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There was a corpse in Lila Clement’s bathroom.

Not human, mind you.

No, this was much worse. This was a spider corpse. Eight disjointed legs stretched toward the ceiling, like they were reaching for Lila herself as she stood there, brushing her teeth, minding her own business.

She’d just squeezed a dollop of paste onto her brush when she saw it from the corner of her eye.

She hated seeing things out of the corner of her eye. There was always that moment between curiosity and terror. She dropped her toothbrush in the sink, spat, and rushed to the door, ready to fly out of the room screaming at the top of her lungs. But as soon as she fled into the hall, she stopped and took a deep breath.

No screaming. No flailing your arms. No drama. You are a New Lila. Calm, cool, collected. You are not a girl who overreacts. You are a girl who underreacts. Maybe you’re a girl who doesn’t react at all. You’re cool. Like a block of ice.

“You’re a block of ice,” she whispered to herself as she made her way to the living room, where she planned to tell her parents—coolly—that there was an enormous dead spider in the vicinity, after which she would remind them—calmly—that Arizona was home to some of the deadliest spiders in the world, one of which could have injected them with venom. Then she would suggest that they collectively evacuate the house as soon as possible and proceed immediately to the nearest emergency room.

Her mother was a freelance writer and had been everywhere from the jungles of her native Philippines to the bug-infested Amazon, so she probably wouldn’t be too alarmed over a bathroom spider. The only thing that scared her mother was big dogs, because she’d been bitten as a little girl. A spider smaller than Lila’s hand wouldn’t garner much of a reaction.

Lila would have to project her fears onto her dad. He’d grown up in the suburbs of Ohio and was too afraid to get on a plane. He’d be more sympathetic, probably.

But she’d have to be calm. Otherwise, they wouldn’t take her seriously.

“You’re a block of ice,” she whispered.

Then she remembered that ice melted.

“You’re a rock,” she said.

Strong and steady.

When she entered the living room, she expected to see her parents in their usual Saturday-morning spots—her father, Clifton, in his chair; mother, Meredith, nestled in the corner of the sofa. They would both be on their phones. Dad, pretending he was reading the news when he was actually playing Juice Jam. Mom, solving the New York Times Spelling Bee.

But that’s not what she found.

Her parents were together on the couch, face-to-face, no phones in sight. And—wait, this couldn’t be right.

It looked like Dad was crying.

Mom was holding Dad’s hand. Lila stared at their entwined fingers—her mom’s light brown skin against her father’s pale freckles—and stopped where she stood. Her stomach plummeted to her socked feet. She swallowed the last bit of toothpaste from her mouth.

“Did something happen to Caleb?” Lila asked, which was a silly question because she’d just seen her ten-year-old brother fifteen minutes ago when he’d tried to push his way into the bathroom and she’d told him to go away. She could even hear him now, in his room, talking to Go Soldier One, his favorite video game.

Her parents looked up, surprised to see her there. And now she saw that her mom was crying, too.

“No, Caleb’s fine, Lila-Bear,” Mom said.

Under normal circumstances, Lila would have protested the use of “Lila-Bear.” What eleven-year-old went by “Lila-Bear”? This was just the sort of thing that made her friends at school think she was immature. But clearly now was not the time to nitpick nicknames.

“What’s going on?” Lila asked.

“Actually,” Mom said, “you should get your brother and tell him to come here. We have something to tell both of you.”

Lila’s eyes widened. “Ohmygod. Are you sick? Is Dad sick? Are you both sick? What’s going to happen to us? Wait, no—it’s not that, is it? You’re getting divorced, aren’t you? Is that it? You’re getting divorced and we’re going to have to choose which parent to live with. Oh, don’t make me choose! I can’t—”

“Lila,” Mom said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “No one is sick and no one is getting divorced. Please dial it down a notch and go get your brother.”

Dial it down a notch.

If she could remove one sentence from her parents’ vocabulary, that would be it. It was just another version of things Lexi and Ava told her at school.

You’re such a drama queen.

You overreact to everything.

Sometimes you’re so immature.

She walked down the hall, suddenly less sympathetic to whatever was going on with her parents.

“Dial it down a notch,” she muttered.

She knocked on her brother’s door, immediately opened it, and told him to come into the living room. He was wearing his gaming headphones, though, so he had to take them off so she could repeat herself. He heaved an enormous sigh, and minutes later, the youngest members of the Clement family were gathered with their parents, awaiting the big news.

“We got a phone call this morning,” Mom said. She shifted her eyes to Dad. He took a deep breath.

“Your grandfather died,” he said.

“Which one?” said Caleb. “Dad’s dad? The weird one?”

Lila smacked her brother on the arm. “Caleb! That’s so rude!”

“If you’re talking about Grandpa Clem, then yes,” Mom said. “And he wasn’t weird. He was … eccentric.”

“That’s just a fancy word for weird,” said Caleb. “He lives in Idaho, right?”

“Ohio,” Dad corrected. He cleared his throat. “Which brings us to our next point.”

Mom clasped her hands in her lap. Lila knew from personal experience that clasped-Mom-hands never meant anything good.

“We have to go to Ohio to take care of things,” she said. “It will be a long drive and we’re not sure how long we’ll be there.”

“We have to settle all his affairs, arrange the funeral …” Dad continued. “So we’ll probably be there for a couple of weeks, at least.”

Lila immediately shot up, ready to shout, scream, and cry. No! Summer break just started! I can’t go! My friendships are hanging on by a thread! If I leave now I may be friendless when we come back! I never even met Grandpa! No, no, I won’t go! You’ll never take me alive!

But then she remembered she was a rock.

The three of them looked at her, eyebrows raised, waiting for the dramatic outburst they knew was coming.

Instead, Lila sat down and said, “Interesting.”

“Where are we staying?” Caleb asked.

Mom and Dad exchanged looks.

“We’re staying at the inn,” Dad said.

Caleb’s eyes widened with glee. “The big mansion? Yes!”

Dad’s jaw twitched. “It’s not a mansion. It’s just a big old house.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “Big like a mansion.”

Mansion or not, Lila knew one thing for certain: She could not—would not—go to Ohio. She needed to fix things with her friends. She needed to fix herself. How could she do that if she was in some stuffy old inn a million miles away?

“What about your jobs?” she asked, though she knew this was a pointless question. Her father worked from home and her mom made her own schedule.

“Everything’s taken care of,” Dad said.

“But I didn’t even know Grandpa Clem,” Lila muttered.

What difference did it make if she were there or not?
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To Lila and Caleb, Grandpa Clem was more an urban legend than a grandfather.

They’d heard bits and pieces about him over the years. They knew he lived in an old inn, which he ran with a friend whose name Lila had forgotten, or perhaps never knew. They knew he was weird. Or “eccentric,” as the case may be. And they knew that their father hadn’t spoken to him in years, but they didn’t know why.

It was difficult for Lila to imagine that her father, Clifton, was related to someone eccentric. Clifton Clement was the opposite of eccentric. He worked as an actuarial scientist—a career that sounded very important to Lila, though she didn’t totally understand what it was, only that her father worked from home and had lots of meetings and was buried in numbers and statistics, all of which sounded like Lila’s worst nightmare. (She had dreams of being a real estate agent, because she wanted to wear business clothes and have her face on a billboard someday.)

Lila supposed she should feel heartbroken that her grandfather had died, but all she could think about was the Neapolitans.

That’s what she, Lexi, and Ava called themselves—the Neapolitans. Like the ice cream flavor that had strawberry, vanilla, and chocolate all in one. It was because of their hair color. Lila had brown hair; Lexi was a redhead; and Ava had blonde locs. Ava was the one who’d thought of it in the first place, but just last month she’d changed the name of their text thread from “Neapolitans” to the “Savvy Sevens,” because they were going to seventh grade next year.

“I don’t think we should call ourselves Neapolitans anymore,” Ava texted. “It’s childish.”

That was Lexi and Ava’s new word of the day, it seemed. And they used it to describe Lila more than once. If she wanted to start seventh grade with her friendships intact, she needed to prove to them that she was just as mature as they were. That’s why this trip to Ohio couldn’t happen. Not for Lila. If she was gone, that left opportunities for Lexi and Ava to hang out on their own and forget about her.

She couldn’t let the Neapolitans die.

Their mother said they should pack for two weeks, which seemed like an endless stretch of time. Lila went through the motions—taking clothes out of her dresser, making a list of things she needed—but she had no plans to go on the trip. Instead, she planned a personal appeal.

“Mom, Dad, let’s face it—having me along will only cause you additional stress,” she said to her empty room, as she walked from dresser to suitcase. “One more mouth to feed, one more person to worry about. You’ll have enough on your plate, making arrangements and everything. It’s best if I stay here. I’m sure Ava’s mom wouldn’t mind if I stay with her.”

Actually, she wasn’t sure of this at all. She’d tried FaceTiming Ava and Lexi, but neither answered. They’d been answering her calls less and less.

They were probably just busy, that’s all.

She sat on her bed and sent a text to the group chat.

SOS! need life advice for super emergency!

She waited. Nibbled her bottom lip. Finally, three ellipses blinked across the screen and two texts came through. First from Ava. Then Lexi.

???

define “super emergency”

Lila FaceTimed Ava instead of texting back. It rang more times than Lila would have liked, and when the screen came to life, Lexi and Ava were there together, faces filling the screen, two friends hanging out as if Lila had never been part of the group at all. They were in Lexi’s kitchen. Lila recognized it right away.

Neither of them were smiling.

“What’s wrong now, Lila?” Ava said.

What’s wrong now. As if Lila always had drama.

She didn’t, though. Did she?

Okay, so maybe there was that time she thought the school cafeteria was bugged and teachers were listening to all their conversations. Or that day she was convinced she was adopted and had to find her real parents. But this really was an emergency.

“My parents are forcing me to go to Ohio for two weeks against my will!” she said.

Ava raised her eyebrows. “What?”

“What do you mean, against your will?” Lexi asked.

“My grandfather died and they’re making me go to Ohio for his funeral!” Lila wailed. Again, she added: “Against my will!”

“It doesn’t seem that unreasonable to go to your grandfather’s funeral,” Lexi said, her voice flat.

Lila paused. Well, when she put it like that …

She took a deep breath. “Yeah, but … I didn’t even know him. And it’s two whole weeks!”

They didn’t say anything. She might as well have been talking to her ceiling fan.

“I don’t want to go,” continued Lila, lowering her voice. Steady, steady. “He lives in some big old house. It’s probably falling apart.”

Lexi shrugged. “Sounds kinda cool, if you ask me.”

“Besides,” Ava said, “it’s your grandfather.”

“But …” Lila began.

She saw Lexi’s refrigerator in the background. She knew there were three kinds of seltzer inside—strawberry, lime, and lemon-lime. She always picked strawberry. Lexi and Ava always chose lime. She knew, too, that there was junk food in the pantry. Twizzlers and potato chips and butter pretzels. Not that long ago, the three of them would carry armloads of snacks to Lexi’s room, where they would play video games or gossip about people at school or just lie side by side on the floor, looking at the ceiling and asking questions like would you rather.

“But what?” Ava said.

Lila opened her mouth. But I want to stay with you. That’s what she intended to say.

But all that came out was “Nothing.”
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Dad was terrified of flying, so they would have to drive. Two whole days. That’s how long it would take to get from Phoenix to Castle Hill, Ohio. They’d stop in Missouri for a night’s sleep, then get on the road again. Lila wanted the trip to be over before it even began.

She spent the first day in the back seat, quietly resting her head against the window, phone in her lap, hoping the Neapolitans would call her but knowing they wouldn’t. Not after the FaceTime call, when they made it seem like she didn’t care about her grandfather. She did care. Didn’t she?

“You’re being unusually quiet,” Mom said, when they were somewhere in New Mexico. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, you’re not being normal,” Caleb added, eyes on his Nintendo Switch.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lila asked.

“You know. Your normal self. Loud, won’t stop talking.”

“I’m not loud!” Lila said loudly. “Sometimes I’m quiet and contemplative, you know! It’s not like I have to take up space all the time!” That’s something Ava had accused her of once.

“Geez,” Caleb said. “Okay, okay.”

“Grandpa Clem just died!” Lila continued. “Can’t I mourn in peace?”

Caleb snorted. “ ‘Mourn’? You don’t even know his first name.”

“Yes, I do!”

“Okay. What is it, then?”

“That’s enough, you two,” Dad said, hands on the steering wheel. The vast expanse of New Mexico stretched forever in front of them. “I’m not in the mood.”

Lila looked out the window again. The dusty landscape rumbled alongside them. Once she calmed down, she leaned over to Caleb and whispered, “His first name was Grandpa. Duh.”

And they laughed.



The sun was setting as they drove deeper into the Missouri Ozarks. After a full day in the car, Lila could hardly wait to crawl into bed, even if it was in some weird hotel room.

Guess I better get used to staying in a weird place, she told herself, looking at the tall trees that loomed on either side. Somehow the landscape had shifted from the barren dustiness of desert to the lush greenery of mid-America. Funny how things changed when you weren’t paying attention.

The car was quiet. Too quiet. No music. No talking. Caleb was asleep. Her parents were staring at the road ahead, lost in their thoughts. The only sound was the gentle thwack-thwack-thwack of the windshield wipers and the pitter-pat of a gentle rainfall.

Lila slid down in her seat. She wanted to ask how much longer, how far was the hotel, but she didn’t want to interrupt the silence. She closed her eyes and focused on the thwack-thwack-thwack, which gradually quickened as the rain fell harder.

It was strange, knowing how far away their house was now. For some reason she thought of that dead spider. She’d told her dad about it before they left, but she wasn’t sure if he’d gotten rid of it or not. The thought of it still there in the corner made her shiver.

She opened her eyes and picked up her phone. She’d text the Neapolitans one more time, she decided. Something funny, maybe. But what?

Her thumbs hovered over the keys.

Thwackthwackthwackthwackthwack.

She couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She sat up straight and leaned forward to peer at the hazy road ahead. When she set her phone in her lap, it promptly slid off and dropped to the floor.

Great. Just great.

To make matters worse, it slipped out of reach as soon as she bent forward to pick it up. Couldn’t anything go right?

She sighed and unbuckled her seat belt. As soon as she heard it unclick, her father cursed and for a moment Lila thought he was cursing at her, but that couldn’t be right—he never cursed unless it was a reflex to something; in this case, the something must have been in the road because he hit the brakes and Lila hit her head on the back of his seat just as a terrifying screech screamed through the silence—spinning tires on wet road—and now Lila was spinning, too, that’s how it felt at least, but no, she was sliding, sliding across the back seat, where she rammed into Caleb. He was awake now, eyes wide, hands clutched to the seat. There was a scream and Lila wasn’t sure if it was her or her mother, but it sounded terrible and wrong in the dark, dark night, especially as the car spun and spun and Lila slid to the other side of the seat, banging her shoulder against the door before she finally found the seat belt, but she wasn’t able to buckle it, not as the car was moving. She waited for the sound of shattered glass, a resounding crash!, the crunch of metal, but instead the car stopped and there was nothing but thwackthwackthwackthwackthwack and the thundering of her heart, which felt like it would beat right out of her chest and fly away. An image flashed in her mind—her, lying on the hood of the car, surrounded by broken glass and a shattered windshield, eyes open and lifeless—but then it was gone. She poked her arms to make sure she was still alive. Yes, yes, she was still here.

“Is everyone okay?” Dad said, his voice shaky. He turned from the front seat. Mom did, too. Her face paled when she laid eyes on Lila, who was rubbing the bump on her head.

“Lila-Bear, are you okay? What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” Lila said. She expected her voice to be shaky like Dad’s, but it sounded oddly calm. “I hit my shoulder on the seat.”

“She wasn’t wearing her seat belt,” Caleb added.

If Lila hadn’t been injured, she would have smacked him.

“What!” Mom said. “Why? Lila, you know—”

“I just took it off for a second to get my phone—”

“You can’t take it off, not even for a second! Do you realize you could have been killed?” Mom put her hand on her chest.

“What happened, anyway?” Caleb asked.

Dad clutched the steering wheel and took a deep breath. “I don’t know. The strangest thing happened.” His voice still shook. He closed his eyes. Opened them again. “I was driving and I guess my mind ran away with me because all of a sudden I imagined I was on an airplane … flying it or something. I don’t know.”

“You’ve been driving too long,” Mom said. “I should take over.”

They were stopped on a narrow shoulder—not a safe place to be on the twisty roads of the Ozarks, especially not during an evening rainstorm. “Let’s get off at the next exit and collect ourselves first.” He checked the side and rearview mirrors and put the car in drive.

Dad was driving much slower now.

The rain had stopped, like someone had turned off a spigot.

Lila had a morbid thought.

The rain tried to kill me.

Then she had another:

What if it tries again?
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Dad pulled in front of a small, quiet diner on the side of the road, next to an SUV with a big, slobbery dog in the back seat, sticking his nose through the open crack of the window.

“Can we park somewhere else?” Mom said, side-eyeing the animal.

Lila thought it was ironic that her mom was scared of dogs. The woman had walked through the Amazon. Camped in the Scottish Highlands. Parasailed over the bright blue waters of Hawaii. But a yellow Lab wagging its tail in an SUV frightened her.

Everyone’s afraid of something. Her father had said that once, and Lila supposed it was true.

Dad parked on the opposite side of the lot. Her parents got out and stretched, but Lila barely looked up, even as they all walked into the diner. She heard the distant jangle of the bell as they entered, but her eyes were on her phone, waiting for the Neapolitans to respond to her text about the car accident. She’d recounted the whole incident in a flurry of sentences—how she was unbuckled, how she was jostled around the car, how she’d almost died, even her vision of being dead with her eyes open. She may have used the words near-death experience. But so far, they hadn’t texted her back.

“Looks like we have our pick of where to sit,” Dad said.

That’s when Lila looked up.

She expected to see a near-empty diner. Instead, almost every booth was full. An old man sat in front of an empty bowl of soup. A woman stared off toward the kitchen, her face blank and expressionless. A burly man with tattoos gazed at the antiquated jukebox. The counter seats were full, too—there was a man who kept saying, “Coffee, please, coffee, please,” while the waitstaff ignored him; a girl, maybe five years old, spinning on the stool; a tall, thin woman with glistening eyes, who looked like she was about to cry.

Lila shifted closer to her father.

“Let’s sit in the corner by the window,” Mom said, motioning in that direction.

But there was a teenage couple in that booth. A boy and a girl. Didn’t Mom see them? They were dressed oddly for summer—thick winter coats and beanies. They sat on the same side, huddled together and whispering. Lila made eye contact with the girl and shuddered. There was something deeply strange about this couple, and it wasn’t just their clothes.

“But—” Lila began as her family made their way to the corner.

The rest of the sentence sat on her tongue. But there’s someone sitting there. A moment later, though, she realized she was wrong. The booth was empty. No couple. No winter coats. No beanies.

The others had cleared out, too. All but the man who wanted coffee. But sure enough, as soon as Lila looked away, he was gone, too.

“There’s something strange about this place,” Lila said as her family opened their menus. She put her phone in her back pocket.

“Yeah, they don’t have any meat loaf,” Dad said. “What kind of diner doesn’t have meat loaf ?” He nudged an unopened menu in Lila’s direction. “They have macaroni and cheese.”

It was a well-known fact in the Clement family that Lila could never refuse macaroni and cheese. But even the lure of the greatest food on earth couldn’t turn her attention away from all the now-empty booths.

What had happened to all the people?

“Are you feeling okay, Lila-Bear?” Mom said. She leaned forward, her eyes wide and concerned.

Lila moved her shoulder. It didn’t hurt anymore. Nothing hurt, actually.

“I’m fine,” she said. “But I think I’m hallucinating.”

Mom’s eyebrows furrowed. “Hallucinating?”

“I saw an old man sitting in that booth over there. And a man at the counter ordering coffee. And a little girl spinning on the stool. And now they’re all gone.”

Caleb gasped. “You mean … people ate at a diner and then left? Someone call the media, stat!”

Lila nudged him. “I’m serious! I saw a bunch of people and now they’re gone. Like, just before we sat down, there was a couple sitting in this very booth. And I have no idea where they went.”

A waitress came around and took their drink orders. Lila sat back and eyed the diner for any more suspicious activity. She didn’t move a muscle until her phone buzzed. It was the Neapolitans, responding to her text. Finally.

why am I not surprised that something “dramatic” happened on your way to ohio?

That was from Ava. Then Lexi chimed in.

hitting the brakes too hard isn’t a near-death experience, lila

She turned the phone over and set it on top of the menu.

They thought she was overreacting.

They thought she was lying about almost being killed. But even her mom had said it. You could have been killed.

When the waitress came for their orders, Lila ordered the mac and cheese without even looking at the rest of the menu. Under normal circumstances, she would have also ordered chicken tenders, but these were not normal circumstances.

“What if we’re both hallucinating, Dad?” Lila said after the waitress left. “You had that airplane thing and I—”

Dad sighed. A loud, annoyed, exasperated sigh. Lila immediately regretted saying anything.

“Let’s not entertain our overactive imaginations, please,” he said.

She hated how he used “our” like he was talking about all of them when he was only talking about Lila. She hated, too, how he might as well have been on the text thread with her so-called friends, since he seemed to think she was nothing but a drama queen all the time.

She wanted to say something, something that made her point, but before she could retort about using “their” overactive imaginations, her father’s phone rang.

“It’s Mr. Howler,” he said. “Probably wants to offer condolences.” He answered, slid out of the booth, and went outside. Lila watched him through the window, wondering who Mr. Howler was, but she didn’t want to open her mouth. She kept thinking about those words. Overactive imagination. The word dramatic with quotes around it.

“I need both of you to be your best selves over the next few days,” Mom said. She stirred the ice in her Diet Coke with her straw. “This is a really difficult time for your father. He hadn’t spoken to Grandpa Clem in years, and now …” Her voice drifted off. “Well, now he won’t get the opportunity.” She locked eyes with Caleb, then Lila.

“Sure, Mom,” Caleb muttered.

Lila nodded but didn’t say a word.
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Lila wasn’t sure what to expect of Castle Hill Inn. Caleb had found a picture of it online before they’d left, but Lila had taken only a passing glance. Now here it was, looming ahead of them at the end of the block. It was dark for the middle of the day. Storm clouds had rolled in and blanketed all of Castle Hill, Ohio, in an ominous shadow. The tall turret of the inn stretched to the sky.

The surrounding houses were just as old and almost as stately—according to Dad, Silhouette Lane was the oldest street in town—but none compared to Grandpa Clem’s place.

In addition to the turret, there were windows everywhere, tall and heavy. As the car drew closer, Lila could have sworn she saw people peeking out of them, but when she took a second look, they were gone.

There was a sign staked out front. CASTLE HILL INN: INQUIRE WITHIN. The grass was slightly overgrown, but not untidy. Lila craned her neck as they pulled in.

“Wow,” Caleb said. “This is like a mansion!”

“It’s a big house,” Dad agreed. “Big houses are also big pains in the you-know-what.”

“Is that where you grew up?” Caleb asked.

“Grandpa Clem bought this place when I was in high school. After my mom died,” he said. His jaw tightened. “I left as soon as I could.”

“Why? It’d be so cool to live in a mansion,” Caleb continued as their car made its way down the drive, which circled to the back of the house.

They parked the car and exited slowly, one by one, as if they weren’t sure the atmosphere was safe. Dad took a deep breath and led them to the back entrance, where half-dead ivy strangled a collapsing trellis along the wall.

“Mr. Howler said the keys should be in here,” he said, reaching into a flowerpot, which carried a single shriveled rose.

Lila’s heart pounded as her dad opened the door. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the gray overcast that made everything feel strange and shadowed. Maybe it was all those people she saw at the diner who disappeared. Maybe it was the way that one man at the counter kept saying Coffee, please, coffee, please and no one seemed to know he was there. Maybe it was the dead rose and the dead ivy and the dead grandfather she didn’t know.

She fully expected to step into a house of collapsing stairwells, cobwebbed corners, dusty sheets draped over forgotten heirlooms. But when they stepped inside, it just looked—and smelled—old.

The kitchen stretched off to their left; it was smaller than Lila expected for such a large house but bigger than their kitchen at home. Not that anyone ever used the kitchen. Her parents were famous for being the world’s worst cooks.

A hallway led to a large sitting room with period furniture—the kind that looked dreadfully uncomfortable to sit in. A stiff chaise longue, two small sofas without armrests or recliners, that sort of thing. There were several high-backed chairs strategically placed throughout with small side tables next to them, like someone would come in at any moment to have a cup of tea. In fact, it appeared someone had been doing just that not so long ago. The coffee table in front of the fireplace sofa had a teapot and teacup sitting on it, both clean and sparkling, like they were just for show.

Lila would have expected enormous black-and-white portraits of scary-looking people who’d been dead for decades, but the place was mostly decorated with landscapes. There was only one exception—a small, framed photo sitting on the mantel. Not black-and-white. Full color. Lila walked toward it as Caleb made his way to an old piano in the corner. He played “Chopsticks” just long enough for Mom to cut him off and ask for his help with the bags.

The woman in the photo had kind, soft eyes and a broad smile. Her hair blew around her face.

“That’s my mother, Nancy,” her father said.

Lila hadn’t noticed him behind her.

His voice sounded sad and far away.

“I didn’t recognize her at first,” Lila said. She’d seen pictures of her grandmother before, but she never looked quite like this.

“This was taken when she was very young,” Dad said. He smiled. “Fifteen, maybe. That’s when she first met my dad. They were in drama club together. They both had a flair for the dramatic.”

A flair for the dramatic.

Maybe I’ll join a drama club when I’m in high school, Lila thought.

“My father went a little crazy when she died,” Dad said. He looked around. “That’s when he bought this place.”

Lila felt a sudden sense of loss. Lexi and Ava had both grown up with their grandparents and she often wondered if she’d missed out on something. Looking at the photo made her think she had.

They stood there a moment longer, until the banging of suitcases against the door led them to the back again.

“Are there any people staying here?” Caleb asked, hefting his suitcase inside with two hands. He’d packed enough gaming devices to last thirty years.

“No,” Dad said. “I don’t think they get much business, considering my father couldn’t be bothered to put up a website. He always said he’d get around to it, but … he was a bit of a procrastinator, your grandpa.”

“It’s fortunate that no one was staying here when it happened,” Mom said. “Could you imagine?” She rolled her suitcase into the hallway, then motioned for Lila to follow her to the car for the rest.

To Lila’s surprise, two kids were already out there—a boy who looked about Lila’s age and a little girl, maybe four years old, standing off to the side in a blue dress. She was Black, with pink barrettes. The boy had brown skin, big brown eyes, and a mass of dark curls. Lila was suddenly self-conscious, though she didn’t know why. She hoped her cheeks weren’t turning red.

“Hi!” the boy said. He was pulling Lila’s suitcase out of the trunk, which made her even more self-conscious. Maybe because she had a sticker on it that said We all scream for ice cream! with Neapolitan flavors stacked atop a waffle cone. So babyish. But she couldn’t exactly explain about the Neapolitans, could she? It didn’t matter, anyway. He didn’t seem to notice. “I’m Teddy Hamad, the neighbor! I just met your mom and offered to help with the bags! I live in the house with the red door.”

“Hi,” Lila mumbled.

Teddy smiled so widely, his face looked like it might break in two.

“I’m sorry about Grandpa Clem,” he continued. His smile faded, but only a bit. “I’m going to miss him like crazy. He was the best.” He looked between Lila and her mother. Lila was just about to ask who the little girl was, but she was no longer standing there.

“You knew my grandfather?” Lila asked.

Now that she was outside, she realized how hot it was. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

“Oh, sure,” Teddy said. He was wearing a shirt with the two creepy-looking sisters from a movie called The Shining screen-printed on it. He handed Lila’s suitcase to her father, who followed her mom inside the house. “I mowed his lawn almost every week. I mow lots of lawns around here. For extra money, you know. Anyway, I did Grandpa Clem’s for free because he’s right next door and he didn’t seem to have much money, even though he has this big house, but my parents say this big house is probably the reason he didn’t have much money in the first place. That, and not many people were coming to stay anymore. Who knows, though, that might change.”

“Why might it change?”

Teddy looked around, then leaned forward. “Some weird things have been going on lately,” he whispered. “You know.”

“No, I don’t know,” Lila whispered back.

“Oh. Well, anyway,” Teddy said, dropping the subject. He wiped sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. “Welcome to Castle Hill.”

“Thanks,” Lila mumbled.

“Let’s go inside. I’d kill for some of Grandpa Clem’s homemade lemonade. It’s hot.”

Before Lila could say anything, Teddy had strolled directly into the kitchen and straight for the refrigerator. All the bags were lined up by the door. Dad was in the sitting room, on the phone, while Mom and Caleb discussed where everyone would sleep.

“You should take Tiger’s Eye,” Teddy whispered as he poured a tall glass of lemonade. He poured one for her, too. “You’ll think you want the Quartz Room because it’s bigger, but you can hear everything in the Quartz Room. Every time someone gets up to pee or flushes the toilet, you’ll hear it, clear as day. Take my word for it, you don’t want Quartz.”

“How many floors are in this house? I want to be at the very top,” Lila said. She drank the lemonade. Teddy was right; it was delicious.

“Technically, there are four floors,” Teddy said. He lifted the glass to his mouth, then stopped midway and set it back on the counter. He had a strange look on his face. Like he might cry. “I just realized this is the last batch.”

Lila wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “The last batch of what?”

“The last batch of lemonade Grandpa Clem will ever make.”

“Oh.” Lila’s empty glass suddenly weighed a thousand pounds.

Teddy put his lemonade in the refrigerator without drinking it. “Anyway,” he said, clearing his throat. “As I was saying. Technically, there are four floors.”

Lila quietly set her glass in the sink. “Then I want to be on the fourth floor,” she said. She could imagine herself as a princess, trapped in a tower against her will.

“No, you don’t,” Teddy said quickly.

“Why not?”

“You just don’t,” Teddy whispered. “Especially not right now. And anyway, there aren’t any rooms on the fourth floor.”

“What’s up there, then?”

“The residential rooms are on the second floor,” said Teddy. “And guest rooms are on the third.”

“But what’s on the fourth?”

Before Teddy could answer, Mom came in and interrupted, with Caleb at her heels. “According to your father, the two of you have the choice between three bedrooms—Tiger’s Eye, Quartz, and Amethyst. They’re on the second floor.”

Caleb scrunched his nose. “What kinds of names are those? And who’s this new kid?”

“They’re named after gems,” Teddy said. “And I’m Teddy Hamad, the neighbor.”

Mom clapped her hands like a teacher bringing them all to attention.

“All right, kids. Shall we head upstairs and see where you’ll be sleeping for the next two weeks?”

Caleb darted toward the staircase faster than a blink. Lila followed slowly, thinking about dead spiders, dead roses, and fourth floors.
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Caleb was suspicious when Lila gave him the bigger room, so she told him that she preferred the window in Tiger’s Eye, even though it was a lie. The window was nothing special. You couldn’t even see anything except the thick cluster of leaves on the tree outside.

“Trust me, you made the right choice,” Teddy said.

The Amethyst Room was the third room on the right, the last one for Caleb and Lila to examine before they made their final decisions. Even if they’d wanted this room, it wouldn’t have been an option. Tiger’s Eye and Quartz were fully furnished, but Amethyst had no furniture at all except for a tiny rocking chair, meant for a toddler. The room itself was small, with a low ceiling that slanted down to a small cubbyhole with a door on it, no taller than Lila’s knees. The space inside was deep enough to crawl into, if she wanted. Though she definitely did not want to.

“That thing’s creepy,” Caleb said. He stood next to Lila as she knelt in front of the cubby and peered inside.

“What’s it for?” Lila asked.

The question was meant for her mother, but Teddy answered.

“Grandpa Clem said it was probably used for storage, like for toys or something. He said this room used to be a nursery.”

Mom leaned against the doorframe. “A lot of old houses have weird little cubbies like that. There’s one in the kitchen, too.”

“That was where people stored food before refrigeration,” Teddy said. “You also have a milk window, but Grandpa Clem boarded it up.”

“What’s a milk window?” Caleb asked.

“And why do you call him ‘Grandpa Clem’?” Lila snapped, before she could stop herself. “He wasn’t your grandpa.”

To be honest, she was growing weary of Teddy. Well, not weary of Teddy, exactly. Weary of him knowing everything. It made her feel like a stranger, like she didn’t know a single thing about her extended family. Which was true, of course. But she didn’t like to be reminded of it.

“It’s a place where the milkman would put his deliveries and collect empty milk bottles,” Teddy replied. He turned to Lila. “And that’s what he told me to call him.” He looked at Lila’s mother. “Should I call him Mr. Clem instead?”

Mom frowned at Lila. “That’s not necessary, Teddy.”

“Whatever,” said Caleb. “This room’s creepy. I’m going to get my suitcase and bring it upstairs.”

He disappeared in a flash.

Lila stood. “Where’s your room, Mom?”

Once again, Teddy answered.

“The primary suite is at the end of the hall. That’s where Grandpa—er, Mr. Clem—slept.” He raised his eyebrows at Mrs. Clement. “I bet it’s a mess. He was kind of a scatterbrain. But you probably know that already.”

Mom smiled awkwardly. “I better go check the damage, then,” she said, and disappeared down the hall.

Lila wandered over to the rocking chair and absently pushed it with her fingertips. “You sure seem to know everything,” she said.

Teddy shrugged. “I ask a lot of questions. I’m a curious sort. Besides, you know how your grandpa is. He’d talk your ear off if you let him. I didn’t mind, though. He always had interesting things to say.”

“Actually, I—” She stopped. Stood straight. The chair rocked beside her. “Did you hear that?”

Teddy looked around. “Hear what?”

“It sounded like someone crying. A little kid.”

The whimpering was distant and strange, like it was on a faraway television. Only, Lila hadn’t seen a single TV since they got there.

The cries faded to nothing.

But she’d heard them.

She’d definitely heard them.

She thought of the little girl she’d seen outside earlier. The one who was there one moment and gone the next.

“I heard something. Maybe it was the little girl who was with you outside.”

“What little girl?” Teddy said. “There wasn’t any girl with me outside.”

“I saw a girl with pink barrettes.”

Teddy’s eyes widened. “Oh. Well. Maybe it was one of the neighborhood kids or something.” He cleared his throat. “So what do you think of your room?”

Lila wanted to say more. She wanted to say Don’t you believe me? Or Why are you changing the subject? You think I have an “overactive imagination” or something? You think I have a “flair for the dramatic”? Instead, she reminded herself that she was trying to be less instead of more, even if she was in Ohio and not back home where she was supposed to be.

“It’s fine,” she said.

“I bet you’re sad about your grandpa, huh? He really was the best. He—”

“I didn’t know my grandfather, okay?” Lila said. “I never even met him. Never spoke to him or anything. You know everything and I know nothing.”

Teddy was standing near the doorway. Lila practically pushed him aside as she stormed out of the room and down the stairs. He followed glumly and watched without a word as she snatched her suitcase and carried it up. When he offered to help, she ignored him. She assumed he would get the hint and go away, but he didn’t. He followed her into Tiger’s Eye and watched her heave the suitcase onto the stupid double bed, which had the ugliest comforter Lila had ever seen. She would have preferred stars or tie-dye or big, bright stripes, but instead she had an old-lady comforter with little flowers all over it. If this was happening a year ago, she’d take a picture of it to send to the Neapolitans along with a little joke, but who did she have now?

“I’m sorry,” Teddy said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lila muttered, though it felt like it mattered quite a bit.

“So you don’t know anything?” Teddy continued. “About your grandpa, about this house?”

Lila didn’t even unzip her suitcase. She just stared at it. “No.”

“I’m sorry,” Teddy said again. “I didn’t know.”

They stood in awkward silence until her father’s voice boomed up the stairs.

“Lila, Caleb, get down here! Family meeting!”

Family meeting.

That never meant anything good.
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The look on Dad’s face wasn’t reassuring. He was on one of the uncomfortable-looking sofas with his head in his hands. Mom sat next to him and immediately put her head on his shoulder as Caleb, Lila, and Teddy sauntered in.

For a second, Lila thought Teddy was going to park himself in one of the high-backed chairs like he was part of the family. Instead, he thanked the Clements for the lemonade and said he’d be next door if they needed anything. After he left, Lila and Caleb looked at their parents and waited for whatever fate awaited them.

“We have to stay longer than I thought,” Dad said, his voice muffled.

“What? Why?” Lila said.

Dad raised his head. “My father left all this to me.” He opened his arms wide. “The inn. Everything.”

Caleb’s eyes widened. “All this is ours?!”

“Wait. No,” Lila said. “This can’t happen. You said we’d only have to stay two weeks. You promised.”

Mom straightened. “Lila—”

“Send me back by myself. I’ll stay with Ava or Lexi. I can’t stay here longer than two weeks. I don’t even want to be here now.” Lila was increasingly panicked. It wasn’t just the fact that she’d be separated from the Neapolitans. There was something unsettling about the place. It was the strange cubbyholes and the empty rocking chair and the fact that the little girl with the barrettes was back again, lingering in the hallway, in the corner of Lila’s eye, with her thumb in her mouth. Who was this kid, anyway?

“Lila—” Mom repeated.

“I’m serious, Mom!” Lila said, turning away from the girl. “I don’t want to be here! I’ll go insane!”

“Lila!” Mom smacked her hand on the sofa cushion. “Stop with the dramatics! Believe it or not, this isn’t about you! This is about your father! You’re being extremely inconsiderate right now! I’m not going to—”

Her sentence was cut short by the ominous tone of the doorbell.

They all turned to the front door, which none of them had touched yet. They’d only used the back door so far.

Dad leaned his head back and sighed. Lila felt a twinge of guilt. His face was splotchy and wet, like he’d been crying.

Mom patted his knee. “I’ll get it.”

Moments later, a white man with a full head of thick brown hair came in. He looked younger than Lila’s parents, but too old to be in college. Somewhere in between. He smiled shyly at them. Everything about him seemed made of shapes—triangle nose, round face, square shoulders. He was dressed in all black, like he was ready for Grandpa Clem’s funeral at a moment’s notice.

“Hi, all,” he said. He was carrying a small covered plate.

“This is Blight Howler,” said Mom. “Grandpa’s business partner.”

Howler smiled. “And neighbor. I live right across the street.” He lifted the plate. “I brought blueberry scones.”

Mom took the plate as Dad stood up and offered his hand. “Nice to meet you in person,” he said.

Howler glanced around the room as he sat down. Lila thought she saw his eye catch in the hallway, where the little girl stood.

She waited for him to acknowledge her, but he didn’t. Lila didn’t, either. Would this be like the diner? Would they all pretend the girl wasn’t there?

“I hope I haven’t come at a bad time,” Howler said.

“Not at all,” Mom said. “Though I suppose there’s no such thing as a ‘good time’ when you’re going through something like this. Have a seat. I’ll make some coffee to have with these scones.” She walked toward the hallway that led to the kitchen. Lila’s eyes widened, waiting for her mother to see the girl and say Who are you and what are you doing here? Instead, she breezed right past her. Maybe she didn’t see the little girl, but the little girl certainly saw her. She reached out a tiny hand, as if wanting to walk to the kitchen together.

Lila swallowed and looked at Howler. Did he see it, too?

But Howler was busy talking to Dad.

“If there’s anything I can do, please let me know,” he said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “I’m more than happy to help. Clem was like a father to me.”

“I’m going to need all the help I can get,” Dad said. He sat down. “I’ve just learned that my father left this place in my name.”

Howler raised his eyebrows and cleared his throat. “Is that so?”

“Yes. Problem is, I have no interest in it.”

Howler straightened up and ran his fingers through his hair. Lila noticed that he wore a ring on the fourth finger of his right hand. It had a bright red stone in it.

“That’s a big responsibility, to be sure,” Howler said. “I must admit, I’m at a bit of a loss. Clem and I went into business a couple years ago, so I assumed …”

Dad nodded. “Yes, I assumed, too. In fact, I had no doubt that he’d left it to you. And I was fine with that. But apparently he hadn’t updated his will in years.”

“We discussed it a few months ago and he assured me it was in the works.”

“Let me guess,” Dad said. “He promised he’d ‘get around to it.’ And after asking a few more times, he said it was ‘as good as done.’ ”

“As good as done, yes,” Howler replied. “Those were his exact words.”

“Apparently, my father hasn’t changed much in the years since we last spoke,” Dad said. “He’s always been a procrastinator. Used to drive me crazy.”

Howler smiled good-naturedly. “Me too.”

“The good news is, I don’t want this place,” Dad said. “So it should be easy enough for us to make arrangements, if you’d like.”

“I’d like that very much indeed.”

“You’re gonna give this place away?” Caleb said. “But it’s so awesome. And it’s ours.”

“It’s also in Ohio,” Lila snapped. “And we live in Arizona, in case you forgot.”

The hallway was empty now. The girl was gone. The only movement came from Lila’s mother pacing in the kitchen in front of a gurgling coffee machine.

When Lila turned her attention back to the conversation, she caught Howler’s eye.

He’d been looking at the hallway, too.

She was certain of it.
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Lila was ten the first time she slept at Ava’s house. She was so excited, it was all she could talk about that week. But when the nighttime came and everything was quiet, Lila listened to her best friend’s quiet breathing and imagined that monsters hid in every unfamiliar corner of Ava’s room. She was certain that a burglar would come in at any moment. If not a burglar, a confused wanderer who would thread his way through Ava’s house, thinking he was home.

Scenario after scenario went through Lila’s mind. When she heard a door open at the end of the hall, she immediately shook Ava awake.

“What’s the matter?” Ava said, her eyes droopy and unconcerned. They were sleeping side by side in Ava’s double bed with a mountain of stuffed animals, all of whom looked evil in the dark of night.

“Someone’s coming down the hall!” Lila said, wild-eyed.

Ana blinked toward her closed bedroom door. “That’s just my dad going to the kitchen. He does that every night.”

“No, it’s not your dad,” Lila loud-whispered, though she had no idea if was her dad or not. “It’s a burglar! I know it’s a burglar!”

Lila would not calm down until Ava went into the hall to make sure it was indeed her father. Lila made her check three times because she didn’t fully trust Ava’s half-hearted inspection. But Ava had been right, of course. It was her father getting a midnight snack.

Once again, Lila had “overreacted.”

She thought of that now—how Ava had said she “flipped out over every little thing,” and Ava’s face when she said it. Lila had felt like a two-year-old. A little scared baby. And she felt like a little scared baby at this very moment, too, as she lay in bed at the inn with the comforter all the way to her chin. It was past midnight. The sky was pitch-black, but the fluttering of the leaves at the window made it look alive. There wasn’t a sound to be heard.

Lila tried to recall if there were night sounds at their real house, the one in Arizona, but she couldn’t remember. Was it as silent as this?

The problem was, she couldn’t sleep. Not after all the excitement of the day. Even worse, she was hungry and couldn’t stop thinking about those blueberry scones. Her mother had shooed her and Caleb out of the room so the adults could “talk business,” then she’d placed the coffee and scones on the center table, out of reach.

They’d looked really good.

Lila loved blueberries.

But what if she got up and someone grabbed her ankles from under the bed?

What if she stepped into the hallway and the strange little girl was there?

What if the whole house was teeming with night spiders?

What if an intruder crept down from the fourth floor?

“Get it together, Lila Clement,” she whispered to herself. “You’re a rock.”

Strong, steady. Calm, collected.

You fear no one.

Nothing stands between you and that scone.

She lowered one leg to the floor, still holding the comforter to her chin.

Her toes touched the cold hardwood.

Nothing grabbed her.

She moved the comforter, lowered the other leg, and sat up, both feet on the floor. She waited for claws to drag her to the underworld, but nothing happened.

You’re such a baby.

You flip out over every little thing.

She stood up.

Even though it was summer, the house was chilly. All the air-conditioning, probably. She rubbed her arms. She took slow steps at first, then broke into a near run and threw open her bedroom door, hoping to startle any burglars, wanderers, or evil spirits lurking in the hallway.

No one was there.

See?

There was never anything to worry about.



The scones were as delicious as Lila imagined. She devoured two of them, then chugged a tall glass of milk, all while convincing herself that the little girl she’d seen was nothing more than a neighborhood kid. A neighborhood kid who wandered unsupervised into people’s homes, but a neighborhood kid nonetheless.

And those people in the diner?

Everyday diners. Nothing more.

Surely they didn’t disappear. They just left when she wasn’t looking.

By the time she finished her milk, she almost believed it. By the time she walked up the stairs to the second floor, she believed it a little more. By the time she walked halfway down the hallway, she had just about convinced herself.

Then she saw the old man.

He was lingering outside her parents’ bedroom door.

He had his back to her, but she could tell he was old. His hair was shockingly white. He wore khaki pants pulled up too high. And even from here, she could see the folds and wrinkles of his hands, which dangled at his sides.

Lila stopped where she stood.

She wanted to scream, but her mouth was stitched by fear. Her body had turned to cement.

Ironically, she felt very much like a rock.

She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, but the man must have sensed her presence because he finally turned around—slowly, slowly—and faced her.

His features were clear in the glow of the dimmed hallway lights.

The kind, narrow eyes. The thick white mustache. The slightly oversized ears.

Lila swallowed. Her heart thundered in her ears.

“Grandpa?” she said.
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Lila had only seen passing photos of Grandpa Clem, but she knew it was him. For a moment she thought perhaps there had been a mistake and he hadn’t died after all. But she knew—she wasn’t sure how she knew, she just knew—that he was, indeed, dead.

Yet here he was. Right in front of her.

Lila cleared her throat and said quietly, “I’m Lila. Your granddaughter.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I can hear you,” he said, voice full of wonder. “I’ve been hard of hearing for the past ten years, but I hear you, clear as a bell.” He looked down at himself, patted his shirt and pants. Then he lifted his head. “Am I dead?”

Lila swallowed. She felt like a statue, unable to move except to speak.

Before she could answer, he said, “Did you say you’re my granddaughter?”

“Yes,” she replied quickly, since that was the easier question to answer.

He paused and smiled faintly. “At last we meet,” he said. He glanced around the hallway, then asked again: “Am I dead?”

Lila paused. “They say you died of a heart attack,” she said.

His eyebrows furrowed. He placed his hand on his heart. “Heart attack? No, no. That can’t be right. I didn’t have a heart attack.”

Lila didn’t know what to say to this, so she said nothing.

“It wasn’t a heart attack,” he repeated. He closed his eyes, as if trying to recall a distant memory. “It’s fuzzy. But I know it wasn’t a heart attack. It was—”

Before he could finish his sentence, the door behind him opened. Lila flinched, startled by the sight of her mother. Mom’s hair was a mess. She squinted with tired eyes. She was wearing her favorite sleep shirt—the one that said DONUT DISTURB, with an enormous glazed donut for the O.

“What are you doing, Lila-Bear?” she said, oblivious to her father-in-law. “Who are you talking to?”

Grandpa Clem and Lila exchanged a look.

“I just got up for a glass of milk,” Lila said.

“Go back to bed,” Mom said. “I don’t want you to wake your father.”

“Okay, Mom.”

The door to the primary bedroom closed and, just like that, Lila was able to move again, as if a spell had been broken. She walked into her bedroom. Grandpa Clem followed. He sat on the corner of Lila’s bed as she hurried under the covers and pulled her comforter to her chin, just as before. There was nothing frightening or scary about Grandpa, but a ghost was a ghost, and she felt safer being cocooned from head to toe.

“I’m dead,” he said, more to himself than to her. His eyes were focused on the floor. “But the portal didn’t open. Why?”

“What portal?” Lila asked.

“The portal, the portal,” Grandpa said, as if that were an answer. Then he tilted his head. “You can see me. You can hear me. That means you’re a high channel. My very own granddaughter.” He smiled, like he was proud. It’d been a long time since anyone had looked at Lila that way. “It runs in the family, you know.”

“What runs in the family? What’s a high channel?”

It was as though he was speaking in codes.

Grandpa Clem motioned toward the hallway. “And that was my daughter-in-law, wasn’t it? Meredith.”

“Yeah. My mom.”

“She seems like a nice woman.”

“She is.”

“How is your father?”

“He’s okay, I guess,” Lila said.

Grandpa Clem nodded.

“You don’t seem very scared for someone who just found out they’re dead,” Lila said. She loosened her grip on the comforter.

“I’ve never been afraid of death. There are times when I welcomed it.”

“Why?” Lila couldn’t imagine anything worse. Death was her greatest fear.

“To be reunited with my Nancy.”

Lila thought of the smiling woman in the photograph. “I saw her picture. Dad says it was taken when she was fifteen. She looked really happy.”

“She’s a joyful person. Always has been.” He smiled. “A bit dramatic at times, perhaps.”

“That’s what Dad said. ‘A flair for the dramatic.’ ”

“That’s what I loved most about her.”

Now it was Lila who smiled. “I’m glad you’ll be reunited,” she said.

Grandpa’s face darkened. “Well, that’s the thing …” He stared at the floor as if there was a complex mathematical equation written on it. “The portal didn’t open. The portal has to be open for me to find Nancy. But it didn’t. I don’t understand why. And I know I didn’t have a heart attack.”

“If it wasn’t a heart attack, what was it?”

His eyebrows furrowed. “I was about to drink my tea in the sitting room. I heard something outside … Grimsbane, maybe.”

Grimsbane? Who was that?

“I went to check,” Grandpa continued. “When I came back, I took my first sip of tea, and …” His voice drifted away. He lifted his hand to his throat. “It tasted odd.”

Lila gripped the comforter again. She didn’t like where this conversation was going.

Grandpa’s eyes were wide and strange.

His whole body looked strange, actually.

He suddenly seemed faint and distant, like he was fading.

Yes, that’s it—he was fading.

Disappearing.

When she’d first seen him in the hallway, he’d looked alive. Made of skin and bones. But now he was ghostly.

Which made it even more unsettling when he spoke again.

“Help me,” he said. “I was murdered.”

And then he was gone.
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The hours until morning moved slowly. Lila stared at the space where her grandfather had been, wondering if he’d return. Then she stared at all the other empty spaces in her room and wondered if someone else would appear instead. The thought terrified her. She lay in bed, unmoving, listening to the thumping of her heart. She wanted to run down the hall to her parents’ room and crawl into bed next to her mother, like she did during thunderstorms when she was little, but they had enough to worry about. Besides, they were certain to blame her “overactive imagination.” And even if she wanted to escape down the hall, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to. She’d turn into a lump of cement again, paralyzed by fear. The only time she moved was to pick up her phone. She intended to text the Neapolitans, but every time she started a message, she realized how ridiculous it all sounded. If they didn’t care about her near-death experience, they certainly wouldn’t care that she was seeing ghosts. They wouldn’t believe her, anyway.

Who could she talk to, then?

Caleb?

No, not Caleb. What help would he be?

“Teddy,” she said, to the ceiling. “I need to talk to Teddy.”

He knew Grandpa Clem well. And there was something else, too—a feeling that Teddy had been withholding something.

If she’d had his number, she would have texted him right then and there, no matter the time. Instead, she lay very, very still. She didn’t relax until the morning sun rose outside her window.

Life was much less threatening in the daylight.

As soon as the gentle yellow sunlight broke through, she threw off her covers, washed up in the bathroom, and hurried to the kitchen to eat a scone. Her plan was to wait for an appropriate time to bang on Teddy’s door. Eight o’clock, she decided.

That was an acceptable hour to bang on doors, right?

Lila was swallowing the last bite of blueberry when her mother came in, hair disheveled. She made a beeline to the coffeepot.

“What are you doing up, Lila-Bear?” she said.

I couldn’t sleep because I had a conversation with my dead grandfather. He says he was murdered. Oh, and I keep seeing a little girl in a blue dress, who I also think is dead. Not to mention all those dead people in the diner.

Lila cleared her throat. “Woke up early,” she said. “I had trouble sleeping.”

“I didn’t get much sleep, either,” Mom said. “It didn’t feel right sleeping in Grandpa Clem’s room.”

“Aren’t there a bunch of rooms on the third floor that are empty?”

The idea of these unexplored rooms both thrilled and frightened her.

“Yes, but we wanted to be on the same floor as you and Caleb.” The coffeepot burbled to life. “And we’re certainly not going to sleep in that creepy rocking-chair room.”

“So you admit that it’s creepy.”

“To be honest,” Mom said, lowering her voice, “this whole place is creepy.”

As nonchalantly as possible, Lila asked, “What’s on the fourth floor?”

“Your dad says it’s just storage. Old servants’ quarters, that sort of thing. Not livable.”

Lila looked at the ceiling, as if she could see through all the floors, right to the top. “I can see why Dad wanted to leave so badly. All the creepiness.”

And dead people.

“It wasn’t just that,” Mom said. “It was also all the ghosts.”

Lila’s heart skipped a beat. “Ghosts?” A flame of hope sparked inside her. If everyone knew there were ghosts teeming all over the place, she wouldn’t have to keep it a secret. She wouldn’t be accused of being overly dramatic. Maybe Grandpa Clem had spoken to other people. Her dad, even.

“Well, not real ghosts, of course,” Mom said, laughing lightly.

“Oh,” Lila said. The flame went out.

“Your father doesn’t believe in such things,” Mom continued. “But your grandfather did. Lots of people in Castle Hill have funny ideas about the dead. There are urban legends about fiery ghost maidens, haunted houses, floating spirits.” She wiggled her hands in the air to mimic floating. “That’s why your grandfather moved here. After his wife died, he became obsessed with contacting the other side. He was convinced he had the powers of a ‘high channel.’ ” She used air quotes.

“High channel!” Lila said. “You’ve heard of that before?”

“Only from your father.”

“What does it mean?”

“Someone who can see and talk to ghosts. Or some such thing.”

Lila paused. “Do you believe in ghosts, Mom?”

Mom pursed her lips, thinking. “I was raised Catholic. My great-aunt in the Philippines is a nun, you know. I believe in God, and the saints, and heaven, and all sorts of things. I guess ghosts could be possible, too.” She shrugged, then said, “But don’t mention any ghost stuff around your father, okay? It upsets him. And he thinks it’s all nonsense, anyway.”

Lila picked at crumbs on her plate. “But what if it isn’t nonsense?”

“Best not to indulge such things, Lila-Bear. Grandpa Clem became so preoccupied with those questions, it took over his life. He wasn’t really there for your father when he needed him.” She paused. “Your father had just lost his mom to cancer. He needed someone.” She sighed. “But your grandfather couldn’t see past his own sorrow. That’s why he bought this place. He thought …”

“He thought what, Mom?”

Mom shook her head. “Nothing.”

Silence hung in the air.

“Anyway, this place created such a rift between your dad and Grandpa Clem. Your father vowed to leave and never come back.” She placed her hand on top of Lila’s. “This has been difficult for him, Lila-Bear. I know this trip wasn’t what you wanted, and I know you want to go home to your friends, but please don’t forget that we’re here as a family. Okay?”

Lila nodded.

She wanted to say, I don’t have any friends.

She wanted to say, I’m sorry, Mom.

She wanted to say, I’ve been seeing dead people and I don’t know what to do.

Instead, she said nothing at all.

Like a rock.



In Arizona, Lila didn’t encounter many middle schoolers out and about at eight o’clock on a Saturday morning, so she was surprised to discover a kid about her age sitting on the curb outside Teddy’s house. He was skinny, white, with blond hair. He was still in his pajamas—blue with pinstripes. He had a booster seat or cushion of some kind under him.

He looked up as Lila approached.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hey,” Lila mumbled. She didn’t stop walking. She had important matters to discuss with Teddy. There was no time to make conversation with some kid in striped pajamas.

“Have you seen George?” the kid said.

“I’m not from here,” Lila said quickly. “I don’t know anyone.”

The kid started to say something else, but Lila picked up her pace, swerved up Teddy’s walk, and knocked on the red door.

A woman—Teddy’s mother, presumably—opened the door, wearing a robe and carrying a cup of coffee. (What was it with adults and coffee, anyway?)

Lila smiled as politely as possible. “Hello, Mrs.—” At this moment, Lila realized she’d forgotten Teddy’s last name. She let the sentence drop. “Is Teddy home?”

Teddy’s mother raised her eyebrows. “Yes, but he’s not awake yet. And you are … ?”
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“Oh! My name is Lila Clement.”

“You’re Clem’s granddaughter.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Teddy’s mom smiled. “My name is Mira. Come in.”

Lila followed Mira inside. The house was warm, quiet, and inviting, like stepping into a loaf of bread. It wasn’t as big as the Castle Hill Inn, but few houses on the block were. Mira offered Lila a seat at the kitchen island and asked if she wanted a glass of chocolate milk, orange juice, or water. Lila opted for orange juice.

“I’m sorry about your grandfather,” Mira said as she poured the juice. “Teddy says you never got a chance to meet him. What a shame. He was such a nice man.”

Lila thought of Grandpa Clem sitting on the corner of her bed. It all seemed surreal and unbelievable while sitting in Teddy’s bright kitchen. Like it never happened.

As Mira went upstairs to get Teddy, Lila’s mind wandered to the boy on the curb. How long had he been sitting there? And who was George?

She’d almost finished her juice when Teddy came barreling down the stairs. She’d expected him to slug his way in, the way she did when she woke up earlier than she wanted to, but he entered the room with boundless energy. The only indication that he’d been asleep was his hair, which stuck up in every direction, and a small smudge of toothpaste in the corner of his mouth.

“Hey, Lila!” he said. He poured himself a glass of chocolate milk, which he chugged down in one massive gulp. “What brings you here so early on Saturday morning?”

He was wearing a T-shirt with a demented-looking bear on it, which seemed incongruous with his cheerful demeanor.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Lila said. She cast a side glance at Teddy’s mom, who was pouring herself a fresh cup of coffee, and whispered, “In private.”

“Okay,” Teddy said. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then ran his fingers through his hair, which tamed it somewhat. “Let’s go down to Cuddy Park. It’s not far.”

Cuddy Park was only two blocks up, in fact; a neighborhood park with the usual amenities. Swings, slides, jungle gym, gazebo. Lila wondered if they’d see the kid in the pajamas, but he was nowhere to be found.

“So what do you want to talk to me about?” Teddy asked as they settled into swings.

Lila hesitated. “Are there a lot of people our age in this neighborhood?”

“No,” Teddy said, swaying lazily. “It’s mostly old people. Not many kids at all.”

“What about that girl?”

“What girl?”

“The one with the barrettes who was standing next to you. I saw her again. She came into the inn, which was super weird. What’s even weirder is that no one else noticed her.”

“Oh,” said Teddy. “Well, maybe she’s someone’s grandkid or something.”

“There was a kid sitting on the curb outside your house this morning. He looked our age.”

Teddy shifted his eyes. “Did he ask about someone named George?”

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“That’s Timothy Marlowe,” Teddy said.

“I thought you said there weren’t any kids in the neighborhood.”

“There aren’t, really.”

“Where do your friends live?”

Teddy looked away. “To be honest, I don’t have many friends.” He paused. “Do you?”

“Me? Oh, yeah.” Lila thought about her phone, tucked in her pocket with unanswered texts. “I have tons.”

“Your grandpa was my only friend. Guess that makes me sound like a loser, but it’s true.” He toed the dirt with his sneaker. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

“Not exactly.”

“What, then?”

“Before I tell you, you should know that I’m a very levelheaded person. Not one to overreact. Cool, calm, and collected.”

Teddy raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”

“Do you promise not to laugh?”

“I promise.”

“Do you promise you’ll believe me?”

“I can’t promise that. I don’t know what you’re going to say.”

“Then I’m not telling you.”

“I don’t want to make a promise unless I know I can keep it.”

“If you believe me, then you’ll keep your promise.”

“But what if I don’t believe you? That wouldn’t be my fault.”

Lila jumped off the swing. “You have to believe me! I need someone to talk to about this! If you don’t believe me, I don’t know what I’ll do! I’ll probably have to check into an institution or something! Can you imagine? Me, in an institution?”

“I thought you were cool, calm, and collected,” Teddy said.

Lila groaned and sat down again. “I usually am. Sometimes. But this is serious business.”

“How about this—I promise to listen to you without judgment and I promise to keep an open mind.” Teddy paused. “Besides, I think I have an idea what you’re going to say.”

“You do?”

“Does it have something to do with …” He leaned forward and whispered, “Ghosts? Like, actual ghosts?”

Lila wanted to jump up again and scream with glee. She wanted to spin in circles. She wanted to hug Teddy until he burst like a grape. She clutched the swing instead. “Yes!” she said.

“I thought so.”

“How did you know?”

“Everyone knows about ghosts around here. Castle Hill is supposedly a center of supernatural activity. Just ask Mr. Howler; he knows all about it.”

“The guy with the ring who worked with my grandpa?”

“Yeah. Grandpa Clem’s best friend. He’s a medium—a high channel. The most powerful medium in the Midwest.”

“High channel,” Lila repeated. “That’s someone who can see and talk to ghosts, right?”

“Right. To become a high channel, you have to be born with it. Or you have to have a near-death experience.”

A near-death experience.

Lila thought of the squeal of her father’s tires. The seat belt, momentarily out of reach.

“Is there such a thing as a low channel?” she asked.

“Yep. That’s someone who can only hear them.”

“How do you know all this stuff, anyway?”

Teddy shrugged. “I’ve always been interested in it. I’m on all kinds of message boards for ghost hunters, that sort of thing. When I started helping Grandpa Clem around the inn, I asked him all kinds of questions.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. My grandpa,” Lila said. She suddenly wanted to swing as high as she could—up, up, up, far and away. But she stayed put. “I saw him last night.”

“You saw him?”

“Yeah. In the hallway. I talked to him.”

She waited for him to laugh. She waited for him to give her one of those looks, the one that said yeah, right. Instead, he said, “What did he say?”

Lila paused. How much should she tell him? Teddy certainly seemed to know all about this stuff, but could she trust him? Would he believe her? The look on his face said yes, but sometimes people surprised you in the worst ways.

“He talked about portals,” Lila said. “Do you know what that means?”

“Sure. A portal is a gateway between this world and the next. There’s one in your house. Well. Grandpa Clem’s house. The inn.”

The hairs on the back of Lila’s neck prickled up. “What?”

“A portal. There’s one on the fourth floor.”

So that’s why he acted so dodgy about the fourth floor.

Lila had a million questions, but they all jumbled together.

“What’s in it, exactly? A bright light or something?”

“No. It’s just a big mirror,” Teddy said. “It’s the only one in this area, so when anyone around here dies, their spirit travels to the inn and then passes through the portal. Well, most of them do, at least. Some get stuck and hang around for a while. That’s what the inn was really for—a kind of hotel for ghosts. A place where they’d be safe while they figured out how to cross over.”

Lila couldn’t get her head straight. Her mind swam with thoughts of mirrors and portals and gateways to the afterlife. “You’re telling me my grandfather ran a hotel for ghosts?”

“Basically. What else did Grandpa Clem tell you?”

Lila stared at Teddy, suddenly too numb to speak.

“Lila?” Teddy said. He snapped his fingers. “What else did Grandpa Clem say?”

Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe she was imagining this moment right now. Maybe she was still asleep in her bed in Phoenix and this whole thing—portals and dead grandpas and girls with barrettes—was a stupid, terrible dream.

“Are you okay?” Teddy said.

“Grandpa Clem said he was …” Lila swallowed. “Murdered.”

“Murdered?”

“Yes. Murdered.”

“I thought he had a heart attack.”

“He says it wasn’t a heart attack. He said he drank his tea and it tasted odd.” She wanted to say more, like maybe he was poisoned, or maybe Grandpa Clem was out of his mind and didn’t know what he was talking about. She wanted to say all this—it sat on the edge of her tongue, ready to spill out at a mile a minute—but she didn’t want to be too much.

Teddy didn’t speak for a while. “So that’s why he didn’t cross into the portal, then,” he said. “That’s why he’s still here.”

“What do you mean?”

“When a spirit has unfinished business, they aren’t able to cross over. If Grandpa Clem was murdered, he won’t be able to cross until he finds out what happened to him.”

“Cross where?”

“You know … into the afterlife.”

Lila thought of what her mother said. I believe in God, and the saints, and heaven, and all sorts of things … She wondered if that’s where she would have gone if she’d crashed through the windshield and died in the accident.

“Should we tell our parents?” Lila said. “What do we do?”

Teddy shook his head. “What are we going to say? ‘Grandpa Clem came to us as a ghost and said he was murdered after he drank some bad tea’? My parents don’t believe in any of this stuff and I know yours don’t, either. Grandpa Clem told me that’s why your dad left in the first place.”

“That leaves us only one choice.”

They locked eyes.

“We solve his murder ourselves,” Teddy said.

“Exactly.”

Teddy sighed. “That’s going to be easier said than done. I have zero murder-solving experience.”

“That makes two of us.”

Teddy paused. “Did he say anything else before he flickered out?”

“Flickered out?”

“That’s what it’s called when ghosts disappear. They can’t control how long they appear, especially new ones, like your grandpa. Not unless they’re really powerful. Otherwise, they’re there one second and gone the next.”

Like the diners. Like the girl.

“He mentioned Grimsbane,” Lila said.

“Grimsbane?” Teddy said. All the air was gone from his voice. The color drained from his face. “Oh no.”
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“He was known as Pistol Grim, but his real name was Grail Grimsbane,” Teddy said. They had moved from the swings to the gazebo so he could better tell the story. The gazebo was sturdy, but had been there a long time. Lila could tell by the names carved into the wood. Jack was here, 11/17/79. Trudy Loves Mark, 2/5/94. A + L, Best Friends Forever, 1982. She wondered if “A+L” were still best friends, or if one of them stopped returning the other’s calls and pretended they didn’t exist anymore. She ran her fingers over the letters.

“He had a twin sister who everyone called Spitfire because of her temper,” Teddy continued.

Lila noticed another carving—small letters, tucked near the bottom of one of the slats.

I see them. DO YOU?

She dropped her hands into her lap.

I see them. DO YOU?

She wished she knew who’d carved this. She looked around the park, as if she’d see the person standing there with a pocketknife, saying, “It was me! I see them, too!” But she could tell it’d been carved long ago.

“… history doesn’t bother too much with remembering girls’ names,” Teddy was saying.

Lila blinked. “I’m sorry. What? I got distracted.”

The Neapolitans always got annoyed with her when she didn’t listen. Ava would heave a big, loud sigh. Sometimes she’d roll her eyes and say, “Never mind.” But Teddy didn’t seem bothered at all.

“I said Grimsbane’s sister was called Spitfire because of her temper, but no one knows her real name. According to my mom, history doesn’t bother too much with remembering girls’ names.”

“Well, that’s not fair,” Lila said. “If I ever become famous, history will remember my name. I’ll be sure of that.”

“Still, Spitfire is a pretty good name,” Teddy said. “Anyway, Pistol Grim and Spitfire were born in a rotted cabin in Lincoln, Nebraska. That’s what the Phantoms say, anyway.”

“Who are the Phantoms?”

“It’s one of the online forums I’m on. It’s called Phantom Hunters. It’s a phantom phan-dom. Get it? P-H-A-N-dom.” He laughed, then cleared his throat. “Anyway, everyone calls themselves Phantoms for short. My mom says I spend too much time on it and I should be out making ‘real friends.’ ” He paused. “I tried to start a Phantom Hunters club at school, but no one joined, so …” The sentence drifted away.

“My school only has boring clubs,” said Lila. “I would have definitely joined something called Phantom Hunters.”

To be honest, she wasn’t sure if that would have been true last year. But as of this moment, it was.

Teddy smiled.

“Anyway, you were saying?” Lila said. “About Grimsbane.”

“Oh yeah. According to the Phantoms, Grimsbane was the best sharpshooter in the Midwest. That’s how he got his nickname—Pistol Grim. He could shoot a bull’s-eye at any distance. He could even shoot an apple off a guy’s head. But they say he brought havoc wherever he went. His sister, too. Her temper was legendary. No one would hire them to do any work, so they lived on the streets for a while. They’d make extra money here and there by performing for people. Grimsbane would do target practice and his sister became a fire walker.”

“What’s a fire walker?”

“Someone who walks across fire, obviously,” Teddy said. “But eventually she learned to juggle fire and swallow it, too. They made a decent living on the streets. And then they met Daniel Redpenny.”

Lila swatted a mosquito from her leg. “Daniel Redpenny?”

“Yes. Proprietor of Redpenny Traveling Circus. Redpenny hired them. They drew huge crowds. Then the circus came here, to Castle Hill.”

Lila raised her eyebrows. “Really?” She imagined elephants, horses, sharpshooters, and fire walkers, all making their way across Cuddy Park.

“Yep. Back in 1868 or something like that. The whole crew stayed at your grandpa’s inn. I mean, obviously, he didn’t own it back then. But you know what I mean. And the circus tents were set up right here, where this park is now. Can you imagine? I saw pictures in an old newspaper once.” Teddy raised his hands as if to demonstrate the size of the circus. “But before the first show, there was a huge disagreement between the three of them—Pistol Grim, Spitfire, and Daniel Redpenny.”

“About what?”

“No one knows for sure. Whatever it was, it didn’t go well, because BAM!” Teddy smacked his hands together. Lila flinched.

“BAM, what?” she said.

“Pistol Grim shot Redpenny right through the chest.” Teddy hit his chest with his fist and pretended to fall back. “Dead.”

Lila thought of Grandpa Clem’s face. His last words. I was murdered.

“Then what? Did they arrest him?”

“No,” Teddy said, his face serious.

“So, he got away?”

“No one did.” Teddy lowered his voice. “They all burned to death.”

Lila’s eyes widened. “Burned to death?”

“Pistol Grim set the whole circus on fire.”

“Wait a minute,” Lila said. “If everyone died, how does anyone know what happened? There’d be no witnesses.”

Teddy frowned. “Huh. I don’t know. I guess I never thought about that. Maybe one or two people got away.”

“How do you know all this stuff, anyway?”

A few moms had appeared with little toddlers, who were shrieking and throwing dirt in the air. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of Teddy’s face.

“I told you—Phantom Hunters.”

Birds chirped overhead. Lila stared blankly at the slide nearby. A man was walking a dog on the sidewalk. It looked like a pug.

“I wonder why Grandpa Clem would mention Grimsbane,” she said.

“Your grandpa was communicating with all kinds of different ghosts before he died. Maybe he talked to him right before,” Teddy said.

The man with the pug waved at them. Teddy and Lila waved back.

“Grimsbane must have done something to Grandpa,” Lila said.

Teddy shook his head. “That’s impossible. Ghosts can’t manipulate the natural world.” A crow landed on the slide and cawed. Once, twice, three times. “We should talk to Mr. Howler about this. He’ll know what to do.”

“Not yet,” Lila said. “We need to do some investigating first. Maybe Grandpa will appear again and I can ask him questions. Or maybe we can go to the portal and see if we find anything.”

The crow flew to the swing set and perched there.

“No, we can’t do that,” Teddy said.

“Why not?”

“Your grandpa always told me the paranormal activity around the portal was too unpredictable. Not a good place for kids.”

“So, you’re scared?”

“No,” Teddy said defensively. “It’s just … Grandpa Clem said not to go up there.”

“Do you always do what you’re told?”

“Yes.”

The crow left the swing set and disappeared.

“Can you tell me how to get there, at least? The staircase only goes to the third floor. There must be a second staircase somewhere. I’ll go by myself.”

Teddy looked at his hands. “Grandpa Clem told me not to tell under any circumstances.”

“I’m his granddaughter! And he came to me and said he was murdered. And now he can’t cross over and be with Nancy.”

“He made me promise.”

“These are not normal circumstances, Teddy.”

How could Teddy keep such a promise now? She was his granddaughter. She had more right to the portal than Teddy.

“He said ‘under any circumstances,’ ” Teddy replied.

Lila stood and put her hands on her hips. She would have stomped her foot, but stomping feet was childish, and she was mature now.

“Fine,” she snapped. “Thanks for nothing.”

She stepped down from the gazebo and onto the playground, turning her back to him. An older woman with flame-red hair sat on one of the benches, staring at her serenely. She looked kind, like someone who would tell you a bedtime story and tuck you in at night. For a moment she thought the woman was a ghost, but then the lady reached down and plucked a dandelion out of the grass.

Ghosts can’t manipulate the natural world, Teddy had said.

Lila kept walking. When she reached the sidewalk, the crow appeared again and perched on the branch of a huge oak tree. It fixed its gaze on her. For a moment she worried it would swoop down from the tree and peck at her face—the bridge of her nose, the soft part of her cheeks, even her eyes. But moments later, it flew away, never to return.
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Lila knocked on Caleb’s door but didn’t wait for a response before she opened it and walked in. He was on his laptop, of course, playing Go Soldier One and wearing gaming headphones.

She stepped in, shut the door behind her, and sat on the edge of his bed. His comforter at the inn—blue-and-black polka dots—didn’t suit him at all. They were nothing like his Batman bedsheets back home, which were images from The Dark Knight Rises, a movie they’d secretly watched together with Ava earlier that year after their parents said they’d have to wait until they were thirteen.

“Why do you want bedsheets for a movie you haven’t seen?” Mom had asked when Caleb said he wanted them.

“Because they look cool,” he answered, exchanging looks with Lila behind Mom’s back. Sometimes they still joked about it. Can’t wait till we can see Dark Knight Rises! one of them would say, and they’d laugh.

Lila pulled Caleb’s headphones off his ears. The muffled sounds of brain-hungry zombies drifted into the room.

“Hey!” he said. “You know I hate when you do that!”

“I have a much more interesting mission for you than killing zombies,” Lila said now. “A real-life mission.” She wasn’t going to tell him about the ghosts or Grandpa Clem—not yet, anyway—but she needed help finding the mysterious fourth floor.

“Like when you forced me to go on Ancestry.com to find our ‘real parents’?”

“No. This is serious.” Lila paused for dramatic effect. “There’s a fourth floor in this house. I can’t figure out how to get there. I searched the first two floors for another staircase, but couldn’t find one. Now I’m going to search the third floor. I want you to come with me.”

Caleb huffed. “That’s it? That’s your mission? To find your way to the fourth floor? Mom said it’s nothing but storage.”

“Exactly,” Lila said. “Who knows what we’ll find?”

“Black mold, probably.” Caleb knew all about black mold—it was one of the things he had to look out for in Go Soldier One.

“Teddy says it’s haunted.”

“Teddy? The weird kid from next door who wears murdery T-shirts?”

“He’s not weird,” Lila snapped, surprised at how defensive she felt. “I asked him to show me the way, but he was too scared.” She sighed dramatically. “I guess you’re scared, too. But at least Teddy admitted it.”

“You think I’m scared to go to the fourth floor to see some old dusty boxes?”

“It sure sounds like it.”

“I’m not scared. I’d just rather play my game.”

Lila stood. “Fine. Then I’ll search on my own.”

Lila walked toward the door. Her heart was already pounding at the thought of exploring the third and fourth floors by herself. She tried to imagine herself being brave and fearless, opening doors and peering around corners without hesitation, but her heart only beat faster.

She whipped around to face Caleb again.

“What if it really is haunted, Caleb? And what if a ghost pulls me into another dimension, or worse—what if I’m killed? Or possessed? Or what if I fall down the staircase and break my neck!” She wrapped her hands around her throat. “And you’re just going to sit here and play your stupid game? While I’m dying on the staircase?”

“Don’t go, then,” Caleb said. “Stay here and help me kill zombies.”

“That’s boring,” Lila said, waving a dismissive hand toward his laptop. She straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath. “You know what? I’m going to take the risk. I’m not scared. But I understand if you are. You’re only ten, after all.”

With that, she walked out of the room, knowing he’d follow.



The third floor was practically identical to the second. Three rooms and a bathroom in the hall and a door against the wall at the very end. Back home in Phoenix, no one had big attics, but she’d seen some on television—the kind where you pulled a string on the ceiling and stairs descended from a hidden hatch. She expected to find a string here, but there wasn’t one.

“Let’s check the rooms,” Lila said. Her voice sounded certain, but she wasn’t. The third floor was eerie—silent as a tomb, like the air didn’t move—and as much as she wanted to convince herself she wasn’t afraid, that she was a cooler and calmer Lila, she couldn’t stop her palms from sweating.

The rooms here were named after gems, just like downstairs. Little placards hung over each one. Garnet, Opal, Peridot, Jasper. Lila opened the door to Garnet while Caleb went into Opal.

The room was clean but smelled musty, like no one had been in there for months. A bed stood in the center of the room, covered with a thick, downy comforter and a mound of pillows. A rug—an unsettling shade of red—ran underneath it. For a moment, it looked like blood. An image dashed through Lila’s mind: Dad’s car swerving off the road, her flying through the windshield. Unblinking eyes staring into the void.

She shook the thought away.

“Cool,” she whispered to herself. “Calm.”

She walked gingerly to the only door in the room, which revealed nothing but an empty closet. The floorboards creaked as she made her way back to the hall, where she found Caleb coming out of Peridot.

“No secret staircase in either of the rooms,” he said.

Jasper, the door at the end of the hall, was the only room left unexplored. Caleb followed Lila there.

Jasper was larger than the others. It had its own bathroom, an extra-large closet, a vase of dead flowers, and a layer of dust on the curtains. But no staircase.

Technically, the room didn’t have any people in it other than Lila and Caleb, but Lila couldn’t help but feel someone was there. Her arms erupted in goose bumps.

“Do you feel that?” Lila whispered.

“Feel what?”

“Like someone’s here.”

“No.” Caleb looked around. “Because there isn’t.”

He walked out, but Lila didn’t move. There was a flicker in the corner of her eye from the other side of the room. When Lila turned in that direction, a young woman was standing there—a teenager, maybe, though it was hard to tell. She wore a dress with a high neck and long sleeves with cuffs. Her hair was pulled into a bun.
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“Hello. My name’s Mary,” the woman said. “I smelled smoke near Dearborn Street. Do you suppose there’s a fire?”

Lila swallowed. She had no idea what to say.

“I hope I didn’t leave a candle burning,” the woman continued. She laid a hand on her chest. “You don’t think this is my fault, do you?”

Before Lila could utter a word, the woman flickered out. Lila blinked at the empty space where the ghost had been.

“Hello?” Caleb said, from the hall. “Are you coming out of there or what?”

Lila took a deep breath. “Uh … yeah, I’m coming.” She exhaled, then rushed into the hall and closed the door.

“This was a stupid waste of time,” Caleb said. “Do you know how many zombies I could have obliterated by now?”

If only she could tell him about Grandpa and the portal.

If only she could talk to her family the way she talked to Teddy.

If only.
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Lila had never been to a funeral before.

She’d certainly never been to a funeral where she’d spoken to the dead person after they’d already died. And she most certainly had never been to a funeral where the person she’d spoken to told her that he’d been murdered and hadn’t had a heart attack like everyone suspected.

Needless to say, it made for an uncomfortable situation. Luckily, no one noticed how stoic she was or how she kept looking around the funeral home for ghosts. There weren’t any, though. Not that she could see. It was a relief, mostly. She didn’t want to see any of them, especially not Grandpa Clem, not when they were sitting right there at his funeral. But then again, what if he never came back? What if he was watching her right now, waiting for her to help him?

Maybe it had all worked itself out.

Maybe he was holding Nancy right now.

Maybe it was okay that she felt guilty sitting there in a scratchy dress next to her brother, who was wearing a white button-down, black slacks, and dress shoes, clothes he wore only on special occasions, which had never included a funeral. Guilty that she was sitting in the front, as family, even though she didn’t know anyone.

“I’m so sorry about your grandfather,” a man with a beard said, shaking her and Caleb’s hands just like he’d done with their parents. The man had light brown skin and wrinkles around his eyes that made him look friendly. He looked vaguely familiar. “He was very kind.”

Teddy was sitting behind them with his mother, who cried softly into a tissue. “This is Mr. Santiago,” Teddy said to Lila. “He has a really cute pug named Meatball.”

Lila remembered now—she’d seen him when she was at Cuddy Park with Teddy.

“Nice to meet you,” Lila said.

“If you and your brother ever want to play with Meatball, let me know and I can bring him over,” Mr. Santiago said. “He visits Teddy sometimes.”

“My mother doesn’t like dogs,” Lila said.

“Who doesn’t like dogs?” Teddy whispered, incredulous.

Lila didn’t want to launch into the whole story—about how her mother had been bitten by a dog when she was a little girl, blah blah blah—so she didn’t say anything. Especially not now, when a line was quickly forming.

Besides, Lila hadn’t spoken to Teddy since she snapped at him in the park three days earlier. If someone had snapped at her like that, she’d be frustrated and annoyed and make sure someone knew it. But Teddy was acting like nothing happened, which somehow made everything worse.

When a tiny Black woman in a flowy black dress and oversized glasses offered her condolences, Teddy said, “This is Miss Robertson. She has four cats. Sometimes she brings Grandpa Clem homemade oatmeal cookies.” After she walked away, Teddy whispered: “I think she has a crush on him.”

A man with broad shoulders and a tight handshake: “Mr. Bell. He fixes up old cars in his garage on our street. He calls them ‘hot rods.’ ”

A young woman with a wrist full of rattling bracelets: “That’s Maria. She does Reiki.”

Each time, Lila felt increasingly inadequate. She wasn’t just a bad friend—if you could call her and Teddy friends—but she was an impostor. A terrible granddaughter who didn’t even know her own granddad.

People came up again and again to offer condolences, saying how sorry they were that she’d lost her grandfather, and all Lila could think was I never even met him until after he was gone.



When they made it back to the inn after the burial, Lila thought maybe her days of seeing ghosts were gone. If she hadn’t seen any at a funeral home, of all places, perhaps it was all over and she was back to her non-ghost-communicating self.

But she was wrong. Timothy Marlowe was sitting at his same spot on the curb and the little girl in the blue dress was waiting for her in the sitting room, near one of the high-backed chairs. She seemed to know that Lila was the only one who could see her; she followed her with her sad brown eyes.

Lila wondered what unresolved business such a little girl could have.

Lila’s father lay down on the uncomfortable couch with his head in her mother’s lap, staring at the ceiling blankly, and Caleb slouched in one of the chairs, oblivious to the ghost girl next to him. Lila remained standing, wandering the room like she was lost.

“I didn’t know half of the people there, and the other half I haven’t seen in ages,” her father said. “I felt like a fraud.” His voice cracked at the end. “I shouldn’t have disappeared for so long. I shouldn’t have—” He covered his eyes with his hands and fell silent.

Mom ran her fingers through his hair. “Lila, Caleb, can you please go to your rooms so your dad can have some space?”

Caleb couldn’t get up fast enough. He immediately dashed up the stairs. Lila lingered. She moved slowly toward the staircase with her eyes on the girl and subtly—very subtly—motioned for her to follow, which she did.

Lila’s heart pounded in her ears all the way up the stairs and all the way to her room, knowing the girl was behind her.

“My name is Lila,” Lila said, when they were alone in the room. “What’s your name?”

The girl looked up at her. She had such a sad face, like she was ready to cry at any moment.

“Bonnie,” she whimpered.

“Bonnie? That’s your name?”

“Bonnie,” the girl repeated. “I don’t like the Maiden.”

Lila wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“My grandfather was named Clem. Did you ever talk to him?”

Bonnie’s face lit up. “Grandpa Clem.”

“Yes, Grandpa Clem. Did you ever talk to him?”

“Someone put cinnamon in Grandpa Clem’s stars,” she said. Except she pronounced “cinnamon” as cimmamen.

Someone put cinnamon in Grandpa Clem’s stars? What did that mean?

“Who did?” Lila said. She remembered her grandfather’s face. The look in his eyes when he said his tea tasted odd.

“Don’t know,” the girl repeated. “They’re invisible.”

“The person who had the cinnamon is invisible?”

Bonnie nodded.

“What’s the invisible person’s name? Was it Grimsbane?”

Bonnie’s eyes widened.

“Do you know Grimsbane?”

Instead of answering, Bonnie whimpered again.

Lila nibbled her bottom lip, trying to think of more questions. Something little Bonnie could answer, maybe some clue as to why she was unresolved. But she looked afraid now at the mention of Grimsbane.

Lila knelt so they were eye to eye and smiled as gently as she could.

Bonnie had round cheeks and long lashes and her dress looked wrinkled, like she’d tossed and turned in it. It was hard to tell if it was a dress from a long time ago or just a few years. The reality of it fell hard on Lila. This was a little girl who had died, and for some reason she was still here.

“Did you lose something?” Lila asked.

Bonnie lowered her head. “Bonnie,” she whimpered.

“Did you lose something, Bonnie?” Lila asked.

But Bonnie never had a chance to answer.

A moment later, she was gone.
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The family sat around the kitchen table eating Italian takeout that night. Strange tension filled the air. Dad barely looked up from his plate and Mom had dark circles under her eyes. Lila and Caleb sat across from them in their pajamas, even though it was only seven o’clock.

“I haven’t been sleeping well since we got here,” Mom finally said, breaking the silence. “I keep having terrible dreams.”

“What kind of dreams?” Lila asked.

“It sounds silly, but … I keep dreaming about dogs.”

“What kind of dogs?” Caleb said.

“They’re not … normal,” Mom said. She massaged her temples. “They’re big and mean. German shepherds and Dobermans and … it’s as if they have rabies or something. I don’t know.”

“Wasn’t it a German shepherd that bit you when you were a little girl?” Lila said.

Mom stared at her plate without saying a word.

“It’s this place,” Dad said. “It makes you think things.”

Caleb shoved a forkful of food into his mouth. “How can a house make you think things?” he asked.

“It just has a certain energy, that’s all,” said Dad. “Let’s change the subject.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in stuff like that, Dad,” Lila said.

“Let’s change the subject,” he repeated.

Lila turned to her mother. “I haven’t been sleeping well, either, Mom.”

“I think your grandfather has some chamomile tea somewhere,” Mom said. “That’s supposed to help with sleep. Maybe we could—”

“No, thank you,” Lila said quickly. “I don’t like tea.”

Mom shrugged. “Maybe I’ll try it.”

“No!” Lila cried.

They all turned to her. Even her father.

Lila swallowed. “I mean … well … Ava showed me this article once that chamomile tea is really bad for you. Like, really, really bad. It can cause … uh, cancer! And diabetes.”

Mom arched an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound right.”

“It’s true, Mom. You definitely shouldn’t drink chamomile tea. Or any tea, for that matter. Not here, anyway.” Lila’s eyes darted around the kitchen. It had only just occurred to her that maybe she should throw out every leaf of tea in the house. She didn’t even want to imagine what could happen if some of it were poisoned and her family drank it.

Why hadn’t she thought of this earlier?

She wanted to dash out of her chair and tear through all the cabinets and pantry.

“How is Ava, anyway?” Mom said. “You haven’t mentioned her much.”

Speaking of poison.

“She’s good, I guess,” Lila said. She put her fork down. She wasn’t very hungry anymore, even though spaghetti and meatballs were one of her favorite meals of all time. Second to macaroni and cheese, of course.

“You guess?” Mom said. “I thought the Neapolitans talked every day. Like clockwork.”

Yes, Lila thought. A broken clock.

Lila stood up without answering and brought her plate to the sink, where she dumped everything down the garbage disposal. Then she nonchalantly opened one of the cabinets, looking for tea. She finally found Grandpa Clem’s stash in a small cabinet near the coffee maker. One of the tins of loose tea was decorated in stars. Nighttime Chamomile, it said.

She thought of Bonnie.

Someone put cinnamon in Grandpa Clem’s stars.

Could this be what she was talking about?

She threw all the tea away. The chamomile, the Earl Grey, the ginger. All of it went in the trash.

She wasn’t taking any chances.



Instead of going to her room, Lila went to the third floor. It occurred to her that Caleb might not have done a thorough search. He probably didn’t even open the closet doors or check for dangling strings. Besides, she wanted to prove to herself that she was brave enough to investigate on her own.

She slowed as she reached the landing. Once she was there, all the hair on her arms stood up. Something felt different this time. Even more unsettling than before.

Maybe it was because she was alone.

It’s all in your head, Lila. You’re a block of ice.

She straightened her shoulders and stepped forward with confidence, as if she had an audience and needed to perform the role of a warrior. She went into Opal and Peridot and opened the closet doors. No staircase. No dangling strings. Just more dusty curtains. More musty air. More dead flowers.

She even revisited the Jasper room to see if Mary, the Victorian ghost, was there. She wasn’t.

So that was that.

There was officially no secret staircase.

She went back into the hall.

She couldn’t hear anything.

The world was silent.

But there was something. An energy, like her dad said.

“Grandpa?” she whispered. “Grandpa?”

Her heart rushed in her ears.

She shivered.

Something happened—she wasn’t sure what—but something. Maybe a murmur in the air, maybe a breeze from an unknown place, maybe a sigh from the house, but when she slowly angled her body to face the long hallway, she was not alone.

But it wasn’t Grandpa.

This man was tall and lean, with sunken, tired eyes. He was a white man with pale skin. His mouth was a thin, flat line. His cheekbones were sharp and hollow. He wore a hat, one of the old-timey kinds, specked with dirt. His clothes were dirty, too, like he’d taken a roll in dust, and he wore a holster with a gun tucked inside. The gun seemed to glint, even though there was no sunlight in the hallway.

Lila stepped back.

“Listen,” the man said. He flickered, like a light about to go out.

He raised a bony hand in her direction.

They were at opposite ends of the hall, but the man had the advantage: He was near the staircase, while there was only a wall behind Lila.

She stepped back again.

Her heart thumped. Tha-thump. Tha-thump. Tha-thump.

“Listen,” the man said.

Lila swallowed. “Grimsbane?”

She’d expected her voice to sound small and frightened, but it filled the hall, and immediately the man raised his eyebrows. Lila was suddenly emboldened.

“Are you Pistol Grim?” she said.

He lifted his hand. For a silly moment, Lila wondered if he was about to cast an evil spell on her. But he only removed his hat.

“I am Pistol Grim,” he said.

The air smelled sour and stale. A chill came out of nowhere.

Even his voice sounded dusty.

Lila took a third step back. She knew it wasn’t smart to keep moving backward—eventually, she’d hit the wall, and the only place she could go was the nearest bedroom—but she was desperate to put space between her and him.

Lila opened her mouth. She wanted to ask him why he’d poisoned her grandfather. But his eyes were so spiritless and frightening, she worried he would devour her somehow, maybe pierce his way down the hall, too fast for her to fight back.

“Listen,” he said. He put the hat back on and reached for his holster.

Lila’s breath caught in her throat.

Would his gun work, even though he was a ghost? It certainly looked real—real enough for Lila to break into a full-body sweat. She eyed the space around Grimsbane in the hallway. If she could make a run for it, perhaps she could pass him by. She’d have to move fast, though. He could easily grab her where he stood.

“Listen!” he said again. Louder.

Before Lila could blink, before she could even think of how to get away, he moved toward her with his arms out and his hands open, like he was ready to wrap them around her neck. His speed was so fast, inhuman, she had only a second to register what was going on. One second he was thirty feet away; the next, he was close enough for her to smell the dust on his clothes—but in that one moment, in that blink of an eye, Lila imagined herself choking to death in his grip, and that was enough for her to sprint out of reach, toward the stairs, and down, down, down. She stumbled, scraped her knee on the carpet, scrambled up again, and rushed into the dining room, where she finally screamed.
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Her mother and Caleb were at the sink, washing dishes. Her father was sitting in the same spot, staring at his glass of water. When Lila came in screaming, he jumped up. The glass fell over, rolled off the table, and crashed to the floor.

“What? What happened?” he said.

Lila quieted and looked at them.

Caleb stopped drying his plate and stood still and expressionless. Her mother was next to him, already patting her hands on a dish towel and coming toward her, sidestepping the broken glass.

“What is it, Lila?” she said.

Lila’s heart raced. She glanced back. Had Grimsbane followed her?

No.

Nothing was there.

“I don’t know—” Lila said, though she did know, she knew quite well. A murdering ghost had tried to attack her inside her grandfather’s haunted inn. “I—”

“Lila,” her father said, his voice less panicked. He placed his hands on her shoulders. “What’s wrong? What is it?”

Caleb put his plate down.

They all waited for an answer.

“I don’t know,” she repeated. “I think I heard something.”

Her father sighed. “You heard something.”

“Yes. I thought I heard …”

“You thought you heard what, Lila-Bear?” said her mother.

Lila swallowed. “A man saying, Listen.”

That was mostly true, anyway.

Her parents exchanged a look.

“We shouldn’t have talked about bad dreams and weird energy,” her mother said. “We should have known better, especially with your overactive imagination.”

There it was.

Those two words.

The two words used to dismiss anything she said.

And okay, they might have had a point. Like the time she thought she’d caught a rare deadly illness when she only had a summer cold, or when she insisted the neighbors were foreign spies. That was before, though. This was now. And right now, there was a ghost out there trying to strangle her.

“Maybe,” Lila said.

“It’s been a long day,” her mother said as her father went to the pantry for the broom. “We’re all on edge.”

As if to prove her point, the doorbell rang and all of them jumped as if they’d never heard a doorbell before.

“I’ll get it,” Caleb said. He tossed his dish towel to the side.

Lila frowned as her father swept. He looked so sad.

“Sorry about the glass, Dad,” she said.

“It’s okay,” he muttered. “This house gets to people sometimes.”

Moments later, Blight Howler followed Caleb into the kitchen. Howler was still wearing the suit he’d worn at the funeral. His eyes were rimmed with red.

“Did I come at a bad time again?” Howler said, eyeing the broken glass.

“Not at all, Blight,” Dad said. He carried the dustpan to the trash, emptied it, then returned to the scene of the crime to make sure he’d gotten everything.

“I just wanted to offer my condolences again and see if there was anything I could do,” Howler continued. Lila noticed that he was wearing a different ring this time. Instead of the red gem, it was green. “It was a beautiful service.”

“Yes, it was,” said Mom. “Thanks for your help. It’d been so many years since we’d spoken to him, it was nice to have your input.”

Lila couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw her father flinch.

“Here, Dad,” she said, reaching for the broom. “Let me finish this. It was my fault, anyway.”

“I don’t want you near the glass,” her mother protested.

But Lila had already squatted down to look for rogue pieces, which seemed to be everywhere. When she spotted them, she swept.

Caleb went into his room as Howler talked to her parents, but Lila barely listened. She thought about what Teddy had said—how they should ask Howler for help. Maybe Teddy was right. But there was something about Howler that Lila didn’t trust. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but when she imagined herself telling him about Grandpa Clem, it didn’t feel right.

Once all the glass was swept, Lila decided to take out the trash. Her parents were so, so tired. It’d be one less chore for them to worry about.

No one noticed her leave the kitchen. They were busy talking about ownership of the inn. Outside, Lila wandered to the back of the house. The trash cans were here somewhere, she just wasn’t sure where. She eventually found them off to the side.

It was dark now. Darker than Lila expected. She rushed to the trash can and dropped the bag inside as quickly as possible. She suddenly wanted nothing more than to be indoors with the lights and her parents and her brother instead of out here, where the crickets screamed. But on her way back, she stopped cold.

Was that a door?

Yes, it was. A skinny, nondescript door with a broken lock, tucked away in the corner of the house.

Lila took a deep breath and stepped toward it. She turned the knob, already knowing what she would find, and sure enough, there it was: a narrow, narrow staircase. Lila couldn’t see all the way to the top. The first few steps were worn and uneven and they stretched up, up, up, into a mouth of darkness. There was no sign of a light bulb or light switch.

Was she brave enough to ascend the stairs?

She put one foot on the bottom step and held her breath. Strange sounds drifted down from the black hole. Were they whispers? Warnings? Was it her imagination? Was it Pistol Grim, waiting for her?

She stumbled back, shut the door, and hurried back inside.
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Lila was so lost in her thoughts later that night that she didn’t hear Caleb knocking on her bedroom door until he finally poked his head in and said her name. She jumped, startled, and clutched the comforter.

“What’s up with you?” he said. “You’re acting so weird.”

She couldn’t stop thinking about Pistol Grim and the staircase. She’d spent days looking for it, but now she wished it’d never been found. Grandpa, Grimsbane, the strange whispers drifting down from the dark—it was all too much. She wanted Grandpa to reunite with Nancy, but why did it have to be her?

“I can’t tell you,” Lila said.

Caleb came in and shut the door. “Why not?”

“You won’t believe me.”

“Yes, I will.”

“You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

“If you say it’s true, I’ll believe you.”

He sat on the bed. Lila sat up, too.

“Promise?” she said.

“Promise,” he replied.

Caleb wasn’t as annoying as other little brothers she knew, but when it came to Lila’s “tall tales,” as her mother once called them, he usually sided with their parents. He kept his imagination focused on video games.

“Okay,” Lila said. She took a deep breath, then spilled it out in a single sentence. “This place is haunted and has a portal to the afterlife.”

Caleb didn’t say anything at first. He just stared and stared. “This place is haunted and has a portal to the afterlife,” he repeated. Right away, Lila heard the skepticism in his voice.

“Yes,” she said.

“What makes you think it’s haunted? Because you heard weird sounds? Dad said old houses make noise all the time.”

“No. It’s not that.” Lila paused. “Remember when Dad almost crashed the car on the way up here?”

“Yeah.”

“I wasn’t wearing my seat belt and … well, I kind of had a … a near-death experience.” It was the same thing she’d told the Neapolitans, but right now, at this moment, she knew it to be true. Not an overreaction.

Caleb raised his eyebrows. “A near-death experience? Nothing even happened to you.”

Why did she say anything? She should have known he wouldn’t keep his promise.

“I know, but something was supposed to happen. I was supposed to go through the windshield, but I didn’t. Ever since then, I’ve been seeing things.”

She saw the doubt clouding Caleb’s face.

“What kind of things?” he asked.

“Ghosts.”

“Ghosts?”

It was really irritating, the way he kept repeating everything she said.

“The people in the diner. The little girl with the barrettes. Grandpa Clem. And then … earlier tonight … one of them tried to kill me.” She glanced at the door, half convinced that Pistol Grim would appear at that very second to finish the job.

Caleb smirked. “Get serious, Lila.”

“I am serious!”

“You’re telling me Grandpa Clem appeared to you as a ghost?”

“Yes. And I’m also telling you that there’s a portal to the afterlife in this house on the fourth floor. Teddy told me.”

“Teddy? You barely even know Teddy. He’s probably pranking you or something.”

Lila opened her mouth, ready to tell him everything—about how their grandfather was murdered, and all that Teddy had said, and the glinted gun in Grimsbane’s holster—but she stopped herself and felt a rush of tears rise from her chest. She wouldn’t let them fall, but she felt them there, trapped in her throat, making her eyes burn.

He promised he would believe her, but he didn’t. No one ever believed her, except for Teddy. And the last thing she’d said to Teddy was Thanks for nothing.

“Never mind,” Lila said. Her voice cracked. Her eyes watered. No, no. She didn’t want to cry. She was strong and mature, not a little kid who cried. Especially not in front of her younger brother. “Just get out of my room.”

Caleb’s face softened. “I’m sorry, Lila. You can finish telling me. I promise I—”

“Get out!” Lila said. She shoved him with her foot until he got off the bed. Then she turned away, pulled the covers over her head, and cried until she fell asleep.



When Lila opened her eyes, the room was completely silent. Her face itched with dried tears. She wasn’t in a hurry to come out of the covers. She could tell Caleb wasn’t in the room anymore, but she had a feeling that when she threw the comforter away from her face, a horde of ghosts would be hovering over her, whispering and chanting.

There was just one problem.

She had to go to the bathroom.

She tried not to think about it. Wait till morning. Wait till morning. Wait till morning. But the more she tried not to think about it, the more she did. Eventually, there was nothing she could do but get up and walk across the hall to the bathroom. She counted to three to gear herself up. Then she threw off the covers, rushed into the hall, and darted to the bathroom as quickly as she could. By the time she finished washing her hands, she’d calmed down.

That’s when she heard something coming from downstairs.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

She hesitated. Glanced back at her parents’ door. Should she wake them?

No. They were so tired already.

It was probably just a branch hitting the window or something.

Only, it didn’t sound like a branch.

Tap, tap, tap.

Tap, tap, tap.

She should just go back to bed. Get under the covers again. Wait till morning.

But somehow the thought of hiding in her bedroom when something (or someone) lurked downstairs felt more frightening than ever.

“Calm, cool,” Lila whispered. “Calm, cool.”

She stepped toward the staircase and descended quietly. Although the house was silent, her heart thundered so loudly, it seemed it could be heard from every room.

It wasn’t as dark on the bottom floor. Too many windows for that. The moonlight shined on the sitting room and the hallway that led to the kitchen and dining room. Lila tiptoed past the uncomfortable sofa and the high-backed chairs to the large bay window.

She pushed aside the curtain, fully expecting to peer into the darkness of the front lawn.

She didn’t expect to see someone without a face.
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The ghost was flickering away. That’s why he had no face. His body was still intact, though. Lila could see it clearly—the button-down shirt, the pants, the high boots. But mostly she saw the whip, clutched in his right hand, because this was what he used to tap on the window.

Tap, tap, tap.

“Step right up,” the man said. “Step right up.”

A demand, not a request.

A threat, almost.

When Lila didn’t reply, the voice swelled louder.

“STEP RIGHT UP! STEP RIGHT UP!”

Lila stepped back. “I don’t know what that means!”

“STEP RIGHT UP!” the man said. Tap tap tap. “STEP RIGHT UP!

His shoulders disappeared. A second later, he was gone and Lila had a full moonlit view of the lawn.

There were more ghosts there, facing her. A woman dressed like a ballerina, with a tall feather in her hair. She had a whip, too. She pulled it from her belt and flicked it hard in the air. It made a sharp, explosive sound that Lila wasn’t prepared for. Lila flinched and turned her head, expecting to feel a slash across her face.

There was a mustached man—the largest man Lila had ever seen, with muscles rippling from head to toe. He raised his fist. “The show must go on!” he said.

A tall woman slinked forward, caressing a plump scarf around her neck, but no, it wasn’t a scarf at all, it was a snake. An actual snake that slithered and moved and entangled itself around her throat as she gently brushed the top of its head with the tip of her finger.

What was all this?

What kinds of ghosts were these?

A tiny woman wearing a corset and ruffled shorts stepped forward. Glided, almost, looking lighter than air.

“Step right up,” she said, in a slightly lilted accent. Her mouth moved, but her voice was flat and otherworldly. “The show’s about to start.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Lila said, unsure if they were able to hear her through the window. But if she could hear them from so far away, surely they could hear her—right?

If so, it didn’t matter, because they repeated themselves again and again.

“STEP RIGHT UP, STEP RIGHT UP, STEP RIGHT UP—”

“Lila?”

Lila gasped. Turned around.

Caleb stood there, gaping, with bedhead. When he saw the expression on her face, he rushed to the window to look outside.

They were all gone.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Lila rubbed her arms.

“You’re shaking,” Caleb said. “What happened?”

“They were outside. They kept saying, ‘Step right up, step right up,’ ” Lila said. Her voice quivered. She didn’t care if Caleb believed her or not.

She stumbled to the nearest chair. She needed to sit down.

“ ‘Step right up’?” Caleb said. He sat, too. His eyes darted toward the lawn.

“They looked strange … two of them had whips, and …” Lila breathed in and out, trying to slow her heartbeat. “… the man had no face. He was flickering out.”

“Flickering out? What does that mean?”

“Teddy says ghosts can’t control how long they appear. They just … flicker out.” Lila wasn’t sure she’d ever get the image out of her mind. “Teddy says we should talk to Mr. Howler, get him to help us. He’s a medium … he can talk to them …”

“Let’s go in the morning,” Caleb said. “I’ll go with you.”

Lila rubbed her temples. When her heart stopped racing, she said, “Wait. I thought you didn’t believe me.”

“I might have changed my mind.”

“When? How?”

He paused. “I woke up from a nightmare. That’s why I came downstairs.”

“And?” Lila said.

“In my dream, a man was on fire,” Caleb said. He wrapped his arms around his chest like he was trying to give himself a hug. “And he kept screaming three words, over and over.”

Lila swallowed. “What were they?”

“Step right up.”
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Lila and Caleb moved from the uncomfortable chairs to the slightly more comfortable sofa, where Lila—through whispers, so as not to wake their parents—told him everything. About Grandpa Clem, Pistol Grim, and the secret staircase she’d found at the back of the house. She also shared what Teddy had told her at Cuddy Park.

“I think Teddy’s right. We should talk to Mr. Howler,” Caleb said.

Lila hesitated—she wasn’t sure why. If anyone could make sense of all this, it was Howler.

“Okay,” Lila said.

When Lila’s breath evened out, she stood up with her back to the window. She wanted to be in her room with the door closed.

“Can I sleep in your room?” Caleb asked.

“Sure,” Lila said.

“I probably won’t even be able to sleep.”

But somehow he did, in a sleeping bag on the floor, and Lila was left with eyes wide open, blinking at the ceiling. They’d left the lights on, so when Grandpa Clem flickered in, she saw him clearly right away.

Lila sat up.

“I don’t understand,” he said, as if they were in the middle of a conversation already. “I should be with Nancy.”

“I don’t understand, either,” Lila whispered.

Lila had so many questions. Did he know what “Step right up” meant? Would Howler be able to help them? What should she do next? But she couldn’t manage to ask him anything, not with him standing there looking at her like that, his eyes glistening with tears.

“I want to be with Nancy,” he said. Even though he was her grandfather, decades and decades older than her, he looked like a child just then. A frightened child. “I don’t want to be here.”

Lila swallowed. “I’ll help you,” she whispered.

But he had already vanished.



Teddy was awake and outside when they got to his house. He was sitting on his front step reading a paperback, like he was expecting company at any moment.

“Hey, Teddy,” Lila said as she and Caleb came up the walk.

Teddy lowered his book. It was called Wait Till Helen Comes by Mary Downing Hahn. There was a ghost on the cover. Lila made a mental note never to read it. She had enough ghosts in real life.

“Hey!” Teddy said, smiling wide. His face lit up. He was wearing a T-shirt that said THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE.

Lila and Caleb sat on either side of him.

“First of all, I want to apologize for the other day, when I snapped at you and said, ‘Thanks for nothing,’ ” Lila said.

Teddy shrugged. “It’s okay. I understand. You’re going through a lot right now, what with your grandpa dying and then …” He glanced at Caleb, then stopped talking.

“I told Caleb everything,” said Lila. “We decided you’re right about talking to Mr. Howler. We thought you might want to come, since you know more than us about all this stuff.”

Birds chirped all around. Sweet birdsong, not the ominous caws of black crows. With birds singing like that, you’d think nothing could be wrong in the world.

“I thought you didn’t want to tell Mr. Howler,” Teddy said.

“We don’t have much choice,” Lila said.

Besides, she’d been wrong about people plenty of times. Like when she thought Ava’s grandmother was a fugitive or when she swore her English teacher had plastic surgery over winter break. Looking back, all those theories had been child’s play. Ava and Lexi were right—she was silly and immature. But there was nothing silly or immature about what was happening right now.

“Something happened last night,” Lila continued. “A bunch of ghosts appeared on my lawn. They kept telling us to ‘step right up.’ They seemed pretty adamant about it.”

“Hmm,” Teddy said, thinking.

“I had a dream last night where a man kept shouting, ‘Step right up! Step right up!’ ” Caleb said. “It was terrible. He was …”

“He was what?” Teddy said.

Lila finished the sentence in her head. He was burning to death. But she didn’t want to speak it out loud, not with Caleb looking so frightened.

Teddy frowned. “To be honest, I’ve been having nightmares, too.” He glanced at his front door.

“What?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t want to say it out loud,” Teddy said. “What if I say it out loud and that makes it come true?”

“Whisper it in my ear,” Lila suggested. “Or cross your fingers when you say it.”

Teddy swallowed. He leaned over, cupped his hand around his mouth, and whispered: “I dreamed my mother was pecked to death by a murder of crows.”

Lila shuddered.

“It’s time to see Mr. Howler,” she said.
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Blight Howler’s house was like nothing Lila had ever seen.

The front room had a few chairs and a small, sturdy table, but mostly it was overrun with plants. They cascaded from every corner and against every wall, so many that they blocked most of the windows, preventing all the light from coming in.

“Sometimes if he’s out of town, he pays me to water these,” Teddy whispered as he, Lila, and Caleb followed Howler to the back room. “Takes me forever.”

From the front room they went down a narrow hall, which was lined with framed photographs. Some looked ancient, with men and women in fanciful hats and high collars, which reminded Lila of the couple from the lawn. The farther they walked, the more modern the photographs. The longer Lila looked, the more the photos seemed to be of Howler himself—wearing Victorian-era clothes, then something from the 1920s, then the 1950s, all the way until today. But that wasn’t possible, of course. Surely these were his grandfathers, great-grandfathers, great-great-grandfathers. There was something different in each of them. The hair, the eyes, the mouth.

The last photo was undoubtedly of Howler himself, unsmiling, staring directly at the camera, wearing all black. It looked like the same suit he’d worn to the funeral.

“All the mediums of my family,” Howler explained, with his back to them. “The most powerful in the Midwest.”

They reached a door at the end of the hall, which Howler opened with a great flourish.

“My chambers,” he said.

Lila didn’t like the word chamber. It reminded her of a small crevice, a dark nook where things went to hide or die, like the strange little door in the room with the slanted ceiling. But Howler’s chamber was no small, dark nook. The room was open and spacious. The walls were covered with even more photographs. Paintings, too. All in wide, heavy frames. Some of them looked identical to the ones in the hall—stoic, black-and-white images of people with soulless-looking eyes. Others were far more unsettling. People in black Victorian gowns sitting on stools with ghosts just behind them, a hand on their shoulder, like they didn’t know they were dead.

The paintings were no better. Some were portraits. From the time before photography, Lila guessed. Others were landscapes. But not peaceful, soothing landscapes like bright green fields or calm blue oceans. These were dark night skies with fiery moons. One painting was an eye—nothing else. A single blue eye that stared directly at Lila. Something about it was out of perspective, but Lila couldn’t work out what it was. The painting was just off.

There was a hutch against the wall with endless drawers, all shut tight, and a small round table surrounded by chairs. One of the chairs was larger than the others, well worn and upholstered in burgundy. This was where Howler sat. He motioned for them to sit in the other chairs, which they did.

Lila took a deep breath. The air had a specific scent to it. Not unpleasant. Almost like wood or pine. She wondered if Howler burned incense in this room.

“Now,” Howler began. He placed his hands on the table and folded them. “Where would you like to—”

“I’m being haunted by evil ghosts!” Lila said. She placed her hands on the table, too—palms down, fingers splayed—and jumped out of her chair, which clattered to the ground. She leaned forward. “They were on my lawn last night, Mr. Howler! And one of them tried to strangle me!” She wrapped her hands around her neck to demonstrate. “You have to help us!”

Howler raised his eyebrows and looked at Caleb and Teddy. They didn’t say a word.

“I assure you, no ghost tried to strangle you,” Howler said. He calmly pushed back his chair, rescued Lila’s from the floor, and set it upright. She sat down again. “In the entire history of this town, no living human has ever been attacked by a ghost. And besides, they can’t manipulate the natural world.”

“Just because something’s never happened before doesn’t mean it’s not happening now,” Lila said.

Caleb put his elbows on the table. “My sister’s right. Something’s going on.”

My sister’s right. The words rang through her like a bell. Caleb believed her. Someone in her family actually believed her.

“If something was going on, I’d know about it,” Howler said. “Perhaps you misunderstood the ghost’s intentions.”

Lila narrowed her eyes.

“There are ghosts who have unresolved business,” Teddy said. “Some are good. Some are bad. Grimsbane is a murderer. Obviously, that’s bad. Isn’t it possible that he would try to hurt Lila?”

“Grimsbane?” Howler said. He laughed and waved his hand in the air dismissively. “Now I know for certain you’re mistaken. Grimsbane went through the portal the moment he died. He met his end. He has no unresolved business.”

“How can you be so sure?” Lila asked.

Howler’s face turned serious. “Because I know all the spirits here. And Grimsbane is not one of them.”

“Maybe he came back from wherever he went,” Teddy offered.

Howler chuckled. “Impossible.”

“It’s not impossible,” Teddy said. “The Phantoms say ghosts can come back if a portal is inverted. Even if they’ve already crossed over.”

“What does ‘inverted’ mean?” Caleb asked.

“It means turned upside down,” Lila explained. She looked at Howler. “Is that true?”

“Nonsense,” Howler said. “Once a ghost has crossed over, they can’t come back. Why would they want to?”

“If they’re bad, like Grimsbane, the portal probably doesn’t send them anywhere very nice,” Teddy said. “It might be better here.”

“No spirit would want to be trapped on this mortal plane,” Howler said.

Lila thought of her grandfather—I don’t want to be here—and the picture of Nancy on the mantel.

“How many portals are in Castle Hill?” Lila asked.

Howler raised a single finger. “Only one.”

“Well, someone inverted it, then!” she said.

“I told you, that’s all nonsense.” He waved his hand again.

Lila banged on the table. She expected it to wobble, but the table was heavy and strong and she stung her hand instead. “It’s not nonsense! I’m telling you, it was Grimsbane, and he tried to kill me!”

Howler leaned forward. “You’re new to this world, Lila, so things may be confusing right now. And I’m sure you’re overwhelmed. But I promise, once a spirit crosses over, they can’t come back. Why would they? The spirits that linger here have no sense of time. They’re often confused and upset. Who would want to live that way? Besides, they can’t hurt you.”

Lila thought of Bonnie’s whimpering.

The look on Grandpa Clem’s face before he disappeared.

“The spirits last night kept asking me to ‘step right up,’ ” Lila said. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Next time they come to you, send them to me instead. They’re probably just drawn to you because your power is new and bright. But you’re not equipped to handle such things.”

A flood of emotions washed over Lila. Relief at the thought of sending the ghosts somewhere else. Suspicion, because she still wasn’t sure she trusted Howler at all. Anger that he said she “wasn’t equipped” to do hard things—even if it might be true—and cautious comfort at the thought that maybe she was wrong after all. Perhaps the ghosts were afraid, plain and simple. It must be frightening to wander the earth, not knowing why you were there or why you hadn’t seen the light.

“Have you experienced anything strange?” Teddy asked. “Any new clients? Anything odd?”

“No. No new clients, nothing strange.” Howler placed his hands in his lap. “As I said, there is nothing to be alarmed about.” He cast his eyes around the table at each of them.

“What about Grandpa Clem?” Teddy asked.

Howler sat back. “What about him?”

It made sense to tell Howler everything. He could take it off their hands. He was an adult. The “most powerful medium in the Midwest.” He’d been Grandpa’s friend; surely, he would be furious that someone had murdered him. With Howler on the case, Lila wouldn’t have to worry so much.

But something inside her—a sixth sense she didn’t know she had—told her to wait.

“We wondered if he’d reached out to you since he died,” she said, before Teddy could tell everything.

“Of course not,” Howler said. “Why would he?” He tugged at his collar. “He had no unfinished business.”
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As they silently walked out of Howler’s, Lila thought more about that sixth sense—the hunch that kept her from telling Howler everything. Was it because Howler couldn’t be trusted? Or because she subconsciously wanted to solve Grandpa Clem’s murder herself and be the hero of the story?

You always have to be the center of attention, Ava once said. You always have to be the main character.

But that wasn’t true, was it? And anyway, she wasn’t being the main character now, was she? She was working with Teddy and Caleb on everything.

They crossed the street and encountered Mr. Santiago walking his pug, Meatball, on a leash. Teddy immediately went over, dropped to his knees, and scratched Meatball behind the ears, which Meatball accepted gladly. Lila and Caleb wandered up, too. The inn was just a few yards away and Lila was anxious to take the boys to the hidden staircase, but she had to admit, it was difficult to walk by Meatball without saying hello. She turned her back to the inn and prepared to crouch and give the dog a good back scratch, but as soon as she saw Mr. Santiago’s face, she forgot all about it, even as her brother dropped down next to Teddy and Meatball’s curly tail wagged wildly.

Mr. Santiago looked positively terrible. His eyes were bloodshot, with bags and dark circles underneath. His hair was uncombed.

“You don’t look so good,” Lila blurted out. Then, remembering that she should be more tactful, she said, “I mean … are you feeling okay, Mr. Santiago?”

“Not so great, actually,” he said. Even his voice sounded tired.

“What’s the matter?” Lila took a step back. She did not want to catch anything. “I hope you’re not sick.”

“No. Just a bout of insomnia, is all.”

“Nightmares?” Teddy said. He and Caleb exchanged a look.

“Something like that,” Mr. Santiago replied.

“About what?” Lila asked. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Not worth talking about,” Mr. Santiago said. “Just some silly dreams. It’s probably from stress. Take my advice—don’t grow up.”

“I can’t wait to grow up,” Lila said. “I’m going to be a real estate agent and have my face on billboards.”

Mr. Santiago nodded thoughtfully. “That sounds like a good plan. Better to be on a billboard as a real estate agent instead of, say, one of the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted.”

Lila laughed. “That can be my backup plan if the real estate agenting doesn’t work out.”

“Dream big,” Mr. Santiago said. “That’s my motto.”

Meatball barked, as if in agreement.

Teddy and Caleb stood up. “Me and Caleb, we’ve both been having nightmares, too, Mr. Santiago. Maybe it’s something going around.”

“I don’t think nightmares are contagious,” Mr. Santiago said.

In the distance behind him, Lila saw Timothy Marlowe jumping on the sidewalk, trying to touch a low-hanging branch of an oak tree.

“Anything’s possible,” she said. “That’s my motto.”

“Not a bad motto,” Mr. Santiago said. Meatball, bored with the grass, sat patiently at his feet and glanced over at Marlowe. Lila wondered if Meatball could see him.

“What are your nightmares about?” Teddy asked. “I keep dreaming about bad things happening to my mom.”

“Well …” Mr. Santiago hesitated. “The thing is, I’m afraid of heights.” He looked at Teddy. “I won’t even go on that balcony at the library.”

“Our library has a really cool balcony with chairs and stuff,” Teddy explained to Lila and Caleb. “It’s only on the second floor.”

“I don’t even like going up elevators or escalators,” Mr. Santiago continued. “The idea of going off the ground gives me the willies. Always has.”

It was interesting to hear an adult admit they feared something. Lila wondered if there was anyone out there who wasn’t afraid of anything.

“I keep having nightmares that I’m standing on the edge of a tall, tall building.” Mr. Santiago had a faraway look, like he was visualizing the building right in the middle of Silhouette Lane. “I walk up to the edge and then …” His voice drifted off. “I fall. And I just keep falling. The ground is coming toward me, faster and faster. And then I hit the pavement. Pow!” He blinked. “That’s when I wake up.”

Lila tried to think of something comforting to say, but she didn’t get a chance. The conversation was cut short by a terrified shriek. Lila, Caleb, and Teddy turned around. Lila’s mother was at the mailbox, holding a stack of envelopes, with her eyes fixed on Meatball. The little pug jumped up and pulled at the leash, tail wagging happily, wanting to say hello, but Mom was clearly not interested—in fact, she looked downright petrified. Lila had never seen her look that way.

Mom scrambled back, nearly stumbling.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Caleb said. “Meatball’s really friendly.”

But Mom hardly seemed to hear him. She shook her head again and again and walked backward toward the front door, never taking her eyes off Meatball. As soon as she could, she turned and disappeared into the house.

“I guess your mom doesn’t like dogs,” Teddy said. He leaned over to scratch Meatball’s ears again. “Even cute little harmless ones like you.”

“She doesn’t like big dogs, but she’s never been afraid of small ones before,” Lila said.

“It must be the nightmares,” said Caleb. He turned to Santiago. “My mom hasn’t been sleeping too good, either. She keeps dreaming about rabid dogs.”

“Hm,” Mr. Santiago said, gazing tiredly at the closed door of the inn. “Maybe nightmares are contagious after all.”
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The staircase wasn’t as scary in the daylight, but it certainly didn’t look inviting.

Lila, Teddy, and Caleb crowded the thin doorway. Now that there was more light, Lila could see the steps stretching up, up, up. They were narrow and worn and uneven, bordered on both sides by walls of peeling paint. The three of them would have to climb single file. A stale smell drifted downward, like the staircase hadn’t been used in centuries. The air was warm and still.

“I don’t think we should do this,” Teddy said. “Grandpa Clem told me not to.”

“That doesn’t matter anymore, Teddy,” said Lila. She thought of her grandfather’s face, the way his eyes sparkled with tears. “I think he’d agree that finding out what’s going on is more important than following the rules. What if the mirror’s inverted? Then we’ll know for sure that evil spirits are coming in and they probably did something terrible to Grandpa. They could be causing all these bad dreams, too.”

“I agree with Lila,” Caleb said. “Some rules are meant to be broken. That’s the slogan of Go Soldier One.”

“Can we do a pre-apology, at least?”

“What’s a pre-apology?” Lila asked.

“It’s when you know you’re about to do something against the rules, but you’re doing it for a good reason, so you apologize beforehand,” Teddy said.

Lila could just imagine what the Neapolitans would say. A “pre-apology”? So immature!

“Okay,” Lila said. “We can do a pre-apology.”

Teddy reached out both hands, like they were about to pray together. Caleb shrugged and latched on. Lila did, too, even though she was convinced that Grandpa Clem wouldn’t mind if they went up the staircase. They were trying to solve his murder, after all.

Teddy closed his eyes. So did Caleb.

Lila kept hers open.

“We know we aren’t supposed to go up the staircase to the portal room,” Teddy said. “But under the circumstances, we’re doing what we feel is best for the greater good. We pre-apologize for breaking the rules. Sincerely, Teddy, Caleb, and Lila.” He paused. “Better known as ‘the Trionic.’ ”

Caleb cracked an eye open. “The Trionic?”

Teddy’s cheeks turned a light shade of red. “Yeah. You know. Like, trionic, as in three? I just thought … I don’t know, since we’re doing all this stuff, maybe it’d be cool to have our own name.”

“I love it,” Lila said. She smiled. “The Trionic is a great name for our group.” She released Teddy’s hand and put hers in the center of the circle. “Ready, Trionic?”

The boys put their hands on top of hers. “Ready,” they said.

Goodbye, Neapolitans. Don’t need you anymore. The Trionic is doing way more interesting things than drinking seltzer and watching YouTube. We’re ghost hunting. We’re visiting portals and chambers. We’re solving a murder.

Not that they’d ever believe any of that. But who cared? She had two people right here who did.

“I’m not going first,” Caleb said. “Or last.”

“I don’t want to go first or last, either,” Teddy said. “What if something grabs me from behind?”

Caleb nodded. “Exactly.”

Lila sighed the same way her mother did when Lila was being “too much.”

“I’ll go first,” she said, sounding confident, even though she was scared to death. “But one of you has to go last.”

When no one volunteered, Lila suggested a game of rock, paper, scissors. She knew Caleb would choose rock—he always chose rock—so when Teddy chose scissors, she felt kinda bad for him, though she was convinced that if anything terrible was going to happen, it’d happen to her, not them.

“Okay,” she said, now that it was all decided. She silently counted to five to calm herself. One, Mississippi. Two, Mississippi. Three, Mississippi. Four, Mississippi. Five, Mississippi. “Follow me.”

She went up the first step before she could change her mind. The boards creaked and moaned. Lila walked slowly, holding her breath. The dusty, musty air slipped into her nose; she wanted to sneeze but wouldn’t, couldn’t, because she didn’t want to make more noise than necessary. Caleb and Teddy were quiet behind her, probably holding their breath, too, but she could hear them as they ascended. Creak, creak, creak.

The walls were close. So close. If she put out both elbows, they’d hit both walls. It was enough to suffocate you. Lila wasn’t claustrophobic; she’d never been afraid of small spaces before. Then again, she’d never been in one like this. She wanted to turn around, to see the open door below and the brightness of daylight behind them, but she didn’t want to have her back to the darkness above. What if someone was watching her and waiting?

Best to keep going.

Creak, creak, creak.

They reached a landing but still had many more stairs to go.

“There used to be a door here,” Teddy whispered. Why was he whispering? Lila didn’t know, though it seemed appropriate somehow. Like someone might be listening.

Teddy was right. There was an outline of a door next to the landing, all boarded up and painted over. Lila imagined the servants walking through that door a hundred years before she was born. She wondered what part of the house was on the other side.

“Keep going,” Caleb said. He was whispering, too. “I want to get this over with.”

They continued until they reached the second landing, also with a boarded doorway. Lila barely paused to look. Kept going. Third landing, another boarded door. Still more steps. Up, up, up, until finally, they reached the fourth landing. There were no boarded passageways here. Instead, there was a shallow hall with two small, empty bedrooms on one side and a closed door at the end.

“These were for the servants,” Teddy whispered, motioning toward the empty rooms, which had nothing inside except cobwebs and dust.

Lila raised a finger to the end of the hallway. “That must be the portal room.”

She was about to take a step forward when a woman’s voice rang down the hall. It seemed to ooze from the walls.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the voice said.
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The woman flickered in slowly. Her torso appeared first. Then her legs and arms. The head came last. Finally she was fully formed, standing between Lila and the portal door. She was wearing a plain dress with a white apron and white cap.

“I don’t understand why we haven’t arrived yet,” the woman said. “As soon as we land, I need to send a letter of apology to my mother. I should have listened to her. But I can’t seem to locate the letter.” She looked frantically around the room. “I haven’t seen little Werner, either. Have you?”

“I’m sorry, I haven’t seen him,” Lila said. She cleared her throat. “My name is Lila. What’s yours?”

“I don’t recall seeing you on the manifest,” the woman said. “My name is Bridget.”

When Caleb tapped Lila’s shoulder, she nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Who are you talking to?” he said.

[image: An illustration of a woman wearing a plain dress with a white apron and white cap]
Lila pointed to the woman. “Don’t you see her?”

No. No, of course they didn’t.

“Apologies for saying so, but I don’t think you and your friends should be wandering around so much,” the woman said. “The turbulence could make you fall and break your necks.” She raised her hand to her throat. “Do you happen to know where I can find the nearest postal station when we arrive?”

“I’m not sure where the nearest postal station is,” Lila said. “Actually, we’re just hoping to open that door behind you.”

“What’s going on?” Caleb whispered.

Lila waved him off.

Bridget stepped aside and raised an open hand toward the door at the end of the hall.

“This door?” she said.

Lila nodded.

“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

Lila crossed her arms. “Why?”

“It’s been locked by the man with the jeweled fingers and the round, pleasing face,” Bridget continued. She looked off into the distance. “I can’t remember his name. I have trouble recalling things lately. But I’m certain he wasn’t on the manifest, either.”

It had to be Mr. Howler, Lila thought.

“When did he lock it?” Lila asked.

“I’m not sure.” Bridget frowned. “I can’t keep time as well as I used to. I hardly know what day it is.”

Bridget’s arms flickered and disappeared. Next, her legs and torso. Soon it was just her head. Then that drifted away, too. Lila immediately stepped forward, grabbed the doorknob, and turned it. Bridget was right, of course—it was locked. Lila pushed and pushed, but the door didn’t budge, and soon Lila forgot she was pushing on a door and her mind drifted back to the almost car accident, and she saw herself dead on the hood of the car, and her mind drifted and drifted until it was crowded with dead, unmoving things—wilted flowers, her grandfather in his coffin, the spider on her bathroom floor. She released the knob and stumbled back.

“It’s locked,” she said, her voice strained and strange. There was more to say—so much more—but none of the words formed. In that moment, all she wanted was to be away from this door, away from its dreadful imagery, and into the light.
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“You should have asked her to go in and check the mirror for us,” Caleb said as they walked toward Cuddy Park, which Teddy had deemed their “official meeting place.” “Ghosts can travel through walls and stuff, right?”

“If you’re so smart, how about you see all the ghosts and make all the decisions?” Lila snapped. She couldn’t get those images out of her head.

“I was just saying,” Caleb said.

“Well, don’t.”

“We should drop the whole thing,” Teddy said. “It’s locked for a reason. And Grandpa Clem said—”

Lila stopped. She whirled around to face Teddy. “Stop telling me what Grandpa Clem said! He’s our grandpa, not yours!” She motioned between herself and Caleb. “And he didn’t come to you, he came to me!”

She turned around and kept walking. A furious fire burned in her chest; she wasn’t sure what to make of it. Was she truly angry at Caleb and Teddy? Or was she angry at the images that kept replaying in her mind? Or was she angry at the entire situation and ready to snap at anyone who stepped in her path?

All of the above, probably.

She had to admit, part of her was mad that she hadn’t thought of asking Bridget to check the portal for them. It was a good idea. Why hadn’t it occurred to her? Luckily, a second option flickered in as they approached the park—Timothy Marlowe.

“I’ll ask him to help us,” Lila said, pointing to Marlowe. He was sitting on his cushion on the gravel near the swing sets. He leapt up when he saw Lila. A lock of hair fell across his forehead.

“Him, who?” Caleb asked.

“Timothy Marlowe,” she snapped.

“Hello!” Marlowe said. “Have you seen George?”

The park bustled with children, shrieking down slides and sailing on swings while their parents looked on. There were ghosts, too. Lila recognized them immediately as the ones from the lawn. Her heart dropped to the pit of her stomach.

There was the man with huge, bulging muscles and the imposing handlebar mustache. He cracked his knuckles and flexed his biceps, oblivious to Lila.

Next to him was the tiny woman in the ballerina outfit. The one with the tall feather in her hair. She wasn’t paying attention to Lila, either. Instead, she was calling someone over—a man with a double-breasted jacket, fitted pants, and tall boots. It was the man with the whip who had tapped on her window. Lila saw the whip now, tucked in his belt. The ballerina had one, too.

“Where is my horse, William?” the woman was saying, a touch of frenzy in her voice. “Where is my horse?”

Lila couldn’t speak. She waited for them to notice her, to demand that she take them somewhere, but they seemed preoccupied in their own world.

“Have you seen George?” Marlowe said, again and again.

“I haven’t seen George,” she said, tearing her eyes away from the man with the whip. “Who is he, anyway?”

Marlowe frowned. “George is my brother.”

Lila now saw that he wasn’t holding a cushion. It was a life vest.

“I haven’t seen him,” she said. “But I’ll keep an eye out.”

Marlowe frowned. “Thanks, anyway.”

Lila felt weird asking for a favor, but she had to act fast before he flickered out again, just like the trio. She jammed her question into one long request: “Hey I was wondering if you could do us a favor—you know the house where I live, the inn down the street, well, there’s a door on the fourth floor and it’s locked but we need to go inside and check something; there’s this mirror in there and we need to see if—”

“No,” Marlowe said sharply. He shook his head. It reminded Lila of the way her mother had shaken her head at Meatball. “No, no, I can’t go in there.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t. Not before it’s time.”

“Time for what?”

Marlowe paused. “Time for it to call me.”

“What has to call you?”

“The light, the light,” he said, clearly annoyed at all the questions. He flickered once. “It has to call me.” He flickered again and was gone.

Lila looked at Teddy and Caleb, who both stared intently at her.

“He’s gone,” she explained, walking toward the gazebo.

Caleb and Teddy followed close behind.

“What did he say?” Caleb asked.

“He said the light has to call him before he can go into the room,” Lila said.

“What does that mean?” Teddy asked.

They all sat down.

“I don’t know, okay?” Lila said. “I don’t know everything!”

“We don’t expect you to know everything,” Teddy said gently. “We just—”

His sentence stopped short because the kindly red-haired woman—the one who typically sat silently on the bench nearby—appeared. She looked down at them and they looked up at her, each of them waiting for someone to say something.

“I couldn’t help but notice that you were talking to that boy,” she said finally to Lila. The shrieks of the playground rose around them. “The one with the life preserver.”

Lila’s eyes widened. “You saw him?”

“Yes,” she said.

Lila was overcome with a sense of camaraderie. She jumped up, ready to hug the woman. You see them, too! You see them, too! Help us! Help us! But she stopped herself. Calm. Cool. Collected. Besides, they knew nothing about this woman.

Lila sat down.

“Who are you?” Teddy asked. “I thought I knew everyone in the neighborhood, but I don’t know you.”

“You can call me Miss Medina,” she said. “I don’t really live in the neighborhood. I just like to sit here in the park. Reminds me of old times.” She paused. “I arrived in town a few days ago to meet Blight Howler. Do you know him?”

They nodded.

“They say he’s the most powerful medium in the Midwest,” she continued.

“We know,” they said in unison.

“Are you trying to contact someone?” Teddy asked. “Like, someone you lost?”

“Yes,” she said. “I lost them years ago.”

“Them?” Teddy said.

“Yes. Them.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice further. “There have been strange things afoot lately. Do you agree?” When none of the kids said anything, Miss Medina continued. “They say Mr. Howler’s the best, but I’m not sure I trust him.” She tapped her forehead. “Intuition.”

“We think something bad is happening, but he says not to worry,” Teddy said.

Miss Medina cast her eyes across the three of them. “I agree with you,” she said. “Something bad is happening. What do you think it is?”

“We think there are evil spirits coming out of the portal and they’re trying to kill us,” Lila said, plain and simple. She wanted to say more. She wanted to tell her about the couple with the whips and their demands to be taken to some random town in Ohio and the way the strong man cracked his knuckles, but she waited to hear Miss Medina’s response first.

“Ah. But that’s impossible.” Miss Medina shook her head. “Once you cross over, you can’t return.”

Lila’s sense of camaraderie was replaced by the familiar flare of annoyance. “Well, maybe the ghosts who are already here are trying to kill us, then.”

Two children competed on the swings, seeing who could go the highest. If only they knew they were surrounded by an unseen world, Lila thought.

“Ghosts can’t hurt you,” Miss Medina said. “They can’t manipulate the natural world. They can only appear and disappear.”

Teddy cleared his throat. “I’m on this forum. It’s called Phantom Hunters? Anyway, the Phantoms—that’s what we call ourselves—say there are ways that ghosts can manipulate the natural world. They can become powerful enough to cast spells, even. Like grant immortality or create thunderstorms.”

“No, no,” Miss Medina said, laughing lightly. “These are just rumors of the spirit world. No ghost is powerful enough to do those things. None that the world has ever seen, at least.”

“Just because the world hasn’t seen something doesn’t mean it isn’t there,” Lila said.

Miss Medina smiled. A wide, amused smile. “Indeed,” she said.

It was the last thing she said before standing and walking away.
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The Trionic gathered in the sitting room of the inn, relishing the air-conditioning and contemplating their next move. Lila’s mother was in the kitchen, organizing the pots and pans. She always reorganized things when she was stressed. If she had a looming deadline for one of her travel pieces and couldn’t think of a single word to write, she’d go into their pantry at home and straighten all the canned goods. But she didn’t have any looming deadlines now.

“Why didn’t you tell me what the Phantoms said about ghosts being able to interact with the natural world?” Lila asked Teddy. The fire of irritation still burned brightly. “You told me they weren’t able to. You said they wouldn’t be able to hurt me.”

Teddy frowned. “I only just found out. I posted a question on the forum last night and some of the Phantoms responded. They said ghosts can gain power in a few different ways and if they get powerful enough, they can do things—like pick up objects or do spells. But who knows if it’s true? I mean, anyone can join the Phantoms.”

“How do they gain power?” Caleb asked.

“If they’re conjured a lot, like through séances or Ouija boards or whatever,” Teddy replied. “And through fear. The more feared they are, the stronger they get.”

Great, Lila thought. Just great. She’d been terrified of Grimsbane. Who knows how much power she’d given him?

“If that’s the case, Grimsbane is probably giving people all these nightmares,” Lila said. “Scaring them in their sleep. Gaining power.”

“Or maybe none of it’s true,” Teddy said. “Anyone can post to these message boards, like I said. Mr. Howler and Miss Medina probably know more than any of the Phantoms. I mean, they’re channels.”

“If Miss Medina is such a powerful channel, why does she need Mr. Howler’s help?” Lila asked.

“Maybe she wants to test him out,” Teddy offered.

“Or expose him as an evil fraud,” Caleb added.

“We need to get into that portal room and find out if the mirror is inverted,” Lila said.

“Howler said—” Teddy began.

Lila held up her hand. “I know what Howler said. But that doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth. People lie, you know. You can’t go around believing everything people tell you.”

Teddy frowned.

Lila thought of Howler’s chamber room. That big hutch. “I bet anything the key is in that hutch somewhere.”

“How would we even get in?” Caleb asked.

Before they could conjure any ideas, the doorbell rang. They didn’t even have a chance to stand up; Mom rushed out of the kitchen and opened it, like she was anxious to have a visitor.

Lila expected to see Mr. Howler at the door, but it was the tiny older woman from Grandpa Clem’s funeral. The one who had four cats. She was holding a plate of cookies covered in Saran Wrap.

“I’m Flossie Robertson,” the woman said, smiling kindly at Lila’s mother. “I was a friend of Clem’s. I wanted to drop off these cookies. They were his favorite. I thought you or your family might like them.” She held up the cookies. Mom thanked her and invited her inside, where they sat in the sitting room with the cookies on the center table.

“Hi, Miss Robertson!” Teddy said cheerfully. He snatched a cookie from the plate. Lila didn’t feel much like visiting with Miss Robertson—she was anxious to come up with a plan to get that key—but she took one, too.

“Hello, Teddy,” Miss Robertson said. “How is your family?”

“They’re fine,” Teddy said, mouth full. “How are you?”

Miss Robertson yawned. “Can’t complain, I suppose. Haven’t been sleeping well lately, but so be it.”

The kids exchanged glances.

“I don’t know if you officially met my children at the funeral,” Lila’s mother said. “This is Lila and Caleb. My husband isn’t feeling well, I’m afraid, so he’s in bed. He can’t seem to sleep, either.”

Miss Robertson nodded. “Grief, I suppose. It’s a terrible thing to lose a parent. Especially someone as wonderful as Clem.”

The room fell silent for a moment.

“Will you be moving to Ohio to stay here, in the house?” Miss Robertson asked.

“No, we’ll go back to Phoenix soon,” Mrs. Clement said. “My husband has a meeting with Blight Howler tomorrow at the real estate office to finalize a few things.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful news! I can’t think of anyone more appropriate to have this house.”

“I agree,” Mom said. “We were surprised that Clem didn’t leave it to Mr. Howler in the first place. Then again, he hadn’t updated his will in years.”

Miss Robertson chuckled softly. “Clem was a notorious procrastinator.”

“So I’ve heard,” Mom replied, smiling.

“It would have been lovely to welcome you and your family to the neighborhood, but I’m pleased that Blight will have this place. His late grandmother was so good to me after I lost my little niece years ago. She helped my brother and me contact her from the other side. It brought my brother so much peace. I never forgot that.” Miss Robertson paused. “This was the last place where my niece was happy before she passed away. I can still picture her, playing in the yard with her little stuffed animal. Poor thing was only four years old.”

Lila’s head snapped up. Before she could stop herself, she said, “Four years old?”

Miss Robertson nodded. “She and my brother came to visit, but they couldn’t stay at my house because they were allergic to Pebbles and Bamm-Bamm. My little niece was always sick with this malady or the other. So they stayed here, at the inn.”

“Pebbles and Bamm-Bamm?” Caleb said.

“Yes, my cats at the time.” Miss Robertson’s face darkened. She frowned. She had dark circles under her eyes just like Mr. Santiago, Lila noticed. “They stayed here instead, since it was just down the street and there were plenty of rooms. Then, out of the clear blue sky, my little niece developed a cough that turned into pneumonia. The doctor said it was just one of those things.”

Lila thought of her winter cold. How she’d tossed and turned and said, I have pneumonia, I just know it! I’m probably going to die! She felt a twinge of guilt. She really had believed it, though.

“Oh, that’s terrible,” Mom said.

“Yes, it was a terrible time for my family. My brother was heartbroken. It’s been more than forty years and he’s still not over it. But you never get over something like that, I don’t think. Howler’s grandmother was a help, though. Blight will be—”

“What was her name?” Lila blurted out. “Your niece, I mean. Was it Bonnie?”

Miss Robertson looked at her quizzically. “No. It was Sara-Elizabeth.”

“Oh.” Lila slumped back on the couch.

Another awkward silence filled the room before Miss Robertson finally stood and offered more condolences. After she left, Mom said she was going to lie down.

“I’d do anything for a few hours’ sleep,” she said as she disappeared up the stairs.
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When Teddy offered to mow Howler’s lawn, he immediately accepted. The grass was growing faster than usual, he said, and he had no time to take care of it. So there was nothing strange about Teddy pulling his mower into the backyard after Howler left for his real estate meeting, and nothing too suspicious about having two friends with him.

“I don’t think we should be doing this,” said Teddy. “He has cameras in the front and the back.”

“I told you, we’re going through the window,” Lila said. “You unlocked it, didn’t you?”

Teddy had had three tasks that morning: Offer to mow the lawn, ask to use the bathroom, and unlock a back window along the way. Lila figured there was a good chance he wouldn’t complete the third task, but he assured her it was unlocked.

“What if the cameras catch something?” Teddy said now. He rubbed his hands together and shifted from foot to foot—a ball of nervous energy.

“They’re not pointed near the windows,” Caleb said. “Don’t worry.”

Caleb was oddly excited about breaking into Howler’s house. Lila suspected it was because Captain Maverick, the renegade military man in Go Soldier One, was crafty at entering fortified buildings.

Teddy rubbed the back of his neck. “Are we sure about this? We’re kind of breaking and entering, aren’t we?”

“An evil spirit killed my grandfather,” Lila said. “That’s bigger than anything right now.”

“Why don’t we just tell Mr. Howler that Grandpa Clem was murdered?” Teddy asked. “He’d probably help us investigate.”

“I don’t trust him,” said Lila. “And it’s not in my imagination. Miss Medina doesn’t trust him, either.”

Caleb put his hand on Teddy’s shoulder. “Think about it like this: If we were in a horror movie, we’d be doing exactly what the characters would be doing.”

Today, Teddy was wearing a Night of the Living Dead T-shirt.

“The characters die in horror movies,” Teddy noted.

Caleb considered this. “Not the Trionic.”

Lila had to admit, she had butterflies. Fear, adrenaline, or both.

“What if you can’t find the key?” Teddy asked.

“Then we’re no worse off than we were before,” Lila said. “But if I do find it, I’ll run across the street, unlock the door, then bring it right back. You just make sure to keep an eye out as you’re mowing.”

“Don’t open the portal door without me. You have to promise.”

Lila put her hand on her heart. “Promise.”

Teddy rubbed his hands on his jeans. “Once you’re inside, I’ll bring the mower to the front. By the time I’m done with the front lawn, you should be finished—right?”

“Right,” Lila said. She turned to Caleb. “I’ll search the hutch. You go through any other drawers in the house.”

Caleb saluted like she was a general.

Lila inhaled. “All right, Trionic.” One, Mississippi. Two, Mississippi. Three, Mississippi. Four, Mississippi. Five, Mississippi. “Let’s do this.”

Teddy pushed the mower to the front while Caleb and Lila went to the window. It was easier to remove the screen than Lila expected, even with her heart thundering so loudly. Tha-THUMP. Tha-THUMP. Tha-THUMP. She half expected her chest to crack open.

The window opened easily, too, but climbing through proved difficult. Lila awkwardly contorted her body to squeeze through. Once she was in, she dropped to the carpet with no time to break her fall. She hurried up and helped Caleb. Soon, they stood in a hallway of clocks. All kinds—ticking and clucking and chirping away the seconds. Many of them had eyes that seemed to follow them.

“This is weird,” Caleb said.

His voice sounded strange in the house, like it wasn’t supposed to be there.

That’s because it isn’t, Lila thought.

The hallway opened into an immaculately clean kitchen. Caleb said he’d start there while Lila went straight for the hutch. For a moment she considered calling off the entire plan. It felt wrong. Besides, the key could be anywhere.

It could be in the nightstand of Howler’s bedroom.

It could be in one of the million kitchen drawers.

It could be under the bathroom sink.

For all they knew, it could be with Howler at that very moment, tucked inside one of his jacket pockets.

Lila stood in the entryway of the chamber room. The house was silent except for the clocks and the clattering of Caleb’s hands through silverware. In the near distance, the lawn mower roared to life, and so did Lila. She rushed in, where dozens of eyes stared at her from the walls.

She went directly for the hutch.

It occurred to her that Howler may have locked the hutch itself—it seemed like something that needed to be locked—but the first two drawers opened easily.

In the first drawer: Important-looking papers, but no key.

In the second drawer: Gems with labels. Amethyst, Black Obsidian, Moonstone, Clear Quartz, Azurite. There were so many. Categorized, sorted, and labeled. She’d expected Howler’s collection to be more astonishing—magic sparks flying off crystals or something—but they all looked quite ordinary.

The third drawer: Locked. Sealed with a small keypad.

She stepped back, thinking. If the key was anywhere, it’d be in this locked drawer, right? But how was she to know the combination?

“I could slice you in two.”

The voice was directly behind her, low and deep. She froze. Every hair on her body stood at attention. She felt breath on the back of her neck. Was it Howler? Had he come back? No, Teddy wouldn’t still be mowing if that was the case.

“It would be very simple.”

Turn around, she told herself. See who it is.

But she couldn’t move. Not a single muscle.

“I just need to find my saw,” the voice said.

She imagined herself cut in half. Separate parts of her flung across the room.

She swallowed. Her throat was so, so dry. When had it gotten so dry?

The man moved around her until he was standing next to the hutch. His hair was dark and slicked back, like he’d just finished running a comb through it. His nose came to a sharp point at the end. His hands were behind his back. Hiding a knife, no doubt.

I could slice you in two.

“What are you doing here?” the man said. “Are you a friend of Adelina’s?”

“Um,” said Lila. It was little more than a croak. A frightened frog. It was all she could manage. “Yes?”

The man wore a cropped jacket, crisp white shirt, and black pants.

“I’m Malvo, of course,” he said. In a single flourish, he brought his hands forward, and inside that nanosecond, Lila imagined herself being stabbed to death. Instead, he produced a top hat, which he set on his head. “I’ll ask again: What are you doing here? I don’t believe you’re a friend of Adelina’s.”

“Why not?”

“Adelina has no friends.”

Lila scrambled for an explanation that would make sense, but her mind went completely blank. It didn’t help that she had no idea who Adelina was.

“Um,” she said, keeping her voice low so her brother wouldn’t hear. She hoped he didn’t come into the room. “I’m trying to open this locked drawer.”

“Why?” Malvo asked.

“I think there’s a key inside, and I need it.”

“Why?”

Lila decided to go all in on honesty. “I want to open the door to the portal in the inn across the street.”

Malvo’s mouth flickered away, then came back.

“I know the combination,” he said, and smiled. His smile wasn’t scary like Grimsbane’s. He had deep dimples on both cheeks. Somehow this made Lila even more uneasy.

“Will you give it to me?” Lila asked.

“On one condition,” Malvo said. He leaned forward. He was so close, Lila could see the dark pupils in the center of his eyes. If not for his mouth flickering, she would have sworn he was full of flesh and bone, with a beating heart. “You must tell Selena to reconsider my proposal.”

“Uh … okay.”

“Tell her I’m sorry for what I did to poor Sebastiano. It was an accident. You understand.”

“An accident. Sure.”

“You’ll tell her?”

Lila nodded, even as images of a poor murdered man named Sebastiano ran through her mind.

“Good, good,” Malvo said. He looked around to make sure no one was listening, then whispered: “Zero, two, five, nine.”

Zero, two, five, nine. Zero, two, five, nine.

“Don’t forget to tell Selena—” Malvo said, but he flickered out before he could finish his sentence.

The room was deadly silent. Just the ticking of the clocks.

“Who were you talking to?” Caleb said as he entered the room.

Lila ignored him. No time to explain. She opened the drawer.

A key sat inside with a brass Castle Inn key chain attached, just as she suspected. There were also two small containers of gems, labeled like the others. Why were these locked away and the others weren’t? There had to be a reason.

Lila put the key in her pocket and studied the labels.

Mantlestone

Channelstone

She wished she had time to google right then and there. Instead, she took a picture, shut the drawer, and hurried back to the open window with Caleb at her heels.

“Google ‘mantlestone’ and ‘channelstone,’ ” she said as they made their way to the front yard, where Teddy sweated under the summer sun. He nodded to them as they crossed the street.

“ ‘Mantlestone is frequently used by mediums who wish to be unseen by the spiritual world, usually for their own protection,’ ” Caleb read aloud. “ ‘When worn about the neck or finger, the medium is no longer visible on the spiritual plane, and the channel between the living and the dead is closed.’ ”

Lila practically sprinted up the back stairs, in too much of a rush to pay attention to the narrowness of the staircase, the closeness of the walls, or the mustiness of the air. Caleb didn’t move as quickly, but he followed nonetheless.

“ ‘Channelstone widens the door between the living and the dead, allowing the unseeing to see,’ ” he said. “What does that mean?”

Lila didn’t know and couldn’t think about it. She was half listening, because they were now on the fourth-floor landing. It occurred to her that the fourth floor felt like an afterthought compared with the rest of the house. The stairs were worn rather than steady. The doorknobs were dull and brown, rather than bright and shiny. The floorboards? Scuffed and unpolished.

Lila fumbled with the key. Dropped it. Picked it up again. Finally, her hands steadied long enough for her to push it into the lock. Only then did everything register—the claustrophobic space, the eerie darkness, the hush of silence all around. She listened for Bridget, but all she heard was Caleb’s breathing. And then she heard something else: screeching, screaming, shrieking. She didn’t know where it was coming from. She thought maybe it was her, but no, that wasn’t right, her mouth was closed, her eyes were open, her body was still. The only thing that moved was the vibration in her ears from all the noise. In the distance, Caleb’s muffled voice asked if she was okay and she wanted to say no, no she wasn’t okay, didn’t he hear all those sounds? But she couldn’t speak. She heard the crunch of metal. The crash of a windshield. Her mother crying her name. Lila, no! Lila, no! And then her mother’s hand, reaching out, shaking her, saying, Lila Lila Lila Lila Lila—

“Lila! Lila!”

It was Caleb.

He was shaking her. Not Mom.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes wide and frightened. “It’s like you had a seizure or something.”

She looked down at her hand. She’d turned the lock, but not the knob.

She slipped the key into her pocket. “Nothing,” she said.

“Should we open it?” Caleb whispered, nodding to the door. “Just take a peek?”

Lila swallowed. Her heart pounded in her throat. What if the shrieks were coming from behind the door? What if there was a monster inside and they would set it free, loose on the world?

Monsters, Lila? she heard Ava say dryly. Seriously?

I am a rock, she thought. I am a rock.

“We can’t. We promised Teddy,” Lila said. “Besides, what happened to the brother who didn’t want to go first and didn’t want to go last?”

“Captain Maverick wouldn’t be afraid of stairs or a door,” he said. “And you aren’t, either. So I figure, what do I have to be afraid of ?”

Lila had been called many things in her life. Stubborn. Dramatic. Immature. Childish. But she’d never been called brave. She certainly didn’t feel brave in that moment. She felt like a coward. Afraid to even open a door.



Lila and Caleb rushed back to Howler’s together, where Caleb saw the gems in the hutch for the first time. He was mesmerized. As soon as Lila dropped the key inside, he leaned forward and said, “What are these?”

“Those are the stones I asked you to google earlier,” she said. When he reached his hand inside, she swatted it away. “Come on, we gotta go.”

But he reached in anyway and pulled out a channelstone.

“I wonder what they’re for,” he said.

When Caleb was younger, he’d gone through a rock phase. Their parents got him a rock polisher for his birthday; he and Lila spent hours watching the polisher turn and turn, listening to the clickety-clack inside. She’d forgotten about that until now.

But they weren’t little anymore. They were inside the secret chambers of a powerful medium and they needed to get out now.

Lila was about to swat Caleb’s hand again when Malvo reappeared. He was in the corner this time. But not his whole body—just his torso and head.

“Did you talk to Selena?” he asked.

Tha-THUMP. Tha-THUMP.

“Not yet,” Lila said.

“Remember to talk to Selena,” Malvo said as he flickered out. His body disappeared, but his words trailed behind: “Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her I’m sorry.”

Lila turned to Caleb, about to say, Come on, come on, let’s get out of here, but when she saw the look on his face, she didn’t speak a word.

His mouth was open. His skin pale. His eyes were frightened saucers.

“Who’s Selena?” he said.
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The black stone gleamed at the center of the Clements’ dining room table. Lila and Caleb gazed down at it. Teddy’s lawn mower buzzed in the distance. Lila wasn’t sure if she wanted him to hurry up and get over here or keep mowing forever.

“I don’t want to see them,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to.”

“Me neither.”

“Am I going to see them all the time now? Am I a channel?” He hugged himself. Lila remembered a time years ago when Caleb was afraid of thunderstorms. They were so rare in Arizona. He thought the roof would crack wide open from all the thunder and lightning. Lila was busy gathering every candle and flashlight and muttering about the proper emergency protocols in case the house collapsed around them, but when she saw her brother’s face, she dropped everything on the living room floor and put her arms around him. He looked so scared.

He had that same expression now.

“No,” Lila said. “I think it’s just because you were holding the stone.”

“How do we know for sure?”

Lila’s eyes drifted to the opposite wall of the kitchen, where Bonnie was sucking her thumb.

“Do you see that little girl over there?” Lila asked, pointing.

Caleb turned. “No.”

“Now pick up the stone and look.”

“I don’t want to.”

“It’s just a little girl. Her name is Bonnie.”

“I don’t want to.”

Bonnie took her thumb out of her mouth.

“The angels are wrong,” Bonnie said. “And I don’t like the Maiden. And I don’t like the cimmamen man. And Grandpa doesn’t like cimmamen, too.”

What was she talking about?

Bonnie looked toward the entryway, where Lila’s dad had come in.

“What’re you two doing?” he asked, holding his car keys. His hair was disheveled, just like Mr. Santiago’s, but he was wearing a nice button-down shirt and dark blue jeans.

“Nothing,” Lila and Caleb said in unison.

“Is your meeting done already?” Lila asked.

Lila wondered what would happen if she shoved the channelstone into her father’s hand. She could tell him everything—what Grandpa Clem had said, what Howler had told them, the portal room, everything. If he saw Bonnie, he’d have to believe her. But as soon as he started talking again, Lila knew she wouldn’t.

“No,” Dad said. Lila saw now that his buttons were lined up incorrectly, and he’d missed a belt loop in his jeans. “I had to come back here because I forgot to bring some of the papers. My mind just isn’t working these days. Insomnia. Bad dreams.” He tilted his head. “You two are sleeping okay, I hope?”

“Yeah, we’ve been fine,” Lila replied. “Right, Caleb?”

Caleb didn’t say anything.

“Good,” Dad said. He picked up a manila envelope from the counter.

“What are your nightmares about, Dad?” Lila asked.

“Plane crashes,” he replied. “I’ve just got too much on my mind, I think.” He hurried to the front door. “Your mother and I will bring home takeout later, okay?”

When the door closed, Lila and Caleb stared at each other across the table.

“Are you having bad dreams?” Caleb finally asked.

Lila paused. “Not exactly. More like … images.”

“What do you mean, images?”

“Images of the car accident, if it had happened. Me on the hood of the car. Stuff like that.” She tried to say it nonchalantly, especially since Caleb already looked so frightened.

“These nightmares are all about people’s worst fears,” Caleb said.

Lila thought of Teddy, and how he’d dreamed of his mother’s death.

“Teddy said ghosts feed on fear,” said Lila. What’s more frightening than falling into a gentle sleep only to be awakened by spiders or skyscrapers or plane crashes or dead mothers—the things you feared most, whatever they may be? “I guess some of these ghosts have decided to scare everyone to death.”

She wasn’t sure if she was being literal or not.

“What’s it got to do with Grandpa?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t know.”

Caleb nodded in the direction of Howler’s house. “That ghost back there said something about Selena. Maybe that’s his unfinished business—he needs to talk to some girl. If we can find Selena and talk to her, do you think he would cross? Maybe we can do that for all the ghosts and then they’d all be gone.”

“How would we do that, exactly?” Lila said. She knew Caleb meant well, but the suggestion irritated her, since she was the only person at the table who would be able to complete any such task. “Selena, whoever she is, has probably been dead for years. We can’t spend the rest of our lives trying to resolve everyone’s unfinished business. We just need to focus on Grandpa.”

“What about all the nightmares?”

Lila pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed loudly, the way her mother often did.

“I don’t know, Caleb. I can’t solve everything.”

Across the street, Teddy’s lawn mower quieted.

“When Teddy gets here, I’ll give him the channelstone,” Lila continued. She dropped her hand in her lap. “He won’t be afraid to use it. He’ll actually help.”

She knew it wasn’t right to make Caleb feel bad about being scared. She was scared, too, after all. But her frustration needed someplace to go, and he was sitting right across from her, so that’s where it went.
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Bridget was at the top of the staircase, but her feet weren’t there. It looked as if she was levitating off the ground. Lila stopped so suddenly that Teddy ran into Lila’s back and they both nearly toppled over. Teddy was sweaty and rank from mowing the lawn; the smell filled the narrow hallway.

Caleb had stayed behind.

“Is something there?” Teddy asked.

“Yes. Bridget.”

“I don’t see her,” Teddy said. He had the channelstone tucked in his pocket. Lila had been right—he hadn’t hesitated when she asked him to bring it.

“Try holding it in your hand,” Lila suggested.

“Hello,” Bridget said. “Has the captain mentioned when we’ll arrive? We’re quite delayed.”

“No,” Lila said. She tried not to look at Bridget’s nonexistent feet. “Um … we were just going to open that door behind you. It’s unlocked now.”

“Oh,” said Bridget. She frowned. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“I can see her,” Teddy whispered breathlessly, his fist clenched over the channelstone. Unlike Caleb, he didn’t seem frightened at all. His face was bright with wonder.

“May we get by?” Lila asked, as politely as possible.

Bridget stood directly in their path. The hallway wasn’t wide enough for Lila to pass.

You could always pass through her, Lila thought. But the idea gave her chills.

“I feel a darkness near this door,” Bridget said, ignoring the question. “I won’t let Werner anywhere near it, not after what I witnessed.”

A spiderweb glistened in the corner of the ceiling.

“What did you witness?” Lila asked.

Bridget’s face turned serious. “Frightening things. I do not wish to speak of them.”

Lila bit her bottom lip. She thought of the promise she’d made to Malvo.

“If you tell me, I’ll ask the captain about the delay,” Lila said. A twinge of guilt curled in her belly. Now she’d made two promises to ghosts that she had no way of fulfilling.

Bridget was now a floating head atop a levitating body.

“Well, then.” Bridget paused. “I’ll tell you what I’ve seen, but don’t tell Mr. Doehner.”

“I won’t. I promise.” Now that was a promise she could keep. She didn’t even know who Mr. Doehner was.

Bridget took a deep breath. “This room was quiet until the man with the jeweled fingers came. He entered, then disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived. Soon enough, there was a noise—quiet at first, then louder. It sounded like … hm. Like meat sizzling on a stove. A man came through. I’d never seen him before.”

“What did he look like?”

“Tall and lean, with a gun in a holster. A woman came through with him. She said, Don’t look back, don’t look back, don’t view your reflection or you’ll return from where you came.” Bridget’s arms disappeared. “I did not like this man. I do not care for guns or weapons of any kind. Oh, the damage they do.” The rest of her body disappeared, and then she was gone. Just like that.

“Wait!” Lila cried out, though she knew it wouldn’t do any good.

She had so many questions. What did the woman look like? Why couldn’t they look back? What happened when you saw your reflection—and would it happen to her and Teddy, too?

What did any of this have to do with her grandfather?

Lila and Teddy didn’t speak a word. They stared at the door in front of them. Neither of them moved.

“We have to open it,” Lila said. “We have to check the mirror.”

“I know,” Teddy replied.

I’m afraid, Lila said, but only to herself.

She eyed the doorknob.

“Do you want me to do it?” Teddy asked.

“No.” She had to do it herself. She wasn’t sure why, but it had to be her.

She grabbed the doorknob and waited for something terrible to happen. She waited to hear the screeching tires. She waited to feel broken glass piercing her skin. She waited to see herself dead and bloodied. But it felt like a normal doorknob.

She glanced up at the web in the corner. A small spider dangled there, very still, as if it was watching her.

She opened the door.

The room was the size of a closet, and it was pitch-dark. A string dangled from the ceiling. Lila pulled it, and the space filled with faint, faint light. A mirror hung on the wall directly across from them. It wasn’t a regular mirror—not by any stretch of the imagination. It was huge, almost the same height as Lila, but not quite. The frame was ornate, much fancier than any mirror Lila had ever seen, and she could tell it was heavy just by looking at it. Certainly too heavy for either of them. There were thick, weighty loops and swirls of gold, with a few nicks and flecks that showed its age. Lila’s and Teddy’s reflections startled them at first; they both jumped.

The mirror looked incredibly old, but there was something odd about it, too. Lila couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

“Does it look strange to you?” Lila asked Teddy’s reflection.

“I don’t know,” Teddy replied. “I’ve never seen it.”

Lila took the tiniest step forward and studied it closer. More details came into focus. The top of the mirror was decorated with a pair of small baby angels, the kind with round faces and round bellies. The angels held a golden orb between them.

There was just one problem.

The angels were upside down.

The top of the mirror pointed to the bottom.

Bonnie was right.

The angels were wrong.

“It’s upside down,” Lila said.

“Mr. Howler lied,” said Teddy. “He said it was all nonsense, but it wasn’t. The Phantoms were right.”

Lila reached forward and touched one of the angel’s cheeks. “We should try to fix it.” She looked at Teddy. “Right?”

Teddy was still clutching the channelstone. He dropped it in his pocket.

“Right,” he said. “It looks heavy, though, and …” He raised his hands as if to say, Look at how scrawny I am. “ There’s a reason why no one wants me on their team in gym class.”

“No one wants me on their team, either,” Lila said.

They stared at their reflections.

“We should try, at least,” Teddy suggested.

He grabbed one side. Lila took the other. The plan was to lift the mirror from the wall on the count of three. Lila counted off.

“One, two …”

Lila knew something was wrong before she even said “three.” For one thing, her fingers wouldn’t budge. Her first thought was someone had their hands clenched over hers, pushing down—pushing, pushing—but no one else was there except Teddy, and he was on the opposite side, in the same situation.

“I can’t move,” he said. “I can’t move!”

“Me neither,” Lila said. At least she thought she’d said it, but as it turned out, she hadn’t said a word because her mind went blank before she could put the sentence together and she was suddenly back at her house in Phoenix, but it wasn’t exactly her house, more like the idea of her house—the floors were cracked and uneven, there were jagged slices through the roof, and the lights were out. She was half-aware that she was in the portal room, clutching the mirror against her will, and half-aware that she was stepping down a hallway in Arizona, where the bathroom light emitted a soft glow that called to her, whispering, Lila, Lila, Lila. She didn’t want to walk toward the light, but she couldn’t help it, her feet went in that direction, as if the light was pulling each toe forward. Her heart whooshed in her ears. The moment she reached the open door, she knew something truly terrible was inside; she saw it before she actually saw it, because it cast a shadow against the wall—one huge, bulbous shadow surrounded by eight tendrils, bent and broken and contorted—and as soon as she cast her eyes in the room, there it was: a spider, but no, not just a spider, you couldn’t simply call it a spider, because it was so, so massive, with eight eyes—a row of four on top, a row of four on bottom—and every eye was fixed on her, and there were hairs on every leg, and every hair turned in her direction, and it had a mouth, of course it had a mouth, which it opened now, exposing two sharp fangs that glinted in the bathroom light, and that’s when Lila screamed and screamed and screamed until her throat hurt and her hands unclenched and she flew against the wall and the doorknob of the portal room jabbed her in the back and then she was blinking in the darkness at Teddy, who was crawling into the hallway on all fours before he collapsed.

Lila didn’t realize she was on the floor, too, until she stood and bumbled her way toward him. She was so disoriented, she had to steady herself against the wall.

“Teddy,” she said. “Teddy, are you okay?”

She dropped to her knees and touched Teddy’s cheek, which was sweaty and wet.

“My mom,” he half said, half gasped. “I saw my mom …” He pulled himself up, then covered his face with his hands. “I couldn’t help her.”

“It wasn’t real,” Lila said, as much to herself as to Teddy. “It wasn’t real.” Her heart was still racing. “They feed on fear, remember? We can’t be afraid. We can’t be afraid.”

It must be Grimsbane, she thought. He was using their worst fears against them. Not just in dreams or images, but through the portal, too.

“He’s doing everything he can to gain power,” Lila said. “We can’t let him.”

Teddy didn’t ask who “he” was.

Instead, he asked, “How are we going to fix it?”

Lila opened her mouth to answer, only to discover she had no idea what to say.
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After they stumbled into the daylight, still half-dazed, Teddy rushed home with barely a word, eager to see his mother and hug her and make sure she was okay. Lila shook herself off and wandered into the kitchen, planning to gulp down a huge glass of water, then climb into bed and hide under the covers. But after she drank the water, she saw her father in the sitting room, staring at the wall.

“Dad?” she said. Images of the spider faded. Her heart quieted.

Dad turned and smiled warily. “Hey, Lila-Bear.”

Lila sat next to him and realized he wasn’t staring at the wall after all. He was looking at the picture of his mother.

“I was just thinking of my mom,” Dad said, his voice tired. “I realized something today—I’m an orphan now.”

Orphan made Lila think of old, dusty books and children who wandered the world alone. She’d never thought of an adult as an orphan. The thought made her uncomfortable.

“It makes me feel better knowing that they’re back together now,” Dad said. “That’s all Dad ever really wanted.”

Lila’s heart sank. “I thought you didn’t believe in the afterlife.”

“I guess I don’t. But I want to. There’s comfort in it.”

Lila was overcome with the urge to cry. She felt it in her toes, her fingertips, her throat, the backs of her eyes. But she didn’t want to cry right now with her father. She didn’t want him to comfort her, not when he needed comforting.

“What was she like?” Lila asked.

Dad’s face softened, like he was escaping into a pleasant memory.

“She had a big, loud laugh. You could hear it from one corner to the next. She laughed a lot,” he said. “Then again, she also yelled a lot. And talked a lot. And had a lot of ideas.” He paused. “She was a lot, in general, but in all the best ways. Even when she was yelling.”

“Did she have to ‘dial it down a notch’ sometimes?” Lila asked.

“Ha! Yes, I guess you could say that,” Dad said. He put his arm around Lila and pulled her closer. “You and she have a lot in common. You would’ve gotten along, I think.”

“I wish I could have met her.”

“Me too,” Dad said. “She left a big absence when she died. Everything was so much quieter. So much sadder.” He took a deep breath. “That’s why I like to think of them back together now. I can just imagine them side by side. Laughing.”

Lila put her head on her father’s shoulder.

She wished she could imagine it, too, but all she saw was her grandfather’s face when he sat on her bed. I don’t want to be here, he’d said.



Caleb stayed in Lila’s room again that night, tucked inside a sleeping bag on the floor, propped up on pillows while he played Go Soldier One. He didn’t ask, just took his place there. Lila watched him from the bed, feeling more and more guilty with each passing minute until she finally tossed a pillow at his head to get his attention.

He pulled down his headphones and glared at her.

“I’m sorry I was rude to you earlier,” she said.

His look of irritation melted away. “It’s okay.”

“What’s happening on your game, anyway?”

“I just got through the burning warehouse,” Caleb said, as if Lila had any clue what he was talking about. “It took me forever.” He paused. “Did you and Teddy go to the portal room?”

Lila nodded. Her mouth formed a tight, straight line.

“Were you able to fix it?” he asked.

“No,” Lila said. She cleared her throat. She didn’t want her brother to know what happened, so she said the first thing that came to mind. “The mirror was too heavy.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”

Caleb stared at his computer screen. “I want to go back home.”

“Me too,” Lila said. Though—oddly enough—she wasn’t sure that was true. What did she have to go back to? At least here she had Teddy. And a mission. And a purpose. Even if the mission and purpose were terrifying and gave her nightmares and turned her stomach into knots.

She studied her brother’s profile. He was scared. She needed to keep him safe. Best not to tell him everything that had happened in the portal room. Best to keep him calm. Besides, his fears would only feed Grimsbane.

Lila’s eyes shifted to an unfamiliar stuffed animal that was propped next to him near the wall. Lila hadn’t noticed it until now. Looked like a bunny.

“What’s that?” she said.

Caleb picked it up by one of its ears. The bunny was old and deeply worn. One eye was missing. Threads curled out of its stitching. There were initials on one of its feet, but Lila couldn’t tell what they were.

“I found it when I was setting up my sleeping bag. It was stuck behind your bed frame,” Caleb said. “It’s all dirty and gross.” He threw it at her.

It smelled like dust and age, as if it’d been under the bed for decades and decades, which it probably had. The initials said SER. There was something vaguely familiar about it, but she couldn’t quite figure out what.

“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you at first,” Caleb said.

Lila sneezed and set the bunny aside. “I know I have an overactive imagination and I’m a ‘drama queen’ or whatever.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean people shouldn’t listen to you when you try to tell them something. Besides, I like that you’re a drama queen.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Remember when you thought the neighbor down the street had a secret camera in his eyeglasses? Or the time you were convinced that Mom was part of a revolutionary underground?”

Lila laughed. Both of those things sounded so stupid, especially when spoken out loud like that, but she couldn’t help it if her mind ran away with her sometimes.

“I truly believed it, though!” she said. “It seemed possible, anyway.”

“Everything’s possible in your world.” Caleb put his headphones back on. “That’s the best part.”
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The next day, after a sleepless night, Lila met Teddy at Castle Hill Library and followed him to the second floor. It was clear that Teddy hadn’t slept. His eyes were bloodshot, his movements sluggish.

“Are you okay?” Lila asked as they sat at a table near the window. A few patrons milled around, pulling books from shelves, wandering from aisle to aisle. The library was in an old, historic building, with exposed brick walls and high ceilings. It smelled like dusty books. There was an enormous cabinet with little filing drawers that once housed the library’s card catalog, but the drawers were all empty now. Instead of the ancient card catalog, a bank of computers sat in a row atop a long table in the center of the room.

Teddy and Lila had texted sporadically throughout the night, trying to figure out what they should do next. Should they confront Mr. Howler? Ask Miss Medina for help? Talk to their parents? Try to have a séance and conjure Grandpa Clem?

In the end, Teddy suggested they visit the library; maybe if they did some research, they’d get some answers.

“I guess I’m okay,” Teddy said. The tone of his voice wasn’t very convincing. “You?”

In truth, Lila hadn’t been able to get the image of the spider out of her head. But she felt better now, in the light of day, with Teddy nearby.

“I’m all right,” she said. “I just keep reliving everything. Huge spiders. Ghosts with whips and snakes. Grimsbane and his gun. Grandpa and—”

“Wait,” Teddy held up his hand. “Did you say ghosts with whips and snakes?”

“Yeah. The ghosts on my lawn. Two of them had whips and one of them had a snake. It was wrapped around her neck.”

Teddy stared off into the corner, like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

“What did the others look like?” he asked.

“One of them had big muscles. He kept cracking his knuckles. There was a woman wearing a corset and frilly shorts.”

“And you mentioned before that they kept saying ‘step right up.’ ”

“Yep.”

Teddy shot out of his chair. “Follow me,” he said.

Teddy sat at one of the computers and logged into his library account while Lila watched over his shoulder. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to the library back home. She could just imagine what Lexi and Ava would say if she suggested spending the afternoon at the library. What are we going to do? Like, read?

Teddy clicked on the library’s newspaper archives and typed castle hill circus fire into the search engine. A series of articles immediately populated the screen. Teddy clicked on one of them.


PERFORMERS KILLED IN CIRCUS FIRE

By Anne Coddington

CASTLE HILL, OHIO—Several performers of the Daniel Redpenny Circus were killed in a fire last night that engulfed the main circus tent in a blaze that could be seen miles away. The boisterous and controversial showman Daniel Redpenny was among those who died, though authorities say he was killed by a single gunshot wound before the fire started. It is believed that he was killed by Grail Grimsbane, also known as “Pistol Grim,” a sharpshooter in the circus, before being set aflame. Redpenny and Grimsbane were known to have a difficult relationship. Pistol Grim performed in the circus along with his flame-throwing sister, known as the Fire Maiden.

According to authorities, the fire was intentional. At least eight bodies were recovered, but they were all burned beyond recognition.



“I’ve already read all these articles,” he said.

“What are you looking for, then?”

“Pictures,” he said. “Not of the fire, though. Of the performers.”

“Try typing in the name of the circus and then click ‘Images.’ ”

Teddy typed redpenny circus into the newspaper search engine. Then clicked Images.

Old promotional posters popped up. Not photos, exactly. Advertisements. Teddy opened one of them. REDPENNY CIRCUS! THE MOST AMAZING SHOW ON EARTH!

Lila stepped back.

They were all there. The muscled man (MR. WRENCH—THE STRONGEST MAN IN THE WORLD!). The woman with the frilly shorts (CONTORTIONIST ADELINA ALBESCU—YOU WON’T BELIEVE YOUR EYES!). The man with the whip—WILLIAM WHIP, LION TAMER!—and the woman—WINNIE WHIP, HORSEWOMAN OF THE WEST! The snake woman was SELENA, SNAKE SEDUCTRESS! and Malvo was featured, too, holding a wand in the air and standing behind a smiling woman who’d been sawed in half. He was MALVO, MAGICIAN MAGNIFIQUE.

I can slice you in two.

It would be very simple.

I just need to find my saw.

But there were two photos in the corner that made Lila’s breath catch in her throat. Teddy must have seen them at the same time, because he turned and looked at her as if to say, Are you seeing what I’m seeing?

There was Grail Grimsbane—SHARPSHOOTER PISTOL GRIM!—and next to him, his sister, holding a flame above her open mouth as THE ASTONISHING FIRE MAIDEN!

It was Miss Medina.
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“But how …” Lila said.

There were so many ways to finish the sentence. But how can that be, when she was so alive in the park, and everyone saw her? But how could Miss Medina still be living after all these years? But how is it possible that she hasn’t aged at all?

“Exactly,” Teddy said, as if he could read her thoughts. He leaned back in his chair, thinking. “How is Miss Medina—or the Fire Maiden or whatever—able to appear in front of everyone if she’s dead? And why are Pistol Grim’s victims haunting the town? Is he forcing them to create all these nightmares? The more fear around, the more powerful he becomes? But what’s his end goal?” He paused. “None of this makes any sense.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time,” Lila said. “If Grimsbane is trying to grow more powerful by spreading fear, that’s probably why he reversed the mirror. Evil ghosts can come through when the portal is inverted, right?”

“According to the Phantoms, yes,” Teddy said. His phone buzzed in his pocket.

“That must be why he killed Grandpa, then! He needed him out of the way so he could have control of the portal. That has to be it!”

But what did Miss Medina have to do with any of it?

Lila’s mind turned and turned, trying to work it all out. One thing was certain: Miss Medina wasn’t who she claimed. She probably wasn’t even human. Put those two things together—along with the fact that she was Grimsbane’s sister—and nothing good could come of it. “Teddy, I don’t think Miss Medina—”

She stopped when she saw Teddy’s face. He was staring at his phone. He looked pale. Almost like he wanted to throw up.

“What’s going on?” Lila asked. She thought of Teddy’s mother. “What’s wrong?”

Teddy lowered the phone. “Mr. Santiago.”

“Mr. Santiago?” That’s not what she’d expected Teddy to say. “What about him?”

“He died last night,” Teddy said.

“What? How?”

“The police think …” Teddy took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts. “The police think he climbed on the roof of his house and fell off.”

Lila’s arms erupted in goose bumps. She didn’t want to picture it, but she did, anyway—him on the roof, falling, falling.

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “Why would he be on his roof ? He was afraid of heights.”

“A neighbor saw him just before he fell. She said he looked like he was asleep. Sleepwalking, probably.” Teddy’s voice sounded far away. Lila couldn’t tell if it was because he was speaking softly, or because her mind had drifted away from her body, haunted by the image of Mr. Santiago teetering at the edge of his roof.

“Sleepwalking,” Lila repeated.

She thought of her parents. She imagined her mother, wandering into the street in the middle of the night, eyes glazed over. She imagined her father, sleepwalking into the kitchen, studying the knives. She thought of Caleb, falling down the stairs. She thought of all their nightmares.

It didn’t matter that ghosts couldn’t affect the physical world. They could still cause harm in the mental and emotional world. In some ways, that was just as bad.

And there was no telling who’d be next.

“Some of the neighbors are gathering in the park for a memorial this evening,” Teddy said. “Do you want to go?”

Lila thought of the conversation she’d had with Mr. Santiago—how he’d joked about her face being on a billboard, how he’d told her never to grow up. She thought of little Meatball sitting at his feet.

“Definitely,” she said.



At the memorial, Lila recognized some people from Grandpa Clem’s funeral—Maria, the woman with the bangles who practiced Reiki; Mr. Bell, the broad-shouldered man who worked on hot rods in his garage; and Miss Robertson, the woman with the dead niece who’d brought cookies to the house. They all gathered in the gazebo along with a handful of other neighbors, whose names Lila had forgotten. Teddy’s mother was there, and Lila’s parents, though her mother spent most of the time standing apart from the crowd because she was terrified of Meatball, who Teddy had on a leash. At some point between the library and this twilight memorial, Teddy had taken custody of Meatball and was in the process of convincing his mother that they had to keep him.

Lila couldn’t help but notice that Mr. Howler was absent.

Maria led the memorial. She had lived right next door to Mr. Santiago. Lila soon learned that she was the one who’d found him. Her eyes were red and puffy. Lila was certain it was because she’d been crying, but she also wondered if it was from lack of sleep. Everyone in the gazebo looked tired.

How many of them were having nightmares?

How many of them were facing their greatest fears every time they rested their heads?

How many of them would be next?

“Henry Santiago was a good man,” Maria was saying. She brushed a tear from her cheek. Her bracelets jangled. “He looked out for his neighbors. One winter I had a broken ankle, and he shoveled my driveway every time it snowed so I wouldn’t have to worry. He said hello every morning and asked how I was doing. He helped me get my business off the ground. He didn’t have to do any of those things, but he did. Because he was a good man.”

Everyone was standing except for Meatball, who lay on the ground and rested his head on his paws. Lila wondered if Meatball was waiting for Mr. Santiago to come back. The thought made her eyes water.

She swallowed a lump in her throat and looked at her feet.

You are a rock, she thought.

The group went around and shared memories of Mr. Santiago. All of them were about how helpful he was, how he did things without being asked. He seemed to have an innate ability to know what people needed.

“When I was in elementary school, I was really bad at spelling,” Teddy said. His voice was sad and quiet. “He quizzed me on my spelling words for a whole week. Sometimes, I’d see him walking Meatball and he’d yell out a word across the street and ask me to spell it. I still remember one of them—intrepid.”

Intrepid.

Intrepid.

Intrepid.

“Intrepid,” Lila whispered to herself.

Caleb leaned over. “What does ‘intrepid’ mean?” he whispered.

The neighbors in the circle kept speaking, but Lila could barely concentrate on what anyone said. They all looked tired. So tired.

“It means fearless,” Lila whispered back.

She thought of the images she’d seen at the portal, but her mind quickly drifted to other images, too. Like Mr. Santiago on the roof of his house.

When the memorial ended, the group slowly stepped out of the gazebo and walked toward their respective houses. No one said a word. They moved like they were under a spell. Caleb walked between his parents as Lila fell in step with Teddy. Teddy’s mother was several strides ahead, not wanting to stop every time Meatball wanted to sniff something, which was every five seconds.

“We have to do something,” Lila said, careful to keep her voice low. “We have to send Grimsbane back before he kills anyone else with these nightmares. This must be one of the ways he’s gaining power. He’s only going to grow more dangerous.”

“The Phantoms say the only way for evil ghosts to go back from where they came is to return to the portal,” Teddy said. “Why would anyone do that when they can stay here?”

That’s what Bridget had said, too, wasn’t it?

Don’t look back, don’t look back, don’t view your reflection or you’ll return from where you came.

But how would they convince Grimsbane to go to the portal room? And what about Miss Medina? Was she a ghost, an immortal human, or what?

Lila rubbed her temples the way her mother did when she was on deadline and the words wouldn’t come.

“They also said that more evil can come through as long as the portal’s inverted,” Teddy continued. He sighed and watched Meatball root through the grass. “Poor Mr. Santiago.”

Once Meatball lost interest and started walking again, Lila and Teddy followed suit.

“We have to try again,” Lila said. She glanced over at her parents and Caleb, who were on the other side of the street.

“Try what again?”

“To turn the mirror. Before more of them come through. And then we can figure out what to do about Grimsbane and Miss Medina. But we can’t let any more of them in. The nightmares are getting worse and there’s no telling who’ll be the next victim.”

Teddy shook his head. “I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to. The things I saw …” He glanced at his mother’s back. “My mom …”

“I know. Believe me, I know,” Lila said. “But we’ll be prepared this time. We know what the mirror is going to do. If we have our heads on straight, we can get through it. We’ll be intrepid.”

But Teddy was still shaking his head. “I don’t want to.”

“I know you’re scared. I am, too. But we have to, Teddy. What if our parents are next? Or Caleb? Or us?”

Meatball stopped again. Teddy did, too.

“Intrepid, huh?” Teddy said.

Lila nodded. “Yep. Intrepid.”

Teddy sighed. “I knew I should have never learned those spelling words.”
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“I want to go with you and Teddy to fix the portal,” Caleb said, back at the inn.

Lila was in the downstairs bathroom, pulling her hair into a ponytail and giving herself a silent pep talk in the mirror—you can do this, you can do this—as Caleb leaned against the doorframe. Lila was supposed to meet Teddy outside the door to the fourth-floor staircase in five minutes. This was not the time for her brother to get a dose of courage.

“We’ll be okay,” Lila said. “You can stay here.”

“I know I can stay here, but I don’t want to. Not after what happened to Mr. Santiago,” Caleb said. “I want to help.”

Lila couldn’t bear the thought of Caleb touching the mirror. Who knew what kind of images he would see? He was already camping out on her floor, too terrified to sleep in his room alone.

“You can help by staying here. Keep an eye on Mom and Dad.” She turned off the light in the bathroom and stepped into the hall. Their parents were in the sitting room, talking in hushed tones over a stack of papers. Lila lowered her voice. “You can be a spy. Figure out what those papers are. Make sure they don’t hand everything over to Mr. Howler while we’re gone.”

Caleb rolled his eyes and followed her through the kitchen. “That’s just busywork. You don’t want me to go because you think I can’t handle it.”

“No, that’s not it,” Lila said. “I just don’t want you anywhere near the mirror.”

Caleb stepped in front of her, blocking the door.

“Why?” he asked, crossing his arms.

“Because it’s dangerous, that’s why.” She motioned him out of the way, but he didn’t move.

“So? I’m not scared anymore. I want to help.”

“Trust me on this, okay? Let Teddy and me handle it.”

Caleb narrowed his eyes. “I might be your younger brother, but I’m not a baby.”

“I know, I know.”

“If the mirror is so dangerous, why are you going back? What if something bad happens?”

“I already know what to expect. I’m prepared.”

“So, all you have to do is tell me what to expect, and I’ll be prepared, too.”

Lila sighed. “I don’t have time to get into it. Besides, you don’t want to know. Trust me. How many times do I have to say it?” She glanced toward the sitting room. “Stay here. Stay close to Mom and Dad. Keep an eye on them. Make sure they’re okay. That’s just as important as what Teddy and I are doing.”

Caleb rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he said, stepping aside.

Lila opened the back door. “If I need help, I’ll call out for you, okay?”

“Whatever.”

It’s for your own good, Lila added silently to herself as she made her way to the backyard, where Teddy was waiting. I promise, Caleb. It’s for your own good.

Lila tightened her ponytail and tried to work out the expression on Teddy’s face. Somewhere between antsy and terrified, maybe.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t want to go,” Teddy said.

The sun was just beginning to set, throwing a grayish cast over everything.

“Seriously? You’re backing out now?”

“I told you I didn’t want to, Lila. I think it’s a bad idea,” Teddy continued. “We should just talk to Mr. Howler and ask him what’s going on.”

“Mr. Howler? The man who lied to us?”

“Maybe he didn’t know about the inverted-mirror thing,” Teddy said, but even he didn’t sound convinced.

“He lied, Teddy,” Lila said.

“Even if we fix the mirror, that doesn’t do anything about the ghosts that are already here. We don’t even know their unfinished business. Maybe if we can find out what they need, we can help them cross over, and—”

“We can’t solve every problem at once. But at least we can solve one of them right now,” said Lila. “What if more bad ghosts have already come through?”

“Maybe we should talk to your dad instead of Mr. Howler. Maybe he can turn the mirror and help us figure out what to do next.”

“No,” Lila said. “It has to be us. We already know what to expect. We’re prepared. We can fight it. I don’t want to put my dad through that. Or anyone else, for that matter. Think about it. You wouldn’t want your mom to go through what we did, would you?”

Teddy’s shoulders slumped. “No.”

“It has to be us,” Lila repeated. She stuck her hand out. “Trionic?”

Teddy hesitated, but finally shook her hand. “Trionic.”

Lila took a deep breath in, deep breath out, then turned and faced the door.

Normally, she would count five Mississippis to give her pulse time to slow down, but she didn’t want to waste a single moment. Not with Teddy on the verge of changing his mind. To make matters worse, distant thunder rumbled overhead, as if on cue.

She went up one step. Two. She felt Teddy’s breath on her neck. Another step. Another. Was it her imagination or was it getting darker and darker? Up another step. And another. The stairs creaked and moaned. She imagined herself as a brave, brave warrior, completely unafraid. She reminded herself that fear was what fed them. I’m not scared. I’m not scared. But then she thought of Grimsbane’s face in the hallway, his reaching hands when he tried to choke her; she thought of Mr. Santiago walking his little dog, Meatball; she thought of her parents and their tired eyes. She thought of herself covered in blood and Teddy’s mother being pecked by crows. She felt the fear growing in the pit of her stomach, sprouting and growing, and tried to tamp it down. I’m not scared. I’m not scared.

“Remember,” she whispered, still going up, up, up. Creak, creak, creak. “Fear gives them power.”

“They’re going to be really powerful by the time I get to the top,” Teddy said. He tried to laugh, to show that he was joking, but of course he wasn’t, not really, so his voice just sounded shaky and frightened, which was exactly how Lila felt.

Finally, they reached the landing. The portal door. The mirror.

They stood side by side, neither of them saying a word, neither of them moving. Lila’s heart banged in her chest. She breathed in, breathed out.

“We know what to expect,” she said. “We’ll be prepared this time. We won’t be afraid. We’ll be intrepid.” She wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince Teddy, herself, or both. “All we have to do is grab hold of it, fight through all the images, and turn it. Don’t let the visions get in your head. Repeat the same words again and again—turn the mirror, turn, turn, turn, turn, turn.”

Teddy nodded. “Turn, turn, turn,” he repeated. “Turn, turn, turn.”

“On the count of three, we’ll step forward and grab it. Are you ready?”

Teddy didn’t say anything at first. Then: “Ready.”

Lila counted to three and they both stepped forward and took hold of the mirror. Just as before, she felt pressure on every finger. Turn the mirror. Turn, turn, turn. Together, they pulled it loose. She saw a thick wire string tacked across the back. She saw a screw jutting out from the wall. All they had to do was turn the mirror and the portal would be corrected. So far, it was working. She moved her hands along the edge of the mirror and so did Teddy and the mirror was turning. No scary images. No terrifying scenes. It was working, it was working. They were prepared this time; they were ready. She was right. Turn, turn. She was right, she was—

(You’re so immature)

(You’re so childish)

Wait, where were those voices coming from?—

(SO annoying)

(Like, we can’t stand being around you)

She blinked. Looked around. She was in the hallway at school. Why was she at school? School hadn’t started yet, had it? But here she was. She recognized everything. The floor. The walls. The classrooms. Even the smell. And the people—they were everywhere. Classmates, teachers, Lexi, Ava.

But what was she doing here? Wasn’t she supposed to be someplace else?

Lila blinked. Rubbed her temples. Think, Lila. You were doing something. You were doing something.

Lexi and Ava faced her. The crowd surrounded them. All eyes on Lila.

“You’re so immature,” Lexi said.

“So childish,” Ava said.

“Like, we can’t stand being around you.” Lila wasn’t sure which one of them said that, because she heard another voice, too, distant and vaguely familiar. A boy. He was saying, “Turn, turn.” What did that mean? Turn, turn?

Lexi and Ava took a step forward. Lila took a step back.

“No one likes you,” Ava said. “That’s why you have no friends.”

Lila shook her head. “That’s not true. That’s not true.”

“Where are your friends, then?” Lexi said.

“Yes, Lila. Where are your friends?” Ava asked. She opened her hands toward the crowd. “Would anyone like to step forward and admit to being Lila’s friend?”

The crowd shook their head. Every single person. Even the teachers. No, no, we’re not Lila’s friend.

“See?” said Lexi. “You don’t have anyone. You really are like a rock!” She threw her head back and laughed. The laugh sounded unnatural, evil. It didn’t sound like Ava at all.

The crowd laughed with her.

It’s not true, Lila thought. I have a friend. His name is …

Wait—what was his name?

In the distance, there was that voice again, saying, “Turn! Turn!”

(You’re such a drama queen)

(Always exaggerate everything)

(“Near-death” experience—ha! Whatever)

No, it’s true, Lila thought. Something happened. Something really strange. We almost got in a car accident. Then I started seeing things. I did. And no one believed me. No one except Teddy.

Teddy! Yes, that’s my friend’s name—Teddy!

Lila said it aloud: “Teddy! Teddy!”

Lexi and Ava exchanged confused glances, then laughed.

“Teddy!” Lila said again.

She remembered now: She was with Teddy. She was in the portal room. She was turning the mirror. She wasn’t at school. Lexi and Ava weren’t there. It wasn’t real. She was at the inn in Castle Hill, Ohio. She was with Teddy. She was turning the mirror.

Turn, turn.

And she did. She turned it. She turned it.

There was another flash, and she wasn’t in the portal room and she wasn’t in school and she wasn’t in Phoenix and instead she was bleeding on the hood of her parents’ car and she heard her mother screaming her name—Lila! Lila! Lila!—and she blinked and then it wasn’t her on the hood anymore, it was Caleb, and his eyes were still and unmoving, and she was the one screaming now—Caleb! Caleb! Caleb!—but no, no, it isn’t real, it isn’t real, you’re in the portal room, you’re turning the mirror, this isn’t real, this isn’t real.

Turn, turn, turn, turn.

Turn, turn, turn, turn.

Lila turned. She did. She turned. She saw flashes of light. She saw herself in a coffin with her family all around. She saw herself sitting alone at lunch while everyone pointed and laughed. She saw Caleb on the hood of the car.

She turned.

She turned.

She turned.

And then—nothing but black.
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Lila slowly opened her eyes. Her head pounded. She was on the floor. Teddy’s face hovered over her.

“Lila?” he said. “Can you hear me?”

Every part of her body ached. She pushed herself halfway up and groaned.

“We did it,” Teddy whispered. Why was he whispering? “We fixed the mirror. But I think someone’s coming.”

Someone’s coming?

Yes, she heard it now—footsteps. Tentative footsteps coming up the stairs. But it wasn’t just one person. It was two. Her parents, maybe?

Teddy took her by the elbow and helped her up.

“My head hurts,” Lila said.

“You hit it pretty hard.”

The footsteps grew closer and closer.

Teddy and Lila stood still and stared at the gaping darkness of the staircase, waiting to see who would emerge. At last, someone did: Caleb.

Lila relaxed.

“Lila?” Caleb said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Lila mumbled. “Is Dad with you or—”

No.

It wasn’t Dad. Or Mom.

It was Miss Medina.

“You said you’d call out if you needed me and I heard noise, so I came outside,” Caleb said. “Miss Medina was in the backyard. She heard it, too.”

Lila swallowed. Her throat was so, so dry.

“Caleb,” Lila said. “Come stand over here, by me.”

The fourth floor didn’t have much space, but Lila wanted to put as many steps as possible between her brother and Miss Medina because it was clear that despite the fact that she appeared three-dimensional, despite the fact that she could pluck dandelions and have conversations with the living, despite the fact that she could walk into gazebos, Miss Medina was not human.

Not anymore.

Caleb glanced back at Miss Medina. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“Just come over here and stand with us.”

Caleb did as he was told. He crossed the short hallway and stood next to his sister. Lila stepped in front of Teddy and Caleb and guarded them with her arms, like she was trying to stop them from walking into traffic.

“There was no reason to correct the portal,” Miss Medina said. She moved from the top of the staircase to the portal door in less than a second. Gone one moment, rematerialized the next, like a flash of light moving across the room. Caleb gasped. “My brother and I are already here. The portal served its purpose.”

Lila inhaled. Slow your breath. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid.

“No more bad spirits can come in now that we fixed it,” Lila said. “That’s something.”

Miss Medina smiled. Lila knew that smile. It was the smile adults gave children when they thought they were being silly, or naive. It was the smile they gave when they didn’t take someone seriously.

Lila wished she had a scrub brush. She would scrub that smile right off Miss Medina’s face.

But then, Miss Medina wasn’t even her real name, was it? She was the Fire Maiden.

So where did “Medina” even come from? Just a name she pulled out of the air?

Or was it something more intentional?

“Medina. M-E-D-I-N-A,” Lila said. “Maiden. M-A-I-D-E-N.”

The clue was right there the whole time, waiting for them to unscramble it.

“Lila,” Caleb said. “What’s going on?”

“Miss Medina isn’t human,” Teddy whispered. His voice shuddered. “She’s a ghost.”

“But,” Caleb said. He stepped back even farther, which wasn’t very far—they were practically against the wall as it was. “How?”

Miss Medina’s smile faded as a sound registered in the distance. At first Lila thought it was another clap of thunder, but it quickened, and she realized it was someone coming up the stairs. She wasn’t sure if she wanted it to be one of her parents or not, but it didn’t matter. It was Blight Howler.

“What’s going on here?” he said, taking stock of the scene. He didn’t seem surprised at all to see the Fire Maiden standing there. Almost as if he expected her. He didn’t seem surprised, either, when she suddenly rose in the air, her toes brushing against the floor before they were off the ground.

She was levitating.

Caleb gripped Lila’s arm.

The Fire Maiden glared down at each of them before focusing on Howler. She opened her hands and spread her fingers wide. One by one, flames appeared at her fingertips. One, two, three, four, five on her right hand. Then five on the other.

Howler’s eyes widened. The flames reflected in his pupils.

“Don’t hurt me,” he said. “I came up here to help you. I did everything you told me to do. I took care of the problem. I got access to the portal. I let your brother out.”

Took care of the problem?

The Fire Maiden didn’t seem moved by his argument. She drifted closer to him. He waved his hands in the air, as if to say no, no, no, then turned to rush back down the staircase, but the Maiden disappeared, then reappeared in his path, all in the space of a second. He tried to go around her, but it was no use. She raised her flaming hands toward him and forced him back up the landing.

“You killed my grandfather,” Lila said as he stumbled backward up the steps. All the pieces had clicked into place. Her grandfather was “the problem.” He wouldn’t let Howler control the portal. So Howler “took care of him.” “You wore a mantlestone so none of the ghosts would see you. You’re the invisible person who put poison in Grandpa’s tea.”

The accusation hung in the air. Howler didn’t say a word at first. He simply glared. But then he burst in a flurry of defense.

“She promised me immortality! No one in their right mind would refuse such a thing!” Howler said. “But your grandfather—he was never in his right mind.”

Now it was Lila who narrowed her eyes.

Howler turned his attention back to the Maiden. “It’s not my fault these kids figured it out!” He wagged a frantic finger at Lila. “She’s a high channel! She’s trying to send your brother back! She’s the dangerous one!”

Once again, the Maiden was unmoved. She grabbed Howler by the throat, picked him up, and carried him across the landing. He kicked his feet like a child and frantically scratched at her hands, but it didn’t faze her in the least. The smell of burning flesh filled the short hallway.

Lila, Teddy, and Caleb pushed themselves farther into the corner.

“Do you know what happens when a mortal is thrown into an active portal by an unredeemed spirit?” the Fire Maiden said. Her voice sounded different now. Unworldly, scarred, and fiery. “It slices the skin when you pass through, like shards of glass stabbing every part of your body. Then you open your eyes into a vast expanse of nothing, where you float, alone, for the rest of eternity.”

Howler kicked and clawed, kicked and clawed, but it was no use—the Fire Maiden approached the mirror and threw him toward it without a second thought, and before Lila’s brain could process what was happening, there was a flash of blinding light, a scream of horror and pain, and Howler was gone.

Lila adjusted her eyes. The mirror looked just as it had before, but a strange static crackled from it, and there was an odd sound coming from behind Lila, too, but she soon realized it was her brother, crying. At some point in the passing seconds, Grimsbane had appeared. He stood in the stairway, looking up at them, his gun in his holster, his eyes wide and dark. Lila would have pushed them farther into the corner if she could have, but there was nowhere to go. No escape.

The Fire Maiden raised a flaming finger toward Lila. Lila felt the heat and could still smell the burn of Howler’s skin. “You’re next,” the Maiden said.

Lila couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Caleb wrapped his arms around his sister’s waist. Teddy did, too.

Howler’s scream of pain still rang in Lila’s ears.

The Maiden came toward her, but Grimsbane stepped forward.

“Sister, no!” he said.

The Maiden moved back. She hadn’t noticed him there.

“You can’t,” he said. “They’re only children.”

“Children die all the time.”

“Lila,” Caleb whimpered. He buried his face in her shoulder. “I’m scared.”

Lila hadn’t realized it until now, but she was still in defensive position—arms out, protecting them—and even though she was scared, too (terrified, actually), her eyes were squarely on the Maiden, waiting for her next move.

“Think about what you’re doing,” Grimsbane said. “How many innocent people have to die before your need for vengeance is satisfied? How long are you going to torture people with visions?”

“I never got the respect I deserve,” the Fire Maiden said. “I should’ve been the star. I was the star. No one realized it then. But they will now.”

Step right up.

Step right up.

Step right up.

Where was that echo coming from?

Grimsbane and the Maiden must have had the same question, because their eyes traveled toward the sound, the repeated sound of step right up, step right up. But Lila already knew what it was. She’d heard it all before.

The others were coming.
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Mr. Wrench appeared first.

His wide shoulders brushed the walls as he ascended the staircase. When he rounded the landing, he barely glanced at Lila before leveling his gaze at Grimsbane and the Fire Maiden.

Lila held her breath. She didn’t stand a chance at this point—there was no way they could escape so many powerful ghosts. These were the victims of the Redpenny Circus fire, the spirits of the performers who were trapped because they didn’t know who had killed them—didn’t even know they were dead. Spirits who kept trying to put on a show for an audience that would never arrive. Step right up. Step right up.

There was no time to escape.

Lila imagined what it would feel like when she went through the portal. The slice against her skin. Shards of glass stabbing every part of her body. Floating in a vast expanse of nothing for the rest of eternity. Would she be with Caleb and Teddy, or would they go somewhere else when they went through? How did the afterlife work when you weren’t dead? Would Howler be there, coming after them, until the end of time?

“Spitfire,” Mr. Wrench said. He smiled, as if he was being reunited with old friends. “Pistol Grim.”

The flames on the Maiden’s fingertips went out. She lowered herself to the ground and stood on two feet.

“We were wondering where you went,” Mr. Wrench said. He nodded toward the others, indicating who “we” was. “We’ve been confused. We lost track of time. And now that we found you, we can get started. Have you seen Redpenny? Everyone’s scattered about, it seems. Everything’s changed somehow. We can’t find the venue. We’ve been quite lost.”

Grimsbane frowned. Lila wasn’t sure what she expected, but she didn’t expect him to look sad or sorrowful. But somehow, he did.

Selena stepped forward, her pet snake wrapped around her neck like a scarf.

“I know something’s wrong, Spitfire,” she said, kissing her snake on the head. “I believe we’re—”

“Shh, shh,” Mr. Wrench snapped. “Stop saying that. It’s not true.”

“I agree with Wrench,” said William Whip, the lion tamer, from his place on the top step. Lila remembered how menacing he’d looked on her front lawn. But he didn’t seem dangerous now. “I’ve never felt more alive!”

His wife, Winnie, stood next to him, her hand resting in the crook of William’s arm. The feather in her hair brushed against his cheek.

“It’s ridiculous to think that all of us would go at the same time, isn’t it?” Winnie said. “Although I’m inclined to agree with Selena that something is wrong. For one thing, I haven’t been able to locate my horse.”

The muscles in Lila’s body were so flexed and frozen, they ached. She inhaled. Relax, relax. Caleb’s face was buried in her neck. Teddy’s breathing was swift and frightened.

“Selena’s right,” Lila said. She hadn’t planned on speaking—at least she didn’t think she had—but the words came out, loud and clear.

They all looked at her.

Malvo elbowed his way up the stairs, past the Whips.

“I know this girl,” he said, shaking an accusing finger at her. “She works with that charlatan. The one who told us we died in a tragic accident.”

The crowd moved toward her.

“I don’t work with Howler,” Lila said. At the sound of his name, his screams came back, itching at the back of her mind. “But he was right. You did die.”

The Maiden’s eyes flashed. Lila saw it. Flames in each pupil. But the Maiden didn’t move, didn’t speak. Not yet. Grimsbane stood next to her with his hat in his hands. He turned the hat over and over nervously.

“That’s preposterous,” Mr. Wrench said. “I couldn’t possibly be dead. Look at me.” He flexed a muscle. He smacked his shoulder. “I’ve got skin and bones!”

The others looked at Lila, waiting for her to say more. But it was Teddy who spoke. He clutched the channelstone in his right hand. Lila could have hugged him at that moment. She wasn’t alone. She wasn’t the only one seeing all this. Teddy had brought the channelstone. Intrepid.

“You were killed,” Teddy said. He pointed at the Grimsbanes. His finger shook. “By them.”

The Maiden, who had been still and silent, lifted off the ground again. Soon, she was a full head over everyone else. The Whips pushed up to the landing and now they all stood together in the hallway, crowded and frightened, with their faces turned to the Fire Maiden as she levitated in front of the portal room.

“The children lie,” she said. It was no longer her voice, no longer Miss Medina. Each word sounded like a growl, as if a jackal lived in her throat. “I’ll burn off their tongues and feed them to the looking glass.”

Caleb buried his face deeper. Lila’s shoulder dampened. He was crying, no doubt, though she couldn’t hear him. Teddy wrapped his arms around her waist again. They both held her tight. A million images swam through her mind—her tongue on the floor, shards of glass slicing her body, floating in oblivion. She thought of her parents, too. If she and Caleb both disappeared, what would they do?

“No!” Grimsbane said. “The children don’t lie!”

Mr. Wrench crossed his arms and took a step toward Grimsbane, a picture of opposites. Mr. Wrench was wide and strong. Grimsbane was lean and frail.

“Tell us the truth, Pistol,” Mr. Wrench said.

Grimsbane glanced at all of them, hesitating. “My sister got in an argument with Redpenny. She thought she deserved more money and top billing, since she brought in such a large audience. When I walked in on them fighting, I didn’t stop to think. I thought I was defending my sister. I pulled out my gun.” He absently touched the gun in his holster, but didn’t remove it. His voice was distant, speaking from the past. “We struggled and … the gun went off. Shot him. Straight through the heart. He dropped dead.” He looked at the floor, as if Daniel Redpenny lay sprawled in front of them. “My sister …”

The Maiden’s eyes blazed at her brother.

“… she told me to burn the body. She told me to burn everything … and everyone. Said we were better off without them, that we could make it on our own.”

“Lies!” the Maiden said. She raised her hands over her head. The flames returned, one by one. Flick, flick, flick, flick, flick. Flick, flick, flick, flick, flick.

“I wanted to warn all of you,” Grimsbane said, speaking more quickly now. “But she stopped me. She said you would turn on us. She said we had to burn everything and save ourselves. But we couldn’t get out …”

Malvo’s face crumpled in anguish. “Why did you do this to us? I had so much more to do. I was going to be the greatest magician in the world.”

Winnie Whip began to cry. The sound pierced through the air. She held on to her husband. He clutched her tight.

“It isn’t fair!” Winnie wailed. “I wasn’t ready!”

“I’m sorry,” Grimsbane said. He sounded sincere. “I’m sorry.”

“How long has it been?” Mr. Wrench asked. “Hours? Days? Weeks?”

Lila swallowed. “More than one hundred and fifty years,” she said.

The Maiden’s head whipped toward her. The hallway was suddenly warm, then hot, though Lila couldn’t see where it was coming from.

“One hundred and …” Mr. Wrench couldn’t finish the sentence.

Winnie wailed again.

Selena leaned her head against her snake and said, “It feels like only yesterday.”

Before anyone else could speak, there was a bright flash of light and for a moment Lila believed the Maiden had thrown her into the mirror, just as she had with Howler. She waited for the glass to pierce her skin, waited for the pain, but no, she was still standing on solid ground. Besides, this light was different—soft, calm, gentle. For the first time since climbing the staircase, Lila was not afraid. A feeling of peace washed over her. Even Caleb stopped whimpering. He lifted his head. Teddy’s arms relaxed around her waist.

The light was so bright, Lila couldn’t see the Maiden’s face anymore, but she saw the silhouettes of all the performers. She saw the outline of Mr. Wrench as he approached the mirror.

“I don’t understand,” Mr. Wrench said. “I don’t understand.”

His voice echoed strangely.

“It’s okay,” Lila said. “Don’t be afraid.”

Mr. Wrench turned toward her.

“It’s okay,” Lila repeated.

He stepped toward the light and disappeared. No screams of pain. No signs of suffering. And that’s when she understood: The light had come for them. They knew the truth of their death and were able to pass over.

Selena was next.

In the wash of light, Winnie had stopped crying. She crossed over, holding William’s hand. Malvo stepped forward, but before going into the portal, he turned to the Grimsbanes and asked one question: “Why?”

Then he was gone, too.
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Lila’s sense of peace disappeared with the light.

The Maiden and Grimsbane were still there. The Maiden was back on solid ground, flames burning from her fingertips. Grimsbane had tossed his hat to the side and stood across from his sister, poised for battle.

“I had to tell the truth,” Grimsbane said. “We’ve been friends to each other our entire lives, little sister. Us against the world. I know that’s why you brought me back. But I had to tell them. They would have learned sooner or later. The children already knew the truth.”

The Maiden shifted her focus to Lila, Teddy, and Caleb. Lila heard a clap of thunder, but wasn’t sure if it was the sky or her heart.

Don’t be afraid.

Don’t be afraid.

Don’t be afraid.

“I will burn off your tongues,” the Maiden said.

“No!” Grimsbane said. He was the same man Lila had encountered in the hallway, the same one who came after her, but his expression was different this time, like he’d had a long-lost realization and was just waking up from a dream. “Don’t hurt them! You’ve done enough!”

The Maiden ignored him. She raised her right hand. The flames gained strength, blew higher, hotter, bigger. The hallway filled with heat.

“I WILL BURN OFF YOUR TONGUES!”

Grimsbane shifted his position, placing himself between his sister and the portal. He looked at Lila. It was a knowing look—one where you’re trying to say something without really saying it.

Lila understood.

Don’t be afraid. Be intrepid. Be intrepid.

“I WILL BURN OFF YOUR TONGUES AND FEED YOU TO THE LOOKING GLASS!”

Teddy’s arms tightened around Lila’s waist. Caleb’s, too.

“You have to let me go,” Lila whispered, as quietly as she could.

“No,” Caleb said. “No, no.”

“I have a plan,” Lila said. “Don’t worry.”

Lila brushed her hands against her jeans. They were drenched with sweat again. Adrenaline coursed through every vein in her body. She felt she’d jump right out of her skin, but she leaned forward, ever so slightly, ready to attack. The heat was brutal, almost stifling.

“Let me go,” she said. “You have to.”

They eased their grip.

“Trust me,” Lila whispered.

They let go.

Grimsbane spread his arms wide, like a bird about to take flight, then flung himself backward, into the mirror. The Maiden’s fire went out and she let out a single cry—a wail of NO!—and in that moment, as the bright, bright light filled the space and the static crackled through the air, Lila lunged forward, palms out, and pushed the Maiden with every ounce of strength in her body. She felt her hands hit the Maiden’s shoulder blades, felt the force as the Maiden went forward, felt the sting of pressure jolt from her wrists to her elbows, and then they were both flying to the light. Lila watched the Maiden go into the portal, heard her scream and scream, but there was so much momentum that Lila went forward, too, and now there was pain as her arms, then shoulders, then face went through. Her skin was being ripped to shreds and she yelled in agony. She blinked, tried to focus her eyes, tried to stay oriented to where she was. All she saw was a vast expanse of blank white space—no ground, no sky. An endless stretch of nothing, nothing, nothing. Like space without the stars or planets or galaxies. In the distance she heard her brother and Teddy, too, yelling “No! No! No!” And there were hands around her ankles and they pulled, pulled, pulled, until she was flung against the wall, splayed on the fourth-floor landing, out of breath, terrified, and alive.
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Lila wasn’t sure what she expected to happen, but she certainly didn’t expect the room to fill with light again. It was the soft, gentle light again. The kind that slowed her heart and made her feel quiet and peaceful. It didn’t crackle or buzz. It made no sound at all.

She heard her brother, far away, in the background. His voice was muffled, like he was standing on the other side of a closed door. Lila? Lila? What’s happening? She heard Teddy, too, asking if she was okay and if she could hear them. Yes, she heard them, but she heard something else, too: the voice of her grandfather.

He flickered into being.

Bonnie did, too.

“Lila,” Grandpa Clem said. He smiled. Peaceful, serene.

“You can pass over now,” Lila said. Her breathing slowed. Her skin had warmed from the Maiden’s flames, but it cooled now. “You can be with Nancy.”

She wanted to hug him, ask him a million questions about his life, rewind the clock so she could have a grandfather for all twelve years of her life, but she couldn’t do any of those things. She would have cried if she hadn’t felt so safe and peaceful.

“Yes,” he said. “I will be with Nancy.”

He looked down at Bonnie, who took his hand.

Only her name wasn’t Bonnie. She’d been saying bunny this whole time.

“You found Sara-Elizabeth’s bunny,” Grandpa Clem said. He smiled.

“Yes,” said Lila. “Caleb found it.”

“Her mother gave it to her,” Grandpa Clem said. “She’s been looking for it ever since the day she …”

He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

Lila knelt in front of Sara-Elizabeth.

“Bunny,” the girl said.

“Yes, I found your bunny,” Lila said. She thought of the stuffed animal sitting on the floor next to her bed. The one with the missing eye and the initials SER. “I promise to take very good care of her.”

The girl let go of Grandpa Clem’s hand and wrapped both arms around Lila’s neck in a tight, loving hug that Lila couldn’t feel. Not physically, anyway.

“Tell my son I love him. Tell him I’m sorry I wasn’t there for him like I should have been,” Grandpa Clem said as Lila stood. “Tell him I came to you in a dream.”

“I will, Grandpa,” Lila said.

Then—because their business was complete—Sara-Elizabeth and Grandpa Clem disappeared into the light.
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Lila had imagined her seventh-grade year a hundred times since the summer began. Once upon a time, she’d imagined walking through the front doors with Lexi and Ava, their hair in matching styles, their shoes all the same color, as they launched the most epic school year of their lives.

She never imagined her parents would inherit an old Victorian inn that housed a portal for the dead. She never imagined that they would choose to stay there after their arrangement with Mr. Howler “mysteriously” fell apart. (The real estate agent thought he’d run away because of tax fraud.) She never imagined that she’d help tortured, lost spirits cross over and find peace: Grandpa, Sara-Elizabeth, the victims of the circus fire. Then there were Bridget, Marlowe, and Mary, the ghost who smelled smoke on Dearborn Street. Lila wasn’t sure how to solve their unfinished business. Some nights, she couldn’t sleep, thinking of them. Teddy said he’d get the Phantoms to help.

She never imagined that her family would find comfort in such a place. But they did. So, here she was, sprawled in the living room with Teddy and Caleb, while Meatball chewed on a squeaky toy shaped like a pork chop. The place was much more like home now. Their furniture had finally come in from their house in Phoenix. No more uncomfortable sofas or straight-backed chairs. Now they had their comfy sectional. And Lila and Caleb had all their bedroom furniture, too. Everything was the same and different all at once.

“Don’t use the bathrooms in B-Hall if you can possibly help it,” Teddy was saying as he scratched Meatball behind the ear. Today he was wearing a Nightmare on Elm Street shirt. “If you have time, you’ll want to use C-Hall. They’re the cleanest.”

“Got it,” Lila and Caleb said in unison.

“When do people start signing up for clubs?” Lila asked. “I definitely want to do drama.”

“Usually, there are sign-ups the first week or so,” Teddy said. “Oh! I just thought of something else—if a guy named Kirk Monaghan is in any of your classes, ignore him. He’s a bully.” He paused. “Trust me, I know.”

“Kirk Monaghan,” Lila repeated. “Got it.”

“Are there any bullies in sixth grade that I should know about?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t know many sixth graders,” Teddy said.

Caleb frowned. “Maybe I’ll just keep a low profile until I adequately explore the world. That’s what I do on my games, first thing. Walk around, see what’s up.”

“You can always find us if you need anything,” Lila said.

“Maybe I’ll try to get a Phantom Hunters group going again, now that I have two additional members,” Teddy said. He raised a hand in the air. “Long live Trionic!”

“Long live Trionic,” Lila and Caleb repeated.

Mom wandered in with a bowl of grapes. Her face was bright, cheerful, and rested. She stepped over Meatball and placed the bowl on the coffee table.

“I think ‘Triad’ sounds better than Trionic, but hey, that’s just my opinion,” she said, before plopping onto the couch and pulling out her phone. When Meatball trotted over, she scratched him behind his ear with one hand and scrolled with the other.

“We can’t change our name now, Mom,” Caleb said. “We’re committed.”

Caleb leaned back to get a look at their father, who was sitting at the kitchen table, working on his laptop.

“Hey, Dad!” Caleb said. “Which sounds better—Trionic or Triad?”

“Trionic!” he called back.

Mom shrugged. “I stand by my statement.”

Lila reached for a grape. She wondered what seventh grade would be like.

She wondered if she’d see any ghosts at school.

She wondered if she’d make any friends.

Even if she didn’t, that was okay. Teddy was enough for now.

She popped the grape in her mouth. Then another and another. Soon, the bowl was empty. She was just about to take it to the kitchen for a refill when a gust of cold air blew across her neck. She whipped around, but no one was there.

At least, she didn’t think anyone was there.

It was hard to tell.

She only looked from the corner of her eye.






[image: acknowledgments]


Allow me to complete some unfinished business by recognizing the people who made this book possible.

An enormous thank-you to my incredible editor, Mallory Kass, for her humor, insight, and general awesomeness; to David Levithan and the entire Scholastic family for their support and enthusiasm; to Mary Kate Garmire, production editor extraordinaire, for keeping this complicated project on track; to Erin Berger, Rachel Feld, and Sydney Neigos for their vision and tireless work; and to Gavin Brown and the game team for making this such a fun and exciting collaboration. Thank you, Jessica White, Joy Simpkins, Priscilla Eakeley, and Hannah Calderazzo, for your eagle-eyed reading of this manuscript and to Alex Eckman-Lawn, Naomi Franquiz, and Stephanie Yang for their amazing artwork and design. And thanks, always, to my agent, Sara Crowe.

Acknowledgments are not complete without recognizing my number one fan and first reader—my husband, Danny. I will love you always, in this life and the next.






[image: about the author]


Erin Entrada Kelly is the New York Times bestselling author of Hello, Universe, which won the 2018 Newbery Medal; The First State of Being, a National Book Award finalist and winner of the 2025 Newbery Medal; and We Dream of Space, a 2021 Newbery Honor Book. She lives in Delaware.





[image: The adventure continues in the last resort book 2 by bestselling newbery honor-winning author jasmine varga]




[image: An illustration of a portrait of a sinking ship - an antique gas lamp - a daily post newspaper with the headline Hindenburg Ablaze - and a old style mirror]





Text copyright © 2025 by Scholastic Inc.

Illustrations by Naomi Franquiz © 2025 Scholastic Inc.

All rights reserved. Published by Scholastic Press, an imprint of Scholastic Inc., Publishers since 1920. SCHOLASTIC, SCHOLASTIC PRESS, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, used to train any artificial intelligence technologies, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher. For information regarding permission, write to Scholastic Inc., Attention: Permissions Department, 557 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

First edition, September 2025

Author photo by Matt Godfrey Photo

Jacket design by Stephanie Yang

e-ISBN 978-1-5461-3245-5


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Game Instructions



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Art



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Acknowledgments



		Copyright



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		iv











OEBPS/images/9781546132455.jpg
TALK TO :
GHOSTS.
CRACK THE
PUZZLES.
SOLVE THE i
MYSTERY! 44y

\ » o
BESTSELLING, NEWBERY MEDAL-WINNING AUTHOR

-ERIN ENTRADA KELLY





OEBPS/images/cn10.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn22.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn23.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn12.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn24.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn11.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn25.jpg





OEBPS/images/Acknowledgments.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn26.jpg





OEBPS/images/About_the_Author.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn27.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn28.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg231.jpg
THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES IN
THE

[AST RESORT

BOOK 2

BY BESTSELLING, NEWBERY
HONOR-WINNING AUTHOR JASMINE WARGA






OEBPS/images/backad1.jpg
DALY & POST ===y

HOENBURG |~






OEBPS/images/cn29.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn3.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn30.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn13.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn14.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn15.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn16.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn17.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn18.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn19.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn2.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn20.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn21.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn8.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn9.jpg





OEBPS/images/contents.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
THE

[AST RESORT

ILLUSTRATED BY NAOMI FRANQUIZ

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/images/TheLastResort-ebookinstructions.jpg
ENTER THE WORLD OF

[AST RESORT

SUMMON THE GHOSTS INSIDE THE BOOK
TO SOLVE THE MYSTERY.

SCAN THE QR CODE TO USE YOUR PHONE
WITH YOUR EREADER:

OR VISIT SCHOLASTIC.COM/LASTRESORTEBOOK
TO DOWNLOAD A PRINTABLE PDF.





OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg59.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg81.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg133.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn31.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn32.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn33.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn34.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn35.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn36.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn4.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn5.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn6.jpg





OEBPS/images/cn7.jpg





