bloody. He wiped them on his already red-spattered shirt.

“I’m fine. What about you? Are you alright?” he asked, his eyes wandering over me, looking for any sign of damage.

“My wrist and head hurt.” I ran my fingers through my hair and several strands came loose and fluttered to the floor. “I think I have a bald spot.”

He sucked in his breath, squeezing me tighter. “You’re like ice.”

“I know.” I felt like I had taken a dip in liquid nitrogen. My wrist still throbbed and I lifted up the sleeve of my suit jacket to find a near-black, hand-shaped bruise that circled my wrist, each of Sophia’s finger perfectly outlined on my skin.

Brent did a double take when he saw it. “The ghost did this?” I nodded numbly. “I didn’t know ghosts were capable of that.”

“Neither did I.” I groaned. It was only my first day back and I was already in over my head. I needed Vovó, but I wouldn’t be able to talk to her until she landed tomorrow. She would know why the ghost had been able to touch me.

I shivered as I remembered the way Sophia’s hand had reached through my body and grabbed my spirit. I felt sick— tainted— to think of another soul sharing my body, even briefly. I wondered if this was what Brent had felt like last year when he had been inhabited by more than thirty souls.

The bells of a nearby church chimed and I counted each gong. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. With each one my pulse calmed and the terror faded, but I still quivered in Brent’s arms.

“So, did your grandma give you any advice for handling a ghost like Sophia?”

“No. I’ve never heard about anything like this.”

He kissed the top of my head. “You’d think she might have mentioned the dangers once or twice, especially considering what happened with Thomas.”

I chewed my lip nervously and winced; I’d forgotten biting into it. “She doesn’t usually have any trouble with ghosts.”

“Never?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” I said. “I still have a lot to learn about being a Waker.”

“She should have prepared you, Yara. This wasn’t your fault.”

I nodded even though I didn’t agree. I knew I could have studied harder this summer. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that this didn’t bode well for my senior year.

Chapter Three

Brent adjusted his tie and messed up the lapels of his suit coat to hide the blood. He ran his fingers through his hair until it returned to its normal, artfully-messed style and then used a clean part of his shirt sleeve, one that would be hidden under his coat, to clean up the rest of his blood. I found a mirror, blotted away the blood on my lip and smoothed down my wind-tossed hair. We deemed ourselves presentable and turned back toward the stairs only to find two rather large men blocking our path.

“Is everything okay up here?” One of the big men asked. They both wore serious expressions and dark suits. If I had to guess, I would say they were security. They studied Brent and me and looked around the silent hallway. “We thought we heard something.”

“Oh, that was the air-conditioning vent. It made a horrible sound,” Brent said.

The two men exchanged an unreadable look before one of them turned back toward us. “Students are not supposed to be up here.”

“Sorry.” I grabbed Brent’s arm, slipped past the two beefy men and led him down the stairs. When we reached the first floor I said, “Let’s find Steve and Cherie and get out of here.”

Brent nodded and we went into the backyard to look for them. A tapping on the microphone had us all looking toward the platform at the far end of the event tent as Headmaster Farnsworth took the stage. Like cattle being corralled into a pen, the crowd pressed forward. Brent and I had no choice but to go with the flow or be trampled in the process. My adrenaline had worn off and my body began to shake. Brent noticed. He grabbed two glasses of sparkling cider and pushed one of them into my hands.

Our headmaster smiled out at the audience, and began a long-winded speech about the importance of the internship program, thanking all of the people who had planned the event. I didn’t care what he had to say. All that mattered to me was leaving the house before Sophia came back.

The headmaster’s voice droned on in the background, “I’m pleased to turn the stage over to Bryan Pendrell, our Board President and CEO, and the sole living descendant of our school’s founder.”

That got my attention. I’d never seen Bryan Pendrell except for his picture on the school website. Everyone clapped while Mr. Pendrell stepped up to the microphone. He appeared to be in his mid thirties with wavy, dark brown hair, a smile far too white to be natural and dark eyes. He dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief and then clutched the sides of the podium.

“Um, thank you ah, for coming tonight. We’re glad we uh, had such a great turn out.” He cleared his throat again as he leaned closer to the mike and I cringed at the static feedback.

“Wow, he never would have passed Mr. Cooper’s public speaking class,” Brent commented. “This is painful to listen to. He even makes your public speaking skills look good.”

I almost choked on my apple cider. Brent laughed as he took my glass from my hand.

“Jerk,” I said between coughs, patting my chest. Brent winked when he handed me back my drink.

A scattering of polite applause erupted around the tent and I tuned back in to Mr. Pendrell’s speech. He had paused to dab sweat from his forehead and glanced off to his left as though searching for someone. “When Dr. Marks, uh, our assistant headmaster left us last year, we were um, saddened, but we were ahh, lucky enough to have lured uh, enticed Mr. Jamie Crosby to fill that position . . .”

“Wow. They got Crosby to come back? The man is a legend.” Brent took a drink, his eyes now glued to the stage.

“ . . . to take the vacated position. As most of you know he um, lobbied for the, p . . . pa . . . passage of the new um, education proposition that you will all vote on um, during the next election, and had even ah, deferred, his own campaign to help out his alma mater. We—”

In an act of mercy for all involved, Mr. Crosby cut off the rest of the introduction. “Thank you Bryan.” He patted the CEO on the shoulder and took control of the mike. He gave us all a big smile. “I’m grateful to be back at Pendrell Academy. This school shaped me into the man that I am, the man my father wanted me to be. I won’t take too much time up here. I’m not a very good speaker and I don’t want you get any ideas with the tomato appetizers I saw being carried around. I never looked good in red.” He laughed a little, the rest of the crowd chuckling along with him. His little joke fell flat to me. The man was polished and comfortable in front of a crowd, and I didn’t buy the humble, self-deprecating act.

“I’m happy to be able to work with the seniors this year and head up the Alumni Internships. We have a talented group of students here. I hope that through the year those talents grow and flourish.”

More applause. Mr. Crosby waited until it died down before he spoke again, going on to the importance of the internship program. When he was done, Mr. Crosby bestowed on us a toothy smile, one that could charm a snake. The man had a great career ahead of him in Washington. At the end, Crosby and Pendrell shook hands for the cameras, and then exchanged a look that seemed to communicate a mutual feeling of loathing.

I was going to comment on it but Brent spoke first. “There’s Steve and Cherie. Let’s go.” I gave our assistant headmaster and school CEO one last look before following behind Brent.

v

A half hour later, Brent and I sat at a booth at Miguel’s Jr., my favorite fast food restaurant, bringing Steve and Cherie up to speed on the Sophia attack.

“Another year, another ghost,” Cherie said, her blue eyes twinkling. She rested her elbows on the gray-flecked table holding tight to her burrito. “I can’t believe I was downstairs and didn’t hear a thing? Did anyone notice?”

“A couple of people came upstairs, but Brent blamed it on an air-conditioning vent.”

“And they bought that?” Steve asked.

I took a drink of my horchata. “It’s more believable than a ghost attack.”

“I guess that’s true.” Cherie took a huge bite of her burrito, a determined glint in her eye. “Just so you know,” she insisted, once she had swallowed, “I’m not going to get left out of the adventure this time.”

Despite her brave words, they weren’t as forceful as they would have been a year ago. Our encounter with Thomas and Pendrell’s curse had slightly tarnished her love for the paranormal. She still thrived on it, but a hint of caution had bled into her enthusiasm.

“Forget the ghost, who’s the guy?” Steve asked. “What’s-his-name, how did he get those pictures?”

Brent pointed his taquito at Steve. “That’s what I’d like to know. Ghosts are Yara’s territory and the rest of us aren’t much use there, but we can do something about the flesh and blood problems.”

“Let’s not talk about any of this.” I lifted my hands together and begged.

The guys nodded, but Cherie said, “I’ll give you twenty-four hours. After that, ghost talk is fair game.”

“Deal.” I poured salsa onto my bean and cheese burrito.

“Man, this is good!” Cherie said, taking another bite of her food. “I only had a cheap salad from the vending machine at lunch.”

“Too busy making out with Steve to get a real lunch, huh?” I teased, laughing at her unapologetic expression.

“You bet she was,” Steve answered. He bit into a salsa-laden chip with a loud crunch.

“And I should have eaten instead.” She smirked at Steve who placed his hand over his heart pretending he had just been stabbed. “You know, being a senior will have some definite advantages. Specifically, being allowed to have a car. It means we won’t be stuck on campus nearly as much as we were last year.”

“You’re supposed to use the cars for internships, not for late night candy runs,” Steve said. “I know you. That’s what you’re planning, isn’t it?”

“It might be.” Cherie pouted her lips and gazed upward as though pondering her one great love. “I have a special relationship with chocolate. When I need it, I need it.”

Brent pulled me in closer and squeezed my shoulders. “Personally, I’m all about the five hours of off-campus time we get on Saturdays.”

Steve crinkled his empty burrito wrapper and tossed it on our tray. “I’m looking forward to the senior prank. I want to leave our mark on the school.”

“I’m game, as long as whatever you’re planning doesn’t get the whole senior class in trouble. You know Audrey would never forgive you if the administration killed all of our other senior events as punishment,” I said. Audrey was in the running for valedictorian, but had already nabbed the title of Most Involved. She was in practically every school club and organization, and had a hand in planning almost every event.

“A little faith, please,” Steve said. “Besides, the only time the seniors got in trouble was when the pranks went wrong. Like the year the statue of Christopher Pendrell broke when they tried to move it.”

“Or the year they brought goats into the administration building and they caused all that damage,” Brent said.

“Don’t forget when they added mustaches to all the portraits of the Pendrell presidents and no one could get them off,” Cherie added. “Or—”

Steve reached over and covered her mouth with his hand. “Okay. I see your point. So a few times people couldn’t pull off the prank and the whole student body suffered. But my plan will be brilliant.”

“I know it will, ‘cause I’m going to help,” Cherie managed to say around his hand. Steve grinned and moved his hand away to swoop in for a kiss.

I changed the topic to one I’d been dreading. “Hey Brent, remember how I have that family dinner tomorrow night?”

“Yeah,” Brent said. “Steve and I have a video game night planned.”

Steve leaned across the table to fist-bump Brent and they started talking about the first person shooter game they were going to play.

I cut into their conversation. “Um, yeah. About that . . . they want you to come, too.”

“To dinner? Like, with your parents?” Brent asked, his voice filled with dread.

“Yes. My dad’s especially looking forward to it.”

At the look on Brent’s face Cherie belted out a laugh, spewing soda across the table. “You’re going to love her dad,” she managed between coughs. She laughed harder and I knew she was thinking of what my dad did to the boys I brought home.

“Your dad?” Brent rubbed the back of his neck and swallowed hard. “Any chance I can talk you into a movie instead?” He smiled at me with the grin that made my insides melt like ice cream on the fourth of July.

“Unfortunately, this is one dinner we can’t put off. I’m sorry Brent, they were adamant.” I patted him on the back and gave him puppy dog eyes and a small pout. “You’ll come won’t you?”

He sighed. “Yeah, I’ll come.”

v

The sun still shone brightly as I backed out of my newly-assigned parking space in the student lot. Brent had come with me to pick up my parking sticker and he fidgeted in the seat beside me, still nervous about dinner at my parents’ house. I enjoyed the new experience, this sense of freedom from getting to drive my car. If my bruised wrist hadn’t started tingling as I turned onto the only road that led off campus, I probably would have been able to pretend that I hadn’t been attacked by a ghost the night before.

When my dad was transferred to Brazil last year, he had known it would be temporary and that there was even a chance of coming back early, so rather than sell their house, they had kept it. Now that my dad’s company had sent him back to the States for the year, I was happy I could visit my parents at home and not in some random apartment. After yesterday’s attack, I needed the familiarity and comfort of my own space. Cherie had wanted to come but her parents had volunteered her for something that would look good on her college applications.

I stopped at a red light, turned my head, and allowed myself to enjoy the handsomeness that was Brent.

 He noticed my staring and asked, “What?”

“As if you didn’t know. You’re not the type of guy that a girl gets tired of looking at.”

“Oh. Well in that case, you’re welcome to look all you want,” he said and gestured to himself. “You’re allowed to touch, too.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

I lowered my voice into its sexy-husky range. “I was hoping you’d say that.” With my flirtiest look on my face, I rubbed my hand slowly up his arm and then pinched him firmly on the shoulder.

“Ow!” Brent rubbed his shoulder and grinned. “Not what I had in mind!”

“It wasn’t?” I asked innocently.

“Nope. To repay me for that undeserved pinch I get to choose the music.”

“Sorry, but the driver gets to pick the station.”

The light turned green and I put my foot on the gas pedal. “So, a few things you should know about my family,” I began, as we drove. “First off, my grandma can see ghosts.”

“I had no idea,” he deadpanned, changing the radio away from my jazz station to his favorite.

“I know that’s old information to you, but it’s usually my opening line. It’s always been the hardest part to explain to my boyfriends.” I swatted his hand away from the radio dial and changed it back. “Don’t mess with my radio.”

“Boyfriends, huh?” Brent asked, sitting up taller in his seat. “How many are we talking about?”

I shook my head and smiled, deciding to ignore the question, and drummed my fingers against the steering wheel. “Vovó is probably going to talk your ear off all night. She wants to know everything about what happened last year, and the thirty times I told my version of the story apparently weren’t enough for her.” I bit my lip thinking. “My mom will love you, but my dad … ” I cleared my throat, wondering how thoroughly I should prepare him for that experience. Too much knowledge could do more harm than good. I was so lost in thought, I missed the turn down my street. I flipped an illegal U-turn, almost causing an accident with the black sedan behind us.

“Are you trying to kill us again?” Brent gripped his seat.

“Ha, ha,” I said as I pulled up in front of my house. I parked the car and glanced over. “Are you ready?”

“Of course.” Brent leaned back in the seat like he didn’t have a care in the world, but I didn’t miss the way he’d been chomping on his fingernails the whole way here. Ever since I’d known him, Brent had been a nail biter, except for the short period of time when Thomas had been in control of Brent’s body. Thomas didn’t share that habit, but he hadn’t been able to keep from cracking his knuckles. Every time Brent bit his nails it gave me a sliver of peace, proof it was still him, and not Thomas.

I opened the door and drank in the sight of my old house with its tan stucco and gray siding. The windows were framed with blue shutters, and the porch encircled with a white railing. It felt much longer than a year since I had been here, staring out of my second story window, preparing to go to Pendrell. It all looked smaller than I remembered, but I knew it was the same; only I had changed.

Brent straightened his shirt as he came to stand beside me. “I’ve never done the meet-the-parents thing before.”

Given his extensive history of short-lived relationships, that didn’t surprise me. Before me, he had been a little afraid of commitment and had barely been on more than a handful of dates with any of his previous girlfriends—if you could actually call them girlfriends, which, personally, I preferred not to.

“Don’t worry, they’ve never maimed any of the boys I’ve brought home. Yet.”

“That makes me feel so much better.”

I gave him a small grin and a shrug as I strolled up the front walk past the perfectly manicured lawn. I was about to put my key in the lock when the door swung open.

“Yara!” Mom’s blue eyes flared with joy as she grabbed me and pulled me into a bone-crushing hug. My family was big on hugs.

“Is that my querida?” Vovó’s voice called. I couldn’t help but smile at her nickname for me. Dear one, beloved. Vovó was loving with everyone, but she only used that nickname on me.

Mom pushed the door open wider and ushered us inside. Even after a year-long absence, the house smelled the same, like my mother’s favorite vanilla scented candles and the yeasty smell of fresh, homemade bread. Vovó walked down the hall wearing her gardening clothes and carrying a basket of herbs.

“Our poor garden is so neglected,” she informed my mother with a tsk before giving me her own hug. I breathed in her familiar scent of orchids, sweet and musty.

“Mom, Vovó, this is Brent,” I said, pulling myself away and putting my arm around Brent’s waist.

Brent stuck out his hand. “Pleased to meet you Mrs. Silva.”

“Brooke, please,” Mom said, taking his hand in both of hers.

Vovó pursed her lips, examining Brent from head to toe. “Ah, Brent. The boy who distracted Yara from her training this summer.” Then her face broke out in a grin, her laugh lines crinkling around her eyes. She winked at Brent. “I can see why now.”

“Vovó!”

“I’ve got eyes, Querida.” She pulled Brent into a hug, careful not to touch his back with her dirty hands. “It’s good to meet you. Come, come.” She guided him into the kitchen, dropped her basket onto the kitchen counter, and washed the garden soil from her hands. Mom went to the stove and stirred the pan. The smell of sizzling onions and garlic hung in the air and teased my taste buds, making my stomach growl.

Brent sat at the battered wooden table, tracing one of the many indentations where a family member had pounded with a fork or spoon while making a point. Our family dinners were never boring. I leaned against the granite counter, taking in the room. It all felt so familiar. A feeling of homesickness hit me. I hadn’t realized how much I missed being in my own home.

The kitchen’s tan walls were broken up by long windows with a patchwork of natural light streaming through. One wall held so many unframed pictures that they seemed like wallpaper, hiding the wall’s true color. We had a family room but we always ended up in the kitchen, snacking and talking about our days. Its walls were more than sheetrock and plaster, they were part of our home and had soaked up the memories that had been formed here. I was so lost in the feeling of home I almost didn’t want to talk about what was on my mind. But I knew I had to get it over with.

“I saw an unusual ghost yesterday,” I began without prelude. The atmosphere in the room suddenly turned. Elation came from one half and alarm radiated from the other. Brent and I were caught in the middle. He shifted forward in his seat, his eyes watching the reactions around him.

“You saw another ghost?” Mom asked, her spoon pausing in the pan of rice she was frying. “Please tell me it wasn’t at school.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Thank goodness.” Mom sighed. “I don’t think I could handle knowing you were in danger again. Wait. Please tell me it wasn’t an angry, murdered spirit.”

I squirmed uneasily as I intently studied the countertop.

Mom’s face paled, her wooden spoon raised to her chest. “Is it an angry, murdered spirit?”

I quickly added, “I don’t know for sure that she was murdered.”

“Oh, Yara!”

I ignored her and continued on. “She fell down a flight of stairs. But, rumor has it she was pushed. That’s where I saw her, by the stairs at the alumni house. She’s been guarding something for almost hundred years and had it hidden in a safe place. I found it.”

“What was it?” Mom raised her hand to her mouth and leaned forward like she was watching an exciting scene in a movie. I shared an amused look with Brent—who was still watching us carefully— and found Vovó at the edge of her chair watching me too.

“I don’t know.” They both frowned like I had paused the movie in the middle of the most exciting scene. “By the time I got to the compartment again it had disappeared.”

“Got to the compartment again?” Vovó asked, picking up on the key word.

“Yeah. When I first found it, I was preoccupied.” I paused for a moment. “I knew that you would want me to help her, so I went back to the compartment and looked.”

Vovó smiled. “And?”

“And that’s when I saw that whatever had been there the first time had disappeared. After that, I was too busy getting my butt kicked by the ghost to help her,” I said.

“What?” Mom asked.

I cleared my throat, talking more to Vovó than mom now. “Yeah. I don’t think I’ll be going back there.”

Vovó frowned. I had known it was coming but I still didn’t like to see it. “Yara, this is part of your gift. You can’t turn away when they need you.”

 Mom resumed her stirring of the rice with renewed enthusiasm muttering something under her breath. I thought back to all of the ghosts I had ignored in the airport and decided I was better off never mentioning them. My vovó would probably make me go back and clear out the entire airport.

Mom pressed her lips together in a firm line. “Ilma, speaking to ghosts and helping them is not the same thing as putting herself in a situation where her life is in danger.”

“Her life wasn’t in danger,” Vovó countered. “The Silva women have never let a ghost down before, and they will not do so now. It sounds as though this ghost has been guarding her secret for decades. I’m sure she’s tired and could use some rest. It’s Yara’s job to help her.”

Yep. Definitely not telling her about the ghosts in the airport. Then again, she had probably seen them for herself. Perhaps she had already cleaned them out. The thought eased a bit of my Waker-guilt.

“The ghost didn’t seem to want my help. Not at all.”

Vovó got the plates down from the cabinet and began setting the table. “Some ghosts have forgotten the value of peace. Her anger will fade once you’ve helped her.”

I cleared my throat nervously. We had come to the part I really needed advice about. “I don’t know about that. When I say she was angry, I mean really angry.” I looked over at Brent who nodded his encouragement. “In fact, she left me with this.”

I pulled up my bracelets that been covering my bruise and held it out. Vovó leaned in to look closer, then muttered something in Portuguese under her breath. She put on her reading glasses and examined the bruises again.

“A ghost did this? É mesmo?” She picked up my hand and held it closer for examination. A tingling sensation shot through my hand and wrist, the same kind that happened whenever my foot fell asleep. I flexed and unflexed my fingers, trying to get the circulation working better.

“Yes. Really. A ghost did this,” I confirmed dully. “It freaked me out. Ghosts aren’t supposed to be able to touch us.”

Vovó’s usual calm expression appeared troubled, the wrinkles on her face deeper. She didn’t look up, but kept staring at the handprint burned into my arm. Her fingers felt warm over the iciness of the wound. “Were you wearing your necklace?”

“Of course. I learned a few things last year.”

Vovó’s eyebrows rose a bit and she pushed her spectacles further up her nose. 

“I—” Brent started.

“You need to stay away from that ghost,” mom interrupted. She stood next to the stove, frozen like a statue, her eyes glued to my wrist.

“Staying away won’t help. There will be ghosts her whole life. This is Yara’s calling.” Vovó let go of my arm and continued setting the table. “She needs to find a way to help this ghost, if it’s not beyond help.”

Mom glared at her. “Are you forgetting that she died last year because of a ghost?”

“No!” My grandma slammed down the blue dinner plate in front of Brent. “I remember. If I had been more diligent in training her that might never have happened. I don’t want history to repeat. I’m not sure, but I think her death is the reason the ghost was able to do this to her.” She gestured toward my bruise.

“What?” I glanced at my wrist with renewed interest.

“You returned from death, and I’m afraid it’s left its mark upon you. You’re closer to the spirit world than most Wakers, even me. You will be the strongest of us. Who knows what else you can do now. It is an honor to have such a powerful granddaughter. ” Her eyes didn’t look proud though, they looked concerned and a tiny bit guilty. “I guessed last year might change things for you, but I had no idea it would put you in danger.”

I sounded liked some sort of genetic mutant. “Are you saying that the reason the ghost was able to touch me is because I died last year?”

The spoon fell from my mom’s hands and clattered to the ground, spreading rice all over the floor. Brent leaned down, picked up the spoon, and placed it back in mom’s still trembling hand. “That settles it. You stay away from them, Yara,” she said, shooting my vovó a severe look that would’ve caused a lesser woman to quail. “I don’t want you dying again.”

“She won’t be dying again. This year is different. This year she has me.” Vovó looked at me over the edge of her glasses. “I will do some research and see if I can learn more about other Wakers who have returned. I’ve heard legends, but nothing concrete. We’ll find some way to keep the ghost from touching you again. But still wear your necklace or she could jerk you out of your body and take it for herself.”

“I thought only black licorice could force your spirit from the body.” Black licorice was dangerous to people who could project, or had the potential to. It had caused me nothing but problems last year. I hate that stuff!

“Not for you,” Vovó said. “If she can touch your spirit, she might be able to pull it from your body, too.”

I couldn’t speak. My tongue felt numb and heavy. Sophia could have stolen my body? My eyes searched for Brent and found him looking pale, no doubt remembering what it felt like to have his body stolen.

Vovó’s features softened. “I know it’s scary and you are right to be cautious. This ghost sounds troubled. I will go with you to visit her and teach you how to control that type of spirit and keep you safe.” She patted me on the head. “Your safety is the most important thing to me.”

“The first day of classes haven’t started yet and she’s already been injured by a ghost.” Mom put the lid on the pan with a loud clank before turning to my grandma.

“I know but this is how the rest of her life is going to be. She has to learn how to keep herself safe while I’m still around to help.”

An old western standoff had nothing on the looks that my mom and grandma were exchanging. A tumbleweed could have rolled through the kitchen and neither would have noticed.

“Hello, Queridinha,” my father said, strolling into the kitchen. “Is dinner almost ready?” He smiled and rubbed his hands together in enthusiastic anticipation.

“Dad!” I ran into his open arms. His familiar scent of peppermint washed over me. He held me at arms length, studying me, and gave my nose a quick tweak.

“You’re getting too thin.”

“Dad, you just saw me yesterday.”

“Did you bring that boy with you?” He snapped his head up, glancing around the kitchen, and finally picked up on the standoff between his wife and mother. “Uh-oh. What is it this time? Do I even want to know?”

I shook my head. “Waker stuff. I’ll tell you later,” I whispered.

With visible effort, he refrained from asking any more questions. He loved having another Waker in the family almost as much as Vovó, but he knew better than to ask anything that might put himself in the middle of the fight. He frowned as he noticed Brent. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your boyfriend?”

Brent jumped to attention and stuck his hand out.

I smiled. “Dad, this is Brent. Brent, my dad, Leonardo.”

“Nice to meet you,” Brent said politely as he shook my dad’s hand.

“So, Brent,” my dad said, his voice overly casual. “Do you like swords?” Brent blinked at the unexpected question but nodded. “Come on, let me show you my collection.”

“No, Dad he doesn’t want to see it.” I spun toward Brent. “You don’t. Trust me.” I grabbed Brent’s arm and stopped him. “He doesn’t like swords, Dad.”

Brent laughed nervously and patted my hand that rested on the crook of his elbow. “It’s fine, Yara. Of course I want to see his collection.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I mumbled as he followed my dad. I couldn’t help it; I went with them. Like a witness to a train wreck, I couldn’t make myself look away.

My dad led Brent into his study like a lamb to the slaughter, where behind his locked glass display cabinets sat his collections of swords. He had everything from a Lord of the Rings replica, to a samurai-style Katana sword and even a plastic lightsaber my brother Kevin had given him as a joke one Christmas. Brent let out an appreciative whistle.

“Impressive.”

“Thank you. I’ve spent many years putting together this collection.”

“I can tell.” Brent sounded genuinely impressed. He walked the length of the room, taking them all in.

“So, which one is your favorite?” my dad asked. Brent leaned forward, squinting as he examined them closely.

“That one,” Brent said pointing toward a silver sword with a ruby-eyed dragon hilt.

“Ah, nice one. Beautiful,” Dad agreed. “It’s very sharp. It could slice through a man with only the slightest pressure.” He unlocked the cabinet, removed the sword, and pointed it at Brent, his demeanor now serious and intimidating. Brent swallowed and took a step backward.

“And this sword, boy, is the one I’ll come after you with if you disrespect or hurt my little girl.”

Brent let out a strangled laugh. “I would never do anything to harm Yara or to . . . disrespect her.”

Dad waited for a moment before he dropped the sword and slapped Brent on the back like they were best friends. “I know. And as long as it stays that way, you have nothing to worry about.”

“I tried to warn you,” I called from the doorway. Brent shot me a panicked look before being stuffed into a leather chair by my father, who wasn’t done toying with him yet.

“Yara, why don’t you go see if you can put an end to the battle that’s going on in the kitchen?”

Brent shook his head, clearly begging me not to leave him alone.

“I’m not leaving you with Brent, Dad.”

“You worry too much,” Dad said, coming around his desk to sit in his leather chair. “I’m just teasing.”

Brent gave my dad a weak smile and tried to look like he was completely comfortable.

“It isn’t funny, Dad. It never has been.”

“It is from where I’m standing,” Dad said with a chuckle. “Oh, calm down, filha. At least I didn’t threaten him with castration like I did to all of Melanie’s boyfriends.”

Brent let out a gagging sound and Dad chuckled wildly, slapping his hands together.

Finally, he looked up at me and sighed, relenting. “Here, have a snack before dinner,” Dad said, holding out a bowl of peanuts towards Brent. “A little peace offering.”

Brent took a few and studied the family picture sitting on my dad’s desk. It was the last one we had taken before Kevin died.

He looked up at me and back to the picture. “You look so young here.”

“I was.”

“That’s your brother Kevin, right?” Brent took another handful of peanuts and sifted them into his mouth.

“Right.”

“I–” Brent coughed and thumped his chest lightly with his fist. “I–” He cut off again with another dry cough. “Water,” he managed.

“I’ll get it,” Dad said. He patted me on the shoulder as he sauntered toward the kitchen.

I rubbed Brent’s back and waited for my dad to return. “Are you okay?” I asked a red-faced Brent.

He shook his head and tugged at the collar of his shirt, as his gasping cough continued. His deep breaths sounded like they were being sucked through a straw and his face seemed to swell. Brent’s strained breathing suddenly stopped. Desperate croaks for air escaped his swollen lips. His hands went around his throat before he doubled over, collapsing to floor on his knees.

“Brent? Brent!” I screamed. I ran into the hallway. “Dad! Vovó! I need help!”

Dad pushed past me, setting down the cup as he took in the scene. He reached down and lifted Brent to his feet. Wrapping his arms around Brent’s stomach, he tried performing the Heimlich, but Brent frantically waved him off. Apparently Brent wasn’t choking, but he was still having trouble breathing. Dad obeyed, but kept his arms around Brent, who sagged back against him.

A gust of wind sent my hair in motion, swirling around my face. A small cyclone formed in the center of the room, the papers on the desk were swept into the air, and the glass of the display cases shivered. Brent’s distress brought on the storm. His elemental powers always increased during times of heightened emotions. Brent could barely gasp and I grabbed his hand. It was an eerie flashback to the first day I met him. That day, I could see the evil spirit choking him as it tried to possess him, but right now I had no idea what was wrong.

I squeezed his fingers. “Brent, please hang in there.”

His eyes stared into mine. My mom and grandma rushed in from the kitchen and Vovó instantly began checking him over.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. We were just sitting here talking and eating some peanuts—”

“Peanuts? Is he allergic?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Mom grabbed the phone and called 911. She left the room, talking frantically to the person on the other end, and Vovó turned her trained eyes onto Brent.

“Does he have an EpiPen?” dad asked as he lowered Brent carefully to the floor. The gusts of wind danced more fiercely around the room and the windows started to rattle. My parents knew of his powers and didn’t seem too surprised by the storm in their home.

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I didn’t know he had allergies.”

Dad checked Brent’s pockets, but found nothing.

“Calm him down,” Vovó instructed as a strand of her hair plastered itself across her face.

I leaned down, murmuring loving words to Brent and the wind stopped. Relief blossomed inside of me but withered when my ears heard nothing. No storm, no gasps of air, no instructions. Something was wrong. I glanced up—or rather, I tried to glance up, but I couldn’t move. I felt trapped, like my body had been encased in cement. Had some wire between my brain and my body short-circuited? Fear tingled in my fingers and toes, the sensation traveling up my limbs toward my heart, the feeling growing stronger, vibrating. My spirit was going to astral project without my permission. I couldn’t stop it, and my spirit burst free. I stood up, but my body still knelt beside Brent, holding him in my arms.

“Yara?” Brent asked from across the room. I spun around, my heart almost stopping in terror.

“NO!” My hand covered my mouth. “You can’t be dead!”

He rushed forward, his hands on my shoulders to keep me from collapsing. “It’s okay. I’m projecting.”

Relief crashed over me so hard, my knees felt like they’d turned to Jell-O. I wobbled on my feet, feeling light headed. I glanced around the room. Paper hung suspended in the air, my family stood like wax statues, concern etched in their faces. That’s why I hadn’t been able to move, my body had been frozen when Brent projected. But since I could project, unlike my family, I was aware of what was happening.

“Brent, get back in your body! I know you’re scared and in pain but get back in there, now.”

“I’m not sure I can. I didn’t mean to project, it just happened. What’s going on?”

“You’re having an allergic reaction.”

“I don’t have any allergies.” Brent’s forehead wrinkled. “I mean, my family has some, but I’ve never had a problem with it before.”

“Can we talk about this later? The ambulance is on its way, but it’ll never get here as long as you’re projecting, creating a little time freezing bubble.”

“I know. Just give me a minute.” He concentrated hard and then reconnected his spirit and body. I did the same and time snapped back to normal. Cold shivers racked my whole body—the price I paid every time my spirit left. I winced at the renewed sound of Brent’s futile gasps.

My mom ran into the room with the cordless phone cradled under her ear and a bottle of antihistamine liquid in her hand.

“Here,” she said, handing it to Vovó, who held the whole bottle up to Brent’s mouth and tipped it past his lips. He coughed and sputtered as a couple of swallows of the syrup managed to make its way down his swollen throat. My tears ran down my cheeks before falling onto our entwined hands.

“You’re going to be okay. Just hang on, Brent,” I said as the sound of a siren filled the air. “They’re almost here.” Brent nodded and held my hand. I squeezed his fingers reassuringly, hoping my touch comforted him until the paramedics arrived and removed him from my care.

Chapter Four

My Dad and I followed close behind the ambulance all the way to the hospital. In the emergency room waiting area, we settled into the hard plastic chairs.

The large number of ghosts hanging around the hospital shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. I was glad the dead didn’t carry the wounds they died with. To a Waker like me, they looked pretty normal, aside from being dressed in the outdated clothes they wore at the time of their death—and yes, there are some very naked ghosts running around.

Several spirits milled around in hospital gowns, others stood in circles talking. One argued with the receptionist as she typed away and another yelled at a passing doctor that if he had listened to her, his patient would have survived. I hadn’t been to a hospital since my Waker abilities had fully developed, and I knew if I sat here long enough eventually the ghosts would sense my ability to see them.

I fingered the green bead clasped in my hand that Vovó had given me as the paramedics were loading Brent into their van.

“The spirits won’t notice you with this,” she had said. “I don’t usually approve, but tonight you need it.” I had nodded, not sure why she was giving it to me. Now I understood. The hospital had a lot of ghosts in residence.

The room had plenty of live people too, many of who were bleeding, coughing and sneezing. I tried not to share their air, afraid I would become infected with something. I picked up one of the old magazines that lay discarded on an empty chair and flipped through it while we waited, trying to keep my mind from worrying about Brent. Since we weren’t family, the receptionist refused to give us any information. His parents lived about fifty miles away in Laguna, and were on their way here. I had called them to let them know what had happened, or at least as much as I knew.

The drone of the TV playing in the background accompanied the steady stream of people coughing and phones ringing. An announcement played over the intercom but the message broke off mid-word, the phones stopped ringing abruptly, and the TV’s murmur died. My hand had been flipping the magazine page but halted mid-flip, and refused to move any further, paralyzed with the rest of my body. It only took a second to understand what had happened: Brent had projected. I let my mind relax, focusing on my spirit loosening itself from my flesh and bones, and projected.

The ghosts still milled around, only a few even aware enough of the living to notice something had happened. Interesting. Apparently, they weren’t affected by the time freeze either. I guessed that when I projected, I occupied the same plane as the ghosts. Fantastic. I had discovered yet another morbid tether to the dead, something else we shared.

The slamming open of the waiting room doors made me jump. Brent stormed out, a scowl on his face. He maneuvered around the frozen hospital staff and patients as he walked toward me.

“I hate hospitals.” 

“Are you okay? Do they know what’s wrong?”

“I’m fine now. It was some sort of allergic reaction.”

“Are they releasing you soon?”

“No, not yet. They want to keep me for a few more hours to monitor me and make sure the meds worked. I’m hooked up to all these machines and I had to project or I was going to go postal. I need fresh air. ” I followed him as he stalked out of the building, the glass doors swinging open at a look from him. 

Once outside, the air smelled like Corona: orange blossoms, the flavor factory in town that perfumed the town in a frosting scent, freshly cut grass, chrysanthemums, and the citrusy, musky smell of Brent, which never failed to wreak havoc on my pulse. While in our astral form, our senses were heightened. I inhaled the familiar scents of my hometown.

I stood beside him and tilted my head back to admire the canopy of stars in the blackened sky. They twinkled like expensive diamonds hidden in a blanket of coal. “The stars are amazing.”

“It’s amazing how easy it is to pick out the constellations when projecting. Did you know there’s one named Corona?” He paused and after I shook my head he explained, “It’s called Corona Borealis. According to Greek Mythology, it represents the crown given to Ariadne by Dionysus.”

“Did you learn that just to impress girls?”

“Did it work?” I could hear the grin in his voice.

“Maybe.” I peeked at him out of the corner of my eye. Sure enough he wore a self-satisfied smile. Who knew my boyfriend had an inner astronomy buff lurking inside? “When did you get so into astronomy?”

“I . . . I’m not sure where I picked that up.” Brent looked puzzled, then shrugged. I studied the stars for a few more beats.

“I’d forgotten what projecting was like here,” I said. “It’s so different from how it was in Brazil. The air was more exotic there, but it wasn’t the same without you.”

We stared at each other for a few seconds. Brent smiled, the right corner of his mouth lifting, then tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “It wasn’t the same without you either.”

He leaned in and kissed me, his arms creeping up my shoulders until they were entwined behind my neck. While projecting, sensations were stronger too, more intense. My pulse thudded in my ears like a subwoofer—Brent’s lips were softer than velvet as they caressed my own. When we both pulled away, my lips were numb and tingling, my face flushed.

Brent cleared his throat. “Why are we here again?”

I couldn’t help but giggle. “Because you had an allergy attack.”

Brent shook his head, awakening from a hormone daze. “Right.”

“So, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He took a deep breath and held it, his face pinched. “Really. The combination of EpiPen, oxygen and whatever was in the IV did the trick. My parents called the hospital. They’re on their way. I want them to meet you but not here like this. They sounded on edge. I think getting a call from the hospital made them think about Neal again. It’s going to be hard for them to see me here.”

I nodded, remembering Brent’s brother Neal had been killed by Thomas a few years ago.

 Brent continued, “Besides, the staff won’t let you in, so you might as well go home. But, thanks for being here. It meant a lot.”

“There isn’t anything I can do?”

He shook his head and kissed the top of my head. “Just stay here with me for a while. I’m not ready to go back into my body yet.”

I leaned my head against his chest and we stared up into the sky. “That I can do.”
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“So, Yara brings Brent home to meet her parents, and he ends up in the E.R.,” Cherie summarized to Audrey while we headed toward the administration building. It had been over a week since that day, but Cherie and Steve took every opportunity to share the story with anyone they saw. Audrey had been busy on the school activities committee, and had missed out on hearing the full version until now. The “Back to School” events had taken over her life and none of us had seen her for more than two minutes at a time until now.

“See, when you say it like that, it just sounds bad,” I said.

“I’ve already heard snippets of the story,” Audrey managed between giggles, “but it was nowhere near as funny as hearing Cherie tell it.”

“Which is amazing, considering she wasn’t even there,” I said.

Cherie waved away my playful jab. “I can’t help that I’m a good story teller.”

Once Audrey had stopped laughing she asked, “So, Brent has a peanut allergy?”

“Yep. It’s weird. He had a peanut butter sandwich the day before the attack and was fine.” I pulled my backpack higher on my shoulders. “Years ago, when they found out his brother was allergic, Brent got tested and it was negative.”

“Do allergies usually change that fast?” Audrey asked.

I shrugged.

“Then do they know what triggered it?”

I grimaced as I waited for Cherie’s punch line.

“My theory is, he was allergic to meeting Yara’s parents. Or her dad’s sword. The peanut thing is just a coincidence.”

“And there it is,” I said, wishing I had a quarter for every time I’d heard it.

Cherie came to a stop. “Look. The guys beat us here.”

Brent and Steve lounged on the steps of the administration building, waiting for us, so we could pick up our internship assignments as a group. Their backpacks were tossed next to them and they’d sprawled across the stairs, giving the impression that the stone steps were made of the softest feathers. The life-sized bronze statue of Christopher Pendrell, on a pedestal in the middle of the steps, cast a shadow over them. It had stood there since the school opened, except for the time it was being repaired from a senior prank gone wrong.

Remembering DJ’s story about the Pendrell family, I paid closer attention to the statue as we approached. Last year I’d never bothered to study his face, but sure enough, it matched the painting at the alumni house.

Audrey pushed up the sleeve of her uniform’s black sweater. “I can’t get over the fact you were attacked by a ghost at the internship party! Did you see Sophia again?” Cherie had told her about the ghost before jumping into the story about Brent’s allergy attack.

“No, Cherie and I took Vovó there last weekend, but we couldn’t find her. She was either hiding out or had already moved on. I’m hoping she passed over once she didn’t have to guard the compartment anymore.”

Audrey cast a look at my bruised wrist. “I hope so. She sounds awful.” She clutched her folder closer to her chest. “How about that guy, DJ?”

“No sign of him either.” I had to stop myself from grinding my teeth together when I thought about the wasted trip to the alumni house and the fruitless hours I’d spent scouring campus for DJ. His little mind game at the party had worked. I couldn’t stop thinking about those pictures and the message on the back. “I’ve checked out the school clubs. I’ve looked for him in the commons building and the cafeteria, everywhere. I’m not sure he goes to school here.”

“It’s disappointing,” Cherie said with a sigh. “A week ago we had a cryptic stranger, and a ghost. And now? Nothing. We’ve got no leads on the guy and the ghost has vanished.” She let out a huff of air that lifted her bangs off her forehead. She turned to Audrey as we reached the administration building. “Are you coming with us to pick up our internship assignments?”

“I already got mine this morning.” Audrey checked her watch. “I’m running late. See ya!” She hurried toward the cafeteria with a wave over her shoulder.

Cherie and I joined the boys on the steps, helped them to their feet, and headed toward the receptionist’s desk. A significant portion of my senior year would be dedicated to working at this internship, and I hated that my assignment was completely out of my hands. The alumni party was supposed to have given us the opportunity to meet people and secure an internship we liked. But between meeting DJ and escaping Sophia, my night hadn’t gone according to plan. Which meant I probably would end up with the internship no one else wanted.

A box of manila envelopes lay on the receptionist’s desk in alphabetical order. I flipped through the S section until I found my name. At this point, the most I hoped for was something that wouldn’t require me to drive in rush hour traffic and wasn’t mind-numbingly boring.

We stood in a circle clutching our envelopes.

“Are you ready?” Steve asked.

“Ready,” Cherie confirmed.

“One. Two . . . three!”

We each ripped into our envelopes, and the corner of mine sliced into my finger, the paper cut drawing blood. I hoped this wasn’t some sort of omen. I sucked on my finger and watched in silence as the others learned their fate.

Brent and Steve exchanged letters while Cherie read hers aloud.

“Yes! The Circle City Historical Society. Perfect. I can learn more about the ghost legends.” A smile spread across her face. “Maybe I can find out more about Sophia.”

I read mine, rubbed my eyes, and read it again, but the information didn’t change. The Pendrell Alumni House? It had to be a joke. I didn’t want to spend ten months of quality time with Sophia, who may or may have not moved on. My bruised wrist picked that moment to twinge and I rotated it, flexing my fingers. The bruise still hurt, throbbed really, and it hadn’t gotten any lighter. My whole hand felt heavy and my fingers tingled like they were falling asleep.

“My internship’s at the Alumni House. Great. Not only do I possibly have to deal with Sophia, but I get to drive back from downtown Corona in rush hour traffic every day.”

“Me too,” Cherie said grinning. “Maybe we can carpool.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad,” I said.

The receptionist waved to get my attention, then held up a finger, signaling me to wait while she finished her phone call.

“I believe you’re thinking of the old Alumni House,” she said when she hung up. “You’re assigned to the new Alumni House.”

The shoulder muscles I didn’t know I had been tensing, relaxed. “There are two?”

The receptionist nodded. “They’ve been renovating the old sports house over the summer. When it’s done, the alumni will have a place to meet and stay when they come to visit.”

I felt like I had been hit in the face with a frying pan. “The old sports house?” I repeated. “The one that had the fire decades ago?” There wasn’t any other “old sports house” lying around campus, but it was too horrific to be true.

“Yes, that one,” the receptionist said with a bright smile, gathering up a stack of folders. “Excuse me.” She headed toward the back of the office and out of sight. I stared after her, speechless.

The old sports house, or as I called it the old pool house, was now the new Alumni House. The infamous place where Thomas had murdered his first victim and covered it up by starting a fire. The birthplace of the Pendrell Curse.

“I think I’d rather take the angry ghost,” I said to Cherie. My vision tunneled and my stomach rolled. I turned back to the receptionist desk and raised my voice. “Is it possible to request a different internship?”

The receptionist reappeared with a confused look. “But that’s one of the most sought-after assignments. You’re lucky to have it. You’ll be able to rub elbows with our most successful and powerful alumni. A recommendation letter from them will be a huge boost to any college application. Only two students were lucky enough to get that internship.”

“Right. Of course.” I knew it was true, but I didn’t like it.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Cherie whispered with forced cheer. “Thomas is trapped in the vial.”

“I know.”

“The curse is over.”

“I know.” When I thought about it logically, I knew it wasn’t a big deal, but it felt like my vital organs were shutting down. I leaned heavily against the wall.

Brent finally broke away from his conversation with Steve long enough to see my distress. He took the letter from my hand.

“It can’t be that bad.” He read it and grinned. “That’s where I’m assigned too. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you from Sophia.”

His words were like a burst of sun on a cloudy day and hope squished the sense of doom that had been building inside me. “You’ll be working there too? That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”

“Brent, did you hear the receptionist explain where the new Alumni House is?” Cherie asked pointedly.

“No, where?” Brent took my hand and guided me to a bench further down the marbled hall.

“The old pool house.”

Brent sucked in a breath of air and then slid onto the bench next to me. “Oh.”

“Some luck, huh?” I sighed as a seedling of an idea pushed through my mind. “What are the odds that both of us were picked at random?”

Brent closed his eyes. “Not very high.”

“Do… do you think the alumni might know what happened last year?”

Cherie slid down on my other side while Steve crouched down to our eye level.

“How could they?” Cherie asked.

Brent didn’t answer but loosened his tie.

“Still . . .” I licked my lips. “Isn’t it odd that the summer after we get rid of Thomas, they somehow know to restore that particular building. Do you think this is what that DJ guy was trying to say?”

Brent took my hand in his. “It could be a coincidence. Even if the alumni knew, why would they care? If anything, they’d be grateful.”

My leg started to shake but I forced myself to at least feign optimism. “Okay, you’re probably right. I’m just a little paranoid these days.”

“Yeah, well, dying will do that to you.” Brent snaked his arm around my waist and I leaned my head on his shoulder. “I hate that place as much as you do, but at least we’ll be together. Right?” He pressed a kiss to my temple.

“Right.” Knowing Brent would be there really did help. But even then there was a feeling in my stomach that nothing was going to make the situation all right.
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For the rest of the day, I kept thinking about Thomas and everything that had happened last year. I ached to drop into my bed and doze off into blissful unconsciousness, but that night, even sleep eluded me. I tossed and turned for an hour before I finally gave up.

I snuck out of my dorm window and down the fire escape, then made my way to Brent and Steve’s dorm. I counted the windows on the fourth floor. The lights were still on so I climbed up the fire escape to their window. Before I knocked, I hazarded a peek through the window, hoping that no one was lying around in their underwear.

Their room was pretty much like ours. They had posters of action movies, rock bands, and sports teams adorning their walls. A picture of Brent and me at prom stood framed on his dresser. Their beds weren’t made and their desks were pure chaos, of course: papers, schoolbooks, and empty soda cans. A large pile of dirty clothes sat in one corner. Brent was sprawled on his back, propping a textbook on his chest. Steve sat at his desk playing a game on his laptop. He grinned as he noticed me and shoved the window open. A classic rock song played on their sound system and it smelled like an unpleasant mix of Steve’s cologne and beef jerky.

“Hey, Yara,” Steve said, easily detaching their screen. “Come on in.”

“Thanks.” I slid through the window.

“Missed me that much, huh? Can’t say I’m surprised.” Brent released his book, folded his hands behind his head and crossed his ankles as if me stopping by his room happened every day, which it didn’t.

“Oh, get over yourself.” I fought a smile. I plucked his book from his chest. “I came to, um… I need to see the vial.”

Brent immediately sat up. “Why?”

“Just…. I need to make sure he’s still in there.”

“This is about the Alumni House, isn’t it?” Brent rested his elbows on his bent knees.

“Yeah,” I admitted sheepishly.

Brent frowned, but nodded and stood up, heading over to the pile of clothes in the corner. He bent and shoved aside the stack of laundry to reveal a small personal safe, which he carried with him back to his bed.

I scrunched my nose in disgust. “The school year just started. How did your dirty clothes pile already turn into Mount Washmore?”

“Added security,” Steve said proudly, not taking his eyes off whatever was happening on his screen. “No one wants to dig through smelly laundry.”

I stayed silent while Brent opened the lock, and wrung my hands together as he swung the door open. He held the safe out to me.

“Do you want to do the honors?”

I held my breath, reached in, and closed my fingers around the cool cylindrical container.

It looked the same as I remembered it: clear glass with a cork stopper stuck in the top. The inky mist of Thomas’s spirit swirled around inside the tube. Just touching the glass I could feel the darkness of his soul, the kind that would swallow whole any brightness in its path. The vial reflected no light at all, but absorbed it in its tar-like smoke.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Brent asked.

I held the vial up to the light. “I’m not sure,” I said, bringing the glass closer to the light. “I just felt this need to . . . ” I turned toward Brent, my heart suddenly in my throat. “Does this look like it’s cracking to you?”

My shaking hands extended the vial out to Brent. Steve jumped up from his desk, game instantly forgotten, to examine it also. Their eyes narrowed at the fine, spidery cracks in the glass.

“We haven’t been checking it the way we should,” Steve said. “That was a good catch, Yara.”

“He’s trying to break out,” I whispered. Even having suspected something like this, I hadn’t been prepared for the reality of it. Fear ripped open the wounds that had only recently scabbed over. I needed to sit down.

Brent must have understood my emotional upheaval because he pulled me into his arms. I relaxed against his muscled chest, his warmth and strength giving me the comfort I needed.

“Maybe the glass just expanded in the summer heat,” Brent suggested, but he sounded as unsure as I felt. “Do you still have those same herbs that we used in there before?” I nodded. “Good. Tomorrow we’ll go to the science building and get a bigger vial. We’ll put this one inside the bigger one and fill around it with the herbs. I’ll watch it constantly until then. It’ll be okay. I promise.”

“Okay.”

I glanced at the vial in Brent’s hand and half expected to see a pair of glaring green eyes materialize, but the mist continued to swirl around inside the vial the same as it always had. Seeing the vial was supposed to put my anxiety to rest, to make me feel more secure, but it didn’t work. If anything, it made me feel worse. I now had visual confirmation that Thomas was trying to escape.

Brent handed it to Steve, then slid his arm around me. “Come on. I’ll walk you back to your room.”

The full moon lit the campus so well that we could have found our way even without the Victorian lampposts. I snuggled into Brent as we walked, enjoying the breeze and the music of the crickets chirping around us, the only sounds in the quiet night. For a moment, it felt like a romantic midnight stroll and I could almost forget about the evil spirit in Brent’s room. Then another sound joined the crickets and our footsteps.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

At any other time, the sound of footsteps behind us wouldn’t have been cause for alarm, but after curfew, when everyone on campus was supposed to be asleep, it made my breath catch in my throat and brought my feet to a halt. I grabbed onto Brent’s arm and he stopped too. I put my finger to my lips in a shushing motion and tilted my head behind us.

I looked back but found nothing but darkness.

“Yeah, I heard it too,” Brent said.

 “Security?” I whispered.

Brent shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

I glanced back once more. A portion of shadow shifted, then stilled, as if in wait. Maybe my paranoia was on high alert after finding the cracks in Thomas’s vial, but my palms grew clammy at the uneasy feeling roaring through me. I swallowed hard and pressed myself closer to Brent, who had taken a step nearer the shadow.

“Don’t be a hero right now,” I begged. “We don’t know who’s out there.”

Brent’s eyes darted between the darkness and me, looking for anything and everything before hurrying us onward. After a few random turns Brent pulled me into an alcove.

“I think we lost them. Let’s wait here and see if they pass by,” Brent whispered, his lips against my ear. The wind rustled by and a tree branch groaned, but other than that, nothing. After a few minutes of straining our ears to hear any movement, we deemed it safe and started again down the walkway. Immediately, the footsteps resumed behind us. Pursued by the sound of labored breathing, we picked up our pace. Brent tightened his grip on my hand and turned us left, navigating us down several paths. Then he darted inside a bush and pulled me in with him.

Branches scraped my skin and caught in my hair as we crouched in the dark, letting the leafy limbs fall in front of us, wrapping us in the smell of freshly-turned earth. My chest heaved and Brent rubbed the small of my back, urging me to calm. The heavy tread of steps slowed and a long shadow stalked right past us. Though the moon was bright, our pursuer hid his features in the shadows, his dark clothes blending with the night. I peeked out between the leaves and held my breath as he passed. I started to climb out, but Brent held me still as another pair of footsteps came from the other direction.

“Did you find the Silva girl?” a husky male voice asked.

Brent’s hand stilled on my back. Someone had been following us. Following me.

“No.” My pursuer responded, his voice high and nasally. “Are you sure she has it?”

They continued walking, their conversation fading out as they moved farther away. I quivered, despite Brent’s warm body huddling close to mine; my trembling had more to do with my pursuers’ words than the chill of the night air. We squatted there until my knees ached and my legs burned. After what felt like hours, Brent motioned for us to climb out. My legs had fallen asleep and I half dragged myself out of the bush.

Brent checked around every corner as we headed back to my room, making certain we’d lost whoever had been following us. He walked me clear up the fire escape to my dorm room window and held me tight for a few heartbeats. Promising to call as soon as he reached his room, he waited until I locked my window before heading back to his dorm.

I pulled an extra blanket over me as I crawled into bed, but it wasn’t enough to stop the shaking. Tonight’s encounter hadn’t been random; they had mentioned me by name. They wanted something; they thought I had something, and I had no idea what it was.

Chapter Five

The next afternoon, Brent and I made our way to the new Alumni House. The area looked completely different. A new, wide sidewalk now cut through the groves, allowing people to walk easily from campus to the renovated building. The front portion had been finished, but the scaffolding that wrapped around the back of the building suggested that the construction remained ongoing. The red, steep-gabled roof contrasted sharply with the turquoise sky and white fluffy clouds. Tall, multi-paned windows broke up the expanse of the pink-tinged sandstone exterior. It all appeared welcome and inviting, innocent. But it didn’t fool me. I had no desire to go in there. I fiddled with the button on my sweater as we neared its entrance until Brent captured my hand in his.

“Your hands are sweaty.” Brent let go of my fingers and dried his hands on his black pants. “Are you really that scared?”

“Sort of.”

“Yara, Thomas is trapped, and all the curse victims are free. That building is just a building.” He placed a finger under my chin and lifted my face until I looked him in the eye. “It’s cleared out. It’s sterilized of ghosts. Good conquered evil. The war is over. End of story. Steve already put the vial inside a new one, packed with the herbal stuff. We’re all set.”

“I know.” And I did. “I’m just being stupid. I want to avoid everything that is even remotely linked to the curse this year.”

“And aside from this building, which he no longer haunts, you will.” He let go of my chin and faced the building, taking a deep breath. “It doesn’t even look the same anymore.”

Despite his reassurances, an undefined sense of gloom floated above me like a dark rain cloud. My fingers absently rubbed the hand-shaped bruise still on my wrist. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but the mark only heightened the ominous feeling that death still awaited me, and with the smallest misstep, it would claim me once more.

“It’s not just the building,” I finally admitted. “There were guys following us last night.”

“Yeah. I haven’t forgotten them. But it’s going to be okay.” Brent dropped his forehead so it rested against mine before lowering his lips for a soft kiss. “I love you.”

The anxiety in my soul quieted as I entwined my hands behind his neck. “I love you too.”

He stopped, and pulled away slightly.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just . . . pictured your dad holding that sword.”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “Bok, bok,” I teased.

“Shut up,” he said, not meaning it, and pulling me forward. “You weren’t the one at the pointed end of it.”   He turned me so I faced the building. “Are you really afraid?”

I looked at the beautiful building. “No, you’re right.”

“See,” Brent said with a grin, as we walked up the front steps. “Nothing to worry about.”

He pulled open the heavy door and motioned for me to go in ahead of him. We stepped into a gorgeous foyer and although I glanced at the reception desk off to the left, my eyes were immediately drawn to the room itself. Sleek leather couches, shining coffee tables, soft lush carpeting, and a baby grand piano occupied the large room. Above a huge fireplace rested a painting of the Pendrell campus. Crystal sconces adorned the walls, a glass chandelier hung from the ceiling, and bright floral arrangements accented the room.

“Can I help you?” a friendly voice asked. A beautiful girl with black hair, maybe a few years older than we were, sat at a plush office chair behind the information desk.

“We’re your interns,” Brent said.

“Brent and Yara?”

“That’s us.”

She smiled warmly. “Hi. I’m Alma. I’m the liaison between the two branches of the Alumni House. Which is a fancy way of saying I’m in charge of making sure everything we kept at the old Alumni House gets here okay. It’s been a slow process.”

“So, where do you want us?” I asked.

“Let me find out where Lesley is. You’ll be working with her.” Alma picked up the phone and pushed a few buttons. “Hi, Lesley. They’re here. Are you free to start training them? Uh-huh . . . okay . . . great. I’ll send them up to you.” She hung up the phone and pointed down the hallway almost directly in front of her. “Down there is a set of stairs. At the top of those, you’ll find Lesley in our records room.”

Brent and I followed her directions and entered a room filled with cardboard boxes and rows of gray filing cabinets.

“Hello?” Brent called.

“Hi.” A woman poked her head out from one of the stacks of boxes, and slowly wound her way through the maze. She had short brown hair styled into a sleek bob. She held up her hands. “I would offer to shake your hands but mine are all dusty. I’m Lesley. Welcome to Pendrell’s records room.”

“Are we going to be organizing this?” I asked, hoping the answer was yes. I loved a good organization project.

Lesley wiped her hands on her black slacks and laughed. “No. That’s my job. I get to file all this away after I digitize it. You’ll be doing the unglamorous, but important job of making copies, collating and filing.”

Lesley showed us to a small adjoining room. The murmuring sound of hushed conversations greeted us. The room contained about a dozen cubicles; most occupied people seated in front of computer screens speaking into headsets, clacking on their keyboards, or doing other mundane office tasks. Lesley guided us to our own pair of adjacent cubicles. She sent Brent to pick up the papers we’d be collating from a man across the room. My eyes followed Brent as he walked away and then scanned the other faces in the room. No one looked familiar, but as I sat down, I caught sight of a face I knew and almost missed my chair.

DJ.

“You!” I started, but cut off the flow of words when he shook his head and kept walking. Lesley had caught sight of him just as I had, and waved him over. She pulled a note out of her pocket, handed it to him, and whispered something into his ear. He nodded, flashed her a grin, and exited the room, all without acknowledging me once. I blinked after him, wondering why he didn’t want to talk.

When Brent returned, Lesley began explaining what we were supposed to do. I tried to focus, but I only caught about half of her instructions. I was too busy trying to figure out the significance of DJ’s headshake. Did he not want Lesley to know we had met? Why not? Did she have something to do with the photos of me? I studied her as she moved between the cubicles. She seemed so nice; it didn’t seem possible for her to be involved in anything sinister. I shook out my tingling wrist before sorting the stack of papers she’d given me, thinking maybe Sophia had pinched a nerve in my hand during our scuffle. I shuffled through my papers and forced thoughts of DJ out of my mind.
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Aside from my bathroom break, during which I almost got lost searching for DJ, I stayed seated in the padded leather chair for three hours. When four o’clock rolled around, I stood and stretched, letting out a sigh of relief that I was done for the day. I collected my finished folders and put them in the appropriate stacks. On second thought, I picked up Brent’s folders as well, so he wouldn’t be late for cross country practice. He gave me a grateful grin and a kiss on the cheek before hurrying on his way.

I followed him into the hallway, trying to remember where Lesley had said to leave our work at the end of the day. I had been focusing on the DJ situation and only vaguely remembered something about turning left and going down the . . . third hallway to the fourth door? Or was it the fourth hallway and the third door? Not sure which, I decided to try them in order.

Several people were congregated in the hallway, talking by the water cooler. I navigated around them, inhaling the lemon-scented polish the janitor must have used.

The third hallway was short, with several doors branching off into private offices. I tried the fourth door at the very end. It was ajar and I pushed it open, expecting Lesley’s office. Instead, a blast of warm, unconditioned air hit me and I squinted into the huge, dark space.

“Wrong room,” I murmured to myself.

I turned to go when something clattered to the floor behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw my pencil box lying open with its contents of pens, erasers and number two pencils littered across the floor. I groaned in frustration as I watched my favorite mango-flavored lip gloss roll across the floor and into the darkness. I un-slung my backpack to check it out and found the smallest compartment, which I knew I had zipped up, hanging open. My MP3 player dangled precariously from the open pocket. I grabbed it before it could fall, but lost my grip on the folders, spilling papers into the room.

“Great,” I muttered. My fingers groped the walls, searching until they found the light switch. Yellow fluorescent lights flickered to life. They were old, and several of the bulbs had burned out, leaving the room poorly lit.

The room was as big and high as a basketball court, which maybe it had been. Construction wasn’t finished in this area yet and it seemed to be trying to bridge the gap between the new building and the old. Half the walls were paneled in expensive wood, the other nothing but studs and sheet rock. Plastic tarps hung from walls, two by fours lay heaped in piles next to power drills, saws, and hammers. Bent nails were strewn across the floor, and the chalky smell of dry wall dust lingered in the air.

I stepped in to collect my stuff and the fallen paperwork, the door clicking shut behind me. My mango lip gloss was covered in dust and I brushed it off before shoving it back in my bag. I didn’t bother doing that with the rest of my pencil box stuff. It took almost forty-five minutes to sort the papers into the right folders again. After gathering everything, I reached for the door. It was locked.

I banged loudly, hoping someone would hear me, but no one responded. After a few more futile knocks and one kick for good measure, I rested my back against the door, hoping there was another way out. On the far side of the room, behind a wall of clear plastic sheeting, I spied what looked like a hallway. I wound my way through the stacks of lumber and equipment and pushed aside the plastic curtain that had been protecting the finished wood from the construction mess.

There were no lights in the hallway, and I couldn’t judge how far it went or what lay at the end. But seeing no other option, I decided to enter the narrow passage when the door I had been banging at swung open.

“Why is this light on?” A deep voice asked, footsteps echoing around the room. “Is someone in here?” I heard the door swing closed again.

I twisted toward my rescuer with a grin.

“Yes! Um, I am. Hi.” I backtracked through the plastic sheet, giving him an awkward wave as I parted the curtain. I had expected to see a construction worker. Instead I saw a man wearing a well-tailored suit, a silk tie, and an unfriendly scowl.

“You seem to have taken a wrong turn,” the deep voice rumbled. “This area is off limits for students.”

“I got lost trying to turn in my paperwork,” I explained, gesturing to my folders.

His scowl turned into something almost like a smile. “Ah, you were looking for Lesley’s office.”

“Um… yeah. I’m one of her interns, Yara Silva.”

“Ah, yes. Of course. I’m Mr. Crosby. The assistant headmaster.” He stuck out his hand and shook mine. I vaguely remembered him as one of the speakers at the internship party. Up close, I judged him to be in his mid-forties with black hair, gray lining the edges of his temples, and cool blue eyes.

“Right.” 

“Nice to meet you, Yara.” He gave me a full-on politician smile, and my memory of him at the party became sharper. I remembered that grin. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“You have?”

“Yes, I had to approve all the internships. Several alumni wanted to work with you. But thanks to your organizational skills, Headmaster Farnsworth decided to place you here. But students aren’t supposed to be in this area. A student in our construction zone could wreak havoc on our insurance policy.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to go anywhere I wasn’t supposed to. My paperwork fell and the door locked behind me when I went to pick it up.”

“Ah,” he said, still sporting that too-wide grin. “It’s a good thing for you I was checking out the progress on the construction in this area, or you could have been stuck in here for a long time. This room has very thick walls. I doubt anyone would have heard you call for help.”

“Oh.” I took an involuntary step toward the door. “That would’ve been bad.”

“Indeed.” Mr. Crosby checked his watch. “Be more careful from now on. Let’s get you out of here.” He pulled out a ring of keys, walked me back to the door, and unlocked it. “I apologize for this. We really need to put a sign outside, to let people know it’s a construction zone.” He held the door open for me and gestured for me to step outside. He grabbed a large cinder block and propped the door open. “Would you ask Lesley to come see me on your way out?”

“Of course. Nice to meet you.” I shook his hand again.

“Likewise. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”
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When I got back to my room, I felt exhausted. But then I flipped on the light and my mouth fell open. It looked like a tornado had hit. Drawers had been opened and ransacked, all of the clothes in my closet had been dropped on my bed and paper carpeted the floor. The smell of Cherie’s perfume was heavy in the air, so thick I could almost taste it.

What had happened? Had the guys following me found my room? Was Cherie okay? I stepped forward, my legs feeling like over-cooked spaghetti noodles.

“Cherie?”

Something thudded behind me. I jumped around to find an open-mouthed Cherie standing in the doorway, her backpack at her feet.

“Were we robbed?” she asked.

I threw myself at her, hugging her tight. “I was afraid you were here when it happened.”

She pushed past me and circled our room, her fingers trailing over her ripped band posters, her pillow that had been de-stuffed and her overturned jewelry box. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

Cherie ground her teeth, looking completely ticked off. “I’m going to go get Mercedes and Mrs. Hewett.”

She took off down the hall and I stood alone in our room. My journal lay open on my desk, the cheap lock busted. It surprised me to see it there. I never thought anyone would find it in the false bottom of my jewelry box. I flipped through it, feeling violated. The ragged remains of ripped pages stuck out from the broken spine. It didn’t contain the normal juicy teenage secrets about making-out or school gossip. I wouldn’t even call it a diary. Mostly it contained things I had learned from Vovó over the summer about being a Waker: herbal blends and medical tips she had shared with me.

But there were other secrets I had hidden there: my experiences from last year, my fear of water, my abilities, Brent’s abilities. Goosebumps formed on my arms and my head pounded hard at the base of my skull. I couldn’t stand being alone in the room anymore. I retreated to the hallway and slumped against the glossy-painted cinder-block walls.

Mrs. Hewett, the dorm mom, walked toward me, followed by Cherie and Mercedes, the resident advisor for our floor. After inspecting the damage, she gave me a tight hug, like my own mom would have done, telling Mercedes to call campus security. Mrs. Hewett escorted Cherie and me downstairs to her personal suite of rooms.

We sat on her comfortable, floral-patterned sofa, drinking hot chocolate while the police and campus security nosed around. The warm liquid heated up my chilled insides. I hadn’t realized I was shaking until Mrs. Hewett tucked a blanket around Cherie and me. I felt surprisingly calm, almost numb, as if our room-trashing had only been a dream. The police questioned us briefly, asking us what had been stolen. With the room torn to shreds, it was hard to tell.

Not sure if it might be related, I told them about how Brent and I had been followed the night before—although I left out the fact that it had been after curfew. I also brought up DJ and the envelope of pictures, but aside from that, I had nothing else to offer. The detectives asked Mrs. Hewett to call Brent and have him bring over the photos. When asked if I knew anyone who would have a reason to hurt me, I couldn’t think of a single person.

Brent showed up a few minutes later, and just seeing him warmed the cold inside me. He gave me a worried look and handed the detective the envelope of pictures. He moved to sit down beside me but a detective pulled him aside and asked to speak with him. Brent kept glancing my way while the man jotted a few things down in a notebook.

When they finished, Brent turned toward me, but Mrs. Hewett stopped him with her words. “Thank you, Brent. You may return to your room now.” Though polite, it was clearly an order.

“I was going to make sure Yara was okay.”

“As you can see, she’s fine. I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it in the morning.”

Brent nodded and turned to go, but I thought I saw a slight smile play across his face. I was about to protest, but before I could get a single word out, Brent projected. I joined him and ran across the room into his arms. Over Brent’s shoulder, Mrs. Hewett stood frozen. Even though time had paused, it still felt weird to be snuggling with my boyfriend in front of her. He hugged me tight before pulling back, his brown eyes searching my hazel ones. “How are you really doing?”

“I’m doing okay. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t freaked. We were followed, I saw DJ, my room got trashed.”

Brent’s arms tensed around me. “Wait? Hold up. You saw DJ?”

I wrinkled my forehead. “Yeah. Didn’t I tell you?”

“No.” Brent’s jaw clenched. “When did you see him?”

“At the Alumni House.”

“I don’t like this.” Brent shoved his fingers through his hair. “None of it makes sense to me. What do they want?”

“I don’t know. They took some pages from my Waker journal.”

Brent’s bottom teeth chewed on his upper lip. “I feel weak and blind when it comes to that ghost stuff. I don’t feel like I’m strong enough to protect you.”

I raised my hand to his cheek and let my fingers caress his face. “I’ve been learning to protect myself from ghosts. And you did protect me from Sophia.”

“I know. And if I hadn’t been there, you would have been okay.” I wasn’t so sure about that but decided it might not be the best time to contradict him. Brent let his eyelids slide closed. “But ghosts aren’t the problem this time.”

I shivered. “That’s the part that scares me.”

“Please be careful.” He tucked my head under his chin, his breath tickling my scalp. “No unnecessary risks.”

“I promise. The same goes for you.”

“Agreed.”

Being in his arms brought me a feeling of peace and safety I couldn’t find anywhere else in the world. I’m not sure how long we stayed like that but I held him close until I felt brave again, until the unease in my chest loosened. When we were both ready we separated and went back to our bodies. Brent gave me a wink before turning and leaving.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” I called after him.

I felt so much better than I had before projecting; I was almost surprised to see the detectives still on the chairs across from me, poised to keep asking me questions.

Velasco, the female detective, was younger than her partner, with dark hair and friendly brown eyes that didn’t seem to miss anything. “The burglary may have nothing to do with the pictures or being followed, but,” she glanced at her notes, “for the time being we’re going to assume they’re related.”

Roberts, her partner, looked at the wording on the back of the picture. “What, exactly, is it that they know you can do?” His thick mustache was tinged with the same gray streaks as his close-cropped hair.

My life always seemed to come back to this one truth. Cherie took my hand and gave it a reaffirming squeeze.

“I can see ghosts.”

They both paused in their note-taking, but neither burst out laughing like I thought they might. Their facial expressions didn’t even change, but Roberts cleared his throat. “Okay. Well. Are you thinking a ghost did this?”

“No.” The corners of my mouth twitched. I bet that was the first time he had to ask that question. “The men following us were very solid. Brent can’t see ghosts and he saw them too.”

“That’s good.” Robert gave me a grin. “I was always rather fond of that friendly ghost.”

Velasco leaned forward, tapping her notebook against her knee. “There isn’t a lot we can go on right now. We’ve dusted for fingerprints, interviewed your neighbors and we’ll be checking the security footage. Police work isn’t like the movies; it takes time. My advice is to be careful, be aware, and call if something feels off. Here’s my card; don’t hesitate to call. And if you can’t reach us, call 911. Trust your gut. If something feels wrong, call.”

A few minutes later Mr. Crosby came into the room, carrying a box of pizza and some soda. He walked over to us, worry lines creasing his face. “I just saw what’s left of your room. Are you two alright?” His eyes flicked between Cherie and me.

“As okay as we can be,” Cherie said.

“Are you Mr. Farnsworth?” Velasco asked.

“No, I’m Mr. Crosby, Assistant Headmaster. I was sent by Headmaster Farnsworth to make sure that the girls were okay and give you whatever assistance you need.” Mr. Crosby turned to us and continued, “The headmaster wanted to come himself, but an issue came up with maintenance, and he had to see to it. I figured you didn’t get a chance to eat and I thought you might need something.” He handed us the pizza and sodas.

“We do have some questions for you, Mr. Crosby, if you don’t mind.” Roberts stood and motioned for Mr. Crosby to follow him.

Mr. Crosby gave us a friendly smile—one missing the usual political veneer I had seen. “We truly are sorry girls. We’ll do our best to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.”

We thanked him as we dug into the pizzas. Mr. Crosby followed Roberts out into the hall.

My slice was warm with a soft, buttery crust. Mozzarella cheese stuck to the roof of my mouth, burning it, but I kept shoveling the pizza in. It wasn’t as high on my comfort food list as Mexican food and chocolate, but pizza was a close third.

By the time the detectives left, my eyes wanted nothing more than to fall shut. Mercedes had brought our backpacks, toothbrushes, and pajamas down to the spare room in Mrs. Hewett’s suites. I was glad we weren’t staying in our room. I didn’t think I could handle that right now. Mrs. Hewett had done a couple loads of laundry for us, washing the things that had been dumped on the floor. I cringed to think of some stranger pawing through my underwear. I wanted to call my mom and dad but it was almost eleven and I knew that all it would do was upset them. Not to mention, I was fine. Well, for the most part.

By unspoken agreement, Cherie and I huddled side by side under a blanket, our backs against the wall on one of the beds, and our legs hanging off the edge.

“You know, if they were searching for something, they could have done it better. That was sloppy,” Cherie said, bringing the blanket up to her chin. “They wanted us to know they’d been there. Part of it had to be intimidation.”

“Well, it worked.” I let my head fall back against the wall. “You know what else happened today? I saw DJ. And I’m pretty sure someone went through my backpack.”

I thought about that and changed my statement. “Okay, I’m not sure of that, but I know I didn’t unzip it while I was there, and later it was open. DJ has to be involved, right? That’s too much coincidence.”

“He’s my number one suspect. I need to do something or I’m going to lose it.” Cherie threw the blanket off and paced around the room. “What are the odds that DJ shows up, your backpack gets inspected, and our room gets ransacked on the same day?”

“Unless they’re somehow connected, not very high.” I watched Cherie burn off her nervous energy by doing jumping jacks. “Do you think they found what they were looking for?”

Cherie stopped. “It’s hard to tell, but I doubt they only wanted your journal entries.”

“You’re probably right. I wish I knew what they wanted. Then maybe we could figure out who they are.”

“Don’t worry; I live for solving mysteries.”

“Which is very lucky for me.” I twisted the blanket in my hand considering all the mysteries we needed to solve.

“Don’t you forget it.” Cherie threw herself on the other bed. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to sleep tonight.”

The adrenaline that had pushed aside my exhaustion was fading and my body was about to collapse, but my mind was far from sleepy. “Me either.”

“How about a manicure?” Cherie flopped her arm over her eye. “It’ll give me something to do.”

“Sure.” I stood up and unzipped my backpack that had been left on the desk by my bed. I rummaged through my lip gloss, compact, and eye shadows until I found my favorite nail polish shade: persimmon red.

I stretched out my hand and handed it to Cherie. She skillfully applied the bright color and I watched her in silence.

“Were you lying to the cops?” Cherie asked, as she guided the brush over my nails. Catching my confused look, she clarified, “You really don’t think a ghost did that to our room?”

“No. A powerful one can move stuff, but it would have taken more energy than they have to destroy our room that thoroughly.”

Cherie dipped the brush into the bottle to get more color. “I’m sort of used to ghosts attacking, but to think someone alive did this? It freaks me out.” She stuck out the tip of her tongue as she concentrated.

“I know. You expect ghosts to be scary, but it turns out the people we pass on the street are the real monsters.”

“Sad, but true.” Cherie screwed the lid back on the bottle of polish. “Finished.”

I curled my nails and blew across them, waving my hand back and forth, then stretched them out to examine them. I expected the bright persimmon color to leap out at me, but they looked like they had no polish on them at all.

“What in the world?” I brought my nails closer to my face, trying to figure out what had happened.

“What?”

I held out my hand to her and she did a double take. “What about the other hand?”

The lush red lacquer glimmered from each of my nails on my right hand. We stared at each other in silence for a few seconds.

“Let’s try that again,” Cherie suggested. She painted each nail very carefully, even adding an extra layer. I kept my eyes trained on my nails the entire time. The polish went on exactly as it should have, but after a few seconds the color drained away, like it was being absorbed into my skin.

I gasped, my eyebrows rose so high they practically touched my hairline. A horrible sensation somewhere between dread and absolute terror cha-cha’d up my spine. In a horror movie, scary music would have played.

Cherie tapped the closed polish bottle against her palm. “That is one of the freakiest things I’ve ever seen.”

“Right?” It was one thing to be attacked by a ghost. It was another to have your body defy the laws of physics.

“Do you think it’s because of a ghost?”

My eyes darted around the room and my anxiety went on red alert. “I’m not sure how it could be, but it’s the only thing that makes sense.” I let out a frustrated sigh.

Cherie attempted to smile. “I’d love to see what your grandma has to say about it.”

“I’m sure she’ll know what’s going on. Between my hand being numb half the time and this…” I let my words trail off, not wanting to finish the sentence. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.
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I didn’t plan to fall asleep. Between the bizarro nail polish and our room being ransacked, I didn’t think it’d happen. But I must have dozed off, because the following morning I woke with a terrible crick in my neck and my left wrist tingling again. Cherie was still asleep in the other bed, snuggling with her body pillow.

My left hand was clenched in a tight fist and my fingers resisted as I forced them open. The wand of my mango lip gloss tumbled out of my grip. The tube lay on the desk, tipped over, a sticky puddle underneath it.

Weird.

I shook my arm, trying to get the blood circulating and ignoring the pinpricks of pain. My stretching roused Cherie from her sleep. She turned her head toward me, her groggy eyes squinting.

“You have something on your forehead,” she said around a yawn.

“What?” My hand went to my forehead and came back sticky and smelling of mango.

I climbed out of bed, dropping the blanket to the ground and reached for the wet wipes I kept in my backpack. I walked to the chest of drawers, and glanced at myself in the mirror that hung there. Something was on my forehead. I opened the wipes and pulled one out when I realized it wasn’t some random glob of something. I went on my tiptoes, bringing my face closer to the mirror. It took me a second to recognize it, because I had smeared it when I touched it earlier, and it looked backward in the mirror, but I made out a single word.

MURDERER

I had to hold onto the chest of drawers for support because my knees turned to oatmeal and my stomach dropped to the ground. My eyes flashed to the lip-gloss wand that my fingers had been clenching. I strode to the desk, picked it up and held it out to Cherie.

“I woke up with this in my hand.”

Cherie glanced at the wand. “Okay.”

“And look!” I pointed to my forehead.

Cherie stopped mid stretch. “Does that say ‘murderer’?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Just checking.” Cherie took the wand, but kept her eyes on my forehead. She titled her head to side. “That isn’t your handwriting.”

“I know.” I scooted onto the desk, my mouth spewing out words as my mind thought them. “It had to be a ghost, but I’ve never heard of them doing this sort of thing before.” I looked at my hand. “The wand was in my hand. Which suggests I did it. But I don’t remember doing it. Have you heard of people sleep-writing?”

I grabbed a wipe and rubbed furiously at the lip-gloss. Even after it was gone I could still feel its stickiness. My skin turned red but I kept scrubbing, trying to erase the memory too. I’m not sure how long I would have kept at it but something distracted me. Something moved out of the corner of my left eye. I spun toward it.

Sophia.

I yelped, fear exploding inside me. She stood less than a foot from me, but she was practically transparent. Her soft scent of jasmine circled around me. The glare of her light brown eyes bored into me with an almost physical pressure. Aside from her murderous eyes, her face was blank, her body rigid. I stumbled back and lifted my hand in front of my face. Her right hand rose and she moved toward me. The nails on her right hand were glossy red, the color of persimmons.

“Cherie,” I said in a small shaking voice, “Sophia’s here.”

“What?” Cherie sprang out of bed, tripping over her blankets. “Where?”

“There,” I pointed my already outstretched hand toward Sophia and her upraised hand pulled back. I dropped my hand, just as she dropped hers. Odd. Despite my fear I paused, trying to figure out what I was seeing.

She raised one eyebrow at me then lifted her right hand out to the side at shoulder height. Involuntarily, my left had rose until it hung in the air, mimicking hers. Her right hand swung through the air in front of me and my left slapped me hard across my face. My cheek stung as I reeled away from her, holding up my left hand like I’d never seen it before. Her arm flung up too. It couldn’t be, but it seemed that our arms were linked. Like a marionette puppet, my arm followed her every move.

“Our arms are attached,” I said aloud, not sure if I was saying it for me, Cherie, or Sophia.

“I know.” Sophia brought her right arm to her chest and yanked, brining me closer to her. I jerked myself back only to have pulled her with me. It was like having an angry shadow I couldn’t escape.

I tried to gather my scrambled thoughts. “I can help you.” My words sounded feeble, not at all the way my grandma’s did.

Sophia laughed, a sound that reminded me of nails being dragged slowly across a chalkboard, making me cringe.

I heard Cherie rummaging through her bag behind me and a cloud of textured dust flew from over my shoulder. The granules hit Sophia and her image flickered, tiny holes forming where she had been pelted. The holes grew, connecting, traveling up and down her torso, across her contorted face.

“No!” Sophia screamed, her arms rising in fury. My hand copied hers, lifting into the air with such force I lost my footing and slipped to my butt. My movement pulled her down as well, her nose inches from mine, her breath cold on my face. “I will be back, little Waker.”

Then she shimmered out of sight. My arm, the one connected to hers, burned and felt heavy. I was back in complete control of it, but I knew she was still there, waiting. I pulled my knees to my chest, not bothering to get off the ground.

Cherie collapsed beside me.

“What did you throw at her?”

“Sea salt.” Cherie dusted her hands off and granules of salt fell into the grooves of the cheap, tightly woven carpet.

I was impressed and extraordinarily grateful. “How did you know that would work?”

“I researched it.” Cherie helped me up and gave me a self-conscious grin. “I wanted to be prepared so I always keep some with me. Your grandma mentioned it once and I read more about it online. I know I don’t have a lot to contribute when it comes to all this paranormal stuff.”

“That isn’t true.”

Cherie lifted her lips in the semblance of a small smile. “Yes, it is. I’m no help in a fight. Last year I couldn’t help at all. Research is about the only thing I can do to keep you safe. I can’t see ghosts, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help.”

“Cherie . . . ” I started but she cut me off.

“Tell me what happened.”

I filled her in on the attack, still trying to make sense of it myself. Ghosts didn’t usually travel from the area they haunted and I hadn’t felt cold like I usually did around ghosts. But despite all that, Sophia had been in the room, glowering at me like I, alone, caused all of her misery. And unless I was wrong, she was still here; I just couldn’t see her.

“But how did she get past the magical barrier around Pendrell in the first place?”

Decades ago, my grandpa had known that an evil ghost was terrorizing the campus. Not able to see it, and not able to fight it, he had created a barrier around the campus so it could not spread to the rest of the world. It had kept the spirit trapped here, but also prevented those who projected to leave campus without their bodies.

“That’s a good question. I hadn’t thought of that.” I tilted my head to the side, considering. “I’m not exactly sure how the barrier works. I know it keeps things in, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that it won’t let in new things.”

“But if she’s here now, does that mean she’s like Thomas, trapped here, unable to leave?”

I shuddered, afraid to consider the possibility that she’d be here all year.

Cherie handed me the phone, eyeing my hand warily. “Call your vovó right now.”

I dialed my parents’ number only to be told Vovó had gone to Arizona to see some friends, and my parents didn’t have their number. I called the cell phone Dad had given her. It rang a few times before Mom picked it up. Apparently Vovó had left it at home. I thanked her and hung up, letting my head bang against the wall, wishing more than ever that I could talk to my grandma.

Chapter Six

A gray haze covered everything in a thick dense fog, only the fog felt hot, like a dragon’s breath. I could barely make out my hand in front of my face. Ash rained down on me like grizzly snow. I knew I had to get out of here.

I took a step forward and tripped over something blocking my path, tumbling toward a ground I couldn’t see. My outstretched arms broke my fall, rocks digging into my palms. I couldn’t see what I had fallen over, but my hands felt around the uneven dirt path, searching for it. My fingers skimmed across something soft. A hand. Carefully I followed the contour of the arm to a pair of limp shoulders. My fingers dove into the creases of the neck, trying to find a pulse. Nothing.  My heart surged as I shook the shoulders but got no response. I needed help!

Smoke choked my lungs; my breathing was barely a wheeze punctuated with a cough. I lifted the sleeve of my sweatshirt to my mouth, trying to filter what my lungs breathed in. I stumbled to my feet, staggering forward, not sure which way to go, when a hand grabbed my shoulder. The person’s touch comforted me and I knew I could trust them. I could hear the rumble of the voice, but I couldn’t understand the words, which were overpowered by the snapping and popping roar surrounding us.

My chest felt heavy, my brain sluggish. Through the demented fog a bright red light licked the sky. Fire. The deadly beauty of crimson flames danced all around, moving closer, surrounding us.

I sat up in bed gasping, coughing and clutching my bedspread to me. There was no fire. Still I panted as I glanced around, searching for any hint of smoke. It was a nightmare, nothing more. I was safe in my room. Cherie slept in her bed under her tangled sheets. It had been two weeks since our room had been vandalized, and I still couldn’t sleep through the night. Even having my side of the room back to its properly organized state didn’t take away my fear. Cherie’s side had stayed clean for about three hours before returning to its normal state of disarray. Nothing had changed.

I was drenched in sweat. I wiped the back of my hand against my forehead. My skin felt hot, fevered, like the fire had been real, instead of a dream. For a moment, the smell of smoke hung in my nostrils. I ran my fingers through my hair, only to find it a tangled mess.

It had been so vivid. I drew my blankets tightly around me, shivering, knowing it hadn’t been a normal dream, but a glimpse of the future. Like those I’d had before. I had ignored the first one, about my brother Kevin, and he had died, but I didn’t understand the dreams then. In the dream where I drowned, I had known it was important, but didn’t know what to do with it. After my third dream, Brent had been able to alter the outcome because I had told him what I had seen. It had worked to our advantage. Remembering this, I tried to examine the nightmare.

I brought my knees to my chest as I thought carefully back to the nightmare, trying to make sense out of it. Unlike my drowning dream, this one had several details that were missing. But there were things that stood out, too.

For one, I hadn’t been alone this time. Someone was with me, someone I trusted. There had been a third person too, someone who had died. My stomach rolled at the thought of touching the lifeless arm. I pushed away the nagging fear that it had belonged to someone I loved. I wanted to ignore this dream, to write it off as a simple nightmare, but I knew better than that, now. There was going to be a fire and I was going to be in the middle of it. And someone would die.

With my knees still cradled to my chest I rocked back and forth. “You’re going to change it. You’re going to change it.”

A loud knock at the door startled me out of my reverie. I jumped as my eyes searched for the digital clock on Cherie’s desk. It was six o’clock in the morning. Who would knock at this unholy hour? Was it the people who had searched our room? I mentally slapped myself. They wouldn’t knock.

“Who is it?” I called from the safety of my bed.

Cherie gave a low moan of disapproval from her corner of the room and slammed a pillow over her head. “Whoever it is, make them go away,” she muttered.

“It’s your grandma,” Vovó said from the other side of the door.

“Vovó?” I flung the blankets off as I floundered around in an attempt to get quickly out of bed.

She had left a message the night before to let me know she’d be stopping by, but I figured it would have been after school, not at the crack of dawn. I had told her about the Sophia attack, but we hadn’t gone over it in great detail yet. She hadn’t had a lot of answers at the time, and I was hoping that was about to change.

Cherie nestled like a sand crab under her covers while I flung open the door to reveal Vovó standing in the hallway, holding a nondescript cardboard shoebox. A scowling Mercedes stood beside her, sporting a major case of bed-head.

“Good morning, Querida,” Vovó said, grabbing me in a one-armed hug.

“Hi, Vovó. What are you doing here so early?”

“She was pounding on the dorm’s door.” Mercedes softened her scowl long enough for a yawn that was accentuated by a stretch. “She woke Mrs. Hewett, who in turn woke me up.”

“I’m sorry, Mercedes,” I said before looking back to my grandma. “How did you get a visitor’s pass so early?”

“Pass?” Vovó adjusted the box in her arms. “I just parked and walked in.”

“Of course.” The corners of my mouth twitched upwards.

Vovó  had a habit of wandering around places she wasn’t supposed to be without permission. She considered rules and regulations of no consequence when she went about her business. She always got away with it, too. I shook my head as I realized that this was just the way Vovó  worked. I would probably never understand how she did it.

“And Yara, please inform your family of the approved visiting hours for future visits,” Mercedes said, turning toward her room. “I’m going back to bed.”

Vovó reached out and grabbed her arm. “Here. I am sorry for waking you.” She pressed a plastic container of what looked like her homemade chocolate chip cookies into Mercedes hand.

Mercedes gave her a grin before walking away. My grandma’s cookies would make anyone forgive her. Again, Vovó managed to get away with breaking the rules.

“I brought something for you too.” She thrust the box at me and I took it enthusiastically.

“A care package?” My mouth watered as I imagined it brimming with home-baked goodies.

“Yes, something that shows how much I care. Open it,” she said, gesturing to the box.

I lifted the lid and peeked inside. It was filled with bracelets, earrings, and necklaces.

“Thanks, but . . . aren’t there any more cookies?”

“No. I gave yours to your friend.” Vovó patted my hand when she saw my frown. “I will make you more. But the jewelry is far more valuable. They are made from the same Pankurem beads as your necklace.”

“Do I need a new one?”

“No, yours still works.” Vovó pushed past me and into my room. “Those are for your friends. I don’t like what happened to you with this ghost and I want to make sure you’re protected.”

“I never take my necklace off.” I touched where it lay against my breastbone. “Why would my friends need one? I think she can only touch me.”

“That’s true.” Vovó pushed her spectacles further up her nose. “But things at Pendrell are changing. We need to be prepared for anything.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Instead, I asked a question that had been bothering me. “So you really think Sophia has been attached to me since the internship party? How come I haven’t been able to see her?”

“She used a lot of energy that night. It takes time for her to get her strength back enough to be visible on our plane. Hopefully it will be a while before she appears again.”

I didn’t want to think about the next time. “So how did she follow me here?”

“Tell me again about your encounters with her.”

I recounted everything in great detail and she listened with her eyes closed, nodding her head and tapping her index finger to her lips.

After a few moments of silence, Vovó’s eyes popped open. “She must have a physical tie to you, something of yours that allowed her to leave home and come to Pendrell with you. We need to get it back. That should sever the link between you, and stop her control over your wrist and arm.”

“What could she have of mine?”

“You said she pulled some of your hair out, right?”

“Yes.” I winced in remembered pain while I rubbed the spot on my head where she had yanked several strands out by the roots.

“If I had to guess, she kept some hair for herself. I’m not sure how she would know to do that, though.” Vovó was quiet for a second considering that. Finally she waved off her thought and continued. “If you can get that back, the physical thing, the link to you should be broken. Then we can help her find some peace.”

I didn’t even want to think about how hard it could be to find my strands of stolen hair, so I moved on to my next question. “Why did she write ‘murderer’ on my forehead?”

“Ghosts often get confused.” Grandma tsked at me, as this was one of the first things she had taught me about spirits. “She probably believes you’re the one who killed her.”

“Oh, of course.” I threw my hands up in the air. “Not only does she think I stole something from her but now she thinks I killed her too.”

I plopped myself down on my bed and glanced at Cherie. Her eyes were open but when I looked at her she shut them, pretending to be asleep. She opened one eye a sliver, pointed toward the box, and then motioned toward her neck. Sure, she pretended to be asleep, but still wanted her questions answered. Vovó had always answered all of Cherie’s paranormal questions, but Cherie suspected that my grandma held back some of the more juicy Waker secrets. That faulty belief had led Cherie to spy on Vovó more than once.

“So, what makes you think my friends need the necklaces?”

Vovó threw an amused grin at Cherie, who hadn’t been as stealthy as she thought.

“I’ve had a dream of a darkness settling at Pendrell again. Although it didn’t so much settle as raise from the ground.” She cocked her head to the side thinking. “I’m not sure what it means yet, but I decided your friends should have them, just in case.”

“You had a dream too?” I sat up tall and held her gaze. “About a fire?”

“Yes. I dreamed of the fire, but I also had a vision of the darkness.” She shivered and paled slightly before pointing to the jewelry again. “I want you to hand them out to everyone who’s close to you. I made some boy pieces too.”

I pulled the box close and inspected the contents again.

“This is cute,” I said, holding up what looked like a surfer necklace with a single large bead in the center and smaller ones worked into the knotted cord. I could see Brent wearing it. “I’m glad these will protect my friends but what about me? Isn’t there something I can do to keep this ghost away from me? I don’t want anything to do with her, and I certainly don’t want to be waiting around for her to reappear.”

Vovó rubbed her hand across her forehead, her shoulders slumping. “There is nothing you can do but wait. Fique tranquila.”

“Stay calm?”

She kissed the top of my head. “We’ll keep you safe and figure this out.”

“So should we prepare to banish her?” I asked, dropping the necklace back into the box. Banishing a ghost forced it to cross over. It wasn’t used often, only for spirits that were beyond any hope of finding peace and who used their anguish to torment the living. That definitely described Sophia. I wasn’t sure what awaited banished ghosts, but I knew it wasn’t anything good. Grandma had once told me about the cold, horrible, black shadows that came for the banished. It wasn’t something she had taught me how to do. She had some comic book theory of it being too much power and thought I wasn’t up to the responsibility yet.

“No, Yara, no,” Vovó said perching on the edge of my bed. “From what you told me, she doesn’t sound evil. Just lost and confused. Banishing isn’t something to take lightly. There needs to be no hope for the spirit.”

I gritted my teeth and did the best I could not to mutter a sarcastic retort. I personally felt like my flesh wounds were proof she was evil enough. Vovó stared at me, and I began to get squeamish under her heavy gaze.

“You need to accept your Waker abilities, Yara.”

“What do you mean? I have accepted them. I spent my entire summer training with you instead of hanging out with my friends.” I rose to my feet. I was horrified to feel tears building behind my eyes.

“I never wanted this. I never wanted any of this. I’ve been trying to accept how much my life has changed. I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment. I—” my words broke off in a sob. I twisted around so my back was to her and blinked away my tears.

Vovó came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist. The smell of her orchid perfume gave added comfort to her embrace. “You are not a disappointment. You may have accepted being a Waker, but you haven’t embraced it yet. Not completely.”

I leaned back against her. “I’m doing the best that I can.”

“I know, my querida. But you’re not there yet. When you are truly a Waker you will do everything you can to help the spirits find peace, and not do just what is easy.” She leaned forward and kissed my cheek.

I sniffled and dried my wet eyes on my pajama sleeve. “Don’t you care that I’m in danger here? This ghost is going to come back and she wants to hurt me. I can’t hide from her; she’s attached to me. Don’t you want to protect me?”

Vovó hugged me tighter. “More than anything. I’m sorry. I’m doing all I know to help you. But if this ghost has attached itself to you then there is nowhere to run. We have to face her.”

“We?”

“I’m going to help. You’re not alone.”

I suddenly felt much braver. “So what do I do?”

“Until she re-appears, there is nothing you can do.”

“I’m scared.”

Vovó released me. I spun toward her, missing the warmth of her arms. She pushed her glasses further up her nose. “Me too. But it will be okay. I won’t let her hurt you again.” She looked close to tears. She leaned in and hugged me tight before placing a kiss on my cheek.

For the first time in my life I felt like I might matter more to my grandmother than one of her ghosts, and I didn’t try to hold back my smile.

v

“Well, it’s going to be another exciting year here at Pendrell, isn’t it?” Cherie pulled the box of jewelry toward her across the breakfast table.

“Looks that way,” I said, picking at my scrambled eggs.

“Do you want my help passing these around?” Cherie played with the beads of a bracelet she had slipped around her wrist.

“That would be fantastic.”

“Good morning, ladies!” Steve called, as he sat his tray down at our table.

“Mmm, orange juice,” Cherie said, grabbing the glass off his tray and gulping it down.

“Hey, that’s freshly squeezed!”

“I’ll go get you a refill. I want another glass too,” Cherie said, jumping up just as Brent sat down, his tray loaded down with fried eggs, hash browns and ham.

Steve glanced over at Brent’s tray and a crease formed between his eyebrows. “You hate eggs.”

Brent shrugged. “Normally yeah, but today they just sounded good.” Brent reached across the table, grabbed the blueberry syrup, and poured it generously over his eggs.

“Dude,” Steve protested, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “That’s disgusting. Last time I checked, you hated syrup. And blueberries. What’s with the medley of nastiness?”

“It just sounded good,” Brent said with another shrug. He reached for the Tabasco sauce and poured it over his whole plate. My stomach wanted to heave and yet I couldn’t look away, positive he wasn’t really going to eat it. He cut off a portion of the eggs and took a bite.

He smiled as he chewed. “I’ve been missing out all these years.” He looked at Steve’s stunned expression. “What?” he asked around another mouthful. “Your taste buds change as you get older.”

“Yeah, I know, but how much did you age in your sleep? Just yesterday you were complaining about how awful eggs are.” Steve’s eyes narrowed. “Are you still you? Or has some evil spirit taken possession of your body again?”

“When we were freshmen, you said that Jenny O’Hare was the first girl you—”

“Shut up!” Steve interrupted. His face flushed pink as he shot a worried glance at me.

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell Cherie,” I said, trying to stifle a laugh.

“You wanted proof it was me.” Brent grinned and dipped a forkful of hash browns in his syrup.

Cherie joined us at the table, handing Steve his OJ. She looked around the table. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing!” Steve said, chugging down his juice.

“This is so good.” Brent crammed another bite in his mouth.

“Brent, are you pregnant?” Steve asked in mock seriousness as the three of us continued to stare.

“What? It’s good.” Brent held out a forkful to me. “Seriously! Do you want to try some?”

“No, thanks.”

The three of us soon lost our appetites watching Brent devour his meal. I took my tray to the conveyer belt and dumped it before returning to the table. Cherie was bent over the jewelry box, digging around for the pieces she wanted.

“I’m going to start handing these out.” She pulled out two of the surfer necklaces. “Here, put these on.”

She tossed them to Steve and Brent, who caught them and began inspecting them.

“Why?” Steve asked.

“Yara’s grandma thinks we should all wear them.” She shot the guys a warning look that told them not to argue.

“Okay.” Steve clasped his surfer necklace into place.

I had to give Vovó props for knowing American teen fashion enough to design stuff that even the guys didn’t mind wearing.

“I learned last year not to question your grandma. She’s always right! And if the great and powerful Vovó has spoken, then who am I to argue?” Brent slipped his over his head.

Brent finished the last of his double-dog-dare-worthy breakfast and bused his tray. We waved goodbye to Cherie and Steve, and left the cafeteria. I dug a piece of gum out of my backpack and handed it to him, and he took it with an embarrassed grin.

“That bad, huh.”

“Eggs? Blueberry syrup? Tabasco sauce? Take the gum, Brent.”

He unwrapped it and folded the stick into his mouth. “You shouldn’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Ah, peppermint flavored.” Brent blew a bubble. “You know peppermint does for people who can project?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Brent. After months of me asking, you finally told me. It gives us fresh breath.”

We pushed through the glass door and into the bright morning light. It looked like a postcard. Puffy white clouds dotted the turquoise sky. The flowers edging the grass stood tall, their open petals still moist with dew glittering in the sun like expensive jewels. The flowers’ fragrant perfume mixed with the scent of freshly-mowed lawn. The sun whispered along my skin.

“Brent, promise me that you’ll wear that necklace all the time. Don’t ever take it off. Not even to shower.”

“Is there something you want to tell me?” Brent frowned. “Did Sophia come back? Did the guys who were following us—”

“No, nothing like that.” I scratched my head. “At least I don’t think so. Vovó and I both have had some dreams. I had a dream about a fire. There was a dead body in the dream, too. I’m not sure if it’s connected to a ghost. I don’t really see how it could be, but if it is, well. . . Just promise me you’ll wear the necklace. I don’t want to have to worry about your safety. I need to know that you’re taking this seriously.”

“Yara,” Brent said, pulling me into an embrace. “I thought I’d died last year when I got kicked out my body, remember? I have no desire to repeat that experience. Believe me, I’m taking this seriously.” I studied him for a moment before Brent smiled and touched the tip of my nose with his finger. “I promise.”

v

A week later, Brent and I had just finished our daily internship duties and were leaving the Alumni House for the day. Brent headed to cross country practice and I made a quick stop by the library before heading back to my dorm, looking forward to a quiet evening. It had been three weeks and I still hadn’t seen DJ again. I asked Lesley about him, but she didn’t seem to know who I was talking about.

I was on the stairs going up to our room when I ran into Cherie. She was wearing a sarong over her swimsuit and had a towel draped over her shoulder.

“Shouldn’t you be at cross country practice?” I asked.

“It got canceled. Brent, Steve and I are heading down to the pool. Want to come?”

“Um. . .” I fumbled furiously for a believable excuse.

Nothing came to mind.

I swallowed, suddenly feeling like I had a mouthful of oatmeal lodged in my throat. Pools. Pools were bad. In my head, I knew perfectly well that I would be safe. It was my emotions that were the problem. I was suffering from a case of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, but I didn’t want my irrational fear to cripple my social life.

“Sure.” My mouth went dry. “I’ll meet you there.”

Maybe if the retractable roof were open, the chlorine smell wouldn’t be so bad. The smell was almost as bad as the water. I always associated its chemical scent with Thomas. I would have to work on desensitizing myself to that.

I changed into my bathing suit. Then I took my time applying sunscreen, as if it were a suit of armor, protecting me from my personal demons. I drew a shaky breath and grabbed my towel and a magazine, then headed out the door to face my fears.

My courage remained high all the way across campus, but when I stood in front of the pool house, it failed. I couldn’t do this. I left the paved path and walked across the lawn, feeling the pokey blades of grass pressed into the soles of my feet. I could see my knees shaking in the building’s reflecting glass. I moved closer and peered through the glass walls until I spied Cherie, Brent and Steve lounging on chairs.

Brent’s head popped up, like he felt my eyes on him. He waved me over but I shook my head, fear rooting me to the spot. Brent gave me a puzzled glance and then walked out the door, heading towards me.

“Hey, what are you doing out here?”

He’d already been in the water. His hair was slicked back and water droplets clung to his muscled chest. The scent of chlorine attacked me, coating my taste buds and winding its way inside my lungs. Bile rose in my throat and my heart pounded against my ribs. I swallowed so I wouldn’t be sick and slunk a few steps away from Brent.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I nodded and grasped for something to say. “I was just thinking about how many girls must have hit on you this summer.” I winced a little at how lame it sounded, but it had been the first thing I could think of.

“You were?” He didn’t sound convinced.

I nodded. “I wish I could have been one.”

Brent put his arm around me and walked me toward the pool house. Baby steps, I kept telling myself. If it got to be too much I could leave. “I would have made a fantastic groupie,” I continued, “sitting on my towel under your tower and fawning over the amazingly hot lifeguard.”

“Fawning over me,” Brent repeated with a full-on smirk. “That would’ve been nice.”

I laced our fingers together, turned to face him. My fear receded in the imaginary scenario, spending the summer with him at the beach. I started enjoying the idea. “I could have gotten you to give me mouth-to-mouth by pretending to drown.”

I blanched as soon as those stupid, thoughtless words left my mouth. The flirty glint in Brent’s eyes faded. I snatched my hand from his and started to move away. With a gentle touch he turned me toward him.

“I would have hated that particular fantasy, since I’ve already watched you drown.” Brent noticed my crestfallen expression and tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. “The mouth-to-mouth would’ve been nice, though,” he whispered. “I can do that anytime you want; all you have to do is ask.”

He traced the contours of my cheek with the pad of his index finger before finally closing the distance between us, bringing his lips to mine. Then we were kissing and I forgot about chlorine and drowning and thoughtless words I shouldn’t have said. There was only Brent. He pulled away too soon for my taste.

“So did you fawn over any lifeguards in Brazil?” he asked, twisting a piece of my hair around his index finger.

“Oh you know, one or two.” I gnawed the inside of my cheek before admitting, “Actually, I didn’t get a chance to swim.”

He frowned at me, and I hastily lied, “I was too busy training.”

He didn’t believe me—his expression said as much. My shoulders curled in under his scrutiny. He often had the ability to sniff out my lies like a bloodhound on the hunt.

“You’re afraid, aren’t you?” he finally said.

“Yeah, sort of.” I paused. “And by sort of I mean utterly and completely.”

I chanced a glance up in his eyes, expecting to see some sort of twinkle that would let me know he had a joke he was waiting to spring on me. To my surprise, his face showed complete understanding.

“I would be too. Getting in the water was hard for me too. It was bad enough having to watch you drown; I can only imagine what it must have been like for you to experience it.”

“It’s bad. I mean, it was bad. But it’s over.” I took a deep breath. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay, maybe we can do this together,” Brent said, his voice full of understanding.

He took hold of my hand and walked slowly toward the open door. I could already smell the chlorine, the fumes sneaking up my nose. The chemical smell made my gorge rise. My heart bucked and my feet ground to a halt. Tears gathered behind my eyes. The itchy feeling from the lawn under my feet traveled up my legs, crawling all over my skin, but I knew it wasn’t the grass.

I couldn’t meet Brent’s eyes. “I can’t.”

“That’s alright.” He nodded, water dripping from his wet locks. “Let me get my stuff and we can get out of here. Sound good?”

“Thank you.” I squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, Yara. It’s not a problem I—” His words cut off.

I glanced at Brent, or at least I meant to but my body was immobilized. Then I noticed the whole campus was hushed, no birds tweeting, no laughter coming from the pool house. It only took a second to understand that someone had projected. Just as that realization dawned on me a strong surge of electric static traveled through me, and a blue spark ignited before my eyes. My body was able to move again, I lifted my head and found Brent’s questioning glance.

“You felt that too right?” Brent asked.

“Yep.” I stepped closer to Brent and lowered my voice. “Someone just projected,”

His fingers hovered near his mouth, ready to be chewed. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

“But I thought no one else besides us could project.”

Brent lifted and dropped his shoulders. “That’s what I was led to believe.”

I pressed my towel closer to my chest. “So is this a good thing or a bad thing?”

Brent’s lips pursed as he raked his fingers through his hair. “I really don’t know.”

I didn’t either, but based on Pendrell’s previous surprises, I’d place my money on bad.

Chapter Seven

That night, studying alone in my room, I kept having to shake out my tingling hand. With every movement, my hand felt heavy, like Sophia’s spirit weighed it down. My mind conjured a mental image of Sophia attached to my wrist. It was enough to keep me up at night. It already had.

I was still staring at my horror-flick hand when Cherie came back to our room.

“Where have you been?” I asked. “Do you maybe want to sneak off campus for gourmet chocolates?”

She dumped her stack of books on her desk and collapsed into her chair. “I can’t.”

“Did you just turn down chocolate?”

She nodded and picked up a pencil from her desk, twirling it between her fingers. “I need to study. My parents are riding me hard. My GPA needs to be perfect to impress Stanford.”

With a sigh, she opened the top book on her large stack and sunk into her chair to study. I turned the page in my Chemistry book, trying to redirect my thoughts, when I froze.

Was Brent projecting? He hadn’t mentioned getting together tonight. We’d been meeting weekly for training sessions, but we usually planned those in advance. Maybe he wanted to see me and had projected for us to have a romantic rendezvous.

Another thought crept into my mind. Maybe it was the person we had felt earlier in the day. Either way, I decided to check it out.

My spirit slipped from my body. I loved the familiar rush of freedom that filled me. My spirit surged with anticipation, unfurling like a constricted rosebud to full bloom. I inhaled the comforting smells of our room: Cherie’s perfume, my collection of essential herbs arranged on my desk, even the residue of lingering laundry detergent and the lemon fresh scent of our cleanser.

Cherie sat at her desk, hunched over a magazine, her hand resting on her cheek, her gum blown to a perfect bubble. Not for the first time, I wished that she could project too.

Eager to find Brent, I turned my attention to leaving the room. Disembodied spirits couldn’t normally move objects, unless they were skilled like Brent. He had been training me to develop this talent too, but I didn’t have half his ability.




  
I concentrated on the closed window in our room, knowing it led to the fire escape and freedom. Brent’s abilities allowed him to move some things with a flick of his wrist, or even just a look. Mine was a full-bodied process.

“Please open. Please open,” I mumbled. I waved my arms toward the window, swinging them clear across my body, repeatedly, until it finally slid open. A sigh of relief left my lips and I stepped through the opening, heading down the stairs.

Brent came bounding up to meet me before I had taken even a few steps. “You got the window open. Good job.”

“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “Hey, did we plan this and I forgot?”

“No, I only projected because you did.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t me.” I twisted the edge of my frayed gray sweater. “I thought you were either practicing or hoping for a make-out session.”

Even in the waning moonlight Brent’s eyes flickered with interest. “So you came running? I’ll have to keep that in mind.”

Even though we had been dating for almost a year, I still blushed at his comment, glad for the cover of darkness. A weird sort of zing, like a really strong case of static electricity, passed over us both, complete with a blue spark. I recognized it from earlier in the day.

“I think whoever was projecting just finished.” Brent rocked back on his heels. “That didn’t last very long. If it’s the same for them as it is for us, then their bodies must be frozen now. I’m assuming they won’t be able to move until we reconnect. Which means they’ll know there are others out there who can project. I’m not sure I want them to know that.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We better go.”

Brent nodded, gave me a quick kiss, and vanished. My spirit jumped back to my body too, and I gasped at the shock of cold that always drenched me after projecting, leaving me shivering.

Cherie looked up from her books. “You okay over there?” Her eyes narrowed. “Did you just project?”

“Y—yes,” I stuttered. I pulled my comforter around my quaking body and closed my eyes against the sudden harshness of the light. It always took a few minutes for the cold to fade. “I was sitting here studying when time stopped, so I checked to see if Brent was projecting, but it wasn’t him.”

“You mean there are others out there who can do it?” Her voice was soft, knowing that my senses became overwhelmed after projecting. Even her whispered words assaulted my eardrums as if she had screamed.

“It looks like it.”

“How did they learn?” She asked with a hopeful grin. “Maybe they can teach me.”

“Maybe, but we don’t know who it is yet,” I said once my teeth stopped chattering.

“It doesn’t matter.” Cherie’s smile crumbled. “I probably wouldn’t be able to figure it out anyway.”

I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to comfort Cherie but she was probably right. If she hadn’t been able to project after trying all last year, she most likely wouldn’t pick it up now.

After a few moments Cherie asked, “Is it a good thing or a bad thing that other people can project?”

“I’m not sure yet.” I chewed the inside of my cheek. “And I’m a little afraid to find out. Yet another mystery.”

Cherie perked up. “I don’t project, but I’m good at mysteries. I’ll solve it for you.”

v

I was called to the headmaster’s office a few days later. His secretary was out so I knocked on his door without being announced. Being summoned to his office was more than a little scary. I wiped my palms on my uniform before knocking. Headmaster Farnsworth opened the door and to my surprise, detectives Velasco and Roberts were there waiting for me.

Roberts acknowledged me with a nod. “We came to talk to about your case. Your headmaster insisted on being present.”

“Please sit down Ms. Silva,” the headmaster said.

I wiggled into an uncomfortable leather chair as he addressed the detectives. “Has there been any progress made on the investigation?”

“No, we’re going to put it aside.” Velasco leaned back in her chair. “We interviewed witnesses and watched the security footage. We’ve come up with nothing but dead ends. It looks like the only thing in your building that anyone noticed was the maintenance staff responding to a water leak. But all the statements agree that they did their work and then left. The pictures you gave us were printed on a standard laser printer—could have been done anywhere. We just have no further leads to pursue at this time.”

“Did you ever discover if anything else was stolen?” Roberts asked, pulling a pen from out of his suit coat.

I shook my head. “No, the only things missing were the pages from my journal.”

Headmaster Farnsworth stroked his white beard and leaned back in his seat. “While we do wish that the culprits had been found, our school appreciates your efforts. Our students’ safety is very important to us.”

I swallowed my disappointment, too. Knowing the police had found the perps would have brought me some measure of peace. I studied a painting hanging on his wall. It depicted a tree, but there was something odd about it. I squinted at it but before I could make out more, Roberts asked me a question.

“Has anything else strange happened?” He crossed his ankle over his knee.

I doubted he wanted to hear about my dream and shook my head.

Velasco chimed in. “We never were able to find the DJ you mentioned. Have you seen him since?”

“No.”

“Are you sure he’s a student here?” she asked.

I shook my head again, afraid I was wasting their time.

The headmaster leaned forward in his seat, his expensive chair squeaking in protest. “So what should the school do, at this point? What should Ms. Silva do?”

“With nothing else to go on, we’re going to assume this was just a one-time incident, but in case it isn’t, please be careful.” Roberts tapped his pen against the pocket-sized notebook he held. “You still have our number?”

“I do.”

“Call if something else happens.” He gave me a warm grin. “But I’m really hoping you’ll never have to make that call.”

v

After my classes and internship were over, I headed back to my dorm. It was going to be a lonely night because Brent, Cherie, and Steve all had a cross country meet at a rival school, and wouldn’t be back till late. I had an enormous amount of homework and not even my friends to distract me from doing it. I hoisted my overstuffed backpack onto my shoulders, the zipper groaning in protest at the weight of books and assignments.

When I got back to my room, the phone was ringing. I ran and picked it up with a breathless, “Hello.”

“Yara?” My vovó’s friendly voice greeted me.

“Hi, Vovó.” I let my backpack clunk to the floor

“I’m going to be out delivering some of my orders. Do you have time to see me if I stop by?”

“Yes, please. You can save me from homework.

I could hear the grin in her voice. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Don’t forget a visitor’s pass this time.”

She hung up, and I wasn’t sure if she’d heard me, but I figured it wouldn’t matter anyway. Vovó always did things her own way. I flung myself on my bed and stared at my ceiling, trying to find shapes in the popcorn texturing, until my eyes grew heavy. Eventually I gave into my desire to nap.

I was drinking from a well of fresh water. I tried to swallow the liquid but it caught in my throat and refused to go down. The water leaked past my lips, dribbling down my chin. Clearing my throat didn’t help. It only made me aware I couldn’t breathe. I brought my hand reflexively to my neck and my body convulsed, struggling for air.

I startled awake, gulping for air I still couldn’t get. My eyes popped open. Sophia was bent over me, her hand at my throat, her auburn hair trailing past her shoulders, tickling my cheek. The genuine delight in her smile and eyes while she squeezed my neck, choking me, made everything that much more sick, more wrong. My right hand flew to my neck, clawing at her hand, trying to dislodge her icy fingers. But it was my own hand, as numb as if it were dead, that was squeezing the life out of me. Sophia controlled it, squeezing my throat, denying me oxygen. I bucked on the bed, my nails slicing into my own skin. I tried to scream but I couldn’t gather enough air. My free arm left my throat to flail in the air, trying to connect with her. She dodged my fists and laughed, sounding just as malevolent as any movie villain, sending chills down my body.

My hand returned again to my throat, trying to wrench it free but her fingers—my fingers—pressed even tighter. My spirit rattled inside my body, banging against flesh and bone as her ghostly hand sank deeper, going past blood, tissue, and sinew, grasping onto my spirit’s throat.

My body couldn’t take much more. White spots fluttered past my eyes, the world blurring into a drunken kaleidoscope of colors. My lungs were on fire, my mouth parched. The familiar, tingly sensations of projecting rippled through me, and my spirit sprang from my body, ripping Sophia’s fingers from my throat.

I could breathe.

The air tasted sweeter than any chocolate. Sophia still stood over my spiritless body. Her face hardened, her eyes bulged, and her fingers flexed by her side. Again, she stretched out her fingers to my empty body and I grabbed them, gripping them. I threw her hand back and shoved her hard in the shoulders, my physical body jerking up as she stumbled back because it was still attached. She shrieked, her auburn curls straightening, her face flaming red.

“All I want to do is help you,” I said, forcing myself not to retreat, copying what I had seen Vovó do and raising my hands in what I meant to be a peaceful gesture.

“Murderer!” Sophia screamed, her eyes wild with rage.

“No, I’m not,” I said in as calm a voice as I could muster.

“Murderer!” She screamed again. With a roar she leapt toward me, my body dragging behind her as she reached for my throat. Her fingers clenched tight and in defense I raised my hand to her neck.

We held each other there for several seconds, locked in a stalemate as we clenched each other’s throats. The clasp of her necklace bit into my fingers—I re-grasped but it only pushed it in further. She shoved me backward and I lost my grip on her neck. I teetered off balance and my fingers reached, trying to grab hold of any part of her. I caught her locket and it came free. I fell back and landed hard against the desk, holding the locket in my hand. She lunged forward, trying to snatch it from me, but her tether to my body threw her off balance and she stumbled to her knees. I glanced down at the oval pendant. Strands of something poked out from the seams, like dark thread.

My hair! The thing that tied us together.

Without hesitation, I forced open the locket. The hair fluttered in the air for a second before I snatched it in my palm. My numb hand began to tingle back to life, the connection between us no longer existing.

Sophia let out an inhuman howl, grabbing my hand, trying to force it open. I lifted my leg and kicked her in the knee. She fell to the floor, still bellowing her anger. I reattached my body and spirit. Fighting through the body-wracking shivers, I leapt from the bed and grabbed a lighter out of the desk drawer that Cherie used for her scented candles, and lit the hair on fire. I threw it onto the candle plate and watched it burn, the wisps of smoke filling the air with its pungent stench.

“I can get more!” She advanced on me, each step heavy and menacing. I opened the door, flinging myself into the hallway, running into someone.

“Always in a rush,” a voice said. Vovó. Her eyes darted behind me. “Oh, you have company.”

Sophia raged again, slashing her fingers at me.

Vovó frowned. “And she is angry and rude.” She dropped her hand into her bag and pulled out a pinch of something powdery and white, which she threw at Sophia. The ghost hissed like a wet cat and dropped to the floor, crossing her arms to shield her face. Vovó took a deep breath and straightened her sweater vest before entering my room. She pulled me in behind her and we carefully stepped past the crouching Sophia. Vovó closed the door and pulled something different, something blue, from her purse and threw it in Sophia’s face.

“Calm down,” Vovó ordered the ghost. Sophia tried to get up, her hands in front of her face, her long nails arched toward us like claws. Vovó threw another handful at her. “Calm down! We are here to help you.” I was a little in awe. I had been fighting for my life, but Vovó looked as if she was simply shooing a cat out of the yard.

“Murderers!” Sophia screamed. She stood and came toward us but Vovó tossed more of the powder her way. As it hit her, Sophia stumbled backwards and fell into the full-length mirror on the back of the door. She screamed as she tumbled through it and disappeared.

Everything went silent. I stood in the middle of the room, looking around and panting for air, afraid to move. The adrenaline in my system had me primed and ready to continue the fight. I stood sentinel for several seconds, but Sophia didn’t return. My pulse began to slow back to a normal rhythm, and I decided it was safe to stand down.

Vovó was by my side in an instant. She held me at arm’s length for a moment, her eyes widening as she stared at my neck. Her eyes filled with tears. She reached out a hand and carefully touched one finger to my neck. I hadn’t realized how tender it was and even Vovo’s featherweight touch made me wince.

“Oh, Querida.” Her voice shook and she pulled me into a bone-crushing hug.

“That was close,” I said in a rough voice. “But I got my hair back. We’re no longer attached.”

“You did good.” Vovó rubbed my back.

I glowed at her praise and rested my head against her shoulder.

“You didn’t exaggerate. She is very confused and angry. I think it will take both of us to help her find some peace. We’ll have to figure out how to calm her down. But she shouldn’t be able to appear again for a while. She used up a lot of energy just now.”

That, at least, was something. I sighed and glanced over at the mirror where Sophia had disappeared. She was gone and my hand was my own again, but I was still terrified. She would be back. I couldn’t help but shiver.

“Um, Vovó? Would you mind giving me a tour of exactly what’s in your bag? And then leaving me some?”
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The battle with Sophia had left me exhausted and I fell asleep early that night, happy to be the sole controller of my hand. I slept soundly, not even awakening when Cherie returned late from her cross country meet.

I awoke before Cherie’s alarm clock belted its familiar hard rock song. I stretched luxuriously and stared out the window. It was another perfect California day, with bright sunshine and only a few wispy clouds to mar the otherwise spotless sky.

Cherie rolled over in bed, took one look at me, and rubbed her eyes. Her gaze seemed to snag on my throat. “Oh. My. Stiletto. Heels.”

“What?” My voice sounded raspy, like a chain smoker’s.

Cherie jumped up and grabbed a compact mirror off the dresser and brought it back. I examined my image, trying to see what she was so upset about. “I know I look like crap in the morning. But thanks for pointing it out.”

“I’m not talking about your bed head. I’m talking about that huge bruise on your neck!”

I gasped when I saw the eggplant-purple bruise exactly where Sophia had grabbed me. It was in the shape of a hand, each finger’s impression caught in sickly Technicolor.

“Wow.”

“I should see the other guy, right?” Cherie tried to smile but it didn’t work. She wrung her hands together. “I’m guessing this is from more than a make-out session gone wrong.”

“Hardly a Brent-induced hickey.” I pulled out some make-up and dabbed it over the bruise. It didn’t help at all. In fact, it made it look even worse. “I was visited by Sophia last night.”

Cherie sat up straight. “She attacked you? I thought she had disappeared.”

“She had, but she gathered enough strength to appear again.” I grimaced because it hurt to talk.

“What did she want?”

“Besides to kill me?” I grabbed a wet wipe and rubbed it over my bruise, wincing at the pain that shot through my neck. “I got back my hair, though.” I waved my newly freed hand at Cherie, complete with wiggling jazz-fingers. “My hand is one hundred percent ghost free.”

“That’s something I guess.” Cherie’s eyes followed my hand as I brought it back down. “Did she give you those scratches on your hand too? It looks like you were attacked by a cat.”

I shook my head, not looking at the scratches on my left hand. “Nope, I did that to myself. It’s a long story.”

“Alright, spill it. I want every detail.”

I told Cherie everything, even the parts that made me want to let out a girly scream and wet myself. We were good enough friends that I knew she wouldn’t judge me.

Cherie glared at the mirror on our door for a moment. “So where’s Sophia now?”

“Resting up for the next battle?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure we haven’t seen the last of her.”

I dressed carefully that day, wrapping one of Cherie’s silk scarves around my throat, trying to hide my damaged neck. On Saturdays we weren’t required to wear our uniforms so I dressed in a soft tee shirt and yoga pants. The scarf didn’t really match, and I didn’t usually accessorize, aside from my necklace, but decided I didn’t care.

Brent sat at our usual breakfast table, making his way through a plateful of the disgusting egg-Tabasco-syrup concoction.

“Really?” Cherie asked sitting down beside him. “Again?”

“I tried to talk him out of it,” Steve said. “He’s a glutton for punishment.”

“Watching you eat that almost made us all sick last time.” Cherie unfolded her napkin and placed it over her lap.

“Then don’t watch. I can’t help it; it just sounded good.” Brent raised an eyebrow at me and waved his fork toward my neck. “Nice scarf.”

I fingered it. “Thanks.” I took a sip of orange juice, deciding I didn’t want to answer the unspoken ‘why are you wearing that?’ hovering in the air. I spent most of the meal averting my eyes while Brent managed to down the entire plate of eggs. My stomach couldn’t have handled it.

“So,” Steve said, “Cherie and I have come up with some epic ideas for a senior prank. One that will have the underclassmen worshipping us.”

“Such as?” Brent asked.

“Not until we’ve finalized the plans.” Steve leaned back in his chair. “I want to make sure it’ll be perfect first.”

“Then why bring it up?” I took a bite of my blueberry muffin.

“To help build the buzz,” Steve said drumming his fingers against the table.

After breakfast, we all walked down the stairs to the commons building’s lobby. It was crowded with students studying and hanging out. Steve and Cherie waved good-bye, and headed to a study group. I plopped down next to Brent on the worn sofa and snuggled into his arms. From where we were sitting, I could catch our reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall. We looked good together, like a matched set. I leaned my head on his shoulder and sighed peacefully. My eyes drifted half closed, studying our image, when Sophia appeared, standing behind us.

I gasped, jerking around to face her, my hand already clutching the sea salt from Vovó that I had stashed in my pocket. But the space behind us was empty.

“Huh?” I said, pulling my hand out of the salt, and wiping the grit from my fingers. Had I imagined her?

“What’s wrong?” Brent asked, twisting to look.

I spun back to the mirror and saw her once again behind me. I wheeled my head around, and she was gone yet again. This time I turned slowly, her reflection in the mirror still staring back at me. It didn’t make sense. One side of her mouth curled into a smile and she gave me a wave. My eyes darted back and forth between her image in the mirror and the empty air.

“Are you watching a ghostly tennis match from the net?” Brent asked. I was too distracted to laugh at his joke. “Yara? What’s going on?”

“Sophia’s here,” I muttered distractedly.

He stood up, ready to fight. “Where?”

I placed my hand on his arm. “She’s here but not here. I can see her in the mirror but not in the room with us.” Was she in the mirror? I stood and stalked closer to the glass, with Brent close behind, while my hand reached back for more salt. As we drew closer, Sophia came forward too, so that she appeared to be standing just over my shoulder.

“She was in my room yesterday, trying to choke me to death and Vovó and I shoved her into the mirror,” I explained in a low voice. “I thought she fell through it, but it looks like she went into it.”

“Wow,” Brent said, his eyes wide as he processed that. He put his arm around me and then looked into the mirror again. He fingered the end of my scarf, toying with it. “That seems like something you should have mentioned to me.”

“I know. I was going to wait until we were alone.”

“So what happened?” Brent pressed.

“She tried to strangle me in my sleep.” I crooked my finger into the scarf and pulled it down a little so he could see the bruise on my throat. He gasped, pulling it down further to see just how bad the damage was.

“Holy crap, Yara. How did you get rid of her?”

“I didn’t, really. Vovó was on her way to meet me and arrived just in the nick of time. She was fending her off when suddenly Sophia tripped and fell through the mirror and disappeared.” I studied the image of Sophia in the mirror. She looked like a moving portrait, encased by the mirror’s glimmering frame. The hardness in her eyes and the tightness of her jaw betrayed the façade of serenity masked on her face. “Except it seems like she didn’t vanish after all. I think she’s trapped in the glass.”

“Seriously?” Brent said, moving closer to the mirror and peering inside, like it was a one-way mirror at a police station. Sophia tapped on the glass, and the mirror shook enough that Brent leapt away from it. “I’m half-tempted to project just to see what she looks like.”

Despite the anger simmering in her eyes, she looked absolutely beautiful. Her dress and curls swayed continually in an invisible wind, and her entire spirit radiated with energy as she pushed against her prison, bathing her in an almost heavenly glow. It would have been awe-inspiringly beautiful if it didn’t chill my soul to its core.

I kept my eyes trained on her and reached up, placing my hand over her image in the glass. Sophia looked down at my hand, and then raised her own until we were standing palm to palm, separated by the cool glass.

“She’s beautiful,” I whispered. I stared at our hands, placed palm to palm across the glass. The familiar feeling of sorrow that I associated with Sophia washed over me. I looked up at her, and for one moment I felt sorry for her. She gave me a soft smile.

Then, in the next instant, her fingers closed, intertwined with mine and jerked my hand sharply. My open palm slammed against the mirror and I cried out in pain as the glass cracked in a web of jagged lines.

Brent pulled me back, freeing me from Sophia’s grip before shards of glass began falling free from the frame and raining down, the heavy framing of the mirror teetering on its hanger. We bumped against the sofa and Brent held me protectively. Sophia’s malevolent eyes winked at me as her mirror-world fell apart around her and, piece by piece, the mirror toppled onto the floor. The clinking of broken glass was accompanied by the sound of hysterical, deranged laughter that only I could hear.

I dropped to the sofa, shaking, and Brent sat beside me. To the innocent bystander, it would look like I had struck the mirror and broken it. I hoped no one had noticed, but the sudden silence in the room made me pretty sure they had.

“Are you okay?” someone called out. From the tone of his voice, it sounded as if he were asking more about my mental state than about my hand.

“Uh, I just sort of tripped,” I croaked out.

“She totally punched the mirror,” someone else whispered, loud enough for the room to hear.

I blushed hard, dropping my head to my lap. My hand stung. I closed it in a fist, afraid to look at it, but felt the blood flow freely onto my light gray pants.

“What’d the mirror do to you?” Kelsey asked from a nearby table. Fantastic. Kelsey was known not only for her beautiful, brown, shampoo-commercial-worthy hair and toothpaste-ad smile, but also for being the school’s biggest gossip. No doubt the whole school would hear about this within the hour. Kelsey flipped her perfect hair over her shoulder and strutted past us, already texting on her phone. I hoped that she hadn’t filmed the whole thing and posted it online.

“I’m fine,” I said a little too defensively to the still-silent room. The room noise returned to normal. My injured hand was throbbing and I finally looked down at it. I unbent my fingers and bit my lip to keep from shrieking in pain.

“Oh crap,” I said through clenched teeth, studying the mass of blood and glass that was stuck to my hand. Brent gently picked out the shards, ignoring the blood pooling in my palm.

“You’re going to need stitches,” he said. “I need to find a towel or something. Wait here, and elevate this.” He propped my arm on my knee, keeping my hand palm up, before striding to the bathroom. He returned seconds later with a handful of paper towels that he set on my hand. “Keep this pressed tight. Come on, I’ll take you to the medical center.” He helped me up, carefully guiding me by the waist across the mass of broken glass and out the door.
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“Be careful around mirrors from now on,” Doctor Zheng told me as she finished up the last of my stitches. I could tell that she didn’t believe my tripping and falling against the mirror excuse any more than my classmates in the commons room.

“I’ll do my best, but I’ve always been pretty clumsy,” I said.

“She will be,” Brent stated flatly. He leaned against the corner in the far side of the room, his brown eyes darker than normal. He had his arms folded across his chest and a scowl on his face, while his gaze moved from my hand to my neck.

The doctor shot a look at Brent and a crease formed between her eyes. Then she wrapped a bandage around my hand, securing it with a thick piece of tape. “Can you still move your fingers?”

I gave me fingers a test wiggle. “Yep.”

“Good.” The doctor sat back and picked up my file. She flipped through it, paused, and snuck another glance at Brent, before addressing me. “I see you almost drowned last year.”

“Oh. Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what that had to do with my hand. “Like I said, I’m clumsy.”

Doctor Zheng looked over at Brent. “Could you go ask the nurse if we have any more gauze? I think there might be more in the examining room next door.” 

He nodded, hesitating at the door and glancing over his shoulder at me before slipping out. The Doctor leaned in close and lowered her voice so softly that I could barely hear her. “If there’s anything you want to tell me about your ‘accident’ while he’s gone, now is the time.”

My eyebrows pulled together. “Huh?”

“You may think he loves you, but if he’s hurting you . . . ” She motioned with her head toward my bruised neck and bandaged hand. “That isn’t love.”

I burst out laughing. “You think Brent did this?”

She gave me a level stare.

I swallowed down my giggles and forced myself to be serious. “It wasn’t him.”

“I know he was the last one to see you before you ended up at the bottom of the pool.”

She got all of that from my chart? I shook my head. “Oh! No, I—”

But I cut off my words when Brent came back into the room, carrying a large package of gauze, and handing it to the Doctor. She didn’t say anything else as she made a few notes in her chart, but her pursed lips told me she didn’t believe me.

“Your stitches are dissolvable, but if you have any problems or change your mind, I’ll be here,” she said, giving me a meaningful look.

“What did she mean by that?” Brent asked as soon as we stepped outside.

“She thinks you’re beating me up,” I told him bluntly and burst out laughing again.

Brent gave me an incredulous look. “You think that’s funny?”

I shrugged. “I’m glad she cared, but she’d never believe me if I told her the truth.”

“That’s why she had me leave?” Brent asked. The tips of his ears turned red. “Great, that should look nice on my college applications: ‘Except for when he knocks his girlfriend around, he’s a model student.’” He threaded his fingers through mine as we headed back across campus. “It’s hard to feel manly when my girlfriend is in danger and I can’t do anything to help her.”

“You did help. You pulled me from her grasp.”

“It wasn’t enough.” He rolled his shoulders. “So, what’s your Sophia strategy?”

“Second verse, same as the first. Vovó and I are going to magically help her find peace.” I exhaled through my lips like a deflating balloon. “I suggested we try to banish Sophia, but Grandma thought it was too soon to consider that option.”

“Why? It sounds like an excellent plan to me. What does banishing do?”

“I’ve never seen it. But Vovó explained it to me once. It’s awful.”

The sun beat down through the leaves, casting shadows that danced along Brent’s worried face. The wind stirred, easing the heat of the day, the rustling of the branches the only noise.

 “Yara, I’m sorry. I don’t want to contradict your grandma, but you’ve probably had more experience with angry and murderous ghosts than she has. You’re like, two for two. So maybe you should follow your own instincts and banish the ghost. What do you think you should do?”

 “Um . . . ” I closed my eyes and pictured Sophia, her angry eyes, her hand at my throat, and then an unexpected memory came to the surface: the sadness I had felt in her, like she had lost everything. I bit my lip. “I think . . . I think she needs my help.”

Brent let out a moan.

I met his gaze. “I know, Brent. I can’t believe I said that either.”

Brent’s jaw muscles clenched and he let out a slow breath. “Okay, I trust your decision.”

“That makes one of us.”

He didn’t smile. When he spoke, he sounded resigned. “How can I help?” Brent brushed my hair aside and let his fingers slide to the back of my neck, where he gave me a brief massage.

I leaned my head against his chest, cuddling in close and inhaling his familiar citrusy-musky scent. He placed a kiss on the top of my head.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He guided me back toward a nearby bench, sank down, and pulled me into his arms. “Your neck looks really sore. Maybe I should kiss it better.”

Brent brought his warm lips to my throat and kissed me gently. Despite the heat, I broke out in goose pimples.

“I’m sorry I didn’t keep you from getting hurt.”

I started to say something but it was hard to talk—or even pay attention—with his mouth caressing my throat. I think I may have managed a grunt. Brent laughed lightly, the air tickling my neck. “I’ll have to remember your inability to argue when I’m kissing you, for future reference,” he said, making his way around my neck.

I closed my eyes as his lips reached my ear. “I love you,” he whispered. He nipped my lobe with a love bite. He pulled back, his brown eyes smoldering, full of love and concern. “Please be careful. Know that if something happened to you, you wouldn’t be the only one hurt.”

“I know. I feel the same way.” I rested my forehead against his. “Let’s try and keep us both alive this year, shall we?”

“That sounds like a great plan. Nice and simple, with a clear objective.”

I smiled and tilted my head to kiss him. Something wet and warm plopped on my cheek, like a hot raindrop. I pulled back, my fingers wiping the drop away. My index finger came back red. My eyes raised to Brent’s nose, where a streak of red colored his upper lip.

I loved him, but I wiped my dirty fingers on his shirt, trying not to let out the internal “Ew” I was screaming.

“Brent, your nose.” I wished I had my purse and my handy packet of tissues.

“Not again,” Brent groaned. His nose was bleeding heavily now. To my disgust he pulled up his light green shirt and wiped his nose with it, leaving a big smear along the edge. He used the other side of his shirt to clean off my cheek.

Brent laughed around the shirt stuffed in his face. “Look at us. Between the blood on your pants and my bloody shirt we look like we were jumped on the way to class.”

I had forgotten about my blood-encrusted pants. “Not too surprising. It is a rough neighborhood. I think we should go change before lunch.”

“Good idea. I need to go take care of this,” Brent said, still holding his shirt to his nose. I could see the blood seeping out through the fibers.

“Are you okay? Should I take you to the medical center?”

“It’s nothing, people get nosebleeds.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you in the cafeteria.” I stood on my toes to kiss him and then thought better of it.

“Maybe I’ll just—”

“—see you later,” Brent finished.

We split apart without another word and headed back to our dorms to change.

Chapter Eight

“I hit the mother-lode,” Cherie declared almost two weeks later as she climbed into the passenger side of my car and pulled the door closed. “You’re best friends with a genius.”

“I already knew that.” I put my car in drive and pulled out of the parking lot, turning right onto Sixth Street. Cherie’s car was in the shop and I was her taxi home from her internship. “But how did you prove your brilliance today?”

“Well, I’ve been researching Sophia. Your grandma asked me to find out what I could about her. It’s important to know our enemy if we’re ever going to get rid of her, or conquer her, or banish her, or whatever.” Cherie bit her lip as if her pause for dramatic suspense was more than she could bear. “What if I told you that the Pendrells had a link to Bob Burman?”

“Who’s that?” I asked as the light turned green and we turned onto Main Street.

She sighed. “Don’t you know any of the history of your own city? He was the driver that was killed in the accident at the last Grand Avenue race. It was his accident that shut the whole race program down. Anyway, the Pendrells are linked to one of the most famous events of our city’s history.”

“Really?” I said, turning onto the 91 freeway onramp.

“Yes. It turns out that Sophia was best friends with Bob Burman’s wife—they’d been friends from childhood. The morning of the race, Helen Burman begged her husband not to race because she had this vivid dream that he would die during it. He didn’t listen.”

We transitioned onto the 15 freeway. “Interesting.”

“The thing is that Sophia’s other friend had a sort of prophetic dream about a fire starting because of a faulty wiring. She demanded that the owner of the building inspect it. When he checked, the wire was already smoking. If he hadn’t, it could have burned down the whole place.”

“So she had two friends who had dreams predicting the future.” I gripped the steering wheel tighter and slammed on my brakes when a sports car cut me off. I honked and yelled what I thought of his driving before he sped away, cutting back into the other lane.

Completely unfazed, Cherie continued, “That’s the obvious theory.”

“What’s the non-obvious one?”

“That Sophia was the one having the dreams and sharing it with her friends.”

“That’s something to consider.” I scooted to the right lane, slowed down behind a big rig and joined the line of cars exiting at the Weirick off-ramp.

“The Pendrells might also have a different connection to the race. I found an interesting picture and article in the archives.” She held a picture out in front of me.

“I know you’re excited, but it will have to wait until I stop driving.” She sighed and began shaking her leg.

Once we exited the freeway and parked at Trader Joe’s, I took the article and picture she held out. On top was a copy of an old sepia-toned photograph. In front of the old Pendrell home stood Christopher, Sophia, with a little boy in her arms, and two other men.

“Okay. That’s Christopher and Sophia.” I pointed them out. “Who are the others?”

With the picture and article in hand, I exited the car. Cherie met me behind the car and matched my pace as we entered the specialty food store.

“Those are Christopher’s sons: Evan, Jesse and Lee Pendrell.” Cherie tapped each face in the photo. “Sophia is obviously too young to be Evan and Jesse’s mom. Lee is hers, though.”

I studied the picture again, noting the resemblance between Christopher and the older two boys. It was hard to tell with the baby, but I think he favored his mother. Cherie grabbed a cart and started filling it with her essential snacks, many of them chocolate based.

“I didn’t know she had any children. What happened to him?”

“I’m still researching that. Read the article.” Cherie pushed the cart toward the natural health aisle for me.

I shuffled it forward and started to read. The article was from 1916 and seemed to be about Bob Burman’s accident. “And?”

Cherie’s face fell. “Fine, don’t read it. I’ll tell you what it says. Right before the race, literally seconds before, a frantic man begged an official to call off the race because he had tampered with Bob Burman’s car wheel. But it was too late and the race started. The official asked why he would do such a thing, only to confess. The guy was acting crazy; said a man with checkered trousers and a handlebar mustache told him he should, and then for some reason, he did. After the race, no one could find the guy who tampered with it; after all, people traveled from all over to attend.”

“Really? I’ve never heard any of this before.” I picked up a bottle of lavender oil.

“I hadn’t either and I’ve done a ton of research on the race. I only found it mentioned in this one article.”

“Wow.”

“But wait there’s more.” Cherie held up her hands, her fingers spread excitedly apart. “After the accident, a woman was arrested for trying to steal an expensive diamond pin off the dying driver.”

“That’s horrible.” I took over driving the cart and guided it toward the produce aisle. I swear my grandma and I were the only reason they carried some of the items they did. But today I only needed some fresh fruit. I had a mango addiction and the cafeteria didn’t carry them.

“Yes, and when questioned, this woman was distraught. She said she had been minding her own business when a curly-haired man wearing a black suit, a bowler, and spectacles told her she needed to take the pin and give it to him. The next thing she knew, she had stuffed it in her corset, where the authorities found it.”

“Huh.”

“Now look at the picture again, taken on the morning of the race.”

I glanced back at the picture. My eyes darted between the images of Pendrell’s eldest two sons. I brought the picture closer to my face. I couldn’t be seeing what I thought I saw. Evan wore checkered pants and sported a handlebar mustache. Jesse’s hair was curly, and he had on a dark suit, a black bowler, and spectacles.

“You think that the two mystery men were the Pendrell boys? But how? Why?”

“I haven’t figured that part out yet, but I need to take a closer look at the sons. I also found an article that mentioned the Pendrell sons winning big in some side bets in that race.”

I handed the picture back, trying to process Cherie’s discovery and picked up a mango. By its firmness, I knew it was ready to eat, and I grabbed two more that would take a few days to ripen. Did Sophia’s death have to do with the events of the race? Did—

“That girl is either talking to herself, or a ghost,” Cherie said, nudging me with her elbow. I followed the motion of her chin to a girl a few years older than we were, with platinum blonde hair, talking with a man dressed in a butterfly-collared white shirt and mustard yellow pants. I pegged him at about thirty or so—at least he would have been if he were alive. She conversed freely with the spirit, like it happened every day, and didn’t seem to care that she was in public.

She sorted through the various herbs my grandma used, picking up wood betony, astragalus root, lemon balm and chamomile. Hilkepia and suntear were added to her bunch. I stared at her in shock. I’d never seen anyone use the last two except for Wakers like my grandma. She reached for another I didn’t recognize when the bracelet on her wrist flashed out from under her sweater. Amber beads surrounded the flower-shaped, wooden pendant. It looked like a matched set with my necklace. The girl and ghost moved to the checkout line.

I blinked several times, stunned. “Cherie. Did you see her bracelet?”

“I did.” Cherie grabbed a pumpkin from the Halloween display. “Is she a Waker?”

“Five minutes ago I would have said no, but . . . ” I rubbed my eyes and watched the girl walk out of the store. “I’ve never seen another Waker outside of Brazil before, but I guess she must be.”

Cherie guided our cart toward the checkout line. “An American Waker, huh?”

I placed our items on the conveyer belt. There were other Wakers in America? A support system? Maybe people who would understand what I was going through better than my grandma? I wanted to talk to her. To confirm what I had seen. The need and desire to talk to her was palpable. I glanced out the double-glass doors the girl had left through. “Hey, if I leave my ATM card with you, can you check me out?”

“Yeah, go find her.”

I raced out of the store. In the parking lot, a yellow car pulled away, a woman’s arm dangling out the window. I could see the wooden pendant of her bracelet fluttering in the breeze. I had missed her. Would I see her again? Were there more here? American Wakers? If that were true, what else didn’t I know about being a Waker?

v

One morning near the end of October, Cherie’s alarm woke me from a deep sleep. I mindlessly grabbed my bathroom bucket and made my way unsteadily down the hall. My bleary mind cleared a little as I splashed cold water onto my face, but it wasn’t enough to wake me completely. I plugged in my curling iron and dug out my brush. My cell phone buzzed on the counter next to me, and I picked it up.

“Tudo bem, Querida?”

I yawned. “Yes, everything’s fine, Vovó.”

“Any more signs of Sophia?”

“No, I’m still Sophia-free.”

Once her name left my lips, the room grew chilly. I breathed in the scent of Jasmine and shivered from the sudden cold. My phone fell from my hand and dropped with a splash in the sink when Sophia’s image materialized next to my reflection. A quick glance over my shoulder reassured me that she was only in the mirror. It still held her prisoner. She flattened her palm against the glass, curled up her finger and banged one manicured nail against the mirror.

Tap, tap, tap.

“I’ve been waiting for you.” Her perverse, twisted grin made my insides knot in dread.

Tap. Tap. TAP.

“This prison won’t keep me, forever.”

Her taps grew louder and more forceful; the mirror started to clank against the wall.

“Come closer, little Waker,” she purred in a hypnotic voice, her eyes meeting mine. I swayed toward her, leaning closer to the mirror, my palms sliding forward on the slick countertop. A jolt of pain shot through my fingertips, and I pulled them back from the hot curling iron, rousing from my trance. My face was so near to the mirror my bangs nearly brushed against it. My heart stopped for a terrifying moment and my stomach dropped to my toes before I jerked back, breaking eye contact. She screeched, pounding her hands so hard on the glass that the whole line of mirrors shook. I gulped, suddenly afraid she’d escape from her mirrored chamber.

I grabbed my bucket, curling iron, and wet phone, and ran past the row of sinks. She appeared in each mirror as if she strode along beside me, following like a shadow bent on my destruction. I pushed through the bathroom door and almost toppled into the hallway, grateful for the lack of mirrors along the walkway.

I opened my bedroom door but didn’t move into the room.

Cherie was tying her bathrobe around her waist. “Are you coming inside?”

“I’m debating that.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Am I missing something?”

“Sophia visited me in the bathroom mirror and I’m afraid she might have followed me. She has the ability to mirror-hop.”

Without missing a beat, Cherie reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out a handful of salt. “Where is she?”

“I don’t think she’s here. But could you do me a favor? Cover our mirrors.”

Cherie quickly draped towels around each of our mirrors. “There, I think the room is Sophia-proofed.”

“Thanks.” I walked into our room and let the door close behind me, double-checking the cover on the mirror there. “This isn’t a permanent solution, but hopefully it’ll be enough to hold her until I can figure out what to do.”

“But I thought your grandma said she could only attack you if you touched the mirror.”

“That’s the working theory. However, she put the whammy on me and I found myself reaching for the mirror.”

“The whammy?”

“She looked me in the eyes, and it’s like I was hypnotized.” I sucked on my burned fingertips. “I suddenly felt all warm about coming closer to her.”

Cherie grabbed a clean pair of socks from her drawer. “That’s freaky.”

“I know, and she tapped the mirror so hard it shook. I’m afraid she’s planning a prison break.”

“Can she do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Should I start avoiding mirrors?”

“You should be fine as long as I’m not around. I seem to be the only one she can touch, but just to be safe, keep your bracelet on. And keeping a safe distance from the mirror wouldn’t be a bad idea, either.”

“Good, because it’s really hard to put make-up on when I can’t see myself.” Cherie added a clean uniform to her bathroom bucket.

“If I could keep my distance from the mirrors, she wouldn’t be able to touch me either. But . . . ”

“But you’re afraid of getting whammied again.”

“Yes,” I said, only half joking. “I now live in fear of the whammy.”

“You need this.” Cherie handed me a brush. “Are you planning on avoiding bathrooms for the rest of your life?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Cherie’s face lit up and she started to laugh. “I just got the best idea how to solve the problem.”

“How?”

“I’m going to decorate.” Cherie grabbed her own bathroom bucket and opened the door. My face must have shown my confusion. “I’ll explain later. I have to get ready.”

I didn’t know what her plan entailed, but knowing Cherie was on the job made my spirits rise. I dressed quickly, brushed my hair into a messy ponytail and grabbed some breakfast.

v

Instead of standing at the front of the class like normal, Ms. Converse, my first period Health teacher, strolled through the door, wheeling a cart with several bundles wrapped in pink or blue paper. A couple of TAs followed her in, pushing similar carts. Ms. Converse and the TAs began handing out gallon-size plastic zipper bags containing a diaper, a doll’s head, and infant-sized footed pajamas. Things clicked together in my head.

“Oh, please no,” I groaned.

“Good morning,” Ms. Converse said, moving to her normal place in the front of the class. “Today we begin our two-week long parenting section. On your desk you will find everything necessary to create your infant.”

I frowned at the pink-covered bag of flour sitting on my desk. The sound of plastic bags zipping open and diaper tabs pulling apart filled the air. I sighed and started the doomed task of creating my flour baby. I was terrible at crafts, and my poor kid ended up with her head sticking out crookedly through her jumper. No amount of tweaking on my part could fix her.

“You will be paired with a partner,” Ms. Converse continued. “Unfortunately, we have an odd number of students, so I’ll be assigning a TA to one of you. Yara, you’re the only senior in the class, so you’re the lucky one. Congratulations.”

The rest of the class began whistling and laughing as the TA started toward me. I had been so lost in the depths of my personal craft purgatory, so wrapped up in hot glue and heads that refused to sit straight, that I hadn’t noticed one of the TAs still in the room. I recognized his green eyes and his cocky smirk, and my jaw went slack.

It was DJ.

“DJ, meet Yara,” Ms. Converse said. “Yara, DJ.”

He grinned at me and slid into the seat beside me. “Hi Cupcake, nice to see you again.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

He lowered his voice and leaned in closer. “We have a legit reason to be seen together now.” His fingers drummed the table. “We need to talk. In private. Meet me in the library after you finish at the Alumni House. Bring Taffy with you.”

“Taffy?” I asked, confused.

DJ gestured towards my crafting disaster. “The baby. I named her. She makes a good cover.” His already quiet voice dropped further. “I’m serious, Yara. I’ve been looking for a way to meet with you and it’s taken me this long to arrange something inconspicuous.”

“Come again?” What was he talking about?

“I was under orders that night to ask you about Sophia, but this is me going rogue.” He pushed up the sleeves of his sweater. “Meet me in the library. We’ll talk then.”

“What makes you so sure I’ll come?” I did want answers, but it bothered me that he showed up and assumed I’d come running.

He rested his elbow on the table. “I know you want information from me. To at least ask about the pictures.” He searched my hazel eyes before nodding and smirking. “I knew it; you want to talk to me, too.”

He seemed to know exactly what I was thinking, so I gave up my pretense.

“Alright yes, I’ll be there. But I also have some questions, about Christopher Pendrell’s wife. Like, why is she such a psychotic ghost?”

He cradled his chin in his palm. “Psychotic? The reports all say she’s harmless.”

My laugh had a bitter undercurrent. “She tried to strangle me. And thanks to her I needed stitches.”

His eyes went wide and he shook his head. “Sophia?”

“Yes, and it’s your fault, for dragging me up the stairs to meet her in the first place.” I leaned into his personal space, hoping he found it intimidating. “You got me into this mess, so you’re going to help me get out of it. I need to know everything you know about her. And you need to give me whatever you stole the night of the party.”

“Okay, we have a deal. You come to the library, alone, and listen to what I have to say. In exchange, I’ll tell you everything I know about Sophia and I’ll bring the object.” He patted Taffy and grinned at me. “Take good care of our baby. See you after school, Cupcake.”

He got up and left the room before I could say anything else. I picked up Taffy and made my way to my next class. It wasn’t much to go on, but I had my first real lead in solving the Sophia Pendrell mystery.

v

My heart swelled like a balloon when I found Brent sitting at a table in the cafeteria at lunch. Just seeing him made my whole day better. I sat next to him and plopped Taffy onto the lunch table.

“How are you?” I asked.

“I’m fine. Better than I was last night anyway.”

“Last night?” I smoothed my napkin across my lap. “What happened?”

“I had another bloody nose.”

I eyed him as I took a sip of my soda. “That’s been happening a lot lately.”

“Not really.”

“You didn’t have any last year,” I countered.

Brent shrugged. “It’s probably just the dry air.”

“Maybe,” I said, fiddling with Taffy’s sleeper.

Brent nodded toward Taffy. “Something I should know?”

“Yes, I’ve had a love child with another man. Is this going to change our relationship?”

Brent took a bite of his grilled cheese sandwich. “Depends. Who’s the father?”

“DJ.”

“Interesting,” Brent said as he chewed. He frowned at Taffy. “I did this project as a freshman. Why are you taking it as a senior?”

“I didn’t go here as a freshman, remember? And Cherie was smart enough to take it last year.”

The corners of his mouth tightened. “So DJ, huh?”

“Yep.” I stole a French fry from his plate. “We’re meeting together in the library after school. He’s going to give me some information. And he’s promised to bring what he took from the compartment.”

A crease formed between Brent’s eyes. “I’m not sure I can make it after school.”

“Oh, yeah, about that. You’re sort of not invited.”

Brent had raised his soda to his mouth but didn’t drink. Instead he stared at me. “Not invited?”

I held up my hands. “I want you there. But he specifically told me to come alone.”

Brent’s hand tightened around his glass. “And you’re still going?”

“Yes,” I sighed. “He knows more about the history of the old Pendrell house than I do, so I figured—”

“I thought Cherie was doing research at the historical society.”

“She is, but most of what she finds is about Corona in general. DJ seems to know stuff about the Pendrell family. All the juicy rumors and innuendos.”

“Is ‘innuendos’ really the best word choice right now?”

“You aren’t jealous, are you?” I stole another fry.

“I’m sensing some hypocrisy here. You specifically forbade me from studying with Sara last year.”

“You said the same thing about Dallin. That was different, we had both dated them and it was awkward.”

Brent took a long drink. “Right.”

“Brent, he has important information and I need it. I have to play by his little rules long enough to get what I want from him and then I’m done.”

“Except for your love child, of course.”

I slumped in my chair. “Don’t remind me.”

He gave me a level stare. I spun the ketchup bottle under my fingers. “I want you there.”

Brent’s shoulder’s relaxed. “That’s okay, I’m sure you can handle it.”

I stared at him incredulously. “You complained about not coming and now that you’re invited you don’t want to go?”

“I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t not invited.” I punched him in the arm and he winced. “I thought we cured you of those aggression issues.” I went to punch him again and he dodged out of the way. His teasing smile faded. “Actually, I couldn’t come anyway. I have an appointment with my parents today.”

“Where are you going?”

He ignored my question. “I’m not jealous. I just don’t trust the guy. I know you can take care of yourself, but please be careful.”

“I will be.”

v

DJ was right on time for our meeting at the library. “Did you bring it?”

He patted the pocket of his coat. “Yep.”

I held out my hand. “Give it to me.

“Not here.”

 “Fine. Where then?” I asked brusquely.

He wet his lips, his index fingers tapping along the edge of his black pants. “Let’s walk around.”

“Okay.”

He kept folding his hands behind his back, then letting them swing by his side, and the clasping them behind him again.

After about four minutes of walking I finally started the conversation. “How did you get those pictures of Brent and me?”

He shrugged. “I stole them.”

“Whoa,” I said, stopping my walk to look at him, “that’s not the answer I was expecting. Who did you steal them from?”

He turned us at a corner in the walkway and glanced over his shoulder. “There are some powerful people who are interested in what we can do.”

“What do you mean, ‘what we can do’?”

“We can’t talk about this out in the open. Here,” he said, opening a door.

I hadn’t paid much attention to where we were going, but when he gestured for me to go inside the pool house I jolted back to reality.

“No. No way. I’m not going in there.”

DJ grunted. “Please come inside. We have important information to discuss and we need some privacy.”

“True, but I’m not going in there with you.”

“You’re wearing your necklace, right,” he pointed out. “So you’re protected?” 

My eyebrows crawled up under my bangs. “How do you know that?”

“I know a lot about you and your friends,” he said quietly. I looked him right in the eyes for a moment and he stared back at me, never breaking his gaze.

“I’m not going in there.” I leaned against the railing outside the pool house and folded my arms across my chest. Last time a boy had invited me in, I had ended up dead. “What exactly do you know?”

He let go of the door and reclined against the opposite railing. “I know Brent can project and he can move things. I know you can see ghosts and project, too.”

“My ability to see ghosts isn’t exactly a secret.”

“True.” He chuckled slightly. “But I didn’t believe it until I saw it for myself. I’d heard about it, but . . . ” he stopped and shook his head. “You’re right, I’d heard what people were saying on campus, but I was one of your biggest non-believers.”

“You’re not exactly endearing yourself to me, you know.”

He dropped his chin to his chest, his eyes down. “Believe me, no one was more surprised than I was to find out you really can see ghosts. It was a rough night for me after that alumni party.”

“Oh, I feel so bad for you. You stole what Sophia was guarding, and she blamed me. Then, she decided I was also the one who killed her, and has been trying to return the favor ever since. What a rough night you must have had.”

“Fair enough. I deserved that,” he said in a small voice. He raised his head, still not meeting my eyes. “I also know that Steve guy you hang around with doesn’t seem to have any special powers, but he did save your life last year. And lastly I know that Ree is fantastic at research and your best supporter in everything mystical and magical.”

My head snapped up at the mention of Cherie’s old nickname. “Ree. You mean Cherie.”

He nodded.

“Nobody’s called her that since elementary school.” DJ’s face took on an uh-oh look and I barked out a laugh. “I knew it! I knew I knew you from somewhere! Who are you?”

His face went blank and he opened the door again. “Are you coming in or not?”

I shook my head. “I can’t go in there.”

“It’s more private and I don’t want anyone to overhear us. It’s the only way you’re going to get your answers. Are you coming or not?”

He let go of the door, grabbed me around my wrists and dragged me over the threshold and into the room.

“NO!” I screamed. I flailed my arms and kicked my legs that dragged behind me. The smell of chlorine wrapped around me like a noose, my vision darkened, and my chest felt like it was caving in on itself. He dropped me onto a chair and pulled the door closed. I shot to my feet but a feeling of wooziness forced me back down in the chair.

I could barely breathe but I managed to beg, “Please, keep the door open.”

“Do you promise to hear me out?”

I nodded and brushed away the unwanted tears leaking from my eyes.

He opened the door and the fresh scent of outside, of trees and living things somewhat eased the tight feeling in my chest. DJ sat in the chair across from me and handed me Taffy, who had fallen during the struggle. “You’re pale.”

“And you’re a jerk. Start talking.” I swallowed the bitter taste of fear that had congealed in my mouth. I clutched Taffy to my chest and breathed in the powdery flour smell in an attempt to diminish the chlorine scent that was wafting all around me.

“Are you alright?”

“You know what happened here, right?”

He ducked his head. “Yes, I know.”

“Then you know I’m not alright.” I didn’t say anything else, but kept my eyes trained on the open glass door, knowing I was only a few feet from the exit. I’m not in danger, I kept telling myself. “Tell me what you know about Sophia Pendrell.”

He rested his elbow on his knee and cradled his chin in his hand. “Based on the painting you saw of Christopher Pendrell, what sort of man do you think he was?”

I paused to consider that. “Stuffy. Old fashioned.” I shrugged. “What Steve would call a Rule Nazi.”

“Rule Nazi?” DJ chuckled. “Would you believe me if I told you that he had a wild streak?”

I thought back to my first impression of the man and his lemon-sucking expression. “No,” I answered honestly.

“Well he did. He loved the international races that Corona hosted. He was one of the race’s biggest supporters. He loved living dangerously and taking risks.”

“Okay, but how is that important?”

“When the best prep-school wouldn’t accept his sons, he started his own and vowed to make it better than the ones that had spurned them. He was ruthless. He fed his sons a plant he’d never even tested because it was said to make them smarter.” DJ grinned. “It gets better. You know Sophia, his wife?”

“Yes, we’ve met.”

DJ flexed his fingers and examined his nails. “She was originally engaged to Christopher’s oldest son, Evan.”

“What?”

“I know, right? Talk about robbing the cradle. But it wasn’t uncommon back then. One of Evan’s college friends introduced them and she came home with him on Christmas break. She and Evan got in some huge fight. He left her there when he went back to school and next thing you know she and Christopher are getting married. He was twenty five years older than she was.”

“That’s kind of disgusting.”

“Agreed.”

“So did Evan kill her in a jealous rage?” That would explain why Sophia’s presence was always drenched in sadness.

“I’d put my money on him or his brother.” DJ rubbed his palms together and leaned forward in his chair. “The day before the accident, Sophia had tea with her friends. From what they said later, Sophia was a nervous wreck. She said her stepsons wanted something Christopher had given to her to protect. She refused to say what it was, though. All she told them was that she had found a safe place to hide it.”

“Did the police question the boys after her death?”

“They did, several times. Evan and Jesse both insisted she simply fell. Neither of the boys had an alibi, but each time a new cop would talk to them, no matter how certain he was that the Pendrell boys were involved, the cop ended up changing his mind. After the interviews, the cops couldn’t really even put their finger on what made them change their minds. They must have been pretty persuasive.”

“Maybe they paid off the cops?”

“That’s a possibility.” DJ crossed his ankle over his knee and shifted back in his chair. “Either way, with the lack of physical evidence, they were home clear.”

“Hmmm.” Did they really bribe the cops? I know I’d suggested it, but I’d also read the article Cherie had shown me. Like DJ said, it was possible, but these were the same men who had convinced a woman to steal and talked a man into aiding in a murder. But there had to be more to it than them both being silver-tongued.

I’d have to figure that out later. I still needed some more information. “So, what was Sophia guarding? You know, the thing you stole? The thing she blamed on me? The reason she’s been beating me to a pulp?”

“Yeah,” DJ admitted sheepishly. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know she’d do that.”

“Well, what was it? An alternate will? His prized coin collection? The family jewels?”

“No, it was a key.”

The anti-climatic answer deflated my wild theories. “A… key? Nothing else?”

He shook his head. “Nothing else. No note. No treasure. Just a key.”

My hands tightened around Taffy. “A key. Well, hand it over. The sooner I put it back, the sooner she’ll find some peace and leave me alone.”

“I can’t,” DJ said. He flicked at his shoelace.

I gave him a level stare. “What? We had a deal.”

“I know. I needed to talk to you, and you wouldn’t agree to come otherwise. But I still need it.”

“Need it for what?”

“Leverage,” he said simply.

“Leverage against whom?”

“You’d really be happier not knowing. Not to mention, it’s physically impossible for me to tell you. They did some sort of gag spell on me; it involved my blood. If I were you, I’d leave it alone.”

“I’m up to my neck in this because of you.” 

DJ had the decency to look ashamed.

“I’m really sorry about that,” he said. His voice sounded sincere. “I didn’t know she would attach herself to you like that. Seriously. I’m sorry to get you so involved. Where is she now?” 

“Trapped in the mirrors around campus.”

DJ looked impressed. “How did you manage that?”

“Trade secrets,” I said, deciding to skip over the detail that it had actually been Vovó who had done the trapping. “She’s stuck there, wandering around from mirror to mirror.”

“You need to be careful, Yara.” He studied the back of his hands. “There’s more going on than just that ghost.”

“You mean this mysterious group that’s supposedly interested in me?”

“Exactly. That’s what I really brought you down here to talk about. You have to be careful. They’ve already started sucking you in. If you get any deeper, you’ll be stuck so tightly that you’ll never get out.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. The only thing I’ve been sucked into is being a Waker.” I placed Taffy in my lap and tucked my hands under my legs. “I just need to get that ghost out of the mirror and out of my life. Then my involvement with this whole thing will be done.”

DJ snorted. “If only it were that easy.”

“You don’t believe me? This is my family business, you know. It’s what we do.”

“I know.” DJ paused. “But the thing about these people is, they bring you in so slowly that you don’t even realize it’s happening.”

“Whatever.”

DJ shook his head. “Remember those pictures I gave you?”

“Yeah.”

“You were being scoped out by recruiters.”

“What?”

“I found those pictures while I was snooping around through their stuff. They’re looking for people who can do what you and Brent and I can do. That’s how I figured out that you two were their top targets. I thought you should be given fair warning so you had time to run for it.” He frowned at me. “Obviously that didn’t work though, since you’re still here.”

“Because you never actually said anything. You were all like ‘Hi, my name is DJ. I’m cryptic’ and then stole the key and left us.” I scowled at him. “Wait a minute, what do you mean they’re looking for more people who can do what you and I and Brent can do?”

DJ looked me right in the eye. “I can project.”

“Astral project?”

He nodded.

“How did you find out you could?”

“After I got accepted here, I met with an unknown benefactor who was going to give me a full ride scholarship for my music.”

“How very Dickens of you.”

He nodded. “Yeah, just call me Pip. Anyway, we were sitting in the music room and he handed me some tea. I drank some and I felt sort of strange and then suddenly I was projecting. It was a test and I passed. They are looking for people who could project and I could.”

“Sounds like they slipped you some black licorice. Been there, done that.” I kicked off my ballet flats. “So you really think your scholarship wasn’t for your music?”

“I think it helped, but that wasn’t my most important talent.”

“Can you project off campus too, or only here?”

He let his bangs fall in his eyes, obscuring them from my view “Only on campus. Being able to project off campus is very rare. It’s practically non-existent.” He paused, moving his bangs so he could meet me fully in the eyes. “Which is what makes you and Brent so special.”

“You’re making us sound like we’re collectable action figures, or . . . some sort of investment.”

“To them you are. Add in Brent’s powers of telekinesis and weather control. And your ability to see ghosts.” He ticked off on his fingers as he mentioned each ability. “How could they not want you? Sometime soon, someone is going to approach you. They’re going to take what’s most important to you and use it to get you to do what they want from you.” He swallowed. “Take it from someone who’s been there. Tell them no.”

“That won’t be a problem,” I stated firmly. “I have no intention of joining a group that’s been spying on me.”

“You say that now, but wait until they crank up the pressure. They know how to get to you. You won’t find it as easy as you think to say no.”

The absolute conviction in his voice made me more frightened than I wanted to admit. “How do they know all of this about us?”

“They have sources, but I don’t know who or what they are.”

I ran a trembling hand through my hair. “Assuming that any of this is true, why warn me about it? You’re already one of them. You’re the enemy, so to speak.”

DJ visibly flinched. “I’m not one of them. I’m warning you because . . . because I owe it to you.” He averted his eyes and loosened his tie.

“About time you admit it. Ever since you took that key, I—”

“Not for that. Okay, for that too, but . . . ” He took a deep breath and pointed at my left eye. “For that.”

I touched the spot above my eye but the only thing I felt was my scar. I looked into DJ’s green eyes and something clicked into place.

Chapter Nine

“Doogie?” His glasses were gone, his buckteeth were straightened, and his towheaded hair had darkened to a sandy blonde, but if I looked at him just right, I could see the boy I had known: the love of my second grade life, my first kiss, and the infamous rock thrower. No wonder I’d thought he looked familiar; he’d broken my heart.

He winced and his cheeks flamed red. “Yeah. Although I haven’t been called Doogie since fifth grade.”

“I thought you moved to Seattle!”

“I did. We moved back at the end of school last year. I got a scholarship here because of my music.”

I remembered the hours he had spent in his practice room when we were kids. Melodies popped into my head of songs I had listened to him practice over and over until they were perfect. He had been talented, even then. “You’re still doing that? You must be incredible by now.”

“Yeah, I still play the piano. I picked up the French horn, the drums and the trumpet along the way as well. I also just started the guitar.”

“Impressive.” A pleasant rush of memories swept over me. I had spent hours sitting next to him as he practiced, snacking and talking and laughing with his younger sister. “How’s Amy?”

His grin crumbled. “She’s been better.” He dropped his gaze and drummed his fingers against his leg before looking up again. “Anyway, I wanted to apologize for the rock that caused that,” he said, gesturing towards my eye.

I traced the scar again. “It isn’t very many people who get stoned by the boy who gave them their first kiss.”

He chuckled. “On top of the jungle gym,” he remembered. “Smooth.”

I kicked my legs uncomfortably, not sure where the conversation should go from here.

“I was upset when my mom died,” DJ continued. “The idea of someone speaking to her when I couldn’t was just more than I could handle. I don’t remember picking up the rock or even throwing it. But when I realized what I had done, I went home and cried. Not very manly of me.”

“I don’t remember you crying.” I couldn’t help that I sounded a little hostile. “I remember you threatening that you would do it again.”

He shrugged. “I was lying. I felt like crap about it, but didn’t know how to fix it.”

“An apology would have been a good place to start.”

He scuffed the toe of his shoe on the ground. “I’ve wanted to apologize to you for years, but it would’ve been weird to track you down and cold call you.”

“I guess it’s better late than never.”

He took a deep breath. “Yeah. Anyway, I was wrong. Ghosts do exist and you and your grandma can both see them. I’m sorry.”

After all of these years, the apology had come. He had no way of knowing what that rock had done to me. No way of knowing that it was the beginning of my desire to be normal, of my embarrassment of my grandma and her Waker talents. That the scar I carried was much deeper than a physical one. But hearing his words and being where I was now, I realized I had forgiven him a long time ago. I had wanted to unload all of this on him, but now I could see it had scarred him too. And with that, I felt the old wound finally heal.

I nodded, biting my lip. “It’s okay, Doogie.”

“Call me DJ.”

“It was a long time ago. We were kids. But thank you for the apology.”

“I always wanted to make it up to you. And when I found your file I figured that would be the best way.”

I startled a little at those words. “My file?”

His drumming fingers sped up. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

I frowned. “But you haven’t really told me anything.”

He hunched over, leaning his elbows on his legs. “I know. I can’t.”

I scooted closer to him so he could hear me whisper. “You can tell me right now.”

He shook his head. “I already told you, I’m not able to do it.”

“What can you tell me?” I asked, leaning back again. “Can you tell me who they are?”

He opened his mouth and his lips quivered, his face turned red and finally his shoulders sagged and he shook his head. “I can’t say.”

I sighed in exasperation. “Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t. I signed an agreement, a binding agreement, and it’s like I literally lost the words to talk about them.”

“Okay.” I drew my sweater tight around me. “Let’s try a roundabout way. Can you tell me about the file?”

“In general. It had a list of all the things they know for sure you can do. And another list of stuff they think you can do but they’re not sure about.” He shot me an uneasy glance. “It also contained a list of everything they hope you can do. Things that might benefit them.”

“What—” I began, but stopped as I noticed something awry. The temperature was dropping dramatically in the room, becoming chilly despite the greenhouse-like nature of the pool house. The scent of jasmine mixed with the chlorine in the air. I shot out of my seat, and Taffy crashed to the ground.

My breath was a white puff of air in front of me. “DJ, we have to get out of here.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

The lights started to flicker. Sweat formed on my skin and my palms turned clammy, despite the sudden icy temperature.

DJ shivered and cast a worried glance at the lights. “Is there a ghost here?”

“Yes, it’s Sophia!” 

Instinct took over. I slipped my shoes back on and sprinted for the door but it slammed closed in my face.

“Not so fast, little Waker.” Sophia’s voice crackled through the air, echoing around me from every angle.

“NO!” I screamed. I pushed on the door, my sweaty palms slipping off the metal handles. My breath fogged the glass as I re-gripped and tried it again. It didn’t budge. I pounded on the glass with my fists. “Let me out of here!”

I had to get out. The room was shrinking, around me.

“I thought you said she was trapped in a mirror!” DJ called out as her manic laughter continued, distorted as if through a mangled speaker.

“It must be the glass,” I said, mentally cursing myself. “I didn’t realize she’d be able to move from a mirror and into windows.” Her image rippled to life on the glass of the door. Her fingers reached toward me until they collided with the edge of her prison. I fumbled away from the door, smacking into DJ.

Behind me, the pools raged in motion. I spun toward them. The water frothed, forming waves that curled over the edge of the closer, larger pool, spilling onto the concrete floor. A trail of water snaked its way toward me, puddling next to my shoe before climbing up my leg. Tears dripped from my eyes as I shook my leg, trying to throw off the watery manacle. I screamed and DJ threw his arms around me while he tried the handle himself, rattling the door futilely before leading me away from it.

“No, not toward the water,” I managed between gasps. I dug my heels into the ground and fought against his grip. But I couldn’t break free. The room didn’t have enough oxygen and I couldn’t get a deep breath; my head felt fuzzy and my feet were lead. I went limp, my shoes slipped on the slick floor, and I slid through DJ’s arms, landing onto the wet ground. With a sickening thud, my skull bounced off the tile floor. DJ swore as he fell down next to me.

I ignored the pain and pushed myself onto my elbow. Beside me the pool writhed and surged. The water rose into the air, forming a giant rippling wave like the face of a cliff. The tower of water bent, hovering over us before crashing down with such force that my body was slammed flat against the unforgiving ground. Stars burst behind my eyes. I screamed, allowing a rush of water to slither down my throat and up my nose. I sputtered the liquid out of my mouth and tried to sit up, but another wave broke over us again, pounding me flat onto my back on the hard floor and filling my mouth and lungs with water. I was drowning again, but this time on land.

With a detached awareness, I realized that death had returned to reclaim me. By some cruel twist of fate I would die in the same room and by the same method I had before. An unexpected feeling of calm settled though me; part of me had been waiting for this all year.

The water paused; droplets halted in mid air, the tiny spheres revolving in the air. It reminded me of a snow globe that had been shaken violently, but instead of snow, the room swirled with water. I sat up, propping myself onto my hands, and blinked up at the glass room, chlorinated water dripping from my eyelashes. Something glittered along the glass ceiling, catching and reflecting the sunlight. Prisms of crystalline ice spread down the transparent walls, scattering rainbows through the droplets of water suspended in the air.

On the pane of glass directly above me, a single icicle began to form, pulling the droplets of water from the air as it thickened and grew. Forming a beautiful stalactite, the spear of ice lengthened, its icy point sparkling in its descent. Its beauty bewitched me and I watched in awe until it picked up speed, jutting toward me. Its point sharpened and grew nearer, aiming directly between my eyes.

I dropped down onto my back cowering away from its edge that was now so near I couldn’t roll way from it. The icy shard pressed into the center of my chest, but before it could pierce through, a quick hand reached and broke off the tip. DJ threw the pointed shard across the room where it shattered in a burst of ice. I rolled out from underneath the monolithic icicle just as the tip re-grew and stabbed into the ground, the point crushing into fine particles that showered me with cold, stinging pricks on my skin. DJ helped me to my feet and together we hurried toward the door on the other side of the large pool.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Sophia.

“Little Waker, little Waker.”

Almost instinctively, I stopped and looked up. She floated in the ceiling glass above me, rapping on her prison with an almost polite knock. Each tap reverberated down the walls, coming not from one single window, but from every pane.

Tap. A crack formed on the frozen ceiling, which strained under the weight of the immense stalactite. I couldn’t tell if it was the glass or the top of the gigantic icicle—or both—but something was breaking.

Tap. The fissure deepened.

The terror built inside me, pressing against my straining nerves. Water dripped down walls, and I shivered. More icicles formed above us, and the tiny water droplets still misting through the air coalesced into snow, which swirled in billowy frozen tufts, the cold chapping my skin.

Tap. The crack grew longer.

The glass walls started shaking—pulsing and humming like a wine glass about to shatter. The weight of the icy stalactite pulled on the paned ceiling, weakening its integrity. If the ceiling collapsed, the oncoming storm of glass and ice could rip us to shreds, slicing us open with shards of crystal shrapnel. Fright settled around me, threatening to chain me down. Sophia’s image flashed in the glass on every wall, her auburn curls framing a face twisted with hysterical rage.

I refused to let her win. Forcing my brain to concentrate, I parted the curtain of snow with my hands and lifted my arms straight above my head, assuming a fighting stance, just like Brent had taught me. The air in the room responded and formed a vortex around me, the wind intensifying. As Sophia howled, water flooded upward out of the pool and towards the ceiling. It hung in the air for a moment, before giving way to gravity, and crashing over us in a violent downpour.

Sophia shrieked, her eyes darkening. She pounded against the glass, opening spider web cracks that continued growing, covering the glass. I trembled as I held my stance, shivering with cold and fright, like the valiant last autumn leaf trying to fight off the coming winter. Her deafening scream left a ringing in my ears and I dropped my hands to cover them. I gritted my teeth, forced my hands back up, and gaped in amazement as the entire remaining mass of water in the big pool lifted into the air. Still in its rectangular shape, the water rippled in the air, separating me from Sophia.

It lowered slowly, teasing my upraised fingers, lapping them, as if it were a gentle pet rather than a terrible force capable of suffocating me, drowning me. Again.

I wouldn’t let it happen. I shoved my hands to command the wind upward, and the water rose. As I spread my hands, the water parted cleanly in half, the wind forcing its way through the center.

The edges of the halves started to crystallize, chunks of ice forming in patches. Snow drifted around me, melting on my cheeks and nose. My arms trembled, my muscles burned. With my last bit of strength, I threw my arms wide and each half of the pool slammed against the walls of the room, echoing a deafening boom, as the glass shuddered, groaned, and cracked. The water rebounded in every direction. Sophia’s image fluttered in the ruined glass, her furious cry lost in the raging of the water.

DJ grabbed me around my waist and hunched over me as the water broke over our backs, swiping our feet out from under us and pulling us in a rip-tide across the room. We rolled along, bouncing into each other, tables and chairs awash around us.

Still with one arm around my waist, DJ stretched out the other and grasped the handrail at the side of the pool, hooking his elbow and clinging on as our feet were washed over the edge into the fast-filling pool. When the current slowed, DJ tried to move, but I grasped him tightly, afraid to lose his solidity.

“It’s okay, Cupcake, I’ve got you,” he said in a gentle voice. He reached down and put his hand over mine, loosening my death grip so he could heave me up and out of the pool. I sat up, bringing my knees to my chest, sobbing and sputtering water out of my mouth and nose while tears rolled down my cheeks. Blood ran freely from a cut on my knee.

My hair pasted itself to my face, my bangs dripping into my eyes. I pushed the wet hair off my forehead, clearing my vision. My mouth fell open as I peered around the room. The tiny fissures had spread, shattering the walls, but still they remained in place; the safety glass had kept us from a glass-shard shower. Water crept down the ruined panels as Sophia’s image quivered, fading behind the shattered walls. Her mouth moved but I couldn’t hear her words. The look in her eyes, however, put my courage in a deep freeze. She vanished completely, but her unheard threat stayed with me.

With Sophia gone, the sun beat down on us, its warmth sliding through the cracks. The broken remains of the big icicle bobbed in the pool, while the others melted, raining down on us.

My hands hung useless on my knees. “She’s gone,” I mumbled, staring out into the distorted landscape.

“Let’s get out of here.” DJ pulled himself out of the water and lifted me to my feet, where I swayed, unable to move. He wiped the water from his face, his pupils dilated in shock. He took hold of my upper arm and led me to the door, which opened easily for him.

“You first,” he said, shoving me towards our escape. “Quick, before someone sees us.”

I felt numb, void, and incapable of action. DJ pushed me out the door into the bright afternoon.

“Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand and running as fast as he could, pulling me away from the pool house and toward the groves. I kept tripping, but he held on tight and dragged me up, not stopping until we were immersed in the cooling shade of avocado trees. Only then did he let me go and doubled over, panting.

“What . . . what was that?” he asked. He ran his fingers through his wet, shaggy hair.

“My life,” I answered, resigned. I wrung out the bottom of my black sweater. “Congratulations, you’ve just been initiated into the craziness of Waker life. Remember how you said Sophia was a harmless ghost?”

“Okay, I was wrong. Haven’t I apologized enough for one day?”

It was late October now, and even in California the intense summer heat had faded. I could really have used it. The adrenaline was wearing off and I was freezing.

DJ’s hands beat out a rhythm on his knees while he studied me. “I think you’re in shock. I have some candy in my. . .” his voice trailed off as he looked around. “Oh crap.”

“What?”

“Our bags are still at the scene of the crime.”

I moaned and sank down onto the grass. “I don’t think I can move right now.”

DJ patted the top of my head. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

I nodded numbly and stared into the groves. DJ ran off to retrieve our things. He returned a few minutes later carrying both of our backpacks.

“Everything was quiet,” he said, plopping down on the grass beside me. “And nobody’s realized that anything has happened yet.” He pulled something out of his backpack and showed me what was left of Taffy.

“Our baby is sort of a mess,” he said, holding out the sodden bag that was now flour-paste. Taffy’s plastic head dangled sideways, her baby eyes closed. It looked grotesque and I couldn’t help but make a face.

“It’s okay,” DJ said, mistaking my disgust for concern. “I’ll steal another one from the supply closet tomorrow.” He grinned. “One of the benefits of being paired with a TA. Ms. Converse will never know.”

I nodded again.

“Um, how did you do that?” he asked casually, sitting down next to me.

“Do what?” I stared into the tree line.

“The tidal wave with the pool-water thing.”

“Oh.” I shook my head. “I didn’t do that. That was Sophia.”

“Um, no, that was definitely you.”

I stared at him.

“It followed you,” he said. “The water. It followed your every move. It scared the crap out of me, but it was also pretty amazing.” He paused and gave me an appreciative look. “You have serious power. It was sort of a turn-on, Cupcake.”

He wrung out his sopping shirt, the excess water wetting the ground. “The pool is pretty empty, just so you know, the majority of the water is now on the floor.”

I shook my head at the picture he painted. “No, I couldn’t have done that. Brent’s been working with me to help me learn telekinesis, but I really suck at it most of the time. There’s no way I’d be able to do something that powerful.”

“Well,” he said, pulling off his shoes and dumping out the water, “you were certainly powerful in there.”

My forehead crinkled. “I have no idea why.” I didn’t care, either. I felt drained, weak. I only wanted to curl up in my bed and sleep. I tried to stand, but DJ pulled me back down.

“You’d better wait till you can walk. I think you’d keel over after five steps. I can only carry you so far, you know.”

I knew he was right because I didn’t even have the strength to argue.

He leaned back on his hands and tilted his head up toward the sky, the sunlight highlighting his freckles. “I can’t believe the damage you did to the pool house. That is some serious destruction of property, Cupcake.”

“Cupcake,” I mumbled, finally placing the origin of his absurd nickname. “That’s right. You used to call me that because of my obsession with the My Little Pony character.”

He grinned. “I knew you’d put it together eventually.”

I nodded, my teeth still rattling together. “Do me a favor, DJ. Don’t call me Cupcake.”

We rested about half an hour, until I could move again. DJ insisted on walking me back to my dorm. He walked silently beside me, clearing his throat a few times like he planned on saying something, but never did. We were almost to the dorms when we saw Brent.

“There you are,” Brent said. “I was looking for you.” I ran into his arms, while DJ trailed behind. He pulled me into a hug. He was so warm—a stark contrast to me. Even though my clothes were starting to dry, I was still chilled to the bone. Brent was more than warm though, he was almost hot. I swear steam rose between us.

“You’re wet. And freezing,” Brent said as he took my hands into his own. They flooded instantly with heat. He buried his head in my hair, breathing in my scent, sniffed, stiffened and pushed me away with a frown on his face. “You smell like chlorine.”

“I had a run in with Sophia in the pool house.”

The creases on his forehead deepened. “You were in the pool house? Why were you there?”

“It’s where Doogie—I mean DJ insisted on talking to me. He dragged me in.”

“Doogie?”

“Yeah, in elementary school we called him Doogie, but his real name is Doug Stout. He gave me this.” I pointed to my scar. Brent stared at me for a moment and then glared behind me. I followed his expression and saw DJ standing there, staring at us.

“Speak of the devil,” Brent muttered.

“Sophia attacked us. She can appear in windows too.” Then I told him about the whole attack.

My knees felt weak as I recounted the fight. Brent gathered me in his arms and ran his fingers through my tangled hair.

“I’m sorry about taking you into the pool house. That was a mistake.” DJ must have moved closer to us because he his voice sounded much closer. “But Brent, you should have seen it,” he continued, admiration infusing his words. “Yara was amazing. She emptied the entire pool during the fight.”

Brent whistled. “No joke? That’s my girl.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t me.”

“I was there, remember? It was all you.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “And after watching that much power at work, I’m very glad you accepted my apology.”

My lips curved into a smile. He winked at me.

“I’ve got to go,” DJ said. He looked at me more affectionately than I was comfortable with. “I really wanted to help, Cupcake. When they contact you, remember what I said. Run.”

“That’s all you have to say?” Brent interrupted. “Run? You’re the reason we’re involved in this at all and that’s the best you can do?”

“You were already involved.” DJ shrugged his shoulders. “Plus, it’s more of a warning than anyone gave me.” He spun on his heel and walked away.

Brent’s gaze followed him until he had disappeared around the corner. “Did you get what he stole?”

“No, he never intended to give it to me.”

“Figures. What did you learn at the meeting?”

Brent took my wet backpack and led us away from the dorms, toward the administration building. I quickly summed up what I had learned about the Pendrell family, the stolen key, and DJ’s inability to talk about it. Brent pursed his lips thoughtfully as he listened to me, holding my hand as we climbed up the administration building steps.

“So if they are so eager to recruit us, what are they waiting for?” I asked.

“The right moment? A full moon? Who knows?” Brent dropped my backpack at the base of the statue. “How does DJ know all of this anyway?”

“I’m not sure, exactly. He warned me again about that group being interested in the two of us, and told me why. It’s because they know we can project, specifically because we can project off campus.”

Brent looked as if he’d been hit in the face with a frying pan. “Because we can project?”

I nodded. “DJ can too, but only on campus.”

Brent eyes widened and his expression became unreadable. Was it anger? Fear?

“What’s with the look?” I asked. “You’re making me nervous.”

“Maybe we should be nervous.” He chewed a nail. “I’m wondering how they know so much about us.”

“I don’t know, but they do seem well informed.”

Brent pursed his lips. “I think I need to call my dad.”

“Your dad?”

Brent ripped off a piece of his nail. “Yeah. I—” Brent swallowed hard. “I told him the whole story over the summer. Neal wanted me to tell him how he really died. I think I need to talk to him.”

“You think your dad’s involved in this?”

Brent ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know, but he’s the only person I told. Maybe he told someone else.” He looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t.

“I told my parents, my sister, and Vovó. Should we find out if they told anyone?”

The sun had started to drop low in the sky, casting long shadows, darkening Brent’s eyes. “Let me talk to my dad first.”

v

“Doogie goes to school here?” Cherie asked, fluffing the pillow behind her head. “And your teacher is forcing him to be your baby daddy?” Cherie’s grin widened. “Should I make him a batch of my famous laxative brownies?”

I laughed. “Maybe later. Today at least he passed along some useful information. DJ said the compartment held a key.”

“What do you think it opens? A safe? Maybe a bank vault?” Cherie grabbed her laptop, settled it on her lap and started typing. Her fingers flew over the keyboard. “We’ll start by checking out if any banks have been around that long. Hotels too. I’ll look into it tomorrow at my internship.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“Anytime.”

“Any luck on the whammy situation in the bathroom?” I still smelled like the pool, and I needed a shower.

Cherie smiled so brightly she could have powered all of southern California. “Taken care of. I even checked with your grandma to make sure it would work. I worked on it all day. Didn’t you notice?”

I hadn’t.

“What’d you do?”

She pointed toward our mirrors and windows. She had glued jewels and various stones along the edges of the mirrors. Cherie didn’t have my handicap in crafts and her work made the mirrors look designer.

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, but how is it going to help?

“I used the jewels that had Pankurem in them. I know it might not be able to keep her from appearing but it should weaken her if she gets too near it, right? I did it to the mirrors in the bathroom too and all the ones you usually pass by during the day. I’ll start working on the windows next. I hadn’t even considered them till your attack at the pool.”

“Mrs. Hewett is going to shoot you,” I said.

“Nah, she loves me. All teachers do.” Cherie closed her laptop. “I figure after all the fighting Sophia’s been doing, she’s going to need to re-charge her batteries so we won’t know for awhile how effective the new decorations are, but it should help. Like I said it’s Vovó-approved.”

“Thank you Cherie.” I gave her a hug.

Cherie pulled back, crinkling her nose. “This wasn’t a pure act of service. I have to share a room with you and if you stink then I’m the one who suffers.” She pulled out my bathroom bucket from behind her back and shoved it at me.

“I can take a hint,” I said before heading toward the shower.

v

When I entered the cafeteria the next day, DJ was waiting for me with a smile on his face and a new and improved flour baby. He had assembled her into a much cuter specimen than my own creation had been. “Here’s the changeling.”

“Thanks.”

“And I have this too.” He looked both ways and leaned a little closer “The remains of our first child. I thought we should be together for the funeral.” He took the bag back and dumped it in the trash. “Any last words?”

I laughed. “Thank you for the replacement.”

“No problem. It’s the least I could do.” He rocked back on his heels. “I sort of blame myself for that whole incident.”

“I do too. I’ll see you in class,” I said, slipping past him and walking over to where Steve and Cherie were waiting in line to get food. DJ watched for a minute before leaving.

“What were you guys talking about?” Cherie asked.

“My failed attempt at child care.”

After we got out our food. I plunked my battered tray down and slid in between Audrey and Brent.

“I have to know,” Audrey said. “How did you get that bruise on your neck earlier this month? I’ve heard all the rumors but I want to know the truth.”

Audrey must have noticed something strange in our expressions. Audrey had been the most reluctant in our group to delve into the paranormal, but was starting to get used to our shop talk.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s a ghost thing right?”

“Yep.” Cherie took a bite of her waffles. “Sophia, the ghost from the internship party has been stalking her.”

Audrey’s brown eyes widened.

“Yeah,” I joked, “despite the rumors, Brent isn’t beating me.”

“What?” Brent choked on his potatoes. “People are really saying that?”

“That’s the most popular rumor.” Audrey spread jam on her toast. “But I also heard you and Kelsey got into it after she posted the video of you punching the mirror on the internet.”

“Oh man, someone did get it on video?” I dropped my head to my hands.

“Yeah, it went viral,” Steve said. “You’ve had 6,000 hits.”

“You all knew? About the video online, and the rumor that Kelsey beat me up?”

Everyone nodded.

“Like she’d have been able to beat me up that bad and walk away without so much as a scratch.” The sudden silence at the table made me frown. “What, you don’t think I could take her? I’ve got a couple of moves.”

Again silence, except for Brent, who was snickering.

“Fine. I know she’s tough, but I am too. I could have schooled her. Well, I could have thrown a calculus book at her. Then ran and hid.”

Brent laughed outright. “She does have some mad book-throwing skills.” He rubbed his temple where my calculus book had given him a killer bruise last year. “So I was thinking, we should do some training tomorrow. We need to get you in peak shape so you can stand up to Sophia.”

“Good idea.” I was tired of being the victim, especially after this last incident in the pool house. I was up for anything to make me stronger.

Chapter Ten

That evening Vovó called. She was going to be running errands and wanted to know if I had time for a visit. I told her sure and that I’d meet her in the commons building at eight. I wandered down there early and decided to study while I waited for her. But instead of reading or making flash cards for an upcoming quiz, I found myself eavesdropping on conversations.

The room was filled with gossip about the pool house and its shattered windows. From the rumor-mill, it sounded like we were home free. The rumors were outlandish, from a terrorist bomb to a science experiment gone wrong. Others thought of something more mundane, like sabotage from a rival swim team. Fortunately, the truth would have been even harder to believe, and no one mentioned DJ or me being seen anywhere near there.

Vovó arrived just after eight. She walked with purpose, a pink shoebox tucked under her arm. I waved her over and she sat down across from me. She wore a big, white, visitor’s sticker on her floral shirt. She pulled a container of homemade cookies out of her purse and slid them across the table to me.

I took one out and bit into the chocolate chip goodness. The sweet flavor melted on my tongue and made everything in the world seem better. I had already filled her in on everything that had been happening, and I wanted to ask what she thought of it all, but I knew how easy it was to eavesdrop on conversations here.

So instead I asked her, “What’s up, Vovó?”

She pushed her glasses back up her nose. “Querida, last summer wasn’t enough training. I think you need more.”

The chocolate in my mouth suddenly tasted bitter. I made sure my voice was too quiet to travel to the next table. “What I need is to get rid of Sophia permanently. How is your plan coming? It’s been almost a month since you agreed to help me. She should be gone by now. If we can’t get her to move on peacefully, then we need to banish her. She needs to go.”

“Again with the talk of banishing. Don’t you remember you decided she needed your help?”

“Yes.”

“You are missing the point of what we do. It takes time.” Vovó rested her elbows on the table and took my hand. “Helping a ghost isn’t always easy or convenient but it’s worth it.”

“I don’t have time.”

“You must make the time. Not only with helping ghosts but with your Waker studies. You need another summer, and at least one more year of training with me. It’s the only way to keep you safe.”

“I’m not sure if I’ll even survive the rest of this year.” I folded my arms and rested them on the table. “Vovó, I can’t spend another year with you in Brazil. I have to go to college in the fall.”

“Your parents and I have talked about this. We all agree that you should put off college for a year and spend that time with me in Brazil, training.”

It felt like my world had fallen out from beneath my feet. “What?”

“Your parents and I agree it might be in your best interest to defer school for a year and train.”

I shook my head. “No. There is no way mom would agree to this.”

“It was her idea. She saw your stitches, your bruised wrist, your strangled throat. You drowned last year. Your mom wants to protect you, and she knows that avoiding it isn’t going to help you. We all want you safe, Yara.”

I slammed my hand down on the table and Vovó startled a bit. “I don’t want to do this. I’m going to Columbia. I’m going to be a journalist. You don’t get to make those decisions for me. I don’t want this to be my life. I don’t want to—”

“To be like me. I know.” Vovó’s bottom lip quivered. She ran her hand along her forehead. “You don’t have a choice about being a Waker, Yara. I’m sorry. This is your life. You have much to learn. There is still much you don’t know about herbs, about our legends, about other techniques to help ghosts. It will take months, possibly years to study. You have to have a strong foundation to build upon. Yara, your powers are strong. But you need to learn how to use them. You can do things no woman in our family could do before. You need to be trained to protect yourself. I won’t always be here and I need to pass on everything I can to you.”

Despite my anger, her words softened my heart. “Vovó, you are an amazing woman, but. . . ”

“Just think about it, Yara. We aren’t forcing you to do this. It is your choice. Completely.”

“You never asked Melanie to make this choice. She was able to go to college.”

“She had been training with me her whole life. And she has never run into murderous ghosts before. But even if she had, she’d have been more prepared.”

Of course it would all come back to my years of hoping I’d never become a Waker and avoiding the lessons my grandma had tried to teach me. If that were true, then this year off from school would be my own fault. I didn’t want to think about that.

I picked up another cookie and tried to think of something else to talk about. “I think I saw a Waker in the store a while ago.”

“You probably did.”

“Really?” I took a bite. “You knew about them?”

“Of course. The term ‘Waker’ is American.”

“Why haven’t you ever told me about them?”

She shrugged. “You never asked.”

“But if they exist, I can study here and still go to school.”

“The training, even here in the United States is usually done by the matriarch of the family. But I suppose you could ask.” Her lips drooped into a frown. She slid the pink box across the table to me. Inside were several different colored capsules. They looked like vitamins.

“What are these?”

“I knew the idea of you giving up your next year for training wouldn’t be easy for you, so I brought a peace offering.”

I picked up gel-cap filled with blue powder. “What do they do?”

“They’re kind of a . . . time slip pill. When you told me about time freezing for you when other people were projecting, it made me consider what I know about astral projecting. It seems to you like time freezes, right?”

I nodded.

“Time doesn’t really stop, it just slows down. A lot. Anyway, it creates a small area of time . . . distorção?”

“Distortion,” I translated.

“Yes, distortion. It bends time in that little spot, like the dip when you stand on a trampoline. Then it bounces back when the body and spirit reconnect. Your body shaking with cold is from that bounce. With the barrier up, anytime anyone projects on campus, everyone is affected. But outside it is a much smaller area, maybe like a small city block.”

She reached out and grabbed a cookie for herself. “It’s a lot more complicated to explain about what happens to people who move into the dip when it’s in progress. But that doesn’t really matter. This concoction will let your body keep up with the spirit, and help you move while others are projecting.”

“In my body?”

She nodded.

“Wow. Will it work for everyone?”

“Yes. Even those without the ability to project.”

“Cherie is going to love this. How do you know all this?”

She gave me a sad smile. “Years of study and continued research. What I do, it isn’t easy. It’s a full time calling.”

I swallowed hard and tears swam in front of my eyes. “I know Vovó. I’m just not sure I want it to be mine.”

“I know, Querida, but it has chosen you. Will you at least consider what I’ve said?”

“I will, Vovó.”

v

The next afternoon, Lesley had Brent and me drive to the original Alumni House to pick up some boxes that hadn’t been brought over yet. We knocked on the door, and a very small, wrinkled, gray-haired lady opened it.

“Are you here for the boxes?” She shouted above the sounds of power drills, saws and other construction equipment at work.

“Yes!” I shouted back.

She opened the door. The interior of the house was totally different. It was a construction zone disaster. The furniture had all been removed. Wooden walls had strips missing, parts of the floor had been torn up.

“Sorry it’s so loud. We had to fix some code violations, and it’s a mess.” she said. “These boxes here are for you. Thank Lesley for picking them up for me.”

“Sure thing.” Brent managed to pick up the three heavy boxes himself. They were all labeled ‘yearbooks.’ I took the long rolls of blueprints and tucked them under my arms before opening the door for him.

When we got back to campus, Lesley thanked us profusely and let us go early for the day.

True to his word, Brent hauled me out to the tennis courts to practice my telekinesis. We decided to train in astral form today. A light breeze stirred the air, providing relief for the still-warm afternoon. I looked up at the cloudless sky and grinned.

Training was really helping me work out some the current frustrations of my life. It felt good to stretch myself and see what I could do.

“So did you get hold of your dad yet?”

“No, but I’ve talked to his secretary. His voicemail and I are fostering an intimate relationship, and his inbox is full of messages from me. If he knew how to text message, I’d be doing that too.”

“How long until he’s home?”

“I don’t know. This is the time of year he travels the most for work. He could be gone for more than a month.” Brent tossed a ball at me. “Try and move this back to me.”

“So we don’t know anything new then?”

“Nope. Except that my dad really doesn’t care about me. Oh, wait. I already knew that.”

I pointed my finger at the ball and it moved a few inches.

“Not bad,” Brent said, “but try again. I know you can move it farther.”

I squinted at the tennis ball that I was trying to move from one side of the court to the other. It gave a feeble wiggle and rolled a few inches before stopping.

“DJ must have been wrong. There is no way I could have moved the entire pool of water. I can’t even move a ball while projecting, when I’m more powerful.”

Brent shrugged. “People have been known to pick up an entire car under extreme amounts of stress.”

“And you think the pool thing was the Waker equivalent?”

“It’s a reasonable assumption.”

I frowned. “Fine, but I’d prefer to be able to use telekinesis when my life isn’t in danger.”

“Well,” Brent said, staring at the tennis ball, which had started rolling again, “at least you have the comfort of knowing that you can do it when you really need to.”

“I guess that’s something.” I put my hand out over the ball, concentrating. It levitated for a few second before dropping and bouncing away. “Being a Waker is ruining my life.”

“You thought you’d just live your normal life and help ghosts on the side?”

“Well, yeah, something like that.”

“Why would you think it would work that way? Haven’t you met your grandma?” Brent frowned. “It seems like her whole life is dedicated to helping people. She’s like a paranormal Mother Theresa, just out there helping and helping and helping all of the time.”

“Well yeah,” I agreed, “but that’s just what Vovó does. It’s what she’s always done. It just comes naturally to her.”

“But not to you?”

“My abilities didn’t manifest until last year. I had plenty of time to plan out a different life for myself. One that didn’t involve ghosts. I’m not sure how to expand my life plan to include being a Waker.”

Brent came up behind me and began to massage my shoulders, working on a knot between my shoulder blades. The motion soothed me, pulling away my stress. “Are you afraid you’ll end up like your Vovó?”

I felt shame burn in my cheeks. “How can I say yes to that?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “It makes me sound horrible but isn’t that what I’ll become? She wants me to postpone college. I’ll be gone a whole year if I agree.”

Brent’s massage stopped. “I know.”

“That’s a whole year without seeing you. Actually a year and three months, if Vovó has her way. It was hard enough being away for you for the summer. Can you imagine me being gone a whole year?”

Brent leaned close, his warm breath tickling the nape of my neck. “No, but if it’s what you need to do, then you should go. I’ll be here when you get back.”

“You wouldn’t care that I’d be gone?”

He groaned. “It would be horrible, but I’m trying to be supportive here. Of course I don’t want you to go. She can’t force you to postpone college, Yara. You do have a choice.”

“It doesn’t feel that way.”

Brent fingers found a new tense spot and I let my eyes slide closed as the knot in my shoulders loosened. “I’m not sure about the whole college thing but you and your Vovó are two different people. Just because you study a year doesn’t mean you’re going to end up having her job.”

“But we’re both Wakers.”

“Are all Wakers the same?”

My sister was a Waker and she was in college and doing fine. Of course, Melanie had been training her whole life. I thought back to my time in Brazil. I had met a couple of other Wakers there, some of them related. They lived in different cities than my Vovó, but they were all good friends whose family friendships went back for many generations. They all had different specialties and unique gifts, but in the thing that mattered, they were all the same. They all loved helping ghosts.

“I’m not like them, Brent.”

“I know. You’re special. Even your Vovó thinks so.”

“What?” I asked, I started to turn my head but he placed a gentle finger on my cheek and turned my head forward again. He started kneading my neck and my head fell forward.

“I see the way she looks at you. She’s so proud of you. She knows you’ll make it. It’s like she sees this great destiny for you.”

“It’s a destiny she sees for me, but not the one I envision for myself.” His thumbs massaged around the base of my skull. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“Okay let’s practice some more.” He moved his index finger and the ball raised until it hovered at eye level.

I stomped my foot. “Why do things just obey you?”

“Just my natural charisma.”

I rolled my eyes and turned back toward the other ball. I wasn’t exactly sure why, but it was easier to move things while I was bodiless. Still, I wasn’t very good. I thought back to the water. Maybe I could recreate the feelings of the event, trick my mind into believing I was about to die.

I concentrated on moving the ball again. I stretched my hand out above the ball, recalling the powerful emotions I had felt during the battle. I pictured the scene in the pool house. My heart started to pound, adrenaline raced through me like water through a fire hose, so strong it almost knocked me off my feet. The ball levitated up to my hand. I pointed toward the far side of the court and it sailed effortlessly through the air.

“I did it! Brent, I did it!” I shouted, doing a happy dance, the ball following the movement of my twisting hands. I expected him to shout some sort of congratulatory statement, but there was only silence.

I spun around. Brent was bent over his knees, trying to stop a bloody nose. Then I looked closer and realized the fluid covering his hands was blue. It wasn’t blood at all, but the spirit fluid that seeped from injuries while we were without our bodies.

“Brent. . . you better reconnect.”

He nodded and his body and spirit rejoined. I followed suit and felt the familiar icy shiver of reconnecting slide over me. Brent pulled his shirt off, crinkling the white cotton to his nose to staunch the flow of what had changed from spirit fluid to blood. Eventually he pulled the shirt away, rubbed his hand across his nose, and sighed in relief as it came back clean. He still had blood smeared across his face like some twisted, slasher Halloween costume.

I dug through my purse for a water bottle and a package of tissue. I wet a tissue and crouched down next to Brent to wipe away the leftover blood.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I feel fine.”

“I think you need to see a doctor.” I wet another tissue and started cleaning his face again.

“No,” Brent said, stilling my hand with his own.

“Brent, you have to get it checked out. What if you have a brain tumor or something?”

“I don’t have a tumor. It’s just a bloody nose. I’m fine.”

I put my hand on his arm, noting that he felt hot again. My own skin was cool, despite the warm day.

“I know you’re trying to minimize the seriousness so I won’t freak out, but it’s not really working. I’m scared.” I dropped my hands. “Okay, if you don’t want to see a doctor then at least let Vovó check you over. Please.”

Brent took the crumpled tissues from me and wadded them inside his ruined shirt. He pulled me close, my head resting against his feverish bare chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart mingling with the sounds of the birds and the faraway laughter of students on campus.

He kissed the top of my head and sigh. “Okay, I’ll go to the doctor. Better safe than sorry, right?”

I grinned. “Right.”

v

By mid December, I was low on sleep and high on stress. Not because of ghosts, clandestine groups, or guys with cryptic messages, but because it was almost time for finals. I had turned Taffy in and received an A on the project, which took some of the pressure off. Also, I hadn’t seen Sophia since the pool house and Brent hadn’t had a nosebleed for a while. He had visited the doctor and reported back to me that he’d been given a clean bill of health. His dad still hadn’t called him back, but he’d be home Christmas Eve, and Brent would talk to him then.

Finals week found students wandering between the cafeteria and the library with snacks and caffeinated drinks and dazed looks in their eyes. We were all holding on to the solid reality that after finals, we’d have two weeks of winter break.

There was another source of fear and excitement working its way through the senior class. College acceptance letters had started to arrive. So had the rejection letters. I called home everyday for an update. Still no word from Columbia. Even in my sleep-deprived, anxiety-fueled state, I loved having the same normal problems as my friends.

By the time my last final was over my brain was little more than a wet rag that had been stuffed full of facts and figures, and wrung out till every bit was gone. I let out a whoop of joy. Winter Break had begun.

v

“Merry Christmas Eve!” I said pulling open the front door.

Brent stood on the porch, an armful of presents stacked in his arms.

“Come in.” I opened the door wider for him. Brent gave me his easy grin while I took the presents from him and put them under our tree.

Brent’s family was spending Christmas day at their cabin in Arrowhead, but he had managed to negotiate a few hours on Christmas Eve with me before he left. Mom, Melanie and Vovó had gone all out, making Peru Assado, Pernil, Farofa, and Pudim de Leite. Brent sampled it all and won Vovó’s heart forever by praising her cooking and going back for seconds.

Mom passed me a large manila envelope after we finished eating. My heart stuttered. It was from Columbia.

“It came today,” she said when I sent her a questioning look.

“A big envelope is good news, right?” I asked.

Brent reached under the table and squeezed my knee. “That’s what I’ve heard.”

I opened it and held my breath until I read the word ‘Congratulations.’

“I’m in!” I was suddenly surrounded by my family, in the middle of a giant hug. One of my life dreams had just come true and it felt too wonderful to be real.

Then my good mood wilted. “Not that it matters. You aren’t letting me go. You’re making me go to Brazil.”

Mom gasped. “That isn’t true. Whether you go to Brazil or Columbia is up to you.”

My dad ruffled my hair. “We know better than to try and make you do anything.”

“So if I decided to go to college instead of Brazil. . . ” I licked my lips, “you’d let me.”

Vovó nodded solemnly. “That choice is yours, Querida.”

 “Of course.” Mom cupped my face in her hands. “Your dream just came true. We’re excited for you. And very proud.”

“I didn’t think you’d be happy for me.” I was pulled into another hug.

“We’re thrilled,” my dad said.

And suddenly, my winter break got that much better.

After dinner and the excitement over my acceptance letter, Brent meandered into the living room and stood transfixed in front of our tree.

“Your tree is so much better than ours,” he said leaning in and smelling its fragrant branches.

I came up next to him and considered our tree. “How so?”

“Ours is impersonal. It says nothing about our family. My mom hires a professional decorator to do ours. It’s artificial and there’s a color scheme. All the ornaments are coordinated for color and size, but none of them are handmade. It’s all about show and not . . . Oh wait, maybe it represents our family perfectly.”

The Silva tree could be considered something of a mutt. It had every handmade ornament my siblings and I had ever made hanging from its branches, and a garland of hand-strung popcorn wrapped around it.

“You have your elementary school ornaments on proud display. This is fascinating,” Brent said as he fingered a lopsided gingerbread man. It slipped from the branch, and he reached to catch it, but it fell to the carpet, unbroken. He glanced over his shoulder in a sort of panic. My mom smiled at him, and his shoulders relaxed. He bent to pick it up, and replaced it on a slightly higher branch. “Look at that. I can actually touch it and not get in trouble for messing it up.”

A crazy idea popped into my head. I ran and consulted with my mom and sister before ushering Brent back into the kitchen. In front of his seat, Melanie had arranged a paper cup, some macaroni, tinsel, ribbon and some glitter. I plugged in the hot glue gun and sat down next to Brent. Everyone joined us around the table.

“What are we doing?” Brent asked.

“You’re going to make an ornament to hang on our tree.”

Brent gave us a half-checked smile and started to get up. “That’s sweet but you don’t—”

“Sit and make us an ornament,” Vovó ordered.

Without question, Brent did exactly as she directed. One of his eyebrows quirked up at her; he seemed genuinely surprised to find himself sitting back in the chair.

“How did you do that?” he asked her.

She smiled. “I am the Matriarca of my Waker line. Spirits obey me when I command them.”

The crease in Brent’s forehead deepened. “But I’m not a spirit.”

Vovó leaned over and patted his cheek. “Ah. . . yes, but you can project. You are closer to being a spirit than most. I’ve dealt with people who could project before.”

“That’s so cool!” I turned toward Brent. “Brent, we are going to a romantic movie next time instead of an action one.”

Brent shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

I frowned at Vovó. “Why didn’t it work for me?”

Vovó added a few colors of paints to Brent’s ornament supplies. “Because you are not the Matriarca.”

“Oh.” I sat down next to Brent. “So how come you can’t order me around when I can project?”

“Because you are a Waker. You’re abençoada.”

In this one instance, I might really be blessed.

Brent decided to make an ornament after all. I wasn’t quite sure if it was Vovó’s order or his own decision. He burned his fingers twice with the glue gun because his arm kept twitching. Vovó instantly applied lavender oil to ease the sting.

When it was done, Brent hung his ornament on the tree, even before the glue was dry. He smiled proudly, and then blushed.

“I know I’m eighteen and all, but that is an awesome macaroni bell. I’ve got mad craft skills.”

I admired the misshapen, crooked, and glitter heavy ornament with its uneven bow and laughed. Brent made me look like a crafting genius.

The smell of evergreen hung in the air, combining with the scent of Vovó’s homemade hot chocolate and my mother’s sugar cookies to create a perfect holiday aroma. I was in heaven.

I led Brent to our soft leather couch, near the fireplace. He sat down and stretched out his arm after it twitched again. “I’m developing a tick. Must be stress related.”

“I guess you’ll need to be going soon,” I said, resigning myself.

“Yeah. Long drive.”

“You can’t leave yet,” Vovó interjected. “Not until you’ve opened your gifts.”

“You got me presents?” Brent asked. He rubbed his hands together as he peeked toward the tree.

“Maybe,” mom said with a smile. “Why don’t you see if that red envelope is for you?”

Brent gave her a wide grin and headed to the tree. He stared at it for a moment before turning back to her. “Which one?”

“The red one,” she said again.

Brent rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t see a red one.”

A fire engine red envelope stood out against the green elf-covered present it rested upon. I picked it up and handed it to Brent, who immediately rubbed his eyes.

“I thought you said the red one.”

I tapped the envelope in front of him. “This is it.”

“But, that’s gray.”

Mom, Vovó and I shared a look.

Brent closed his eyes and rubbed them again furiously. He slowly opened them and stared wide-eyed at the tree and blinked a few times with an uneasy smile. “Oh, there it goes.”

“You’re okay?” I asked.

“Yep.” He didn’t look up from the envelope. “To Brent and Yara from Vovó.” He ripped the envelope open and pulled out two tickets to Disneyland. “Cool! This will be fun.”

“This trip will help Yara practice her skills,” Vovó said.

“Of course, let’s not plan something just for fun,” I muttered under my breath.

Brent choked back a laugh. “At Disneyland?”

“Amusement parks always have many ghosts.” She caught a disapproving look from my mom. “Not angry ghosts, just sad ones who miss life and are trying to recapture it through the happiness of the guests.”

“Disneyland, the Happiest Place in the Afterlife.” Brent chuckled and smiled appreciatively at his little joke. “Tsmekdy.” Brent said in a slurred voice.

“Are you okay?”

Brent’s eyes narrowed and he frowned. He spoke again, “Tnkssubthnrog.” His words were still slurred. In the next instant his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Brent!” I screamed. Brent sagged back, toppling onto the carpet, his legs rolling to the side. I fell with him, tangled in his limbs, and cried out in pain as my body smashed onto the thick fiber.

“Brent!” I rolled away, knowing better than to touch him. He had foam gathering at the corners of his mouth. The sour smell of urine flooded my nostrils and the front of Brent’s pants turned wet. “Help! Help! Help!” I screamed.

The ground started to shake beneath me and I whipped my head to look out the window. A storm was beginning to form in the previously cloudless sky. Our lights started to flicker and the windowpanes rattled. The fire in the fireplace crackled and popped, then leapt upward, shooting a flame thrower-like blast up the chimney.

A gust of wind blasted past us and a small tornado formed inside the living room, sweeping the Christmas stockings off the wall and onto the floor. The ornaments on the tree swung and the tree crashed over as a furious burst of air swiped at it. It was Brent. Even blacked out he was controlling the elements. Outside, the wind surged and clouds swirled with each jerk.

Mom was already on the phone, calling an ambulance. She had to yell over the thunder that rumbled outside. Vovó leaned over Brent and held a pillow by his head. I had no idea where my dad was until he came back with a spoon.

“No, Leonardo, don’t put anything in his mouth.” Vovó commanded. “Just move that chair, it will be over soon.”

Only the whites of Brent’s eyes were visible while his seizure dragged on. Vovó knew what to do better than dad or I did, and mom already had the ambulance on the way. There was absolutely nothing I could do. I felt completely powerless.

I felt a familiar tingling sensation in my hands and toes. “Oh no,” I whispered and squeezed my eyes closed. I was overwrought with emotion. My body was prepping itself to project.

“No,” I growled, focusing all of my energy to keep my body and spirit intact. I couldn’t lose it like this. I had to stay focused so I could be there for Brent. I took a deep breath and centered myself, forcing my breaths to be even and calm.

“It’s going to be okay, Brent,” I promised. I was on my knees beside him wanting to touch him. His arm twitched and his hand fell on top of mine. I was probably breaking some first aid rule by not pulling my hand away but I couldn’t. I resisted the urge to close my fingers around his hand. Instead I left it there, palm down, the back of his hand resting against mine. I had to curl my fingers into the carpet to keep my hand from turning over and grabbing Brent’s. I wanted to hold his hand, to touch his fevered skin, to bring him comfort but it was more than a want. I needed to.

I forced my eyes closed, hoping that if I couldn’t see him like this, it would help, but it didn’t. Instead I envisioned my hand turning over, taking his in mine, my fingers sliding between his and interlocking. A feeling of peace settled over me, one so strong my tense muscles relaxed. I could feel Brent’s familiar essence immediately flowing through me. It felt so real that it gave me the strength and courage to open my eyes again.

I gasped.

I hadn’t imagined it. My spirit’s hand had left my body and reached through Brent’s body, making direct contact with his spirit. I hadn’t known such a thing was possible. I hadn’t projected; time was still flowing normally around me. Only my hand had left my body. It clung tightly to Brent’s spirit, our fingers interlocking just like I had imagined. It was horrifying and wonderful at the same time.

Vovó gaped at me, the worry lines around her eyes crinkling, as she stared at my hand pressed into Brent’s body. “Querida, how are you doing that?”

I shook my head, not knowing. I almost yanked my hand away before I realized that Brent seemed to be getting better. He jerked, although not with as much force. The storm that had raged both inside and out quieted down as his movements calmed. Was it because of me? Could he feel my spirit touching his? Was it comforting him somehow?

I didn’t know, but in case the answer to any of those questions was yes, I stayed where I was. Brent’s movements slowed, becoming less twitchy until he finally stopped.

“Hold on, Brent,” I commanded, fear making my voice sound sharper than I had intended. I shook my head and tried again. This time my voice came out much softer. “Hold on. I’ve got you. Help is on its way.”

Chapter Eleven

I sat in the hospital’s waiting room alone. The hard plastic chairs were making my butt go numb, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I kept staring at the TV, not really seeing the breaking news event. The latest trashy celebrity magazine they offered lay open on my lap but it didn’t hold my interest. Brent’s parents had been called and were on their way. I set the magazine aside and stood, and headed to the main desk, hoping to get an update.

Lucia, the medical receptionist, had kind eyes. “I’m sorry sweetheart, but I can’t give you any information on his status.”

She held out a bowl of brightly packaged candy. “Would you like one?”

I fished one out. “Thank you.”

I unwrapped the candy and returned to the waiting room. After forty agonizing minutes of waiting, I projected and searched through the frozen hospital until I found Brent. He was asleep, alone in his room. His chart hung on the outside of his door and I stared at it, trying to make out his diagnosis, but I couldn’t understand the doctor-speak. He seemed to be fine now, lying peacefully in his bed. It wasn’t a lot to go on but it brought me a small measure of peace.

I snapped back to my body and continued my wait, trying as hard as I could not to make eye contact with the spirits in the hospital so they wouldn’t start speaking to me. I wasn’t in the mood.

“I’m looking for my son,” a deep voice said at the main desk. “Brent Springsteed. I’m his father, Richard.”

I looked up and saw an attractive, forty-something man dressed in a classic black suit without a tie. He looked like an older version of Brent, but lacking Brent’s warmth. I hoped his attitude had more to do with his son being in danger than any coldness on his part.

Lucia held up a finger to him, indicating she was on the phone. He threw an aggravated glance towards a sleek blonde who sidled up next to him. I recognized Brent’s mom from his pictures. I hadn’t met them before. I’d left before they made it to the hospital after the peanut incident.

“We’re looking for anyone who can give us his room number or information.”

Lucia held up her finger again and continued her conversation.

“Did she tell you anything at all?” His mom asked, tugging on her husband’s arm.

He shook his head. “No Katie, they haven’t said anything.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, brought a tissue to her nose and dabbed at her tear-filled eyes. “We can’t lose him, too. We’ve already lost Neal.”

Being in the hospital with their only living child in danger must have been awful. I cleared my throat as I stood from the chairs.

“Mr. and Mrs. Springsteed?” I called out. They rotated toward me. “Hi, I’m Yara.”

They exchanged a look then turned back to me, both with lips pressed together. I fiddled with the belt loop on my jeans and shuffled my feet awkwardly.

“Hello Yara,” his mom said in a cold voice. “I’m Katie and this is my husband Richard.”

“What happened?” Brent’s dad asked. “We can’t get anyone to tell us anything.”

“He had a seizure.”

“Yes, we knew that much. Do they know what caused it?” His dad snapped. “Do you know how he is? Is he stabilized?” I shook my head. “Do you know anything?” I shook my head again. “Then why are you talking to us?”

I doubted he wanted an answer, so I kept my mouth shut.

His mother tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder and looked down her perfect nose at me. “You do realize that this is the second time our son has ended up in the E.R. after spending time with you?”

I stepped back. It was true, but it still felt like a slap in the face. Rationally I knew they were probably only being rude because they were upset, but emotionally it didn’t make it any less painful.

It took me a moment to be able to nod and answer. “I know but—”

“As long as we understand each other,” she broke in. Her look could have frozen a raging inferno.

I nodded again, and pulled so hard on my belt loop that it broke free. My fingers closed around it and I retreated back to my chair. Sitting down, I hunched my shoulders and ducked my head, shrinking under their furious glares.

They turned their backs to me and started tossing questions at Lucia, who had finally hung up the phone. She answered their questions in a voice too low for me to hear. Without a glance back at me, they turned and went through the double wooden doors. I was alone in the waiting room again, and this time the silence was unnerving. I wished I had never spoken to them.

I headed to the vending machine to get some something to drink. I deposited my money and made my selection. The machine groaned but my drink didn’t come out. I kicked the machine and slapped it for good measure, but still nothing happened.

“You know, Cupcake, I didn’t believe the rumors about you and the mirror at school, but seeing you accost that vending machine has made me change my mind.”

The voice was so out of context at the hospital that it wasn’t until I turned and saw DJ that I believed it was really him.

“What are you doing here?” I kicked the machine once more.

“Merry Christmas to you too.”

 I noticed he had a thick white bandage wrapped around his head. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I was just in a fender bender. What are you doing here?”

“Brent had a . . . seizure.”

“Sorry.” DJ reached out and squeezed my elbow.

“Yara Silva, is that you?” A female version of DJ stood behind his shoulder. It had to be his sister, Amy, but the years hadn’t been kind to her. She looked older than she should, and I wondered if she were sick. The dark circles under her sunken, hollow eyes stood out from the unnatural pale whiteness of her skin. She was thin, almost skeletal. Her arm hung in a sling.

“Hey, Amy.”

We exchanged hugs awkwardly around her sling.

“You look good, Yara.”

I couldn’t return that sentiment so instead I said, “Great way to spend Christmas Eve, huh?”

“Not the way we planned it.” She adjusted the length of her sling. “What brings you here today?”

“I’m here because my boyfriend . . . well it’s a long story, and I’m not sure what’s happening with him now.”  I forced back the tears swimming in my eyes. “DJ said you were in a car accident? Are you okay?”

She looked guilty for a second and hesitated before saying, “Yeah . . .”

“I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going,” DJ said.

Her smile faltered at his obvious lie.

“We better go.” DJ gave me nod. “I hope your Christmas gets better.”

“Yeah, yours too. See you at school.”

He put his arm around his sister and they exited without looking back at me. I kicked the soda machine one last time and headed back to the waiting room. I stared after them wondering what had happened to DJ, and why he was lying about driving the car.

After another twenty minutes with no updates, I projected again and snuck back to his room. His parents were both on backless stools. His mom held his hand tight and his dad appeared to be yelling into his cell phone. Brent seemed to be asleep, but his coloring looked good. I didn’t really find out anything new, except that he was alive. And that was like a balm to my worried heart.

My dad came an hour later to pick me up. I refused to leave without a Brent update, so he sat with me. A few minutes later, the nurse who had been there when the ambulance arrived walked by on her way out. She and I made eye contact and she motioned me over with her hand. Hope sparked inside of me for the first time since I’d arrived at the hospital.

“I’ll be right back,” I told my dad, following her outside.

“He’s awake, aware and seems to be fine,” she said as soon as I reached her. “He’s going to be here for a lot longer. They are running some tests, but he’s okay, there doesn’t seem to be any damage.”

“Do they know—”

“I really can’t tell you anything else. Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” I squinted in the darkness to read her nametag, “Holly. You gave me enough.” I gave her a tight hug. “Your news is the best Christmas present I could have asked for.”

She patted my back before pulling away. “I would go home. They won’t let you in, and he’ll be in there for hours.” Holly smiled reassuringly before walking away.

It had rained while I’d been in the E.R. The air smelled clean, full of fresh hope. Exactly like my heart. Puddles of water glistened in the street, reflecting the multi-colored holiday lights that framed the glass door. The world felt beautiful. Brent was going to be okay.

v

My family had cleaned up the mess while I was gone. The tree stood a little lopsided, but Brent’s ornament still hung proudly from its branch. As my family celebrated Christmas the next morning, Brent wasn’t far from our thoughts. Around noon I called the hospital and asked to be connected to Brent’s room. It rang two times before his mom answered.

“This is Katie.”

“Hi, Mrs. Springsteed. This is Yara. I was calling to see how Brent was doing.”

“He is awake and conscious. They are still running tests.” I could hear Brent’s voice asking for the phone and a voice I didn’t recognize telling them it was time for another test. “I’ve got to go. I will let you know when we know more.” A click and a dial tone sounded in my ear.

Her message was loud and clear. Don’t call us we’ll call you.

Two days later my cell phone rang.

I stubbed my toe in my haste to make it to the phone and bit back a yelp as I answered with a breathy, “Hello!”

“Yara?”

“Brent,” I said, the pain in my toe instantly forgotten. His voice eased the last of the concern I had been feeling about him. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. I’m being released.”

“Great. Are you going home? I’ll come—”

He cut me off, “They don’t know what caused the seizure but I seem fine now.”

“That’s good. Do they—“

“I’m sorry to keep cutting you off, but my mom is timing this call. I’m on lockdown for the rest of winter break.”

“Lockdown?”

“My mom has confiscated my cell phone, computer and laptop. I’m allowed to talk to you twice a day for five minutes. These conversations will be timed.” Brent’s voice sounded hollow but completely serious. “My mom believes that the seizure is stress-related and is forcing me into a week of solitary confinement. I was allowed this call so you’d know. I have to call Steve now and let him know. I love you. I’ve gotta go.”

He hung up before I could respond.

“That wasn’t five minutes,” I complained, even though he couldn’t hear it.

Brent’s mom followed each of the rules and his conversations were timed to the second. His family had decided to celebrate their Christmas on New Year’s while their extended family was still in town, and made it clear it was for family only. Still, Brent had managed to sneak me a few texts. It was definitely anti-climatic to have my phone buzz at midnight and get a New Year’s kiss via text instead of in person.

It sucked, but I knew it could have been worse. He could have been dead. His mom refused to let him come to school with the rest of us the day before classes started. Instead, she dropped him off the morning before classes.

By that time, I was itching to see him, and when we saw each other across campus, I dropped my backpack and raced into his arms. He chuckled as he held me close, his citrusy-musky scent washing over me, smelling better than homemade bread, fresh chocolate chip cookies, and kettle corn combined. He pulled me into an alcove and we kissed enough to make up for the two weeks of separation. When it was time for class, I still hadn’t gotten my fill of him but we forced ourselves to go our separate ways.

v

After class that afternoon Brent and I strolled hand in hand around campus, catching up. We finally stopped and sat on a bench. I leaned my head on Brent’s shoulder, not able to truly believe he had been so sick. He looked perfectly refreshed and healthy. I had been upset with his mom for his forced R&R, but it looked like it had worked. I took his hand in mine, stroking my thumb across his knuckles.

“Yara, I have a really strange question to ask you,” Brent said. He stopped and cleared his throat. “Did something unusual happen during my seizure?” He gave an unhappy laugh. “Something besides wetting myself in front of you?”

I hadn’t told him about that and decided to ignore that statement because it didn’t matter. “Not really.”

He pursed his lips and looked like he was ordering his thoughts. “One minute I was out of it, not even aware, and then the next it was like . . . ” Brent paused and looked me in the eye, blushing so deeply he looked sunburned. “Never mind.”

“What? The next minute, what?”

Brent brought his free hand to his lips, and chomped on his pinkie nail. “The next minute it was like . . . I don’t know how to explain it. It was like I could just, feel you. You know. Everywhere. Like you were part of me. Kinda sounds crazy huh?”

I blushed too. “You aren’t crazy.”

“It was a very . . . intense experience.”

“I know.” My cheeks felt hot enough to fry an egg on. I studied our entwined fingers. “I didn’t mean to do it. I’m not sure I even understand how it happened. I sort of . . . reached out and touched your soul.”

“You projected?”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t projecting. Time was still moving and I was still in my body . . . well, sort of. My hand, I don’t know. I somehow reached down into you. My spirit melted through your skin. I touched you spirit to spirit.”

“We touch when we project. I don’t understand why this would be any different.” Brent ran a hand through his dark hair. “But it was very different.”

A cloud moved in front of the sun, making everything seem a tad darker and colder. I snuggled further into the warmth of my jacket, the stone bench growing chilly beneath me.

Brent’s whistled a few bars of ‘Can’t Stop Dreaming of You.’ “I want you to try it again.”

“Right now?”

“Yeah,” he said. The flush from his face was creeping down his neck. “Unless you don’t want to.”

A puppy dog couldn’t have made a more pleading, irresistible face, but I didn’t really need convincing. “Okay.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Just hold still.” I bit my lip. “I might not be able to do it again. It might have been a fluke.”

“That’s okay,” Brent said, taking a couple of deep breaths. “This is just in the name of science.”

I gave him a small grin before closing my eyes and breathing in deeply. My fingers tightened around his. I visualized my spirit’s fingers reaching out of my skin and moving through Brent’s warm body until it found his soul. Brent sighed as our souls touched. His warm essence flowed over me and it felt like sunshine licking my skin.

I slid closer to him, the warmth intensifying. A golden glow shined behind my eyelids and I peeked between my lashes and gasped. My body hadn’t slid closer to Brent, only my spirit had. I had entered Brent’s body, sharing the space with him. I yanked myself back, coming fully back into my own skin. I felt horrified, knowing I had crossed some sort of line.

Brent’s eyes popped open and they looked sad, lost. “Yara—”

“I’m sorry,” I said immediately, sliding away from him. I had just recreated the worst experience in his life. Another spirit had entered his body just like it had last year. “I didn’t realize . . . it must have felt like Thomas all over again.”

“No.” Brent eased closer to me, and lifted my hand to his lips where he kissed every one of my fingers. “Don’t apologize. It wasn’t like Thomas at all.”

“You’re sure?”

Brent grinned. “I swear. It comforted me.” He took a stray piece of my hair and wrapped around his finger. “I’ve needed some comfort in my life recently.”

“So you really didn’t mind?”

He shook his head. “You can try it anytime. I enjoyed it.”

“Me too.” I lifted my hand to his face and pictured my spirit fingers sinking past his skin. They did and I stroked Brent’s spirit lips, running my fingers slowly across them. He shivered and let his eyes slide closed. Even though I was touching Brent’s spirit it didn’t feel foreign, it felt like an extension of myself, as if we were one.

My fingertips trailed to his cheekbones, over his eyebrows, down the bridge of his nose. My heart beat a slow steady rhythm, a feeling of contentment burning inside me. I hadn’t felt this connected to Brent since we were both ghosts, attached by an invisible string. We had been able to read each other’s minds then. I wondered if I could do it again now. I let my mind stretch out and as easy as flipping a switch, Brent’s thoughts burst into my head.

His eyes popped open wide as I let my inner dialogue go out to him. We stared into each other’s eyes as the floodgates of our thoughts enveloped us.

You’re back, he thought. I’ve missed hearing your voice.

I heard what you were just thinking, I said into his mind. You’re lucky my dad didn’t hear or you’d be looking down the blade of that sword about now.

Color rose in Brent’s cheeks. You know what they say about eavesdroppers. I continued caressing his face. He relaxed and calmed under my attentions and that feeling of peace spread to me, too. I twined my fingers through his hair, completely lost in the sensation, feeling nothing outside of Brent.

My fingers grazed the nape of his neck and a shot of cold pulsed through me, like I had fallen through a hole in the ice, completely doused in freezing cold. It hurt. My visions blurred and I released the connection between us. Thick threads of a dark, tar-like substance clung to my soul. Before letting my hands back into my body, I shook them, freeing myself from its grasp. With a flash of insight I realized I could literally feel his illness.

My limbs and torso trembled and I panted for air. That had been intense. Brent, who had heard every thought until I severed the connection, stared at me, not knowing what to say.

“You could feel it couldn’t you?” he finally asked. “Whatever’s wrong with me?”

I nodded, flexing and unflexing my fingers to try and work the icy burning sensation away.

“Can you?”

“No. But I know it has to be there.” Brent rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t worry. The doctors did a full work up on me while I was in the hospital. If there’s something wrong, they’ll find it.”

“Oh,” I said, completely thrown and unsure how to feel. I tucked my shaking hands under my legs. “What do they say? Any idea what’s going on?”

“I haven’t received the results yet, but I’m sure I’m fine.”

I wanted to believe him but for some reason I didn’t.
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The next day, after dinner, I decided to finish unpacking. Cherie had a study group so I had jazz playing loudly to fill in the silence. I was reaching for a hanger to put away my black sweater when I froze. Great. Someone on Pendrell had projected. It could be Brent. But I knew he had a video game night planned with Steve. It was most likely DJ and his mysterious organization.

I immediately projected, irritated that I hadn’t taken the ‘time slip pill’ Vovó had given me. I motioned for the window to open and it only took two of my full-bodied arm waves for it to slide open.

“Hey,” Brent said already up the fire escape stairs. “So was this you?”

“Nope. It must be DJ and the people trying to recruit us.”

Brent rocked back on his heels and grinned. “Want to see if we can find them this time?”

I grinned right back. “Let’s start with DJ’s room.”

“I doubt they’re meeting there.”

“True. It’s not like it’s just him.” I swallowed, suddenly feeling nervous. “Okay. So where should we start looking?”

“Either the administration building or the new Alumni House.” Brent sounded like this wasn’t a guess.

“What makes you so sure?”

He ran his hand under the neckline of his tee shirt. “Well it would make sense. I mean, we know that they gave DJ his scholarship. So they are obviously involved with the school. They sound organized. They hired people to follow us. They probably have some pre-arranged meeting place. So it would have to be someplace that most people wouldn’t have easy access to.” He didn’t sound like these were spontaneous thoughts. It must have been on his mind for awhile. He snapped his fingers. “My money’s on . . . the new Alumni House. The portions that haven’t been remodeled yet would make a good hiding spot.”

We ambled down toward the alumni building. We walked around a few of our classmates suspended in time. They looked like human statues from a horror movie randomly placed around campus. I imagined their eyes following us on our journey.

The campus was unnervingly quiet in the dark evening.

We were halfway to the alumni house, and had turned a corner, when I saw something move from the corner of my eye. I stopped and Brent turned to see why.

“Brent,” I whispered quickly, pointing to where a familiar figure maneuvered around the frozen people.

It was DJ. Brent and I ducked behind a bush and watched.

“Where’s he going?” I whispered.

“The Alumni House. I knew it!”

We followed him, keeping to the shadows made by the moon as DJ walked straight towards the new Alumni House. Before he went in, he turned toward us and waved before disappearing into the building.

“He knew we were following him,” I whispered, even though no one but Brent was around to hear me. “When did he realize we were following him?”

Brent’s face looked both focused and angry. “The whole time. He wanted to lead us here.”

“But why?”

“Remember we thought they were waiting for something?”

“Yeah.”


“I think it finally happened.” Brent grunted. “But it would be nice to know what it was before going in there.”

He bit his fingernail nervously for a few seconds and then lowered his hand back to his side with a sigh. “Alright,” he said finally. “I guess it had to happen sooner or later. I was hoping for later, but I suppose that was too much to ask.”

“I’d be happy to just know who they are.”

Brent scrubbed his face with his hand. “I have a hypothesis about that.”

“You do? And you didn’t tell me?”

Brent sighed. “Remember when I told you I needed to talk to my dad?” I nodded. “He didn’t answer my questions, but . . . ”

“Yes?” My heart was pounding with anticipation. I couldn’t believe he had found out something so big and had kept it from me.

Instead of answering Brent reached up and touched my necklace. “I’m glad you wear this at all times and I’m sorry,” he said slowly. He stepped back, worry lines creasing around his eyes. “I think this is all my fault. I just didn’t want to say anything until I was sure.”

“What?” I asked.

Something moved behind me. I jumped around to find DJ leaning against a tree.

“Can you hurry it up? We’re waiting.”

“You want me to go with you now. I thought you told me to run?”

“I wish you’d listened, but it’s too late now.” His usual flirty smile was gone. He took a long, labored breath and let it out. “You two need to come with me.”

Brent tucked my hand inside of his. His face remained calm, controlled and focused. I, on the other hand, was a complete mess.

A door had been propped open on the side of the Alumni House and we went in. DJ led us to a renovated portion I hadn’t seen before. I winced as I saw the mirrors lining the entire length of the hallway. I hesitated, because I knew Cherie’s decorations had never made it here.

Within a few steps, Sophia was there. I had no idea how she knew I’d be near an unprotected mirror, but she did. Perhaps our one-time link could still draw her to me. I hadn’t seen her since the pool house, months ago. I didn’t know if she had just used that much power and she needed time to recharge, or if Cherie’s treatment of the mirrors and windows had done the trick. All I knew was, it had felt good not to see her.

Her image was reflected on both sides of the mirrors. I couldn’t suppress my shudder. Sophia’s nails screeched on the glass as she trailed along the mirrors, walking the hall beside us. DJ and Brent both ground to a halt.

Brent gazed at Sophia with half wonder, half horror. “It stills freaks me out that I can see ghosts when I project.”

“DJ, Brent let me introduce you to  Sophia Pendrell.” I avoided looking at her directly. “Don’t make eye contact with her.”

“Why? She looks nice,” DJ said, staring at the figure trapped in the glass. Her hair swirled around her as if blown by an invisible fan, her face a mask of innocence. DJ’s face reddened as he met Sophia’s eye.

 I groaned. “Don’t look!”

“I am nice,” Sophia crooned, her husky voice sounding seductive as it echoed through the hall. DJ watched her, mesmerized.

He was being whammied.

I turned to make a comment to Brent but he stared too, his eyes going glassy.

Great, they were both being whammied. The lady had skills.

Brent released my hand and scooted closer to her.

“Hey!” I snapped my fingers in front of Brent’s eyes. When his eyes remained unfocused I smacked him on the back of the head. “Evil ghost! She attacked me, remember?”

Brent blinked at me. He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Whoa. Sorry, you’re right. I know she’s evil, but . . .”

“Quit looking at her,” I whispered, jerking his head around so he looked at me. “Close your eyes.”

“Right.” His eye slid closed. “Sorry.”

“DJ,” she said in a sweet voice. “Help me, please. She’s trapped me here at this school. Trapped me in this prison.” Talk about twisting the facts.

DJ stared at her, open mouthed, with a dreamy expression. I slapped his face. He didn’t even blink. Wow.

“Sophia, let him go,” I warned, stepping in front of DJ.

Sophia’s smile widened. “DJ.” His name fell from her lips in a sexy caress. “If you come closer, I’ll tell you a secret.”

He sighed. She cocked one finger at him in a come-hither motion, her smile turning seductive. He almost tripped over his feet to get to her. He slid closer to the beautiful ghost and he pressed his hand against the mirror.

“You idiot!” I lunged for him, yanking him back as her nails gouged him in the wrist.

He hissed in pain as spirit fluid oozed from the scrapes. He awoke from his trance and swore at Sophia. “I thought ghosts couldn’t touch people.”

“You’re not exactly alive at the moment, are you?” I pointed out.

He touched his face and worked his jaw muscles. “Did you slap me?”

I tried to keep a straight face. “It was for your own good.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.” He dabbed at the blue liquid on his wrist. “What is this?”

“I call it spirit fluid. It’s the disembodied version of blood.”

DJ frowned. “Why did she do this to me? Why did she hurt you earlier?” he asked, gesturing to my where my bruises once lay.

“She’s an angry ghost. It all started because she thinks Yara stole the key.” Brent crossed his arms and glared at DJ, who swallowed nervously.

DJ scratched his head. “But you didn’t even steal it from her. I did.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Sophia lost all of her charm. Her figure ceased glowing, and she went from innocent and seductive to red-hot angry and murderous. She screamed in fury and pressed her palms against her prison, searching for an exit.

“Dude, you’re even stupider than I thought you were,” Brent said, smacking DJ on the back of the head.

I touched DJ on the arm. “Tag. You’re it. Welcome to being number one on Sophia’s Most Hated list.”

DJ’s face seemed to pale. He grabbed my wrist and walked us down the hallway, her shouts of fury echoing around us.

“We need to get out of here.” DJ’s breath came in ragged pants and a faint sheen of perspiration glistened around his hairline.

I grinned at him. “She scared you.”

“Of course she scared me. She just grabbed me from inside a mirror!”

“Yeah, she likes to do that.”

DJ shot me a disbelieving glance, his hand twitching. “How can you be so calm? Don’t you remember what she did in the pool house?”

I shrugged. “You get used to it.” My voice sounded confident. But truth be told, I wanted out of the mirrored hallway too. “Where are we going?”

DJ blinked. “Oh, right. This way. They won’t be happy we kept them waiting so long.”

Once we were out of the mirrored hallway, he let out a sigh of relief and ran his fingers over Sophia’s claw marks. “I can’t believe this is your life.”

“Most of the time, I can’t either.”

After that, the three of us walked in silence. DJ led us around another turn, to a hallway that looked familiar. 

“Hey, this is where we have our internship,” Brent whispered.

We followed him as he turned down another corridor and into a doorway I remembered very well. It was the room I had been locked in. The plastic tarp had been parted and we proceeded to the narrow hallway I had almost ventured down. We passed through another doorway and suddenly the décor was new, luxurious even. My feet sunk into thick carpet and we went up a set of stairs. At the top, the heavy ornate door stood open.

I gulped as we entered. The room was almost pitch black.

Chapter Twelve

“Stand here,” DJ instructed before he turned right and walked to the other side where he stood, eyes down.

If I hadn’t been projecting, I probably wouldn’t have been able to see a thing despite the dozen or so thick candles set around the large, circular table. About forty chairs were gathered around the table and every one of them was filled. I squinted around the room at the robed figures, but I couldn’t make out a single face behind the darkened hoods.

What I could see were dozens of hands resting on the table, their owners still enveloped in darkness. The dark wood of the heavily ornamented table was polished to a shine. The air smelled stale, thick with cologne and expensive cigars.

The hands seemed to be men’s hands. Most were old, some twisted with arthritis, others fat and hairy. Only a few looked young.

Besides the robes, they all had two things in common: each wore a matching ring, and they could all project. The empty bodies sitting around the table were perfectly still, but behind each one stood its spirit. I could see clearly, on the hand of the man closest to me, the silver ring he wore. It was embossed with an insignia—a large skeleton key clenched in a closed fist.

“Welcome, Miss Silva and Mr. Springsteed,” a baritone voice called out from the darkness. “Thank you for joining us tonight.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

The voice continued. “Even though we had heard the rumors about your ability to project, Miss Silva, we are still shocked to see you here. We’ve never heard of a young woman with this ability before.”

Last year Brent had also been surprised when he found out I could project.

“We have something we need you to see.” A man near the back pointed toward a TV and DVD player. “Please, press play, Mr. Springsteed.”

“Can you do that?” I asked Brent, pressing my lips against his ear so only he could hear.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“Are you sure you want them to know?” I whispered.

He gave me a sad smile. “Yara, they already know everything we can both do.”

“He is right, Miss Silva. We know exactly what you can do. Don’t bother to deny it,” the voice said again. “Please, press play, Mr. Springsteed.”

Brent pushed play and a video started. There was no sound but I immediately recognized Brent and myself on the screen. The footage was taken after the Homecoming Dance last year. I recognized that moment. It was the first time Brent and I had kissed.

We watched as Brent created a small cyclone around us while we made out. The footage showed that the more we kissed, the more intensely the air whipped around us. Garbage cans tipped over, leaves flew off the trees. Brent’s ability to manipulate the elements was at its highest when he experienced extreme emotion. And based on the storm around us, he had really been feeling it.

The kiss had been phenomenal and romantic, but watching a video of it in a room of strangers was mortifying. My face flushed. It wasn’t like I was naked on the tape; Brent and I were just kissing, but still, I felt exposed, violated even. That was a private moment.

I opened my mouth to say, well, I wasn’t sure what to say at that point but  Brent gripped my hand and shook his head. I pressed my lips together to keep from speaking.

“That security footage is why you are here tonight, Mr. Springsteed. It confirmed to us some of the outlandish rumors we had heard about you.”

“We’ve heard a lot about you, too, Miss Silva,” a gravelly voice to my left called out. “We’ve heard that you can see ghosts and have some minor telekinetic talent.”

I stiffened. “So?”

“We’ve also been told that you both can project and use these powers away from Pendrell,” a nasally voice stated. “How?”

“We don’t know,” Brent said. He slid his arm around my waist. “You don’t need Yara involved in this. There’s nothing she can do that I can’t.”

“You’re wrong, Mr. Springsteed. She has unique strengths we admire,” the baritone voice said. He twisted his ring around his finger. “You each have special rare talents. You can’t see and communicate with ghosts and she can’t manipulate the weather, and has hardly a drop of your telekinetic ability.” 

The gravelly voice said, “We aren’t here to hurt you. We know what happened last year. We’re not your enemy. As a matter of fact we are grateful for the service you performed for us last year.”

“What did we do for you?” I asked. “How could we have helped you when we don’t even know who you are?”

Brent gave me another sad smile. “I know who they are.” He squeezed my hand. “They’re the—”

“We’re the Clutch,” the voice said before Brent could.

The Clutch? I couldn’t have been more surprised if we had been kidnapped by the Easter Bunny.

The Clutch, Pendrell’s secret society. The one that had supposedly disbanded because Thomas had scared them away. The one that Brent had wanted to restart last year. Brent had told me about them, but I was sure they wouldn’t like that, so I acted clueless.

“What’s a clutch?”

Brent squeezed my hand again, in what felt like gratitude.

“We’re the Clutch. We are a secret society here at Pendrell. The last sixty or so years we’ve been forced into hiding, meeting at random places because Thomas was trying to destroy us. We’re sure he thought he succeeded. While we weren’t able to get rid of him, our society still stayed strong, but we became more secretive, more exclusive. Being able to project wasn’t enough, anymore. Several legacies never even knew we still existed. It was a shame, but it was imperative if we wanted our group to survive the storm.

“You see, we knew something was wrong. Bad things kept happening to our members, but we couldn’t figure out who was behind it. You succeeded where we failed. We didn’t even have his name until this summer, and we’d never considered he might be switching bodies. But the truth is, even if we had known who it was, we couldn’t have stopped him. He was a powerful spirit. But you have fixed that. Now we can be the group we were meant to be. For that you have our thanks.”

“You’re welcome?” I said, taken aback. This ominous group DJ had warned us about only wanted to thank us. That didn’t seem right. What about the . . .

Before I could even complete my thought, Brent challenged, “And to thank us you followed us, destroyed Yara’s room, spied on us?”

Yep, that would be what was wrong with the baritone voice’s little speech.

“We were vetting you. Making sure you were as worthy as we had heard,” the baritone voice explained reasonably. “We are exclusive. Not many people are chosen to join us. That is how grateful we are. We are offering you membership.”

“Thank you?” My fingers tugged gently at my necklace. “Why would we want to join?”

“We are powerful friends. A scholarship might come in handy for you next year. Don’t you think? Columbia is an expensive school. Wouldn’t your friend, Cherie, love to get into Stanford? We can help.”

My stomach twisted. They knew which college Cherie wanted to go to and that I’d been accepted to Columbia. The things they were offering sounded too good to be true. Which meant they probably were. There had to be strings hidden in there somewhere. I would have bet my soul on it.

“Just like that? No strings attached?”

“No strings attached.”

I snorted. I didn’t believe that at all. “We don’t want your help,” I said. “We’re not interested.”

The room burst into laughter and this time the sound did bounce off the walls, making the chortles seem scary, ominous. Goose pimples formed on my arms.

“Tell me, Mr. Springsteed, have you been experiencing any unpleasant symptoms lately? Fatigue? Nosebleeds? Seizures? Other reactions you can’t explain? Have they been happening closer together?”

Brent stilled and his grip on my hand tightened. “What do you know about that?”

“We know everything. We know that Thomas controlled your body and tried to kill Miss Silva.” The baritone voice paused. “We also know that an experience like that can have lasting, indelible effects on a person. More than one would expect.”

His words stole my breath. I cast a glance at Brent, who had tensed beside me. His brown eyes flashed with raw fear.

“What do you mean?” Brent asked through clenched teeth.

“Oh come now, Mr. Springsteed. Do you really think you can host another spirit in your body for so many months and not have far-reaching consequences?” The voice paused again and Brent’s face paled. “You have no need to worry. We have the resources to help you.”

“What sort of consequences?” I couldn’t help but ask. Brent shushed me.

“Tell me, have they been able to determine what’s wrong with you?”

“And I suppose you know,” I snapped.

“As a matter of fact we do.” He paused. “And we can help. Without our help, Mr. Springsteed, you won’t make it to graduation.”

“Really?” I asked. My arm went around Brent’s elbow. I held on against the sudden spinning in the room.

“We aren’t lying.”

“And you’ll give us this information?” I asked slowly.

“Well,” the baritone voice drew out the word. He twisted his ring again. “I wouldn’t say ‘give’ so much as ‘exchange.’”

“Exchange for what?” Brent asked.

“In exchange, you provide us with your skills, when needed. Wouldn’t you say that’s fair?”

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Oh, this and that.”

If that didn’t scream a warning, nothing ever had. “You’re saying you know what’s wrong, that it’s life-threatening, but you won’t tell us what’s wrong?”

“That’s not what I’m saying at all. We are more than willing to give that information. Are you willing to pay for it?”

Was I? 

My first instinct was to say yes. But several things made me hold my tongue. The first was I didn’t trust them. Aside from listing symptoms, they hadn’t provided us with any proof they actually knew what was going on in Brent’s body. They were just playing on our fears. Second, they hadn’t been upfront about what exactly they wanted us to do. There had been no information about what we were agreeing to, what they were expecting from us. And third . . . I looked to DJ. His green eyes were so full of emotion they almost knocked me off my feet. DJ had made his own deal with them, and he had told me to run. He had said they would dangle a carrot before me, one I wouldn’t be able to resist. There was no way I would consider their offer over a scholarship for me, or Stanford for Cherie. But Brent’s life? I swallowed hard, the tears in my eyes making my throat thick. DJ had grabbed his carrot, and didn’t want me to make the same mistake.

DJ shook his head and mouthed the word, “No.”

I started to say no aloud but . . .

But what if they were telling the truth? What if Brent’s condition was so serious that he would be dead in a few months? What if they had information that could save Brent? My mind began spinning out possible scenarios. A headache formed between my eyes. I brought my fingers to my head and rubbed the sore spot.

A tug of war strong enough to rip me in half battled inside me. Yes or no, yes or no.

“Yes.” The sound of Brent voice pulled me from my struggle. I spun toward Brent. Had he just agreed?

Brent gave me a grim smile and slight nod. He wanted me to say yes.

My eyes darted between DJ and Brent. This was an important choice. One of life and death. But the question was not “Would I help Brent?” The answer to that would unequivocally be yes. The real questions were “Is it true, or are they scaring me into a trap? And if it is true, do I trust them enough to keep their end of the agreement?”

I didn’t know much about the men in room, except that they had stalked us, followed us, stolen from me, and destroyed my room. And that they claimed they could save Brent’s life, but wouldn’t help until we became indentured to them. What in that led me to trust them in the slightest? Nothing. What it really boiled down to was, “Did I trust the Clutch?” and the answer to that was . . .

“No.” Once I said the words, a feeling of peace resonated though me, until Brent dropped my hand and stepped away from me. His strength, his warmth, the safety he brought, it all left me when he moved. I felt lost without it.

My eyes met his, which were filled with hurt. I could tell he was shocked by my answer. He’d expected me to say yes. He looked like he thought I’d betrayed him.

“Why?” He asked in a voice that scratched at my heart.

Tears formed in my eyes and flowed down my cheeks. “I love you, Brent, but we can’t trust them.”

“Then you should go.” The cold look in his eyes and the hostility in his voice had me stepping back. He had never used that tone with me before. His voice was so harsh it felt as though it sliced through my heart, leaving behind a tangled mess of blood and gore where it once beat.

His lips pursed together. “Can she go?”

“Interesting.” The baritone man chuckled. “Of course she can go. You were both able to leave at any time.”

“Go. Home. Yara.”

I felt like I had been slapped. “You don’t really trust them do you?”

Brent wouldn’t look at me.

“It’s not too late, Brent. You can come with me.” I sounded hysterical. I stepped toward him and grabbed his arm, pleading with him.

He shook me off. “Go. I don’t want you here.”

I was looking at a stranger, one who wanted me gone. I felt numb as I reconnected, too hurt to cry anymore. Was Brent making a mistake? Was I? Should I have agreed to work with them to help? Why had he stayed? These and a dozen other questions tumbled through my mind and I didn’t have any answers.
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When I saw him sitting alone in the cafeteria at breakfast the next morning my heart was galloping in my chest like a wild mustang. Did I dare approach him? Did he want me to? Did I want to?

I debated for a second, before heading toward him. I didn’t bother getting food. I just sat across from him. There was a hunch in his shoulders and the corners of his mouth sagged down. He stared out the windows toward Corona, lost in his own thoughts.

I reached across the table about to take his hand in mine then thought back to last night and brought it back.

“Brent?”

He jumped and turned toward me. His brown eyes flashed a thousand thoughts but they all raced by too fast for me to understand. Finally he frowned at me.

“What do you want?”

That was a good question. I wasn’t sure myself. “I want to understand why you made the choice you did last night.”

He guffawed. “I’m wondering the same about you. I thought you loved me.”

My mouth hung open. “I do—”

“No, you don’t. If you did, then you would have said yes. If the tables were turned, I wouldn’t have had to think about it. I would have done anything for you.”

I resisted the urge to slug him. “If the situation had been reversed I wouldn’t have expected you to say yes! I would have expected you to think the decision through. We don’t even know if they’re telling the truth. Your doctors haven’t even given you your results. You—”

“I lied,” he broke in. “I lied when I said I couldn’t feel my illness. I feel it almost all the time. It’s like a cancer eating away at me. I can hear and feel it devouring me piece by piece.”

“What?” My anger funneled out of me. “Since when?”

“Since last year.” He dragged his fork through his normal gross breakfast. “Almost immediately after I got my body back. It started with small things. Like aches and pains.”

I crossed my ankles and folded my arms on the table. “You should have gone to the doctor earlier then.”

“I’ve been going to the doctor since this summer, Yara,” he interrupted. I stared at him, goggle eyed. He had never mentioned that. “I knew something was off, and given the fact that I had hosted another soul in my body for so many months I figured it would be in my best interest to get some medical opinions. But it wasn’t like I could tell them what really happened.”

He dropped his fork and it clattered against his plate. “I just told them I felt off and they did a basic check-up on me. Blood work and all that. They didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. That’s the main reason I’ve been downplaying everything for the last few months. But then I had the seizure.”

“Which is why you took their deal,” I finished. Things were beginning to make sense. No wonder he had been so quick to believe the Clutch.

He laid his napkin on top of his plate. “Yeah.”

“So what’s going on?” I asked. He tensed. “Not with the Clutch, with the doctors. Have they figured out what happened?”

He sighed. “They don’t know. I have all of these horrible things happening but they can’t find the cause, so they’re just treating the symptoms. That’s all they know how to do. They have no idea how to fix it because they have no idea what’s really wrong.”

He stopped and took a deep breath. “This is more of a spiritual problem. Or metaphysical. Or whatever. Anyway, the doctors can’t fix it. They’ve done all the blood tests, but aside from the secondary protein in my blood, all was normal.”

“Secondary protein?” 

Brent took a drink of his orange juice. “When I was a kid, we spent a summer in Europe. I was in a bad car accident with my nanny. They had to give me blood transfusions, and I had a bad reaction to one. There was some protein that my body tried to reject. I almost died.”

“Did they give you the wrong type?”

“No, you know how there are A and B blood proteins with Rh positive or negative?”

I nodded.

“Well there are other proteins in your blood, but most of the time they don’t cause a problem. With my transfusion they did. The doctors had to do some experimental gene therapy to keep me alive. It worked—obviously—” He picked up his fork and tapped it against his tray. “My body stopped creating anti-bodies against that blood protein. A couple years ago, when I was getting a physical to come to school here, they did a follow-up blood test and found that my body had actually started producing that protein.”

“Is that what’s wrong with you?” I asked. A seed of hope began to sprout in my chest. If they knew what was wrong, we could find out how to fix it.

Brent pushed his plate aside. “No, my blood work hasn’t changed since the physical I did last year.”

“Okay, so did the doctors tell you anything?”

“The doctor told me that one more seizure like the one I had could cause permanent damage.”

“He did?” It felt like my insides went through a paper shredder

“They said I can’t drive, and I can’t be on the swim team. The meds make me feel slow and even my powers seem weaker.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me,” I said, my voice sounding more accusing than I had meant it to. “You told me right before Christmas the doctor had given you a clean bill of health.”

“I lied. I never went to the doctor because I’d already been going. And I didn’t want your grandma to examine me. I didn’t want you to worry.” Brent leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table.

I picked at a piece of lint of my skirt. “You didn’t want me to worry,” I repeated. “That plan sucked. Brent, I’m worried now. And we’ve lost all that time—” I tried to stop my bottom lip from quivering and swallow down the panic that was rising up my throat like vomit. “We’ll fix it Brent. Don’t give up.”

“I haven’t,” he said. “That’s why I said yes to the Clutch.”

A cluster of clouds glided in front of the sun, darkening the cafeteria.

“Tell me,” I said in a small cracked voice. “About last night.”

He shook his head. “I can’t talk about it.”

“Do you know who’s in the Clutch? Who the members are? According to tradition, they would have to be alumni right?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“How did they know about us? How did they learn about everything we can do?”

His lips pressed together and he shook his head again. Finally he sighed and looked me right in the eye. “It was my dad. I told him everything over the summer. Neal had asked me to before he walked into the light and I couldn’t refuse his last request. Dad took that information and used it to buy his way into the Clutch. He’s a member now.”

My whole body felt cold as I listened. Brent’s dad had abused Brent’s trust, betraying us to get in good with the Clutch.

“Your dad knew that they would only help you if you joined? That they would let you die otherwise, and he still joined?” I hadn’t liked his dad before but now I almost hated him. “Your dad is a real piece of work.”

Brent gave me level stare. “He’s nothing compared to my girlfriend.” He looked away. “She turned her back on me when I needed her most.”

I recoiled from that emotional blindside. “That isn’t what happened. The question wasn’t ‘Do I help Brent?’ The que—”

He slammed his hand down on the table. “That sure seemed like the question to me. And you showed me exactly how much you care.” With that he gathered his tray and left me alone at the table.

Chapter Thirteen

A couple of days later, Lesley called me into her office.

“Yara, can you run these papers over to Mr. Crosby’s office in the administration building. Once he’s signed them, I need you to bring them back right away.”

“No problem.”

Lesley yawned and popped an antacid into her mouth. Her normally sleek hair was frizzed.

“How are you doing?”

“I’ve been better. This remodel is going to be the death of me.” She yawned again. “It wasn’t part of my job description when I applied. But the construction crew is doing an amazing job, here and at the old Alumni House. They were able to get the plans drawn up and approved in very short time and they’ve been working long hours to get the job done.”

“Sorry.”

She took another antacid. “Me too. I wish they had stuck to the original plan of doing the remodels next year. One at a time. I cannot wait for all of the construction to be done! Although, I’ve seen some of the construction workers poring over blueprints for other buildings, too.” She shuddered. “I may have to quit if they make me a liaison for those. Thanks for getting this signed for me.”

I took the papers and gave her an encouraging grin.

I made my way across campus and tried to enjoy the warm day. The last two weeks had been wet and rainy, and had fit my mood perfectly. Brent and I had never really argued before and now we’d had a colossal fight. He’d been avoiding me. Our relationship at the moment was hard to define; it was in a holding pattern of sorts. We hadn’t broken up, but it didn’t feel like we were together anymore either. I could have asked him, but I was afraid to. I wasn’t ready for it to end and I didn’t know what I’d do if he felt differently. Since he’d made his big decision, there had been a lot of time freezes. Cherie, Steve and I had been loading up on the time slip pills and we were all really ahead on our homework.

Steve and Cherie had kept me well stocked on junk food and every day had some activity planned for us. So far, Steve’s slip and slide in the mud during the rain was my favorite. I was lucky to have such good friends to keep me busy so I wouldn’t slip too far into a funk.

When I entered the building, the lady at the information desk pointed me toward Mr. Crosby’s office. Except in passing, I hadn’t seen Mr. Crosby since the day he had reprimanded me for being lost in the construction zone.

His secretary, whose nameplate read “Teri,” motioned for me to come in. She tucked the phone under her chin and held out her hand for the paper. She glanced over it, then pointed toward the thick office door that stood closed behind her desk. She pantomimed knocking.

I rapped on the door and heard, “Come in.”

I peeked my head inside the door. Mr. Crosby sat at his desk eating lunch. He wiped at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Come in Miss Silva. Sorry, you’ve caught me eating.”

I forgot how to move; the deep rumble of his voice shocked me into near paralysis. Mr. Crosby was the baritone spokesman at my meeting with the Clutch.

He tilted his head at me and I forced myself to move, to pretend I hadn’t figured out who he was.

“No, problem.” I plastered on a smile that felt wooden. “Lesley wanted me to get your signature on a few things.”

I walked on unsteady legs toward his desk and handed him the papers.

“So Yara, tell me how are you liking your internship.” He took a bite of his brownie.

The inside of my mouth felt covered in molasses. “It’s been great. Thank you for the opportunity.”

“You’re welcome. I hope you’re able to get the most out of it.”

He shuffled his brownie to his other hand and picked up a pen. He glanced over the pages and signed his name. A few crumbs fell on the paper and he shook them off. “I shouldn’t let my sweet tooth affect my job, but I can’t resist these brownies. Angela, in the cafeteria, makes the best ones.”

I flashed him my fake smile again. “Lesley has some collating for me to do so I better get going.”

“It was a pleasure to see Yara. We’ll have to talk again soon.”

My smile fell as I escaped his office. I didn’t like the idea of the leader of the Clutch wanting to talk to me again.
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I was lounging across my bed one afternoon, taking a break from studying, when Cherie came home from her internship more excited than I had seen her since Christmas.

“Guess what I found out today.”

“Some dirt on Crosby we can use to blackmail him into letting Brent go and still make Crosby help him?” I asked hopefully.

Blackmail wasn’t really something I was considering, but Cherie was gathering any information she could find on him. If she found something good we weren’t really sure what’d we do with it. We’d figure that out if we collected any.

Cherie’s excitement dimmed. “No, Mr. Crosby is a dead end. For being a politician he had a surprisingly boring life. All I could find is that he was in a serious accident when he was around our age. But there weren’t any more details about it.” She sighed. “What I found was a short bio about Howard Lovell. It was in some records I was sorting through today.”

I prepared myself for teasing. “Howard who?”

“He was a key smith.” She handed me a photocopy piece of the article. “He made these.”

In the grainy newspaper picture was an elaborate key, old-fashioned and beautiful in a way I didn’t know a key could be. Further down, the article showed another picture, this time of Sophia, wearing the key around her neck.

“There were two keys made. One for Christopher and one for Sophia. They were called the Heart of Pendrell.”

I snorted in derision. “Only our school would name a key.” I studied the picture closer. “Think one is the key that DJ stole? The one Sophia was guarding?”

Cherie nodded. She slid the paper into her Sophia Pendrell file on her desk. “I do. The key was rumored to be able to open any door at the school.”

“So it was like a master key.”

“Yes, but read on.”

The article was pretty dull but one sentence stood out. I read it aloud. “Testing the rumor, an unnamed student stole the key as a prank, but discovered it could not open a single door at the school.”

Cherie nodded.

“But then what did it unlock?” I asked. “And if there are two keys, then where is the other one?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” It was like we were putting together a puzzle and we had the outside straight edges all together but the middle was still blank. How did all the pieces fit together?

v

The metal of the gun glinted in the bright moonlight. The barrel turned and a leather-gloved finger pulled the trigger. My ears rang as the bullet left the chamber. The soft, devastating sound of metal entering flesh left me with sour bile in my throat. A scream of pain sounded through the night like a warrior’s battle cry. The sulfuric smell of gunpowder stung my nostrils. Blood began to spread across a white shirt and a shaky hand covered the wound.

A hand grabbed me from behind. I jerked away, glaring at the intruder. They motioned for me to follow. I spun back around. A familiar shape lay on the ground. Brent. He was crumpled on the ground, his front drenched in red.

No!

I coughed on smoke and the heat blistered my skin as I ran toward him. The hand grabbed me again. I slapped it away and moved toward Brent. He needed me. I had to get to him. Only then did I understand what they’d been warning me about. The flames had changed direction, moving closer to us. The fire crackled and sparks rained down on us, one landing close to Brent.

I screamed.

I jolted awake, the scream lodged in my throat. Sweat soaked my skin and I trembled in the cold February air. The details of the dream thundered through my memory. There was a gun, a fire and Brent. 

It was just a dream. Only a dream.

No, it was more than a simple dream. It was one of my vivid dreams, the kind that gave me glimpses into the future. A future where Brent died before my eyes.

I had to call Brent. I needed to hear his voice. I didn’t care if things were weird between us. He still thought I had betrayed him; he avoided me and we’d barely spoken since that day in the cafeteria. I loved him and I needed to hear his voice. To know he was okay. Even though it was three in the morning, I dialed the number to his and Steve’s room. The phone picked up on the first ring but it wasn’t Brent or Steve.

“I’m so sorry. I must have the wrong number.” My shaking fingers must have misdialed.

I was about to hang up when the person asked, “Yara?

“Uh, yeah. Who’s this?”

“It’s Travis.”

Travis was Audrey’s boyfriend. I wondered what he was doing in Steve and Brent’s room at three in the morning. Of course it wouldn’t be the first time the three of them had stayed up all night playing video games.

“Hey Travis,” I said. “Can you put Brent on?”

He paused and my heart sunk. “He doesn’t want to talk to me, does he?”

“No, it isn’t that,” he said instantly. “It isn’t that at all. I was just about to call you. It’s Brent, he, well. . .he’s in the E.R. He had another seizure. Steve rode in the front seat of the ambulance. Brent’s parents are going to meet him at the hospital.”

I let out an inaudible sob. “Is he okay?”

“I really don’t know.”

“Thank you,” I muttered, and hung up the phone.

Brent was in the hospital? What if he wasn’t okay? What if he died with this tension between us? Thinking I didn’t love him? Had I done this to him? Had my refusal of the Clutch’s offer affected things? Had they refused to help? Or did it prove I was right? I didn’t realize I was shaking, or rocking back and forth, or crying, until Cherie handed me a tissue, wrapped a blanket around me and slung her arm over my shoulders.

“What happened?”

My voice had woken Cherie who had stared at me, blinking through her haze of sleep. “Brent . . . seizure . . . hospital,” I said around my cries.

Without another word, Cherie handed me my shoes and my ankle length coat. She put on hers as well and guided me toward her car. Audrey and Travis were waiting for us when we got there. We drove to the hospital in complete silence.

I sat on the same chair I had sat in on Christmas Eve. It felt the same except for one important thing—this time I wasn’t alone. I stretched, wishing I could fall asleep again. I had managed a few catnaps, but that was all. It felt like I had been there for a whole day, but according to the clock it had only been about two hours.

Cherie sat down next to me, her hands full of snacks.

“I called the school and let them know where we are,” Cherie said, handing me a muffin. “I called your parents too. They asked me to have you call them soon.”

I broke off a piece of the muffin and stuffed it into my mouth, mumbling my thanks to Cherie. I didn’t feel like talking to my parents so I typed out a text, letting them know I was okay.

The minutes stretched on, but there wasn’t much to say. A few hours later, a familiar looking nurse came out of the wooden double doors and walked toward me.

I jumped up and met her halfway. “Holly! Do you remember me?”

She nodded and gave my upper arm a little squeeze.

“How is he?”

 She pulled the rubber band out of her hair and slipped it around her wrist. “He’s awake. His parents just left to go get some food. I think I can get you in to see him.”

I hugged her. “Thank you.”

We followed her down the hallway, past several curtained areas, to his room. Everyone filed in before me. I hovered, unsure of exactly how welcome I was.

Brent was sitting up in bed. He waved his fork to us in greeting. His eyes seemed to gloss over me. Maybe coming had been a mistake?

He had a tray on the table in front of him. His plate held his usual, nasty egg concoction.

“You’re still eating that?” Cherie asked, wrinkling her nose. “You must be even more sick than we thought.”

“How did you manage to get them to serve you that?” Audrey asked.

Brent took another bite. “Money may have exchanged hands.”

“Are you part of a food clinical trial or something?” Steve stroked his chin. “That would make so much sense. I mean the seizures started not to long after you started eating that!”

“Blueberry syrup and Tabasco sauce?” Travis eyes open wide. “Gross. I can’t believe I have two friends who like their eggs that way.”

“Do you want some?” Brent asked, joyfully shoving another forkful into his mouth.

Travis looked like he was going to be sick. “No thank you. I ate it once on a dare from my roommate, Phil. I still have flashbacks.”

“So, uh . . . ” Steve cleared his throat. His normally tanned skin looked pale and he wasn’t wearing his signature grin. “Are you okay?”

Brent gave a barely perceptive nod. “As okay as I can be, man.”

“I almost ended up in that ambulance with you. I nearly had a heart attack.” He lightly tapped his fist against the curtain. “If Travis hadn’t been there.” Steve shook his head. “Whatever man. Just don’t do it again.”

Brent’s eyes looked suspiciously bright. “I’ll do my best.”

Holly poked her head in. “There are too many of you in here.”

Travis and Audrey turned to go, each wishing Brent well.

Brent waved at them. “Thanks for coming, guys.”

I didn’t move any further into the room. Brent kept his eyes on Steve and Cherie. And awkward silence filled the space.

“Enough of this!” Cherie threw her hands up in the air. “You need to talk to each other.”

She marched over to me and dragged me into the room then she took Steve’s hand and marched him to the door.

“Let’s give them some privacy and time,” Cherie said ushering him out. The door closed behind them with a soft click. 

I couldn’t bring myself to look at Brent so I stared at the monitors next to his bed instead. My fingers played with the silver plated button on my coat, easing it in and out of the hole.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I said, trying to dispel some of the awkwardness in the room.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Brent said.

I peeked at him out of the corner of my eye. He poked his fork into his breakfast, his eyes glued to his plate.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Brent had mumbled the words, but I’d heard them.

“Of course I would.” It hurt that he doubted me. He seemed to have lost all faith in me. I dropped my hands to my side. I needed to change the conversation to something safe, something that didn’t hinge on emotion, something neutral. “What did the doctors say this time?”

I finally forced myself to look at him. I wanted to go touch him, to hold his hand, but I was too afraid to move forward.

“They hope if they adjust my medication they’ll be able to prevent another one.” He took a drink of his orange juice.

“Brent, I . . .” I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. I wanted it to be something monumental, something that would take away the unease between us, that would restore us to where we were before the meeting with the Clutch. Something that would let him know how much I loved him. How much I needed him. How sorry I was that he was here, especially if I could have prevented it. But there weren’t words. Brent looked at me expectantly like he could hear my unspoken thoughts. The hardness that had been in his face softened, the cold in his eyes thawed.

“I know, Yara—”

Right then the door opened and his parents came back with their lunch. They froze when they saw me.

“He isn’t supposed to have visitors,” his mom said.

“Mom, I—”

She held up her hand. “Brent, you are not to have any visitors while you are here.”

“You need to leave now.” His dad glared at me. “Don’t come back.”

I nodded, my face reddening in anger.

I was almost at the door when Brent called my name.

I paused and turned toward him but didn’t meet his gaze. 

“Thank you for coming. It means more than you know.”

The warmth in his words surprised me and my eyes lifted to his. The love I saw churning there made my breath catch in my throat.

“Me too,” I said, hoping he could hear the love entwined with my words too.

A smile spread over my face, the first real one in over a month.

I rode back to campus with my friends. Travis was asleep in the back seat when we pulled into the school’s parking lot. He stretched his arms and yawned when the car stopped.

Steve turned from the front seat so he could see Travis. “Trav, I am so glad you were in our room last night. I wouldn’t have known what to do if I’d been there alone when he started his seizure.”

Travis shrugged. “I had some practice my freshman year when Phil was my roommate. He had epilepsy.”

My mind caught on his words and a far-fetched idea formed in my mind. “Phil Lawson?” I asked slowly.

Travis nodded. “Yes.”

I reached out and grabbed Audrey’s hand to ground me and keep me from projecting. “Was he also the roommate who liked his eggs the way Brent had them this morning?”

“Yeah,” Travis said. “How did you know?”

“Did he have a peanut allergy?” I pressed, my voice becoming more urgent.

Travis shook his head. “Not that I know of.”

“Was he color blind?”

Travis shook his head again. “I don’t know. Why? What’s up?”

I could hardly speak. It was a good thing I was already sitting down. “I. . . I think I might know what’s wrong with Brent.”
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At my internship that afternoon, I cobbled together a plan to investigate my new theory as I organized the guest list for an upcoming alumni event. I kept glancing at the time, willing it to move faster. With each hesitant tick of the clock, my nerves coiled tighter and tighter until I was afraid I might explode. More than once I second-guessed my plan, but I didn’t see a better option. By four o’clock, I had soaked through my shirt. I walked into Lesley’s office and found her still on the phone.

“Yes, I’m sure those are the earliest blueprints we have. I checked with the city. They have the same ones too.” She hung up and rolled her eyes. “I can’t produce something that doesn’t exist.”

“That’s true.”

She glanced at her clock then smiled at me as she shut down her computer. Since I had ended up lost on my first day, Lesley usually escorted me out. I suspected the Clutch didn’t want me wandering around the building on my own.

“I thought today would never end,” Lesley said.

“My thoughts exactly. What happened with you?”

“The construction workers are almost ready to work on the old pool room, but they keep having issues with the wiring. The circuits keep blowing. Keeping tabs on them isn’t supposed to be part of my job, but Mr. Crosby insists on being updated on the progress of the restoration.”

“That sucks.”

I hesitated when we reached the outside door.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

I hit my forehead with the palm of my hand, feigning surprise. “I forgot my backpack upstairs.”

She frowned and checked her watch. I knew she had a college class tonight. “I’m running late. Can I trust you not to get lost again?” I nodded. Lesley checked her watch again before pushing her way out the door. “Night!”

As soon as the latch clicked shut behind her, I hurried back up the stairs, picked up my backpack, then headed into the restroom. After picking a random stall, I sat, fully clothed, on the toilet to wait for the rest of the building to clear out. My mouth was dry and my insides jittery. I slid the earphones of my mp3 into my ears to help steady my nerves, but I kept pulling them out anytime I thought I heard a sound, afraid I was going to be discovered.

After a long, tense hour, someone came in and did a quick bathroom check. The light switched off and I let out a sigh of relief, uncurling myself from the toilet. So far, so good.

I waited for another twenty minutes before creeping out of my stall, and pressing my ear to the door to listen. Everything was silent. I pulled the door open slowly and cringed as the hinges made a faint squeak. The noise rebounded down the hallway, and I held my breath, waiting to see if anyone would hear it. After a few seconds I deemed it safe and poked my head out. It was empty. I crept into the completely dark hallway.

Everything seemed more sinister at night, with no one around, and every little sound made me jump: the tread of my steps, the hum of an air vent coming to life, the chirp of a smoke detector that needed new batteries. I made my way slowly, my steps getting a little faster as my eyes adjusted to the dark. My hand trailed along the wall for extra guidance until I reached the records room.

The doorknob turned without protest, and I quietly entered. The whole room smelled of musty, old paper. Pulling my keychain from my pocket, I silently thanked my dad for the tiny LED flashlight he had given me as a stocking stuffer. A few boxes sat scattered around the room, waiting to be broken down and hauled off to the recycling bin. I snuck toward the long row of filing cabinets on the far wall.

I opened the drawer marked L-N and ruffled through the file cabinet, looking for Phil’s Lawson’s file. He’d been the last victim of the Pendrell curse. My fingers were trembling as I pulled the file out and held my key-chain light up to examine it, comparing it with the notes I had made. A single piece of paper rested inside.

“That’s weird,” I muttered to myself. I had expected his file to be much thicker.

Shining my flashlight onto the paper, I held my breath and read:

Miss Silva,

You won’t find the answers you need without our help. We’re here when you’re ready. 

Only we know how to help you.

The note wasn’t signed. Instead, it was stamped with an emblem depicting a fist clenching a key, the same insignia on the rings I had seen when I met with the Clutch. I grasped the paper tightly, bunching it under my fingers.

I shoved the paper back inside and shoved the drawer closed. I reached for the file of Brent’s brother, Neal, next—then Henry and Denny and every other victim of the “curse.” Every one of them had the same note. The records, specifically the medical records I had been hoping to find, had all been removed.

I slammed the last filing cabinet shut, my anger flaring so strongly that my hands shook and my face flushed. I had been so close. So close! I let out an angry string of Portuguese curse words that would have delighted my grandfather.

I moved into the hallway where the muted thudding of approaching footsteps reverberated down the corridor and stopped me dead in my tracks. Instantly regretting my impulsive slamming of the drawer, I took a few steps towards the exit. The footsteps picked up again and I flattened myself against the wall. I could see the sweep of a flashlight beam shining down the corridor, heading straight towards me.

I fled the opposite way, into the dark, listening for footsteps and trying to avoid them. I ran down one hallway, then another, darting around the building until I was completely lost. I paused to listen, straining to hear my pursuer’s steps over the sound of my own ragged breathing. Hearing nothing, I leaned against the wall, still panting.

Something moved at the edge of my vision and I spun toward it, hands up in defense, then let out a half-strangled cry of relief to see only my own scared reflection shining back at me. My frantic escape had taken me to the same mirrored hallway I had passed on my way to meet the clutch. I slumped back against the mirror, willing my racing heartbeat to steady.

Then the remembrance of what that meant washed over me in a jasmine scented tidal wave.

I attempted to push off the wall but Sophia’s icy fingers gripped onto my shoulders and slammed me back against the cold mirror. My skull cracked against the glass so hard my teeth rattled and my vision blurred. A scream ripped from my throat as fragments of the broken mirror cut into my scalp. I struggled against her firm fingers, trying to break free, but every time I moved from the mirror she pulled me back, again and again as if she could drag me into her crystal prison. Black dots popped in front of my eyes and exploded like kernels of popcorn.

My fingers and toes started to tingle, as raw fear clawed its way out of me in a scream. Above me, water began raining down as the emergency sprinklers kicked on with a grinding hiss.

With a sudden burst of strength, I jerked myself away from Sophia’s wet grasp and collapsed to my knees. I spun around and glared at her through the strands of my wet hair. She drifted further back in the mirror at the fierceness of my scowl. The cracks and divots in the broken glass warped her image, while thick, red streaks splattered and dripped down the shattered mirror.

The sprinklers continued to pour down. In the distance I could hear voices and footsteps. The sweep of a flashlight bobbed from somewhere far away.

I knelt there, drenched and freezing as a warm liquid dripped between my shoulder blades. Blood, I realized. My neck didn’t seem capable of supporting my throbbing head. It kept flopping forward, and each time my mind seemed to reset, as if I kept falling unconscious for microseconds at a time. My gore rose and I swallowed and gagged on its bitterness.

The world tilted and spun, as if I were in a carnival ride, the kind that spins so fast you stick to the wall. The contents of my lunch heaved out of my mouth and I vomited all over the floor. The sickly, sour smell of it made my already sensitive stomach heave painfully again, and more liquid splashed onto the floor.

The footsteps drew nearer. I tried to stand but my knees gave out and I crashed to the floor. I lay on my stomach, the room still swirling, black spots dancing before my eyes. My head was too heavy to lift and my stomach threatened to heave again. I rested my cheek on the shard-littered floor, a piece slicing through my skin. The steady tinkling of water hitting glass played around me, tempting me to sleep with its soothing lullaby.

One clear thought wormed its way into my brain: I need help. I knew I couldn’t drag myself out of the building in time to get away from whoever was coming. If I couldn’t get my body out, maybe I could project and find help. Brent wouldn’t be able to help; he was still in the hospital, and in spirit form I couldn’t cross the magical barrier surrounding the school. I cursed at my ancestor who had created it. Who else could help? My clumsy brain took longer to puzzle out the problem than normal, but finally it hit upon the answer. DJ.

Usually projecting was easy, effortless. But now, with my body so badly beaten, I was having a hard time concentrating enough to make the separation.

“Come on, Yara,” I growled to myself, my breath visible in the cold, ghost-filled hallway, “you have to do this.”

I forced myself to focus on freeing my spirit. It had never been so physically painful before. Distantly I heard myself letting out a moan of pain as my spirit pulled loose, but as soon as I did the pain stopped and I could think again.

The contrast was so sharp and abrupt that I flung my arms out to my sides to help my balance as my senses readjusted.

Everything had frozen around me just as it always did, including the thousands of water droplets from the sprinklers. The entire room seemed decorated with suspended diamonds. It was absolutely beautiful. Behind them, Sophia panted heavily, her fingers reaching out, trying to escape. Her image fluttered once before vanishing like a puff of smoke.

My eyes dropped downward and took in the sorry state of my body. Blood and vomit covered me, and my limbs stretched out in an unnatural position, like a carelessly dropped rag doll. It was eerily reminiscent of standing over my drowned corpse last year.

I needed help and I needed it fast. I ran through the building, careful to avoid the janitors and security guards I found frozen in the halls. Once outside, I realized I had no idea where to go. DJ was a mystery to me. Where would he be? What dorm was he in? How was I supposed to get hold of him?

I wrung my hands together and in desperation, I called out his name. “DJ!”

“Yara?” He materialized out of the tree line. I ran to him and threw myself into his arms, which encircled me with his earthy scent.

“I was looking for you.”

“I felt the time pause and thought the Clutch were meeting. So I headed down here. But it was you?” He frowned, taking in the sad state of my spirit body, which reflected the grime-covered state of my physical one. He gaped openly at me and wrinkled his nose at the smell. “Is that blood? What happened?”

“I need help.”

“Yeah, that much I figured out for myself.”

“I’m in there,” I motioned toward the Alumni House. “I’m in the mirrored hallway.”

His gaze flicked toward the building. “What do you need me to do?”

“I’m too weak and hurt to move. I need your help to get out of the building before campus security finds me. Get me back to my room; Cherie can patch me up from there.”

“I can do that. I’m not like Brent. I’ll need my body to help. The closest exit is. . .” he trailed off and his eyes rolled back slightly as he began mapping the Alumni House in his head. “Got it.” He gave me an appraising look. “Ready to reconnect?”

“Not really,” I mumbled, remembering how much pain I had been in. “I’ll go on three.”

“One,” DJ counted.

“Two,” I took over. I paused and took a delicious pain free breath. “Three.”

My spirit snapped back into my body like an elastic band. My head felt like a wrecking ball had taken a few whacks at it. My drenched clothes stuck to me, a heavy and cold second skin. I gripped the fibers of the blood soaked carpet and gritted my teeth together to keep from screaming. The sprinklers drizzled down over me, mingling with my tears as I whimpered into the wet plush carpet.

Campus security was still sweeping the halls. I tried to push myself forward but I couldn’t move. I shivered, but I no longer felt cold.

I lay there helpless in the dark. I couldn’t tell how near or far the guards were from me. Time ceased to mean anything. My eyelids grew too heavy to stay open.

I must have passed out because suddenly wind flittered across my skin and goose pimples raised along my arms and legs. A warm body held me tight, and the smell of orange blossoms had replaced the stench of blood. I forced my eyes open. I was outside. The stars in the sky bounced around, leaving trails of light as they danced.

DJ had me cradled to his chest, his forehead wrinkled in concern. He jiggled me a bit. “Cupcake, you need to stay awake. You’re scaring me.”

I smiled weakly up at him from what felt like a long way away.

“Yara?” he said, worry infusing his words. “Yara, say something!”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I croaked out. Then I promptly vomited on his shoes and passed out again.

Chapter Fourteen

My eyelids felt like they’d been super-glued shut as I struggled to open them. The world was too bright and I had to flutter them against the harshness of the light until they adjusted and I could open them fully.

I lay in the hospital, in a bed, surrounded by a blue curtain. I sat up and my stomach rolled. A bucket was thrust under my face just in time to catch the vomit that involuntarily erupted from my stomach.

I groaned in general distress.

“You look like crap, Cupcake,” DJ said by way of greeting. He was the one holding the bucket.

I started to flop back onto the bed but he took my shoulder with his free hand and helped me recline slowly. “You got about a dozen stitches on your scalp and you have a concussion. You need to be careful.” He set down the vomit bucket.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” He settled back into his chair. “You seem a lot more alert this time.”

“This time?”

“You’ve been conscious off and on since you got here.

“Oh.” I didn’t remember that at all.

“They let you in to see me?” My throat burned. “Water, please.”

DJ poured some water out of a plastic pitcher on the table beside my bed and handed it to me. “I told them I was your brother.”

“Thanks.” I knew I had a snappy comeback in me somewhere but I couldn’t think straight. I was saved from having to come up with one by the entrance of my mom and Vovó, who rushed in, each claiming a hand. Mom had been crying. Her mascara was dribbling down her cheeks.

“You’re okay,” mom whispered, her complexion ashen.

“Yes, DJ found me.”

“Thank you for calling us, DJ.” Mom gave him an adoring look. “We are so glad you let us know she was here.”

“You called my mom?”

“I got the number out of your phone. I know you wanted me to leave you in Cherie’s care but I couldn’t do that. I was too worried.” He stood. “Cherie doesn’t even know yet. I brought you straight here.”

“Thank you for taking care of her.” Mom reached out her free hand and patted him on the shoulder in a maternal way.

His chest puffed out. I was grateful for his help but I felt the need to make my mom aware he wasn’t some knight on a white horse. “You’ve met him before, Mom. Remember Doogie, from elementary school?”

Her face went blank. I could almost see her trying to place the familiar name. Suddenly she smiled. “You were Yara’s first boyfriend, her first crush.” She gave him an indulgent smile and then her look darkened; her indulgent smile vanished. “You’re the one who threw the rock at her.”

Her expression appeared torn, like she couldn’t decide if her gratitude for his help today outweighed the tears he caused years ago. Finally she gave him a smile, though not as bright as it had been moments before. “Well, that was a long time ago. We’re indebted to you. Thank you.”

Vovó glared at him.

DJ rocked back on his heels. “I am very sorry about that. I already apologized to Yara. I’d like to do the same to you. I’m sorry.” He swung his eyes to Vovó. “I’m sorry for ever doubting you or your granddaughter’s abilities. She is amazing.”

Vovó’s glare evaporated. A proud smile replaced it. “She is. You are wise to see it. Thank you for your help.”

Wow. He really played to the judges when he decided to be charming. My opinion of him might have increased at the way he had worked Vovó.

“I’m glad I could help.” His cheeks turned pink. “I’d better go.” He gave me one last smile before he left.

“I was so worried when he called and said you had an accident,” mom said, digging some tissue out of her bag.

“It wasn’t an accident. It was Sophia.”

Mom’s face paled even further. “That ghost? She did this to you?” Her eyes narrowed at my grandma. “Ilma, this can’t go on.”

 “I agree.” Vovó sat down on the end of my bed. “Cherie and I have both been doing research and we think we know how we can help Sophia.”

“Really?” I asked. If it didn’t hurt so much to move, I would have clapped my hands together.

“There will be no more ghosts!” Mom said rounding on Vovó. “At least not until she’s taken more time to train with you. Do you hear me?” She hadn’t raised her voice but there was enough steel in there to give me the chills.

“Brooke,” my grandma said, “she can’t run from this. Ghosts are always going to be part of her life. I’ll be there with her when we help Sophia. She won’t be alone. This will be the best way to train her.”

“But this one—” Mom began sniffling.

“Is confused. She needs help.”

“But—”

“I’m here. I can help guide her through it.” Vovó walked to my mom and put an arm around her shoulder. “I’ll keep her safe. Please trust me.”

“I do,” my mother’s words were muffled in my grandma’s shoulder. “It wasn’t like this with Melanie.”

“Melanie and Yara are different.”

Mom nodded. “So I’m learning.”

“You are lucky this challenge has come to Yara and not Melanie.” Vovó rubbed mom’s back in small circles. “Yara is much stronger.” Vovó caught my gaping mouth. “Not a word to your sister.”

I pretended to zip up and lock my mouth and throw away the key.

“Why not just do it yourself?” mom asked stepping back from Vovó and sitting in the chair beside my bed.

My grandma sighed and something in her changed in that moment. My spry, life-filled grandma looked older than I had ever seen her. There were wrinkles I hadn’t noticed and her face had lost some of its rosy glow. “Because I’m not always going to be here and she has to know she is strong enough without me.”

“What?” Mom and I asked at the same time.

Vovó reached out and patted my hand. “Don’t worry, Querida, my time won’t be up for a long while.”

A knock came from the door. Holly poked her head in. “I know you wanted to be near your boyfriend, but isn’t this a little extreme?”

I laughed, having forgotten that Brent and I were in the same hospital. Maybe I could see him while I was here.

Holly small-talked with us as she checked and recorded my vitals. “Now that you’re coherent I’ll see what I can do about getting you out of here.”
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Mom and vovó went to check me out and pick up my pain prescription. I changed into the clean clothes they had brought for me.

I sat on the end of my bed staring at the wall. Machines whirred, doctors and nurses walked by, and conversations carried in from the halls, when the noise abruptly stopped. I couldn’t move. Out of the corner of my eye I spied a nurse frozen in the act of walking past my room, examining a chart. Someone had projected.

Brent.

My spirit pulled free of my body. I hadn’t even made it to the door when he stepped in front of me. He was still in his hospital gown. He looked pale, but his eyes were bright.

“What are you doing here?”

“Mild concussion.” I angled my head so he could see my stitches. “And more than a dozen stitches.”

“Are you okay?” Brent asked. His eyes swept over me.

“I’ve been better.” I spun my hospital ID bracelet around my wrist. “How are you?”

“Fine.”

“How did you know I was here?”

“Steve called. He didn’t know how you were though.” He examined his fingernail and brought it to his lips. “You’re really okay?”

“Yeah.” We stared at each other.

I took a step toward him.

He took one toward me.

There was still an arm’s length between us.

“What would I have done if you weren’t okay?” he asked in a soft voice. He reached out toward me and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers then trailing softly down my cheek. I lost the ability to breathe. My skin felt alive where he touched me. I turned my head into his palm, my feet and body closing the distance between us. When his hand got to my chin he dropped it to his side. He took a deep breath and stepped back. “What happened to you?”

I missed his warmth.

“It’s a long story that doesn’t really matter.” I clasped my fingers together. “What does matter is that I think I know what’s wrong with you.”

“Really?” His attention focused on me.

“Well, it’s more of a working theory. It’s a pretty big leap.”

“Lay it on me.”

“Okay, first I have a question: Was Neal the one in your family allergic to peanuts?”

“Yes.”

“Was he color blind?”

Brent blinked. “Yeah. How did you know that?”

“It supports my theory.” I rubbed my fingers across my lips. “You know who loved eggs with blueberry syrup?”

Brent shook his head.

“Phil Lawson.”

“Huh.” Brent’s fingernails were instantly near his mouth.

“He also had epilepsy.”

“I think maybe all the spirits Thomas held captive in your body did affect you. Maybe they left a portion of themselves inside you, like a fingerprint on a window. It seems you’ve taken on their cravings and their weaknesses. The color blindness, the eggs, the seizures.”

I watched as he considered, and I saw the moment he got it. “Yara, you’re a genius!”

He threw his head back and laughed. The sound drenched me in longing. I loved his laugh. I missed it. I missed him. A lock of his dark, messy hair hung in his eyes. I wanted to brush it away.

“We’ve figured it out.” Then his smiled disintegrated. Brent cursed softly and slumped his shoulders, pinching the bridge of his nose. He took a deep breath. “But we still don’t know how to fix it.”

I had overcome my temper a lot in the last year but I couldn’t help but shove his shoulder. He caught my hand against his shoulder. His fingers closed around mine. A sigh escaped my lips. My heart fluttered back in my body. It felt so good to touch him. I was too nervous to look up, too worried that it might not mean as much to him. He brought my fingers to his lips and kissed them before releasing them.

My hand went to my forehead and my mind searched for what I had been about to tell him. Finally, I remembered. “Brent we’re going to figure out how to make you healthy.”

“Again with the optimism.” Brent gave me a half a smile.

“Again with the pessimism.” I stared at his lips, wanting them to smile, for real, wanting to feel them against mine. I forced myself to look away.

“Let’s say this is true. Neal and Phil weren’t the only ones inside me. Thomas was there too.” He sat down on the chair in my room. Brent held his hands out and stared at them, like he had never seen them before. “And he had—” Brent suddenly stiffened before his chin fell to his chest. “Thomas had cancer. He was dying of it when he started the curse.”

He wrapped his arms around himself. His brown eyes darkened and his eyebrows pulled together. “What if it goes beyond medical stuff. I mean, somehow I know about the constellations when I’ve never studied them. I started to like the same foods that Phil did. What if it goes beyond that? He was a murderer. What if I become a murderer like Thomas?”

I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the idea, but the terror on his face stopped me. He was serious. He was worried.

“Brent, no.” I wanted to stroke my fingers along his face to ease the fear painted there. “I know you and that isn’t possible.”

“I want to believe that.” He shook his head. Brent held out his hand and examined it again.

I sat down on a rolling stool and concentrated on it moving until it rolled near Brent’s chair. I stopped it before my knees could bump his. Only a few inches separated us. I wanted to adjust my knee so it would brush his, but those inches seemed like miles. So I forced my legs still and stared at the gap.

“Are there any Waker legends about this sort of thing?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll start looking.”

“Will you ask your grandma?” He brought his hands together like he was begging. “Please, Yara. Will you ask her?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Thank you.” Some of the tension left his face and his posture relaxed.

“I wanted to find the other victims’ medical history, so we could see what else is looming, you know, but that didn’t work out so well.” I told him about my snooping and how it had led to the fight with Sophia.

“I guess that proves you’re theory right. Why else would they have put the note in all the files?”

“Exactly. Don’t worry; we’ll find out their medical histories some other way.” I took a deep breath before broaching a possibly explosive topic. “Have the Clutch helped you yet?”

Brent shook his head. “Not yet. I have to earn the information.”

“You don’t need them anymore. We know what’s wrong. We can figure out the rest.”

“I do need them.” He held my gaze. “They have a cure, Yara.”

“How do you know?” I asked. “What makes you want to trust them?”

“They let me try a mouthful. It eased the pain, it made me normal, healthy. It wasn’t enough to cure me but it was enough to make me believe them.”

“You’ve been working for them all this time. How much longer until it’s yours?”

Brent’s brown eyes flickered with a strong emotion I couldn’t name. “I failed at the task they gave me. I had the seizure in the middle of it. I was lucky my spirit got sent back to my body when it started. I think I will lose some ground with them after that.”

Brent fidgeted in his chair, looking past me. “Remember before when we were wondering why it took the Clutch so long to recruit us? We wondered what they were waiting for? I think they knew how sick I was going to get and they waited until I was desperate enough to say yes.” He looked miserable, like a wounded animal. I couldn’t see him like that and not offer what help I could.

I scooted closer and rested my hand on top of his. My knee brushed his and he let out a strangled breath. His fingers curled around mine and his brown eyes stared at our hands, a small smile on his lips.

“Thank you.” He wet his lips. “I wasn’t sure you’d ever touch me again.”

“I didn’t think you’d want me to.” My voice cracked. “Brent, when I said no it wasn’t because of you. I didn’t trust them. I still don’t, but I’ll work with them if it will help you.”

“No!” his fingers dug into mine. “I’m glad you’re not involved. You were right to say no.” He brought our entwined hands to his cheek. “I’m sorry. I’ve been such an—”

I brought my fingers to his lips. “Yes, you have been.”

“I’ve missed you.” He kissed my finger pressing against his mouth. “I’ve needed you.”

“Me too.” My body warmed as love flooded through it.

He leaned in just as I did and suddenly we were kissing. Brent pulled me to my feet and I pressed against him. I kissed like him like parched earth soaked up rain after a drought. I had missed him, needed him, and I never wanted to let him go. The air grew hot and humid around us. I twined my fingers in his hair and his hand pressed into the small of my back. When we finally pulled apart my breathing was ragged.

“We should fight more often if that’s how we make up,” Brent said with one of his lazy grins.

I appreciated the joke but I had no desire to even kid around about the emotional torture of the last few weeks.

I held his hand in mine and I traced the lines on his palm. “Do you wish you’d said no?”

“Yep. But I don’t want to talk about it. I want to forget.” His neck muscles tightened. “Please. I can’t deal with this right now.”

“Just one question.” Finally, I asked the thing that had been troubling me the most. “What did they ask you to do for them, Brent?”

His thumb that had been brushing the back of my hand stopped. “I’m not telling you.”

“Did they forbid you from telling me? Like they did with DJ.”

He shook his head and closed his eyes. “I just don’t want you to know.”

“Why?”

He rubbed his eyes with the palm of his free hand. “Because I don’t want you to know what I’m willing to do. I don’t want the way you look at me to change.”

“It wouldn’t Brent,” I insisted.

“That’s only because you don’t know.” He pulled his hand away. “I . . . I have to go. I’ll call you soon.” He vanished, the familiar blue flash and electric volt letting me know he had reconnected.

After my sprit went back to my body, I felt heartsick. I was glad Brent and I had made up, but I was now more worried about him than ever. His association with the Clutch was changing him.

I was lost in troubled thoughts when my mom and grandma returned. On our way out of the hospital, I was surprised by who we ran into: Detectives Roberts and Velasco.

“Hey. Remember me?”

“Hello, Yara.” Velasco’s smile turned troubled when her eyes took in my wounds. “Does your trip to the E.R. have anything to do with the people following you, or the burglary?”

“Nope. This,” I motioned to my head, “was done by a ghost.”

The stunned look on the detectives’ faces would have made a fantastic snapshot.

Mom gave a wry grin before interjecting, “She has a concussion. But she’ll be fine.”

The detectives both laughed. I guessed they wanted to blame my ghost theory on my head injury.

“Well, we’re glad you’re alright.” Roberts folded his hands together behind his back. “Anything else suspicious happen to you?”

“No,” I lied.

Velasco gave me a measuring once over. “Okay. You still have our number?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Call if you need us.”

We exchanged goodbyes. I really hoped I’d never have to see them again.

In the car, I told Vovó my theory about what was wrong with Brent, and she promised to start researching it right away. She stared out the window, her eyes unfocused.

Vovó clicked her tongue. “Maybe all we need to do is banish Thomas. Maybe his lingering essence is making Brent sick. Do you still have the vial?”

“I can get it. Steve has it.” I thought for a moment. “I thought you didn’t like to banish spirits. I thought you said it was a last resort.”

“When you see it happen, you’ll understand why. But it still needs to be done, even if it doesn’t help Brent.” That was it, no justification, no explanation, but I understood. She knew Thomas was beyond saving.
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The next night I stood in my backyard, surrounded by my mother’s flowers, the patio lit by my grandmother’s special candles made from lavender, chamomile and a third substance she still hadn’t told me about. The smells of sandalwood and frankincense added to the aroma that danced around me. It felt peaceful and soothing, a complete contrast to the brutal work of banishing a murderous soul, which we were about to perform.

On the ground, a line of grainy powder formed a four-foot circle broken only by the half-dozen candles interspersed around the ring. The thought of releasing Thomas from his prison made my knees knock together, even though it was to banish him forever. I didn’t want to see his evil green eyes and remember again all he had done to me last year.

Vovó stood beside me, her long gray hair flowing down to her waist. She was whispering words that were quiet with reverence but thick with authority, a mixture of chant and song. She continued her words in a blend of Portuguese, English and other languages I didn’t know while she held the vials above the circle. She uncorked the outer vial, removed the smaller, original one, and set aside the larger container. The cracks in the small vial had grown and were visible even by candlelight.

Making sure her hands were inside the ring, she grasped the cork firmly and pulled. Black smoke billowed out. Vovó tilted the glass tube and Thomas’s inky essence poured onto the ground, spreading to the edges of the circle. The black fog coalesced in the center, settling into Thomas’s form. His face was a sea of wrinkles, his back hunched, his frame gaunt.

Emaciated and weak as he appeared, the sight of him chilled me. Fear gripped my throat, squeezing it closed, and I backpedaled until my spine pressed flat against the sliding glass doors. My head bumped against the glass and my stitches groaned in protest. Pain lanced through my skull but I held back a moan, not wanting to draw his attention.

His blank, green eyes darted around until they landed on me, then they opened wide, hardening into a glare. His mouth twisted, the veins in his neck bulged. “You!”

He slunk closer to me. Goose pimples erupted on my arms. Closer. Little gasps escaped my throat. Closer. My hand dove into my pocket, grabbing a handful of the pankurem and salt powder my vovó had prepared. Closer. And then he stopped. But not by his own choice. The smoky walls of the protective circle held him prisoner. His aged features twisted and snarled like a caged animal.

I rubbed my tongue against the roof of my mouth trying to get enough moisture to speak. “I have some questions for you.”

Vovó sent me a surprised glance. I hadn’t told her of my desire to interrogate him. It hadn’t occurred to me that I wanted to until I watched her preparing the circle. He knew more than anyone about what had happened to Brent and what the consequences might be, seeing as he had started the whole problem. Perhaps if I knew how it was done, I could figure out how to fix it.

He cracked his bony knuckles one at a time but didn’t say anything.

I licked my lips and played with the powder in my pocket, letting the granules glide between my fingers. “How did you know you could take over another body, that first time, when you stole Henry’s body?”

He didn’t talk, but his eyes spoke volumes of things I didn’t ask, and didn’t want to know, of loathing, evil and anger. He opened his mouth and let out a puff of air, drenching the backyard in the reek of chlorine. Gone were the comforting scents of the candles and flowers. All I could smell was his chemical stench. I broke into a cold sweat. The sliding glass door was the only thing that kept me standing. Images of my drowning raced through my mind in an endless loop. My stomach rolled and I tried to swallow down my fear. I forced myself to hold his gaze.

“How did you learn you could take over Henry’s body?” My voice was a whisper.

He ignored me as he stalked the edges of the protective ring my grandma had made.

“You will answer her question.” The steel in my grandma’s voice surprised me, penetrating to the marrow of my bones. 

“No.” Thomas’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed.

His face turned red, his lips started to part, his bony hand reached up to press his mouth closed.

“Put your hand down.”

He hissed at Vovó as his hand dropped to his side.

“Speak.”

His whole body shook and his eyes rolled back. “I had been searching for a way to prevent my death. An old book I found at school told me how. The rest of the Clutch had been. . .” his head thrashed from side to side. “Researching how to . . . ” he howled, the words being ripped from his throat. “to control others, and to make them . . . obey. I combined what I had learned with what they knew.” He gasped. “I convinced them to command Henry to . . . to kill himself. I volunteered to make sure it worked.” His body trembled. “It did. But they . . . didn’t know it. They thought it failed. They thought he had lived, but it was me.” His balled fists shook. “I had outsmarted them and found a way to live. And I kept the true recipe for the power . . . for myself.”

He bent over, panting.

“That’s not what you said last year.” I wiped my hands on my jeans and moved closer to him. “You only said you wanted to live!”

“You honestly thought I told you the truth?” He sneered up at me.

I had believed him. I’d felt moments of pity for him.

“So trusting. I killed you and yet you believed me.” He laughed, a frightening sound. “I played your sympathy like a fiddle.”

It had worked. Anger slashed through me, but I wasn’t sure if I was mad at his deception or my own naiveté.

I didn’t care about his friends’ stupid quest for world domination. I wanted to find out how to help Brent. “Did any of the bodies you stole . . . did any of them have side-effects or carry-over’s from the other spirits?”

Thomas chuckled and it felt like battery acid to my soul. “Oh, yes. I would guess Brent is feeling not completely himself. Having strange cravings, unusual illnesses.”

“How did you know?” I almost leapt toward him, but Vovó held me back. He snarled at her.

He raised an eyebrow. “You really think I was the first person to have done what I did? I learned about it in a book, remember? You think Brent was the first to suffer the consequences?” He curled his fingers and examined his claw-like nails. “I know how to help.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He gave me a wolfish grin. “I can save him.”

“I think if we banish you, he’ll be cured,” Vovó said, opening a book she had resting on a table.

“Then you’d be wrong. Without me, Brent won’t make it.” The wrinkles on his face lifted. “Without my help, you’re going to fail and Brent will die.”

And something inside me tore loose. A desperate thought burned in my head, its flames fanned by my panic. What if he were telling the truth? The thing that scared me the most was the thought that I might give up a chance to save Brent, and let him down. Again. I reigned in my fear and slammed the brakes on that train of thought. I knew better than this. I wouldn’t let my fear force me into a stupid choice. I knew better than to trust him. And yet I was tempted, so I looked away.

“Enough of this.” Vovó said and his mouth snapped shut. “You’ve said something that interests me. Tell me, how did they control people?”

“The drugs.” He glared at her. “You need the right amount in your system.”

“Tell me more.”

“Christopher always lamented to me how disappointed he was in his sons. But they were brilliant. The Pendrell sons knew how to exploit the pankurem plant, to use it as a weapon. But the recipe died with them because they wouldn’t share their secrets. The other members tried to recreate it. Year after year, the research continued, until we rediscovered it. But no one else knew it had worked. Only I did.”

“Lamented to you?” My voice was firmer. “Christopher died decades before you ever went to Pendrell.”

“This from a woman who can see ghosts?”

“You’ve seen his ghost?” I asked. I’d never seen Christopher’s ghost or even heard of him haunting anywhere.

“Yes and he was a drag. In life he tried to hold his sons back, in death he tried to stop us, those who shared their vision. He stole something from his sons and hid it from them. He thought it would end there, but it was bigger than even his sons. They may have been the first inspired by the dream, but they weren’t the last.”

He spoke like a fanatic, his green eyes shining with passion.

“In my day, the clutch continued the search for what had been lost. Christopher’s ghost haunted us. Whenever we left our bodies he would come to us. He wanted to hold us back too, the keep us from achieving the greatness he would never be able to accomplish. He lied about how it had ruined his sons.”

“Maybe he was telling the truth,” I couldn’t help but point out. “His sons were murderers.”

“No! We knew better than to believe his lies. He even tried to scare us off, but playing with the wiring was all he could manage. As if those childish games could scare us away from what we all wanted. That power, that control.”

“Maybe he was trying to help.”

“I should have known a simpleton like you would fall for the rubbish he spouted.”

“This simpleton defeated you last year.”

He had been walking but at my words he stilled. The night was quiet except for the sound of his cracking knuckles. He faced me, his nostrils flaring, his green eyes burning with malice. The salt in my hand stuck to my suddenly sticky palm.

“Yes, you did, but if you think this—” he poked the translucent smoke wall, “will protect you from me, you’re wrong. With the drug in my system and your spirit under my control, I will be unstoppable.”

He licked his lips. “I’ll teach you just like I taught Christopher. It will be fun to break you.”

His eyes looked delighted by the ways he could imagine hurting me and I was unable to hold back a whimper. I cowered back into Vovó. She moved beside me and blew a handful of something that glittered in the candlelight. When it touched the smoke ring, Thomas screamed and his body jerked.

He turned to Vovó. “I will enjoy hurting Yara. I will spend the time on her I should have spent on Christopher. If I had been slow with him he would have learned the error of his ways. He would have begged to return to me what he had stolen.”

“What did he steal?” Vovó asked.

“I’m not going to tell you. You’ll try to steal it from me. You won’t get it!”

“What did he steal?” Vovó asked. This time the power, the demand in her voice rolled over me and Thomas was forced to answer.

Thomas choked, his face flushing before he said. “Something that wasn’t his!”

He took a deep, calming breath and a satisfied grin spread across his face. “When I succeeded, he tried to stop me. He had been jealous of his sons and he was jealous of me. He wanted the Clutch out of the way so he could be the only one with the power. But I destroyed him and that group so I alone would know the secrets they had discovered.”

“Who cares?” I took my hand out of pocket and gestured at him. “What good is your precious power when you were trapped at a prep school? And now you’re trapped here.”

“I knew one day I would leave Pendrell. And now I have.” He bowed. He acted like all of this was part of his master plan. “I will find a way to escape and when I do, I will come for you.”

His threat made my heart stop for a moment before beating so hard my ribs hurt. I couldn’t understand him. “But why was that so important when you had found a way to cheat death?”

“It wasn’t enough to live. I want that power.” He paced around the circle, speaking with his hands in constant motion. “You’ve never tasted real power or seen its greatness in action. I’d only read about it but I could imagine it pumping through my veins. I knew the Clutch’s recipe worked; I saw how Henry lost his own will and obeyed ours. Christopher had stolen it for himself but in the end it didn’t matter, we found it on our own. Well, I did. The rest of my group never knew we had succeeded. After I had the true recipe, the key to the power, I destroyed the Clutch so no one but me knew it existed. And once I’m free I’ll figure out how to alter the recipe. I won’t need counterbalances like the rest of them, I will be strong enough to use it alone.”

Alone? Counterbalances? I didn’t know what that meant but I knew of one bubble I could burst. “You didn’t stop the Clutch.” I took great pleasure in delivering this news. “They’re still alive and well.”

“What?” His smug expression turned hostile. “No! I destroyed them.”

“Enough!” Vovó said. She stepped in front of me with her arms crossed. “So this drug. It was the most important thing in your life. The thing that in the end mattered most. All you have done has been to keep its secret for yourself so you alone can wield its great and terrible power?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me what the recipe is.”

“No.” He ground his teeth together loud enough for me to hear it. “How are you doing this?”

“I am the Matriarca.”

“Don’t do this.” His hands went to his hair pulling it. “Why do you care?”

“Because you tried to steal one of the treasures from my life and I believe in justice. Tell me the recipe. Now.”

Vovó stood tall, proud and ruthless. I had never seen her like this. When she was with ghosts she was usually so kind. Gone was my grandmother full of love, and in her place stood a warrior exacting retribution. In that moment I didn’t know her. She wielded a power more swift and powerful than any Thomas could hope to have. It oozed from her aura; I could feel it. I was almost afraid if I reached out and touched her, it would shock me.

“No!” Thomas screamed. “I won’t let you steal it from me!”

Power shot out from her in such intensity that it knocked me to my butt and Thomas flew against the other side of the bubble. He bounced off it and landed on his feet.

“Tell me!”

“No!” He took a step toward her.

Vovó stretched out her hand toward him and I swore for a minute she almost had a spark of green fly from her fingertips.

Thomas took another step, then something hit him in the chest. Was it green? His whole body stood rigid, his arms, legs, fighting the compulsion to answer Vovó’s questions. His jaw smacked shut then sprang open with a pop. He groaned, holding a hand to his cheek. His eyes rolled back, his entire body shook, and spirit fluid began dribbling from his nose. Watching him made me queasy. It was one of the most awful things I’d ever seen.

Finally he sagged to the ground. “The recipe is . . . No!” His fingers went to his throat clawing at it, scratching, drawing more spirit fluid but still he spouted off a list of ingredients. Most of them I hadn’t heard of, but Vovó nodded.

He dropped his head to the ground, with nothing left to give, a truly broken figure, stripped of that which he held most dear. He sobbed. Despite everything he’d done, it was painful to witness.

Vovó began to sing in a soothing voice and the candles flickered; she circled around him, sprinkling her concoction of herbs behind her as she walked. Thomas’s image shuddered.

The light from the moon faded, the night chill grew more intense, a wailing sound vibrated in the air. Shadows moved, from the earth, from the sky, converging like moths around Thomas’s circle. His face was pressed against the dirt. He pushed up to all fours, his head swinging around, seeing the shadows waiting to attack him. Terror and horror carved his face.

His fear was so strong I could feel it. I could sense the horrible cold of the shadows as they waited to devour him. Sulfur tinged the air.

“Please, don’t let them get me. Please!” His desperate voice rang in my ears. “I can tell you more.”

“Goodbye, Thomas.”

A gust of wind swept across the yard as Vovó’s words grew louder. I glanced up and stared in awe at my grandma.

Vovó eyes were wide, her arms outstretched toward Thomas. Her hair danced in the breeze and she almost seemed to glow. She threw her head back and screamed a word I couldn’t make out. With that, all the candles flared up before blowing out. The shadows enveloped Thomas.

Vovó touched my shoulder. “Look away.”

I closed my eyes and plugged my ears with my fingers, but I couldn’t block out the loud sounds of shredding, ripping, tearing and breaking. Sounds of utter destruction. I couldn’t see it, but the sounds and my imagination made up their own visuals. Above all the wet, juicy sounds came a familiar scream.

I dropped to my bottom, bringing my knees to my chest and rested my eyes on my knees. It felt like there was nothing but evil in the world, no goodness. I tried to block it out but I couldn’t. It pressed in from all around me. And finally it was over, but still I rocked back and forth. I didn’t stop until a warm arm tightened around me. And with that arm came a sliver of warmth in the chill that had invaded my soul.

“You were right. That was awful.”

“It’s is a huge responsibility, Querida, to decide which spirits need banishing. What waits for them is more horrible than anything you can imagine. It is only to be used for the truly evil.”

I looked at my grandma, who had tears in her eyes. She didn’t say anything, just nodded. I stared at the flowering herbs, not seeing them.

I sat there unable to move while my grandma cleaned up around me. My eyes remained closed, but I heard her sweeping, and singing, and spreading hew herbs, which sifted gently to the ground. New smells filled air, aromas of lightness, love, and peace. She both cleaned the physical space and cleansed the spiritual. Soon, the feeling of peace was restored, as if Thomas had never been there.

I opened my eyes and raised my head to look at her.

She had restored her hair to its normal neat bun at the base of her neck, looking like my sweet and loving grandma again. I had to know the truth about my lingering doubts.

“Was he telling the truth about being able to save Brent?”

 She sat down beside me. “He thought he was.”

She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and guided my head to rest on her chest. I smelled her comforting orchid scent. Her goodness washed over me like a healing balm, removing all the darkness that had remained.

“But his idea of being saved is not what you would want for Brent. Thomas was a liar and good at making you believe him. He was evil, Yara. One with a twisted mind, unable to speak the truth.” She rubbed her hand up and down my arm.

“I know.” I took a shaky breath. “The recipe you made him tell you. Do you think it can help Brent?”

“No. The herbs he used would do nothing to help heal someone who was sick. It is what the Clutch used for their mind control.”

“Then why did you want it?”

“It is always good to know as much as you can about your enemies. And because I knew getting it from him would hurt him.” She paused and she lowered her voice. “I am not always kind.”

We didn’t say anything else, but being in her arms reminded me of when I was young and she would hold me close after a nightmare, reassuring me the monsters in my dream weren’t real.

Chapter Fifteen

I missed a week of school. My mom insisted on taking care of me. The healing I needed most was emotional, but the stitches and concussion made a good cover. Brent still hadn’t come back. He had been released from the hospital but was still recovering at home. His mother had ordered another forced R&R on him. His school assignments were being e-mailed to him and he worked with a tutor.

I hoped that Vovo’s idea was right, that banishing Thomas would heal Brent, but I hadn’t seen him. I wanted to judge with my own eyes. On the phone he kept insisting he felt fine, better even, but I wasn’t sure that I trusted that assessment. If he were better, wouldn’t he be back in school? I kept trying to tell myself that it was working, that it would just take time, but a part of me feared that the banishing hadn’t affected him at all.

Two weeks later, while his parents were gone on a Saturday, Steve managed to smuggle Brent out of the house so we could all have lunch together. Cherie and I were waiting for them at Miguel’s Jr. I spotted them through the glass doors and ran into the parking lot to hug him, but stumbled off the sidewalk at his appearance.

I stretched out my twisted ankle, staring at Brent. He looked bad, like the after photo in a scared-straight, before-and-after-drugs picture. His usually tanned skin was now closer to a pasty yellow, and his hair, which was usually so artfully disarrayed, looked plain messy. Dark circles surrounded his eyes and his cheekbones stood out from all the weight he’d lost. He moved slowly, like an old man with a walker.

He smiled at me, and I hoped my wide grin hid my horror over his altered state. Instead of throwing my arms around him in a bone-crushing hug, I took his hand gently, holding it like I would the world’s most expensive china.

“Brent? How are you feeling?”

“Horrible.”

Okay, that had been a stupid question on my part, but at least he hadn’t lied to me. I put my arm around him to help steady him as we continued toward the restaurant.

“Has your grandmother found out anything?” Brent stopped at the door, resting on the handle.

“No. She still has some emails and calls out, but as of yet, nothing. No one has heard of anything like this before.” I opened the door and Steve helped him through.

“Did you and Cherie find out any more information about the other victims of the curse?”

“No, only what she had last year. She had some general information about them, but most of the websites she got her information from have been deleted.”

“The Clutch got to them already.” He pulled a tissue from his pocket

“It seems that way.”

“What about the Clutch?” I helped Brent sit while Steve and Cherie went up to order. A sheen of perspiration glistened on his forehead and he swabbed it away with the tissue. “Are they doing anything for you?”

“They broke our agreement because I wasn’t able to keep my end of the deal.” He laughed, a thing that usually made me happy, but today it sounded bitter and hopeless. “At least I don’t work for them anymore.”

I watched him throughout the meal. He took small bites, chewed slowly, and grimaced in pain each time he swallowed. He was wasting away in front of my eyes, the sand in his hourglass of life funneling out. I blinked furiously to make sure I didn’t cry. He couldn’t die. I had to do whatever I could to save him, even if the price for myself was high.
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The next day I found DJ at lunch, his fingers tapping a beat on his thigh to music only he could hear.

“I need to talk to the Clutch,” I blurted out.

His eyes went wide and his fingers stilled. He stood and took me by the arm, dragging me away from the mass in the cafeteria.

“You don’t want to do that, Cupcake.” His green eyes held my hazel ones. “Trust me.”

“I know.” I bit my lip so hard I could taste blood. “It’s not that I want to. It’s that I have to. Brent needs me.”

“Yara—”

“Set it up.” My voice left no room for debate.

“Yara,” he said reaching out and capturing my hand in his. “Don’t do this. Once you get in deep, there won’t be any way out.”

I set my jaw. “I can’t stand by and let him die if there’s something I can do to help. Don’t you understand? Wouldn’t you do that for someone you loved?”

DJ watched me for almost a full minute before he spoke again. “Yes, I would,” he said, his voice almost a whisper. He squeezed my hand. “I’ll set it up. He’s lucky to have you.”

He brought his hand to my face and stroked my cheek.

I shied away from his touch. “No,” I corrected. “I’m lucky to have him.”

“They’ll want this to happen fast. When you feel people projecting, you do the same. I’ll pick you up for the meeting.”

I waited in my room all evening for DJ to contact me. It was nine o’clock when time finally froze. I was as ready as I would ever be, and I immediately projected. I opened my window and waited on the balcony for DJ to escort me to the meeting.

I looked back at Cherie while I waited. She and Steve had been taking Vovó’s time-slip pills every evening lately, but tonight I had purposely switched them with normal vitamins. She was sitting at her desk, hunched over some homework. I hadn’t told her what I was planning to do. I didn’t want anyone knowing about my meeting with the Clutch. I was afraid they’d try to talk me out of it and I didn’t want them involved.

But more than that, I had no idea what the Clutch would expect me to do in exchange for information. For all I knew, I was about to make a deal with the devil. A shiver went down my spine because I felt like I was indeed about to sell my soul.

DJ arrived quickly, waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs.

“Are you sure about this?” He asked.

“No.” I sighed. “But I don’t see another choice.

He looked like he wanted to say more but simply shook his head. “I think you’re going to regret this.”

We walked side by side in silence until I stopped and turned toward him. “That night at the internship party you told me you needed my help. That you all did.”

He pushed the sleeves of hoodie up on his arms. “I did. We do.”

“Who exactly needs my help? What can I do?”

“Do you think I’m the only one they forced to do their bidding? They have lured a lot of people in. Just like they’re doing to you.”

“Okay, but how can I help?”

“I don’t know. I just felt like you could.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

He looked me square in the eye. “You haven’t. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep them from dragging you in. I wish I could have done more.”

I gave him a weak smile. “That isn’t your fault.” 

We didn’t talk again as he escorted me to the same room we had met in before. There weren’t as many members of the Clutch there, maybe a dozen, this time, no doubt because the meeting had been called on such short notice. DJ gave my hand a quick squeeze before shrinking into the shadows.

“Miss Silva,” said a deep voice in the darkness. Even with my heightened projection senses I couldn’t see his face but I recognized Mr. Crosby’s voice. “I would be lying if I said I hadn’t expected to hear from you again. Are you here to apologize for throwing my kind offer back in my face?”

I bit my tongue until the words I wanted to retort were swallowed. “You said you knew what was wrong with Brent.”

“Based on your breaking and entering into the school’s records room, it would seem that you have figured it out as well. Did you get our note?”

“Yes. Can you really help?”

“We can.” He offered no further explanation.

“How can I believe you?” I tried to keep the hope that had sprouted in my chest from overflowing. “How can I know you have a cure?”

“You’ll just have to trust us.”

“Can you give me a sample to prove to me what you’re saying is the truth?”

“We’ve already provided a small sample to Mr. Springsteed. But you want us to give you more?” The entire room laughed. “We’re businessmen, Miss Silva. We don’t believe in giving anything away for free. After you do something for us, then we’ll help Brent.”

Here it was. Bargaining time. “What do you want me to do?” I asked, my voice hollow. “I won’t agree to anything until I know exactly what you expect from me.”

“We’ll start you out easy. We need you to talk to Sophia Pendrell. We need you to find out where she has hidden the key.”

“Key?”

“On the table you will see a picture. We need that key.” It was the same photo of the key Cherie had showed me. “We believe this is what Sophia Pendrell’s spirit was guarding in that compartment.”

It unnerved me to hear how much they already suspected. How much did they really know? I fought the urge to look at DJ. The sneak. He had let Sophia believe I had stolen it, and apparently he had convinced the Clutch I had taken it, too.

“The key she was guarding has vanished. You were our first suspect, obviously. But we ruled you out.”

“Is that what you were looking for when you destroyed my room?”

“Yes, and also when we searched your bag, your friends’ bags and rooms, and your parents’ home as well.”

I tried to fight off the horrid feeling of knowing they had searched my parents’ house. I felt so violated.

“You could have asked. I’ve never seen this key before.”

“We would have, but you could have lied. Our searches were very thorough, though. We know you don’t have it.”

“I know what I saw!” I felt DJ’s head snap up. “She saw the ghost. She opened the compartment!”

His moral outrage was so strong and convincing I almost believed I had taken it too.

“Y-yes!” A different voice snapped. “A-a-and if, uh, you weren’t so stupid and c-cowardly, running from uh, a g-ghost you c-c-couldn’t even see, we’d uh, have it now.”

“Shut up, you stammering fool!” Mr. Crobsy yelled.

It didn’t matter if Bryan Pendrell shut up or not. I had recognized his distinctive voice. Apparently the rotten apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

“I-I w-won’t. You aren’t our uh, supreme leader. W-w-we have a right to speak too.”

“Shut up!” Mr. Crosby’s voice rang with superiority and the room fell quiet. “As I was saying, it is of no matter that the first key has vanished. There are two. Christopher left them both to his wife when he died. You will go to her and ask her where this other key is.”

“I’m not sure I can get Sophia to speak with me. She hates me. She’s still trying to kill me. She recently put me in the hospital.”

“We are aware of her actions toward you.”

In the gloom I searched out DJ’s face, the corners of his eyes tightened. Had he been spying on me for them when he claimed to be helping me? My eyes accused him and he dropped his gaze, pleading guilty.

I could’ve turned him in right then and ended it all. Taken the cure and left him to the Clutch. I wanted to turn him in. I opened my mouth to denounce him, when I thought back to all he’d done for me: the way he’d tried to warn me away, the way he’d replaced Taffy, and the way he’d cared for me after Sophia had attacked. His green eyes looked up again as if sensing I was about to rat him out, and pleading with me for clemency. I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t ruthless enough to save Brent by overthrowing DJ. I clenched my jaw shut.

After all I still had other options. There was a second key and my grandma could make Sophia talk. And if for some reason that didn’t work then . . . well I’d deal with that bridge when I came to it. I turned away from DJ.

“So what is your answer?” Mr. Crosby asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

I pressed my lips hard against my teeth. “I’ll do it.”

As I walked alone back to my room, I hoped I hadn’t I made a promise I couldn’t keep, because Brent’s life depended on it.

v

The next morning, I found DJ. “I need the key.”

“No.”

“You can make a copy of it, but I need it to save Brent’s life.”

He shouldered his backpack. “And I still need it for my leverage.”

I stepped into his path as he moved around me. “DJ, please.”

He gently pushed me aside. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because we each have our own causes to fight for and Brent isn’t mine.”

I stared after him, completely speechless, surprised by his callousness. “I know you have it. I’ll tell them.”

He turned and gave me shrug. “No, you won’t.”

He started back the way he was going. I grabbed an apple I had in my backpack and threw it at him. It smacked him right in the back of the head. It may not have been a rock, but it served the purpose. It didn’t feel as satisfying as I had hoped it would. He rubbed the back of his head but didn’t bother turning to look at me. I cut the rest of my classes and called Vovó.

“How do you get a ghost to talk to you?” I asked before she could even say hello. “How do you calm them down long enough to reason with them? It’s time Sophia found her peace.”

“You’re ready to help Sophia? You’ve forgiven her for attacking you?” I could hear the joy in her voice. “Cherie and I have worked out the details, but we were waiting for you.”

“Yeah, sure. She’s forgiven.” I kicked off my shoes and dropped to my bed. “I need her calm so I can get some information from her.”

Vovó clicked her tongue and I imagined her disapproving look. “Yara, you mean you want to do this now because she can help you?”

“No.” I answered too fast for it to be believable. “Well, yes.”

“You still don’t understand what it means to be a Waker.”

“I get it.” I lied down, staring up at my ceiling. “We help ghosts cross over.”

“You don’t get it.” She let out a weary sigh. “You know the words but not what they mean. I hope this conversation with Sophia will help you learn.”

v

At lunch, Cherie and I ate in our room. We needed privacy so I could fill her in on everything. She had been justifiably angry that I had gone to see the Clutch. After the way they had handled Brent, she was upset that I would trust them enough to meet with them, especially alone. But when I filled her in on all the details, she grudgingly admitted we didn’t have a whole lot of other options. When I told her of my plan to talk with Sophia, any lingering anger melted away, replaced by genuine excitement. She had been gathering information for a long time and was ready to put into motion the plan that she and Vovó had drawn up.

“So Vovó says the two of you have all the details worked out. What do you have?”

“Your grandma thinks we need to remind Sophia of her life, and build a relationship of trust with her.”

“And we do that how?”

“By making the room where we talk a peaceful place for her. We fill it with her favorite things. Things that will remind her of her life.” She tapped her pencil eraser against her lips. “Jasmine is her favorite scent. She loved classical music, romantic sonnets, her son and her husband.”

“That isn’t much to go on.”

“No, but I enlarged a portrait I found of her with Lee and Christopher. Audrey has some jasmine perfume she let me have. We’ll play some classical music. In an article I found about her wedding, it said that Christopher read her lines from her favorite poem. I have a copy of that. Your grandma thinks that will be enough.”

“I had no idea you were doing so much work on this. When did you do it?”

“Oh, here and there.” Cherie studied her feet. “Those time-slip pills really helped.”

“So you think we can do this tonight?”

Cherie nodded. “But it’ll have to be after curfew. I have a study group tonight and I can’t miss it.”

The way she emphasized her need to attend a study group caught my attention. She usually had no problem blowing them off. “Are you doing okay with school? You seem to be studying more than normal.”

Cherie waved her hand in the air, dismissing my question. “My problems don’t matter.”

I couldn’t believe she thought that. “Cherie, your problems matter.”

She ground the tip of her pencil against her pad of paper. “But mine aren’t life and death.”

“They’re still important.”

“It’s nothing really. I heard back from Stanford.”

“What?” She had my full attention. “When? Today?”

I was almost bouncing up and down when I noticed Cherie wasn’t smiling and I knew something was wrong.

“I was wait-listed. I’m the first one in my family not to be accepted automatically. I’ve used a lot of time researching Sophia and tanked a few tests. My grades had to be perfect and they haven’t been. Actually last year’s grades weren’t that great either. I spent the first few months too wrapped up in the curse to really focus.”

I didn’t know her grades had suffered last year. I didn’t know any of this.

Guilt tore throw me like a hunting knife. “Your dream isn’t coming true because of me?” I fell back on my bed and threw my arm across my eyes.

“Stanford isn’t my dream, it’s my—”

“I’ve been your best friend since elementary school. It is your dream. You and your parents may disagree about whether to major in history, but Stanford is your dream. Being a Waker is not only stealing my future now, but yours too.” I rolled over and faced Cherie. “That’s it. You’re no longer involved in this. You focus on school.”

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you. I knew you’d act like this.” Cherie picked up her pillow and bunched it in her lap. “This is part of my dream too. I want to help because I like it.”

I knew it was true but I searched her face just to be sure. “Okay. But tomorrow night I’m going to quiz you. I’m personally making sure you ace the rest of the school year.”

Cherie gave me a grin. “Thanks.”

“You’re problems matter, Cherie. They are every bit as important as mine.” She opened her mouth but I talked over her. “Don’t even bother trying to argue.”

“I wasn’t. I just had an idea where we could talk to Sophia. They haven’t finished remodeling the pool in the alumni house right?”

“They haven’t even started in that room yet. Lesley was just complaining about that again today. It looks like they won’t get to it for another month or two now.”

“Perfect.” Cherie rubbed her hands together. “That means they probably haven’t started on the changing rooms either. They have exactly one mirror apiece, and there won’t be anyone there that late either.”

It did sound perfect. “Only one mirror? That’s good. It’ll limit how much damage she can do. You’ll wait outside though. She is dangerous.”

Cherie raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows. “She can only hurt you.”

I shook my head. “That’s only partly true. When she gets really angry she seems able to break things. And you’ll be at a disadvantage because you wouldn’t be able to see her.”

Cherie held up her hands. “We’ll see. But, based on your previous encounters, you’re in danger too. I’m staying close.” Cherie stuck her chin out in defiance but finally nodded. “Okay. So how are you going to protect yourself?”

“Well, first I’ll have my grandma with me. “

“Woo-Hoo!” Cherie said.

“And then I’ll have my grandma.” I grinned. “We’ll have some other Waker stuff too. We’ll have to make sure we turn off the smoke detectors if there are any in there. Vovó likes to burn candles, and herbs and things.”

“Speaking of fires, I did find something interesting out about one of the curse victims.”

“What?”

“Well, Karl Sundberg loved fire.”

He was one of the victims whose name I kept forgetting. “Okay.”

“His house burned down when he was a kid, and his dorm room caught fire twice. That was during his first two years here, but after that he totally changed. No more fires. I’m assuming that’s because Thomas had control of his body.”

“Wow. Poor guy. But how is that important?”

“I don’t think he just liked fire, I think he had a special gift for it. I think Thomas was targeting boys who had supernatural abilities to add to his collection.”

“Maybe Karl was just a pyro. I knew a kid who made flamethrowers with a lighter and a can of hairspray. He used to melt little plastic army men with them. What makes you think he had supernatural powers?”

“People said his skin was always hot. One kid swore he saw him light a candle with nothing but his finger. And another said his fingers would glow red when he was upset. You said Thomas was trying to get strong enough to break the barrier. So wouldn’t he have picked people with a little extra oomph? He picked Brent, who can move things with his mind. Didn’t you tell me last year that Thomas seemed very interested in what you could do, too?”

“Yeah. So?”

“It’s just a theory, but I found it interesting.” Cherie chewed on the tip of her eraser. “And if I’m right about Karl, maybe it’s the reason Brent’s body has been running so warm recently.”

“Because he had a guy in his body who could start fires using super powers?” I walked over to the window and stared down at the stretch of lawn that was beneath it. It would make sense. He had been running hot. And suddenly I pictured Christmas Eve. 

“That does sort of make sense. When Brent had his seizure on Christmas Eve, we had a fire going. You should have seen it when he started shaking. The flames got huge. It melted all the plastic Christmas decorations on the mantle.”

I turned around and rested my back against the glass. It seemed crazy. But was it too big a stretch from Brent’s manipulation of the weather and the air to him being able to control fire. No. It certainly gave me something to think about. I decided to call Brent and let him know what Cherie had found. 

Brent’s mom said he wasn’t up to talking on the phone so I didn’t get to tell him about Cherie’s new theory. When Cherie got back that night, we snuck over to the Alumni House.

After shimmying up the tree and into the window I had left unlocked earlier in the day, I lifted the duffel bag Cherie had packed for us. She’d had it prepared all year along, stocked with everything we might need on a ghost adventure. I slung the strap over my shoulder.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Yep.”

Vovó was going to meet us in the changing room. I didn’t know how she was going to get in, but I knew Vovó would find a way. And it wouldn’t involve climbing a tree.

We snuck down the hall as silently as we could. The bag quietly banged against my leg. We headed toward the rear of the building—the part that contained the old pool room. I fought off the nausea that automatically came up as I walked closer and closer to the old pool, the place where the Pendrell curse had started. We pulled out our flashlights when we entered the room.

It looked the same. We were on the mezzanine level. Stairs led down to the head of the pool and the dangerous diving board still hung over the empty basin. My eyes rested on the two dusty glass murals behind the pool, which framed the diving board. Each depicted a pair of swans swimming majestically atop frosty swirls of water. New trash had been added since we’d visited it last. I guessed the school couldn’t be bothered to clean the room until the construction was underway.

While the room looked the same, it felt different. Instead of an evil, parasitic feel, a strong sense of grief resided there. I could feel the despair trapped in the walls as if it were a tangible being. For a moment, I felt like I had lost everyone in the world that I loved. I only barely managed to swallow a sob of grief.

Cherie sniffed next to me. “I don’t remember this room being so sad.” She usually had no paranormal radar. If she could feel the grief in the room, it must have been strong.

“I think Thomas’s evil masked it before,” I said.

Cherie nodded with another sniff.

We carefully climbed down the flight of stairs and around the pool to a splintered door. The changing rooms had been decorated almost as elaborately as the pool room itself had been. I coughed on the stale, dusty air. It was thick and tasted old and abandoned, like dirt, mildew, and rot.

The room had one large rectangular mirror set in a gilt frame above four porcelain sinks lining one wall. White louvered doors hung haphazardly on three of the four dressing stalls. One was missing, revealing an old wooden shelf seat dangling from its broken support. The walls were etched with the same frosted swans as the back wall of the pool, and the floors were laced with elaborate mosaics.

The once elegant room now felt a little creepy, with its echoing walls and layers of dust. Spider webs hung from every corner and fixture. I wiped my shoulders to make sure none were on me.

Something stepped out of the shadows and I screamed. My shout bounced off the walls and the duffel bag slipped from my shoulder. 

“It’s only me,” Vovó whispered.

My heart took a few minutes to return to normal and she cackled with good humor.

“You scared me!” I wagged my finger at her.

Vovó grinned as we started to prepare the room. Cherie handed me the candles, pulled out her mp3 player, and turned on Sophia’s favorite classical song. I spritzed the air with Jasmine perfume, especially near the mirror, shivering as I approached it, the conditioned reflex of too many previous bad experiences.

Vovó lit the various candles we had brought, filling the air with their many scents. Cherie hung up the picture of Sophia with her husband and son on the door of the stall opposite the mirror. With the preparations all done, Cherie gave us a pleading grin.

Vovó saw it. “All non-Wakers must wait outside for their own safety.”

“It was worth a try,” she said. “Good luck.”

Vovó let out an undignified harrumph. “She has me, she doesn’t need luck.”

I hoped some of her confidence would rub off on me. As it was, I swallowed the saliva that had pooled in my mouth and tried to rein in my untamed nerves. I’d seen what she was capable of at the banishment and I knew no ghost stood a chance against her. That thought comforted me.

“I wish I didn’t have to go,” Cherie said.

Grandma stood on her toes and patted Cherie on the head. “So brave. But we each have our own ways to help. If tonight is a success, it is because of your research.”

Cherie seemed mollified. She gave me a quick hug and left without another word.

Vovó uncovered a box I hadn’t noticed. She lifted several potted plants from them and placed one on each sink.

“Spread these up on the shelf above the mirror,” she instructed, helping me climb onto the sinks. Careful to not touch the mirror, I arranged them in a row as she handed them up. I hopped down, and wiped my dirty hands on my jeans.

“What are those for?” I hadn’t ever seen her use plants while dealing with a ghost before.

Vovó eye’s twinkled. “You’ll see. Begin.”

Chapter Sixteen

My hands shook as I found the right page in the poetry book. Vovó settled herself in the corner and motioned for me to continue. I forced myself to focus on what I had to do instead of the anxiety knotting my insides.

“Sophia Pendrell,” I said, wincing at how loud my words sounded in the empty room. “Sophia, I need to talk to you.” She almost immediately appeared in the mirror. Her beautiful face warped with anger and her perfectly shaped nails tapped against the glass. My fingers tightened around the book, the edge pushing into my palm.

“Yara.” My grandma’s voice reminded me why I was here.

Sophia turned her hate filled eyes on Vovó. “You. It is because of you I’m trapped in here.” Sophia threw herself against the glass and for the briefest of seconds the bottom portion lifted from the wall.

Ice started forming along the mirror, spreading along the wall, up the ceiling. My teeth chattered and the hairs on my arms rose. Sophia pounded against the mirror, the bottom banging against the wall hard enough for the mirror to crack. The heavy gilded frame slammed against the wall again, chipping the tile.

My fingers stung from the cold as I grabbed a pinch of the sea salt and pankurem and threw it at her. “Calm down.”

It didn’t even faze her. Her knuckles punched the glass, lengthening the crack. Even with all of our precautions, she was strong. Maybe too strong.

“Calm down!” Vovó ordered. She took a handful of our mixture and threw it at the ghost. Sophia’s eyes glassed over; her movements slowed. “We are here to help you.”

“Murderer,” Sophia shouted, slapping the mirror. “Thief.”

The mirror rattled, the walls shook, squares of tile broke loose and fell, shattering on the floor and raising little clouds of dust. I expected the dust to tickle my nose, but instead my nostrils filled with the smell of freshly turned soil, of flora, of life. The plants that Vovó had positioned on the shelf and sinks were growing, creeping up the walls, edging the mirror, roping together to hold the gilded frame firmly in place. How was this happening?

Beside me, Vovó had her hands outstretched, her pointing fingertips glowed with a deep green aura, and with a sudden burst of clarity, I understood. She was guiding the tendrils of the plants. Sweat trickled down her face, her arms shook, but she set her jaw and kept binding the mirror until Sophia’s struggles had no more effect. No matter how hard Sophia pummeled against the glass, it didn’t even vibrate.

The whole wall, the sinks, and the mirror’s gilded frame were now covered in plants, choking out the ice. Small purple flowers had bloomed and the room was filled with the smell of its sweet blossoms. The mirror had been effectively strapped down, only the middle of the mirror visible past the foliage, framing Sophia in a beautiful bouquet. I let out an impressive laugh. I had no idea Vovó could do that.

“I will. . .” Sophia said before her voice trailed off. She panted, her hands no longer beating but resting against the glass for support. Her eyes fluctuated between dazed and furious.

“That’s it. Rest now,” Vovó cooed in a gentle voice. She lowered her hands and shuffled back until she hit the wall, her head falling against it. Her chest heaved and her trembling arms rested by her side. “Now, Yara.”

My tongue felt clumsy, unable to enunciate, but I forced out the words from the first line of her favorite poem. “Your love is the course by which I plot my life’s journey.” I swallowed and tried to speak louder. “It is the anchor that secures me in rocky waters.”

Sophia stopped banging against the glass. Her pale cheek flattened against the glass. Her usual glare shifted to confusion, her brown eyes lightening.

“It is what will calm life’s stormy seas,” she finished. Both of her hands went to her temples. She blinked out from her prison, her eyes roaming around the room until they landed on the portrait Cherie had hung.

“Christopher? Lee?” She asked. She shook her head, her auburn curls bouncing. “Where am I?”

“Sophia,” I said in a quiet voice.

She spared me a quick look but her eyes drifted back to the portrait of her family. Finally she gave me her attention.

“Sophia, I’m Yara.”

She rubbed her forehead like she had a terrible headache. “I feel like I’ve been asleep for a long time. I know you. No . . .I’ve dreamed of you. I’ve dreamed of hurting you.”

“That wasn’t a dream. That happened.”

“But why would I do that?”

“You thought I’d stolen something from you. The key.”

Her palms went flat against the glass as she pushed against it. “The key. We can’t let Evan and Jesse have the key.”

“It’s okay they don’t have it.”

She visibly relaxed. “Where am I? What happened?”

“You died.”

“I died.” It was horrible to watch her take in the words I had just spoken. Her brown eyes went from confusion to sorrow. The she bristled and her hairs started to straighten again. “I didn’t die. I was murdered. For the key.” She glanced at me again, tilted her head, and frowned. “If I’m dead, how are we able to talk?”

“I can see ghosts.”

She no longer frowned but she didn’t smile either. “I could too, when I was alive. All the women in my family could too. I was what you called a—”

“Waker,” we both said unison. I’m sure my eyes had the same shocked expression I could see in hers. Sophia had been a Waker while alive. So many things suddenly made sense: her ability to move things, her strength as a ghost, knowing how to tether herself to me with my hair. She had even called me Little Waker. I turned to look at Vovó, who looked surprised too.

“Are you really?” Vovó asked.

Sophia nodded. “We’re the same,” she said. “We’re Wakers. No wonder I attached to you.”

Attach, Attack. I supposed it all boiled down to semantics. At least she no longer seemed bent on killing me. My palms had stopped sweating and I could breathe.

“I need to know where you put the other key,” I said in a rush. I figured now that we’d bonded over being Wakers she’d help. Brent would be okay.

“I can’t.” Sophia looked back at the picture of her family. “I made a promise.”

My seedling of hope that had blossomed withered. So the ‘we’re both Wakers’ thing didn’t do the trick. Only Vovó’s hand on my shoulder stopped me from screaming at Sophia. I could command Vovó to make her tell. But, no, that wouldn’t work. The compulsion didn’t work on Wakers. I took a deep breath and decided to come at it in a new direction.

“Let’s think this through logically,” I said slowly. “Everyone you knew has been dead for a long time. Why would that key still matter? Is it the reason you’re still here?”

She rested her forehead against her glass prison. “I promised Christopher I’d keep it safe. When he gave it to me as a wedding gift, it was a huge show of trust on his part. Every morning on his way to work, I’d hand it to him with a kiss, and every time he returned home from work, he’d entrust that half with me again. He said I held his heart in his hands when I had it.”

Her eyes returned to the portrait of her family. “And the last thing he asked me to do before he died was to protect it.” Tears formed in her eyes. “I let him down.”

Sophia ran her finger over her wedding band. “I waited for his spirit to come to me after he died, but he didn’t. When I passed on I thought he’d come for me but he never came. We’d had an argument right before he died and I don’t think he ever forgave me. Not even now. I loved him,” she said. “I still do. Even though . . .” her words trailed off. She looked into the distance, a pained expression on her face, and then her eyes snapped back to me. “It doesn’t matter what he did. I have to protect it. I promised I would.”

“Sophia I need you to tell me where the other key is.”

Sophia shook her head. “No.”

“Listen, the Clutch are lo—”

“They want what Christopher hid. They’ve wanted it for years. That key unlocks a wealth of information, little Waker. Information that, in the wrong hands, could be deadly.” Sophia’s rage flared and her voice rose in volume.

“You mean you’ve been protecting it all these years from the Clutch?” I interrupted, ignoring the way my breath hitched under her returned angry stare. “How do you even know about them?”

“Evan and Jesse started it. There’s more to that group than young boys at play,” she said, her voice lowering until it was almost a whisper.

“I know,” I said. “I know they had the ability to control people.”

“They did. And that’s not all.” She worked her lips between her teeth. “But the mind control was all I saw. The more often they pushed their will onto someone, the easier it became. The person’s mind eventually lost the ability to fight it at all. But it didn’t work on me, because I’m a Waker.”

It didn’t work on Wakers? Good to know.

“Evan would tell me to do things, and he’d get angry when I didn’t obey. He would get so upset when I would tell him no. I didn’t realize that no one else ever refused him. He struck me.” She held her cheek to her hand. “I . . . I still have a hard time imagining the sweet young man I first met turned into such a monster. When I came home to meet his father . . . one night Evan came at me in a rage and Christopher saved me.”

“That’s awful.” I wanted to reach into the mirror and give her a hug.

“It was.” She dabbed at her eyes with the collar of her dress. “Evan left that night for school, leaving me stranded far from home. If not for Christopher’s kindness . . . well it didn’t take long at all for us to fall in love. I hated the ways his sons used him. He did whatever they wanted without question. It took me a while, but eventually I understood they were doing something to control him.”

“Did Christopher realize what they were doing?”

“No, but if he had, I don’t think he could have stopped it. He would tell me he wasn’t going to give them any more money, but then they would ask and he’d give it to them.”

“So I turned to Waker knowledge and found something to protect him and I gave it to him. He stood up to his sons the morning of the race. I had told him about my dream, about his friend Bob dying. He was going to warn Bob. I had already warned Helen. But he never got the chance. His sons found him and asked for money. He told them no. No more money, no more plant, and they turned on him. They said they’d get money elsewhere and anything that happened because of it was on him. Then there was the race and they . . .”

“They forced someone to tamper with the car.”

“Yes. My once-sweet Evan did it. He was so much worse than when we were engaged. I didn’t understand it. I didn’t. It made me sick how they bragged about it to me later. Especially since the piece they told the man to alter caused the accident that led to Christopher’s death. After the funeral, they threatened me. They threatened to kill me and to kill their own baby brother if I didn’t give them the keys. I gave Lee to my cousin Doris, whom Evan new nothing about. I asked her to change his name and gave her a letter for him to read when he was a man. I hope he made it to manhood. I hope he read it.”

“I’m sure he did.” My heart went out to her as I listened to her sad tale, but I had a tragedy of my own and only she could help me. “Sophia. I need to know where the second key is.”

“Take my advice, Little Waker. Leave it alone.” She closed her eyes.

“I can’t,” I said. “The Clutch is blackmailing me. My boyfriend is sick and the doctors can’t fix it. The Clutch claims to have some kind of a cure, but they won’t give it to me unless you tell me where the other key is.”

“I can’t help you.”

“He’s dying.” My voice broke and I almost dropped to my knees to beg.

Sophia’s eyes opened and there was a deep pain in them. “It’s a terrible thing to watch someone you love deteriorate and not be able to do anything.”

“Yeah, it is,” I agreed, surprised at her sudden compassion and hoping it meant her feelings were softening.

“Has the pankurem been affecting his mind?” Sophia eyes filled with sympathy. “It does that you know.”

“What?” I touched my necklace and gave Vovó a questioning look.

“Pankurem will destroy the mind if it is ingested,” Vovó offered from her corner. “It is a poison that will rot the brain. And it is very addictive. It is meant to be worn. That is all.”

“Brent’s not eating it; we only wear it for protection.” I paused. Something in my memory clicked. 

“Did the pankurem affect Jesse and Evan in some way? I know that Christopher fed it to them. Is that why Evan . . . changed?” 

Sophia didn’t answer. Instead she stared at the picture on the wall. “What happened to my son?” Sophia asked. “What became of Lee?”

I scratched my head. I had been hoping she wouldn’t ask. Cherie had done her best to find out what had happened to Lee Pendrell but hadn’t found much. She knew he had been born and had survived both his parents. That was all. “I don’t know.”

“If you find out what happened to him, I will tell you everything I know.”

Great. First a bargain with the Clutch. Now a bargain with the ghost who’d been trying to kill me.

“I can’t do that. That will take time and I don’t have any. I need the cure from the Clutch.”

“I wouldn’t trust the Clutch. Have they allowed you to try their alleged cure?”

“Just a sample,” I admitted, “but it seemed to work.”

“But if you bring them the key how do you know they won’t give you a poison or something that will make your beau worse?”

I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t considered that, because it had crossed my mind.

“I don’t know. But he’s getting worse. I have to try something. Anything, at this point. They seem to want to use my ability for their plans. If they double-cross me, then they won’t be able to get me to do anything for them ever again.”

Sophia cocked her head to the side, her red curls falling gracefully across her neck. “Do you love him? Your beau?”

“I . . . yes, I do.” Unexpected tears prickled in my eyes. “He’s my Christopher.” 

Sophia pressed her lips together but not in anger. She stared at me. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I may have been confused before, but I do remember that you helped them steal the key.” Her skin flushed and her eyes darkened.

“Calm down!” I ordered her. I sounded like a younger version of Vovó. Sophia’s hard look softened. “I didn’t steal it. I didn’t help them steal it. I don’t know where it is. That’s why I need you to tell me where the other key is. So I can tell them and get the cure.”

“I need to make sure they don’t get the keys, which is why I need to get out of here,” Sophia said, thumping her hand on the glass.

“Even if I got you out of the glass, you still wouldn’t be able to leave campus. The pankurem in the barrier keeps you trapped here.”

“Pankurem,” Sophia said, making it sound like a curse word. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I detest that loathsome plant.”

“It’s saved my life, more than once.”

“And it cost me mine. But not before it destroyed everything I cared about first. If you were smart you would stay as far away from that poison as you can.” She screamed. “It ruined everything. It is why Christopher and I fought that last day!”

“What?” I stepped toward the mirror.

“Yes, he confessed to me that the miracle mental vitamin he had me take while I was pregnant had horrible side effects. Instead of making our son a genius, it could make him insane. That plant was what caused my Evan to turn into a murderer. It led him to push me down the stairs to get more of it.”

“Evan pushed you?” I had suspected him of killing her earlier but I thought it had been a fit of passion not a deliberate act of murder.

She nodded but didn’t seem to find this news as shocking as I did. “Christopher was always afraid I loved Evan more than I loved him. He thought my outrage was because of what had happened to Evan. But it wasn’t. I was worried for Lee. I took the keys and stormed out of the room, telling him I never wanted to see him again. He died not knowing how much I loved him. Not knowing that I loved him more than I ever did Evan. When I had the keys and realized my life was in danger I separated the keys and hid them. But it was for nothing. I died anyway.”

“At least your stepsons didn’t get them.”

Her sorrowful face looked a little less sad as she thought about that. “That’s true. Still, my whole life was ruined because of that plant!”

I found myself wrapped up in the events of her life and death but I needed to find a way to help Brent. That was why I had come to talk to her. “I have bigger things to worry about than the pankurem.”

“Yes. Your beau.” She turned her face toward me. She was quiet for a moment, considering something. She nodded like she had reached a decision. “In my day, giving a promise meant something. Does it to you? If you give your word, do you keep it?”

“I’d like to think so,” I said, startled by the question.

Sophia seemed to make a decision of some kind. “If you free me from this glass, then I’ll tell you where the other key is.”

I was willing to promise anything but still I paused. The woman had beaten me to a pulp several times. Could I trust her?

Sophia’s eye glittered. “If I tell you enough to get the Clutch to give the cure to your beau, will you swear to free me?”

I glanced at Vovó, who nodded. “Yes,” I said feeling the weight of my promise clamp around me. “You do promise to quit trying to hurt me, right?”

“Yes.” She laughed and it was a beautiful sound like the tinkling of a bell. “You and I have a common enemy.”

“Right.” I turned to Vovó. “So how do we get her out?”

“We don’t have the right supplies. I’ll have to order them, but we will come back. I promise, as well.”

Sophia tapped her finger against the glass but this time it was very lady like. “Very well. I believe you.” She pushed one of her curls back behind her ear. “You may tell the Clutch that the key belonged to Christopher and it was meant to be with him for all eternity.” Her lips twisted in a smirk. “It’s the truth. See what they make of that.”

I frowned. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

“Yes, that’s all. You must convince the Clutch it’s good enough to deserve the cure they promised you.”

“Alright,” I said. My heart hammered in my chest and I hoped what she had given me would be enough. I would just have to give the Clutch her message and I was going to have to sell it.

“I have one other condition,” she said. “When I get out, I’m helping you fight them.”

I grinned. “I’m not saying no to that.”

I turned towards Vovó and saw her wipe her hands on her pants.

 “That was the hardest I’ve had to work to calm a spirit down in a long time.” Vovó mopped sweat from her brow with a handkerchief. “I haven’t had to use my ability like that in years.”

“You were amazing.”

Vovó waved her hanky in the air in an ‘aww shucks’ manner. “You did well too.”

“Thanks. “I stared at the plant-covered wall. “Why haven’t I seen you do that before?”

“I only use that power when it is necessary. It takes a lot out of me.”

“But how did you do that?”

She strode to the mirror and stroked the leaves. “You are not the only one with special skills. Earth and plants like me. Why do you think my garden always blooms so well?”

I covered the space between us and touched the springy plants. “I thought you had a green thumb.”

Vovó chucked me under the chin with a grin. “And so I do, Yara. So I do.”

I glanced at the mirror and found Sophia watching us. This time it didn’t scare me.

“I’ll be seeing you again soon,” Sophia said. Her face curled into a thoughtful smile. She was beautiful. “And Yara, thank you for helping me find myself.”

I almost cried as I watched her disappear. The ghost I had just talked to was beautiful, full of love and loyalty. Had that been there all along and I had missed it? I didn’t want to answer the question. If it hadn’t been for Vovó, I would have given up on her or sentenced her to banishment. Shame burned through me like a refiner’s fire.

Vovó patted me on the shoulder. “I see that you get it now.”

A warmth I hadn’t expected touched my heart. “I do. I really do.”

v

I found DJ the next morning. “I met with Sophia and I need to talk with the Clutch.”

DJ tapped his fingers on his chest and looked like he was about to ask me a question but thought better of it. “Tell me what she said.”

“No. I’ll tell only them.” With that I turned away from him.

That afternoon, time froze again and this time I didn’t wait for DJ. I knew how to get to the Clutch’s meeting room. He caught up with me before I reached them. Once again they were hidden in the shadows, dressed in robes. I still couldn’t make out an exact number.

A warm hand reached out and grabbed mine. I turned in surprise to find DJ beside me instead of standing off to the side. I didn’t particularly want to hold his hand but being there without Brent terrified me, and I hung onto it like he was a life preserver and I was drowning.

“That was fast, Miss Silva,” Mr. Crosby said in his deep voice.

“I aim to please.” I scratched my calf with the toe of my shoe.

“So you’ve spoken with Sophia?” 

“Yes.”

“And?” I could feel the anticipation in the room as if all the men leaned forward hanging on my answer.

“She wanted me to tell you that the key is meant to be with Christopher for all eternity.”

A commotion of whispers broke out around me. “And you couldn’t get her to say anything else?”

I shook my head. “No.”

There were more murmurs.

“That’s very vague, Yara. I’m disappointed. I expected more from you.”

“Talking with a ghost is different than talking to a person. I can’t make them do anything. There aren’t magic spells or potions.”

“I see.” There was silence and I felt like I was a defendant awaiting the jury’s verdict. “Well, we did hope that perhaps you would have discovered more information for us. But you did indeed give us a new avenue of study. You have upheld your end of the bargain. For that you will receive your payment.”

Surprise rippled through me like chocolate in a marble cake. Based on my previous dealings and DJ’s warnings, I thought they’d be harder to convince. They must have been really hard up for information.

“A vial of the cure will be delivered to Mr. Springsteed this evening. You’re free to go.”

“Thank you.”

“We look forward to our next venture together.”

“I think our relationship ends here.”

“We’ll see.” His words felt like a leech draining my soul. I hoped he was wrong. I never wanted to have anything to do with the Clutch again.

v

The following night I got a call from Brent.

“I got something in the mail today. What did you do?”

“Are you at home now?”

“No, my parents drove me to school to pick up my homework. I’m in the commons building.”

I gave a yelp of joy. “I’ll be right there.

I slipped on a pair of flats, grabbed my jacket and hurried down to the building. He was sitting in a patch of sun in the outside courtyard. He didn’t look any better than he had at Miguel’s Jr, but at least he didn’t look worse. He was wearing a thick sweater to keep out the chill of the day.

“Do you need to go in? It’s a little cold out here.”

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “My mom never lets me outside. I’ve missed the sun and fresh air.”

I pulled my thin jacket tight around me and sat down in the chair across from him, waiting for him to shower me with gratitude.

“I thought I made it clear at the hospital I didn’t want you to do anything stupid on my behalf,” Brent said in an angry voice.

Not the reaction I was expecting.

“I didn’t want you involved,” he continued. “I was so glad you told them no—once I really thought about it.” He bit at the nail on his thumb. “What did you have to do to get this?”

“They just asked me to talk to Sophia and get some information.”

Brent didn’t speak for a full thirty seconds. “That’s it?”

“That’s all they asked for.” He didn’t look like he believed me so I held up my hand over my heart. “I swear.”

He smiled then and it made me wonder what exactly he had done for them, but I pushed that thought aside.

Brent swirled the liquid around in the glass container before opening and smelling it. He winced at the fragrance and gagged. “This smells worse than the last batch.” He lifted the vial to his lips.

For some reason Sophia’s warning about what the Clutch would really give him made me reach out and stay his hand.

“Maybe you shouldn’t take it. We don’t know for sure what it is.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m a dead man anyway.” Before I could reply he tipped his head back and swallowed the contents in a big gulp. His eyes went wide and he gagged again, louder this time, and dug in his backpack until he pulled out a half-empty bottle of water, which he promptly guzzled down.

Brent licked his lips. “That was absolutely disgusting.”

“Do you feel any better?”

Brent’s face took on a look of concentration as he mentally felt his way through his body, looking for changes. “No, I feel exactly the same, but it took a while for the last sample to work too.”

I smiled. “Oh, okay. Good.”

“Yara, once I was thinking straight I didn’t want you involved with the Clutch and I still don’t. I’m not happy you dealt with them but . . . thank you.” He spun the water bottle around on the table. “I can’t tell you how lucky I am to have you.


I pretended not to notice the tears in his eyes. We held hands and talked about anything and everything until he had to go.

I called Brent first thing the next morning but he said he felt the same. The third morning after he took the cure I called but there was no answer. My panic went into overdrive as I pictured everything that could have gone wrong. Was Brent in the hospital again? Had Sophia been right and they had poisoned him? My phone beeped and I nearly toppled over from relief as I saw a text from Brent. “Eating breakfast in the school cafeteria. Come down.”

I quickly got ready and raced down to the cafeteria. Brent was sitting at our normal table eating his usual French toast and hash browns, no eggs in sight. He looked good. Healthy. His skin had its normal brown tinge, his brown eyes were like chocolate, and his hair was perfectly coiffed. He looked amazing, better than I had seen him look in weeks. I would have taken on a thousand paranoid ghosts and every member of the Clutch to see him look this good again. I felt tears of happiness well up in my eyes but I forced them away as I ran toward Brent. I dropped my backpack on the ground and hurled myself into his arms.

I kissed him long and hard, wrapping my arms around him. He chuckled when I finally stopped and rested my forehead against his.

“Good morning to you too,” he said with a slight pant.

“How are you feeling?”

“I was feeling good but after that kiss, my morning just shot into amazing territory.”

I rested my hands on both of cheeks. “Really? You feel good?”

“Yes, better than I have since last year.”

I thought my face would split from the wide grin I couldn’t contain.

“Thank you Yara.”

“I would do it again,” I said, meaning it.

DJ slid into the chair next to Brent. “That’s how they get you, Cupcake. It won’t be that easy. Just wait and see.”

“Since when did you start eating here?” Brent glowered at DJ. “What do you want, DJ.”

“I’m trying to prepare the two of you. There’s no happy ending here. They own you.”

“Brent has the cure. They don’t have anything else I need.” My voice was firm and steadfast but my instincts said otherwise. Would they really have given us the cure? The line Sophia gave me didn’t even really answer the question they’d asked. Had it been too easy?

DJ stole a piece of toast from Brent’s tray, and took a bite. “You’ll see. There are threads to whatever you did that they’ll grab hold of.” DJ turned his green eyes onto Brent. “I told her not to do it, but she had to save you. I hope your health is worth it.”

“Of course it is,” I snapped, taking the stolen piece of toast.

“We’ll see,” he said ruffling my hair and winking at me before standing up and walking away.

Brent’s eyes looked troubled and my insides felt just as worried.

“You’re worth it,” I asserted again.

“I’m glad you think so, but I wish you hadn’t had to get involved. He’s got me worried.”

“Brent, don’t let him ruin this.” I shook Brent by his shoulders and ordered him to smile. “For now, aside from finding out the Clutch’s end game, there isn’t much else to do, except enjoy your new health.”

Brent gave me a tentative smile. “You’re right.”

But my nerves didn’t fade; if anything they grew more intense. I wanted to trust in the cure and believe that our dealings with the Clutch were over, but deep inside, I knew better.

Chapter Seventeen

I had just returned to my room after class, when I heard a knock at my door. Actually it was more like a tap. I headed toward it but before I could turn the knob, Sophia appeared in the full-length mirror on the back of the door. She stood there smiling. The sight of her still made me tense up a bit but the warm look in her eyes made it loosen. I had almost forgotten that Cherie had de-jeweled that mirror.

“Hey,” I said to her. “It worked.”

“I knew it would.” She gave me an appraising look. “Will you keep up your end of the bargain?”

To my shame, I hesitated for a moment.

She noticed and her smile tightened. “I’m ready to be freed.”

“Of course.” I walked over to my chest of drawers and rummaged through my sock drawer until I found the plastic tube that held the concoction my grandma had made for her. It looked and smelled like Italian salad dressing to me. I tuned back to her and found she looked scared. “Are you alright? I don’t think this will hurt.”

“I’ve felt my husband’s presence here more than I have in years.” Her light brown eyes shone with tears. “I’m afraid once I step out of the mirror I’ll cross over and lose this peaceful feeling.”

I poured some of the liquid into my hand and slid it over the glass. “Maybe he’ll be waiting for you.”

“He won’t be. The last time I saw him was in the hospital. I said horrible things to him. I told him I never wanted to see him again. Then he died. I waited for his spirit to visit me, but he never did.”

I smoothed more of the basil and oregano scented solution along the mirror. “What did he tell you that left you so angry?”

“That he was the reason Evan had gone crazy. That is why I broke up with him you know. He had become violent, with horrible mood swings. He was an addict with a rotting brain. The pankurem had done it to him.”

“Oh, that’s awful.” I poured more of the liquid into my hand.

“I wish I could have explained to him that I said those things out of fear for my son, Lee, not out of anger about Evan. After I really thought about it, I realized the exposure had been very small. I had only taken it for a few weeks, because I hated the way it altered my prophecy dreams. It jumbled them together and I couldn’t understand them. So I stopped. I went to the hospital the next day to apologize but he had died. He died thinking that I hated him.”

“And that was the last time you saw him?” I spread the mixture to the edges of the mirror. “You said you never saw a glimpse of his spirit?”

She didn’t have to answer; her stricken expression said enough.

“That was a long time ago. I’m sure he’s had time to think about things. I’m sure he understands.”

Her brown eyes shone with a timid hope. “You do?”

I nodded. “My boyfriend and I had a huge fight recently. And we hurt each other, with our words and our actions, but after some time, we both came to understand each other better. We had both made assumptions based on fear in the moment. We talked it out and realized we were both sorry, that we still loved each other.”

“Truly?”

“Yes, and we’re together now.”

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe he’s been waiting for me all these years. Maybe he understands how much I love him.”

I placed my hand against the slick mirror. Sophia did the same and my fingers dipped into the mirror and connected with her ghostly ones. I murmured the words Vovó had taught me, tugged, and she stepped from her prison.

She pulled me into a hug. “Thank you.”

Her eyes were bright with tears as she pulled away. Her image rippled and then vanished. I could still smell her Jasmine perfume and the warmth of her hug. I didn’t know if she had crossed or simply disappeared but I did know I had helped and it felt wonderful.

v

“You’ll never guess what I found today,” Cherie said as she and Audrey came into our room a few weeks later.

“What?”

“The original blueprints to the school. They were misfiled. Someone sent a request to the Historical Society months ago, asking if they had a copy, but no one could find them. Apparently the city’s copies of it are missing and they were hoping we’d have one. I’ve seen the request; it was from Mr. Crosby. So when I found them, I didn’t tell anyone. If he wants them so much there has to be a reason. Now we can study them before the Clutch has a chance.”

“You think they’re trying to figure out what the key unlocks?” I asked.

Audrey sat on Cherie’s bed. “I thought you said the kids who stole the key tried it on every door on campus and it didn’t open any of them. So why are we looking at blueprints of the school?”

“I’m guessing it opens one very special door. One that only Christopher knew about. Which means it would probably only be shown on the original blueprints.”

“Like a secret room?” Audrey asked.

“Yep.” Cherie started unrolling the prints. “I also brought the most recent prints so we could compare.”

“That is going to take hours,” I said.

Cherie nodded.

“But what good will it do to know what the door opens if you don’t have the key?” Audrey asked.

“Well,” Cherie said reasonably, “we’re eventually going to get the key and we’ll need to know where to use it.”

For the next few hours we all pored over the plans, and I told them about freeing Sophia from the mirror.

“Sophia was smart to break it off with Evan. He died broke, jobless, and in some serious debt. The only reason the school didn’t go under is Christopher left it to his grandson and not his son.”

“Grandson?”

Cherie nodded. “Yeah. Jesse never got married, but Evan got married about a year after he and Sophia broke up and had a couple of kids. Evan and Jesse were both kicked out of their respective colleges after their grades went from straight A’s to failing. I’m not exactly sure what happened, but people started avoiding the Pendrell boys, like they were afraid of them. They had complaints filed against them from faculty and students. Sadly for Evan’s wife and kids, no one would hire him. The same went for Jesse.”

“Wow.” I closed my eyes but still saw the outline of building plans behind my darkened lids. “Sounds like they lost their ability to control people, huh?”

“That’s what I thought,” Cherie said. “It gets more grim. They started becoming paranoid and insane. Evan was killed running into traffic, screaming like a mad man, and Jesse died weeks later, after he jumped from a moving train, yelling about being followed.”

“It all fits really. My grandma told me that if people ingested pankurem it was like a poison for the mind.” I crossed my legs. “We already know they sabotaged the car in the Grand Avenue race to win bets. What did they need all that money for? They’d already taken a lot of their dad’s.”

Audrey spoke up. “Well it’s never cheap to get things from other countries. Maybe they needed the money to support their habit. Especially if their dad had cut them off.”

“You’re probably right,” I said. “A telepathic steroid must have cost a lot of money. Thomas and Sophia made it sound like they had been researching other things too. According to Thomas, that’s why Christopher was haunting the Clutch, to get them to stop trying to continue the research.”

“You know.” Cherie rolled out the kinks in her neck. “I’m still upset that I never realized the old sports house was rumored to be haunted before the fire. I’m usually better at catching details than that. In my defense I—”

“Cherie,” I cut her off. “You solved the curse. I think you did great. Better, actually. Amazing.”

Cherie bowed her head. “Well, I am amazing. Anyway, if Christopher was really against the Clutch doing whatever experiments they were conducting, it would make sense that his ghost hung around. Your grandma says if a soul is really concerned about something, then it can prevent them from passing on, right?”

I nodded. So Thomas was telling the truth about that. Who knew what else?

“The Clutch used to meet in the old sports house, before Thomas murdered his first two victims there and started the curse. But the school reported that the room was having technical difficulties before that; lights breaking, the pool floor moving, etc.”

“Those can be signs of a haunting.” I nodded. “And Thomas said something about Christopher trying to scare them off by playing with the wiring. You think it was Christopher who used to haunt the old pool room, to scare off the Clutch?”

“Yes. I had something I wanted your opinion on. I meant to talk to you about it awhile ago.” Cherie got up and went to her desk and started flipping through her papers. She pulled out the picture of the key she had and handed it to me. “I was doing some research on Howard Lovell.”

“Who?” Audrey asked.

“The guy who made the keys.” Cherie pointed at the picture. “Look at the head of the key. It almost looks like there’s an image engraved, right?”

I squinted, but the photograph was from an old, grainy newspaper. It did look like something, but I couldn’t tell what.

“I was thinking it might be this. What do you think?” Cherie held up another picture, this one of Howard Lovell’s tombstone. Beside his name was a carving of two birds floating on a wave. “Does that look like it might be it?”

I looked between the two pictures. “Yeah, I think they are the same thing.”

Cherie pursed her lips. “I thought so. The birds look familiar too. I’ve seen it somewhere.”

I had too. I looked at it again and it hit me. “Cherie! Those are swans! The same as in the mural in the old pool room, right behind the diving board. And in the changing rooms.”

Cherie plopped down, crinkling the blueprints. “The old pool room? The one Christopher was haunting?” Cherie jumped off the plans and dug through them until she had the detail drawings of both the old and new set showing the old sports house. She swiveled her head back and forth, keeping a finger on each set as she looked for anything missing.

“I found it!” Cherie’s left hand was pointing to a small room under the stairs that didn’t appear on the new set of prints. It was behind the diving board in the pool room. “Here.”

“The room wasn’t recorded on the newer plans?” Audrey asked.

“No. I bet Christopher changed the plans, so no one would know about it.”

“So when Christopher was haunting the pool he wasn’t just trying to scare the Clutch straight, he was trying to keep them from his secret place.”

Like a light being flipped on, I suddenly understood what she had discovered. “So when the students stole the key and tried every door they unintentionally missed one. Because no one knew it existed.”

“Exactly!” Cherie broke out her happy dance and pulled Audrey and me to our feet to join her.

“So what’s the plan?” Audrey asked swinging her hips to the non-existent music.

Cherie rolled the newer set of blue prints into a tight bunch. “Do we go for the door or wait until we have the key?”

“If we go after it without the key all we’ll accomplish is tipping our hand to the Clutch.”

“Don’t you know how to pick a lock?” Audrey asked Cherie.

Cherie put her hand over her heart. “I’m so flattered you asked me that. I can, but my gut tells me this one won’t be that easy.”

“DJ won’t give us his key. That means we have to find the other one.”

“But you said it would be with him forever.” Audrey gulped. “That sounds like it’s buried with him.”

“I hate graveyards.” Cherie twitched, like just thinking of them gave her the willies.

“How can someone so obsessed with ghosts be afraid of graveyards?” I asked her. Cherie lifted and dropped her shoulders in don’t-ask-me sort of way.

Audrey paled. “You don’t mean we’re going to dig up a body do you?”

“Of course not.” Cherie reached out and patted Audrey’s hand. “It’d be a waste of our time. That’s the first thing the Clutch would have done.”

Cherie shrugged at Audrey’s incredulous stare.

“Not to mention Sophia smirked when she said it,” I pointed out. “It was meant to be misleading.”

Cherie braided her long, blonde hair wearing her I’m-solving-a-mystery face. “I’ve got more research to do.”

v

During the next few weeks Cherie and I made a valiant attempt to search out every portrait and monument made in Christopher’s honor, although it became increasingly difficult to stay focused as prom season grew closer. Cherie and I wasted several hours of our research time looking through fashion magazines and websites, trying to find the perfect dress. The Waker guilt tugged at me, and I felt relieved when I finally ordered my dress and the task of searching resumed.

 “I must be missing something,” Cherie said. She kicked the base of the Christopher statue and plopped down on the stairs.

“I really had hoped that maybe the statue was wearing the key,” Cherie said.

I tried not to laugh. Cherie seemed to believe that we could lift the chain from around his neck and walk off with it. She had pulled at it until she seemed satisfied it hadn’t been spray painted and hot glued on. She let out a frustrated grunt as she flipped through the print-outs of every portrait and monument of Christopher she had found.

But I noticed something. “He’s wearing both of the keys in some of them.”

Cherie brought once of the pictures closer to her face. “I know. Until he married Sophia, he wore both of them and after, unless he was at school, she wore the other.”

She tapped the corner of one of the pictures against the tip of her nose. “I had this crazy idea that maybe they’d been hidden on the statue or on one of the pictures of him, you know, so it would be with some memorial of him forever. But it’s turned into a dead end. I’m not sure where to search next.”

I leaned against the statue. “Well if you’re having this hard of a time, the Clutch probably is too.”

Cherie stuck her nose up in the air. “I don’t care about them. Oh, all right I do.” She pulled her hair out to the side and stuck her tongue out. “It’s driving me crazy not being able to figure this out.”

“I think you’re concentrating on it so hard you’re missing something. I bet if you put it on the back burner and work on something else, it’ll come to you.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She rested her chin in her hands. “It’s only that recently I keep hitting dead ends. I can’t find Lee. It’s like the kid vanished. I did find two cousins of Sophia named Doris. One had a daughter named Vicky. The other one I haven’t been able to find any other information on.” She let out a grunt of frustration as she looked at her watch and sighed. “I really need to study.”

I held out my hand to help her up. “Let’s go grab our books and I’ll quiz you.”

“I’m not giving up on this.”

“I know, you’re just bringing your sleuthing skills to a slow boil.”

“Exactly,” she said. She turned and kicked the statue once more for good measure before heading to our room.

v

By the time April rolled around, Cherie had brought her grades up and Brent seemed like he’d never been sick.

It was Prom night and it felt like everything was perfect.

I rolled down the windows in my car as soon as we turned onto the Pacific Coast Highway. Salt-infused air and the steady pounding of the waves hitting the shore slid inside the cocoon of the car. I breathed in deeply and tried to ignore the sudden knot inside my stomach. It was the ocean, not the pool. I was safe. I was with Brent. I had noticed in the last month or two that I had become less frightened of water. I let out the held breath and the tension sailed along with it.

“We won’t go near the water,” Brent assured me. I loved how he seemed to understand my unspoken words.

“Thank you. I’m sorry.” I rubbed my free hand across the shimmery red fabric of my dress, drying my palms. I could smell the corsage on my wrist. The red roses he had chosen were still in tight buds.

“Don’t apologize for something that’s not your fault,” he said. He reached over and threaded his fingers through mine.

Statements like that not only made my heart flip over in happiness but made me fall even more in love with him. Brent had packed the car with my favorite snacks. He made sure I had Skittles with the green ones already picked out. Those were his favorites so it worked out well. It was our thing and it made me smile.

I knew it bothered Brent that I had to drive, but the doctors still hadn’t cleared him to drive yet. To make it up for him, I let him pick the music in the car. I had expected his usual choices, but instead, he’d picked up some sultry jazz. Smart boy.

“Stay there,” Brent ordered when we pulled into the parking lot. I rolled up the windows and shut off the car.

He jumped out ran around to my side, opened the door for me, and extended his hand. I placed my palm in his and the feel of his, so warm against mine, made me blush. We had held hands thousands of times but his touch still made me heart race and my insides melt like wax.

This night, though, it felt more intimate, like it meant more than usual. Maybe it was because he had insisted on driving separately from Cherie and Steve, maybe it because we were all dressed up, or maybe it simply boiled down to years of little girls’ dreams about Senior Prom.

Whatever the reason, as he brushed his warm lips against my knuckles, my knees turned to pudding and I leaned against him so I didn’t fall. He closed the door behind me before sliding his arm around my waist. He held me like that for a minute and I listened to the steady thumping of his heart, and just like the day I had met him, our hearts beat in unison.

Finally he turned me toward the beach and sand. Safe and secure in Brent’s arms I admired the beauty of it; the sun had just begun to set, painting the sky the color of pink cotton candy with splatters of purple and deep red swirled in. I rested against Brent, taking comfort in his strength.

“Are you okay?” His breath stirred the curls framing my face.

“Yeah.”

He took my hand and led me toward the giant white tents that were decorating the sand. Pendrell never did anything halfway, and the Prom setting looked like it could have been in a fashion magazine for a wedding. There were white lights and flameless candles set up on the tables, jewels and candelabras hanging from the ceiling, and fresh flowers set on round tables, all in different shades of blue.

We stood in the long line and got our portrait taken, deciding to get it over with early, and finally entered the tent. It was more than half full. Coach Tait was the acting maitre d’ and took us to our table. Three seats at our table were empty. Brent, Cherie, and Vinaya, who I knew from Calculus last year, were already there.

Brent held out my chair for me and pushed it in before sitting. We all said hello to each other. Vinaya’s brown eyes were usually warm and happy but tonight they lacked their usual joy. I wondered if it had anything to do with the empty chair beside her.

Tuxedo-clad waiters poured fresh sparkling cider in our crystal glasses. Linen napkins were placed in our laps, and fine china and silver utensils were set in front of us. Cherie and Steve sat across from us, whispering a private conversation. Audrey and Travis flashed us grins from the next table over.

Brent titled his head toward the silent Vinaya and lifted his eyebrows. Sad females were out of his depth.

“Where’s Josh?” I asked her.

“He got food poisoning.” She poured herself a glass of sparkling apple cider. “Is it awful that I came without him?”

“No,” Cherie said. “You can’t let things like that ruin your Senior Prom.”

Vinaya lifted her glass by the stem. “That’s what I thought, but now I’m alone. Everyone has a date so I won’t be dancing, and who wants to take a picture alone?”

“We could take a girls’ group picture,” I offered.

“That’d be good.”

Her mood seemed better and we all started talking as dinner was served.

At one point in the meal, Vinaya whispered in my ear. “There’s some girl I don’t know staring at you. She’s been watching you for most of dinner.”

“Where?” I followed the way she tipped her head but didn’t see anyone.

“She just moved.” She shrugged. “She was wearing a silver dress. I’m sure it was just someone’s date or something. Still it creeped me out a little.”

The five course meal tasted divine. I was stuffed when they served the chocolate soufflés. The music started before we’d finished our desserts. Cherie nudged Steve who asked Vinaya to dance. She agreed and Steve whisked her onto the dance floor.

“It wasn’t me being nice.” Cherie grinned at us. “While he’s gone, I’m eating his soufflé.”

She had already taken two bites when Brent and I headed toward the huge wooden dance floor set up over the sand. The white tent flaps were pulled open and even though it was dark, there was enough moonlight that I could see the water. I rested my head against Brent’s chest as a slow song came on, never wanting the moment to end.

After a few songs we got a glass of punch. Brent started shuffling his feet and looked just past me as he asked, “Do you want to get some fresh air?”

“Sure.”

Brent rocked back on his heels. He tapped the front of his tux coat. “Great.”

“I better use the restroom first.”

“I’ll wait here.”

I handed him my drink and walked the lit path toward the bathrooms. Before leaving the restroom I brought my face close to mirror to check my make-up when a hand touched the back of my neck. I jumped a little in surprise.

Behind me in the mirror a girl with strawberry blonde hair and gray eyes gave me a sheepish grin. I didn’t recognize her, but she wore a beautiful silver, strapless gown.

“Sorry you have something in your hair.”

“Thanks. Did you get it?”

She shook her head. “Want me to try again?”

“Yes, please.” I lifted my chin, giving her better access to my hair. Her slender fingers grazed my neck again. She gave my hair a tug. Something smooth glided along my throat before the weight of my necklace vanished. I spun around, reaching out to grab hold of it. She held it in her hands, swinging it from side to side.

“You need to be more careful with this.” When she handed it back to me I noticed her bracelet was made of same amber beads that were in my necklace.

I couldn’t fight back my smile. “You’re a Waker?” I refastened my necklace.

“Yes, and I’m more like you than you know.”

Her fingers touched my shoulder. A strange sensation rippled through me. The room spun and my head seemed to teeter on my neck. In the mirror, I saw her fingers resting on my shoulder, but I could feel her spirit hand reaching deeper, touching my own. I let out an audible gasp, my eyes widening.

That wasn’t a normal thing. And until I’d done that with Brent, I’d never heard of someone being able to reach into someone else’s body and touch their spirit.

“How?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not here.”

She let go of me, then took a soft hold on my elbow and led me out of the bathroom. My senses were overloaded. The salty sea air was too strong and I gagged. The moon was too bright and I lowered my lashes as I stumbled behind her.

When we reached the sand she let go of me, and I rocked on the tip of my toes struggling to maintain my balance. She dusted off her hands

“Don’t worry, I’m not some rogue Waker working for the Clutch. I’m a member of the Waker Council.”

I rubbed my shoulder and snorted. “Waker Council? Please. There’s no such thing.”

“Yes, there is.” She placed her hands on her hips.

I hadn’t even known about there being other Wakers in America until a few months ago. And now I find out there is a council? It would make sense that they would join together and form a council of sorts. Still, it seemed like something I should have learned.

I felt the need to make myself sound not totally clueless. “My grandma has never mentioned it.”

She rolled her eyes. “I work for the American chapter, but we’re not so rigidly organized in every country. It’s much less formal in Brazil. I bet your grandma and her Waker friends meet all the time though, right?”

I nodded.

“Your grandma has never been a problem for us, so we’ve never had issue with her. She’s been acting responsibly.”

“So why contact me?”

“You’re not acting responsibly. We only step in when someone is abusing her ability. I’m here to issue a warning, and try to intervene.”

I was pretty sure this had to do with questioning Sophia to help the Clutch. I hadn’t thought of it as abusing my gift but when I started to defend myself it sounded weak. It was like my grandma has said to me—I was using the ghost for my benefit, and not the other way around.

I stared out toward the sea. Bathed in moonlight, the seascape was even more beautiful than normal. The curling waves glowed in the light of the nearly full moon, rising high from the rest of the water before crashing back down, their spray spreading in the air like gossamer veils.

“What do you know about it?” I asked.

She pointed toward herself. “I have visions. I see the future.”

She could? The only other person I knew besides myself who had glimpses of the future was Vovó. I smiled at her. “Me too.”

She rolled her eyes again. “Not like me. I have them constantly.”

“Oh.” She apparently wasn’t feeling the need to find common ground.

“I’ve been dreaming about you. You’re involved in something bad. That organization has some really dark plans.”

“The Clutch?” Fear crawled across my skin like little spiders.

She laughed humorlessly. “The Clutch? Why did they call themselves that? Not very original. My favorite was the Regents.”

“The Regents,” I repeated under my breath. “There are other groups like the Clutch?” That idea terrified me.

She strolled toward the water near a lifeguard tower. I followed after her so I didn’t miss her answer. “If you mean people who try to use our Waker gifts for selfish purposes, then yes. Although a group made up of members who can astral project, that’s unusual.”

Sand flowed into my strappy, high-heeled shoes. I tried to kick the excess out as I caught up with her.

She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Did you think that they were the only ones who’ve tried to take advantage of what we can do?”

“Kind of. Yeah.” I hated the idea that people out there would try and exploit our gift.

She spun around, crossed her arms and drummed her purple painted nails against her biceps. “What would it be like to be so naïve?”

I ignored her comment, still having more important questions. “How did you touch my spirit like that?”

“I’m one of the Returned, just like you. It’s a skill we have. That, and being tangible to ghosts.” She squinted up at the moon. “It’s a beautiful night. The kind that makes me appreciate being alive.” She took a slow deep breath, like she was savoring the intricate blend of the air. “You’ve probably never heard that word before. It’s what the council calls Wakers who’ve died and come back to life.”

“You died and came back to life, too?”

There were others out there like me. I wasn’t some random, albeit lucky, freak. There was someone who understood what I was going through. There was even a name for us. The Returned. I trudged the last few steps to the lifeguard tower and climbed up the steps, sitting on the top one. She watched me but didn’t speak.

I smiled at her through my suddenly tear-filled eyes. “You’ve just changed my life and I don’t even know your name.”

She gave me a tiny smile, revealing slightly crooked teeth. Somehow that imperfection made her stunning. “I’m Kalina.”

The rough wood of the tower rubbed against my hands as I leaned back on my knuckles. I tried and failed to find the Corona constellation Brent had told me about at the beginning of the school year. The universe suddenly seemed more immense than it had before.

“Do you know why I was able to change my death?” It was a question I had always wondered and been afraid to voice to anyone. I knew she was the right person to ask. She would understand its importance.

“I asked myself that same question for months after I altered my murder.” She pulled up her strapless silver gown that had started to slip. “The best guess I could come up with was that I refused to accept my death. Maybe my Waker gifts helped me to alter things. Maybe it wasn’t my time. Or maybe it was supposed to happen, that my death would make me a better, stronger Waker. I know I had more work with spirits I still needed to do. I think that experience will benefit the ghosts I work with. I really understand what they’re going through.”

I nodded, her words feeling true, hoping they applied to me too.

“Have you overcome your fear of water?”

“You know about that?” Wow. The girl did know everything.

Kalina pointed to herself. “I see the future and know all.”

I fought back a grin. “The water calls to me, you know. It tries to lure me to it, so I can drown again.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “It calls to you because it’s your pet element.”

“No, I find myself walking toward it and . . .”

“The only reason you haven’t figured this out already is because you’re letting your fear short circuit your brain. When you drowned, it enhanced your connection to water. Like my murder made my visions stronger.”

I smoothed down the soft fabric of my dress. I couldn’t believe that. “I don’t think so.”

“I bet you loved water before you drowned.”

“Yes, but—”I ground my teeth together as she interrupted.

“Your grandma must have known that. I bet she picked out your name.”

“She did.” I propped my hands under my knees and swung my legs between the steps, like I had when I was a little girl. “This past year I thought it was odd that I was petrified of water when my name means ‘water-lady.” I let out an unhappy laugh.

She sucked on her bottom lip. “Do you know what your boyfriend’s name means?”

I shook my head.

“We’re interested in him. Men with his abilities are extremely rare.”

That made me pause. I already knew Brent’s skills were uncommon. I didn’t like that people knew about them. Did the Wakers want to use Brent’s skills like the Clutch did? I narrowed my eyes at her. “How do you know about him?”

“I’ve been dreaming about you for months, trying to decide if I needed to intervene. He pops up sometimes, too.” She sat down in the sand, crossed her legs and arranged the skirt of her dress over her knees.

I swallowed uncomfortably, wondering which parts of my life she had seen. “No intervention needed. My dealings with the Clutch are done.”

She picked up a handful of sand then let it sift slowly through her fingers. “They aren’t. This I know. I’ve come here to instruct you—no. No, I would say order you to not do what they’re going to ask.”

A spark of anger ignited inside me. “You order me?”

She nodded—her expression held no trace of humor. “You can’t do what they’re going to ask you to do.”

“And if I do?”

“We’ll have to step in, and we aren’t nice to people who disobey orders.”

I shuddered at the very real threat in her words. Her eyes could have filleted me like a piece of meat. I managed to swallow. “What do they want me to do?”

“There are some restrictions with my gift. I’ve overstepped already by coming to you and giving you an order. But I had to tell you not to make a deal with them.” She shook her head. “ Believe me that the consequences will be far- reaching if you help them.”

“I won’t help them,” I promised hastily. I hoped I wasn’t lying but I didn’t foresee any future were I’d be working with them again.

“Then my work is done.” Her voice held a sarcastic tone. The moonlight reflected in her eyes, made them look like hardened piece of stainless steel. She stood up and wiped the sand from the back of her dress.

“You’re going? I have still have questions.”

“They aren’t my concern. Rest assured, we will be watching you.”

With that she turned and walked away. I climbed down from my perch and walked along the beach until I found the pier. Water was my pet element? I edged forward to a concrete support pillar. I lifted my foot, shoe and all, hesitating before lowering my toes into the water. My heart thudded hard, like a boxers punch against my ribs. My toes flexed as I forced them near the water. An imaginary drum roll played in my head. I shoved my foot into the water with a tiny whine. I expected fear, sweat and panic. They flared to life, but were chased away as a feeling of comfort sprouted inside me. The cold water caressed my toes, its chilly temperature replaced with a warm, liquid caress.

What had changed? Had it been Kalina telling me water was my element or something else? I might never know. All that mattered was that the fear was gone. I hoped I would never feel it again. I leaned against the beam and stared into the cool evening. The moonbeams filtered through the pier, kissing the water with light. I stared down the length of the pier trying to take in all she had told me, all that she had warned me against. I didn’t plan on doing anything for the Clutch again, unless they had some other trick up their sleeve.

Finally I managed to shove all the questions aside. I would worry about them tomorrow. Tonight I wanted to concentrate on Prom. Tonight I wanted to pretend to be normal. I went to find Brent.

Chapter Eighteen

I found Brent standing in the tent by the punch bowl, talking with Steve.

“There you are.” Brent handed me my purse. “You were gone a long time.”

“Sorry. What did I miss?”

“I was telling your boyfriend about the plan Cherie and I came up with for the senior prank.” Steve waggled his eyebrows.

I took the glass of punch Brent handed me. “Let’s hear it.”

“We’re going to throw a party,” Steve said. “And every student’s invited.”

“A party.” I was underwhelmed. “That’s it?”

“Please.” Steve looked offended. “Don’t you know Cherie and me at all? It’s not the event itself that will make it unforgettable, so much as the location.”

“Where?” Brent took another sip of punch.

“The headmaster’s private garden,” Steve said.

My shocked expression made a self-satisfactory grin spread on Steve’s face.

Brent and I exchanged a look. We’d spent a lot of time there together last year. It was easy for us not to get caught, since we were only spirits most of the time.

“You’re going to get so busted when they break it up.” Brent shook his head. “And you know they will. If it’s like any of the other parties broken up in the past, every security officer and faculty member will be roused from their bed to make sure no students escape.”

“Exactly.” Steve rubbed his hands together. “That is where the real plan begins. Every student will have a map of how to get to and from the party safely.”

“We all know where it is. It isn’t exactly treacherous,” I reminded him.

“Not that night. That night, every way to and from the garden, except for the ways the map shows, will be rigged with paint, feathers, water, eggs, anything. We’ll set up dump buckets, sprayers, catapults. It’ll be chaos. And all of the faculty, including Headmaster Farnsworth, will be doused.”

I gaped at Steve as he and Brent high-fived. “Okay, that is brilliant, but they will be out for blood.”

Steve nodded. “I know. It’s going to be epic.” Steve strolled away with a spring in his step. 

“He’s going to get us all in so much trouble.”

“Yeah,” Brent agreed. “I can’t wait. It’s going to be amazing.”

I took a sip. “Totally.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

He studied my face. “I know you’re lying. Tell me what happened.”

Sometimes having him know me so well wasn’t a blessing. I filled him in on the highlights of my meeting with Kalina.

Brent let out a long whistle. “Wow. That’s heavy. How you holding up?”

“Good. Nervous, but good. I think.” I grabbed his hand. “I don’t want to talk about it tonight. I’m going to let it digest until tomorrow.”

The school had started several bonfires in the fire pits and we drifted over toward one. Brent started biting his nails. One of my classmates handed me a skewer and passed me an open bag of marshmallows. We sat on one of the chairs that had been set up and toasted our marshmallows. I loved roasting them, but didn’t like to eat them without chocolate and graham crackers, so I fed mine to Brent. Some of it stuck to the corner of his mouth and I leaned in to kiss it off. My tongue brushed over the marshmallow remnants, and the fire crackled loudly. I licked the area once more to get the rest. Brent closed his eyes and the flames jumped higher, sending all of us jumping back.

Brent caught my hand in his. His eyes met mine and the fire wasn’t the only thing sizzling right then.

“Your fingers are still sticky.” He brought my fingers to his mouth, still holding my gaze and I suddenly had problems breathing. Something flickered in his eyes as he gently kissed the pad of my finger. I was so lost in my Brent-haze that I missed the screams of my peers. Without warning, the brightly flaring fire was doused with an icy splash of water that covered the two of us as well. I blinked as the salt water flooded down my face.

“What was that?” I asked, spitting the briny water out of my mouth.

“A wave just came up and put out the bonfire,” A tall blonde guy I didn’t know answered. “That was crazy.”

Sure enough, the bonfire was drenched, but the fire still smoldered, putting off thick, heavy steam. The wave had to have been huge to travel so far, but now the surf was moving just as it had been before, easing up and down the beach.

I shivered and Brent slipped off his coat, placing it around my shoulders. His white dress shirt now clung to his chest. His dark locks hung in his eyes, dripping down his face. Yikes, but the boy looked good wet. I swallowed hard and a wave broke near us again, its whitewash creeping up until it touched my toes. I snuggled into the wet coat, still warm from Brent’s body heat. I pulled it around me and felt a weird clink against my chest.

“No,” Brent said as I reached my hand in and pulled out a velvet box. If I didn’t know better I would say it was jewelry box.

I glanced up at Brent and his cheeks were red. “What?”

Brent took the box from my hand and pulled me to my feet. “Not here.”

I allowed him to guide me under the pier. A cloud layer had moved in, casting the pier and its colored lights into something out of a fairy tale.

Brent bit his nails as we strolled. “I know last year we were both planning on going to different colleges. You wanted to go Columbia and I was going to go to Yale.” The muscles on his neck seemed to work as he cleared his throat. “You know I’ve been accepted into Yale and Columbia. I haven’t accepted or declined either of them. I’m waiting to see where you end up. Waiting to see if you’d rather me go Columbia with you.”

I didn’t bother to hold back my surprised smile. “You would do that for me?” A small breeze stirred the wet hair around my face. “But you’ve always wanted to go to Yale.”

Brent gave me a surprised look. “Are you insane? Of course I would do that for you.”

“Brent, I can’t have that much control over your future. I—”

The happy expression on his face fell. “Oh. Right. If you don’t want me that close, I get it.”

I grabbed hold of both of his shoulders. “Brent, of course I would want you to be there, but I don’t want my choice to change the course of your life. You have to pick the school that’s best for you.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I know. I’m not trying to pressure you. And I know it’s stupid to make such important decisions based on our relationship right now, but I can’t imagine my life without you.”

“I feel the same way, but even if we go to different schools, it doesn’t mean we have to break up. If my family has their way, I won’t even be in college next year. I’ll be studying in Brazil.”

“I know, but being away from you this summer was hard. I don’t want to do that again.”

For the first time it hit me how much my life would change next year, and it sucked. A small chasm of grief slithered through me.

“We don’t have to make plans yet, it’s just something to think about.” Brent played with the wrist corsage on my arm. “I love seeing you wearing something I gave you.” He took a deep breath and pulled the jewelry box out of his pocket. He opened it, holding the velvet box closer to me. Inside was a beautiful silver ring set with a full-moon pearl surrounded by little diamond stars, as lovely as the night sky.

“Are you asking me to. . .” I couldn’t get the words out. He wasn’t proposing was he? My eyes opened wide and I found myself gasping for air and leaning against the pier.

He laughed in a gentle, kind way. “No. I’m not proposing. It isn’t an engagement ring,” he said, his cheeks flushing. He lifted the ring from the velvet. “Can I put it on you? Will you wear it?”

I nodded. He lifted my hand and gently slid the ring onto the ring finger of my right hand. I flexed my fingers, admiring how perfect it looked.

“What sort of ring is it then?” I asked.

“A promise ring.”

“What sort of promise?”

“We’re too young to get engaged, but I love you. Even though we may end up at different schools, or on different continents, it won’t change how I feel. The same moon will be bathing both of us in its light.” He took my hand in his and kissed each of my fingers. “And as long as you wear it, I’ll know you still love me too.”

“I love you. I’ll never take it off.”

He brought his lips to mine and his body gently pressed me into the pier. The cold concrete contrasted starkly with his warmth. His lips were soft and I closed my eyes as they trailed down my neck and then back up, until they tickled behind my ear. He kissed his way along my jaw and I felt limp. His mouth gently parted mine and my blood boiled like flowing lava.

Cold water suddenly swirled around our ankles, lapping almost lovingly against my skin.

We broke apart with a gasp and a laugh.

Brent stopped mid-laugh. “You’re really not freaked out?”

“No.” A sense of freedom fluttered in my chest.

“That is amazing.” Brent curled his fingers around my wrist; he felt nice and toasty. He leaned me back against the pier again, the heat rising between our bodies steaming like fog. “I have a theory,” he said, before stealing another kiss.

The humid mist circled around us as his lips met mine. His arms went around me and brought me closer to him. He tasted like salt and I responded like a sodium addict. Another batch of whitewash rushed over our ankles.

Brent gave me a lazy grin. “The weird waves tonight have been because of you. You’re controlling the water. Every time we start kissing the water goes berserk.”

When Kalina had called it my pet element, I thought she meant I didn’t need to be afraid anymore. I hadn’t thought about it mirroring my actions or emotions.

“So we’re all wet because—”

“I’m so irresistible,” Brent finished, dusting off his shoulder. He looked very pleased with himself.

I dropped my head to his wet chest. “How embarrassing.”

Brent chuckled. “I kind of like it. Let’s see how big the waves can get.”

He leaned in for another kiss but I put one finger over his lips. “No thanks. I think the water and I have performed enough for you tonight.” I gestured toward the water. A small section of seawater jumped like a dolphin performing a trick, following the movement of my arm. I stopped and stared at the water.

“Did I really do that?”

Brent squeezed my shoulder. “Try it again.”

I held my hand out and a thin trail of water lifted up until it reached my palm. Whoa. I dropped my hand, willing the water away, and it fell away. I flicked my finger and a wave extended its length and until it touched my toes. It really did respond to me. Not only that. I could feel it around me. I could think of one section of water and move it toward me. We stood there for a few minutes while I made small commands of the water until my teeth started chattering. Brent pulled me into a warm embrace and suggested we go back.

We walked hand-in-hand toward the tent. When we got close enough to the dance to hear the music and feel the heaters’ warmth, he pulled me into his arms and started dancing with me. We both pulled our wet shoes off and let the cold sand squish between our toes.

Even though I was wet, my hairdo was ruined, and my make up was probably completely gone, I was happy. I leaned my head on Brent’s chest and my lips found their way to his neck. Goose bumps rose on his skin where I kissed him. I cuddled in closer to him and the torches lighting the area burst brighter. I formed a theory of my own and decided to test it out. I kissed his neck one more time, his pulse speeding under my lips. Sure enough their flames glowed brighter.

“Did you see that?” I asked

“Yeah. Fire’s been doing that recently. I think Cherie’s right.” He brought his lips to my ear. “You’re water and I’m fire and together we’re pure steam.” His voice was husky and the molten lava feeling was back in my veins. Waves didn’t hit us, but one broke near us with a loud crash.

I felt Brent’s smile against my temple. I closed my eyes and hummed along to the music. Out of the blue, something Kalina had said popped into my head. “Brent, what’s your name mean?”

He gave me a funny look.

“Just answer please.”

“Okay. There are two meanings: one is ‘hill’ and the other is ‘burnt.’ Why?”

Burnt? Maybe it was because I’d been talking with Kalina earlier about her visions and dreams but my mind flashed to the fire dreams I’d been having. She’d asked me about Brent’s name. Was he connected to them? Is that why she wanted me to know what his name meant? Suddenly my dreams about fires and Brent’s new fire ability seemed like a horrible combination. I stopped at that thought. He shouldn’t be having that reaction to fire. Not if it had been caused by one of the souls that had been in his body. Not since he had the cure.

I tilted my head so I could gaze into his eyes. My fingers traced his face, over his chin, his forehead, down the slope of his nose, across his upper lip. There my heart stopped beating for a second and it felt like a black hole had opened inside of me. Under his nose a warm liquid had pooled. I didn’t need to look to know it was blood.

v

Brent missed school on Monday. His parents had heard about the nosebleed and immediately set up an appointment with his doctor. I completely understood their concern. I moped in my room, worrying about Brent until Cherie burst in almost screaming, “Pranks!”

“Random. But okay.”

She closed the door and began pacing, her hands fluttering about as she talked. “Steve was talking about our senior prank and it made me remember something.”

“Can you sit down? You’re making me nervous.”

She perched on the edge of her bed for a nanosecond before springing up to her feet and flitting around the room. “We started talking about all the pranks that have been pulled over the years. And that reminded me about an article I had dismissed about the class of 1915’s prank going wrong.”

She rummaged through a folder on her bed and pulled out two old pictures. She handed them to me. Both of them were of the Christopher Pendrell’s statue in front of the Administration building. “The class of 1915 tried to steal the statue, but instead they dropped it down the stairs, breaking it into several pieces. It had to be fixed and it took almost a full year for the restoration to be completed.”

“Fascinating. But we already checked the statue remember?”

She stomped her foot. “We’ve had a major break-through, Yara. Look at the pictures. The statue was supposed to be exactly the same.”

I studied the two statues. They were identical, except one of them was wearing a key necklace. “When was the statue finished?”

“Two months after Sophia died. I’m sure that’s where it’s hidden.”

“But we already ruled that out.”

“That was when I thought Sophia had attached it herself. She didn’t. The statue was sent back to the original artist to be fixed. The real key is now part of the statue. It isn’t glued on or something that simple, it’s inside the metal. We just need to figure out how to detach it.” She pulled out another book. She sat next to me on bed. “I’ve started researching how to melt bronze.”
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The next afternoon Cherie, Steve, Audrey, Travis and I were standing in front of the Christopher Pendrell statue. Travis’s dad worked as a metal fabricator and welder, and Travis had spent his summers welding for pocket money. Travis knocked on the statue and walked around it.

“Can you do it?” Cherie rapped her knuckles on Christopher’s toes and shadowed Travis’s circle. Then she pulled out her notebook and started taking notes.

“I think so. If it really is an iron key.” Travis ran his hand over the statue. “Are you sure about that?”

“The article about the key said it was made of iron. That’s the only time it even mentions what the keys are made of.”

“Is there a way to tell before we ruin the statue?” I sat down on the steps and titled my head back so I could see Travis.

“With a magnet, right?” Steve asked. I doubted Steve knew the first thing about metal work, but he felt the need to contribute what he could to the project. I’d noticed that anytime one guy was working on some ‘manly’ project, other men gathered around and contributed suggestions and an unending commentary, even if they didn’t understand what the guy was doing at all. It was some form of male project support system.

Travis nodded. “Bronze isn’t magnetic, but a bronze-plated iron key would be. If a magnet sticks to the key on the statue, then it’s really iron.”

“I have some I keep around to hang up posters in the classrooms,” Audrey said, unzipping her bag. She pulled out a pencil box. Inside there were staples, rubber bands, thumb tacks and magnets. “After planning a few school events, my bag is always loaded with basic essentials,” she explained handing a pastel pink magnet to Travis.

He went up on his toes and positioned the magnet over the key. He pulled his hand back and the magnet stayed. “Well that answers that question.”

“And how could you get it off, without damaging the key?” Cherie asked jotting down a few things in her notebook.

“Well maybe with a chisel. Bronze is softer than iron, but the key still might get bent up. You might be able to heat it off.”

“With a blow torch?” Steve rubbed his hands together.

“I know you love power tools, but let’s make sure that’s what we need.” Cherie chewed on the eraser of her pencil. “Wouldn’t that melt the key?”

“It shouldn’t. Bronze melts at about a thousand degrees less than iron. If we could put a torch on it and get a pry bar underneath it, it should come out pretty easy.”

“So what do I need to buy to pull this off?”

“Nothing, my dad has all of the tools we’ll need. I bet my mom would bring them to me if I told her it was for a school project. She was planning on visiting me tomorrow night anyway. I’ll give her a call.”

Steve removed the magnet and handed it back to Audrey. I hoped our plan worked. Destruction of school property could endanger all of our futures if we got caught.
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Travis called the next night to let us know his mom had dropped off the supplies. We made plans to meet outside the dorms at two in the morning.

Travis carried the torch and tanks, while Steve carried the two stepladders. Audrey took her position at the bottom of the stairs while I tiptoed to the top, each of us assigned as the lookouts. While Cherie and Steve set up the ladders, Travis donned his dark glasses and turned the valves on his torch. With a pop, the torch ignited, lighting up the area in its white-bluish light. I cringed as the roaring hiss of the flame filled the quiet night. I did a quick visual search of my assigned area and gave Travis a thumb’s up sign, to let him know we were still in the clear.

Even though I had dressed in layers, I was still cold. I pulled my beanie further down of my head, making sure my ears were covered. Travis hurried up his ladder, trailing hoses, while Steve put on his dark glasses and climbed the other. Cherie stood below them like a surgery nurse, ready to hand up whatever they needed. As Travis played the flame evenly across the key, Steve held the large screwdriver close, ready to start prying it off as soon as Travis thought it was hot enough.

It seemed to take forever, even though it probably had only been a few minutes. I thought my head might twist off as I tried looking everywhere at once. The wind stirred, carrying the sweet smell of orange blossoms.

Finally, Travis’s whispered “Now!” carried across the quad and Steve plunged the screwdriver under the key’s edge, prying it loose. He caught it in his gloved hand and descended the ladder, passing the red-hot key from hand to hand like a hot potato. Travis twisted the knobs again and the night went dark and silent. Steve dropped the key into a waiting metal toolbox.

The statue now sported a blackened cavity in its chest, smoke still rising into the night sky. I hoped it would be a while before the school noticed. Cherie carried the toolbox while the rest of us shuffled along to Travis’s car where we hid all of his supplies.

Travis took the key with him to his room so he could clean it up. He promised to bring it back to us in the morning cleaned, cooled, and ready for use.
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The following night Steve, Cherie and I took the key and snuck into the old pool room. The room still swam in a flood of grief, just as it had when we’d talked to Sophia.

The blueprints Cherie had found said the room should be underneath the landing of the stairs at the head of the pool. We crept down the stairs, each carrying a flashlight. Steve wore a backpack and I had the key nestled in the inside pocket of my woolen jacket.

Cherie panned her high-powered flashlight all along the stairs. We stood next to the old diving board, examining where the schematic said the room should be.

My eyes rested on the glass murals behind the pool depicting the swimming swans. Between them, about the width of a door, was a section of tile.

“I think it’s right here,” Steve said, tapping the tile with his knuckles.

“The tile has never been re-worked or anything so there has to be a secret switch or lever or something,” Cherie said, moving her flashlight all around the outside edge. “Well, let’s start looking.”

We felt along the tile, the murals, the stairs, and even the diving board, but found nothing.

“What now?” I asked Cherie.

“No idea.”

Steve gave us a grin. “Time for plan B.” He unzipped the backpack and pulled out three huge hammers.

“I love you!” Cherie threw herself into his arms and peppered his face with kisses. Steve was bright red when she finished.

Only my best friend would consider the means for a possible felony charge romantic. We each picked a hammer and looked at each other.

Steve gave us a formal bow and swept his hand toward the wall. “Ladies first.”

Cherie hoisted up a sledgehammer and swung it into the tile between the two murals. The tile cracked and pieces crumbled to the ground. She swung again. I took a turn, during which they both kept their distance. Aware of my clumsiness, I wasn’t offended. Finally, Steve took a few good whacks at it, and soon there was a hole big enough to see through. We stopped and shone the light in.

“There’s a door handle!” Cherie said. She stretched one of her skinny arms through the hole and twisted it. “It’s locked, but that’s okay. We have the key.” The three of us, mostly Steve, took turns getting rid of the tile until the full door was visible. The metal door was colder to the touch than ice.

I handed the key to Cherie, who slid it into the lock. She turned it—and nothing. “It doesn’t work.”

“May I?” Steve took a turn at it too, but without any success either. “It won’t budge.”

“That isn’t possible!” I pushed him aside and tried it myself. Cherie shone the flashlight on the knob. While the key fit perfectly, the keyhole had a large area that was empty, like a mirror image of itself.

“Now what?” Cherie asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Let me try something.” Steve got on his knees and took the key out. He turned it upside and it fit into the other half of the lock. “It fits but it looks like it needs two keys.”

“It needs both keys?” I asked, hoping I had heard wrong.

“It does.” Cherie frowned. “You have to talk to DJ.”
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The next day I waited for DJ outside the cafeteria at lunch.

He spoke first. “Hey, Cupcake. They have a few questions for you. Tonight at eight.”

“I’m not interested in talking to them.” I folded my arms. “I need to talk to you.”

“How has Brent been feeling?”

“Fine,” I lied even though they must already know the truth.

“Really? So he hasn’t been missing school for doctor appointments recently?”

He had missed almost all of last week, but he was back now. DJ stuck his hand in his pocket and lowered his voice. “They know you have it.”

My spit caught in my throat. “I don’t have anything.”

I led him to a grouping of chairs.

“They saw the defaced statue.”

I sat down on a comfortable armchair upholstered in worn leather and hid my shaking hands under my thighs. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” he said trailing behind me. “And I need it.”

His admission caught me off guard so I made one of my own. “So do I.”

“So you can save your boyfriend’s life.” He stuck his thumbs under the straps of his backpack. “You should understand that I have my own loved one who needs saving.”

“Who?” I already had my suspicions, but needed to hear him admit it.

“Amy, alright? It’s Amy.” He pulled at a loose thread on his backpack. “She was your friend too. Don’t you care about her?”

I remembered his beautiful little sister with her infectious grin, compared to the sickly girl I had seen at the hospital.

“Now you understand. I need that second key too. If I have both, I can really get them to deal. Maybe we can work something out for Brent, too.”

“You need to think before you hand either one of them over to those guys.” I spoke slowly, letting my words seep into him. He had to think logically, not act rashly. “Don’t you want to know why they want it?”

“Who cares? Protecting Amy is the only thing that matters.”

“Do you really think it will end there?” He couldn’t honestly believe that. I’d only met the group a few times and I knew better than that. Not to mention, it was in every movie and book out there. The bad men break their word. You can’t trust them.

“I will have a huge bargaining chip.” He drummed his fingers against his chest. He sounded frantic. “This is my way out. If you give me the key, I’ll make sure you and Brent are part of the deal too.”

I wiped my sweaty palms on my black skirt. “If you let me borrow your key, I will give them both to you when I’m done.”

“Do you think I’m stupid?”

“If you’re planning on giving the keys to the Clutch and thinking that’s the end of it, then yes.” I took a deep breath and gave him a persuasive grin. “DJ, I need them both for one day, and after I’m done, I’ll give them both to you for your bargaining chip.”

He sat down on the arm of my chair. “I’ll deal, with one condition. You have to let me come with you.”

“No, that option isn’t on the table.”

He hunched his shoulders. “Fine. Then you can’t use my key. I warned you to stay away from them, but you didn’t listen. I didn’t have anyone to warn me, but you did. You got yourself involved you can get yourself out.”

His sudden shift in attitude left me breathless and I slid back in my chair, distancing myself from him.

He sighed and I wanted to believe he had true regret in his eyes. “Yara, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you. It’s just, it’s Amy. I care about you. I do. . . but it’s doesn’t matter. It’s my fault she’s in this mess. And even as much as I care about you, I’d pick her every time.”

With that he strode away, leaving me adrift like a helium balloon released on a windy day.

Chapter Nineteen

I meant it when I told DJ I had no intention of meeting with the Clutch again. But Brent had another nosebleed at lunch and my worry for him made me reconsider my decision. It was almost like the Clutch read my mind, because that afternoon I had received a note in my mailbox informing me they wouldn’t be projecting and I should come in my body. It wasn’t signed, but stamped with emblem of the Clutch. This would be the first time I would meet them with my body and not just in astral form. I didn’t know why, but the idea of not projecting during the meeting frightened me.

When I entered the meeting room I noticed Mr. Crosby no longer hid in the shadows with the rest of the Clutch, although he still wore his hooded robe “We’re happy to see you Miss Silva. We are disappointed, however, that you didn’t immediately turn over the key. We will take it now.”

I seemed to have lost my ability to speak, because I didn’t say anything.

“Very well. In light of Mr. Springsteed’s medical condition, I thought you’d be interested in working with us.”

“No. As a matter of fact, I’m not.” I studied one of the golden candelabras. My voice was full of accusation. “Your cure didn’t work.”

The room filled with laughter. “Oh, but it does work. But it isn’t a one-time treatment.”

“And you failed to mention this before?” Dread slithered through me because I knew where this was headed.

“Miss Silva. We are men of business.” He leaned back in his chair. “You never asked before if it was an ongoing or a one-time treatment.”

“Oh,” I said. “Obviously the fault lies with me.” Apparently I could still snark a little.

“Let’s not waste time placing blame.”

“I’m not interested,” I said before standing. I was too tempted to stay.

“We thought you might say that. But there’s something you really must see before you go.”

He opened a laptop on the table in front of him. He hit play, and a video of Cherie, Steve, Travis, Audrey and me stealing the key from the statue danced on the screen in front of me. “And now? I have friends at Columbia and Stanford who might be interested in this video. Destruction of school property is a pretty serious offense. Please sit back down.”

I felt faint as the blood rushed from my face. It seemed like time slowed around me as I considered all the possibilities. And what refusing them would mean. I had been concerned about what they could do to Brent, and to me, but now all of my friends’ futures hung in the balance, as well. Cherie, Steve, Travis, and Audrey, all of them were involved because of me, and now I was responsible for all of them.

“What would you want me to do?” I dropped into the chair like a sack of potatoes.

“Finally you talk reason.” He closed his computer. “First we need the key.”

“Is that all?” I asked between clenched teeth.

He steepled his fingers together. “No, then we would need you to look into Judge Gutierrez’s office. Find any of the notes he’s been taking on his most recent case.”

“You want me to break in somewhere and spy on someone?”

Mr. Crosby nodded. He motioned toward his laptop. “Is that really anything different than what you’ve already been doing? Like the night you broke into the school’s record room? We have video of that as well.”

“But those were matters of life and death.”

“So is this.”

“But. . .” I didn’t bother finishing my sentence. This felt different. This felt wrong. I knew it didn’t matter to him, so instead I asked. “How many treatments will Brent need?”

Mr. Crosby smiled at me like he was conceding a point. He lifted up a large green glass bottle with an unusual s-shape to it, filled with a thick liquid. “He’ll need to take it the rest of his life. His condition is chronic.”

Was that the cure? I was tempted to grab it from his fingers and make a run for it. He must have seen the intention in my eyes because he pulled it closer to him. My eyes never left the bottle.

“So that means that I’ll have to keep earning them from you?”

“Yes.”

And that was the catch: a lifetime of servitude. I would always have to do their bidding. But what happened if I said no? Could I really do it? Could I really turn them down and ruin all my friends’ lives for my own personal freedom? If I said no, would Brent die? Was my integrity worth it? Lives would be ruined because of my choice, either way.

“I need some time to think.”

“Take all the time you need. Although you might want to hurry. For your young friend Mr. Springsteed, time is already running out.”
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“I don’t care about the video,” Cherie said. We were sitting in the commons building courtyard. We hadn’t even bothered to take our books out of our backpacks to pretend to study.

“Maybe, but your parents will.”

Cherie took a deep breath. “I know, but my dad is a great lawyer and they have a lot of money. I’ll be okay. But you . . .”

“I won’t be.” I ran my finger along the grooves in the stone table. “We aren’t that rich. I’m barely able to afford tuition here. My dad doesn’t know any powerful lawyers and I know your dad won’t defend me.”

Cherie’s cheeks colored. “My parents love you.”

“They do. Until they see me as the one who ruined your future.” I dropped my forehead onto the table. “And what about everyone else involved? They were only trying to help Brent.”

“Yeah.” She twisted a strand of her blonde hair around her finger. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you really considering saying yes?”

I turned my head so my cheek rested on the table. “Yes.”

“You can’t do it. It’ll be way more serious than destruction of property. I’m thinking rummaging around a judges chamber to find out how he’s leaning is a major offense.” Cherie folded her arms on the top of the table. “If you ever do anything to displease them they’ll hold it over your head. They’ll own you.”

“Hey guys what’s up?” Audrey asked as she sat down in an empty seat at our table.

“Yara’s about to sell her soul, that’s all.”

“I think I missed something,” Audrey said. Cherie caught her up to speed and Audrey grew more and more pale as the story went on.

“They have us all on video?” Audrey had tears brimming in her eyes. “I’ve never even had detention before.”

I reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry you got involved in all of this.”

She grabbed a tissue from her pencil box to dab away her tears. “I wanted to help Brent.”

“I don’t think anything will help him now except for the cure. They’ll only give him one little vial at a time. I don’t even know what I’d need to do to get the whole stupid, green bottle.”

Audrey paused mid-nose blowing. “Is this green bottle shaped sort of wavy? With some thick liquid inside.”

I paused at her words, trying not to get my hopes up. “How did you know that?”

“Because I saw a couple of those and some little test-tube things of it sitting on Mr. Crosby’s desk last week. He was just putting them back in his safe when we came to interview him for the yearbook.”

“Brent’s cure is here at school?” My thoughts started churning. “In a locked safe.”

“Not just any safe,” Audrey said. “It was high end. It had a fingerprint recognition thing and an ocular scan. It was like out of a spy movie.”

“Oh.” My swirling thoughts stopped. “Then it might as well be in outer space. I need a plan.”

“A plan for what?” Brent sat down across from me.

“I’m trying to figure out a way to help you without getting the rest of us in more trouble.”

“Please don’t do anything stupid. It isn’t worth it.” Brent laced his fingers through mine.

“Yes it is.” I gave his hand a squeeze. “You told me that last year and I’m the one who got Thomas out of your body.”

“With a major assist from me,” Brent pointed out. “Whatever you have planned, please include me.”

“I will. At least this time someone hasn’t kicked you out of your body, this is—” a sudden idea sprang into my mind, a way to gain access to the cure. It might mean kissing everyone’s futures goodbye, so I’d have to clear it with them first, but I knew this could work.

Brent frowned at me. “I don’t like that look in your eye.”

I grinned at him. “I have a plan.”
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I kept patting my backpack to make sure the brownies were there. I clutched the bag close to me to try and hide my nerves. I could lie on my feet easily, but this would require more skill than I usually needed.

“He’ll see you now,” Teri, Mr. Crosby’s secretary, said.

I was shaking as I stood up. She held out a dish of candy, offering me one. “He’s all bark. He’s really a softy.”

The sad thing was, she really believed it. I declined the candy and walked into the enemy’s lair.

Assistant Headmaster Crosby was sitting behind his mahogany desk, his arms folded across the shining top, his lunch on a plate in front of him.

“Yara.” He smiled without warmth. “You’ve caught me eating again. Please come in. I expected you a few days ago. You held out longer than we thought you would.”

It had taken me that long to get everything in place. “You knew I would change my mind?”

He shrugged and sunk deeper into his leather chair, motioning for me to take the seat on the other side of his desk. “We know how sick Brent is. We know you care. It was only a matter of time.” He flicked the reactionary on his desk, and the silver balls bounced back and forth. “After his last seizure, we were sure you’d come around.”

I bit my lip and stared at the lion sculpture on his desk, hoping my anger would look more like grief. I glanced at his clock and frowned. “I have to go eat lunch so I won’t be late for class.”

“I can write you an excuse. Stay until we’ve finished our conversation.”

“Can I eat here? I knew I was seeing you so I picked up a sack lunch from the cafeteria.” Please say yes. Please say yes.

“Be my guest.”

A genuine smile lit my face. “Thank you.”

My hands trembled as I pulled out my sack lunch. The cafeteria had provided me grapes, a turkey sandwich, some chips and a bottled water. What they hadn’t provided were the two brownies I placed on his desk. I saw him eye them before turning back to his own lunch.

“So what are you going to need me to do?” I asked.

“You’ll get the details later,” he said cutting into his salmon.

“If you don’t want to talk about my next assignment then why did you want me to stay?”

He held up his finger while he chewed. “I thought we could get to know each other better. I’m not a horrible person. I think given a chance you may discover we could be friends.”

I couldn’t hold back my snort.

“I understand it will take time. You know the Clutch really turned my life around. I was in a car crash when I was in high school. My father died in it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. But see, it was worse than that. I was driving when it happened. My father was a great man, a charismatic speaker and in the middle of a promising political career. After he died, I was a mess. But then I was recruited by the Clutch and they pulled me through, straightened me out. They saved my life. They can do the same for you.”

I didn’t want to look at him so I stuck a potato chip in my mouth.

“They’ve been powerful friends and allies and I know that they’ve helped me on my quest to fulfill my father’s legacy.”

I didn’t ask him any questions so he directed the conversation towards me. The rest of the lunch was filled with him asking me about my classes and me giving the briefest answers I could. When I had eaten all my lunch but my brownies, which, through careful planning, coincided with his last bite. I picked up a brownie. I bit into my brownie and made a ‘yum’ sound. He raised his eyebrow and looked at my extra brownie.

“May I?” he asked gesturing toward it.

I nodded. He took a bite, dabbed at his mouth with his linen napkin and then bit again. Crosby’s face paled and froze before he was shoved none too gently out of his body. His spirit was expelled so forcefully he went through the wall.

Time stood still. It wouldn’t take him long to get back. Thanks to my time-slip pill, I was still able to move at normal speed. I ran around to his chair and was grateful to find it had wheels. I rolled it over toward the landscape painting and pushed it aside. Behind it was his safe. Raising his hand, I placed it on the black flat panel. Then I put my shoulders under his and lifted him to his feet, sweating and staggering under his dead weight. The man was seriously heavy. I positioned his chin so it looked into the peephole-like spot. Nothing happened.

“It won’t work during the time freeze,” a familiar voice said from behind me as the door opened.

“Brent,” I hissed without turning around. “You’ve got to get out of here before he comes back. If he sees you here, it’s all over.”

“You’re lucky I’m here.” Brent shouldered most of Mr. Crosby’s weight before touching the safe. Once Brent made contact, a blue light flashed, scanning Mr. Crosby’s retina.

A soft hiss indicated the safe was open. I could have wept. Inside I counted thirty vials of the cure, plus the two green bottles. There was enough in here to keep Brent healthy for years. I pulled them all out, and then carefully placed them inside my backpack. While Brent wheeled Mr. Crosby over to his desk, I noticed some familiar sheaves of paper in the back. My journal pages! I grabbed those and stuffed them into my backpack too.

“Go!” I ordered. “Make sure Steve is in position, and get out of here before any of the cameras start working again.”

“I love it when you’re bossy.” Brent gave me a salute, slipped out of the office, and closed the door behind him. I shut the safe and righted the picture. I returned to my own seat, slipped out of my body and waited until I heard his voice on the other side of the door demanding I open it.

“Mr. Crosby?” I called through the door. “What’s happening? Why can’t I get back to my body?”

“Open the door, Yara.”

“Okay. I’m not as good at this as Brent so it might take a few minutes.” I stalled as long as I could, rattling the knob, until the orange glow around his body faded. In a few minutes the licorice would be worn off and he’d be sucked back into his body. I opened the door, and Crosby was livid.

“What happened?” I tried to sound confused, but the fear in my voice was all real.

His eyebrows furled. “What did you do?”

“Me? What did you do? I was shoved out my body! Is this another trick to force me to help you? I already said I would do it!” I scrunched up my face, trying to look on the verge of tears.

His eyes kept flashing different emotions: pity, mistrust, anger, sympathy.

“I didn’t do it,” he finally said.

“Well I didn’t do it.” I balled my hands into fists and placed them on my hips. “Then who did?”

His eyes narrowed. “Who gave you the lunch today?”

“Angela in the cafeteria. Why?” I hated pulling Angela into it, but he’d blame me for it soon enough. Especially when he found out there were no brownies on the menu today.

“I see.”

I made the about-to-cry look again. “I like Angela. Do you think she did this to us?” I sniffed. “Why would she do this?”

Right then, the licorice wore off and he was sucked into his body. I entered mine at the same moment.

“Don’t worry. It’ll be okay,” he said.

He wrote me a late pass and my clammy palms held it tight as my stolen goods and I left his office. Steve was waiting for me at the elevator doors and we switched backpacks. He took the elevator and I took the stairs, trying to not look like I was in a hurry. I was only half way down when an out-of-breath Teri called my name. I spun around and found Mr. Crosby storming up behind her.

“Yara, come back into my office with me. Right. Now.”

“Is everything okay?” My courage dimmed a little, but I followed behind him, trying to look innocent.

As soon as we were inside his office he shut the door firmly. “Let me see your backpack.”

“Okay.” I handed him my bag and silently thanked Cherie for adding a bag-switch to the plan. “What is this about?”

“This is about the fact that there were no brownies made in the cafeteria today and the fact that something was stolen from my office.” He unzipped my bag and searched through it. He looked up confused. “It isn’t here.”

“What?” I asked, trying to look lost.

“The . . .” he started then snapped his mouth shut. “Never mind. Are you sure you got your brownies from Angela?”

“I didn’t see her put them in there, but she handed me the bag.”

He ran his fingers through his hair and told me I could go.

My knees shook as I left his office the second time. If I didn’t think he was watching I would have collapsed on the floor. As it was, I forced myself to walk to class, amazed my plan had worked. By now Steve would have followed the rest of the plan and given Brent a dose before hiding the rest off campus.

In the morning I was called to Mr. Crosby’s office.

Teri grinned at me as she let him know I was in.

As soon as I sat down he glared at me. “That was very well played yesterday. I didn’t see it coming.”

“I don’t know what—”

“The security cameras show you handing off your backpack. I’m sure you’re feeling like you’ve won, but that amount of medicine will only help him for a few years.”

A few years gave me time to discover what was in the cure, or to find another way to help him survive. Right now, a few years felt like an eternity for Brent.

“I’m giving you the opportunity to still work with us. You’ll get the cure. I won’t release the tapes. And I also won’t release the information of what Mr. Springsteed was doing for us before he fell ill.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mr. Springsteed could go to jail for a long time. He is over eighteen, after all. There’s destruction of property, breaking and entering, burglary . . . ”

“You have proof of this?” I asked, my mouth dry.

He opened his laptop and clicked play. The surveillance video showed Brent pulling papers out of a filing cabinet and slipping them inside his jacket. “Imagine what the authorities would say if they saw this.”

“But. . .” That can’t be right, I wanted to say, but I remembered Brent’s refusal to talk about what they had asked him to do. I thought of how the Clutch had wanted me to spy on a judge as I watched the footage, and with a sickening thud in my stomach I realized it really was Brent on the tape. The Clutch had talked him into doing their dirty work in order to bargain for his life. They were that cold. I stared at Mr. Crosby with revulsion. He ignored me and smiled hopefully.

“Reconsidering our offer now?”

I swallowed. As much as I want to save Brent, I couldn’t bring myself to agree to their terms. “No, I’m not spying on any judge. I’m not stupid enough to think you wouldn’t gather this same sort of blackmail about me.”

“You know,” Mr. Crosby said closing his laptop. “You’re more level-headed than your counterparts.”

“No need to try to butter me up.” I grasped the arms on the chair. “I’m not doing anything illegal for you.”

“Well, then perhaps you’d consider doing something for us that is in no way illegal.”

“In exchange for what?” I looked up in surprise.

“The recipe for the cure, and all of our videos on you and your friends.”

It sounded too good to be true. There had to be strings I didn’t see. “And what do you want me to?”

“It’s simple. We still want the key, of course, and one other small thing. We want you to remove the barrier around school. The magical barrier that keeps ghosts trapped here.”

“Why would that matter to . . . oh, you want to be able to leave campus while projecting.” I shivered as I thought about all the damage they could do to the world if I let that happen. “You don’t need me to do that. Couldn’t anyone do that?”

“If we hadn’t read your journal notes, we might never have known that you are the key to our plan. We didn’t know until then that your grandfather put it up, and we might never have realized it requires one of his descendants to take it down.”

“Why?” I picked at the polish on my nails and noticed the veins at my wrist. That’s when I realized something. “He used his own blood in the ceremony, didn’t he?”

Mr. Crosby didn’t answer but it was easy to see I guessed right. “If you don’t do it,” he said after a moment, “we’ll track down another relative and bring them here to do it. They’ll eagerly agree, because they’ll be well paid. And we can be persuasive.”

I had little doubt he was right. If I didn’t do it, eventually someone would. I knew that didn’t make it right, but if it was going to happen anyway, shouldn’t I at least be able to save my friends with it?

“I need time to think this through.” Sadly, this time I wasn’t bluffing. I really needed to consider his offer. We shook hands and it felt like something inside me died. I wiped my hand on my skirt as I left.

v

My grandma came to visit me the next day. I passed her a small sample of the cure. She planned to send some of it off to a lab, keeping some for herself and sending some back to her friends in Brazil.

I dropped to my bed and hugged my pillow to my chest. “Do you know how the barrier was put around campus?”

“Why?”

I studied the dust motes dancing in the sunshine that streamed through the windows, not able to look at her.

“I need to know, because I might need to destroy it.” Her stare felt heavier than a ton of bricks and I cracked under the pressure, telling her everything.

“What a heavy burden to bear.” She clucked her tongue. “You know why the barrier was put up don’t you?”

“Yes, to keep Thomas from escaping.”

“Do you think Thomas was the only evil thing at Pendrell back then?”

“No, the Clutch were probably part of it too.” I tucked my hands under my legs. “Do you think it isn’t wrong of me to try and break the barrier?”

Vovó smoothed back the loose tendrils of her hair into her bun. “Do you?”

“Yes, I think it would be wrong.” I gulped down the sob rising out of my throat. “But if I don’t, they’ll find someone else to do it. Why not do it myself and help my friends?”

“Oh, Querida.” She held out her arms to me and I scrambled into them. “You’re right. They will find someone else to do it. And you can help your friends by doing it. But what would that do to you? You would be compromising part of yourself and what your family has done to protect the world. They have forced you into a situation that is beyond black and white.”

“I know, but how can I not do it?’

She kissed the top of my head. “Do you trust these men to keep their word?’

I shook my head. “No. Not at all . . .”

The edge of her glasses poked my scalp as she held me tight. “You know this may not turn out the way they hoped. They are tampering with things they weren’t meant to.”

“This must have been what Kalina warned me about. She told me not to take the deal.”

Vovó hesitated for a second like she was unsure of her next words. “Maybe. Just know that I will love you no matter what.”

Usually I felt centered and clear minded after talking things through with Vovó, but not this time. My mind was as murky as a mud puddle. Basically, she had acknowledged that I had a hard choice to make, and trusted me to make it. If this is what it meant to grow up, I suddenly understood Peter Pan a lot more.

v

The next morning I woke up to find Sophia in my room.

I bit back a scream.

“I thought you had crossed over.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve just been exploring campus, and enjoying happy memories of my husband. I am sorry for vanishing so quickly after you released me. I should have been more help to you. You found the key, yes?”

I nodded. “We know what it opens, too.”

“I know you are the right person to take over keeping it safe.” She sighed. “I wish that I had been kinder to Christopher when he gave me the key, that I would have reacted better.”

She shook her head. “I have been using my time wisely. I heard that man Mr. Crosby say something about Modesto and drought when talking about the cure. They were using words I didn’t understand but I did make those out.”

“Modesto. Drought,” I repeated to myself.

“I also discovered a device hidden under the statue on Mr. Cosby’s desk. The lion statue has a false bottom. I’m not sure what it is, but he treats it as if it were important. I felt I should tell you. I will let you know if I find anything else.”

With that she disappeared.

I dressed and headed for breakfast. DJ waited for me at the end of the food line. “Hey Cupcake.”

I didn’t even bother to acknowledge him as I walked by.

“Okay I get that you’re angry, but did it ever occur to you that maybe we have the same enemy?”

“Yes.” I whirled around to glare at him. “I pointed that out to you a few days ago. Did it ever occur to you that you’ve already picked your side?”

His cheeks flushed. “Look, this is bigger than that. You can’t take down that barrier. You don’t know what they’ve got planned.”

“And you do?”

“I do.” His emerald eyes shone with stone-cold honesty.

I grabbed my breakfast and found a table for us to sit at. “Go ahead.”

“They’re after the same thing the original Clutch wanted.”

“Which is power and control. Mainly mind control, right?”

He blinked a few times. “How did you know that?”

“It doesn’t matter. Tell me how they do it.”

He peeled his banana in three long strips. “When they work together they make people do stuff, they plant ideas in your mind impossible to overcome.”

It sounded like a demented version of what Vovó could do with ghosts.

“It’s awful,” he said in a quiet voice.

“They’ve done it to you?”

He flinched and nodded. He cleared his throat. “Right now they’re limited to campus. Their mind control only works while on Pendrell property. They’ve been experimenting on . . . people. They know what they’ve figured out isn’t as strong as what the Pendrell sons could do, but it works.”

I didn’t know they already had a working version of the mind control power. It was enough to make me lose my appetite.

“Once that barrier is gone, there might not be any way to stop them.” DJ shoved his banana in his mouth and chewed.

“So all they really want is to be able to do their mojo off campus.” I pushed the oatmeal in my bowl around with my spoon.

“That’s part of it. The other part they want is some old research journals Christopher Pendrell stole from his sons. It had some other instructions on powers and stuff.” DJ started drumming his fingers against the table. “You can’t do this. Can you imagine what else could be hidden in those journals? You can’t take down that barrier. At least at this rate it’s controlled.”

“If I don’t, they’ll get someone else to do it. I bet they already have people finding some of my relatives.”

“They do,” DJ confirmed.

I shrugged. “Then it doesn’t matter if I do it or not. If I agree, then my friends will be helped.”

“Let your relative do it.”

“Why?” I slid my oatmeal away, unable to eat.

“Because then you’ll be spared the guilt.”

The depth of caring in his voice caught me off guard. “If you’re so worried, you can do your part by not giving them the key.” I frowned at him. “Is all this because now that I have a key, you’re afraid that yours is less valuable?”

He slunk back and his spine slumped. “It isn’t that. You were the ones warning me away from making deals with them. Does your advice about not trusting them go both ways? Do you really expect them to just hand their blackmail evidence over to you?”

“No, but I have to do what I can to save Brent.”

“You love him that much?” I didn’t realize while we’d been arguing we had drifted closer together. His face was so close I could feel his breath on my cheek and his eyes stared into mine.

I leaned back from him. “I do. And it’s about more than just him now. There are others I need to help.”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Look, I’ve changed my mind. You can borrow my copy of the key. If you promise to let me have them both when you’re done.”

“I promise.” I folded my napkin over my uneaten breakfast, trying to pretend that his promise to let me use his key wasn’t a huge deal. Those journals were likely hidden in the old pool room, and if I could remove them and keep that information out of the Clutch’s hands, then letting them have the key wouldn’t be a big deal. One of my agonizing choices had practically vanished, and a heavy weight lifted from my chest. Thanks to DJ. “Why are you willing to help me now?”

“Because I know the lengths to which you’ll go to protect the people you love. And I can respect that.”

I reached out and grabbed his hand as he started to leave.

He stared at our hands for a second before looking up at me.

“Sophia told me last night that Crosby keeps something hidden under the statue on his desk. It has a false bottom. I figured you might want to know about that.”

He gave me a grin. “Yeah, I would.”

I let go of his hand.

“You know, giving us that key is going to stop the Clutch from getting their hands on the journals. We’ll give them their precious keys but what they’re after will no longer be there.”

He gave me a bright smile. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’m glad to help.” He knocked against the table. “You’ve got to let me in on this. I need to help take them down.”

I didn’t say anything for a while as I considered the ramifications of his offer. Finally I nodded. “You’ve been hurt by them just as much as we have.”

“Thank you. Let me know the details. Think about what I’ve said.” He pulled out his mp3 player. “If you help them, how will you be able to live knowing what you’ve done?”

“I honestly don’t know.” I swirled my straw through my orange juice. “It’s one of the reasons I haven’t agreed to do it. Why I’m still thinking it over.”

“Think it over as long as you need, because I speak from experience when I say it’s not as easy as you think.” He shoved his ear buds in his ear and strolled away.

Chapter Twenty

 “But the senior prank is tomorrow night,” Steve protested after I told him that DJ was letting us use his key.

“Actually that will be perfect.” Cherie leaned across the dinner table. “We’ve planned the party so well anyone could run it. And it will be the perfect distraction for us. Who will even notice us when there’s a major party going down at the same time?

Steve sighed. “That’s true enough. Alright, so what is the plan for tomorrow night?”

Brent gave Steve a fist bump. “It’s real big of you to miss it, man.”

Steve laughed. “Yeah, it was a real tough choice. Do something that will save the world from an evil secret organization, or host the school’s most incredible party.”

“Okay, so this is how it’s going to go,” Cherie said arranging the salt and pepper shakers like game pieces on a board.

v

Steve picked Audrey and Travis to oversee the party in his absence. The senior party/prank was well underway and hugely successful—though the faculty hadn’t discovered it yet—when DJ met Steve, Cherie, Brent and me outside the Alumni House. The sounds of the party reached us through the trees. The clear night was chilly and I shivered in my sweatshirt.

 “Hey. How are we going to do this?” DJ asked.

“No details yet.” I held out my hand. “The key.”

DJ pretended to look offended. “You don’t trust me?”

“No, I don’t.” I wiggled my fingers.

“Fine.” He slapped the key into my outstretched hand. I closed my fingers around the key and pulled my hand back. I knew it was a mirror image of the other key, but its texture was smoother, probably because it hadn’t been subjected to bronze and blow torches.

Cherie led our little group over to the tree we had climbed up the night we talked to Sophia. We climbed through the window I had once again left open during my internship. Once inside, we formed a line and pulled out our flashlights. We didn’t say a word as we made our way through the building. Aside from our breathing, the squeak of Brent’s shoes, and the frantic beat of my heart, it was quiet.

The pool room was exactly as we had left it. The piles of broken tiles surrounded the now visible door. We made our way single file down the steps. The dust our footsteps stirred made me sneeze.

When we were in front of the door, I handed the keys to Steve. He knelt down and slid them in place. They each had a tab that overlapped, interlacing the two keys. They turned in unison and the lock unlatched with a rusty pop. The door squeaked open and a puff of stuffy air burst from the room along with an intense wave of grief. Staggering under the weight of it, I brought my hand to my mouth and fought the tears threatening to form in my eyes.

Cherie shone the flashlight into the room. It was tiny, like the size of a utility closet. There was a worktable in the middle of the space and the walls were lined with shelves. Old beakers and test tubes covered the worktable. Spider webs hung from wall to wall and a thick layer of dust covered everything. The room was freezing, so cold I could see our breath. Cherie bounced the flashlight around the room and it flickered across a man. I screamed in surprise.

“What?” Cherie asked.

I pointed my own flashlight at the man. A ghost. He looked incredibly familiar. It only took a few seconds for me to recognize him.

“Christopher Pendrell?” 

He shielded his eyes from the light like it hurt him. “Do I know you?”

My friends all gaped at me. “Christopher Pendrell?”

I nodded to my friends, but talked to Christopher. “You’re still here? I thought Thomas got rid of you.”

“Thomas trapped me here to stop me from interfering with his plans.” His voice sounded hoarse like it hadn’t been used in decades. “I came to the school after I died to try and stop them.”

“You were hiding the research journals your sons had, right?”

“Yes. How did you know that?”

I briefly recapped how we’d ended up in his secret room.

“My sons told me they were going to sell their journals to the Clutch. I stole them before the race. I didn’t know at the time they were plotting a murder. It’s my fault they ended up that way. I’m the one who made them take that plant. I’m a horrible father. I’m an even worse husband.”

The spirit in front of me looked nothing like the proud lemon-sucking man in the portrait. He was hunched with grief and pain. His blue eyes were full of remorse that had been building for decades. “I was so sorry for how I ruined Sophia’s life, as well as my sons. After I died I wanted to go to Sophia to beg for her forgiveness, to tell her I didn’t know the plant would cause the damage it did, but I was afraid to leave the journals unprotected in case the Clutch found this room. They’d been looking for this room for years. I kept trying to scare them away but it didn’t work. Then I was shut in here, unable to do anything but dwell on my own failure, knowing I had ruined everything I had ever touched.”

“The Clutch still want those journals. We’re trying to stop them.”

He looked at me for a moment like he was trying to discern my integrity and the truth of what I had said.

Finally he nodded and gestured toward a painting on the wall. “Behind there are five journals. You must destroy them.”

I went to the painting and removed it from the wall, revealing five worn, leather-bound journals. I pulled them out one at a time and handed them to Brent. He, in turn, wiped them against his black sweatshirt.

“What will you do with them?” Christopher asked me.

“I’m going to destroy them.

He straightened, and his face looked less drawn. His whole essence changed, like he had just fulfilled his one purpose on the earth.

I knew one other thing that he needed to hear. “Christopher, I’ve seen your wife.”

His jaw went slack. “Does she still hate me?”

He watched me, trying to see beyond the words I was going to say. “No. She wants to see you. She’s missed you.”

He shook his head aggressively. “You’re lying to me.”

The sadness and grief were a perfect counterpoint to Sophia’s. “She wants to see you. She loves you.”

The regal man started to cry. “She was so angry.”

I walked toward him and placed my hand on his arm. “Her anger is gone.”

A flicker of hope lit in his eyes. “It is?”

“Christopher?”

His head shot up, his eager eyes still trailing tears as he looked toward his wife’s voice.

“Sophia?” The sadness that had almost been tangible suddenly morphed into joy so strong my heart was filled with it. “Are you still so angry with me?”

“No. I know you didn’t mean to do it. I know you thought you were helping them and me. I did break up with Evan because of what the drug had done to him, but I never loved him the way I loved you. I forgive you. I guarded the keys all these years to try and make up for my last hurtful words to you. I couldn’t stand that you died thinking I hated you.”

“Can you forgive me?” He asked in a shaking voice. “For everything?”

“Yes.” She took an unsteady breath. “Can you forgive me for the awful things I said?”

“Yes.”

He was across the room in the blink of an eye. Christopher took her in his arms and they started glowing so brightly I had to look away. I heard their murmured words of love as a light appeared. In it I could see a man who looked a lot like Sophia and surprisingly, a little like Brent.

“Mother, Father,” the man called.” I’ve been waiting for you.”

Sophia and Christopher turned toward him as he emerged from the light.

“Lee?” Sophia asked.

“Yes.”

He was no longer the toddler Sophia had given away, but the man he must have grown into before his death. Sophia ran toward him, dragging Christopher with her. With each step she grew brighter. It looked like sunshine leaked from her fingertips, and the curls of her hair. A bright light washed over them as Lee embraced his parents. The light vanished in the blink of an eye.

My heart warmed and chilled at the same time, thinking I had wanted to send Sophia to an awful eternity of darkness because I hadn’t wanted to take the time to really help her. I had almost kept her from that joyous reunion.

But then Sophia and Christopher reappeared.

My heart was still singing over their beautiful reunion but it screeched to a halt at the sight of them. “What are you doing here?”

“We asked for more time so we could help in this fight. We didn’t cross over because we wanted to stop the Clutch.” Christopher drew his wife to his side. “I started this, and I need to help stop it.” They smiled at me before flickering out of sight.

“What happened?” Cherie asked.

I’d been so focused on helping the Pendrells’, I’d almost forgotten my friends were with me.

Brent’s eyebrows were drawn together and he was staring at where the light had been.

I caught his gaze. “Are you okay?”

He pointed to where they had stood. “They were standing there, right? And there were three of them?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed, wondering how he knew.

Before I could ask him another question, Cherie cut in, “So what happened?”

“Later,” Brent mouthed.

I  nodded and related the story as we left the building and climbed down the tree.

As we walked down the grove-lined path that would lead us back to our dorms, my insides still hummed with a sense of contentment I couldn’t describe.

“Yara?” DJ called.

He had fallen behind and I closed the difference between us. He stopped walking while he waited for me. I held the keys out to him while he stared into the tree line. “A deal is a deal. I hope they help Amy.”

DJ looked guilty and hesitated before opening his hand for me to drop the keys into it. “Yara there is something I nee—”

The dark path flooded with light as the lampposts burst to life. People, maybe about twenty, surrounded us, moving in closer until we were enclosed in a tight circle. I spun in place, my eyes sweeping over the crowd. My mouth went dry as I realized I knew two of them by name: Bryan Pendrell and Mr. Crosby.

“Impressive intel, Mr. Stout,” Mr. Crosby praised.

My eyes flashed to DJ whose head dropped at Mr. Crosby’s words. DJ had betrayed us. 

“Et tu, DJ?” Steve asked, grabbing Brent to hold him back.

I shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet I was. DJ cast me an unreadable look before trotting over like a lap dog to Mr. Crosby and handing him the keys.

“Brent has the journals.” DJ stared at the ground as he said this, but then his head shot up and his eyes bore into Mr. Crosby’s. “Do I get the tapes now?”

Bryan Pendrell laughed. “Now w-w-why would we do th-that?”

Even in the darkness I could see DJ’s face lose its color. “We had a deal that if I—”

“We’ve changed our minds. You sister’s problems have grown since the tape of her drug-addled hit and run. The price has gone up.”

I usually didn’t like to see other people suffer, but DJ had it coming and a part of me was glad he had been double-crossed himself.

Mr. Crosby studied the keys then held them up so the group could see them. “These are worthless now.” He pocketed the keys and his eyes zeroed in on Brent. “Give us the journals now, Mr. Springsteed.”

“Why would we just hand them over?” Brent asked, stepping away from Mr. Crosby and into the chests of two more Clutch members. The men reached from behind and grabbed Brent’s arms, trying to steal the journals. Brent head-butted one of the men while elbowing the other in the stomach, freeing himself. He thrust the stack of journals at Steve, planted his feet, and dropped his hands by his side. He wiggled his fingers, warming them up and preparing them for battle.

“You’ll want to stop now. Don’t forget, you’ll still need more medicine,” Mr. Crosby warned.

Steve ducked as a man lunged at him and Brent maintained his ready stance.

“There is one more thing you should know,” Mr. Crosby said and pulled out a gun.

It was the one from my dream. And it was pointed at Brent, just like in my nightmare. Cold terror sprinted through me, bringing with it visions of Brent’s white shirt covered with blood, his body crumbled on the ground. My feet felt like they’d been cemented to the ground, but the top of me felt like a feather flitting in the wind, unable to stand straight.

Brent’s mouth tightened and his eyes narrowed; he arched one finger and the gun flew from Mr. Crosby’s grasp, jerking him forward in the process. The gun flew to Brent’s hand and Crosby fell to his hand and knees. He stood up, wiping off his knees and dusting off his hands.

Mr. Crosby stared at Brent, but spoke to me. “Now Miss Silva, we still have the matter of the barrier.” He inclined his head toward the groves. “Let’s walk this way.” 

Brent raised the gun with a steady hand. “Let’s not.”

“Gentlemen.” Mr. Crosby didn’t so much as flinch.

The men surrounding us parted and a man I didn’t recognize became visible. In one beefy arm he held Vovó, a knife pressed to her throat. His large hand covered her mouth. She didn’t struggle, but stood calm and regal like a noble queen. Cherie grabbed my arm and steadied me.

I panicked enough for both of us, my pulse thudding in my ears. “Why is she here?”

“Insurance,” Mr. Crosby answered.

Brent trained the gun on the man holding my grandma and pulled the hammer back, the click making the hairs on my arm stand up in fright. “Let her go.”

“Are you that good of a shot Mr. Springsteed?” Mr. Crosby asked. “What if you miss?”

Brent’s eyes flickered to me. I shook my head and he lowered the gun, but kept it tight in his hand until one of the Clutch took it from him. Brent’s hands curled into fists as the men took the journals from Steve.

The man holding Vovó took a step back and she followed him. I made my heavy feet follow after them. Cherie still held my elbow, helping keep me steady. I didn’t see the branches, the fallen leaves, even the moonlight; all my eyes could see was the image of that knife against my grandma’s neck. The men followed closely enough behind that I could feel their breath. I didn’t even realize we’d stopped until Brent walked up beside me and put his arm around me. Instinctively my head fell to his shoulder. I noticed a large X marked in white chalk on the ground and four large camping lanterns hanging from the trees.

Mr. Crosby spun around and motioned toward the X on the ground. “This is the edge of campus. The barrier. Please remove it Miss Silva.”

Any thoughts I’d had of saying no vanished the moment I saw Vovó at the mercy of the Clutch. I opened my mouth to speak but no words came. Brent squeezed my shoulder and that somehow loosened my tongue. “I don’t know how. Even if I did I don’t have any of the supplies I would need.”

“W-w-we found this, um, on your g-g-grandmother.” Bryan Pendrell swung Vovó’s satchel with one finger, the one she carried with her when she was going out to help ghosts. “Y-y-you should, uh, be able to d-d-do it.”

My eyes searched Vovó’s. Why would she be on campus with her satchel when she knew Sophia was no longer a ghost in need of help?

“I came here to take down the barrier.”

She didn’t sound scared. But as she spoke the blade moved along her throat and I felt faint. I leaned more heavily into Brent.

“Yara doesn’t know how, but I do,” Vovó said.

“Then d-d-do it,” Bryan said.

“I will need my granddaughter’s help.”

“N-no,” Bryan argued.

“Oh, let her help,” Mr. Crosby said.

“Y-y-you are not the leader. I-I-I am. I own this land and I am the m-m-master!” Bryan stammered, his face flaming.

Mr. Crosby glared at Bryan and ordered, “Let Yara help.”

I was shoved from behind toward my grandma. My legs were like rubber bands as I approached her. Brent moved to follow, but I heard a scuffle behind me and guessed they had moved to block him. I stared at the chin of the man who held Vovó prisoner. “She can’t do it with you holding her.”

With a nod from Crosby, the man dropped his knife. I grabbed Vovó and hugged her tight.

The sound of the gun cocking pierced the night. Mr. Crosby held it. “Begin.”

I stared down the barrel, unable to breathe, think, or move.

Vovó called to me but I couldn’t look away from the gun. She stepped in front of me and shook my shoulders. “Ignore them. It is like any other night. Listen to my voice.” Her orchid perfume swirled around her and her voice calmed the raging panic in my chest. “Take my satchel and follow my orders.”

I took her satchel from Bryan. With a deep breath, I tuned out everything but her voice. I followed her directions to set up a silver candle with green and purple flowers encased in the wax. She dug into her bag and retrieved a bottle of a milky white solution. I lit several red candles and a deep purple one. I’d never seen her use these candles before and I didn’t recognize them by scent either. She poured the mixture over the chalk and spoke the words, “Barrier that kept evil in, with this mixture and the sanctity of the herbs, we ask thee to lower.”

Then she said something in Guarani that I didn’t understand. Her voice held a soothing quality. She dropped her arms and stopped speaking.

“It’s done.”

I wasn’t sure what I expected, maybe a sonic boom or a magical wall to show before disintegrating, but nothing happened. The leaves sort of rustled and the air seemed fresher, but that was it. The man beside me grabbed hold of my arm, holding me tight.

“Are you finished,” Mr. Crosby asked above his colleagues’ whispers of, “Did it work?”

“Yes,” she said.

“You’re lying,” he accused in a cold voice. “You forgot the key ingredient.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw something move. My head spun toward it, as the man holding me dragged me over to the X and raised a knife. Its blade caught the moonlight and the sharp edge glinted before it dropped, slicing through my sweatshirt and skin. On reflex I pulled my arm away from him, a spray of blood flinging into the air. I screamed at the burning in my arm. My fingers covered the wound, warm, sticky blood puddling under them.

I spun around, my eyes passing Vovó’s shocked face, past Steve and Cherie being held by two men apiece, past Brent, held by four, past Mr. Crosby, whose eyes were filled with triumph, and back to where my blood had fallen.

On the red-splattered X a speck of light appeared, raising a few inches off the ground. Then, like an ignited gasoline trail, the speck of light took off, wrapping all around campus and returning to where we stood in a matter of seconds. The glowing strip extended high until it stretched over our heads in a blinding, glowing dome above us. And with an ear-cracking explosion, the white light exploded into a shower of sparks. The force of the blast knocked all of us off our feet, and I slammed into the ground as the earth groaned and shook.

Panicked screams filled the night and footsteps pounded near us. The people at the party must have seen and felt the barrier’s destruction too. I sat dazed, blood leaking down my arm.

 Brent and Crosby were the first on their feet. Crosby yanked me up, my body pressed into his. Brent stood, his feet spread shoulder-width apart and his fingers moving, red sparks forming between his fingers. Vovó sat up holding her head. Cherie and Steve were still flat on their backs, eyes closed.

“Let her go.” Brent’s brown eyes were hard and cold.

A gust of air pushed Crosby and me back. Crosby circled his free arm around my throat securing me in a chokehold. I struggled, kicking my legs, scratching at the arm around my neck but I couldn’t make him budge or throw him off balance. His other hand held a gun. He pointed it at Brent.

Winds whipped around us, thunder rumbled in the air, Brent’s fingertips started to glow red. Then the cold metal of the gun pressed against my temple. The storm stopped and Brent held up his hands. “Don’t hurt her.”

“D-d-don’t shoot anyone!” Bryan Pendrell yelled. “Are you i-i-insane? The b-b-barrier is down and w-w-we have the j-j-journals!” Mr. Crosby didn’t move. Bryan Pendrell screamed,” I order you to r-r-r-release her!”

“I don’t take orders,” Mr. Crosby said in a lethal voice. With that he turned the gun on Bryan Pendrell. His leather-gloved hands pulled the trigger. The bullet left the chamber in a screeching blaze. Vomit rose in my throat as the bullet tore through Bryan’s chest. Bryan’s howl of pain cut through the night. The sulfuric smell of gunpowder invaded my nose. I gagged as blood blossomed on Bryan Pendrell’s white dress shirt.

Mr. Crosby swung the gun back to my temple. He was going to kill me too. I kicked and flailed my arms but it didn’t help. He held me too tight to break free. With one hand I grabbed the wrist that wrapped around my throat. He was too strong and my fingers did nothing but annoy him. My eyes found Brent’s. Brent who held the power to control the weather. . . in a moment of clear thought I remembered I had my own set of skills. I wrapped my hand around Mr. Crosby’s wrist at my throat.

My hand started tingling, my spirit hand leaving my skin. I concentrated on it, guiding it through his skin, inside him until I grabbed his ghostly wrist. I yanked hard. The sound of bones crunching slipped past my ears. He let out a scream as his wrist jerked at a horrible angle. My other hand knocked his gun arm aside. He dropped the weapon as he cradled his arm to his chest and sank to his knees. I kicked him in the groin as I disentangled myself from him and scooted away, grabbing the gun.

I half crawled to my grandma’s side, and I felt the air shift as the men projected. The nature of the battle had just changed. Brent and I shared a look. He gave me a small nod before he projected. I followed, leaving my bleeding body. Vovó, despite not being able to project, was still moving, still in the battle. She dug her fingers into the ground and started murmuring words under her breath.

By the time I got to my feet, Brent had already summoned a windstorm that sent half the Clutch to the ground. He raised his hands, waving them in the air and the moon disappeared behind a sheath of clouds. Lightning lit up the sky.

The chants of four of the Clutch members carried over the tempest. Their linked hands glowed and the man in the center started to shine.

Brent lifted his hands to the sky again and thunder roared. Between his fingers a ball of elements formed and circled between his hands. He dropped one hand and pointed it to the shining man. It soared toward him and smacked the man in the chest. He toppled over and Brent sent another ball at the rest of the link, who fell over like dominoes. More chanting surrounded us as another link of members formed. Brent raised his hands again just as DJ tackled him.

DJ’s eyes were glassy, unfocused as he pummeled at Brent. Brent slugged him in the jaw and pushed him off. Brent sprang to his feet and gathered another ball of elements and sent it at the new chain. The first group was back on their feet and a third formed.

A beefy member of the Clutch ran toward Brent. He made to punch him but Brent raised his hand and the man flew back. Another man went for him.

I looked around trying to figure out a way to help. On the ground lay fallen oranges about the size of golf balls. I concentrated on one and sent it to the unoccupied body of the man lunging at Brent. It hit him square in the forehead, knocking him back and his spirit form fell, too. I sent another one flying. It hit its mark. I was about to do another when I was tackled.

I ate dirt but managed to flip over before DJ pinned me down.

“Stop!” I shouted at him. But he didn’t listen, his eyes still unseeing as he slapped me hard across my face. Brent cursed loudly, a bolt of lightning illuminating the sky. The smell of burning surrounded us.

DJ held me down. I bucked under him and raked my fingers across his cheek, drawing blue spirit fluid. He grabbed both wrists and gathered them above my head in one hand while his other hand reached for my throat. Before his fingers cinched closed he released me and grabbed his left arm with a howl of pain.

What happened?

He rolled off of me, his eyes glaring to my right. I turned my head to see Vovó barefoot, her toes buried in the ground.

“Move away from her or I’ll do it again,” she threatened. She twirled her hands and a tree branch near his body creaked and swung down onto his arm with a sickening thud.

DJ’s scream turned into a banshee’s howl before he reconnected with his body.

I sat up and the world turned. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to stand, but a dainty hand appeared in front of my face. Sophia.

She gave me a wicked grin as she helped me to my feet. Then she spun around and leapt on the man in the center of one of the Clutch’s lines. Christopher came from the other side and tackled another. I gathered whatever stray wind I could find and sent it toward the Clutch. 

The members’ spirits were still in their line but their bodies had plants entwining around their ankles, crawling up their legs. The vines squeezed their middles and covered their faces. Their spirit forms started gasping for air, but still they chanted.

Brent kept up his storm, directing balls of energy and fending off attacks. For everyone we knocked down another one stood up. Vovó shook, I felt faint and Brent panted. I pushed my wind-blown hair out of my face, fighting back tears and exhaustion. It wasn’t going to end. There were too many of them, and we were tiring.

“Yara, reconnect!” My grandma directed.

I did, just as Vovó lifted her raw and bloody fingers toward my body and grabbed around my arm, around my cut. Our blood touched and I screamed in pain as something sparked inside of me like a firecracker bursting out from my heart, out of my fingers, my toes and my mouth. I felt different; a new power coursed through my veins.

“Stop! Get back in your bodies.” Vovó commanded. Without thought, my voice had spoken the same words she had decreed. Everything stopped—the fighting, the chanting, the storm. Even the Clutch stood in place. “Stop! Turn yourselves in.”

They all reconnected, even Brent, who dropped to his knees then fell forward onto all fours, breathing in ragged gasps.

Most of the men’s eyes looked dazed as they reconnected, and the plants binding their feet loosened before they turned and left the groves. All but Mr. Crosby. He still cradled his broken wrist and refused to move.

“Leave us alone.” She repeated. Her body trembled, and plants, weeds, and trees all followed her movement.

Mr. Crosby glared at us, his eyes seething hatred as he walked away. My eyes never left him, afraid to turn my back on him. His pace picked up as he neared Brent and only because I watched him so closely did I see him flick out a knife. I wasn’t aware that I was running, that I had shoved Brent out of the way, or that I had shielded him with my own body. I wasn’t aware of anything other than burning of the knife stabbing into my shoulder. I was knocked off my feet, tripping over a stunned Brent.

It hurt. Oh, it hurt. I turned my head, pressing my cheek into the dirt and found Brent staring at me. I would have expected him to be pale or scared but his face was red, almost glowing, his brown eyes seeming to boil. The lanterns on the trees exploded, red-hot sparks falling to the ground. Several small fires sprouted among the dried twigs and leaves.

A burst of wind twirled around us and the storm clouds thickened. Thunder boomed and lightning cut across the sky. Brent threw his head back and roared, his hair falling behind him like a lion. He ripped off his sweatshirt and held it to my shoulder, wrapping me in his arms.

Beyond Brent’s shoulder I watched Steve sit up and look around in a daze. He then reached over and touched Cherie’s face.

A rustling to my left caught my attention. Mr. Crosby’s feet had sunk in a hole and he struggled against the root that had wrapped around them, chaining him to the spot. Brent gently lay me down and jumped up. He swung around and stalked toward Crosby who struggled against Vovó’s snare. A small vortex of a cyclone circulated around Crosby’s face. His hand pulled at his collar as he struggled for air. Lightning struck again, blinding me for a moment. When my vision cleared, Cherie’s face looked down at me, a trail of blood down her temple.

“What happened?” Her blue eyes widened. “Are you bleeding?”

“Go get help,” I ordered. She didn’t even argue before she hurried into the shadows and ran toward the school.

Brent’s fingers glowed red, the air stirred, branches groaned, owls took flight, and leaves fell off the trees. The wind fanned the flames where the lanterns had fallen and I could see black smoke rising, the air growing thick with it. Mr. Crosby still struggled to breathe while Brent stood before him like some Grecian god passing judgment on his subjects, powerful and full of vengeance. One second he was standing tall and the next he was on the ground.

He stiffened and began convulsing, foam oozing from his mouth like a rabid dog. The moment Brent was down, Vovó raced to him. Crosby wrenched his feet loose and disappeared into the dark. Steve dropped by Brent’s side.

It seemed like a dream: the way the storm intensified and the tower of flames reached higher into the dark night. The flames moved away from us. I dragged myself unsteadily to my feet as Vovó moved toward me.

I coughed on smoke and the heat pressed against my skin as I limped toward Brent. Vovó grabbed me, trying to hold me back, but I slapped away her hand, knowing he needed me. I coughed again.

“Yara, you’re heading toward the fire.”

“Fire?” I really looked for the first time and saw the flames around us. Orange sparks danced in the sky and the wind had shifted, sending them closer to us. Several landed next to Brent, his body crumbled on the ground, his shirt soaked in my blood. I screamed. Brent still convulsed, shaking, his skin soaked in sweat. Tendrils of flame shot up around him. Steve batted at the flames around Brent, waiting for his seizure to stop so we could carry him out.

By the time the convulsions stopped, the flames surrounded us. Steve took an arm and pulled him to his feet. I stood too, and had to grasp a tree trunk to not collapse. The smoke had rolled in and covered us in a dreary, deadly shadow. Ash fell down on us like hell’s tears.

I held onto Vovó as she grabbed Brent’s other arm, helping Steve carry Brent’s limp body. I took a step forward and tripped over something blocking the path. I couldn’t see what it was but my hands felt around the cluttered dirt floor, looking for it. My fingers skimmed across a hand and I crept under the hands and arms to a pair of limp shoulders. I searched for a pulse but I couldn’t find one. It was Bryan. I shuddered and climbed to my feet, stumbling forward, not sure which way to go when a hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back.

“Yara, we have to go,” Vovó said.

“Don’t get lost, Yara,” Steve called.

The trees started snapping and popping as the fire consumed them. My lungs felt heavy, my brain slow. My shoulder ached.

Steve stumbled and lost his hold on Brent, who fell to the ground like a rag doll. He didn’t even budge, but the ground around him singed. Steve collapsed on the ground.

“I can’t lift him.”

My knees gave way and I sank down beside him. We were going to die. My tears plunked down on my hand. The earth gobbled up the moisture.

My grandma sat beside me and rubbed her hand across my shoulder. “That’s it. You can do it. Concentrate.”

I didn’t understand her. I could do what? Cry? I didn’t have to concentrate on crying; it came naturally. Tears leaked out of my eyes and the ground sizzled where they fell.

Tears. 

Water. 

Suddenly, I understood what I had to do. What grandma meant. I flattened my hands on the earth and imagined the droplets of water, the pipes for the sprinkler system, until I could almost feel them shaking below the surface. I stood, my back against a tree for support, clenching my hands and then jerked them up. Water burst from the ground, hissing as it hit the fire that still crackled around us. My little trick hadn’t been enough.

Fire engines sirens wailed in the distance. Help was coming, but I doubted it’d get there in time. The inferno still raged. I tilted my head back and gazed at the sky. Clouds from Brent’s storm still hung above us, pregnant with rain. I could feel it. I pushed away from the tree and lifted my arms high. I pulled my arms down and the clouds wept their moisture. I spread my arms wide and twirled like a drunken woman as the downpour drenched me. The world around us turned into a battle of fire versus water. Nothing existed outside of steam, ash, and smoke.

The rain still fell, but I felt faint, like I had asked my body to do more than I should have. Men in yellow fire suits were walking toward us when my body finally gave out and I crashed into the mud.

Chapter Twenty-One

I woke up in the hospital. I was attached to several machines that whirred and beeped next to me. There was a yellow watermark on the ceiling and the room smelled like anti-septic. I couldn’t understand why I was there. My mouth tasted like I had eaten sand. I rubbed my dry eyes and smelled smoke leaking from my pores. 

The fire! 

I turned my head and saw Vovó lying in the bed next to mine, resting.

Her eyes were open and she waved when she felt my gaze. “You saved us, Querida.”

I smiled and gave a little laugh that turned more into a dry hack. I reached for the pitcher of water on the table between us and poured myself some water. My shoulder and arm burned with the movement. The sight of the cool liquid reminded me of the rain. “The rain worked.”

“It did.” She sounded very proud

I poured Vovó some water, too.

“That was a major team effort.” The water felt cool on my throat. “Vovó, I thought you agreed with me that taking down the barrier was a mistake. Why were you on campus last night to remove it?”

She set down her cup. “I had a vision about you saying no. They killed you and used your blood for the ceremony. They didn’t want to wait for another relative.” She pushed the button on her bed until she was in a sitting position. “It gave me a glimpse of the world without you. It wasn’t only selfishness that made me decide to save you. There are still things that need to be done, things only you can do.”

Her words made me shiver, their sureness weighted with destiny. “At the end, you ordered the men to leave. I understand you have the power to do that but why didn’t you do it at the beginning?”

“I have my limits. There were too many of them. I had to wait until they were tired enough. Unfortunately, I was too drained at that time, too. That is why I had to combine our strength.”

I remembered the exhilarating power that had tunneled inside me. “That was amazing.”

She pushed her glasses up her nose. “Yes, it was.”

“What happened to the journals?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Let’s hope the fire burned them and Crosby didn’t escape with them.”

I hoped she was right, but when had I had that kind of luck? My mom walked in the door, then, a vase of flowers in her hand. Her eyes were puffy from crying. “You’re both awake!”

She set the vase on the table and took my hand in hers.

“Hi,” I said.

I tried to sit up so I could hug her, but when I put pressure on my arm, a sharp pain stabbed through me.

“Ow.” I turned my head and examined a large bandage over my bicep.

“Fourteen stitches in your arm and twenty in your shoulder,” my mom said.

I didn’t care about my stitches. “Is everyone else okay? Brent? Cherie? Steve?”

“Cherie and Steve are fine. Brent’s stabilized. Apparently he forgot to take his meds. Steve brought them from school.”

If Steve brought them, it meant it was Brent’s cure. I settled back into my bed.

“I’m so glad everything is okay,” I said.

Mom cast a worried glance toward the door. “Actually, honey, there are some detectives out in the hallway who are wanting to talk to you about the fire and the body.” She patted my hand. “I won’t leave you.”

Mom pulled my blanket up and fluffed my pillows.

Detectives Roberts and Velasco walked in. They each pulled up a chair and took out their notebooks. “We were really hoping we wouldn’t have to meet you like this again.”

“Believe me, the feeling is mutual.” I gave them a weak grin.

Roberts saw me reaching for my water again and handed it to me. “You must be thirsty.”

“Thanks,” I said taking a sip. It tasted good but it hurt to swallow. I knew why they were here and started straight into my story. “So it all started at the internship party . . . ” I didn’t hold anything back. At some point during the story they had both stopped taking notes.

“So you’re saying Jamie Crosby, the politician, murdered Bryan Pendrell. None of the other people we have interviewed mentioned this. Not even your boyfriend. As a matter of fact no one even saw him after a . . . ” she read her notes. “After a bright burst of light hit your school.”

“I saw it too,” Vovó said from her bed.

“You’ve told us a fantastic story, Yara,” Velasco said. She tapped her notebook against her knee. “We have a freak storm, a fire caused by either lightning or a fallen lantern during a wind storm, then we have that fire raging, devouring a couple acres until the same storm started a downpour and put out the fire. But to top it all off we have the dead body of the school president and CEO.”

Roberts added, “We have a flash drive left at the station for us that is filled with some very disturbing evidence concerning a lot of your school’s alumni.”

A flash drive? Where did that come from?

“And even though we have several witnesses who saw the murder of Bryan Pendrell, no one can tell me the name of the man who shot him, though many people saw it happen. The only people to ID him are you two, but the other dozen or so witnesses say he wasn’t there.”

That didn’t make sense to me at all. How could no one else have seen it? Especially Brent.

“A lot of your story measures up with what we were told but . . . the rest.” Roberts shook his head. “This one isn’t going to be easy.”

v

The next Monday I was summoned to Headmaster Farnsworth’s office. A ball of dread settled in my stomach like rancid chicken. I was going to be expelled. Cherie, Steve and Brent were waiting outside of his office too. We were called in and asked to take a seat.

Headmaster Farnsworth frowned at us from across his desk. His bushy eyebrows crinkled as he considered us. “I don’t remember inviting you, Mr. Springsteed.”

“I figured my invite got lost in the mail,” Brent said, making no move to leave.

We sat down in the chairs in his office and waited for him to say something.

The headmaster sat in his own chair and watched us all for a moment before speaking. “Mr. Crosby handed me some tapes the night before he resigned. He thought I should be aware of some of the activities my students were up to. I was shocked to see you, Mr. Wilson, Ms. Higgins, and Ms. Silva and two of your friends destroying school property, breaking and entering and a few other things.”

We all started arguing but he held up his hand. “Sadly, this morning all of the evidence was gone. I even asked a young student to help me but he couldn’t find a trace of it either. Consider yourself lucky.”

I snapped my mouth shut.

Brent leaned forward. “Then you called them in here, why?”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” He pointed to the painting of the tree on his wall. “Go ahead and take a look.”

We walked over the painting. Now I understood why the picture looked odd; it was really a family tree, filled in with genealogical records. The pedigree lay over the tree so each name rested on a branch. It went back several generations.

“I think this one might interest you,” he said tapping his finger above a name.

“Lee Pendrell Davis,” I read aloud.

Cherie gasped. “Sophia’s cousin Doris. The one I couldn’t find information on. She married a Davis. Is that Lee, Sophia’s Lee?” She looked over at our headmaster who nodded.

“You’re a descendent of Sophia and Christopher Pendrell aren’t you?” I asked.

He nodded. “I am.”

“I wasn’t able to find out what had happened to Lee,” Cherie said with a frown. “I couldn’t find anything.”

“They protected him by changing his last name, like Sophia had asked, and hiding the trail. They were afraid of his half brothers coming after him.” He rested his shoulder against the wall. “Lee lived a very happy life, to all accounts.”

“That’s my grandma!” Brent leaned closer to the pedigree chart. “Lee’s daughter was my grandma.”

“Yes, we’re distantly related.” The Headmaster chuckled. “I assume it’s one of the reasons that the men in your family can all project.”

“You know about projection.” Brent sat down on the corner of the desk as our headmaster nodded again. “Can you project?”

“My line were warned away from it. As far as I know, none of us have tried. We’ve all become the watchmen of the Clutch, here. Lee was the first, and every generation has taken over the reigns.” He took off his glasses and cleaned them. “The Clutch has never known who we were. The men in my family have felt the obligation to keep the Clutch from spreading. It was what Sophia begged her family to do, to protect her son from their grasp. My father and I have taken the charge to try and keep the Clutch from gaining power.”

“What are you going to do now?” I asked.

“I’ll keep doing what I have been doing. I know the barrier is down. But there are members of the Clutch that still need to be found. And there will be others wanting to follow in their footsteps. I’ll keep protecting the school. I don’t want my students at risk. Half of the original Clutch lost their minds to the plant, you know.”

I hadn’t known that, but it made sense; they were drinking it and eating it. I wondered how he knew about the barrier. How did he get his info?

“I’m not sure the current members of the Clutch are even aware of the dangers of the plant,” The headmaster said. “But I doubt they’d care.”

“Did you know all along who were members?” Brent asked.

“No, but I wasn’t surprised to find out who it was.” Headmaster Farnsworth rapped his knuckles against the wall. “I do know for a short time you were a member, Mr. Springsteed, and that you would be unable to provide me with the names. Thanks to the gag they put on you.”

Brent rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re very well informed.”

The headmaster continued, “Crosby was always very ambitious. You better get along to class now.”

When we exited the building, talking about our enigmatic headmaster, I spotted DJ standing by the Pendrell statue. He motioned for me to come over. I excused myself from my friends and walked toward him. The depth of his betrayal still stung, but I felt the need to see what he wanted. His arm was in a sling and he had scratches on his face.

“Thanks for the tip about the statue,” he said. “I found a flash drive hidden in it and left it for the police.” He let out a humorless laugh. “Have you heard? With your testimony, Brent’s, Cherie’s, and mine, the police are questioning the Clutch about trying to abduct us. They’re all turning on each other. All but Crosby; they haven’t even questioned him.”

“How did Crosby not get dragged into it? Why did no one say he killed Bryan Pendrell?”

“He was a smart man. When he applied everyone’s gag spell he added some countermeasure that made it impossible for them to talk about him. Only those people like you who hadn’t joined were immune.”

“Wow.”

“Here.” He handed me a large manila envelope. “It’s the tapes of you and your friends. I found them when I was going through the files, looking for the stuff they had on my sister. I cleared it off of all the Clutch’s computers too.”

“Are you the one who took it from Farnsworth’s office?”

He nodded. “I wiped it from his computer too. It was the least I could do after betraying you like I did.” He started to turn but I caught his hand.

“Thank you.”

He surprised me by giving me a quick hug. “Anything for you, Cupcake.”

He released me and walked away.

By the end of school that day it was rumored that ten faculty had resigned along with Mr. Crosby. If what DJ guessed about the gag were true he would never even be a real suspect in the case. I liked to think the detectives believed me, but I think my talk of seeing ghosts and astral projection had made me seem like an unreliable witness. I hoped I was wrong because I didn’t like the idea of him running around a free man.

v

“I think I’m obsessed with death. I keep thinking about it,” I told Vovó the following week while she was teaching me to make some herb concoctions in her room.

Vovó’s glasses were resting on the very edge of her nose and she squinted in concentration as she poured the herbs we had just blended into a capsule. “You aren’t obsessed, you’re aware. You have more experience with it than others.” Some of the powder spilled on the table and she glared at it. “You lost Kevin in your early teens, then you, yourself, died. Most people your age think they’ll live forever. But you know better. And of course being a Waker, you now have a regular reminder.”

“Yeah, but. . . it’s more than that.” I dragged my fingers through the herbs that had spilled and looked around her tidy room. I had inherited my organizational love from her. Next to the kitchen, her room was my favorite in the house. It was so warm and peaceful here. Her favorite color was butterscotch and it reflected in her room with her warm yellow walls, shimmery golden bedspread and her accents of amber. She had a wind chime just outside her window and it tinkled merrily in the slight wind. The air was infused with the smell of herbs which, to me, now meant helping people. Her shelves and windowsill were lined with bottles of her home-grown remedies. Even the small table we worked out now was neat. “Half of this year I felt like death was hunting me. Like it wanted me back.”

“Really?” Vovó glanced up, looking over her spectacles at me. “Why did you think that?”

I dusted off the tip of my finger. “The water called to me and I thought it was death.”

Vovó shook some more of the blend into the capsule. “But now you know it was your element calling to you.”

“I know, but then Mr. Pendrell was killed and we almost died in the fire. It’s like death is still breathing down my neck.”

My grandma gave me a sad smile. “Yara, it follows everyone, but especially one of the Returned.”

“I know, but now the barrier is down. I have no idea what that will do in terms of the Clutch. Mr. Crosby is out there doing who knows what and he probably has the journals. I hope they were burned in the fire. But what if they weren’t? I don’t even want to guess what other sort of evils he could learn from them.”

My grandma squeezed me hand. “Yara, it will all be okay. I had a dream and I knew we had to take down the barrier. I don’t know why, but it was time for it to be destroyed.”

I wasn’t about to doubt my grandma. She seemed to always end up being right.

“Ilma,” my mom said, entering the room. Her hand was wrapped in a wet dishtowel. “I’ve burned myself on the stove. Do you have anything for it?”

“Claro!” Vovó said. She put down the paper filled with the herbs and shifted in her chair so she could look through her bottles. Her room was filled with jars of herbs, vials of essential oils, books on natural healing and her Waker journals. In her little room she had cures for everything from depression to protecting your spirit from evil ones and of course, for burns.

“What would you suggest?” she asked me.

“Lavender oil.” A weird feeling swirled through me at knowing the right answer and knowing it would help my mom.

Vovó beamed at me. “Exactly.” She handed my mom a bottle of lavender. “Put a few drops of this on. It will help right away.”

“Thank you,” mom said, taking the bottle in her uninjured hand and leaving the room.

It only took a few minutes before my mom came back, informing us her hand felt much better, and gave my Vovó a kiss on top of her head. I rested my chin on my hand, my elbow on her table, and really looked at Vovó as my mom left. She had so much knowledge that could help so many, if they took her seriously. And even when people who didn’t believe in her asked for help, she willingly gave it to them. She believed it was her calling to help ease suffering for everyone. I was proud of her. A feeling that reminded me of how I felt when I had helped Sophia slithered through me, and I was hit with a startling realization. I wanted to feel this way all of the time. This, being a Waker, is what I wanted to do.

I wanted to be like my grandma. A feeling of harmony settled deep inside me even as I acknowledged there wouldn’t be time to really be a Waker while I was studying journalism at Columbia or working at a paper after college. And that was okay. Because I suddenly knew I wasn’t meant to be a reporter, I was meant to go into the family business. I squeezed my grandma’s hand. “I think you’re amazing.”

She dropped the capsule she had been holding, the contents sprinkling across the table. She grabbed a Kleenex and wiped her eyes that had suddenly filled with tears. “I’m sorry. I know I push you hard.” She blew her nose. “It’s just I want you to be prepared.” I slid out of my chair and moved until I was beside her, kneeling down. “I love you and I am proud you,” she said.

It felt like I had swallowed a jawbreaker whole and it had wedged itself in my throat. She was proud of me? There was no way I could talk now; instead, I enjoyed the serenity I found in her arms and her words that had been a balm to my spirit. I knew I was making the right choice.

v

The next week I sat across from Cherie who was holding a letter from Stanford. With shaking hands, she opened the envelope and then shouted for joy. “I got in!” We both let out whoops of joy and I reached across the table and hugged her.

“I’m so happy for you!” I decided now was the time to bring up the conversation I’d been dreading. I tore my dinner roll in half. “I’ve been thinking about college.”

“And. . .” Cherie prompted, her smile still movie-star bright.

“I’m not going.”

“But you got into Columbia.” She lowered her acceptance letter, which she had been re-reading. “That’s your dream. Your parents said you could go.”

I met her blue eyes. “My dream changed.”

“Into what?” Her eyebrows rose.

“I want to be a Waker.”

“Newsflash: you are a Waker.” The corners of her lips turned into a smile.

“I know. I know. But I really want to do this and I have a lot to learn. Vovó has suggested I study to become a holistic nurse. I’ll be able to blend that with the concoctions, poultices and brews we learn to make as Wakers to help patients.” I wiped the condensation away from my cup of ice-water. “My grandma says I’d be a Waker of a new generation. I’d have my abilities and credentials as a holistic nurse. People would listen to me because I have the degree to back up everything I’ve been taught. You know, bridge holistic healing and western medicine. I’ll be in Brazil with my grandma, studying both.”

“Wow,” Cherie said nodding.

I cleared my throat. “What do you think?”

“You could help people get better as well as help the dead to make peace and pass on. I can see why you’d want that.” She tapped her fork against the table thinking. “I think that would be perfect, actually.”

I’d already made up my mind but Cherie’s opinion meant a lot. “Really?”

“Yes, but are you sure this is what you want?” She frowned. “You’ve been railing against this your whole life. This isn’t your grandma pressuring you?”

“It’s what I want.” It felt good to say it out loud. “My dad and even my mom agreed it sounds perfect.”

“Your parents are very supportive.” She grimaced. “Unlike mine, who are dead set on me becoming a lawyer even if the law bores me. You’re lucky.”

“I know.” I really was. My parents had given me the freedom to be who I wanted to be.

That night I found a note shoved under the door of my dorm room. 

Yara,

You broke your promise.

You’ll be hearing from us.

K

I took a deep breath. I knew it was from Kalina. I hadn’t thought about her and the warning, or even considered the Waker Council since the barrier came down. I might have been misreading the letter, but it sounded like a threat to me.

v

Our graduation would have been boring if Steve and Cherie hadn’t hijacked the stage and done some complicated dance to Pomp and Circumstance. I had one week before I left for Brazil and I planned on spending all of it that I could with my friends and family.

My nursing school was close to my grandmother’s home, and as nervous as I was, I was excited too. I hoped studying the different herbs would allow me to find the three unidentified herbs that they had discovered in the cure.

DJ had disappeared after the fire, but his name had been read during the ceremony so he must have graduated. I hadn’t seen him since he handed over the proof against us. Mr. Crosby still didn’t appear to be a suspect in Bryan Pendrell’s murder. I hadn’t seen him and I hoped it stayed that way.

Steve was riding high on the infamy of his senior prank. Before the barrier had come down his plan to draw out and paint and feather the faculty had worked perfectly. The freak lighting burst and earthquake of the barrier falling only added to the prank. Then with the storm and the fire, the prank had risen so high in school legend that no other class would be able to one-up it for years to come.

That night Cherie and I sat alone in our room.

“I can’t believe we won’t even be in the same country,” Cherie said. “I’m going to miss you.”

It hit me then with a resounding thud how much our lives were going to change. My eyes threatened to fill with tears. “I’m going to miss you too.

Our trunks and suitcases were packed, our posters were down and it hit me that we were really leaving and not coming back. Next year, I wouldn’t have Cherie. She would have a new roommate, a new person to be part of her crazy adventures. She wouldn’t be helping me solve any ghost problems or making sure my shoes went with my outfit and that I had heard her favorite song from the new band she had found.

We’d e-mail, call and talk online but we wouldn’t really be a fixture in each other’s lives. We’d have to find other people to fill that role. She’d replace me. I knew this was how it was meant to be but it didn’t make it hurt less. I hugged her as she slipped out to go visit Steve. My heart panged with loss and my eyes burned with unshed tears. I had never thought about graduation as an end really, only as a beginning. And while the beginning was exciting, the ending part sucked.

Brent texted me that night to meet him in the groves. I found him lying on a blanket in a clearing, where the trees had been untouched by the fire.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked, stretching out beside him.

He immediately drew me close and I rested my head on his chest. “About the future.”

My tongue felt like I had just swallowed a mouth full of peanut butter. “Are you looking forward to Yale?”

He lifted his head so he could see me. “I’ve decided not to go”

“What?” That threw me. Yale had been his dream and with me not going to Columbia it was the path I thought he had picked. “What are you doing instead?”

Brent’s lips pursed. “I only have a few years left. I don’t have a future. I don’t want to waste what time I have left in a classroom.”

He dropped his head back and stared up at the stars.

“Don’t talk like that,” I snapped. It wasn’t really anger that made me surly, but fear. He had to keep hoping. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to have it for both of us, and I needed it. More than anything.

“It’s the truth.” His voice was soft. He pressed his lips against my temple. “I’m dying, Yara.”

“You are not.” I focused on the stars above me, wishing on all of them for strength I wasn’t sure a human could posses. “I’m going to fix this. The cure exists. We just have to figure it out. I owe this to you. I can’t just watch you die.”

“Thank you. If there is a recipe for this cure out there, I know you’ll find it.”

His faith meant the world to me. I couldn’t fail him. I wouldn’t.

Brent leaned his forehead against mine. Our eyes were locked on each other’s, and like an emotional transference, I felt the depth of his pain, his stark fear, his love for me. They all soaked into me and my throat tightened. It was too much, like he was handing the immensity of his soul, laying it bare.

He took my hand in his. “You’re a part of me, Yara. But. . .”

The way he said ‘but’ had me on edge. I shook my head. “Please don’t finish that sentence.”

“If you find someone else while you’re gone, you should date them. I love you so much that I want you to be happy. If you find—”

I covered his mouth with my hand. “Brent, stop. Just stop. We are not going to have a stupid conversation about letting each other go. I refuse to have it.”

His lush eyelashes brushed his face as he closed his eyes and took a steadying breath. “Yara, I want you to find someone else so you won’t be alone when I’m gone.”

My fingers dug into my palms. “No. I’m not going to allow you to get your life in order and say your good-byes so you can check out. You aren’t dying.”

“No matter how many times you deny it, it doesn’t change the facts. I am dying. I have the treatment to hold it off, but it will only last so long. A few years at most. It’s not stopping what Thomas did to me, just postponing it.” The back of his hand trailed along my cheek. “And when I go . . . I need to know that you’re okay. That you’re loved.”

“And I will be, by you.” I kissed him, it was a desperate kiss that tasted of tears and of goodbyes I couldn’t face. I pressed myself against him trying to lose all the panic, grief, and sorrow I tried to ignore, to keep it from overwhelming me. He ended the kiss and brought his lips to my ear.

“I just don’t want you to be alone.”

I took a deep breath and sat up. “I know we’re young. I’m only eighteen, but I know what love is. I love you, Brent, and that isn’t going to change. And I won’t be alone, I’ll be with you.”

Brent sighed as he sat up, too. “I love you too. You have no idea how hard that was to say, how much I didn’t want to.”

“Are you trying to break up with me?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m not an idiot. It isn’t what I want. I just don’t want my illness to stand in your way of becoming the person you’re meant to be.” He took a deep breath. “I should break up with you, to make my death easier on you.”

“That won’t make it any easier. I’d rather suffer after you’re gone than live without you while you’re still alive. It would the worst kind of pain to know you were alive and not loving me, not mine.”

“That was beautiful.” He rubbed his palm against my hands. He put his arm around my shoulder, his fingers combing through my hair. We sat for a few seconds before he confessed, “But I don’t want you to see me grow weak.”

“I don’t think that—”

He interrupted me with a kiss. It was sweet and I drank it in, letting it temporarily fill all the hollow places his illness was carving into me. We kissed until my lips were swollen, my breath was unsteady and my heart was full.

“So where does this leave us?” I finally asked. “In love and apart?”

I snuggled into his chest, hating that we’d soon be saying goodbye for a long time. “So what do we do now?”

“Enjoy the time we have left together.”

He took my hand in his and kissed each of my fingers and his ring that I still wore. He lay back down and I cuddled close to him as we watched the stars and talked about everything, except how much our lives would change in a week and how much we were going to miss each other, trying to hold onto this one perfect moment, knowing we may never have another like it.

“Yara, since you dismissed my ‘breaking up with you to save you future pain’ idea, will you listen to my other one?”

“Okay, but it better be good because the last one blew.”

My head jostled as he laughed. “What would you think of my going to Brazil with you next week.”

“What?” A tidal wave of euphoria swept over me. I rested my arm on his torso as I lifted my head so I could see his face. “Are you serious?”

He nodded and smiled at me. “Would you mind me coming along?” He placed a hand on each of my cheeks as I shook my head. “Are you sure?”

“Please come. I want you with me.” I nodded as I laughed. “But you’ll need a passport and a visa.”

“I’ve been considering this for a long time. I have them both.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t say anything. Wow!” I was giddy. I threw my head back and laughed before I stretched out so I could kiss him again. “Your parents are going to kill you, you know.”

“I know. I’m thinking about leaving a note on my bed the morning we leave.”

I imagined his parent’s reaction and shuddered. “That sounds like an excellent plan.” I planted a kiss under his jaw, then two or three on his lips. “Are you really coming with me?”

“Yes.” His words were infused with hope. “I’m coming with you.”
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Author’s note:

While I did add some fictional details to the accounts of the racing in Corona, the races themselves were real. Grand Avenue in Corona, California, forms a circle three miles around, giving the city its nickname: The Circle City. From 1913 to 1916, three international car races were held there. Over 100,000 spectators came to watch and the purse (the amount the winner received) was second only to Indianapolis. 

In 1916, Bob Burman’s car lost a front tire, and went into the crowd. Several people were killed and many more were injured. Bob himself was fatally injured and died later at the hospital. Bob’s wife, Helen, did have a dream that he would be killed and had begged him not to compete. As he lay dying, a woman attempted to steal a diamond pin he wore for luck. Officers stopped the woman and ordered her searched by nurses, who found the pin in her corset.

The Pendrell family is entirely fictional. The car crash that killed Bob Burman was an accident. No one ever claimed to have tampered with the vehicle and no one convinced the female thief to steal Mr. Burman’s diamond pin. The dream (as far as we know) was Helen Burman’s and not the dream of her friend.

I also took a bit of literary license with Trader Joe’s inventory; the Trader Joe’s in Dos Lagos doesn’t carry any of the special Waker herbs I mentioned (as far as I know).
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