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    REN PEDALED HER BICYCLE UP the only hill in Wynn, Kansas, and tried to shake the paranoid notion that someone was following her. She took the next corner quickly, tires gnawing on fallen, umber colored leaves, and whipped through the open cemetery gate. She headed for her best friend, Alfie, who was in the back corner of the boneyard. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to ride over the graves,” Alfie said, not looking up. 
 
    “I haven’t heard the dead complain yet.” 
 
    “It’s about respect.” Alfie was hunched over a headstone, rubbing a piece of charcoal over a sheet of beige parchment that was draped over the granite. Ren stopped behind him and watched as a tiny daisy appeared on the paper. An exact replica of the flower engraved on the headstone. 
 
    Ren fixed her good eye across the cemetery. A tall oak. A wrought-iron fence. The tops of a thousand grave markers. They all blurred. Her near-death car accident at the start of the summer, five months before, had detached her left retina. She was still adjusting to life with one eye. 
 
    “I think someone is following me,” she said. 
 
    “What do they look like?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. I haven’t actually seen them.” 
 
    “Then, no one,” Alfie said, making a final broad stroke across the parchment, “is following you.” 
 
    “The moment I left the house this afternoon I knew. Do you ever get that feeling? Like someone’s right behind you? So close you can feel the tickle of their breath on your neck?” 
 
    “You’ve been spending too much time with your grandma.” Alfie dropped the piece of charcoal into an old fishing tackle box. “You sound absolutely crazy.” 
 
    “Grams isn’t crazy.” She pulled her tangle of long, brown hair into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. “And neither am I, Alf. I’m being pursued.” 
 
    “I’d like some more evidence.” 
 
    “Just wait,” she said. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Alfie peeled the parchment away from the headstone, folded it, and tucked it into a beige knapsack. He slid the tackle box into Ren’s bicycle basket. His hobby, this death-obsession, found him at the beginning of the summer. The night they crashed Grams’ VW Beetle coming home from a movie. Ren’s stepmom said it was a miracle they had both made it out alive, unscathed, apart from Ren’s eye. Ren concluded Alfie’s umbilical cord need to practically live in the cemetery was backlash from that night. Like he had to be as close as he could to death to remind him he was still alive. 
 
    “Move.” Alfie wrapped his fingers around the handlebar grips of her bike and loomed above her. His height—six foot four—intimidated some people, but Ren spent almost every waking moment with Alfie. She hardly noticed the foot of difference between them. 
 
    “No way, loser,” she said, gripping the bike until her knuckles were splinters of white marble. “You can ride into town on the back.” 
 
    “I’ll look like a sissy.” 
 
    “Where’s your bike?” 
 
    “At home,” he said. “I don’t want to get it.” 
 
    Ren turned away from him. “Not my fault you’re lazy.” 
 
    “Come on,” Alfie said. A pause. “I’ll buy you something pretty when we get to Richard’s.” 
 
    Her thoughts were swept away to the antique store downtown, owned by grumbling Richard. The shop was the only part of Wynn she liked. Besides Alf, of course, when he wasn’t dragging his heels. They were the only two things sharp enough to chip away the stone wall she’d been constructing around herself since age two. 
 
    “Fine.” She swung a leg off the bike and climbed onto the flat, metal book rack mounted above the back tire. Greedily, she took fistfuls of Alfie’s blue and green Aloha shirt for balance as he pedaled away. They rolled through the gate, jumped the curb, and bounced onto the street. 
 
    Canopies of autumn leaves flashed above them. Houses, sporting nylon spiderwebs and grocery sack ghosts for Halloween, whizzed alongside them. Kansas was shocked to life every October after squeezing out of summer’s hot and humid grasp and breathing in a final suck of oxygen before succumbing to the vampire bite of winter. Ren liked the mild chill of the air on her legs, her neck; she liked the smell—rotting leaves and crisping cobbler—of the town that time of year. 
 
    At the intersection, Alfie shot onto Main Street. It was Saturday afternoon and the three-block long downtown strip was crawling with townies. Ren and Alfie popped onto the sidewalk in front of Richard’s Antiques. The pair had clocked countless hours in the two-room antique shop that was stuffed to bursting with vintage goods stacked on flimsy cork shelves, piled on the floor, and bolted to the brick walls. 
 
    They left the bike out front and bounced through the door. Richard stood behind a long counter—his pumpkin-round belly pressed against the edge—spinning a screwdriver around the inside of a broken clock. 
 
    “Back shelf’s fifty percent off,” Richard said. 
 
    “Seventy-five for your favorite customer, though,” Ren said as she walked toward him. She watched Alfie disappear down an aisle, his bleached hair the only part of him visible as he swayed between the knickknacks. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in school?” Richard asked. 
 
    “It’s the weekend,” she said, hopping onto the counter. “By the way, you have chocolate on your nose.” 
 
    “I’m not falling for that again,” Richard said. 
 
    “Honest, Rich, what kind of person would I be if I played tricks on the elderly?” Ren picked up a quarter-sized gear from his clock and tossed it high in the air. 
 
    Richard caught the gear just before Ren could. He snapped it into place on the tea towel scattered with a dozen other clock parts. He scoffed. “A pain in my backside, that’s who.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Her hand flew up to her heart, the fingernail of her index finger scratching a brass button on her jean jacket. “Richard, you wound me. I thought of all people in this town you would know me better.” 
 
    Richard snorted just as a woman with a curtain of black hair stepped up to the counter, a set of porcelain angels curled in her dainty hands. Ren eyed the woman up and down. Wrinkled, iguana neck. Tight eyes. No hips. Ren could feel the woman’s pent-up energy twisting beneath her skin like a coil of electricity. In another life, the woman could have been a nun. 
 
    “I couldn’t find a price on these,” the woman said. 
 
    “Did you get them from the back shelf?” Ren asked. 
 
    “No,” said the woman, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “That’s too bad.” 
 
    Richard snapped his fingers in Ren’s face. “Beat it, kid.” 
 
    “Come on, Rich, I’m just having fun” she said, but climbed down from the counter anyway. Richard was a nuclear reactor you didn’t dare breathe on wrong. 
 
    Just as she was about to step through the archway that led to the adjoining, even larger, room, she heard the woman tell Richard, “I think you have a smudge on your nose.” 
 
    “Told you,” Ren called back in a know-it-all sing-song that wafted up to the rafters. 
 
    In the next room, she wandered down one aisle, back up another. She thumbed through a short stack of cassette tapes and removed one by the Patti Smith Group. She attuned her ears to the red velvet-sweet banter Richard produced only around adult customers and silently slid the tape into the waistband of her shorts. She covered it with her denim jacket, her heart fluttering, skin tingling. 
 
    “Excuse me?” An unfamiliar gravelly voice came from behind her. She turned and saw a boy she didn’t know. She guessed seventeen, maybe eighteen. He had black curls the size of soda cans sprouting from the top of his head, the sides shaved short. She could admit it: He was hot. Hotter than hot. She knew almost everyone in Wynn and he was definitely an outsider. 
 
    Then she thought of the cassette tape and wondered if he’d seen her take it. Small town righteousness had inflicted her too many times in her life—people inserting themselves at the most inopportune moments—to trust even an outsider with a secret. She pulled her jacket even tighter around her. 
 
    “Yeah?” she said. 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but I think I’m lost. How do I get out of this place?” 
 
    “Oh.” She relaxed slightly and pointed to the archway, peeking just over the top of the nearest shelf. “That way.” 
 
    “How often do you come here?” he asked, putting his hands in the pockets of his jacket. 
 
    “What?” She stood up straighter, the cassette tape shifting beneath her clothes. She puffed out her stomach, trying to hold the tape steady. 
 
    “If you don’t come here often,” he said, leaning toward her, the smell of stale cigarettes and boy sweat ensnaring her senses, “I don’t know if I should trust your directions.” 
 
    “That’s a decision you’re going to have to make on your own there, pal,” she said. She grazed a finger over a rosy-cheeked plastic piggy bank close by, trying to show little interest in the conversation, while also studying his every move. Twitch of the lips. Shift of the feet. She sighed. “But, if it helps, I’m here all the time. I know this place inside and out.” 
 
    “Is that so,” he said. “Would you say you’re an expert at navigating this shop, then?” 
 
    “I guess,” she said. Her cheeks flushed. She picked up the pig—a cork was wedged in its backside—and wondered if the playful sound lingering beneath the surface of his deep voice was him flirting or just how he spoke. 
 
    “Does this expert have a name?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Ren.” 
 
    “Peter.” He stuck a hand out. She eyed the tattoo of a crow’s wing, inked across the side of his forefinger, as she shook his hand awkwardly with her left, since the right one still held the pig. Just then, the cassette tape dropped from her waistband, slipped through a leg of her faux leather shorts, and clanged to the ground, landing near the tops of Peter’s sneakers. 
 
    “Well,” Peter said as he picked it up, turning it over in his hand as he rose. “An expert in navigation and thievery.” 
 
    She put the pig back on the shelf and snatched the tape out of his hand. It must be the air in Wynn, infecting every person who stepped foot across the town line with the same affliction. He could have just picked the tape up and handed it back to her. No jabs. No accusations. 
 
    “I’m going to pay for it,” she said. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Hey, who am I to judge?” 
 
    “If you’re still lost, the door’s that way.” She pointed to the archway again. 
 
    “I get it,” he said, turning. “I’ll go.” 
 
    She watched him take a few steps before he bent down, as if to tie his shoelace. When he stood back up, a bracelet was woven through his fingers. It was made entirely of lockets, all crusted in rust and ancient-looking. Every single one was different. Silver, bronze, oval, heart-shaped. The largest one caught her eye. A perfect circle with a crescent moon engraved on the grimy face with a sapphire gem nestled in the moon’s hook. 
 
    “Did you drop this?” Peter asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure? It looks like it would suit your style,” he said, swinging it side-to-side. Was he trying to make up for accusing her of being a thief? Stuff her with compliments until she was fat and oozing happiness? 
 
    “You think?” She stepped toward the bracelet and was about to take it from Peter when he pulled it away. 
 
    “Uh-uh.” He shook his head, his curls bobbling. “Finders keepers.” 
 
    “You just said it was my style,” she said. “You practically forced me to like it and—” 
 
    “Forced you? You can’t take your eyes off of it.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” 
 
    Peter smirked. “Sorry.” 
 
    “What’s a guy going to do with a charm bracelet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sell it on the internet. Give it to a girl I like.” He swiveled. Squeaked away. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    As he came up the other side of the aisle, passing like sun spots through trees, he eyed her through the antiques, a sly smile brooding. Then, he turned and disappeared into the main room. She remained. Stared at the space he had left. She felt suddenly awake, alive. Like she’d just chugged twelve cups of coffee at Roast a few doors down. Boys from Wynn annoyed her, except for Alfie, of course. She barely gave them a second glance. But she was suddenly swarmed by a thousand questions about Peter. Was he just passing through town for the day or had he recently moved to Wynn? What kind of music did he like? What was his opinion on her favorite movies? How old was he? What did his tattoo mean? Did he have a girlfriend? She rolled her eyes at her own stupidity. Of course he had a girlfriend. Boys like Peter—with that hair, that perfect, olive-oil skin, and that sandpaper-rough voice—always had girlfriends. That’s who the bracelet was for. His girlfriend. 
 
    Suddenly, fingers jabbed her on either side of her ribcage and she jumped. She turned to see Alfie, standing behind her with a wild grin on his face. She punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she said. “I’m already on-edge from this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Alfie said. “I’d almost forgotten about the mysterious pursuer. Have you seen anyone lurking in the shadows? Lying in wait with knives and hand guns?” 
 
    “Don’t make fun of me,” she said, sliding the cassette tape back into her waistband, hoping it wouldn’t fall out again. 
 
    “Stealing is wrong,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Too bad,” she said. 
 
    “I won’t let you do it.” 
 
    “You’ve let me get away with it before.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Alfie said, then paused, searching for words. His mouth remained closed. 
 
    “So, why the sudden need for me to be an upstanding citizen?” 
 
    “Because.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because you’re better than that,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Do you even know me?” she asked. She laughed, then remembered their deal in the cemetery. She handed Alfie the tape. “If you want me to be so good, then buy it for me.” 
 
    Alfie tossed the tape back to her. “I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “Earlier you said if I let you pedal the bike, you would buy me something.” 
 
    Alfie laughed. “That was just to get you off the bike.” 
 
    “I only have five dollars,” she said. 
 
    “That’s enough for a tape.” 
 
    She studied Alfie’s glacial blue eyes, searching them for a familiar playfulness she desperately needed to pluck out of those bright irises. Ever since the accident he’d been different. Distant wasn’t the right word, but it was close. Mature was a better descriptor. She couldn’t talk him into playing out her schemes the way she used to. It was like stealing Grams’ Beetle without driver’s licenses was the final antic he’d let her get away with. She could fight him on the cassette tape, sure, but she didn’t think it would be worth it. He’d brood for days, his sphincters tightening even more than Wynn had already fastened them. 
 
    “Fine, but you owe me.” She gave Alfie a shove and marched to the front counter, hoping to catch a second look at Peter. But he wasn’t there. Long gone. It was just Richard, bent over his broken clock, dropping a gear into place. She slid the tape and a folded five-dollar bill on the counter. Richard laughed as he smoothed out the bill and slid it into the cash box. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re always in here buying old junk like cassette tapes while other kids are getting their music off the internet,” Richard said. He peeled two, one-dollar bills from the box and pressed them into her palm, along with a receipt. “It’s just different is all.” 
 
    “Is being different so bad?” She pocketed the cash and the tape. 
 
    “Suppose not,” Richard said. “If you didn’t live in this town.” 
 
    “Later Richard,” she said. She could tell his conversation was about to turn political. Talk to Richard long enough and he’d start talking politics. Ethics. Morals. Anything worth complaining about, really. Sometimes, she’d wander into the shop and try to get Richard fired up. Just to watch his bald head turn red and whatever antique he was fixing at the time squish beneath his clenching fist. It was better than cable TV. 
 
    “Happy now?” she asked as she wandered up the aisle and met Alfie at the door. She held up the receipt as the pair of them stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine, a nip breezing in. Day slowly emptying its sand through the hour glass. 
 
    Alfie didn’t even glance her way as he pulled the bike upright and plucked something off of the handlebars. “What’s this?” 
 
    She blinked. Dazed. A hammer on wood pounding in her chest. Alfie was holding the locket-ringed charm bracelet Peter had showed her earlier. She inhaled harshly, then lunged for the bracelet. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she whispered, trying to stave off a smile. Peter’s deep voice was in her head. I might give it to a girl I like. 
 
    “Where’d it come from?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Peter,” she said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Someone I met in the shop.” 
 
    “Why would someone you don’t know buy you a bracelet?” Alfie snapped. 
 
    “Why are you so upset about it?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “You sound like a five-year-old.” 
 
    “It’s just that strangers don’t go out of their way like that unless they want something in return,” Alfie said. “You should find him and give it back.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So he doesn’t get the wrong idea?” 
 
    “The wrong idea about what?” she asked. “He’s probably new to town and wants a friend.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have to buy friendship.” 
 
    “You sound jealous.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is I don’t trust the guy.” Alfie mounted the bike. 
 
    “You don’t even know him.” 
 
    “Do you?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Alfie said quickly. He fixed his lips into a wench-tight line and studied the street lamp, sprouting out of the cracked concrete sidewalk, straight ahead. 
 
    “Good.” She wriggled the bracelet onto her wrist and heard something rattle. She shook her wrist and listened. A ping sounded from inside the moon-engraved locket. She dug her thumbnail into the split in the locket, wanting to see what made such a noise, but it was rusted shut. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Trying to open this thing,” she said. 
 
    “Do it at home.” 
 
    “Can we go to yours?” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “It’s closer.” 
 
    “My mom’s been in a mood lately,” Alfie said. 
 
    “When is she not in a mood?” 
 
    “Let’s just go to the farmhouse.” 
 
    Ren exhaled dramatically. “Meredith’s there.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Ren said, climbing onto the book rack. “It’s your funeral if she bites our heads off for looking too long at her precious parlor.” 
 
    “She’s not that bad.” 
 
    “She’s my stepmom,” Ren said. “I’m supposed to hate her.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Just pedal.” 
 
    With that, Alfie cycled away, steering them along the side of the road. They breezed past limestone and concrete buildings that made up Wynn’s Wild West-style downtown. Then, they slipped into the outlying neighborhoods where small brick houses were set back from the street, separated by generous tracts of yellowed lawns. Soon, they pedaled beyond the green city limits sign and up the old highway that cut straight through the sorghum fields, the heads of the crop rippling like a russet-colored sea. The closer to her house they got, the heavier the charm bracelet weighed on her wrist. She tried once more to open the moon locket, but gave up when Alfie turned down the long gravel driveway that lead to the farmhouse. She would need to use something sharp to pry it open. To see if anything interesting was waiting inside. 
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    THEY LEFT REN’S BIKE IN the space Grams’ Beetle used to fill before they crashed it. Just the thought of that fateful summer night brought on a rush of muggy air, the sensation of glass piercing Ren’s left eye, the sound of Duran, Duran, accompanied by the crunch of metal. Her heart changed its rhythm, beating louder and faster. Her palms began to sweat. As she and Alfie climbed the porch steps, she pushed the memories of the crash away and focused on the tornado blur of her feet. Before they opened the door, she could hear the sounds of dishpans clanging inside. She twisted the doorknob and waltzed into the sheltered, square entryway. They were greeted by a savory aroma that immediately set Ren’s stomach growling. She hated to admit it, but her stepmom, Meredith, was an amazing cook. The woman could take the entire contents of a refrigerator and turn it into a feast without a bead of sweat forming on her porcelain skin. 
 
    Ren kicked off her combat boots. They landed with a thud against the wooden floorboards, joining the neat rows of Meredith’s work heels, Grams’ slippers, and Ren’s dad’s Sunday brogues. 
 
    “Ren is that you?” Meredith asked. “Dinner’s almost ready.” 
 
    “We’re not hungry.” Ren started to climb the stairs, tugging Alfie along behind her. She was dying to open the charm bracelet. 
 
    “Skipping isn’t an option,” Meredith said, poking her head around the corner. “You hungry Alfie?” 
 
    Alfie shrugged. “I had a big lunch.” 
 
    Ren scowled at him. Whispered, “If I’m eating dinner, so are you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said and bolted up the stairs. 
 
    She heard her bedroom door click as her ex-best friend closed himself in. It wasn’t like Alfie to turn down a meal. You couldn’t tell by how skinny he was, but boy, could he eat. Turning down conversation with her family, on the other hand, that she understood. They weren’t exactly a cookie cutter family. With her dad hyper-focused on farming, Grams losing it from the dementia, and Meredith, the cliché, frustrated stepmother, they weren’t even close to cookie cutter. You’d need a chisel and a hammer to carve an inch of recognizable shape out of them. But they were all she had, so what could she do? 
 
    “Ren, set the table, please,” Meredith said as she poured a pot of boiled green beans into a colander over the sink. 
 
    “I did it last night,” Ren said. 
 
    “Well, I cooked, so tough luck.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes.” Ren climbed another step up the stairs. The charm bracelet was burning against her skin. Her mind. She needed to know what was inside, and she needed to know right then. 
 
    “No, now.” 
 
    “Come on, Meredith,” Ren said. “Two seconds.” 
 
    “One, two.” A smug smile ripped across Mer’s face. “Times up. Wash your hands first.” 
 
    Ren stomped down the steps and walked to the sink, glaring at Meredith the whole time. Meredith didn’t bother to glance up, which was fine. It wasn’t that Ren was scared of her, but she tended to avoid eye contact with Mer, lest she be burned by her mother-knows-best glare. Meredith’s eyebrows would flatten, her pupils would shrink like a shark’s, and her jaw would twitch. Ren swore, when Meredith gave her one of those looks, she never blinked. Other than the staring and the nagging, Meredith wasn’t that terrible. Though Ren would never admit that out loud. She had too much fun poking Mer’s buttons. 
 
    Ren was laying down plates on the dining room table when the back door swung open and her dad walked in. He pulled off his work boots, caked in dirt, and shuffled into the house in his socks, one toe poking through a tattered hole. His dishwater blonde hair was splotched with grease, making it look dark, like Ren’s. It was about the only thing she and her father didn’t have in common. She inherited her locks from her mother, who she only knew from a picture her dad used to keep in his top dresser drawer. She’d jetted off to China to save orphans before Ren even said her first word. At least, that was the most common story her dad would tell. Occasionally, it was South America to save the Rain Forest or the Middle East to advocate women’s rights. Ren knew the truth, though. Her mom had plain old left. She was probably living two towns over, doting on a new husband and kids, taking pictures with the fluffy Pomeranian at Christmas time in front of a stone fireplace in a fancy, new house in a neighborhood where everything looked identical. 
 
    “Well, you won’t believe this.” When Ren’s dad spoke, every word was drawn out, every syllable met with a Wild, Wild West twang. “Hugh just quit on me.” 
 
    “Just before harvest?” Meredith clucked her tongue, shook her head. 
 
    Ren set forks on unfolded napkins. “You could pull me out of school.” 
 
    “What?” Ren’s dad asked as he rubbed two, T-bone steak hands together under running water in the kitchen sink. 
 
    “I could drive one of the combines or something.” 
 
    “Nice try, kiddo.” 
 
    “Alice Martin misses school for three days every year to help her family harvest the wheat,” she said. “It’s totally reasonable.” 
 
    He shook his hands in the air to dry them. Meredith shot him a look from where she was wedged in the open fridge door before tossing him the towel that was thrown over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll find someone,” he said. 
 
    “Call your grandmother to supper, Ren, will you?” asked Meredith. 
 
    Ren shuffled across the floorboards and stopped at the start of the hallway. The faint hum of music flowed down the corridor. “Grams, dinner.” 
 
    “Go down and get her,” her dad said as he slid into his seat at the head of the table. 
 
    “She can hear just fine.” She trudged down the hall anyway, turned the brass knob on the door, and pushed. She poked her head through the crack. “Grams?” 
 
    Grams shuffled across the room in one of her long, bohemian skirts and pulled the needle off of the record player. The music cut off mid-note. “I heard you before.” 
 
    “I told them that,” Ren said. She leaned against the doorframe. Grams hadn’t always been like that. Off-kilter. The doctors said it was dementia. Sometimes she was there, the stubborn, hard-working old broad Ren used to spend weekends with during busy seasons on the farm. They’d bake cookies. Tend the chickens. Glue buttons onto photo frames. You know, shit grandmother’s and granddaughters do together. Most of the time though, Grams was closed off, copperhead-angry. Ren hated snakes. So, like everyone else, she put up a wall, taking whatever shit Grams threw her way and waited for the brief glimmers of normalcy. 
 
    Grams twisted toward her. Massive blue eyes blinked across the room. “What are you still doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting to walk you down.” 
 
    “Don’t need an escort.” Grams waved a hand at Ren. “Go on and start without me.” 
 
    Ren closed the door and started for the kitchen. The music flared up again as she came around the corner and slid into the seat across the table from Meredith. 
 
    “She’s in a mood.” Ren reached for the large, silver spoon near the casserole. Meredith batted her hand away. “Hey.” 
 
    “Not until everyone’s at the table,” Meredith said. 
 
    “She’s not coming.” Ren filled her plate, adding green beans and a slice of bread, then shrugged off her denim jacket and slid the charm bracelet on her right wrist farther up her arm. 
 
    “What’s that on your arm?” Meredith plucked a slice of bread from the tin foil. 
 
    “A bracelet. Duh,” Ren said. Her dad smacked her shoulder. “Ouch. What was that for?” 
 
    “Watch your tone.” He took two helpings of casserole. The sauce dribbled over the edge of his plate. 
 
    “Where did you get the bracelet?” Meredith held her bony shoulders tight beneath her navy suit jacket. 
 
    “Found it at Richard’s.” 
 
    “Richard’s Antiques?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She put a piece of chicken in her mouth, chewed slowly, swallowed. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “No problem,” Meredith said. 
 
    Forks scraped against plates. Green beans were salted. The barn cat, drawn to the house by the smell of dinner, mewed loudly outside and brushed its speckled, white body against the screen of the window closest to the dining room. 
 
    “You haven’t opened any of the lockets, have you?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    Meredith glanced sideways, in the direction of the tall grandfather clock that clicked loudly against the wall, pendulum swaying. Meredith’s mouth fell open, facial expression blank. She shook her head, scooped up a helping of casserole onto her fork, and said, “No reason.” 
 
    Heavy footfalls fell on the floorboards, and Grams swished around the corner. On her head she wore a plastic tiara, a pearl set into the front, and around her neck, a set of real pearls to match. 
 
    “Y’all couldn’t have waited for me?” Grams asked. Ren’s dad sighed as Grams plopped into the chair next to Ren. Grams snapped her fingers. “Starving old woman here.” 
 
    Meredith spooned chicken onto Grams’ plate. Ren served up the green beans. Meredith stared at Ren. 
 
    “What?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Just thinking about your pretty little bracelet.” Meredith handed Grams some bread, which she used like a backboard to scoop up her chicken. 
 
    “What bracelet?” Grams asked. 
 
    Ren pulled the charms down to her wrist. Held her arm out for Grams to see. A wrinkled, sausage finger brushed over the top of the largest locket. 
 
    “Does it open?” Grams asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t—” Meredith said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t what?” Ren glared at Meredith’s straight nose. 
 
    “Open those lockets.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Bad spirits,” said Grams. She grabbed Ren’s shoulder and whispered, “Once they’re released, you can’t put ‘em back.” 
 
    A tingle skittered up Ren’s spine. Grams might be crazy, she wore tiaras for Pete’s sake, but it wasn’t like Ren didn’t believe in the supernatural. She’d like to think there was more to the world than what they could calculate. The peach fuzz at the back of her neck rose at the thought. 
 
    “If anyone needs me,” her dad said, wiping the edges of his mouth with a napkin and standing up from his empty plate, “I’ll be watching Texas Ranger.” 
 
    He kissed the top of Meredith’s blonde head, lingered for a moment to let her reach up and pat the stubble on his jaw, then slipped into the den, where he would remain until bedtime. Ren’s dad was a man of routine. He woke early, headed straight outside to plow or mend or feed, whatever part of the farm needed his leathery touch, before he broke for a quick lunch at high noon, worked until supper, then watched TV until sleep lured him in with its siren call. Before school, before Meredith, Ren used to fit in neatly to his routine. A miniature attachment at his hip. She missed it sometimes, the certainty of the day. 
 
    Grams began to whistle. Meredith cut a green bean in half with the side of her fork. Ren took a drink of water. Held the glass close to her chest. Stared at the flashbulb bursts of light breaking through the open doorway of the den. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” Meredith’s eyes flicked up to Ren, back down to her plate. 
 
    “No,” Ren said, then sloshed back another ounce of her drink. 
 
    Grams screamed suddenly and jolted back from the table. She bumped into Ren, her water glass breaking free of her grip and shattering. Flakes of glass scoured the floor. 
 
    “No one move,” Meredith said. She dashed for the mud room, where the cleaning supplies were stored. 
 
    “What happened?” Ren asked. 
 
    Grams pointed a finger at the window, finger shaking, lips quivering. Ren followed Grams’ gaze, but all she saw was the barn cat, tail twisting close to the glass. Mewing like it was starved. 
 
    “It’s only the cat,” Ren said. 
 
    “No,” said Grams, her gaze unwavering. 
 
    Ren squinted past the cat. That feeling she’d had earlier that afternoon of being followed returned, but she saw nothing except the soft orange hues of twilight falling over the pasture, the barn in the distance, and the sorghum fields beyond. 
 
    Meredith appeared with a broom, swept the glass into a pile, and squatted with the dustpan to clear it away. “Ren, why don’t you take your grandmother back to her room?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Ren looked over at Grams. Her tiara sat slightly crooked on her head and her eyes were peeled back wide, still fixated on the world through the window. Ren looped an arm around Grams’ thick waist and led her down the hallway to her room. A single lamp glowed near the window. The bed was made with perfect creases, the vanity scattered with lipsticks, eyeshadows, and necklaces. The bookcase was full of canned fruits. A Ouija was hand-painted onto a table in the far corner. Ren turned Grams around and sat her back on the bed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked as Grams laid back on the pillows, eyes glazed over. Ren covered her up with a blanket and reached for the lamp. 
 
    “Leave it on,” Grams said. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Grams shook her head. She suddenly seemed very small. A tiny punctuation mark in a sea of Thomas Wolfe prose. “No.” 
 
    “Not even a cup of tea?” Ren prodded. 
 
    “No,” Grams said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “With Irish whiskey?” Ren expected Grams to blossom at the thought of her favorite drink. Instead, she closed her eyes, her lids a hazy purple, and shook her head again. Ren took the hint, backed away slowly, closed the door, and walked back to the kitchen. 
 
    Meredith had moved on from sweeping to putting leftover food into plastic containers. She clamped down the lids and fitted them into the fridge like a Jenga tower. Then, she spun on the balls of her feet and floated toward Ren. She gave Ren’s shoulder a motherly squeeze. “I’ll let you finish cleanup.” 
 
    Ren’s knees buckled. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I cooked and still have essays to grade.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Ren said, thinking of the locket she was dying to open. 
 
    “Just load the dishes into the machine,” Meredith said. “It’s not that difficult.” 
 
    Meredith clicked past Ren and closed herself into the parlor room at the front of the house, the room no one was ever allowed to enter. Not Ren’s dad or Grams, but especially not Ren. The moment the lace curtains, hanging over the windows on the parlor’s French doors, stopped swinging, Ren whipped a middle finger at the room and Meredith by proxy. After that, she turned with a satisfied sigh and got to work. She scraped forgotten food off plates. Ran them under the faucet. The sound of a bullet exiting a gun came from TV in the den. Music fizzled up from down the hall. Papers rustled quietly in the parlor. Ren tucked the dishes into the dishwasher, filled it with liquid, and pressed start. Then, she booked it up the stairs to her bedroom. 
 
    She pulled the bracelet from her wrist and jammed her thumbnail back into the rusty crack the moment she stepped into her room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alfie asked from his perch on the edge of her bed. She’d expected him to be reading one of the paperback books he always kept curled in his back pocket, but he was watching a movie on the old analog TV she kept on the floor by her closet. 
 
    “Trying to open this locket,” she said, her voice strained from the pressure she was applying to the metal. 
 
    “Need some help?” Alfie asked. 
 
    She sighed and dropped the bracelet into his open palm. “It’s stuck.” 
 
    Alfie worked on the locket with as many fingers as would fit. His knuckles turned white from the force. He handed it back to her. “Sorry. I think it’s rusted shut.” 
 
    She needed something flat. Sharp. She opened the door and stepped into the hall. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Alfie asked. 
 
    She heard his sneakers quack along the floorboards as he followed her into the bathroom. When he stepped inside, she was already searching through the top drawer of the sink cabinet. It was full of old nail polishes, hair ties, and an assortment of makeup leftover from her brief affair with girly things in middle school. Before she found grunge and punk and dark eyeliner. Before she stopped caring completely what anyone in Wynn thought. 
 
    “Ah-ha.” She whipped out the metal nail file she’d stolen from Grams. 
 
    “Why are you so determined to open the locket? It’s probably empty,” said Alfie. 
 
    “It’s not.” Ren wriggled the edge of the file into the split. “I heard something inside. Didn’t you?” 
 
    She pulled the file back and forth. Flakes of rust dislodged and sprinkled onto her lace tights. 
 
    “Don’t break it,” Alfie said. 
 
    With one, final twist of the file, the locket clicked and cracked opened a hairline sliver. “I got it.” 
 
    She flipped back the top half of the locket and something miniature, colorful, jumped out. It pinged across the linoleum floor, bounced off the bathtub, and rolled beneath the sink cabinet. She abandoned the file, the bracelet, and hunted on hands and knees. She pawed around beneath the wooden cupboard, pulling out a clump of dust, hair and glitter woven through it. 
 
    “Yuck,” she said, shaking her hand free of the mess and sliding it back under. 
 
    “Ren, wait,” Alfie said. 
 
    It was too late. Her hand latched onto the smooth object the size of a pebble and, immediately, the room began to spin full-tilt. The bathroom, Alfie, everything vanished, and she plunged into a chasm of unknown. 
 
    Streaks of ultraviolet light flashed past her as she warped at high speed. She felt like she was on a carnival ride, glued to a seat, spinning so fast there was no room to breathe. Then, a white light in the far-off distance appeared. It drew her into its grasp, its brightness building, building, then blinding her completely. She wondered suddenly if this was death, if she had hit her head or been attacked by a deadly spirit like Grams had predicted. Then, slowly, she began to hear familiar sounds: Floorboards creaking, muffled voices talking, a piano humming. She felt warm, slimy water surround her body. The scent of lavender overwhelmed her. She blinked and suddenly the white light was gone. She could see clearly, with two eyes, not one, the strange, yet familiar world around her. The metal washtub she was soaking in. The kerosene lamp that lit a large room. A canopy bed in the corner, covers turned down. A bright blue dress in a heap on the floor. She was just starting to wonder what was happening when her knee banged, gong-like, against the side of the washtub and a few inches of lavender-soaked water sloshed out onto the wooden floorboards. A memory, not Ren’s, but someone else’s, surfaced: Bath water tumbling over the lip of the metal tub she squatted next to, her little brother, Cyrus, hazel eyes shining as he giggled and thrashed in the water. She shook the foreign memory away just as someone knocked on the door. 
 
    “Miss Charlotte?” a quiet voice asked from the other side of the door. “I heard a noise. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, Alena,” she said. Her voice sounded so strange, flowing out in a deep, southern drawl. She rubbed her knee cap, an action she had no control over. That’s when she realized she had no control, period. She tried to wiggle her toes, but nothing happened. She tried to speak her name—Ren—but no sound came out. It was like watching a movie from inside the head of the main character. She caught her reflection in the water’s surface. Long, oil-black curls cascaded down to her wide hips, lined with a ring of pudge. Ren realized she wasn’t just stepping in for this Charlotte character, but was Charlotte herself. She found herself speaking up, saying, “I’m just fine, Alena.” 
 
    Just then, glass shattered behind her. She jumped to her feet, water rippling off of her skin. A cool breeze gushed into the room through a broken window. Her eyes tracked the smattering of glass shards across the room, to a hunk of jagged rock sitting near the door. 
 
    “Miss Charlotte, what was that?” Alena asked from the hall. 
 
    Charlotte stepped out of the bath, careful to avoid the glass on the floor. She reached for the dressing gown that had been laid across the foot of the bed. The doorknob chittered as Alena tried to press into the room. 
 
    Charlotte crossed the room in a hare’s second. She drove her hip into the wood to stop Alena from barging in. “It was just the lamp. I knocked it over. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Then, let me in so I can clear it away,” Alena said. 
 
    “I’d appreciate the privacy, right now,” Charlotte said. A rock through the window could have been nothing more than one of the Cunningham boys from down the lane playing a trick on her. Or it could be something much more serious. Either way, Charlotte knew if she let Alena in, word would get back to Charlotte’s mother before the bath water even ran cold. The house servants were the woman’s eyes and ears. Whatever—or whoever—had sent the rock through her window would be finished. Her mother’s gossip spread faster than a brush fire and her opinion greatly influenced society. Charlotte held the door steady. “You can come back later if you’d like. Or I can clear it away myself.” 
 
    “Well…alright,” Alena said, her voice trailing off as if she was trying, and failing, to find an excuse to come into the room. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I am,” Charlotte said. “I’m quite sure.” 
 
    She stood against the door for a moment, waiting for Alena to leave. Water slipped off her skin, soaking into the cotton fabric of the dressing gown, falling onto the floor. On the other side of the door, the floorboards whined. Then, the tip-tap of Alena’s shoes faded down the hallway. Charlotte exhaled, relieved, and then quickly remembered the unexpected rock. 
 
    She flew across the room, to the window. A fleck of glass bit into her toe, but she hardly noticed. Outside, the moon gave off little light, but across the grassy yard along the side of the house, hanging on the outskirts of the oak woodland, she could just make out the broad shoulders, the tall frame, the outline of a man. The culprit of the broken window. Someone she thought she might know. Though it couldn’t be possible. Could it? 
 
    The man lingered on the edge of the woods for a moment, before folding himself back into the tree line, into the shadows. She knew she couldn’t let him get away, so she spun toward the door, but never made progress toward it, for the world began to twist. It swirled into a sharp cyclone of color and she fell back through the chasm of ultraviolet light, her breath stolen from her. She closed her eyes and didn’t open them until everything had become still again. 
 
    She stared with her good eye at the ceiling of her bathroom, the light turning wisps of Alfie’s blonde hair into silhouettes. Her heart was pounding in its cavity and her mouth was drier than the sand on the river banks. 
 
    “Ren?” Alfie asked. He rubbed her shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You passed out,” Alfie said. “What happened?” 
 
    She remembered opening the locket, dropping what was inside, and crouching down to look for it. She began to fall as soon as she touched the object the charms had been hiding. 
 
    “Did you—” Her tongue was thick in her mouth. She swallowed. “Did you see what fell out of the locket?” 
 
    “You mean this?” Alfie held up a tiny orb the size of a pea, radiating with a soft glow of rainbow light. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    She lifted her head and sat up on her elbows. “I don’t know, but the strangest thing just happened when I touched it.” 
 
    “Tell me everything.” 
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    REN AND ALFIE SAT ON the floor of her bedroom, the charm bracelet—pebble tucked safely inside—resting between them. 
 
    “I saw a different world,” she said. 
 
    Alfie leaned in so close she could smell spearmint on his breath. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was an entirely different person,” she said. “But it was all old.” 
 
    “Like you were an old lady?” 
 
    “No,” she said, picturing Charlotte’s bedroom clearly. “There was a big bath, like a metal washtub, and kerosene lamps, and the clothes looked ancient. Not raggedy-looking. They were new, but not from our time. It was like I time travelled.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Alfie said, pursing his lips. 
 
    “What happens if you touch it?” Ren nudged the bracelet toward him. He pushed it back. 
 
    “I’ve held it before, remember?” he said. “In the bathroom. Did I pass out, then? Did I fall into the past the way you described?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s just you.” 
 
    “Weird,” she said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “So, what else happened?” Alfie asked. “You’re in a bath tub.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And the window gets broken,” she said. “And I fling myself against the door so the maid can’t get in.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my mom is nosy and uses the maids as extra eyes and ears.” 
 
    “Your mom?” 
 
    “Well, whoever’s body I’m in,” she said. “Charlotte’s mom.” 
 
    “So, you stepped into someone named Charlotte’s body,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Like a movie?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And no. It’s hard to explain. I’m just someone else, okay?” 
 
    Alfie nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
 
    “I know, I know. None of this makes sense,” she said as she stared down at the bracelet. Her hand inched toward it. “Maybe I should touch it again. See if it was all just a coincidence. A fluke.” 
 
    Alfie pulled the bracelet away from her. “What if it’s some kind of hoodoo or dark magic? You don’t want to release it, do you?" 
 
    “You think it’s cursed?” 
 
    “If what you’ve told me is true, I don’t think it’s something I would play around with,” he said. “Remember when Grams caught us with her Ouija board?” 
 
    They were both thirteen the afternoon they snuck into Grams’ room, rested their fingers on the wooden triangle of her Ouija board, and asked a question to the great beyond. Their answer came when Grams burst in. She flicked the backs of their hands with her sharp fingernails and told them never to play around with the Ouija. Not unless they had a clear vision, a purpose. Otherwise, they could unleash something wicked. 
 
    Ren shuddered. “Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s that,” Alfie said. 
 
    “But I have a purpose,” she said, grabbing the bracelet. “I need to know it’s not a coincidence." 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Alfie said. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” she said as she peeled the locket apart. The pebble rolled from one end of the disc to the other. Her finger hovered over it for a second, then she let it fall onto the object. The moment her skin brushed the orb, her bedroom began to fold in on itself. Her stomach leapt into her throat and the sensation of falling overtook her. Colors whizzed past her. The white light came and vanished. She opened her eyes to the night, her breathing heavy in the warm air. 
 
    It was the same world as before, the same body. She felt the familiarity of its gait as she strode toward the edge of the tree line. Her hair was still wet from the bath and a thick housecoat was buttoned over her night gown. As she approached the closest oak tree, the figure of the man she had seen through the broken window stepped out. In the dim moonlight she could just make out a scraggly beard curling out from his square chin, the crooked angle of his nose. It was her older brother Billy. A rope cinched around her heart. She hadn’t seen Billy since the war broke out and their daddy encouraged him to take up arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your window,” he said. “I didn’t mean to break it.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “I came home.” 
 
    Behind her, the hinges on the front door howled, and her mama’s sugar-sweet voice cartwheeled through the dark. “Charlotte?” 
 
    Charlotte captured Billy’s attention, pressed a finger to her plump lips, then turned toward the house. “I’m just gettin’ some fresh air, Mama.” 
 
    “I don’t want you catchin’ a chill, now.” 
 
    “I’ll be in soon.” 
 
    Her mama sighed. “Make it quick.” 
 
    The door trilled, clicked closed, and Charlotte and Billy were left alone. Charlotte’s eyes soaked Billy’s appearance up like a towel thrown over a puddle of freshly spilled wine. His face was weathered. Beaten. He wore a filthy white shirt that hung loose over tattered grey trousers. The sour smell coming off him matched the grime caked on his face, his neck, his hands. He was as unkempt as she had ever seen him. 
 
    “Billy, are you in trouble?” she asked. “Why aren’t you in your uniform?” 
 
    “I couldn’t take it anymore,” he said, his voice sounding as though he were sunk in the deep pit of a well. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She watched the whites of her brother’s eyes open up wide, like their daddy’s precious cotton fields. She felt Billy gazing past her, eyes glazed, there, but not. “All of it. It was just—just…” 
 
    “Just what?” she asked. 
 
    Billy clamped his eyes shut. “Too much.” 
 
    She flashed back to when they were kids playing in the woods. They used to find all sorts of animals dwelling among the oaks. Deer, rabbits, birds. The Cunningham brothers, whom they tromped around with as children, would always want to chase down the animals, shoot them with their hand-carved bows and arrows if they could, but she remembered Billy would always stop them. Said he couldn’t bear to see them kill the creatures for sport. The Cunningham brothers had always laughed at him, even she had somedays, but Billy’s heart had always been softer than most. She imagined what the war had done to it. 
 
    “Billy,” she said softly. “Did you desert?” 
 
    He shrugged and whispered, “It was just too much.” 
 
    She clamped a hand over her mouth. “Billy, they shoot deserters. Or worse.” 
 
    “I couldn’t.” His eyes opened finally, the blacks of them engulfing the blue. “I couldn’t fight—couldn’t kill—anymore.” 
 
    “If Daddy knew,” she said. “If anyone around here knew.” 
 
    “There are rumors the other side will pull ahead in all of this,” Billy said. “I just need a place to lie low until then. Until it all passes us by. Can you help me with that?” 
 
    “What happens after it’s all over?” she asked. “What about when Daddy finds out you abandoned the Cause?” 
 
    “He won’t find out,” Billy said. She watched his eyes flit back to the house, then to her. “As long as no one else knows I’m here.” 
 
    She remembered long walks along the carriage path on spring afternoons, the sun warm and the live oaks dripping with long tendrils of Spanish Moss. She would read aloud passages from popular novels, because Billy used to mix up letters and, if she read to him, he could talk about the books at Society functions with ease, impress their mama’s friends, their daughters. He made her swear to never tell. That was their first big secret. But that one didn’t twist her insides. What if Billy was the first of thousands to desert? What if the other side triumphed, like he had said? What then? There would be no fancy dinner parties, no society functions in general, no money. At least if the other side was planning to do what everyone thought. Maybe, if she hid Billy, talked to him, convinced him, he’d go back. Go back to the men with a message from the families they were fighting to keep together. She’d like to think one message could spark the fight in all of those men. Maybe the tables could turn. 
 
    “Make a place for yourself in the old tree hollow. The one deep in the woods we’d play in as kids,” she said. “I’ll sneak you what you need first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Billy shook his head. “Father hunts in these woods. He’ll find me.” 
 
    “Daddy ruined his knee this winter; he walks with a cane now,” she said. “He doesn’t hunt anymore. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Billy wrapped her in a tight hug. She could smell weeks of sweat on him. She tried not to breathe. 
 
    “Quickly,” she said, pulling away from his embrace. “You have to go before Daddy comes out for his evening smoke.” 
 
    “You won’t forget I’m out here?” 
 
    She stepped out of the trees and into the grass. “Not even if I tried.” 
 
    She took one step toward the house, but when she planted her foot in the grass, the scene swirled. Charlotte faded and Ren returned fully; she was no longer the passenger, but the commander. She sailed through the ultraviolet between and landed sharply in her own body, which was sprawled out on the floor of her bedroom. She gasped. 
 
     “It wasn’t a fluke,” she said, her voice as dry as before. She eased herself upright and leaned against the bedframe. Her head reeled. Throbbed. Her stomach churned with sick. 
 
    Alfie picked up the luminescent pebble. “Then, what is this exactly?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She scooted away from Alfie, from the orb. She didn’t think she could handle making another journey through the chasm of color too soon after her last. Her insides might explode. “But I don’t want to be anywhere near that thing right now.” 
 
    “Someone should have listened to me,” Alfie said, smirking. 
 
    She gestured to the charm bracelet lying on the floor. “Just put it back, alright?” 
 
    “Are you scared?” Alfie pushed the pebble toward her. She flinched. 
 
    “I just don’t want to touch it until I find out more,” she said. “I’m taking the bracelet to Richard’s. If it came from his shop, he’ll know something about it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should talk to your new friend Peter,” Alfie said. “The one who gave it to you in the first place.” 
 
    “No,” she said, rolling her shoulders forward. She could still feel the weight of Charlotte’s body on hers. Like the girl was clinging to her from the other side. “He just found it on the floor.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “Stop being paranoid,” Ren said. “We’ll go to Richard’s first thing in the morning. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for everything.” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s Sunday,” Alfie said. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Richard’s is closed on Sundays.” 
 
    Ren clenched her fist. “I swear, this stupid town. We’ll go first thing after school on Monday.” 
 
    “Are you going to open the bracelet before then?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I told you not until I know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Good,” Alfie said. “I better get home. It’s late and my mom will wonder where I am.” 
 
    His wiry body rose and he padded to the door. He moved slowly, meticulously. Ren’s dad’s old saying, slow is smooth, smooth is fast, popped into her head. He used to tell her that every time they mended a fence on the back forty or wandered through the shelter belt trees on Sunday afternoons by the river. 
 
    “Hey, Alf?” she called as he opened the door with a surgeon’s hand and stepped into the hall. He slid one foot back inside her room. Half in, half out. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What if I just discovered time travel?” she asked. “You think they’d give me a Nobel Prize? Pay me enough to leave Wynn for good?” 
 
    “I think you better figure out exactly what’s going on before you start writing your acceptance speech,” Alfie said. “I’ll see you Monday.” 
 
    “Monday,” she echoed as he disappeared into the hallway. 
 
    When the door swung closed, she turned back to the bracelet. She studied the intricate designs on the locket faces with her good eye, made note of every fleck of rust. It’s genius, she thought. A portal to the past kept locked inside a charm. Virtually undetectable. But why did it only affect her? Why not Alfie? She crawled beneath the blankets of her bed and stared at the bracelet as it sat beneath the light from her lamp. She wanted to know everything about the fascinating pebble. Where it came from. Who made it. If Richard didn’t know the whole story, he’d know part of it, at least. That’s all she needed—a lead. 
 
    She flicked off the lamp and rolled over, her mind swimming with thoughts of Charlotte and Billy, of the bracelet and how incredibly terrifying, yet amazing it felt to fall into the past. It was the coolest thing to happen to her. Probably the coolest thing that would ever happen to her. She closed her eyes tight, hoping sleep would snatch her quickly, that the night would come, the stars appearing and fading like a short bout of hiccups, and that the sun would soon rise over a town that didn’t seem quite as dull as it had earlier that afternoon. 
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    WYNN HIGH SCHOOL WAS ITS own ecosystem. What high school wasn’t, though? Athletes and beauty queens and brainiacs and performance freaks all shoved into one building. The whole place was like a pressure cooker. Some sick man’s experiment. If we pair this cat-obsessed overweight girl with a steroid-pumping footballer in science lab, what will the outcome be? 
 
    Take Scary Larry for example. He sat two rows to Ren’s left during homeroom. He always wore a long, black trench coat and a pair of spiked, steam punk goggles on his forehead. His black hair was so greasy it shone blue. If anyone in that school was some kind of experiment, it was Scary Larry. He got his nickname after the vice principal found a few cameras tacked up around the school that belonged to him. He said he liked to keep an eye on everyone. Big Brother. Made everyone avoid him after that. A leper effect. 
 
    On Monday morning, during homeroom, Ren could feel Scary Larry staring at her. He had been for twenty minutes. Maybe longer. She had tried to ignore him. Turned her head and put him in the blind spot created by her bad eye, but she couldn’t take it any longer. 
 
    She whipped her head toward him, her long, brown ponytail swinging whip-like over her shoulder, and asked him, “What is your problem, asshole?” 
 
    “Ren, settle down,” said Ms. White from her desk without looking up. Her bony spine was curved forward, her neck jutted out vulture-like toward her computer screen. She was probably playing one of those virtual farm games on the internet. 
 
    “Stop staring at me,” Ren said to Scary Larry. 
 
    The whole class was looking at her by then. Lilianne Warner rolled her eyes over the top of her nail file. Alice Martin, the closest thing Ren had to a second friend, peered at Ren around the side of her mass of dark, frizzy hair as she pretended to work on her math homework. A faint smile rose on Alice’s cheeks. 
 
    Garret Monahan, a red-headed football player, turned back from his seat at the front of the class. “How do you even know when someone’s looking at you with that bum eye?” 
 
    Half the class laughed. The other half cringed. Ren’s fists curled tightly together. One jab to the nose would do Garret good. Teach him a lesson. 
 
    “Slow down there, sparky.” Garret laughed. “It was just a joke.” 
 
    “The joke was your parents procreating,” Ren said. 
 
    Alice snorted a laugh and Ms. White gasped. Looked up from her computer and said, “Miss Morris, another word out of you and I’ll be seeing you in detention.” 
 
    Ren abruptly changed her concentration. She picked at the already-chipping black nail polish on her thumb and tried to ignore Garret and Scary Larry. She couldn’t get detention. Not that day. Thoughts of the bracelet had been on a constant stream since Saturday night. She felt like she was going to explode if she had to wait any longer. 
 
    “Hey,” Alice whispered. “Ren.” 
 
    Ren met Alice’s burnt butter eyes, drowning under a thick swipe of blue eyeshadow she’d worn every day since sixth grade. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Wanna study for our bio test after school today?” Alice asked. “I’m not working there today, but I can talk Johnny into hooking us up with free coffee at Roast.” 
 
    “I would,” Ren murmured, hoping Ms. White wouldn’t Venus Fly Trap their conversation. “But I’ve already got plans.” 
 
    “Going to the cemetery again?” That was small-town, for you. Everyone knowing everyone else’s routine. Especially a regular haunt like the cemetery was to her and Alfie, same as Richard’s, same as Roast. 
 
    “No, Richard’s,” Ren said. 
 
    “Of course.” Alice gnawed on the end of her number two pencil, an entire inch below the eraser chewed down to the stark, blonde wood. “Mind if I tag along?” 
 
    “It’s more of a personal thing,” Ren said. Alice wouldn’t understand if she tried to explain the effects of the pebble inside of the charm bracelet. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I just have to talk to Richard about something.” Ren could feel her blood starting to simmer. She took a deep breath and willed herself to cool down. Chill out. Alice was just being Alice. Overly-friendly, reporter curious. “It’s boring, really. An assignment for history class. You wouldn’t enjoy it, honestly.” 
 
    “I get it,” Alice said, putting her pencil back in her mouth, focusing on her open math textbook. 
 
    “I’m not trying to blow you off, Alice, really,” Ren said. 
 
    “It’s not a problem. We’ll meet up another day,” Alice said. “You can come over to my house some weekend before it gets too cold and we can ride horses. Unless you’re too scared to get back in the saddle?” 
 
    Ren pinched her lips at the memory of falling off of Alice’s chestnut Quarter horse. “Hey, that wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Sure,” Alice said, fighting a smile. “Lenora, the gentlest creature on the planet, just flung you off her back.” 
 
    “I told you, there was a snake that slithered by and she got spooked,” Ren said. 
 
    “Then, you’ll just have to come over and save face,” Alice said. “Plus, Nutmeg misses you.” 
 
    “There is no way your Shih-tzu misses me,” Ren said. “I don’t even like dogs.” 
 
    “Ren Morris.” Ms. White’s shrill voice rattled Ren’s nerves. “I believe I’ve asked you already to be quiet.” 
 
    “But Miss—” 
 
    “Detention,” Ms. White said. “After school.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Ren said. Garret snickered across the room. Alice mouthed a silent apology. Ren sunk down into her chair. 
 
    Ms. White’s detentions were the longest. There was no way she would sit and watch the hands of the clock spin and spin with the charm bracelet’s secrets waiting to revealed. In fact, she wouldn’t wait. The moment the bell rang, she shot out of Ms. White’s classroom, grabbed the bracelet—still tucked in a Ziplock bag—from her locker, put it into her jacket pocket, and met Alfie as he came out of World History. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go to Richard’s.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “I can’t take it anymore.” She patted the pocket of her jean jacket. “I have to find out about this bracelet.” 
 
    “But it’s lunchtime,” Alfie said. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “It’s the perfect time to leave. We’ll cycle into town, question Richard, and get back before the start of fifth period. Don’t be a baby.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby,” Alfie said, then followed Ren out the back door of school. 
 
    After pedaling hard on separate bicycles, they were downtown in less than five minutes. As soon as they walked through the front door of Richard’s, Ren pulled out the bracelet. 
 
    “We need you to take a look at something” she said into the great, wide expanse of Richard’s shop, not yet seeing the notorious owner. 
 
    Richard poked his head over the counter. Upon seeing Ren motoring toward him, her combat boots pounding against the dusty floor, his chin sagged into his chest. “Do I ever get a break from you, kid?” 
 
    “Rarely,” said Alfie as he and Ren moved into the clear space near the register. 
 
    Ren shook the bracelet out of the baggie and onto the counter, careful not to touch it. “What can you tell me about this bracelet?” 
 
    Richard slid on his glasses, lifted the bracelet to his narrowed eyes, and studied it as though it was some kind of foreign moon rock. His pencil moustache twitched as he turned the bracelet over slowly a few times before setting it back down. 
 
    “Well,” he said, peeling away his glasses. “It’s dated. From the designs and metals, I’d guess it’s Victorian.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Don’t they teach you anything at that school of yours?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Alfie said. “It’s Wynn.” 
 
    “They barely teach us how to tie our shoes,” Ren said. 
 
    “That’s what I feared.” Richard rubbed the top of his bald head. “The Victorian era coincides with the reign of Victoria, the Queen of England in the 1800s. Most fashion, nuances, and mannerisms that developed in that time are referred to as Victorian.” 
 
    “So, this bracelet came from England, then?” Ren asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t be sure,” Richard said. “The style of the Victorians was mimicked by Americans as well. Mostly in New York and in the Deep South. The wealthy classes.” 
 
    It was like Richard had clicked a new piece of the puzzle into place, the picture slowly looking more whole. Billy’s uniform—what was left, anyway—had been grey. He’d deserted the army, the Cause. The Cause had to be the Civil War. 
 
    Richard tapped the bracelet with his stubby forefinger. “Where did you find this bracelet anyhow?” 
 
    “Here,” she said. 
 
    “In my shop?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Don’t you recognize it?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen this before in my life.” He scooped it up again. 
 
    “Sure, you have,” she said. “A guy bought it for me two days ago.” 
 
    “What guy?” 
 
    “His name’s Peter,” she said. “A little taller than me. Black curls. Dark brown eyes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t jog the memory.” Richard brushed his thumb over the sapphire gem on the moon-engraved locket. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. She didn’t want the doors of the locket to flip open and the orb to come bouncing toward her. She didn’t want to accidentally fall into Charlotte’s body again. Not in front of the old man. 
 
    “He didn’t get it here,” said Richard. 
 
    Ren’s thoughts fell back to Saturday. She had seen Peter bend out of sight and stand up with the bracelet. “I watched him pick it up off the floor.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you, kid. I didn’t make a sale to any boy, and I sure as hell don’t remember this bracelet.” 
 
    “You’re positive?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Trust me,” Richard said, his voice falling to a raspy whisper. “I wouldn’t forget something like this.” 
 
    Her mind raced. Maybe Peter hadn’t picked the bracelet up off the floor. Was it possible he could have just made it seem like he had? Bent low behind the shelf of antiques that would hide him. Pull the bracelet from his pocket. Hold it up as if it was something new. Something he had spotted just for her. Perhaps that was the real reason he hadn’t let her pay for it. Maybe he carried around unique pieces of jewelry to give to all the girls he wanted to impress. But if it had belonged to Peter in the first place, then he must know what happened when she touched the pebble inside, right? Except it had been rusted shut. Surely if it had been opened recently the locket would have been easier to open. Unless Peter was clueless to the powers of the bracelet and it was all just a wild coincidence. 
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    She opened the plastic baggie and offered its wide mouth to Richard so he could put the bracelet back inside. Instead, Richard clung to it, popped his glasses back on, and squinted at the lockets over the tops of them. Ren gave the bag an antsy shake, but Richard didn’t budge. 
 
    “Would you be willing to sell this, kid?” Richard asked finally. “Clean it up and it could make a pretty penny.” 
 
    Her stomach tightened at the thought of giving it away. Yes, it terrified her. Yes, it confused her. But she needed to know what was happening. Despite all of the elements of the bracelet that made her cringe, it was still the most interesting thing to ever happen to her. She felt linked to it somehow. Like she and Charlotte were tethered together. She needed to find out why. Then, after the magic was gone, maybe she would bring back the bracelet to Richard’s. Maybe. 
 
    “Some other time, perhaps,” she said to Richard and he dropped the bracelet into the bag. She zipped it closed and she and Alfie turned toward the door, walking so close their shoulders touched. 
 
    She muttered under her breath, “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “What?” Alfie asked. “That I told you so? 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I knew it was too strange to be a coincidence,” Alfie said. “Peter’s behind this whole thing.” 
 
    Alfie opened the door and Ren stepped outside, nearly plowing into a young woman pushing a stroller. The woman’s eyes narrowed on Ren, probably expecting an apology, but when Ren mirrored her icy-hot stare, the woman ducked her head and tip-tapped quickly up the sidewalk. 
 
    “What if Peter is behind this?” Ren mounted her bike and balanced on her tip-toes. “What do we do next?” 
 
    “We try and find him,” Alfie said. “If he’s still in the area.” 
 
    She twisted her lips as she thought about how to track Peter down. A stake out. But outside of what? A knock on every house in town. An internet search. Police cameras. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” she said as her stomach knotted like the too-sweet pretzels she liked in the Wichita mall food court. “I think I know how to find him.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not too thrilled about it,” she said. She stood up on her pedals and picked up the pace. If they hurried, they would just make it back before lunch was officially over. 
 
      
 
    BETWEEN SIXTH AND SEVENTH PERIOD, she stood against the wall opposite the bay of sophomore lockers. Alfie was late getting out of gym class, so she’d have to do it alone. People kept staring at her as they passed. She glared back, like she had with the woman downtown, and they shied away. Sometimes she wondered if she was just a little nicer, smiled more, she’d have a few more friends. Then she’d get frustrated for wondering such stupid things. She had Alfie. Lanky, icy blue-eyed Alfie. If he’d been born in Kansas, she might not even have him. His family moved from Germany when he was a kid. Everyone else had made fun of his penny loafers and broken English and the faint scent of cooked cabbage that followed him everywhere. If they hadn’t laughed at him, though—Ren shook the thought away. She was glad they had. He was the only other person in the world who understood her. They were welded together by fate. Destined to be best friends. End of story. 
 
    Scary Larry came around the corner then, walked over and knelt down in front of his bottom locker. His trench coat was splayed out like a bride’s train in a wedding photo. 
 
    Ren kicked Larry’s locker open even farther with the toe of her combat boot. It rattled wildly, but Larry didn’t even flinch. He just looked up slowly, his creepy, dry lips pulling into a tight smile. 
 
    “How may I assist you today, miss?” he asked. It gave her the chills, how damn creepy he was, but she knew he could help her. Dammit, why was he the only one who could help her? 
 
    “I need information,” she said. 
 
    Scary Larry steepled his fingers together. His smile widened. “Information of what persuasion?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. He even spoke like a creep. “I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “I figured you’d come to me for this eventually,” he said. 
 
    She scrunched her eyebrows. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because I have the answers you’re looking for,” he said. He carefully slid a textbook into his locker and pulled out a different one. He closed the door and rose, his eyes even with Ren’s. “Meet me at my house after school.” 
 
    “No way, just tell me now.” 
 
    Larry shook his head and pulled his steampunk goggles over his bug eyes. “I don’t conduct business in the halls of Hell. After school.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ren said. “Where do you live?” 
 
    “Trailer Park,” he said. “2091. Orange shutters. Can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Orange?” 
 
    “My dad’s a fan of the Broncos,” Larry said, then took off down the hall. She watched as every student he passed took at least two steps away from him. Even the thought of him being close to her made Ren’s skin feel like a thousand spiders were crawling all over it. She shivered away the image, the feeling, and scuttled down the corridor, toward her last class of the day. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    chapter 
 
    
    5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PAST THE HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL field and beyond a thicket of trees was the Sunflower Trailer Park. Ren had been there once before with Grams. She was eight and Grams was visiting an old friend. Ren remembered the old woman’s trailer was piled with cat food, yarn, and homemade tortillas. She had no recollection of the outside of the park, though. 
 
    It was a fairly open space, surrounded on all sides by a chain link fence. Some of the trailers were freshly painted, with white picket fences posted along their plot of grass and sharply trimmed bushes planted at the base of the wooden staircases. But most of them were a hodge-podge of low-life living. Weeds growing out of the cracks in plastic shutters, if they were even attached. Wide, blue tarps acted as garages for dented vehicles. Small, yellow lawns were littered with overturned toddler bikes or faded toy kitchen sets. The whole park smelled like accumulating trash, stale cigarette smoke, and faintly of dog piss. 
 
    At the very back of the lot, Ren and Alfie parked their bikes in front of a trailer with a roof covered in black plastic and shutters painted orange. They climbed the three wooden steps to the porch, where a clothesline was strung between a rotting post and a metal tent pole that held a tarp over a pile of engines, rusted lawn mowers, and an assortment of metal sheets. 
 
    Ren knocked and waited for Scary Larry to open the door. Instead, a man wearing nothing but threadbare jeans leaned into the door frame. He swished a beer bottle in a loose grip. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re sellin’, we don’t want none,” the man said. He pushed on the door with his big toe, but Ren put an arm out to stop it from swinging closed. 
 
    “We’re meeting Sc—I mean, Larry,” Ren said. 
 
    One of the man’s salt and pepper eyebrows flexed in her direction. “You here to pick on ‘im?” 
 
    “No sir,” Alfie said. 
 
    “We just need to talk to him,” Ren added. 
 
    “He don’t much care for company,” said the man. 
 
    “I go to school with your son,” said Ren. “We’re in the same homeroom. We have a project we’re working on together.” 
 
    “I know who you is,” he said. “You’re Hank Morris’ girl.” 
 
    “You know my dad?” 
 
    “See him time to time at the mill,” he said. “Look, all I’m sayin’ is my son, Lawrence, he don’t like visitors.” 
 
    “He invited us over,” Ren said. “Honest.” 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “If you don’t believe me, ask him,” Ren said. “But he’ll tell you he did.” 
 
    “Sure,” Larry’s dad said, but his vice-tight expression contradicted his words. 
 
    “I swear to God.” 
 
    Larry’s dad swirled the beer bottle through the air, the liquid inside sloshing against the sides of the amber glass. He took a swig, then nodded his head. “Go on back.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alfie said, slipping passed. 
 
    As Ren squeezed between Larry’s dad and the door frame, he leaned close to her. “Don’t upset ‘im now, you hear?” 
 
    Ren nodded and followed Alfie into a cramped living room. A single arm chair, burned and worn in places, sat a few feet from a cackling television broadcasting a fuzzy-framed action film. A Broncos poster was thumbtacked on the wall above the TV set. The front door closed and the room lost almost all of its light. Ren didn’t want to see what the place looked like with the lamps on. She imagined dark stains on the carpet, crumbs from late night munchies filling every crevice in the furniture, and mold splotched along the floorboards and ceiling. 
 
    “End of the hall,” Larry’s dad said as he pulled another beer bottle from a wood paneled fridge in the kitchen, separated from the living room by a short counter. 
 
    Ren and Alfie ducked into the only hallway in the place and stopped in front of the door at the end. A few, cheap mock-up street signs were nailed to the door. Keep Out. Caution. Stop. Lawrence Way. Ren knocked in the space between the signs three times, then waited. 
 
    Alfie pinched Ren in the side and whispered, “What are we doing here exactly?” 
 
    “Scary Larry will know if Peter’s in town or not,” Ren said. “He knows everything that everyone does. That’s why he’s called Scary Larry.” 
 
    She could hear breathing on the other side of the door and it made her teeth hum. She’d rather comb the town over than ask Scary Larry for help, but she knew he was the fastest route to Peter. 
 
    “What?” Larry said through the door. 
 
    “It’s me,” she said. Then, when he didn’t speak or move to open the door, she added, “Ren Morris. You told me come ov—” 
 
    The door opened abruptly. Just a crack. A purple, halogen glow shivered into the hallway. Scary Larry was a silhouette of tangled hair and steampunk goggles. He looked like an evil villain straight out of a comic book. Or at least a crazed henchman. 
 
    “So,” said Larry, “You want to know who was following you through town Saturday.” 
 
    Ren elbowed Alfie in the ribs. “I told you someone was following me.” Then, to Larry she said, “But no, the guy we’re actually looking for is about five-foot-ten, curly black hair, jawline models envy. He also has a tattoo of a bird’s wing on one of his fingers.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Scary Larry grinned, “You want to know who was following you.” 
 
    A cold pulse pumped through Ren’s veins as it hit her that Peter was the one who had followed her, which meant he hadn’t just dumped the bracelet on any random girl in town. He had targeted Ren. He had wanted her to see what the bracelet could do. But why? 
 
    “Show me,” she said as she pushed open Larry’s door. The small room was lit by blacklights, lined with computer monitors, and covered in electronic parts. She found a single square of empty space in the middle of the carpet and stood in it. She turned back to Larry. “I need to be sure it was him.” 
 
    Larry sat down on a stool in front of the largest computer screen in the room and began to key in a code. The screen split into four quadrants, each displaying a section of downtown Wynn. Traffic cams. Larry clicked on the lower right camera and Ren recognized it as the intersection of Main and Wheat Avenue, which led to the cemetery. A video of Ren riding her bike played, and just as she leaned into the turn, Scary Larry froze everything. He zoomed in on the corner of the sidewalk. 
 
    “There,” Larry said, pointing to the shadow of a building. 
 
    Ren squinted at the boy in the frame. He was leaned against the limestone wall of the laundromat, arms folded, wicked grin on his face, dark curls ruffling in the breeze. 
 
    “That’s him.” She gulped. “Larry, do you know where he is now?” 
 
    Scary Larry smiled with just one side of his mouth. “I know everything about everyone in this town.” 
 
    “Creepy,” Ren murmured. 
 
    “But the information’s going to cost you,” said Larry with a scowl. 
 
    “How much?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Three hundred dollars,” Larry said. 
 
    “No way,” said Alfie. “We don’t have that kind of money.” 
 
    “Get real,” Ren said to Larry. 
 
    Larry shrugged. “A kiss then.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” said Ren. 
 
    Scary Larry folded his arms across his chest and leaned back. “A kiss or three hundred big ones. Your choice.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “No way. I am not kissing you.” 
 
    “Then find your stalker on your own,” Larry said. 
 
    Ren pinched Alfie’s elbow and whispered, “How much money you got?” 
 
    Alfie dug around in his pocket and pulled out a small nest of twenties. “Sixty or so.” 
 
    “I’ll pay you back.” Ren took the money and turned back to Scary Larry, who was licking the edges of his dry lips with the tip of his tongue. Ren tilted her head so that Larry fell into her blind spot. Otherwise, she may have vomited all over his trench coat. She held out the money. “Sixty dollars; take it or leave it.” 
 
    “Sixty dollars and,” Larry said, “a kiss.” 
 
    “Come on, man, sixty bucks is a lot for a little bit of information,” Alfie said. 
 
    Then, Larry added, “On the cheek.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. Her whole body squirmed. Then she thought of Charlotte, of Billy, of falling through the frantic heat of all of those colors and into the past. It had to be Peter. He had to know what was happening to her. They were so close. Scary Larry was unfortunately the one who would lead them there. 
 
    “If you tell anyone,” she said, stepping forward. “I mean anyone, I will—” 
 
    “You’re not exactly welcomed in the inner circle,” Larry said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You and me?” Larry scoffed. “We’re alike. Woven together as tightly as a straw hat. The bitch and the weirdo. Outcasts.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me where Peter is or not?” Ren asked. She didn’t need Scary Larry pointing out what she already knew. 
 
    Larry held his hand out and Ren dropped the cash into his greasy palm. He unfolded each bill, counting it slowly. When he was done, he looked up at her with eager eyes. “Alright, sweetheart. Now for the rest.” 
 
    Scary Larry tapped a long, jagged fingernail against his pock-marked cheek. She took a deep breath. Might as well get it over with. The itch to put her hand on the glowing pebble inside of the bracelet was growing stronger. She needed Peter to clue her in. Fast. 
 
    Alfie brushed her forearm, as if to stop her, but pulled away just as she moved in close enough to Larry to smell the lemon-sourness of his skin. She was just about to peck a kiss on his cheek when he turned toward her. Their lips entangled for a brief, sloppy moment, before Ren pulled back, eyes on fire, stomach roiling. Scary Larry erupted in a fit of laughter. 
 
    “You little piece of shit,” Ren said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She could still taste his bad breath on her tongue. She wiped her lips again. “You’re an ass hole. You know that, right? A creepy little fucker.” 
 
    Larry just laughed. 
 
    “Tell us where Peter is, man,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Tell us now or I’m taking the money back,” Ren said. 
 
    Scary Larry pounded a code over his computer with a smile snaked across his face. Then, an aerial view, as if a drone had captured the image, popped onto the screen. A square house surrounded on all sides by thick, shelter belt trees, beyond which lay a barren field and then, the twisting arm of the Arkansas River. 
 
    “I know where that is,” said Ren. “That’s the abandoned Johnson place.” 
 
    “Yes.” Larry zoomed in on the house. A black, blurry dot stood in the front lawn. “And that’s who you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Nobody goes to the Johnson place,” said Ren, thinking of the stories she’d heard all her life. The Johnson family lived in Wynn circa 1950 on a farm outside of town. They grew wheat. They went to church. They were just like everybody else. Until they weren’t. Until old man Johnson lost his brains, killed his wife and child, chopped them into pieces, buried them in the walls, and shot himself. Or so the legend goes. Old man Johnson’s body was never found. No body was ever found. There was blood though. Drips here, drops there. That’s when the rumors started. Small-town gossip is the reason the Johnson house has sat idle on the south side of Wynn for decades. “You only go to the Johnson House if you’re suicidal. If you want the ghosts of the family to rip you to shreds and join them in their house of horrors.” 
 
    “The stories about the Johnson family are bogus,” Scary said. “Clearly. because this guy has been there for a few days now. Even before he tracked you through town.” 
 
    “You’re sure that’s him?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s him,” Larry said. “I like to keep an eye on everything.” 
 
    Larry keyed something into his computer and a second image flickered onto the screen. A straight-on shot of the two-story Victorian house that had sat idle for over half a century. Someone was on the bottom step of the sagging porch, smoking, or thinking. It was hard to tell because the drone was clearly snapping photos from the tree line. But Ren would recognize those curls anywhere. 
 
    “That’s him,” she said. She inhaled a shallow breath. “That’s Peter.” 
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    REN’S FEET WERE TRAIN CAR rotors, churning hard as she pedaled out of the trailer park, Alfie riding close behind, biting at the back tire of her bicycle. A boil of dust grew behind them, concealing the Sunflower Trailer Park entirely. She hummed around the corner near the high school and kept motoring. 
 
    “Slow down,” Alfie said. “Peter’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Her head snapped back. Eyes narrowed on Alife. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    She dug the toes of her boots into the smoothed surface of the pedals and cranked herself forward, toward the downtown strip. They whipped passed the market and Richard’s and the three trees on Main Street, gold with autumn, before ripping onto Indigo Lane. There were roughly four ways out of town. All of them coinciding with cardinal directions. Indigo headed south, the Oklahoma state line within spitting distance once you reached the river. 
 
    “Is this what you want?” Alfie asked as the brick street turned to pot-hole laden asphalt and then, as they passed the city limits, to a dirt road. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Seeking out Peter? Talking to him about the bracelet?” Alfie asked. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I want to know.” 
 
    “Because you just found the thing on Saturday,” Alfie said, breathing heavy, trying to keep up. “Maybe with time, it will be easier to understand. There’s no reason to rush.” 
 
    “I didn’t find it,” she said. “It was given to me. Peter gave it to me, and I want to know why before it’s too late. Before he leaves town. If you’re not on board with me figuring this out, then you can just go home.” 
 
    “Ren,” Alfie snipped. He didn’t have to say anything else. She could hear it in the silence. Get real. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she said. 
 
    “How long have we been friends?” 
 
    “What does this have to do with anything?” 
 
    Alfie rode up alongside her, stared at her until her head swiveled to look into those constant blue eyes. “Just answer the question, will you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Forever.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “I’ve put up with your wild antics forever and I’m going to keep putting up with them, because I’m not going anywhere. Not ever.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth tilted up, but she didn’t smile fully, for her bike tires bumbled over the rocky bottom of the steel truss bridge hoisted high above the brown curl of the Arkansas River. She braked hard. Skidding to a stop in the middle of the bridge, she looked out over the tops of the trees on the river bank. She could just make out the crumbling top of the chimney that rose above the abandoned Johnson House like a crimson finger, crooked, drawing them closer, closer. 
 
    “Why’d you stop?” Alfie asked. 
 
    A breeze coiled through the trees, forcing their branches to lean to one side and whipping Ren’s hair out of place. She set foot to pedal once more and rolled slowly across the bridge. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, ignoring Alfie’s question entirely. 
 
    Once across the river, they hooked an immediate left into the mouth of a long driveway, so overgrown with tall grass and weeds it was barely visible. The Johnson House had lost its paint to the wind and rain decades before. Only bare slats of wood remained. As Ren pedaled toward it, she realized why the wild tales of old man Johnson burying his murdered wife and child latched on so well in town. 
 
    “Who would stay in such a creepy old house?” she asked. 
 
    “A creep,” Alfie muttered. “That’s who.” 
 
    “You don’t even know him.” 
 
    “I know enough.” 
 
    Ren’s bike tires were colts on infant legs, wobbling as she pedaled through clumps of tall grass in the front yard. As she pedaled, she stared up at the second-floor window, hung with lace curtains, shivering from an unknown flow of air. Ghosts most likely. 
 
    She dropped her bike in the dirt near the porch and climbed the warped steps, her gaze never leaving the front door. Her arm extended, fist curled, but she stopped short. Paused to take a breath. 
 
    “Just knock,” whispered Alfie. 
 
    She rapped her knuckles against the weathered wood. 
 
    “I wondered when you’d show up,” came Peter’s unmistakable gravel voice from the side of the house. He was trudging out of the shelter belt of trees nearby, sucking on the butt of a cigarette. When he reached the porch, he hopped up and swung himself over the railing effortlessly. Alfie grumbled something, but Ren couldn’t hear, she was already advancing toward Peter, jabbing a finger at the air between them. 
 
    “You lied to me,” she said. 
 
    “Did I?” His lips pulled up on one side and his eyes gleamed with a spark of mischief. 
 
    “You didn’t just find the bracelet, did you?” she asked. The temperature of her skin was close to boiling. She imagined her face, her neck, was painted red. “You planted it on me. On purpose.” 
 
    “So, technically, that’s not a lie,” he said. “It’s called the art of deception. If I had lied—” 
 
    “Don’t be smart, asshole,” Alfie said. “Just tell her why you did it.” 
 
    Peter pulled a small, rectangular case from his back pocket, smirking. “I’m surprised you couldn’t do that.” 
 
    She glanced from Peter to Alfie, whose hands were shoved deep in the pockets of his khaki shorts, fists bulging near the seams. 
 
    “Just tell her,” Alfie said. 
 
    Peter opened the case to reveal a row of neatly packed cigarettes. He plucked one from the middle of the line and stuck a smoke between his teeth. He replaced the case with a zippo lighter and lit the cigarette as easily as breathing. 
 
    “Obviously, you’ve touched the relic within,” Peter said, smoke drifting from his slightly parted lips. 
 
    “Relic?” she asked. 
 
    “A piece of the past,” said Peter. “A piece of your past, to be precise. You see, the relic inside, the small sphere, is a piece of bone.” 
 
    “It’s,” she said, clutching the pocket housing the bracelet, “Bone? What kind of animal bone makes you hallucinate?” 
 
    “Not animal bone,” Peter said. His cheeks caved in as he pulled another lungful of smoke from the cigarette. “Human bone. Your bone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, a version of you, at least,” said Peter, exhaling. 
 
    Alfie revolved on his heels, facing the yard, and hacking, “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    Ren took a step closer to Peter. He smelled of sweat and tobacco, and his dark eyes were locked on hers. “Explain.” 
 
    “The bone has been extracted from Charlotte’s body,” Peter said. He inched toward Ren. Placed a hand on her shoulder. “The two of you share a soul.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. “How?” 
 
    “Reincarnation,” Peter said it easily, simply, with no more hullabaloo than if he’d remarked that the sky was blue. 
 
    “Leave it alone, man,” Alfie said, whirling back around. “Just leave her alone.” 
 
    Peter poked Alfie in the chest with the fingers that held the cigarette, flecks of ash dislodging from the tip. “I’m just giving her what she asked for.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t even be thinking about this if it weren’t for you,” Alfie said, shoving Peter’s hand away from him. “You gave her the bracelet. You set this into motion.” 
 
    Peter rolled his head back. Huffed. “Will you relax already? Don’t you ever relax?” 
 
    “What’s going on? It’s almost like—” she looked between their intense stare-down. “Like you two know each other or something.” 
 
    Alfie’s eyes narrowed on Peter. “I don’t know who this is. Not at all.” 
 
    Peter chuckled and took a long drag off of his cigarette. He held the smoke in for a beat, before shooting it through flared nostrils. Who was this guy? Really? Sure, kids her age smoked, drank. But not like that. Not like they’d been doing it for years. 
 
    “I came here for answers,” Ren said. “Can you give them to me or not?” 
 
    Peter nodded. “The reason you see Charlotte’s life when you touch her bone is because you’re linked through your shared soul. A piece of the physical past—a bone, a lock of hair, a tooth—acts as a portal. Something for the soul to cling to. To remember.” 
 
    “So, if everyone found a piece of their past life, they’d have these visions too?” she asked. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t work like that,” Peter said. “Only your kind has the ability.” 
 
    Ren’s brows scrunched together. She was following him until the very last part. “My kind?” 
 
    Peter took one last drag from his cigarette before flicking the butt to the ground. Snuffing it out completely with the toe of his shoe. “You’re not human, Ren.” 
 
    The heat that had been burning inside her left all at once. Like she had just been doused in globs of aloe after days of direct sun exposure. She shivered. 
 
    “Stop,” Alfie said. 
 
    “You belong to an ancient race of supernatural creatures.” Peter spoke to Ren, but he looked directly at Alfie. “You look human, but you have abilities beyond comprehension.” 
 
    “I don’t have any abilities,” Ren said. 
 
    “It’s because you’re what’s known as a Dark Soul. You were cursed,” Peter said. “Your soul was split into a million pieces thousands of years ago by a powerful enemy.” 
 
    Ren’s head felt like it had a river of information rushing inside of it, damming against her skull, pushing back. She dug the heel of her hand into her forehead. Dark Soul? Curse? Thousands of years? She had a million questions, but all she could manage to ask was, “What?” 
 
    “Your kind are called Discentem, all-knowing teachers,” Peter continued. “The enemy who cursed you are called Auxilium. They’ve forced your kind to die over and over. Forced you to conceal your true abilities. That’s why I gave you the bracelet, because you are the most important of all the Discentem and I am here to resurrect you.” 
 
    Ren’s face twisted. She took a step backward. Her heart beat loudly in her ears. Peter’s words slowly sunk in. He wanted to resurrect her. Great. Perfect. Her face fell slack. There was also the fact that she wasn’t even human. Huh? How is that even possible? She rubbed her temple. Her head ached. Not human. Not human. That’s what kept reeling through her mind. Not human. Supernatural. Cursed. Suddenly, everything Peter said caught up to her, the foreignness of it all settled in and the flood gates opened on her mind. She felt like she had been slammed into by a thirty-foot wall of water. 
 
    “Ren are you okay?” Alfie touched her elbow lightly and she stumbled backward. 
 
    “I have to go,” she said, stepping off of the porch and marching to her bicycle, concealed in the tall grass. 
 
    “Wait up,” Alfie said, following. 
 
    “Let me help you return to your original form,” Peter said. 
 
    “No.” She picked up her bike and swung a leg over the saddle. 
 
    “You came looking for answers.” Peter started across the grass “You can’t just ignore the truth because you’re afraid of it. They’ll come for you, like they always do, and you’ll be dead.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked. “Who exactly is coming for me?” 
 
    “The Auxilium, of course,” said Peter. 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes and kicked off from the ground. “Do you know how insane you sound right now?” 
 
    She stood up on her pedals and tore across the lawn. Alfie was close behind, breathing heavily as he tried to match her pace. She didn’t glance back at Peter. She needed out of there. Fast. She zipped up the driveway, weaving in and out of clumps of grass that would slow her down if she ran them over, and didn’t let up, even after she hit the bridge. 
 
    “Wait,” Alfie said. “Ren, wait.” 
 
    She skidded to a stop in the middle of the road, bent over her handlebars, and gasped for air. Dust, kicked up from the tires, filled her lungs, and she began to cough. Alfie stopped beside her. 
 
    “He’s lying,” she said, glancing back at the Johnson place. “He has to be lying.” 
 
    Alfie reached out and grabbed her handlebars. “Ren, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.” 
 
    “No.” She picked up pedaling again, forcing Alfie to pull his hand away. “I can’t handle anything else today. I just want to go home.” 
 
    “But I—” Alfie said. 
 
    “Just drop it,” she said. “Okay?” 
 
    She stared down the top of the grain elevator on the north end of town near the cemetery. She focused on it like it was a beacon, a lighthouse leading her out of Crazy Town, guiding her toward the warmth, the comfort, the sanity that was home. 
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    WAS IT REALLY SO CRAZY? Could Peter actually be telling the truth? Could reincarnation be real? Was she really not human, but superhuman? What had he called it—a— 
 
    “Can you give me a hand with these?” 
 
    Ren swiveled on the stool, where she sat at the kitchen island after school on Tuesday afternoon, sipping lukewarm coffee, black, no sugar, while she ignored her Algebra book, opened on the counter. She looked up at Meredith, who was tottering in with an armload of grocery sacks. 
 
    “What?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith plunked the sacks onto the counter, breathing heavily. “Never mind.” 
 
    Ren turned away, stared off at the backsplash behind the sink on the other side of the room. Followed the subtle swirl in the tile with her good eye. What was it that Peter had said she was? Something di. Dissector. No. 
 
    “Ren.” 
 
    It was some word she had never heard of. Sounded Greek or Latin. Not that she would know anyway. She never paid attention in any class besides film. 
 
    “Ren,” Meredith said, loudly. 
 
    Ren’s head shot up. “What?” 
 
    Meredith’s lips crunched into a skeptically-tight bundle. “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Is something on your mind?” 
 
    “No.” Ren stood and headed for the stairs. 
 
    “You can always talk to me, you know,” said Meredith, following her. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to talk about,” Ren said, climbing the steps, her mind still spinning with thoughts of Peter and what he told her. But she wasn’t going to tell Meredith. No, she reckoned she’d tell beef head Garret Monahan before she’d tell Meredith. 
 
    “I might know more than you think,” Meredith said. She reached up to clutch the silver, triple spiral pendant necklace she always wore. Rubbed the center with her fingertips as if for luck. “I might be able to help.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “I don’t need a lecture on teenage angst and how someday in the near future it will be beyond me.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant,” Meredith said, her voice soft. 
 
    “I’m going to my room,” Ren said, rounding the corner at the top of the stairs, her boots crashing down the hall. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS ALMOST EIGHT O’CLOCK. Dinner had been made, eaten, and cleared away. Meredith was shut into her parlor, busy grading her community college students’ history essays, while Ren’s dad was laid up in the den, watching old westerns. Ren stood just outside of Grams’ bedroom door, shifting from one foot to the other, the plastic sandwich bag with the bracelet inside swaying slightly with her movement. She could hear the cackle of the record player and the slightly off-key hum of Grams’ deep voice. 
 
    Ren was about to knock when the door cracked open and Grams’ eyeball met hers. “You gonna stand out there all evening or are you gonna come in?” 
 
    Ren glanced over her shoulder, down the hall. It was so unlike Grams to invite anyone into her sanctum. Usually Ren had to approach quietly, calmly, and almost beg to be let in. Grams opened the door all the way and waved a sweeping hand toward the tiny, wooden room. Ren stepped inside, the door closing abruptly behind her. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question, Grams?” 
 
    “Your aura’s muddled,” Grams said, grabbing Ren’s shoulders and pushing her toward the bed. “Sit. I’ll cleanse it.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” Ren said. 
 
    “Hush girl.” 
 
    Grams drew her fingers through the air around Ren. It looked as if she were trying to capture a spider’s web, invisible to the eye. Ren curled her fist around the bracelet. She wondered if she squeezed tight enough if the bone would spring free and cast her into Charlotte’s world? 
 
    “Grams, I really need to ask you something,” Ren said. 
 
    “Sit still, darlin’,” Grams said as her fingers swirled. 
 
    Maybe it was a mistake, asking the resident crazy lady, but Grams was the only one she knew who believed in the supernatural. The only one she remotely trusted who could help her figure out the truth. 
 
    “Grams,” Ren said. “What do you know about reincarnation?” 
 
    Grams stopped, her fingers pausing mid-sweep above Ren’s head. Grams inhaled, held her breath for a beat, then exhaled. She set to drawing whatever muck there was out of Ren’s aura again. 
 
    “What do you want to know about it?” Grams asked. 
 
    “Does it exist?” 
 
    “Do you exist?” 
 
    Ren pulled away from Grams’ dancing fingers and looked up beyond the wrinkles, into Grams’ bright eyes. “So, it does exist?” 
 
    “Belief is the greatest power of all,” said Grams. 
 
    “So,” Ren said, “You’re saying yes. It does.” 
 
    Ren thought back to the years before Grams went nuts, when every Sunday and Wednesday Grams would drag Ren to church and they learned about how there was only one life and it should be lived in accordance to that very good book, and that the afterlife consisted of only two places: The good place and the bad one. She was never taught of things beyond these places. Certainly not of reincarnation. Not of the supernatural. Not of ancient races cursed by their enemy. But once upon a time Grams didn’t believe in the supernatural either. She wouldn’t have cleansed her aura or even touched on the subject of reincarnation. Was Grams truly crazy or had she just learned a little something over the years? 
 
    “I have a book,” Grams said, moving toward the book case. She set aside a few of her canning jars and thumbed through the leather-bound spines on the shelf. She plucked a faded, tan book from the stack and handed it to Ren. “Here.” 
 
    Ren took it. The title on the outside cover had long since faded. Only a cluster of gold flecks remained from where it used to be. She opened to the title page and, in a shiny embossed type, read: The Practicality of the Supernatural. 
 
    “Chapter Nine.” Grams tapped her fingernail against the page. “You will be enlightened, my dear.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ren said. 
 
    “Now,” Grams said, turning her back on Ren and opening a dresser drawer. She produced a large crystal ball. “Shoo. The future is calling.” 
 
    Ren slipped through the door before Grams changed her tune. Before she took back the book. Forbade her to enter her room again. Barred Ren from finding out for herself what she believed when it came to this reincarnation business. 
 
    The house was quiet as she tiptoed up the stairs and went into her bedroom. She closed the door and sat down on her bed. Switching on the lamp nearby, she began to flip through the wrinkled pages of the book. A musty scent, like the inside of Richard’s Antiques, drifted out of it. She found Chapter Nine, entitled, “Beyond these Bones: Reincarnation and the Afterlife.” She pushed aside her initial hesitations, the ones that had turned her so quickly away from Peter, and began to read. 
 
    Reincarnation had its roots in religion. From Hindu Karma, where your actions in the present determined your next life form, to Buddhist Metempsychosis, where you are transported to one of the six realms, to Jewish enlightenment, where the soul moves from lifetime to lifetime, growing, strengthening, until finally reaching a state of complete nirvana—bliss—and eventually passing on to the afterlife. There were whispers of reincarnation throughout history. Most people forgot their pasts, but some remembered. Some believed their problems in their present lives were linked to an event in their past lives. Even more, some believed the present was linked to the past through a physical relic. 
 
    Ren slammed the book closed. Her heart thrummed against her rib cage. The present was linked to the past. She thought of the tiny, glowing sphere made of bone that was resting in the moon-engraved locket. Charlotte’s bone. Her bone. 
 
    She pulled out the sandwich baggie and released the bracelet from its hold. She rubbed her thumb over the largest locket. She could hear Charlotte’s thoughts whispering through the silver. Her breathing was staggered. Strained. Her fingers itched for the feeling of the bone fragment. She wanted to touch it. She needed to touch it. But she shouldn’t. 
 
    But what if it was all true? 
 
    Every last bit. 
 
    Her thumbnail popped open the rusty split in the locket and the bone swirled on the silver disc. She didn’t think. She simply pressed her forefinger to the pebble for only a second. The room began to spin. A thousand colors flooded her mind at once and she felt her stomach drop as she fell through space and time. Then, she slammed into something hard, felt the thick fabric of a long dress fall against her knees. She held a picnic basket in the crook of her arm. It was heavy as she walked through the oak woodland, Spanish Moss spiraling toward her. She was taking Billy supplies, food and things to get him by for a few days in the woods. 
 
    The hollow in the fat oak she’d told him to hide in hadn’t changed much since they were kids. Same slanted entrance, same carvings on the outside edges they’d etched into the tree as kids. Crude triangles and squares. Wards, Billy used to call them, to keep away the bad spirits. Inside, the hollow was as dark as burnt biscuits, and if she hadn’t known to look for anyone, seen the faint flash of the whites of Billy’s eyes, she would have thought it empty. 
 
    She squatted down in front of the entrance and stared at Billy’s shadowy figure. He hadn’t so much as moved. He was just staring at her. For a moment, her heart stopped, thinking he was surely dead. Then, Billy poked his mop of hair out the entrance, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her inside. 
 
    “I thought you were gonna forget about me,” Billy said. 
 
    Charlotte clutched her chest and tried to catch her breath. “And I thought you were gonna give me heart failure. You were so still I thought you’d passed in the night. 
 
    “Wasn’t sure it was you out there,” Billy said. 
 
    “Of course it was me.” 
 
    “You were all silhouette,” Billy said. “I couldn’t be certain.” 
 
    “Then, why’d you pull me in here if you thought I was someone else?” 
 
    “I heard a twig snap,” Billy said. “Farther down. I figured I’d take my chances that it was you.” 
 
    A boot in old leaves. Crunching. Swishing. Charlotte’s eyes locked in a wide-opened position. Billy fumbled for something. A rifle. He slid the gleaming barrel of the gun into view. Aimed it at the hollow’s opening. 
 
    “What are you gonna do with that?” Charlotte whispered. 
 
    “Shhh,” Billy said. 
 
    The footsteps grew closer and Charlotte knew, knew this whole thing was a mess. A bad idea. It was some spy looking for a deserter. Looking for a not-so-prodigal son on his daddy’s land. Then, someone plopped into view. Simple dress. Bright blonde curls. Alena. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” Charlotte shouted the same time Alena yelped. “It’s only Alena.” 
 
    Ren pushed to the front of Charlotte’s thoughts. The maid. She recognized her from somewhere, but before she could think of where, Charlotte took over once more and the thought was nothing more than an idea in a dream. A foggy swirl of loose ends. 
 
    “Alena?” Billy said, tucking his gun back into the darkness. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Billy?” Alena scooted into the hollow and wrapped her arms around Billy’s broad shoulders. He crushed her to his chest. Alena had always been his favorite. Used to sneak him leftover dessert after their parents had long retired to their separate bedrooms. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “How’d you find us?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “You, disappearing into the woods with a picnic basket?” Alena chuckled. “You weren’t exactly discreet, miss.” 
 
    “Why’d you follow me?” 
 
    “Curiosity, mostly,” Alena said. 
 
    “Billy could have shot your brains out.” 
 
    “And your mama’s looking for you,” Alena said. “Your dress arrived for tonight. She’s itching to get you into it. Figured I better fetch you before she sent out a search party.” 
 
    “Good thing too,” Charlotte said. “No one can know Billy’s here.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Alena. 
 
    “Not Mama, not little Cyrus or Kate,” Charlotte said. “And especially not Daddy.” 
 
    “I understand, Miss Charlotte,” Alena said. “Your secret is safe, but you better get back to the house before it’s not.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded, unfolded herself from the hollow, and crawled out into the daylight. Leaves rustled from inside the oak. She turned. Billy was kneeling in the opening, mangy head poking through. His swirling eyes caught hers. 
 
    “You’re going?” he asked. “Just like that?” 
 
    “You know what Mama’s like,” she said. 
 
    “So, I’m just supposed to sit here by myself all day?” 
 
    “I packed you food,” Charlotte pointed to the basket resting just inside the shadow of the tree. “There’s a book in there too.” 
 
    “But you’ll come back later?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” Billy asked. 
 
    “It’s Mama’s annual Cotton Ball,” she said. “I have to be there.” 
 
    “After, then?” 
 
    Charlotte exhaled sharply. “You are acting like a child, right now.” 
 
    Billy shrunk back into the hollow so she could no longer see his face. His voice fell apart like one of Alena’s biscuits. “It’s just that I was alone for so long.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning. I’ll tell Mama I’m going into town to see Anne. Then, I can spend the day with you. We’ll play games and tell stories like when we were kids.” 
 
    “You promise?” Billy asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, picking up her skirts and turning toward Alena, who was a few steps ahead of her, flitting through the trees like a sparrow above a pond’s surface at twilight. “I promise.” 
 
    Charlotte took one step toward the house and, slowly, the trees turned to smoke and everything in that world folded in on itself. As Charlotte began to fade, Ren returned. She dropped through the chasm of color, a thousand thoughts racing through her head as she tried to breathe. A moment later, she slammed into her own body, took a deep breath, and sat up on her bed. Her good eye opened. The bracelet was in front of her, right where she had left it, the pebble still spinning on the open locket disc. She closed it quickly, tucked the bracelet back into the sandwich baggie, and slid it into the top drawer of her bedside table. 
 
    She could still feel Charlotte clinging to her, feel the spirals of Charlotte’s hair pasted with sweat to the back of her neck. It all felt so real. Maybe, she thought, maybe she and Charlotte could share a soul. Grams’ book produced enough evidence that reincarnation could be a possibility. A true possibility. Otherwise, how would she explain it? 
 
    Peter popped into her mind—pulling a drag off a cigarette, talking about superhuman races. An army of fingers clawed at her insides. It scared her. All of it. What if it was true? What then? Was she, like Peter had said, actually in danger? 
 
    She turned off the lamp on her bedside table and crawled beneath her sheets with her jeans still on. She closed her eyes tight, taunting sleep to greet her swiftly. But in the darkness a hundred thoughts about Peter, Charlotte, reincarnation, and the supernatural reached out to her. Ren’s mind became nothing but a steady, electric hum of questions. 
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    THE WEDNESDAY MORNING SCHOOL BELL was about to ring, but all Ren could hear was the sound of corn stalks whipping against one another in the strong, chilly wind and her bike tires humming against the gravel road south of town. She pedaled over the steel truss bridge, the top of the abandoned Johnson house winking out over fire-red trees, and then she shot up the driveway at full-speed. She didn’t slow down until she was in the front yard. 
 
    She abandoned her bike, handlebars leaning into a dead bush, climbed the tilted porch steps, and knocked on the door. She took a step back and slipped her hands into the pockets of her jean jacket. The bracelet rested at the bottom of the lining, still zipped into the plastic baggie. She wrapped a few fingers around it, reminding herself why she was seeking out Peter. Again. 
 
    Just when she was about to give up on him being there, footsteps creaked inside and the door squealed open. Peter stood in the doorway, sleeves rolled up on a plain black t-shirt, barefoot, smoking. 
 
    He brushed a curl out of his eyes, smiled. “I thought I’d be seeing you again.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I gave off that impression the other day,” she said. 
 
    “What brought you back?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” she said. “But I want you to tell me more.” 
 
    “About what?” he asked. “About the bone? About Charlotte? About the Discentem?” 
 
    “Everything.” She took a step forward. “All of it.” 
 
    Peter pulled the cigarette from his lips and flicked his thumb against the butt, ash fluttering to the ground. He stepped to the side and waved an arm toward the inside of the dark house. “Come right in.” 
 
    She stared into the bleak hallway. Newspaper was pasted to the walls in lieu of wallpaper, yellowed and peeling. Bits of debris—rotting wood, crumbling sheetrock—were scattered across a scratched wooden floor. All she could think of was the Johnson family. The murder. The chopping of the body parts. No one her age went into the abandoned house. No one who came back out. 
 
    “What?” Peter asked. “It’s just a house. Nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” she said forcefully. 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” 
 
    She stepped over the threshold. The scent of mold hit her first, an undercurrent of wood rot, cigarettes. Peter closed the door. The place was lit by streaks of light pouring in through the gaps in the wood-covered windows. She followed Peter closely as he led her down the hallway, around piles of abandoned papers, books, and clothing strewn about. Wild images of Mrs. Johnson’s husband dragging her through the house by her hair, her limbs flailing, knocking everything out of place in a fight for her life surfaced in Ren’s mind. 
 
    They stepped into the kitchen. She sucked in a clean breath. That room wasn’t like the rest of the house. No piles of debris or delipidating junk leftover from the Johnsons. Just yellow-tiled countertops, freshly cleaned cow statuettes that must have belonged to Mrs. Johnson, and a sun-faded green wall covered in over a dozen working clocks. They beat loudly and not one displayed the correct time. 
 
    “Why are there so many?” Ren nodded to the winding hands fastened to the middle of each timepiece. 
 
    “They keep me hidden.” Peter had his back turned to her as he dug through a cabinet full of porcelain dishes. 
 
    “They’re yours?” 
 
    “Yes.” He pulled down two mugs. “Would you like a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Do you have coffee?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then nothing,” she said. He placed one of the mugs back in the cabinet. “How exactly do clocks keep you hidden?” 
 
    “Time is bound in clocks, captured, like a prisoner,” Peter said, moving to the sink with a copper kettle. He began to fill it with water as he spoke. “It defies natural law. It moves beyond it. The Auxilium’s abilities are rooted in nature. They work with the wind, the tide, the naturally eroded walls of a canyon, not against it. Clocks do just the opposite, and for some reason, because of that, we can’t see or sense things close to them if we are searching from a distance. It’s like that part of the world is void. Until we stumble upon it for ourselves, that is.” 
 
    Ren snorted. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “No,” Peter said, turning the gas stove on, the burner click-click-whooshed to life. He set the kettle on top of the blue flame ring. 
 
    He was being so casual about it all. She couldn’t tell if that made her angry or nervous, so she crossed her arms over her chest and decided on angry. She was used to playing that part. It’s what helped keep the walls intact around her. Kept her safe. 
 
    “You expect me to believe that bullshit?” 
 
    “Something brought you back here,” Peter said. “You’re curious. You wanted to know more, and that’s what I’m doing. Telling you more. So, why don’t you sit down and listen. Try to understand without being so skeptical.” 
 
    “I’m not skeptical.” 
 
    Peter chuckled. “You’ve always been a skeptic.” 
 
    She sat down across from Peter at the small table, the fake, marbled linoleum top chipping off in places. They stared at one another for a strong minute. Then, the tea kettle began to whistle, Peter got up, poured himself a cup, and sat back down. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “You told me I should sit down and listen,” she said. “Here I am. Sitting. Waiting. Listening.” 
 
    “What brought you back?” he asked. “Honestly. Because something must have.” 
 
    “Charlotte,” she said. “And the fact that I couldn’t stop thinking about all of this.” 
 
    Peter smiled, the corners of his mouth pushing into his smooth cheeks. He winked, his long, dark lashes touching down for a moment, before springing back up. “Good.” 
 
    “How is that good?” she asked. She leaned against the back rest of her chair. 
 
    “It means your past is closer to the surface than I imagined,” he said. “It will make the experiments easier.” 
 
    She sprawled her arms over the table and clasped her fingers together. “See this is the part I don’t understand. The evidence of reincarnation alone is enough to make anyone run, but the fact that you want to experiment on me. That’s insane.” 
 
    “And yet, you came back.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I wanted to know more,” she said. “That’s all. Knowledge. Not practice.” 
 
    Peter shook his head, the curls on the top of his head shivering. “It doesn’t work like that. You don’t get to know about this world without taking part in it. Either you’re in or you’re out.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    Peter leaned across the table, inching closer. “Absolutely.” 
 
    She drew her hands back. She hadn’t skipped school and rode her bike all the way to the creepy Johnson House alone just to quit. To close off the door to her past. It wasn’t like she wouldn’t be able to get out of it later if she wanted to, right? But Peter didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “You’re not going to stick me with needles or hook me up to any kind of machine, are you?” she asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    Peter took a sip of his tea. “Excellent. Where should we begin?” 
 
    “At the beginning,” Ren said. “I want to know everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    “Yes.” She rolled her eyes. “Everything.” 
 
    She settled into her chair like a cat hunkering down in a flowerbox and watched Peter pour more hot water over the tea bag in his cup. It smelled like the mint chewing gum girls at school always passed around right after lunch. She wrinkled her nose. Blocked out the scent. 
 
    “In this lifetime, you have been taught that humans are the only being of their kind,” Peter began. “We know this to be false. When the Earth was drummed up millions of years ago, two other species with higher intelligence were also placed on the planet. Discentem and Auxilium.” 
 
    “Auxilium are the ones who can hide themselves in the clocks, right?” she asked, trying to help herself understand this fully. 
 
    “In a sense,” Peter said. “I myself am an Auxilium. We were created to protect mankind. We have the ability to fly and heal. In modern culture we are referred to as angels, however, we do not live in the celestial plane as most might believe. We are bound to the earth and walk among the humans.” 
 
    “Do you take on hosts?” 
 
    “No,” Peter said. “We’re not like what you see in the movies or on TV.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ren said. “If you’re the flying creature, I must be the other one, right? The supernatural one?” 
 
    “You’re a Discentem,” Peter said. “While the Auxilium’s purpose was to protect, the Discentem’s was to teach. It’s a common belief that humans only use about ten percent of their brain capacity. Discentem’s use one hundred percent and then some.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” she said. “How do they use more than one hundred percent?” 
 
    “Their brains are structured to function on a larger scale than humans.” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled, then said sarcastically, “Because that clears it up.” 
 
    Peter carried on. “Human, Auxilium, and Discentem. From the outside, they look nearly identical. It’s what they do that makes them different. But what really sets them apart is their soul. Human souls are fragile; that’s what makes them mortal. They live, they die, they cycle through a few lives to complete the soul enough to move on to the afterlife. Auxilium souls are a mix of the two. Our souls are extremely powerful and, unless we are killed, keep us from aging.” 
 
    “If you don’t age, then how do you die?” 
 
    “Our souls have a weak point. There is only one way in which we can be killed,” Peter said. “But the downfall is, for us, there is no second life like the humans. No afterlife, either.” 
 
    “You just vanish?” 
 
    “Simply put,” Peter said. “Yes. When it’s over, it’s over.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very fair.” 
 
    “It’s not.” Peter pulled his cigarette case from a pocket and lit one. A puff of smoke floated toward the ceiling like a balloon loosed into the sky. He studied her with his dark eyes for a moment before continuing. “You are the lucky group, well, were, obviously, since I’m having to teach you of your forgotten past. Discentem were absolutely immortal. A Discentem’s soul was complete from the beginning. That, along with their abilities, kept them from dying. Or so we all thought.” 
 
    “So, Discentem have a weak point in their souls also?” 
 
    “Yes,” Peter said. “But it’s not a natural weakness. It was manufactured.” 
 
    “What do you mean, manufactured?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you remember the other day when I mentioned a curse?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Ren said, flashing back. 
 
    “For millions of years Discentem and Auxilium worked together to better mankind,” Peter said, taking a drag off his cigarette. “Naturally, the world needed a leader, someone to look to for guidance. Two Discentem rose to power: Samara and Drustan. Samara was breathtakingly gorgeous, erudite beyond measure, and blessed with more abilities than any other Discentem. She was a natural ruler. Kind and teeming with grace. Her only demise was her love for her partner, Drustan. Handsome, intelligent, and powerful, Drustan was equal to Samara in many ways. Except for one.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Ren said. “He was an evil bastard.” 
 
    “If Samara was a blazing light, Drustan was an oozing darkness,” Peter said. “He kept up appearances, of course, for Samara, but he loved sneaking off, teaching the humans about greed, lust, and murder. Basically, any deadly sin you’ve been taught, Drustan introduced.” 
 
    “He was like the Devil,” Ren said. 
 
    “Very much so, yes,” Peter said. 
 
    “Of course, Samara was not blind to Drustan’s antics, but she turned her gaze away from it,” Peter said. 
 
    “Why? Why not call him out on his bullshit or dump his ass?” 
 
    “Simple,” Peter said. “She loved him.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “Give me a break.” 
 
    “Just wait.” Peter beamed, his gaze driving through her, sending a Fourth of July sparkler burst of heat to her cheeks. She looked down at her hands as Peter rambled on. “Drustan started causing uproars among the Auxilium. Feeding the ones who would listen with ideals of being second-class. Shadows to the more powerful Discentem. Hordes of Auxilium believed him. They saw what was false and made it true. They saw what was minor and made it major. As you can imagine, this caused a mammoth-sized rift between the two species.” 
 
    “What did Samara do then?” Ren asked. 
 
    “At first, she did what she had always done, turned away. She tried to invent a reason for why Drustan had done what he’d done, an excuse to pardon him, but the Auxilium in her high court implored her to see the truth. This is where the story gets a bit fuzzy. Not long after her meeting with the high court, there was an incident of some kind. It is still unknown to most everyone, myself included. All I know is that there was an altercation between Samara and Drustan that caused them to split and inadvertently forced everyone to choose sides. The majority of the Auxilium stood with Drustan, as well as a few Discentem who shared his love for trouble. We call them the Rogues. Samara’s followers consisted of a small number of loyal Auxilium—that’s me—and the majority of the Discentem. Thus began the greatest war earth has ever seen.” Peter stood and walked to the sink. He pulled a glass out of the cupboard nearby and filled it with water. He took a sip, then another. He peered out the small window overlooking the trees that separated the Johnson’s property from the river bank. “No one knew that the Discentem couldn’t die, not in the beginning. So, earth became the battlefield of winged creatures against supernaturals, leaving the humans to crawl into caves to wait out the danger. 
 
    “I won’t bombard you with the meticulous history of the war, not now. What I will tell you, though, is how the Rogue Auxilium gained the upper hand. Drustan and a few others took to studying the makeup of their Discentem souls. Through a series of grotesque tests on prisoners of their war, they discovered how to split a Discentem’s soul. After the splitting, the Discentem quickly lost their powers, aged and died.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” Ren asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Peter turned away from the window, his water glass empty. 
 
    “If my soul is Discentem, if I’m alive and kicking, something must have gone wrong,” she said. “How do I exist?” 
 
    “The Discentem soul is powerful,” Peter said. “It couldn’t vanish like the Auxilium’s; it was closer to a human soul. Except, with each lifetime, they learned that the soul was piecing itself together again, making them stronger, wiser. That’s why I told you there were people out there that want you dead. The only way to keep their true form hidden is by ending a Discentem’s life before they have time to gain anything of use from their lifetimes. Usually before they’re eighteen.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” she said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you,” Peter said. 
 
    “I mean, you’ve done it before,” Ren said, thinking of the bracelet. 
 
    “That was only to pique your interest,” Peter said. “Otherwise, no. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—lie to you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Peter trailed off. He set his glass on the edge of the counter and slipped into the chair beside Ren. Leaned close. Peter took Ren’s hand in his and pecked a kiss on the back of it. She yanked it back. Tried to calm her heart, chugging like a combine reel over sorghum. Peter fixed his eyes on her, a smile creeping across his face. “I wouldn’t lie to my queen.” 
 
    She tried to swallow. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Ren, you’re her,” Peter said. “You’re Samara, the lovely, the just, the powerful. Your people, they need you. I need you. We have to reverse what has been done. Your true form must be resurrected. Samara must return.” 
 
    A shiver rattled up her spine. Everything Peter had told her seemed outrageous. From the clocks to the splitting of the Discentem’s soul to the admission that she was Samara. Ren, the most powerful being on Earth? She had one working eye and no driver’s license. She was a nobody. An outcast. 
 
    It was all too crazy. It was mad. And yet, it didn’t make her want to rush down the hallway, climb back on her bicycle, and run home. She believed in the bracelet, in Charlotte, so why shouldn’t she believe the rest? No matter how crazy it sounded. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    Peter stuck a new cigarette in his mouth, lit it, and exhaled. “I just told you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why do I need to be resurrected?” she asked. “What’s so important about it now? If I’ve supposedly been dying for centuries, the world turning and turning without me, not missing me, then why haven’t the rest of you moved on? Gotten jobs? Picked up hobbies? Like landscaping or wooden pipe carving?” 
 
    “Pipe carving?” Peter’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “You have this serious obsession with smoking.” 
 
    Peter looked at the smoldering cigarette in his hand. “One of those human habits I’ve picked up over the years. That, and tattoos.” 
 
    Peter lifted the hem of his t-shirt to reveal a tight, flat torso covered in myriad of tattoos. She caught sight of a smoke plume curling out of the mouth of a Chinese style dragon, a row of Egyptian hieroglyphics dotted beneath. If he would only lift his shirt a little bit higher, she could see what kind of bird was connected to the claws of a talon clenched around a limp, dead-eyed fish. She shook her head, bringing herself back to reality. 
 
    “Don’t distract me,” she said, her eyes tightening on Peter. His jaw flinched and he dropped his shirt. He looked at the ground and seemed to fight a smile. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “You were talking about hobbies and dying over centuries.” 
 
    “Right.” Her shoulders pushed back and she sat up even straighter in her chair. “What the hell is so important about now? Why me? Why do you care?” 
 
    “When do you plan on dying?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Peter locked his gaze on her, his lips taut, his eyebrows perfect latitudinal lines above those dark eyes that seemed to prick a vein to the surface of her skin and slide into it, needle-like, stirring up her blood, causing her heart to beat loudly in its cage. 
 
    “Would you rather die tomorrow or stave off the sweet scent of earth six feet below your toes indefinitely?” Peter asked. 
 
    She had never given much thought to death. Why would a sixteen-year-old girl need to? Even the car accident at the start of the summer had her thinking she might be invincible. But if she had to choose? If he made her think about it? She shrugged. “Second one, I guess.” 
 
    “Well,” Peter said. He pressed his palms against the tabletop and leaned toward her. She could taste the nicotine coming off his breath. “Then, I’d say you better let me help you stay alive.” 
 
    She swallowed loudly. “How do you know your experiments will work?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Peter said, stepping back. “But I don’t think you have any other choice.” 
 
    “What if I say no?” 
 
    “Then, I’ll just find you in the next life,” Peter said. “Try again. The cycle has to end. The Discentem whose souls were turned dark must rise again.” 
 
    “But why?” she asked. “The world has been fine without them. No one even knows who they were, what they did. Apart from me not wanting to die, what’s the point to all of this?” 
 
    Peter sighed. “The world has not been fine. War? Disease? The longer this planet goes without Discentem to guide it, to teach its people, the faster it spins into irreversible turmoil.” 
 
    “So, the planet is screwed and you need my help to fix it?” Ren laughed. Folded her arms across her chest. “Do you know how many movie plots hinge on that exact scenario?” 
 
    “This isn’t a movie, Ren,” Peter said. “This is real life. Your life. Now, you can keep asking all of your silly questions, but it will only bring you to one of two conclusions: In or out?” 
 
    “In or out?” 
 
    “Will you let me help you? Help everyone?” Peter asked. “Or should I just shack up somewhere with a pile of wood and whittling tools and wait until you incarnate into someone a little more reasonable.” 
 
    “I’m reasonable,” Ren muttered. 
 
    “Then say it,” Peter said. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Maybe this was a mistake.” Peter leaned the back of his head against the cabinets behind him. He brought his cigarette coolly to his lips, his jaw flexing. He inhaled deeply, the tip of the thing turning quickly to ash. Quickly disappearing into oblivion. 
 
    Ren drummed her fingers over the tabletop a couple of times. Bit the inside of her cheek. “Okay, fine.” 
 
    “Okay, what?” Peter asked as he exhaled the smoke. 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “You really want me to say it, don’t you?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Peter said. 
 
    She sucked a breath in through closed teeth, the air hissing like a flattening tire. “I’m in. Now, what do we have to do?” 
 
    Peter extinguished his cigarette in a small ash tray above the sink. He turned to her, a sly smile on his face. “Do you have the bracelet?” 
 
    “Right here.” 
 
    She pulled the sandwich baggie from her jacket pocket and laid it on the table. Peter picked up the baggie and shook the bracelet free. He opened the moon-engraved locket and let the pebble roll onto his open palm. He extended it toward her. “Welcome to the Dark Soul Experiments.” 
 
    Her pulse strengthened the closer the bone came to her. Her fingertips itched for its smooth, fibrous surface. She let out a shaky breath, then reached out and touched it. 
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    THE CHATTER OF VOICES RUMBLED through the old mansion and only grew louder as Charlotte drifted down the hallway toward the staircase. Her little brother, Cyrus, had beaten her there. He was barely three years old and still hadn’t lost any of his pudge. His rotund fingers clung to a rung in the banister. His warm, hazel eyes gazed upon black tails, white bow ties, and a swarm of colorful ball gowns. Charlotte picked Cyrus up into her arms. She tried to look beyond his wide cheeks, finding Billy buried beneath their bulk. She reckoned one day, despite their age gap, they might be mistaken for twins. So long as Billy didn’t wrinkle quickly like their Daddy had. 
 
    “You’re meant to be in your room.” Charlotte clucked her tongue. “You’re our little escape artist, aren’t you?” 
 
    Cyrus giggled. Their sister, Katherine, was talking by the time she was Cyrus’ age. Charlotte and Billy even sooner. But not Cyrus. All he could do was giggle. She wondered if he’d ever speak. She turned toward the free-standing staircase that cascaded out into the middle of the room, tiled in black and white marble with her mama’s Cotton Balls in mind. She began to descend the steps, careful not to catch her crinoline on the edge and trip. Cyrus, still in her arms, grabbed fistfuls of her dress sleeves in his hands as the noise grew and the guests began to press in. 
 
    “This,” Charlotte told Cyrus, “is one of Mama’s famous parties.” 
 
    There was dancing and small talk over crystal champagne flutes and a spread of desserts that used to make Charlotte and Billy’s heads spin when they were young. 
 
    “Charlotte.” It was the unmistakable shrill of her mama’s voice. As soon as Charlotte turned back toward her, a servant was plucking Cyrus from her hip. Her mama shook her head. “He’s meant to be in bed.” 
 
    “He was out of his room,” Charlotte said. “He seemed curious.” 
 
    A loose curl hung from her mama’s temple. It must have fallen out of the cluster pinned on the crown of her head. It was the only thing that gave away a fault in her otherwise perfect demeanor. New gown, good pearls. Everything Charlotte should hope to be, according to her mama. A pillar of society. 
 
    “The Cunningham boys are over there.” Her mama lifted her chin to the corner of the dining room, the furniture relocated to make room for more people. “They brought their cousin all the way from Charleston.” 
 
    “How cosmopolitan,” Charlotte said. The Cunningham boys were handsome enough with their duck-feather blonde hair and strong jawlines they inherited from their grandfather, but she remembered them as boys, always stealing Billy away to play in the woods, insisting there was no room for a girl in their company. That was ages ago, but still her nose turned up at the idea. 
 
    “Please,” her mama said. “Let’s not do this tonight. Just go over there and speak with them. Who knows, you might find it pleasant.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” she said. 
 
    Her mama didn’t stick around to watch her move across the room toward the Cunningham boys, but she knew if she didn’t go, her mama would find out. Somehow, she always did. How she didn’t know about Billy already was a miracle, especially since Alena knew. She bit the inside of her cheek and started toward them. 
 
    “Lee’s boys will keep them back,” Jamie Cunningham, who was sixteen, one year older than her, was saying when she joined their cluster. 
 
    “Evening, boys,” Charlotte said with a dip of her head. 
 
    “Fine party, Charlotte,” said Tommy, Jamie’s younger brother. Tommy had brushstroke skin, too pretty to be stretched over on a man’s face, Charlotte thought. She remembered the time when they were thirteen and he pecked a kiss on her cheek. She could still feel the velvet skirt of his skin every time she saw him. 
 
    “Mama knows how to entertain,” she said, flourishing a hand through the air. 
 
    “Charlotte, let me introduce our cousin,” Jamie said. “This is Bartlett Leicester.” 
 
    Bartlett hardly seemed to notice her. He adjusted thick glasses that made his eyes look enormous and stared straight at Jamie, trying to return to their previous conversation as if Charlotte hadn’t interrupted. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether or not Lee’s boys will keep them back,” Bartlett said. “The fact of the matter is that the Yankees are down here sticking their big, fat noses in other people’s damn business. The world as we know it has changed, whether or not the war continues.” 
 
    “Are you saying defending our lifestyle is a waste of time?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “And money,” Bartlett said, holding out his champagne glass. “Look long and hard, boys. I do not see crystal like this in our futures. Let alone soirees as swanky as this one.” 
 
    “How old are you anyways, Mr. Leicester?” Charlotte folded her arms over her chest and eyed the Cunninghams’ cousin up and down. 
 
    “I’m old enough to enlist if that’s what you’re insinuating,” Bartlett said, glancing at her only briefly. He opened his mouth to pick up conversation once more with Tommy, but Charlotte cut him off. 
 
    “Why aren’t you taking up arms, then?” Charlotte pressed. “Fighting for the Cause instead of expressing an attitude that will dissuade any chance of young men like Jerome and Jamie of enlisting when they come of age. An attitude that will smother any chance we have of lighting a fire beneath those Yankees, which could thrust them back to their homes.” 
 
    “My eyes keep me away from the battlefield, thank you very much,” Bartlett said, adjusting his glasses once again. His face fell toward hers. It wasn’t an ugly face per say. Rosy cheeks, sharp jawline. But with his lips pinched, nose tilted toward her mama’s ceiling, and those bug eyes narrowed to slits, he looked nothing but mean. “And what attitude do you believe I should have toward this war, Miss?” 
 
    “We Southerners are strong,” Charlotte said. The heat was rising from her chest up into her neck. Arms still crossed, she clenched her fists, her fingernails digging into her palms. “We’ve owned this land and lived prosperously on it for decades. We need to prove to Northerners that in the face of adversity we will not falter, but conquer. That we—” 
 
    “You’re one of those ‘don’t tread on me’ types, aren’t you?” Bartlett took a sip of his drink, smiling at his cousins as if he were better than Charlotte. 
 
    “We all should be,” she said. “And if I could, I’d take up arms to defend this land just as quickly as—” 
 
    A scream rang out above the noise and the entire mansion fell silent. Not even the swish of taffeta could be heard. Then, the click-clack of shoes as Charlotte’s mama moved quickly across the room, toward the window, where a woman was standing, staring, shaking. 
 
    “Is that?” someone asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There,” a man said. “In the distance.” 
 
    Charlotte pushed through the crowd and ripped back the curtains laid over the dining room windows. In the darkness of the night a slender streak of orange glowed on the horizon. Just beyond the oak avenue. She thought she saw a figure move in the distance. Then the woman screamed again and everyone pressed against the glass saw what she had. A shadow of a man. The barrel of a rifle. A soldier. It had to be. 
 
    Billy. 
 
    They were here for Billy. 
 
    The room erupted into chaos. Glass shattered as people dropped their champagne flutes, either from shock or because they were knocked out of their hands in the commotion. Everyone fought for an exit. Husbands latched onto wives and vice versa. Children began to shake and cry until mothers and fathers latched onto them, drew them near, and led them away. 
 
    Charlotte pinched and squeezed her way through the crowd, into the kitchen, and out the back door. It was pitch dark, save a sliver of crescent moonlight casting a pewter glow over the lawn and the branches of the Live Oak trees in front of her. She had to get to Billy before the soldiers did. She had to warn him. Tell him to run. 
 
    She moved swiftly through the woods. Not stopping when she stumbled on a downed branch or bit her toe on a jagged rock. The sound of gunfire rang out, propelling her deeper into the woods. She didn’t have time to think about what was going on behind her. Party guest fleeing. Some caught in the thick of gunfire. Would they all make it to safety? Flee in carriages? Hide in the woods? 
 
    “Miss Charlotte,” came a strangled voice behind her. She should have noticed the extra set of footsteps crashing through the woods earlier. She glanced over her shoulder. A mess of blonde curls. A simple dress. It was Alena. “Miss Charlotte, wait.” 
 
    “I have to warn him,” she said, her feet tumbling over the underbrush. 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “I have to try.” 
 
    “No,” Alena said, catching the long sleeve of Charlotte’s dress. She slowed to a walk. Alena kept hold of the sleeve. “I mean you can’t warn him. He ain’t there.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “He came by the house earlier.” 
 
    Charlotte came to a full stop. “What? Why’d he do that? He could have been seen.” 
 
    “He said he had a bad feeling,” Alena said. “Deep in his insides. Like he’d be a sitting duck out in the woods. He told me to tell you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get me sooner?” 
 
    “As soon as he left, your mama set me to work,” she said. “I hardly had a moment to breathe. Then all the commotion started.” 
 
    A rumble shook the ground for a brief moment and a bright light lit up the dark. Charlotte whipped around only to see the mansion in the distance glowing orange. It was on fire. 
 
    Charlotte didn’t think. She hiked up her skirt and took off in a sprint for the house. Her shoes snapped twigs like predators snap bones and the fallen leaves from the previous autumn, scattered on the ground, crackled like cedar in the wood stove as she flew over them. If the soldiers were setting fire to the mansion, then they weren’t Lee’s boys. The soldier she had seen through the window before had to be a Yankee. 
 
    Flames licked up the siding of the house. Danced through her mama’s rose bushes planted around the wide porch. The gunshots sounded distant. Faint shouts beat through the cotton fields. Most of the guests must have fled by carriage. Or were stopped trying. 
 
    “Charlotte?” It was half question, half scream. It came from inside the mansion. 
 
    “Mama,” Charlotte yelled. She lifted her skirts and left the tree line just as a parlor chair crashed through the window. 
 
    “Miss Charlotte, don’t,” cried Alena from the oaks. 
 
    Cyrus, knees tucked tight to his chest, tears searing white streaks down his sooty face, was thrust through the broken window. Her mother said, “Take him.” 
 
    She reached up and took her brother in her arms. His face burrowed into her bony shoulder. She felt his tears soak through the fabric of her dress. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    She reached her free arm up to the window to help her little sister Katherine jump down. She glanced into the back yard, where the rows of cotton began, where dark figures moved beneath the moonlight, firing their guns. A flash of blue shone close. That’s when she noticed the rifle lifting. When she heard the shot. Felt an explosion of pain in her stomach. 
 
    With Cyrus still in her arms, she collapsed to the ground and gasped. Cyrus began to wail over her. His fingers sunk into her cheeks. A chill colder than she’d ever felt before washed over her. She shivered, her teeth chattering. She inhaled, but took on no oxygen. With each passing second, Cyrus’ cries grew fainter. Katherine appeared. Mama. They said something, but she couldn’t hear. She couldn’t feel her mother’s tears drip onto her face. Her world became a candle at the end of its life. 
 
    She blinked. 
 
    Billy hovered over her. 
 
    Was he real? Had he ever been? She reached out for him, the last of her energy curling her fingers into his greasy locks of hair. 
 
    Everything blurred like smoke. Her family nothing but boxy shapes. Her house a dull, orange glow quivering behind them. She felt the pull of the chasm. The draw of a different life wrap itself around her. She closed her eyes. Then came the freefall and the kaleidoscope of technicolor light and she felt less and less like Charlotte and more and more like Ren. 
 
    When the colors faded and the sensation of falling ceased, she adjusted the vision in her good eye. She was staring at squiggles of russet-colored water stains on the ceiling. It seemed as though she had fallen over during the vision, but she could not feel the floor. She could hardly feel anything at all. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Peter said. 
 
    She lifted her head to look at him. That’s when she realized why she couldn’t feel the floor. She was lying flat, sure, but three feet off the ground. Her heartbeat quickened. Her skin tingled. It was like she was— 
 
    “You’re levitating,” Peter said, striding toward her. 
 
    She could feel her pulse in her temples, slapping against her wrist. Left over adrenaline from when she was trapped in Charlotte’s body had everything moving a million miles per hour. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, looking all around. For wires Peter could have attached while she was lost in the past. For anything that could rationally explain the fact that she was levitating. Levitating. What the—“Why the hell am I levitating?” 
 
    “What did you last see?” Peter asked. “In the regression.” 
 
    “Why are you so calm?” Ren asked. “Don’t you see me?” 
 
    “Ren,” Peter held a hand up as if to silence her. “Just tell me what you saw last.” 
 
    “Um,” she said, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Everything was on fire, I—Charlotte, I mean, was pulling her little brother out of the house, and then—” 
 
    “Yes?” Peter squatted down close to her, so that his nose was near her cheek. She strained to see him with her good eye. 
 
    “The soldier. The gunshot. I think…” She trailed off, a sudden pain in her ribcage taking her back to that moment. Breathing in the smoke. Hearing the far-off cries of guests fleeing the party. The gun went off again in her mind and she flinched. Just like that she crashed to the floor, smacking her head on the dusty linoleum. 
 
    Peter slid a hand under her neck—his touch was warm—and helped her sit upright. A curl fell over his dark eyes as he stared at her. He didn’t bother to move it. 
 
    “What do you think, Ren?” he asked. 
 
    She rubbed the back of her head. “I think I just experienced Charlotte’s death.” 
 
    Peter stood up slowly and walked to the corner of the kitchen. He pulled a cigarette out of his fancy case and lit it. He walked to the sink. Turned the water on, then off, filling nothing but the metal basin. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she pulled herself to her feet with the help of a chair. “What is it? You’re acting funny.” 
 
    “It worked,” Peter whispered. 
 
    “What did?” 
 
    “Levitation. It was one of Samara’s strongest abilities.” Peter kept his back to her. She could just make out his faint reflection in the window pane. His mouth twisted into a sly smile. “It’s no coincidence your power surfaced right after you experienced Charlotte’s death.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “Your soul is weaving itself back together.” Peter swung around. Closed the space between them in a single stride. He stood over her, his eyes growing wide with satisfaction. “Our experiments are working.” 
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    REN CLIMBED ONTO HER BIKE outside of the Johnson place. The paint-stripped slats of the dilapidated two-story creaked loudly in the wind that blew constantly in Kansas. If there wasn’t at least a light breeze rustling across the flat land, people would start acting as if the world was ending. A windless day meant the calm before the storm. People would fill jugs of water, stock cellars with nonperishables, and clean shot guns. But then, the wind would return and everything would go back to its normal, boring self. 
 
    Ren was about to pedal away from the old house when the door swung open. Peter stepped out, zipping up his canvas jacket. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. “Did you forget to send homework with me, teacher?” 
 
    Peter chuckled. “I’m going to walk you home.” 
 
    “I can get there by myself, thank you very much,” she said. 
 
    “I’d feel more comfortable if I accompanied you.” 
 
    “I’m faster on my bike than on foot,” she said. “I need to get home before Meredith does and perfect my story in case she finds out I skipped school today.” 
 
    “Who’s Meredith?” 
 
    “The wicked stepmother,” she grumbled. “She’s always poking her nose into my business.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. 
 
    She started to pedal over the tall grass of the lawn, but when she turned back to shout goodbye, Peter had vanished. Like he had never been there at all. She turned back around and immediately slammed on the brakes. Peter was right in front of her. Blocking her path. She nearly flew over the handlebars trying not to hit him. 
 
    “What the hell,” she said, clasping a hand over her pounding chest. “You scared me.” 
 
    “When I said I’d walk you home,” his lips pressed together so hard they turned white, “I meant it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Really.” 
 
    Peter latched onto her handlebars. He grasped her bike the way Kindergarteners cling to loops attached to one, long rope, as if the moment they let go, the link to the rest of the world will be lost to them forever. He made a wide gesture to the driveway with his free arm. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Don’t you have wings?” She craned her neck and nodded to Peter’s back. “Can’t you just whip them out and rocket me home in a flash?” 
 
    “But it’s such a nice day for a walk,” Peter said, looking up at the sharp blue sky. He stretched his arms wide, catching the sun rays on his palms, on the fabric of his canvas jacket. 
 
    “How about I pedal us both on my bike?” 
 
    “Where would I sit?” 
 
    “The book rack,” Ren said, jabbing a thumb to the flat metal strip on the back. 
 
    Peter eyed the narrow plank of metal. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    She thought of Alfie calling it the sissy seat. Boys. She rolled her eyes. “Fine, you can pedal, if it’d make you feel better?” 
 
    “I can’t ride a bike,” Peter said. 
 
    “No, shit?” She’d never met anyone her age who didn’t know how to ride a bike. There were only a few things worth living for when you were a kid living in small-town Kansas: Learning to ride a bike, getting your driver’s license, and turning eighteen. With eighteen a couple of years away and her blind eye making her fail every driving test she ever took, she was glad, at least, she could pedal her cruiser around town. “How come you never learned?” 
 
    “If you could move faster than light, would you ever learn how to pedal a hunk of metal screwed onto two, thin tires?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Faster than light, huh?” she asked, thinking of a stream of wind rushing over her hair, her skin sizzling as they flew. “That’d be fun to experience.” 
 
    “No,” Peter said. 
 
    “But we have to beat Meredith,” she said, her voice edging on little-girl-whiny. 
 
    “I move so quickly, humans cannot survive the journey for longer than a few seconds,” Peter said. 
 
    “I’m not human.” 
 
    “You’re still mostly human,” Peter said. 
 
    “It can’t be that bad,” she said. 
 
    “Would you like for your lungs to shrivel into raisins? Or your skin to strip off your muscles?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Gross. I get it,” she said, twisting up her face. “No wings. But if you won’t ride my bike, then I’m afraid I’ll have to go alone to get home in time.” 
 
    “I’m sure a good, country girl like you knows a short cut,” Peter said. 
 
    “Good, country girl?” Her voice was flat. “Seriously? Look, I might live on a farm and go to school with a bunch of hillbillies, but that doesn’t mean I am one.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I’m not. I don’t even like country music,” she said. “Can’t stand the stuff if I’m honest. Makes me want to throw up in my mouth and swallow it back down.” 
 
    “You’re wasting time.” 
 
    He really wasn’t going to budge, was he? Her jaw clenched and she climbed off the bike. “Fine, but if we get shot at by deranged farmers, I’m blaming you.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be okay,” Peter said. He winked. 
 
    Her heart puttered. She looked away from him, her good eye tracking a beetle as it trekked over the gravel drive, unaware of how easily it would be for her to lift her shoe and stamp. 
 
    She led Peter through the shelter belt on the other side of the Johnson house, across the bridge, and onto the river bank. The water twisted a few yards below a steep embankment, formed from soil eroding away from the fields that butted up against the current. Ren walked along the edge, rolling her bike between her and Peter. 
 
    “I’ve got a question for you,” she said. “If you’re part of an ancient race that can only be killed one way, how old does that make you exactly?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “How do you not know?” 
 
    “Lost count.” 
 
    “Well, what was the last count you remember?” she asked. 
 
    “It was somewhere in the millions,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, Grandpa,” she teased. 
 
    “Age is just a construct,” Peter said. “When you’re practically immortal, why should something like that matter?” 
 
    “I see your point,” she said. “So, I guess, asking how old I am is useless?” 
 
    “You’re older than time,” Peter said. “Is that good enough?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    Peter pulled a cigarette from the vintage case he’d pulled out of his pocket and lit it. 
 
    “Can I try?” Ren held out her hand. 
 
    “How old are you? 
 
    “I thought age was a construct?” she asked. “Besides, we’re in the middle of nowhere. Who’s going to see?” 
 
    Peter took a drag, flicked the butt of the cigarette once, ash raining over the dirt, and passed it to her. “You tried one before?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m a rebel.” She encircled her lips over the filter, filled her mouth with the stuff, and blew it back into the air through pinched lips. 
 
    “You’re supposed to inhale it,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” she said. 
 
    “Sure you do, rebel.” 
 
    She steeled herself and tried the cigarette again, this time inhaling deeply. The weight of the smoke moved through her like thick peanut butter. Thick peanut butter with a thousand nails stirred through it. She started to cough. 
 
    “Here.” Peter reached for the cigarette, but she pulled it away from him. 
 
    “One last time,” she said and took another drag. Everything burned again, but that time she was expecting it. She held it in for a second, then shot the smoke through her lips. It entered the air in a cool, white stream. She handed the cigarette back to Peter. 
 
    “You know cigarettes can kill you,” she said. 
 
    “Says the girl who was just smoking one.” 
 
    “I took three puffs,” she said. “You smoke all the time.” 
 
    “Cigarettes won’t kill me,” he said. 
 
    “What can kill you?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a secret,” Peter whispered. He put a finger to his lips and winked again. He needed to stop doing that. It was cheesy and every time it happened, it caught ahold of Ren’s breath, trapped it for one second, two, then came out all strangled on the other side. 
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “Some other time.” 
 
    “So, you don’t trust me, do you?” she asked. 
 
    “What river is this?” Peter nodded to the slow-moving current. 
 
    “The Arkansas,” she said. “Come on. Tell me.” 
 
    “Why is it so brown?” 
 
    “I get it.” She sighed. “You’re afraid I’ll kill you in your sleep if I find out. Fine. That’s just fine. Don’t tell me.” 
 
    The steep bank along the river gradually began to lessen and a half-mile closer to Ren’s house, they could finally walk on the sand spits that kissed the water’s edge. In springtime it was impossible to walk that close to the river. The whole thing was flooded by April storms. Then, summer blasted in with its squelching heat and dried up most of the water, leaving perfect places to walk along its murky current. 
 
    “Were we ever friends?” she asked. “In one of my past lives?” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Sure. In a few lifetimes we knew each other. We were acquaintances.” 
 
    “But not friends?” 
 
    “I tried to keep my distance,” Peter said. He stepped around the bike and Ren and bent down to pick up a flat stone. He flicked it out into the middle of the river. It skipped once, twice, three times, rattled in place for a half second, and then was swallowed whole by the current. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “After the war, everything was chaotic,” he said, sending another stone to a watery end. “Humans began to rise up in droves, building civilization and monarchy. They set out to explore every inch of the globe. Drustan had receded into the shadows once again and the Rogue Auxilium were losing whatever foothold they had on the planet. They began to argue amongst themselves about what to do. Some wanted to control the humans, others wanted to leave them alone, while others still desired to help them from the fringes as always. The few of us loyal to Samara and the Discentem clung to the idea of resurrecting your kind. Bringing you back to set the world right. So, I learned to watch for the signs of your dark soul on the move. The whispers of Samara left behind. I followed you when I could, from lifetime to lifetime, waiting for an idea on how to bring you back, and then for the right time to bring you back.” 
 
    “Have you tried your experiments before?” she asked, stuttering forward. Peter jumped over a shallow pool that stood between them and caught back up to her in a single bound. She kept her eye fixed on the next bend in the river, not wanting him to think she was impressed by his leap. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve tried them before,” Peter said, walking so close his shoulder brushed against hers with every other step. 
 
    “Did it ever work?” 
 
    “Once, you were killed before I could get you to touch a relic,” he said. “Another time, your body wasn’t strong enough to regress. It was like starting a car with a dead battery.” 
 
    “Why do you think it worked this time?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not positive,” he said, “but I think it has something to do with your mind, your personality. You’re very strong-willed, if you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “I did,” she said proudly. 
 
    “And a little bit fearless.” 
 
    A blush moved through her cheeks. She had to bite the inside her lip to keep from grinning like an idiot. She liked that Peter noticed that about her. That he had so much stock in her. It made her feel important, and in a town like Wynn, where nothing interesting ever happened to anyone, it was nice to feel that way. 
 
    “Who have I been in the past?” she asked. “Anyone famous or important?” 
 
    “You were the son of a tribal chief in the South Pacific,” Peter said. “That was long before the world knew about your people, though.” 
 
    “Son?” she asked. “You mean, I haven’t always been a girl?” 
 
    Peter playfully bumped her shoulder with his. “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Usually,” he said. “You are a girl. I think it has something to do with your original form. You were female then.” 
 
    “What was Samara like?” 
 
    “You were the most powerful being to ever walk the planet,” he said. “The most beautiful and wise, too. Fierce. I see a lot of Samara in you.” 
 
    “Samara.” Her mouth moved slowly over the word. “It’s kind of a funny name. I was expecting some old lady name like Ethel or Dolores.” 
 
    “Those names are probably only a hundred years old,” Peter said. “You’re older than time, remember?” 
 
    “Is Peter your real name, then?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s been my name for a few millennia now, yes,” he said. “But originally, I went by Petros.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Weird.” 
 
    “It’s Latin,” he said defensively. “It means stone.” 
 
    “I’ll stick to calling you Peter,” she said. 
 
    “I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    The river bent and curled through fields and tracts of woods before eventually flowing beneath the bridge close to her house. A blue ‘R’ and ‘A’ were still spray-painted on one of the pillars from the time Ren and Alfie decided to leave their mark one weekend in seventh grade. 
 
    They cut up the bank, steep beneath the bridge. It was populated with vines and fallen tree limbs and shrubs. Breathing hard, Ren rolled her bike through it all, the chain rattling over the flora. She could feel Peter’s eyes on her back. She tried to keep the pace quick so he wouldn’t have time to ask if he should take the bike instead. The last thing she wanted was him to think her weak. She wasn’t. She was like Samara. Strong. 
 
    She was just about to roll the bike over the top of the ledge when a vine wound through the spokes and caught, tugging the front wheel, jerking Ren forward. Her boot slipped in a soft layer of dirt below and her knee buckled. Just as she was about to take a tumble, two strong hands jumped onto her hips, steadying her. 
 
    “Woah, there cowgirl,” Peter said. “Don’t go falling on me, now.” 
 
    He didn’t pull back right away. She didn’t move either. Beneath his touch, her skin chittered, writhed in an unfamiliar way. Her breath failed her. She swallowed loudly. 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered, before she reached down to untangle the vine from the spokes and continued up the bank. 
 
    They crossed the bridge in silence, her father’s sorghum field on the other side pressing down on her, the sweet smell putting her senses into a trance. She breathed it in, knowing in a week or so, the combines would roll through, gnawing away the crop, and leave only dust in their wake. 
 
    “What’s next?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, now that I’ve seen all I can from Charlotte,” she said. “Do you help me hone my levitating power like Mr. Miyagi and the Karate Kid?” 
 
    “No,” Peter said. “No, I think it’d be best if you touched another relic.” 
 
    “You have more of those things?” 
 
    “A couple,” he said. 
 
    Her shoulders drooped. “That’s it?” 
 
    “There are more relics out there, I’m sure,” he said. “But I’ve only gathered a few.” 
 
    “Will it make me whole again?” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” he said. 
 
    They reached the mouth of her long driveway. Ren turned her bike onto the gravel, but Peter stopped abruptly at the fence post that held the rusty, aluminum mailbox. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to come up to the house?” she asked. 
 
    “Looks like you already have company,” Peter said, nodding to the porch in the distance. Ren squinted up the path and saw a blurry figure swaying on one of the steps. A mess of acid wash blonde hair fluttered on top of a lanky body. 
 
    “It’s just Alfie,” she said. 
 
    Peter made a disapproving face. Scratched the back of his neck. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Same time?” 
 
    “I have school.” 
 
    “Skip it.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “Not two days in a row.” 
 
    “I thought you were a rebel?” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “But if I want to keep hanging out with you, I can’t get grounded.” 
 
    A strand of her hair shook loose in the breeze and blew across her face. She reached up to tuck it behind her ear, but Peter beat her to it. His fingertips grazed the top of her cheeks ever so lightly. His touch was an electric kind of heat that sizzled through her nervous system even after he pulled away. It made her stomach flutter and her heart beat quickly. 
 
    “How about after school, then?” he asked, his voice cavern-deep. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. 
 
    “You know where to find me.” He turned on his heel, back toward the river. He took one step forward and was suddenly gone. Vanished like before. This time, though, she caught a glimpse of a silver light that almost looked like the tip of a wing. 
 
    She started up the driveway. With every step she took toward the porch, where Alfie was standing, the electric spark she’d felt with Peter slowly faded. Part of it was because Peter was gone, but part of it was because, even from a distance, she could see Alfie brooding beneath his thick eyebrows. She didn’t even give the unfamiliar red pickup truck parked in front of the garage a second glance because of the look Alfie was giving her. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” she asked when she reached the porch. “You look like you could strangle someone.” 
 
    “Were you with him?” Alfie asked. His fists clenched at his side. 
 
    “Who?” she asked. “Peter?” 
 
    “Is that why you weren’t in school?” Alfie asked. “You went to see him?” 
 
    She leaned her bike against one of the square hedges and climbed onto the first porch step. “Why do you care so much?” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t trust him?” 
 
    “You’re the one who doesn’t trust him,” she said. “I just thought he was a liar.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing with him?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s lying anymore.” 
 
    Alfie’s fists unclenched, but only slightly. “What made you change your mind?” 
 
    “We’ve been experimenting all day,” she said. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    She climbed the rest of the steps and leaned against the porch post opposite Alfie. “It means I can levitate now.” 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “It’s true,” she said. “I saw Charlotte’s death and the power returned.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “At least I don’t think so. I’ve only done it once and I wasn’t even trying. I just woke up from the vision that way.” 
 
    Alfie sat down on the steps and rested his elbows on his knee caps. He tugged on the ends of his hair, making it stand up in Einstein-like spikes. He only did it when something was troubling him. She sat down beside him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “School’s not out yet,” she said. “There’s like forty-five minutes left.” 
 
    “I left early.” 
 
    “You cut class?” 
 
    “I told them I had a migraine and that I had to leave,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I was worried about you,” he said. “You were in a weird headspace yesterday. I thought maybe—I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Alfie said. He stared at her until she looked up at him. “I don’t like what you’re doing. It makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Touching the relics or spending time with Peter?” 
 
    “Both,” he said. “All of it. Can’t you just forget about it?” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? This is the most exciting thing that has ever happened to me—that will probably ever happen to me—and if for some reason I get to the end of it and find out it was all a lie, then so be it. It was worth it. Then you get to tell me you told me so. Your favorite thing to say.” 
 
    Alfie turned away from her and grumbled, a bear emerging from a long winter. “I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “Then come with me tomorrow,” she said. “See for yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You can keep an eye on me,” she said. 
 
    “Can I tell you when to leave?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Whatever.” Alfie sighed. “I’ll come anyway.” 
 
    She hopped to her feet, feeling strange, giddy almost. She hadn’t felt that way in, well, she didn’t know if she had ever felt that happy. Sure, she’d been excited about rare finds in Richard’s Antiques or about mid-March snow days or even John Hughes marathons with just her, Alfie, and a bowl of popcorn sprinkled in Junior Mints, but never that happy. She always thought she’d have to move away to find that feeling. 
 
    The sound of tires crunching over gravel pinged up the driveway and Meredith’s cream-colored SUV swung into view. The giddy feeling coursing through Ren’s veins disappeared immediately. Her stomach plummeted into the heels of her feet. 
 
    “Shit,” Ren said. “She’s home early. Why is she home early?” 
 
    She didn’t have time to bolt inside and jump under her bed blankets to fake an illness. Meredith was driving fast, her car screaming into the circular turn around in front of the house. She pulled up in front of the garage, parked the SUV next to the red pickup, and was out of it in a flash. 
 
    “Good, you’re home,” Meredith said, her voice tight. 
 
    “Save me, Alfie,” Ren whispered, but it was too late. Meredith was up the steps and standing inches from her in the next breath. 
 
    “Did you enjoy school today?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “It was okay,” Ren said. 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because it’s pretty hard to judge the school day when you don’t show up,” Meredith said. “Isn’t it, Ren?” 
 
    “It was a half day,” Ren said. 
 
    “My ass,” said Meredith. “Where were you?” 
 
    “Honest,” she said. “We got out at noon. Isn’t that right, Alfie?” 
 
    “I’m not—” Alfie began, but Meredith didn’t even bother. 
 
    “I got a call from the school between my lectures,” Meredith said. “I thought I’d come over here on my lunch break and see what was going on.” 
 
    “You eat lunch really late,” Ren said. 
 
    “Don’t start,” Meredith said. “Not today. Where were you?” 
 
    Ren shrugged. “Here.” 
 
    “Really?” Meredith asked. “So, if I went in and asked your grandmother, she would say she saw you or heard you at least once today? Or your father for that matter? I’m sure he came in to eat lunch. He would have known if anything unusual was going on.” 
 
    “You’ve put a lot of thought into this,” Ren said. “Honest, Mer. I was here. In my room. Watching movies with the sound turned down.” 
 
    “I’m going to just go,” said Alfie quietly. Ren watched as he slipped off the porch steps and walked quickly down the driveway. 
 
    “Cut the bullshit,” Meredith said to Ren. “Where were you?” 
 
    The front door creaked open and Ren’s dad’s boisterous laugh echoed around the porch. Both Ren and Meredith turned toward the house, where Ren’s dad and a tall, strong man, with skin like smooth chocolate, were coming through the door. They stepped out onto the porch and Ren’s dad finally looked up. 
 
    “What are you two doing home?” he asked. 
 
    “I just—” Ren began, but Meredith cut her off. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Meredith asked, eyeing the stranger. 
 
    “This is Joe,” Ren’s dad said. “He’s going to help me out with harvest this year.” 
 
    Joe, who seemed a little too put-together in his dark wash blue jeans and brand-new-looking camouflage sweatshirt, stuck out a beefy paw for Ren to shake. She noticed his fingernails were neatly squared and didn’t have a speck of dirt beneath them. She stuck her hand in his, because her dad was giving her the look, the be-polite-now-Ren look. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    Joe turned to Meredith, but she crossed her arms over her chest and squinted at the newcomer until he started down the porch steps. Ren thought that was odd, because Meredith was usually very friendly to all of her dad’s farm hands, especially the new guys. Joe started for the red pickup Ren had noticed earlier. 
 
    “See you tomorrow,” Ren’s dad called. “Bright and early.” 
 
    “Farewell,” Joe said and slid into the front seat of his car. 
 
    As soon as Joe was driving, Ren clenched her jaw, ready for Meredith to start in on her again. Instead, Meredith turned toward Ren’s dad. 
 
    “Where’d you find him?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Didn’t,” Ren’s dad said. “He found me. Called this morning looking for work. Ain’t that a coincidence?” 
 
    “Are you sure about him?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “Says he’s got experience harvesting sorghum,” he said. “What else is there to be sure of?” 
 
    “He seemed off to me,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Yeah, who says farewell these days?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Off?” Ren’s dad questioned, not even hearing her. His eyes were fixed on Meredith. “What do you mean, off?” 
 
    Ren wondered if she could slip away like Alfie had. She couldn’t sneak in the front door, because that’s where her dad stood, leaned against the door frame. She backed down the steps one at a time. 
 
    “Seemed too clean, is all,” said Meredith. 
 
    “I don’t care if he’s clean or as filthy as a pig sty,” Ren’s dad said. “I need a hand and that’s what he is.” 
 
    Ren was two steps away from the driveway. If she went around the side of the house, she could make a break for it through the pasture. She could disappear into town or head back to the Johnson place to see Peter. 
 
    “Be careful,” Meredith said. “This isn’t mending a fence or feeding cattle. You’ll be using machines, dangerous machines. If he’s inexperienced, you could be the one to pay the price. I’m talking liability if he gets hurt. Or, God-forbid, Hank, what if you do?” 
 
    Ren’s dad chuckled. “Do you know how silly you sound? I don’t need to worry about being careful. I’m a grown man Meredith, I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “It’s not just you I’m worried about.” 
 
    Ren’s boot crunched loudly as she stepped on the gravel. Meredith whirled around. Ren froze. She expected phrases like ‘you’re grounded’ or ‘we’re not finished, young lady’ to spit out of Meredith’s mouth. Instead, she walked past Ren toward her car. 
 
    “I’ve got to get to my next class,” Meredith said. “And I have to stay late to grade papers.” 
 
    “What about dinner?” Ren’s dad asked. 
 
    “There’s frozen pizza in the freezer,” Meredith said. She was in the SUV and driving away before anyone could breathe another word. 
 
    Ren stood in the driveway, staring at the cloud of dust Meredith’s tires sprung up. Her dad cleared his throat and she turned back to him. 
 
    “Did you already tell me why you’re home from school early?” he asked. 
 
    “Half day,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You’ll put the pizza in the oven tonight then?” he asked. 
 
    Ren was so dumfounded that Meredith would run off so quickly when they were just raring up for one of their epic showdowns, that all she could do was nod aimlessly, and say, “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the barn if you need anything,” Ren’s dad said before slipping back into the house and closing the door behind him. 
 
    Ren squinted down the driveway. The sorghum swayed in the wind, its bronze heads of grain and vibrant green stalks still clouded in the dust kicked up by Meredith’s tires. She watched as it slowly settled. A calming just after a thunderstorm. Or the lull in the eye of the storm. Just after the first bout of havoc and just before another onslaught. 
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    THAT NIGHT AT DINNER, GRAMS insisted her pizza be brought to her room. When Ren pushed through the door, she found Grams sitting up in her bed with that kiddie tiara plopped on top of her head again. The old woman snapped her fingers and lifted her nose closer to the ceiling. 
 
    “I require the entire shaker of parmesan cheese be brought to my chamber, post-haste, if you don’t mind, miss,” Grams said in a nasally, overly pronounced English accent. 
 
    “Really?” Ren asked. “The whole shaker?” 
 
    “Do you dare deny a request made by your queen?” Grams asked, bits of her usual twang peeking through the cracks of the royal façade. “The consequence of which will have you drawn and quartered.” 
 
    Ren made a face. There was no way Grams would inflict the actual punishment, but the repercussion of not bringing the cheese would be great, so she appeased her majesty, the Queen of rural Kansas, and brought her the damn parmesan. Ren quickly joined her dad in the dining room afterward, before more requests could be made. 
 
    It was rarely just her and her dad. Though she would never admit it out loud, she missed the days before Grams moved in, before Meredith came along with her pinch-faced nagging. In the years before they arrived on the scene, Ren would spend weekend afternoons riding around the farm on her dad’s shoulders. They’d flit from the barn, to the back acres, to the herd of cattle, and sometimes, if the price per head was on the up, to the lambs that tottered close to the house. In those days, no one told her what to do or demanded anything from her. Those days were bliss. They were freedom. 
 
    “How do you put up with her?” Ren asked her dad as she picked off a pepperoni and nibbled on the edges of the greasy disc. 
 
    “Which ‘her’ are you talkin’ about?” Ren’s dad asked. He bit into his third slice of pizza, a string of cheese dragging between the slice and his lower lip. “Your grandmother or Meredith?” 
 
    “I guess the question applies to both,” she said. “But I’m really talking about Meredith.” 
 
    “She’s a busy woman, kiddo,” he said. “She’s got her career and me and you and your grandmother to look after. She’s doin’ her best, don’t you think? She keeps us fed. Keeps us on track.” 
 
    “She’s just—” Ren stopped talking. 
 
    Meredith’s grandfather clock nearby filled the silence that dropped between them. Tick, tick, tick. Like it wasn’t just telling time, but keeping it moving. The steady swing of the pendulum somehow turning the earth in its rotations. Ever forward. 
 
    “Harvest is lookin’ good this year,” her dad said. If he ever felt uncomfortable, he started talking about the harvest or the weather. “Should make up for last year as long as the rain cooperates.” 
 
    “Do you still love her?” Ren asked. 
 
    “’Course I do.” Her dad chuckled, nervously almost. “Now, who are you talkin’ about?” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Your mother, Celia?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ren said. “My mother.” 
 
    He grunted. Took another bite of his pizza. “Never stopped lovin’ her. She’s the one who stopped lovin’ me.” 
 
    “So, why are you with Meredith?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Love’s a messy thing, kiddo,” he said. “It ain’t straight like rows of corn. More like a root crop. You never quite know how it’s gonna turn out until you reach into the raw earth and pull it out for inspection in broad daylight.” 
 
    “It’s just…” Ren trailed off. 
 
    The clock picked up again. 
 
    A blanket of tension settled uneasily over the room. 
 
    Ren’s dad took one last bite of pizza and pushed back from the table. He rubbed his belly and started for the den, his socks sliding across the hardwood. “I think Texas Ranger’s comin’ on. You got the cleanin’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, tossing down her cold slice of pizza that had precisely one bite taken out of it. “I got it.” 
 
      
 
    REN WAITED FOR MEREDITH TO show up all night and ground her for skipping school, but she was in bed before Meredith got home. When Ren woke up the next morning, Meredith had already gone to work. She had left nothing but the strong aroma of her perfume behind and a plate of scrambled eggs covered in plastic waiting for Ren in the fridge. 
 
    A note was taped to the eggs: Yesterday was a warning. Skip again and you’re grounded ~M. 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes and crumpled the note into a ball. Tossed it in the garbage. Her dad was right, Meredith was busy alright. Busy sticking her nose in Ren’s business. 
 
    She pounded up the stairs, tossed on a set of black lace tights, a pair of denim shorts, dyed to look plaid, and a bleach-stained Black Flag t-shirt she had found buried in a pile of vintage soda pop cans at Richard’s two years earlier. She swiped a thick layer of eyeliner on the top of her lids, turning her dark lashes light in contrast. With a comb, she mussed her hair on top, before sweeping it into a high pony that still dangled halfway down her back. She slipped her boots on at the door, shouted a see ya to Grams, hopped on her bike, and rode into the bite of morning air, trying to forget about stupid Meredith. 
 
    School was red-hot branded torture, but what was new? She sat in her classes, pen poised idly over a blank notepad, pretending to pay attention to lectures on the Industrial Revolution and the process of mitosis in cells. Really, she was just daydreaming about her and Peter’s experiments. Would he train her how to use her new-found ability to levitate? Would he teach her more about her supernatural past? By lunch, she had forgotten all about reincarnation, her new ability, and the ancient war that had set everything in motion and had moved on to thinking about Peter. His curls. His burning touch. The way his lips formed a perfect ‘O’ around his cigarettes. 
 
    Right before last period, she stopped off at her locker to exchange her French textbook for her Intro to Filmography notebook. An envelope was tacked to the inside of her locker. Her name was scratched into the front in pencil. It wasn’t Alfie’s handwriting. Or Alice Martin’s. Who else would leave a note at her locker? 
 
    She pictured Peter sneaking into the school, breaking into the office to find out her locker number, and posting the letter on with blue sticky tack. 
 
    The envelope was licked closed. She ripped it open with itching fingers. There wasn’t a note inside, but a single photograph. Black and white. Grainy. Like it had been taken off of a traffic cam or an old computer camera. She squinted at the photo. Two people, faces pressed together, kissing. One of the people in the photograph wore goggles on top of his head and a trench coat. Scary Larry. The blood drained from her limbs. Her heart beat so loudly it was all she could hear. The face attached to Larry’s—long, tangled hair, nub of a nose—it was her. 
 
    “That little creep,” she muttered. 
 
    Alfie came around the corner of the lockers then, the tails of his pink and orange Aloha shirt blowing in the hallway breeze. He took the photo from her and asked, “What’s this?” 
 
    Just as he registered who was in the photo, Ren snatched it out of his hands. She ripped the picture in half and then in half again. 
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” she said. 
 
    “How did he even take that picture?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “How do you think?” Ren asked as she continued to tear up the photo. She ripped until it was nothing but confetti. “He probably has a million cameras in his room.” 
 
    She stuffed the pieces of the photo back into the envelope and slammed her locker. She started down the hall at a roadrunner’s pace. Her good eye tracked the corridors, hunting for the clearing wake Scary Larry would make as he walked to his next class. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Alfie asked, trying to keep up. 
 
    “I’m going to teach him a lesson,” she said. 
 
    The crowd was clearing near the science labs, close to an alcove of windows that overlooked the art building at the back of the school. That’s when she saw him. Hollow cheeks drawn taught. Eyes trained on a spot in the distance. He didn’t even look at her when she finally reached him. Not until she clamped a hand down on his shoulder and pushed him into the alcove. She waved the envelope in his face, forcing him to look. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” She breathed fire. Could almost taste the ash crumbling at the back of her throat. Could feel the hot embers burning on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    “I just thought you might like to have a memento of our great achievement,” Scary Larry said, as steady and calm as ever. 
 
    “Ren, come on,” Alfie said from behind her. “He’s not worth it.” 
 
    “Alf, stay out of this,” she said. Then to Larry, “You will burn any other copy you have made of this photograph. You will delete—permanently—any digital file you have. Or so help me, you sick freak, I will come to your house with a gallon of gasoline and I will torch your computers until they are nothing more than ash.” 
 
    “I’ve already saved a copy to my e-mail,” Larry said. “You can’t burn that.” 
 
    Ren’s fingers shifted from his shoulder to his neck. She squeezed so tightly Scary Larry gagged. He clamped onto her wrist as she pushed him hard against the window. 
 
    “Ren, stop it,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Larry said, looking down at her. “I’ll get rid of it.” 
 
    “Ren, look,” Alfie said. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed it before, she’d been so consumed with anger, but Scary Larry was at least two feet off the ground, his heels jittering against the middle of the bottom window pane. She was lifting him, not with the hand around his throat, but with her mind. It was all levitation. 
 
    Immediately, she pulled her hand away from Scary Larry’s throat and glanced back at Alfie. Larry hung mid-air for a few long seconds before he dropped, hit the ground with a thump, and gasped. Shaking, Larry scrambled to gather his books, scattered around the floor of the alcove. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Larry said. “I’m so sorry. I’ll delete it. I’ll delete it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You better—” Ren started to tell him he better not say a word, but Scary Larry was already running down the hallway, his thick tennis shoes pounding over the linoleum. She turned to Alfie. “Do you think he’ll tell anyone?” 
 
    “That you just lifted him feet off the ground with one hand?” Alfie shook his head. “Who would believe him? Besides. He’s too scared of you now.” 
 
    “Should have done that years ago,” she said. “Maybe I can try it on Garret Monahan.” 
 
    “Don’t push your luck,” Alfie said. “You’re not that strong.” 
 
    “It wasn’t strength,” she said. “It was—” 
 
    “Telekinesis,” Alfie said. 
 
    She looked up at him. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You need to learn how to control it.” 
 
    “Peter said I wasn’t ready to use it yet.” 
 
    “Screw him,” Alfie said. “You need to tell him what happened and that if you do it accidentally again it will be in front of more people than just Scary Larry. Then, I’ll be visiting you in some sanitarium for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    She followed Alfie’s gaze as it flicked up and down the hall, but no one had stopped to watch. Faces were pointed straight ahead, as if bound to their destination on a wire, unable to turn away. 
 
    Alfie slung an arm around Ren’s shoulder, his touch icy compared to her blazing skin. Together, they slipped into the eb and flow of their peers, gliding down the corridor as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. As if she hadn’t just lifted a boy two fee off the ground with nothing but her mind. 
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    AFTER SCHOOL, REN MET ALFIE outside, where her cruiser and his old BMX were chained to the metal rungs of the bike rack. They unlocked them, rolled them onto the pavement, and pedaled through town, past the town limits, and across the bridge to the Johnson place. Peter was sitting on the top porch step turning the dial on a portable radio with one hand and holding a smoldering cigarette in the other. 
 
    “You again,” Peter said to Alfie as the bikes rumbled over the uneven lawn. 
 
    “I’m here to make sure everything goes smoothly.” Alfie stopped just shy of the bottom porch step. 
 
    “I bet you are.” Peter turned off the radio, and everything went silent. 
 
    Ren and Alfie dismounted their bikes and left them leaning against the bushes. Alfie glared up at Peter. 
 
    “She might be caught up in your little game, but I’m not,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Alfie started up the steps. “It is.” 
 
    Peter stood up so Alfie couldn’t tower over him quite so much. At six-four, Alfie tended to tower over everyone regardless. Peter blew a cloud of smoke into Alfie’s face. “I see. Well, here’s the deal, pal—” 
 
    “Jesus, you two. Play nice,” Ren said, stomping up the steps and pushing between them. She dragged Peter by the elbow into the house. Once over the threshold, she let go of him and turned back to Alfie. “You coming or what?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Peter whispered to her as they walked down the hallway. “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “I invited him,” she said. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Peter said. 
 
    “Well,” she shrugged, “Get over it. He’s my best friend.” 
 
    It seemed like even more dust and debris from the old house had been cleared away. She wondered if Peter had cleaned it up just for her. Her cheeks felt suddenly warm as she thought about Peter thinking of her when she wasn’t around. She fought the blush, trying to tell herself not to read into anything. He just wanted the place clean for himself to live in. 
 
    As she stepped into the kitchen, flooded with afternoon light, the thoughts immediately vanished as her good eye settled on a round, metal tea tin Peter had placed in the middle of the table. It was the size of a fist and orange from years of rust. She didn’t have to ask—she could just sense it, like a homing device—but she did anyway. 
 
    “Is that?” She pointed at the tin. 
 
    “Mhhm,” Peter said, giving it a thump with his index finger. “Inside.” 
 
    “What?” Alfie asked. “Another portal?” 
 
    “Relic,” Peter said stiffly, correcting Alf. 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Alfie said, staring at Ren with wide eyes. “Remember what we talked about earlier? At school?” 
 
    Ren shook away thoughts about the relic and what kind of past life it would lead to as she replayed the incident with Scary Larry in the hallway a few hours before. 
 
    “Right.” She looked at Peter. “I think we should work on controlling my new abilities before we move on.” 
 
    Peter’s lips crinkled like used tinfoil. He stared, unwavering, at the tea tin. “I thought we already discussed this?” 
 
    “We did,” she said. “But I—” 
 
    “She sort of lifted a kid two feet in the air at school today,” Alfie said. “With her mind.” 
 
    “Did anyone see it happen?” Peter asked, still not looking up. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But it’s not like I could control it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to worry about.” Peter picked at a fleck of rust on the lid of the tin. “It’s only your body getting used to the extra energy. Like getting an organ transplant. It takes some time to get used to. For now, let’s keep rebuilding your soul.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ren said. 
 
    “I really think—” Alfie started. 
 
    “You really think what?” Peter’s eyes snapped up, pierced clean through Alfie. “That you know more about this than I do? Because if you would like to take over the whole stitching-Ren’s-soul-together operation, be my guest.” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” Alfie said. Then, he muttered, “Arrogant ass.” 
 
    “Alf, it’s no big deal,” Ren said. “Really.” 
 
    Alfie nodded. Everything in him unwound as he began to relax. Then Peter laughed and immediately, Alfie was tense again. 
 
    “She has you well-trained, pup,” Peter said. “Doesn’t she?” 
 
    Alfie’s knuckles cracked. Fists, welded shut, trembled at his side. Then, he did something Ren had never seen him do before. He puffed out his chest, gave Peter a quick, head-to-toe once over, then stepped forward. Ren could sense he wanted to smash his fist into Peter’s face. A spark of adrenaline made her leap in front of Alfie. She drove her hands into his ribs and tried to hold him back. 
 
    “Hey.” Her head bobbed left, right, weaving beneath Alfie’s chin, trying to catch his eyes. When she did, she swore she saw a flash of green cross their ice blue seas. She blinked and found the glacier tint once more. “Alfie, stop it. Just stop.” 
 
    “Wow.” Behind her, Peter chuckled again. She whipped her head around so fast her vision went black for a moment. 
 
    “That goes for you, too,” she said. “Now, am I going to listen to you two bicker all afternoon or can we get back to the experiments?” 
 
    Peter put his hands up in surrender and backed himself against the sink. Alfie slipped back from Ren’s palms and found his spot in the doorway. They were as far apart as they could be and still remain in the same room. 
 
    Alfie’s shoulders remained tensed as he and Peter stared across the table at one another. Peter looked away first and Alfie slowly relaxed. Ren glanced down at the tea tin again, then up to Peter. He nodded. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Peter said. 
 
    She didn’t wait to snatch up the tin. As she did, she heard the relic tink against the metal. It sounded like rain when it beat down on the roof of her dad’s barn. She peeled off the lid. It pried free more easily than the locket first had. Inside, the metal was shockingly unscathed, so shiny she could see the milky brown color of her eyes blinking back. On top of the reflection sat a pinky nail sized nugget that glowed with a thousand colors, just like the small bone had. She watched tiny tendrils of tinted light wisp off the edges of the relic like hands reaching up to her from the depths of a deep cavern. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, not taking her eyes off of the thing. 
 
    “It’s a tooth,” Peter said. 
 
    Normally, she would have thought it was gross. An old, human tooth resting at the bottom of a tin canister. But for some reason it didn’t repulse her. Is was beautiful, almost. Magical. Her escape. 
 
    “Can I?” she asked as she reached for the tooth. 
 
    “Go on,” Peter said. 
 
    “Wait,” Alfie said. She stopped just short of touching the relic. 
 
    “What now?” Peter sighed. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you tell her where she’s going?” Alfie asked. “Like whose life she’s falling into and historical facts in case she gets stuck in the time for too long and needs to know how to act in that society?” 
 
    “It’s not time travel,” Peter said. 
 
    “But isn’t it though?” Alfie asked. “Sort of?” 
 
    Ren had to agree with Alfie. It was a form of time travel. With Charlotte’s bone she had fallen into the Civil War, in the midst of the action. 
 
    “She has no free will when she regresses,” Peter said. “She just has a shotgun seat for that lifetime of memories.” 
 
    “Maybe I should know,” Ren said. 
 
    “You’ll know as soon as you touch it.” 
 
    “There’s no harm in telling me, right?” 
 
    Peter dragged a hand through his curls. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Ren said. “I want to know. Then I won’t be so blindsided when I first go in. I’ll be able to catch on faster. Maybe it will help move the experiments along.” 
 
    “How?” Peter asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    “Mindfulness is a powerful thing,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “Mindfulness and all that shit. It could make me stronger. My abilities I mean.” 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” Peter said with a snort. 
 
    “Who was this?” Ren pointed inside the tin. “Whose tooth was this?” 
 
    Peter pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. “In that life, your name was Lizzie Hyland. You were killed in Dublin, Ireland in the summer of 1911. The regression should pick up a few days, maybe a week, before then.” 
 
    “Was I dying from the famine?” Ren asked. 
 
    “No,” Alfie said. “That happened decades before.” 
 
    “You were just an average girl, living in the heart of Dublin with a thousand other people who were just trying to get by,” Peter said. “Now, enough discussion. It’s time to see for yourself.” 
 
    She reached toward the tooth once more, but Alfie grabbed her elbow, stopping her. She looked up at him. His eyes were trained on Peter. Alfie asked, “Is it safe?” 
 
    “I thought you’ve witnessed a regression before?” Peter asked. 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” Alfie said. He glanced at Ren. “You need to ask these sorts of things.” 
 
    “I’ve done it before,” she said. 
 
    “Nothing may have happened,” he said. “Then. What about possible complications in the future?” 
 
    Peter leaned back in his chair and laughed. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    Ren remembered her conversation with Peter from the day before. He had said he’d tried the experiments with her soul before, but something had gone wrong. Had he said what exactly? That whole afternoon was a flood of information. Something surely got lost. 
 
    “Could something go wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “The chances,” Peter said, shrugging, “are slim.” 
 
    “But it could go wrong,” she said. She pulled her hand away from the tooth and pressed both palms against her knees. The raised fabric from the pattern on her tights was rough against her hands. 
 
    Peter shook his head and sighed heavily. He stood up, pulled his cigarette case from his back pocket, and stuck a new smoke in his teeth. He struck a match against a small box he snagged from the counter, but it wouldn’t light. He tried a fresh one and the yellow flame wriggled up to the cigarette. 
 
    “You have to know that the chance of something going wrong is far less than the chance of the Auxilium who want you dead finding you,” Peter said. He paced slowly, keeping parallel to the kitchen counter. “Soon enough they will come and when they do your soul must be full. Your immortal strength must shine through and counter any attack they make on your life.” He sat down next to her and took her hands in his, keeping his cigarette in the corner of his mouth. She felt that electricity again. “Don’t you see? This is the only way to be free of the dark cycle they’ve put you through for centuries. This is your only way out.” 
 
    “Is it?” Alfie asked. 
 
    Peter let go of Ren and stood toe to toe with Alfie. Ren twitched closer, ready to throw herself between them if she had to. Alfie noticed her movement and took a step into the hallway. 
 
    “If you really cared for her well-being like you say you do, then you would stop hindering this process,” Peter said. 
 
    Alfie’s voice echoed. “I just don’t know if I believe everything you’re saying.” 
 
    “There’s no way to prove it to you,” Peter said. “You’re just going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, then.” 
 
    “I trust you, Peter,” Ren said. Both Peter and Alfie turned to look at her. She reached a hand into the tin can, centimeters away from the tooth. She inhaled sharply. “Don’t kill each other while I’m gone.” 
 
    Her fingertips kissed the top of the relic and, in a chaotic swirl of color, in a gut-dropping rush, she was folded through the chasm and into an old world. She met the ground hard and as her vision cleared and ears attuned, she began to take in her surroundings. 
 
    On either side of a wide stretch of cobbled street stood red-bricked, square buildings, their facades flat, looming with window panes reflecting the cloud-blotted sky. Clusters of chimney stacks sat idle on rooftops. A warm, sea-tainted breeze flowed up the street. She moved quickly up Sackville Street, headed toward the Liffey, the river that sliced the city in half. 
 
    “Lizzie,” she heard to her right. She held up a hand to block out the afternoon sun and saw the silhouette of her best friend Mary Keogh skittering across the intersection, right in front of a new, electric tram. The driver tolled a bell to warn Mary, but she kept moving, passing in front of the machine, giggling. 
 
    “You’re mad,” Lizzie said as Mary skipped up beside her. They fell into Lizzie’s usual, quick pace, their long, shapeless skirts swishing along with them. 
 
    “Not as mad as you,” Mary said. “Where’re you headed?” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “No, let me guess,” Mary said. “You’re coming back from the quays after having a long, hard look at that paver lad.” 
 
    “He’s called Michael Gorman,” she said, blushing. “If you care to know.” 
 
    “Couldn’t care less,” Mary said, her thin, straight nose flicking skyward as if she were one of the old aristocrats that once lived in the heart of the city before most of them abandoned it for posh dwellings in the outlying villages. Then, Mary cracked a smile. “Is he handsome?” 
 
    “Only the prettiest fella I’ve seen in the whole of my life,” Lizzie said. “He’s got these gorgeous green eyes that pierce me to the core and his arms, my word, the shape to them is indescribable.” 
 
    “You sound infatuated.” 
 
    “I’m in love with him,” Lizzie said, her chest light, airy. “Absolutely in love.” 
 
    “What do you two talk about?” 
 
    “Talk?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, talk,” Mary said. “One person opens their mouth and words fall out, then the other person does the same.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lizzie said. “No. We haven’t spoken.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Well, once I nearly tripped over a missing cobble and he said, ‘look out miss,’” Lizzie said. “But otherwise, no.” 
 
    “How can you be in love with a man you’ve never even really spoken to?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I watch him, you see,” she said. “I sit on the edge of the street opposite his work and just watch.” 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself arrested.” 
 
    “Am not.” 
 
    “Or locked up in an institution.” 
 
    Lizzie shook her head. “I’m going to talk to him tonight, if it makes you feel any better.” 
 
    “He asked you to a dance?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “But I overheard him and some of the lads talking about going to the Palace Bar around nine o’clock tonight.” 
 
    “And what? You’re just going to saunter over to him and profess your undying love for him?” Mary chuckled. 
 
    “I’m still sousing out the details.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Mary said. 
 
    “To keep an eye on me?” 
 
    Mary shrugged. “I just want to see the show.” 
 
    “Who says I’ll let you come?” 
 
    “Me,” Mary said. “What scheme of yours haven’t I been a part of?” 
 
    Bits of Lizzie’s childhood flashed by. Her and Mary stealing bread from a shop on Henry Street and being chased down an alley by the rotund shop owner. Both girls playing hurling in the streets with a group of kids that lived in their tenement. They had used tree limbs as hurls and a beat-up old sliotar.  Finally, the girls around age nine, splashing in rain puddles in Lizzie’s Mammy’s Sunday high heels and being nearly beaten to death afterward, side-by-side, with a wooden spoon. 
 
    “Alright, you can come,” Lizzie said as they crossed in front of the Rotunda near Rutland Square. “We’ll have to do something about your hair of course.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my hair?” asked Mary. 
 
    “Nothing,” Lizzie said. “For a fifteen-year-old.” 
 
    “I am fifteen.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “But Michael is nearly twenty. We’ll have to make you look older if we want him to think you and I are the same age.” 
 
    “We are the same age.” 
 
    “Ah, sure, I don’t look it,” Lizzie said. “I look eighteen at least.” 
 
    “Right,” Mary said. “And I’m one of the women who flounce around outside of the Shelbourne Hotel after sipping on champagne all afternoon with my friends.” 
 
    “I do look eighteen,” Lizzie said. “Mammy said so last week.” 
 
    “Your mother is blind as a bat.” 
 
    “She is not.” 
 
    “Cop on, Lizzie,” Mary said. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll let you fix me up too.” 
 
    “We need kohl, then,” Mary said. “To define our eyes. Older girls always wear it on nights out.” 
 
    “I haven’t two pence to my name.” 
 
    “We’ll use some from the fireplace, then,” Mary said. 
 
    “That’s not right.” 
 
    “Who’s going to tell the difference?” Mary asked. “My older sister does it all the time.” 
 
    “We should have rouge on our cheeks, too,” Lizzie said. “Only I haven’t got any.” 
 
    “Mammy had some,” Mary said. “I’ll sift through her old things in the trunk Da keeps under his bed.” 
 
    “You know what else we need?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lizzie pulled at the skirt of her blue dress. Dull colored. Fabric worn. Hem frayed where it dragged the ground. “New dresses.” 
 
    “What are you on about? New dresses?” Mary honked out a laugh. An elderly woman shuffling along with a cane glared at her beneath thick wrinkles. “If we can’t afford charcoal for our eyes, how are we going to pay for a pair of dresses?” 
 
    Lizzie smiled. “I know just what to do.” 
 
    They took another step toward home. Just then, the city began to writhe and twist like an angry snake and Ren slipped from Lizzie’s body and fell into a swirl of color, her whole being racing toward her present life. With a clunk, she landed back in the chair in Peter’s kitchen. She blinked out at Alfie, hands wrapped around the back of a chair across the table, and then at Peter, still seated beside her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. Her skin itched as she adjusted to being back in her body again. 
 
    “See,” Peter said. “I told you she’d be fine.” 
 
    “I still don’t trust you,” Alfie said to Peter. 
 
    “Sun’s going down,” Peter said, ignoring him. “You two should get home.” 
 
    “Just one more regression,” she said, nearly out of breath, reaching for the tin again, needing to see what became of Lizzie. Peter snatched it away from her and pushed the lid down tightly. She frowned. “Hey.” 
 
    “It’s late,” he said. 
 
    “We just got here.” 
 
    “No,” Alfie said. “We’ve been here for two hours.” 
 
    Ren looked to Peter for explanation. “Regression time varies. It doesn’t seem to abide by the laws of time.” 
 
    “Clearly.” She glanced at the tea tin, feeling the pull of the tooth inside. “I’m just so curious about what happens to her. Charlotte lived during the middle of the war. It wasn’t uncommon to die the way she did. But Lizzie’s just a girl, living in a city, chasing boys with her friend. How does she die?” 
 
    Peter stood, sliding the tin can next to larger canisters that once held sugar and flour on the counter by the sink. It looked like something ordinary among them. Not at all special. He turned back, leaning against the edge of the counter. 
 
    “I’m not telling. You’ll have to find out yourself,” Peter said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “We better go,” Alfie said, stepping into the dark hallway. 
 
    Ren stood up and began to button up her jean jacket. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow, Peter?” 
 
    “Yes.” He took a long stride and grabbed her upper arm tightly. He pressed his lips close to her ear. So close she could feel the warmth of his breath curl around her skin. “Leave the watch dog at home, okay?” 
 
    She should have jerked away. Rolled her eyes. Stood up for her friend. But she didn’t. Instead, a blush spread over her cheeks and she couldn’t help but be hyper-aware of Peter’s hand on her arm. She nodded absently and said, “Okay.” 
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    THE NEXT DAY AFTER SCHOOL, she was pulling her bike from the rack near the front of the building when the front doors stuttered open and a streak of tropical colors, khaki, and bleach blonde hair buzzed into the harsh sunlight. Ren’s hands stilled on her bike. Her heart sank deep in her chest. 
 
    “Are you sneaking off to Peter’s without me?” Alfie asked. 
 
    Judging from the tone of his voice Ren couldn’t tell if he was hurt or not bothered at all. Knowing how Alfie felt about Peter, she would bet he was bothered. If she ditched him for Peter, she’d never hear the end of it. He’d pout for days. Claim she didn’t respect his opinion. Blah, blah, blah. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to Peter’s, actually,” she said. 
 
    “Oh?” Alfie cocked his head to the side. “Are you done with your little experiments?” 
 
    “I’m just not in the mood today.” 
 
    “Your tutor won’t be happy about that,” he said. 
 
    “He’ll get over it,” she said, but already she could feel the pull of the relic. It made her fingers itch, her heart pound. She longed to touch Lizzie’s tooth. To escape to Dublin. Plus, she wanted to see Peter again. She knew he’d be in better form without Alfie there to set him off like a landmine. But she knew she’d have to hang with Alf for a few hours, play the part. “Do you want to do something?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “We could comb through Richard’s. Like old times.” 
 
    “By old times you mean like last week?” 
 
    She swung a leg over the cruiser’s worn saddle. “You coming or what?” 
 
    Alfie unlocked his bike from the rack, climbed on, and began to pedal. They took off across the teacher’s parking lot and rode the white line on the side of the street until the asphalt turned to red brick and the paint disappeared. A few blocks later, they rolled into downtown Wynn and headed straight to the antique shop. 
 
    The door to Richard’s chimed, and the man himself poked his head around the stacks of magazines on the counter. Richard frowned, furrowed his unruly grey eyebrows, and refocused his energy on gluing the head onto a Hummel figurine, which was missing several important body parts. 
 
    “Anything new, Richard?” Ren asked. 
 
    “I got my hair cut,” he grumbled, wiping his completely bald head with his palm. 
 
    “You don’t have any hair,” she said. “I meant did you get anything new in the shop?” 
 
    Richard grumbled something indiscernible and waved a hand to a shelf across the room. They walked to it and began to dig through ceramic figurines, porcelain tea cups, and old toys from the fifties and sixties. 
 
    “He’s cheery today,” Alfie said sarcastically. 
 
    “Isn’t he always?” Ren fastened a small tiara littered with a display of glass diamonds to her head. She found a cigarette holder, sans cigarette, near the tiara and put it in her mouth. She pulled a stuffed, black cat from a shelf above and gazed up at Alfie with her best haughty look. “Who am I?” 
 
    “Cruella Deville?” he guessed. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Imagine the cat is orange.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Orange cat,” she said. “Tiara. Cigarette holder.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see all of that.” 
 
    “Think old.” 
 
    Alfie’s eyes ignited. “Oh. Mrs. Keegan.” 
 
    Ren’s mouth dropped open. “The high school Spanish teacher? That Mrs. Keegan?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alfie said. 
 
    “No.” Ren slapped his arm. “I’m from a movie, you idiot.” 
 
    “Mrs. Hannigan?” Alfie asked. Ren shook her head. “Mrs. Doubtfire?” 
 
    “Alfie.” She clenched her teeth so hard it hurt her jaw. “Use your head.” 
 
    “Um,” he looked her up and down, then shrugged. “I give up.” 
 
    She tossed the cigarette holder back on the shelf. “I was Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.” 
 
    “Roman Holiday has always been my favorite Hepburn,” Alfie said, turning over a statuette of an ancient Egyptian with only one arm intact. 
 
    She scrunched up her nose. “I could have sworn your favorite was Breakfast, because of the writer.” 
 
    “It’s definitely up there on the list,” Alfie said. “But, no.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly have access to a moped and a cone of gelato, so…” She moved down the aisle. Fished through a small pile of objects that consisted of a porcelain plate with Elvis Presley’s face on it, a few wrinkled handkerchiefs and a gold pocket watch. An intricate Celtic knot was engraved into the cover. She clicked it open. The face was in pristine condition. Shimmering marble with gold Roman numerals. She immediately thought of Peter and his wall of clocks. She bet he would go crazy for it. 
 
    “Richard,” came a familiar voice down the back hallway. 
 
    Ren froze. Her hand curled around the pocket watch, her heart beating thick in her palm, drumming against the metal. 
 
    Meredith. 
 
    Ren had never seen her stepmother give Richard’s Antiques a second glance, let alone step foot inside the shop. Ren grabbed Alfie by the shirt sleeve and dragged him behind the shelf with her. She ducked down so that only her eyes peeked out over the top of the antiques. 
 
    “What is it?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Shh,” Ren said as Meredith click-clacked into view, her blonde curls bobbling. 
 
    “I’m going now,” Meredith said, stopping in front of the counter to talk to Richard. 
 
    “I bet they’re lovers,” Alfie whispered. Ren punched him in the arm. Twice. 
 
    “You’re sick,” she said. 
 
    “Did everything work out okay for you?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Meredith said, reaching into her purse. She snapped open her wallet and slid Richard a one-hundred-dollar bill. “It was perfect.” 
 
    “What is she paying him for?” Ren whispered. 
 
    “I told you,” Alfie began, but Ren glared at him and cracked her knuckles. That shut him up. 
 
    “Same time tomorrow?” Richard asked. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Meredith said, then started toward the door. “Goodbye, Richard.” 
 
    “Later days,” Richard said, then set back to work immediately on his Hummel. 
 
    When the bell on the door clanged and a flash of Meredith’s curls whisked past the front window, Ren stepped out from behind the shelf. She marched straight up to the counter. 
 
    “What was that?” she demanded. 
 
    “What was what?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Why was Meredith here?” 
 
    Alfie shuffled up beside her. As she and Richard conversed, she caught Alfie in the peripheral vision of her good eye twisting his head back and forth, between them, like a tennis match. 
 
    “No reason,” Richard said. He pointed to the pocket watch curled into Ren’s fist. “Are you gonna pay for that?” 
 
    Ren put the watch on the counter and gave Richard a wrinkled twenty-dollar-bill. She kept on about Meredith. “She paid you one-hundred-dollars, Rich. There must be a reason.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Richard said. He handed her a receipt, no change. She slid the watch into the pocket of her jean jacket. 
 
    “She’s my stepmom. She’s technically family,” she said. “So, it is my business.” 
 
    “It’s confidential,” Richard said. “Family or not.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Sorry, kid. I took an oath.” 
 
    “An antique keeper’s oath?” she asked. “Customer-owner confidentiality or some bullshit like that?” 
 
    “Watch your language,” Richard said. “Other customers could be browsing. They don’t want to hear your filthy mouth.” 
 
    “Come on, Rich,” she said. “Why was Meredith coming in the back door?” 
 
    “She wasn’t coming in the back door,” he said. “She was coming up from the basement.” 
 
    Ren grinned, ear to ear. “What was she doing down there?” 
 
    Richard shook his bald head. “I ain’t saying another word.” 
 
    “You can trust me,” she said. 
 
    The old man was silent. He adjusted his glasses and drew a thin line of super glue around the break in the broken Hummel’s arm. 
 
    “Richard,” she pried. 
 
    Richard started to whistle. It was a tune she didn’t recognize. Sounded jazzy. He pressed the detached, ceramic arm against the glue, not uttering a word. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Don’t tell me. I’ll just go down there myself.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Richard said. 
 
    “Okay.” Ren spun on the heel of her tatty combat boot and walked down the hall toward the basement door. Alfie followed her. 
 
    “Say hello to Vinny for me,” Richard said. 
 
    “Who is Vinny?” Ren asked. 
 
    “The basement ghost,” Richard said. 
 
    “There’s a ghost down there?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “He’s lying,” Ren said, although her heart gave a little kick at the thought of encountering some ghostly figure called Vinny. 
 
    “Good luck,” Richard said. “He likes the young ones.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes and opened the door to the basement. The wooden steps were stripped almost completely of their old grey paint, only a few flecks of color remained. The stairs descended into a dark, dank abyss. Ren sank onto the first step. It creaked so loudly she froze for a moment before climbing onto the next one. 
 
    “Get the light, will you?” she asked Alfie. 
 
    He flicked it on. A dim, yellow glow appeared below. Long, black shadows materialized over the floor. Twisted and warped. What did Richard keep in the basement? And why was Meredith creeping around down there? With each step, Ren came closer to answers. Or so she thought. 
 
    At the bottom of the steps Ren’s shoulders drooped. The room was the size of a walk-in closet. No bigger than ten feet by ten feet. The shadows belonged to a tall grandfather clock, carved out of oak and pushed against the far wall. The long, golden pendulum swung steadily, while the gears clacked loudly inside the frame. 
 
    “Maybe she’s fixing it?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Since when does Meredith fix clocks?” 
 
    “Maybe she comes down here to do yoga then,” Alfie said. “There’s enough space.” 
 
    “Meredith’s never done yoga in her life,” she said, drawing closer to the clock. 
 
    She ran a hand along the edge of the frame. Her palm slid over three small hinges. She drew a line across to the other side. Halfway up the frame was a pair of metal eyelets, a padlocked looped through. She yanked on the lock. It didn’t budge. She pressed her face to the glass, but other than the shiny metal of the pendulum, she could see nothing. It was completely dark. 
 
    “What is it?” Alfie asked. “What’s up with the lock?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, pulling her face away from the glass. “But whatever Meredith’s doing involves the inside of this clock. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” 
 
    Ren gazed up at the clock face. Behind each number, painted into frosted glass, was a phase of the moon. The twelve was a new moon, a hollow circle indicating it. The rest of the moons waxed and waned to and from the bulging, full moon at the six. She shook her head, wondering what Meredith might possibly be doing with such a thing. Ren took a step back. “I don’t have the slightest idea.” 
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    THE LINE TO ORDER AT Roast was a long ribbon of townies. Crusty, grey-bearded farmers in overalls, tight-bunned Mommies in yoga pants with toddlers propped on their nonexistent hips, loud, wily teenagers from Ren’s school, hunch-backed old ladies, dressed to the nines, young men, covered in dust from a hard day’s work at the wheat mill on the north side of town. Coffee has no boundaries. It is a drink for all. And in Wynn, the only place to get your fix was at Roast. 
 
    With her hand concealed inside her jacket pocket, Ren clicked open and closed the pocket watch she’d just bought for Peter. She had tucked the watch out of sight as soon as she’d paid for it before Alfie could get too close a look and start asking questions. She tried to imagine Peter’s face when she finally gave him the watch. Subdued, but happy. Pleased, but hiding it. She couldn’t wait to show him. Wished she could ditch Alfie and pedal over to the old Johnson place right then. But it would only cause trouble with Alf. 
 
    A family with a litter of children peeled away from the counter and the line shuffled forward. Alfie pulled out the paperback book he always kept curled in the back pocket of his khaki shorts and fanned through the pages until he found his place. Ren’s good eye focused on the cover: A swirl of muted, rainbow tones surrounding a cartoonish sphynx. Justine, the title was, by Lawrence Durrell. 
 
    “I thought you hated that author?” Ren asked, recalling a conversation they’d had in Richard’s the winter before, the day they’d discovered a trunk full of books in a remote section of the shop. 
 
    “I don’t hate him,” Alfie said, not taking his eyes off the page. 
 
    “Yeah-huh,” Ren said. “You called him self-indulgent. Flowery. You said Ernest Hemingway’s hefty prose could crush Lawrence Durrell’s with a pinky finger of pressure.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating.” Alfie licked the tip of his finger and turned the page. “I never said that.” 
 
    “Look, it’s okay if you want to own up to the fact that you made a mistake,” Ren said. “You wouldn’t be the only one to admit your first impression was wrong.” 
 
    “Mhhh,” Alfie hummed. 
 
    She expelled a forceful breath and splayed her palm over the open book. “Are you even listening to me?” 
 
    Alfie jerked the book away from her. Kept reading. “To be honest, I’ve learned to tune you out.” 
 
    She punched Alfie’s shoulder. “Asshole.” 
 
    The door to Roast chimed and Scary Larry wandered inside, sliding his clunky goggles from his eyes to his forehead with bony fingers that were thrust through fingerless, leather gloves. Ren pictured him, eyes wide, mouth pried open—the look he’d had when she’d lifted him into the air with her mind. 
 
    “What?” Alfie asked, turning just as Scary Larry locked eyes on Ren. The tile screamed obnoxiously beneath Larry’s tennis shoes as he turned and darted back out the door as quickly as he could, as if the entrance to the outside world was a portal about to snap closed at any moment. 
 
    “What a pussy,” Ren muttered. 
 
    “It’s good he’s afraid of you,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Yeah?” Ren asked, watching the last of Scary Larry whir up the sidewalk. 
 
    “It means he won’t talk about what you did to him,” Alfie said. “Anyone else would have told someone. Take Garret Callahan for example—” 
 
    Ren’s nose wrinkled. “You mean Garret Monahan?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Alfie said. “Take Garret for example. He would have told someone he knew, who would have blabbed to the biggest gossip in school, who would have lit the news on fire and burnt you to the ground. Trust me, Larry and his loner ways are what you want. The only living thing he’s probably told is the stray cat that lives in his trailer park.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ren said, a sly grin tugging on the edges of her lips. “I bet that cat has told everyone in town by now.” 
 
    “Probably,” Alfie said. “You should probably move to a new city.” 
 
    “Or a different country.” 
 
    “Or have a plastic surgeon craft you a new face,” Alfie said. A laugh escaped Ren. The kind of surprised laughter only best friends can conjure. It filled her with an instant warmth. 
 
    Then, the cashier called, “Next,” and the feeling was gone. 
 
    Alfie patted Ren on the shoulder with his paperback and took a step toward the dining room. “Order me a mocha. I’ll find us a table.” 
 
    Ren nodded and stepped up to the edge of the steel countertop, covered with glass cake stands, stuffed with an assortment of muffins, croissants, and sugar-flecked scones. A bushel of frizzy, dishwater blonde hair popped up from below the counter. It was Alice Martin, dowel rod-thin, wearing a loose, green scoop neck t-shirt beneath her stained, black Roast apron. Alice hauled a bundle of napkins out from under the cash register and plopped them onto the counter. When she saw Ren, she smiled wide. 
 
    “Hey,” Alice said. 
 
    “Hey,” Ren returned. “I didn’t know you were working today.” 
 
    Ren liked the days Alice worked. She always comped her coffee or threw in a free scone. Not that their acquaintanceship was dependent on the freebies, but it helped Ren not want to roll her eyes at Alice every time she mentioned her Shih-tzu, which was fairly often. Ren and Alice had very little in common, but what they did—both of them farm kids—gave them an instant connection. That and Alice hadn’t succumbed to the popularity plague most girls with her pretty face had. Ren blamed the hair. It was like a sheep had been stitched to Alice’s scalp, dampened, and then allowed to air dry in a tropical climate. 
 
    “What can I get you?” Alice asked. 
 
    “I’ll have a vat of black coffee, no cream, no sugar, and a medium mocha, extra whip,” Ren said. “Alfie would go ballistic without his whipped cream.” 
 
    Alice swallowed loudly before slowly punching Ren’s order into the register. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Nope,” Ren said. 
 
    “How about a muffin?” Alice asked. “On the house?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ren said, as Alice moved toward one of the glass stands with a pair of tongs. “How about lemon poppyseed?” 
 
    “Those are my favorite,” Alice said. 
 
    “Alfie’s too.” 
 
    The tongs clanged against the glass as Alice tried to grab the last lemon poppyseed muffin. She didn’t look at Ren as she spoke. Just kept watching the tongs dart around towers of blueberry and chocolate chip muffins. “You know, if you ever need to talk about anything, I’m here.” 
 
    A cold rush washed over Ren. She thought of Scary Larry. Was Alfie wrong? Had he told someone what he saw? It was only a matter of time before everyone in Wynn knew about Ren. About her being a Discentem. About the experiments. “Why? What did you hear?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no,” Alice said, knocking a chocolate chip muffin onto its side. She finally grabbed the lemon poppyseed and dropped it onto a plate. “I haven’t heard anything. I just meant if you need to talk, you know, as friends. I’d be willing to listen.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve been meaning to get back to you about the horse-riding thing,” Ren said, slowly deflating from her influx of panic. Clearly, Alice was just suggesting they talk in a girly way. In a hang out, paint nails, eat ice cream from the tub, gossip over a chick flick kind of way. Something Ren wasn’t used to with Alfie. “I’ve just been busy. Maybe in the next week or so?” 
 
    Alice slid the muffin toward Ren. “It’s not a big deal. Whenever you want. I just wanted you to know that I’m here. Any time, any thing. You can confide in me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ren muttered as Alice filled a white, ceramic mug, that might as well have been a bowl, with drip coffee. As Alice wrestled the pump pot, Ren pecked at her free muffin. The sour, yet sweet, taste of the baked good melted on her tongue. She barely chewed, barely swallowed, then went in for a bigger bite. With the line still long behind Ren, Alice quickly handed Ren her black coffee before grabbing a second mug to start Alfie’s mocha. 
 
    Ren stared down at her drink. Its surface was smooth, like polished black onyx. She could make out her reflection perfectly. The curve of her long neck. The ratty, fly-away hairs sticking out of her pony-tail. She blinked and another reflection appeared in the coffee. Someone so close Ren could feel the heat rising off of their body. At first, she suspected it might be Peter, but when she whipped her head around, she was surprised to look into the face of a stranger. A woman with eyes so light they almost glowed. Ren stumbled away from the woman. 
 
    “Pardon me,” the woman said, her accent prim, unmistakably British. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Ren said sharply. “I just didn’t expect you to be that close.” 
 
    “My apologies,” the woman said, her lips twitching. They reminded Ren of a dog on the verge of snarling. A sputter of the jaw. A twitch of the nose. Ren waited for the woman to bare her teeth. “I just couldn’t stay away. I had to see you up close.” 
 
    A bite of muffin caught in Ren’s throat. She coughed. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You’re such a pretty girl,” the woman said, dragging her fingers through Ren’s pony-tail. They caught on a knot, but that didn’t stop the woman. She tugged sharply and kept sliding her fingers down. Ren flinched at her touch. 
 
    “Okay, you need to back off,” Ren said, thinking only of the Rogue Auxilium wanting to kill her. Was this woman one of them? 
 
    The woman’s lips stopped twitching and morphed into a smile. The woman’s eyes were stiff, though. Not at all reflecting happiness. “Sorry, love. I just couldn’t—you really are remarkable, aren’t you?” 
 
    The whipped cream canister hissed as Alice swirled a cone of white on top of Alfie’s mocha. She pushed it next to Ren’s black coffee. “Here’s the second drink.” 
 
    “How much do I owe you?” Ren didn’t turn away from the woman. Not even as she pulled the drinks and the muffin into her arms. 
 
    “On me,” Alice said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ren muttered as she backed slowly away from the counter, from the woman. Ren made her way to where Alfie sat in the front corner of the shop, right beside the window. His face was still shoved in his wrinkled paperback. 
 
    Ren dumped the dishes onto the tabletop. “Trade places with me.” 
 
    Alfie held a finger above the top of his book. One beat. Two beats. Ren tapped her foot against the black and white checked linoleum, scuffed in every place imaginable. She glanced back at the woman, who was talking to Alice at the counter. Her silver eyes flashed toward Ren. 
 
    Ren grunted. “Alf.” 
 
    “Shh,” he said. His eyes wriggled from side to side as he tracked the story to the bottom margins. Then, he dog-eared the bottom corner, closed the book, and looked up at her. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to sit there,” she said, tugging on his shirt sleeve. 
 
    “Why?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “That woman,” Ren said, nodding behind her. “She’s freaking me out.” 
 
    “You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    “Shut up and move,” Ren said. 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that you’re bossy?” 
 
    “Once or twice. Now, move,” Ren said. She latched onto Alfie’s elbow and dragged him out of his chair. 
 
    “Jesus, Ren,” Alfie said as he tumbled into the chair opposite. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    Ren slid into the space Alfie had occupied and stared at the woman. She had a palm pilot pulled from the leather purse looped around her arm. Her back was turned, her black bob concealing all of her facial features. 
 
    “See that lady?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Who?” Alfie craned his neck, his head pinging this way and that. Ren leaned across the small table and pointed toward the woman. Alfie’s head stopped moving. “Ah, I see. What about her?” 
 
    “She’s creepy as all get out.” 
 
    “She looks decent.” 
 
    “She was breathing down my neck,” Ren said. “And she’s not from here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “How do you not know?” Ren asked. “Look at her shoes—designer. And that haircut? No salon within thirty miles of Wynn can make your hair look that silky and smooth. Her accent didn’t fit either. She’s British.” 
 
    “Okay?” Alfie said slowly. “Still doesn’t mean she’s creepy.” 
 
    Ren set her lips in a hard line, then took a long sip of her coffee. “I’m telling you, Alfie. I’m telling you.” 
 
    “You think she’s an Auxilium?” he asked at a whisper. 
 
    “I think there’s a good chance she is,” Ren said. “Mark my words, she’s not human.” 
 
    “Shh,” Alfie said, swiveling back around. “Don’t say that too loud.” 
 
    Ren’s whole body stiffened as the woman grabbed her paper cup of coffee from Alice and turned to leave. Ren held a breath as she watched the woman weave through the dwindling line of townies and push through the front door. The woman paused just long enough to glance over at Ren. Her expression was blank, but her eyes were white-hot. Then, she was gone. Stalking down the sidewalk. Crossing the street. Passing out of sight. Ren breathed. 
 
    “Holy shit that was close,” Ren said. 
 
    “Was it though?” Alfie asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I believe Peter when he says there are Auxilium after you, but not every out-of-towner wants to harm you.” 
 
    “She ran her fingers through my hair.” 
 
    “Maybe she was trying to brush it?” 
 
    “Alfie, be serious,” Ren said. “That’s creepy.” 
 
    “Still,” he said, “It doesn’t mean she wants to hurt you.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Ren asked. 
 
    Alfie took a drink of his mocha, the whipped cream lingering on his upper lip for a moment before he wiped it away with the back of his hand. He sighed and said, “I guess I don’t.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    She sipped at her coffee. Carved a few hunks out of the muffin with her fingers. As Alfie started to ramble on about some book he had read the week before, Ren only half-listened, keeping her good eye trained on the street. Waiting for the woman to appear again. For her silvery eyes to catch Ren’s. Just thinking about it set spider-like creepers crawling over Ren’s skin. 
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    THAT NIGHT, REN WATCHED THE silver and blue light from her TV scribble over the popcorn ceiling from where she laid on her bed, her head where her feet should have been. Something tapped against her window. She sat up on her elbows. Squinted into the darkness with her good eye. Crouching on the roof was the unmistakable, curly-topped head of Peter. His canvas jacket was zipped to his chin and, when she moved to open the window, half of his smile was concealed by the fabric. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Ren whispered. She shivered in nothing but the knee-length t-shirt she wore for pajamas. She racked her brain for reasons Peter would be outside of her bedroom window. Then, the ghoulish face of the woman she encountered at Roast popped into her head. “Seriously, why are you here? What’s wrong? Are you alright? Am I in danger?” 
 
    Peter laughed through his teeth, a cross between a sigh and a bouncing hiss. “Nothing’s wrong. I was coming to check on you. Why’d you stand me up this afternoon?” 
 
    Ren shook her head. “Alfie.” 
 
    “Ever thought of burning the parasite off of you?” 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “He’s like family.” 
 
    The wind whipped up then and Ren tucked her elbows and part of her arms inside the floppy sleeves of her t-shirt. She bounced on her toes to try and keep warm. Kansas weather was never predictable. Sometimes, the middle of October felt like the middle of June, but other times, like that night, it felt like Christmas was knocking on the door. So cold it bit out any warmth from the flesh. 
 
    “Are you going to come in? Or are we both going to freeze to death?” Ren asked. 
 
    “I was waiting for an invitation,” Peter said. 
 
    “When have I ever given off an air of formality?” she asked, stepping aside so Peter could wriggle through the open window. As soon as he was inside, she jumped on the glass and practically slammed it shut. “I hate the cold.” 
 
    She turned back to Peter, who was standing near her bed in the center of her bedroom, staring up at the different stages of her life bolted, sticky tacked, and taped to the soft pink color of her walls. Posters of early punk bands. The cracked-wood shelf occupied by her antique gravy boat collection, gleaming in the light of the television. A porcelain doll that had sat on top of her dresser for as long as she could remember. The doll, like the wall color, was the work of her long-forgotten mother. 
 
    Ren folded her arms over her chest and watched Peter as his head continued to swivel like a kid watching a firework show. No one besides her family or Alfie had ever been in her bedroom before. Peter was the first outsider. Watching him study her bedroom like that felt like someone was dragging a knife down her stomach, peeling her skin back to see what writhed beneath. 
 
    “Seriously, the New York Dolls?” Peter pointed to a wrinkled poster of the band tacked to her closet door. “Didn’t they kind of suck?” 
 
    “They were revolutionary for the punk movement,” she said. “They were so loud, so weird, so, so terrible that they carved a path for everyone else. People looked at those guys in their drag on stage and thought, ‘if they can do it, so can we.’” 
 
    Peter turned slowly on his heel. “I’m more of a classical guy myself.” 
 
    “Classic Rock?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Classical. Like Bach and Beethoven.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have pegged you for the type.” 
 
    “I’m ancient, remember?” He rummaged around in his pocket. 
 
    “I keep forgetting,” she said. “I feel like you’re sixteen, like me.” 
 
    “Do you wish I was sixteen?” He pulled out his cigarette case and popped a smoke in his mouth. He produced his zippo lighter next. 
 
    “You can’t smoke in here,” she said, ripping the cigarette from his lips. 
 
    Peter smirked and held out his hand. “Give it back.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She took a step away from him and he advanced toward her. With every step backward, came a step forward. A game of checkers. Ren continued toward her desk in the corner, where her jean jacket was draped over the simple, wooden chair. Peter reached for the cigarette, but she tucked both of her hands behind her back. With a final step, she was pressed against the desk chair, the denim collar of her jacket rough against her hands. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” she said, pulling at the fabric of the jacket so the pocket rose up to her hand. “If you can guess which fist has the cigarette, you can have it back.” 
 
    Peter shook his head, but a hint of a smile crept over his cheeks. “Silly girl.” 
 
    “Trust me. You can’t lose,” she said as she silently dug around the jacket pocket and curled the pocket watch she’d bought at Richard’s that afternoon into her left fist. “Go on.” 
 
    In the dim light, Peter stood with the toes of his boots pressed lightly against her bare feet. She watched his dark eyes as they studied her own. She hoped he wasn’t staring at the blind one. Most people can hide their imperfections under makeup or clothing, but a misshapen pupil from her failed eye surgery wasn’t something she could easily cover up. Just as she was about to be overwhelmed by a flashback of the car accident, Peter kept her grounded in the present. 
 
    “This one,” Peter said as his forefinger brushed her right arm. The sensation sent shivers up her back. 
 
    “Let’s see,” she said. 
 
    “No, wait,” he said and brushed along her left arm. She held her breath at his touch. Her heart beat like a boxer’s gloved fist in her chest. Peter smiled, his eyes shrinking with the rise of his cheeks. “I changed my mind. This one.” 
 
    “You think so?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” she asked. “You’re not going to change it again?” 
 
    “Come on, now, Ren.” 
 
    She shrugged, then pulled her left arm out from behind her back. The television light gleamed against the gold of the pocket watch she held between their chests. She pressed down on the top of the watch and it opened, revealing its intricate face. 
 
    “Unless I’m mistaken,” Peter said, his voice nothing but a cavernous whisper, “That is not a cigarette.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered back. “It’s not. I found it today in the antique store. I know how obsessed you are with clocks. I thought you might like one to keep close.” 
 
    “You got this for me?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. The knife she imagined before was back, splitting her open even more. “You know. As a thank you for helping me.” 
 
    Peter chuckled. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “Is it stupid? It’s stupid.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” he said. He took it from her hand, his fingers lingering on her palm for a second longer than she’d expected. He closed the watch and rubbed the engraving on the outside. “It’s just that no one’s ever gotten me a gift like this before. No one’s given me a gift, period.” 
 
    “Not even for your birthday?” she asked. 
 
    “To have a birthday, you have to first be born, but I was never born,” he said. “One day, I just came to be.” 
 
    “Happy existence day to you,” she began to sing. “Happy existence day to Peter.” 
 
    “Stop,” he said, resting his thumb on her lips. “You’re a god-awful singer.” 
 
    She laughed, the vibrations rattling against Peter’s thumb and buzzing against her lips. As if he wasn’t close enough, Peter leaned in. His fine features blurred in her vision. She could smell peppermint and cigarettes. She could feel the warmth radiating off his shoulders and chest. He moved his thumb slowly from her mouth, and replaced it with his lips. They were soft, gentle, like tiny, little pillows pressed delicately against hers. It was her first kiss, if you don’t count the peck on the corner of her lips Alfie gave her in fourth grade, which she didn’t, because she had broken his nose with her fist just after. Peter’s kiss wasn’t childish, though. It was real. Warm and fulfilling. Then, it was over. 
 
    “Thank you for the watch,” he said. “Really, thank you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t show up this afternoon,” she whispered, returning to his first question. “I really couldn’t get away.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, pulling something from his pocket. The rusted tea tin. He shook it and Lizzie’s tooth rattled inside. “That’s why I’m here now.” 
 
    Still so near to her, Peter peeled the cap off the tin and held it between them. The tooth radiated with the incredible rainbow light it had the day before. She wondered if that’s what her soul looked like. A dismantled sphere of pulsating, living color. 
 
    She looked up at Peter, then back down at the tooth. With her toes draped over the tops of his shoes and his face so close all she had to do was flinch and her lips would be on his, she didn’t want to leave him, but Lizzie was waiting for her on the other side. Her soul was begging to be pieced back together. With a deep breath, she reached into the canister and barely brushed the tooth with the tip of her finger. 
 
    Everything began to spin. 
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    SHE FELT HER HEARTBEAT FIRST, thrumming hard and fast, like a marching band’s drumline passing close by. Her vision slowly adjusted to Lizzie’s world. A distant chatter. Mary’s breathing on the back of her neck. A bobbin rattling in the keyhole of a door at the back of a Georgian house on Sackville Street. It belonged to a high-society family, one who hadn’t floated among the others and flooded to the suburbs. 
 
    “Where are we?” Mary whispered. 
 
    Lizzie turned the bobbin gingerly to the left, then the right. She wriggled it up and down. “Mr. and Mrs. William Doherty’s city dwelling.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I used to come here a few times a week when I was a messenger,” she said. Before they started cutting back on the number of messengers around the city that is. “I remember they had a daughter a year or two older than us.” 
 
    “We’re going to rob her wardrobe?” 
 
    “Borrow,” she said. The lock finally clicked and she turned the knob. “Without returning the dresses, of course.” 
 
    “You’re mental,” Mary said. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” Lizzie asked, swinging open the door to the basement. All was dark and cool from the constant damp. 
 
    “No,” said Mary, dropping her voice to a whisper. “But won’t they catch us?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” Lizzie said. 
 
    “Then nothing will be left.” 
 
    “Not gone, gone,” she said. “They’re at their summer home in County Mayo. They go every year.” 
 
    “And the scullery maids?” Mary asked. 
 
    “They go along,” she said. “The Dohertys cannot be expected to cook and clean for themselves.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mary said, trying her hand at the more refined accent of the aristocrats. “That would be preposterous.” 
 
    Lizzie laughed and stepped into the basement. “Still, let’s be swift.” 
 
    They tip-toed through the basement and up the stairwell to the ground floor of the house. Lavish settees trimmed in stained, pinewood were sprinkled around the sitting room. Across the corridor, in the dining room, was a hutch filled with crystal bowls and plates, all decorative, of course. 
 
    “Wouldn’t they have covered the furniture?” Mary asked. “Wealthy folks always cover their furniture when they go away.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    Mary shrugged. “It’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    They started up the main staircase that led to the upper floors. The banister was shiny, all of the spindles intact, unlike the one falling apart in their building on Henrietta. 
 
    On the first floor a square of open space was surrounded by two closed doors and a room between, with the door cracked open, revealing a library. As Mary poked her head into the rooms shut out of view, Lizzie peered through the gap and into the library. She had never seen so many colorful book spines in her life. Mary tugged silently at her shoulder—no luck—and the girls kept moving to the second floor, where every single door was shut. 
 
    “Do you think her bedroom is on the third?” Mary asked. 
 
    “In the nurseries?” 
 
    “Just a thought,” Mary said. 
 
    “We’ll just have to look inside.” Lizzie cautiously turned the doorknob on the room closest to the staircase. The curtains were drawn, making the room nearly pitch dark, but she could make out a writing desk in the corner, a wooden pipe propped near it. Unless Miss Doherty was a tobacco pipe smoker, she doubted that was her bedroom. 
 
    “Over here,” Mary said. 
 
    Lizzie dashed across the corridor and peeked through the door Mary held open. She gazed on a soft pink colored canopy bed with a china-face doll lying among the decorative pillows. A vanity was nearby with a few drawers laying open, a string of pearls draped over the edge of one. It had to belong to the daughter. No wife would leave her space in any kind of disarray, or keep a doll on the bed. 
 
    “Let’s take a peek in her wardrobe, shall we?” Lizzie pushed open the door and pulled the curtains open wide. A stream of sunlight washed over the room. She looked down at bustling Sackville Street: Women in their high-necked dresses and men in their tweed coats, weaving in and out of one another like her mother’s knitting yarn. 
 
    “Look at this loot,” Mary exclaimed. Lizzie whipped around. The Doherty girl had to own three dozen dresses, at least. “She won’t even miss one.” 
 
    “Good,” Lizzie said. “Because we need two.” 
 
    “Here,” Mary said, pulling out a salmon colored satin number. “Try this on.” 
 
    “I want to try on the black one,” Lizzie said, reaching out to stroke the fabric of the black sleeves. She twirled her fingers around its sleek, satin buttons. 
 
    “You’re not going to a funeral,” Mary said. 
 
    “Fine, then.” Her hand shivered down the length of the next one that appealed to her. “The indigo one.” 
 
    They tried on several dresses each, giggling as they laced each other up in them and strutted around the room. Mary, in a shining emerald green dress with delicate frills curling out from the high neck line, leaned dramatically against the wall, holding up a pen found on the nightstand as if it were a long, cigarette holder. 
 
    “I just think it’s ghastly,” Mary said, drawing out each word. 
 
    “Is it, so?” Lizzie asked, mimicking Mary’s accent. She came up beside her in the indigo dress she kept returning to again and again. The fabric was so silky and made her feel so sophisticated. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Mary said. “This little thing called living. C’est tragique.” 
 
    “At least we have good booze and nice company to ease the sorrow.” 
 
    “Right you are, darling,” Mary said. “Right you are.” 
 
    The front door slammed suddenly, shaking the entire house. Lizzie’s heart jumped and she and Mary exchanged a wide-eyed look. 
 
    “Shit,” Mary whispered. “I thought you said no one would be home.” 
 
    “I was sure they’d be gone.” 
 
    A man’s melodic whistle filled the house and, soon, heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs below. Mary squirmed next to Lizzie as she fumbled for the buttons on the back of the dress. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “Taking this off before whoever is whistling comes up and finds out what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Lizzie said. She kicked their ratty dresses underneath Miss Doherty’s bed and closed up the wardrobe. She glanced at the vanity and pulled the string of pearls from the drawer. She looped them around Mary’s neck. “Act naturally. I have a plan. Just follow along.” 
 
    “If I get arrested,” Mary grumbled. 
 
    “I can’t believe she wouldn’t tell us,” Lizzie said loudly, trying to keep up her posh accent. “Gone on holiday? Without even inviting us?” 
 
    “Wh-who’s there?” asked the whistling man. 
 
    Lizzie dragged Mary with her into the hallway and threw her head into the stairwell. “It’s Rebekah and Genevieve, of course. Who in heavens might you be?” 
 
    “We’ve never seen you before,” Mary added. 
 
    “I’m James,” said the man, tugging on the lapel of his jacket. “I’m a medical student at Trinity College. The Doherty’s are letting me rent a room while they’re on their holiday. Are you friends of Eva?” 
 
    “Come on,” Lizzie whispered to Mary, then started down the steps. To James she said, “Clearly we’re not the best of friends. She didn’t bother to tell us they were leaving for the countryside early.” 
 
    “They left last week,” James said. 
 
    “A shame we missed her,” Lizzie said. She elbowed Mary. 
 
    “A real shame, so it is,” Mary said, her accent wavering. 
 
    “Well,” Lizzie said, breezing past James. She knew if he looked too hard at her the only part of her that would indicate aristocracy was the stolen dress. “We won’t bother you any longer. Give our regards to Emma.” 
 
    “Eva,” James said. The girls yelped and broke into a sprint, flying through the front door and up the street. They ducked into the first alleyway they came across and caught their breath leaned against the broadside of a brick building. 
 
    Mary let out a cackle. “You were brilliant.” 
 
    “Up until the point I forgot the name of the girl,” Lizzie said, still breathless. 
 
    “Well,” Mary said, twirling in her new gown, “We got what we came for at least.” 
 
    Lizzie slung an arm around Mary’s shoulders as they started up the alley. They turned the corner onto a cobbled street. Lizzie glanced up at the chimney stacks atop the buildings rising up on either side of them. No smoke twirled out of them, but they soon grew foggy as Dublin faded away and Ren began to fall between lives, her skin numbing for a moment before she slammed back into her body. 
 
    Her eye caught sight of her room, beginning to tilt as she stumbled forward from where she was still standing in front her desk. Peter sprang out from the shadows and steadied her against his broad chest. She regained her balance, her foothold in the present. She tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “Does passing between lives get easier?” she asked. 
 
    Her body still felt like it was falling. It reminded her of the feeling she’d have after spending all day in the wave pool at the waterpark in Ponca City. Like she was still bobbing in the man-made waves even though she was sitting on solid ground somewhere far away. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never done it,” Peter said. He still had a hold of her shoulders even though she was standing just fine on her own. 
 
    “How long was I in the regression?” she asked. 
 
    “Forty minutes,” he said. 
 
    “You stood here this whole time with me?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I watched some of your movie. Found a couple of photo albums on the bottom shelf of your bedside table to thumb through. Did your homework.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “I was kidding about the homework part,” Peter said. 
 
    “Forty minutes is a long time to wait,” she said. She wondered how movies and pictures staved off boredom. 
 
    “You have no idea,” Peter said. 
 
    The room dropped into silence, apart from Ren and Peter’s collective breathing. She thought about stepping away from Peter, but there was nowhere to go. Not unless he moved first. She looked at him, then quickly looked away, because was staring at her too. His dark onyx eyes fixed on her face. A fist clenched around her heart. 
 
    She shifted back and forth from her right to her left foot in the small space between Peter and her desk. She took her chances and looked up at him again. Her heart: Clench, release, clench. 
 
    “Well?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “Well what?” Peter edged closer, forcing her to place her hands behind her on the surface of her desk. Why was he moving closer? Why was he still staring? Still looking at her so intensely? 
 
    “You’re staring,” she said. “And you’re standing, like, really close.” 
 
    “Am I?” He leaned toward her, his nose a sneeze away from touching her forehead. His voice dropped to a raspy whisper. “I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and scowled, but miles beneath the thick skin she’d been forming since forever, she was zero-gravity-light. She shook her head, hoping the jarring movement would nail her to the floor, but all it managed to do was shake a strand of her hair free. 
 
    She was about to tell him to back off, to stop being such a creep, but he found the lock of hair and brushed it behind her ear before she could even exhale. His fingertips grazed her jaw as he drew them away. They were quickly replaced by his lips. Softly, he kissed her chin. Her neck. The tip of her nose. A heat boiled up on her skin in the spots that he had touched. Her hands reached up for his chest, hot against her palms. Was this actually happening? Was Peter really kissing her again? Or was she in another regression? Locked in a past life she couldn’t quite differentiate from her present? 
 
    Then, his lips were on hers, his arms wrapping around her waist and she knew then it had to be real. 
 
    At first, the kiss was a soft, gentle brush, then they leaned into one another, their mouths parting slightly, and Peter’s kisses turned hungry. His lips were granite against hers. She threw her arms around his neck, ran her fingers unashamedly through the curls on the crown of his head. They were soft, like the velvet fur of a cat’s ear. 
 
    She froze suddenly, her ears perking back to the sound of a floorboard squeaking in the hallway. 
 
    Footsteps? 
 
    The heat that had been boiling up over the course of their impromptu make-out sesh, turned immediately to a cold sweat. 
 
    Peter stopped kissing her, pulled away, and asked, “What? What is it? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, breathless. “Sorry. It’s just—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought I heard something,” she whispered. 
 
    Still tangled in each other’s grasp, they stopped to listen for a noise in the hall. The farmhouse was so old, any slight movement would give someone away. Even the wind could not pass through unscathed. Though her breath was being harbored and her ears were on high-alert, she was fiercely aware that one of Peter’s hands was resting on the small of her back. That her fingers were still knotted in his hair. She realized then she had wanted to lose her fingers in those curls since the first time they met in Richard’s days ago. Days. Only a few days. How had they gone from being total strangers to full-on kissing in such a short amount of time? 
 
    “I think we’re okay,” Peter whispered. 
 
    She shook her head, breaking out of her own thoughts. “Probably just the house shifting.” 
 
    “I should probably go, though, huh?” Peter said, dragging a thumb up her spine, to the nape of her neck, and along her jaw. She nodded her head, but internally she was screaming, no, no, no. She knew she’d see Peter the next day and the day after that, but hours would pass before then. It would be enough time for him to wake up and realize she was just a silly, teenaged girl not worth pursuing. 
 
    Peter pecked a kiss on her lips and moved swiftly toward the window. He slid the pane up, letting in the cold night air, and climbed onto the roof. 
 
    “Peter wait,” she said, then planted her hands on either side of the window frame. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “I just—” She stuck her head out the window and kissed him. When she pulled away, he was smiling. “I just wanted to do that.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” he said. 
 
    He swiveled on the balls of his feet, facing the fields that sat somewhere in the dark beyond the house. He glanced over his shoulder, winked, and jumped off of the roof. Ren gasped as he dropped out of sight. She leaned out the window and craned her neck, hoping she wouldn’t see a limp body lying in the grass. 
 
    An explosion of silver pushed her back inside her room. She brought a hand up to shield her eye from the blinding pierce of the light that cut through the night sky. 
 
    Peter. 
 
    Before she could even begin to search for the outline of his Auxilium wings, the light zipped through the trees, across the fields, and he was gone. 
 
    She stood there, the chill of the air nipping at her exposed skin, for a long while, staring after a phantom gleam of silver that had long since faded. A gush of wind, its teeth bared, slapped her face and, finally, she closed the window and sank onto the edge of her bed. She touched her neck, her jaw, her lips. Every spot Peter had kissed. She could still feel the thickness of his lips on her skin. Her insides were soda pop-bubbly. The first thing she wanted to do was call Alfie, but she knew she couldn’t. That night wasn’t anything she could describe to Alfie. He wouldn’t understand. He would be upset. Betrayed. Besides, they were her memories of Peter, her thoughts, and they were hers alone. 
 
    The movie’s final scene faded to black on her television set, but she was too dazed to move, so she left the credits rolling and crawled under the bed covers. She laid on her side, facing her night stand. Her eye trailed down from the small, dark lamp to the tea tin that sat on photo albums Peter had unearthed, ones Grams had long since put together for her. 
 
    She propped herself on an elbow, tugged on the lamp chain, and stared down at the tea tin Peter accidentally left behind. 
 
    Without a second thought, she uncapped the tin and reached inside. The sharp, bottom of the tooth snipped at her fingertips. She pulled her hand away just as she was shot through the stream of colors and closed in on Lizzie Hyland. She slowly lost sense of herself and her time with Peter and woke up to a cacophony of sound around her. Ice in glasses. Stools screeching across the wooden floors. Big-bellied laughter. Her eyes slowly took in the Palace Bar, a narrow establishment that extended farther than one might expect. 
 
    Lizzie sat on a bar stool in one of Miss Eva Doherty’s finest dresses, sipping a gin and tonic. She twirled her drink so that the lime and lemon slices cycloned at the top. A man, long since forgotten, had bought her and Mary a drink before they even had to hunt for someone to ask. 
 
    “Must be the dresses,” Mary said when the drinks arrived. 
 
    Lizzie raised her glass and looked her friend in the eye. “Slainté.” 
 
    “Slainté,” Mary replied. They both took long, smooth sips. 
 
    Lizzie kept a shoulder turned toward the door, bolting upright every time someone walked in. It was the Friday night of the second week, when everyone in the city was paid their wages. The pub was packed with all sorts: Young and old men, some in tailored suits, others in their laborers’ clothes. Several women were there too, hanging on their husbands’ arms or flouncing around in too much makeup, looking for a bite. 
 
    A rush of fresh air funneled through the pub and Lizzie turned toward the door just as Michael, white shirt stained with sweat, one suspender hanging off his shoulder, drifted in with a group of other men his age. Lizzie sucked in a harsh breath and spun on her stool to face away from him. A blush creeped across her cheeks. 
 
    “Is one of them your man?” Mary asked, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    “Chestnut hair and green eyes,” Lizzie said. “Taller fella.” 
 
    “Jesus, Lizzie,” Mary said. “He’s absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    “Feck’s sake, Mary,” Lizzie muttered. “He’ll hear you.” 
 
    Mary elbowed Lizzie in the ribs. “Stop being so timid.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Here he comes,” Mary squealed, then buried her smile in her drink. 
 
    Lizzie glanced sideways as Michael stood at the bar beside her. He was so close she could smell the sweat of the day on him. His upper arm brushed hers as he leaned over the bar, waving down the barman. 
 
    “Y’alright?” asked the barman to Michael. 
 
    “A round of the black stuff for me and the lads,” Michael said. “Six in all.” 
 
    The barman nodded and disappeared down the row. Michael remained, waiting for his return. Lizzie was trying to think of something—anything—to say to him, when Mary stamped hard on her foot. 
 
    “Ouch,” she yelped. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Michael asked. She didn’t look at him. 
 
    “Grand.” 
 
    He held himself up on his elbow and looked her up and down. “What’s a couple of high-class girls like yous doing in a place like this on a night like tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe we’re just waiting for our fellas,” Mary said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Michael said. Lizzie could feel his eyes boring into her. She glanced up at him. They were packed into the bar so tightly his nose was inches from her temple. “But I doubt it.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Lizzie blurted out. 
 
    “If I had a girl like you, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight,” said Michael. 
 
    “That so?” Lizzie lifted her chin. Looked at him from the corner of her eye. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Lizzie.” 
 
    “Michael.” 
 
    “I—” She nearly added a ‘know’ to the end of that sentence, but caught herself. “I’m pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Would you care to dance?” he asked. 
 
    “What about your drinks?” 
 
    Michael waved to one of his friends, a shorter fellow with flame-red hair. He shuffled to the bar and clapped Michael on the shoulder. 
 
    “Needin’ my help with these girls here?” Michael’s friend asked. 
 
    “I’m going to dance, Eamon” Michael said. “I need you to wait for the drinks.” 
 
    “With your two left feet?” Eamon snorted. “Better let me dance with her and you wait on the beers.” 
 
    Michael cuffed Eamon on the back of the head, then held a hand out for Lizzie, who took it eagerly, her heart pounding. As he led her to the space where a few couples were jigging to the fiddler, she glanced back at Mary. Eamon had already taken Lizzie’s old seat. He and Mary were chatting away. Michael pulled Lizzie close to him and they began to twirl. The whole room began to spin and the noise of the Palace Bar twisted into distortion. She lost sight of everything and everyone. The vibrant colors of the chasm returned and she fell quickly through them, peeling herself out of Lizzie’s body and zipping herself back into her own. 
 
    Ren could still feel Lizzie’s pounding chest as she capped the tea tin. The fizzy feeling from her time with Peter returned, her emotions blending with Lizzie’s and funneling into a tight rush that made her whole world topsy-turvy. Her mind was wide awake, but sleep tugged on her. It was no wonder. The television had turned off on its own—something that usually took hours of sitting idly. How long had her last regression been? The night was inching toward morning. 
 
    She turned her lamp off and burrowed deep beneath her blankets. She blinked up at the ceiling, dark, then out the top of the window just behind her, imagining the silver streak of Peter’s light as he ripped through the blackened sky. 
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    THE SATURDAY AFTERNOON SUN WAS hidden behind a bulbous, grey thunderhead. The air was sweet, a mixture of the pressing storm and the beginning of the sorghum harvest. She pedaled down River Road toward the farmhouse. On either side of the old highway, thick strips of open space where the crops grew just days before, gave way to the darkening horizon. 
 
    She turned quickly into her driveway, clouded by dust stirred up by her dad’s combine, and raced up to the house. She had been halfway to Peter’s when she realized she’d forgotten to bring Lizzie’s tooth and had to turn around. 
 
    She left her bike at the bottom of the steps, bounced up to the porch, crashed through the front door, and stopped abruptly in the entryway. The doors to Meredith’s parlor were cracked open. They were never open. Even when Meredith came in and out of them, she moved so quickly Ren was convinced she drifted through like a ghost. 
 
    Ren inched toward the door like it was a bomb that could diffuse with a shifty breath. Just a glimpse. That’s all she wanted, a glimpse. Through the slit in the open doorway, she could see floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, gold velvet arm chairs with cherrywood accents, a collection of antique lamps, and several, ornate clocks scattered around the room. 
 
    A floorboard creaked inside. Ren’s back stiffened. She waited for one of Meredith’s green eyes, ignited with an uncontrollable blaze to appear in the crack, but it wasn’t Meredith who drifted into view. A tall man. Shiny, bald head. Dark, coffee roast skin. It was that guy her dad had hired. What was his name? Jim? John? He picked up a spherical, glass paperweight from one of the book shelves. 
 
    Ren bumped the door open with her shoulder. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    Jim/John jumped, dropping the paperweight. It rolled over the warping wood floor and settled against the leg of one of the arm chairs. 
 
    “I was looking for something,” Jim/John said. 
 
    Ren snatched up the sphere before he could. Encased in the glass was a dull, gold bullet, stained in a thin coat of red rust. Odd thing to put into solid glass. But it was Meredith’s, professor of history. It was probably from some famous war she lectured on at the college. Ren swayed past the farmhand and placed the paperweight back on one of the tall bookcases. 
 
    She folded her arms and looked the man in the eye. “You know, my stepmother doesn’t like anyone to come in here.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed on her. “Is that so?” 
 
    “You should probably go find my dad.” 
 
    “He’s fixing a loose gear on the combine.” 
 
    She popped a hip out. Gaped at the man. “Isn’t it your job to help him?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about fixing combines.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Ren said, eyeing him up and down for good measure. Even in his work clothes, he looked clean-cut, and his accent wasn’t like anything she’d heard from a farmhand before. Flat. Not a lick of Kansas twang to it. “Are you in trouble or something?” 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “On the run from the law?” she asked. She leaned toward him. “You ever killed a man, mister?” 
 
    The door hinges creaked and Ren shuddered, thinking Meredith had caught them for sure. She fixed her good eye to the doorway and let out a long, relaxing sigh. It was only Grams. The old woman’s liver-spotted fingers were curled around bunches of the fabric from her long skirt. 
 
    “Who’s that, there?” Grams asked, flicking her nose toward the farmhand. 
 
    “Jim or John or something,” Ren said. 
 
    “Joe” he corrected. “I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Best stay out of this part of the house,” Grams said, not stepping aside to let Joe pass. “You understand that?” 
 
    “I understand,” Joe said with a tight jaw. 
 
    Grams spun back into the hallway to let him walk out of Meredith’s parlor before swinging back into the doorway and fixing her sights on Ren. “Same goes for you, missy. Meredith will skin you alive if she catches you in here.” 
 
    “I just heard someone rustling around,” Ren said. “I wanted to see what was going on.” 
 
    “Now you have,” Grams said, creating a space for Ren to slip through. As she crossed the threshold, Grams looped a fat arm through the crook of Ren’s elbow and hung onto her a bit as they walked into the kitchen. Grams stared after the back door, where Joe had disappeared to. “I don’t like the energy comin’ off of that feller.” 
 
    “He’s a bit creepy, I’ll admit,” Ren said. “Not at all long-term farm material, but he doesn’t seem too terrible.” 
 
    “You mark my words. Something ain’t right with that man,” Grams said. She clapped her hands together. “Now, make me a sandwich, will you?” 
 
    “I’ve got somewhere to be.” 
 
    “And I’ve got to eat.” Grams patted Ren’s hand several times, the last one more of a slap than a love tap. “I’ll take turkey on rye.” 
 
    “Make it yourself,” Ren said, pulling her hand away. 
 
    “You’re going to starve me.” 
 
    Ren fixed her gaze on Grams’ multitude of curves and fat rolls. “I don’t think you’ve ever been starved in your life.” 
 
    “Go on girl,” Grams said, “Make me a sandwich. And a cup of tea.” 
 
    “I’m already late.” 
 
    A mischievous gleam pinged in Grams’ blue eyes. “You got yourself a new feller?” 
 
    “What?” Ren looked down at her shoes. Tried and keep from blushing. She’d spent all morning trying hard not to think about Peter. The way he winked at her with those long lashes. The soft touch of his hair against her fingertips. The earthquake rumble inside her when the kissed, his lips bringing down her hard exterior. 
 
    Grams put a finger under Ren’s chin and lifted her head up. “If you make me a sandwich and some tea, I’ll tell you the secret to having a boyfriend.” 
 
    She didn’t need the advice, not really, but she knew Grams would never let her get out of the house without making that turkey on rye, so she rolled her eyes and opened up the fridge. A few minutes later, with Grams positioned at the kitchen table overlooking the back yard that flowed right into the pasture and then into the fields beyond, Ren plunked down a mug of hot black tea with a splash of whiskey, the way Grams liked, and a plate with a sandwich on it. 
 
    “This is wheat bread.” Grams made a sour lemon drop face. 
 
    “We didn’t have any rye, your highness,” Ren said. 
 
    “It’ll have to do,” Grams said. She eyed the mug. “You make this tea the right way, girl?” 
 
    “Irish whiskey,” Ren said. 
 
    “No other way.” 
 
    “I’m going now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Grams said, her mouth already full of turkey. “Don’t you want to know my secrets?” 
 
    “I want nothing more,” Ren muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Fine,” Ren said. “Tell me.” 
 
    Grams chewed slowly and swallowed. She shrugged her wide shoulders. “Can’t remember. It’s been almost seventy years since I dated anyone.” 
 
    Ren grumbled and slumped off toward the staircase. She called back, “You’re welcome, by the way.” 
 
    “For what?” Grams asked. 
 
    “The sandwich.” 
 
    “It’s not even what I wanted,” Grams said. “And it’s dry.” 
 
    “She’s hopeless,” Ren muttered as she reached the top of the steps. 
 
    She walked to her room and grabbed the tin off her bedside table. She rushed outside, jumped on her bike, and pedaled the back way to the Johnson House, just in case she ran into Alfie downtown, or worse, the creepy woman she’d met at Roast the day before. 
 
    The sky was the Wynn bowling alley on a weekend night, strike after strike after strike of thunder, rumbling louder with ever advancing rotation of her bicycle tires. As she climbed the steps to the front door at Peter’s, the storm was practically on top of her, grumbling so loudly is shook the already-weak porch. She wondered if the abandoned house could hold up in yet another Kansas thunderstorm or if it would finally crumble to the ground. 
 
    Peter opened the door before she could even knock. As soon as she saw his face, she remembered their stolen kisses from the night before. Her heart pitter-pattered like the rain that was sure to accompany the storm. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, shaking the tea tin. “I had to go back for this, but when I got there, I ran into the farmhand my dad hired. And then my grandma forced me to feed her, even though I kept telling her I had to be somewhere. But I’m here, finally, so let’s do this.” 
 
    She took a step toward the door, but Peter caught her by the waist and pulled her in for a quick, knee-numbing kiss. It was so unexpected that when Peter pulled away, she had to remind herself to breathe. 
 
    Dizzily, she said, “That’s not exactly what I had in mind.” 
 
    “Oh, when you said let’s do this, you meant the experiments,” Peter said. 
 
    “But the kiss wasn’t bad.” 
 
    Peter wove his fingers through hers and led her into the kitchen. As soon as he let go, she kicked off her boots and plopped into one of the chairs. Peter pulled down two mugs from a cabinet and grabbed a steaming French press from the countertop near the sink. He poured a thick stream of coffee into each mug. 
 
    “Did you make coffee just for me?” 
 
    “Don’t think too much about it,” Peter said, batting his hand through the air between them. “Cream or sugar?” 
 
    “Black,” she said, shrugging out of her jean jacket. She re-rolled the sleeves of her graphic tee that had Bach’s likeness screen-printed onto it. “Please.” 
 
    Peter set the mugs onto the table and smiled at her shirt. “The original band t-shirt?” 
 
    “I thought you might like it,” she said. 
 
    “I do,” he said. “The sunglasses and VW necklace are a nice addition to Bach’s sophisticated look.” 
 
    She blushed. “I found it at a thrift store in Adelphia. He’s supposed to be a Beastie Boys fan.” 
 
    “I’m sure he would have been,” Peter said, sipping his coffee. “Given the chance, of course.” 
 
    “That could be said for most people, I think.” 
 
    A flash of lightning lit up the kitchen in a white-hot blaze. It was followed by a lion roar of thunder. She slid the tea tin onto the table and uncapped it. 
 
    “Should we get started?” she asked. 
 
    “Be my guest.” 
 
    She reached into the tin, pressed her index finger to the smooth edge of Lizzie’s tooth, and fell quickly through the chasm, leaving the thunder, lightning, and Peter behind, trading it all for early twentieth-century Dublin at night. The streetlamps flickered orange ribbons of light across the reflective black surface of the River Liffey as Lizzie and Michael swayed, fingers laced together, beside it. Mary and Eamon skipped along a few feet ahead. Eamon’s arm was around Mary’s waist and every few steps he would perk up on his toes and peck a kiss on Mary’s rosy cheek. 
 
    They had spent hours at the Palace Bar, twirling close to one another on the dance floor, sharing hopeful glances over the lips of their pint and gin glasses as they caught their breath near the bar. When the place had closed, it had been Michael who suggested a walk along the Liffey, out in the quiet of the night, in the supple breeze, beneath the dark, cloud-covered sky. 
 
    “Where does a high-flying girl like you live anyway?” Michael asked. “Rathmines?” 
 
    Lizzie giggled, her mind fuzzy. Partly from the drinks and partly because Michael was so close to her. She knew in a dress like the one she’d stolen from the Doherty girl she could get away with saying she was from any posh place. But she liked Michael. Now more than ever. She didn’t want to lie to him. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m not from Rathmines.” 
 
    “Monkstown, then?” 
 
    She turned slightly away from him as she said, “Henrietta Street.” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then, finally, Michael asked, “In the tenements?” 
 
    “Do you not fancy me now that you know I’m not wealthy?” 
 
    “Can’t stand the sight of ye,” Michael said. 
 
    Lizzie let go of his hand and took a step away from him. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Go on, I’m only jokin’,” Michael said, coming up behind her and wrapping both arms around her shoulders. They stopped and looked out over the river. “Have a bit of a laugh, will you?” 
 
    Lizzie shook her head, a smile sliding onto her cheeks. “You better not waste any more time on me now that you know.” 
 
    “You’re mad,” Michael whispered, and kissed her cheek. 
 
    She looked up at him. “You know, I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    Michael slapped a kiss on her mouth, then grabbed her hand again and started moving. He nodded to Mary and Eamon, who were balancing on the edge of the quay wall. “We better not let them out of our sights. They’re both drunker than the old man who lives in the room beside mine.” 
 
    “Your neighbor?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “My father,” he said, then chuckled. They walked on for a moment, listening to the breeze funnel through the clusters of tall buildings on either side of them. Michael stopped suddenly. Spun her toward him, an act that stole her oxygen. “I’ve got something to ask you.” 
 
    “Is it a serious something?” Lizzie tilted her chin toward his face. 
 
    “If you say you’re not wealthy,” he said, brushing her sleeve with the back of his hand, “Then where’d you get a dress as fancy as this?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she said, and smirked. 
 
    “I would, actually,” he said. 
 
    “A woman never reveals her secrets,” she whispered, then stood on her tip toes. Michael bent down, shrinking the space between them, and kissed her. All of those afternoons taking the long way home from work just to get a glimpse of the emerald eyed laborer near the river had finally paid off. How many times had she dreamed of kissing him? 
 
    She opened her eyes and caught a glimpse of the thin spindles of the docked ships’ masts, wavering in the golden light. She imagined, briefly, boarding one of the boats with Michael by her side and sailing away to America. To start life anew in a place that didn’t know who she was. Where she could wear a dress like the one she’d robbed from the Doherty girl every day and not be asked a thing about it. 
 
    Mary’s squeal brought Lizzie back to reality. She pulled away from Michael and snapped her attention to her friend. Eamon had a hold of Mary’s hand as she leaned far over the mooring near one of the ships. One of Mary’s legs was planted on the stone wall while the other was lifted high in the air, her free arm raised in the same fashion. Mary laughed and swung forward, using Eamon as a pivot point, but as she was stepping back onto the quay, her dress caught beneath her foot and she slipped off the edge. She dropped off the wall, jerking Eamon down to a crouch. He kept a hold of her, his strong arms flexing from the weight of Mary, who dangled over the river. 
 
    “Shit,” Lizzie muttered and ran to the edge of the wall. Then, Michael was there beside her, helping Eamon haul Mary back onto the quay. Mary stumbled forward, clutching her chest, and laughing uncontrollably. Lizzie smacked Mary’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “You could have died, Mary Elizabeth Keogh. Be more careful.” 
 
    “I’m grand, Lizzie,” Mary said, patting both Michael and Eamon on the arm. “I’ve got these strong rescuers nearby.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on her,” Michael said to Eamon. 
 
    “She’s wild, this one,” Eamon said. 
 
    “Not as wild as good ole Liz, here,” Mary said. She wrapped an arm tightly around Lizzie’s neck and rocked Lizzie back and forth. Partly for sport and partly because Mary was so drunk, she couldn’t stand still. 
 
    “I better get her home,” Lizzie said. 
 
    “I’ll walk with you,” Michael said. 
 
    Eamon groaned and stepped away from the group. He then proceeded to vomit over the newly-placed pavement. 
 
    “Maybe you should help your friend,” Lizzie said as she started to half-walk, half-carry Mary back in the direction they’d come from. 
 
    “Can I see you tomorrow?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow night,” she said. She’d have to sneak out of the house once everyone was asleep. Her mother wouldn’t approve of her chasing men around the city, especially not ones who were five years older than her. “I’ll meet you on Sackville Street around half nine?” 
 
    “I want to come along,” slurred Mary. “I want an adventure.” 
 
    Lizzie rolled her eyes, but Michael simply laughed. His eyes flicked to Eamon, who was stumbling away from the group. Michael grabbed Eamon’s shoulder. “If Eamon’s not too hungover, I’ll bring him along to keep Mary company.” 
 
    “That’ll be grand,” Lizzie said. Mary squeezed her neck tighter and started dragging her back in the direction they had come. Without another word, Lizzie turned away with Mary. Both Lizzie’s head and heart were buzzing. She felt alive. Or lost in a dream. She hoped it was the first one. 
 
    Mary rested her head on Lizzie’s shoulders as they stumbled toward the bridge. “How did the wooing go?” 
 
    “All good until someone got a little too drunk,” Lizzie said. 
 
    “Who?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Come on,” Lizzie said, hoisting Mary a little bit more upright. “I’ll tell you all about it when you’re sober.” 
 
    The Dublin night swirled into a golden haze and Ren returned to her body. She opened her good eye and took in Peter’s kitchen. He sat across the table from her, eyes wide and trained on the coffee mugs, the tea tin, and his cigarette case, all floating a few inches off the Formica table top. 
 
    “Is that?” she asked, watching the objects bob slightly in the air. 
 
    “You,” he said. 
 
    “But I haven’t seen her die yet,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s why,” he said. “I think…” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He grabbed his cigarette case out of the air, pulled one out, and lit it. He exhaled a plume of smoke. “I think each time you regress your soul is strengthening.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you’re powerful,” Peter said, his voice quiet. She had to strain to hear him. “More powerful than I hoped.” 
 
    “You hoped I wouldn’t be this powerful? Why not?” 
 
    Peter scratched his eyebrow. Clenched his eyes shut. Sighed. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “But it’s what you said.” 
 
    “I meant you’re more powerful than I expected,” Peter said. “More so than I’d anticipated.” 
 
    “But that’s not a good thing?” 
 
    He smiled at her, but it disappeared quickly. She searched his eyes, his face, for any kind of genuine pleasure that the experiments were working. Her blood stilled. His lips were set in a hard line, his eyes almost piercing. 
 
    “It’s a great thing,” he said, and she really wanted to believe him. 
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    A CLAP OF THUNDER RIGHT overhead made Ren jump. The tin, the mugs, the case, they all crashed onto the table, the coffee spilling everywhere. Peter hopped to his feet and threw a dishtowel over the top of the mess. As he cleaned up the liquid, Ren set the tin upright and stared at it, brows bowed inward. Focusing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Shh,” she said, as she tightened her gaze on the tin. 
 
    “Are you trying to make the tin levitate?” he asked. 
 
    “Does it scare you?” Her nose was scrunched, moving closer to the tea tin with every breath. 
 
    “The look on your face is freaking me out,” he said. “Stop.” 
 
    She broke her concentration. “Why? I want to learn to control it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to know how to do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the point of having abilities if I’m never going to use them?” 
 
    “It’s not safe,” he said. “If anyone saw you trying to move things with your mind...” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said, her voice sharp. 
 
    “I’m serious.” He sat down beside her. “Promise me.” 
 
    “No one’s going to see me in this old house anyway,” she said, not looking at him. 
 
    He took her hand in his. Rubbed circles into her palm with his thumb. She could feel her hard shell softening, letting him in again. He squeezed her hand. She looked up at him. “Promise you won’t try to use your abilities, Ren.” 
 
    She gazed into his dark eyes. His jaw was tight. Eyes pinched. Nostrils slightly flared. He looked graveyard-serious. Maybe there was more to it than him not wanting her to use her abilities just for the risk of someone seeing. More she didn’t know. More she couldn’t understand. Not yet. She felt every last bit of tension inside her bones dissipate. She had to trust him. She did trust him. 
 
    “Okay.” Her words were buttercream frosting. “I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” He stood up, kissed her forehead, and cleared away the mug that had fallen when the thunder scared it out of the air. He set it in the bottom of the sink. 
 
    “What time is it?” Ren squinted out the window, the glass shimmering in raindrops that were falling from a black sky. She wasn’t sure if it was dark because of the storm or because of the time. She peeked at the clocks on the wall behind her. One showed that it was three fifteen and another ten twenty-two. 
 
    “Don’t rely on those. They’re strictly for hiding purposes.” Peter reached into the front pocket of his jeans. He pulled out the watch she had given to him and clicked it open. “Five o’clock. Why? Do you want to do another regression?” 
 
    “We could just hang out,” she said. 
 
    “Hang out?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, pulling her feet into the chair, “You know, talk, play a card game, get up to no good.” 
 
    Peter raised an eyebrow. “Card game? Like go-fish?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “Something to kill the time. What do you do when I’m not here?” 
 
    Peter’s gaze swept across the kitchen, then shot over her head and down the hallway. His shoulders rose and fell, an I-dunno kind of gesture. “Not a whole lot. I listen to the radio—the channels out here in the sticks are awful by the way; nothing but Christian Rock and Country—and I look around the house. Sift through all the belongings the family must have left behind.” 
 
    “The Johnsons,” Ren said. She had just assumed he’d known about the past residents of his new abode. 
 
    “Yeah, them,” Peter said. “I try to figure out their story.” 
 
    “Murdered.” 
 
    Peter’s eyes widened. “Really? Hmm.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t get that vibe,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not a vibe,” Ren said, leaning forward. “It’s a fact.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Peter said. “I’ve been around long enough to pick up on the distinct energies of places. Buildings soak feelings into their walls. Like sponges. There was definitely some tension surrounding the family, but no death, no murder.” 
 
    “You sound like Grams,” Ren said. “She’s always going on about auras and energy. Omens and shit.” 
 
    “It’s not just the feeling.” Peter stalked into the hallway. “Put your boots on and follow me.” 
 
    Ren spun in her chair and tugged her combat boots back on. She scurried after him, catching up just as he turned into what was once the living room. Plaster ceiling lay in chunks and shards all around them. A stand-up lamp was overturned on a mustard-colored rocking chair in the corner. A crumbling brick fireplace lay dismantled all along the far wall. In the center of the room, a single chair was cleared, a copy of the Wichita Eagle draped over its arm. 
 
    “What do you want to show me?” Ren folded her arms over her chest and twirled slowly around the room. “A mess?” 
 
    Peter stopped in front of the window, lace curtains pulled back, and bent down to pick up a stack of papers piled neatly near it on the floor. 
 
    “Bank statements belonging to Mr. Oliver Johnson.” Peter thumbed through the documents, page by page, pointing to dates here and names there. “Look at this. Loan. Loan. Loan. Default. Default. Bounced check. It just goes on. The man was drowning in debt.” 
 
    “What does this prove?” Ren asked. “Just because he owed a lot of money doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have murdered his wife and child before offing himself. In fact, it just supports that theory even more.” 
 
    Peter latched onto her wrist and pulled her back across the living room. When they started up the main staircase, leaning slightly to the right, his fingers moved down to weave with hers. She could feel her pulse in her palm, knocking on his hand. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” she asked, but she didn’t care. Whenever she fell into the past, she had to leave Peter behind. Even though rummaging through an abandoned house wasn’t exactly what she had in mind when she said they should hang out, at least she was coherent for it, present. 
 
    “You need to see more.” Peter guided her up the stairs, buried in fallen plaster and sheetrock, and into the second-floor hallway. 
 
    Three doors lined the corridor. The bedrooms. Two on the right, one on the left. Peter dragged her into the left one, the largest, it seemed, of the rooms. Dresses, overalls, nightgowns, books, smashed perfume bottles, tattered shoes. Everything that was once kept nice, neat, and tucked away was strewn across the floorboards. Even the mattress was overturned, the metal bedframe dented in several places. 
 
    “It looks like someone trashed the place,” Ren said. 
 
    “Like they were looking for someone,” Peter said. He let go of Ren’s hand and stepped carefully over the forgotten belongs. On the window sill sat an old, leather-bound Bible. Peter opened it and pulled out a letter. “I found this the other day. Mrs. Johnson wrote it to someone named Eileen. It never got to her obviously.” 
 
    “What does it say?” Ren asked, trying to get a look at the tight, cursive handwriting scrawled across the aged paper. 
 
    Dearest Eileen, 
 
    I fear the sweet, romantic days of living in the quiet countryside are nearing their end. Oliver, as always, has gotten us into a situation I don’t see him getting us out of. We are leaving tonight, a suitcase each, and we won’t be returning. I don’t know where we’re going, only Oliver seems to, but, as I look into his eyes and try to see the gleam that was there the day we first met and find nothing but a spooked spirit, I’m not even sure he knows what’s next. I’ll write soon, once we are settled again. 
 
    All my love, 
 
    JoAnn. 
 
    Peter shook the letter. “How about that for proof?” 
 
    “Why didn’t she send it?” 
 
    “Maybe they ran out of time.” Peter folded the note into thirds. Pressed it like a flower into the Bible. “Or she slid it into the book to send later and accidentally left it behind.” 
 
    Ren wondered why the police never stumbled upon any of this information. Perhaps someone on the inside knew about the Johnson’s trouble. Maybe they were in just as deep and the story of a murder was the coverup. Small towns have a way of feeding oxygen to the coldest ember and sending up a flame. Or, possibly, the Johnsons were always to remain a mystery. 
 
    “It’s a possibility.” Ren stepped over a pair of overalls and a set of high heels. She scooped up a dusty, green midi dress with a full skirt, white daisies speckled over the hem like pixie dust. She held the dress up to herself and popped a hip out like she imagined Mrs. Johnson might have done back then. “How does it look?” 
 
    Peter tapped the middle of his square chin. “It’s missing something.” 
 
    He leaned out over several tattered books and plucked up a pearl necklace, draped across a man’s steel-toed work boot. Then, he made his way to where she stood and strung the pearls around her neck. His fingertips grazing her skin made her shiver as he fumbled with the clasp. 
 
    “Better?” she asked. 
 
    Peter grabbed her chin between his thumb and forefinger and tilted her face toward his. He smiled and answered her with a kiss. His hands roamed her waist, her hips. She dropped the dress and ran her fingers through his curls. Peter pulled her closer to him. His thumb ran down her spine, passing over every vertebra until he reached her lower back. His fingers brushed under her t-shirt just as a clap of thunder crashed down on the house. 
 
    They pulled apart. Lightning lit the room up in a silver blaze. Rain pounded like horse hooves on the old roof. 
 
    “I should go,” Ren whispered. 
 
    It was the storm pressing pause that made her realize how much in fast forward she and Peter had been moving. It made her dizzy. 
 
    “Stay.” Peter nuzzled into her neck. “Wait out the storm.” 
 
    “It’s dinner time,” she said. “Meredith will be wondering where I am.” 
 
    Peter breathed heavily. “Okay.” 
 
    They walked down the stairs, hand in hand, and stepped out onto the porch. The electricity in the air was palpable. It set Ren buzzing from the crown of her head to the very edge of her longest toe. She let go of Peter and stepped off the porch. As soon as the first gush of rain washed over her, she was jumping back. 
 
    “What is it?” Peter’s forehead wrinkled. 
 
    “I’m so frazzled I forgot my jacket.” 
 
    Peter held up a single finger—wait—and disappeared into the house. She studied the white sheet of rain and listened as the thunder hammer down on her ear drums. She thought, briefly, about staying for a while longer, but then Peter was back, helping her into her jean jacket, and the thought was gone. He kissed her once and let her go. She backed slowly down the steps, waiting for him to invite her to stay again. She wouldn’t say no. Waiting for him to offer to walk her home. She would say yes. As her boots hit the ground, the grass submerged in thick mud, she watched Peter pull a cigarette from his case and light it. 
 
    She turned her back and jogged to her bike. 
 
    The seat was wet, but there was no sense in wiping it down. Her ass would be soaked clear through in seconds regardless. She flung a leg over, glanced back at Peter one last time, and cycled away. 
 
    The driveway was dark. The road darker. When she crossed the steel truss bridge, she sent a little prayer up to whoever was listening not to allow the metal beams to conduct electricity from the lightning and strike her dead. She zoomed onto the other side, the slick gravel road turning to even slicker asphalt and brick. To keep from sliding into a roadside ditch by accident, she kept her tires stitched to the very center of the street, breathing a little bit lighter when she saw houses and street lamps wink into view. 
 
    At Main Street, she slowed. Toyed briefly with the idea of turning right instead of left. Pedaling to Alfie’s house instead of hers and telling him about the latest regression. About Peter and how much he had come to mean to her in the past day or two. Even as she thought it, she knew it was a stupid idea. Alfie would scoff at the idea of her and Peter’s relationship—or whatever it was—and would only be hurt that she hadn’t invited him to the Johnson house that afternoon. 
 
    She turned left, away from Alfie’s, and kept tight to the sidewalk, close to the streetlamps. 
 
    As she passed Richard’s Antiques, a grumble of thunder threatened her from above. A flash of lightning. The whine of wind as it pushed raindrops down on her sideways. No one was driving through town and most of the shops were closed already for the night. Only a few, lonely windows glowing in naked light. 
 
    She neared the city limits, and the clouds wretched open. She was losing light again, little by little, and her good eye was straining to see the road. Only the feel of the asphalt beneath her tires and the occasional bolt of lightning illuminating her path kept her moving in the right direction. 
 
    Headlights appeared in the far-off distance. A broken beam of gold. It didn’t help her vision. She tried not to look directly at the car, but it was difficult when it came screaming past a few moments later, spraying up a wave of water from the road that only soaked her further. She wavered for a moment after the vehicle had passed, then flipped her middle finger at its taillights. 
 
    “Asshole,” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder to glare at the car. The brake lights were illuminated and it was spinning back around. The headlights blinded her. 
 
    The car was coming back. Approaching fast. 
 
    Her head snapped forward. She pedaled hard. Surely they hadn’t seen her flip them the bird and were coming back to spray her again just for the hell of it. She sighed. It was probably some guy she went to school with. Bored. Bad tempered. Garret Monahan or one of his football buddies. 
 
    The car seemed to be picking up speed so she moved to the left-hand side of the road, giving them a wide birth. They’d splash her again, she was sure of it, but at least they wouldn’t run her off the road in the process. She gazed back, wanting to get a look at the driver, if she could. 
 
    It could have been the rain, the lack of light, the one eye, but it almost looked like they were angling toward her. Driving up the wrong side of the road. But she couldn’t be sure. Not until they were right there. Inches from her back tire. 
 
    “Shit,” she yelped as the car came down on top of her. 
 
    A high-pitched scream rang out above the downpour. Burning light. Something hard slammed into her side. 
 
    Darkness, blacker than the night, consumed her. 
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    SHE STOOD IN A BLACK void, a hollow that extended infinitely. Her breathing was shallow, ragged. She blinked as pillars of light swirled down beside her. As the light faded, a person was left in its place. Soon, she was not alone. A sinewy woman who wore dreadlocks to her hips. A shirtless teenage boy in hide trousers with war paint drawn across his dark chest, cheeks. More. Thousands of faces. Eyes turned toward her. Staring at her from every corner of the void. 
 
    Two of them stepped forward, the crowd parting smoothly to let them pass. Ren recognized them instantly. One with long, black curls, wearing a bell-shaped plum ball gown. Charlotte. She clung tightly to the hand of a curveless girl, slender nose lifted slightly, blue eyes wandering. Lizzie. 
 
    “Wh-where am I?” Ren stumbled forward. Her voice, her steps, echoed. Pinged off the bodies of the silent crowd. 
 
    “You’re with us, darlin’,” Charlotte cooed. 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    “Not this time,” Lizzie said in her familiar Irish lilt. “Not yet.” 
 
    “You need to go back,” Charlotte said. “We all need you to go back.” 
 
    The crowd murmured, nodded. A few distinct voices uttered single words: Yes, please, go. Then, a voice rose above the rest. A soft-spoken woman she couldn’t see through the masses. 
 
    “Be careful,” the voice whispered, followed by a thousand bobbing heads. 
 
    Charlotte reached out and squeezed Ren’s hand. She could feel herself lifting up off her toes. Then, Lizzie took her other hand, an electric shock, like the kind you get after you’ve run over the carpet and then touch the television screen. 
 
    “Now, then,” Charlotte said. 
 
    Lizzie finished her sentence. “It’s time for you to go.” 
 
    In one, sharp burst every single person in the crowd disappeared. Became light again. Swirled away. Ren took one last look at Charlotte and Lizzie before they too became light. Then, Ren slipped through the dark floor and fell through the emptiness of the hollow void. It was different than falling into the regressions. The same, stomach-lurching, light-headed feeling, but there was no light. No color. For all she knew, she could be falling into oblivion. She could be dead, despite what they had told her. 
 
    “Ren?” she heard a voice reaching out to her as she descended. The sound was distorted at first. Far away, but it kept on. The longer she fell, the more attuned she was to the sound. Deep, gravelly, familiar. Peter. “Ren?” 
 
    She slammed into the ground. Hard. She gasped. Opened her eyes. An orange ember glowed above her. A cigarette hung from Peter’s lips. She could just make out his outline in the night. The whites of his eyes. The lines of his shoulder blades, pressing through his rain-soaked jacket. 
 
    She inhaled sharply as her recent memories came flooding back to her. Rain, car, slam, void, past, falling. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Peter said, grabbing her shoulders between his hands. A fleck of ash sprinkled down from his cigarette and disintegrated in the drizzle of rain. She turned her head to the left. Stalks of unharvested sorghum. To the right. Blacktop. No car in sight. Nothing. 
 
    “What happened to my bike?” 
 
    Peter laughed. “You were almost run over and you’re worried about your bike?” 
 
    “It’s a nice bike,” she said. “It has sentimental value.” 
 
    Peter stroked her cheek with one of his knuckles. “I’m not worried about your bike. I’m worried about you. Do you feel okay?” 
 
    She wiggled her toes. That was a good sign, right? “I think so. What happened? Where’s the car that hit me?” 
 
    “It almost hit you,” Peter said. 
 
    “I felt it slam into me,” she said. 
 
    Peter shook his head. “That was me.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “I knocked you out of the way.” He took a drag off his cigarette. “As soon as you left the house, I had a bad feeling. Something in the air, you know. I thought maybe it was just the electricity in the storm, but I couldn’t think about anything else. I had to follow you and make sure you were okay. I should have just walked you home.” 
 
    “How’d you get here so quickly on foot?” she asked. 
 
    Peter chuckled. “I wasn’t on foot.” 
 
    Right. Winged creature. No wonder humans called them angels. Swooping in. Saving everyone. She wondered if more of Peter’s kind were still looking after humanity or if they had all become pompous, too good for the mortals. 
 
    She pushed up onto an elbow and tried to sit up. Peter slid a hand behind her neck and helped her. His fingers were icy. She shivered. 
 
    “What idiot tries to hit someone?” Ren asked. “I bet it was some douche bag from school.” 
 
    “It was them.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Peter said. 
 
    “Them them?” she asked. “Like as in—” 
 
    “The Rogue Auxilium,” Peter finished. “The ones who want you dead.” 
 
    “I thought the experiments were supposed to keep them away?” she asked. “Like my strengthening soul is supposed to be some kind of ward against them.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Peter said. “What we’re doing is meant to help you protect yourself against the Auxilium.” 
 
    “Why did you save me, then?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not strong enough.” Peter pulled her to her feet. Looped an arm around her waist to steady her. His fingertips pressed into her hip bone. She liked how safe she felt near him. 
 
    “I’m falling into past lives every day,” she said. “How long do I have to do that before I will be strong enough?” 
 
    “Soon,” he said. 
 
    “After Lizzie?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said, but she could hear the waver in his voice. Uncertainty. 
 
    They began to walk down the side of the highway. The rain had turned to a velvet mist and a patch of night sky, stars twinkling, shined above. A cut of moonlight fell down on the blacktop and lit a path to the edge of the fence that ran alongside the farmhouse’s driveway. Just a few more pumps of her bike pedals and she would have made it home. No accident. No rescue. No visit to the crowded void. 
 
    “I saw them,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When I blacked out or whatever,” she said. “I was in this empty kind of room and all these people started to appear. I don’t know if they were my past lives showing themselves or what, but Charlotte and Lizzie were there. They spoke to me.” 
 
    “And what did they say?” Peter asked, his voice pinched. 
 
    “Not much,” she said. “Just to keep doing what I was doing.” 
 
    “Good,” Peter said. His fingers pushed harder into her hip. She was so close to him it was hard to walk out of step. Like they were in a three-legged race or something. 
 
    “And to be careful,” she added. 
 
    He loosened his grip on her. Stopped. He started to speak twice but remained silent. When they began walking, he let her go entirely, pulling out his cigarette case, the butt of his last smoke finished. He threw the old one on the ground and lit a new one. 
 
    “Did they say anything else?” he asked, his voice suddenly distant, as if he were thinking about something entirely different. “Anything at all?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    She wanted him to slip his arm around her waist again, pull her close. She wanted to lean her head on his shoulder and stop the questions reeling through her mind. Why was she supposed to be careful? Careful of what? Of who? Why was Peter so aggravated by it? He’d traded her for a cigarette, right? For something to calm him. Why did he need to be calmed? She had an urge to run down the driveway and into the comfort of her house. Jump under the blankets of her bed and burrow in until morning. 
 
    “Good,” Peter said. He exhaled a stream of smoke through his nostrils. 
 
    “How is that good?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s good they didn’t say anything else because I’m sure it’s all very confusing to you,” he said. “All of this is new. It’s layer upon layer of new. I don’t want you to get overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    They reached the driveway. Peter stopped and leaned against the dented mailbox. He took another drag off his cigarette “I forgot to tell you, I won’t be able to see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why not?” Her worries were trickling out of her like blood from a nasty cut. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, flicking his thumb against the butt of his cigarette. “I just have to check on something.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s just something I have to do,” he said and kissed her forehead before turning away. He shuffled back down the road. 
 
    “I’ll come over Monday, then,” she said. “After school?” 
 
    Peter spun back to face her. Spoke as he walked. “I might be a few days. I’ll come and see you when I’m back.” 
 
    “Back?” she asked. He was just a few feet away from her, but it felt like thousands of miles. “Where exactly are you going?” 
 
    Peter sucked on his cigarette and blew the smoke into the moistened air. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “But I don’t even have your phone number,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t have one,” he said. “I’ll only be gone a couple of days.” 
 
    She twisted her toe in the gravel of the driveway. “If you say so.” 
 
    “A little trust, Ren,” he said, almost annoyed. Before she could find the words to shout back at him, Peter was stepping over the ditch and slipping between the stalks of a neighbor’s corn field. A moment later, a silver light shot out from the field and across the sky, a high-pitched wail following it, and all at once, Peter was gone. 
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    “WHERE’S YOUR BIKE?” ALFIE ASKED Ren Sunday afternoon. Only his head was visible, his eyes peering at her over the top of a headstone in the cemetery. He hadn’t answered her phone calls and it wasn’t like either of them texted. Meredith wouldn’t even let Ren get close to going over their family-shared minutes and Alfie’s mom didn’t believe in cell phones. Ren had walked the two miles into town and, when she couldn’t find Alfie at his house, went straight to the cemetery. She was tired of avoiding him, and after her whirlwind Saturday with Peter, she needed someone to talk to. 
 
    “I was almost killed last night,” she said, crunching through the leaves that had been left unraked. She stopped in front of the headstone Alfie was at. He dragged a hunk of white pastel over black parchment, creating a new graveyard masterpiece for his collection. 
 
    “What? How?” He stopped rubbing and looked up at her, his mouth slightly agape. 
 
    “I was riding home from Peter’s and they found me on the way home. Would have smashed me like they did my bike if Peter hadn’t swooped in. Literally.” 
 
    “Who are ‘they’?” 
 
    “The Auxilium who have been trying to kill me,” Ren said. “Since the beginning of time, practically.” 
 
    “And he saved you?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He did, Peter?” Alfie snorted. “Really?” 
 
    “You could at least try and act pleased that Peter was looking out for me,” she said. “That at least someone was.” 
 
    “I look out for you.” Alfie returned to his rubbing, pulling the pastel over the parchment in long, smooth strokes. He mumbled, “Not that you heed my advice.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “Can you, for like, two minutes, not be fixated with having to be right and just listen to me? I trust Peter. I think he actually knows what he’s talking about. And I like him.” 
 
    “Good for you.” Alfie’s next stroke was gruff. Bits of the pastel crumbled on contact with the headstone and scattered over the grass like pin-head sized hailstones in a spring storm. 
 
    “I mean I like him.” Ren knelt down beside Alfie. Plucked a brittle maple leaf off the ground. “Like more than friends.” 
 
    “I know what you meant and I think you only like him because you have Stockholm Syndrome,” Alfie said. “You know what that is right? When the prisoner falls in love with their captor?” 
 
    “I know what it is,” she snipped, even though it was a lie. She didn’t. “Peter isn’t keeping me prisoner, and when we kiss—” 
 
    “Please,” Alfie grumbled. He chucked the white pastel into the fishing tackle box that sat near his overturned bicycle and slammed the lid closed. “I don’t want to hear about you and him.” 
 
    “Why?” Ren ripped the leaf in half, then again, and rose to her feet. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    “What is there to be jealous of?” Alfie pulled the parchment from the headstone and rolled it up tightly. “You barely know the guy.” 
 
    “I know him better than you do.” 
 
    “How long has he been in your life?” Alfie shook a rubber band loose from the pocket of his khaki shorts and wound it around the roll of parchment. He waved the tube through the air as he spoke. “How long, Ren? Go on, give me a number of days. Count them. I bet you don’t even use every finger.” 
 
    Ren swatted his stupid parchment out of her face. “It’s not about length of time. It’s about depth.” 
 
    Alfie’s eyebrows pressed together so tightly they became one, blonde, coiled spring. “So, you think you have a deep connection with him because you kissed? Because he probably told you that you’re pretty? Held your hand? Paid attention to you for more than a second. That’s not depth, Ren. That’s bullshit floating on the surface. Are you really that shallow?” 
 
    Her blood sizzled beneath her skin. She could feel the heat spreading to her cheeks, drifting up her neck. Her fists, hot with rage, began to curl. “I knew I shouldn’t have come here.” 
 
    “Then why did you?” His eyes were cold. Less blue, more green, like they had been at Peter’s. 
 
    “You’re my best friend. I thought you would be happy for me. I guess I was wrong. I guess I was too shallow to think you could just support me in all of this.” 
 
    Ren swiveled on her heels and stomped over the graves toward the main gate on the other side of the cemetery. She hadn’t even gotten the chance to tell Alfie everything that had happened the night before. About Peter clamming up when she talked about what she saw in the void and how he suddenly had to travel out of town. As she kicked through the fallen leaves, blown in drifts along the iron fence, she felt like she was losing not only Peter, but Alfie as well. 
 
    She walked down Wynn’s only hill, glaring at the brick and clapboard houses speckled along the road’s edge and the trees that grew out of crusted, yellow grass and up at the blue sky, sickeningly dotted with cute, rabbit tail clouds. It was all too quaint, too small town. Too familiar. If her bike wasn’t wrecked, she’d climb on and just keep pedaling. Make it to Wichita or across the Oklahoma border by nightfall if she was fast enough. She wanted then, more than ever, to put Wynn and everyone who knew her behind her. She wanted to step out of the bubble that builds around small towns, sucking the life from it like a leech, and move beyond it. 
 
    She kicked a crack, raised in the sidewalk from a tree’s root snaking too close to the concrete surface, with her boot, clenched her jaw, and growled. A little boy, no more than eight years old, stared at her from a yard nearby, a flattened basketball curled under his wimpy arm. She narrowed her eyes on him and kept walking, reaching the bottom of the hill in mere seconds. She turned at the next intersection, her pace so quick that the sound of her legs, wrapped tightly in her tights, was deafening. 
 
    The hum of wind through bike spokes rose above the noise. Rattle of a chain. Bump of a tire falling over the uneven brick streets. 
 
    Her lips crunched together and she peeked over her right shoulder just in time to catch a wisp of bleach blonde hair as Alfie slung himself around the corner. Even from a distance his eyes were softer. Face relaxed. Still, she put him in her blind spot. He slowed. Pedaled alongside her. 
 
    Alfie sucked down a much-needed breath. “I’m sorry, Ren.” 
 
    She pretended to be enamored by an inflatable, Halloween-inspired spider that filled the entire yard of a blue house a few yards ahead. It was a black widow. Red hourglass shape on its back. She’d seen several up close as a girl playing in her father’s barn. Creepy critters. Not as bad as snakes, but close. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Alfie asked. She kept her gaze on the spider. “I’m sorry I called you shallow and I’m sorry you think I don’t support you. I’m your best friend, Ren. I know you better than anyone. I can just be overprotective sometimes.” 
 
    “Sometimes?” She hadn’t wanted to speak to Alfie. Had wanted to freeze him out, but the word had just slipped out. Broke through the barrier of ice. 
 
    “Okay, a lot of the time,” Alfie said. “The point is, I’m a jerk, and I shouldn’t have said those things. I just don’t think Peter is telling you the whole truth. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Ren stopped and turned toward Alfie. He planted his feet on the ground to keep the bike from moving anywhere. 
 
    “I’m a big girl,” she said. “I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I know,” Alfie said. “I’m sorry if I doubted you. It was never about you. It was always about Peter.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I just don’t like that guy,” Alfie said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He irks me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Alfie said. “Please, say something other than I know.” 
 
    Ren laughed. The ice inside her melted completely. She could never stay mad at Alfie for long. “It’s okay. Well, not okay. You were acting like a total ass. But I forgive you, nevertheless.” 
 
    Alfie nodded to the pegs bolted to the back of his bike. “Hop on and I’ll take you home.” 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Ren said and climbed onto the pegs. She held onto Alfie’s shoulders as they started up the street. She closed her eyes and focused on the cool breeze wafting over her cheeks, cooling her down as she felt the steadiness of Alfie just beneath her palms. 
 
      
 
    GRAMS WAS ROCKING IN A paint-chipped chair on the front porch when Alfie and Ren rolled up the drive. The old bat was twirling something in the air, grey smoke dancing over her head. Ren hopped off of Alfie’s bike before he ditched it in the grass and they both climbed the steps. Grams was humming. Maybe it was chanting. Singing, even. Ren couldn’t tell which. 
 
    “What’s with you?” Ren tried to get Grams to look at her, but the old woman’s gaze was lost somewhere between the porch rail and the half-cut sorghum field as she waved her smoking bundle and mumbled. 
 
    “Is that sage?” Alfie asked. 
 
    More mumbling. 
 
    “Grams.” Ren snapped her fingers in front of her grandmother’s face. “Hey, Grams.” 
 
    Grams’ glazed-over look vanished. She focused on Ren’s hand. Swatted it away. She twisted up her wrinkly face. “The hell are you doing? Snapping fingers near my nose like that. Nobody teach you manners, girl?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ren grumbled. “I was just wondering what you were doing with the sage?” 
 
    “Your daddy’s in a bad mood. Real bad,” Grams said. “Banging in and out of the house all day. Cursing like your grandfather. This whole place needs cleansing. Outside and in.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” Ren’s tone was flat, removed, but inside of her, two fingers pinched at her heart. 
 
    After her mom left, before Grams came to live with them and well before Meredith did, it was just her and her papa, her name for him until she turned nine. She was his little shadow. Followed him into the pasture to feed the cattle. Sat on his lap as he plowed the fields. Where he went, she went. She felt everything he felt. Happiness, sorrow, grief. When he laughed, she laughed. When he cried, so did she. In recent years, when she was feeling like her tough skin was molting, she’d fall back into her old ways. She wondered if she’d wake later that night, curled up outside of her dad and Meredith’s bedroom door, her old spot, from when she was a girl. 
 
    She stepped into house, the place loud from kitchen drawers banging, clattering. Her dad was in the kitchen, sifting through the junk drawer. He was mumble-cursing under his breath. The kind of proclamations you let out after stubbing a toe. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dad?” she asked. 
 
    “Compass on the combine broke.” 
 
    “Drive it manually,” she said. 
 
    He looked up at her, eyes narrowed. Wrong answer. “See, that would be a great idea if I had some help.” 
 
    “What happened to Joe?” Creepy, sneaking Joe. He probably wasn’t much of a help, but at least he was a body her dad could use. 
 
    “Didn’t show up today,” he said. “I can’t drive the tractor with the trailer attached and the combine at the same time. If I don’t have the harvest into the elevator by the middle of next week, I’ll miss the first train and the first check and—” 
 
    He started to curse again. Dug sharply through the junk. A pencil flung over the edge. His square fingers caught in a roll of tape. He shook his hand free, let out an ack, and slammed the drawer. 
 
    Ren was right beside him in the next second. “Let me help.” 
 
    “We’ve already discussed this. You’re not missing school.” He stomped across the hardwood floors in his work boots. Each step released a sprinkling of rich, brown earth, wet from the rainstorm. If Meredith had been there, she would be pleading in a high-pitched voice to take off your shoes, your shoes, Hank, please. 
 
    Ren followed her dad into the mud room. He started rifling through a closet of coats. She didn’t know what he was looking for, but was pretty sure he wouldn’t find it pressed between his winter hunting overalls. 
 
    “I’m not looking to get out of school this time,” she said. “Just let me drive the tractor until Joe comes back.” 
 
    “He’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “What about tonight?” she asked. “I can help you until dark.” 
 
    “I’ll sit in the tractor with her,” Alfie called from the kitchen. Keeping his distance. “Make sure she stays in line.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ren snapped. 
 
    Her dad sighed. He closed the closet door tightly. “I can wait another day. Joe’s probably just sick. He’ll be back.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Ren asked. “You sounded desperate a minute ago.” 
 
    “It’s late anyway,” he said, flinging open the back door. The cool of the encroaching evening swept in like fury. “Order us some dinner, will you? Meredith’s at the college running a study group for some students. I’m feeling like Chinese.” 
 
    “Dad, just—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Ren. It’s all fine.” Her dad pulled the door closed behind him. Everything on the walls shook. The porcelain rattling the most. 
 
    She turned back to the kitchen and pulled the cordless phone off the wall. She knew the Chinese restaurant’s number by heart. There were only two in town. Only one worth going to. 
 
    “Order some of those good egg rolls,” Alfie said. 
 
    “And Kung-Pao chicken,” Ren said. It was her dad’s favorite. Hers too. She turned on the phone and began to dial. 
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    MONDAY CAME AND WENT, THE only significance being the purchase of an art deco gravy boat Ren found in a pile of cheap, metal cutlery. She had to haggle with Richard for close to twenty minutes—it’s antique, kid, it’s worth a lot. Not sitting in your shop forever. Fine, fifteen bucks. Thank you—before he finally caved. 
 
    Then came Tuesday and an afternoon sitting on the front porch, hoping for Peter to appear suddenly at the end of the driveway, but as the sun went down and Meredith drew her inside to help with dinner, Ren gave up waiting on him. 
 
    By Wednesday afternoon she wasn’t just wondering what had happened to the wing-backed boy with gorgeous curls, she was itching to get her hands on the tooth and find out what happened to Lizzie. Discover for herself if another supernatural ability would be unearthed or if her power of levitation would simply strengthen because of her fuller soul. 
 
    When the school bell rang to end the day, she was the first one out of the classroom. She threw her books in her locker and tracked down Alfie, who was trying to squeeze his massive backpack, stuffed full of paperback books no doubt, out of his own locker. 
 
    “I know you don’t approve, but I need you to take me to the Johnson Place on your bike.” She’d found her cruiser on the way home from Richard’s Monday evening. It had been knocked into a farmer’s cornfield. Mangled, unrepairable. Just like she’d expected. 
 
    “You’re right.” Alfie grunted and gave the pack one last tug. It popped free and a faded copy of Frankenstein hopped out of an unzipped pocket. “I don’t approve.” 
 
    “Peter won’t be there.” She picked up Alfie’s book before he could. Folded it into her chest. “He’s still gone, remember?” 
 
    “Or so he says.” Alfie closed his locker and turned to Ren, who standing just inches from him. She stuck out her bottom lip and blinked up at Alfie with big eyes. He shook his head. “No pouting. You know I can’t stand you pouting.” 
 
    “Please?” She tried her best to look even more pathetic. “I need to find out what happens to Lizzie.” 
 
    “I can guess.” Alfie extended a wide palm. “Can I have my book back?” 
 
    “I want to see what happens.” She smashed the book against her ribs. “I want to feel her death for myself. Come on, Alfie.” 
 
    “Are you holding my book hostage?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Alfie turned into a crowd of their peers funneling toward the front doors of the high school. Ren kept tight on his heels. Alfie pushed through the closest door and stepped outside. “Fine. I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t even have to threaten to burn your book?” 
 
    “You’d never do that,” Alfie said as he unchained his bike from the rack out front. 
 
    Ren took her place on the pegs and he began to pedal. “Sure I would. I’m reckless.” 
 
    “Okay.” Alfie snorted. 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder, then slipped the book back into his bag. Zipped it closed. “Only when I want to be, of course.” 
 
    Alfie weaved between the mommy cars, all lined up to collect their kids, mostly freshman and sophomores who couldn’t drive yet or didn’t have the grit to walk or ride a bike. Despite traffic being thick, for Wynn that is, Alfie had them bouncing down the haphazardly laid brick pavers of Main Street in no time. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Alfie asked as they whizzed by the little market. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    At the next crossroads, he turned off of Main and onto the side street that would eventually wind its way past the river and to the abandoned Johnson Place. Alfie sighed. “Breaking and entering isn’t exactly legal, you know.” 
 
    “No dip Sherlock,” she said. “But I don’t think anyone is keeping a close eye on that house anyway. Besides, that tooth technically belongs to me.” 
 
    “I’d love to watch you explain reincarnation to the Wynn Police,” Alfie said. 
 
    “There won’t be any police.” She flicked Alfie on the nape of the neck with a long fingernail. His hand flew up to rub the growing red splotch she had created. 
 
    “Ouch, he said. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Scaredy cat.” 
 
    “Am not.” 
 
    The land was flattening even more with harvest churning forward. Corn, cotton, sorghum—all of them were disappearing. She thought of her father. Joe never showed up to the farm again. She offered several more times to help him, but he had refused. Mucked out to the barn with his flip phone and called one of his old farmhands. Said he’d pay him time and a half. The guy had showed up within the hour. 
 
    Alfie’s bike bumbled over the bridge and they soon turned into the Johnson’s driveway, left the bike in a leafless bush, and climbed the porch steps. Ren was reaching for the doorknob when Alfie yanked her wrist away. 
 
    “What?” she hissed. 
 
    “Shh.” He held a finger to his lips. “Listen.” 
 
    She shut up for a second and turned an ear out. Through the thin walls, she could hear murmurs inside. A cluster of voices babbling. Surely it wasn’t Peter. At least, she hoped not. Who would he talk to anyway? As far as she was aware, she was the only person in town he knew. 
 
    Alfie motioned for her to follow him. They jumped down into the overgrown yard, tiptoed across the grass, and pressed themselves against the clapboard siding of the old house, just below the living room window. From there, the voices were clearer. Drifting out through a gap between the glass and the window sill. 
 
    She picked up the voice of a woman. Accent different. British, perhaps. Familiar, too. “…has been too long. Stop putting this off, Peter.” 
 
    So, he was home. Why hadn’t he come to find her? How long had he been there? Days? Was he avoiding her? No. She tried to calm her racing mind. He had just returned. Hadn’t been expecting company. That was it. Had to be. 
 
    “We would see results if you’d both stop interfering,” Peter said. 
 
    Ren’s nose wrinkled, like she’d smelled one of Grams’ essential oil concoctions gone wrong. What results was he talking about? The experiments? And who exactly was interfering? And how? 
 
    “Face it,” said the woman. “Your experiments haven’t worked. They were never going to work on the girl.” 
 
    It was clear to Ren they were talking about her. Her cheeks flushed. Her breath caught. She glanced at Alfie for calming reassurance, but his face was twisted like hers, fists clenched at his side. 
 
    “And they never will if you don’t give them time,” Peter said. 
 
    “We don’t have any more time.” That voice belonged to a man, but it wasn’t new. She had heard it before, but where? “We need to act and we need to act now.” 
 
    “I’m not giving up on this,” Peter said. 
 
    “Sometimes the old ways are best, Peter,” said the man again. 
 
    “I know that voice,” Ren whispered to Alfie. She popped up to peek over the windowsill. Peter sat in the arm chair, still covered in newspaper. Across from him, on a newly cleared velour sofa, sat the woman Ren had had heard. Her heart stopped. The woman sported a black bob and had grey eyes that shined silver, almost. She was the woman Ren had run into at Roast several days before. No wonder she had acted so strange. Beside the woman was a man. Bald, shining head. Sharply dressed. Joe. Her father’s farmhand. No wonder he had seemed off-kilter during their encounters. He wasn’t a farmer at all. 
 
    “Who are they, exactly?” Ren wondered aloud just as the woman spun toward the window. Before Ren could be seen, Alfie jerked her out of sight. Held his arm across her collarbone, holding her back. 
 
    “Be careful,” Alfie whispered. 
 
    Ren’s pulse thumped hard against her skin. She nodded stiffly. There was a silence inside, a slight creak of the floorboards. Footsteps getting so close they vibrated the house’s paint-stripped siding. 
 
    “What is it, Beverly?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I thought I saw…” the woman trailed off. 
 
    “Give me a few more days,” Peter said. “I know it will work. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Fine,” said the woman. “But if you’re wrong—” 
 
    “Trust me,” Peter said. 
 
    The house shifted again and the footsteps shuffled away. Voices turned once more to murmurs. The shriek of hinges. Boots on the porch. Ren and Alfie kept hidden, both of them pressed so tightly against the house she could feel her heartbeat in the warped wood. 
 
    “Finish this.” Joe’s voice shattered the stillness in the air. 
 
    “I will,” Peter said. 
 
    Beverly spoke next, a warning. “You’d better.” 
 
    A crunch of grass, of gravel. An unnatural gush of wind, accompanied by a screech. Then, Peter’s voice rising up over the yard. 
 
    “Spying on me now?” His voice was flat. 
 
    She couldn’t tell if he was angry or amused. 
 
    Ren walked around to the front of the house, Alfie not far behind. Peter sat on the top step of the porch, a cigarette already lit. It rested casually between two slightly curved fingers. 
 
    “Who were they?” Ren asked. “Really. Because I’ve seen them both before.” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Um, yeah it does,” she said. “I heard you. You were talking about the experiments with them. They must be Auxilium, right? Are thy like you? Are they on our side?” 
 
    Peter’s eyes were drowning in an inkwell of darkness. “You sound five-years old. Good guys versus the bad guys.” 
 
    She could feel her jean jacket growing bulkier at the sound of his words and she slipped deeper into her shell, shrinking. It made her stomach twist, her skin crawl. She wanted to punch something or scream at someone. Alfie beat her to it. 
 
    “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Peter took a long drag off of his cigarette. Exhaled the smoke through his nostrils. 
 
    “Ren, let’s just go.” Alfie tugged on her jacket sleeve. 
 
    She wriggled herself free of Alfie and took a step toward Peter. She stood up tall. Pushed her shoulders back. Her jaw tightened. “Are they the ones who tried to kill me the other night? Or not?” she asked Peter. 
 
    “Not,” Peter said, eyes trained on Alfie. “They’ve been helping keep an extra eye on you. Making sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “That’s why Joe started working with my father.” She unraveled slightly. She should have known. Should have guessed. Instead, she’d arrived at the worst possible scenario. She felt so stupid. 
 
    “What a load of bullshit,” Alfie said. He turned to Ren. “Please tell me you’re not believing anything this guy has to say?” 
 
    “And who should she come to for the truth?” Peter asked. He looked Alfie up and down. “You?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact—” Alfie clamped his lips down hard. Stopped talking. He ducked his head. Studied his sneakers, the toes twisting on the brittle lawn. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Peter said, flicking the butt of his cigarette into the grass. He closed the space between himself and Alfie. Stood practically on his toes. “Nothing left to say.” 
 
    Alfie’s fist curled. Peter’s shoulders stiffened. 
 
    Despite what Peter had said about her being a five-year old, she knew he would apologize. She hoped, at least. But she couldn’t choose between her best friend and the boy that made her Lizzie-and-Michael-dizzy. She didn’t want to watch them beat each other bloody on the lawn. Especially since Peter had that not-so-human quality about him. He’d probably scoop Alfie up and fly him high enough so that when he dropped him, he’d break both legs, or worse, flatten him completely. 
 
    “You’re right.” Alfie leaned toward Peter. Noses so close. Knees bending. Fists tightening. “There’s nothing left to say.” 
 
    “Stop,” Ren said, inserting herself between them. She could feel the heat radiating off of both of their bodies. She put her hands on their chests and pushed against them until they both took a step backward. She looked up at Peter. “I want to regress.” 
 
    “What about this asshole?” Peter said, glaring at Alfie. 
 
    “This isn’t about him,” she said. “It’s about me and Lizzie.” 
 
    Alfie squeezed Ren’s shoulder. “I’m going to go.” 
 
    Ren twisted toward Alfie. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    Alfie looked past her, to Peter. “I think I do. I’ll see you later, Ren, okay?” 
 
    “The best thing I’ve witnessed all day,” Peter said as Alfie climbed onto his bike and started up the driveway, standing on his pedals. Alfie flipped Peter the bird and kept moving. Peter laughed. “That’s right. Keep going, pal.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes and climbed the steps to the porch. Stopped short of the door and stared out across the grass, up the driveway. A cloud of dust from Alfie’s bike shivered in the wind. He was the speck pedaling just ahead of it. 
 
    She wanted to call out to him. Bring him back. But she didn’t. He wouldn’t. She turned and walked into the house. Peter followed her. 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” he asked. 
 
    She slid into her usual seat in the kitchen. “Don’t be an asshole to my best friend.” 
 
    “He’s annoying.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. “And don’t treat me like a child.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Where’s the tooth?” Ren asked, looking around. 
 
    Peter reached into one of the cupboards and pulled out the tea tin. He uncapped it and slid it toward her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You should be,” she said. “I waited for you for the last three days, then I just happen to stop by and find out you’re home?” 
 
    “You just happened to stop by? Really?” Peter’s face was a Ramones song. Tight. Angry. “No, I see it in your eyes. You wanted Lizzie. Not me.” 
 
    “That’s not,” she said, pausing a beat, “Entirely true.” 
 
    She pried the cap off of the tin, her skin tingling at the sight of the glowing tooth. The feeling was like the starburst of adrenaline you get at the tippy-top of a rollercoaster. It was all she could do not to let her hand fall inside so her fingers could run over the smooth surface of the relic. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” Peter said. “I can see how much you want—no—need to drop through the world between and sew yourself into a life that is so different from your own. So much more exciting. It makes your head spin. Your knees go weak. It’s better than being with me.” 
 
    She swallowed loudly. Her voice was a forgotten goose feather. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Peter threw up a hand, tore away from her, so that she couldn’t see his face. “Escape this hellhole. I wish I could.” 
 
    She hadn’t seen this side to Peter yet. Not when his belligerence was directed at her. What happened to the gentle touches, the swoon-worthy kisses, the late-night rescues? What happened to the Peter she had been falling for? 
 
    “You’re being an ass,” she said. 
 
    She didn’t give him time to answer. She reached into the tin and found the familiar slopes of Lizzie’s tooth. The kitchen vanished and she began to freefall through a tunnel of color. She felt herself weave into Lizzie’s skin just as a wisp of cool air pricked goosebumps over her arms. Both eyes opened as she was ducking through the opening in her bedroom window and onto the roof. Lizzie’s brothers and sister were tucked into the blankets of their shared bed, which took up most of the square room, sectioned off from the main living space by a piece of fabric on a string. 
 
    Lizzie stepped onto the roof at the back of the building. The stars floated faintly above, shrouded in a haze of light from the city. The wind was strong, as usual, but the slight chill pricked her flesh, reminded her she was alive. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” came a voice from the shadows. Her heartbeat quickened. Kept beating wildly in her chest even as Mary stepped out of the darkness. 
 
    “Jesus, Mary,” Lizzie said. “You nearly frightened the curl out of my hair.” 
 
    “Baby,” Mary teased. 
 
    “You were supposed to meet me on the street corner.” 
 
    “I know, but I was hoping to borrow that necklace of yours? The one with the real-looking pearl.” Mary drew her fingers across the high neckline of her best dress, the grey one with ruffled lace on the hem of the long skirt. “I thought it might look well with this ensemble.” 
 
    Lizzie sighed. “What I do for you, Mary Keogh.” 
 
    She slipped back through the bedroom window, still open, and tiptoed quietly across the slipshod pattern of wooden floorboards. Just as she passed her sleeping sister, Siobhan, the floor creaked loudly. Lizzie froze. Siobhan rolled toward her. Out of all of her siblings, eleven-year-old Siobhan wouldn’t hesitate to run into the main room, where their parents slept on a mattress on the floor, and tell them what Lizzie was up to. 
 
    Lizzie waited for an eyelid to rip open. For Siobhan to look up and see the window. For her to find Mary standing just outside on the roof. 
 
    But Siobhan didn’t wake. 
 
    Even so, Lizzie held her breath and knelt down in front of the cigar box she kept under the bedframe with her most precious belongings: A silver hairbrush she’d found abandoned in an alley one day, the rose, pressed and dried, that Mary had stolen for her one day near the river, and the necklace her grandmother had gifted her before she died. The faux pearl gleamed up at her in the dim light and, as Lizzie reached into the box to take the necklace, she could hear her grandmother’s boisterous laugh echoing in her memory. 
 
    The bed springs squealed. Siobhan’s tiny fingers wrapped around Lizzie’s wrist. 
 
    “When are you coming to bed?” Siobhan asked, her voice thick with sleep. 
 
    “Soon,” Lizzie whispered. “Now, go back to sleep.” 
 
    With necklace in hand, Lizzie stood up. Hovered over the bed. Siobhan’s eyelids fluttered once, twice, then, she rolled over. The deep breathing that comes only with sleep picked up again as Siobhan joined the others in the room like a choir. 
 
    Lizzie moved silently toward the roof, slipped out into the cool night air, and closed the window behind her. 
 
    “What took you?” Mary asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” Lizzie laughed. She wrapped an arm around Mary’s shoulders and guided her toward the drainage pipe that snaked over the edge of the roof and down the side of the building toward the street. 
 
    “Siobhan,” Mary said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Mammy’s ears, we call her,” Lizzie said. She handed Mary the pearl necklace before she hiked a leg over the roof’s edge and gripped the pipe firmly with both hands. She planted her boots on the bricks and began to slowly walk down the side of the building. Hand, hand, foot, foot, repeat. They’d been shimmying down the drainage pipe for nearly seven years. She could have done it in her sleep. 
 
    “She only wants to be included,” Mary said as she took the same position as Lizzie. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Lizzie called up to her. “She enjoys being Mammy’s favorite far too much.” 
 
    “Forget about sisters and mammys for a few hours, Liz,” Mary said. “We’re going out with strapping young lads. The city has opened its gates—wide—to us for the first time. We will not be bogged down by familial travesties.” 
 
    Mary started to giggle as she finished her haphazard speech. Lizzie couldn’t help but laugh along with her. 
 
    As they reached the ground, the domed steeple of King’s Inn loomed over them in the dark, like an ominous shadow. They’d grown up beneath that dome. Played under it as children. With sticks and rocks and whatever else they could find for makeshift bouts of hurling or cricket. 
 
    The girls headed up the thoroughfare and turned the corner onto Sackville Street. Even though it was long past nine at night, the street hummed with dozens of walkers and trolleys alike. The girls bobbed and weaved through the masses as they made their way toward the river. Lizzie’s mind drifted to the night ahead. To Michael and his wide hands engulfing hers as they twirled to a fiddler’s medley until all hours. Until they were long out of breath, minds dizzy from drink and excitement. 
 
    “Jesus, would you look at that,” said Mary as a rumble filled the air. Lizzie focused on the street once more, her eyes tracking a wide carriage propelled by a noisy motor. Panhard cars, they were called. She had heard her father talk of them in an ostentatious way. The horseless carriage: Automobiles: The future. 
 
    “Don’t look too long,” Lizzie said as Mary kept an eye over her shoulder, the car passing by quickly. “It’s not like you’re ever going to own one yourself.” 
 
    “Neither will you,” Mary said, then gave her a playful shove. Lizzie stumbled into a group of men in sharp tweed suits and bowler hats striding down the pavement. She tried to turn sideways, slip out of the group, but she bumped into one man’s shoulder. 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss,” he said, his voice deep. 
 
    “Lizzie,” Mary squealed, her voice mixing with the bell of an approaching trolley. 
 
    Still trying to find her way out of the crowd, Lizzie caught Mary staring into the distance. Lizzie followed Mary’s stare and saw the top of Michael’s shaggy head. Even from far away, she could see the gleam in his eye. Her heart sped up. So did her feet. She was just about freed from the flurry of bodies when a thick hand connected to her back and someone pushed her out of the crowd. 
 
    She stumbled across the pavement, her balance severely damaged. A trolley bell rang out shrilly as Lizzie caught her toe on a loose paving stone and fell into the cobbled street. 
 
    In that moment, a single, half-breath of a moment, when Lizzie was falling, she snatched a glimpse of what she was leaving behind: Mary, red hair flung out sideways as she leaned forward to try and catch Liz by the arm, the march of several dozen Dubliners—thin noses pointed forward—heading home, and lastly, as the approaching trolley lights engulfed her, she caught sight of a man. Not too tall. Not too old. Tweed suit fashioned tight around his body. Thick black curls rolled out of his head, looking like Siobhan’s jump rope when she twisted it through the air. 
 
    Lizzie didn’t have time to think of Michael. Nor of her family. 
 
    The trolley slammed into her with so much force, her vision went black. She heard a high-pitched scream—the bell, maybe Mary—before every, single piece of herself shivered and fell numb. An electric shock pulsed through her once, and then, Ren began to fall, leaving the sweet scent of sea-drenched wind behind to sizzle through a broil of color. Crimson, indigo, goldenrod, seafoam green. 
 
    Ren crashed back into Peter’s kitchen and her body with a sharp gasp. Her breathing turned heavy, for she could still hear Mary screaming. Slowly, Mary’s voice faded and Ren tried to steady herself in her own world, but her mind rushed back to Sackville Street. To the last image she saw before things went dark. 
 
    As Lizzie, she didn’t have enough control over her present-day memory to make the connection, but as Ren gradually came back to her full reality, she recognized what Lizzie hadn’t. 
 
    The man on the sidewalk. The one with the black curls. The one she suspected to have pushed her in front of the trolley. 
 
    It was Peter. 
 
    Though she didn’t want to believe it, she couldn’t help not. Because, as Peter slid into the chair across from her and pushed those jump rope twisted curls out of his eyes, there was no denying it. It was him. 
 
    Peter had pushed Lizzie in front of the trolley. 
 
    Ren’s fingers curled into fists at her side and when she gave them a quick squeeze, a loud pop and a blue spark, like a volt of electricity, ripped skyward, shattering the lightbulbs above. Her eyes widened. Her fists loosened. She looked at her hands, normal as ever. 
 
    “Another power manifesting,” Peter mumbled, then, spoke clearly, urgently. “Did you see Lizzie’s death?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. A flash of memory, Lizzie’s: Peter standing on the sidewalk, dark eyes narrowed. She glowered at him. “I sure did.” 
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    DARKNESS COILED AROUND THE FLATLANDS, and the chill of night sent shivers up Ren’s legs as she stood toe-to-toe with Peter on the rotting porch of the abandoned house. She studied his face. Looked for a waver in his dark eyes. Surely he had to know that she had seen him in Dublin just before Lizzie’s death. But if he did, there was no sign of it on his face. She feared what would happen if she confronted him on the issue. If she asked him if he’d actually been the one to kill Lizzie. If he’d been playing her the entire time. Her mind flickered back to the conversation she’d overheard Peter have with Beverly and Joe. End this, Beverly had said. Or I will. Ren had taken it to mean the experiments, stop them before they went too far, but she was second guessing everything. Every single word that had come out of his mouth since he planted the charm bracelet on her. But why do it at all? Why reveal to her the reality of her past? Why put the relics in front of her and show her who she once was? Why save her from the car on the highway? Why not let it kill her and be done with it? Why pretend to fall for her if he was just going to end her anyway? None of it made any sense. 
 
    She pushed every thought, every question, every theory deep inside of herself. If Peter was going to act as if nothing had happened, then she would too. At least until she was away from the house. Then, her plan was to run through the fields and sandbars along the river. Sprint the back way to her house. Call Alfie. Get the hell out of town. 
 
    She lifted up on her toes and kissed Peter goodbye. It was a cold kiss. Granite-hard. She wondered if that’s what their kisses had always felt like to him. Passionless. He slid his fingers around the back of her neck—was he trying to break it?—and pulled her close to his chest. She wanted to rip herself away and yell for him to cut the bullshit, but she held her tongue and leaned into the kiss. Her lips clamped hard around his and an electric shock zipped between them. Peter jolted back, fingers grazing his lips. 
 
    “Jesus, Ren.” Peter rubbed his seared lips. “That was powerful.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Was that me?” 
 
    “Maybe this one we work on,” he said. “You practically fried my lips off.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, but all she could think was, liar, liar, liar. She forced herself to smile, then turned toward the steps. “Better get going.” 
 
    Peter caught her by the wrist, stopping her. “Can’t you stay a little while longer?” 
 
    She commanded her pulse to stay steady, but it was like trying to keep a squirming puppy still. Impossible. She took a shaky breath and shook her head. “N-not tonight. Meredith will—” 
 
    “I think you have bigger things to worry about right now than an angry stepmother, don’t you?” Peter let her wrist go. She pulled it close to her chest, rubbing at the phantom feeling of his fingers ringed around it. She stumbled down a step, then another. Peter called out to her. A light, airy sing-song voice. Taunting her. “Goodnight, sweet Ren. Travel safely.” 
 
    Her heart picked up then. Her veins sizzled with monster-under-the-bed-fear. Peter slipped into the shadows of the doorway and she didn’t hesitate as she moved across the lawn, the driveway. What Peter had said was reassurance enough. Her speculations were on-point. Had to be. 
 
    She ran toward the bridge, sliding down the bank on the far side. She folded herself into the dark veil below and pressed her back against one of the concrete pillars. 
 
    If only Alfie had stayed. If only he and Peter hadn’t hated one another. She would have someone beside her. An extra layer of comfort. An extra set of eyes to see the truth. 
 
    No. If he had stayed, they’d both be in trouble. Her lungs filled with a deep breath of reassurance, knowing the person she cared about most in the world was safe. She pictured him reading one of his cheap paperbacks. Long legs sprawled over the top of his half-made bed. The soft glow of his bedside lamp warming the entirety of his little bedroom. 
 
    She wiped at a singled teardrop—nasty thing—that had fallen unexpectedly. Both Charlotte and Lizzie’s deaths were quick, a surprise. But as her heart continued to flutter in her chest and her stomach knotted, she looked out over the surface of the black water, rippling with silver glints of moonlight, and wished she didn’t know what was coming. Peter would appear in a gleam of light, wings outstretched, and drown her in the river. Crush her beneath the weight of a rigid boulder partway buried in the bank across the water. 
 
    Footsteps shuffled over the gravel above her, accompanied by a clang of metal. She clung tightly to the concrete pillar and watched as a human shadow wriggled over the water. Whoever was up there—Peter, Beverly, Joe—was taking their time crossing the bridge. She closed her eyes, swallowed loudly. Wiped at another ugly tear. She would not die cowering in the shadows. 
 
    She inhaled deeply and, holding her breath, stepped out from beneath the bridge. She craned her neck to get a better view of the top. A tall silhouette with shining bleached hair walked a bicycle, the chain rattling, slowly over the bridge. 
 
    Alfie. 
 
    She exhaled a quivering breath. Alfie whipped his head toward the sound. He leaned over the steel railing of the bridge and squinted into the darkness. 
 
    “Ren?” 
 
    “Holy shit am I glad to see you,” she whispered. 
 
    “What are you doing down there?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “No time.” Ren scampered up the steep river bank. “We have to get as far away from here as possible. Quickly.” 
 
    “Hop on,” Alfie said. 
 
    She climbed onto the pegs of Alfie’s bike and he began to pedal quickly over the bridge and back towards town. Beneath the blur of rubber tires, the gravel road quickly became the cracked asphalt of Indigo Lane. The bike picked up even more speed on the smooth pavement. 
 
    “Why did you come back?” Ren asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want to leave in the first place,” Alfie said. “But I had to. I had to tell her.” 
 
    “Tell who?” Ren asked. 
 
    “You found out about Peter, didn’t you?” Alfie asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Ren squeezed Alfie’s shoulders. “How do you know?” 
 
    “She told me you would,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I knew all along.” Alfie’s shoulders lifted high, then dropped low. “From the moment he left you the bracelet. I wasn’t supposed to dissuade you. I was supposed to let you see him, but knowing what he’s done, what he’s going to do, just made me so angry. You’re stubborn, though. You don’t listen. Why don’t you ever listen?” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense,” Ren said. “Start from the beginning. How did you know about Peter?” 
 
    They buzzed passed the town limits sign. The streetlamps flashed above them like strobe lights. Ren looked over her shoulder to see if Peter was following them, but the road they had just traveled was dark and empty as far as her good eye could see. 
 
    “I’ve said too much already,” Alfie said. They approached the intersection of Indigo and Main. Alfie leaned into the turn and pedaled them into downtown. “She wants to tell you herself. She wants to make sure you have all of the facts. The truth.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked for what felt like the hundredth time. “Who is she?” 
 
    Alfie sighed as they came to a stop outside of Richard’s Antiques. The shop was closed, but the light from the emergency exit sign above the door lit up the figure of a woman standing near the glass. Pressed, white pant suit. Tense shoulders. Blonde curls. 
 
    “Meredith,” Alfie and Ren said at the same time. 
 
    They hopped off of Alfie’s bike just as Meredith opened the front door of Richard’s. She waved a hand through the air, drawing them closer. 
 
    “Hurry,” she said. “Before they see.” 
 
    Ren was still trying to grasp at every thread that had been unraveled since she dropped back into her own body after Lizzie’s death. Peter, who she thought was trying to help her, had just been using her. Why, she didn’t know. Alfie, who had acted as though the discovery surrounding her past was new, had known what was going on all along. Most shocking of all, though, was that Meredith, her stepmother, the woman who had been criticizing her every move since she married Ren’s dad, was somehow involved in it all. 
 
    Without much of a choice, Ren stepped through the open door of Richard’s. Alfie walked in just after, wheeling his bike inside. Immediately, Meredith closed and locked the door with her own key on a small ring. 
 
    Meredith’s heels click-clacked down the main aisle of the antique shop. She motioned for Ren and Alfie to follow. 
 
    “Are you going to explain the role you have in all of this?” Ren asked, following Meredith closely to the back of the shop. In the bleak of the night, the shop felt different. The shelves craggy and imposing above her, the piles on the floor reminiscent of predators curled up, waiting to strike. 
 
    “Yes.” Meredith stopped in front of the basement door. 
 
    Ren hugged her arms tightly around her torso to keep her stomach from sputtering uncontrollably. She couldn’t help imagining Peter or Beverly or Joe lunging out of the dark with a dull knife. Slitting her throat. 
 
    “And how is Alfie involved?” Talking helped. Kept Ren’s mind off of what she couldn’t control. “Why you didn’t just clue me in from the beginning?” 
 
    “For once would you just wait and see?” Meredith asked as she turned the brass doorknob. 
 
    “I knew you were doing something shady down here,” Ren said. 
 
    “You’re a smart girl, Ren.” Meredith started down the steps. “But you’ve never been able to keep your nose out of other people’s business.” 
 
    “Not true.” Ren wavered on the top of the stairs, debating about following her stepmother—if she could even call Meredith that anymore—or booking it out the back, down the alley, through the neighborhoods, and to the farmhouse. Alfie’s hand on her back made her jump. His palm pressed lightly against her spine, gently edged her forward. 
 
    “Go on, Ren,” he whispered. 
 
    Ren plunked onto the first step. 
 
    “It’s not your fault you’re curious,” Meredith said. She reached the bottom of the steps, then gazed up at Ren as she waited for her to descend. “I blame it on being raised in this speck of a town. No one can keep a secret around here. Except Richard. For the right price, anyway.” 
 
    As soon as Ren was off the stairs, Meredith swished across the near-empty room, to the grandfather clock that sat against the wall. She pulled another key out from the stack on her ring and wedged it into the padlock. Twisted. 
 
    “That’s why you kept this here,” Ren said. 
 
    “I knew Richard would keep his trap shut,” Meredith pulled open the grandfather clock and the pendulum, set into a velvet shadowbox, swung with it, revealing a narrow passage inside. Meredith whipped out a small flashlight from her pocket and shined it on a set of winding stairs. “I’ve been waiting for almost ten years to show you this. Let’s not waste any more time.” 
 
    Meredith slipped through the clock, her heels tapping against the wooden steps within. The light quickly disappeared as she descended. Ren held open the narrow door, the hinges shrieking at the slightest movement, and looked back at Alfie. 
 
    “You knew about this?” Ren asked. Alfie nodded. “And you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    Alfie shrugged. “Meredith can be intimidating.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Meredith said from somewhere deep inside the clock. “Come along, you two.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes and ducked inside, Alfie following, catching and locking the door, before they started down the stairs. The inside of the clock smelled just as Ren had imagined: Stiff, old, and rotting. It was the same sweet and potent scent that Richard’s entire shop stank of so beautifully, but a thousand times more powerful. 
 
    “How old is this?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Old.” Meredith’s voice echoed in the dark. 
 
    “I can’t see a damn thing.” Ren pawed the smooth curve of the wooden wall. 
 
    “Language,” Meredith said through clenched teeth. Ren wondered if the real Meredith was as nagging as stepmom Meredith or if she had just consumed her personality for too long to change in an instant. 
 
    “You’re the only one with a flashlight here,” Ren said. 
 
    Meredith exhaled with force. Annoyed. “Alfie says you’re regressing into Lizzie, am I right?” 
 
    Ren gaped back at Alfie, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. Not completely. “You told her?” 
 
    “She made me,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Clench one of your fists,” Meredith said, ignoring Ren and Alfie. “Gently.” 
 
    “What?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Just do it,” Meredith said. 
 
    Meredith’s voice was shrinking, taking what little light there was in the staircase along with it. Ren could find her way in the dark. She totally could. But Meredith wasn’t exactly the coddling type. Who knows how far behind Ren would fall before Meredith would stomp back toward her, take her by the wrist, and start to drag. It had happened once after Wynn’s infamous spring parade when Ren was eight. As they’d been walking through a dense crowd, Ren stopped to glance at the corn on the cob stand, golden ears dripping in gleaming, yellow butter, and when she looked up, Meredith was gone. Ren had taken one measly step up the crowded street by herself before Meredith appeared again, latched on tightly, and pulled her back toward the car. 
 
    In the black of the staircase, Ren curled her left fist, gave it a gentle squeeze, and pop, the same blue spark that had gone off at Peter’s snaked through the darkness. It pinged once off the closest step and then made a noise, like bacon in a frypan. A soft, yellow light began to glow in a boxy, glass sconce on the wall. The sizzling sound continued down the staircase as other bulbs began to illuminate the curling steps. 
 
    “Impressive,” Alfie whispered. 
 
    “How did you know that would happen?” Ren called out to Meredith. It was then she realized the staircase had no railing. Just a cherrywood wall on one side and an exposed edge on the other. She kept a hand on the wall, pressed her shoulder to it, and kept moving. 
 
    “I’ve seen you do it before,” Meredith said. Her heels had stopped clicking and her voice echoed twice as much as it had before. As Ren descended, she wondered if she would ever reach an end. The stairs were infinite. They made her dizzy. Lopsided. Queasy almost. She clung tight to the wall. 
 
    “How could you have seen me light sconces before?” Ren said. “I just gained the ability tonight.” 
 
    “Not in this lifetime, stupid girl,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Which lifetime?” Ren asked. 
 
    “The first, to be exact.” 
 
    “You knew me as Samara?” Ren asked. “What? Are you a Discentem too?” 
 
    “No. I’m an Auxilium, Lazarus Order,” Meredith said. Ren stopped walking. Alfie grabbed her shoulder as he steadied himself from the abrupt halt. Perhaps Ren had it all wrong. Maybe it hadn’t been Peter who was trying to kill her, but Meredith. But why wait so long? Why not get it done with quietly at home years ago? Why show her all of this? Why involve Alfie? Meredith spoke again, as if she could read Ren’s mind. “And before you go thinking I’m one of the Rogues that your boyfriend told you about, I’m not. I’m the one who has followed you through the years. I’m the one who has always been there. Always protected you.” 
 
    “Prove it.” Ren started moving again. Three steps later, she was at the bottom—yes, there was an end. Meredith stood in a small room, no bigger than a closet. There was no door. No tunnel. No second set of stairs. Only a sconce with an eagle, snake in mouth, fashioned to its base. 
 
    Meredith turned to face Ren. “You know it’s true. You’ve seen me before.” 
 
    “No.” Ren shook her head. 
 
    “Think, Ren,” Meredith said, taking a step closer. “Think.” 
 
    “Apart from here, in this life—” 
 
    “Don’t let his lies be your truth.” Meredith grabbed Ren by the shoulders. “Think. I was there.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The plantation.” 
 
    Ren turned away from her stepmother and tried to think back to the visions of Charlotte’s life. She wasn’t the mother. Too old. Too different. She looked at Meredith, a blonde curl falling down the side of her face. She squinted at Meredith and her features blurred. An image washed over her then. Blonde curls pulled back, dressed plainly. Face without reams of eyeliner, mascara, or lipstick. 
 
    “Alena,” Ren whispered, barely audible, even to her. 
 
    “Who?” Meredith cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Ren’s face relaxed. “You were the maid. You were Alena.” 
 
    “Very good, Miss Charlotte,” Meredith drawled, her voice matching the one Ren had heard in the visions perfectly. Slightly off. Silky smooth. It gave her chills. She stepped out of Meredith’s grip. 
 
    “Does Dad know?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Know what?” Meredith asked. “That I’m some kind of ancient freak with wings? Are you kidding? Your father knows nothing.” 
 
    Ren’s forehead became a rippled sea. “Did you marry him just to be close to me?” 
 
    “I had to find you,” Meredith said. “I had to protect you this time.” 
 
    “So, you don’t love him?” Ren asked. Alfie rested a hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged him off. Meredith stared down at her own feet. Ren took a step toward her. “Answer me.” 
 
    “I’m quite fond of your father,” Meredith said, her hand flying up to grasp at the triple spiral pendant she wore around her neck. She squeezed it. Dropped it suddenly. “But Auxilium, we’re immune to love.” 
 
    Ren’s heart tightened as she thought of Peter. If the Auxilium were not capable of love, then the charade he had been playing at for the past few days was just that. A front. For what, though? To make her trust him so it would be easier to turn on her? 
 
    “If you knew what I was this whole time, why did you even let Peter into my life?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith didn’t answer her. She simply put a hand on the eagle carved into the base of the light fixture and tugged it toward her. The sound of stone sliding against itself. A brush of cold air. A door-sized section of the wooden wall pulled back an inch. Meredith leaned against it and the panel swung inward. Another passage. Meredith shined her flash light down the corridor. 
 
    “Where does it go?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith ducked her head beneath the doorway. She shined her light back at Ren. “It leads you to answers.” 
 
    “That’s extremely ominous,” Ren said, but she stepped inside anyway. 
 
    Alfie crossed the threshold last and closed the door. Several bolts echoed into place, sealing them in. Meredith flicked a switch and overhead fluorescents flickered to life without any help from Ren. The corridor seemed never-ending. More of a tunnel than a hallway. 
 
    “It leads to the farm,” Meredith said. 
 
    Ren and Meredith walked side-by-side this time, Meredith setting a quick pace, Alfie following close at their heels. Despite Ren not really knowing where she was, or having just learned that Meredith had planted herself in Ren’s life, Ren felt security blanket-safe. Especially with her best friend just a foot behind her, keeping an eye out for Peter and his cronies. 
 
    “Is this thing really two miles long?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Took me years to build,” Meredith said. “Years to perfect the passage. But I knew someday we would need something like it. Something invisible from the topside.” 
 
    “So, it’s just a tunnel between Richard’s and the house?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Between Richard’s and the safe room I built beneath your father’s sorghum fields,” Meredith said. “There’s another tunnel—much shorter—that connects the safe room to the clock in the dining room. Another hidden passage.” 
 
    “Why’d you build a safe room?” 
 
    “To keep you safe,” Alfie muttered, then snorted. 
 
    “Ha-ha,” Ren said flatly. 
 
    “I knew this lifetime would be different,” Meredith said loudly, snuffing out the last of Alfie’s joke. “I knew you’d need a place to practice.” 
 
    “Practice what?” 
 
    “Honing your abilities,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Peter said I shouldn’t,” Ren said. 
 
    Meredith chuckled, an evil air to it. “Peter lied to you about a lot of things.” 
 
    Ren stopped walking and spun Meredith around by the shoulder so she could look her in the eyes. “I didn’t just imagine it, did I? The man I saw right before Lizzie died. The one with the curls, like Peter. That was him? He killed me, I mean, killed Lizzie, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Meredith said. “Peter was the Rogue assigned to you after the war. All of the cursed Discentem were guarded by Rogues. Preyed upon at the most opportune of times. Sickening, all of it.” 
 
    “So why did he say he was trying to help me?” Ren asked. “Why did he have me regress into my past lives?” 
 
    “From what I’ve gathered from Alfie, a lot of what Peter told you was true.” Meredith started walking again. Ren skipped along, matching Meredith’s quick pace. “You were a Discentem, a powerful being, and there was a war, which unfortunately Drustan and the Rogue Auxilium won. But I’m the one who has been at your side since your soul was whole. We worked as a team. You taught the humans and I protected them. When the Auxilium turned, I fought to keep you safe, but I couldn’t. I made a vow to you, to myself, that I would try to find a way to reverse what the Rogues had done to you, to the others. I had kept a few of the relics as reminders of what you sacrificed, so that I would keep fighting to protect you. It was an accident when I learned the relics were portals, that you regressed to the past life they were connected to. But after that, I knew it was the way you would return to us. 
 
    “You are not the only one Peter has deceived, though. He came to me just after the second world war and begged me to save him from the Rogues who were after him. He learned of what I was trying to do and offered his help. Instead, he killed you and ran off with some of the relics before I could stop him. I think he believes if your soul is pieced together—not fully—but partially when you die, you will die for good.” 
 
    Ren looked up at Meredith. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    Meredith crossed her arms. “I don’t know. There’s a chance it could work, but I’m not willing to risk it. I swore after the last time this life would be different—that it would be your last one and that you would live.” 
 
    “If you’re supposed to be keeping me alive,” Ren said, “Why did you let Peter trick me?” 
 
    “I was curious,” Meredith said with a simple shrug. “He’s never gotten this close to you before. I knew something had to be awry. He’s desperate, and that can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Lazarus Order and the handful of surviving Discentem, we’re—” 
 
    “I thought the Discentem were extinct?” 
 
    “We will have a history-correcting lesson later,” Meredith said. “Right now, all you need to know is that we’re banding together. Now, the humans might not be prepared for supernatural teachers or ready to learn that their angels of faith actually exist, but we’re ready to put an end to the Dark Souls and live in peace again; we’re ready to resurrect all of the lost Discentem. For that, we need you.” 
 
    “Resurrect.” Ren scoffed. “That’s exactly what Peter said he was doing.” 
 
    “He stole that line from me,” Meredith said. “Little prick.” 
 
    “Language, Meredith.” Ren laughed. 
 
    “First thing’s first.” Meredith clapped her hands together. “We’re getting Peter off of your back once and for all. His little jockeys too.” 
 
    “Can we tell her about me, yet?” Alfie asked. 
 
    “What about you?” Ren glanced back at him. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to tell you—” 
 
    “No,” Meredith said sharply. 
 
    “She deserves to know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Not now,” Meredith said, marching ahead, heels clacking over the rough concrete floor. “Not tonight.” 
 
    “Know what?” Ren repeated at a whisper as Alfie stepped up alongside her. 
 
    “Another time,” Alfie grumbled. 
 
    They walked on for another mile or so, the tunnel bending slightly to and fro as if it had been dug out by hand, which it probably had been, knowing Meredith. Ren pictured her stepmom, a shovel poised in her dainty fingers, hacking away at the cold Kansas earth for years. As if she were digging her way out of prison. In in a way, she was. 
 
    Without warning, the tunnel stopped. A faceless cement wall sat at the end of the passage, a long, jagged fissure running down its middle. 
 
    “What now?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith didn’t say a word. Instead, she lifted up on her tip-toes and pressed a combination into a keypad on the ceiling that Ren hadn’t noticed at first. A hiss groaned from above and Meredith gave the stone just overhead a shove. A square of ceiling swung upward and back, as if on a hinge. Even if Peter managed to get inside the tunnel at Richard’s, there were too many hidden entrances to maneuver. 
 
    Alfie boosted Meredith up first, then laced his fingers together and made a step for Ren, hoisting her up through the small space. When she climbed up into darkness, she could hear Meredith clicking across what sounded like a metal floor with the flashlight. When the light had all but vanished, a series of fluorescent bulbs blinked on, illuminating the vast room. 
 
    It reminded Ren of the void she had met her past lives in the night she was knocked off her bike. It was just as long, just as echoey. But it was well-lit and every twenty yards or so, concrete pillars, padded like goalposts on a football field sprouted from the floor and rose to the ceiling. There were different objects around the room, too. Practice dummies like the ones she saw in FBI Training movies. Dumbbells. Weighted medicine balls. A stack of padded mats folded and piled along one wall. A clock hung in each the corner of the room. To Meredith’s right, stood a door, and to her left, sat a robust, wooden wardrobe. 
 
    Once Alfie had joined them, he bent low and closed the hatch to the tunnel, the square of metal fitting in perfectly with the rest of the floor. He spread his arms wide, gesturing to the room. “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “The metal,” Ren said. “That’s why the combine compass wouldn’t work. It interfered.” 
 
    “Yes,” Meredith said. 
 
    Ren scanned the room a second time. “It’s like a scene from the first part of an action movie.” 
 
    “Get very comfortable,” Meredith said. “When we’re not in the house, we’ll be in here, training. You will not step foot outside until Peter is dealt with and you will go nowhere inside unless Alfie or myself is nearby. Is that understood?” 
 
    “So, basically I’m under house arrest?” Ren grumbled. “Only worse.” 
 
    “It’s better than being dead,” Meredith said, then opened the door beside her. Another passageway. “You’ve had a long night. A lot to take in. Get some rest and we will begin our work at dawn.” 
 
    “What about school?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith stepped through the doorway, the darkness on the other side engulfing her. Her voice trickled back into the room. “High School is for humans. You’re a Discentem. This is your school.” 
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    REN AND ALFIE SAT AGAINST the side of her bed, the boxy analog TV across the rug playing Wait Until Dark. Ren’s hair was long, loose, and dripping all over her mattress, wet from the shower she had taken after they left the safe room. Alfie had sat outside the bathroom door the entire time. A good watch dog. 
 
    She dug into a bag of microwaved popcorn and munched on a buttery handful as she watched Audrey Hepburn walk onto the scene. The star’s brown hair was trimmed short, curled at the back to give it extra volume. Audrey walked to the phone—three men hiding in plain view—and dialed. 
 
    Audrey spoke to her on-screen husband through the receiver of the black telephone. “I was the best in blind school today.” 
 
    Alfie leaned into Ren’s shoulder. “Maybe you should go to blind school.” 
 
    She elbowed Alfie in the ribs and tossed a fistful of popcorn at his head. Her jaw tightened. “I’m only half blind, you ass.” 
 
    “Hey, look, I’m sorry,” Alfie said. His voice had no playful tremble. He was serious. She looked at him, hands folded and rested on his knees, his eyes staring at his white knuckles. “About going behind your back, I mean. About telling Meredith everything that was going on. I was just trying to keep you safe.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. She rested her head on his shoulder. “Of all the people who have been lying to me, I’m the least mad at you.” 
 
    Alfie stiffened. “You might not think so later.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Heels clicked down the hallway toward Ren’s room. Meredith didn’t even knock. Just poked her head in and said, “Get some sleep, you two. You’re going to need some rest for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I don’t get how we’re both off the hook from school,” Ren said. “I know this Discentem thing is more important, but if you recall, you practically bit my head off a week ago for cutting, but now it’s no big deal?” 
 
    “I wasn’t angry about you missing school,” Meredith said. “I was angry about who you were missing it for.” 
 
    “Even though you wanted me to spend time with Peter,” Ren said. “To find out what he was up to.” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Meredith said. “Now, goodnight.” 
 
    “’night,” Ren grumbled. When the door closed, she flopped up onto her bed, propped up on her elbows, and dug back into the popcorn bag. “Hey, how is your mom okay with this?” 
 
    Alfie shrugged. “She just is.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Ren said. 
 
    Even before Alan Arkin’s character started changing costumes every five minutes in the film, Ren’s eyelids were drooping. She crawled up to her pillow and tried to stay awake. Soon, though, she was just listening to the movie while she watched the blackish red color of her closed eyelids. 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT MORNING, ALFIE SHOOK her awake. “Get up.” 
 
    “What?” Her good eye was fuzzy with sleep. Alfie blurred in and out of focus. 
 
    “We have to meet Meredith,” he said. “I’m going to wait in the hall. Get dressed.” 
 
    The door clicked closed, but it did not keep the buzz of the house out. She could hear her father’s low voice, Meredith’s higher pitched velvet tones drifting through the floorboards. She could even hear Grams humming quietly to herself. Probably burning sage or reading her tarot cards. Predicting the future. Could Grams see what would become of Peter? Of Meredith’s training? 
 
    She put on a pair of lace tights with black denim shorts pulled over the top of them and ducked into a baggy, bleach-stained Nirvana t-shirt. She braided her hair down her back and headed downstairs with Alfie. 
 
    Meredith stood at the kitchen counter, talking to Ren’s dad, who was perched on a bar stool, his back turned toward them. Meredith nodded ever so slightly toward the hallway that led to Grams’ room. Alfie and Ren moved silently into the hall and waited. 
 
    “What time’s your help showing up this morning?” Meredith asked Ren’s dad. 
 
    He glanced down at the watch strung around his wrist. “Any minute now, I reckon.” 
 
    Meredith leaned across the counter and pecked a quick kiss on Ren’s dad’s lips. Ren’s shoulders deflated, knowing the kiss, like all of hers and Peter’s, was just for show. Her dad rose and walked into the mud room. He tugged on his boots, a thump on the floor as each one slid on, and opened the back door. When it closed, Ren and Alfie went into the kitchen. 
 
    Two plates of eggs and bacon slid over the counter toward them. Meredith captured each of them with a tight-eyed stare. “Eat quickly. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, they were stepping through the grandfather clock in the dining room and descending to the door of the saferoom. Meredith tapped a code into the pad beside the entrance and it hissed open. 
 
    “Ready to work?” Meredith asked as they filed in. 
 
    “I guess.” Ren said. 
 
    Meredith stopped. “You be sure now. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ren nodded tersely. “I’m sure.” 
 
    Ren and Alfie made their way to the center of the room while Meredith walked to where the pile of thick, black mats was. She dragged one to the middle of the room and dropped it in front of Ren with a loud thwap. 
 
    “We will build on what you know.” Meredith unfurled the mat one fold at a time. “Now, your former self—your true self—had a menagerie of supernatural abilities in her arsenal, but levitation was highly favored. It was one of the strongest. I believe that is why it appeared first. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ren sat down on the mat, keeping her knees close to her chest. Alfie peeled away and took a seat on the floor against the wall close to the wardrobe. Meredith stood nearby. Marched around Ren in a circle, instructing. 
 
    “Master the art of self-levitation first. Then we’ll move on to telekinetics—moving objects with only your mind.” Meredith stopped walking and hovered over Ren. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Wait, go?” Ren pulled her hands onto her knees, then quickly replaced them beside her. “How—what am I supposed to do exactly?” 
 
    “You already know what to do,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I’ve only done it a couple of times,” Ren said. “Mostly by accident.” 
 
    “You wield the power.” Meredith snapped her fingers. “It does not wield you. Command it. Go.” 
 
    Ren closed her eyes, pressed her palms into the ground, and told herself to levitate. Levitate, levitate. She could feel the mat beneath her. She tried to leave it behind. Nothing. She took a deep breath, exhaled. Levitate. She grunted. She imagined herself floating inches above the mat, but still, she remained attached to it. 
 
    “Try,” Meredith said as she began to move in a circle again. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The click of Meredith’s heels swarmed her ears. “Try harder.” 
 
    “Float,” Ren whispered. “Come on. Come on. Do it.” 
 
    She squeezed her stomach. Held her breath. She slid the heels of her boots forward and laid back on the mat. She thought of the game she and Alfie used to play at birthday parties in grade school. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. She told herself to rise—feather-light—off of that mat. Still, nothing. 
 
    “It’s not working,” she said, opening her eyes. 
 
    Meredith’s heels retreated. “Perhaps...” 
 
    Ren lifted her head and watched Meredith walk to the wardrobe. Meredith opened the right side of the double doors and squatted down, the fabric of her pewter suit slacks stretching. Ren looked from Meredith to Alfie, lifted an eyebrow. Alfie just shrugged. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ren asked. 
 
    “All you need is the right motivation.” Meredith stood up. She held up a large, glass jar. A lump of brown was heaped at the bottom. 
 
    “What is that?” Ren asked. 
 
    Meredith unscrewed the lid and locked her eyes on Ren. “Motivation.” 
 
    Meredith launched the brown heap into the air. It unfurled itself into the unmistakable tube of a copperhead snake. Ren bolted upright. The snake hissed and slithered toward her. Ren crawled backwards, away from the beast, but it was moving faster than she was. Her toes curled up. Her face pinched. She turned away just as the snake was coiling, bending away, preparing to strike. She shrieked and shot into the air. Lifted up off the ground just before the copperhead struck beneath her. Ren hovered five feet above the ground. Her heart beat quickly. She was doing it. She was levitating. 
 
    Meredith moved smoothly across the room and snatched the snake up by the back of its head. She funneled it back into the jar. It hissed one last time as Meredith screwed the lid on tightly. A smug smile was planted on Meredith’s face as she tucked the jar under her arm. 
 
    “What the hell was that, Mer?” Ren bobbed in the air. Scared to break the levitation for fear Meredith would release the copperhead again. 
 
    “That,” Meredith chuckled as she moved back to the open wardrobe and slid the jar back in its place. “Was the perfect motivation.” 
 
    “You know I’m scared to death of snakes,” Ren said. 
 
    Alfie chuckled. “I didn’t think Ren Morris was scared of anything.” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “I’m not.” 
 
    “Except for snakes,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Why do you even have that thing anyway?” Ren glared at Meredith. 
 
    Meredith closed the cabinet. “I’ll release it outside tonight. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    Meredith nodded to Ren. “Look at you. Sustained levitation. Very good, Ren. Now, can you lower yourself in a controlled movement.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, how did you get down before?” Meredith walked toward Ren. 
 
    “I sort of just fell.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, this time imagine your feet are magnetic and drive them toward the ground.” Meredith said. 
 
    Ren pushed her feet downward, aiming the bottoms of them toward the mat beneath her. She took a deep breath in, let it out, and commanded herself downward. Slowly, she drifted toward the ground. She touched down gracefully on the mat. 
 
    Ren let out a gleeful laugh. “Well, I’ve mastered that. Now, let’s move onto that telekinesis you were talking about, shall we?” 
 
    Meredith wagged her finger at Ren. “You’ve mastered nothing. Try again.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “To truly regain the ability, you’re going to have to do it until you can levitate without even thinking about it,” Meredith said. “That’s when you will have mastered it. Now, again.” 
 
    “Can we at least get some music up in here?” Ren grumbled. “If I’m going to do this over and over, I need some good montage music.” 
 
    “Alfie,” Meredith said. 
 
    Alfie nodded and stepped toward the wardrobe. He pulled out an old boombox and clicked in a cassette tape. Blondie flowed through the speakers. Just her style. Ren stretched the way Coach Hayley had made her warm up for every gym class—wind mills, calf stretches—then shook out her hands, feeling the music in her veins. She inhaled, leaned forward, and pushed off from her toes. She hovered for a moment then touched back down. 
 
    With Meredith circling her constantly and Alfie changing the tape in the boom box every fifteen minutes, Ren repeated her levitation trick over and over again until she could hardly feel the difference between standing and floating. They didn’t leave the safe room, not even for lunch. Alfie just disappeared after levitation number one-hundred-and-twelve and returned with turkey sandwiches and a bag of potato chips during levitation one-hundred-and-sixty-four, where she floated so high, she nearly touched the ceiling. After two-hundred, they stopped to eat and when they picked up again, Meredith taught Ren to make slight movements in the air by swaying her hips from one side to the other. She couldn’t go far—she wasn’t able to fly—but she could dodge the tennis balls Meredith and Alfie hurled at her. At first, they kept hitting her in the arm, the torso, the leg, but soon, she found her rhythm and could move without even a hair of tennis ball fuzz scraping her skin. 
 
    Down in the safe room, Ren lost track of time. Minutes felt like hours and hours sometimes felt like sheer moments. Alfie kept disappearing back to the house for water, for snacks, for a notebook Meredith decided to use to track her progress. Each time he returned, Ren could perform some new trick, like a quick-learning circus animal. By the time Meredith had her lifting heavy medicine balls into the air and flinging them around the room with her mind while simultaneously levitating a few feet off the ground, Alfie was pushing through the door, a pizza in hand. 
 
    “I thought you just brought us lunch?” Ren asked. Floating in the air, Ren shot forward a few feet and touched down on her tip toes. 
 
    “It’s almost seven,” said Alfie, opening the box. 
 
    Ren snagged a slice of pepperoni. “No wonder I’m starving.” 
 
    Meredith scribbled something in her notebook as she walked slowly toward them. She tucked the pencil behind her ear and looked up at Alfie. She asked, “Did anyone follow you?” 
 
    “No,” Alfie said. “It’s like a ghost town up there.” 
 
    “Where?” Ren asked through a mouthful of pizza. 
 
    “I rode my bike into town for the pizza,” Alfie said. “And to scout for Peter and the others.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Meredith asked. Her face wrinkled up as if she were disappointed. “They must be pulling back. Preparing.” 
 
    “I know Peter,” Meredith said. “He’s patient.” 
 
    “But his partners are not,” Alfie said. 
 
    “He was able to hold them off for a couple of weeks,” Meredith said. “Surely he will convince them to wait a few more days. See if Ren sticks her head out of hiding.” 
 
    “What if I don’t?” Ren asked. 
 
    “You will,” Meredith said. “When you’re ready.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just wait him out forever?” 
 
    “Auxilium like Peter get what they’re after one way or another,” Meredith said. “They’ve provoked wars, genocides, natural disasters. Unless we want this whole town to burn around us, you’ll have to be ready.” 
 
    “How long do I have?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Meredith said. “A week, perhaps. I suggest you finish your pizza and get back to work.” 
 
    Ren had never been particularly fond of Wynn, or its inhabitants, but it was home after all. Even though there was nothing to do there and everyone lived out their lives as if they were in a bubble world, she wouldn’t be the one to bring it down. She wouldn’t let Peter destroy it. She thought of Charlotte and Lizzie and the others she had seen that night in the void. She wouldn’t become another face in the darkness. 
 
    Ren ripped off a hunk of the pizza crust with her teeth, tossed the rest back into the box, and walked to the mat that was still laid across the floor. She gave it a swift kick and it pinwheeled out of the way, careening around one of the cement posts. Next, she pushed off from the ground, hovering several feet above floor, and commanded several medicine balls around her to rise up to her level. Her brows furrowed. Her fists clenched. She focused all of her energy on the balls. Suddenly, the same blue spark that lit the spiral staircase the night before shot out from her hands and zapped the balls with a loud clap, like thunder. The medicine balls caught fire and quickly burned to ash. 
 
    Alfie and Meredith stared at her over the top of the pizza box. Both of their eyes were as large as the pepperonis. 
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    FOR THE NEXT THREE DAYS, Ren obeyed Meredith’s orders and never left the safe room or the house. During the day, when she should have been in school listening to Mrs. Keith geek out over stupid math equations or trying to avoid Scary Larry’s eyebrow-tight stares during homeroom, she was dodging kettle bells and knives that Meredith hurled at her. She learned to slow the objects down with her mind and sling them across the room, split them in two, or zap them to dust with an electric pulse. By the time the weekend came around, she could do things she thought only comic book superheroes or weirdos on the sci-fi channel could do. 
 
    On Saturday evening, Meredith aimed a loaded Glock at Ren from across the room. Ren stood very still, focusing on the barrel of the gun. Her heartbeat was steady. Her mind clear. 
 
    “Isn’t this sort of dangerous?” Alfie asked, standing beside Meredith. “It’s not like there’s a blank in the chamber.” 
 
    “Shh,” Meredith hissed. “It’s only dangerous if she doesn’t concentrate.” 
 
    Ren inhaled deeply and gave Meredith the slightest of nods. Meredith cocked the gun and Ren began to count in her head. One, two. Meredith’s finger squeezed the trigger at the same time Ren’s flat palms stretched out in front of her. She couldn’t see the bullet barreling toward her, but she could feel the disruption in the air. She slowed the bullet down with her mind and it came into view, the silver shining in the fluorescent light from above. With a swipe of her hand, Ren redirected the bullet and shot it into the flooring, where it burrowed in deep. Meredith lowered the gun. 
 
    Alfie exhaled, his lips quivering. He tugged on the ends of his hair, closed his eyes, and faced the wall. “Oh, thank God.” 
 
    “You’ve progressed much faster than I’d anticipated.” Meredith’s green eyes had a hint of pride in them. It was something Ren had never seen directed towards her from Meredith before. It made Ren inflate with confidence, like a helium balloon destined to reach the clouds. 
 
    On the outside, though, Ren brushed off the compliment. “It’s the first thing I’ve ever done that feels easy to me. That I actually enjoy.” 
 
    “Good.” Meredith bent down and locked the gun in a thick, wooden box at the back of the wardrobe. 
 
    “I think I’m ready,” Ren said. 
 
    “To do what?” Meredith asked, standing up. “Take on Peter? No, not yet.” 
 
    “When, then?” Ren asked. 
 
    Alfie stopped tugging on his hair, seemed to perk up at the idea of fighting Peter. “Yeah. When?” 
 
    “Soon,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I can stop a bullet, Mer. What more do I need to learn?” 
 
    “I want you to regress once more,” Meredith said. “You need to regain more pieces of your soul. You need more strength.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” Ren said, swinging her arms as if she were a gymnast getting ready to launch onto the uneven bars. “Let’s do it. Bring on the relic.” 
 
    Meredith turned away from Ren and Alfie. Started for the door. She waved a hand through the air dismissively. “Not tonight.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Too much too soon won’t be good,” Meredith said. “Some of the other Discentem we’re bringing back regress through their past lives more slowly. You’ve already completed two in a matter of weeks.” 
 
    Ren caught up to Meredith just before she opened the door. “Doesn’t that prove I can handle it?” 
 
    “Go watch a movie; visit with your grandmother,” Meredith said. “Take a break.” 
 
    “You’re not serious?” Ren gaped. “Take a break? Can’t you see I’m tired of being cooped up in this house? In this room? The sooner I face Peter, the sooner I get out of here. The sooner this is all over and behind us. Please.” 
 
    “She’s right, Meredith,” Alfie said. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Meredith opened the door to the tunnel that led into the dining room. “I’m going to start dinner. If we order take out again this week, your father is going to start wondering. Just go do something…normal.” 
 
    Meredith slipped through the doorway then. It closed tightly behind her. Ren rolled her eyes at her stepmother-turned-mentor and started to pace the few feet between the door and the wardrobe. She glanced up at Alfie on each turn. “I swear I’m going to torch this place with my electricity if I don’t get out of here soon. I want to smell the freshly harvested earth. I want to feel the wind on my cheeks. I want to rummage through Richard’s downtown. I want a big ass black coffee from Roast.” 
 
    Alfie chuckled, but after Ren turned to glare at him, he fell silent, holding his hands up in surrender. “I just think it’s funny that a very powerful Auxilium is waiting for you to poke your nose out of hiding and all you want is a coffee.” 
 
    “I can take Peter.” Ren stopped pacing. Pushed up the long sleeves on her baggy, black t-shirt. “I’ll kick his ass. I’ll knock those curls right off of his head.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Alfie stood over her, staring at her down the bridge of his nose. “Meredith’s right. You need more power.” 
 
    Ren held her hands up. They were jittering. “Look at me. I’m about to explode in here.” 
 
    “Your life is more important than a bad case of cabin fever and if—” Alfie stopped talking. Held up a finger. His eyes lit up like a trick candle. 
 
    “What?” She stopped pacing. 
 
    “I know a way to help you get out of here.” He walked to the wardrobe and opened one of the doors. He began to dig through boxes and jars on the top shelf. “Without actually getting you out of here. Meredith says you’re not ready for another regression, but I don’t agree. There’s no harm in it for you. She’s just a little gun shy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Another story for another day.” Alfie produced a small, oak box. He handed it to her, the weight of the thing unexpectedly heavy. She held it close to her stomach and opened the lid. As she peered into the box, her eye fell on the glass paperweight Joe had dropped in Meredith’s parlor a week before. The bullet sat frozen in the very center. Alfie tapped the sphere. “If you can’t get the relic out with telekinesis, I can find a hammer.” 
 
    Ren removed the paperweight and dropped the box on the floor. She furrowed her brows, focused on the bullet, and watched as it shivered in its glass tomb. “You don’t need a hammer, just give me a minute.” 
 
    She felt the bullet without touching it, wriggled it through the glass as if it were a finger encased in thick mud. The tip surfaced, then, all at once, the rest of the bullet shot out of the paperweight. She made it hover in mid-air. Dropped the glass sphere close to the box. Stepped forward to study the tiny rings of rust around the bullet’s point. 
 
    “I thought this was supposed to be a relic?” she asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Now, I’m no expert on human atomy,” she began, “But what part of the body houses the golden bullet?” 
 
    “Clearly, your brain,” Alfie said with a laugh. “Look closer. Do you see the reddish substance on the tip?” 
 
    “Rust?” 
 
    “Blood,” Alfie said. “Your blood.” 
 
    Ren scrunched her nose. “How long has it been there?” 
 
    “A while.” Alfie stepped closer to her, so that the bullet was floating at an equal distance between them. “If you take the relic in your fist and really give it a squeeze, not just a brush of the finger, you’ll see everything it has to show you in one regression.” 
 
    Ren lifted a brow at him. “How do you know this?” 
 
    Alfie’s lips twitched. “Just something Meredith told me once. She says it makes the effects of the regression even more powerful. Like a life boost for the soul.” 
 
    “She told you all that?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Do you want to get out of here for a while or not?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Ren said. “Where in time does it take me?” 
 
    “Dunno.” 
 
    “You’re great help.” 
 
    “Just touch it already,” Alfie said. 
 
    “Jeez, don’t get your panties in a wad, princess,” Ren said. 
 
    “And remember—” 
 
    “Squeeze it, don’t brush it,” she said. “I got it, I got it.” 
 
    She held her palm flat beneath the bullet and, with a deep breath, commanded it to drop. As soon as it touched her skin, she closed her fist tightly around it and waited for the room to spin. 
 
    Her stomach flew into her throat as Alfie and the safe room folded into thirds, then twisted out of sight. Everything was replaced by the chasm, a rich and colorful half-world, a portal. She dropped into it, as always, like she was falling through it for the first time. Just as she thought she couldn’t take another moment of it, she bounced onto something cushioned. Her vision began to clear. 
 
    Her heart raced as her foot pressed down the pedal of a wide automobile. She gripped the steering wheel tightly and glanced from the red dirt road, lit up by the car’s headlights and the full moon, to the other passengers in the car. Her four sisters: Helen, Wilma, Vera, and Etta. 
 
    “Next left, Ida,” Helen, the oldest, told her from the passenger’s seat. A memory of Helen as a child, swinging a hatchet above the neck of a chicken, telling Ida to hold it still, flashed by. 
 
    Ida took the next left onto another dirt road, flanked by building-less, Oklahoma countryside in the dead of December. Leafless trees. Dusty, cropless fields. Ditches were strewn with forgotten furniture, pictures, clothes, all left behind from the people who got hit too hard by the recession and were forced to hoof it west. She and her sisters were set up, though. They’d gotten into Pa’s business just before he’d died. Moonshine. No one in Oklahoma was rich, but everyone seemed to have a nickel to toss away for a bottle of liquor during prohibition. 
 
    “Where we goin’?” Ida asked Helen. 
 
    Etta, the youngest of the Weatherby Sisters, leaned forward, her prized tommy gun waggling between Ida and Helen in the front seat, and said, “To get them sons o’ bitches.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Ida asked, then looked to Helen. “Where’s the ‘shine?” 
 
    “Take a right up here.” Helen pointed up the road. 
 
    “Helen,” Ida said. “Where’s the ‘shine?” 
 
    “Here,” Helen said, but she wasn’t talking about the moonshine. 
 
    Ida cranked their car to the right, down a narrow road, where the ruts were just visible through the prickled, beige grass, dried out from the winter cold. The car bounced wildly over the old road and Ida was forced to shift into a lower gear. 
 
    As she drove, she kept glancing at Helen, waiting for an answer, but her older sister was a house with boarded up windows and chains on the door. Shut up. Ominous. Ida gave up. Looked to the back seat for answer. Her gaze moved from Wilma, glasses so filmed in grease she could hardly see her eyes, to Vera, who was staring out the side window, and then to Etta, who was stroking the gun. 
 
    “Girls, where’s the ‘shine?” Ida asked. 
 
    “Haskell Brothers,” Wilma said. 
 
    Vera huffed. “Done stoled it all.” 
 
    An evil grin pulled across Etta’s cheeks. Gah, Ida thought, she was only fourteen. What would their ma say if she knew how they’d corrupted their baby sister? But it wasn’t entirely their doing. Even before Ma and Pa died, Etta had an evil streak. Catching field mice and holding them, still alive, over a fire in the back yard. Choppin’ the tails off barn cats to see if they’d grow back. Nah, that dark demeanor would’ve shown itself more and more, even if Ma had staved off the fever and Pa hadn’t hung himself after she died. 
 
    “We’ll get ‘em back,” Etta said. “Dirty Haskell bastards.” 
 
    “How’d they get a hold of the ‘shine in the first place?” Ida asked. A few hundred yards ahead, the car’s headlights picked up the remnants of a rusted, metal gate. Ida began to slow. 
 
    “You think if I’d known how they was gonna do it, they’d have done it?” Helen asked. “Gah, Ida. Don’t be askin’ stupid questions.” 
 
    “I was just wonderin’ what would possess ‘em in the first place.” 
 
    “The Haskell Brothers are our biggest competition,” Helen said. “It’s just a business tactic, that’s all. If we don’t have a product to sell, we’re not a threat.” 
 
    Ida stopped the car just short of the gate, an ‘H’ scratched faintly into its face. The Haskell Brothers. Boys they’d grown up with. Played with as children. Sat by in the school house. If circumstance had been different, they’d still be friendly. Maybe more. Ida and Henry, the younger of the two brothers, had been inseparable their eleventh summer. He was the best friend she’d ever had. Then life hit them both and they eventually stopped meeting each other on the edge of the creek that separated their properties. 
 
    “Stay with the car,” Helen said, opening the door. The other girls began to pile out, Etta swinging the gun up to her bony shoulder. 
 
    Ida watched her sisters climb one by one over the fence, hiking up their long skirts and disappearing into the night. When they were gone, she turned the engine off and slipped outside. It was cold enough to see her breath curl over her bottom lip and twist toward the wide birth of sky. She pulled her ratty old coat tighter around her body. 
 
    Ida loved to drive—the bumbling engine beneath her toes—but what she loved even more was the peaceful moments without sisters, without worries. Most people would hate getting left behind while they ran out for deliveries or into the woods for a load. They’d hate not being a part of the action. Not Ida. 
 
    The gravel and dead grass crunched beneath her boots as she walked to the fence. She leaned against the rough metal and peered out across the flat land. An owl cooed from the shelter of the trees that flanked the field before her and the wind cried out as it gushed across the land. The moon rose another step above it all. 
 
    Damn Haskell brothers. 
 
    It was a perfect night for a run and they’d had to ruin it. The brothers had threatened them the last time they met. Said they were selling in their territory. Ida scoffed as she thought back to their meeting. Like Garfield County and the whole city of Enid had been claimed. It was a wide enough area to be shared. Or so Helen had tried to explain. Even Etta, waving her gun, hadn’t swayed them. Ida pictured a shiny bullet lodged in Lou Haskell’s forehead. She suppressed a smile. It wasn’t Christian to think like that. 
 
    A twig cracked in the woods beside her and she spun toward it. 
 
    “Don’t you be worried, now,” came the twang of a deep, familiar voice. Henry Haskell came into view, his short red hair fiery in the moonlight. As if his hair was really white and the moon had bathed it in red light. 
 
    “Ain’t worried,” Ida said, sinking back into her comfortable stance against the fence. 
 
    Henry leaned against the metal beams beside her. She could smell the chewing tobacco packed into his cheek, a few days of sweat, and the sour scent of moonshine. He spewed a stream of muck-brown spit across the fence. She wrinkled her nose at it. 
 
    “You are trouble, Henry Haskell,” she said. 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “Takin’ me and my sisters’ moonshine.” She shook her head. “That weren’t very neighborly of you, now was it?” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Henry grumbled. “Desperate times.” 
 
    She stared at him sideways. “You know what I think?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think you’re just scared,” she said. 
 
    “Am not.” He let another whip of spit crack out of his lips. 
 
    “Sure about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Lou, maybe,” Henry said. “But me? Never.” 
 
    Ida turned back to look at the moonlit field. “Whatever you say, bub.” 
 
    “You’re kinda cute when you’re perturbed.” He swiped a fingertip across her cheek. 
 
    She shrugged. “I ain’t angry. My sisters on the other hand…” 
 
    She squinted across the field, waiting for a silhouette of one of her sisters to appear, then another, followed by yet another, until all four of them were running back, ‘shine in hand, and Ida was jumping into the car, flaring up the engine, ready to high-tail it out of there. But there was nothing in sight but the vast openness of the night. 
 
    “You remember all them school days?” Henry asked. “Bouncin’ that stupid rubber ball against the back of the school house, catchin’ it, bouncin’ it again, both of us laughin’ at nothing and everything? You remember that, Ida? Back when you wore those God-awful pig tails on top of your big square head.” 
 
    “My head is not squared.” She jammed the bony point of her shoulder into Henry’s stocky side. 
 
    “Not no more,” he said. “But it used to be. Back when you wore them frilly little dresses and had so many freckles on your cheeks that they looked a whole different shade than the rest of your skin.” 
 
    “I still have my freckles,” she said, her jaw clenched. “And I don’t take too kindly to you pokin’ your fun at ‘em. They’re good freckles. Shapely and such.” 
 
    “I just wish that we could go back to them days, you know?” Henry gave a long sigh. Spat again. He smacked his lips and lowered his voice. “Ida, you should get out of here.” 
 
    “You know I gotta wait on my sisters,” she said. 
 
    “Just get in your car and take off,” he said. “Leave this county behind. Hell, leave the whole goddammed state behind.” 
 
    “And go where?” 
 
    “Wichita.” 
 
    “Wichita, Kansas?” She laughed. “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “But this ain’t a life for a girl like you.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose again, like his words stank. Then, she relaxed. A laugh built within her. “I know what you’re doin’. You’re tryin’ to scare me out of your territory. Ain’t that right, Henry Haskell?” 
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders gruffly. Spun her toward him so they were nose to nose. “I got a knack for sensin’ the terrible, Ida. Sensed the influenza and the recession. Now, I’m tellin’ you, you’ve gotta go, Ida. Right now. Get outta this place. Leave it behind. Otherwise, something’s gonna happen. Somethin’ just terrible. I feel it, deep down in my gut. Please. Go.” 
 
    Her eyebrows stiffened, pulled close together. She searched Henry’s eyes for the faint drizzle of milk chocolate, but all she found was black pupil reflecting the night. 
 
    A shriek cut through the air. Sliced through the trees. Then, three sisters tumbled into the open, Helen shouting something so quickly Ida couldn’t understand her. Henry let Ida go and stalked quickly back into the woods, his eyes never leaving her. 
 
    Ida shivered and turned back to her sisters. She was just starting to make out their features—open mouths, wide eyes—when she jumped at the sound of a gun. Then, came the steady rapport of Etta’s tommy gun. The missing sister. She too appeared quickly in the clearing, aiming the barrel of her gun back into the trees. A flicker of orange zipped to life with each squeeze of the trigger. 
 
    “Ida, start the car,” Helen said as she dropped over the fence and lifted her arms up to take the crate from Wilma as she passed it over. Clinking. Sloshing. They had gotten back the moonshine. 
 
    “Etta, come on,” yelled Vera as she heaved herself over the metal gate. 
 
    Etta hollered into the wind, a banshee of crazed energy, and started to run, never quite turning her back on the woods. Ida couldn’t take her eyes off her baby sister as she stumbled toward the car. As if her watchful gaze would keep Lou Haskell and his buddies from chasing her. She tracked her movements as she ran for the fence. Etta was fifty yards away when the men cleared the trees, guns drawn, firing blankly in the Weatherby Sisters’ direction. 
 
    “Etta run,” Ida hollered. 
 
    A bullet dug into a nearby tree branch, shaking a few twigs free. They rained onto the hood of the car. Another shot pinged against the fence and Etta jumped sidewise, startled. Then, the girl hoisted a leg up onto a rung, firing wildly behind her. One man fell, but another man, too short to be a Haskell, fired his gun. The impact was silent and could not have been stopped. Etta, almost halfway over the fence, folded in half, lost her grip on the top rung, and hit the ground. 
 
    “Etta,” Ida whispered. 
 
    “Ida, start the car,” Helen shouted. 
 
    Ida’s head ripped toward her sister. “We can’t just leave her.” 
 
    The men were encroaching, but Ida didn’t care. That was her baby sister, and if there was a chance she was still alive, Ida wouldn’t hesitate. She left the car behind and sprinted for the fence. She cleared it in three, smooth movements. 
 
    “Ida, the car,” Helen yelled. “Start the car. The car, dammit, Ida. Come back.” 
 
    Ida was just about to reach out and take her baby sister in her arms when the man who had fired the gun closed in. He pulled back the hammer of the pistol and aimed it at Ida. He was close enough for her to see a loose, black curl poking out of the brim of his slouch hat. Close enough to see the rage in his dark eyes. 
 
    “I’ll always find you, Samara,” the man said. He fired the gun and the bullet she had imagined sailing through Lou Haskell’s head was zinging through her skull instead. 
 
    Ida collapsed instantly, falling over Etta’s limp body at her feet. Her vision was gone, but she could feel her sister beneath her, the ground below that. Hard. Cold. Unforgiving. 
 
    Slowly, everything turned to a soft, ashy substance and Ren began to fall. 
 
    She crashed quickly through the chasm and came to on the cold metal floor of the safe room, gasping. Alfie was by her side in a moment. He squeezed her arm. She tried to breathe. Rubbed her throbbing head. Each death was becoming more real and never any less shocking. This time she wasn’t just going off of a hunch or Meredith’s word. It was Peter who had killed her. She’d seen him clearly beneath the moonlight. Heard that deep, sandpaper voice of his. And he had called her Samara. 
 
    “You okay?” Alfie asked, his voiced pinched with concern. 
 
    She leaned away from him, his voice louder than it ever had been before, barreling through her full blast. She could hear something else too, a pounding, like a bass drum. Bum-bum, bum-bum. Steady. She looked at Alfie’s chest. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can hear your heartbeat, Alfie.” She listened more closely. The clocks in the safe room; she could hear their cogs. The snake Meredith kept in the jar, not yet released; she could hear its skin scraping roughly against itself. Then, fainter, but still present, she listened to the sound of dinner dishes clanking in the house, to the static of the television, to Grams humming in her room. Her lips pulled back into a smile as she stared up at Alfie. “I can hear everything.” 
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    LATER THAT NIGHT, AFTER DINNER and a long, hot shower, Ren sat on her bed in nothing but an oversized t-shirt. She concentrated on spinning a cluster of random objects—cat’s eye marbles, cassette tapes, shoes, jewelry, school books—above her mattress without lifting a finger. She spun them at the same tempo as the song she could hear Grams playing on the phonograph downstairs. 
 
    Footsteps creaked below her, then tapped up the steps. Ren listened to Meredith and her father in the den, talking about some made up class Meredith didn’t teach at the college—keeping up appearances. She heard Grams humming to the music, her long skirts shifting as she bounced across the room to the tune. So, when the footsteps reached her bedroom and a knuckle pounced on the door, Ren knew exactly who it was. 
 
    “Come in, Alfie,” she said. 
 
    Alfie’s head poked into the room, then the rest of him, all gangly limbs and sharp, skinny edges. “How’d you know it was me?” 
 
    “I can hear everything, remember?” 
 
    Alfie dug his hands in his pockets and walked silently toward her bed, eyes fixed on the telekinetic tornado swirling over the mattress. 
 
    “Neat trick,” he said. 
 
    She shrugged. “I was bored. Unfortunately, even my little escape into prohibition era Oklahoma to visit my past life as a bootlegger didn’t stave off my hunger to get out of this stupid house.” 
 
    “And this helps?” Alfie nodded to the swirling objects. 
 
    “Keeps me focused on something, at least,” she said dully. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” Alfie sat down on the edge of her bed, the objects turning just inches from his head. She sped them up as Grams’ song changed to one Ren imagined the old woman, eighty pounds lighter, jitterbugged to in her youth. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Can you stop that for a minute?” Alfie stared at the objects. 
 
    She forced everything to pause, to hang mid-air for a moment before she let it all fall onto the mattress. One marble rolled off the bed, bounced onto the floor, and tumbled across the room. It came to a rest against the baseboard near her open closet. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    Alfie pulled his hands out of his pockets and clasped them together on his lap. His knuckles quickly turned white from squeezing them so tightly. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Shoot,” she said, pulling her legs underneath her. She leaned toward Alfie, her elbows resting gently on her thighs. 
 
    “You see,” he began. “Well, it’s just—” 
 
    Alfie’s heart was racing. She could hear it. Like a band of horses thundering across an open field, a thousand hooves beating against the raw, open earth. He took a deep breath, started to say something again, but stopped. His eyes flicked rapidly from side to side, as if he were searching the floorboards for the answers. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not who you think I am,” he spat out quickly. Then he sighed. Spoke slowly. “I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time, but Meredith forbid it. She said it would ruin you before we even got started. But seeing as we’ll be going up against Peter soon, I thought I should tell you before you saw what I am. I’m—my—how do I say this exactly?” 
 
    There was a pause and Ren interjected. “Just say it.” 
 
    Alfie took a deep breath. “I’m not your best friend.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “Of course you are, Alfie.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing,” he said. “I’m not Alfie.” 
 
    “Sure you are,” she said. Was he having some kind of identity crisis? “Bleached haired, lanky boned, intelligent, steady Alfie. Who else would you be?” 
 
    “My name is Pike Deacon,” he said quickly. “I’m—I’m like you. I’m a Discentem.” 
 
    Now her heart was racing. “What do you mean, you’re a Discentem?” 
 
    “You and I are alike,” Alfie—or whatever his name was—said. “Our souls were cursed by Drustan and the Rogues centuries ago. I’m not as important as you are, but I’m proof that the experiments can be successful.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you tell me sooner?” 
 
    “Meredith wouldn’t let me,” he said. 
 
    Ren’s mind raced back to her childhood. To a miniature Alfie romping around in the tall grass in the back pasture on lazy afternoons with her, hunting down cowboys and Indians of old. She thought of every secret she’d ever shared with him. Every crazy idea they’d come up with together. All the movies they’d fallen in love with. The countless days spent trolling through Richard’s together, looking for the perfect antique. Had it all been a lie? All for some greater vision? Was their friendship fabricated from the very beginning? 
 
    “How long?” she asked, thinking of how Meredith had been deceiving her since she was a girl. 
 
    “How long, what?” 
 
    “All these years, all this time, me thinking I have this amazing friend who gets me. The real me. Since the beginning,” she said. “Now, I’ve found out you’ve been an imposter? For all of these years. Forever. Just an act.” 
 
    “No, no,” he said, looking up at her with those glacial blue eyes that had always belonged to her best friend. They’d calmed her down. Had lit up like she was something special every time she walked in the room. “You misunderstood me. It’s not like that. I’ve only pretended to be Alfie for the past few months. Ever since the car accident at the beginning of the summer.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” She stood up and began to pace between her bed and the closed door. “If you’re Pine—” 
 
    “Pike.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said. “If you’re Pike pretending to be Alfie, then the real Alfie must be out there somewhere? What did you do with him? Lock him in his room? Hide him in one of Meredith’s tunnels? Where is he?” 
 
    “Sit down,” the Alfie imposter said, patting the bed beside him. 
 
    “Just tell me where he is,” she said loudly, her fists on the verge of clenching tightly. She wanted to fry something. Burn the house down. Then she’d be able to get out of it finally. 
 
    “He’s gone,” he said. 
 
    “Gone? Gone how? Gone where?” 
 
    “Gone,” he said, his eyebrows raising, silently trying to signal her. “Ren he’s not coming back. He can’t come back.” 
 
    She exhaled a wavering breath as she paced. “You mean…” 
 
    “Peter caused the car accident at the start of June, but Meredith got there in time to save you, but Alfie…he was already—I’m so sorry, Ren. I wanted to tell you sooner. I wanted to stop lying to you, but Mer—” 
 
    “No.” Ren stood as still as the cemetery flagpole on a rare, windless day. “No, you’re lying. It’s just another rouse. Another trick to stitch my soul back together faster.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” he said. 
 
    “It’s the only logical explanation. I would have remembered a world without him, I would have remembered his f-funeral. I would—” Her voice caught in her throat. Flashes of the accident broke through. Her and Alfie in the front seat after the movie. Duran, Duran blasting through the speakers. The bright, white light of the oncoming vehicle flooding the cab of their car. The crunch of the Beetle as it folded in like a compressed slinky. She swallowed. “I would have remembered him dying.” 
 
    Alfie/Pike/the thing on the bed shook his head. “Meredith had your memory altered after Alfie’s funeral by a very powerful Discentem named Clarke. Then, Meredith brought me in as a double. I’m a shape shifter, you see. I can turn into anyone and anything. The same Discentem who altered your memory made the town believe they couldn’t see me.” 
 
    “But you’ve talked to people,” Ren said. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “But have they ever answered back?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said, thinking back to their recent trips to Richards. She could remember Alfie commenting on what Richard said and Richard making a snide aside. 
 
    “Directly?” 
 
    Richard’s asides could have been just that, asides. Ones she mistook for conversation. But she still didn’t want to believe it. She couldn’t. Not just yet. She needed something more. Something cementing. 
 
    “Prove it,” Ren said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Prove you’re not really him.” She folded her arms tightly over her chest. “Prove he’s really gone.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for that?” he asked. “It could be too much right now.” 
 
    “Do it,” she said. 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure?” 
 
    She nodded, her bad eye stinging as she remembered the pain brought on by the broken glass of the accident. Her arms shook at her side. Her voice quivered. “Prove it.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose. Then, as if a veil was falling in slow motion, the vision of Alfie—olive skin, slight crook of his nose, trademark Hawaiian shirt, bendy legs—began to dissolve. It was replaced by something different. Someone different. Pike was shorter than Alfie, but only by a few inches. His build was stocky and his hair, a soft, strawberry blonde color, fell to his shoulders. He wore thick-rimmed, octagonal shaped glasses. He looked about seventeen and like he could throw a good punch. 
 
    She stumbled away from him, from Pike. She wasn’t just seeing the truth sitting on the edge of her bed, it was simultaneously playing out in her memory. Like seeing Pike had unlocked the truth of that hot summer night. For the first time, she saw what really happened as the Beetle stopped rolling, coming to rest upside down. She turned her head, as if she were back in Grams’ car that night, her left eye on fire, and saw, through blurry vision, Alfie hanging limply against his seatbelt, face covered in blood, eyes opened slightly, dead blue eyes staring right through her. She heard herself scream, the way she had when she saw him. She felt the glass as she unbuckled her seatbelt and landed on the overturned ceiling of the Beetle. Felt the sticky, hot blood as she shook Alfie’s shoulders, touched his face, begged him to wake up, wake up. 
 
    She pulled herself out of her memory and looked at Pike, his thin lips pulled into a taught line. 
 
    “Say something,” Pike whispered. 
 
    She searched for the words. It wasn’t a lie. Alfie wasn’t locked away somewhere until she freed herself from Peter and the others. He was gone. Replaced. Her best friend was dead. Had been for all that time. 
 
    Pike stood and walked across the room to her. His hand rested lightly on her shoulder, his thumb moving in slow circles over the fabric of her t-shirt sleeve. 
 
    “Please don’t be angry with me,” Pike said. 
 
    She swatted his hand away. “I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “But I know you,” he said. “And I’m so—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, her voice rising. “You had no right to pretend to be him. You had no right to trick me.” 
 
    “We were just trying to keep you safe,” Pike said. “Meredith thought if you believed Alfie was still alive you wouldn’t be as vulnerable. You’d be more focused when Peter came back. We were just trying to do what was best.” 
 
    “And you thought this was best?” Ren asked, stepping away from Pike, moving toward her door. Pike started to speak, to explain, but she couldn’t hear him, she was screaming internally. Alfie’s dead, Alfie’s dead, Alfie’s dead. He’s never coming back. 
 
    “Ren, are you okay? You look ashen,” Pike said. 
 
    She didn’t say a word to him. She just turned and ran quickly out of the room. She practically floated down the stairs, grabbed the keys to her dad’s pickup truck by the door, and rushed out into the cold October air. She sprinted, barefoot, across the gravel driveway and into the garage. 
 
    She didn’t care anymore about Meredith’s wishes for her to stay inside. She didn’t care that Peter was looking for her. She had to go. She had to get out of that house, out of that town. Wynn’s always-present breath on the back of her neck was wrapping around her like a straitjacket. One more second there and she would go insane. 
 
    The truck roared to life, and, flooring it like Ida, she took off down the driveway. One glance in the rearview mirror revealed Pike just opening the door. Good. Try and let them catch up. She punched on the radio—some static oldies station—and turned it up full blast. She didn’t care that it was mostly white noise. She would listen to anything as long as it drowned out the sounds she heard in her head. Her own screams. Shattered glass beneath her knees. The crack of Alfie’s bones as she shook him so hard his head flopped like raw bacon. 
 
    She clipped the edge of the fence at the end of the driveway before she turned the truck left, away from town and toward the river. Beyond that was another town, then another, and another. She wanted to be far away from Wynn. Far away from Richard’s Antiques and the school and Alfie’s house. She wanted to end up somewhere that didn’t remind her of him. A place where she could start completely new. 
 
    A mile down the road, she was sick of the radio’s static. She leaned over to change the station but popped immediately back upright when another car honked at her. She had swerved into their lane. She jerked the wheel back to the right and the car passed, flashing their headlights at her. It was then she realized she hadn’t even turned the truck lights on. She flicked them on and immediately slammed on the brakes. 
 
    Someone was standing in the middle of the highway. 
 
    The pickup truck’s wheels locked and she fishtailed across the asphalt. Her hands cranked the wheel to keep the tires straight, but she overcorrected and the vehicle jumped into the air as it began to roll. 
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    A SHUDDERING PULSE LEFT REN’S body. The blackhole suck of weightlessness. The numbing silence of absolute nothingness. Ren blinked. Stared straight down at the ground, several feet below her. She was glued to the driver’s seat of the pickup, an invisible force holding her in place. Telekinesis. She had used it without even meaning to. 
 
    As she held the truck in mid-air, her mind trembling from the overexertion of power, the person she had almost plowed down stepped into view. Black ringlets bustled on top of his head. Cigarette smoldering between his lips. Her blood drained, her body the frozen tundra. 
 
    Her scowl nailed itself to Peter. 
 
    Peter tipped his head to one side and the truck flew sideways, out of her control. It hung over a freshly plowed field for a short moment before she lost her grip on levitating both herself and thousands of pounds of vehicle. It crashed to the ground, the hood of the truck crunching against the dirt and fell on its side. 
 
    Seatbelt-less, she slammed into the driver’s side door just as the air bag blazed past her, bursting out from the steering wheel. Her head hit the shards of glass from the window that had scattered everywhere in the fall. A thick slick of blood slipped down her face. She could smell its sharp, iron scent. Could taste the saltiness on her lips. Dropping a few feet in her dad’s pickup wasn’t exactly fun, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been if she hadn’t been able to stop the momentum. Training in an underground room with Meredith was over. Ren’s practical field work had begun. 
 
    Footsteps approached. Peter’s laugh, deep, sinister-almost, crawled into her ears. Ren ground her teeth, narrowed her eyes on the darkness outside the cracked windshield, and rubbed her fingers together, feeling not just the friction, but the electricity between them. 
 
    “I have to tell you this, Ren.” It was hard to tell whether he was a few feet away or one hundred. All she knew was that he was not so close that he could stand up on the toes of his canvas sneakers and peer down at her through the passenger window above. Good. She’d need the advantage of surprise. “I was going to make this as pain-free as possible. I was going to turn a bit soft. For you. Just this once. But you just keep fighting back.” 
 
    “You lied to me.” Sparks of blue bloomed beneath her fingertips. “You lied to me about everything.” 
 
    “I showed you your past,” Peter said. “I told you who you were. I wouldn’t call that lying, would you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. You’ve killed me before. Over and over again. I’ve seen it. You were the soldier in the cotton fields, the man on the Dublin street, the bootlegger staggering out of the woods. You even tried to kill me at the beginning of the summer, but you got my best friend instead. The person I cared about more than anything in this world. No more, Peter. It all ends tonight.” 
 
    “You’re right, it does,” Peter said. “With your soul more intact than it ever has been, you should finally pass on to the afterlife for good.” 
 
    She shook her head, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. “You made a mistake, telling me everything, because this time I’m ready for you. I’m going to stop you.” 
 
    Peter cackled. “Your little levitation trick is only going to get you so far tonight, Ren.” 
 
    She listened closely to Peter’s footsteps. His shoes scraped against the cold ground, the rubber in the soles squeaking every other step. With every step forward, someone cranked up the volume on a radio, until it was booming so loudly, she burrowed an ear into her shoulder. He stopped just short of the truck. She could see the white tops of his sneakers through the cracked windscreen. He was quiet. Ren held her breath. Even the wind stood still. Was he waiting for her answer? Waiting to taunt her even more? To hear her strained voice beg him not to hurt her? 
 
    Peter’s fingers slid under the driver’s side door, wrapped around the roof just inches away from where Ren laid. He began to tilt the truck upright with superhuman force. 
 
    Ren didn’t have much time. 
 
    She aimed her fist at the driver’s side door as soon as Peter’s torso came into view. She clenched her fingers and the electricity beneath them rocketed away. It hit Peter square in the chest. He grunted as the shock launched him off his feet, sending him back. She didn’t see where he landed, because without Peter to hold up the truck, it crashed back down on its side. 
 
    Ren sprang to her feet and flung open the passenger door above her. She shimmied up through the opening and stood on top of the overturned vehicle. The headlights were still on. They barely illuminated Peter from several hundred yards away, where the shock had hurled him. He staggered upright. Slipped in the dirt. Fell back down. 
 
    “How about that trick?” Ren shouted across the field as she slid over the roof of the truck and landed in the ruts of plowed earth. “Will that get me far?” 
 
    Peter, finally stable on his feet, stepped forward, brushing the curls from his face. He chuckled. “Not far enough, I’m afraid.” 
 
    A high-pitched whine—a screech so loud it rattled her ear drums—filled the air. Two flashes of silver light plunked into the field like pillars. They flanked Peter on both sides and, as the noise ceased and the light faded, were soon revealed to be two Auxilium. One of them she recognized as Joe, her father’s so-called farmhand, the man she’d found lurking in Meredith’s parlor. He had probably been looking for the safe room that day. Or something that would speed up the process of killing Ren. The woman she knew was Beverly. The creep from Roast. The one who had been there that day at Peter’s for a meeting Ren accidentally overheard. 
 
    All three of them stood across from Ren, wings stretched out from their shoulder blades, reaching several feet above their heads, the tips nearly dragging along the ground. It was the first time she was seeing an Auxilium in full form. 
 
    Her good eye shot from Joe—his ebony skin making him almost invisible apart from the whites of his eyes—to Beverly—her wings emblazoned with what appeared to be diamonds tacked along the concave edges. Finally, her gaze fell on Peter. Even though she hated him for killing her lifetime after lifetime, for making her fall for him meaninglessly, for every lie he’d ever told her, she couldn’t help but notice how incredibly dazzling he looked with his wings splayed out. Humans had mistaken Auxilium for angels, but any depiction of the celestial soldiers of God she had seen looked nothing like these winged creatures. Angels had fluffy, white wings. They were soft. Auxilium wings were sharp. Translucent, like skin stretched over bone. They looked more like bats or vultures. Ready to strike. To kill. 
 
    Still in awe of the Auxilium, Ren stumbled backward. She extended her arms out at her side, fists closed, trying to feel the sparks deep in the lines of her palms, but only infant zaps of blue escaped her. That’s why she wasn’t supposed to take on the Auxilium so soon. Meredith had been right for once. Ren wasn’t quite ready. Even after the extra boost from Ida’s life. 
 
    Ren backed away slowly. Stalling. Planning an escape. She had to make it to the grove of trees that ran along the back of the field. She knew the area better than they did and was sure she could lose them in the woods. Make it home. 
 
    Peter laughed. “I’ve seen that face before. It’s the same look you had the night of your car accident, when you saw your little friend get killed. You’re afraid, Ren. Admit it.” 
 
    A heat flushed over her at the mention of Alfie. Anger from knowing Alfie wouldn’t be back. Not in the flesh. They’d never pluck out vintage gems at Richard’s or go swimming in the river or sit alone at their lunch table, her yacking away, him reading, pretending to listen. She turned slowly back to Peter, eyes narrowing on him. It was his fault Alfie was gone. Everything was Peter’s fault. 
 
    A sizzle pop of electricity rocketed through her skin. She stepped forward. The power within her was the loaded Glock Grams used to keep under the driver’s seat of her Beetle. Loose. Unpredictable. Without her controlling them, slices of electricity shot out from her fingers. Zapped the pickup truck’s engine, which ignited to flame. Another volt set fire to the grass next to Beverly. Her focus shifted off of Ren for just a moment. A moment Ren could use. As Beverly gawked at the inferno, Ren aimed her fist at the woman’s black bob. A thick streak of electricity shot out of Ren and hit Beverly in the middle of her forehead, the force knocking her off her feet, launching her backwards into the darkness. 
 
    Peter didn’t dally. He broke into a sprint and barreled over the field, half running, half flying. She took a wide stance and welcomed the hum of electricity burning in her fingertips. All she had to do was aim and shoot. With a strained battle cry, Peter lunged for her, his wings fanning out behind him. She was just about to blast him with a fiber of electricity when a high-pitched scream filled the air and a fury of light showered down, separating Ren from Peter. 
 
    As the light faded, a pair of translucent wings unfurled to reveal Meredith’s bouncy blonde curls. Before, Meredith had always seemed so stiff, tight beneath her neatly-pressed suit jackets with sharp-edged shoulders, but as Ren saw Meredith in her true form for the first time, she looked relaxed, regal almost. As if concealing her wings had caused physical pain. 
 
    “Leave this one to me,” Meredith hissed. 
 
    Peter flashed a narrow-eyed, devious smile, like the one Ren had seen the first day they met at Richard’s shop. He said to Meredith, “I wondered when we’d be meeting again, my old friend.” 
 
    Ren lifted an eyebrow at Meredith, who replied to Peter with a snarl. “We’ve never been friends, Peter.” 
 
    “Good.” Peter bent his knees, ready to lunge. “Then there’s no reason to continue any of these pleasantries.” 
 
    Without warning, Ren shot a bolt of electricity over Meredith’s shoulder toward Peter. He leaned to the left just as it blazed past him. The blue streak of light faded as it continued across the field behind them. Peter grinned, then kicked off from the ground and collided with Meredith in a blinding silver light, taking their fight into the air, away from the field and from Ren. 
 
    Joe stalked toward Ren. Slow. His eyes unyielding. Ren bounced on her toes, keeping her knees slightly bent, loose. She ignored the sound of leaves rustling wildly in the row of trees that lined the edge of the field a few hundred yards at her back. The electricity in her veins was demanding focus, precision. She let a string of its current trickle out of her fingertips, but she held it in the air nearby. With her mind, she curled the long strands into a tight, fibrous ball. She slung the ball at Joe, followed by a short burst of raw electricity to double the impact. He ducked beneath the ball. It passed over his shiny, bald head in a blaze. When the second burst powered toward him, he leaned out of the way. It clipped the top of his wing, damaging it, but not enough. 
 
    While Joe beat the small plume of smoke out of his wing, Beverly slowly rose behind him. The rustling in the leaves had stopped in the trees, but she could still hear something moving. A thunder grumbling over the uneven earth. 
 
    Ren readied another ball of electricity just as Joe broke into a sprint, moving quickly, then Beverly, too, was stumbling towards them. 
 
    The ground beneath Ren trembled, and a bone-chilling growl ripped through the soundwaves. She whipped her head around just in time to spot a sack of muscle sewed into the body of a gold and black spotted leopard coming straight for her. Unless a leopard had escaped the Wichita Zoo and made the sixty-mile journey southeast to join in their fight, the cat had to be Pike. The Alfie imposter. The shapeshifter. 
 
    Ren squatted down just as Pike launched his animal self over her head and pounced onto Joe’s wide chest. Pike knocked the Auxilium to the ground and they both slid over the dirt. Pike raised a paw, claws gleaming, to swipe at Joe, but at the last second, Joe rolled out from under him. Shot straight into the air. Disappeared with a screech, a blast of blinding light. 
 
    “That was easy enough,” Ren called to Pike. 
 
    Pike hunkered down in the field, his ears laying back flat as he turned his head toward Ren and let off a warning growl. Her good eye followed his gaze as he flicked his soft nose skyward, where Beverly, wings bent in flight mode, screaming straight toward Ren. 
 
    “Shit.” Ren popped quickly into the air, levitating. She sailed high above Beverly. Aimed her fist at her. Squeezed. A vein of crackling blue light shot out, but Beverly corkscrewed away, dodging the current by an inch. Ren didn’t wait a second before she released another spark, this time hitting the Auxilium’s left wing. It sent her crashing into the burning truck. She rolled in a heap of wings, arms, and legs off of the truck bed and into the field. Pike took off in a sprint and pounced on the fallen Auxilium. 
 
    Ren levitated in the middle of it all, looking from the sky to the ground. Meredith and Peter swirled above her, duking it out in the night sky. Pike tussled in leopard form with wounded Beverly. There was nothing to do, really. No way to insert herself. It was technically her fight and she wasn’t even getting to be a part of it. 
 
    That’s when she heard it. A distant tea kettle whine, growing louder by the second. A flash of silver light emerged above the tree tops. It had to be Joe coming back. The coward returning to fight. 
 
    Ren squared her shoulders, cocked her arm back, and shot a jolt of electricity through the air. Joe dodged the attack, but before Ren could launch another blast, the silver light of his being consumed her. Rough hands grabbed hold of her shoulders and pushed her through the air so quickly she felt weightless. It was like falling through the chasm of color and into one of her past lives, except she wasn’t falling, she was flying. 
 
    Joe’s face was so close she could have sunk a finger in the valleys between his pock-marked cheeks. His jaw was tight, loose, tight again. His eyes narrowed on her. 
 
    “Be a good girl and go quietly,” Joe said. 
 
    Ren wondered briefly of their meeting in Meredith’s parlor. How simple it would have been to take her out. She didn’t know how to use her powers at the time. She’d only possessed the ability to levitate then. Joe could have inflicted a little quiet strangulation. It would have been perfect. Easy. So, why hadn’t he? Had he been ordered to wait? By who? By Peter? To see if his little experiments would get the job done once and for all? Her mouth hardened. She wouldn’t do it. She wouldn’t go quietly. She wouldn’t go at all. 
 
    She worked up the evilest smile she could conjure and latched a hand onto the side of Joe’s face. She squeezed tightly. Simultaneously pumped him full of blue sparks. It reminded her of the cattle prod her dad used to use when he still had a herd of Angus. A strip of electricity pressed against the muscular body of an unruly beast. That’s exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Joe screamed. He released her. They spiraled away from one another in free fall, Joe into the trees, Ren back toward her father’s blazing pickup truck, where Meredith and Peter were now brawling. 
 
    Just before Ren hit the ground, she caught herself, hovered for a moment, and touched down gently. She bounced to her feet and gaped at Meredith. Watched Mer drive a fist into Peter’s face. Ren could hear the cartilage and bone scrape against one another as it broke. 
 
    Ren looked around for Beverly and Pike, but saw neither. She attuned her new, hyper-sensitive ears to the noise around her. The shiver of the wind. The squeal of a screen door miles away. The weighted footfalls and staggered breath of a person close by. Ren turned toward the sound and spotted a shadowy figure swaying across the field. They appeared to be holding their side as they limped into view. Pike, in human form. The closer he came, the more Ren could see. His forehead had a deep gash in it, dripping blood down his temple, his cheek, pooling somewhere beneath his black t-shirt. He held his right side and winced with every step. She jogged toward him. 
 
    Her breath was a smoke signal in the cool air. “Oh my God, what happened?” 
 
    Pike looked up at her through his oddly-shaped glasses. “Bitch got a hold of a shard of shattered glass from the truck.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you a leopard still?” Ren asked. 
 
    “I think the shock of the stab snapped me back into human form,” he said. 
 
    “Where’s Beverly?” Ren asked, her fists ready to scald. 
 
    “She flew away,” Pike said. “Must have thought I was a goner. Where are the others?” 
 
    “I took out Joe,” she said. 
 
    “For good?” 
 
    “Shocked his face until he fell from the sky,” she said with a proud lift of her chin. 
 
    Pike shook his head. “He’ll be back.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she said. “Got him pretty good.” 
 
    Pike pressed his hand deeper into his side, which was damp, bleeding. “Only one way to kill an Auxilium.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Do you know how?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Peter wouldn’t give me specifics.” 
 
    “’Course not.” Pike inhaled sharply, winced. “You have to rip off their wings.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Is that it?” Pike laughed, then groaned. He stumbled over the field. Ren reached out and steadied him. He was snow bank-cold. Sweating profusely. Even in the dark he looked a peaky shade of green. She tried not to think about the fact that she really didn’t know Pike, even though it felt like she did. Though she still hated him for lying to her all of those months, he had shown up when she needed him most. And, he said he’d wanted to reveal his identity sooner, hadn’t he? Maybe he wasn’t as bad as she’d initially thought. 
 
    “You don’t look good,” she said. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    “And be a sitting duck?” He scoffed. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you—” 
 
    A boulder-like force slammed into Ren’s back and knocked her off her feet. She hit the dirt face first, sliding over the plowed field, over the firm ruts. 
 
    When she finally came to a stop, her elbows were raw from scraping over clods of earth. The fabric of her long t-shirt was ripped at the hem. Her knees had suffered the same fate as her elbows. 
 
    She spat dirt from her mouth and came up onto all fours. She was bending a knee to stand when slender fingers wound through her hair and pulled her the rest of the way to her feet. 
 
    Beverly’s voice snaked through her ear. Surround sound. Loud, even though she was probably only whispering. “I should have clawed your throat out the moment I saw you at the coffee shop.” Beverly’s fingernails, long and sharp, grazed Ren’s neck, as if to make her point. “Should have hurried up and ran you over last week, instead of letting Peter rescue you. He said it would gain trust, but here we are, rolling around in the dirt. Trust broken. Making no progress, still.” 
 
    Ren’s stomach tightened, her hands curled to fists, and her eyes narrowed. “You’re wrong about that.” 
 
    Ren elbowed Beverly hard in the gut. The woman released Ren’s hair, giving her just enough time to turn around. With open palms, Ren pressed her hands flat against Beverly’s cheeks, sandwiching her face between Ren’s hands. Electric pulses gurgled into Beverly the same way they had Joe. Zips of blue tunneled beneath Beverly’s skin, shooting into her veins, plucking at her nerves. The Auxilium squirmed, tried to pull away from Ren’s grip, but she kept her hold vice-tight. 
 
    Slowly, Ren rose off of her feet and, electricity still zapping her, levitated Beverly in the air with her. From the corner of Ren’s good eye, she could see Pike, still clutching his side, watching her with his mouth drawn open, eyes peeled back wide. Beyond him, she could see Meredith, her glimmering wings shivering as she dusted herself off. Peter and Joe were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Please,” Beverly pleaded. “Please, stop.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Ren asked. “Did you say something?” 
 
    Ren dug her fingernails into Beverly’s cheeks, the electric pulse strengthening. The woman’s cries turned from blubbering tears to a whimper, before the only sound that escaped her was an indiscernible moan, fading. Her eyelids fluttered, like the blur of a deck of cards being shuffled. Slowly, her eyes began to roll back in her head. 
 
    “Enough.” A sandpaper-rough voice came from Ren’s blind spot. 
 
    Ren turned her head slowly to the direction of Peter’s voice as she clung to Beverly. Peter stood a few feet away, his face swollen, bloodied from his fight with Meredith. In his hands, he held a pistol, aimed at Ren. Wasn’t it just a few days ago she was kissing him? Infatuated with him? He cocked the gun. 
 
    Ren laughed loudly, her voice echoing off the distant trees that ringed the field. “A gun? Really? Now, that’s not very fair, is it?” 
 
    “Just as fair as what you’re doing.” Peter nodded to Beverly. Ren dropped her. She fell to the ground in a shivering heap. She twitched for a moment, but then went completely still. Ren knew she wasn’t dead, her wings were still intact, but obviously, there were ways of pushing an Auxilium close to edge. Finding the point in which they would surely break. 
 
    Still levitating, Ren held up her palms. “How about you put down the gun so we can talk about this?” 
 
    “Talk about this?” Peter gripped the pistol with both hands. He threw his head back and laughed, his teeth feathered with blood. The gun quivered. His voice cracked. “Talk about this?” 
 
    “Peter.” Meredith took a step toward him. “This obsession must end. You’ve oppressed the Discentem long enough. Give them their lives back. Let them be.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Ren chuckled. “Aren’t you tired of following me around all the time, killing me? It must really cause a problem for your social life.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. Smiled. “I won’t have to follow you around anymore. That was the point of the last few weeks. Build up your soul enough to send you to an afterlife—to be finished for good—and not have to worry about you returning ever again. Two lifetimes stitched to your current soul is sure to tip the scale enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Three,” Ren corrected. “Meredith had another relic.” 
 
    “I knew she would,” Peter said, turning briefly to wink at Meredith. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” Ren met his shifty gaze, wondering how he’d ever gotten her to trust him so thoroughly in the first place. 
 
    “Then I’ll learn from my mistakes,” Peter said as he lifted the gun slightly so that it was aimed at the center of Ren’s forehead. “But I’ll be honest, I rarely make them.” 
 
    “You did when you chose this lifetime for your experiments.” Ren’s eyes hardened. Her blood was hot. Her hands buzzed with excess energy. She could have exploded into a cyclone of fury at any moment. Destroy Peter and everything around her. Her jaw tightened. “You picked the wrong girl to fuck with.” 
 
    Peter’s finger curled around the trigger the same way it had that cold December night in Oklahoma when she was a prohibition-era bootlegger. The hammer of the gun fell, but Ren was ready. She focused on the bullet even before it exited the gun. Heard the space around it as it began its release. Felt it swirling out of the chamber and into the air. Just like she and Meredith had practiced during her training, she put up her hands and caught the bullet mid-flight. 
 
    “What the—” Peter’s face went slack, an unraveled drawstring. 
 
    Ren turned the bullet quickly back toward him, using its momentum to her advantage. She told the tiny metal cylinder exactly what to do. The bullet, holding the same force as if it had just been released from the pistol, shot up Peter’s back on one side and down on the other. The bullet sliced cleanly through the bones and flesh of his wings. 
 
    Peter shrieked, like a dying fox. Loud. Straining. His wings fell to the field first, completely severed from his body. Then, Peter swayed, his voice gone, but lips still wavering. He dropped to his knees with a grunt, his breath visible in the cool air. His curls slowly washed over his eyes, already glazing over with death. Then, his head dropped, his square chin dove into his sternum, and one last breath escaped him before he fell forward. 
 
    Peter hit the plowed earth with a thump, his head burrowing into the ground. 
 
    Ren had to look away. 
 
    “Is he?” Pike asked, hobbling over to get a good look at Peter. 
 
    “Yes,” Meredith said, her voice as steady as ever. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Ren touched back down to the ground, close to Beverly, who was still lying limp. Meredith squeezed Ren’s shoulder, then turned sharply on her heels and marched to the burning truck. Meredith plucked a shard of glass free from the window and returned to Beverly’s side. Squatting close to her, Meredith pressed the edge of the glass to her left wing. 
 
    “You may want to look away for this,” Meredith said. 
 
    Both Ren and Pike turned away, but they could not escape the gnawing sound as Meredith hacked away. A dull serration. The slow chomp of a razor on flesh and bone. 
 
    Ren blinked back at Peter. He was motionless, the wing tattooed on his finger still curled around the gun, which lay in the dirt beside him. It was strange how close she had gotten to him. How easily she had trusted him. How wrong it all had gone. 
 
    She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. 
 
    “You two should start for home,” Meredith said as she worked. “Afran—Joe, I mean—has probably gone back to his home base. If he returns, he will bring others.” 
 
    Ren breathed deeply through her nose, trying to calm the roiling in her gut. “Why not hunt him down and finish him before he gets there? Then we won’t have anyone to worry about. We could live in peace. Lead normal lives for once.” 
 
    The grating sound stopped. “If only it were that simple.” 
 
    “It is,” Ren said. 
 
    The cutting started up again. Meredith breathed heavily, as if the work was making her sweat. Ren imagined beads of liquid pooling on Meredith’s perfect complexion. Cheeks turning blotchy. 
 
    “It’s not just these three who don’t want you to return to your full form,” Meredith said. “The other rogues will come for you, and I’d like to be far, far away from Wynn when they do. We’ll set off at first light.” 
 
    “You mean we’re leaving town?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Meredith said. “We need to get far away. And fast.” 
 
    “What about Dad?” Ren asked. “And Grams?” 
 
    “I’ll call in a friend,” Meredith said. “She’ll help them forget we ever existed.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving the only family I have.” Ren whipped back to Meredith, who was splattered with blood from her finger tips to the end of her nose. One of Beverly’s wings lay completely severed. The second was nearly detached. Beverly did not move. She wasn’t even breathing. Gone, already. Ren dug a toe into the raw, Kansas dirt. The land she’d been born out of. “We’re staying here. We’ll make do in the safe room. We’ll train. We’ll prepare.” 
 
    Meredith tensed up and, in one, quick movement, sliced off the last of Beverly’s wing. Meredith stood, tossing aside the shard of glass. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing a streak of blood over her forehead. 
 
    “Peter and his cronies were specks compared to what is out there.” Meredith was so close Ren could smell death on her. “The stronger the Discentem get—the more the resistance grows—the bigger a priority the Dark Souls become to the Rogues. They want nothing more than to keep you cursed. Weak. I cannot train you the way you need to be trained in the safe room. I cannot provide new relics. I cannot prepare you for what is coming.” 
 
    “What’s coming?” Ren asked. 
 
    “Revolution,” Pike said, his voice wavering from the pain in his side. 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Revolution? You need me for a damn revolution? Do you know how stupid that sounds? You don’t need me. You seemed to handle yourselves just fine without me.” 
 
    “You forget who you were, Ren,” Meredith said. 
 
    “How can I forget someone I don’t know?” 
 
    “Samara was a name once known by all Discentem, Auxilium, and Human alike. You were more powerful than anything that walked the earth at that time. You were once the force everyone looked to in every situation, every battle. Hundreds, soon to be thousands, will soon be looking to you once more,” Meredith said. “Deep down, Samara lives in you. She may be dormant, but I see that drive, that fire in you that I saw in her all those centuries ago. Samara wanted this to be the way back. The way out of these terrible times. Ren, I need you to dig down inside yourself and see that this is the time to be brave, to do something with your life. Something bigger than Wynn. Bigger than you. We need you. We all need you.” 
 
    “Do it for Alfie,” Pike said. Ren looked at him, her eyes softening. “Make his death count for something more.” 
 
    Tears were on the move. Hot and salty. Stinging her eyes. She twisted her face up, trying to keep them back, but she couldn’t. They bubbled up and trickled down her cheeks. She wiped at them with the sides of her index fingers. The moment she opened the moon engraved locket there was no turning back. Alfie had died because of a centuries-old battle. Because of a curse. Pike was right. She needed to avenge him. Killing Peter wasn’t enough. Not if others like him were still out there. 
 
    “Alright,” Ren whispered, her voice strained. 
 
    “What did you say?” Meredith asked. 
 
    Ren breathed deeply, wiped at another tear, and said loudly, “I said ‘alright’. I’ll do it. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    Meredith squeezed Ren’s shoulder. “Good girl.” 
 
    “Great,” Pike said, his voice gruff. He was still holding his side, leaning heavily on it. “Now, can we please go home?” 
 
    Meredith pushed Pike’s hand away from his torso and lifted his t-shirt. She pressed the heel of her hand into the wound. Pike yelped, flinched away from her touch. 
 
    Meredith looked at Ren and rolled her eyes. “What a baby.” 
 
    “Hey,” Pike said. “I don’t see you two with any major gashes on your flesh.” 
 
    Meredith pressed her hand against Pike’s wound again and he let her. Slowly, a strand of silver light washed over the side of Pike’s abdomen. Soon, the light faded and, when Meredith pulled her hand away from Pike, the wound vanished. Nothing but taught, porcelain skin remained. 
 
    “There.” Meredith started off across the field, toward the roadside. “Now, come on. I want to be gone by morning.” 
 
    “Did you know she could do that?” Ren asked Pike. 
 
    He lifted up his t-shirt again to look at the place where the gaping laceration had been. He nodded his head, adjusted his glasses. “But I’ve never seen her work up-close.” 
 
    Ren folded her arms over her chest as an icy breeze picked up, blowing across the field. She followed after Meredith, Pike right behind her, and glanced back one last time to where Peter lay. She wondered what the farmer who owned the land would say when he found Peter and Beverly. Wings spread wide. It’d be in the papers, probably. The police would open an investigation. It would put Wynn on the map. Ren turned away, shaking her head slightly. Meredith would take care of it before anyone saw. Haul their bodies off, burn them, or send someone to collect them. 
 
    The highway that led back to the farmhouse was empty. A long strip of black that extended for miles in both directions. That was Kansas roads for you. Flat. Straight. Infinite. They walked silently down the middle of the asphalt, the three of them spread out, lost in their own minds. 
 
    Ren’s thoughts drifted to Alfie. She wondered what he would really think of all that had happened. Of Meredith being some badass angel. Of Ren having supernatural abilities. What would he think of the fact that she wasn’t human? Not anymore at least? She thought to the conversations she’d had with Alfie-disguised-Pike and how easy-going he had been with everything strange that had happened. The real Alfie had been laid back, too. A lover of fiction. A philosopher of sorts. She’d like to think he would have acted the same way. Taken everything as it came. One step at a time. 
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    REN ZIPPED UP HER BACKPACK, stuffed to the brim with clothes and mementos she couldn’t leave behind. Cassette tapes, photographs, a couple of knickknacks from Richard’s. She stood in the doorway, taking one last look at her bedroom. The band posters, the pink walls, her antique gravy boat collection. Later that day, when Ren’s dad was working in the fields and Grams was lost in her own little world, Meredith’s friend Clarke would arrive and remove every trace of Ren’s existence from the house. Not a stitch of her would be left. Not a photo, not a hair, not even her memory. 
 
    Ren turned off the light, closed the door, and started slowly down the stairs. As she walked, she breathed in the warm and familiar smell of the farmhouse. Wood and raw earth and cinnamon candles Meredith was always burning. She wanted to bottle the scent and take it with her on their journey. 
 
    Forward had been Meredith’s answer when Ren asked her where exactly they were headed. The farthest from home Ren had ever travelled was to Oklahoma City in eighth grade when her class took a field trip to Frontier City Amusement Park. She had a feeling Meredith’s forward would be much farther than roller coasters off of Interstate 35. 
 
    The microwave dinged as Ren stepped into the kitchen. Grams sat on a bar stool at the counter, her plastic tiara plopped crookedly on her round head. Ren’s dad removed a steaming mug out of the microwave and placed it in front of Grams. 
 
    “Teabag needs to come out.” Grams eyed the drink with a wintry fierceness. 
 
    Ren’s dad lifted his furry eyebrows. He picked the mug back up. Spun it slowly, right in front of his face. “There ain’t no string, Mom.” 
 
    “Don’t matter,” Grams said. “I like it out. Over-steeped tea is worse than drinkin’ a gallon of spoilt milk.” 
 
    “I can think of worse,” he mumbled, then dipped his wide, square fingers into the drink. He plucked the teabag out and immediately released it. It fell back into the mug with a splash, droplets of tea splattering over the counter. 
 
    “What’d ya do that for?” Grams asked. 
 
    “’Bout scalded my fingerprints off,” he said. 
 
    Ren laughed and shook her head. She walked to the silverware drawer and pulled out a spoon. Handed it to her dad. “Try this.” 
 
    He fished the teabag out with the spoon and tossed the soaked bag into the garbage. He slid Grams her tea with a forced smile and turned to Ren. “Don’t know what I’d do without you, kiddo.” 
 
    “I think you’d figure it out.” She gulped loudly. 
 
    Her dad nodded the tip of his nose toward her backpack. “You know it’s Sunday, right?” 
 
    She tugged on the straps of the bag. “I’m just going into town for the day. Thought I’d do some homework at Roast.” 
 
    “If you ain’t doin’ it at home then it ain’t homework,” Grams said. She took a sip of her tea and spit it back into the mug. “What kind of tea you servin’ Hank?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it now?” Ren’s dad grumbled. He looked at Ren and lowered his voice. “It’s the third cup I’ve made her. She’s on my last nerve.” 
 
    “Heard that,” Grams said. 
 
    “Did you put a splash of whiskey in it?” Ren asked her dad. 
 
    “Whiskey?” His jaw hung open. “In tea?” 
 
    “Don’t act so shocked,” Grams said. “I’m an old woman. I like what I like.” 
 
    “I’ve got to get to work,” Ren’s dad said, his eyes flashing to the windows and landing on the barn in the distance. 
 
    Ren flicked her hands through the air, shooing him away. “Don’t worry. I’ll fix it for her.” 
 
    “I owe you one.” His work boots plunked rhythmically over the wood floor as he made his way to the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Ren said, shuffling quickly toward him. She wrapped her arms around his torso, pressed her head against his chest, and squeezed him like she’d never do it again, because the way Meredith explained it, she wouldn’t. 
 
    He laughed, his low voice rumbling against her ear. “What’s this for?” 
 
    Still squished against her dad’s chest, she wiped a single tear that was falling from her good eye and tried to keep her voice steady. “Just saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Well,” he wrapped his arms around her, “Goodbye, then. I’ll see you this evening.” 
 
    He ruffled the top of her head the way he used to when she was a kid, then turned and headed out the door. She watched him make his way across the back yard, his long legs gliding over the grass with a slight bow leftover from his rodeo days. He adjusted the bill of his faded, purple Wildcats cap and ducked into the barn, vanishing from sight. Someday, she’d be back, no matter what Meredith said. After all of the Discentem business was over, she’d come home. Even if no one remembered who she was, she’d come back anyway, just to say hello. 
 
    Grams cleared her throat. “You gonna get me my tea or am I gonna die of thirst?” 
 
    Ren shook her head and opened the cabinet above the refrigerator, where the few bottles of liquor were kept. She pulled down a bottle Irish whiskey and poured a few drops into Grams’ mug of tea. 
 
    “You know you’re crazy, right?” Ren told Grams, then leaned over the counter, lifting up off the ground a few inches, and pecked a kiss on Grams’ forehead. “But I love you anyway.” 
 
    Grams waved a dismissive hand through the air. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t you have somewhere to be?” 
 
    Ren slid the whiskey back into the cabinet and walked slowly toward the front door. She pulled her boots on one at a time. Tied the laces. Stood in the entryway for a moment, staring at the brass knob on the door. She couldn’t put it off any longer. Meredith was in town, gassing up her rig, Pike was collecting provisions from the Country Mart, and Ren had one last stop to make before they hit the road. Before they started on their journey forward. 
 
    She inhaled sharply and turned the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    REN PEDALED HER DAD’S OLD bicycle up the only hill in Wynn to the cemetery. The early morning light cast a pink hue over the headstones, visible through the bars of the wrought iron fence. She leaned the bike against a tall maple tree, nearly empty of leaves, and slipped through the back gate. 
 
    According to Meredith, Alfie was buried in the back corner, where Pike had always gone to do his grave rubbings when he posed as Alfie. She’d probably glanced at his headstone a dozen times and never had any recollection of it. 
 
    She walked carefully over the graves, keeping close to the gravestones. It was peaceful in the cemetery. Quiet, except for the wind teetering through the tree branches above. With her hyper-senses she could hear the families who lived nearby, rustling around in their houses fixing breakfast, but she tried to shut them out. She just wanted to live in that single moment. She just wanted to say goodbye to her friend in peace. 
 
    He was where Meredith said he’d be. Alfred Norman Berger: A Son, A Light, A Friend. She knelt down in the grass on top of his plot, right in front of his granite headstone. She sucked on her nose and held her tears back as best as she could. 
 
    “Hey,” she said softly, her voice mixing with the wind. “Sorry it took me so long to come and see you. I—well, you probably know already.” 
 
    The rumble of an engine. A streak of pearl-white. Meredith’s SUV rolled up along the curb. Ren didn’t have long, so she unzipped the small pouch on the front of her backpack. 
 
    “I brought you something.” She pulled out a worn, paperback novel she’d stolen off of Grams’ shelf. “It’s nothing exciting, just a who-dun-it mystery, but I thought you might like it.” 
 
    She leaned the book against the edge of the headstone. Brushed at the spine, at the curling pages on the opposite side. Her shoulders slumped forward. Her head tucked into the hollow of her neck. She squeezed teardrops from her eyes like lemon juice. She tried to picture Alfie—glacial blue eyes blinking across the lunch table, crooked nose scrunched up as he laughed at one of her dumb, cynical jokes—but she couldn’t. All she saw was his blonde hair, streaked with red, and his body hanging lifeless from the seat of Grams’ Beetle. 
 
    A hand squeezed her shoulder. She flinched and looked up through tear-blurred vision at Pike. A thick, wool-lined plaid coat was buttoned tight around his stocky body. His shoulder-length, strawberry blonde locks were almost glowing in the rising sunlight. 
 
    “I’ve lost people too,” he said softly. “So, when I say I’m sorry, I mean it. What I wouldn’t give for one more moment.” 
 
    She sniffled and stood to her feet. “Will you, then?” 
 
    “Will I what?” 
 
    “I know it’s not going to be him.” She closed her eyes. Bleached hair mottled with crimson. Gangly arms hanging limp. Her brown eyes peeled open again. “But I need to see his face one last time. I need to say things to him in-person. Please, Pike, can you be Alfie one last time?” 
 
    “Turn around,” he said, and she did. 
 
    She stared through the fence at Meredith, shut up inside her car, blonde curls pulled back into a ponytail, lips as red as blood, staring straight ahead. Her hands were wrapped tightly around the steering wheel. If someone had told Ren a week ago, she’d be spending so much time with Meredith, she would have rolled her eyes and called them insane. The woman was still barbed-wire sharp, but Ren was carefully finding her way around that. 
 
    A finger tapped her shoulder and she turned back to face Pike, who had transformed into tall, kind-faced Alfie once more. There they were—those eyes. She remembered the first time she looked at those eyes. It was during the first recess when Kindergarten started back up after Christmas. She was curled up in the plastic tunnel on the jungle gym that connected one slide platform to the other. Kids were running wild all around her, playing tag while she hid from them. Suddenly, a lanky, blonde boy crawled into the tunnel with her. She was about to dash out of the tube and down the slide, away from him, when he looked up and she saw those blue eyes. Icy, but warm. They calmed her somehow. Made her let him in. Alfie had just moved with his family from Munich to Wynn. She learned quickly he didn’t speak much English, but with Ren, he didn’t need to. She spoke enough for the both of them. After that day, they became inseparable. 
 
    “There are so many things I want to say to you.” Ren reached out and took Alfie’s hand in the cemetery. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to say it all, but I suppose I’ll say more than enough. Alfred Berger, you were the best friend anyone could ever ask for. Even though you were a little too quiet and brooding at times, I overlooked that. And the fact that you could read a book in a matter of hours always freaked me out a little bit.” 
 
    She and Alfie both laughed. Next came more tears. She started to speak once more, but couldn’t. She wiped at the streams coursing down her cheeks and sniffled. Then she started laughing again. 
 
    “You better enjoy these tears,” she said. “Because you know I never cry.” 
 
    Alfie squeezed her hand and said, “It’s okay.” 
 
    “But it’s not.” Her lips pinched together. “We were supposed to get out of this town one day, the two of us, and have all kinds of exciting adventures. I just can’t help but think I might just be about to do that and you’re still here. Stuck in this stupid cemetery. And I—I’m sorry. It’s my fault you’re dead. They wanted me and took you instead. I’ll never forgive them for that. Never forgive myself.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Alfie said, but she could hear Pike in his voice more than anything. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Shh,” she said. “It’s true. It is my fault. But I’m going to follow Meredith forward and maybe, one day soon, I will reconcile it all. I love you, Alf. I always have and I always will. You’re my best friend. You were the best friend.” 
 
    She leaned into Alfie and wrapped herself around him. She sobbed into his chest, despite knowing she was probably getting snot all over his purple Aloha shirt. He stroked her long braid. Rubbed her back. Let her cry. She breathed in the scent of fresh laundry and the piney cologne he wore. She memorized the rhythm of his heartbeat. The feel of his smooth arms wrapped around her. She wanted that moment to last forever, but all too quickly the softness of Alfie’s shirt turned scratchy, like wool, and her arms widened as his torso expanded, as he became less bone and more muscle. Until Alfie was gone and Pike was all that was left. 
 
    “We should go,” Pike said, a hand still trailing down her braid. 
 
    “Yeah.” She pulled away from him and wiped her eyes. She picked up her backpack and threw it over her shoulder. Without even a glance back at Alfie’s headstone, she headed for the cemetery gate with her dad’s bike. 
 
    Ren wheeled the old three-speed to the back hatch of Meredith’s SUV. She lifted it on top of a couple of small boxes Meredith had packed. Her own mementos from her time in Wynn. 
 
    Ren climbed into the passenger’s seat of the SUV and Pike slid into the back. Meredith put the vehicle in drive, but idled on the curb for another moment. 
 
    “All good?” Meredith asked. 
 
    Ren could feel Pike’s eyes boring into the side of her head. She would probably have been able to see him staring at her if he hadn’t been sitting in her blind spot. She was glad she had a chance to tell Alfie goodbye, but she hated that Pike had heard it all. He knew more about her than she did about him and that unsettled her. She didn’t know much truth about Meredith either, not really. If she stripped her situation down, the reality was, she was leaving her hometown, her family, everything she’d ever known, to set out with two strangers who wouldn’t even tell her where they were going. 
 
    But she had to trust them. 
 
    What choice did she have? Joe would be back to try and finish what Peter had started. She would not let Alfie’s death be a waste. 
 
    Ren chewed on her thumbnail. “It’s all good. Let’s just get going.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” Meredith punched the gas pedal down hard and the SUV sped off in the direction of the town limits on the east side of town. 
 
    They breezed past the high school and the trailer park where Scary Larry lived, still watching everything most likely. What would everyone at school say? Her teachers? Frizzy-haired Alice Martin? She never did go horseback riding with her. Never would. By Monday, no one would remember Ren Morris at all. 
 
    The brick roads turned to concrete and the ‘Now Leaving Wynn’ sign flashed by. Meredith clicked on the radio. A rock station playing mostly static rolled through the car’s speakers. Ren adjusted the tuner and landed on a country station, keeping Meredith in her blind spot to avoid the raised eyebrow look she’d get for her uncharacteristic choice in music. She didn’t care, though. She wanted something to remind her of home. 
 
    The sun was bright on the horizon, washing out the road, which twisted to the north, toward the larger freeway. Ren peeked over her shoulder, past Pike, and gazed out the back window. The town was hardly visible at all. The shelter belts from surrounding fields blocked her view. But she could see one thing. The flagpole at the cemetery. Stripes and stars fluttering in the breeze. She stared it down with her good eye until it began to shrink. Until Wynn was nothing at all. Then, she turned back around and looked into flat distance as they barreled forward. 
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