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Chapter 1 — The End 
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The back of my skull split open and my brains spilled onto the stone. Blood filled my mouth, choking me. I tried to breathe, but there was no air, only blood. I'm drowning. The voices slipped away, leaving only the sound of my fading heart beat. Thump... Thump....Thump.... Soon, it was gone, too. 

My feet touched down on the ground. I stood at the very edge of a cliff, peering into the darkness below. I could just make out the shape of a body. My body. With long brown hair. My hair. There I was, broken on the rocks at the bottom of the ravine in a pool of blood. “No. I can't be—”

Dead. I didn't say it out loud. It couldn't be true. I felt alive. I was standing on earth. I still had a body. I could feel cool, damp moss under my toes. I was thinking, talking. Yet deep down, I knew. “So that's it then.” The truth seeped in as the words came out. “I'm dead.”  

He'd planned to kill me all along. He'd done it before. I was next on his list. I should have seen it coming.

“You're running out of time.” A familiar voice came from behind me. I turned and saw his face. Dad. My body filled with fiery joy. “We have either a few minutes together or forever, but you have to decide now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Go back, and you can change the course of all of their lives.”

All of their lives. I looked into the ravine. The killer wrestled with his next victim, my friend, below me. 

The dreams finally made sense. I could no longer pretend to be an ordinary girl. Yes, I was still Jesse Flowers. I was still seventeen. Yes, I was dead, but Salt Creek had given me many gifts. This was my chance to use them. “Dad. What should I do?” 

He answered with one word: Fight.
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Chapter 2 — Funeral


[image: image]


Five weeks before my own death, I stood in the Hollygrove Cemetery about to lower Dad into a tidy rectangle cut into the hot August earth. The police said he died fast. A quick pop over the guardrail and into a light pole and it was all over. Nothing suspicious. It was only dark, late, and raining. 

The priest made a cross in the air in front of us, and the funeral was over. The sea of mourning strangers undulated, chatting and shaking hands. Ladies with wrinkled hands and white hair descended on my brother Jack and I, marveling at how much we'd grown and telling us this tragedy had purpose. Everything happens for a reason, dear, they said. 

Gramps did his best to shield us from them. He put his arm around me and squeezed my shoulder.

“Jess, it's time to head back to the house,” Mom said. Tears had turned her eyes pink. Jack hunched next her. Today was the first time I'd noticed how much he looked like a wiry fifteen-year-old version of Dad. His shoulders had grown wider. His hair was almost black. 

“No. I’m staying with Dad.”  

Mom’s lips pursed, ready to object, but she held back. Arguing at Dad's funeral would be too unseemly. We'd fought nonstop last night, when she told us we were staying. Staying. In Salt Creek, Ohio, population two thousand, if you include the cows. She and Dad had agreed to come home if tragedy ever struck, she'd said.  It did, so this is home now, sweetie. What a joke.   California was home.  Last week, I was surfing in the Pacific and hanging out at the boardwalk. Salt Creek was the place where I'd spent summers when I was little, then every Christmas since first grade. It was special, sure. Gramps was here, but it wasn't home and it never would be. She'd see. But Mom didn't want to hear that, so now I'd lost my Dad and my whole life, too.

“Jess can stay here with him,” Gramps said, determined to keep the peace. “I’ll come back and get her when he's all finished.” 

His eyes shot to a man hovering near a rusty silver pick-up truck. He was the caretaker, the one who pushed the heavy clay dirt over the town’s loved ones after the crowds had gone. 

Mom chose not to fight. She shrugged and shuffled off to the car. The mourners followed. Their departure was marked by the distant clap of car doors, the crunch of tires navigating the narrow gravel path back to the road, until the last car pulled out and the cemetery fell quiet. 

I slumped into one of the folding chairs circling the grave. My insides split open and tears bubbled out of me, endless, as if fed by a spring. The veneer of strength I'd carefully constructed to get me through the funeral crumbled. 

“Dad. I can't live without you.” I shook, my voice choppy like an ice cube crunched in a blender. This was my last chance to be near him. “I love you. I miss you so much.”

I'd pay any price for one last piggyback, like the ones he gave me to the breakfast table when I didn't want to get out of bed in elementary school. I'd give anything to see his face at the finish line cheering me on, like he had at every race I'd ever run. But no. He's dead. It's over. 

Dad was my anchor. Without him, I was unmoored in a churning, desolate sea, powerless against the tide. Sinking. I held my arms tight against my belly, reigning in the shakes, steeling against the grief.

“It's not fair.”  

None of it was. I didn’t even get to say goodbye. Not to Dad, not to anyone. I squinted into the morning sun. The cemetery was a high hill, a treeless bump of green grass overlooking farms in the valley below. No cities. No ocean. No nothing. So this is home now. Yeah right. Not without Dad.

“Miss?” It was the caretaker, a giant blond man with rippling arms and a chest like a muscle-clad whiskey barrel. “I’d like to cover him up now.” 

He glanced at the shiny gray casket covered with white roses. “Unless you need more time. You can have as long as you need.” 

“It’s okay. I’m ready.” I lied. I stood up and pressed my palm against the coffin. It was warm from the sun. “I hope we get to be together again someday. I love you.” 

The caretaker went off to gather his things, and Gramps’ old yellow pickup truck rumbled through the gravel, peeking in and out of a cloud of bronze-colored dust. I tromped toward the road, dodging flowers and headstones. I looked back at Dad one more time before he was planted in the earth forever, covered by dirt like a seed. “Wish me luck, Dad. My exciting new life in Salt Creek has officially begun.” 

Lightning cut through the sunny blue sky. Whoa. Where did that come from? A black shadow stepped out from behind a mausoleum at the other end of the cemetery. My heart skipped a couple more beats. A boy with disheveled black hair, wearing a hoodie with a strange silvery-white design on the front, stared right at me. I wiped the sticky film of tears from my eyes. Thunder rumbled, and when I looked again, the boy was gone. Weird. 

“Jess.” Gramps called from behind me. “The others are waiting.”

––––––––
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I slid onto the hot vinyl bench seat and yanked the truck door shut. “Did you see lightning?” Surely I imagined the flash and the boy. No one could disappear that fast. “Is it going to storm?”

I examined the sky. Clear, not a single cloud, and blue like watercolor brush strokes. Gramps pushed the gear shift in hard, and we lurched onto the road.  “No storms today,” he said, “but lightning brings other things in Salt Creek.”

Gramps pulled his truck into his driveway, which was really a half-mile jumble of gravel and potholes. His white farmhouse backed up to a hillside packed with tall trees. It was one of a handful of houses just like it lining the far rim of a wide, flat valley—all about a hundred years old, two stories with white-washed wood siding, wrap-around porches with creaky old swings, and corn fields for front lawns. Dozens of cars swarmed around the barn by the house. The strangers from the cemetery. They were here to chat with us over ambrosia salad while we barely held our insides together. 

I hopped out of the truck and ran my hands over my dress, smoothing out the wrinkles, stalling. I wished a steel rod would grow up through my spine to make me strong. But no. I was so hollow I could probably rattle. Funny. I used to think I had real problems, like losing a race at a track meet, or the boy I liked didn't like me. Until Dad. 

Gramps noticed my dread. “Be nice, then run away the first chance you get.” The tail ends of his sunburned lips curled into a smile. He'd given me a gift: permission to hide in my room. He stood at the back door on the brick walkway intersecting Gramma's garden. I used to come out here to watch bumblebees hop from flower to flower, their fat bodies bending the delicate stems all the way to the ground. I'd watched the bees with Gramma. With Dad. 

“You'll make it through,” Gramps said. “I promise.” 

He didn't say it'd be okay. Not once. Gramps knew better than to lie. 

I followed him inside. Mom stood in the kitchen, a cheerful sunny room of lemon-yellow cabinets with matching gingham curtains. She drifted between small groups of strangers. They looked like crows, perched around the house in their joyless black clothes. Mom eventually landed with three tiny elderly women and the sheriff, who jutted up through the center of them like a tree. I slid unnoticed to the living room, then to the narrow staircase leading to the bedrooms.

Home free—except a perky redhead in a flower-print dress and strappy sandals sat at the top of the stairs, arms crossed, blocking my way, looking right at me. She waited for me to say something, but I wasn't sure if there was a polite way to say move before the strangers get me. Their polite chit chat and sad-for-me eyes will crush my soul. 

“You don’t remember me, do you? Well, nice to see you, too, Jess.” The redhead rolled her eyes. “Let me give you a hint. Hmmm. The blue plastic swimming pool in my backyard only held water because it was duct-taped together. I was in my absolute favorite bathing suit of all time: The pink one with the fabulous yellow sequin dots. Oh, and I was blonde. But, you know, that’s easy to change.” She twirled a piece of fire-red hair around her index finger. 

“Vic? Is that you?” Of course she'd come. Every summer until first grade, we were inseparable, pretending we were mermaids as we splashed around in that crappy plastic pool. Our families' farms had shared this valley for two hundred years. By Salt Creek standards, we were family. I should have recognized her by her dress. Vic had only ever worn clothes that sparkled, a habit she clearly hadn't outgrown.

“It’s Vickie now. It seems less boyish. Anyway, what took you so long? I’ve been waiting for you.” She clip-clopped down the stairs and hugged me. “I’m totally amped you’re back. We’re gonna have a blast.” 

She let go of me then cleared the foot out of her mouth. “I mean, I’m not happy about why you’re back, obviously, that sucks, but we’re gonna make the best of it, okay? I've got big plans for us now that you've moved here. Ohmigod you're gonna love it. We're gonna have so much fun. Senior year, right? That is if we survive this party. It's the lamest. Way too many old people. Seriously. It's like God's waiting room down there.”

“Wait. How did you know we were moving here?” News couldn't have spread that fast. Mom only told me last night.

“Gramps told us last week you guys were moving back.”

“But— ” No. Impossible. Dad was alive then. 

“Anyway.” Vic cut me off. “I'll pick you up tomorrow at noon.”

“What for?”

“We have plans. Big ones. The kind that just might change your life.”
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Chapter 3 — Friends
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“Why are you so slow?” Vic was a hundred feet ahead of me and barely visible through the trees. “Come on. Just follow the trail. Adventure awaits!”

“This is hardly a trail.” Thorns pricked my legs as I plodded along a thin line of dirt.

“Less whining,” she yelled back. “More walking.”

I tugged at the bikini bunching under my T-shirt. I'd borrowed Vic's. I hadn't packed one. I'd only planned to be here for a weekend, and the moving van carrying all of our stuff wouldn't be here for five more days. It didn't fit. Not even close. Vic was way shorter and way curvier than me. The red polish on my toenails was chipped, too, like tomato guts had splattered on the ends of my feet. I was a mess on the inside and the outside, unfit for public consumption. I should have stayed home in my tear-stained pajamas. 

“Hurry up,” she barked. “I'm not walking in alone like a loser!”

The trail wound down through the woods for half a mile before it opened abruptly onto a flat plain that looked like it'd been bulldozed out of the hills. In the middle was a shimmering blue-green lake. Dozens of kids lounged on a sandy beach. A handful of boys, all lean muscle and noise, did flips off the rocky side into the water. Girls, bodies burrito-wrapped in beach towels, giggled as they watched. “What is this?” I'd never been here. It must be new. 

“It used to be a quarry. The owners turned it into a park last spring. They trucked in the sand this summer. It's not as good as the ocean, but I thought it'd help you feel at home. Pretty cool, huh?” Vic was sweet, trying hard to make me feel welcome. “Well, at least Andy's here. Let's go.” 

We walked toward a boy with splotchy skin who was so rail thin he looked like a pretzel stick. “I'm Andy. Andy Stillwell.” He grabbed my hand and shook it so hard my arm nearly popped out of the socket. “I already know you. We went on a hayride together when we were four, remember? My mom has pictures.” 

Vic muttered, “It’s Vickie not Vic," under her breath. Andy didn’t notice and kept right on talking. “So are you excited to be home?”

Home. That awful word again. 

“Sucks about your dad.” 

“Andy.” Vic jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. “Remember what we talked about.”

My stomach churned. I'd bet ten bucks it was don't talk about her dead dad. 

“Oh right,” he said. “Anyway, Vic. Do you wanna go—” 

Just then a boy plowed into Andy as if he wasn't there, nearly knocking him over. He was bulky, gruff, and his cheeks pulled the edges of his mouth down into a frown just like a bulldog's. Vic's face lit up when she saw him. She wrapped her arms around one of his biceps, which was as big and pink as a ham. Another boy, tan skin glistening over flat, sleek cheetah muscles, followed him. Andy cowered silent behind them.

“It's your lucky day.” Vic stopped squeezing bulldog long enough to push me face to face with the cheetah. “This is Steve Kennedy.” Her voice curled up at the ends in anticipation, like she was the world’s ultimate matchmaker and we didn’t know it yet. 

“Vic didn’t tell me you were so pretty.” Steve brought my hand up to his lips and laid a kiss on my knuckles. Whoa. He was smooth, forward, confident. 

Bulldog saved me. He play-punched Steve on the shoulder then barked something about sneaking beer to some back-to-school bonfire. I nodded along with the others, but couldn't even pretend to be interested for long. Life sucked. I didn't want to change schools. I didn't want a dead dad. I didn't want to be here. 

Vic's tote bag lay near my feet. Towels, sunblock, music. “Everything we need for a day at the beach,” she’d said as she heaved it out of the trunk of her beat-up maroon sedan. I fished out the towels and rolled them out, then stripped down to Vic's bikini. The lake sparkled pear green. That's when I saw cemetery boy standing on a rock over the water. He's real. Swim trunks, no shirt. The sun radiated off of his olive skin. He was disarmingly beautiful, all cheekbones and abs, when he wasn't appearing then mysteriously disappearing in graveyards. 

Vic sidled up to me. “So, what do you think of Steve?” She saw me staring. “Uh oh. Busted!” 

“That guy. I saw him at the cemetery lurking by one of the headstones.”

“No surprise. That's Billy Combs. He’s the tragic, artistic type. If anyone's gonna mope around the graveyard, it'd definitely be him,” she said. “He’s smokin' hot, but don’t waste your time. He hasn’t dated anybody since he got his... I mean had his, um...” Her voice trailed off, clearly regretting her choice of words. 

“Since he what?”

“Since he totally went nuts,” Andy interjected, clearly delighted to be in this—or any— conversation. Who'd blame him?. He was invisible to Steve and bulldog. “He disappeared for three months. No school. No one heard a word from him. Then he just showed up one day like nothing happened. Except he was totally different. He used to be Ah-mazing. Football team. Basketball team. He totally got sent away to a mental hospital. When he came back, he was nobody.” 

“That's not true. It was mono,” Vic said. “Duh.” 

“Yeah well, look at him now.” Steve burst in. He glared at Billy as he dove into the lake. “He's nothing. A loser freak.” 

Vic and I walked to the water's edge. “Steve is kind of harsh,” I said. 

Vic then whispered in a voice so quiet you almost had to be a dog to hear it. “Steve is mad because he and Billy were best friends for like ever, and since Billy's freak out, they haven’t talked at all.” She shrugged and beelined back to bulldog. 

I waded in. The lake was nothing like the ocean. The ocean churned, always moving, always testing you. The lake water was warm and calm. Peaceful. The sandy bottom dropped to endless deep under my feet. I treaded there, soaking in the sights. The evergreen trees. The pulsing yellow sun. At least Salt Creek was pretty.  

A tinkle of water splashed the back of my neck. I turned. It was Billy, so close his breath tickled my face. He had blue eyes, flecked with green, that looked all the way through to the inside of me. “That's the second time you've almost given me a heart attack,” I said. Maybe now he'd explain his little disappearing act at the cemetery. 

The tips of his teeth emerged under a smile. “I can't help myself. I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you, Jesse Flowers.” His voice was liquid silver. My heart did a shuffle ball change, then he dove under the water and disappeared. 

I waited for him to come up, but I didn't see him. Gone in a flash. Again. What the? Am I losing my mind? What's up with him? 

I dove under to look for him. My eyes stung as they adjusted to the murky green water. Nope. Not there. It was too dim to see more than a few feet away, and in the silent darkness, grief grabbed hold of me. Sink to the bottom and never come up, it said. If you're dead too, you'll be with Dad again. Your problems will be solved. You won't hurt anymore. I sunk, as if I'd been punctured and all the water in the lake sucked into the hole, weighing me down. My lungs filled with pins. No. I can't give up. I'd never quit anything. Ballet. Piano. Nothing. “The Flowers don't wilt, they tough it out,” Dad always said. Suicide was the ultimate cop out. I wouldn't disappoint him like that.

I kicked, ready to swim back up, but something raked across my leg. It felt squishy, but sharp, like cooked hot dogs with nails in them. The pins stabbed harder in my chest as I burned up the last of my air. I twisted around. A man floated behind me, stuck, tethered to a dark, heavy thing, some sort of machine submerged in the water. His mouth was open, twisted into a silent scream. His eyes stared at nothing. They were pure milk white. His arms reached out to me. His fingers must have scraped my leg. The flesh had peeled away from them, exposing the bone. Oh my god. He's dead. He's dead.

I clawed my way back to the surface, gulping in the air. I pounded through the water, frantically splashing back to shore. Vic saw me coming. She waited for me on the beach with a towel, but the smile fell off her face as I ran toward her. “Jess? What's wrong?”

“Call the police.” I panted, panicked, barely able to get words out or air in. “There's a dead man in the water.”
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Chapter 4 — Moved
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Cool, damp moss squished between my toes. Beams of bright white moonlight cut through the black sky. Tall trees shot up through the litter of dead leaves. There was mist on the forest floor, and the air smelled like copper pennies and rust. Like blood. 

“Jess.” 

Dad’s voice. I squinted into the darkness. He stood in front of me, looking down over a rocky ledge. Desperation, like a magnet, drew me to him. 

“Dad!” He didn’t turn around. “Dad!” He didn’t hear me. It was as if I wasn't there. 

“Jess,” he said to someone else, someone concealed by shadows. “She’s dead.”

Dead? I'm not dead. I'm right here. I reached for him. A strong wind kicked up, turning the mist into dense fog. I couldn't see anything but white. In an instant, it disappeared, pouring like water over the rocky ledge. I stood alone in the dark. Dad was gone.

I sat straight up in bed. My pillowcase was soaked with tears and sweat. How could it be a dream? It seemed real. Dad was so close. Why did I have to wake up? I glanced at the clock: Seven a.m. I flopped back onto my pillow and willed myself back to sleep so maybe, just maybe, I could see him again. But sleep didn't come, and being awake was worse. Counting the cracks in the ceiling didn't erase the memory of the dead man's gnarled, rotten fingers. The vision of him had haunted me in the days since. The sheriff had come to the house to take my statement. He'd mentioned the word homicide. Mom had nearly collapsed when I told her I'd found a body. It'd been a horrible week. Lots of ghosts, lots of bad. The maybe-murdered man, Dad's funeral, and today: moving day. A string of days I wished I could bend time backward to change. 

The only way to turn off my brain was to get up and go for a run. I fumbled through my backpack until I found my iPod, then headed downstairs and out the back door. Gramps tinkered in the barn getting the tractor ready for the day. He waved to me as I popped in my headphones and jogged down the driveway to the road. Salt Creek sure was different than Santa Cruz. The air didn't smell salty like the ocean. It was infused with the sticky-sweet pollen of wildflowers. I ran by row after row of corn stalks instead of palm trees and beaches. 

I turned onto a narrow dirt path leading into the woods at the edge of the valley, matching my stride with the beat of the music. Running always made everything okay. I could concentrate on the pace and my breath, and let my problems fall away. I needed that today. I forced my way up and down a couple of steep hills. My legs grew tight, tired. Don’t stop. Keep running. If I stopped, the pain would catch me. It'd tell me I'd never see Dad again. It'd tell me my dreams of him were all I had left. 

The path dipped down into a patch of dark woods where the tree tops leaned in on each other, blocking out the sun. Puffs of mist floated near the ground. A boulder, taller than it was wide, stood by a stream. I ran to it. When I was little, Gramma and I used to hike through these woods. She showed me symbols carved into rocks like this by the tribes who once lived in this valley. She said some people believed the woods around the stones were cursed. Gramma wasn't superstitious like that. She said people were afraid of things they didn't understand. 

I ran my fingertips up and down the rock until I found an indentation, a circle with a little cross carved in the middle, with lots of lines radiating out from the center. A sun. 

Zzzztttt. Static filled my headphones. I fiddled with my iPod, shaking it and pressing buttons, but the static didn't stop. I pulled my headphones off. That’s when I heard it. A voice like a long drawn-out hiss. Jessssssssssss

I froze, breath held tight. Don't be silly. It's the wind. There’s no one else here. 

Jesssssssssssssssssssssss. My heart rapped my ribs. The trees absorbed the last of the sunlight. The forest turned dark like night. The mist on the ground grew thicker, lapping at my ankles, and the hissing began again. Jessssssssssss... Afffffffeeeetto...Afffffffeeeetto...Jessssssssssss.

Wind whipped around me. Sheer panic took hold, like waves frothing in my gut. Run. The wind can’t say your name. Go. Go. Go. I stumbled back toward the trail, back toward the bright morning sun where the woods parted. The mud grabbed at my feet, slowing me down. The voices followed me, the syllables sharper with each step.  Afffffffeeeetto Jessssssssssss Afffffffeeeetto Jessssssssssss Jessssssssssss.

“Leave me alone. Go away!” I yelled it, out loud, even though I knew no one was there. I willed my legs to move faster. Jessssssssssss. Afffffffeeeetto Afffffffeeeetto.

I fell onto the trail, into the warm sunlight at the edge of the forest. I curled into a ball on the ground, steeling myself against whatever monstrous creatures were after me. But it was gone. The only sounds were the chit chit of crickets, squirrels rustling branches. Real sounds. No wind. No screaming whispers. Normal, static-free music poured from my headphones. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe it's the stress. 

“Hey. You okay?” A tall, fit girl in shorts and a tank top loomed over me. She had straw yellow hair braided like a horse's mane. Her voice wasn't a hiss. She was real. “Did you fall? Are you hurt? Do you need help?”

“I heard voices. I thought something was after me.” I stopped. I sounded like a crazy person. “Never mind. It was nothing. Just...weird.”

“Are you the new girl I've been hearing about?” 

I nodded. 

“You better get used to weird if you're gonna live around here. Good luck getting that mud off.”

I looked down. I was wallowing in a puddle like a pig. “I'm Jess. What's your name?” I looked up, but she was gone. Completely gone, like disappeared with a snap of her fingers gone. Like Billy. What the? Is everyone in this town The Flash or have I officially gone crazy?

I ran home, trying to forget the voices, the mist, the disappearing girl. The moving truck was parked in Gramps' driveway. My insides sank. We really weren't going back. Vic lingered at the back of the truck with her dad and three brothers. The Atwood boys were giant, hulking creatures in faded jeans and work boots. They were like ants, able to lift many times their own weight in mattresses and sofas without so much as a grunt. They were our closest neighbors, if you could call a house a mile down a single-lane road close. By the time I made it to the back door, Vic was somewhere inside and Mom was in the kitchen. 

“Honey, where have you been?” Mom asked. 

“Running.” I definitely did not mention the voices or the disappearing girl.

“Were you rolling around in mud?” My shoes and clothes were covered in thick brown goop. “Well, go on then,” she shooed. “Get changed, and move something.”

Aunt Eddie's tragic pink bedroom lay at the far end of the upstairs hall. She made up for her masculine name with outrageously girly things like Bismol pink furniture and ruffled curtains. Her room was now mine. I hated pink. At least it had a bathroom. 

Vic must have decided it was her sacred duty to conquer the décor. She’d torn down all the pink ruffles and piled them up in the corner. She'd emptied a couple of boxes filled with my old life, and was transferring my socks into the dresser. “We're seriously redecorating. All that pink's making me gag. And, you better go find your clothes. School starts tomorrow and you can't show up naked. Guh. The pink! It's killing me. It's everywhere. Seriously.” 

Vic glanced at me. “Wait. Why are you covered in mud?”

“I tripped.” I lied. 

One eyebrow shot up. “Go find the rest of your stuff.”

“Fine.” I took the stairs down two by two. A box with a J scrawled on the side sat on the kitchen table. 

Mom was at the freezer, plopping ice cubes into a wide-mouthed mason jar. “You can put those on the table, sweetie. I’ll get you a drink,” she said to a dark figure walking through the back door, boxes stacked high in his arms. A face peered around the cardboard. I was expecting an Atwood, but it was Billy. Why was he here? 

“Where did you say you wanted these Mrs. F.?” 

“On the table is fine.” He plopped the boxes down next to me and lingered, studying my face, while Mom filled the jar with lemonade. “Thank you so much for your help, Billy. That's really sweet of you.” 

She handed him the jar, he thanked her in a smooth voice, then Mom asked about his parents. Apparently, she knew them from high school. Billy answered politely. He was nothing like the sinister brooding weirdo Andy and Steve made him out to be. “Oh, I’m so rude. Honey, this is Billy,” Mom said. “You two will be in school together.” 

Vic bounded into the kitchen, stopping nearly dead in her tracks when she saw the three of us together. “Oh, um, hi, Billy.” She bit her bottom lip and offered an anemic wave. 

“Hey, Vickie.” So far, he was the only one who'd called her that. He excused himself and walked out the back door. 

Vic asked Mom for two glasses of lemonade, and once she had them, I grabbed the boxes and followed her to my room. She stepped through my bedroom window onto the balcony, the topside of the porch below. I plopped my boxes in the corner and followed her. There were two rusty wrought iron chairs and a table out there. I slunk into one of the chairs, exhausted from what was supposed to be an uneventful morning run. 

Vic handed me a lemonade. 

“So, what is Billy doing here?” The words tumbled out.

“Duh.” She rolled her eyes. “He works here.” Her slim freckled finger pointed to a tractor zig-zagging across a field. “Not like he needs to. His parents own the quarry.” 

“Oh.” That must be why Billy said he'd been waiting to meet me. Grandpa told him we were coming. He didn't mean anything by it. A seed of disappointment sprouted inside me.

“Anyway,” Vic said. “The rumor mill is on fire today. Steve's totally got the hots for you. Everyone is talking about it.” 

I was surprised that was the big news. How did that beat out a dead guy at the bottom of the lake? 

Vic peppered me with questions. Wasn't he cute? Was I interested? He’d broken up with his girlfriend, but it’d been long enough that I wouldn’t be a rebound. “Admit it. He’s gorgeous,” she sighed. “I can't think of a better way to kick off your new life. Most girls would die to go out with him.” 

I hesitated. I wasn't interested, but she didn't want to hear it, so I threw her off track by asking about the bulldog. His name was Brad. Her eyes widened and sparkled. She swore it was true love. “So you never answered my question about Steve.”

“I don’t know. I don’t think he’s my type.” Billy drove a rusty red Farmall tractor out of the driveway below us.

Vic followed my gaze. “Is Billy your type?” 

“I didn’t say that.”

“Come on. I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just, you’re staring. You're too obvious.” 

“Okay. Maybe.” I didn't know why, but I was drawn to him. It was silly. He was a stranger. I couldn't explain it. 

“He’s a good guy deep down, but everyone thinks he's a total freak weirdo.”

“Seriously?” I couldn’t help but laugh. It didn't match up with the affable kid in the kitchen. “That's rude.”

“I’m not saying they're right, I'm saying that's what they think,” she said. “You’re new here. People don’t know you. Do you want to kick off your senior year in a new high school with a cool boyfriend? Or, do you want to sit alone while everyone talks about you behind your back?” 

“Who cares?” I didn't. I only had to make it to graduation, then I could go back to California and hang out with my real friends.

“I care,” she said. “It’s your job to make a good impression, at least while people get to know you. Getting all hot for Billy isn’t going to help.”

“You're kidding.” She had to be.

“I'm serious.” Vic turned frosty. “You have to try to fit in and try to be like everyone else. It’s the only way to survive.”
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I sat on the balcony all afternoon, trapped in a death spiral of self pity, watching the sun split the sky into late-day ribbons of orange and purple. It was the end of August. School started tomorrow. My senior year. Everyone knew everyone else in Salt Creek. They'd known each other their entire lives. Except for me. Sure, part of me didn't care, but that didn't mean it'd be easy. I was the new girl with the dead dad. I was the new girl who found the dead guy in the lake. Worst. Feeling. Ever.

Vic had gone home hours ago. Her order to fit in irritated me. I dissected her words, analyzing them. Try to be like everyone else. It’s the only way to survive. In one light, it seemed shallow, but that wasn’t it. An undercurrent of desperation snaked through her voice. She believed it. She was trying to help me. 

I dug my fingernails into my arm until the skin went white, hoping I'd wake up and all of this would be a dream. No luck. The moving truck was unloaded. And while I'd spent the week curled up in Aunt Eddie's room crying, Mom was out getting a job. She started at the county hospital tomorrow. Mom was a nurse. Dad was a doctor. They worked at the same hospital. Mom had just started her shift in the emergency room the night of his accident. Dead on arrival. Mom saw him, and she couldn't help. How could she go back? We had nothing but ghosts and empty spaces where Dad should be. 

“Jess, honey, dinner’s ready.” Gramps poked his head through the window. “Well, looky here. No one's been out here since Eddie and your mom moved out.” 

He squeezed through the window and folded himself into the other tiny metal chair. It strained under the weight of him. Gramps was sturdy, a solid mountain covered in tan wrinkles, topped with a snow peak of thick white hair. “Promise me you’ll be smarter than the girls. I caught them trying to sneak out of here to go meet boys more than once.”  

“You don't have to worry about me.” 

“Oh, yes I do. My boy Billy was askin' about you.” He winked, and my face flushed hot. “And that Vic's a little firecracker. She'll talk you into a bad decision or two before she's done.”

Gramps leaned back in his chair. My frown hadn’t gone unnoticed. “Honey, I know you’re hurting. We only get one daddy, and well, yours, he was a good man. Smart. Talented. I wouldn’t have let him run off with your mama if he hadn’t been. We all miss him.”  

Tears erupted from the corners of my eyes. They’d been there all afternoon, waiting for an excuse to escape. 

“But, it's good you came home, even though you got off to a rough start.” He put his hand over mine. “It'll be easier to get through with your own people.”

“You’re laying it on a little thick, aren’t you Gramps?” He sounded like Mom. 

“Nope. I don’t know much, but I know Salt Creek. We’re family. We take care of our own.” 

“These people aren't my family.” 

He chuckled. “We probably move a little slower than those fast-talking California folks, but there’s people here who'll understand you. You'll see. Reminds me, all this talking. Before I forget.” 

Gramps reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief dotted with embroidered pink roses. I recognized it immediately. It was Gramma’s. She always had one like it tucked in her back pocket. He handed it to me. “I've been saving this for you.” 

Inside was a gold sun necklace. Wavy rays formed a halo of fire around a circle with a cross inside. My skin pricked up. It reminded me of the carving on the rock in the woods. 

“This was your Gramma's necklace. She wore it all the time. Never took it off,” Gramps said. “It reminded her she wasn't living only for herself. She said it gave her courage when life threw trouble at her.”

“It's beautiful.” Mesmerizing, more like it, but scary at the same time.  

“Besides, it’s a charitable thing for you all to keep an old man like me company.” Gramps patted me on the knee. “Having you here means my dreams are coming true.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5 —  First day


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“Jess,” he whispered, then he kissed me. Deeply, his lips hot against mine. I pulled him close. His skin burned. Suddenly, molten jolt of electricity hit me. My body buzzed and my muscles snapped tight. He pushed me away. “Run, Jess. Run!”

I floated up, off the ground, above him. For a split-second, I could see myself as if I was outside my body. My arms were out, my eyes—even the whites—were all black. Lightning shot out of Billy. It ripped through my chest and tore my insides apart. I fell onto the ground. I jolted back inside myself. The night fell silent. I could see the stars sparkling above the tree tops. Blood filled my mouth, pooling up, choking me. I'm drowning. 

I gasped for air. It was daylight. Bright, blinding daylight. I was in bed. I ran my hands over my chest. No blood. Nothing. Another crazy dream. Why did it seem so real? There was no time to think about it. Today was the first day of school. I looked at the clock. Nine a.m. Crap. I'm late! I threw on whatever clothes were in the box by the bed, and ran to the kitchen.  

Gramps bent over the sink, wiping his hands on an oily rag. “Why aren't you at school?”

“Why didn't anyone wake me up?” 

“Well, your mom had to be at work real early. She thought you could handle school on your own. I saw Jack get on the bus. I reckoned you were on there, too.”

“Can you give me a ride?”

“Suppose so.” We sped to town in his clunky yellow pick-up truck, screeching to a halt in the school parking lot. I fidgeted with my backpack, frazzled, unsure if I had what I needed. “You all right honey?”

“No, not really.” 

“You look tired. Must be if you slept late.”

“I've been having weird dreams, that's all.” 

“Hmmm. What kind of dreams?” 

Crazy ones. “It's nothing. Really.”

“Dreams aren't nothing,” he said. “Sometimes they're something. What was yours about?”

“Later, okay? I've gotta go.” I pecked him on the cheek and ran inside. 

The school secretary wagged her bony finger at me. “You should try harder to make a good impression, Ms. Flowers.” She had a face like a rotten apple, wrinkled, dry and greenish-white. “You don't get special treatment because you’re new.” 

She shoved me out of the office with a barely legible copy of my class list. It was the middle of third period. I was supposed to be in biology. I accidentally stopped in an English Lit class, and took a wrong turn through the gym. When I opened the door to the lab, every single kid in the room stared at me. They were so still it was as if they'd been hit by a freeze ray. One girl's mouth even hung open, mid gum-chew. My guts tied up in knots. Yep. The new girl. Probably the first one in Salt Creek High School history. Go Eagles. 

The teacher, Mrs. Beekman, didn't stop talking. She was a tornado of a woman, loud, swirling around giving a passionate speech about evolution. She pointed to an empty seat in the back of the room. Every eye followed me as I tiptoed through the tables. An arm shot up and grabbed mine. It was Steve, decked out in a blue letterman’s jacket and a pristine white smile. “Sit next to me.” He scraped a stool across the aisle, tucking it between him and the wisp of a girl next to him. All hope drained from her face as she watched Steve make room for me between them. 

The messages started soon after. It wasn’t hard to guess how Steve had gotten my number. Gee thanks, Vic. 

Bonfire Friday. Pick you up at 7?

Going with Vic.

See ya there. Walk you to class?

Sure. Know where art is? 

I really only asked Steve for help because I didn't want to get lost again, but that didn't stop girls from glaring at me as we walked down the hall together. A curvy brunette in a cheerleading uniform combed over every inch of me with her eyes, from shoes to hair then up and down again, looking for flaws. I found out later this was Sonya, Steve's ex-girlfriend. Steve didn't notice. He talked non-stop about football. The team was unstoppable, perfect record last season, except for the last game, when Billy dropped out. They didn't win state. Steve was still mad. 

“Thanks. I guess this is me.” We lingered in front of the art studio. Steve didn't stop talking. Bonfires and football. More of the same. 

“Hello again, Jesse.” Billy brushed past me on the way into art class. He wore the black hoodie from the cemetery. Up close, the silvery design across the front looked like two letter U's on their sides facing opposite directions with arrows running through the middle. Weird, but okay.

Steve froze, eyeing Billy with a look of thinly-veiled disgust. “Watch out for that one, Jess, or you’ll regret it.” 

Awkward. “Thanks again. I've gotta go.” 

The art studio smelled of wet clay and paint fumes. The sun barely shone through three dingy skylights. I sat at a long table next to a skinny guy wearing even skinnier jeans, who huffed at me then scooted away. Billy sat across the room. He pulled a ragged sketchbook from his bag and flipped almost to the end before he found a clean page. Vic called it, a tortured artist type. 

The teacher, a spacey blonde in an orange paisley dress, broke the class into small groups and showed us how to use the pottery wheel. Billy leaned against the table where I'd been sitting, watching me. He looked at me like forensics, like he was searching for clues. He bolted as soon as the bell rang. 

Vic waved her arms when I emerged from the lunch line with my tray. She and Andy, the pimply pretzel stick I'd met at the quarry, sat at a chipped wood cafeteria table by a wide window. I dropped my backpack on the floor and sat down. Andy was quiet, preoccupied, fiddling with the meat on his lunch tray. 

“How’s your first day so far?” Vic, perky as usual. Her sparkly bracelets jingled as she moved. “Any cute boy action? Hmm?”  

Vic kept it light, steering me toward normal and away from any talk of dead people, whether it was dads or strange guys in lakes. 

“Country boys aren’t really my style.”  

“Now I know that isn’t true.” She motioned to the table in the corner where Billy sat alone, scribbling in his sketchbook, earphones in, listening to music. 

A girl slid into the seat next to me. My heart jumped into the back of my throat when I saw her face. It was the disappearing girl from the woods. She was real. “So Jess, how did you manage to wash all of that mud off?” 

She talked like we were bffs and nothing weird had happened. “By the way, I signed you up for cross country. You were out on a run yesterday, weren't you? I thought you'd be into it.” Disappearing girl winked at me. 

“Uh, have you guys already met?” Vic looked confused.

“Yeah. Yesterday. I found her in a mud puddle.” She playfully jabbed my ribs with her elbow. “I'm Katie, by the way. Next practice is tomorrow. We’re state champs four years running. We'll see if you can keep up.” 

“No pressure, huh?” I said. 

“Oooh. Don't look now, but somebody’s got a thing for new girls.” Vic cooed. “See?”

I caught Billy staring at me with an unflinching, unpretentious, no games look. I didn't look away, and his eyes stayed on mine even after the lunch bell sent the other students to their feet. Vic broke the spell, tugging on my arm. “Come on, love bug. We’re late.” 

I grabbed my backpack. “Hey, you dropped something.” Vic pointed to a folded up piece of paper on the floor. 

“I don't think that's mine.”  I picked it up and opened it anyway. It was a drawing, a portrait of a girl with long dark hair. She looked like me, but a sort of otherworldly me, floating in mid-air, hands outstretched, eyes completely black, surrounded by light. My hands shook. Impossible. I dreamed this last night. There was a note penned in elegant script in the bottom right corner: Visions of you. Love, Billy. 
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Chapter 6 — Broken
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Salt Creek High School had a football field behind it. A running track circled the field, and huge metal bleachers lay on either side. I'd been told the entire town squeezed butt to butt on those bleachers every Friday night because football was about the only thing worth getting excited about around here. 

I dropped my backpack by the first row of bleachers and stripped down to sweats and a tank top. Cross country. My first practice. The season started a month ago, before school. Jesse Flowers, late again. 

I joined a dozen other runners at the edge of the track. Coach blew the whistle and we  jogged warm-up laps. The football field was littered with players in practice pads. Steve waved at me as I ran past. Katie trotted ahead of me, her blonde ponytail bouncing up and down. She was graceful, agile, fast, not even breaking a sweat as she pranced around the track, but I still had no idea how she pulled that disappearing act in the woods. 

Billy sat alone in the bleachers drawing in his sketchbook. The thought of it made me queasy. I'd been up all night looking at the picture he'd hidden in my backpack. He couldn't possibly have known what was in my dream, yet somehow he did. Between Billy and Katie, I suspected Salt Creek was full of weirdos. 

We finished warm ups and coach sent me to a line of starting blocks. Interval training, four hundred meter sprints with repeats. 

“Repeats. The worst. This is going to hurt,” Katie said as she settled into the lane next to me.  I  adjusted my blocks. 

“Ready!” Coach yelled. I rested my knees on the ground and pressed my feet against the rigid metal pedals. 

“Set!” I pushed my fingertips into the spongy black track and arched up like a caret. Coach blew the starting whistle and I propelled out of the blocks, running full throttle into the first turn. Katie sprinted next to me. 

Fwooo. I drew in as much air as fast as I could. Fwooo. Fwooo. Katie didn't breathe any harder than she would if we were walking slow. She smiled and winked at me, then nudged ahead in the straight-away and stayed ahead until we crossed the finish line. 

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Katie draped her arm over my shoulder. I was sweaty. She was dry. “I hate this interval stuff, but coach says it helps. I can’t wait to get out on the trail and really run.”

She jogged to the edge of the track. My head spun for a split second. Man. Am I suddenly out of shape? 

Coach sent off the second round of sprinters. “Ready to go again?” Katie asked. Her cheeks weren't even flushed. She must be like an iron man or something. 

“Yeah, sure.” My voice trembled. My legs turned to jelly for a second as I lined up in front of the blocks. 

“You all right? You look a little green.” 

“Yeah. Fine.” I might be lying. 

Ready. I pushed my fingers into the track. Set. Butt up. Whistle. I pushed off the starting blocks and ran as fast as I could, determined to beat Katie. Fwooo. Fwooo. Come on air. I need you! Turn two. Katie and I were neck and neck. But my legs caught fire inside. Keep running. You’re halfway there. I tried to block it out, to run through it, but the sting spread. My insides were on fire. Just a few more yards. Keep going. Don’t stop. Show Katie what you've got.

I didn't make it back to the line. My legs went numb, and the track, the bleachers, the field, all of it started spinning. Then my feet wrapped up on themselves. My hands and knees hit the ground. Crack. Pain jolted up and down my left arm. My mouth filled with saliva. I’m going to throw up. Someone helped me sit up. When everything stopped spinning, I could see it was Billy. The sun was behind him, rendering him a dark shadow outlined in gleaming orange light. “Don't move,” he said. “It’s broken.”

I looked at my arm. I tried not to gag. Broken was an understatement. Mangled more like it. A zig-zag of blood and exposed bone. I heard yelling, but it was background noise without clear voices, until Katie. “Jess, it’ll be all right, but we’ve got to go now.” She wrapped ice packs and a towel around my wrist. She helped me to my feet. “Come on.” 

I held the awkward clump of icy towels tight against my chest. I leaned heavily against her as we walked to the parking lot. Some of the other girls were wide-eyed, shaking their heads and talking in hushed voices as we passed. “Ignore them,” Katie said. 

“Haven't any of you gotten hurt before?” I’d seen it, but this was the first time it’d been me.

“No. That’s not it.” she said. “It’s a good thing you tripped and fell. You were about to beat my school record for that sprint, and this was your first practice. I can’t let you take my title away so soon can I?”
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The hospital was small, clean and quiet. A lithe doctor who looked more suited for a Vogue photo shoot than a job at the county medical center catwalk-strutted the curtain closed around my bed. “I heard a rumor the new girl was showing off and had an accident,” she said. “The buzz is you’re going to be a big star on the track team if you can keep from falling down.” 

I thought about what Katie said. I wasn’t running that fast. I couldn't have been with all those weird pains. 

“I'm Dr. Martin. My son says he goes to school with you. Have you met yet?” She didn't wait for an answer. She sat on a black stool next to me and unwrapped the bloody mess of gym towels and ice packs around my arm. I didn't look. “Well, that isn't too bad.” 

Not bad? She had to be kidding. I saw it. Bone. Blood. “It's broken."

“It certainly isn't." Her chair squeaked across the floor as she pushed herself toward her computer. My X-ray popped up on the screen. “See? Definitely no breaks. A bad sprain, maybe. You'll be fine if you ice it and keep it in a brace. I’ll grab one for you, okay? I’ll be right back.”

When she stepped out, I rallied the nerve to look down. Oh. My. God. Impossible. My arm was pink, puffy, coated with dried blood, but my skin was smooth and unbroken. It was a twisted gnarled wreck forty-five minutes ago. I poked it with my finger in disbelief. It ached, but not terribly. I know what I saw. I didn't imagine it. My blood is still on the towel. 

Dr. Martin returned with a black wrist brace and my hand-wringing mother. “I just found out you were here.” Mom hugged me. She must be clocked in. The Hawaiian-print scrubs and the half-dozen clunky laminated badges on a string around her neck were a dead giveaway. “Honey, are you all right?”

“Mom, I’m fine. It’s only a sprain.” It felt weird to say it. I knew I was lying. 

“All righty then, you’re all set.” Dr. Martin slipped on the brace and tightened the last strap. “Wait a few weeks before you practice again and call me if you need anything, okay?” She misinterpreted my dour look. “Don't worry. You’ll be back on the track in no time.” 

Mom looked me up and down for any yet-undiscovered mortal injuries. “Are you sure you're going to be okay, honey? I’ll drive you home,” she said. “I have to come right back, though. Linda called off sick today, so I have to cover for her. Unless you need me. I can tell them no.”

“Mom—I'll be fine.” I think? We walked to the waiting room. Mom went to the desk and I went over to Katie, who sat flipping through a cheap celebrity magazine. 

“Hey, thanks for driving me,” I grit my teeth for the lie. “I’m okay. It wasn't that serious.”

“Not serious? You’re kidding," she said flatly. “I’ve never seen anything that gory.”

“It must have looked worse than it was.” I tried to sound convincing. “The doctor says it's a sprain.”

“A sprain.” Katie said in a different flat tone, the one that meant you’re lying. “You’re joking.” 

I plowed forward, sticking to my story. “Dr. Martin said I have to wear a brace for a couple of weeks and I’ll be fine."

The patch of skin between Katie's eyebrows cinched tight. “I could swear I saw your bone.”

My cheeks burned hot. Yeah, me too. But until I knew for sure what the hell happened, I was going to pretend everything was one hundred percent absolutely normal and stick to what the doctor told me. The medical chart would back me up. “I’ll be fine. Soon. I promise.” 

Mom saved me from the string of blatant lies Katie knew I had told her. She gave her an embarrassingly long hug and thanked her for taking care of me, then she rushed me off to the car. As much as she tried to play it off, Mom was clearly stressed out on the drive home. Her hands were so tight on the steering wheel it looked like she was going to break it in half. “You need to be more careful, honey. Please.”

“Mom. I'm fine. It's no big deal. Accidents happen when you play sports. You know that.”

She didn’t seem consoled. “It's really hard for moms to watch their babies get hurt.” 

“Mom, I'm not a baby. I'm seventeen.” 

“You'll always be my baby.” Tears streamed down her face. “I will not lose anyone else, do you understand me? You have to take extra good care of yourself, Jesse. I can't lose you.” 

Dad's death reminded us how powerless we really were. We couldn't stop the people we loved from getting hurt. It was hard for Mom to admit that even if she knew it was true. “Relax. You're not going to lose me, okay? I promise.” We stopped in Gramps' driveway. “Nothing terrible is going to happen to me.” 

I went inside and she headed back to work. Jack plinked at a video game in the living room. Gramps sat beside him on the sofa, scribbling casually on the tiny squares of his crossword puzzle. “How was your day, honey?” Gramps asked. 

“Fine.” By which I meant insane. I beelined upstairs to my bathroom. I turned the hot water all the way up in the shower. Gramps and Jack wouldn’t interrupt me in here. I needed time alone to think things through. I loosened the straps on the brace and eased it off. I stepped into the cloud of steam and let the water spill over me. I played the fall over and over again in my head. It didn’t add up. The tingling legs, the dizziness, the burning. I ran all the time, miles upon miles. I’d never felt like that before. Never. 

I washed the blood off my arm. Not a scratch underneath. It wasn’t swollen anymore either. I slowly moved my wrist in a circle. No pain. Only smooth, ivory skin. A normal healthy arm, like nothing happened. I saw the bone, the blood. So did Katie. So did Billy. Billy, who only yesterday gave me a picture straight out of my dreams. What was up with this town? Was everyone crazy? Was I cursed?

I stood in the shower until the water ran cold, then grabbed the towel off the hook and dried myself off. I wiped the steam off the mirror. I barely recognized the girl staring back at me. Sure, she looked like me, but this girl was perfectly fine. The real me had a broken arm. Maybe you imagined it. It's the stress. I'd said the same thing when voices chased me out of the woods. Jesus. Did I fall through a wormhole into another dimension? Or, is this town insane?

Staring in the mirror at this strange girl, I made a decision. I was going to keep my mouth shut until I figured this out. I was going to bust my butt to be normal. I was going to wear the brace and repeat exactly what the doctor told me. I was going to pretend I was still hurt, and all of this—the arm, the voices in the woods, the dreams— would be my secret. No one would know the truth. No matter what. 
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Chapter 7 —  Suspicious
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Vic caught me in the hall between biology and the art studio. She was hard to miss. In a town where John Deere hats and work boots were standard uniform, Vic was like a piece of candy— pink, glittery, smelling like cherries and watermelon. “So, I heard Steve showed up at the hospital yesterday, but you had already left.” She said it in that hushed, but sing-song tone girls use to talk about cute boys. “I am one hundred percent sure he has a crush on you.”

“He’s okay, I guess." Not the boy I was hoping for, but still.

“Okay? I’d say he’s pretty freakin’ gorgeous.” The clip-clop of her high heels echoed as we walked down the hall. “I can’t think of one good reason you haven’t gone out with him yet.” 

I could think of one, and that reason was standing in front of the art studio door arguing with Katie. She punched her index finger into Billy's chest. Their voices were grunts and jabs. Katie saw me and abruptly walked away. Billy looked at me, then at the ground, then went in the room. 

My insides dropped. They were talking about me. About last night. They knew. They had to. My feet melted to the linoleum. I was too terrified to move. Tell them it looked worse than it was. Tell them what the doctor said. They have to believe you. Healing that fast is impossible. 

“What's wrong with you?” Vic snapped her fingers. 

“Nothing,” I snipped. “I'm fine.”

“Bad boy Billy Combs making you weak in the knees?” She winked and clopped off to class.

I mustered the courage to go into the studio. I sat in my usual seat. Billy immediately hopped out of his chair and crouched down next to me. I took a deep breath. Act normal. Don’t let him see you’re afraid. 

“So, how’s your arm?” 

“It’s fine.” 

He tapped his finger nervously against the desk. “I, um, went to the hospital last night, but you were already gone.” 

“You did?” My heart did a flip.“But I’m okay, really.”

He pushed a strand of hair behind his ear. “What did Dr. Martin say?”

“It's only sprained.” Repeat the lie. The brace poked out from under my sleeve. “I’ll be fine in a couple of weeks.” 

I expected him to pull a Katie and tell me how bad it looked, there had to be a mistake, but he didn’t. 

“Well, that’s good. I’m glad you’re okay.”




Vic pushed a hard lump of what I could only guess was meatloaf around on her lunch tray. We sat at our usual table by the window. Katie and Billy were noticeably absent. Neither of them were in the cafeteria, and that scared me a little bit. They were probably off together somewhere arguing about my miraculous recovery. All three of us knew I was full of crap. 

Andy bounded up to the table. “Did you see the newspaper today?” He was wiggly, excited when he sat down. “It was all about Drunk Butch Levy.”

“Andy, seriously. Stop talking right now.” Vic's eyes slunk to me and then back to Andy, as if to say not in front of Jess.

“Drunk who?” 

“He's the stiff you found in the lake,” Andy said. 

Sorry I asked. I instantly felt like I had to barf. The bony hot dog fingers. His milky dead eyes and rotten face. 

“Here's the scoop.” Andy sounded positively excited. He didn't notice I'd turned green, or that Vic was shooting daggers from her eyes. 

“Andy, please.” 

He didn't flinch. “So, official word is he was working late at the quarry, shoveling sand around on that new beach. The coroner said he was struck by lightning. There's a big hole in his back, and parts of him were all burned up. But I don't buy it. There hasn't been a storm in weeks. Lightning doesn't just shoot out of a sunny sky. He was totally murdered. There's no other explanation.”

“It wasn’t murder, stupid. I mean, lightning is lightning, right? You can't fake that. You just watch too much of that forensics crap on TV,” Vic snapped.

“Hey. You two didn't stick around long enough to get a look at him when they fished him out. I saw him. It was gruesome. He was all tangled up in his Bobcat. He'd been in there so long, one of his feet was missing. You can't tell me it was an accident.”

“Seriously, Andy, you had to bring it up in front of Jess?” Vic hissed. She was spitting vinegar now. “We talked about this. Shut up, already. Jess has been through enough.” 

Before Andy could say anything, a girl with two long brown braids sidled up to the table. “Lily! Just the girl I wanted to see,” Vic happily changed the subject. “I left you a message last night. I know homecoming is, like, a month away, but do you know what you're wearing?”

“Ohmigosh, yes. You'll love it,” Lily said. “I found this beautif—”

“Speaking of homecoming,” Andy cut Lily off. “Vic, uh.... would you go with me? You know, to the dance?” 

His cheeks turned plum-pink as he said it. He clearly had a hard-core crush on Vic, but his timing couldn't have been worse. She was royally pissed at him for the Drunk Butch stuff and now he'd interrupted Lily mid-sentence. He wasn't winning any Mr. Manners awards.  

Vic pulled a fat pink nail file out of her purse and ran it back and forth across her fingers. “Well, Andy,” she didn't look up from her nails. “I'm going with Brad.” 

“He asked you already?”

“No.”

“You're kidding, right?” His face went eggplant purple, from the humiliation bubbling under the surface. “You'd rather wait for some guy who might ask you than go with the guy who actually asked you?” 

“Maybe I'd rather stay home than go with the guy who keeps talking about Drunk Butch in front of the poor girl who found his dead body in the lake the day after her dad's funeral.”

Oh Snap. 

Poor Andy. He deflated next to me like a week-old helium balloon. And poor me. My new friends had a list of unbelievably horrible events, which had all happened to me, that they weren't allowed to talk about. Man. I must seem like a bad luck magnet, a tragedy case. 

“Hey, girl.” As if Andy's day wasn't bad enough, Brad bumped him out of the way so he could wrap his ham arms around Vic. Her face lit up. 

Steve slid onto the bench next to me. He smelled like clean laundry right out of the dryer. “How are you? I didn't get a chance to talk to you in biology. Mrs. B. just wouldn't shut up, right? So, uh, I heard you got hurt pretty bad. Are you okay?”

“It’s nothing. Really. Just a sprain. The doctor said I’ll be fine in a few weeks.” Lie! Lie! Repeat it until they all believe it.

“I can't wait to see you on the track again.” He looked up at me through his shaggy blond hair. “I won’t have much to look at during practice while you’re gone.”

My face went hot. “Shouldn’t you, um, be looking at the football?” 

“Yeah, but...Anyway, Jess...I want to ask you something.” 

Oh boy. I braced for it. But I didn't need to. 

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Vic bounced out of her chair. Homecoming. Brad must have asked her. She practically did a jig by the table. Andy stewed. “Ohmigod, we'll have sooooo much fun! Jess. We should double date!”

Virrrr Wirrr. Suddenly, a low, grumbling noise filled the cafeteria, vibrating all of the trays and tables, rattling my insides. What is that?

Thwack. Crack. A flash of blinding white light lit up the room. The window by our table shattered. Oh my god. I covered my head. Glass rained down on us. The cafeteria erupted in screams, then fell into silence. 

“See Andy?” Vic howled. She had bits of glass tangled in her hair, and a bloody gash running from wrist and elbow, but she was too furious to care. “Lightning can strike on a sunny day, so next time, keep your stupid mouth shut!” 
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Chapter 8 — Vic
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Tat tat tat tat tat. Water. Water falling. I was in the woods again. There was no bright light, no lightning. I lay on cold wet stone, my throat full of blood. I'm drowning. I heard muffled voices. Screams. 

“Rise and shine!” Mom. 

I opened my eyes. I was safe in bed again. 

She barked through the bedroom door. “Get up, honey. You missed the bus again. We've got to be out the door in ten minutes.” 

I scrambled up and got dressed. Mom dropped Jack and I off at school on her way to work, grumbling the whole drive about my new bad habit of sleeping late. Vic leaned against her locker talking to a boy with wheat-colored hair down to his waist. 

She grabbed me. “You look terrible. Did you even brush your hair? What is this, amateur hour?” 

The long-haired boy shrugged and wandered off.  

“Who was that?” 

“Adam. Senior. Parents are dead. Lives in a cabin in the woods with his brother. He's real tragic, but he's a genius. I need him if I want to pass chemistry.” She winked, then grabbed a brush out of the top of her locker and gave my hair a quick once over. “Much better. Are you okay?”

Vic fished a tube of lip gloss out of her pocket and handed it to me. 

“I don’t know.” I smudged cherry glitter gloss across my lips. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I can’t sleep. I'm having lots of crazy dreams.” 

“About what?”

About dying. “Nothing. Forget it.” 

The bell rang, and Vic forgot about my problems immediately. She straightened out her ponytail then pulled a book out of her locker. That's when I saw it. The nothing. 

“Wait a minute." I grabbed her arm and pushed the sleeve of her silky shirt all the way up to her elbow. Her skin was flawless. Uncut. 

“What are you doing?” 

She shrugged me off, but I had seen enough. Yesterday, broken glass sliced her open from wrist to elbow. Today? Absolutely nothing. Not a scratch. Not even a Band-Aid, as if it never happened. First me, now Vic? 

“We need to talk. About your arm.” 

“Jess, I...” Her bottom lip trembled. I pulled her closer. 

“You cut your arm yesterday, and today the cut is gone. Tell me I’m not crazy.”

“Forget it. It’s nothing. It wasn’t as bad as it looked.” 

I’d heard that line before. Yesterday, it had come out of my mouth. 

“Let it go.” 

She tried to walk away from me, but I jerked her back. She couldn't get rid of me or change my mind. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll talk later. After school.”

“Now,” I said. 

Her eyes darted back and forth, checking for eavesdroppers, and through clenched teeth she whispered, “You keep your mouth shut, Jesse Flowers, do you understand me? Don’t you dare say one word about this to anyone.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn't." I didn’t really plan to broadcast her secret—our secret— but she might tell me something if I pretended. 

“Because this isn’t just about me.” 

Ha. She was right about that. “Tell me. Now.” 

I let go of her and headed for the back door, to the parking lot, where we could be alone. I could hear the click click of her shoes behind me. I pushed the door open and walked to her car. I wasn’t going to let her get out of this. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to, though. I'd probably do the same thing if I were her, if I didn’t know about me.

I drew circles in the dust on the hood while I waited for her to catch up. She seemed to walk in slow motion, her long red ponytail swishing back and forth, her eyes scanning the horizon to make sure we were alone. She leaned against the car, crossed her arms, and without looking at me said “Well, what do you want to know?”

I opted for full disclosure. I pulled the Velcro tabs on my wrist brace open and slid it off. I held up my arm. 

“See this?” She gave me a sly look out of the corner of her eye. “This arm was broken. The bone was sticking out. Blood, like, everywhere. An hour later, the doctor told me it wasn't broken, it was sprained. Then an hour after that? Perfectly fine. Like nothing ever happened.” 

Vic's mouth dropped open and her chewing gum fell out. “I don’t believe it.” 

“What the hell is wrong with me?”

“Get in the car. This changes things.” 

We slid onto the bench seat and closed the door. 

“It started almost a year ago. November, before Thanksgiving.” She stared straight ahead through the windshield, as if in a trance. “It was little things at first like a scratch or cut that disappeared. I’d get hurt or something, and I thought it must not have been that bad, because it was always gone the next day.”

Then one night, driving from Lily’s house, a deer jumped in front of her truck. “I swerved and crashed. Glass. Everywhere. And tires. The rubber smell. I blacked out. When I woke up, the truck was in the ditch. I was on the grass. There was blood everywhere,” she said. “The windshield was broken. My head was bleeding. My leg. It was crushed. It hurt so bad. I thought I was going to die alone in that ditch.”

She laid there for a long time, unable to move. “I was out of it. I don't know how long I was there. Then I saw headlights.”

Those headlights belonged to Big Joe Shaw, the cemetery caretaker. He made extra money doing odd jobs. He was dropping off some equipment he’d repaired for a farmer who lived not far from Vic's accident. 

“I remember him leaning over me, saying my name, asking me to stay with him,” she said. “I remember sitting up. And my leg, it was fine. Like the accident never happened. My jeans were ripped and covered in blood. When I put my fingers on in one of the rips, there was blood, but no cut. I was sore, but that was it.”

My insides lurched when she said it. This isn't true. No way. This isn't real.

“Big Joe said it was a miracle I got out of that crash alive,” Vic said. “He drove me home and told my dad what happened. Dad put me in bed, and when I woke up the next morning, I was perfectly fine. Not even a stiff neck. That’s when I knew.”

“This kind of thing doesn’t happen in real life.” I didn’t know what else to say. I could barely breathe. 

“Oh, yes it does.” She turned and looked me straight in the eyes. Her expression was distinctly un-Vic-like, no smile, no wink, no trace of fun. “I need to tell you something else. We aren’t the only ones.”




I sat in the bleachers alone after school, watching, still recovering from what Vic told me. Boys in grass-stained football jerseys ran plays. Steve threw flawless pass after flawless pass. Cheerleaders in short shorts and tight T-shirts, pom-poms sparkling in the sun, tried out new dance moves on the sidelines. We aren't the only ones. But who?

The whole day had been a confused blur.  Every second seemed to last three thousand hours. Vic made me pinkie swear cross my heart ten times that we would act like we'd never had the conversation in the car. She'd fished a handful of Band-Aids out of her glove compartment and stuck them over the spots where her cut should have been. “Happy now? Sometimes I forget to pretend to be normal, okay?” 

Yet Vic excelled at normal. She bopped through the hallways all day, saying hi and blowing kisses, as if nothing we talked about this morning phased her. I was grumpy and anxious, palms sweating, mind reeling. If what she said was true, I wanted to know who and why. I scanned faces and bodies looking for clues, but didn't know what to look for. How could you tell unless someone healed up right in front of you? 

Coach had the cross country team running laps today. Lots of them. I watched Katie gallop around the track. Every lap, she'd start ahead of the group, then fall behind near turn two. She'd pull ahead in the last hundred yards, winning by a foot. She did it lap after lap. Winning every time. Never out of breath. Never breaking a sweat. I bet she could leave them all in the dust any second. Why didn't she?

Then it clicked. I forget to pretend to be normal. No way. I bet Katie didn't forget. She excelled at normal. I'm so stupid. 

All day, I'd been looking for people whose bodies stitched back together instantly. Maybe I had it all wrong. What if the others could do something different? Like run. Too fast. Faster than normal people. Fast enough to disappear in the woods in a split second. 

I thought about what Katie said when I broke my arm. You were about to beat my school record for that sprint. It couldn't have been true. Then again, what if it were? My body had done what Vic's could do. I'd healed. Did my body do what Katie's had done, too? Run too fast, too easily? There was only one way to find out.

I snuck into the locker room and filched a stopwatch out of coach’s office, then slunk off to a single-lane side road leading straight out of town. All right, body. Let's see what you can do. I'd run home. Six miles. It would take a normal person about an hour. I clicked on the stopwatch, and I ran. A light jog, nothing too hard, steadily past row after row of swaying green corn stalks, past fields full of silos and golden brown Jersey cows. I concentrated on my breath and my pace, on not slipping on the stubbly asphalt edge of the road. I barely broke a sweat. 

I rounded the hill into Gramps' valley. Almost there. Geesh, Jess. See? This was a dumb idea. You didn't break any speed records. Maybe Vic's messing with you. There's got to be an explanation.  I ran up Gramps' potholed gravel driveway. Finally. I'm home. I ponied up to the back door and caught a glimpse of Gramps hugging Mom. She cried. The empty space where Dad should have been had caught her. 

I clicked off the stopwatch. 6:00. Six minutes. I shook it. No. It's wrong. Six miles in six minutes? That's ridiculous. My heart raced. I opened the door and rushed past Mom and Gramps. 

“I need to work on a school project.” I didn't look at them. I didn't want them to see the panic on my face. “I’ll be in my room, okay?" 

I ran upstairs and slammed the bedroom door shut behind me. I sat straight down, my back still pressed against the door. I examined the stopwatch. 6:00. Six minutes. How could it be? I jogged. I didn't sprint. Even if I did, I couldn't have made it that fast. Wait. It's a mistake. The stopwatch must be broken. It's not keeping accurate time. That's probably why coach left it in the office. Look. You'll see. 

I cleared the numbers. I waited for the minutes on my alarm clock to switch from eight to nine. Then, I clicked on the stopwatch. Ten seconds. This thing has to be broken. Twenty seconds. No one can run that fast. Forty seconds. It's the only explanation. The alarm clock turned from nine to zero. I clicked off the stopwatch. Sixty seconds. It kept accurate time. It wasn't broken. 

Yes it is. Stupid thing! I threw it across the room in a fit of fear-fueled anger and I heard it crack when it hit the wall. Then the tears came. What's wrong with me? Normal people don't see fog and hear voices in the woods. I slipped off my brace and examined my arm in the patch of sunlight streaming through the window. A broken arm and now not a scratch. Vic cut her arm, and now not a scratch. A jog home, six miles in six minutes. Katie, who disappeared in the woods in a split second. Two girls I just met. Now me. What was up with Salt Creek? 

No. Calm down. Listen to yourself. You sound crazy. There's an explanation. Like, you know, a head injury or something. Don't freak out yet. Maybe the stopwatch got stuck at six minutes. Yes. That's it. Maybe it didn't go past that. Maybe coach left it in the office for a reason. I'll test it again. Where is that stupid thing? 

Thunk. 

Something hit the wall next to me. When I saw what it was, I froze stiff as a Popsicle. The stopwatch lay on the floor next to me. I stared at it for a good long while. There was no way in hell it just flew across the room all by itself.  I mustered the nerve to reach down and grab it, half wishing I'd be grabbing at air because it couldn't possibly be there. No luck. It was the real thing. I flipped it over in my hand. The casing had a little crack in it from the impact.

I dropped it onto the floor. My mind reeled. Did I do that? No. No way. Stopwatches don't fly across rooms just because you think about them. This is real life. Then again girls can’t usually run a mile a minute, but you just did that, didn’t you?  

A weak thread of resolve filled me. Hell. I'm already on the edge of crazy. Why not go with it? At least, I could be scientific about my hallucinations. I could experiment. I picked up the stopwatch and walked it over to the dresser. I sat on the edge of my bed and willed it to come to me, my hand reaching out for it like a telepathic villain in a cut-rate comic book. Come on. Get over here. Nothing. Come here. Come on. Nothing. Here boy. Come here, boy. Still Nothing.   Part of me was relieved, because if it didn't move it meant the world still made some sense and I still had a shred of sanity left. 

Relieved, I closed my eyes and half-heartedly tried one more time, just to prove I was totally silly and the world really wasn't upside down. I pictured the stopwatch. The black plastic, the gray screen, the yellow buttons on the top. 

Thwap. 

When I opened my eyes, the stopwatch was in the palm of my hand. 
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Chapter 9 — Fire
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The fires rose like pyramids into the night sky. There were dozens of them, each ringed by students, on the grass behind the football field. Cheerleaders, pompoms wiggling, circulated through the hooting, yelling crowd. The eagles of Salt Creek High School were ready for tomorrow’s pending massacre of another middle-of-nowhere football team, a rout that would be lead by quarterback Steve Kennedy. 

We sat on a knubby plaid blanket I'd fished out of the trunk of Vic's car. Vic and Katie sat by me having a lively conversation as Andy waited, as usual, for any excuse to join in. I couldn't help but stare at Katie, looking her up and down, wondering what she felt the first time she ran that fast. Was she scared? Did she know where her mysterious talent came from? Would she ever tell me? I doubted it. She'd eyed me with a mixed up jumble of suspicion and curiosity ever since I'd broken my arm. She tried to disguise it. She smiled and talked to me like nothing weird happened, but I could see she didn't quite know what to think of me.  

Vic, as usual, was bubbly and unfazed. I told her everything about last night—the run, the stopwatch, all of it —the minute I got to school this morning. “Sit tight, please?” she'd begged. “I've got a chemistry test third period and I seriously need to focus. I'll be over tomorrow, I swear. It'll be Saturday. We'll have tons of time. We’ll figure it out. Trust me. Just try to be normal today, okay?”  

Normal. Ha. Sounds great. Too bad it's impossible. My brain practically short-circuited thinking about last night. I wanted my old life back. Yeah, I was ordinary and probably a little bit boring, but at least I knew a few things about how the world worked, like it took at least six weeks in a cast to heal a broken arm, and the fastest runners in the world took at least four minutes to run a mile. In Salt Creek, I couldn't count on anything. 

Vic shot me a slit-eyed look, the one that told me to pep up and act normal before I blew our cover. She was right. I needed to try. I smiled, and she seemed to relax. 

Steve sat down and looped his arm around me. “Hey. I was hoping you’d make it tonight.” 

Soon after, bulldog Brad squeezed in next to Vic, pushing Andy about a foot to the side in the process. Vic was thrilled. Poor Andy drooped like a dying house plant. Again. Poor kid never had any luck. 

Steve inched closer. “I've been looking for you all night. I’m so happy you're here.” He was giddy, charged up from all the attention, from all of the high-fives and cheers from his fans. 

A gust of cold wind sent sparks fizzling into the air. They popped and crackled like tiny fireworks. In the flash, I saw Billy leaning on a car behind a handful of cheerleaders. He smiled at me then walked off toward the bleachers. 

“Well, what do you think?” Steve said. “It’s still a few weeks away, but will you go with me?”

“Go where?” I hadn't heard a word he'd said. 

“The homecoming dance. You should go with me. We could double date with Vic.” 

“I, uh...” I panicked. He'd put me on the spot. “I thought you were going with Sonya. Aren't you guys together?” 

I knew they weren't. I was buying time. 

“We broke up.” He looked at Sonya, who stood not far away with the other cheerleaders. Sonya was drop-dead gorgeous. Curvy, glamorous, never so much as a hair or a smudge of glitter lip gloss out of place. Popular, too. The appropriate match for a football star. She kept glancing over at us, but pretending not to, although she winked at Steve in the split-second when their eyes met. I saw fear in the crinkled corners of her smile, fear that Steve was over her. 

“It was over a long time before we broke up,” Steve said.

Sonya fell into his lap the minute the words left his lips. Her pompom brushed my face as she wrapped her arms around him. “Hey, Steve,” she cooed. She made her move, thinking she stopped me from making mine. “You look good tonight, baby.” 

She didn’t know she'd given me an out. Steve looked stunned as I got up and walked away, past the fires, toward the bleachers. Most girls would die to go to homecoming with Steve. He was easy to look at, all muscle and confidence. Girls flirted with him in the hallway, and swooned over him while he practiced. He was perfect, but I didn't want him. I wanted Billy. Something about him made me forget all of the crazy in my life. I wanted to know him, and I really didn't care what anyone else thought about it. 

I made it to the bleachers, but Billy wasn’t there. He’d vanished. Here one minute, gone the next. It seemed to be the signature move in this town. I pushed my hands deep into my pockets, and my disappointment even deeper down inside. All around me, kids laughed with their friends, having fun. I was jealous. I wanted to have fun. I wanted to be normal. I didn’t want a dead dad or a handful of magic powers. I didn’t want to hear voices in the woods or have bad dreams every night. I just wanted to be seventeen. 

“Hey Jess, you all right?” It was Lily, walking in from the parking lot, holding hands with a boy wearing black-rimmed glasses. 

“Yeah. Just getting some air.” 

“Don’t take too long,” she said. “It’s time to have fun.” 

I took it as a sign. She was right. Decision made. I would not wallow in self pity. Not tonight. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Lily and glasses boy walked off. 

I whispered to myself, “You are going to go back in there and have fun, like it or not.” 

“Who are you talking to?” The voice came from behind me. I looked over my shoulder. Billy stood under the bleachers in the darkness. 

“No one. Only myself.”

“You’re definitely not no one.” I saw traces of a smile. “Are you ready?"

“Ready for what?" 

“Come with me and find out.”  He held out his hand and waited for me to take it. 

“I can’t just leave.” I crossed my arms and looked away while I pretended to consider it. Of course, inside I was jumping up and down screaming yes, but if I did that for real I would seem like a love-struck baby. 

Billy stepped in front of me, his hand still out, waiting. “I came here to get you, and I’m not leaving without you.” 

“Why would you come here to get me?” Please be that you like me. As in, like me, like me.

“I want to show you something spectacular,” he said. “It can’t wait. It’s now or never. Come with me. You won't regret it. I promise.” 

“Okay.” I put my hand into his. He jump-started every cell in my body with his touch, but I tried to play it cool. “But don't forget you owe me spectacular.” 

We walked through the parking lot, hand-in-hand, to a rusty orange sports car. He opened the door for me, then settled in behind the wheel. We drove, music pouring from the radio, out of town then down a two-lane winding road through corn fields. My face went hot and my palms got clammy. Oh my gosh. This is real. I'm alone with the hottest boy I've ever met. We suddenly came to a screeching halt. The force of the stop jolted us forward, knocking the breath out of me. “Sorry,” he said. “I almost missed it. It's hard to find in the dark.”

He turned the car onto a bumpy dirt access road through the middle of a corn field. It was barely as wide as the car, and thousands of towering green stalks closed in on us, swallowing us up. Billy stopped and flipped off the lights, throwing us in total darkness. It was the kind of dark you never got in the city, where even in the dead of night the yellow haze of streetlights coated everything. 

He got out, then stumbled around in the dark to open my door. He extended his hand. I hesitated. “Trust me,” he said. “You didn’t come all this way to sit in the car. I owe you spectacular, and that’s what you’re going to get.”

He didn't realize it was already spectacular. I took his hand and my heart kicked into high gear. Billy closed the door behind me then rustled around in the trunk. He emerged with a blanket, which he spread across the hood of the car. “Look up.” 

The inky black sky was so clear,  I swore I could almost see every star between Salt Creek and the end of the universe. A thin streak of white fell across the black. And another one. Then three more. Shooting stars. “It’s a meteor shower. It’s supposed to last all night. Come sit up here with me.” 

The hood made a hollow rattling sound as he tapped the metal with his hands. I shimmied onto the blanket next to him. More stars streaked past. Billy laid back on the windshield and put his arms behind his head. “Lean back. You’ll get a better view.” 

I laid back next to him. Stars shot across the sky, one after another, racing down to earth. We sat in silence, mesmerized, until his voice cut through the night. “Would you go home to California if you could?”  

It was the most obvious question, something I had thought about constantly, yet he was the first person who asked me. “I wish I could, but it's not that simple.” I couldn't go back to my old life. Dad was gone forever, and I had changed. Seriously changed. “I can’t go back, not to the way it used to be.” 

He rolled toward me and intently watched me watch the stars. I stole glances, drinking in the angle of his cheek, the curve of his lips in the starlight. This boy was pure magic. 

“I'm really sorry about why you're here. The bad stuff, I mean. Your dad. All of it.” 

“Yeah. Me too.”

“I'm telling you that first so I don't sound like a complete jerk when I say I'm happy you're here.”

I laughed. “What's up with you Ohio kids? First Vic, now you. You guys love it when a new kid shows up. Must be the novelty.”

“That's not it. Gramps talked about you constantly. I feel like I already know you.”

“Oh do you now?” My insides started to glow, but I didn't want to let on. The guy I was  into might actually like me back. There really was a first time for everything. “Okay, Mr. Expert. What's my middle name?”

“Um... Millie? No, wait. Mildred.”

“Oh my God, he seriously told you that? I'm so embarrassed.” Good thing it was so dark Billy couldn't see my face turn red. It was Gramma's name. I loved her, but Mildred was for old ladies.

“I think it's cute. Do you want to quiz me some more? I'm on fire.”

“No way. I don't want to know how many more embarrassing things you know about me.” 

“Let's see. I know your birthday's in January, and purple is your favorite color, but none of that really matters. Who you are is what's in here.” He tapped his finger against his temple. “And in here.” He tapped his chest, over his heart.

“And I suppose Gramps told you what was in there.” 

“Yeah, kind of. He said you're really fiery when you get mad, and I better steer clear of you if it's ever my fault. He said you were strong and brave, but you wouldn't realize it until you'd lost everything.”

“Gramps said that?” My voice shook a little. I'd certainly never had a conversation like this with a boy before. It was weird, unsettling, but sweet at the same time. “What is he even talking about?”

“Who can say. I love that guy, but he talks in riddles half the time.” 

“You seem to know a lot about Gramps. Are you guys close?”

“Yeah. I’ve worked for him for two years,” he said, “but he's more than my boss. He's family. When my grandpa died, he helped me through. Honestly, he's helped me through a lot of bad times.” 

He looked up at the stars wistfully, as if he'd suddenly slipped down memory lane. I wondered if he was thinking about his mystery disappearance. Had he discovered he could do impossible things, too? I mean, I couldn't be the only one going through all this weird stuff. I wanted to ask, but the words went thick and got caught in my throat. Yep. Too chicken to ask. Too much, too personal, too fast. 

It's probably good, because I couldn’t take the risk. I needed to keep my own secret.   “Have you ever thought you ended up in Salt Creek for a reason?” he asked. “Maybe it's fate. Maybe you're meant to be here in this place, right now.” 

“People only believe in fate because it makes them feel better.” The world spun out of control and all we could do was hold on for dear life. The last couple weeks had made that pretty clear. “I’m here because Dad died and Mom decided to stay. ”

“Maybe fate doesn't work the way we think it does. Maybe fate is the surprises,” he said.

His hand brushed against my arm, and a line of goosebumps whisked across my skin.   “We all want to have control over our lives, our destiny, right? Then boom. Something happens to remind us we aren't in charge. Everything goes off the rails. Our plans are ruined. Maybe fate is all the crazy stuff that pushes us where we never expected to go.”

“Maybe.” I didn’t know if some invisible force controlled my life, but if it did, I hoped for a hot minute it had put Billy and I together, right here, right now, for a reason. I liked him more with every word he spoke. He wasn't like other boys. He was open. He laid his thoughts and feelings out without fear. “Although, life would be depressing if it was all fate and nothing we did mattered.” 

“Aw, no. That's not what I mean. Everything matters. Things happen, but that's just the start. We get to choose what we do after our life blows up.” He silently watched a few more stars fall, then turned and looked intently into my eyes. “This is your new beginning, Jesse Mildred Flowers. The only question is what are you going to do with it?”
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Chapter 10 — Skills
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The dead man in the lake grabbed my arm. His finger bones, exposed where the bloated flesh rotted off, scratched deep into my skin. I struggled, trying to swim up to the light at the surface of the water, but he held me down. Pins pricked my lungs. I'm drowning. His milky white eyes searched the darkness until they found mine. Bubbles belched out of his mouth and words, like screams under water, escaped. “Run, Jess,” he gurgled. “Run.” 

I woke up safe in my bed again. 

––––––––
[image: image]


“That’s it?” Vic’s nose crinkled up as if I’d waved a rotten egg under it. She'd made me recount every detail of last night with Billy. “So, you guys were alone in a cornfield, on the hood of his car, watching shooting stars until one in the morning, and he didn’t even try to kiss you?”

I shook my head. No, he hadn’t tried, but that was okay. It had been nothing short of an epic evening, and I had fallen for him. Hard. 

“He sure knows how to romance a girl, huh?”  Vic puzzled. 

“Seriously. Can we get on with it?” 

I steered her back to the task at hand. I finally had Vic alone, and I wasn't letting her put me off again. She owed me explanations. Big time. She sat on a dusty ATV in Gramps' barn. It was dim and cobwebby, but it was the one place we both agreed was safe to talk. Mom was at work, Gramps was in the fields, and Jack was upstairs in his room gaming with his new friends. 

“Fine,” Vic huffed. “Show me.”

“What do you want to see first?”

“Um, move something with your brain. That sounds cool.” She said it like she didn't really believe I could do it. 

“Okay. Look back there.” 

I pointed to a few rectangular straw bales that had fallen off their tidy stack against the back wall. I dug my heels into the smooth dirt floor and took a deep breath. I visualized each golden thread, each piece of baling wire. One bale levitated a couple of inches off the floor. It wobbled, and I thought I'd lost it, but it steadied before hovering a foot above the ground.  

“Holee crap!” Vic squealed. “I totally thought you made that up!”

“You can’t do this?” The bale thunked onto the floor.

“I wish. But I’d be as big as a house if I didn’t have to walk to the kitchen to grab a pint of ice cream.” 

“Can you do anything besides heal really fast?” 

“Uh, don't you think that's enough?” She snipped. “It's already saved my life once.”  

“Vic, I didn't mean it that way.”

“Well, for your information, Supergirl, no. I can't do anything else. You’re different somehow. As far as I know, it's one and done for the rest of us.”

“Yeah, about that.” She'd finally given me an excuse to ask. “You said there were more of us. Do you know who they are?”

“Listen.” She cut me off. “My dad said something, that's all. After my accident, he asked my brothers if he should tell me what I was, what we all were. They thought I was asleep, but I heard them.” 

“What did he mean?” I could decided if I was excited or scared to hear the answer. “What are we?”

“Humans. End of story.” 

“Come on.” It was going to be harder to get a straight answer out of her than I anticipated. “Aren't you curious?”

“Nope. I don't want to know. If we're like aliens from space or something, I couldn't deal.”

“Be serious, Vic.”

“Don't laugh. How many other people have you met who can do this kind of crap? Hmmm?” I stared at her blankly. “Yeah. That's what I thought. I thought my family was the only one until you showed up.” 

“What can your dad and brothers do?” 

“Come on. So obvious. You had to notice. They're freakishly strong. They practically moved your sofa off the truck with one hand. My brother Johnny once lifted a car with his bare hands so dad could change the tire.”

Oh. My. God. So it wasn't the same for all of us.  

“That's actually pretty cool,” I said. 

She rolled her eyes, unimpressed. 

“But, if you know your brothers can do stuff, why do you walk around like it's a big secret?”

“You're kidding, right?” 

No. I wasn't. If I had someone to ask, I sure would. 

“That's a terrible idea. Dad came into my room to talk about it the day after my accident. He never does that. Feelings make him uncomfortable. The most he's ever done, even for important stuff, was yell up at me from the bottom of the stairs.”

“What did he want?”

“He made me swear I would never tell anyone about the accident or about me. He said people were scared of things they didn't understand, things that weren't normal, and they were scared enough to kill.”  

Vic shook her head and shoulders, shuddering at the thought of it. “He said I had to keep quiet and that's that. He meant it, too. We don't even talk about it with each other.”

“If your dad won't help, why don't you ask Katie?” There. I said it. It was time to see if my theory was right.

“What exactly should I ask Katie?” She said it slowly, cautiously. 

“Come on. I've watched her run. She's a little too good, if you get my drift.”

Vic eyeballed me, as if she was carefully considering her next move, but then she let out a long deep breath. “Oh thank God. I thought I was imagining it. She really is too good, isn't she? I always thought maybe, but I didn't really know for sure. I seriously thought this was only an Atwood curse. Until you.” 

She bounced off the ATV, feeling fifty pounds lighter because she wasn't as alone in the universe as she'd feared. “Try to lift it.” 

She pointed at the ATV. She was all in on our experiment now. 

“I can't.”Hay bales and stopwatches were one thing, vehicles were something else. 

“It can’t hurt to try. Come on, do what you do.”

“All right. I’ll give it a shot.” I took a deep breath. Muddy rubber tires. Scuffed silver bumper. Torn black leather seat. I heard the sound of rusty metal scraping together. The front wheels vibrated—it rattled my molars—then inched off the ground. Soon, the whole thing swayed two inches above the ground. A sharp pain stabbed my skull, and the ATV clunked to the ground. The pain disappeared as quickly as it had come. 

“Are you okay?”

“That really hurt. I don’t know what happened.”

“Maybe you hit your limit, like a psychic sprain or something.” She straddled the ATV. “Come on. Let’s take it for a spin.” 

“Do you know how to drive this thing?”

“Yeah. Duh.” The ATV sputtered to life, spewing a cloud of black smoke. I slid onto the seat behind her. “Do you have the stopwatch?”

“Yeah. It's in my pocket.”

“Good.” She revved the engine and peeled out of the barn. We hummed along the slim dirt access road slicing between Gramps' fields and the forested hills lining the valley for a while, before she lurched to a stop. “Okay, time to get off." 

I hopped off the back, but Vic stayed put. “Stopwatch please.” 

I took it out of my pocket and plunked it in her palm. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” She looked at the odometer. “We're exactly two miles from the barn. It took us about five minutes to get here. I'm going back. You're going to meet me at the barn, okay? But you have to give me a head start.”

She clinked the stopwatch timer to five minutes, then handed it to me. “Start the watch when I drive off. When it gets to zero, reset it and start running. I should already be back at the barn when you start running.”

“Why don't I just run back with you?”

“I don't want to accidentally run over you.” Fair enough. It seemed like a decent plan. “Oh, and don't hold out on me. Run as fast as you can. Half the school knows you were beating Katie’s record when you had your little accident. I want to see this with my own eyes.” 

She backed the ATV up a few feet and then turned it around. “Ready?”

“As I'll ever be.”

She sped off down the trail, kicking up dust behind her. I started the countdown, waited until the stopwatch beeped, restarted it, slung it around my neck, then jogged back the way we came. Vic would be mad at me for not going full speed, but lifting the hay bale and the ATV wore me out. It seemed like everything around me passed in slow motion, even the crows squawking in the fields. I rounded the corner to the barn. Vic slid off the four wheeler. I ran up behind her and tapped her shoulder. She jumped. “Holy hell! Don't sneak up on me like that ever again!” Her eyebrows wrinkled up. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I ran. Like you told me to, remember?”

“Did you wait five minutes?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I'm sure.”

“Let me see this thing.” She grabbed the stopwatch and clicked it off. “I don't believe it.”

The numbers blinked at us, right there in black: 1:25. “That can’t be right,” I said. One minute, twenty-five seconds. “That's faster than last time.”

“Did you clear it and reset it before you started running?”

“Of course I did.”

“Then it must be right.” Her lips pinched tight as her mind twisted, trying hard to believe what should be impossible. “Wow, Jess. You sure can run.”
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Chapter 11 —  Heart-to-heart
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I thought my family were the only ones until you showed up. Vic had given me the key, and she didn't even know it. It must be genetic. It must run in families, and I knew just who to ask. 

I waited all afternoon for Gramps to come back in from the fields, but the sun was now setting, casting pink and orange tentacles across the sky. Vic had gone home hours ago, Mom was in the kitchen washing the dinner dishes, and I couldn't wait any longer. My whole world was unraveling. I needed to talk to Gramps now. He could help me. He knew. I felt it.

I waded through the cornfield looking for him. The stalks towered over me, a thick green forest of tassels and ears. I hopped through the rows, dozens and dozens of them, weaving through the maze of neatly-tilled lines, until I finally found him. A yellow spotlight shone on the tractor engine. His hands fiddled inside. 

“Gramps.” My voice shook, betraying my unraveling. Desperate, swirling half-cooked explanations had twisted around in my mind all day as I tried to make sense of what Vic had told me. 

He wiped his hands on an oily rag, then stuffed it in his back pocket. 

“It’s started hasn't it?” He acted like he expected me, and he knew what I'd come to ask. “I didn’t know this day would come so soon. Thought I had more time. Silly me. Should have known. We always think we have more time than we do.”

“What’s wrong with me?” Tears rolled down my cheeks. All my pent up fear and confusion punched out all at once. 

Gramps hugged me. His heart beat gently next to my ear. “There's nothing wrong with you. You're changing, that's all.” 

He knows. Thank God. My mood lifted. As long as I had Gramps, I'd be all right. I'd make it through. He'd explain. He was honest, more than anything. “Do you have this, too?”

“Sure do, but I wasn't very gracious about it in the beginning.” Laughter rumbled in his chest. “I recall a lot of whining and complaining.” 

“Why didn't you tell me? I mean, you should have warned me.” 

“Well, honey. There's no easy answer. Sometimes keeping secrets is good. We don't want everyone to know what we are. Most people'd be too scared. When you're old enough, when you start to change, that's when you know. That's how it's always been done.” 

“Why us? What's wrong with us?” I braced for the answer. Space aliens. Nuclear waste. The truth couldn't be reassuring.

“Goodness, there's nothing wrong with us. Don't think about it like that.” He leaned back against the tractor. “This is part of our family, part of our heritage, going back generations. It's part of Salt Creek. It's why we're here.” 

“So it's a curse? On us? On the town?” This kind of thing didn't happen in California.

He snorted. “Oh lordy, no. This is a gift. You'll do things most people only dream about. Now, I’m not going to lie. It's a gift with lots of strings attached. Life is more complicated for people like us. You’ve got a duty. We all do. We can’t be selfish. We've got to use our talents to help people. You've got to promise me you'll always do what's right, not what's easy, okay?” 

I wiped the last of my tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. This was way too much. I could barely believe what I was hearing. I still didn't really understand why. This couldn't just be a gene like blue eyes and brown hair. It had to be more. 

“I don't hear you promising.” He clearly wouldn't say another word until he got what he wanted. 

“Okay, I promise.” 

“All right. It's important because your road's gonna be rougher than most. You’re rare among our kind. Gladys can explain it better than I can. She'll fill you in.”

“Wait. Different?” Not one and done, as Vic said. Gramps nodded. This was getting worse by the minute. A freak among freaks. Great. “How do you know all this stuff?”

“My dreams tell me things, bits of the future, bits of what's coming.” 

I tingled with envy. Sneak peaks at the future sounded kind of cool, a chance to change your life, much better than my plain-vanilla nightmares. 

“That’s how I knew you were coming back.” 

Wait. What? “Did you know Dad was going to die?” If we could have stopped it, if we could have saved him. 

“No, honey. I didn't. Dreams aren't like movies. They're puzzles. I get pieces, I put them together, then I see a picture. Sometimes I can't see it all until it's too late. Anyhow, it's no accident you're here. The others will help you. You'll need it. There's bad stuff brewing in Salt Creek. Something dark. Something unsettling.” 

“What kind of bad stuff?” My insides dropped. This wasn't reassuring.

“I'm not sure. I can't see it, and I don’t have much time left,” he said. “You can protect the others, if you choose to fight.”

“What are you talking about?” Dark stuff and fighting? He'd lost his marbles. “Billy said you talk in riddles half the time. I see what he means.”

“Speaking of Billy, tell him he can tell you the truth. Tell him not to be afraid.” 

“Uh, tell me the truth about what? Is he like us?” Why else would Gramps bring it up?

“Listen—” He cut me off. He'd never done that before. 

“You've got to look deep into the hearts of the people around you. Make sure you know what kind of people they are. Hold your cards close to your chest. It's life and death.” 

He seemed to be rushing, trying hard to focus, like he only had this very second to say all the random things he'd ever wanted to tell me. 

“Does Mom know about all of this?” I steered him back to some of the questions gnawing away at my insides. “Is Mom like us?” 

“Honey, leave her be. Her heart is too heavy already. I don't think she can carry your burden alongside her own. She needs to remember who she is before she can help anyone else.” 

He put his hand over mine and looked at me intently. “Listen very carefully. Tell your mom and Jack I love them. I don’t want to catch any of you crying for me, do you understand? I'm ready. I’m not afraid.”

“Gramps.” My heart thumped faster. “What are you talking about? Are you all right?”

“I am wonderful.” He hugged me then kissed my forehead. “Don't be afraid of what you are.” 

His voice suddenly got cut in half and pushed through a strainer. “I love you. And I'll see you again real soon.”

He held me close for a minute or two, then his arms went limp and the weight of his body slumped onto me. His heart had stopped beating. 
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Chapter 12 — The Storm
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I’d never seen rain fall as thick and heavy as it did outside my bedroom window the night of Gramps’ funeral. The water drum rolled against the roof. Thunder rumbled and lightning strobe lit the sky. 

It was late. Mom went to bed hours ago, if you could call drinking wine out of the bottle until you passed out in your clothes going to bed. Last time I saw Jack, he was in his room staring at the wall. I’d spent most of the day locked in my room, lying on the floor crying. Who could blame us? The day had been déjà vu. The same mourners from Dad’s funeral, back for another round. Another unbearable wake, another man we loved buried in the ground. 

I sat at my desk, books scattered in front of me, making a vain attempt to keep up with my assignments. American lit. Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

“All our progress is an unfolding,” he wrote. “You have first an instinct, then an opinion, then a knowledge. Trust the instinct to the end.” 

Ha. I wasn't unfolding, I was unhinged. And what was my instinct now? Run away? Pretend everything was okay?

No. I wouldn't pretend, because it wasn't okay. I couldn't save him. His death was my fault. 

I should have tried harder, Gramps. I'm sorry. I'd pushed on his chest over and over, but his heart didn't start beating again. By the time the squad found us, it was too late. They pulled the blanket over his face before they even put him in the ambulance. We always think we have more time than we do, he'd said. It was true. I thought we had years and years. I thought Dad and Gramps would live forever. 

I used my brain to float the mug sitting on my desk. It hovered in front of me for a moment before I smashed it into bits against the wall. Then I threw all my books and papers onto the floor. Rage. So much rage. All of these new things I could do. What good was any of it if I couldn’t save Gramps?

Thwack. Lightning struck next to the balcony, so close the light and the thunder came at the same time. I stood up. Crack. The sky flashed. Another one, right next to the house. I went to the window. The rain gushed down, an impenetrable black curtain. Thwack. A shiver ran up my back. The bolt nearly hit the porch. Too close, like this storm was personal.   

Another rumble came, but not thunder. This time my stomach, reminding me I hadn't eaten today. I tromped to the kitchen. The counters were covered in food. Grief casseroles. No one bothered to put them away. I peeled back a corner of plastic wrap, and scooped a finger full of potato salad into my mouth.

The overhead light flickered. Come on. Stay on. Sadness would swallow me whole if I had to sit alone in a blackout tonight. The lights flickered, then a power surge buzzed like ten thousand angry bumblebees. The house went dark. Seriously? I couldn't catch a break. 

I stumbled through the pitch black living room, twisted the deadbolt on the front door, and stepped onto the porch. I didn't know what I thought I'd see. Maybe the transformer by the road sparking, or the electric line leading to the house fizzing on the ground? There was nothing but a thick gray waterfall gushing over the balcony. Maybe the power would come back on soon. 

Crack. The porch shook and the night flashed bright white. That one was close. Too close. 

“Jess.”

Fear froze me on the spot. No sane person would be out in this. Please don’t be the voice from the woods. Please be nothing. I stood terrified, absolutely still, barefoot in pajamas. Defenseless. Waiting. 

“Jess.” 

I squinted into the dark. “Who’s there?”  

“It’s me.” A black shape stepped through the curtain of falling water. Billy. Soaked through, still wearing the tailored black suit he'd worn to Gramps' funeral. He'd come to the wake, but I'd ignored him. I'd ignored them all. I was too paralyzed, too bombed-out inside.

“What... what are you doing here?”  

“I’m so sorry, Jess.” 

The porch light flickered back on, and I could see in the glow that his eyes were pink from crying. 

“I'm so sorry he's gone.” 

“It's all right.” I tried hard to believe it as I said it.

“No, it's not.” He called my bluff.

“I know, but Gramps said we shouldn't cry for him. He said he was ready. He said he wasn't afraid.” 

I repeated his last words, just like I had to Jack and Mom, just like I had to myself a thousand times an hour ever since, hoping it would stop the pain. “He said he'd see us in the next life.”

“Ha. The next life.” He pushed his wet mop of hair back with both hands. “What good is that? What about now, Jess? What about this life?”

“I don't know.” I shrugged. “Maybe we just have to endure it.” 

It wasn't comforting, but it was honest.

“I don't want to endure it. I want more. I want something...good.” 

“Isn't that what everyone wants?” I sounded defeated. I couldn't help it. I was over platitudes.

“We need to make every minute of this life count. That's why I'm here. I have something to tell you.” 

The urgency in his voice scared me. “Is something wrong?” My guts knotted, bracing for bad news. 

His jaw clenched hard. He closed his eyes for a minute, finding resolve. “I came here to tell you I can’t stop thinking about you. I want you. I want to be with you. I came here to ask you if you feel the same way. I need to know. Do you want me?” 

My insides eased. I laughed. Too hard. I couldn't help it. I wasn't expecting this. It was such a relief. Finally, something good in Salt Creek. Something exciting, something I wanted. 

“I see,” he whispered. “I'll go.” 

He started toward the rain. No. Wait. He must have thought I was laughing at him. I snatched him by the sleeve. 

“No. Don't go.” I'd be devastated if he left now, if I'd hurt him. “You surprised me, that's all. Everything in Salt Creek has been so bad, I wasn't expecting... I thought you were here with more bad news.”

“Well, to be honest.” He moved closer. “There is something I should tell you, something you need to know about me. Something...bad. but I don't know how to say it.”

His lips moved a bit, but nothing came out. His big secret. His mystery disappearance. Whatever thing he was or had done that Gramps knew about. Was this his bad news?

“I'm not like other people.” That's all he said. 

“I already know.”  There was no sense dragging this out.

“No, what I mean is—” 

“I already know,” I sounded more confident than I was. It was only a hunch, after all, but I was too numb to care if I was wrong.“You can do something impossible. Gramps told me. He said you didn't need to hide it from me. ”

“What?” He stood wide-eyed, silent, digesting what I'd said. It looked like my hunch was spot on. “Did he say what it was?” 

“No. He didn't.” 

“It's bad. It could hurt people.” His gaze fell to his shoes. “Or worse.”

“I don't believe that for a second.” Amped-up running, healing, moving objects by thinking. Nothing deadly so far. Why should Billy be any different? “Tell me. What is it? What could be so bad?” 

“It’s hard to explain.” 

“Please try.”

“The storm....the lightning...I...” 

He pushed his hands deep in his pockets and took several deep breaths in and out. “It's worse when I'm out of control, too emotional. I stay away from people because it's safer. I planned to stay away from you, too, but I can't. I feel better when you're around, for the first time in a long time.”

“Then don’t stay away.” I slid my hands into his. 

“But, you don't understand. I'm— ” 

“You aren't alone.” I couldn't wait anymore. I had to tell him. He seemed so tortured trying to find the words and the courage. If he knew about me, maybe it'd be easier for him. “I can do things, too. We both have a secret.”

He looked me up and down, as if he was seeing me for the first time. “I knew it. After you broke your—”

“Yes.” I cut him off. I didn't want to talk about broken bones. “To answer your question.” 

“What question?” He'd forgotten already. I hadn't. 

“Yes. I do want you.” 

He immediately pressed his lips to mine and kissed me. Deeply, so sweet he could have given me cavities. I held him tight against me. Feeling him close, knowing he cared for me, made fireworks pop in my chest. We kissed again, melting into each other. His warmth on my face, his body against mine, was intoxicating. I tingled all over. 

I tingled too much, actually. It was slow at first, until the tingles grew to pinches, then to stabs, and suddenly my teeth rattled and my insides burned like I'd been stabbed with live wires pumping fifty thousand volts of electricity.

I broke away from Billy and fell back against the door, crumpled, paralyzed. It didn't stop. The current ran up and down, burning my insides. It stings. The words didn't come out. 

“Jess. Look.” 

I did. Hundreds of tiny blue-white arcs of electricity sparked off my skin. Oh no. Something new. Not again. Not now. 

“I don't know how to stop it. This has never happened before.” Billy grabbed my shoulders. His hands upped the voltage.

“Don’t...” Pain. Searing. Unbearable. My insides vibrated and burned. I shook him off.

“But—” He grabbed my arm. Hot. Wires. Burning. I went stiff. Stop. Stop. Stop. 

“Don’t touch me!” I pushed him away. More like moved him, because I wasn't sure I actually touched him. He flew backward through the air and hit the porch column so hard it splintered, sending slivers of wood flying in every direction. 

I howled. My chest. I can't breathe. I looked down. A long wood splinter. In deep. I gasped. I'm drowning. The same feeling from my dream. No air. Drowning.

“Jess.” Billy scurried back to my side. “I’m calling an ambulance. Don’t move.” 

He rooted around in his pocket until he found his phone. He dialed, but I knocked it out of his hand.

“Wait,” I wheezed. I grabbed the splinter and pulled, by instinct. 

“No! Don't. You'll bleed to death!”

I didn’t stop. The ragged bloody tip emerged, and I dropped the splinter on the porch. Billy took off his suit coat, bunched it up and pressed it against the hole in my chest. He held it against me with one hand while he ran his other across the porch, trying to find his phone. Tears streaked down his face. “Stay with me, Jess. I'll get help.” 

“Stop.” My voice was raspy. I drank in the air. I wasn't drowning anymore. “I’m okay.”

“No. I won't let you die. I can't lose you.”

“I don't need help.” I tried to peel his hand and his jacket away. He fought me, pushing back down. “Look.” 

Billy did. First at me with fearful eyes, then down to the wound. I pried his fingers away so he could see. 

“I don't believe it.”

The hole in my chest knitted itself back together as we watched. It healed. I could breathe. I wasn't drowning. Another miracle. This one faster, stronger. The blood and the stick were the only evidence I'd been hurt at all. I was okay. Until everything went black. 
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Chapter 13 —  The Cabin
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Rain pelted Billy's car. The wipers slashed furiously back and forth across the windshield. The only evidence of my injury was a jagged rip in my tank top and blood—lots of blood—in dry, rusty-red ribbons all over me. “What happened?” I rubbed my temples. My head throbbed.

“I don’t know.” 

Billy's eyes fixed on the winding road ahead. His hands choked the steering wheel.  Silence filled the car. So much to say, and at the same time nothing. Was it me? Was it him? He had a secret, but so did I. “Where are we going?”

“To get help.” 

We twisted down a two-lane highway through the woods, then turned onto a thin dirt road through the trees. It was steep and bumpy, and as we ground to the top, the engine revved so high it nearly punch through the hood. It wasn't a road after all. It was a driveway that dead-ended in front of a small lopsided cabin. Smoke poured out of the chimney, and a warm glow illuminated the windows. 

“Wait here.” Billy dashed through the rain. The front door opened, and a gigantic shadow blocked the light from inside. Billy talked to the shadow, then ran back to the car. “Come on. It’s warm inside.” 

My toes squished into the mud. Standing up hurt. My body flopped like a noodle in a strainer. Billy looped his arms around me and whisked me to the porch. The shadow in the door was Big Joe, the cemetery caretaker. “This is Jesse Flowers, Grandpa Keller’s granddaughter. She’s one of us.”

“Sad to say we already met,” Big Joe said. Yes. At Dad's funeral. Then again today at Gramps'. He shifted his massive body to the side, and we passed through the door. 

Big Joe wrapped me in a blanket and sat me by the fire in an armchair with stuffing spilling out of the arms.  The place looked like an exhibit in a frontier museum. It was a single room with a fireplace at one end and a bare bones kitchen at the other. Pots and pans hung on a hook above a hulking antique stove. Four doors lined the wall, all with frames so saggy it'd be a miracle if any of them opened. Everything in his cabin was old, barely holding together. A beat-up plaid couch sat across from me, with a tree trunk turned coffee table in between. Big Joe clinked around in the kitchen, putting a kettle on the burner. “You two want to fill me in? Awful lot of blood on you.” 

Big Joe wasn't lying. Blood saturated Billy's shirt and mine. Billy threw a log on the fire. The flames roared, casting his face in orange light. He told Joe everything. The porch. The kiss. The tiny strings of energy all over me, the broken column. “The wood split, and stabbed her in the heart.” 

He took the bloody wood splinter—it was an inch thick and a foot long, bigger than I realized—out of his back pocket and dropped it on the coffee table. “I zapped her. I almost killed her.”

“What do you mean, you zapped me?” The running. The broken arm. The levitating hay bales. It was me. It had to be.  

“I wanted to tell you." He watched the flames. He wouldn't look at me. “Electricity. Lightning. It moves through me, like a conductor. I could electrocute someone, or blow them up, or burn them if I'm not careful. It's harder to control when I'm upset. I nearly killed you. The  electricity all over you. That's never happened before. I don't know what I did wrong.” 

My dream. Billy and I alone, lightning ripping through me. It was a clue, a puzzle piece, a glimpse of the future. A glimpse of tonight. I couldn't see the picture until it was too late. Oh, Gramps. I have your gift, too, don't I? “Tonight. The lightning outside my window. Was that you?” 

He nodded. “I...I was out of control. I shouldn’t have come to your house. I'm sorry. I never meant to hurt you.” 

I studied Billy's face, stone still. Nothing. He hid whatever churned underneath. I wanted to grab onto him to keep him from slipping away. “Don't be sorry. I'm alive. You can't hurt me. Not permanently, anyway.” 

He didn't move. 

“Sounds like you two had a terrible night.” Big Joe planted a chair in front of me and sat down. It looked like a twig chair in a faerie garden under his immense bulk. He handed me a steaming hot mug of flowery-smelling red tea. “First Ms. Jesse, let me say I'm sorry about your daddy and your grandpa. Taken too soon. It's a shame.”

He picked the splinter up and turned it slowly. “Looks like we nearly lost you tonight, too. So, healing is it? Good thing.” 

He winced, then set it on the table. “Don't want to think about what would a happened. Now, tell me. Did it start before you got to town or after?”

I hesitated, thinking about what Gramps said. Look deep into the hearts of the people around you. Make sure you know what kind of people they are. It's life and death. Could I trust Big Joe? He helped Vic after her should-have-been-fatal accident.  

“Listen,” Big Joe said. “Billy wouldn't a brought you here unless you were one of us.”

One of us. Me. Vic. Katie. Billy. Now Big Joe. The circle widened. “Are you?” 

“Sure am. You don't get muscles like this in the gym.” He picked up the tree trunk table with one hand, as easily as if it were a single sheet of paper. Super strong, like the Atwood brothers. He sat it back down. “Enough about me. What about you?”

“After. It started after.” The jig was already up. They already knew because of tonight. I'd talk about the healing. I couldn't hide that, but I wouldn't tell them the rest.  Not until I knew for sure I could trust him.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.” 

“Hmmm. Nothing before Salt Creek?” He rubbed his wiry blond beard. I shook my head no. “Well, a little bit of a late bloomer, but that's okay. Any questions?” 

“Too many.” So many my brain might explode.  

“I have a question,” Billy said. “Jess pushed me off of her, and I hit the porch hard. Too hard. It felt so strange. How?”

How did I do it. Oh no. Only Vic knew I could move things. I wasn't ready to share. Not tonight.

Big Joe looked me up and down. “Hmmmm... She ain't built like me. Maybe it was adrenaline? Instinct. Maybe she's stronger than she looks. Who can say.” 

A door creaked open behind me. “Dude. We got a new one?” 

The boy with waist-long wheat-colored hair plopped down on the sofa. He wore crumpled pajama pants and a wrinkled T-shirt. It was the boy Vic was talking to that day in the hallway. What did she say? Adam. Senior. Parents are dead. Lives in a cabin in the woods with his brother. He's tragic, but he's a genius. Turns out that brother was Big Joe. 

“Hey. I know you,” Adam said. “You're that new girl. Next time bring your red-headed friend with you. She’s smokin’ hot.” 

He yawned and scratched his chest, but sat straight up when he caught sight of Billy. “What's on your shirt? Wait. Is that blood? What the hell have you been doing?”

Billy snapped out of his trance. He shooed Big Joe out of his chair and onto the sofa, which groaned under his weight. He sat down in front of me. “I don't know what you did tonight, Jess. If you were an ordinary girl, you'd be dead right now. I'm pretty sure you only survived because of your gift.” 

He took my wrist between his hands. I wasn’t wearing the brace. I only kept it on at school. I had to keep up appearances. It had only been a week. 

He ran his fingers across the soft underside of my forearm. “I saw the bone, but this...it's like it was never broken. Thank God. I don't know what I would have done if...”

“You knew?” 

He nodded. The bone. The blood. He had seen it and had been gracious enough to let me lie to him after.  

“Why aren’t you shocking me now?” I needed to know how this thing of his worked. If every kiss could mean sudden electrocution, we were doomed. Just my luck. 

“This is what it’s supposed to be like,” Billy said. “That other stuff was an accident. A very freak, very scary accident. Maybe I was too sad. Too angry. With the funeral and everything.”

“Did you mean all that stuff you said tonight? Before?” 

“Of course I did. But I understand if you change your mind after this.” 

Big Joe laughed and thwapped his giant hands against his knees. He popped out of his seat. 

“Well then. Seems like you two are doing just fine. But don't forget you two got lucky tonight.” He pointed his finger, as big as a sausage, at Billy. “Next time don't get so worked up before you go to her house. It'll save you a world of trouble.”

“Listen. We might not always be lucky,” Billy locked eyes with me. “Big Joe helps people like us. When I changed, I came here a lot. If you need anything, if anything goes wrong, you come here. They'll help you. They help all of us. That's all you need to know.”

“Uh, that isn't all she needs to know. Are you kidding?” Adam bleated. “Seriously. It was only a matter of time before she showed up here. She's a Keller and a Flowers, and her grandma was a Witcher. I’m amazed it took her this long. I'm amazed it wasn't way worse!” 

“Shut up, Adam.” Billy snapped.  

“Come on man, she’s going to find out eventually.”

“No. She won't. It's nothing,” Billy's jaw clenched. “A rumor.” 

I didn’t find this talk about my family comforting. “What rumor?”

“It's nothing, Jess. Ignore him.” 

Billy suddenly lost interest in sitting around trying to figure out what went wrong tonight. He grabbed my hand and whisked me through the front door. “It's late. Let's get you home.” 

I heard Adam yelling behind us. “Grandpa Keller told us you were coming, new girl. He saw something. You're not like the rest of us. You're something else. Something bigger.”
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Chapter 14 — 'Til Death 
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Mom plopped a giant bowl of steaming hot spaghetti on the kitchen table. “Okay you two. Eat up.” She settled into her chair. “So, Jack. How is school? Tell me about your new friends. Any girls you like? How's that math homework coming along?” 

Uh. Oh. Mom's famous rapid-fire mode. 

He rolled his eyes and grunted one-word answers—fine, bunch of geeks, yes, done already. Mom glared, her classic “you're disrespecting me” look. She expected us to pretend to be normal, like it or not, because that's what people did. They carried on, until the day they woke up and felt halfway okay. 

I twirled noodles around on my plate. Mom eyeballed me. “Are you okay? You look tired.”

Well Mom, I am tired. Did I tell you I was staked through the heart, then spent last night in a cabin in the woods with three guys? There wasn't a palatable way to say that, even if I wanted to. “I was up late. Homework.” I only half lied. I technically did homework before all that. 

“Nasty storm last night, huh?” She switched gears, small talking to keep us from thinking about how it was only the three of us now, living in Gramps' house, starting over. “It must have been pretty bad. Something took a chunk out of one of the columns on the porch. Must have been lightning or a tree branch. Crazy, huh?” 

I choked when she said it. I prayed she would never know how it really broke. 

“Guess I'll have to call someone to come fix it,” she said. 

Someone knocked on the kitchen door. “Who could that be?” 

Mom hopped up and as soon as she saw who, her expression changed. She winked at me as she opened the door. “Why, hello there, Billy. What a nice surprise.”  

He wore a black leather jacket and jeans. I froze, thick as an ice cube. Why was he here?

“Hi Mrs. F. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt dinner.” 

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Mom said. “Are you hungry? There’s plenty to eat.”

“No, but thank you.” He stepped across the threshold. “I had planned to take Jess out to eat tonight. Am I too late?”

“Oh, well then.” She grinned and embarrassment streaked hot across my cheeks. “That sounds lovely, doesn’t it honey?"

“Are you sure it’s okay, Mrs. F?” 

Mom nodded.

I popped up, dropped my plate by the sink, and grabbed my jacket off the peg behind the door. Billy said goodbye, and we walked outside. I was blindsided by his surprise visit. “Um, what are you doing here?”  

“Are you sad to see me?” He smiled, giddy, different than last night.

“No, it's just I thought we agreed to actually sleep tonight.” We'd faked as normal as possible at school today, him at a lunch table alone as usual, me exhausted and barely able to stay awake in class. The teachers let me slide. The grief hall pass. 

“It's still early. We've got hours until bed. Let's go.” 

“Where are we going?”

“It's a surprise.” He handed me a helmet then straddled an old black motorcycle with blue flames stenciled on the gas tank. I buckled the strap under my chin and hopped on behind him. The engine thrummed, belching black smoke. “Hold on.” 

I grabbed his waist, but I guess that wasn't good enough.

“I said hold on.” He pulled my arms tightly around him. “This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

The wheels gripped the dirt, we jerked forward then whirred down the road. The sky was the purple-blue of wild asters. Strings of clouds, thick and long like brushed white hair, muted the sun. Corn fields flew past us in a golden yellow blur. I pressed my cheek to Billy’s back. He smelled like farm fields and the first fall leaves. A clean, simple smell. It was intoxicating. I squeezed him as tightly as I could. All that mattered was right now. I didn't care about anything else. 

We turned onto the road leading out of the valley, and after a while, Billy stopped and we parked at the edge of a forest. He hopped off. “Watch out for the exhaust pipe. It’s hot."

I carefully scooched off the bike. We dropped our helmets by the back tire, and I followed him into the woods. He was quick, never out of breath. I couldn't keep up. Super speed? Not today. He stopped at the top of a hill and called back to me. “We’re almost there.” 

“How do you have so much energy?” I trudged up the last few steps. “I’m exhausted.”

“It’s a side effect. I'm charged-up all the time. Like a battery.” 

“Sounds nice. Can you give some of that energy to me?”

“I’m trying not to.” 

A pond lay on the other side of the hill. A blue blanket and a picnic basket sat under a tree by the water. “What's that?” 

“Dinner. I told your mom I’d feed you. I'm not a liar." 

I melted. No one had ever done anything like this for me. We sat on the blanket, and he took a loaf of homemade bread, some cheese, and a few apples out of the basket. We ate. We joked about our flaky art teacher, we talked about school, our favorite books. We skipped smooth, flat rocks across the water. He probably didn't know how much I needed this. Talking, laughing. Like normal teenagers. I really missed normal. 

“Why is this happening to us?” I finally asked. After last night, questions loomed over us like storm clouds.

“It helps if you stop thinking about it as something that’s happening to you.” He skipped another stone across the glass-smooth surface of the pond. “This isn’t coming from outside. It’s inside of you. It’s about becoming who you are, who you were born to be.” 

“Born to be, huh?”  I winced thinking of Adam outlining my family tree.

“This is who we are. It's as much a part of you as your blue eyes, your brown hair.” He pushed a strand of it behind my ear with his finger as he said it. “We were born with an extraordinary skill. It appears when we're ready.” 

“Extraordinary skill, huh?” The words didn't feel right. Too practical, too optimistic. “Is that really what you call it?”

“Most of us call it a skill, an ability, or a gift. A few of the others say it's a curse. It’s all a matter of perspective, I guess.”

“What do you call it?” 

He considered it in silence. “I usually go with skill. Mine would make a pretty crappy gift.” He half grinned. “But you know who could call it a gift? Gramps. He could see the future. Visions, in his dreams. Can you imagine what that must be like?” 

Boy could I. One of mine had already come true. The one where I got to be alone with Billy. But I'd never admit it. Too sappy.  

“Gramps knew he was going to die. I think he saw it coming.” It'd gnawed at me. I hadn't told anyone else. Mom couldn't handle it. “I've gone over every part of that night. He was saying goodbye. He told me how to feel, what to say to everyone. I was so stupid. I should have seen it. I could have taken him to the hospital. I could have saved him.”

“Maybe he didn't want to be saved. Besides, there's no way you could have known. We all do the best we can.” 

He skipped another rock across the water, sending ripples through the reflection of trees and sky. “I don't want to dwell on it or make you sad, but I have to ask. Did Gramps say anything else? Maybe about us?”

“Um, no. Why?”

“I feel silly saying it." He laid back on the blanket and put his hands behind his head. He was disarmingly beautiful in the golden sunlight—long and lean, with dark hair, glowing skin, broad strong shoulders. “I wasn’t lying the day I met you. I was waiting for you. Gramps talked about you so much I felt like I already knew you. And when I saw you the first time at the cemetery, you were so sad, but you also looked so....determined and so... untouched, like you didn't have any idea what you were about to become. I wanted to protect you, to help you. That's the moment I knew Gramps was right.” 

My cheeks flushed hot. “Right about what?”

He hesitated. “Don’t freak out or anything."

“I won’t." But who could promise that in a crazy town like this?

“Gramps said we would be together, 'til death do us part'.” 

“Oh.” I expected something bad, something scary. This was sort of sweet and romantic. I laid down next to him, and nuzzled my cheek to his chest. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, and took a deep breath, mustering the nerve to keep talking. 
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Chapter 15 —  Origin
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Billy was swimming alone in the lake by his house the first time the lightning came. He was angry. He’d had an argument with his best friend, Steve. The Steve. Quarterback Steve. I couldn't picture them as best friends, maybe because of the disgust in Steve's eyes whenever he looked at Billy, but he insisted they'd been inseparable since kindergarten.

He said they were fighting about a football game they'd lost, about whose fault it was. “Stuff that doesn’t matter once you have real problems.” 

Billy stormed home. He went swimming to burn off some of the anger. “I thought it would calm me down. I had to do something.” 

It was a sunny, clear September afternoon. Lightning came out of nowhere. It hit the water, over and over. “I tried to get out, to take cover, but I didn't make it. The lightning surrounded me,” he said. “I couldn’t get away from it. It followed me. I felt it inside me, like I was on fire. I thought I was going to die.”

Then, he exploded. “Bright light came out of my body.”

A wave of it. It raced across the water and burned the trees at the edge. “The next thing I remember, I woke up in the mud on the bank and my mom was next to me.” 

She helped him inside, cleaned him up, and sat him down at the kitchen table. She'd seen it all. “She told me she and my dad, and now me, had unusual abilities, and to protect our family and others like us, I could never tell anyone. I had to learn to control it. I had to appear ordinary. She said the rest of the world could never know. It wasn't safe.” 

Suddenly my broken arm and levitating stopwatches didn’t seem so terrible. “What did you do then?”  

His dad closed the quarry early and came home. Together, they figured out the lightning strikes weren’t a freak accident. Billy either made them or attracted them. That night, while he slept, he flared up. His room caught fire. They caught it before it spread. “I was so scared. I mean, I could have killed my family.”

His parents took him to Big Joe’s. “He lives in the middle of nowhere, so if something goes wrong, fewer people get hurt. He also knows all the others, and calls in help.”

Billy spent five weeks at the cabin, learning how to control it. After, he couldn't walk right back into his old life. “I couldn’t pretend nothing changed. I wasn't the same. Everything that seemed so important before was meaningless.”

“That's so not fair.” No, it was epically unfair. I kind of knew how that felt.

“You of all people know life doesn't care about fair.” 

“What does it feel like, you know, when it comes?” 

He paused, taking time to find the words. “Sometimes it's like I've been plugged in and it flows through me. Other times, it comes from me. I burn inside, then it comes out.”

“I'm sorry.” It sounded painful. Horrible. “It must be hard.” 

“There's nothing to be sorry about. We get what we get,” he said. “But last night, it was different. It didn't feel like it normally does. I didn't feel it coming.”  

Last night. I didn't want to think about it ever again. It had to be a fluke, or we were doomed, and I wasn't ready to give up on the one good thing I had in my life just yet. 

“So, if your parents can do stuff, why did they wait to tell you?” Gramps' silence about the whole thing needled me. He could have saved me a lot of freaking out if he'd just been upfront. “Why didn't they tell you when you were little?” 

“That's how it is for everyone. No one knows until it's time. Maybe they think it's for our own good, that we can't handle it. I don't know, really,” he said. “It's funny, though, looking back. Growing up, all the old folks, the grandparents, always told these old folktales about the magic people.” Stories from the town founding, from the Native Americans who lived here when the settlers came. “We all thought they were made up. Ghost stories. Then you wake up one day and realize you're one of the magic people. It makes you wonder.”

I sat up, prying myself from Billy's arms, to keep the weight of all of this from crushing me. 

“What's wrong?” He looked hurt, exposed. And why shouldn't he? He'd just told me his big secret, the one everyone at school had been speculating about for a year. He probably thought I couldn't handle it.  But that wasn't it at all. 

“I have to tell you something.”  My voice went bumpy like rough road. 

He propped himself up on his elbows and looked at me. Staring in his eyes, my nerves turned to jelly, but I pressed on anyway. “You know how I can heal really fast, right?”

“Yeah. Thank God, or we would be at your funeral right now.”

“That isn’t it.”

“What do you mean?” 

Oh boy. Here goes. But I had to tell him. I didn't want to lie. 

“I can, um, do other stuff, too.” 

He didn’t say anything. My guts filled with rocks. Just tell him already. “Last week, I ran home from school, and I ran as fast a car.” 

His eyebrows shot up into arches. 

“There's more. I can move things without touching them. With my mind. By thinking about them. Last night, when you asked me how I pushed you into the column, that's how. I was too scared to say anything in front of Big Joe.”

Stop there. Stop right there. He didn’t need to know about the dreams or the weird mist in the woods, because even I wasn't a hundred percent sure what was up with all that. They might be nothing, hallucinations. 

“So it's true.” He shook his head. “Gramps was right. You aren’t like the rest of us. Everyone I know can only do one thing.” 

Only one thing. That's what Vic said. “Are you sure?” 

“I'm really sure.” 

“Is there something wrong with me?”

He laughed. “You could say there's something wrong with all of us.”

“Is that the rumor Adam talked about last night?”

“Gramps said you're one in a million, even for us, that's all,” he said. “Adam is super smart, but he doesn't know everything. Plus, he talks too much. Anyway, it’s, um, getting late. If I don’t get you home soon, your mom will worry.” 

He stood up, then pulled me up by my hands. I suspected we were leaving because he wanted to change the subject. My heart sank as we walked back up the ridge, back to the real world, back to my problems. 

We hopped onto the motorcycle. I held onto him tightly, as if it might be the last time, convinced I'd scared him off. As in, steer clear of freak girl. We whizzed home, stopping right outside my kitchen door. I gave the helmet back. 

“I guess this is goodbye,” he said. “For now.”

“Listen, thanks,” I said. I really wanted to beg him not to leave. “For everything.”

“I remember what it’s like.” He ran his hand down my hair. “Don't worry too much about it. You've got plenty of time to figure it all out. I'll see you soon, okay?”

He turned his bike around and rode off. I stood alone in the driveway for a long while. Too long probably, until the blazing copper sun disappeared behind the trees, wishing he'd come back, wishing for normal, happy lives for both of us, wishing for lots of things that would probably never come true. 

The rest of the night cruised by on auto-pilot. Shower, homework, bed. I snuggled deep into my pillow, cocooning the covers around me. My brain didn't switch off. I parsed through everything Gramps had said to me since I'd moved here. I wondered what he saw in his dreams. I wondered if Mom would tell me if she was like me. I replayed Billy's story over and over, too, then wished I’d had the nerve to kiss him again tonight. I was pretty sure I loved him. Totally stupid, yes, because I hadn't known him that long. Still, I had a feeling, a big one, that if fate really did exist, it had put us together now for a reason. Unless I just blew it by saying too much.

Sleep came slowly, but when it did, I had a vision, fuzzy like an old home movie. Billy and I held hands, laughed, kissed. The picture spun, faster and faster, the colors melting into a blur until everything went pitch black. 

I ran through the forest at night, the only sound a thwap thwap as I raced past the trees into a clearing. A bright blue light flashed. I shielded my eyes with my hand. Billy stood there, alone. He was different. His eyes weren't blue, they were black―all black, even the whites. He looked like a wild animal. Thunder rumbled. Tentacles of blue light sprouted from his hands, then shot right through me.
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Chapter 16 — No
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I was jogging toward the back door, relieved another day of school had ended, when Steve's hand shot out of nowhere and grabbed my arm, stopping me dead in my tracks. He had a strong grip, but he eased up a little when he realized he shouldn't hold onto girls like they're footballs. “Hey, um, before you go. Homecoming. What do you say?”

“What?” I was flustered, distracted. Vic was waiting for me in the parking lot, and I was drowning in homework, including an incredibly gripping paper on Roosevelt's New Deal due Monday. It was Friday. I hadn't even started. Goodbye honor roll.  

“Will you go to the dance with me?” 

A boulder formed in the pit of my stomach. I should have seen it coming. Steve had appeared at my locker between class three times in the last two days, and we hadn't really talked since the Sonya incident at the bonfire. 

“When is the dance again?” I knew it was two weeks from Saturday, but needed a few minutes to come up with a nicer way to say no. He’s a nice guy. Don’t hurt his feelings.

Steve said something, but I didn't hear because I caught sight of Billy strolling down the hall toward us, gorgeous in blue jeans, a crumpled T-shirt, and the black hoodie with that weird arrow design screen-printed on the front. He walked right by me as if I didn't exist. No one knew about Big Joe's cabin, or last night at the lake, or that we even knew each other, and Billy planned to keep it that way. 

“I wouldn't give that guy a second thought.” Steve followed my stare. His nice guy tone of voice evaporated. “Billy's nothing. Nobody. A total waste of time.” 

“Huh? Oh, him?” I fidgeted with my bag. “He works—I mean, worked—for my grandpa, that's all.”

“So what do you say?” Steve switched the charm back on. “We wouldn’t have to do anything super fancy, unless you're into that. We could double date with Vic.”

Clearly, Steve wasn't going to drop it. “Listen. I'm sure it would be fun, but I, um, I can't.” 

He froze. Steve had probably never been turned down by a girl before. “It's um...I just lost my dad and my grandpa, and I don't think I'm up for it. I wouldn't be much fun. I'd only bring you guys down and ruin everything.” 

I wasn't really lying. Everyone knew I'd buried two people I loved in the last couple weeks. Add in a near-death experience, my new magic super powers, rumors that I'm somehow weirder than the other people in town with super powers, and suddenly twirling around on a dance floor under a sea of glittery cardboard stars wasn't a priority. 

And of course, there was Billy. “Listen, I'm so sorry. I've gotta go. Vic's waiting for me and I really need to work on my history paper. I'm so behind.” 

“Okay,” Steve said. I walked away, but he called after me. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

I quick stepped to Vic's car. It was a blazing hot sunny September day, Indian summer, they called it. I slid onto the seat. She sat behind the wheel fidgeting with her phone. “What took you so long?” 

“Steve asked me to the dance.” 

“What did you say?” 

“I said no.” 

Vic groaned. “Are you serious? You're killing me! We could have double dated. I had it all planned out. How could you do this to me?  What did you tell him?”

She pressed the gas pedal down to the floor and peeled out of the parking lot onto the road. 

“I told him I wasn't up for it. You know, with Dad and Gramps.” And Billy. “Steve will be fine. Girls fall over him everywhere he goes.”  

“Yeah, well, I don't want him to go with those girls. I want him to go with you. Brad's so cute, but what if we run out of stuff to talk about? I need you there. Please? Can you call him and tell him you changed your mind? Pretty pretty please please?”

She held her phone out to me. I didn't take it. 

“Drop it already.” 

“Fine. Whatever.” Vic's brakes high-tone squealed as she stopped by my back door. “You owe me. Now hurry up and change.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“Forget your homework. It's too nice out. We're going swimming. It's our last chance before winter.”  

I was only conflicted for a split second. It was hot, and we'd be stupid not to go. Plus, I didn't really want to be alone or deal with my ever-growing pile of homework. 

“You know, you were the one nagging me about this history paper.” My last ditch effort at responsibility. 

“Your stupid paper can wait. You have all weekend.” She pointed at the door. “Hurry!” 

I bounded upstairs, put on my bikini and some cut-offs, and made it to the car in less than five minutes. Vic tore out of the driveway. Within twenty minutes, including a quick stop at her house for snack, we had towels spread out on the beach at the old quarry lake. So did everyone else. Half the kids from Salt Creek High and from the next town over soaked in the sun, swam, or dipped their feet in the water with their jeans rolled up. No one seemed creeped out that a dead guy had soaked in that same water for nearly a week, apart from me. Nope. Not getting in there again. No way. 

Vic looked slyly over the ruby red rims of her sunglasses. She'd point people out then fill me in on all of their gossip, some of it going all the way back to kindergarten. That guy stuck a crayon up his nose and the fire department had to come get it out. That girl barfed in the hallway between classes. Whole school saw it. She'll never live it down. Poor thing. The hot rays of the sun on my body were a comfy old blanket, like California sun, wrapped around me. 

Then Adam appeared at the top of the ridge. His long blond hair waved in the breeze. Oh boy. Wonder if he's here to give me a genealogy lesson. He looked right at me and shot me a thumbs up. Billy appeared behind him, fresh off the trail. My insides did a somersault. We hadn't really talked since the picnic. Not really. He was a loner at school, and he seemed fine with that.

“So did he buy it?” Vic asked flatly.

“What?” 

“Steve. Did he buy it?” Her eyes followed Adam and Billy as they settled on the bank across from us. “Because, I mean, it's a great excuse. There's no way he can argue with it. It's not like you're lying. Not really.” 

Busted. A veil of guilt settled over me. I hadn't told her anything about the cabin, or last night at the pond. She lived for those kinds of details, and I had denied her. I had the distinct impression I was a bad friend. A lot of good it did me, too. She knew something was up. 

“I know why you really said no. I mean, who could blame you? He is gorgeous. That's a fact.” She slid her sunglasses down a little more and locked eyes with me. “Don't worry. Your secret is safe with me. Just like the rest of your secrets.”

“He likes you, you know.” I glanced at Adam. Maybe I could shake off some guilt by cluing her in on a secret crush. 

“Who?”  

“Adam.” 

Without a shirt, with his long blond hair and his stomach sectioned in squares like a Hershey bar, he looked like a ripped California surfer, not a geeky honor-roll orphan living with his big brother in tumbledown cabin. “You said he was a total geek, but he sure doesn't look like a geek to me. And he said you were smokin' hot.”

“Geek is a lifestyle.” Although with this new information in hand, I could tell she was scanning him for potential. “It doesn't matter how many abs I can count. He's still a geek.”

“Keep him in mind in case the handsome Brad doesn't work out.”  

“You talking about me?” A deep voice pushed in from behind us. Brad strutted over,  wide chest and beefy arms exposed, with Steve in tow.  Man. Caught in a lie. 

“Hey guys.” Vic hopped up and flung her arms around Brad. “I didn't know you were coming. Sit with us.” 

Steve rolled his towel out next to mine and sat down. His tight jeans and T-shirt had made way for red swim shorts and bare sun-kissed shoulders. Jitters spread through me like a virus. I felt like a lying jerk.

“Hey,” he said. 

“Hey.” It didn't have to be weird, did it?

“I see you're working hard on that history paper.” 

Or maybe it did have to be weird. “Don't blame me. Vic wanted to go swimming, and she usually gets what she wants.”

“Listen, no hard feelings, okay?” He shrugged. “About the dance. I totally understand. It must be hard for you.”

The tension melted. “Thanks. I'm trying really hard not to be a downer.”

The conversation was lighter, pleasant after that. Steve asked me about California, and what it was like living there. He told me he'd never been to the west coast. Or any coast. He'd never seen the ocean, but he'd always wanted to.  I couldn't imagine that. Then again, the nearest ocean had to be a thousand miles from Salt Creek. Everything about the ocean fascinated him. He peppered me with questions. What the water felt like. What it smelled like. If the sand was the same as the fake stuff on this pretend beach.

“The Pacific is cold.” His eyes popped open, surprised. “And everything is salty. The air, too.” How else could I describe it to a newbie? 

“Do you like it here? In Ohio, I mean.”

“It's certainly not what I expected it to be.” Understatement of the year. 

“What did you think it would be like?” 

How could I answer that? I didn't expect to stay. I expected the laws of physics and biology to apply. I expected to be pretty much the same me I was in Santa Cruz. I didn't expect to meet a boy.  

Before I could say anything, a brutish yell punched through the air. Steve and Brad hopped up. A squat beefy boy with a dirt-brown crew cut and spotty pink skin barked at Billy then pushed him hard. Adam tried to get between them, to calm the boy down. Billy's hands went up, signaling he didn't want a fight, but the boy kept yelling. 

“Aw, hell,” Brad said. “It's that kid from Logan. What's his name? Clint Miller? Linebacker. He must think Billy's still on the football team.”

“Guess he didn't like losing to us last year,” Steve said. “We mopped the floor with those guys.”

“Oh my God.” Vic popped up, yanking me with her. Her whole body shook. “What do we do?”

Billy and Adam's attempts to calm the yelling boy didn't work. He threw a punch and it landed square on Billy's cheek. Oh no. It was solid, hard. I could hear the fist thwack against him even from where I stood. My heart ticked faster. 

Billy's didn't stumble. He didn't flinch. He wiped a trickle of blood from his lip. “I get it. You're mad, but this isn't worth fighting about,” he said. 

The Miller boy squawked back, a garbled mix of threats and barbs. His fists were still up. Billy's arms no longer hung in a casual 'cool-it' stance. His hands balled in fists. “If you're smart, you won't do that again.” 

“Why is that guy so mad?” My mouth went dry. I wanted it him to stop, to leave. 

“He's on the Logan Elm football team,” Steve said. “We totally destroyed them last year. We went to state, they didn't. We had some trouble with him after. He got drunk a few times and tried to fight some of us. He thinks we blew his chance for a scholarship. Guess he's got a bone to pick.”

“We need to help him.” I trembled like a Jello Jiggler. I did not want to know what could happen if Billy got really angry. 

“Billy's a big boy. He can take care of himself,” Steve said. “Let's wait and see what he's got in him.” 

I knew what he had in him, and I definitely didn't want to see it. Not like this. Not now. Not in front of everyone. 

The angry Miller boy right hooked Billy's jaw, whipping Billy's head to the side. Oh my God. Make it stop. Watching Billy hurt was killing me. 

He didn't look back Clint. His gaze fixed on the sky. Thunder cracked. The clouds over the lake grew dark. Oh my god. Billy. No. Don't get angry. Don't lose control. Everyone will see it. Everyone will know. I had to do something. But what? A panicked film of sweat coated my body, and my insides felt like I'd just gone down the first hill of the world's biggest roller coaster.

The boy punched Billy again, and lightning hit a tree near the water. Some of the kids yelped. Swimmers emerged from the water, looking anxiously at the sky. A hush fell over everyone else. Everyone – and I mean everyone– watched Billy now. Lightning flashed, this one closer, as the boy lifted his fist again. Billy, no. Oh my god.  Don't. 

Billy bared his teeth. Something bad was about to happen.  Unless. I breathed deep and thought hard about Clint Miller's raw red knuckles, the clenched muscles in his arm, his sausage fingers balled up into fists. No Clint. No more. He punched again, but in mid-swing, his fist stopped. His body wriggled, but his arm barely budged. Someone held him back. I held him back. I held onto his arm, somehow, so Billy could walk away. 

“What the hell!” Clint yelled. I felt him tugging in my mind as I tried to keep hold of him. My head throbbed. Holding on hurt. “What are you doing to me, freak?”

“This.” Billy punched him so hard in the face he dropped to the ground and lay there motionless. Billy knocked Clint Miller out cold. 
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Chapter 17 —  The Invitation
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That night, alone in my room, I stared at a blank page on my laptop. The blinking cursor taunted me. Stupid history paper. Not a single word after three hours of sitting, then pacing, then sitting again. All because I couldn't stop thinking about the fight. 

Vic had drug me straight home after. Her hands were white-knuckled on the steering wheel. The speedometer needle ticked way past eighty. A whirlwind of dust spewed behind the car. “Was that you,” she asked. “I mean, can you do that? Stop somebody from moving?”

“It looks like I can.” I was as freaked out as she was. “Was I too, um, obvious?”

“Only because I know you! And what was up with the fireworks? The thunder and lightning?” Her questions sped as fast as the car. “What the hell was that? Did you do that? How did you do that?”

“That wasn't me.” But I knew who did it.  

I couldn't stop thinking about Clint Miller's fist. What it felt like, holding him back without actually touching him. The prickly hair on his sweaty arm. I felt it in my mind as if I'd actually had my hands on him. And, the cold look on Billy's face. I didn't expect him to punch back. It didn't seem like something he'd do. But maybe I didn't know him well enough to say.

I wanted to call Billy to make sure he was okay, if he had it under control, but it didn't take long to figure out I didn't have his number. He'd just always showed up. I'd never called him. I got the great idea to call his house, so I rifled through all the drawers until I finally found a dusty yellow phone book, but the stupid thing was twenty years old and there were no listings under Combs. I didn't even know where he lived or where he hung out when he wasn't with me. My only choice was to wait. 

My phone chirped. Have you changed your mind yet? Another message from Steve. Third one tonight, including Going out on the river tomorrow, wanna come? And Won't take no for an answer. Go buy a dress, lol. 

Man. He just never quit. I tossed my phone aside. I opened the balcony window and stepped out. The night air was damp, saturated with sticky-sweet pollen. 

“It doesn't look like your homework is going very well.” 

I stumbled, and my back thumped against the siding.  Billy stood in the shadows, an outline against the inky black sky. “Holy hell. You scared me to death.”

“Sorry about that.”

“How long have you been out here?”

“Oh, I don't know. Since it got dark.”

“I was so worried about you.” I hugged him. “What happened at the lake? Who was that guy? Are you okay? Are you hurt? I wanted to call you, but I don't have your number. I don't even know where you live or anything.” 

The words poured out in a torrent. There I was, the rambling worried fool. 

“Relax,” he said. “You don't need to worry about me. I'm fine. It's all taken care of. And thanks. Was it you that slowed him down?”

“How is your face?” I tried to stay on topic.

“Hurts but I'll live.” 

“Let me see.” 

“I'll be fine. It's no big deal.”

I pulled him into the light of the window. He looked away, but I put my hand on his cheek and nudged until he showed me the heavy yellow-blue bruises and streaks of blood running from his brow to his jaw. “That definitely doesn't look okay. Come on.”

We stepped through the window into my room. The mattress let out a rusty groan when he sat down on the edge of the bed. There was blood splattered across his shirt. “Oh my god. Were you bleeding?”

“Oh, uh. Yeah. I guess so. It's nothing. A bloody nose or something.” 

I pushed a few strands of black hair away from his face and he flinched under my touch. “Ouch.”

“Wait here. I'll take care of it.” 

“I'm fine, really.”

“Be quiet. Mom doesn't need to know there's a boy in my room.” 

I slunk to the hall bathroom, and rummaged through the cabinets until I found a first aid kit in a tiny white plastic case. I grabbed one of Jack's clean T-shirts out of the laundry basket, then rushed back to my room. I closed the door behind me. Billy looked different somehow. It wasn't just the bruises. He fidgeted and grimaced, as if thinking he was uncomfortable.

“Here, put this on.” I handed him the clean shirt. He peeled off his bloody one and tossed it into the trash can next to my nightstand. 

“Really,” he said as I opened the kit and arranged the contents on the duvet. “I'm fine.”

“You don't look fine.” I rubbed some of the blood off of his face with an alcohol pad. 

Billy winced. “You should see the other guy.” 

“Yeah, about that.” I swabbed his face. “Did you really have to knock him out? Don't you think that was kind of mean?”

“Mean? He punched me in the face.” 

“Still.” 

“It was the easiest way,” Billy said. “It was either that or blow up half the kids in the county in an electrical storm. I tried to keep it together, but I lost my cool. I was too mad. I couldn't take the chance, so I made the choice. He was out of line. He deserved what he got.” 

“Yeah. I guess.”  I didn't want to let on how scared I was this afternoon. I didn't want Billy to think I doubted him. 

“You're pretty good at this,” he said. “I feel better already.”

His face did look a little better without the blood. The bruise seemed lighter.“You get good at this kind of stuff when your mom is a nurse and your dad is a doctor.” 

I sank under the weight of my mistake. “Was a doctor, I mean.”

“You know, it's okay to be sad. You've been through a lot. You don't have to pretend with me. You can be or feel whatever you need to. You don't have to hide it.”

He was sweet, but I knew it was bad manners to let grief loose on unsuspecting people. “I'm just glad you're okay.”

He grabbed me and pulled me into his lap. “I mean it. No faking it. Promise?”

“Yeah. I promise.” As best as I could, at least. 

“Speaking of, I have something for you. Here.” He plucked a small ivory envelope out of his back pocket and handed it to me. There was an elegant J in black script inside a metallic gold outline of the sun.

“What's this?” 

“An invitation,” Billy said. 

“To what?” 

“To a party. Next Friday night.” 

“A party?” I was confused. “What for?”

“For you.” 

I peeled the envelope open and shimmied the invitation out. 

––––––––
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A daughter of Salt Creek is rising. You are cordially invited to a gathering of your peers to mark this joyous occasion on Friday, at eight p.m., at the home of Lila and William Combs.

––––––––
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“It's time for you to meet the others. Think of it like a debutante ball for super powers.”

“Oh.” I bit my lip. A party seemed so formal. I'd have to dress up, chit chat with a bunch of strangers, and meet Billy's parents all in one night. I wasn't sure which of those options terrified me the most. 

“I thought you'd be excited. It'll be fun. Besides, you have a plus one. I assume it's me?”

“Huh?” I sounded like my IQ had been cut in half, but really it was just a lot to take in.

“I'm asking if you'll be my date.” 

“Oh, yeah. Of course. Did you come here to drop this off?”

“Well, yes and no,” he said. “I planned to give this to you after school, but you were with your boyfriend, Steve.”

“Ha ha.” I wasn't amused, but Billy seemed to be.

“That's not the only reason. I wanted to ask if you, um, wanted to see how this all works.” 

“How all what works?”

He pointed at his chest. “Me.”

––––––––
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I heard Gramps' voice in my head as I shimmied down the trellis. “Promise me you’re going to be smarter than your mom and Aunt Eddie were. I caught them trying to sneak out of here to go meet boys more than once.” 

Sorry Gramps. I wasn't smarter. When a boy you like―really like―offered to show you how his magic super power worked, you had to do it. I had to go. I had to know. I had to see it. I had to understand. 

By the time I landed on the grass by the porch with an unceremonious thud, Billy was already leaning against Gramps' rusty yellow pick-up truck. It'd been parked by the barn since the day he died, since the last time he'd driven it. Tonight, it was an ironic yet sad reminder that Gramps' wasn't here to catch me sneaking out.  

“So, where to?” I said. 

He pointed to the woods behind the house. “There's a clearing at the top of the hill. It should be safe. No one will see us.” 

He held my hand as we tromped silently up, up, up into the woods. The hill was steep, not an easy climb, and the moon barely lit the way. 

“Are you sure about this?” I couldn't forget that zap on the porch. I wasn't anxious to feel that kind of pain again. And my dream. I tried to shake it off. Billy coming out of the woods and shooting me with electricity. I reminded myself it had already come true. 

“No, but it feels like the right thing. If we're going to be together, you need to know what you're signing up for, right?” 

“I guess so.” 

He stopped climbing and faced me. “If you're not sure, let me know, because I, um, really like you...” 

I chuckled. He was cute, all vulnerable and spilling his feelings in the dark, in the woods. “Great, now you're laughing at me.”

“I'm not. I swear. I was thinking, that's all.” 

“About what?”

“I'm in, but this works both ways. Where are we headed again?”

“The clearing at the top of the hill. Farmer Stumpf grazes sheep there, but it's empty this time of year.”

“Okay then.” I kissed his cheek. “I'll meet you there.”

I zoomed up through the woods and got to the top in a minute. The clearing was a wide treeless bump covered with grass and knee-high weeds. A rickety wooden deer blind held onto one of the trees for dear life. I zipped back down to Billy. 

“You are so slow.”

“Very funny,” he said. “Did you make it all the way up?

“Yeah, and back.”

“That's amazing. I didn't even see you. What does it feel like to run like that?”

“Slow. Like jogging, actually.”

“Oh, well, don't let me hold you back,” he said. 

“I'd rather be a slow-poke with you than up there all by myself.” 

Another fifteen minutes and we made it to the clearing. In the middle of the meadow, he sat down cross-legged, eyes closed, spine stick-straight, with his hands resting on his knees. “Stand back.”

“What are you doing?” 

“Concentrating.” His eyes were closed. “That's how you control it. Deep breathing. Meditation. Concentration. Those are the keys, Jess. You've got to feel where it comes from. You might need to know that someday, but right now you need to back up.” 

I backed to the edge of the clearing, until my spine ran up against the trunk of a wide old tree. I stared at him, waiting. My fingers clutched the bark. A bead of sweat formed on my top lip and my heart thump thumped super fast. I didn't know what was coming, and I couldn't look away. 

The smell came first. The sweet, sharp scent of ozone, the kind of smell that hung in the air after it rained. Then a single silky strand of bright white light shot up into the sky. The air crackled, like the start of a thunderstorm. Two feathery blue branches of light shot up next. Then three more, then five, then too many to count as the night sky flashed light, then dark and light again. The air grew hot, and the crack of each bolt melded into a rumble. 

Billy was a shadow inside the light. I squinted into the dark. Bolts of lightning radiated off of him. They also shot from the sky down to him. He could make it, and he could call it to him. He looked like a living, breathing plasma ball, one of those science-class glass orbs that zapped your finger with a beam of pink electrons when you touched it. 

The air filled with oxygen. Bolts of lightning wrapped around his body, each one undulating around and down his head, his chest, his arms, up and down all of him, over and over, around and back again, until he was covered in strings of glowing blue light. This is impossible. This can't be real.  I tried to talk myself out of what I saw. 

He stood up. Lighting struck. Billy flitted. I squinted, trying to keep sight of him in dark. It was like he could move like the lightning. It'd strike, and he appeared on the spot instantly, even if he was several feet away from where he stood before. My God. What did that feel like?

He pointed at a tree and with a quick zzzzztttt, a stream of electricity wrapped around a branch then yanked it to the ground. It smoldered, burning. A half dozen more beams shot out of his hands, each one wrapping around a branch or a tree then pulling it down with violent crashes. 

Then as if he were a vacuum, all of the light sucked back inside of him and disappeared. He stood absolutely still. I heard a hum, a low waa-waa sound, that grew louder, louder until it vibrated my insides so hard my teeth shook. A wave of blue energy shot out of him. It rolled across the clearing, a wide circle of electrical current with Billy at its center, burning and searing everything it touched along the way. It rippled toward me, faster, closer. I fell to my knees and covered my head with my hands, bracing for the impact, but it didn't come. 

I peeked through my hands. A super-charged blue blanket covered the entire clearing. It stopped an inch away from me. Slowly, hand shaking, I reached out to touch the blue. My fingers tapped the light and it sent a sharp, hot jolt into my body. Static electricity times a thousand. I jerked my hand back. The blanket of blue fizzed and popped. Strings of it pulled up toward the sky until the whole blanket unraveled, tearing itself apart. It dissipated with a hiss. The grass, charred and black, sent wisps of smoke spiraling into the night air. 

Billy stood stone still, hair disheveled, head down. I stumbled toward him until we were face to face. He didn't look at me. He didn't speak. I touched his arm. His skin burned, like he had lava for blood. 

“Are you afraid?” 

“No.”

“Do you think I'm a monster?”

“No.” 

“Could you ever love someone who's like... this?”

“I already do.”

He finally looked me in the eyes. He pressed hard against me. A tingle of electricity ran up my spine. He kissed me, long and deep, and the sky cracked and popped as arcs of white lightning rained down around us. 
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Chapter 18 — Salt Creek
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Damp earth and fall leaves. Dad stood a dozen feet ahead of me, peering over a rocky ledge. Mist lapped at his ankles. It was pitch black, apart from a few strands of moonlight. We were in the woods again. 

“Jess.” He wasn't talking to me. 

“Dad!” He didn't hear me. “Dad!” I screamed, as loudly as I could, desperately trying to show him I was here. Right here. Missing you. Dying to talk to you, if you'd just see. 

“She’s dead.” 

“I'm not dead. I'm right here!” I yelled. “I'm right behind you.”

Nothing. He didn't turn. He didn't look. He didn't see me. Tears welled up in my eyes. Another man emerged from the shadows. I could just make out the familiar curve of his cheek, the bump in the middle of his nose. “Gramps? Gramps!” 

Dad and Gramps. Together. I tripped over my own feet, desperate to get to them. They couldn't leave me again. I wouldn't let them. Faster, move faster. Show them you're here. Show them you're alive. “Dad! Gramps!” 

I ran for them. I was less than a foot away when the wind came. It whipped around me, gale force, and the mist kicked up into an impenetrable wall between us. 

“Dad! Gramps!” 

All I could see was white fog. No. No. No. I couldn't let them go. I couldn't lose them again. I stepped into the wind, and it pushed back, stinging my face and body with a thousand tiny needles. “Dad. Gramps. I'm here. Where are you?” 

The wind suddenly stopped and the forest fell silent. The mist disappeared. I was alone. They're gone. The tears came in streams. My heart filled with broken glass. 

I stood, toes at the very edge of the rocky cliff. The night sky flickered. Lightning. I peered into the darkness below. I could make out the shape of a body. My body. She had long brown hair. My hair. My body lay on the rocks at the bottom of the cliff in a pool of blood. They were right. I was dead. Until I woke up safe in my room again.

––––––––
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The canoe launch was a grassy clearing at the back end of a corn field. Billy tugged at the cords holding the canoe to the roof of his rusted orange car. 

“This is it?” I'd never been canoeing before. I didn't know what to expect. 

“It’s not much, but it's one of the easiest ways onto Salt Creek. Sheriff Franks doesn’t mind if we use it.” 

“Sheriff Franks? You know him?” 

“Yeah, this is his family's land,” he said. “Why?”

“He came to the wake.” Both of them. He had stood in the kitchen clutching his wide-brimmed brown sheriff's hat to his chest, talking in soothing tones to the town's old ladies.

The canoe tipped off the car and plunked to the ground. Billy dragged it down a muddy path to the water. I grabbed two oars out of the back seat and followed him. He waded knee-deep in the creek, holding onto the middle of the canoe. “Hop in.”

I slid onto the low, narrow bench up front. “Be patient, okay? This is my first time.” 

Billy rowed us out to the middle. Salt Creek was wide with a slow current of greenish-brown water. It was mostly shaded by trees whose gnarled, twisted roots lay exposed along the muddy shore. It was serene, nothing like the constant salty churn of the Pacific. We rowed for a while in silence. 

“Last night.” The arcs of lightning, pulling down the branches, sending out that wave of energy. “How did you do all of that?”

“Remember I told you about meditation and all that stuff?” He propelled us forward with a hard push of the oar. “If I relax, breathe deep, concentrate, I can make it do what I want it to.” 

“All that really helps?” I was skeptical. 

“Definitely. I practically short circuited when it started. Remember, I set my room on fire? It got away from me whenever my mood changed. It owned me. It doesn't anymore. It's still hard, but not like it used to be. It's always there, and I always have to think about it, but I can manage, unless I get really upset or something, like that night on your porch.” 

He said nothing for a minute. “Look, I'm sorry—”

“Don't. No more apologies. It turned out okay. I wasn't hurt.” We rowed a dozen more yards. “Do you think that meditating stuff could help me?”

“You don't need it. You're not as explosive as I am.” 

He sounded sure. I wasn't. I still didn't understand any of it. I had four powers, gifts, whatever they're called—running too fast, healing my own body, moving things with my mind, and haunting dreams that, if Gramps was right, might actually come true. At least I think I got the dreams, although I was hoping that was a no. 

I didn't know where they came from, and I didn't know if something else lurked in me, waiting to come out. “Teach me how to do it.” 

“Okay. Turn around and face me. And go slow or you'll tip the boat.” I moved my legs slowly over the seat and faced him. “All right. Now sit up straight, and close your eyes.” 

I did. “Breathe in and out, deep and slow. As you're breathing, focus on your body. Let your thoughts go. Don't think, feel.”

My brain raced. I couldn't help it. Memories of Santa Cruz. The ocean. Dad's funeral. The broken arm. Gramps in the corn field. Last night in the woods with Billy. I tried to let them go as quickly as they came, but thoughts are sticky things. Stubborn. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. We floated along in near silence for a long while. The water lapped gently at the edge of the canoe. The breeze rippled through the tops of the trees. I felt light, weightless. 

“Oh my god,” Billy whispered. “Jess. Open your eyes.” 

I did. A dozen objects floated in the air around us: broken tree branches, rocks, one of the oars, and a very confused turtle. “Is this what you meant when you said you could move things with your mind?” 

I lifted them without trying, without thinking, without the concentration I'd needed with Vic in the barn. I broke out in ice-cold sweat. How would I hide this if I did it without trying? How long before I slipped up? Everything fell into the water at once. “I'm sorry, I—”

“Don't ever say that. Don't ever apologize for what you are,” he said. “You have no idea how special you are. You can do more than any of us, and it will only get better.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I've been told our skills grow and change as we get older. They get more complex. They aren't as simple as they seem at first.” 

“But I don't want that.” The idea of more overwhelmed me. I had enough. “I just want to be normal.” 

“This is normal,” he said. “For Salt Creek.”

I thought about Salt Creek for a long time before I said anything. The move, the black pit of grief churning inside me, had changed me. I was sure of it. “If Dad hadn't died and I'd never moved here, would I have changed? Or would I still be who I was before?” 

“You would have changed anyway. And it would have been worse, because you would have been alone. You are who you are, no matter where you are.”

I heard a loud scrape and the canoe turned fast. The current pulled and ripped. 

“Hold on,” Billy said. “We're caught up on something.” 

The canoe bobbed and rocked, and one side dipped down and filled with water. The canoe flipped over and we both went under. The cool, green water made my body weightless and my mind still. Until a hand grabbed my arm and yanked me back up. 

“Oh my God are you okay?” Billy swam me to the shallows.  

“I’m fine. The water felt really nice.”

“You scared me.” He held on too tight.

“I'm fine, really.” 

The canoe wasn't fine. The edge was stuck under the branch of a submerged tree. 

“Wait here.” 

Billy swam to it, then tugged the canoe until it broke loose. He ran it back to shore and up the bank. He waded back to me. “I didn't even see the tree. I was paying attention to—”

“To that poor turtle I dropped in the water?” I tried to lighten the mood. 

“Yeah. Poor guy.” 

Billy's face was still bruised from yesterday's fight, but when he laughed, he was beautiful. Radiant. I tucked a few strands of hair behind his ear then ran my fingers over his bruise. The heat of his skin shut my mind off. The sound of every rustling leaf, every drop of water amplified. I felt an urgent need to take away the parts of him that hurt. I pressed my palm against the yellow and black marks on his face. I didn't know why, I only knew I had to. It was instinct. 

“Jess? What are you—” 

“Shhh. Stay still.” 

His skin was hot. My palm prickled, then it hurt. Badly. I pulled it away. The bruise, the swelling on his face lightened, more and more, until his face went olive, like it'd never been hurt at all. My hand had turned yellow and black, and it stung, all the way up to my shoulder. The pain fell back down to a prickle, then the bruise dissolved and my palm turned back to pink. Wow. What was that?

“Jess. My face.” Billy pressed the tips of his fingers into his cheek. “What did you do?” 

“It's gone. The bruise is gone.” 

“How did you do that?”

“I don't know. This is new.” My heart thumped. Apparently my ability to heal myself now applied to other people. Maybe Billy was right. Power changed, power grew. Who knew what was next? But I sure needed to find out how, before someone noticed, before something went haywire and I blew it for all of us. 

“Amazing,” he whispered. “See? I told you. It's only the beginning.”

He moved closer. Beautiful Billy Combs. His flawless skin glowed gold in the sunlight. He leaned in to kiss me, but a chorus of high-pitched giggles bluntly quashed the kiss that should have been. Billy's back stiffened as four canoes floated into view. Brad, Steve, a couple guys from the football team, and two canoes of giggling girls came up on us. Last night. Steve's message. He'd said something about the river. Darn it. He meant canoeing. This river. Stupid me. I could have avoided this if I'd paid attention. 

“Well, well. What do we have here?” Brad shouted. “Looks like Billy the Freak's got a girlfriend. Careful sweetheart, all the crazy might rub off.”

I wanted to shoot out of the water and punch Vic's pet bulldog in the face. I didn't know what she saw in him. More taunts flew. Freak. She's new here, she doesn't know better. He's crazy. The tagalong insults, emboldened by Brad's unflinching malice. Steve said nothing. Maybe he didn't want to let on that I'd picked the least popular guy at school over him. 

Billy looked each one of his hecklers in the eye as they passed by – at least the ones who were brave enough to look back. His face was steely, as if to signal they could not break him, they would not win. Brad whapped his paddle against the water, trying to splash us as he passed, but he was too far away. 

“How did he get to be so popular being such a jerk?” I asked once they floated around the bend, out of view. 

“Listen, I’m sorry for that. I tried to protect you. I tried to keep us secret.”  

“There are self-absorbed jerks in every high school. It’s not just here. Trust me.”

It seemed little consolation to him. “Come on. I'll take you home. You're new here. You shouldn't have to suffer for the things I've done.” 
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Chapter 19 — Normal
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“How sad,” Vic said as we trudged through the lunch line. 

I didn't know if it was a comment on the quality of the food, or what I'd told her. I filled her in about Billy's picnic and our canoe trip, and about Steve's text messages, the ones that came after I'd officially said no to his invitation to the dance. It was Friday, six days since Steve saw me with Billy on Salt Creek. He'd barely talked to me since and had stopped appearing at my locker between classes.

“I mean, he’s the captain of the football team. He can get a date with pretty much any girl. He should know it’s not cool to look so desperate.” She grabbed a chef's salad off the buffet line. Her nose wrinkled at the sight of all the ham chunks and bright yellow cheese. “Anyway, now he knows the real reason you said no. So what are you going to do?”

“What can I do? I feel bad I lied and he found out, but at least he has time to find another date.” 

“No, no, no. Not about Steve. I mean what are you going to do about Billy?” 

We stepped into the cafeteria. Andy waved to get our attention. He sat with Lily and Katie. Vic's eyes darted toward the back table where Billy sat alone. “Cat's out of the bag anyway, right? Might as well make it official.” 

She sauntered off toward her usual spot next to Andy, stopping at tables along the way to chat and give girls compliments on their shoes. I lingered for a moment, staring at Billy. He was alone, headphones in, listening to music, drawing in his sketchbook. 

We'd been together almost every night. On Monday, we went to the old quarry lake. We were the only people there. I was afraid to go in the water. Who wouldn't be, after finding a dead guy? But Billy waded in with me, glued to my side, to show me it was safe. Tuesday we walked through Gramps' corn fields, adrift in an ocean of yellowing stalks while Billy told me about his old life. Football star, popular kid, lots of friends. It was surreal, like trying to imagine what a city looked like before it'd been flattened by a nuclear bomb.  

Last night, we went to the park at the edge of town and laid on a blanket under the red leaves of a towering tree. He asked me who I was, who I wanted to be, what I wanted for my life. I told him I didn't know the answers anymore because everything had changed. “You'll just have to find new dreams then, won't you,” he'd said. 

Right there, standing in the cafeteria, I made the decision. If I had a future in Salt Creek, it was with Billy and I didn't care who knew it. Vic's right. Why should our relationship be secret? We had nothing to lose. I beelined to him and stood over his table with my lunch tray. He didn't notice me at first, but when he did, he jumped. 

“Is anyone sitting here?”  I pointed to the seat in front of him. He popped out one of his earbuds. 

“Are you sure you want to do this? It's social suicide, and you still have what, eight months until graduation.”

“You're kidding, right?”

“Sadly, I'm not. All of it's true.” 

“I don't care what they think.” I sat down. “I only care what you think.”

Vic gave me an approving wink, and the cafeteria fell needle-drop silent. Everyone stared at us. Not in a good way. 

“See what you're getting into?” He flipped his sketchbook shut. 

I snatched it before he could whisk it into his backpack. I still had the sketch he'd left in my bag the first day of school, and I was curious. “What are you working on?”

“Nothing important.”

“Can I see?”

“Are you sure you want to?”

“Very.” You don't give a girl a portrait of her surrounded by lightning―an image straight out of a dream she'd never told anyone about―and expect her to forget it. 

I flipped through the pages. At first, there were drawings of things like cars and bikini girls. Typical teenage boy stuff. But the longer I flipped, the darker the drawings became. The graphite rubbed harder against the pages, the shadows deep, the contrasts stark. 

He'd drawn a dozen pages of self portraits. A boy with lightning shooting out of his hands, his chest, his eyes. There were three pages of that strange design on the front of his hoodie, like he was working out the details before he screen-printed it. 

“What is this?” I tapped my finger on one of them. It looked like two long sticks with a pointy arrowhead at each end and two long X-marks across it. 

“An inside joke.”  

“What's the joke?” 

“It's Greek. It's the symbol for Zeus' thunderbolt. I've kind of made it my unofficial logo. Not funny, I know.”

“It's cool, actually, but aren't you worried someone will figure it out?”

“You know my big secret, and you didn't figure it out.”

“True.”

I flipped a few more pages. A drawing of a girl running, more like flying. Katie. A bulky man with a barrel chest and arms as big as tree trunks. Big Joe. A waitress, seeing the thoughts of the customers in the restaurant, in pictures not words. A long-haired boy stared into the air, with a chemistry equation in a cloud above his head. Adam. Portraits, all portraits. Dozens and dozens of them. I didn't recognize most of them, but all of them were doing impossible things. They must be the others.

Next was a silhouette of a girl standing in the forest, looking down over a black ledge. A girl, floating in mid-air, hands out, eyes black, surrounded by light. These were drawings of me. Pictures from my dreams. How? A swarm of butterflies descended on my stomach. 

Then the sixteen-pointed sun from Gramma's necklace. How did he know what it looked like? I'd never worn it and it'd been hidden away in her jewelry box for the ten years since she died. 

I squirmed in my seat. I didn't tell him about my dreams, because he was in some of them and I didn't want him to think they were the future. Billy wouldn't hurt anybody, and we already knew from the night on the porch that he couldn't kill me. 

“The sketch you gave me the first day of school.” I tried to sound casual, but my voice trembled. “Where did you get the idea?”

“Gramps said he dreamed about you surrounded by storms and bright light. I thought you might have the same skill I do, but I guess I got that part wrong.” 

My stomach churned. Gramps' dream, the same as mine. “How many of his visions actually came true?” 

“I don't know, but you're here, so that came true, didn't it?” He squinted as if trying to see back to the past so he could remember what Gramps had told him. “Although, he did say something once about clouds. No wait. Fog. He said the future was always foggy. Something like that. I don't remember exactly. It didn't seem that important at the time.” 

My intestines did a somersault. Fog. Mist. It showed up in my dreams and attacked me in the woods the morning the voices came. It had to mean something. “These drawings of me. These are all from things he told you?”

“Mostly, yeah. Except—” He squirmed. “A few are things I saw at another girl's house. A friend of mine. An artist.” 

My chair suddenly felt like it was coated in needles. The girl, the artist. How did she know? “Hey. They're only doodles. They don't mean anything.” 

Oh yes they did. He had no idea. The bell rang. Billy slid his sketchbook into his backpack, and I grabbed his hand before he could bolt off to class. “Will I see you tonight?”

“I can't tonight. I'm hanging out with Adam. And I've got homework. Tons,” he said. “But I'll pick you up tomorrow at eight for the party, okay?”

He kissed me on the cheek and rushed off. My head ached thinking about the sketches and my dreams. Maybe they didn't mean what I thought they did. Maybe they didn't mean anything at all. Maybe I wasn't going to die in a puddle of blood in the woods. The future was foggy after all, and Gramps said the picture wasn't clear until the end, right? None of that cheered me up. 

I gathered up my stuff and walked out of the cafeteria. The second I got through the door, a big meaty hand grabbed my arm and whirled me around.

“Hey Jess.” Brad fingers dug deep into my skin. “Nice move you pulled at lunch.”

“Excuse me?” I looked right at him. I didn't really want to dignify him with a response after the canoe incident, but Brad wasn't the kind of guy who'd go away if you ignored him. 

“I said nice move. That Billy kid? He's bad news. If you were smart you'd cut your losses and stop hanging out with him before you get hurt.”

I waited for the punchline, but he wasn't kidding. “Whatever, Brad. It's my life.”

I waited for Brad to get the hint and leave, but he didn't. I tried to wiggle free, but he held on tighter. 

“You think you're funny, but I'm serious. You don't know him like we do. He's crazy. Keep it up and you'll be next.”

“Next for what?”

“Here.” He pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket and thrust it in my face. I took it from him and unfolded it. It was the front page of the local newspaper. There was a huge picture of Clint Miller, the boy who punched Billy, under the headline: “Logan boy still missing.” 
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Chapter 20 —  The Party
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I stood in front of my closet staring at my clothes for at least an hour. Nothing I had was good enough. The party. My party was tonight, and Billy would be picking me up any minute. I could have used Vic's help. She'd know what to wear, how to act, what to say, but I was afraid to ask her. I didn't tell her about the party. I didn't know if she was invited, and she probably wouldn't think it was a good idea to go even if she were. 

The shine on a plastic bag in the back of the closet caught my eye. I wrestled it out. It was a vintage black dress with a V neckline, a pencil skirt, and elbow-length sleeves, preserved in a clear plastic dry cleaning bag. It must have been Aunt Eddie's or Gramma's. Either way, it was fancier than anything I owned, and hopefully it'd fit. I shimmied into it and zipped it up. It did.

I looped Gramma's sixteen-pointed sun necklace around my neck, put on eyeliner and lipstick, shook my hair out of a ponytail, and slid into a pair of Aunt Eddie's kitten heels. I stepped in front of the full-length mirror tacked onto the wall. I didn't recognize the girl staring back at me. She didn't look like the slump-shouldered insecure girls, all dressed alike, that traveled in packs around the high school. The girls she used to be. This girl stood up straight, and the look in her eyes was deeper, more aware. Something inside changed, and it shone through. 

The doorbell rang. I smoothed out the dress with my hands, then click-clacked downstairs to the kitchen. Billy waited by the table talking to my mom. My knees got a little wobbly when I saw him. He looked drop-dead gorgeous in a slim-fitting tailored suit and a button-down shirt open at the neck. He had a bouquet of purple flowers in his hand.

“Oh honey.” Mom beamed. 

Billy nervously held up the flowers. “I brought these for you.” 

“They're beautiful.” They were wildflowers, the ones I'd said were pretty when we saw them on the trail down to the old quarry lake. 

“No. You're beautiful.” 

A blush rippled through my cheeks. 

“Are you ready?”

I'd never be ready. I was about to walk into a room full of people who could do things human beings weren't supposed to be able to do. There was no such thing as ready. 

Mom kissed me on the cheek and took the flowers out of my hand. She told us to have fun as we walked out the back door. My heart sank. Mom. She's home tonight. She must not be one of us. 

I'd told her Billy was taking me out to dinner at the only fancy restaurant in the county. I didn't tell her about the party, because I didn't want to explain it all if she wasn't invited. 

Billy and I didn't talk for most of the drive. Corn fields zipped past the car window, and the setting sun painted pink and orange strokes across the sky. 

“Are you nervous?” Billy asked. 

“Terrified.” 

He squeezed my hand. “Don't worry. It'll be great.” 

“What do they know about me?” Did they know I was a weirdo with more than one gift, or skill, or whatever they called it? 

“They know you heal quickly. I haven't told anyone about the other things. Those are your secrets to share, not mine.” 

We headed down a winding up-and-down, two-lane road—the only kind of road Salt Creek had— then turned onto a slim gravel driveway. It led into a narrow valley with a lake in the middle. A single house perched over the water. It was tall and pointy like a large letter A, with a monolithic two-story stone fireplace cutting right through the middle of a wall of glass. 

“Wow. Nice house. In California people don't usually keep it a secret when they live in a mansion.”

“Mansion?”  He chuckled. “I wouldn't call it that.” 

Billy parked in the driveway, behind dozens of other cars. He hopped out of his seat, but I was glued to mine. The car door creaked open. “Don't be scared. These people get it. They understand. They're family.” 

I had no choice but to believe him, so I took his hand and stepped out of the car. 

“It’ll be great. I promise.” 

He kissed me sweetly on the lips, and we went inside. The house was breathtaking. It was one big open room, sleek and modern, with a soaring ceiling and fire sizzling in the fireplace. Every surface overflowed with food and twinkling candles.  

A few dozen people stood in small groups, laughing, talking, drinking wine. At first, no one noticed us, and I wanted to march right back out the door and go home before they did. Billy squeezed my hand and cleared his throat. Everyone turned and stared. Most of them smiled or looked me over with curiosity, a few whispered to each other. Oh boy. No going back now. 

I heard the tink tink of a fork tapping the side of a champagne glass. A tall, fit woman with long black hair stepped into the center of the room. All eyes were glued to her. She was impossible not to look at in a red dress and stiletto heels. 

She raised her glass in the air. “This, friends, is a joyous occasion. Rising is a rare and beautiful occurrence,” she said. “It is a metamorphosis. We shed our former selves and must step, transformed, into a larger world. As we all know, it's not always easy.” 

Laughs percolated through the crowd. “So, let us all welcome the newest daughter of Salt Creek, Jesse Flowers. She is part of our family now. Remember, we must help her rise and meet her potential, no matter the cost.” 

She pointed her glass toward me and looking at the others said, “Theikos, rising!”

What did she say? They all raised their glasses. 

“Theikos, Rising!” They repeated in unison, then clinked their glasses together and took a drink. 

“I know you are all anxious to meet her, but please, wait your turn,” the woman in red announced. “We don’t want to scare her away.”  

The murmur of casual conversation returned. They had all, thankfully, stopped staring at me. Boy, did that feel like a cult greeting or what?

“Well, what do you think?” Billy whispered. 

“I'm even more terrified. What did that thay-he-kos what word even mean?”

Before he could answer, the woman who gave the toast walked up and hugged me. It was a long, strong embrace. When she finally eased up, she took my hands in hers. A tingly sensation spread through me, and my muscles went loose, as if she'd sucked all the nerves out of me. 

“Jesse, I've been waiting to meet you since the day you were born,” she said. “I was good friends with your parents a long time ago. Now look at you. You're all grown up. And you look just like your father. Now he was one handsome devil.” 

“Mom, come on.” Billy fidgeted. “Don't lay it on so thick. Take it easy.”

So this was Billy's mom. Lila Combs, gorgeous and perfect, living in a mansion in the forest, looking like she stepped off the page of a Paris fashion magazine. Then there was my mom, recently widowed, at home in a leaking old farmhouse on a Saturday night in her kitty-cat pajamas, with a crabby fifteen year-old boy who probably wouldn't say one word to her all night. 

Billy's mom ran her French-manicured fingertips over Gramma's sun charm. “Well, well. I haven't seen one of these in ages. It's very special. Very rare.” 

Her eyes met mine. They were the same penetrating blue gray as Billy's. “Then again, so are you? Aren't you, Jesse Flowers.” She looked at me like I was a book she was reading.

“Watch out, honey,” she said to Billy. “There's more to this one than meets the eye.”

“Mom. Seriously.” 

“Oh hush.” She waved one hand as if to shoo him away. 

A slim man with olive skin and broad shoulders walked up to Lila and kissed her on the cheek. His hands pushed deep in his pockets and his smile was really a pout at the ends, as if he was in pain but pretending to have fun anyway. He bowed to me, an uncomfortable and odd gesture. 

“Jesse, it's so nice to meet you,” he said. “I'm William's father. I can see why our son is so taken with you.” 

“Now who's laying it on too thick,” Lila said. She led me by one hand toward a table piled high with food. “Jesse, sweetie, have something to eat. Make yourself at home.” 

She flitted off, stopping at each group of guests to make sure their drinks and plates were full and they were having a good time. Billy and his dad talked, leaving me officially adrift in the sea of strangers. 

“Hi there.” A wiry forty-something man with thinning blond hair balanced a wine glass in one hand while piling cheese cubes on a plate with his other. “I'm Lenny. I'd shake your hand, but mine are full.”

He seemed nice. In fact, they all seemed nice. I circulated around that party for two hours. The others weren't what I expected. They made it all seem so natural, so ordinary. They weren't struggling with their skills, they benefited from them. 

Lenny had a preternatural understanding of machines and owned the busiest auto shop in town. George, a man with wild gray hair and a wool grandpa cardigan, could absorb information instantly. If he put his hand on a book, he could recall any page, any line. He was a librarian. Surprise. Sophia, a chubby woman with cat-eye glasses, could speak any language fluently as long as she had touched a native speaker at least once. She was a college professor. 

Gloria—everyone called her the plant lady—had frizzy red hair and a flower-print dress. She could super-charge growth in plants and owned a greenhouse. She cupped her hands in mine and gushed about how great it was to meet me. Then, there was Will. Slick, handsome, in an expensive suit, like he belonged in Los Angeles, not Salt Creek. He had a pure-white smile, and the more he talked, the more attractive I found him. When he asked for my phone number, I almost gave it to him. 

“She's too young for you, Will.” Billy whisked me away. “Watch out for that one. His power is persuasion. He usually gets what he wants, for better or worse.”

I recognized some of the people from Billy's sketchbook. Dee, the waitress, had teased-up auburn hair and really could read minds. “It's not all it's cracked up to be, trust me. People who hear voices in their heads go crazy for a reason. The real talent is being able to stop reading people's minds.” 

Dr. Martin was there, too. She could heal other people, within limits. She couldn't heal herself, bring back the dead or stop the elderly from dying. “It's funny. You'd be surprised how many people like me work at the hospital. When you came in with that broken arm, I thought I healed it.”

Oh snap. She'd known it was broken all along. 

“I had no idea you were a regen,” she said. 

“A what?”

“A regenerator.” She patted my arm. “I keep forgetting you didn't grow up here. It's our word for people who heal quickly. It's an unusual skill. I hope you're ready to live a really long healthy life.”

It wasn't as unusual as she thought. Vic was a regen. Maybe Vic really had pulled it off and these people honestly didn't know about her. 

Dr. Martin ran off to chat up a handful of people whose names I couldn't remember, and I slid open a glass door and escaped onto the deck. The sun had set. A crisp breeze blew in off the lake. I didn't want to go back inside. I couldn't seem to regen from chit-chatting with so many new people. 

That and the truth was like lead weighing me down. I couldn't deny it. This was real. There were people in the world who essentially had super powers. And I was one of them, but then again I wasn't. I knew it, deep down, and it'd bothered me all night. These people each had one skill. They passed for ordinary. They lived normal lives. What if I wasn't that lucky? I had more than one power. What if that made me too different? What was my life going to be like? 

The door slid open and Katie pranced up to me, perky in a pink dress. “I'm soooo sorry I'm late.” 

“Oh my gosh.” A familiar face. Thank God. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“You're kidding right? You seriously had to know.”

“Yeah, I suspected. But this is all, um, pretty weird.” 

“That's one word for it,” she said. “So, how are you holding up? This place is jam packed. It's a lot to take in.”

“I'm all right, I guess.”  

“Good.” She tapped her fingers against the railing. “Because I was hoping I'd get you alone tonight. I have to ask...You've got more than one gift, don't you? I didn't think it was possible, but it is, isn't it? You outran me, and then, well, we both know what's up with your broken arm.”

“Yeah. I do. It's true.” So much for a secret. Katie pieced it together on her own.

“Oh my god. That's so cool. You must be one in a million.”

“Does anyone else know?”

“Just me. I saw it with my own eyes, remember? Don't worry. I won't tell. We don't want to freak anyone out, right?”

“I guess not.” Too late. I was way freaked out. 

“Look. Since you're like me, partly, why don't you meet me at Ash Cave tomorrow morning? There are some good running trails there and I can show you some tricks. You know, so you look like you're running like a normal person and don't accidentally out us to the world?” 

“That sounds great.” 

The door slid open again, and Adam stepped out. “Oh yeah. Two beautiful ladies in the moonlight. My night is looking up.”

Katie play punched him on the shoulder. “Smooth, Adam. No wonder you don't have a girlfriend.” 

“What? It was a compliment.” He brushed it off. “So, what do you think, Jess?” 

“Honestly? These people aren't really what I expected.” 

He laughed. “What did you expect? A bunch of flying aliens in spandex and capes?”

“Well, no, but these people all seem so...normal. It can't really be this easy, can it?”

“Uh, not totally,” he said. “The only people who come to these parties are the ones who are functional enough to show up. Not everyone is so lucky.” 

Ha. I knew it. “Where are the unlucky people tonight?”  

“They stay home. Usually.” Adam subtly pointed at Billy's dad. He sat alone in the kitchen with that half smile, half-grimace still on his face. “Except that poor guy, but at least he tries.”

“Why is he unlucky?” I hoped it wasn't a dumb question. 

“He could hurt people. Lots of them.”

“He looks pretty harmless to me,” I said. 

“Yeah, well, you can't go by looks. He's an earth mover. He could bury the town in a landslide or swallow us all up in an earthquake. Why do you think he looks so miserable? He's a force of nature, and he's got to keep a lid on it. All. The. Time. He's a smart dude, though. He owns the quarry. He can let loose and split rocks there all he wants.” 

“Force of nature, huh?” No wonder Mr. Combs seemed so tense and awkward. “Is that common?”

Adam gave me the 'are you crazy?' look. “Uh, no. The only ones here are Mr. Combs, Billy, and plant lady.” 

“You know, I never understood how that kind of thing worked,” Katie said. “I mean, I get it if it's your own body, but how can they do things to other stuff?”

“We all constantly interact with the world around us, even normies.”

“Um, normies?” I asked. 

“Normal people? Anyway, molecules, chemicals, bacteria. They're around us all the time. No biggie, right?” Adam said. “But people like Bill and his dad, well, different story. They alter and interact with those things on a different level. It's beautiful really.” 

I thought about Billy in the clearing. Meditation. Concentration. For he and his dad, it was survival, not only for them, but for everyone in town. I felt guilty feeling sorry for myself. My problems were nothing by comparison. 

“No doubt it's easier for people like us,” he said. “The brain and brawn.”

“Brain and brawn?  Seriously?” Katie said. “You're so full of it.”

“Am I? Look, the brains do things with their minds. Like, I'm super smart. Dee can read thoughts. Lenny understands machines. Billy's mom influences people's feelings,” he said. “The brawns do things with their bodies. Like you're super fast, my brother's strong, and Jess is a regen. Normal people can heal, run, and read people's emotions, but we all do it faster, stronger, better, more.” 

Adam made it all seem so natural, like we were simply suped-up humans who had a place in the order of things. “Did you say Billy's mom could do things to people's feelings?” I felt relaxed—too relaxed— when she held my hands. 

“Yeah,” Adam said. “She can sense emotions, and she can make you feel how she wants you to. Good thing, too. She keeps Billy and his dad in check, but I think it only works when she's touching them.” 

“Adam?” I asked. “What about the people who didn't have it together enough to show up tonight?”

“Well.... we don't usually talk about them.” He hesitated. 

“Please?” 

“Okay, so the plant lady, Gloria?” His whispered as if he was letting me in on a big secret. “She's got two daughters, but they never leave the farm. Adeen is what, maybe fifteen now?” He looked at Katie, who shrugged. “No one has seen her since seventh grade. Homeschooled. Anyway, rumor is she's a firestarter. She makes hot blue flames. She doesn't feel them, but she burns up anything she touches. Their barn burned down last year. Officially, an electrical fire, but we all know it was Adeen.”

“What about her other daughter?” I asked. 

“Her name is Sybil,” Katie snapped.

“Do you know her?” 

“She used to be my best friend.” She glared at me.

“Then what happened?”

“She went crazy,” she said. “She says dead people talk to her.”

“Is it true?” If Sybil could talk to dead people, what did they tell her? Did she see Dad and Gramps?

Katie gave me a look that felt like a jab. “She thinks it is.”

Adam slunk back inside, scared off by the tension. He wended through the crowd, stopping to hug a girl with long white-blonde hair. A new girl. She wasn't here earlier. I would have remembered her. She was curvy, pixie-like, pale, with smooth flawless skin. She was pretty, even though her face was puckered up like she'd smelled something bad. She talked to a handful of people, and she had her arm around Billy, holding him close to her.

“Have you met Ava yet?” Katie whispered. “She and Billy broke up about six months ago. Don't be jealous, though. I'm sure Billy's over it. You're much nicer. Ava hardly ever talks to anyone, and when she does, she's a real charmer. Trust me. You'll see.”

My heart fell into my shoe. He hadn't mentioned her. Was that a good sign or a bad one? “I'm not jealous.” I lied. 

“Shhhhhhhh. Keep quiet!”

“Why?” 

“Ava's got heightened senses. Smell. Hearing. Everything is amplified. If a pin dropped, she'd hear an elephant stomping. Why do you think she has that squinty look on her face? She's got sensory overload.”

I watched her. Ava looked through people, not at them. Except for Billy. Her glassy, disaffected gaze turned warm for him. Something ugly stirred in me. She made me feel like the only happy thing in my life could be snatched away any minute. She gave me a curious but dismissing glance, like she knew we were talking about her, and she liked it. 

“Well, no sense standing out here while some other girl has her arms around your fella.” Katie yanked me inside and made her way, with me in tow, to where Billy and Ava stood. Katie roped Will and a tiny white-haired woman into chit chat. “It's so nice to see you. What have you been up to?” 

“Hey, Jess,” Billy grabbed my hand. Ava let go of him and took a step back. “Have you met Ava?” 

“We haven't met.” She had a long pink scar running over her collar bone. I wondered how she got it.

“Hi. I'm Jess.” I extended my hand to her, but she recoiled. 

“Please.” She rubbed her temples. “You don't have to yell. And what is that smell? Perfume? Are you wearing the entire bottle?” 

She made me feel like an ant being crushed by her shoe. 

“Ava is super sensitive to sounds and smells,” Billy said. “You'll have to excuse her. It isn't personal.” 

“Someone's coming,” Ava announced in a loud flat voice. She looked at the back door. “From the smell of her, it's one of yours, Gloria.” 

The room fell eerily silent, and everyone eyed the door. It opened and in stepped a wisp of a girl. She had milk-white skin, wild black eyes, and fire-red hair. 

“Sybil,” Katie gasped. 

Gloria the plant lady rushed through the crowd, pushing people aside. “Honey? Are you all right? Is everything all right?”

“Don't touch her!” The girl screamed. “She isn't what she appears to be. She's taking pieces of you. She's taking something from all of you!” 

Gloria roped her arms around Sybil to calm her, to contain her, but Sybil was having none of it. “Honey. Calm down. Who are you talking about? What do you mean?” 

“The girl with the sun on her heart. She isn't like us. She is something else!” She yelled. “The ancestors. They told me what she is. She is aphthiton.” 

Aftheeton. I rolled the word around in my mind. So many weird words tonight, but this one sounded familiar. Then it clicked. The voice in the woods. My heart revved up to a thousand beats a minute. I covered Gramma's sun charm with my hand. The girl with the sun on her heart. She wasn't talking about me, was she? 

She thrashed out of her mother's arms. The crowd parted around her. She stomped through the crowd. 

“You,” Sybil pointed right at me. “I have a message for you. Get ready. A battle is coming. You're going to die.”
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Chapter 21 — Desire
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The old wood planks creaked under my heels when I stepped onto the porch.  

“That wasn't so terrible, was it?” Billy lingered in the muted glow of the living room lights. 

“Except for the screaming girl telling me I was going to die, it was a pretty good night.” As odd as it sounded, I meant it. 

“Listen, don't worry about Sybil. She has mental problems. No one knows if she has a gift at all. She's probably just sick.” He gave me a soft, fleeting kiss that was over almost as soon as it began. “Anyway...um. You should go inside. I don't want your mom to think I'm not a gentleman.” 

Without another word, he walked back to his car. The engine roared, and he drove away. His tail lights disappeared, and I shook. Was he mad at me? He acted like he was wary of me. My blood pressure dialed up to a thousand as panic, sadness, disappointment, confusion got all mixed up inside me. This wasn't how I thought the night would end. What had I done wrong? 

I jimmied the front door open and headed upstairs. Mom poked her head out of the bathroom as I walked by. “Hey honey. How was your big date?” 

She ruffled her wet hair with a fluffy yellow towel. 

“It was.... great.” I tried to sound perky, to stuff the disappointment of Billy's lackluster goodbye deep inside of me. 

“What did you think of the restaurant?”

“Oh, it was cute.” 

Billy really did take me there, right after a dozen people whisked Sybil out of the party. He said he didn't want to lie to my mom. He sure had a thing about that. The restaurant was a tiny place in the Hocking Hills, decked out in twinkling lights, red velvet, and roses. We sat in a plush corner booth, ordered desserts, and he held my hand. He didn't say much, he mostly stared at me. Then he brought me home. And drove away. 

“You can tell me all about it in the morning, okay?” Mom said. “I've got a long day at the hospital tomorrow, so I'm off to bed. Don't stay up too late.”

“I won't.”

“Okay. Good night.” She disappeared into her room and flipped off her light. 

I shut my bedroom door, kicked off my heels, and stepped in front of the mirror. I ran my fingers across Gramma's golden sun charm. The girl with the sun on her heart. She's taking pieces of you. She is aphthiton. What did that even mean?  

I unhooked the necklace and tucked it in my dresser drawer. I tried to push Billy out of my mind, but a long, low grumble of thunder rolled past the house and it reminded me of him. Raindrops slowly tink tinked against the metal roof, the sound growing faster, louder.  

Lightning flashed outside and the lights flickered then burned out, plunging my room into darkness. Great. Another storm. Another outage. It never ended out here in the sticks. 

I hate Ohio. The pain of everything I'd lost hit me all at once. I want to go home. I wished I could go back to the life I had before, back to California, back to Dad and Gramps alive.

I slumped against my dresser, defeated. A shadow stepped in through my bedroom window. Fear turned my body to ice, until I recognized the broad shoulders, the shaggy hair, the clean earthy smell. Billy. 

“Don't move.” He stepped in front of me, so close I could feel the heat radiating off of him. 

I could make out the angle of his cheekbone, the pout of his lips in the dark. He slid one arm behind my back and pressed his body hard against mine. He ran his fingers through my hair, grabbed a handful at the nape of my neck, and pulled my head back. He kissed my ear, my neck, moving down my shoulder and then back up again. A fire swept through my insides. A dew drop coating of sweat covered my body. Every nerve, every inch of me stood at high alert.

“Do you want me?”

“Yes.” My voice shook. 

“Say it.” He held me so tight, I didn't dare move. 

“Yes.” 

“No. Say it.” 

“I want you.”

“Say it again.”

“I want you.” It was true in every part of me, body and soul. I wanted him more than anything, no matter what.

“Then kiss me.”

His mouth lunged at mine and we kissed, nipping at each other like hungry animals. His hands were hot, burning like fire, as he ran them up and down my body. I yanked off his jacket and threw it on the floor. I ran my hands through his hair, down the smooth skin at the back of his neck. I kissed his mouth, his face, the silky stubbly flesh of his neck. I fumbled the buttons of his shirt apart. 

Oh my God. He smelled so good. He looked so perfect. Everything about him made me not want to be a good girl. I only wanted to be close to him, no matter the cost. 

He kissed me again and pulled my leg up around his waist. I slipped his shirt off and ran my hands over the hard flat muscles of his stomach. He tugged at my hair again, tilting my head back, planting hot, wet kisses on my neck. Then he abruptly unwrapped his body from mine and took a step back. “Lock the door.” 

I straightened out my hair and my dress, and walked to the door. I nudged it open a crack and peeked through. Jack and Mom's rooms were dark. They were asleep. They wouldn't hear anything over the sound of the rain. I closed the door and clicked the brass bolt. 

I looked back. Billy was illuminated by lightning and moonlight. He was on me in a split second, pinning me against the door. He ran his hands softly down my cheeks, then my arms, my body.  He took my bottom lip between both of his, and pressed his thumbs into the bones of my hips as he kissed me. His skin erupted into bumps under my fingertips. 

“Do you love me?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Say it.” 

“I love you.”

“Again.”

“I love you.” I meant it. I would do anything for him. I would do anything to be with him. I would die for him. I would die without him. 

He tugged at the zipper of my dress, then slowly and softly, he ran his fingers across my shoulders, slipping off the sleeves, inching my dress down until it fell to the floor. “You're so beautiful, Jess.”

He took me by the hand, and he fell back onto the bed, pulling me on top of him. His hands were all over me, as if he didn't know what part of me he wanted to touch next. We kissed again, our legs entwined. He wasn't like any other boy I'd ever kissed. They were awkward, all fumbles. Billy was soft and smooth. My body burned, filling with fire.

“Stop. Jess, stopstopstop.” 

He tried to push me away, but I kept kissing him. I didn't want to stop. It was too late to stop. I wanted him too much. 

“Ah, stop. It burns. Jess, stop. It's burning. We have to stop.” 

I loosened my grip. “What is it? What's wrong?”

“Look.” 

Dozens of tiny arcs of electricity zapped back and forth between our bodies. The blue lights criss-crossed between us, from thighs to chest. They stung like microscopic yellow jackets, but it wasn't excruciating, not like that night on the porch. Billy gritted his teeth, his face wrinkled in pain. He laid flat on his back and breathed deep until the electricity disappeared. 

“What happened?”

“I don't know,” he said. “I thought I had it under control. It didn't feel like it normally does. It was different. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I guess,” except for the absolute raging desire that was going nowhere, yeah I was fine. 

He propped himself up on one elbow and ran his finger across my collar bone. “I'm so sorry. I burned you. Does it hurt?”

My fingers followed his. A line of skin from shoulder to collar bone was burned and raw.  “A little, but it'll be fine in a minute.”

He watched my skin knit back together. “You're right. It's almost gone. Amazing. I'm still sorry though.” 

He flopped back down on the bed. He patted his chest. “Come here.” 

I settled into his arms. 

“I'm sorry, Jess. I thought I could. I thought it would be different with you, but I was wrong.” 

Different with me? My heart dropped. The scar on Ava's chest, on her collar bone. Right where I had just been burned. I'd be stupid to think he hadn't made out with her. She was his girlfriend once. Still, the vision of him being this close to someone other than me hurt. 

“You're awfully quiet. Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Fine. Just listening to your heart.”

Who knew love would turn me into a liar. Well, halfway a liar. I did hear something knocking around inside of him. Feel it, actually, in an eerie way. At least I thought I did. A secret. Something locked away. But I had to be imagining it. It was my jealousy rearing its ugly head. 

“I thought you were mad at me,” I admitted. “When you dropped me off.” 

“Do I look mad?”

“No, but...”

“I wanted you all to myself. This was the only way I could think of to be alone with you without worrying about your mom. I'm sorry. I've spent so long hiding my real feelings, I'm probably not easy to read.” 

He rolled over and looked me in the eyes. “I swear I'll never do wrong by you. Promise me you'll never doubt me or my feelings for you, no matter what.” 

He kissed me. “Promise me, Jess.”

“I promise.”

“Say it,” he whispered.

“I will never doubt you.” 
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Chapter 22 — Hangover
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The forest smelled different this time, like copper pennies and rust. Like blood. I stood alone in the dark standing a dozen feet from the edge of the ravine. Gray-white mist rippled across the ground. Tat tat tat. A waterfall.  

“Dad? Gramps? Are you here? Is anyone here?” 

Nothing. It was a cruel joke. I couldn't reach them, even in my dreams. 

Crack. Broken sticks behind me. Scrush. Scrush. Feet moving through dry leaves. I squinted into the black. I scanned the woods, but I couldn't see where the noise was coming from. Scrush. Scrush. Crack. It grew louder, closer. 

I tried to make out a shape, a person, anything. Then a bulky wide shadow punched through the darkness, running toward me. A man sprinted through the woods. He clipped my shoulder and knocked me down. I sat stone still, terrified, planted in the papery shells of fallen leaves. 

He slid to an abrupt stop at the edge of the ravine, his arms waving, his spine arching back to keep from tumbling over. He turned around and I saw his face in a beam of moonlight. Clint Miller, the missing linebacker. He was covered in blood. It gushed from his nose and from cuts on his face.

I shuffled to my feet. “Do you need help?” 

“No. No. No no no no.” He pushed his wide stubby hand out in front of him. 

“Calm down. I'm not going to hurt you.”

“No no no no no no no,” he stammered. “I don't have no beef with you. We're cool, man. We're cool. We can go back to my truck, man. I got some beers left. Let's crack 'em open and work it out.” 

He wasn't talking to me. He couldn't see me. He looked right through me, as if I wasn't there. Leaves crunched behind me. I saw someone in a black sweatshirt with the hood up, his face in shadows. Thunder rumbled overhead. 

“Seriously, man. It ain't funny no more. You made your point. I'm sorry. I said I was sorry!” Clint's voice wavered. 

The shadow didn't move. Virrrrr wirrrr. The dry leaves vibrated, then a crack of lightning struck a tree next to Clint. He fell on his butt and scrambled around in the leaves, desperate for somewhere to hide. Lightning struck the ground near him, and he squealed. 

“Shit, man. What the hell kind of freak are you?”

The shadow said nothing. He pointed his finger at Clint, and the boy lifted off the ground. “What are you doing?” He flailed and thrashed in the air. “What the hell are you, man?” 

Up, up, up he rose, a dozen feet above the trees and out over the ravine, with nothing under him but a hundred-foot drop onto the rocks. The sky flashed white. Lightning smacked down on him. Bolt after bolt slithered up and down his body. Clint screamed, begging for it to stop, pleading for his life, howling in pain. 

Oh my god. I have to help him. But I couldn't move. Invisible tethers anchored me where I stood. I wriggled but couldn't break free. What good were all of these powers if I couldn't help him? 

“Please!” Clint begged. “Please stop. Stop! Stop!”

“Okay,” said the shadow. 

And just like that, Clint dropped fast onto the ground below. He shrieked, then silence. The tethers binding me disintegrated, and I ran to the edge of the ravine. Clint lay on the bottom, blood pooling around him. He drew in a raspy, gurgling breath, and then he saw me. He reached for me before his arm fell limp on the ground. His eyes turned to milk. Oh my God, He's dead.  

Crunch. Snap. The shadow walked toward me. Lightning flashed. Clint hadn't seen me until the very end. Now, his killer could see me, too. He pointed at me, and I began to float up, up above the ground. The misty fog kicked up into the air, thicker, more, until it covered the forest like a white curtain. All I could see was the black silhouette of a murderer against a field of white. Thunder rumbled. 

“Why?” I asked.

“Revenge,” he said. Then he dropped me. 

Air whipped past me, thick and furious. I grabbed at it, desperate, pulling away handfuls of nothing. I closed my eyes. Breathe in, breathe out. If I could focus, maybe I could use my powers to save myself, to grab on to something, to lift my body the way the shadow did. Breathe in. Breathe out. Nothing. I didn't feel anything stirring inside of me. I had no powers. They were gone. This is it. I'm going to die. I braced for the impact, the feel of the earth shattering my bones. 

I opened my eyes and saw bright morning sunlight and the cracked plaster ceiling of my bedroom. I was falling— onto my bed. I hit the mattress. Bang. Tink. Breaking glass. My books, my lamps, even the television fell to the floor. I lay there for a moment, panting, coated with sweat, terrified. It was only a dream. 

I glanced at the clock. Nine thirty. Crap. I promised Katie I would meet her at the park at ten. I sat up. My head felt like someone had beat it with mallets, and my muscles were rubber bands stretched too far. I felt like I had the worst hangover ever, only I hadn't had anything to drink. 

I sat on the edge of my bed holding my aching head. I couldn't shake the dream, even though I was awake. Suddenly, everything was clear. I knew exactly what I needed to do: I had to find the cliff over the ravine in my dreams, and I had to find Clint Miller. 

Pound. Pound. Pound. “Honey, everything all right in there?” 

Mom's voice boomed from the other side of my bedroom door. She sounded like she was screaming through a bull horn right into my ear. 

“Uh, it's fine. I'm fine. Just, um, tripped over some boxes.” 

“Maybe it's time to finish unpacking and put all that stuff away,” she screamed. “Are you sure you're all right?”

“Yeah mom. I'm fine.” Her words were a mace bludgeoning the inside of my skull. “Just stop yelling.”

“I am not yelling,” she huffed back. “Anyway, I have to run. I'm working a double today. Dinner's in the fridge. All you have to do is heat it up, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

She pounded her way to the stairs, each footstep a hammer hitting my ears. I put on a T-shirt, leggings, and running shoes, grabbed my phone, then trudged downstairs. My own footsteps were deafening. Why did everything sound so loud?  

The overwhelming stench of sweet, sticky pollen smacked me in the kitchen. Blech. I covered my nose and waited for the bile to kick back down my throat. The flowers Billy gave me last night sat in a mason jar by the sink.. They sure did stink. 

I picked them up. The flowers were wilted, brown. Mom had forgotten to put water in the jar. I held the jar under the tap, and ran my fingers over one of the dying blooms. The browning flower turned lush purple. Its wilted leaves plumped under my finger. I ruffled the tops of the rest of them with the palm of my hand. They all perked up. They looked like they'd just been picked. I stared at them in disbelief. Did I just bring these flowers back to life like the plant lady?  I dropped the jar and the glass shattered. 

––––––––
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“Katie.” I huffed, gasping for breath. I grabbed my knees as dull aches rippled through my body. Gramps' truck wouldn't start, so I had run the ten miles to Ash Cave as fast as I could. It was much harder than last time. I was slower, sluggish today. 

Katie stood at the edge of the parking lot near the trailhead talking to two girls from the cross country team and a boy from the football team. The smell of them—a mix of baby powder and mountain fresh boy spray—nearly made me throw up. I gagged. I covered my nose and mouth until my stomach calmed. 

Katie jogged over to me. “Jess, what's going on? Are you okay?”

“Something's wrong with me.”

“What? What is it?” 

“That girl you were talking to. Look at her.” 

Katie glanced over her shoulder. The girls were looking at us, whispering to each other. “She's saying 'Oh great, it's that weird girl from California,'” I said. “'I heard she was beating Katie's record when she broke her arm. She deserved to get hurt for showing off.' ”

Katie and I watched her lips say every word I'd said. 

“How did you do that?” 

“I can hear them. They're practically screaming it in my ears.” 

“Oh my god.”

“There's more.” 

“What?”

“Not here.” I stood as upright as I could. “Alone.” 

Katie propped me up. “Jess, you're burning up. Like on fire. Do you have a fever? Are you sure you're up for this?”

“I'll be fine.” 

“I don't buy it.” She fished a red sports drink and two aspirin out of her backpack and handed them to me. “Here. This'll help.” 

I chugged down the pills. “Let's head up toward the rim. It's not as crowded.”

We trudged up a narrow trail of sandy orange clay. I could still hear the far-off voices in the parking lot, talking as if they were standing right next to me. 

“Tell me what's going on. How did you know what those girls were saying?”

“I don't know. I woke up this morning and everything was so.... loud. And everything stinks. It's intense. I can't explain it. Here. Stop here.” 

“What? Why?” Katie looked back and forth.

“Shhhhhh.” My ears perked up. “I don't hear anyone. We're alone.” 

A gnarled dead branch lay next to the trail. It was maybe five feet long, clearly dead, leafless, split open, oozing sap and covered in ants. I picked it up. “Watch.”

“I don't get it,” Katie said. “Watch what?”

“Just watch.”

I wrapped both my hands around the decaying branch. A warm, prickly sensation covered me, but the stick drank it out of me. Katie watched as the split in the bark knit itself back together and the bare wood sprouted fresh, green leaves. 

“Holy shit.” She snatched it from me and examined it. 

The throbbing receded and my muscles began to loosen, as if letting it all out somehow eased the pain. I sat down on a tree stump and Katie sat down next to me. 

“How long have you been the world's best arborist?”

“Maybe fifteen minutes?”

“Hmm. So, how long have you been able to eavesdrop on conversations from thirty feet away?”

“Maybe twenty minutes.”

“I see,” she nodded. “You know, giving you advice about running seems kind of stupid now. Do you have any idea how you managed to steal gifts from last night's party guests? I can't wait to see the look on Ava's face when she finds out she's not so special anymore.” 

“That's it.” Last night. The smell and the hearing—just like Ava. The plants— just like Gloria. 

“That's what?”

“I couldn't do this yesterday. I  must have caught it at the party.” Like a cold. Or worse. 

“So, can you do what everyone at the party can do now?” 

“I don't think so.” I hadn't suddenly become super smart like Adam, I wasn't super strong like Big Joe, and I couldn't read minds like Dee. 

“Well, then what, meeting someone isn't enough?” 

“It must not be.” 

“Can you, um, do what Billy does?”

“No. Thank god.” 

“So I guess you aren't catching it from making out then,” she snickered.

“That's not funny.” 

“Well, it can't be an accident. You must be picking up gifts from people around you somehow. You've got Gloria's plant stuff, Ava's smell and hearing, you can run fast like me, and you can heal fast like Vic—” Katie stopped abruptly, as if she'd let something slip.

“How did you know about Vic?”

“Come on. I'm not blind,” she said. “She's not very good at hiding it. It's obvious. Anyway, she needs to accept it and move on, but don't tell her I know, okay? She would totally freak out.”

Yeah, she would. “I won't say anything.”

“Phew. Thanks. Anyway... any ideas how you're...” 

“No.” It had all just hit me like an avalanche. “I want it to stop. Thinking about it makes my head spin.” 

“Well, you must be catching it somehow. Maybe it's communicable? I don't know. But it seems like you're only getting it from other girls. Think about it. Ava and Gloria. Me and Vic. Not Billy.” 

Communicable. Huh. It made sense. It'd explain, in part, why I had what the people around me had. From girls. Yes. Ava and Gloria. Vic and Katie. Yes. Healing others, like Dr. Martin. Yes. But what about moving things with my mind? I hadn't met anyone else who could do that. And then there were the dreams. If I really had the gift of seeing the future, that would have come from Gramps. Then again, they could just be bad dreams. 

A tangle of voices closed in. We were out of time. They were coming. Voices, deafening, dozens of them, slunk toward us. The two girls from the trail. The boy from the parking lot. And another group. There were more kids now. 

“We have to go.” Tears rolled down my cheeks. I wished I were safe in my bed. I couldn't deal. “They're coming.” 

Katie hugged me. “Hey. I'll take care of it. Go do what you have to do. Wander around. Get your head together. Go that way.” She pointed up to the rim trail. “It's really pretty up there. I'll send them the another way. I'll meet up with you later.” 

She waved me off and sprinted down the trail so fast she looked like a blur of light, a flit in the corner of an eye. I hiked up toward the rim, focusing on one step at a time. I couldn't stop thinking about last night. 

Ava. Why did I have to get something from her? She made me feel so frivolous and unimportant. Before I left last night, she gave me those condescending cheek kisses, complete with a “goodbye, dahling” even though we both knew she didn't like me. She even pressed her cheek to each side of mine and puckered her lips to make mwa mwa fake kissing noises as she did it. 

Then there was Sybil. She isn't like us. She is something else. She wasn't crazy. She was right. I wasn't like the others. That was clear today, no more denying it, and it scared me to death. But what did she mean when she said I was something else? If I wasn't one of them, but I wasn't an ordinary person either, then what the hell was I? 

And Billy. The thought of last night made my body burn. I'd never felt like that. I'd never wanted anyone so badly. I had to tell him about my new powers. Maybe he'd know what to do. 

I hiked up the moss-lined trail. The voices faded. I climbed a staircase carved through the middle of a stone, and emerged to a tat tat tat tat tat. Water falling. The sound from my dream. 

I stepped off the trail into a thick carpet of freshly-fallen orange and red leaves. They rustled under my feet as I trekked toward the sound. The water got louder, closer with every step. 

Bits of mist lay scattered across the ground. The sun fell behind a cloud, and the forest grew darker as I passed three giant black buzzards roosting in a tree. Their eyes were blue- black, their fleshy heads bumpy and red. I startled them. They jumped from their branches and as they flapped by me, I caught a whiff of copper pennies and rust. Blood. Blood and waterfalls, like in my dream. 

I followed the birds. They flew toward the tat tat tat. Up through the canopy, more buzzards. A black cloud of scavengers circled in the sky. 

I followed them. The fog had grown thicker, nearly up to my knees now, and my heart beat a notch faster. The fog. If the voices came for me, I wouldn't turn back. The smell and the sound. There might be answers there. Clues. Something. Anything. 

The stench of copper and rust got so overwhelming I nearly vomited. I covered my nose with my hand and kept moving, choking back the bile, trying not to throw up. The fog was taller than me now, its filmy tendrils stretched to the tops of the trees. I walked faster, faster along the uneven ground. I was close now, I knew it, but to what?  

The wind kicked up, whipping my hair around, pushing back against my body. The mist coagulated, surrounding me with so much thick white fog I couldn't see more than one tree ahead. I refused to stop. The mist and the wind wouldn't stop me this time. I was too close.

“Jess.” 

It was an air-filled whisper. The voice. No, not again.  Don't turn back. Keep going. 

“Jess.”

I kept moving. Ignore it. A voice can't hurt you. 

The air was infused with rot. Dead animal smell times ten, sharp and rancid, burning my nostrils. The tat tat tat of the water was right next to me, nearly deafening. It was the sound from my dreams. Dammit. I can't see. My dreams lead me here. Why would the fog block the view? The wind kicked up gale force, whipping the mist in circles around me. 

“Jess.” 

Crack. Scroosh. Scroosh. 

My spine stiffened. That was more than a voice. It was a body. I wasn't alone. 

I squinted into the impenetrable gray curtain of mist. Nothing. 

Crack. Snap. Broken sticks under a shoe. 

Run, Jess. Run. I could only muster a panicked limping jog.

Rustle. Rustle. Crack. 

Whatever was out there had picked up the pace, too. 

I slipped, my butt landing hard on wet rock. I shuffled awkwardly backward, swatting fog, trying to clear it away so I could see. The leaves gave way to a sheer drop. Oh no. I'm at the edge of a cliff. 

Crack. Snap. 

Nowhere to run. I stood up and braced for what would come next. Breathe in, breathe out. My powers pulsed through me. I prayed I'd remember how to use them when the time came.

Crack. Rustle. Snap. 

“Jess” 

The voice again. I stood perfectly still. Waiting. Ready. 

A shadow punched through the mist. Two arms reached for me. The killer in the black hoodie. I stumbled backward, and the ground disappeared under my feet. Oh my god. I'm falling. I'm falling!

Hands grabbed me. I tried to knock them away, but they were too strong. They jerked me forward. Then arms wrapped around me, holding me so tight I couldn't break free. We dropped to the ground, and I landed on top of a hard, warm body. A real body. Not a voice. I laid there, frozen, my face pressed into the chest of the creature who'd captured me. 

“Jesus Christ, Jess. You almost fell off the cliff. Do you know how many people die out here? Don't you know you're supposed to stay on the damn trail?” 

I opened my eyes. The sun shone. There was no mist, no fog. It was a clear bright ordinary day, and the arms holding me were Steve's. There was no black hoodie, only the dark blue of his school sweatshirt, the one with the eagle emblazoned on the chest.  

“Oh thank God, it's you.” 

That was probably the happiest I had ever been to see him. He smelled like expensive laundry detergent, Not rot or copper pennies. 

“Who else would it be? Didn't you hear me yelling? I saw you out here. You looked totally spaced out, like you didn't even notice you were running toward the edge. What the hell were you thinking?” 

“I don't know, I....uh...” 

“Don't you know it's not safe to be out here alone? People fall off these cliffs and die all the time.” He snipped. “I thought you were smarter than that.” 

“Sorry, I...” There really was no way to explain it. “What are you doing up here?”

“I saw you hike up this way.”

“You were following me?” 

“Well, no not exactly. I was supposed to meet a couple guys from the team here, but they left without me. I was looking for them when I saw you wander off the trail. I wanted to make sure you were okay. Good thing, too. You almost fell. So, you're welcome.” 

“Thanks. I guess I owe you one.” 

“Yes. Yes, you do.” 

He loosened his grip on my body and I rolled off of him onto the ground. I lay there for a minute. Another weird foggy moment in the woods. What was wrong with me? 

“What are you doing this far off the trail anyway?” 

“I smelled something bad.” Not a complete lie. “I wanted to find out what it was.” 

In fact, I still smelled it now that the clean scent of Steve had worn off. The fog disappeared, but the stench stayed. And as I lay there on the ground looking up, I saw buzzards circling. They were real. 

“Yeah, I guess it does smell kind of funky.” Steve propped himself up on his elbows and wiggled his nose around in the air. “Like a dead animal.”

Tat tat tat tat. The water. I shuffled onto my knees. We sat on what looked like the rim of a giant crooked bowl. The trees suddenly stopped and a big hole opened up in the earth. It was lined with jagged brown and orange sandstone. A waterfall dripped through the cracks on the other side. Goal one met. This was it. The ravine from my dreams. 

I smelled pennies and rust. Blood. It came from something close to me, but what? My nose took over. I crawled through the leaves, inching closer. The stench grew stronger, more potent. Here. It's here. Something black poked out of a pile of leaves and sticks. I tugged at it with two fingers. Fabric? I cleared the debris away. It was a dirty black sweatshirt, soaked through with brown mud and something else. The black hoodie. The shadow from my dream. 

It stained my fingers rusty red. I sniffed them. Copper pennies. Blood. I gagged. Bile burned the back of my throat. The hoodie was saturated with blood. I scraped away some of the mud and saw a design. Silver lines. Two long sticks with a pointy arrowhead at each end and two long X-marks across it. Zeus' thunderbolt. Billy's hoodie. No. It can't be. How did it get up here? Why is it covered in blood?

“Jess, stay where you are. Don't come over here.” Steve stared over the edge of the ravine. He took a phone out of his pocket and dialed. “Um, hi. This is Steve Kennedy. I'm at whispering falls. Send the sheriff out here as fast as you can. We found um... a body... Yeah, he's dead.” 

A body. A dead body? Oh God. Billy. Please not Billy. If I lost him, I would die. I ran to Steve. 

“Jess, don't look.” 

I couldn't help it. I had to know. He protested as I leaned out over the ledge. He held onto the back of my shirt to keep me from falling. There, on the rocks below, lay a body, crumpled and broken, spattered with blood. A wide circle of ground around him was burned black, charred, as if it he'd been ringed in fire. I recognized the milky eyes staring up at me. The arm stiff on the ground. It wasn't Billy. It was Clint Miller. 
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Chapter 23 — Clint Miller
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The sheriff's office was a trim hundred-year-old, two-story sandstone building in the middle of downtown Salt Creek. I sat at an ancient hulking metal desk under fizzling fluorescent lights. Steve was on the other side of a wobbly partition pieced together out of plastic and brown tweed fabric, telling a deputy who was as wide as he was tall everything he'd seen at the ravine. Sheriff Franks handed me a Styrofoam cup filled with not-quite-dissolved instant hot chocolate. He pulled the shiny black walkie talkie strapped to his shoulder to his mouth. A garbled voice came from the other end.

“Copy that. Injuries consistent with falling. Also possible lightning strike. Yep. Uh huh. Visible burns and feathering pattern on the skin. Yep. Same as the others. Uh huh. We can't be sure what killed him until Doc finishes the autopsy. Alcohol might be a factor. We found empty beer cans. Yep. Judging from the condition of the body, he was out there for a while. Yep. His parents reported him missing last Saturday. Uh huh. He didn't come home Friday night.” 

Clint Miller. Dead. Missing since the night of the fight. Billy's hoodie hidden, covered in blood. I felt numb, disconnected, like I watched all this on TV. 

After Steve called for help, we had hiked back down the trail. Sheriff Franks waited for us in the parking lot with two squad cars and an ambulance. Steve took them back through the woods to the body, a secret way, along a thin brown line in the leaves leading straight to the bottom of the ravine. While Steve and the medics were gone, I left five messages for Billy. 

Call me right now. 

I need to talk to you. 

It's urgent. 

I'm at the falls. 

Clint Miller is dead. 

The numbness started as soon as the words came out. I felt cold, but it wasn't the kind of cold that turns your toes to Popsicles in your shoes. No. It was an inside your body cold, the kind that catches you when the light inside you switches off. 

The crowd had swelled in the parking lot. They whispered, all of them, wondering if it was true, if a boy was dead, and wondering what I had to do with it. It's that girl from California. Everyone around her drops dead. This is the second body she's found. She's bad luck. Maybe she's cursed. 

Dad. Gramps. The dead man in the quarry. Clint Miller. A spiral of death looped around Salt Creek. Maybe they were right. Maybe I was cursed. 

Katie found me. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“A dead body. That missing boy from Logan.”

“Jesus Christ, Jess. You're having a banner day.”

Steve emerged from the woods with two medics carrying a navy blue body bag. The medics lifted it onto a gurney and into the back of the ambulance. 

“Jess, we need to go to the station,” Steve said as he jogged over to me. “Do you want to ride with me? Sure beats riding in the back of one of these.” 

He patted the hood of the squad car. 

“Go on then.” Katie hugged me. “I'll call you later, okay?” 

We rode in silence from the park to the station. Steve cranked the heater to high and briefly put his hand on my knee while he asked if I was okay. 

“Miss Flowers. Miss Flowers. Jesse?” Sheriff's voice drew me back. His eyes were sunken in, lids drooping, with dark circles underneath, as if Clint's death had aged him. “Is there anything else? Did you see anything suspicious? Anything along the trail or in the woods that seemed unusual? Anything you can think of that might help?”

Yes, Sheriff. Billy's hoodie was hidden in the woods, and it was covered in blood. Did you know he and Clint got into a fight last Friday? My stomach tied up. I tamped down the doubt. Billy wasn't a murderer. He couldn't be. He wouldn't do something like this. “No. Nothing.”

“Okay then. I think we're done.” He scooted back from his desk and his wobbling metal office chair screeched across the linoleum floor. “Do you want me to call your mom to come get you? Or I could have Deputy Ed drop you home.”

“I'll take her home.” Steve leaned against the flimsy divider wall behind the Sheriff.

“I'm not done with you yet, Steve,” Sheriff said. “I've still got a few more questions.”

“Fine. Jess, why don't you meet me at the coffee shop across the street?”

“Is that all right with you?” Sheriff asked me. “It shouldn't take long.”

I nodded again. I probably would have said yes to anything anyone said. I was a leaf floating along on the current. 

“It's cold out. Take this.” Steve handed me his sweatshirt, the blue one with the eagle on the front. I put it on. “I'll be over in a minute.”

I stepped out into the crisp autumn air. The late-afternoon sun lit up the sky orange and purple. I dodged a few speeding cars as I crossed the street. The coffee shop was small and L-shaped, with windows wrapping around the corner. It was two doors down from the only movie theater in town: one screen, with a giant white marquee outlined in tiny red bulbs, preserved as if the last fifty years had skipped over Salt Creek. 

The coffee shop door smacked me right in the face. Ow. I staggered, holding my hand over my throbbing nose. 

“Oh man, are you okay?”  It was Vic. “Oh Jess, I'm so sorry. I didn't know it was you.”

“Would it have made a difference if you did?” I examined the blood on my hand. 

“Not funny. Seriously. I am so sorry.”

“Well, we both know I'll be fine.”

“That doesn't mean it doesn't hurt. Wait. What are you doing downtown?”

“You haven't heard?”

“Heard what?”

The news hadn't reached her yet. “I...I found Clint Miller at the falls today.”

“Yeah? Who was he trying to pick a fight with this time? Jerk.”

“No, Vic. I found his body. He's dead. I was at the sheriff's office giving my statement.”

Vic looked like she'd been hit by a freeze ray, instantly flash frozen with her mouth open, while she processed what I'd told her. When she thawed, her body shook and her eyes darted back and forth. “Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Ohmigod.” 

She said it over and over. She probably thought all of the things I had. Clint Miller was dead. After the fight. And she didn't even know the half of it. She didn't know about the hoodie. She didn't know Billy came to my house in a blood-soaked shirt after the fight. I could have told her, but I didn't want to deal with it. I didn't want to talk about it. Not now. Maybe not ever, but certainly not with Vic, outside, in the middle of town. 

“Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Ohmigod.” 

I grabbed her trembling hands. “Look at me.” She didn't. “Vic. Look at me.” 

Our eyes met. She stopped fidgeting. “Calm down.” 

I mustered the lowest, quietest, most soothing voice I could. “We will talk about this later, but this is not the time and this is definitely not the place.” 

It seemed to work. She let out a deep breath and her shoulders eased down. “Anyway, Vic, what are you doing here?”

“I was supposed to meet Brad here like twenty minutes ago, but he didn’t show. We were gonna see a movie, but I guess he bailed. Jerk. Do you want to go instead?” 

“Sure.” A movie. Two hours I didn't have to be alone. Two hours I didn't have to think about real life.

“Awesome. You're a real pal.” 

We walked toward the bright white marquee. 

“That idiot.” Brad dawdled in front of the theater in his letterman jacket, looking out toward the street. “I told him to meet me at the coffee shop and he's at the theater.”

“Maybe you should reevaluate your dumb guy policy.” 

“Maybe,” she said. 

We were about ten feet away when he finally saw us. 

“Awesome,” Brad said as we walked up. “I thought you weren't gonna show.”

Vic dug her balled-up fists into her hips. Her lips sucked up tight like she was planning to dig into him, but she reconsidered. She wouldn't want him to know she had been waiting around for him. “Sorry, I got held up.” 

“What's California doing here? Taking a break from freak boy?” Aw, Brad. Always so charming. “Never mind. Looks like she finally got some sense in her.” 

Steve draped his arm around my shoulder. “Hey man,” he nodded at Brad. “Hey Vic.”

“Uh, hi Steve,” she said. “What are you doing here?”  

Trust me, Vic. It was not what you were thinking. “Steve was with me when I, um, found him.”

“Oh.” Her eyes flitted over to Brad. He didn't seem to know about Clint Miller either, and she didn't want to bring it up. “Anyway, um Jess and I— I mean, Brad and I—are gonna see a movie.”

She looked back and forth between me, Brad and Steve, clearly unsure of the etiquette for inviting the guy your best friend doesn't have a crush on to go to the movies, while he stood there with his arm around her, right after the two of them found a dead guy at the bottom of a ravine. Was there even a rule for that? 

“Jess, I don't want to intrude.” Steve said. “I told Sheriff Franks I'd drive you home, but if you want to hang out with Vic that's cool.”

“Hey man. You comin'?” Brad propped open the glass door to the movie theater. Vic went inside. 

“It's okay if you come with us.” I was the leaf on the current. Who was I to tell Steve he couldn't go to the movies with his best friend? His day had been as crappy as mine. “Maybe it'll help us forget. For a while.”

“That'd be worth it then.” 

He hugged me, a long one. His arms were warm and strong. He still smelled like clean laundry, although it'd mixed with the damp, earthy smell of leaves. He kissed me on the cheek. “Let's go.” 

Steve held the door for me. The lobby had red carpet, red walls, and red velvet ropes. The air was salty and sickening sweet, infused with Goobers and popcorn. Steve joined Brad by the concession stand, a glowing glass case stuffed with candy. 

Vic nabbed me by the front door. “Uh, sorry. I didn't know what to do. Are you sure this is okay? I mean we could totally ditch them.”

“It's fine. No big deal.”

“You're sure?” 

Before I said anything, Vic must have caught a glimpse of something through the glass door, because her jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God. Look.”

She tugged on my sleeve and I looked to see what she was fussing about. Billy's car was parked in front of the Sheriff's office. The driver's side door popped open and Billy stepped out. Oh no. The hoodie. Did Steve tell? No, he couldn't have. He didn't see it. Unless he saw it and didn't tell me. 

Billy slammed the door shut, then pulled his phone out and checked it. My messages. If he didn't get them earlier, I knew he got them now. He opened the passenger door, and Ava emerged. My guts dropped over a cliff. Why was he at the station, and why was he with her? I closed my eyes and concentrated, trying to hear what they were saying as they walked into the building. All I got was a garbled “Let's go.”

“That jerk,” Vic snarled. “I thought they broke up. What's her name again?”

“Shhhhhhh.” I barely whispered. “Talk as quietly as you can.”

“Why?” 

“Her name is Ava, and if we're too loud, she'll hear us.” 

“How do you know that?”

“I met her at a party last night.”

“What party?” Her eyes turned to the kind of slits that said you held out on me. 

“Billy's parents threw a party for people like us.” I decided to flat out tell her. No point in lying. “Ava was there. Her hearing is amplified.” 

“Are you serious? Why did you go? Do you listen to anything I say? You don't know who you can trust. You don't know those people.” 

She dug her nails into my forearm in a death grip. “You didn’t tell anyone about me, did you?” 

“No, of course not.”

“Good.” 

“But watch out for Dee at the diner,” I said. “She can read minds.” 

Steve bounded up to us with a bag of popcorn in each hand and three movie tickets between his perfectly straight white teeth. He leaned down and Vic took the tickets out of his mouth. “The movie's about to start. Are you ready?”

––––––––
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The movie didn't make me feel better, and neither did the ride home with Vic. 

“All I'm saying is something's going on that you don’t know about.” 

I hoped this was the end of Vic's rant about Billy and Ava. But no.

“I mean, he didn't answer any of your messages and then they're out driving around together? Oh God. This is the worst. What if he’s playing you? For all you know, Ava's his real girlfriend and you're his girl on the side.”

“Vic. This isn't helping me.” After last night in my room. The searing hot kisses, the I love yous. Yes, Ava thrust a dagger in my heart, but it would have to stay stuck there for now. 

“Well, you can't ignore it.”

“I know, okay? But we've got bigger problems. Like, why were they with the sheriff? I saw Clint, Vic. It wasn't an accident. He was murdered.” 

“I've already told you. You can't know that for sure,” Vic said. “Clint was thirsty. He was on the path to alcoholic. Everyone knows that. He got drunk and fell.”

“He was murdered. I know it.”  Because I saw him in my dream, running for his life, and then today dead in real life at the very same spot. I wanted to tell her, but I knew she'd panic. Hell, I was panicking. Clint was my warning shot. My dreams could come true. Fact. 

“You don't think Billy had something to do with it do you?” Vic paused, like she was piecing things together. The fight, Clint missing, Billy at the sheriff's station. “I mean, he's got problems, but he's not a killer. Right?” 

We pulled into my driveway, and Vic suddenly laid heavy on the brakes, jerking us both forward. Vic's headlights blazed right on the bumper of Billy's car. 

“Oh my god. He's here,” she said. “What do we do? Do you want me to wait for you?” 

“No. Go home. It'll be okay.” I think?

“Are you sure?” 

“I'm sure. I can take care of myself. Besides, I'm hard to kill.” 

“If anything happens, run.” 

I stepped into the frosty night, and watched Vic's lights rolled down the driveway then disappear. Billy sat on the hood of his car, head down, holding his head in his hands. Something wasn't right. 

“Billy?” He didn't move. 

“Billy?” I touched his hand, and he looked up at me with a strange expression, brows furrowed, eyes pink, lips taut. “What’s wrong?”

“You.” 

My heart went from zero to sixty. “What?”

“How could you?” His words were short, sharp, like daggers. 

“What?” 

“What were you doing with him?”

“With who? What are you talking about?”

“Don’t lie to me,” he said. “I’m not an idiot.”

Lie about what? “I ... I ...don’t know what you're talking about.”

“I saw you tonight. With Steve.” 

Steve? What about Steve? Then I remembered. Steve had hugged me and kissed me on the cheek in front of the theater. Billy must have seen it. He must have already been parked across the street. 

“It’s not what you think.” It sounded like the kind of line guilty cheaters say when they've been found out, but it was the truth. “I don't care about Steve.”

He glared at me. I started to tell him that I didn’t plan it. The park, the body, the sheriff, Vic at the movies. He cut me off before I could say a single word. 

“Really? You two looked pretty affectionate, so it’s pretty clear it is what I think. Dammit Jess, you're wearing his sweatshirt. You said you loved me.”  

Of all the things that happened today, this was what he was mad about? Of all the things I wanted to talk to him about —the blood-stained hoodie, the dead boy, Ava in his car, his trip to the station, my new magic super powers— Steve hugging me wasn't a blip on the radar. It hadn't occurred to me to notice or care. “It didn't mean anything.” 

“It meant something to me. You meant something to me. Then I see another guy kissing you?” 

He pushed me aside and stomped around the car. He fished for his keys and put his hand on the door handle. Do something. Do something right now or you're going to lose him. Make him believe you. Think. Think.

“Billy wait.” I pressed his hand tight against the metal handle. He wasn't leaving without a fight. “I don't care about Steve.”

“It didn't look that way to me.” 

My veins filled with adrenaline. I was losing my chance. I couldn't let him go. “Wait. Don't go.”

“Go inside, Jess. This is over.”

“But Billy, I... I love you.” He wouldn't look at me. “I love you. I don’t care about Steve. He hugged me because I was upset. It wasn't anything. Please, don’t go.”

He still said nothing. My head spun. I had to make him understand. “I was at the falls with Katie and I wandered off the trail. I slipped and started to fall over a cliff and Steve grabbed me. He was following me, and he saved me.” 

The words poured out like water. “Then we found Clint Miller's body, and we had to go to the sheriff's office, and I ran into Vic downtown and she was with Brad. Steve saw us, and Brad invited him to the movies. I didn’t plan it. He hugged me because I was upset. I don’t care about him, not like I care about you. I love you.”

That was it. The truth. It was all I had. If Billy didn't buy it, I had nothing else to persuade him. But Billy said nothing, and I could feel my heart tearing in two. I let go of his hand. I'd told him everything and he was still leaving. The tears welled in my eyes. Hope fizzled. I started to walk inside. 

“Wait.” Billy grabbed me and pulled me close. “Do you really love me?” 

His voice was raw, frayed around the edges. 

“Yeah. I do.” It was a fact. “Don't you know that by now?”

He ran his fingers along my cheek, down the edges of my hair. “Then kiss me. Right now.”

His lips touched mine. The kiss was sweet at first, then quickly turned hard and desperate, as if it was the only way we had to show how we felt. We melted into one another. When it was over, Billy rested his head on my chest and I held onto him, my face entangled in his hair. 

“Why don't you take off that stupid sweatshirt,” he said. “I can smell him on it.” 

“Okay.” 

Then something clicked. The smell. I took a deep breath, my nose still entwined in Billy's hair. He didn't smell the way he normally did, like soap and farm. He smelled like blood and moss. He smelled like the ravine. He went there today. I knew it. 

“Billy. Where is your hoodie? The one with Zeus' lightning bolt on the front.” I went numb as I asked it.

“I don't know. I think I lost it.”

“Lost it. When?”

“I don't know. It was in the back seat of my car. Then I don't know what I did with it. I'm sure it's around. Probably at home in the laundry. Why?”

“I have to tell you something.” I didn't want to break the spell, but he had to know. 

“What? Anything.” He let go of me and stepped back. 

“At the falls today. I, um, I found your hoodie.”

“What?” 

“It was buried in a pile of leaves at the top of the ravine.”

“What ravine?”

“The one where we found Clint's body. By the falls.”

“You're kidding.”

“No.”

He said nothing for a long time. He didn't have an explanation. Or, if he did, it wasn't one he wanted to tell. 

“What do you think happened to Clint?” My voice shook. 

“I don't know. Probably an accident. People fall over cliffs out there all the time. I guess he was unlucky.”

Unlucky. Yeah. We would all eventually be that kind of unlucky. Death only had to win once. “I left you messages. Why didn't you call me back?”

“I was busy.” With Ava. Maybe he didn't know I knew. 

“I saw your car parked outside the sheriff's office. What were you doing there?”

He fiddled with his pockets. “Why are you asking me all these questions?”  

“I... I don't know. I guess I'm scared.”

“What are you scared of?”

“Clint Miller is dead. The Sheriff said he'd been missing since the night you guys got into a fight.”

“What are you saying?”

“I'm not saying anything. Do you know what's going on?”

“Going on? You don't.... Tell me you don't think I had something to do with this. Do you?”

“No, but...” 

“But what?”

The boy he fought with in front of everybody last week. His hoodie lay near the crime scene, soaked with blood. He saw the sheriff tonight. Didn't he have anything to say about it? 

“Why didn't you call me back? I was scared.”

“I told you. I was busy.”

“Busy, huh? Busy with Ava?” The thought of her turned my blood to acid. “I saw you together tonight. What were you doing?”

“It's not like that.”

“Then tell me what it is like, then.”

“Says the girl who was kissing Steve in front of the movie theater.”

“I told you what really happened. Can you do the same for me?”

“You can't be serious.” He rubbed his eyes and sighed. “You're not seriously jealous of Ava, are you?” 

Yeah, I was. I could still hear the biting condescension in her voice last night, reminding me I wasn't good enough. Ava, all smug with her arm around Billy at the party, grinding me into the dirt like a worm with every word she said. “What am I supposed to think?”

“You're supposed to think I love you.”

“Well, how can I think that when I see you out with your ex-girlfriend, and you don't answer my messages? I saw you check your phone. I know you got my messages.”

“What do you want me to say, Jess?”

“I want you to tell me why you were at the station.”

“Sheriff Franks called me.”

“Why? Did they find your hoodie?”

He shook his head. “No. Look. I don't want you wrapped up in this. You have to trust me. Can't that be good enough?” 

“But—”

He jabbed his finger in my face. “You've got to stay out of this, Jess, for your own good. I don't want anything bad to happen to you. I don't want you to end up dead like the rest of them.” 

“The rest of who?” 

“Never mind. I've said too much already. Just stay out of it.”

Whatever bravery—idiocy more like it— had emboldened me to ask him all those questions disappeared. My chest wound up tight, my thoughts raced and scattered. Billy must have noticed the change. He took a deep breath and put his hands on my shoulders. 

“The less you know,the safer you are. Trust me, okay?”

“It's easy to say 'trust me.' I love you and I don't think you would ever do anything bad, but the guy you got in a fight with a week ago is dead now and your hoodie was by his body. Doesn't that bother you?” 

“So that's it, huh? You think I killed him.”

“I didn't say that.”

“You might as well have. Dammit.” He punched his fist hard into his steel car door. “You promised me last night you'd never doubt me. I can't believe I fell for it. I can't believe I trusted you.”

“Billy, I—” 

“Stop. I've heard enough.” 

He pushed me aside, opened the car door, and dropped into the driver's seat. 

“Stay out of the woods. And stay away from me, or you'll end up dead, too.” 

He slammed the door, and his tires squealed, kicking up gravel as he raced out of the driveway. 

“Billy!” I yelled after him, but it was too late. He was gone. I didn't mean to hurt him.  I only needed him to tell me it was all a misunderstanding.

The tears came furiously. Then something like a bomb went off inside of me. My blood turned to fire, and I slumped down onto the ground.

Zzzzztttt.  My teeth rattled. I heard an electrified crackle, and the same low waa-waa sound I'd heard that night with Billy in the clearing. Then the smell came, that smell, ozone.

Billy. He's back. I didn't see him. Everything was pitch black and empty outside of the yellow circles cast by the porch light. No car. No boy in the shadows. Not tonight. 

Zzzzztttt. My ears filled with a high-pitched buzz. I tried to stand up, but the right side of my body was numb. Tssssst. Zzzztttt. A sharpness, like a spear, jabbed my gut. I lurched in pain as blue tendrils of energy poured out of me, wrapping around my body. No. No. No. No.

I stumbled toward the back door. My muscles seized up tight, and I fell. Zzzzzztttt.  Light swirled, whirling, undulating up and down around me. Was this a cruel joke? Was Billy out there somewhere attacking me? Was this my nightmare coming true? My insides raged hot.

Zzzzzztttt. Zzzzzztttt. Please God make it stop. It burns.  A rippling circle of electricity shot out of me, and the sky lit up like daylight. Then the light, the pain, the burning, vanished with an ear-splitting crack. Billy didn't appear. No. Oh God no. It's me. It came from me. 

I was too terrified to move. Breathe. Breathe. It was the only thing I could think to do. I concentrated on the breath, trying to let it all go like Billy taught me. I crawled to the back door. My muscles were sore, tight, like I'd hiked straight up a mountain. An electric shock knocked me to my knees. I crumpled into a heap against the back door. The fire surged up inside me again.  Big Joe. He'll help me. 

I crawled to Gramps' truck. I yanked the door open, fished the spare key out from under the floor mat, fired up the engine, and hit the gas. The truck chugged forward. Strings of electricity rolled off of me, lapping at the steering wheel and dashboard. The engine sputtered. Come on, go. The truck stalled out before I made it past the barn. The current kept coming, rattling my teeth and burning my guts. Each surge more intense, more painful.

I fell out of the truck and staggered down the driveway and out onto the road. I ran, limped more like it, as fast as I could, my arms wrapped tight around my stomach, trying to contain the stinging jabs, trying to keep moving as my muscles cramped and released, over and over. It was slow going, and I looked like a giant firefly flashing in the night, but I eventually made it to the top of Big Joe's steep dirt driveway. 

Fire light flickered in the cabin windows. I dragged myself the last few steps, but my strength was sapped. I fell against the door. It took every thing I had left to pound once. Please answer. Please hear me. The door creaked open. An enormous black shadow loomed over me.

“Jesse, is that you?” Big Joe knelt down next to me. 

“Help me, please.”

“What’s wrong?”

Zzztttt. I curled up.  Zzzztttt. Sparks rolled off of me

“Oh lordy.” he said. “That all?”

No. My throat was too tight and dry to make a word. 

Pressure swelling inside my chest, punching at my ribs. God, it's gonna blow a hole right through me. Push. Push, inflated like a balloon. God it hurts. Make it stop. Zzzztttt. Crack Thwap. A half dozen strings of blue exploded straight out of me. They licked and stabbed the sky. The pressure eased. Lightning. I had made lightning. 

“I don't believe it. Adam!” Big Joe yelled over his shoulder. “Call Grandpa Bob. Tell him it's an emergency.” 

Then he scooped me up in his arms and carried me inside. 
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Chapter 24 — Touch
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Grandpa Bob sat by the fire reading a newspaper. He had square bifocals, a salt and pepper beard, and dancing flames reflected in the shiny bald spot at top of his head. Every once in a while, he'd look over at me and smile. He'd come as soon as Adam called. Good thing, too. Grandpa Bob was an off switch. He made you powerless. Somehow, he turned it all off simply by sitting there, and right now I was thankful for it. 

“I never thought I'd ever say this, but maybe Sybil was right,” Adam said. 

“How do you figure?” Big Joe handed me a cup of tea in the same beat-up mug I drank from last time I was there, then sat down on the sofa next to Adam. They'd been talking in circles for half an hour, trying to figure me out. 

“She said Jess was taking pieces of everyone. Maybe this is what she meant. She's somehow stealing gifts from other people.”

“Stealing? Nah. Can't be right,” Big Joe said. “No one's come crying about losing anything. Gotta be something else.”

“Dude. Okay, maybe not stealing. Borrowing. Or catching, like a cold. Either way, she's getting them somehow. She's went pure Billy on the porch tonight. What else could it be? And what did Sybil say again? She said Jess wasn't like us. She said she was something else. What did she call it again? That weird word. Gah. I can't think straight when Grandpa Bob is here. This sucks.” 

“Forget Sybil,” Big Joe huffed. “Can't count on anything she says. Girl's not right in the head, you know that.” 

“Sybil's telling the truth.” They stopped talking and stared at me. I held onto my mug white-knuckled, afraid. It was time to tell them everything. I had to, if I expected real help. “I don't know how it works, but Sybil is right.” 

“Right about what?” Adam asked.

“I thought each of my powers, or whatever they are, appeared on its own, out of nowhere, but after the party, I'm pretty sure I get them from other people.” 

It couldn't be a coincidence that I did that same things people around me did. 

“Each of your powers?” Adam eyeballed me. 

I swallowed a lump of nerves the size of a football. “I can run as fast as Katie. I can heal other people like Dr. Martin. I can bring plants back to life like Gloria. I can smell and hear like Ava. And now this. Tonight. Like Billy.”  

They looked at me like I'd unzipped my skin and Cthulhu stepped out. 

“There's more.” Say it before you lose your nerve. “I can move things without touching them. By thinking about them.” 

Adam snort-laughed. He didn't buy it. 

“I'm not lying.” 

“No way,” he said. “The last telekinetic died like fifty years ago. If you're really stealing gifts, there'd have to be someone around for you to steal them from. There's no telekinetic. Not one. So either your theory is blown or you're lying.” 

“I'm not lying. I can do it.” I'd come clean, and he acted like I was making it up. “I'll show you when Grandpa Bob leaves.”

“Okay. Okay. Calm down you two. I believe you, Jess,” Big Joe said. “If what you're saying is right, you wouldn't be the first. There was another one like that in the books, Adam. It's been a long time, too long for anyone alive to remember, but it's happened before.”

Mentioning a source in a mysterious book seemed to be enough to persuade Adam that I might be telling the truth. 

“Did you know all this at the party, when we were talking?”

I nodded.

“And you held out on me?” 

“Sorry.” 

“Still, if you're somehow taking stuff from other people, there would have to be at least one other person in town who had each of the skills you have.” 

He wasn't going to drop it. Part of me was thankful. He was smart. Maybe he could help me figure out how it worked. “We don't have a telekinetic. You're the only one.” 

“Or you don't know who the telekinetic is. Maybe they're hiding.” Vic hid. Others might, too. 

“Impossible,” Adam said. “We can spot our own from a mile away. Besides, hiding is stupid. Wait. We don't have another regen, either. Do we Joe?” 

Big Joe knew who the other regen was. He knew it was Vic, but he didn't say it. He kept her secret. “Adam, why don't we worry about helping Jess here learn to control what she's already got?” 

He turned to me. “Here's the plan. I'm gonna send Bob to school tomorrow just in case. He'll switch you off. Just a precaution. We did it for Billy. Speaking of. Grandpa Bob, you should probably go home and get some sleep. You've got to be up bright and early.”

Grandpa Bob folded up his newspaper, waved goodbye, and wobbled silently out the door. He fired up his car and his headlights inched down the driveway. 

“Thank God,” Adam said. “I can't think straight. He has to get to the bottom of the hill before it wears off, right?”

“Anyway, Jess.” Big Joe said. “Did you have any gifts when you were in California?”

“Everything started after I moved here. I broke my arm and it healed. That was the first.”

“You sure? Nothing in California?”

“I'm sure.” We'd covered this last time. Why did he keep asking?

“Okay, then. Tell me when each gift showed up.”

“After my arm, Katie told me I outran her. I didn't believe her, so I ran home from school and it only took me a minute to run each mile. Then, I moved a stopwatch across the room by thinking about it. And there's all the stuff that started today. The plants, the smells and the loud noises, the electricity,” I said.  “Oh, I almost forgot. Last week at Salt Creek, I put my hand on Billy's face and that bruise he got from fighting Clint Miller disappeared.” 

Adam and Big Joe's eyes met briefly at the mention of Clint Miller, but they quickly moved on as if I hadn't said anything. Adam looked me up and down as if I was some sort of engineering problem, and Big Joe kept asking questions. “About tonight. How do you think you got your hands on Billy's gift?” 

“I don't know. I thought you could figure it out.” 

“What did Billy say about it?”

“Nothing. He doesn't know.”

“Oh. When was the last time you saw him?”

“He was at my house before I came over here.”

“He didn't drive you? Gonna give him a talking to about his manners.”

“We got in a fight. He left. Then it started. He wasn't there. He doesn't know. Don't tell him okay? Not yet. Not right now.”

“A fight, hmmm? Were you upset?”

Upset was an understatement. 

“I think I've got it,” Adam interjected. “What were you doing when each of these new skills turned up?”

“Um, I don't know. All kinds of things?” I didn't know how to answer. “They showed up all of a sudden.”

“What were you doing right before each skill showed up?”

“I don't know. Living my life?” Who knew. Who could remember? Nothing strange. “Except, I got really dizzy before I broke my arm. It was weird. I'd never felt like that before.”

“Were you with Katie?”

“She was running right next to me.”

“You were close to her, now you can run like her. You were with Gloria and Ava last night and now you've got theirs, too. That must be it.”

I shook my head. Katie and I had been over this already. “It's not like that. Being in the same room isn't enough. I've been near you, Dee, Big Joe and haven't gotten anything. Why wouldn't I get something from everyone at the party if that were true?”

“Yeah. I guess you're right,” Adam slumped back in his chair and sighed. He rubbed his temples. “Dude. Maybe Grandpa Bob hasn't worn off yet.” 

All this again. The same ideas over and over, and no closer to figuring out what was wrong with me. I'd been patient. I'd waited for answers, but they weren't coming and the stakes were getting higher. I had acquired a dangerous power. My plan to go on a simple run in the park with Katie had turned into a crime scene, getting dumped by my boyfriend, and nearly electrocuting myself. 

“I need to go.” I couldn't deal. I was spent. “Mom will be home from work soon, and I don't want her to ask me why I wasn't in bed when she got there.”

I stood up and so did Big Joe. I hugged him. He wrapped his massive arms around me, and I kissed him on the cheek. His beard bristled against my chin. “Thanks for everything.” 

“Door's always open,” he said. “Use it.” 

I waved goodbye to Adam and headed for the door. 

“Wait right there.” Big Joe grabbed his keys off a hook on the wall. “Y'ain't walking home. I'm driving.” 

A cramp rippled through my arms and legs, and I held tight to the door frame for balance. “You all right Jess? You look a little green.” 

Big Joe sidled up to me and put his hand on my forehead. “You're burning up. You got a fever?” 

He was the second person who'd said that to me today. 

“I'm fine. Just sore. I ran about a million miles today.” I straightened myself out. “I'm fine. Let's go.” 

Big Joe didn't budge. 

“Jess.... Look.” He pointed to the door trim. I'd left a crunched-in, splintered dent in the shape of my hand. “I think maybe you held on harder than you thought.”

“But...” A chill ran over me. I ran my hands over my arms to warm myself. Something felt different. My biceps strained my shirt seams. I felt lines between the muscles, where this morning they had been smooth, soft. 

Oh my God. The answer suddenly became clear. No wonder I hadn't noticed. It was so ordinary, I wouldn't have given it a second thought. That day at the track, Katie put her arm around me before we raced. Her bare arm on my bare shoulder. Vic hugged me and kissed me on the cheek at Dad's wake. Dr. Martin had her hand on my arm in the exam room. Billy held my hand, he'd kissed me.

“I figured it out.” 

They froze. 

“Adam. You said Billy's mom could make people feel what she wants them to when she's touching them. And Sophia. She can speak any language, but only after she's touched someone who speaks it. And Gloria. She needs to touch the plants to get them to grow, right? ”

“Yeah,” Adam said. “Why?”

“Touching,” I said. “It's the key to everything.” 

I walked over to the tree trunk coffee table. I grabbed the bottom and lifted it in the air. It felt like nothing, like a piece of paper. I sat it back down.

“Dude,” Adam said. “You really weren't lying.”

“They must be soaking in through my skin. Big Joe had his hand on my forehead, and now this.” 

And Ava, those stupid mwa mwa kisses on the cheek. I had gotten way more than I bargained for there. 

“By touching people,” Adam considered it. “Well, I guess it could work. People leave skin cells, DNA, on everything they touch. Maybe when someone touches you, they're leaving trace DNA on you? Maybe you absorb it, and get it that way.”

“Sounds like you're back to normal, little brother.” Big Joe slapped Adam hard on the back and laughed. “I'll be. Been around a long time. Seen a lot of things. But I never seen someone who is a fast healer one week and throwing lightning at trees the next. You're one in a million. Keep it up and you could have every skill there is one day."

Suddenly, Big Joe was covered in a swirl of blue and red light. Sheriff Franks' patrol car pulled up outside, lights flashing. 

“Excuse me for a minute.” He stepped outside. 

I peeked out. Sheriff Franks' face was all sharp lines and angles. Whatever he came here to say, it was brief. He got back in the car, did a U-turn, and peeled off. Big Joe came inside. 

“What was that about?” Adam asked.

Big Joe hesitated. “He was looking for Billy.” 
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Chapter 25 — The Library
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I limped through the woods. The air reeked of pennies and rust. Blood. My blood. I was covered in it. It dripped from cuts all over my body. My head pounded. The trees and the black sky spun around me in a blur. I could barely see, but I had to keep moving. The shadow. He was after me. 

Thunder rumbled. The sky flashed bright white. A storm. My throat tightened up as if I might vomit, but I kept shuffling through the leaves. I had to move. He'd kill me if he caught me. 

Snap. A branch broke under a shoe. He's here. 

I tripped and hit the ground. Invisible ropes tied me up tight and squeezed. I tried to yell for help, but no sound came out. Up up up I rose, out over the ravine, nothing under me but a hundred-foot drop onto the rocks. I saw him, the shadow in the darkness. Not his face, but the fuzzy outline of his hand pointing at me, holding me up in the air with invisible strings. 

Thwap. White lightning ripped through my chest. I howled. Then he dropped me. 

I fell down, down, down. Crack. My skull split when it hit the rocks. The night fell silent. The stars sparkled above the tree tops. Blood filled my mouth, pooling up, choking me. I'm drowning. The black sky faded to white. 

White. The white plaster ceiling in my room. Safe in bed again. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Billy didn't show up for school. I stared at his empty seat in art class, his empty table in the lunch room. Did he skip out because of me? Maybe Sheriff Franks found him and arrested him. Unlikely. If Billy were in jail, everyone at school would have been talking about it. They'd whispered all morning about Clint, the fight, speculating if it was an accident or if Billy had a hand in it, but nothing about an arrest. It was the only hope I had to hold onto. 

Vic was quiet today, unnerved. She'd heard the kids talking, too. She told me over and over, in one form after another, No one's said murder. 

Clint probably fell. 

Billy isn't a killer. 

Let it go. It will all work out. 

I could tell she tried really hard to believe it. 

I told her about the fight and him dumping me then driving off. I stopped the story there. I didn't tell her about the cabin, the electricity. She was antsy enough already. Andy wasn't helping. He savored the details, going on and on at lunch about what the newspaper said about Clint. His body, evidence of lightning strike, just like Dead Butch at the quarry. It was murder, he said. See? Another weird, unexplained murder. More lightning on a sunny day. 

Only one person I knew of could make lightning on a sunny day, and I couldn't stop thinking about the blood on his T-shirt, his hoodie hidden in the woods. No. Billy wouldn't kill someone. He couldn't. No way. I twirled my food around on my plate, too tense to eat. 

“Ignore Andy. He's acting like a jerk,” Vic said abruptly after the lunch bell rang. “So Billy didn’t come to school today. It doesn’t mean he’s gone forever. It doesn't mean anything.” 

Vic clip-clopped off to class, and Adam grabbed me as soon as I stepped out of the cafeteria. “There you are. I've been looking for you.” 

He must have really gone out of his way, because his classes were on the opposite side of the building. “Grandpa Bob went to lunch. Are you feeling okay? You got a lid on it?”

Grandpa Bob had been sitting in the parking lot, reading the newspaper in his meticulously maintained 1982 Mercury Cougar, since seven this morning. Thanks to him, I'd had a delightfully super-power-free morning. No strong smells, no deafening whispers, no sparks, although the well-defined muscles and buff body I'd acquired from Big Joe last night were intact. 

“I'm fine. Did you run all the way over here to tell me that?”

“Uh, no. Here. Take these. It's about to get loud in here.” He handed me two squishy pink ear plugs. “Ava uses them. She said it would help.” 

He'd told her. Great. 

“So, I thought about it a lot last night and your, um condition, is deceiving.” He glanced back and forth, checking for eavesdroppers. “You only have one gift. You're a sponge. You suck up the skills of others. See? You're normal. One and done like the rest of us. It only looks different on the surface.” 

I smiled. A sponge. Adam was sweet, going out of his way to make me feel better, to put a cute spin on it, but I couldn't shake the sinking cold in my gut. “I have to tell you something. It's important. Can you keep it a secret?” By which I meant don't tell Billy.

“Uh, yeah, I guess. But hurry, I'm gonna be late for class.” 

“I should have told you last night, but, um... I have dreams. I'm pretty sure they're visions of the future. I got it from Gramps.” I said it as frankly as I could.  “In my dream, someone chases me through the woods. Someone hunts me down. Someone kills me. Then I see myself dead at the bottom of a ravine.” 

The vision of Clint's dead body compelled me to tell Adam. That kid died in my dream and he died in real life. I didn't want to end up dead, too. Adam's eyebrows pinched together. “Ravine? What ravine?”

“The one where I found Clint's body yesterday.” I leaned close and whispered in his ear. “I had a dream about him. Someone in the forest chased him. A telekinetic. He lifted Clint over the ravine and dropped him, but he also pulled lightning out of the sky and hit Clint with it. There is a telekinetic in town. I know it. Whoever it is, they killed Clint and they're probably going to try to kill me.”

“Wait, a telekinetic? Who?”

“I don't know. I couldn't see.” The most important puzzle piece, missing. 

“But...why would someone want to kill you?”

“I don't know. All he said when I asked him was 'revenge'.”

“Wait. You asked him?” He stared at me with half moon eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I wanted you to know in case something happens to me. Something bad.”  

“You don't really think you're going to die, do you?”

“I didn't. Until yesterday. Now, I hope not.” 

The bell rang. Adam didn't budge. He stood there, digesting what I'd said. 

I brushed past him to Spanish class. The teacher, Mrs. Gutierrez, was a short, curvy woman with a halo of wavy black hair. Everyone called her Mrs. G. She was from Argentina, which for most people in Salt Creek might as well have been Jupiter. I was the last one to arrive, and as I walked through the door, she handed me a stack of papers to pass to the rest of the class. Pop quiz.

Great. Now I could throw an F on top of all my other problems. I dropped my backpack on my desk, took a paper off the top, and passed the rest to the boy with the buzz cut and the Carhartt jacket who sat behind me. All those years living in California, I should have picked up some Spanish. I slumped down in my seat and read through the questions. The weight lifted off of me. The answers were clear, easy. I finished in ten minutes and popped up to hand Mrs. G my paper. 

“Eso fue rapido, Senorita Flowers,” she said. “Usted ha estado estudiando?”

“Si. Que no era tan malo.” 

“You've been working on your accent, too,” she said. “Nice work.”

I coasted back to my seat. My classmates took forever to finish, turning papers in one by one in a trickle. Mrs. G sat at her desk, her black eyes peering over her round blue glasses, marking each paper with her red pen. 

Thank goodness I didn't fail. Except it shouldn't have been so easy. I hadn't studied. I hadn't cracked open my Spanish book for a week. I hadn't listened to the tapes in the language lab. And I'd just spoken to Mrs. G in Spanish without struggling to translate what I was going to say in my head first. 

Once the last test paper was turned in, she wrote a list of vocabulary words on the chalkboard. I knew the meaning of every single one before she wrote the English translation. At the party, Sophia said she could speak any language as long as she had touched a native speaker. Mrs. G must have brushed my hand when she gave me the tests. Dammit. Grandpa Bob hadn't been gone fifteen minutes, and I'd switched back on. I'd filched another one, and I didn't even realize it. I wasn't careful enough. 

I fished my jacket out of my backpack and put it on. I zipped it all the way up and pinched the sleeves closed around my fingers. I suddenly felt as if someone stacked boulders on my chest. Absorbing powers through my skin. This wasn't a gift, it was a curse. How many people did someone—everyone—touch in a single day? Dozens. The cashier who handed you your change at the store. The polite handshake when you met someone new. A hug from a friend. A kiss. Each one of those common daily occurrences could now have a profound, irreversible impact on my life. How would I know who not to touch? How would I know who had powers? I couldn't tell by looking. 

The rustle of every sheet of paper, the tapping of pencils on table tops, the groans of desk chairs as the other kids fidgeted in their seats, steadily grew louder. The bell rang, and the buzz was earsplitting. My powers were back full force. I grabbed my backpack and ran out of the classroom. I hit a wall of voices in the hallway, every whisper a scream in my ears. 

That's her. That's the girl I was telling you about. 

She found that dead kid at the park yesterday, and that dead guy at the quarry. 

She's bad luck. 

So this was what they really thought of me. I'm over it. 

I popped in the pink earplugs. I brushed past Vic, Brad, Steve, Andy, Katie, the mean girls from the park, everyone―until I had walked right out the back door into the blinding white daylight. Then I kept on walking. Through the parking lot, to the street, onto the sidewalk, until the voices quieted and there was no sound but birds tweeting in trees. I didn't know where I was heading, I only knew I couldn't stay at school. I didn't care if I got caught cutting class. I couldn't go home because Mom would bust me.

It was sunny, but cold, and I closed my eyes for long stretches as I walked along, concentrating only on the warmth of the sun on my face. I wandered through the tree-lined streets, past row after row of plain two-story houses, with white siding and mums planted in boxes under the windows. Salt Creek looked like a model all-American true-blue town. Who would ever guess it hid such a big secret?

I stopped at a two-story red-brick building. A sign hung out front. The Salt Creek Public Library. There were only two cars in the parking lot. It'd be empty. Even better, it would be quiet. It looked like a well-kept old mansion on the inside, with dark wood paneling on every wall and cushy high-backed arm chairs. A plan formed. Grab some books. Find a place to sit. Pretend to study while I sort myself out. 

I wandered down the rows. Charles Darwin. Greek heroes. Mythology. Fairy Tales. Nothing special. The same stuff that's in every library everywhere. At the end of one row was a heavy dark wood bookcase displaying a musty, hand-bound leather book. A Brief History of Salt Creek and Its Inhabitants. I cracked it open. It read: 

“Salt Creek was founded in 1803 by nineteen families seeking a safe haven to enjoy the freedoms and liberties promised citizens of the United States by this great nation's Constitution." 

I scanned a few more graphs down the page. 

“The few Native Americans who were still living in this valley when the town founders arrived called the new white settlers 'The Miracle Tribe.'” 

Hmmm. Miracle tribe. Maybe something special lurked in this library after all. 

There was a grainy black and white photograph in the middle of the book. Dozens of people. Men with bushy beards in suits and hats, women in long dresses, children in gingham. The caption read 

“Descendants of the town founders, centennial celebration, 1903.” 

I scanned the last names. Shoemaker, Holderman, Witcher, Foust, Combs, Stumpf, Flowers, Bauman, Dunkel, Keller, Shaw, Reich, Atwood, Karschner, Hart, Payne, Lutz, Featherhoff, Devault. 

Witcher. Gramma. Flowers. Dad. Combs. Billy. Keller. Gramps and Mom. Atwood. Vic. Shaw. Big Joe and Adam. Now I knew for certain what the Native Americans meant by miracle tribe. They knew about us. 

“Are you lost? I think you're the youngest person I've seen in here since nineteen seventy two.”

I turned to find a pocket-sized woman with puffy white cotton ball hair and a pink turtleneck. She looked like the kind of sweet Midwestern grandma who had a hundred photos of her grandchildren in her quilted purse and was looking for an excuse to show them to you. A necklace with a charm about the size of a silver dollar hung around her neck. It was the sixteen pointed sun. Gramma's sun. A laminated name badge hung at her waist. Gladys Bauman, Ph.D. Historian.

Bauman. I'd just read her name in the book. Gladys. Wait. Was she the Gladys, the one Gramps told me to find the night he died? She had to be. “I've been looking for you.”  

“I'd say you found me.”

“I'm Ed Keller's granddaughter. He said you could help me.”

“Sweetie, I know who you are.” She shook her head and tisk tisked me. “Can't believe it's taken you this long to find me. Must not have been looking very hard. Kids these days. God forbid you walk into a library. Well, doesn't matter now. You're finally here. So, what can I help you with? What are you looking for?”

“I...uh... I don't know.”

“Oh yes you do.” 

At half my size, she loomed large. Her stare melted a hole right through me, and every intelligent thought I'd ever had drained out of it. I looked at her blankly, like an idiot, speechless.   “Come on now, sweetie. I'm not getting any younger. Tell me what you're looking for.” 

“Um...” Nothing came to me. Absolutely nothing. All I had only air between my ears. These last few weeks I'd had so many questions, but I couldn't remember a single one of them now that a real human being stood right in front of me waiting to answer them. 

“Forget it. I know why you're here,” she said. “You want to know what you are. It's what everyone wants when they change. You want answers? Follow me.”
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Chapter 26 —  Gladys


[image: image]


Gladys bumped the door open with her hip. She had a bakery box in one hand and a cardboard drink tray with two to-go cups in the other. “So is it any clearer now?”

She had left me alone in the local history archives, a narrow room, jam-packed with bookcases, with a long table down the middle. She'd plopped a stack of books in front of me—biographies of Joan of Arc and Galileo, Greek myths, and a textbook about early human species— and told me to look through them while she went to the coffee shop for snacks. 

“Um, no.” I didn't even flip through them. The books were a mish-mash, like something a monkey would randomly pick off a shelf. I didn't see the point. “What does this stuff have to do with me?”

“Sounds like we need to start with the basics.” Gladys set the drinks and the box down on the table. She put a blueberry muffin the size of my fist on a napkin in front of me, then shuffled through the mythology book. Her wrinkled finger tapped the image of a statue, a woman carved in swirly white marble, tunic rumpled, running. 

“Her name was Atalanta. She defeated a king in hand-to-hand combat and could run faster than any man,” Gladys said. “People believed she was blessed by the goddess Artemis, or was Artemis herself in disguise.” 

She flipped to another page. “Heracles. He was clever and incredibly strong. People believed he was the son of Zeus.”

“I know the stories,” I huffed. 

“Did you know they are us? They were real.” Her face lit up like a lamp. Her voice bounced. She was excited to share. “They're true stories.”

“You can't be serious.” She didn't honestly expect me to believe imaginary heroes from myths and legends were real people, did she? Man. Salt Creek made people bonkers. 

“I'm very serious. This is our history.”

“No way,” I snipped. What a waste of time. Another dead end.  

“Just listen, sour puss.” She opened the biography of Joan of Arc. “She had visions. She believed it was the voice of God telling her what to do. It was a different time then. It was the only way she could explain what was happening to her. People listened, and she changed the history of a nation.”

“Yeah, until they burned her at the stake,” I said. “Come on. Heracles? Atalanta? They're myths. And yeah, Joan of Arc's real, but voice of God? You can't honestly believe that.” 

“No. I don't believe it.”

Snap. See? Caught pulling my leg. 

“The explanation for itis all wrong, but these people were flesh and blood and as real as you and me. Their gifts did not come from some magical outside force. They came from inside. Just like mine. Just like yours.”

I sighed. I should have gone home. The wrath of Mom had to be better than this. 

“Don't you huff at me, missy. The world is full of stories about heroes who accomplished great feats, heroes using the same powers our kind possess. Thousands of stories, in every age, in every culture that has ever existed on earth,” she said. “It's not a coincidence. They might be myths and legends now, but that doesn't mean they weren't true. These are our people, Jesse. They are us. That is a fact.”

“That's ridiculous.” 

Gladys was trying to convince me the world wasn't what anyone thought it was, and it never had been. 

“They were theikos. We are theikos.”

“They're what?” That word, from Mrs. Combs' toast at the party.

“Well, most people don't use that term any more. They say gifted, or shorten it down to theo. But, I like the old word. It has a nice ring to it, doesn't it? Sounds classy. It's ancient Greek. Means godlike,  did you know that?”

Godlike? I couldn't help but roll my eyes. 

“Not convinced yet?” Gladys' lips pinched up tight. “Think about the people you've met in Salt Creek. Think about what they can do. Your grandfather had visions, so did Joan of Arc. Now imagine if Billy Combs lived three thousand years ago. How do you think the world would explain him? Indra. Thor. Zeus. All gods. All controlled thunder and lightning.” 

“How do you know about Gramps and Billy?”

“It's all in the books, sweetie.” She winked. What books? 

“And let's not forget about you. Think about everything you can do. Healing, running, strength, visions.”

How did she know? My palms got a little sweaty. She knew too much. Maybe I should take her seriously. “I'm just Jess, that's all.” 

“Well then, Just Jess, how would you explain your gifts if you lived two hundred years ago? A thousand years ago? Hmm? You can barely explain it now, even with modern science and knowledge. Don't these stories seem possible now that you know the secret of Salt Creek?”

Yes, Salt Creek had a big secret. Gladys knew a lot, but I still had a lot of doubts about her revised history lesson. “If the myths are true, if they really happened, the world knew about us then,” I said. “Why don't they know about us now?” 

She paced, tracing an invisible line in the wood floor. Worried creases swept across her forehead. “There was a time when people accepted us. We fit in the worldview. They believed we were blessed, the children of gods, or even gods ourselves. Theikos.”

She pulled a green leather book off the shelf. She licked the corner of her thumb and leafed through the pages. “But the world changed when Christianity spread. We became witches, demons, devils. They had no other explanation. They feared us. We hid, because it was too dangerous to live in the open.” 

Gladys laid the book on the table in front of me, open to an illustration. Three women tied to planks, engulfed in flames. Witches, burning at the stake. Witchcraft? Give me a break.  I'd officially stepped into a bad teen movie. 

“People are scared of things they don't understand, and when people are scared, they do terrible things,” she said. “Of course, these days, we wouldn't be burned. We'd be dissected, studied, manipulated, weaponized. Feared. I'd rather not find out.”

My stomach tied up in a knot thinking about those poor women burning to death. “Look, we're not gods. We're not witches. At least I'm not.”

Gladys snort laughed. “You're right, sweetie. We're human. Well, mostly human.”

“What do you mean mostly?” The knot cinched tighter. 

“I'm not a scientist, but Mrs. Beekman explained it to me, and I'll do my best to explain it to you.”

Mrs. Beekman. “My biology teacher?” 

Gladys nodded. Wait. I grabbed the book on early humans. “Mrs. Beekman said there was more than one species of early human, but the others went extinct.”

“We're not all extinct, dear.” 

“You're not seriously telling me we aren't human.” My chest tightened. Vic wasn't going to like this one bit.

“We're human, silly girl,” she said. “Not pure homo sapiens, per se, but about eighty percent.” 

“That's not true.” I felt like she'd dropped a cement block on my head, but she acted like this was no big deal. 

“For a girl who came for answers you sure are convinced you already know what's what.” She dug her tiny fists into her hips. “Listen up. It's time for hard truth school.”

Denisovans. Neanderthals. We carried those species in our DNA, all humans did, she said. But we carry one more. We don't have another name. Not yet. Scientists didn't have a way to single us out in the bone record. We looked the same as homo sapiens. 

“We started as a separate species, a cousin. We made children with humans, like the others. We didn't die out. We assimilated. We survived because we didn't look different. Over time, with breeding, we became mostly human, but we did manage to hold on to the genes that made us special.”

“I can't believe it.” Human, but not fully human. My head ached. 

“Believe it. The science is clear. We've always lived among men, and we always will, if we play our cards right.”

Living among men. “If all that's true, there would be people with powers everywhere. But there aren't. It's just here. Only in Salt Creek?”

“Oh it's not just here,” she said. “But, we are grouped together. Small places, remote towns. No one wants their children to be persecuted. We've always sought out safe places, remote areas to settle. My family and yours founded Salt Creek, so we could live in the open, so we could be free.”

I thought of the picture in that old leather book. The bearded men, the sepia-tone children. “Then why are we hiding?” 

I didn't buy it. The founders' plan hadn't worked. It was still hush hush. Gramps' didn't even tell me until I'd changed. 

“Back then, Salt Creek was wild, remote. Indian territory. Secluded,” she said. “It worked for a little while, then outsiders moved in. The town got bigger, the world became more connected. People move around. Highways, computers, Internet. There is no place to hide anymore, so we hide in plain sight.” 

It was official. Gladys was convinced the world really wasn't what we all thought it was. I was skeptical. “So, you're saying there are other towns like this?” 

“Oh heavens yes. We aren't the only ones.” 

“Where?”

“I don't know. No one does.” 

Of course she didn't know. How convenient. 

“Why not? Shouldn't we keep in touch?” I was needling her now, but she didn't seem fazed. 

She shook her head. “It would be nice, yes, but staying hidden protects us.”

“Protects us from what?” 

“From each other. Not all of us are good people, Jesse. Some of us are monsters. Don't ever forget that.”

––––––––
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Gladys ran her fingers along the spines of a row of books. “Now that you've had your history lesson, let's talk about you.” She grabbed a red leather book off the shelf and laid it on the table in front of me. She gingerly flipped through the pages. “Let's see. Where are you?”

Inside were rows of brackets with names, marriage dates, and children's birth dates, generations of them. Old photos were posted next to some, faces preserved in sepia-tone. 

Gladys stopped in the middle of the book. Dad and Gramps' death dates were scribbled in fresh ink. Gramps' name above Mom and Aunt Eddie. Mom and Dad above me and Jack. Someone kept track, updating the family trees, filling in all the births, deaths, and marriages, keeping these musty old family histories alive. But why?

“I'm the keeper of the history. It's my gift, and it's my duty. I write it all down. The registers are easy enough. I fill in the dates when they happen, when they're fresh. The real history, now that's another story.” She motioned to the books on the shelves behind her. “Keeping track of that is much harder. The past can be a little foggy.”

Foggy. Did she mean actual fog? Then it hit me. I recognized her. Her cotton ball hair, her tiny wrinkled hands. She was one of the old women who'd pinched my cheek at Dad's funeral and told me it was all going to be okay. She'd touched me. The fog. The vision of the past. Clint's murder. Did I get it from her? 

“What do you mean when you say you're the keeper of the history? Do you actually see the past?”

“That's part of it, yes. Your grandpa, God rest his soul.” She crossed herself and looked up at the ceiling. “He could see the future. You could say I'm the opposite. My gift is the past, the history. It probably doesn't sound exciting, but sometimes you have to know where you came from to understand who you are. Sometimes the past will show you what's coming.” 

“How do you see it? How does it work?” She'd finally caught my interest. 

She shrugged. “It comes in bits and pieces. Some of it comes in dreams. Sometimes when I'm out walking the fog wraps me right up. That means wherever I am has something to tell me. It worked the same way for your grandpa. We had a lot of good laughs about it. We thought we were going crazy until we found each other.” 

For the first time today, I felt relief. I wasn't imagining the fog. She'd seen it. “The fog has gotten me, too. In the woods. I thought it wasn't real.”

Her eyes got big. “Oh no, honey, it's real. It's showing you something. It's telling you to pay attention, to listen, to watch.”

Listen. Watch. For what? “I saw it yesterday.”

“Where?”

“By one of the waterfalls in the Hocking Hills. Right before—”

She perked up and leaned toward me. “Before what, dear?” 

“Right before I found a dead body at the bottom of the ravine.”

Gladys didn't flinch. She acted as if I'd said I had tuna salad for lunch. If she'd had a vision of Clint, she didn't let on. In fact, she was eerily expressionless. “Have you seen the fog anywhere else?” 

“I saw it in the woods by my house, near a weird boulder, after Dad's funeral.” I'd tried to forget about the voices in the wind.

Gladys' cool exterior cracked. A bead of sweat formed on her lip.“You've been at the rock. Curious, the fog catching you there.” Her voice trembled a little. “Very curious.” 

Yes. The rock. The carved boulder by the stream. Her lips tightened. I held my breath, waiting for her to say something about the fog there, but she didn't. 

“Do you remember any of the questions you wanted to ask? If dear old Ed Keller bless his heart sent you my way, I know he had good reasons.” She'd changed the subject. I must have hit close to a nerve. 

“Why am I different?” If I was forthcoming, maybe she would be to. “Why I can do so many things?”

A worried wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “You're one of us, don't you ever forget that. We have each been given one precious gift to nurture and master. Your gift is very rare. You have been given the gift of potential. Boundless, unlimited potential. Because you acquire the skills of others, there is no limit to what you could become. There is no limit to what you could do. You are aphthiton.”

It was that strange word Sybil screamed at me at the party. 

“Afthee what?” The sound, awkward, fumbled out of my mouth. Another ten-point vocabulary word.

“Aphthiton. It means unending.”

“I don't get it.” 

“It means that if you're lucky, you and your gifts will be never-ending. It's the word we have always used for the chosen few like you.”

“There are other people like me?”

“Were, not are. A handful through the ages. One I can think of in Salt Creek besides you.”

The person from the book Big Joe talked about. “Who?”

“Her name was Anne. She could bring storms down from the sky. She haunted her enemies with visions. She was a hero, a champion for the weak. She died two hundred years ago.” Gladys shook her head as if she was emerging from a daze. “But, we can talk about her another day. We have more immediate things to discuss.” 

She took a thin black book off the shelf and handed it to me. Gramma's sun symbol was embossed in shimmering gold leaf on the cover. She ran her fingers over it. “This symbol has been used by our kind for millennia. It's the mark of a guardian. The guardians are those of us who have been chosen to complete a special task. It's a reminder of their duties: To shed light in darkness. To defend the weak. To sacrifice the self. ” 

Gladys then looked so deeply into my eyes I was sure she could see the back of my skull. “If you are given a sun, or if you are marked with a sun. It means you are a guardian. It means you have been chosen. Have you been given the sun, Jesse?”

“Um...” I fidgeted, nervous, not really wanting to believe Gramma's necklace was anything more than pretty. “Gramps gave me a necklace like yours when I moved back, but—”

“You've been chosen, Jesse. You're a guardian. You cannot ignore your duty. If you do, there are consequences.”

“No. It's not like that. Gramps gave it to me to cheer me up.” 

“Oh, did he now? How many other people are in your family? Your mother. Your aunt. Your cousins. How many people could have found it before you came along, hmm? How many people in town could he have given it to? Trust me, sweetie. You only get one if you're chosen.”

“It's a mistake.” It had to be. I had enough to deal with. I didn't want a special job. I could barely take care of myself, let alone be a guardian of anything or anyone else.

“It's never a mistake.” Gladys slipped the black book into my backpack. “The seer has a vision, the guardian is revealed. You've been chosen. That's how it works. There are no mistakes.” 

“Why me?”

“We'll see, won't we?” 

“I'm telling you, it's a mistake. Whoever picked me made a mistake.” 

“Sybil doesn't make mistakes.” 
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Chapter 27 —  Sybil
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Everything was black, blurry, outlined in fuzzy silver moonlight. The earthy musk of wet leaves saturated the air. He pressed his body against my back. Heat radiated off of his skin. His chest rose and fell as he breathed. 

“Don't move.” His hand wrapped tightly around my neck, and he held me still as he planted sloppy wet kisses on my collarbone.  His teeth raked against my skin, his fingernails dug deep, drawing blood. I struggled to breath. I blinked hard, trying to bring the world into focus around me, but I couldn't. Everything was a blur, only light and dark, shadows and contrast, all turning slowly on an axis. 

I tried to push him off, but I was weak. “I said don't move.” 

His hand slid up my leg.

“Stop.” I tried to break away,but barely wiggled. My body felt like cooked spaghetti. 

“Don't move.” He forced his fingers into my panties. 

“Stop. Stop.” I tried to muster a skill, a power, something, anything to get him off of me, but I couldn't. 

He grunted, his breath heavier as he rubbed up and down against me, as he grew more aroused. “You know you want it.”

“No.” I choked the words out. “No. Stop.”

“Make me.” 

I sat straight up in bed, covered in sweat, panicked. Another dream. This one was different than the others. Closer, more intimate. 

The clock flashed red. Three a.m. I pressed a pillow over my head and tried to sleep. My brain raced. Billy. The hoodie. The fight. Clint Miller's puffy dead body. Gladys. The guardians. Gramma. The necklace. I flopped around until the sun rose through my bedroom window and the alarm buzzed, signaling it was time to go to school. 

I hesitated. I didn't want a repeat of yesterday. The noise. The accidental gift from Mrs. G. But I had to go, if only for the speck of a chance that Billy would be there and I could see him, even for a minute. I wore long sleeves, just to be sure, just to be safe, and popped in the pink ear plugs to dull the voices. 

The day didn't work out the way I hoped. Billy didn't show. Where was he? I wanted to skip out and look for him, but how would I explain myself if I found him? I'd look desperate, like a stalker or a heartbroken fool. Instead, I stared out the window and ruminated about it during English class. 

As I watched a yellow butterfly flutter past the window, the sunny blue sky suddenly turned black. The classroom disintegrated around me. I stood in the ravine. Tat tat tat tat tat. Water. Water falling. I squinted into the dark. How did I get here? I'm awake. 

A figure moved in the shadows. A bolt of blinding white light shot out of the darkness into my body. I jerked back and forth, rigid, nearly paralyzed, burning up inside. Billy appeared in front of me, lightning radiating off of him. He writhed as if he was wrestling against some invisible force, as if he was trying to stop. 

Then the woods went black. Dry leaves scratched my ankles. Moonlight pushed through the trees. Dad and Gramps were in front of me looking into the ravine. I didn't call to them. They wouldn't hear me. They never did. 

I tip-toed next to them and looked down, hoping the fog would stay away this time, hoping Dad and Gramps wouldn't disappear, hoping to see what they saw. And I did. It was me. Alive? My eyes were black. A wave of electricity exploded out of me, filling the ravine with red light.

“Hey Jess. Wake up.” Andy shook my shoulder, and I jolted awake, literally. Static electricity zapped his fingers. 

“Ouch. What the hell!” He waved his hand, shaking off the pain. 

Oh no. I'd fallen asleep in the middle of English class. And I'd lost control. 

Katie grabbed me in the hallway after the bell rang. “Hey.” 

She white-knuckled squeezed my arm until it hurt. “What was that back there? You fell asleep and you let loose.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Get it together. If you slip up and the normies figure out what you are, we're all screwed.” 

“I'm fine. Really.”

“Oh you're fine, huh?” She pulled the tag on the back of my shirt halfway around front so I could see it. “Your shirt's wrong side out. You can't stay awake. You're powering up in class. You're not fine, you're out of control. You of all people can't afford to go amateur hour.”

Katie was right. I was in bad shape. Exhausted. Confused. Heartbroken. Her face turned devil red with anger, but I could tell she felt bad for yelling at me. She straightened out the wrinkles on my shirt. “Go home and get some sleep. Try again tomorrow, okay?” 

Skipping out was easy. Billy's gift came with a side effect — a constant fever of one hundred and three. The school nurse couldn't get me out the door fast enough. I pretended Mom was picking me up, but snuck out back and hid under the bleachers. Mom had enough to deal with. I didn't want to worry her. I'd stay out until she left for the night shift. 

I closed my eyes as leaned against the cold steel support beam. I couldn't relax. I had a niggling feeling I should be doing something, I just didn't know what. I unzipped my backpack, and found the black book Gladys had slipped in there yesterday. I ran my fingers over the sun embossed on the cover. 

I flipped it open. The title page said only “The Guardians.” There wasn't much text. It was mostly images of art from ancient cultures. The sun symbols from the necklace were everywhere—the four lines in each direction, the blazing rays at the outer edge, the small cross in the middle. They appeared on the shields of Spartan hoplites, on Achilles' cape on the battlefield at Troy, on an icon of the Virgin Mary holding baby Jesus, on Norse burial monuments and Native American rock carvings. The sun appeared on the crests of ancient kings and queens and behind the heads of long-forgotten gods and goddesses.

The guardians were warriors, leaders, gods. I certainly wasn't any of those and wouldn't ever be. Neither was Gladys. She said she was a guardian, but she spent her days surrounded by dusty old books in a Podunk county library. What could she possibly be guarding there? 

What a waste of time. Gladys thought she had given me answers. Instead, she gave me more questions. The only thing that was clear was that whatever I was, whatever the rest of us were, we had been around for a long time. 

I threw the book on the ground. It tumbled open to a photo of the rock in the woods by my house, the one where I'd heard the voices and seen the fog. I picked it up. The caption read: “Salt Creek township, Ohio. Guardian Anne Charity, aphthiton, aged seventeen, was murdered at this rock for her role defending the Native Americans massacred at Gnadenhutten in 1782.”

Salt Creek. Guardian. Aphthiton. Seventeen. Murdered. My blood turned to ice. The book may as well have read Jesse Flowers: Salt Creek, guardian, aphthiton, seventeen. Murdered in her dreams. 

Why didn't Gladys tell me Anne was murdered? Why didn't she tell  me Anne was my age? Why didn't Gladys tell me Anne was a guardian? Why did she tell me aphthiton meant having unlimited power? If Anne were all powerful, why couldn't she save herself? 

I examined the drawing of Anne next to the photo of the rock. She even looked like me, with long dark hair, light eyes, wearing a sun necklace. No. This can't be right. She looked like me, she had powers like me. She was a guardian and an aphthiton. She was dead at seventeen.   No. No way. That won't be me. Not if I can help it. There just dreams. They don't mean anything. Even if they do, I'll fight. I'll stop it somehow. I just need to see more of the puzzle pieces.

Suddenly, I knew who had them. I had to find the girl who chose me, the seer. I had to find Sybil. 

––––––––
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Gloria's two-story farmhouse was lemon yellow with periwinkle blue shutters. It was surrounded by gardens bursting with pink and white flowers, as lush as a July garden even though it was the middle of September. I didn't expect the home of a firestarter and a girl who talked to dead people to look so cheerful. 

I stepped onto the porch. A tarnished brass knocker hung in the middle of the front door. It had a name etched into it: Devault. Well, that explained a few things. Gloria, Adeen and Sybil Devault, descendants of the town founders. Verified magic people. 

Thrum thrum thrum. As soon as I knocked on the door, I felt a pang of doubt. Would Sybil let me in? If she did, would she be scattered, wild like she was at the party? I decided it was worth the risk, and rapped the knocker again. Thrum thrum thrum. 

Nothing. No noise. No rustling inside. Where could they be? They were home schooled, and people said they rarely left the farm, so they had to be here somewhere. 

Thrum thrum thrum. Nothing. 

Until I caught a whiff of flowers, light like jasmine. Perfume. And something else, a smoky smell, like burned paper. A slip of a shadow moved across the bottom of the door. Someone was on the other side. I pressed my ear to the door. I could just make out a sound. Creaking floorboards. Then, whispers. 

“It's her.”

“They said she would come.”

Sybil and Adeen. They knew it was me. “Open the door. I need to talk to you.” 

One of them gasped, then held her breath, trying to stay quiet. 

“I know you're there. I can hear you breathing. I can smell you. Open the door. Please. I need to talk to you.”

“What do you want? Are you here to make fun of us?” 

“No. I need your help. You were right about me.”

They whispered, deciding what to do. Then footsteps—walking away. Dammit. I punched the door. A guardian. Yeah right. An idiot, more like it. I was a desperate girl wandering alone in a world she didn't understand. I wasn't special. I was an outsider, and clearly I would have to figure all this out alone.

The heavy iron deadbolt scraped against the latch. The door creaked open, and a pale sliver of a hand folded around the edge of it. I stepped over the threshold. The house was as cheerful inside as out, filled with Persian rugs, crystal chandeliers, damask wallpaper in sunny peach and yellow, and antique furniture carved with ornate curlicues. Vases of fresh flowers  sweetened the air. “Sybil?”

“She's upstairs in her room.” The voice came from a red-haired waif with curls down to her waist. She smelled of jasmine and smoke. She cowered behind the open door. “Adeen?”

She stared at me with wide black eyes. “Don't touch me.”

“Uh, don't worry, I won't.” It was hard to imagine this frightened, frail creature once set a barn on fire. “Anyway. Um, hi. I'm Jess.”

“I know who you are. Sybil's upstairs.” She pointed a slender, milky white finger toward a narrow staircase and scuttled off. She couldn't wait to get away from me. 

The second floor was a hallway lined with doors, all of them closed, save for one. The door at the very end was cracked open. I opened it the rest of the way. Every wall in Sybil's room was covered in sketches and paintings, heavy black brush strokes against stark white canvas, dark figures staring with haunted eyes. 

I could see the ghost of what was once a cheerful little girl's bedroom under all of it. Striped pink walls, eyelet lace curtains, teddy bears growing dusty on shelves. Sybil sat on a stool behind an easel in a black dress and opaque black tights, obscured by a large canvas. Paint splattered on the floor around her. 

“I'm surprised it took you this long to come here.” She sounded annoyed. “You're just like the rest of them. You think I'm faking. You think I'm crazy, until someone you love dies and you show up begging to talk to them. Well, sweetheart, if you're here to talk to your poor dead daddy, you can leave. I don't do parlor tricks. It doesn't work that way.”

“That's not why I'm here.” 

The scrush scrush of brush scraping against canvas stopped. “Then why are you here, girl with the sun on her heart?” 

“You were right about me. I'm taking things from the others. I don't know what you saw or how, but at the party, I knew you were telling the truth. I believe you.” 

She stepped out from behind the easel. She was different in her own room than she was at the party. There, she seemed scattered, angry. Here, she was calm and forceful. Powerful. 

“Oh, the party. Did you have fun? It was really fancy, wasn't it? Expensive food, champagne. Of course, Adeen and I never get invited, and you see how they treat us when we have something important to say. Well, they'll see. The dark is coming. Half of them will be dead by the end of it.”  

“Sybil, I... I'm sorry they treat you that way.” 

“I'm so sick of sorry. All anyone ever tells me is 'sorry.' 'Sorry your gift is so hard, sorry things didn't turn out better for you and Adeen.' I don't want your pity.”

Her anger sucked the air out of the room. She looked at me, top to bottom, and her voice turned cautious, curious. “Although...I suppose you're the most likely to get it. You've been given quite a mixed bag, too, haven't you?” 

“That's why I wanted to talk to you.” 

She paced back and forth in front of me. “So, girl with the sun on her heart, what do you want to talk about?”  

“Afthee—Aphthiton—that word. What you called me at the party. What does it mean?” 

“Aphthiton.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. She took a long deep breath. “Aphthiton means limitless, unending.”

“Okay. But what does that mean for me.” 

“It means you and your powers could be limitless.”

That's what Gladys said. I was getting nowhere. “At the party, you said I had to prepare. You said I had to die. That's how I knew you weren't making it up. I see my death in my dreams, but are they destined to come true? If I supposedly have unlimited power, can't I use it to stay alive?”

She huffed. “You don't get it, do you? What you are now is potential. Everything you are is could be. Nothing has been decided yet. Whether you live or die is up to you. It depends on the choices you make.”

“I have a choice?”

“We all have choices, sweetheart. Some things you can change, other things you can't. Which thing is which only becomes clear when it's time.”

“So am I going to die or not?”

“Ha! Who cares?” 

She charged at me, pushing me backward with a force so strong I couldn't believe it came out of her tiny body. I fell onto her pink lacy bed and she jumped on top of me, pinning me down with her legs. She leaned in close. Her fiery breath tickled my face. 

Please don't touch me. Whatever she had, whatever she saw, I didn't want it. 

“Listen sweetheart. No one gets all the answers wrapped up for them in a neat little bow,” she growled. “People like you and me? All we ever get is pieces. It's funny like that. You probably will end up dead at the bottom of that pit whether you like it or not. But what happens after that is up to you.”

Dead at the bottom of a pit. She knows. “After that? Like, after I'm dead?”

“Just because you're dead, doesn't mean you're gone. Trust me.” She eyed me. “Besides, you might like being dead. You can see your daddy and your grandpa again. And it's a whole hell of a lot better than this.” 

“Better than what?”

“Living. Duh.” 

“How do you know?”

She crawled off of me. A wave of relief rushed over me. She didn't touch my skin. Thank god. I sat up on the edge of her bed. 

“The whispers in the dark. They're all riddles and codes. But when they grab me, touch me, they show me the truth.” She started pacing again. “Like a photo or a movie. I have to get it out. Have to so I don't lose it.”

She studied each painting on the wall. They must be images from the visions she'd had. “Why did you tell Gladys I was a guardian?”

“See for yourself.” She stretched her milky hand out to me, challenging me to grab it. She knew I'd get her power if I did. I recoiled and she laughed. “Chicken? Figures.”

“Gladys told me you were the one who said I was a guardian. You made a mistake.”

“It's no mistake, sweetheart,” she said. “This town is full of ghosts, and they won't shut up about you. I know what you are. I know why you're here. It's clear. Just accept it.” 

She ran her finger along the top edge of the canvas she'd been working on then flipped it around so I could see. My heart skipped a beat. It was a portrait of me, arms out, eyes black, surrounded by lightning. The image from my dream. The image Billy left in my backpack the first day of school. He said he got the idea from another artist. He didn't tell me it was Sybil. 

Except in her version, there was a glowing sun on my chest, over my heart. Gramma's sun. Gladys' sun. The guardian's sun. “This is what they have shown me, girl with the sun on her heart.”

I couldn't deny it. Sybil had seen it, and I had, too. It was real.“If I really am a guardian, what am I supposed to do?” 

“You’re here to stop the darkness from swallowing us all,” she said. “If you live long enough.” 
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Chapter 28—  Doubt
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Mom left before I got home. She'd taped a note on the kitchen counter. “Dinner in the fridge. Ham and cheese potatoes.” Blech. Jack's favorite, not mine.  

Jack. I could hear him upstairs in his room, plinking away at a video game, oblivious to the insanity around him. He was a ghost. He tuned it all out. He rarely came out of his room and wasn't going to until he was ready. I wished I could do the same, but the world wouldn't stay out. Even if I hid, it'd get me in my dreams. 

Now I had Sybil to worry about, too. She made me feel like I was doomed. Her parting words, right before she slammed her front door in my face, were “See you on the other side.” 

I opened the fridge and stared in, hoping something looked good enough to eat. My stomach grumbled even though it couldn't be much past four, hours before dinner time. 

Someone knocked on the back door. Who could it be? The farm hands were off today, and Vic walked right in like she lived here. 

Knock knock knock. 

Billy. Please. Please be Billy. 

I flew to the door, but when I opened it, the joy drained out of me. “Andy? What are you doing here?” 

He'd never been to my house, and I wondered why he was here now. 

“Can you let me in before I drop this?” He held a fat yellow folder with papers spewing out of it.

“Sure.” I held the door open and he brushed past me. I let him in mostly out of courtesy. I wasn't really in the mood for visitors, but he was a nice guy and a decent friend, so I couldn't turn him away. “What is all that stuff?” 

He plunked the papers on the kitchen table. “I know you're home sick and all, but I need to talk to you.”

“Really? What about?” He seemed focused, subdued, not his normal over-excited, exaggerating self. 

“Billy.”

“Okay.... but what's all this?” I pointed at the papers. 

“Proof.” 

“Proof of what?”

“Proof Billy killed people.” 

My gut folded itself in half two times, and my hunger disappeared. I chuckled awkwardly, pulling an innocent veneer over the dread inside me. “Come on. You're kidding. What people?” 

He sat down at the table and sorted through the crumpled papers. “These people.” 

“You're kidding, right?” Billy wasn't a murderer. I was sure of it. Well, mostly sure. 

“Hear me out, Jess. Please.” He didn't smile. He wasn't joking. “I know something fishy's going on. And since you're sweet on him, you need to listen. I don't want you to get hurt.” 

“You love this true crime stuff, but it's not really my thing.” 

“Humor me.” He patted the chair next to him, signaling I should sit, too. 

I did. “Fine. But make it quick, okay? I'm not feeling so great.”  

I already had a fistful of questions Billy refused to answer. I didn't need more. 

“You remember Dead Butch, right?” 

I shuddered. When a corpse's finger bones scrape your legs, it's hard to forget. 

“It wasn't an accident.”

“You already said that.” At school, during lunch. The day the window exploded on Vic. 

“That's the funny thing. These are all supposed to be accidents, but I know better. Salt Creek has secrets. You didn't move to a normal town.”

Boy, did I know it. But how did Andy know? Was he one of us? Did he know about me? “Anyway....” 

I was determined to speed this along and get him out the door as fast as possible. I needed time alone to figure out how I was going to magically change the future so I could stay alive. 

“Back to Butch.”  He held up a couple of papers that were clipped together. “This is the police report and the autopsy. Not everything made it into the newspaper.”

“How did you get that?”

“I asked for it. Anyone can get it.” 

“Oh.” I was impressed by his thoroughness. 

He started to read bits of it out loud. “Let's see. It says here Butch had burns on his chest and back.”

“Andy. Seriously. What are you getting at?” 

“Let me finish. He had burns on his chest and back...entry and exit wounds due to.... let me see here....it says the injury was consistent with lightning strike or electrocution.”

Lightning strike. No. Stay calm. This isn't proof. “Andy. That's horrible, but lightning isn't murder.”

“Are you sure?”

I squirmed in my seat. 

“There's more. Did you know Butch used to work at Billy's dad's quarry? He was an alcoholic. He showed up drunk at work a few months ago and almost killed one of the other guys. He got fired, he couldn't pay his bills, then he lost his house. He was pretty mad. See?”

He handed me two police reports. I gave them a quick read. Shortly after Butch was fired, he threatened Billy's mom with a knife outside the coffee shop downtown. He'd also showed up at their house, and when they wouldn't answer the door, he vandalized the cars. “Okay.... but how is this murder?”

“God, don't you watch crime TV? It's motive. I'll piece it all together for you at the end. You'll see.” 

“Now, Carol and Dave Fleming.”

“Who?”

“Damn. Don't you listen to anything I say? The campers. I told you about them at lunch.”   I shrugged. No. I didn't remember. I must have tuned him out. 

He groaned. “They were found dead outside their tent at that crappy campground near Rockbridge.” 

He handed me a newspaper article. The headline read Activists struck by lightning, killed. I read through it quickly. “This says they were struck by lightning in a pop-up storm.”

“Exactly.”

“Lightning isn't murder, Andy.” It wasn't. It can't be.

“Except there were no storms that night. None. And there were no storms the night Butch died either. I checked. No storms, no lightning.” 

He handed me a print out of the weather report. Wow. If Andy spent this much time on his actual homework, he'd be valedictorian. 

“I don't get it.” I played dumb. 

“All three of these people supposedly died from lightning strikes, but there were no storms. No storms equals no lightning. Get it?”

“But why would someone kill them?”

“You mean why would Billy kill them?”

My gut churned, and for a hot minute I thought I might throw up. I didn't want to hear this, but Andy handed me another stack of newspaper articles anyway. The headlines read: Combs Quarry buys land near state park, $3 million expansion planned and Eco-activists protest proposed quarry expansion. 

“So?” My patience ran thin. I couldn't, I wouldn't accept this. Billy wouldn't use his power to kill. He wasn't a murderer. 

“That couple was here to organize a protest. They were holding things up. It was—and still is—costing Billy's family a lot of money,” he said. “Protests and environmental regulations are bad for business.”

“You can't be serious.” I didn't get the impression Billy or his parents were cut-throat capitalists, the type of people who would hurt people for profit. 

“What do you think pays for Billy's sports car, or that fancy mansion he lives in, huh?” Andy was determined than to convince me he was right. 

I shrugged. 

“Well, just wait. You have to believe me on this last one. You saw it with your own eyes. You were there.” 

He handed me another article. I came eye to eye with the smiling face of Clint Miller. The living, breathing Clint Miller. Logan Boy Still Missing. Brad handed me this paper in the hallway last week before anyone knew Clint was dead. 

“You saw them fight. We both did. We all did,” he said. 

Wait. I didn't remember seeing Andy at the quarry, but he must have been there. Maybe he showed up during the fight? “Billy was mad enough to kill that kid.”  

I pressed my fists against my eyes to hold back the tears. No more. Not another word. It was too much. “Andy, please. Stop. I know you believe it, but I can't do this now.” 

He didn't stop. “There hasn't been anything in the newspaper yet, but rumor is the sheriff's office thinks Clint was hit by lightning, too.”

Yeah. He was, if my dream was true. Sheriff said it on the radio while I sat in his office, but I couldn't let Andy know that. “I know what's in the police report. I'm the one who gave it. I found Clint. I saw him. There was nothing crazy, okay?” 

At least, nothing crazy by the time I found him. The telekinetic who dropped Clint over the ravine after purposely hitting him by lightning on a clear, stormless night was long gone by then. 

“You have to believe me.” He grabbed my wrist. I flinched. He touched my skin. I was bare, exposed. “What if you're next?”

“Next for what, Andy?”

“Next on Billy's list. You guys haven't exactly been getting along.”

“And what if I am?” Steam pressure built inside me. “How would he kill me, Andy, huh? How?”

“With lightning. I know what he is. I know what he can do. I'm not blind. I'm not stupid.”

Oh my god. Andy figured it out. He waited for me to say something, but instead I stared into his eyes for a long time. Should I tell him I know, too? No. No way. What if he went around telling everyone? What if he was only guessing and he needed me to confirm it for him? 

“You're crazy. That's impossible.” I knew Andy wasn't crazy, but I had to keep the secret, for myself and for all of the others. 

“His mystery disappearance last year wasn't mono. He left because he turned into a monster.” 

“A monster? Get real. You're imagining things.” My voice shook. Deny it. No matter what. 

“Am I? All those people dead from lightning strikes and no storms. Billy did it. He can shoot lightning out of those rich boy hands of his.”

How did he know that? I concentrated on my face, moving the pieces of it around into an expression that said I didn't believe him, that I thought he made it up. Andy let go of me and hopped out of his seat. “Oh, he didn't tell you? What a surprise. I wonder what else he hasn't told you. I bet he didn't mention he's a murderer.”

“Andy. Listen to yourself. No one can shoot lightning out of their hands. It's impossible.”

“No, it's not,” he snipped. “Salt Creek isn't like other places, Jess. People here aren't normal. Some of them can do things straight out of a comic book. Just wait. You'll see.”

I popped out of my chair and pulled a Lila Combs. I grabbed his hands, skin be damned. Andy had already touched me, and I didn't feel any different.  I focused on what I wanted him to feel. 

Calm down, Andy. Calm Down. Relax.  His shoulders slumped as the tension left. Relax, Andy. He took a deep breath. I put feelings into him, but he gave me something back. Not a new power, thankfully. Andy must have been a normie. He gave me an instinct, a sensation. There was more than I ever saw on the surface plunking around inside him. Anger—tarry, black, all consuming anger— but also a big void. Loss. He was grieving, but for what? 

“Andy—” I wanted to ask him what he'd lost, but I wouldn't have any way to explain how I knew, so I stopped. 

“Okay. Okay. Fine. I know you don't believe me, but think about what I told you, okay?” 

“Okay.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”

“Great. So, um, I guess I'll head home. I'll leave this stuff for you.” He pointed to the papers.

“No, don't.” I never wanted to see that stuff again.

“No, I'm leaving it, so if you decide you want to look at it, you can.”

He scuttled to the back door. When he opened it, I saw a beat up blue bicycle leaning against the door frame. All traces of tread had worn off the tires, and the frame was nearly too bent to ride. “Andy, did you come all the way here on that thing? I thought you lived in town.”

“I don't have a car, but I needed to talk to you.” He went flush in the cheeks.

“Andy, you live miles from here.” I spied the lemon yellow of Gramps' pick up. “Come on. Put your bike in the truck. I'll drive you home.”

With a rusty plunk, the job was done. Andy slid onto the bench seat next to me, and I prayed Gramps' truck would start. I'd probably short circuited the darn thing trying to get to Big Joe's. The keys were still in the ignition. After a few groans, the engine turned over. 

I pulled out of the driveway and realized I didn't really know where Andy lived. I'd been a bad friend, too absorbed in my own problems to do the normal get-to-know you stuff. Andy didn't seem to care, and showed me where to go, where to turn. He lived not far from school, on a street of run-down houses and chewed up, weed-choked sidewalks behind a dumpy abandoned gas station. Most of the houses had porches listing slightly to one side.  

“This is it.” He pointed to a narrow, two-story house with dirty white siding. A ramp covered the old stairs up to the door. A pale man in a wheelchair sat on the porch wrapped in a plaid blanket. He was frail, a thin skeleton coated with bluish white skin. He seemed too young to look so worn. Who was he? 

“Thanks for the ride.” Andy slid out the door. “Think about what I told you, okay?”

“I will.” I offered an anemic smile, he slammed the door shut, and I pressed the gas pedal all the way to the floor. I couldn't get away fast enough. 

A few streets away, I parked the truck and laid my head down on the steering wheel. I struggled to breathe. I felt like I was at the bottom of a well, problems falling in on top of me like water. Drowning me. I couldn't push Andy's accusations out of my head. Seeing those smiling, living, breathing faces staring up at me from the newspaper, but knowing those people were now cold and dead in the ground was too much. Too real. And they were all linked to Billy's family. They wouldn't kill anyone. Billy wouldn't kill anyone. He wouldn't. They couldn't. They're nice people. 

Although, Billy had said some odd things. 

I've spent the past year hiding everything about who I am. Was he hiding murders? 

I don't want you to end up dead like the rest of them. Billy said it in the driveway, the night I found Clint's body. The rest of them. It sounded like he knew there were other dead people. 

It's all over and taken care of. He said it on my balcony after the fight. It didn't seem like anything at the time, but now Clint was dead. 

How did his hoodie end up at the ravine? Why wouldn't he tell me why he went to see the Sheriff? No. Billy isn't a murderer.  But if he were innocent, why wouldn't he answer my questions? I couldn't deny the dreams either. He had attacked me. He, and the shadow. 

I revved up the truck and sped to the park. I needed to see the ravine again with my own eyes, in the plain daylight, not in some fog-filled vision. Maybe I could make sense of it. Maybe I missed something, another clue to vindicate Billy or to damn him, either way, so I could be sure.

I lurched to a stop in the parking lot. There were only two other cars. Good. It'd be easier to run with no spectators. I listened and waited, making sure there was no one around before I zipped up the trail. It hurt to admit it, but Ava's power sure was handy. Between the smells and the sounds, no one could sneak up on me. I got to the top in a flash.

I ran off the high trail past the buzzard tree, and soon I stood at the edge of the ravine. It was beautiful really, without the death, without the fear and the darkness. The rim was surrounded by trees, their roots holding on tight to the rock. A small waterfall fell through the mossy crags, dripping into a pool a hundred yards below. 

Tat tat tat tat. It was the sound in my dream, the falling water, the splosh of droplets on stone. I looked up at the sky. Pure blue. If Andy was right, all those people died at the hands of a murderer, struck by lightning under cloudless, clear skies like this. They would have died like Clint did in my dream.

It couldn't be Billy. It had to be someone else. 

The sincere, thoughtful boy who took me on a picnic, who held my hand when I needed to feel safe, who loved Gramps as much as I did, who was just as lonely as I was, and who made me feel loved and gave me a reason to get out of bed everyday wasn't a killer. He couldn't be. 

Billy wasn't telekinetic. It couldn't be him. Unless no one knew he was telekinetic. Someone had given me the power to move objects with my mind. Maybe Billy kept that part of himself secret. No. He'd been so upfront about his power. He'd shown it to me that night in the woods. Why would be hide one power and not the other? 

I heard Gramps' voice in my head. Hold your cards close to your chest. I hadn't told Billy everything. Maybe he hadn't told me everything either.

Then I smelled it. Blood. Weak, but close. The hoodie. It must still be here. I followed my nose. It didn't take long to find it, still under the hasty pile of leaves I'd covered it with. 

Crack. Snap. Footsteps. 

I bolted a few dozen feet away and ducked behind a wide, old tree. I pressed my back against the trunk. 

Crack. Snap. Scrush scrush. Snap. Scrush. The footsteps came closer, then voices. 

“It's here. It's right where Jess said it was.” Billy. What was he doing here? Who was he talking to? “We must have missed it last time.”

Last time? He had been at the ravine. Sunday, when I'd smelled it on him. 

“Quick. Grab it and let's go. I hate it here. It's creepy.” Her voice. He was with Ava. 

I slowly, carefully peeked around the tree to see what they were doing. Billy picked up the hoodie and tucked it into a plastic bag. Ava watched him, her nose curled up in disgust. 

“God, it stinks. You need to be more careful next time. Don't leave your stuff lying around.” Ava perked up and started looking around. “Someone's here.” 

Oh no. I rolled back against the tree, as slowly and quietly as I could, praying she wouldn't hear me.

“Where?”

“I'm not sure, but she's close.”

“Who is it?”

“Smells like your girlfriend.”
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Chapter 29 — The Confrontation 
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The hallway was jam packed with kids dumping books in lockers and talking to friends. I was frazzled, late, running in the back door hoping to make it to homeroom before the bell. I hadn't slept at all last night. Again. Another nightmare, this one about poor dead Butch, begging for his life as the telekinetic shadow zapped him with lightning then dropping him and his Bobcat in the lake. I shuddered, trying to shake it off. I dropped my backpack at my feet and jimmied my locker open. 

Vic brushed past me on her way to class, whispering as she walked by, “Look out. He's headed your way.”

Billy beelined to me. His eyes locked onto mine. He didn't blink. He didn't smile. His jaw was tense, tight. For days, I'd wanted to see him, dreaming that when I did, it'd become clear all of this was a misunderstanding. That changed yesterday in the woods. He was hiding something. Now we both knew it. 

He grabbed my arm and squeezed hard. “I told you to stay out of the woods.” 

“You have a lot of nerve telling me what to do.” I yanked free. 

He hovered over me, unflinching, his eyes glued to my face. “You have to stay out of the woods. You'll get yourself killed. Don't you understand? It's not safe.” 

“Why isn't it safe? Who's going to kill me, huh? Is it you?” Now I'd done it. I'd accused him. 

“Jess, that isn't funny. I'm serious.”  

So was I. “I saw you with Ava. You took the hoodie. I watched you. It had blood all over it, and I know it's not your blood. I smelled it.”

The bell rang, and the hallway emptied. 

Ava and Billy left the park in a hurry yesterday, running off right after she'd smelled me. They didn't look for me, and I was thankful for the easy getaway, but curious why they were in such a rush. “So it was you. Were you alone?” 

“Does it matter? Why were you there?”

“I can't...The sheriff made me...” He stood up extra straight and looked away. 

“Sheriff made you what?”

He shook his head. 

“Well, chew on this. Andy came over to my house yesterday to tell me you killed a bunch of people. All of them were struck by lightning. He thinks they were murdered, and he thinks you did it. He knows about you.” 

“Andy. Andy Stillwell?” His brows squinched together. He got quiet as he tried to figure out how Andy knew. 

“Yeah. That Andy. Didn't you hear me? He knows what you are. He thinks you killed people. Then I see you in the woods grabbing your blood-stained hoodie from a crime scene. Are you going to tell me why you were out there?” 

“I will, when it's over.”

“When what's over?”

“You have to let it go. Just drop it.” 

“Are you kidding? Someone accused you of murder and that's all you have to say?” 

“Please... Don't make me... I promised... I. Just trust me.” 

Boy, was he stubborn. It made me really angry. “You can't lie, sneak around with your ex-girlfriend, refuse to answer my questions and honestly expect me to trust you. It doesn't work like that.”

He didn't say anything, and I'd had enough. I snapped. A bomb went off inside me. I slammed my locker shut and sent an abrupt jolt of electricity through the entire wall of them. All the lockers shook and sparked. 

Billy jumped back. “What the..... Oh my god... Jess. No! Why didn't you tell me?”

Blue sparks rolled off my hands. Holy hell. I breathed. In. Out. It wasn't working. It didn't stop. Not this time.

“If you have nothing to hide, if you're innocent, tell me the truth right now,” I growled, sparking. “Did you kill Clint? Did you hurt those other people?” 

“Jess. Calm down. Jess, Breathe!” 

It was too late. Zzzztttt. I could feel it rippling out of me, the sparks spreading past my hands, up and down my arms, gathering steam under the surface of my skin as the deep bleeding hurt inside me raged out of control. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead. 

Billy wrapped his arms around me and drug me down the hall. “Calm down, Jess. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.”

He pushed me into a utility closet, then closed and locked the door behind us. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I snapped. 

“You’re out of control. I can't let you blow out the school. Calm down. Okay? Calm down. Breathe. Breathe.” His voice eased into a soothing tone. “Take a minute to calm down.”

“How can I calm down? You lied to me. You made me think you cared about me, then you’re off doing God knows what. All these people are dead from lightning strikes or....or...something and all you can tell me is I need to drop it?” 

“Why didn't you tell me, Jess?” His voice crackled. “Why didn't you tell me I did this to you?”

I stood there enraged. I didn't see his tears at first. They flew down his cheeks. I wasn't sure if I wanted to console him or to punch him. “I couldn't tell you,” I said. “You weren't here.”

He fell on top of me into an embrace, burying his face in my hair. “I'm so sorry. Did I do this to you? I'm so sorry.” 

The smell of him—clean, earthy, intoxicating—melted my heart, and the electricity stopped. Right then in his arms, I didn't want to be angry. I didn't want to be alone. I wanted to be with him, the way we were on the picnic blanket in the woods, forever. 

“Why didn't you tell me?”

“You were gone,” I said. “You told me to stay away from you.” 

“Don't listen to me. I'm stupid. I don't want to be away from you. It hurts too much. I didn't know what I was saying. It killed me to see you with Steve, that's all.” 

His cheek slid down mine and he kissed me, a soft, sweet kiss. I reveled in the feel of his skin, his lips. My emotions went into overdrive. Love. Desire. Relief. 

“I love you.” Boom. He said it. 

I soared, like a hawk flying high, but it didn't last. The bird fell back into the storm clouds. I pushed him away. I couldn't let this go. There was too much at stake. Truth and lies. Life and death. 

“Do you love Ava, too?” It was petty, but she was in on it. He wasn't keeping secrets from her. She was with him yesterday and at the sheriff's office. She knew what he was doing, which meant she knew his heart better than I did. 

“Yeah, of course I do. But it's not like that. Not like you.”

“You're right. It's not like me. You don't keep secrets from her.” 

He couldn't bear to see me with Steve? Well, I couldn't bear that he shared his whole self with Ava. It was too painful, too much.

“Jess...” 

“Did you kill those people, Billy? I don't want to believe it, but you're making it really hard.” 

His face twisted into rage. “You need to stay out of this until I figure it out, Jess. If you stay out of the woods, you won't get hurt. That's all I know.”

I’d heard enough. I stormed past him to the door and tried to unlock it. 

“It's too late. I'm already hurt.”

“You’re not leaving. Not yet.” He leaned against the door. 

Maybe Big Joe hadn't told him I could rip it off the hinges or punch right through it like it was paper. I considered it, then I heard Gramps in my head again. Hold your cards close to your chest. If Billy was dangerous, if he really was secretly a telekinetic, it'd be better if he didn't know about my strength. I had to have something of my own hidden away, just in case. 

“I can’t let you go.” 

“Why? Because I know you’re a murderer?”  

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Jess.” 

“Then correct me. Tell me the truth. Please.” 

“I...I can’t. Yet,” he huffed.. “I wish I could, but I'm not sure of anything. I want to keep you out of this. It's the only way I can protect you. I can't tell you. Not now. I promised...”

“Promised who?”

“Sheriff Franks.”

My guts churned. Sheriff Franks. In on it, too, for all I knew. He'd lied to the newspaper. He told me Drunk Butch was a homicide, but that didn't make the headlines.

“Oh, that’s great. Just great.” I wrestled the door open. Billy grabbed my arm.

“Jess. Wait.”

“I've heard enough.” With a flick, I sent him flying backward into the wall. Who needed self defense when you had telekinesis? I ran into the hallway.

I heard him calling from behind me. “Jess. I need more time. Trust me. Please.”

“I'll never make that mistake again. Stay away from me.” I grabbed my backpack off the floor by my locker. Wet streaks lined Billy's cheeks. Tears. There was a low rumble and it was getting louder. Oh my god. He's going to blow. 

A blanket of blue light shot out of him, rushing toward me like a tidal wave, covering everything in the hall. I ducked and covered. The wave rolled over me, singing my hair and my clothes. 

Chink. Chink. Chink. The bulbs in the overhead lights exploded one by one. The floor and the walls shook as if there had been an earthquake. When the blue light disappeared, Billy had steam rolling off of him.

Teachers and students poured out into the halls, looking around, wondering why the lights had gone out. He must have blown the circuits for the entire school. The crowd soon swallowed Billy up, and I broke out in a sweat. 

Confronting Billy was a terrible idea. I'd made it all worse. If he was a killer, I'd told him Andy and I knew about him. I'd put us in danger. If he was innocent, I'd accused him of the worst possible crimes. Lose. Lose. Now what was I supposed to do?  

My gut told me to run. So I did, and I didn't stop. I ran out the back door, through back alleys, down winding two lane roads, through corn fields. Racing, as if maybe if I ran fast enough, the fear, the pain wouldn't catch me. A storm raged inside me, so I ran to the only place where the whirlwind would stop and I would have peace. The cemetery. 

I didn't know what I hoped for standing over Dad and Gramps' graves. Clarity, strength, a miracle?  I hadn't been back since the funeral. It cut me in half inside to see the few straggly blades of grass growing on the rectangles of dirt covering them up. If the dirt was still tilled and fresh, somehow it seemed as if they were closer to me. They hadn't been gone as long. The distance between us was shorter. 

“Dad. Gramps.” A light breeze kicked up, tickling my neck as I said their names. “Help me. Please.” 

My pocket buzzed. I fished out my phone. It was Vic. “Jess, where are you?” 

“I'm, um, out. Shouldn't you be in history? Why are you calling?”

“Uh, schools canceled, dum dum. Why don't you know that?”

“Oh, um. I'm not at school.”

“Well, the power's out. They can't legally keep us in the building with no electricity, so we've got the rest of the day off. I've been looking all over for you. I'm starving. Everyone's going to the diner for an early lunch. Are you at home? I'll come get you.” 

No, I'm boo-hooing in the cemetery. “I'll meet you there.”

She agreed, so I straightened up, wiped my eyes, and ran to the diner. It took me a while, because I went through cornfields instead of using the road. The last thing I needed was a car full of kids from Salt Creek High School driving by me while I ran as fast as their car. 

The diner was a trim white cement-block building on a lonely stretch of two-lane road in the Hocking Hills. When I arrived, every table had kids sitting and standing around it. 

Vic sat a tiny table for two in the front corner, stuffing her lip-glossed mouth with a forkful of waffles. Somehow, she'd managed to save me a seat. She motioned for me to hurry and sit down, as she splurted another blob of maple syrup onto her plate. 

“I looked everywhere for you. Where were you? By the way, isn't this totally great? A free day off!” She bumped her arms up and down like she was at a rave.

“No, this is not great. Can we go outside? We need to talk.”

“There's no way I'm losing my seat. I've gotta finish ma waffflll—” Vic did her best to protest while stuffing another forkful into her mouth. 

Fine then. I scanned the room. Dee the mind reader zipped back and forth behind the counter. If I told Vic everything—everything— no more secrets, would Dee hear us? Would she tell Billy? Was she a threat? While I assessed the situation, I tried to think of the most inane things possible to throw Dee off the scent. Unicorns. Rainbows. Sunflowers. 

She didn't notice. Dee rushed meal to tables and slung milkshakes, unprepared and understaffed for a surprise weekday rush. There were a lot of voices in here. She was probably drowning in bits of a thousand random conversations. Maybe she wouldn't be able to single me out with all these other people around. 

“Billy did it.”

“Did what?”

“The lights at school.” 

“Whaaa—?” Another mouthful of waffles. 

“You were right. He is like us.” I looked at the counter. Dee barked another order at the grill cook. “He can shoot electricity out of his body. We got in a fight, and he got so upset he blew out the school.” 

Vic looked at me, her cheeks stuffed like a hamster.“There's more. Andy came to my house yesterday. He knows about Billy. He thinks Billy killed Clint by electrocuting him.”

Vic heaved as if she was choking. I patted her back just in case. She took her time, chewing each morsel carefully, taking her sweet time considering what I'd just told her. The words flew out as soon as she swallowed the last chunk. “Andy? Andy said that? Jess. Seriously. You can't believe him. Andy hates Billy, I mean hates hates. He's hated him since the accident.”

“What accident?” She raised her eyebrow at me, as if to say 'duh'. I shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I just moved here.”

“Oh, right. Well, Andy's dad worked at the quarry for like, ever. He almost died at work a few months ago. He's in a wheelchair now. He's in really bad shape, as in like he's never going to get better. Didn't you know?” 

I shook my head. No. I didn't know. That wilted shell of a man on Andy's porch was his dad. How sad. Now the anger and the grief inside Andy made sense. 

“Andy will say bad stuff about Billy any chance he gets. He's mad. I mean, the whole thing has been really hard on him. He'll get over it eventually, but right now you can't believe anything he says.” 

“That's not everything.” 

Dee wound through the crowd, loaded down with plates overflowing with cheeseburgers and fries. 

“Gramps could see the future in his dreams and I can, too. In my dreams, Billy kills me, with lightning, in the woods.” 

I didn't want to hide a single thing from Vic anymore. I told her what I saw in my dreams, the ravine, Billy chasing me. The shadow attacking and killing Clint and Butch. 

“Vic. I don't want to die. What do I do?”

She sat up stick straight in her chair and looked at me with one of her very rare serious faces, the one that said she was about to have a moment of clarity and I'd better pay attention.

“It's simple. If you have a dream where you die in the woods, then stay out of the woods. If Billy's the guy who does it, then don't ever be alone with him again. Forget him. Move on. If you do that, maybe your future will change.”

She was right. If I never let the dream happen, if I never went back to the ravine, if I stayed out of the woods, if I wasn't alone with Billy, then it couldn't come true. It was so simple. I hugged her. “You're a genius, Vic.”

“I know. You hungry?”

“No.”

“Then let's get out of here.” 

We waded to the register. Soon after, Brad walked in the door and whisked her up in his arms. The flirting began. Vic pressed her bill and a few crumpled dollars into my hand. “Here. Pay this. I'll be there in a minute.” 

I waited by the register until frazzled, busy Dee finally had a second to check me out. “Hey, sweetie. How're you doing?” 

Unicorns. Rainbows. She wouldn't read my mind. “Oh, I’m okay.”  

“Did you have fun at the party?”

“Yeah, it was fun.” Sunflowers and sandy beaches.  

“Everybody seemed to really like you. I loved your dress. Sure wish we could find stuff like that around here.” 

She smoothed out each of Vic's dollars and put them in the til. I stared at her skin, smooth and dotted with freckles, and I considered, very briefly, touching her. A casual brush of her pinky, something subtle. If I had her power, Billy wouldn’t be able to lie to me. No one would. 

The thought lasted a split second. Dee caught it. She slammed the till shut and looked at me with coal black eyes. “Honey, you don’t want this. Trust me.” She stomped away.

Vic hung in Brad's arms, beaming, powering up on the attention. No way I was getting out of here anytime soon. A few girls at a table nearby looked at me and didn't even try to hide that they were talking about me. 

It's that new girl. I saw her fighting with Billy in the hallway this morning. Looks like there's trouble in paradise. Too bad. 

Dee was right. I could already hear what people said, and it wasn't nice. They were probably even meaner in their heads. 

Steve sat at a packed table in the middle of the restaurant. I hadn't noticed him when I came in. Too many fans huddled up around him. He smiled when he caught me looking at him. His friends made a few offhand remarks about me, ribbing him for having a crush on me. I waded to his table, leaned over his chair, and cornered him so I had his full attention. 

“Do you have a date for the homecoming dance yet?”

His cheeks went pink. “Um...no. You're the only one I asked.” 

“Great. Pick me up at eight.” 
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Chapter 30 — Homecoming 
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The gymnasium was dark like a cave, except for the crisscross of twinkling Christmas lights and glittery silver stars dangling from the ceiling. 

A crowd descended on Steve the minute we walked in, showering him with high fives and praise. It was Saturday. Last night, Steve led the Salt Creek High School football team to a blow-out victory in the homecoming game. He was a hero, and I could tell half the school wondered why he was wasting his time with me. 

Vic saved me from the crush of people, shuffling me over to a couple of tables heaped with food and drinks. 

“Here. Let me fix your dress.” She straightened my spaghetti straps and pushed all my girl bits up or in, where they were supposed to go. “This dress looks better on you than it ever did on me. You should keep it.” 

I was grateful to Vic for the last-minute dress loan and for the moral support, but I knew her well enough to know there was something on her mind. “Come on, Vic. What's up?”

“So.....I think it's going really great with Steve, don't you?” 

We'd double-dated. And yes, it was. “After all the stuff I told you, that's what you're worried about?” 

She untwisted the chain and laid Gramma's sun charm flat against my chest. I wore it hoping it would magically make me feel stronger, safer. “Hey, if getting over Billy is going to keep you alive, I'm going to do everything I can to make that happen.” 

Getting over Billy should have been easy. Steve looked absolutely stunning in a tailored black suit with his hair slicked back. He'd been a complete gentleman all night. He opened doors. He laughed at all the jokes. He paid for the too-fancy dinner. He smelled good. 

Steve emerged from the crowd and approached us. The thumping bass waned and a slow song began. “Do you want to dance?” 

I nodded. He led me onto the dance floor. He held me close, and I could feel his soft, warm breath on my shoulder. It was enough to make a girl melt. Okay, maybe any other girl. My heart had turned to stone. Still, I was determined to try extra hard to give Steve a chance. I wanted him to win me over. I wanted to move on. Deep down, I knew he was the right choice.

Still, Billy dominated my thoughts no matter how hard I tried to push him out. I hadn't seen him since he blew out the lights. It'd been three days, and I hadn't had a single dream since. Not one. I took it as a sign. I had stayed away from him, from the woods, and now my brain was calibrating a new, different future. I only wished that made it easier to let him go. 

I caught a glimpse of Vic and Brad, dancing and laughing. He’d done everything right tonight. He'd given her compliments and plenty of attention. Pretty good for a meathead. He'd impressed me for once. 

Practically the whole high school had packed into the gym, dressed up in their fanciest clothes. Lily and glasses boy lingered by some chairs, kissing. Katie, ultra-girly in a slinky pink dress, chatted with Andy by the punch bowl. She soon pranced off, leaving him alone and nervous, awkward in his ill-fitting suit, too short in the pants, too big in the shoulders. Poor guy. I felt for him, now that I knew he was hurting.

“I’m glad you changed your mind,” Steve said. “About the dance. Thanks for coming with me.”

“Oh, yeah, no problem. Sorry for the short notice.” 

Steve pressed his face into the fold where my neck met my shoulder. I tried not to flinch. I was paranoid about people touching my skin—I didn't want to catch anything— but I'd reminded myself over and over, before Steve so much as rang the doorbell, that it would be okay. I'd already touched Steve. He kissed my hand the day we met. I suspected he was a normie anyway. I didn't feel any secrets or anything superhuman clinking around inside him. All of his skills in school and on the football field, he had because he earned them. 

He twirled me around again. Sonya stood on the sidelines with a handful of cheerleader friends. Gorgeous, popular Sonya, shiny flawless black hair to her waist, scandalous curved barely contained in here red dress. Here without a date. She should be in my place, dancing with Steve. I knew it, she knew, they all knew it. 

A hand landed on my shoulder. I turned around and my heart jumped off a cliff. Billy. “May I cut in?”

Steve wasn’t expecting it any more than I was, judging from the drop-jawed look on his face. 

“It’s okay, Steve. This won’t take long.”

Steve scuttled off the dance floor and Sonya jumped on her chance. They started to dance together, although he kept looking over at us. Billy slid his arm around my waist and pulled me close. I tried not to look in his eyes, but it was pointless. Billy showed up out of nowhere and of course he looked gorgeous, dressed up, confident. And he owned my feelings, even if I didn't want him to. 

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here.”

“It’s the homecoming dance. I have as much right to be here as everyone else.”

“You know what I mean. You almost blew up the school.”

“Ha. So did you. Besides, I'm not here to dance. I came for you.” 

I felt the heat radiating off of him and the line of excited bumps forming on my skin. “I’ll tell you everything, if you give me a chance.”

He couldn't be serious. “You've had plenty of chances.” 

He could have come to my house. He could have called me. Why did he have to do it at the dance, in front of everyone, when I was on a date?

“It's not the best timing, but it can't wait. I didn't kill those people, Jess, but whoever did tried hard to make it look like it was me. It took us a while to figure it out.”

Technically, those were the words I wanted to hear, but I wanted to hear them days ago. His timing made him seem disingenuous. “You've got until the end of the song to make me believe you.” 

He cleared his throat. “Someone is killing people and making it look like I did it. At first, we thought they were accidents, but when Clint....” his voice trailed off. “After that, we knew for sure someone was targeting me. And if we don't catch him, you're probably next.”

A chill ran through me. The dreams stopped, I can't be next. 

“You think someone is trying to frame you?” 

He nodded. The explanation was too simple, too neat, too convenient. “So, what have you been doing about it? Where have you been?” 

He sure hadn't been at school, and last time he skipped, he was creeping around the woods destroying evidence. 

“Ava and I—” 

“Oh. Right. You've been with your girlfriend.” 

Her name was a knife in my heart. I pushed him away, but he clung to me. 

“Listen. Sheriff Franks called us in to help figure out who did this. He swore us to secrecy. Ask Ava. She'll back me up.”

He pointed to the door. Ava stood there stick-straight tall like a model in her skimpy black dress and rhinestone shoes. Adam was with her. He'd added a bow tie to his usual crinkled T-shirt ensemble. She had a smug look on her face. She heard what I'd said. Maybe she liked causing a rift between us. She nodded and mouthed It's true. 

“Look, where I'm from cops usually don't call teenagers when they need help solving crimes. That's ridiculous.”

“It's different here. Sheriff Franks knows what we are. When something unnatural comes up, he calls in help. This time, he needed me and Ava. Sheriff knows someone is singling me out. He knows I didn't do it.”

“So you've been with her this whole time. Figures.” I couldn't let it go. Petty me. 

“I told you it isn't like that. Forget it. We don't have time. Right now, you're in trouble. Someone is trying to hurt me, and you're probably next because I love you and now you won't talk to me, and everyone knows it.” 

My heart stirred a little when he said he loved me, but I shook it off. “If it isn't you, who is it?”

“Adam told me about your dreams, about the telekinetic, about all the things you can do. He told me about your skin. You were the clue we'd been looking for, Jess. It has to be someone you know, someone you've touched. It's a telekinetic pretending to be like me. Adam said it could work. Physics and all. And, it has to be someone who has a problem with me.” 

It was a solid theory. “Okay then. Who?”

Billy's voice went down to barely a whisper, and he scanned for prying ears before he said it out loud. “We've narrowed it down to Steve or Andy.”

No effing way. Billy had a lot of nerve showing up at the dance, on the night I'm trying to get over him, so he could blame my date and my grieving friend for killing people. 

I pushed him off. “You've got to be kidding me.” Billy grabbed my wrist and twirled me back to him. “Let go. I'm done.”

“No. Hear me out.”

“No. You hear me out. Steve is a normie. Andy is a normie. There's nothing like us in them.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because they've touched me and I didn't pick up anything weird. They're clear. Steve can be snarky, but he's mostly a nice guy. And when Andy was at my house going on and on about how you were a killer? I touched him and nothing happened. Nothing. I didn't get any powers. There wasn't anything there. You're wrong. Besides, look at him.”

We both glanced over at Andy, slumped awkwardly by the punch bowl stuffing his mouth with cake. He had a glob of icing on his cheek. “You think that guy is a telekinetic who mimicked your power and used it to kill a bunch of people. He can barely walk to class without some jerk shoving him into a locker.”

“You have to believe me.” 

“No, I don’t.”

“Look. I came here for you and I'm not leaving without you,” Billy said. “You could die. We need to leave right now.”

“I’m not leaving. And if I am, it's certainly not with you.” I stomped off. Everyone stared. They didn’t even try to hide it.

The nerve of him. Showing up here to tell me such a crock. I rushed over to Andy and hugged him. “Uh, Jess, what are you doing?” He wiggled, uncomfortable in my embrace.

“It's nice to see you. I'm glad you came.”

“Um...everything okay with Billy?”

“No. It's not. He came here tonight to try to convince me that you killed those people. Can you believe it?”

He fidgeted with his tie. “You told him?” he squeaked. 

“Yeah. I told him.” 

Steve looped around dance floor, trying to free himself from Sonya. “If Steve manages to get away, tell him I stepped outside to get some air.”

I snuck out the side door, because Billy, Adam, and Ava stood guard at the front. The night air was chilly. I needed to pep up before I went back inside. Steve would want to know what Billy and I talked about, and I had to come up with a convincing lie. The door creaked open behind me. Andy emerged with two plastic champagne glasses filled with punch. 

“Uh, you sure you're okay, Jess? Wanna talk about it?”

“Yeah. I'll be fine.” He handed me a glass, and I downed the flat, fruity concoction in one gulp, wishing it was something stronger. “Wow. This stuff tastes terrible. They should fire whoever made it.”

“I don't think you can fire moms.”

“Listen, Andy.” It was probably weird to bring it up. “Vic told me what happened to your dad. I'm really sorry. If you need to talk to someone, I'm always free, okay?”

“Uh, thanks, but I'm fine.”

No, he wasn't. I felt the pain in him. No one could be fine after something like that, although I probably would have said the same thing if I were him. That's what you do when you're dying inside, you pretend. 

“Come on, Andy. You don't have to pretend with me.”  

He chuckled. I looked at him, but his face was blurry, like he had three shaking ghost heads. I rubbed my eyes, but it didn't help. My head spun like a merry go round. My stomach rumbled and my legs turned to spaghetti. I grabbed onto Andy to keep from falling. The blur got blurrier. 

“Oh, I'm not pretending, Jess.” Andy's voice echoed through a long black tunnel. “I'm going to hurt the people who hurt my dad. I have a plan, and it's working.”
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Chapter 31 — The woods 
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Tat tat tat tat tat. Water. Water falling.

I opened my eyes. Everything was a black blur outlined in fuzzy silver moonlight. The outlines of tall trees, like white bones against black sky, lined a bowl-shaped ridge above me. The ravine. No. This can't be. I'd changed the future. I'd done everything right. Except the most important thing: I trusted the wrong guy. Billy told the truth. Andy lied, and stupid me walked straight into his trap. 

A black shadow sat on a stone not too far from me. Andy. I closed my eyes, pretending to be knocked out so I could come up with a plan. Concentrating was difficult. My body felt limp, drained, heavy like a wet towel. My stomach churned. Andy must have drugged me, but with what? 

It didn't matter. I had to get out of this mess and fast. Think. Think. The trail. The hidden one Steve used when he led the Sheriff to Clint's body. I'll run as fast as I can. Andy won't be able to keep up. He won't be able to find me in the woods.  

I squinted into the darkness. I couldn't see the trail, but decided to run for it anyway. Even if I only went half speed, I'd get to the parking lot before Andy realized I was gone. I dragged myself up off the stone and sprinted toward the woods—except I only thought I sprinted. Dizzy me managed to zig-zag and stumble across the slippery rocks. I barely made it to the trees. My powers weren't working. I was drained, somehow, of everything. Must be the drugs. Muddled brain equaled muddled powers. I lumbered through the forest, clinging to every tree I passed, trying to stay upright. I had to keep moving. I had to get away. 

Andy called to me. “Oh good. You're finally awake.” He said it like this was all perfectly normal. 

I kept going, trying to be quiet. 

“You can run, but don't waste your time. It won't make a difference.” 

The leaves crinkled under my feet. It'd be impossible to hide when every step made noise.   “You really should stop now,” he yelled. “You'll make me mad if you keep going.” 

I lurched from tree to tree as the world spun, moving snail slow away from him.  I have to get the drugs out of me so I can run. I bent forward and pushed my finger to the back of my throat. Bile chugged into my throat. I vomited curdled pink punch onto the ground. I had to get it out. All of it. I plunged my finger into my throat again. My stomach heaved. A slim stream of goo spilled out. I'd have to bide my time until whatever he'd slipped me left my system, until I could fight. 

“Okay. Now I'm mad!” Andy called. 

I immediately felt constrained, like my body was tied up in ropes from head to toe. In a split second, I flew backward through the trees, branches thwap thwapping against me as an invisible rope yanked me back to the clearing. 

I zinged past him warp speed and smacked hard into the sandstone wall of the ravine. I howled. I heard the snaps of bones breaking. I crumpled to the ground in pain.

“Why are you doing this?” The words barely scratched out. I struggled to breathe. I was in real trouble. Andy was the telekinetic, no doubt about it, and he was much better at it than me. He'd mastered it. 

“Duh. I told you,” he said. “I'm hurting the people who hurt my dad.”

“I didn't hurt your dad.” Talking stung. My bones throbbed. All of them. “Those other people didn't either.”

“Ha. What do you know?” He spit the words at me. “My dad is paralyzed, he can't walk, because Butch the drunk ran over him with a forklift. A God-damned forklift. He crushed him. Can you imagine what that felt like?” 

Andy kicked me in the stomach. I yelped. My ribs. My back. Broken. Andy laughed. “Well maybe you can. Butch deserved to die. It felt real good, too. I made him suffer. I made it last.”

I gasped for air like a goldfish out of water. I couldn't move or feel my legs. I needed more time for my powers to come back, and I needed a lot of it if I expected to fight. I had to stall him. “If Butch did it, why kill those other people?”

“It's funny you should ask. Killing Butch was real satisfying, trust me, but it wasn't enough. I got it all wrong. See, the accident never should have happened. Dad never should have been hurt in the first place. Butch was a God damn fall-down drunk and the whole town knew it. Billy's parents knew it, and they let him keep on working. They let it slide. If they'd fired him, my dad wouldn't be—”

Andy's voice cracked. He fought back some tears. “He's broken. Not just his legs. Butch killed him on the inside, too. He lost his job. He's rotting away in a wheel chair. He doesn't talk anymore, and we're flat broke. The bank's coming any minute to take the house. They took everything from us. Everything.”  

I was scared, but at the same time I felt for Andy. I knew what it was like to have your family changed forever by tragedy. “This won't fix it.” 

“You're right, but I can get even. Stinkin' rich mister-pillar-of-the-damn-community William Combs Sr. is gonna feel the pain. His son's gonna rot in jail, convicted of murder. I'm gonna burn his house down with his hot wife inside, and then I'm gonna put him in a wheelchair. When I'm done, he'll know what it feels like to lose everything. That'll feel pretty damn good.” 

Andy—skinny, wimpy Andy—stood up stick straight, as if the thought of causing people pain boosted his confidence. “And here I'm wasting all this time talking. We've got a few minutes for some real fun before your precious boyfriend figures out where you are.” 

He pointed at me, and I rose off the ground. My legs hung limp and my broken bones stabbed my insides like knives. I hovered in front of him.

“You don't seem surprised that I'm lifting you up without touching you. Did Billy tell you what he is? Did he tell you he wasn't the only one, or did he want you to think he was special? Billy isn't special. I am. I can do things you can only dream of.” 

A slim ray of hope appeared. Andy didn't know about me. He didn't know I had powers. He wouldn't see it coming, if only I could use them. It was my only advantage. I needed to stall him. I needed time. “How did you do it? How did you fake the lightning?”

“Fake it? Ha. I didn't fake it.” He dropped me. My bones screamed when I hit the ground. “Watch this, sweetheart.”

Andy held his hand out and closed his eyed. He grunted. The air rumbled. Virrrr Wirrrr. Everything, including me, vibrated. It felt just like that day in the cafeteria. Andy must have broken the window. 

Crack. A thin arch of lightning struck a the ground next to him. Oh my god. He did it. He grunted again. Crack. Crack. Two more strikes. Andy's lightning was thinner, wilder, more sporadic than Billy's, but it was still lightning. “How?” 

“It's the same sweet little trick I used to yank you out of the woods.” Andy strutted back and forth with his chest puffed out, proud. “Lightning is harder, but same idea. It's out there. I just have to grab it. Feel it. Took some practice, but I think I got it down pretty good. Now, where were we?”

He lifted me up off the ground again. My spine crunched and popped as I floated up. 

“Promise me you’ll beg me for your life, when the time comes. It gets me hot.” He grabbed my face and jammed his hot, slimy tongue into my mouth. I bit it hard. 

“Bitch.” He grunted and pulled away. A faint trickle of blood ran down his chin. “Fine. We'll skip the romance and get right to it.”

He turned me around, and slammed my face against the rock wall of the ravine. He wrapped his hand around my throat. His body pressed hard against my back. He whispered in my ear. “Just so you know, I wasn't planning to kill you. I was gonna kill your grandpa. Billy killing his boss. It would have been perfect, but then grandpa up and died on me. Oh well. It's better this way. The whole school watched you two fight. This'll be more convincing.”

Gramps. He planned to kill Gramps. The thought of it made me so angry. I couldn't wait. I flopped my arms back just enough to claw his face. 

“Don't move.” 

The tethers came back. He held me still as he planted sloppy wet kisses on my collarbone. His teeth raked against my skin, his fingernails pressed hard enough to draw blood. I struggled to breath. I blinked hard, trying to bring the world into focus around me, but I couldn't. Everything was a blur, only light and dark, shadows and contrast, all turning slowly on an axis. My dream. It's coming true. I tried to break free from him again, but only managed to wiggle.

“I said don't move.” His hand slid up my leg.

“Stop.” I tried to push him away. I couldn't. 

“Don't move.” His hand went under my dress. 

“Stop. Stop.” I tried to muster a skill, a power, something, anything to get him off of me, but I couldn't. 

He grunted, his breathing heavier as he rubbed up and down against me, as he grew more aroused. “You know you want it.”

“No.” I choked the words out. “No. Stop.”

“You gonna make me? You're not really my type, but this is too good to pass up. Poor Billy won't be able to save you and he'll know I had you. He can think about what I did to you while he's rotting in jail.”

“Andy, stop.” 

He didn't. He started to slip off my panties. Oh god, no. No. No. I tried to kick him, but my legs didn't move. I tried to hit him and scratch at him again, but he had me wrapped up too tight. 

Electrocute him. Breathe. Breathe. Nothing. I couldn't send out a spark. My heart raced as he hiked up the back of my dress. No. No. No. 

“Poor Vic will be so heartbroken. Oh, my best friend was murdered boo hoo. And I'll be there when she needs me the most. She won't be able to resist. You've turned out to be a real gem.” 

Fwap. Something scraped against my back. Whatever it was pulled Andy off of me, and I dropped to the ground. 

“What the hell—” Andy looked around. A blur rushed past him, and he doubled over as if he'd been punched in the gut. It happened again and again, and he grew more and more irate with each pass. “What the! Who's there? Who is it?”

The blur knocked him over, then stopped in front of me. A pale figure in a pink dress. Katie. “Hang on, Jess. Help is coming.”

“Run.” I had to warn her. She didn't know what she was up against. “Katie, run.” 

She ignored me. She swept past Andy a few more times. He threw punches in the air, but batted at nothing. Katie dodged too fast. 

“Dammit! I know you're there. Cut it out!” Katie hit him three more times, then Andy closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Oh no. “Run, Katie. Run!” 

It was too late. I heard a shriek inside the treeline, and soon Katie came flying through the air and hit the stone wall just like I had. She fell limp on the ground a dozen feet from me. She didn't move. She didn't make a sound. She was out cold. 

Andy stomped over to survey his work. “You. Seriously? Ha. Shoulda figured that one out. Too obvious. Too bad you didn't mind your own business, Spires. You're never gonna run again.”

Katie. I dug my fingers into the stone and dragged myself closer to her.  The bottom half of my body was dead weight. Andy started toward me when a voice froze him in his tracks.

“How could you, Andy. How could you do it?”  Vic stood at the edge of the woods in her ruffled homecoming dress.

Andy turned around. “Vic?” 

His voice shook. He zipped up his pants and half tucked his shirt in the back, straightening himself out like a little kid about to walk into church. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing? All these years we've been friends. I know you, Andy. I've known you since we were three years old. This isn't who you are. I could have helped you if you let me. We could have gotten through this together.” 

She walked calmly toward him and wrapped him up in a hug. They stayed like that for a long time.

I inched toward Katie, pulling my broken body across the rock. Katie hadn't moved. She wasn't okay. Maybe I had enough juice left in me to heal her, to keep her alive. I couldn't let her die for me. I wouldn't. 

I heard Vic behind me. “How could you do this, Andy? You broke my heart.”

“Broke your heart? I broke your heart?” Her words flipped a switch in him. He pushed her away. “You bitch. I've loved you for years, but you're as bad as the rest of them. You think I'm a joke. You either ignore me or make fun of me. You flirt with every guy but me, and I broke your heart? I'll show you broken.”

With a flick of his hand, Andy sent Vic flying through the air. She hit the ground hard. Then with a snap of his fingers, he uprooted a giant tree. 

“Andy, no!” Vic screamed as it crashed down on top of her.

Vic. Tears welled in my eyes, but I had to focus, I had to keep going. Vic will be fine. Vic can heal herself. She can survive. I had to help Katie. She couldn't make it out of here on her own. 

Andy ran to where Vic lay. While he stared at her, I crawled closer to Katie. Each move was excruciating. I could feel the broken bones wobbling loose inside me, but I couldn't stop. I had to get to her. She lay unconscious on her side, her arm limp on the ground, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. I'd just managed to touch her fingertips with mine when Andy stormed over and kicked me in the gut. I threw up again. 

“Jesus Christ. You're more trouble than you're worth! Look what you made me do, huh! Look! Only Billy was supposed to come!” He paced back and forth. His confidence frayed at the edges. “What the hell am I going to do with these two? This wasn't the plan, Andy. This wasn't the plan.”

As I lay there on the ground, watching Andy unravel at the seams, a small miracle befell me: I could feel my toes. I wiggled them. My broken back was healing. My vision had cleared. I wasn't out of the game yet. I only needed more time. 

Andy stopped ranting long enough to turn to me with a look of disgust. “New plan. When Billy gets here, I'm going to kill him. That's a promise. By the way. You killed your best friend. Vic's dead. This is your fault. It's your damn fault!”

Dead. No. Right then, staring at the black churning rage in Andy's eyes, I made a promise. I didn't know if my powers would come back full strength or not, but I was going to kill Andy for what he did to my friends, and for what he planned to do to Gramps, Billy, and Mr. and Mrs. Combs. I would make sure he never killed or hurt anyone ever again. I would destroy him. For Vic. For Butch, for the campers, for Clint. 

Andy jogged to the treeline. He pulled a small black object out of his pocket and set it on a rock. 

“What's that?” Keep him talking. Stall him. Come on body. Heal. Heal. 

“It's a camera. How did you think this was going to go, genius? Did you think the police would believe me when I told them Billy used magic lightning power to kill you? I'm not stupid. I watch TV. I need proof. We've wasted enough time. Let's set the scene, shall we?” 

He wrapped his hands around my ankles and dragged me across the rocks. I howled in pain, then a voice came from the woods. 

“Get your filthy hands off of her, Andy.”  Billy stepped into the clearing.

“Nice of you to finally show up. What took you so long?”  

“I had to take care of Steve. Why did you drag him into this? He didn't deserve it.”

Steve. What happened to Steve? I prayed he was all right. 

“He got a little upset when he caught me kidnapping his date. He tried to mess up my night.” Andy's confidence returned. “But it all worked out, man. Plus, I had some fun with your girlfriend while we were waiting. She's got a hot body. You've got good taste.”

Billy ran toward me. “Take another step and she’s dead,” Andy said. 

Billy froze where he stood. “Think about what you’re doing. Don’t throw your life away. Let her go.”

“I’m not throwing my life away. I’m throwing yours away.”

The ravine lit up. Billy shot lightning straight at Andy, but Andy didn't run, he didn't flinch. He smiled. The wave hurtled toward him, but it didn't but. It fizzled and sparked out. Andy had put up some sort of shield. Billy strained, sending more and more, bolt after bolt, larger and stronger, but none of them so much as singed a hair on Andy. 

“Seriously? Did you think it'd be that easy? Didn't you think I'd see that coming? I'm not stupid. I know what you are.” 

Billy stopped and the ravine went dark. He looked Andy up and down as if he was reevaluating him, as if he was trying to figure out what he was up against. “How?” Billy said. “How did you know?”

“Not everyone in town is stupid.” Andy snarled.  “Our dads worked together for twenty years. Do you think he didn't notice? He told me all about your old man, and all about you. Come on. We all grew up hearing the stories. Magic people. Ha. Can you believe all that crap was true? We hit the jackpot.”

“No one will believe you. No one will believe I killed those people.” 

“Oh yeah? Why not? Because you're so good at making friends? Because your social calendar is so busy and you have so many people to testify about where you were when all this shit happened? Come on. You're always alone. All you do is mope. You made it easy. No friends. No alibis. Tell me, did Sheriff find that bloody hoodie of yours yet? My guess is it'll be an important piece of evidence at your trial. You were so busy boo-hooing about your big fight you didn't even notice when I stole it out of your back seat.” 

“Andy—”

“Oh my god! You and your stupid girlfriend talk too much. You're boring me. I don't like to be bored.” With a snap of his fingers, he sent Billy crashing backward into a tree. 

I shrieked. Andy looked at me. “Don’t cry honey. This is all working out beautifully.”

I could see Billy over Andy’s shoulder. He was moving. He was stumbling toward us. Thank God, he’s okay. 

Not for long. With another flick of his hand, Andy stopped Billy dead in his tracks and wrapped him right up just like he did to Katie and me. “Well you guys, I think it's time to move this along, don’t you?” 

Andy backed away from us, behind the camera, leaving Billy and I alone in the center of the ravine. He pointed at the camera, and a red light flicked on. Billy stood in front of me struggling and powerless in Andy’s grasp. Andy lifted me off the ground until it looked like I was standing up on my own. Billy’s arm rose. He fought it, but Andy moved him like a marionette. Billy pointed right at me. 

So this is it. This was what my dream tried to show me. Andy would force Billy to kill me and tape it so he could show everyone. Billy's secret would be revealed. It'd look like he did it. It'd look like he was a murderer. Thunder rumbled. The storm was on us. 

Andy laughed. “Oh yeah.” 

Billy writhed, fighting Andy’s stranglehold. “Jess, run. Get away. I don't know if I can stop it.” 

“I can't run, but it's okay.” It was all I could think to say. I'd be dead before I could tell Billy I was sorry. Sorry I doubted him. Sorry I'd put my friends in danger. Katie might die. Vic was dead already, and Billy would go to jail or worse once the tape got out. It was all my fault for being so stupid. No apology was big enough for that. “I love you.” 

Lightning flashed around us. Dozens of tentacles of light crawled out of Billy's arms. Billy writhed. It burned him. These weren't his bolts, they were Andy's. The current surged at me, and the lightning came, one bolt after another, covering me. Lightning stabbed me. I tried not to scream. I didn't want to give Andy the satisfaction. 

Billy screamed my name. More lightning hit me. My skin, my hair, my dress burned. 

“Dammit it, what's taking so long? Just die already!” Andy yelled. “That's it. Plan B.” 

Suddenly I rose off the ground and up up up above the ravine, until I was hovering a hundred feet or more above the rocks. Andy squeezed lightning out of the sky and hit me. Just like Clint. It stung. It burned. It was unbearable. I screamed. Then Andy dropped me. 

The air, thick and furious, whipped past my body as I fell. I closed my eyes. Breathe in, breathe out. If only I could focus, I could use my powers to save myself, to grab on to something. Breathe in. Breathe out. Nothing. 

Only fear stirred inside me. I had no power. I hadn't had enough time to heal.  This is it. I'm going to die. I braced for the impact, the hard damp rock shattering my bones. 

This time, I didn't open my eyes and wake up in my bedroom. This time, I crashed onto the rock. The bones in my arms, my hips, my spine exploded into shards. The back of my skull split in two and my brains spilled out. Blood filled my mouth. It pooled up. I fought to breathe. No air, only blood. I'm drowning.

Billy called my name, but his voice slipped away. A blanket of white wrapped around me. The ravine was gone. Billy was gone. The voices were gone. Everything was gone, except for the sound of my heart beating. 

Thump... Thump....Thump. Thump. 

Soon that was gone, too. 
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Chapter 32 — True 
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My feet touched down on the ground. Cool damp moss squished between my toes. Beams of bright white moonlight cut through the inky black night, casting harsh shadows on the trees. 

“Jess.” Dad stood a dozen feet ahead of me, looking down over the ravine. I could see the sprinkles of white in his jet black hair. “She’s dead.”  

“She's here.” Another figure emerged from the shadows. I recognized the curve of his cheek, the bump in the middle of his nose. Gramps. 

Was I dreaming again? 

“Dad! Gramps!” I called out, expecting nothing, but they looked right at me. They heard me. “You can see me?”  

They could. I ran to them, except it felt more like gliding than running. No fog, no windy wall of mist kept me away this time. I jumped into Gramps' arms. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry I couldn't save you. I—”

“Honey, I didn't need saving. It was my time.”

“But—” I cried into his chest.

“But nothing. Don't waste another second worrying about that. We don't have long.”

Gramps kissed my forehead and let me go. I grabbed Dad and squeezed him so tight his head should have popped off. “Dad. I...I miss you so much. I didn't get to say goodbye. I didn't get to tell you how much I love you.” 

The words blobbed out. I sobbed with joy and relief. Hugging them, touching them again, I felt a sensation of oneness, of communion, of mixing into them. The desperation I'd felt when they were suddenly taken from me, when I couldn't fill the hole they'd left in my life, disappeared. This was the best dream I'd ever had. 

“I love you both so much.” But the euphoria filled with questions. “Wait. Why can you see me?” 

“This time you aren't dreaming,” Gramps said. “See?”

Mist whirled around us and suddenly my toes were at the very edge of the cliff.  I peered into the darkness below. I could just make out the shape of a body. My body. With long brown hair. My hair. There I was, broken on the rocks at the bottom of the ravine covered in blood. Oh my god.  

“No.” The truth seeped in as the words came out. “I can't be...”

Dead. I didn't say the word out loud. It couldn't be true. I felt alive. I was standing on earth, thinking, talking. I held out my arms and looked at them. I still had a body. Although, it felt weightless. I didn't remember how I got to the top of the ravine. I remembered lying on the rocks, choking on blood, crushed. Then I was up here. I didn't want to believe it, but deep down I knew it was true. “So that's it then. I'm dead.” 

Something rushed into me, filling me up, as I spoke the words. It was as if I saw the world for the first time. Death wasn't an end, it was an act of becoming. It was a transformation. Jesse Flowers, the scared and struggling seventeen-year-old girl who was murdered by someone she cared about and trusted, had become something new. Dad and Gramps died and had become something new. 

“We're running out of time,” Dad said. “We have either a few precious moments together or we have forever, but you have to choose now.”

“I don't understand.” 

“We have forever to be together, but forever doesn't have to start tonight,” he said. “You can go back. You can live again.”

“What do you mean I can go back? I'm dead. That's it.”

“You are aphthiton. You can be unending. You have another chance,” Dad said. “If you go back, you can help them.” 

He pointed down into the ravine. I saw two dark figures struggling in slow motion, as if I were watching a silent movie. Andy and Billy. I hated one and loved the other, but I felt apart from my feelings, apart from them and from their suffering. This side was serenity, and I would lose it if I went back. 

“I won't leave you. I won't lose you again. I can't.”  

I refused to feel that grief again. I couldn't. It would destroy me. My wish had come true. I had Dad and Gramps back, and I wasn't going to squander it. I had my forever. No way I was going back. 

“You never lost us,” Dad said. “Every time you thought of us, every time you said our name, we were next to you, and we always will be.” 

The wind tickling my neck at the cemetery. It was them. 

Gramps put his hand on my shoulder. “Most of us can't go back even if we want to, but you can. You're different, but you have to want to live again. You have to choose it.”

“No. I'm not going back.” 

The excruciating pain of my shattered bones. Not knowing what my dreams meant or what the future held, the heartbreak of living without dad and Gramps. Who would choose that? “That life doesn't matter. It hurt too much.”

“That life is precious because it hurts. In our born life, all we get is a flicker. We're shooting stars, burning hot for a second before we're gone forever,” Dad said. “But that one brief shining life is a treasure, because of all the love and the suffering we had in it, because of all the people we love. They are what carry us through the forever.”

“If you go back into yourself again, you will burn brightly.” Gramps pointed over the edge at the lifeless me below. “It will be hard. You will suffer, but your life will have meaning. If you go back, you will change the direction of all of their lives.”

I peered over the ravine again. All of their lives. The shadows wrestled below me. I saw pieces, like a puzzle, coming together.  Ava and Adam were hiking through the woods with the sheriff, coming to help, coming to stop Andy. Katie was fading. Soon, she would be standing next to me. 

I could see the future without me as clearly as if It were a movie. Katie. Billy. Ava. Adam. Sheriff Franks. They would all die tonight if I didn't go back. Andy was too strong for them. They didn't know what they were up against. Andy would walk away and everyone would believe him when he showed them the tape. He'd win. He'd get away with everything. 

I couldn't see what would happen if I went back. The vision of that future was black, all nothing and void. I didn't know if I could save them or if it'd all be for nothing. 

Sybil's cryptic message finally made sense. We all have choices. Some things you can't change. Other things you can. Which thing is which only becomes clear when it's time. 

Now was that time. My death was inevitable. I couldn't escape it, but I didn't have to stay dead. That was the part I could change. It was all so clear. If I stayed here, they would die. If I went back, I could try to save them, but there was no guarantee.

I didn't want to leave Dad and Gramps, but I'd made a promise. I swore I wouldn't let my friends die for me. I swore I wouldn't let Andy murder innocent people and go free. I swore I would stop him from hurting anyone else. If I stayed, he would win. If I stayed, all my promises meant nothing. 

“If you go back, they'll have a chance.” It was as if Gramps read my mind. “You could try. All we can ever do is try.” 

“Come with me.”

“We can't. We are not aphthiton,” Dad said. “But we'll wait for you. When your star burns out, after you've lived your life, we'll be here. Then we can have forever.” 

“Forever, huh? You're sure?” 

Dad and Gramps smiled. I didn't want to leave them, but I had a promise to keep. My friends risked their lives to help me. I couldn't be selfish. I couldn't let them flicker out so soon. I couldn't let them sacrifice everything then let Andy walk away. Forever would have to be enough, even if it didn't start today. 

“Okay. I'll go back.” 

I hugged Gramps for a long time. “I love you.” 

And then Dad. I cleaved to him, melting into the memories of our born life together. He whispered something in my ear, some kind of riddle. “You'll understand when the time is right,” he said. “Now, your time is up.”

“I love you,” I said. 

Then I stepped over the ledge. I fell toward the dead girl on the rocks, closer, closer, faster, faster until I stopped hard right above her and hovered there. Her eyes were open. The centers had turned milky white. She was cold and still. I whispered to her. I will keep your promise. I will make your life count. 

Gramma's golden sun necklace lay above her heart. I pressed my finger against it. It glowed red hot, burning into her skin. Something grabbed me, a heavy gravity that sucked me back inside of her, yanking me through an airless black pipe, back into her broken body. 

I felt a thump. And then another. Thump. Thump... Thump. I awoke inside her, inside the unbearable razorlike pain. My heart was beating. I gasped and the air came in, punching past the blood. I was in myself again. I’m alive.
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Chapter 33 — Aphthiton
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Gramma's necklace burned so scorching hot it melted my skin. The heat radiated out and spread through me, fusing me together. Bones popped and cracked as they marched back into place. My spine chink chinked into a column. I could move again. 

I put my hand to the back of my head just as my cracked skull fused closed, and skin raced to cover the wound. I don't believe it. I'm alive. I had become whole. 

Andy and Billy fought not far from me. Billy summoned sporadic shocks of electricity, but Andy deflected them. Still, Billy didn't give up. 

“This is getting boring. Why don't we fight like real men, huh?” 

Andy rushed Billy, jumping on top of him and choking him. Billy punched him twice really hard in the face. Andy laughed. “Is that all you got? Huh? You aren't so tough are you?” 

Billy tried to pry Andy's hands off his neck. He hit him. He tried to electrocute him. Nothing worked for very long, because every time Billy got the upper hand, Andy immobilized him with his powers. He was a cat playing with an injured chipmunk. 

Andy laughed deep and heavy from his belly. He banged Billy's head against the ground, over and over, until Billy blacked out and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. 

“Finally.”

Andy smugly looming over Billy ignited a fury in me. Instinct took over. My rage multiplied like a virus, and an immense pressure built up inside me, pushing hard against my lungs. I peeled my mud- and blood-soaked body off the ground. My hands sparked. 

The smell came first. The sweet, sharp scent of ozone. The kind of smell that hung in the air after it rained. The air grew hotter and filled with oxygen. There was a hum, a low waa-waa sound, that grew louder until as if in slow motion, a scarlet-red wave of energy shot out of me. My chest felt as though it was going to rip open from the force. 

A wide circle of light, like solid flat lightning, rolled across the ravine, burning everything it touched. It rippled toward Andy and Billy, faster, closer. It knocked Andy to the ground. Red light filled the hollow, and the trees at the edges hissed and popped from the heat. 

Andy, his clothes smoking and his hair singed, scrambled to see what hit him. He looked confused when he saw me. “What the— I thought I killed you already!” 

“I came back for you.” I snapped my broken neck into place as I limped toward him, crooked as the last of my bones mended. 

His eyes grew wide. I could smell his fear. “Came back? Back from where? You must have hit your head too hard, sweets. You're crazy.”

“I will stop you.” My voice was raw, animal. It didn't sound like mine. “You will lose.” 

He was too full of himself to stay scared for long. “You think you can stop me?” 

He straightened himself out and cock-walked back and forth in front of me. “You're outta your league. Your boyfriend sent out some nice fireworks just now, but I don't think he's got any more left.” 

He didn't realize the lightning had come from me. “You have no idea what you're up against.” 

“Yeah sure. Bring it.” He snickered, amused but annoyed that he had to deal with me after he'd already counted me out. 

His mistake. My anger flared and a bolt of fire red electricity shot from my hand. Andy stumbled backward. I had surprised him, but he was quick to throw up a shield, an invisible bubble, to protect himself. The lightning rolled up and over him. 

“Well, well, Jess. Looks like you've been keeping secrets. No wonder you and Billy were so hot for each other. What are the chances, huh?”

He was safe inside his bubble, but I kept at him, shooting more and more, harder and stronger. Deep down, I knew it wouldn't work. Billy had tried this and failed. The best I could do was stall him until I came up with something better. 

Then something caught my eye. A glint, a shimmer in the air around Andy. I could see the force he'd created with his mind, only a hint of it, like the fleeting prism of colors in a soap bubble. Interesting. Telekinesis wasn't all in the mind after all. It was a real, physical thing, thoughts made tangible, and I could see it right there in front of me. The longer I looked, the more I could feel the boundaries of it.

Breathe in. Breathe out. I stared at the iridescent shimmer of it. I shot translucent strings to wrap around his, and squeezed his protective bubble smaller, tighter. My lightning lapped closer and closer to him. He grimaced, struggling to fight back against me. The bubble cracked. Yes. It's working. Red light pushed through it, inching toward him, licking at his chest, shocking him. He yelped. 

“I don't think so!” 

He thrust his arms out, shattering the ball around him. My light fizzled out. My head pounded. Boy, that took a lot out of me. I shook it off. Andy stared at me in silence for a moment, sizing me up. Whatever he was about to throw at me, I had to be ready. 

In a flash, Andy tried to wrap me up, but this time I could see the tethers coming toward me. They shimmered in the moonlight, faint outlines shooting from his hands. I breathed deep and sent my own to crush his. It worked. His strings snapped hard and fast back at him, knocking him off balance. 

“You can’t control me,” I said. 

“Watch me.” He closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to his temples. He sent more, a thousand of them at least. They came, fast, and it took everything I had to catch them all, to send them stabbing back at him. 

Andy fell to the ground, confused and yelling. “Jesus Christ! What the hell kind of freak are you?” 

Then his mouth slid into a sly smile. “Doesn't matter. I'm gonna crush you. And then I'm gonna kill your family just to get even for this. Come to think of it, your mom's kinda hot. Maybe I can break off a piece of that before I kill her.”

Mom. Jack. No. 

My split-second fear put a chink in my armor. Andy wrapped his tethers around my neck and squeezed. I clawed at my neck. I couldn't breathe. I gulped for air. 

“See? You aren't so tough after all. Easy pickins just like the rest of them.” 

He squeezed harder. My lungs filled with pins. Drowning. No air. 

Dying with a whimper. Again. I clawed at my neck. No. No way. I didn't come back from the other side for this. I didn't come back only to die again so quickly. I didn't come back to lose. 

Black bilious rage percolated up from the depths. My mind switched off. Something shot from my gut. 

Crack. Thwap. Lightning. 

It hit Andy, and his hold fell away from my neck. Before he could recover, I flicked my hand and sent him flying into the smoldering trees at the edge of the ravine. 

Andy didn't stay down. He charged full speed out of the woods at me, but I zipped out of his way. Katie speed. A handy gift after all. 

He came at me again. I dodged him, leaving him furious and out of breath. Then I stole a move out of Katie's repertoire. I zipped around him, fast as a blur. I punched him in the gut, the face, the neck, over and over again, whisking past, hitting him hard and fast. One hard blow crunched in his nose, sending blood splurting down his face. 

“I'm done with you. I'm not playing anymore!” He yelled, then jumped up. He floated a dozen feet above me, somehow holding himself up in the air with his powers. 

Dammit. Out of reach. What was his move? What was he doing? He had me. He was much better, faster with mind-power than me. He'd mastered it. I didn't know what to do next. 

Thwap. 

Something hit me across the back and knocked me flat on the ground. I howled. God, that hurt. A branch, bulky and fat, landed on top of me.   

Creak. Snap. Crack. It didn't take long to find the sound. Trees, limbs and trunks, breaking. The trees at the edge of the ravine shook. I watched as Andy heaved one ancient white birch out of the ground. He's so strong. How long has he been doing this? 

The tree hurtled toward me. I pushed the broken branch off of me and focused. I felt the smooth white bark in my mind, just like I'd once felt Clint Miller's pink fleshy knuckles. Breathe. The trunk stopped moving toward me. Yes. It worked!  

Thwap. Whack. Wham. Something hit my back, and I fell down. Trees. Rocks. Lots of them. I'm so stupid. The big tree was just a distraction. Andy had played me. Rocks rained down on me. I covered my head. 

Thwap. Crunch. More branches. 

Thunk. Thwap. A tree trunk, a big one.

Thwap. Whap. Thunk. 

Debris showered down, so much, so fast, coming from so many places. I couldn't stop them all. Andy worked fast. I couldn't keep up. He had the advantage. 

Whap. Crash. More piled up on top of me. The weight of it all pushing made me feel like a balloon about to pop. 

Thwap. 

It's too much. It hurts. 

Crash. More trees, more weight. 

I tried to focus, I tried to move them off of me, but Andy was too fast. For every one I moved, he added two more. I can't do it. I can't beat him. I was dead meat. Again.

No. You have to. Get up. Do something. 

Ava, Adam, Sheriff Franks. They're coming. They'd be here any minute. Katie. Billy. I can't let them die. They'd fought for me. I had to fight for them. Andy can't win. I won't let him. 

“Enough!” I screamed and a red wave of molten hot electricity rippled out of me. Rocks flew in all directions and the trees trunks on top of me caught fire. No. What have I done? I'm trapped! 

I heard Andy laughing. “Stupid girl. You killed yourself!”

Black smoke seeped into my lungs, pushing out the air. So hot. So much fire. I coughed and sputtered. I can't breathe. All the hope drained out of me. Until the wind moved the flames and I saw an opening. Yes. I'd blown a clear way out. Small, barely as wide as my shoulders, but enough.

My skin blistered, sizzling like steak on a grill, as I crawled up through the flaming branches. When I emerged, my dress was smoking and half burned away. My melted skin was already knitting back together. 

Andy, feet firmly on the ground, looked at me, blinking fast, mouth twisting. 

“I don't believe it. What the hell are you?” He whispered. It didn't take long for him to recover from the shock. “Fine. Clearly, I can't kill you, so...”

Two shimmering translucent strings shot out of him. They didn't come for me. One went to Katie, the other to Billy, wrapping around their necks and squeezing. They groaned and rasped, struggling to breathe. 

No. “Leave them alone!”

I ran at him as fast as I could, but he managed somehow to push back against me with another invisible shield. No. No. No. No. Tears flew out of my eyes as I pounded the bubble with my fists. 

Billy and Katie had to survive. They had to. I owed them that. I dug my heels in and pushed, inching closer, feeling the boundaries of the bubble between us. It was mutable, breakable. Thoughts made real. Real things could be broken. I pushed with all my strength, and slowly, slowly the bubble slunk closer to Andy.

He looked strained. I knew he could feel me pushing. Trying to hold me off and trying to strangle two people lying in two different places seemed to be too much to concentrate on at one time. That's it. Overwhelm him. Give him too much to deal with at once. Then I could beat him. 

There was a rock on the ground behind him. I pictured it rising up, flying through the air, hitting him hard on the back. It did. Yes. This was a wall, not a bubble. He flinched and that momentary lapse was enough to move me a foot closer to him. Quickly, I picked up three more rocks with my mind and hurled them at him. He buckled and yelped. With each hit, I managed to push the wall closer, until only three inches separated us.

The next rock I threw at him hit a wall on the other side. He'd shut me down, closed the gap. He'd blocked himself off. All the better. Holding up another wall was one more thing for him to focus on, one more distraction. But it still wasn't enough. Billy and Katie gasped behind me. 

“How dumb do you think I am?” He scowled at me from inside the wall. “Admit it. You lose.”

No. I won't lose. I can't. My rage flared, but Andy was right. I was losing, because I wasn't moving fast enough. Katie and Billy were blue, struggling. They should be dead already. He was either dragging it out, making it last, or he was stretched too thin to squeeze harder. 

I punched the wall with my fist in desperation. Nothing. 

Katie and Billy's rattling breath pounded in my ears. No. No. No. No. I won't let it end like this. I won't let them die for me. 

I focused everything I had on that single iridescent sliver, the translucent light of Andy's wall. I channeled the strength Big Joe had given me, mixing it up with all my rage and desperation. I punched again. The sliver vibrated and bowed under my fist. Yes. Yes.

I will save you Katie. I promise. Black rage and power. 

Punch. Chink. Andy's armor bent.

You will run again, Katie. I promise. 

Punch. Chink. My fist landed a hair away from Andy's face. 

I will save you, Billy, like you saved me. 

Punch. Chink. 

I love you Billy. 

Punch. Chink. 

My fist slipped through the wall. I snatched Andy by the throat. He writhed and all of his strings and shields disappeared. I jumped on him and we dropped to the ground. I squeezed his throat with both my hands. I felt the blood pumping through the artery in his neck, felt the sinew and bone crunching under my fingers. His eyes grew wide and fearful. He could barely breathe. 

“You lose, Andy.”

The black overcame me. 

This is what you get for killing all those people. I smashed Andy's head against the ground. He held tight to my wrists, digging his nails deep and trying to push me off. 

How dare you lie to me and pretend to be my friend. 

Thunk. His head hit again.

You killed me, you bastard. 

Smack. His eyes rolled back in his head.

You killed Vic. 

Crack. His mouth fell open, stunned. 

It didn't last. He snickered. Suddenly, my heart squeezed tight, like someone had put it in a vice. My head spun and pain stabbed my jaw and my shoulders. My heart. He's crushing it. No.

Andy lay underneath me laughing. I mustered every bit of strength, rallied every muscle, everything I had left. I can't breathe. My chest ached, my arms tingled, but I held tight to his neck, squeezing as tight as I could to cut off his air. 

I thrashed his head against the ground again, and my heart sprang free. I screamed. “Did you think you could kill me and get away with it? Huh? Did you? Did you think you could kill all those innocent people and walk away?  Huh? You aren't going to get away with it. You lose, Andy. You lose!”

He stopped fighting back. Tears flooded his eyes. His lips trembled. He looked like his old self, the sweet, skinny, overlooked kid who was doing his best. “Tell my dad I love him.” 

“I'll tell him you were a monster.” 

“Who's the monster now,” he rasped. 

How dare you say that. 

Thwap. Thunk. Crack. 

Three more times I thrashed his head against the ground, until he went limp. I wrapped my hands more tightly around his throat, convinced any minute he would pop up and hurt all of us again. 

“Stop faking it, Andy. Liar. You lied to me. You lied to all of us this whole time. You're a liar. Wake up!”

Thwack. Thunk. Crack. His head wobbled as it hit. 

Hands grabbed my shoulders. 

“Jess. Jess. Let him go. Stop. Stop.” 

It was Ava. I shrugged her off of me, thwacked Andy again, but she grabbed me again. “Jess. They're dying. Vickie and Billy and Katie. Forget Andy. Help them!” 

Vic, Billy, Katie. The animal inside me transformed back into a girl.  Dying. No. They can't. I promised. 

Katie was the closest to me. I let Andy go and ran to her. Sheriff Franks stood over her, talking into the radio strapped to his shoulder. 

“Jess,” he said. “The paramedics won't make it in time.” 

His scowl screamed desperation. He didn't want the town to bury another teenager. 

“Move over.” I laid down next to Katie and wrapped as much of my body, skin-to-skin, around hers as I could. She was cold, barely breathing, her pulse faint. The warmth from my body rolled onto her. I hoped I could help her heal, but I didn't know how that power worked. I'd only ever patched up the bruise on Billy's face that day on Salt Creek. This was much bigger, more serious. All I could do was hope and pray.  

Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth, and there were bruises around her throat where Andy had choked her.  “I'll never be able to thank you enough for what you did for me, Katie. You saved me. You're brave. You're a real friend.” 

I whispered to make the time pass faster. And, just in case. If this didn't work and she did die tonight, she would know exactly how I felt about her before she crossed over. “You need to walk out of here with me, because I need to repay you for everything you've done for me.”

Her body twitched and she sucked in a deep breath. Come on, Katie. You're the toughest girl I know. You can do this. The bruised flesh of her neck turned from blue to yellow. 

Her eyes fluttered. She opened them partway and looked at me. “Jess?”

“Katie. Thank God you're awake.” Understatement of the century. 

“Couldn't keep your hands off of me, huh?”

“Relax. I was just trying to keep you warm. That's all.”  

Katie roused. She seemed stable. She was going to make it. 

I let go of Katie and started toward Vic, but Sheriff Franks grabbed me before I got too far. “I don't know what you did just now, but good work,” he said. 

He let go and I steeled myself for what I was about to see. Andy said Vic was dead. If it was true, it would destroy me. Adam was beside her. I zipped up behind him. Vic was bloody, but breathing. Andy. Stupid jerk. He lied, but at least this lie was a relief. 

“What do we do?” Adam asked.  “I don't want her to die. She can't die.”

“She'll be fine, just help me get this tree off of her. Hold onto the end so I don't accidentally roll it over her head while I'm moving it.” 

He pushed against the trunk, and I rolled the rest of it off of her. Vic's dress was muddy and bloody, and it looked like her legs were crushed. I knelt down beside her and took her hand. Hopefully some of my healing juice would give her own power a boost. “Vic.”

“Yeah?” Her voice shook.

“Don't move. You broke your legs again.”

“Did you get him, Jess?” She whispered. Barely.

“I think so. We're safe for now.”

“Good.” 

I pushed a strand of fire red hair out of her eyes. “Don't move. Help is coming.”

“Is Billy okay?”

I wasn't sure, but I wasn't going to tell her that. “I'll check on him now.”

I sprinted to Billy. Ava was on her knees crying next to him. Please don't be dead. He's alive. He has to be. But it didn't look good. 

Billy lay right where Andy had pummeled him. His eyes were tiny slits focused on nothing. Ava looked up at me, tears streaming down her face. “Help him. Do something. Please.”

“Go watch Andy. Let me know if he wakes up and tries anything.” 

She reluctantly agreed and wandered over to where Andy lay on the rocks. 

I knelt down next to Billy. My heart beat so fast it made me dizzy. Please be alive. Please. I had to atone for what happened tonight, for the secrets I'd kept, for the arguments we'd had, for thinking he was a murderer, and I couldn't do any of that if he were dead. 

I ran my hands over him. His skin was cold, and his face was stained with blood and bruises. I ripped open his shirt and put my ear to his chest. 

Thump...thump. Thank God. It was faint and slow, but his heart was beating. 

I pressed my face, arms, every exposed bit of my skin, against his bare chest. 

“Please heal. Please. You have to live so I can make this up to you.” 

This was my fault. I doubted Billy, even though I'd promised him I wouldn't, and it almost got us killed tonight. I needed him to survive. How could I possibly go on if he didn't? Tears erupted from my eyes. 

“Please.” I wasn't begging him, I was begging the universe. We're shooting stars. All we have is a flicker. I wanted to spend whatever time I'd been given with him. “Please wake up.” 

I need you.

I laid against him for what seemed like years, drinking in every breath, wishing for him to grow stronger, before he finally coughed weakly. 

“Jess.” His voice was half a raspy shadow. “I thought you were dead.”

I was, but I'd tell him that story another day. 

“I'm so sorry.” I choked back tears. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.” 

He laid there for a long time, until he had the strength to sit partway up on both elbows.   “I'm the one who's sorry. He was after you because of me. I couldn't protect you.” 

His skin was muddy, his hair disheveled, his neck ringed in bruises. “You saved us. I don't know how, but...I owe you my life, Jess. I should have just told you the truth when you asked me. I swear I will—all of it, everything—from now on. No matter what secrets the sheriff wants me to keep.”

I wiped some of the blood from his face. 

“It's my fault. I will never doubt you again.” 

I wouldn't break this promise. Not this time. He put his hand on my face and I pushed my lips to his. His kiss was soft, gentle, warm. 

A thousand pounds of the regret and doubt lifted off of me. We held onto each other for a long time after that, until ambulance sirens wailed in the distance, and Dr. Martin and two paramedics stepped into the ravine. 

Dr. Martin wrapped us in blankets and used her healing powers to help us all recover more quickly. Everyone was exhausted, covered in mud and blood, but whole. Katie sat on the trunk of an uprooted tree talking to Adam and Vic, who nuzzled Adam's shoulder. Billy told Sheriff Franks everything he could remember about what happened here tonight. 

I sat on the same stone Andy was on when I woke up drugged in the ravine. I couldn't make sense of tonight. You were murdered. You died and then you came back to life. Was this what it meant to be aphthiton? Unending. Limitless. Those were the words Gladys and Sybil used. 

Thinking about it gave me a chill. How could life ever be normal after this? I'd died and come back to life. My senses seemed fine-tuned. The stars twinkled brighter, the world smelled richer, more complex. The hole Dad and Gramps left inside me when they died had filled back up. I knew they were with me. Right here, right now, even if I couldn't see them. I knew we'd have forever together. I didn't need to grieve anymore. 

Not for them. Now, I had to grieve for what I'd done to Andy. I stared at him, lying on the rocks. Still. Dead. I'd killed him. I hadn't meant to. I was just afraid he was going to attack us again. I thought I'd knocked him out. But no. I'd killed a seventeen-year-old kid, someone who I thought was a friend. I was a murderer. I was a monster. I didn't know how I'd live with that. 

Ava plopped down next to me just as the paramedics zipped the body bag closed over Andy's face. 

“I didn't mean to kill him.” I never thought I'd ever say those words in my entire life. I rocked anxiously back and forth. My body didn't know what else to do. 

“Don't cry for him. He would have killed all of us if it weren't for you. There wasn't any other way.” Ava's tone was matter-of-fact, although I could tell she was making her best effort to be supportive. Warm and fuzzy didn't come naturally to her. 

I stared at the body bag. My insides sank. Skinny, pimply Andy Stillwell turned out to be a murderer and a telekinetic. Who would believe that? 

Who would believe any of it? Jesse Flowers died and came back to life. Katie Spires had super speed. Vic Atwood walked away after her body was crushed—twice. Billy Combs makes lightning. All of these powers. We’re just kids. We're in way over our heads. 

“Listen,” Ava said. “I want you to know we're cool. As for Billy and me, whatever we had was over a long time ago. He loves you, and he should. What you did tonight was amazing. Clearly, you're a bad ass.” 

She hopped up and walked toward the Sheriff.  

I called after her. “What about Steve?” 

Andy said he was in the way. Billy said they'd taken care of him before they came for me. No one was talking about him now. 

“Is he all right?” 

“No, he's not,” she said. “He's dead.”
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Chapter 34 — Funeral
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Andy's casket was lowered into a tidy rectangle cut into the warm September earth. The sheriff said he died fast. A quick pop over the guardrail and into a light pole and it was over in a split second. Nothing suspicious. It was just dark and late. He didn’t feel anything. It wouldn’t have hurt. He wouldn't have suffered. 

The sheriff lied. I was in on it. 

Andy's dad's wheelchair van was in the parking lot when we hiked out of the ravine. Apparently, he'd driven us to the park in it when I was knocked out. 

Sheriff Franks and Dr. Martin formulated the plan. “Come on, Jess. We need one more big favor,” Sheriff said. 

He tucked me into the passenger seat of his cruiser. Billy slid behind the wheel of Andy's van, the paramedics revved up the ambulance, and we all drove a short ways down the steep winding road toward town before we parked by the side of the road. 

“What's going on?” I asked. 

“There's about to be an accident,” Sheriff said.

Sheriff and Dr. Martin unzipped the black body bag and put Andy in the van, in the driver's seat. They carefully wrapped his hands around the steering wheel and started the engine. They told me what to do. They'd put the truck in gear and Andy's foot on the gas. They'd let the van go fast down Savage Hill. They needed me to lift the van up, flip it, and run it into the light pole at the bottom of the hill. It had to look like a bad accident. It had to look fatal. 

I did it, because I didn't know what else to do. I did it because I killed Andy, and they covered my tracks. 

Sheriff wrote the official accident report. Dr. Martin fudged the death certificate, and that was it. This wasn't their first time. This was routine procedure. Whenever a “special” Salt Creek resident went off the rails, they covered it up. They didn't have a choice. If even one small part of the truth ended up in a newspaper or online somewhere, Salt Creek's secret could get out, and who knew what the world would do to us then, they said. 

Andy's parent's wept by their son's grave. His father, the broken, pale man in a wheelchair. His mother, a chubby sweet woman whose eyes were pink and nearly swollen shut from crying. Their boy, their baby, was dead. I wanted to turn away. I didn't want to look at them, convinced they would see my shame and guilt.

But I forced myself to look, to drink in the devastation in their eyes, and I silently swore to protect their good memories of the little boy they loved. They would never know the horrible things their son had done. I owed them that. They'd lost enough already. 

Billy put his arm around me and squeezed my shoulder. The priest with the thin wispy hair made a cross in the air in front of us, and the funeral ended. The sea of mourners undulated, shaking hands and hugging each other, descending on Andy's parents with the I’m so sorries and the It'll be all right, dears. 

Billy and I walked hand in hand toward his car, one of a hundred parked along the thin gravel path snaking through the Hollygrove Cemetery. Practically the whole school—even kids who barely talked to Andy when he was alive—came, devastated that one of their own had died young. 

We walked by Dad and Gramps' graves. 

“Go on without me,” I said. “I need a minute.”

Billy nodded and waited by the car. 

The sprigs of grass were a little longer, a little thicker over their graves, but it hurt less seeing their names on the headstones. They were here somewhere. I knew it, now that goodbye wasn't really goodbye. 

“Well Dad, I get it. I finally understand why you made Mom move us back here,” I whispered. “You knew I was going to change, and you didn't want me to be alone. I only wish you were still on this side, so we could talk about it. Well, talk like living people.” 

Talking through dreams wasn't easy. “Anyway, thanks.”

A light wind blew through the headstones. I heard a hiss of a voice in it. 

Afthee... Afthee...

The voices from the obelisk in the woods, from Anne Charity's stone.  Afthee.....Afthee.... 

I understood what they were saying—aphthiton— and I wasn't afraid, but I did wonder why they were back, what they wanted. I'd fulfilled my guardian's duty.

Sybil stepped out from behind a marble angel, her orange hair whipping around her face in the breeze. “They're singing your song.” 

“You can hear it, too?”

“Of course. It's the ancestors. Those who came before. They're calling you.”

“What do they want?”

“We'll find out, won't we?” 

Sybil stood by a freshly-dug rectangle in the ground. The hole was empty, but the name was already carved on the stone. Kennedy. My heart fell into my shoe. Steve would be buried there tomorrow. 

Steve saw Andy carry me through the parking lot at the dance. He'd caught Andy stuffing me in the van, and he'd tried to stop him. He did what good guys do, and he paid for it with his life. 

Andy made Steve's heart explode in his chest. He'd tried to do it to me, too. Dr. Martin officially ruled Steve's death a heart attack, a tragedy springing from an undiagnosed heart condition. It was a death I should have prevented. It was a debt I could never repay. 

Sybil didn't need to work hard to read my mind. “Don't cry for him. He doesn't regret it. He'd do it all over again if he had the chance.”

My tears rolled. “But, he had his whole life to live.”

“But nothing,” she said. “His death was honorable. He was brave. It was a hero's death. Most people don't get the chance to leave that way. He's at peace.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“If you don't believe me, ask him yourself.” She held out her milky white wisp of a hand, daring me to grab it. I didn't. She smirked. “He's moved on, girl with the sun on her heart, and so should you.” 

Girl with the sun on her heart. Literally. I ran my hand over my chest. My body had healed completely, except one spot. Gramma's necklace had burned a pinkish-white scar in the shape of the sun into my sternum, and I had a feeling it wasn't going away. It was still raw, still stung when I touched it. 

Maybe it was a reminder. If I was marked, I'd never be able to convince myself it was all a dream. If I was marked, I could never forget I died and came back to life. I could never forget I killed a boy, and I could never forget the one who died trying to help me.  

The wind kicked up, whipping around the two of us. “The real storm is coming, girl with the sun on her heart,” Sybil said. 

“What storm? It's over.” I'd already made it through the dark. 

“This isn't the end. It's the beginning. You'll see.” 

She hopped off through the headstones, but stopped long enough to yell something back at me. “Sweet dreams.”

––––––––
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The End
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Book Sausage
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“What the hell is up with the title on this page?” 

Come on. I know you're thinking that. Well, twist my arm, and I'll tell you. You know that old adage: No one wants to know how the sausage is made? I disagree. Sometimes, you just really really really really HAVE TO KNOW what unholy substance was ground up to make your meat. Or in this case, your book. So I'm pulling the curtain back, so you can see how this author killed, chopped, molded, and stuffed all of her embarrassing/funny/sad/romantic/ <insert chosen emotion here> life tidbits into the book you hold in your hands right now. 

Oh, good. You're still here! Cue the misty smoke and the soft focus lens while I flash back to 2009. Back then, I was like most aspiring authors. I wanted to write a novel, I had a vague kernel of an idea, and I planned to sit down and write it “someday.”

Well, someday came in a $19 a night hotel room in the now-defunct Sahara Casino in Las Vegas in May 2009. I was on a be alone without distractions so I can write a book before I die vacation. Okay. Yeah. You caught me. Not really. That was only part of my reason for going to Vegas. My real mission was to see Tom Jones live at the MGM Grand. I have a thing for 60s and 70s crooners, and frankly, they're dropping like flies. I wasn't gonna miss out on Tom like I did on Don Ho. 

Let me tell you my Don Ho tale of woe. Or tale of Ho? Whatever. I saw him once, live, in Honolulu. It was 1975. I was safe and warm in my mother's uterus as she and my father attended the Don Ho Show. While Mom swayed gently, drinking fuzzy navels— don't judge, it was the 70s. People smoked during pregnancy back then—I was marinating in the sweet sweet island sounds. It stuck. I still listen to vintage Hawaiian albums when I'm cleaning the house.   

So of course I was amped to go back to Honolulu in 2005, in part for a second round of the Don Ho show. Fail. He was sick and rumor was he'd hired a lookalike replacement. A month before my second trip to Hawaii in 2007, Don Ho Show ticket in hand, he died. No joke. As my dad would say, “I couldn't win for losing.” No Don Ho show for me. Rest in Peace in a heaven of Tiny Bubbles, dude. Seriously. 

So when it came to Tom Jones, let me just say I was extra motivated. And boy oh boy, that show was worth every damn penny. He was a spry, hip-shakin' silver fox in skin-tight pants who shook all his assets like it was 1967, even though he was way past pensioner age. Of course, I didn't realize he was so tiny. As in, he could have fit in my back pocket he was so short. Still, the magic wasn't any less. 

Wait. What were we talking about? Oh yeah. Books! I spent the other 166 hours on that Las Vegas trip plinking away at the first draft of the book you're holding in your hands right now. And sleeping. A lot. And glued to the Creature From the Black Lagoon nickel slot. Seriously. I love me some old-time movie monsters. For reals. But thank goodness for procrastination. I won enough money playing that slot to pay my hotel bill and supply me with a week's worth of room service. Ka... Ka... Ka...Ching!

Newly showered in a fortune of nickels, I thought “This is fate! a sign that the cosmos has bestowing me not only with paid-for turkey burgers from the room service menu, but also with the first perfect draft of the most beautiful, life-changing gem of a book ever written on earth!” 

Surely, I had written a gift to the universe. Like unicorns, and rainbows. Then I flew home and reread it. Um. Yeah. Dear reader, I have a big secret. The first draft of this book. Suuuuuuuuuuuuuuuucked. So so hard. Like seriously earth shattering suckage. Like, too embarrassed to let anyone read it ever ever sucked. 

* Side note to aspiring authors. This is where I tell you to shut up and put your butt in the damn chair and write your damn book already. Who cares if it sucks? All first drafts suck. That's what revision is for. Your book will cease to be a huge, stinky gloppy turd the third or tenth, time you rewrite it. Trust me. I know. I'm the queen of the absolute shit first draft. I'm wearing my tiara and sash right now. Go ahead. Take it from me. I dare you.*

Ahem. Anyway. Where were we? Oh yes, it did take plenty of rewriting to turn this turd of a novel into something worth reading. Still, it's the story I set out to tell. I love X-men and The Watchmen, therefore, I wanted to write a super hero story. A dark one. But, I also wanted it to feel real, like it could be happening to a real girl, right now, somewhere. I also wanted to set the story in Ohio, because I feel deep down that it's a special place that is often overlooked. (Go ahead. Make a flyover zone joke. I dare you.) I love love love the book Beautiful Creatures, in part because Kami and Margaret brought the sound, smell, and feel of Gatlin alive. I wanted to do the same for the made-up town of Salt Creek. I hope I have succeeded. 

Back then, I was also soooooo tired of reading paranormal romance books where the girl was in thrall to a much more powerful man. Yeah, I'm looking at you, Bella Swan. No, No. that isn't a dis to Twilight or any other books or all those fans. They're great. There's a reason people love them. But there had to be other people like me out there who wanted to read about a powerful girl, and not just in a dystopian post-apocalyptic setting.

Power, reinvention, self-acceptance, grief. All of these play a huge role in Jess' story. It's not an accident. They also took a starring role in my life when I wrote it. When I checked into that cheap hotel room in the desert, I was living through the second-most powerless time in life. 

The first was when Hurricane Katrina wrecked New Orleans, and I couldn't find my friends or even go back to see if my house was still standing for more than a month. I lost my job, my old life, all of it in that storm. By 2007, my life was finally back on track. I had moved home to Ohio. I had a job, and I'd sold my New Orleans house. I moved into a cute 1957 ranch house in a neighborhood I liked, and played on the Ohio Roller Girls roller derby team three nights a week. (My derby name is Girlzilla, by the way. Thanks for asking.) I took my grandpa out to dinner every Wednesday night. I cooked out with my parents. Life was good. 

Then, whammo. Grandpa got lung cancer. He died six weeks later. Less than a year later, my Dad was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He died six weeks later. 

My world crumbled, and I wallowed in my dark pit of grief for months. It was suddenly acutely clear to me that life was short. Remember when the characters in the book said we never have as much time as we think we do? Yeah. Well, I ain't lying. I truly believe that, and I didn't want to die before writing the books I had in me. 

You probably guessed it's no coincidence that Jess loses her dad and grandpa in this novel. It's not, because writing a story about power emerging from grief was an antidote to the feelings of powerlessness and darkness I was feeling at the time. Woah. We just got way too serious. About that,  This book is way too boo hoo serious. I'm actually pretty funny in real life, and I promise sugar-on-top pinkie swear I'll write a book that's more humorous once this series is finished. Really, I will.

See? That thing where you wonder how much of the author's real life bleeds into their fiction? A lot. Like a lot a lot. More than you'd think, maybe not word for word, but totally. Like, lots. Here's another example: You know that part in the book where Billy shows up at Jess' house and they take a motorcycle ride to a picnic in the woods? OMG, so romantic right? Yeah, well, that totally happened to me in high school. Oh yes. It's true, and I see you turning green with envy all the way from over here. It was awesome, and romantic, and his name was James. I think he's an accountant now, but I'm not sure because he's not on Facebook. What is it about dudes that they're never on Facebook? Gah. Silly boys. 

And, like Jess, I totally broke my arm at track practice. But I was in sixth grade, running hurdles, in the throes of puberty. I received no super powers, only boobs. Which are kind of super-powered now that I think about it, so go me!

So, yeah. You hold in your hands my ode to young love and powerlessness. And butt-kicking, and super heroes, and Universal Monster-themed nickel slots. And Tom Jones, may God bless him and his tight little pants forever. Amen. I like tight pants. Uh... I mean sausage... Do you? Wait. Woah boy. Sorry there. I meant book sausage. I hope you do, 'cause there's more in the back of Jess, Resurrected: Guardians of Salt Creek Book Two. Talk to ya then!

Oh, and quick bit of trivia. In the first draft of this book, Steve was the killer. Boom. I said it. Now go read the next book! 
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Chapter 1 — The End
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The paramedics unzipped the body bag and lifted Andy out. His eyes were milky white and stuck open. He reeked of urine and wet pennies, the smell of blood and death. The stink of him saturated the humid night air. My stomach knotted and saliva ran in rivers in my mouth. I tried not to throw up. I tried not to cry. 

Dr. Martin started Andy's van and let it idle. The paramedics buckled his limp body into the driver's seat and wrapped Andy's hands around the steering wheel.

“You ready?” The paramedic, all crew cut and muscle, shouted back to me. 

Sheriff Franks loped over. “You're up, kid. Aim for the security light at the dip in the road just like we talked about.”

He pointed to the lone circle of bright white light in the darkness below. I nodded. 

“Okay everybody,” Sheriff announced. “Stand back. Give her room.”

My friends backed away from me. Vic retreated into the fold of Adam's arms. Billy stepped in front of Ava and Katie, as if to shield them from what was to come. 

The paramedic popped the van into neutral and jumped clear. It began to roll down Savage Hill, a steep, crumbling road with a well-earned name. It rolled faster faster faster as the land dropped underneath it. The tires screeched across the stubbled asphalt. The van slid and skidded, careening closer to the bottom. I felt the hot rubber tires, Andy's cold stiff fingers, the hard plastic steering wheel as real in my mind as if I had my own hands on them. Turn the wheel. The van swerved, still on track, straight toward the pole. This had to be a head on collision. It had to be an epic crash. A closed-casket crash. It was the only way. 

“Lift it, Jess. Do it now!” Sheriff Franks yelled. “Now!”

Breathe. I'd never moved anything this big before. Breathe. I closed my eyes. Breathe. I pictured the van lifting off the ground. I imagined the grill hitting the lanky length of the silvery light pole. I felt the steel, the rubber, the glass. Fly, van. Come on. Fly!  

Zig-zag pain stabbed the inside of my skull. I dropped to my knees. 

“Jess! Are you all right?” Billy screamed over the screeeeeee screeeeeee of metal grinding against metal. 

Tink tink tink. Glass shattered. I opened my eyes. The van, all the way to the back of the sliding door, was chewed up like cheap bubblegum. The hood was wrapped around the pole like a bun around a hot dog. The tires jutted out at odd angles. 

Sheriff let out a sigh that sounded like a deflating balloon. “Okay. Okay,” he whispered. “It's done.” 

So that's it then. Tonight, the last Saturday in September, the night of the homecoming dance, I murdered a boy. Wimpy, overlooked Andy turned out to be a telekinetic killer. He killed me, so I killed him. But I got a second chance. I came back to life. Andy didn't, and I'd just staged a massive car accident to cover all that up.

I wasn't alone. I had help. The sheriff and the nine-two-two paramedics, a secret emergency unit dedicated to helping people with special powers, were in on it. So was Dr. Martin, the ER doctor at the county medical center who could heal the sick with her touch.

“Are you all right, Jess? You look a little green.” Dr. Martin knelt down beside me. Her blue scrubs were streaked with brown. Dried blood. 

I nodded. I lied. I would never be okay. I was too disgusted with myself, with Andy, to even form words. 

“This is horrible, no doubt about it,” she patted my arm. “But, we have to cover it up when one of our own goes rogue. Andy used his powers to kill and hurt people. If we told the truth. If we told the public that people like us exist, they'd think we were crazy. And if they did believe us, well, none of us would be safe. We lose either way. This is for the best. It doesn't feel like it now, but trust me. You'll see.”

Sheriff planted himself in front of me. “You did real good tonight, Jess, but I have more to ask of you. Actually, I have to ask this of all of you.”  

He went down the line, looking each of us in the eye.“Listen close. You can't tell anyone what really happened tonight. The town has to believe Andy's death was an accident. They have to believe Steve died of natural causes,” he said. “Salt Creek's secret needs to stay a secret, do you understand? This isn't going to be easy for any of you, but it's the only way to keep your kind safe. You need to take the truth to the grave. Are we clear?”

We stared at our feet or shrugged, resigned to our role in the cover up. We were no strangers to secrets. We were theikos, a special kind of human with extraordinary gifts. Katie could run as fast as a car. Vic could heal herself. Billy could make lightning on command. Dr. Martin could heal other people. Ava had intensified senses of hearing and smell, Adam was unusually smart. Andy was telekinetic. I was aphthiton, which meant I acquired the gifts of others through skin-to-skin contact. I possessed most of my friends' powers. Because of their gifts, we'd survived. Because of their gifts, I had come back from the dead tonight. Because of their gifts, I was able to kill Andy before he killed all of us.

“Now clear out,” Sheriff said. “All of this is for nothing if someone drives by and sees you all standing here.” 

Sheriff Franks huddled up with Dr. Martin next to the ambulance. They whispered, but I heard them as clear as if they were screaming. Sheriff would head back to the station and wait for some innocent, well-meaning rube to drive by and report the accident. Then he'd come back with the paramedics, take statements, pack up Andy's body, and call Dr. Martin for the death certificate. It would appear, on the outside, to be a real car accident. Thinking about it made me dizzy.

Vic grabbed my arm and began to whimper. “This can't be happening. I've known Andy all my life. How did he turn so... so...evil?”

She nervously wiped mud off of her pale blue homecoming dress. It wouldn't help. The dress, and her dyed auburn hair, were caked with it. 

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“Are you?” she sniffled.

“Tomorrow is a new day, Vic,” I put on my most reassuring face, hoping it would fool both of us. “We're going to put this behind us and move on with our lives like it never happened. I promise. You'll see.” 

Her lips moved, but her voice sounded far away, like it came from the other end of a tube. Suddenly, a burning heat rose up inside me, and a strange taste, like metal, filled my mouth.  

I woke up on a stretcher in the back of an ambulance. Wait. What?

“Jess, you had a seizure.” Billy ran his fingers through my hair. He sat next to me in the antiseptic white cabin. “You were shaking a lot. You fell down. It was pretty scary.” 

“A seizure? But...” I'd never had one before. “Why?”

“I don't know,” he whispered. “I'll get Dr. Martin. Hold on.”

He pecked me on the cheek and left through the back door. A moment later, Dr. Martin appeared. 

“Hey. I'm glad you're awake,” she said. 

“Where are we?” 

“Downtown, behind the Sheriff's station. We couldn't go to the hospital. It might raise red flags. We can't have you linked with Andy's accident at all. For you, this has to look like any other night,” she said. “Now, about this seizure. Billy told me about your injuries. They were pretty severe. This will probably pass once you heal completely. Give yourself time. Try not to worry about it, but if it happens again, come see me, okay?” 

I nodded. 

“Good. I'll send Billy back in.”

She left, and she did. 

He snuggled up next to me on the stretcher. A light line of bruises still ringed his neck. 

“I thought Dr. Martin healed you,” I said. 

“She couldn't fix it all. Katie and I were pretty bad off. She did as much as she could, but she ran out of juice. She's coming over tomorrow morning to fix the rest. We have to look normal right away, like tonight never happened. We can't let any outsiders see us injured.”

I reached out and touched a bruise, but not gently enough. Billy flinched and sucked in a hard breath. “I'm sorry,” I said. “I only wanted to try to heal you.”

“Stop,” he said. “Worry about you. I'll be fine.” 

“No. I...” This could never be fine. So much hurt, so many injuries. There wasn't enough healing power in the world to fix tonight. I owed him this small favor.“Billy, I...I'm so sorry.” 

Tears came. My stubbornness nearly got him and all of my friends killed. This mess tonight could have been avoided if I'd trusted him. If I believed him when he'd said he was innocent. I loved him, and I'd hurt him, and we all nearly died as a result. There wasn't a big enough sorry in the world to fix that. “I shouldn't have —”

“Don't Jess. You saved us. You saved me. Because of you, this nightmare is over,” Billy said. “Andy can't kill anyone else. He can't hurt me, and he can't hurt you.”

“I'm sorry I didn't believe you.” 

“Why would you? I should have told you everything the first time you asked. Sheriff and his stupid promises.” He held onto me tighter. “I was so worried about keeping my promise to Sheriff Franks, I forgot keep my promises to you. I swear I won't make that mistake again. Tonight, we start fresh. We move on. Life is good. We're all safe now.” 
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Chapter 2 —The Funeral 



[image: image]


Even the sky wept for Steve Kennedy. Rain poured down on the Hollygrove Cemetery in sheets, saturating the sea of mourners huddled around his polished black casket. 

Only a handful of people at this funeral knew Steve was murdered. The rest thought his heart just stopped. They were told he'd had a congenital malformation, an undetected ticking time bomb in his chest. I knew the truth, and it killed me a little more each day that I woke up alive and he didn't. Andy killed him because Steve intervened when Andy abducted me. Andy made Steve's heart explode. He died trying to protect me.

Steve was Salt Creek High School's golden boy, and his death was my fault. If I hadn't asked him to the homecoming dance. If I hadn't gone outside alone. If I hadn't been so blind to the murderer hiding right in front of me, he'd be alive right now. 

I ran my fingers over the last patch of sore pink skin over my heart. It'd been five days since the fight at the ravine. My cuts and broken bones had all healed, except for a burn on my chest, a raw pink brand in the shape of the guardian's sun. When I jolted back to life, the metal of Gramma's sun necklace had burned it into my skin. I didn't know why it had left a permanent mark. All of my other injuries disappeared, leaving no trace. I suspected it wasn't a mistake. The universe had marked me, so I could never forget I died and came back to life. If I was marked, I could never forget the two kids who were dead in the ground because of me. 

We had buried Andy on the other side of this cemetery yesterday. His funeral was sunny, warm. He had just as many mourners. In fact, he was the most popular kid in school now that he was dead. Everyone who'd overlooked him when he was alive showed up to cry over his casket. 

“As we make ready our brother’s resting place, look also with favor on those who mourn and comfort them in their loss.” The minister made a cross in the air. His black shirt and pants were visible through his wet white funeral robes.

Those who mourn. Most of the high school plus half the town huddled around Steve's grave. Some had umbrellas, the rest let the relentless rain pour down over them. Vic pressed her face against her boyfriend Brad's chest as she cried. Brad, eyes tinged pink and bottom lip quivering, fought back his tears.

Steve's dad stood stick straight, lips taut and tears leaking, as Steve's mother leaned on him, bent under the weight of her lost son. She held tight to her daughter, Steve's little sister. I didn't even know he had one. She was maybe ten years old. She cleaved to her mother, sobbing, her white blonde hair sticking to her wet cheeks. 

I couldn't bear to look at her. Instead, I looked up at the churning black clouds. I wondered if Salt Creek would ever see the sun again. Would I? What do you do with your life after you've died and come back? What do you do after you've killed someone you thought was your friend? What do you do when an innocent person dies because of you? Can you make that right?

“Amen.” The minister declared the funeral over. 

The crowd shifted. The elderly ladies descended on Steve's family. They would perch like black crows in the Kennedy house today, just as they had at mine when Dad and Gramps died. 

“Jess,” Billy squeezed my hand. “We should go.” 

His eyes were pink at the edges. He was hurting, too. Steve was his best friend once, even if there'd been bad blood between them recently.

“I need a minute,” I said. “I'll meet you at the car.” 

He nodded and let go, and the crowd swallowed him up.

When no one was looking, I put my hand on Steve's coffin, leaned in close and whispered. “Listen. Sybil said you're okay. She said you don't regret it, but I want you to know that I do. I'm sorry.” 

He'd hear me. He had to. Dad said he was by my side every time I thought of him. Steve had to be here, too, drawn by all of these people. “You deserved more time. I wish you were alive. I wish it hadn't ended like this.”  

Just then, someone pushed me hard, knocking me onto my butt in the wet grass. “Drop the act. Pretending to care? Spare me.” 

Sonya, Steve's ex-girlfriend, loomed over me. She had a red golf umbrella to shield her from the downpour, but her tears had carried her eyeliner down her cheeks. “What's your deal, huh? You let everyone see you cry before you run off to cuddle up with lover boy? Well, sorry sweetheart. You don't get to pretend. This is your fault. You hurt Steve. He died alone in a parking lot because you ran off with Billy. You're gonna pay for what you did.”

I didn't know what to say. She was partly right. It was my fault, and I deserved whatever venom she spit at me. 

“Is there a problem here, ladies?” Sheriff Franks inserted himself between us.

“No,” Sonya hissed. “We both know the deal.” 

She sneered at me then turned on her heel and stomped off. 

“You all right?” Sheriff Franks pulled me up. 

“Yeah. Fine.” I peeled a few green flecks of wet grass off my dress. “Seventeen-year-old girls aren't exactly known for empathy and kindness.” 

“Look. Jess.” Sheriff's eyes darted around, making sure no one else was close enough to hear. “I should have been more up front about how hard this is going to be. No matter what happens or who's giving you a hard time, you've got to keep the secret. They have to believe the lie. It's not fair to Steve, and it's not fair to you, but it'll keep people safe. Can I count on you?” 

I nodded. Of course, I'd keep my mouth shut. I was an accidental murderer, plus I'd died and come back to life. No one wanted that on the evening news. 

“Well, okay then. If you need anything, you can always come to me for help,” he said. “And I hope I can call on you, too.” 

Sheriff tipped his hat at me like some Wild West cowboy, but I grabbed his arm before he walked off. “Sheriff, wait.”

“What is it?”

“I forgot to tell you something about that night in the ravine. Andy made a video.”

“Of what?” His voice shook. 

“He taped Billy shooting me. Maybe more. Maybe the rest.” Like the part where Andy split my skull in half, then I came back to life and thrashed his head against a rock so hard I killed him.

“Jess, we already cleared the crime scene.”

“Did you find it? I don't remember if it was a phone or a camera, but he propped it up on a rock.”

“No. We didn't,” he said. “I'll check again. If someone else finds it first, it doesn't matter how good we all are at keeping secrets.” 
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Chapter 3  — Friday
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Steve smiled at me when I stood in front of his locker. He was bathed in sunlight, shaggy blond hair ruffled by the breeze, throwing a football. Yearbook pictures, photo booth strips, dozens of them, had been glued to poster board with “We love you, Steve. You are our angel!” painted in purple glitter curlicues across the top. Footballs and teddy bears were heaped up on the floor around a lit white votive candle. Someone had nailed his football jersey—Kennedy, No. 32—to the locker, too.

I'd just left biology class. Steve used to be my lab partner. I stared at his empty seat next to me for forty minutes. Everyone did. Sybil said he was at peace, but I sure wasn't. 

“Come on.” Vic looped her arm through mine and led me away. “You'll drive yourself crazy if you keep looking at this.” 

She sniffled and dabbed her eyes with her sleeve.

“What's wrong?” I asked.

“Stupid Brad. We got in a fight. He's mad about the dance. He says I'm a bitch for ditching him. I mean, he's right. I totally ditched him, but I can't tell him why.”

She left the dance to rescue me. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him I found Katie crying alone in the bathroom after Steve died, so I took her home and spent the night at her house. It's just...”

“Not fair?”

“Yeah. I mean, seriously. I can't tell him the truth. I can't make it right, so he has to go on thinking that I'm the kind of girl who would ditch him without so much as a text right after his best friend died.”

“Spending the night with Katie was the best you could come up with?”

“Yeah, well. I didn't have time to think about it before he asked me.” She pieced herself back together, wiping the last remnants of tears from her eyes and smoothing out her hair. “Anyway, that's my story if anyone asks. Back me up. Katie's in on it already.”  

Adam bopped up to us, unkempt as usual in a rumpled T-shirt and grass-stained Converse. He brushed a strand of his waist-long wheat-colored hair off of his face. “Hey. I've been looking for you two. There's an emergency community meeting at Grandpa Bob's Sunday night. You have to be there.”

“Community? What, like the Moose Lodge?” Vic snapped like a viper in cherry glitter lip gloss. 

“Uh...no. You know. Our community? Duh.” Adam shifted nervously. “Anyway, Grandpa Bob lives in the little white house at the bottom of Cherry Street hill. The meeting starts at dark. I'll see you there, okay?” 

He looked expectantly at Vic.  

“No way in hell am I going to that,” she said flatly. 

“But it's mandatory. It's about Andy,” he whispered. “We all have to go.” 

One of Vic's eyebrows shot straight up. “Maybe it's mandatory for you, but it sure as hell isn't for me. I'll pass.” 

Vic clip-clopped down the hall. Adam stared at me with shocked half-moon eyes. “What's her deal?”

Adam didn't get it. Vic had made great efforts to hide. She didn't want to be part of a community of weirdos with unusual powers. Vic planned to bop through high school in high-heeled shoes and rhinestone bracelets, kissing cheeks with her glitter-glossed lips, without anyone ever suspecting she was any different than anyone else. Hell would freeze to solid ice before she would voluntarily associate with freaks and outcasts, even though she was one.

“Long story,” I said. “But, I'll be there.” 

“Cool. Cool...” He punched his fists deep into his pocket, looking hesitant like he had something else to say. “So, uh, has Vic said anything about me? She hasn't talked to me once since Saturday night. I kinda thought... I don't know...Maybe... after what happened....You know...And why is she still with Brad? I saw him yelling at her a few minutes ago. He's such a—”

“Meathead? Yeah I know.” I put on my most encouraging face. “Don't worry. He'll show his true colors sooner or later, then I'm sure Vic will get a boyfriend who actually loves her. Just wait. You'll see.”

A boyfriend like Adam. I winked. He smiled. 

“Uh, why is everyone staring at you?” He asked. 

I looked around. Everyone, and I mean every single person, stopped talking and stared at me as we walked by. I was deflecting the hairy gaze of a red-haired freshman when Sonya bumped right into me so hard she knocked the books out of my arms. 

“Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't even see you there.” She cooed, in a sing-songy voice, loud enough for everyone in a three classroom radius to hear her. All eyes were on us. “Of course, I don't know how I could have missed you in that outfit. It's so black and wrinkled. And cheap. I hope you didn't get anything on me.” 

Sonya wiped her shirt as if she'd been sullied. Her girl posse giggled. A mean girl smirk slunk across her face. Then she sauntered off, hips swinging, nose in the air. She was so curvy, she looked like a figure eight sashaying down the hall. 

Yep. It was official. Sonya was out to get me, and I didn't stand a chance. Sonya was the curvy hot cheerleader. The top of the pyramid. The girl every girl wished she could be. That meant the nameless masses beneath her wouldn't hesitate to put me down if the result would be one moment in her good graces.

I was nobody, the new girl. They had nothing to lose by victimizing me. We didn't have history. I didn't have the right boyfriend or the right clothes. I loved the biggest outcast in school and wore hoodies and jeans even on hot days, thanks to my knack for absorbing weird powers through my skin. I didn't fit, and I'd been linked to the sudden death of the most popular guy in school. I had no way to defend myself. I was royally screwed. 

“What was that about?” Adam's mouth hung open. 

“Welcome to girl world,” I said. 

––––––––
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The rest of the day wasn't much better. Billy and I sat together at lunch, just the two of us at a table in the corner. The other kids didn't even try to hide the fact that they were talking about us. I wore squishy pink earplugs to mute the voices, but thanks to Ava's gift of super sensitive hearing, every word still sounded like a whisper directly in my ear.

Oh my god. Can you believe them? The nerve. That girl totally ditched Steve at the dance to run off with freaky Billy. Now look at them. They act like nothing happened. Don't they feel bad?  

I tried to keep the voices out. I tried not to hear.

That new girl is, like, cursed or something. Her dad's dead, her grandpa's dead. Steve went to the dance with her and now he's dead. I saw her talking to Andy there, too. Oh my god. It's like everybody she touches drops dead. She's cursed. Maybe she's a witch. 

Then the icing on the cake. 

I heard a bunch of kids at her old high school died, too. That's why she left California. 

“Ignore them,” Billy said. He doodled on the first page of a new sketchbook. He'd put the last one away. The old one had pictures he'd drawn of Sybil's vision of my death and rebirth, although we didn't know that's what they were at the time. “I know you can hear them. Tune it out. You have to.” 

“Did they talk about you like this, too?” 

“Probably, but I was lucky. I couldn't hear them. You can, so you've got it worse.” He stopped sketching and slid his hand over mine. “Jess, if they knew what really happened, they'd shut right up. Unfortunately, people like us can't tell the truth. We don't have the luxury. We just have to endure.”

“I don't know if I can.”  

“Find a way.” 

“Doesn't it bother you? All the rumors?”

“Of course it does, but I have what I need. I have you. We both survived.” 

He leaned across the table and kissed me smack on the lips. My body went all tingly and warm. Suddenly, I really didn't care what the other kids said. He lingered close to me, his breath still warm on my face. “I know the truth. I know what you did, and it was amazing. Thank you for saving my life.” 

The bell rang. He kissed me again, then we split up and headed off to class. 

I walked past Andy's locker on the way to Spanish. It was surrounded by candles and flowers, and someone had taped a giant life-size smiling picture of him on the outside. Kids had written notes on it in Sharpie marker. We miss you, Andy. You rocked, dude. Sticky-sweet yearbook platitudes on steroids. 

Well, Andy finally got what he wanted. In death, he was a celebrity. He'd ditched his status as the invisible overlooked guy no one noticed, talked to, or cared about. He'd become the poster boy for youthful vitality and lost potential. That didn't erase the truth. He was a murderer. He would have snapped every last one of these kids' necks if he'd had the chance, as payback for all the years they'd ignored him. 

The rest of the afternoon was unbearable. I tried to block out the girls who gossiped about me even when I was only a seat or two away, but their insults were sharp knives that cut deep. I reminded myself I was a senior. It was October. I only needed to survive until May. How hard could that be?

Silly me. I shouldn't have asked. 

I found out what they'd done after the last bell. Someone painted my locker door black. Someone printed out a big picture of me and taped it to the front. I didn't get the same sentimental treatment Andy and Steve got. Oh no. Not me. They'd X'ed out my eyes, colored my skin red like a devil. They drew blood dripping from the corners of my mouth. My face was covered with black Sharpie pentagrams, satanic stars. In yellow paint, they'd written: This bitch is a killer. You touch her, you die. You've been warned.

Girls, backpacks slung over their shoulders, legs poking out of their too-tight, too-small jean shorts, snickered as they rushed past me. 

How dare they. 

My gut boiled and the steam pressure built up inside. Lava pumped through my veins. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead. 

Zzzttt. The electricity surged up. A sweet, faint trace of ozone appeared in the air. 

Someone grabbed my arm. Zzzttt. 

“Ouch! What the hell.” Vic shook her hand. A second later, she looked at me with eyes as big as Moon Pies.

“Jess. Calm down. Don't do this here. Please.” Her words barely squeezed through her clenched teeth. “You can't explode at school, no matter how many jerks there are. It's Friday. School's over. Hold it together for ten more minutes. You have the whole weekend to blow off steam.” 

I sucked in a breath so deep it should have taken every last molecule of air out of the hallway. Vic's right. Don't explode at school. It'll only make things worse. Breathe. Breathe. The lava inside me dialed down to a simmer. Except for a split second when the fire kicked up, filling every inch of me with red rage. I punched the face on my locker right between her X'ed-out bloody dead eyes. I hit her so hard, the door crumpled around my fist, like Andy's van around the light pole. 

“Seriously, Jess? Come on,” Vic huffed. “If you can't keep the secret, we're all doomed.”
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Chapter 4— Woman in the Woods
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Sheriff Franks called right after Vic dropped me off at home. “We searched the ravine again. We didn't find a camera. Are you sure Andy had one?”

“Look again. It's there. It has to be.” I'd watched him switch it on. He made the video so he could stage the evidence to make it look like Billy killed me. “It's out there. I'm sure of it.” 

“I'm telling you it's not there. We searched top to bottom today. We looked everywhere,” he said. “Listen. Maybe you got it wrong. Maybe you got mixed up. In the middle of a fight like that, emotions run pretty high. You might not remember things right. That's normal. If the camera was there, we would have found it.” 

My face went hot. How dare he. I knew the camera was out there. I saw it with my own eyes. “I didn't get it wrong. It's there,” I said. “If you can't find it, I'll go get it myself.” 

He was still talking when I hung up. I grabbed my keys. Before I knew it, I'd scribbled “be home late” on a sticky note on the fridge, and I was in Gramps' yellow pick-up truck speeding to the ravine. 

I hiked in on the narrow thin line through the woods that led right to the base of the waterfall, right to where I'd died. It still smelled like wet copper pennies and rust. Blood, but not as strong, not as much. The same storm that fell over Steve's funeral must have washed it clean. The sun beamed through the trees lining the rock ledge above me, casting speckled gold light over the stones. 

Tat tat tat tat tat. A slim waterfall cut through the stones, plunk plunking into a shallow pool below.

A bone deep chill trickled through me. I ran my hands over my arms. It was strange to think this warm, pink breathing body was, however briefly, a corpse. Anyone could hike by and have no clue I'd died here a week ago. The pool of blood my body had lain in had turned to a faint brown stain, blending with the sandstone. 

Sheriff Franks hadn't laid out any crime scene tape. Only the trees were out of sorts. A few lay on their sides with their giant mangled root clumps turned up and exposed. Others had black scorched trunks and branches. The newspaper had already run a story, covering the truth with a faux tale about a lightning strike catching the trees on fire and a strong gale ripping them from the ground.

I zeroed in on the stones at the edge of the ravine. The camera had to be there. I watched Andy set it down, turn it on. I crawled on my hands and knees, scrutinizing every square inch, looking under, over, and around every rock. I found nothing. There was no camera. Not a trace. Sheriff Franks wasn't lying. But it had to be here. It didn't just walk out of here on its own. 

I closed my eyes. Breathe in. Breathe out. I pictured a camera. Something black. Something small. Andy's phone, maybe? I wasn't sure. The ravine was dark, and I'd been drugged. But if I could picture it, I could grab it, lift it with my mind. I opened my eyes and looked around. Nope. No camera. Nothing was floating. I tried again. Small. Black. Camera. Red light. Nope. Nothing. 

“Dammit Andy!” I wailed. “Where did you put that stupid camera?” 

A boiling black rage spilled out of me. I smashed a boulder with my fist, and my knuckles split on impact. The pain didn't dampen the fury. I punched another rock clean in half, sending sandstone chips flying everywhere. Red dripped from the cuts on my hands. I picked up a heavy rock and threw it hard across the ravine. It hit the sandstone wall and shattered down to dust. 

“You're dead and you're still ruining my life!” I screamed so hard, so loud my lungs should have burst. “Is this your revenge? Is this how you're going to get back at me for killing you?” 

I knew the dead were with you when you said their name. He'd be here. I wanted him to hear this. “Andy! Where is it, huh? Where's the camera? Is this some kind of joke? Do you think this is funny?” 

A wind kicked up. Andy. Maybe he's here. “Where is it, huh? Where!”

My hands sparked. Then the smell came, sharp and sweet. Ozone. The scent of lightning and storms. “Where is it!”

A wave of fire-red energy burst out of me, rolling across the ravine, blanketing everything in crackling electrified rage. It singed the trees, at least those with leaves left to burn. Tears clawed out, and my chest heaved as I sobbed. “You jerk. Why did you do it? It's not fair! I did what I had to do to survive. I did what I had to do to save my friends. That should be enough. This should be over! I shouldn't have to clean up your mess!” 

Crack. Snap. Branches breaking under a shoe. 

Oh no. Someone's here. What if they heard me? What if they saw what I'd done?

My ears perked up. Birds tweeted. Chipmunks skittered across dry leaves. Someone was in the woods. I could smell them. They reeked of clover, fresh-cut grass, and the salty earthiness of manure. “Hey,” I called out. “Can you help me?” 

It was the least suspicious thing I could think to say. 

No answer. 

I squinted into the sunlight. A shadow flitted between the trees. I caught a glimpse of a few strands of long dark hair blown up by the wind, outlined in sunlight. My heart thumped hard and fast against my ribs. I prayed whoever she was, she hadn't seen me crush the rocks or explode in a fiery red blast. My instinct was to zip after her, to use my Katie speed to catch her, but I couldn't risk her seeing that either.

“Hello? Are you there?” I called out. “I lost my camera. Have you seen it?” 

It sounded like a normal reason to be out here alone. Well, relatively normal. I crunched a few feet into the woods to the spot where she'd lingered. It was infused with the scent of clover and manure. I looped my way through the trees, but she wasn't there. She was gone without a trace. 

I noticed a smattering of mist had gathered around my ankles. No. Not now. 

I batted at the fog, willing it away, but it kicked up thicker, higher around me until the forest went so white, it looked like a blanket had been pulled up all around me. No. No. No. The fog. Not again. Not now! 

The trees turned to stark black silhouettes against the white. A young woman stepped out from behind a tree. Her hair was long and dark, wild and tangled. She wore a long-sleeved muddy dress with a V of buttons down the chest, a corset-small waist and a full, ankle-length skirt. The dress looked like something from another century. It was once light blue, but was now covered in dark stains. Blood stains. She held a hatchet in her hand. 

Her face turned my blood to ice. She had painted thick black circles around her eyes and nose, and black streaks down her lips, making her face look like a skull. She'd painted her chin and her neck dark red, the color of fresh blood. She looked right through me as if I wasn't there. She howled and whooped, turning side to side barking orders at people I couldn't see. Then she looked right at me and raised the hatchet.

“No!” My chest exploded. An electrified cloud of red lightning shot out of me, right through the skeleton woman. 

A wall of thick white mist kicked up between us. My heart raced. I turned around and around looking for her, bracing myself for an attack. I didn't see her, but voices came. The hiss of whisper-scream voices. Voices without bodies. Afthee... Afthee... 

The same voices from the obelisk in the woods, from Anne Charity's stone. Afthee.....Afthee..... 

Suddenly, a black shape whapped out of the mist and hit me hard in the face. Crunch. My nose, my cheek, my jaw bones crushed under the blow. 

The fog grew thick, then disappeared in an instant. I wasn't in the woods anymore. I was in a black place, cramped and dark. My face throbbed. Blood ran over my lips. 

Hard walls pressed in around my body. Crumbs cascaded over my face, into my mouth. Dirt. No. No. No. My blood pumped hard in my ears. My fingernails sunk into the walls. This is dirt. I'm underground. I'm being buried alive. No. No. No!

The walls slowly tilted and turned on an angle. Heat filled my gut, rising up and spreading inside me. I'm on fire. My tongue tasted steel, before the world went black again. 

I woke up in the forest alone, lying in a pile of crunchy dead leaves. Squirrels skittered nearby.  The sky had turned to midnight ink spattered with tiny white stars. How long have I been out here?Apparently, hours and hours. I pressed my fingers to my jaw. No broken bones, no blood. I looked around. No grave. It was a dream. Another vision. Another seizure. 

Lying there, nestled in the dry crumby litter of fallen autumn leaves, I prayed this wasn't the kind of vision that would come true. 
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Chapter 5— The plan 
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It was a sunny, clear-skied Saturday morning. I'd barely slept at all, because every time I drifted off, I dreamed of being buried alive. I'd been sitting in the wrought iron chair on the balcony outside my bedroom window since dawn.

My heart nearly tap danced when I saw Billy hum up the driveway on his motorcycle. I didn't even wait for him to knock on the door. I shimmied straight down the ivy-covered trellis and zipped up to him just as he cut the engine and heeled down the kickstand. 

He peeled off his helmet. “Hey. I wasn't sure you'd be up, but I'm glad you are.” He ran his hand through his shaggy black hair, and I melted inside. I'd never get tired of looking at him. “Want to go for a ride?”

Boy did I. I didn't even say yes. I just put my hand on the back of his neck, pulled him to me and kissed him hard. His lips were soft and tasted sweet, like peppermint candies. He dropped his helmet, wrapped both arms around me, and kissed me back just as much. The feel of him, his hard flat muscles and the heat rolling off his skin, was a healing potion for all of today's hurts. Nothing could be wrong in the world as long as Billy was with me. 

Zzzttt. The scent of ozone. No, not again. 

We stopped kissing long enough to watch tiny arcs of blue electricity zap back and forth between us. It didn't hurt too badly, though. It only tingled, like the pin-pricks when your foot fell asleep.

“Wow,” he said. “We must both pretty out of sorts after this week. We better be careful. Try to relax, okay? We've gotta let it all go.” 

He was right. He'd given me his ability to conduct and create electricity and lightning, and it could easily go off the rails if either of us was hurt or angry, or sad or out of control. Two funerals, two wakes, one peeved Sonya, one strange woman in the woods. Yeah. This week had been the definition of out of control. 

“I thought this week would never end,” I said.

“Me, too. But let's try to forget it, at least for today,” he said. “Now put on a helmet so we can get out of here.”

“I don't need a helmet.” I slid onto the bike behind Billy and snaked my arms tight around his waist. I wanted to feel the warm sun on my face, the crisp, cool air blowing through my hair. I wanted to feel alive, because, frankly, I was dead last week.

“Uh. I'd feel better if you wore it.”

“I'm hard to kill, remember?” 

“Maybe, but you're not dying again on my watch.” He thrust the helmet at me. “We aren't going anywhere unless you wear it.” 

“Fine.” I put it on, and I wasn't too proud to pout while I did it. 

Helmet buckled, arms tight around Billy, we lurched out of the Gramps' half-mile pot-holed driveway, crunching and spitting gravel as we went. I held him so close my body moved with the rise and fall of his breath. He smelled clean, like leather and soap and leaves turning yellow in fall. At least this wish had come true. Billy and I were together. We were alive. We'd survived. It was the wish that mattered most.

We whizzed down a hilly two-lane road through the hills. We passed an orchard where every branch bowed under the weight of so many rose-red apples. We passed a pasture with three horses grazing casually by a white fence. They assessed us with their brown eyes as we zoomed by. We rode for half an hour at least before Billy stopped near a tattered black barn flanked by crooked yellow stone silos that had nearly been swallowed whole by vines. 

“Hop off.”

I did. 

“Follow me.” 

He maneuvered the bike through a lily-filled ditch by the side of the road. We parked it a few feet inside the treeline then hiked up through the woods. The hill, dotted with ferns, sloped up sharply. We followed a thin dirt trail to the top, then down to a pea-soup green creek. It was maybe thirty feet wide with water bubbling white in parts. A sandstone rock wall loomed over the other bank. 

Billy hopped up onto the trunk of a large tree that had fallen across the water. He inched out to the middle, arms out for balance. “I come here sometimes when I need to be alone.” He sat down, draping one leg over either side. “No one is ever here. It's peaceful.”

I gingerly climbed up onto the trunk. The bark had fallen off, and the wood underneath was smooth. I slid across, feeling unsteady. A childhood of walking only on beach sand hadn't prepared me for slippery bark, but bit by bit, I made it to Billy, who was so settled in he may as well have been lounging on a sofa. I slowly slid down onto the trunk in front of him. 

“I looked for you after school yesterday. Then I saw your locker. Adam said Sonya did it, and that you and Vic left in a hurry.” He shook his head. “You've got to watch out for Sonya. This is just the start. I've watched her cut down the people who've pissed her off. She's relentless. Honestly, I don't know why Steve put up with her for as long as he did.”

“I do. Have you looked at her lately?” 

“Yeah. Well, she's easy on the eyes, no doubt,” he said. “But even Steve couldn't help but notice how ugly she was on the inside. That's why they broke up last summer, if you believe the rumors.”

“That's one rumor I can believe,” I said. “Honestly, yesterday was the worst.” 

I'd never been the target of so much hatred before. It cut extra deep, because I felt like I deserved it. Sonya wasn't wrong. I was involved in Steve and Andy's deaths, just not quite the way she imagined. “I don't know what I'm going to do.”

“There's nothing to do. You've gotta let it go. Find a way to let it roll off. The people who really care about you know the truth,” he said. “None of the other kids matter. Remember, we only have to make it to graduation.”

He watched the water gurgle below us. His olive skin glowed in the morning sun.

“Were they this mean to you?” I ached at the thought of it. 

“Let's just say I sat alone in the cafeteria for a long time before you came along. I only stayed away because I was trying to protect them, but they don't know that. Just like you saved us, and they don't know it,” he said. “This is the price we pay for being what we are. It's not fair, but this is life. This is our life.” 

“No.” This couldn't really be my life, could it? I had saved as many of my friends as I could from a killer, and everyone hated me for it. “There has to be another way. We shouldn't have to live like this.” 

“You're right, and I've been thinking about that a lot this week,” he said. “I have a plan. We can make it stop. All you have to do is say yes.”

“A plan. Really? What is it?”

He inched closer and his blue eyes, flecked with green, stared right through to the insides of me. “The second we finish high school, we're getting on my motorcycle and riding out of this town. We'll leave everything behind—Andy, and all the people he killed and all the pain he caused— and everyone who hurt us. We'll ride away and never look back. We'll leave Salt Creek forever. Together.”

I searched his eyes and found only sincerity. My heart fluttered, excitement mixed up with fear. “Where will we go?”

“Everywhere.” 

He smiled, then he kissed me. I reveled in the soft warm heat of his mouth. Billy was a sunbeam through black churning storm clouds.

“All you have to do is say you'll come with me. All you have to do is say yes,” he whispered. “So Jess, will you? Will you run away with me?”

“Yes.” I didn't even have to think about it. I wanted it more than I dared admit. He kissed me again, and we held onto each other for a long time.

“Do you know what this means?” Billy asked. 

“That I love you?”

“Even better. It means we'll be together until the end, just like Gramps said we would.”
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Chapter 6 — The Library
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“You saw what in the woods?” Gladys' jaw hung open in shock. 

I retold my tale about the ravine. Someone saw me, a woman with long dark hair, but she disappeared. Then, the skeleton-faced woman with a hatchet and an old-fashioned dress appeared in the fog. 

Gladys knew about the fog. She'd seen it, too, and always along with a vision. She saw the past, and she had accidentally transferred that power to me through a casual handshake the day of my Dad's funeral. That was before I knew what I was. Thanks to Gladys and Gramps, I could see the past or the future, at least small pieces of them, awake and in dreams. 

“I don't believe it.” Except she sounded like she totally did. “Lots of blood has been spilled in the forests around here, honey. The fog has lots to show us.” 

I was perched on the heavy wood table in the local history archives at Salt Creek's tiny public library. I'd come as soon as it opened today. And, trust me, waiting until one o'clock on a Sunday afternoon when you couldn't sleep a wink wasn't easy. But, if anyone might have sane answers in all the crazy swirling around me, it'd be Gladys. She was the guardian of the history, whatever that meant, for Salt Creek and the theikos, even though she looked like any other unassuming grandma in a pink sweatshirt with a cat embroidered on the front.

“You should have told me immediately.” Her cotton ball of white hair bounced as she paced back and forth in front of the bookcase, searching for something. 

“It was too... chaotic...and late.” Plus, I'd debated telling anyone at all. I had a deep, sinking feeling that I could no longer trust my eyes or my thoughts. I'd had seizures. I'd blacked out. My brain clearly wasn't right. There was a real chance that woman wasn't in the woods at all. 

“I suppose it was, but next time don't wait. I'm always at the library, before it opens and after it closes, in case someone wants to meet privately,” she said. “Just knock on the window and I'll let you in. Now, let me see.” 

Gladys ran her finger along the dusty spines of a shelf of leather-bound books. “Skeleton face paint. Hmmm...It had to be Anne Charity. It couldn't be anyone else.”

Anne Charity. Oh yes. I already knew that name. Her portrait was in a book about guardians Gladys had given me. If that book was accurate, she had been burned as a witch not far from my house. The first time I saw the fog, it was on the spot where she'd died.

“I don't know about the real woman, but the skeleton woman was definitely Anne,” she said. “This is twice now you've been wrapped up in the fog because of her. You two are linked somehow. She was like you. A guardian and aphthiton. But maybe there's some other connection, something we're not seeing.”

I flushed hot. I had to spill it. “Maybe she's not aphthiton. The guardian book said she died, and she's still dead. I died, but I came back. That's what aphthiton means right? You get killed and you come back? You're unending?”

“No, that is not what aphthiton means,” she snipped. “All of you are different. You take power from others, so you are shaped by the theikos around you. Poor Anne is dead because she never met a healer. You're alive because Vickie Atwood transferred her ability to heal her own body to you. She saved your life. If you'd never touched her, you'd be buried at Hollygrove right now, aphthiton or not. Don't ever forget you're only as strong as your friends. And, alive or dead, you and Anne are linked. I'm just not sure why yet.” 

Her sassy went soft a moment later, and her eyes got a little bit misty. “I'm sorry I snapped at you, honey,” she said. “So, it's true then, isn't it? Andy actually killed you, didn't he? I'd heard the rumors, but I'd prayed they were wrong.”

“It's true.” 

“I'm so sorry. You're too young to bear that.” She hugged me. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Don't take this the wrong way.” She hesitated, holding her breath. “What was it like to be dead? I apologize if that's too personal.” 

“It's all right,” I said. “It was... peaceful, actually. Everything was clear.”

“Were you alone?” 

“Dad and Gramps were with me.”

She wiped a solitary tear from the corner of her eye. “I see. So we do get to see them again. The ones we love, I mean.”

“We do.”

“Good.” She smiled, but it was a sad smile, and I could tell her thoughts were in some far-off place. “Very good.”

Not necessarily. “It changed me somehow. I've blacked out twice since then. Dr. Martin said I had a seizure, but...I don't know,” I said. “Could that be a side effect? Is there anything in the books about dying and coming back?” 

“Do you feel fine otherwise? Did everything heal all the way up?”

“Yes. Except for this.” I pulled my collar down so Gladys could see the sun scar on my chest.

“Oh my. No denying you're a guardian now.” She stared at the scar for a long time. Then, she suddenly snapped out of her daze. “What did you do before your seizures?” 

I had to think about it. “The first time, I had just wrecked Andy's van.” 

Gladys nodded. She knew about the cover up. “And the second time?

“It was during the fog in the woods.”

“Did you use your gifts then, too? A lot of them, I mean.”

“Yeah. I guess I did.” 

“Sounds like you're settling up,” she declared. “Everything costs. It's nature's way of keeping the balance.”

“Costs? Costs what?” 

“Every power has a price. Sounds like you overextended yourself, used too much at once and had to pay for it,” she said. “Remember that if you get into trouble again. You'll need to plan so you don't black out at the wrong time and get yourself killed.”

“But—” 

She raised her hand to shush me. “Honey, you don't pull the trigger on a big gun without expecting some kickback. These gifts may seem like magic, but they're tangible, physical things rooted in your body. When you ask your body to alter the world around it in a significant way, it's a workout just like flexing a muscle. When you work out too hard, you get sore. So don't use too much. Don't stretch past your limit. And please, don't die again. God only knows what that'll do to you.”

“I wasn't planning on it.”

“Good. Oh, and if you keep blacking out, go see Dr. Martin.” She turned back to the bookcase. “Ah. Here it is.” 

She plucked a book off the shelf and handed it to me. Charity, Unchained: The Legend of Bloody Valley. My insides froze solid. A woman with a skeleton-painted face stared back at me from the cover.

“It's Anne's story. Read carefully and learn from it,” she said. “Her powers, driven by tragedy and grief, consumed her. She met a horrible end. She was aphthiton, yes, but she was not all powerful. No one is all powerful, Jess, not even you. Don't ever forget that.”
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Chapter 7 —The meeting



[image: image]


Grandpa Bob lived smack in the middle of Salt Creek in a tiny white box of a house perched high on a grassy bank at the corner of Cherry and Maple streets. Billy and I sped right by it. I pointed at the house as we whizzed past, protesting, telling him he missed it, but he didn't stop until we were three blocks over. 

We parked and hopped off the motorcycle. “This is close enough,” he said. “It'd look weird if thirty cars suddenly parked right out front. The neighbors would wonder what was up. It'd be too suspicious.”

Showed you how much I knew about being part of a secret society.

“Let's go. We're late.” 

“Wait. There'll be a lot people in there.” I zipped up my hoodie and pulled the sleeves down over my fingers. I was not going to walk out of there with another power. 

“Hey, you don't need to worry about that.” He eased my hands out of their hiding place. “There's a reason we meet at Grandpa Bob's. He's our safety. He switches us all off. No one can use their powers when he's around, remember? Not even you. It's a good thing, too. We've had some pretty heated arguments at these meetings, and they would have been way worse if people were powered on. We're all safe as long as Grandpa Bob is around.”

“Oh right.” I felt lighter. “I forgot.” 

We raced down the street, eventually slipping into the alley behind Grandpa Bob's house. The streetlights cast yellow circles onto a raccoon raiding the fat blue trash can by his back fence. By the time it skittered away, I knew something was terribly wrong.

“Wait.” I stopped Billy from opening the gate.

“What is it?”

“I'm not sure.” 

Voices. Dozens of them. Speaking in pointed staccatos. I can't believe it. How did this happen? I thought it was over. I thought we were safe. He was such a nice man. I can't believe he's gone. 

“Oh no,” I said. “Grandpa Bob is dead.”

“What? No!” Billy yanked open the gate. 

Nearly fifty people were milling around Grandpa Bob's tiny square of a back yard. I pulled my sleeves over my fingers again, retreating into the safe folds of my hoodie. 

Adam and his brother, Big Joe, a hulking man with chest as big around as a barrel, grabbed us. “Oh thank God, you're here,” Adam said. “Where were you? I called, but you didn't answer.” 

“Oh, sorry.” Billy pulled out his phone. His hands were shaking. “What's going on?”

“Grandpa Bob is dead,” Big Joe said. Deep wrinkles formed on his brow. “Murdered.”

My heart stopped cold in my chest for a split second. Billy's breath caught.

“Jess.” Sheriff Franks appeared next to me. “I need you. Come with me.”

He whisked me to Grandpa Bob's back door. “Come inside with me, please. I hate to ask you to do this, but I need your nose. Maybe you can catch a scent, see something I missed. I'm desperate. I'd ask Ava, but she's not here. Will you. Please? For Bob?”

Great. He wanted to use me as a bloodhound. 

I said yes even though I screamed “Hell no!” on the inside. I didn't want to deal with another death, and I didn't want to officially be part of his secret super-powered detective service, but I owed him.

“Okay then. The official crime scene team is on their way, so try not to touch anything. If you pick up anything unusual, anything that might be invisible to a normal person, tell me asap.” He opened the back door. “Brace yourself. It's pretty gory in there.” 

I already knew. The stench punched me hard in the face as soon as the door cracked. Copper pennies and rust, blood but sour, like it'd gone rancid, like it wasn't fresh. So strong, so much. Bile burned the back of my throat. I covered my nose to keep from vomiting. It was overwhelming. 

Sheriff led me through the door. The house was pitch black inside. The only light was the yellow clock on the microwave. My insides fluttered. Whatever was in here, it wasn't good. I didn't want to do this, but I owed Grandpa Bob. He helped me when I needed it, now I had to return the favor. 

“Jess, I need to warn you,” Sheriff said. “Bob's still here.”

The house was eerily silent, and the air was still and stagnant. 

“Where?” It was the only word I could muster. The gravity of it all hit me. I wasn't qualified for this. What did he want me to look for? I wasn't a detective. I didn't know what to do.

“He's in the living room, but if you pick up anything, anywhere, let me know, okay?” He put his arm out and stopped me before I went farther. “Brace yourself. It's...Well, there's a lot of blood.” 

He flicked on the light. We were standing on the threshold between the kitchen and the living room. Grandpa Bob's house was a modest 1970s time capsule. The kitchen was avocado green and orange. The living room had a heavy old console TV, Kelly green carpet and a gold-patterned sofa. A blue-hued painting of Jesus praying at Gethsemane hung on the wall. All of it was splattered with blood. Grandpa Bob lay on the carpet, stiff and face down, the lamplight shining on the bald patch inside his halo of gray hair. 

As best as I could tell, he'd been slashed to bits. A brown ring of blood stained the carpet around his body. I covered my mouth and nose with my sleeve again. My diaphragm jerked up and down. Bile lapped at my tonsils. I wanted to hurl. 

No. No. Stay calm. Do this for Grandpa Bob. Do it for the Sheriff. 

“Jess,” Sheriff had covered his own nose and mouth, too. “Can you sniff out anything?” 

Oh boy. I mustered the nerve. I lowered my hand and took a shallow breath. Copper pennies. Rust. Blood. How did Sheriff expect me to smell anything else? 

“Nothing.” I choked back bile. The waa waa of ambulance sirens wailed in the distance, coming this way.

I staggered into the hallway, my hand over my nose, suddenly desperate to get as far away from the body as possible. The house was a rectangle with a single hallway cutting right down the middle. There were four slim doors, all open, in a line down the hall. 

“Don't touch anything. Especially the knobs,” Sheriff said. “Might be fingerprints on 'em.”

I nodded, then went exploring. The first room was an office with a plain wood desk topped with a hulking beige computer monitor, the oldest one I'd ever seen. A tall bookcase stood empty next to the desk. Its contents were splayed across the floor as if they'd been ripped off the shelves. 

The second room must have been the guest room. The bed, covered in a handmade quilt patched together from pieces of deep purple velvet, was perfectly smooth. Untouched. Except for the books. Books and papers lay scattered across the floor. The nightstand drawers had been pulled out, emptied, and thrown on the floor.

The last bedroom must have been Grandpa Bob's. The bed, covered in a white crocheted blanket, was rumpled. The pillow still bore the imprint of his head. A crucifix hung on the wall. The nightstands were open, the contents in disarray. Whoever came for Grandpa Bob came looking for something. Books or papers. Or money. Valuables. Maybe this was a robbery gone wrong. 

I picked up a hint of something by the last door. A flowery smell that reminded me of my great grandma's rose perfume. I opened the door. It was a bathroom with blue-tiled walls. A faint trace of roses hung in the air, stronger here than in the hallway.

I yanked back the thin plastic shower curtain. The smell hadn't come from there, but it was close. I opened the mirrored medicine cabinet hanging above the sink. No roses, only a tiny blue bottle of Aqua Velva, a razor and a can of Barbasol shaving cream. A linen cabinet had been built into the wall. The door hung open a crack. A strange smell came from inside. Copper pennies and flowers. Blood and roses. 

I opened the door with the tip of one finger on one corner, careful not to sully any evidence. A small black camera sat on the middle shelf. Oh My God. My guts knotted up like a pretzel. There as a message written in blood, drippy and scribbled, on the inside of the door. It said “You can't hide forever.”

“Sheriff.” I tried to yell, but only a crackle came out. “Sheriff. Sheriff!” 

I screamed, each time louder, until his footsteps echoed down the hall. 

“Jess?” he called. “Did you find something? Are you all right? Jess? Where are you?”

“The bathroom,” I squeaked. 

He poked his head through the door. “You got something?” 

I nodded. 

“What? What is it?”

All I could do was point. 

He shooed me aside, taking my spot in front of the cabinet. “Is this? No. It can't be.”

“It's Andy's.” I instantly soaked with sweat. Someone found it. Which meant someone watched it. Which meant someone watched me die and come back to life. Someone watched me kill Andy. Someone knew Billy was electric and Dr. Martin could heal. Someone saw it all. Then they'd killed Grandpa Bob and left this message. Was it for me? Or was it for all of us? 

“I don't believe it,” Sheriff whispered. “I'm sorry, Jess. You were right. I should have believed you.” 

When he read the blood words on the door, the pink ran out of his cheeks. “Don't touch anything. We need prints from this.”

“Hey! Girl with the sun on her heart. Where are you?” A brusque yell echoed through the house. “I know you're here.”

“Jesus Christ. What is she doing in the house? I told them all to stay outside!” Sheriff turned on his heel. He yelled as he stomped through the hall. “Don't touch anything! This is an active crime scene. I can have you arrested for messing it up!”

“Go right ahead.” It was Sybil's voice. 

I went after the sheriff. Sybil, a rail-thin wisp of a girl with wild fire-red hair, stood in the kitchen waving a piece of white paper. She wore her usual macabre ensemble, a black dress with thick black tights and combat boots. 

“Sybil, get out. No one is allowed in here,” Sheriff barked. 

“Grandpa Bob showed me this,” she snipped. “It's a message. It can't wait. He wanted you to see it.”

Sheriff didn't look at Sybil's paper. He sighed and put out his arms, as if to keep her corralled in the kitchen, trying to keep her from stomping through the house mucking up evidence. “Look Sybil. I know you think you saw him, but you know we can't use that in an investigation. It won't stand up as evidence in a court of law.” 

“I don't think I saw him, I did see him! How do you think I knew he died? It's not like I actually get invited to these meetings.” Her jaw clenched. No one ever believed her. They thought she made it all up. “And save your lame-ass court excuse. You think I'm crazy just like the rest of them. Well, you'll come running. Just you wait. The darkness is here. This is just the start.” 

“Sybil, what is it?”  I interrupted.  “What did you see?”

I knew Sybil really had a gift. She was the seer who named the guardians. She could talk to the dead. She'd shown me a picture straight out of my dream once, and it had come true. 

“Sun Girl. Grandpa Bob showed me this. I don't know what it is, but it must be important because he sought me out. Maybe it's his killer. I tried to tell the others, but they ignored me. You'll believe me. You know the truth.”

She handed me the paper. I opened it up, and my blood went cold. It was one of Sybil's paintings. Black brush strokes against stark white paper. A woman with long dark hair. Her face white, her eyes and nose covered in black. The skeleton teeth drawn over her mouth. The red blood painted down her neck. She had a guardian's sun around her neck.

“The skeleton woman.” I met Sybil's wild black eyes. “I've seen her, too.” 
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Chapter 8 — Track and Monitor
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The paramedics stepped in as soon as the Sheriff, Sybil, and I stepped out. I recognized them as they slid past. They were the same paramedics who'd helped us stage Andy's accident. The nine two twos.

The crowd immediately peppered Sheriff Franks with questions. 

“It's true. Bob's dead,” he said. “It was no accident. It was murder.” 

The shouts rolled in like high tide. Who would do this? I thought Andy was the killer. I thought we were safe! Bob's the only one who can turn off our powers. He's our safety. What do we do now?

Sheriff rubbed his eyes and let the shouts wash over him. A moment later, he straightened up. “Listen up. In light of recent events, we need to make some changes. I have been a faithful friend of your community, despite not being part of it. We need to do everything we can to maintain safety and order,” he said. “It's time to track and monitor those of you with potentially dangerous skills. We must determine who is rising and who, with powers, is moving in and around Salt Creek.”

The buzz intensified. Track us? No way. What if the world finds out about us? It's suicide.

“Quiet down!” he commanded. “Look at it from my perspective. As you all know, a boy came into his powers and unfortunately, before we could identify him, he used those powers to kill five people. He would have killed at least four more— all kids—if it hadn't been for Jess Flowers here.” 

They all stared at me, and I trembled under their gaze. I found Billy in the crowd and went to him. 

“You all right?” He whispered. 

“No,” I said. 

Gladys stepped forward. “Sheriff Franks, I know your intentions are good. No one here wants a repeat of Andy, and we all want to find Bob's killer,” she said. “However, what you're suggesting would put all of us in danger. As you know, the great majority of us couldn't and wouldn't harm others. Look at Will.”

She pointed to the slick handsome man in the suit at the edge of Grandpa Bob's tiny concrete patio. He had the power of persuasion. “The worst he's done is talk someone into buying the wrong house.” 

A laugh rolled through the crowd, but it didn't diffuse the tension. “History has shown that tracking those who are different ends in persecution and death. If we kept any sort of database or list linking our identities to our gifts, we would all be in danger,” Gladys said. “You have been an understanding and open-minded friend to our community, but what if the next Sheriff isn't? What if that information fell into unfriendly hands? It could be life and death. We have to keep the secret. The world can never know about us.” 

People shouted their agreement.

“It's already hard enough to hide, with the Internet and surveillance cameras on every corner,” Dee, the mind-reading diner waitress with the auburn victory roll bangs, piped up. Her face was wet with tears. “We're already in constant danger of being exposed. If someone comes looking for us, we can't make it easier.” 

Sheriff took off his hat. It was either a sign of respect or surrender. “I understand your concerns. But, here we are. Another murder. And, we can't forget that the tragic events at the ravine could have been prevented, and more lives saved if we could have identified Andy sooner,” he said. “I'm asking, for your own sake, for the greater community. I do not want to bury any more children or any more friends. We must at least consider it.” 

The crowd pressed in on him the moment he stopped talking, angrily pointing out the problems with his plans. Sheriff Franks' shoulders hunched under the weight of it. He had dark circles around his eyes and worried creases on his forehead. 

I suspected he felt responsible. Two towns mourned. Logan mourned for Clint Miller, the boy Andy killed to frame Billy. Salt Creek mourned for Steve and Andy. Makeshift memorials had popped up everywhere. Black ribbons had been tied around trees. Candles were lit along fences. And now Grandpa Bob was dead. 

“Why don't we talk Sam into coming back?” A voice piped up from a back corner of the yard. It was Sophia, a fifty-something blonde woman who could speak any language as long as she'd touched a native speaker. Judging by the scowls when Sophia mentioned Sam's name, he wasn't well liked. “Sam has problems, it's true, but we can use that gift right now.” 

I wondered what gift Sam had. It must be valuable. “We're all well aware of Sam's shortcomings, but this is a good option,” Billy's mom, Lila, said. “Does anyone know where we can find Sam? This is an emergency.”

“I can get them back,” Dee said. “I can convince them.” 
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Chapter 9 — Grif
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I went clammy as soon as Vic and I pulled into the school parking lot Wednesday morning. “I wonder what fresh hell Sonya has planned for me today.”

She'd supplied the mean-girl squad with a fresh rumor about me every day this week.

“Jess. Ignore her. Seriously,” Vic said as she popped the car into park. 

“Yeah. That works. Bullies always back down when you ignore them.”

“It works until you come up with a better plan,” she said. “Which reminds me. How about I give you something new to think about? Andy's parents.”

“That's supposed to cheer me up?” Their lives have been absolutely terrible. Andy's dad was disabled by a work accident, their house was in foreclosure, their only son was dead. 

“They're good people.” 

“Yeah. I know. That's why I feel terrible.”

“My dad said they're in super bad shape. We wrecked their wheelchair van staging Andy's accident, and they can't afford a new one. Mr. Stillwell can't leave the house, not even for doctor's appointments.” 

I didn't think my heart could sink any lower, but it did. “I didn't know.”

“Yeah. Me either. We can't change the Andy thing, but we can make life easier for his parents,” she said. “Katie and I talked about it last night and decided we should put some donation jars around town to raise money for a new van.”

“I'm in,” I said. Finally, one small way to make up for what I'd done. “It's a great idea.”

“Awesome.” She clapped. “You go on ahead. My phone's in the car somewhere, and I need to find it. You shouldn't be late because I can't keep track of my stuff.”

“All right.” I slid out of her sedan and went in the side door. Well, here we go. Dear God in heaven help me survive today.  

Some kid I didn't know was examining my crumpled-up locker door, so close he practically had his nose pressed against it. The spray-painted black door barely hung on for dear life from one squeaky hinge. The school secretary promised they'd replace it, given the nature of the vandalism, but apparently, they weren't in a rush. 

“Can I get into my locker, please?” What else could I say to a guy whose face was only two inches away from all my stuff?

He whirled around. He was lanky and tall, but hunched so far over he was eye level with me. He smelled like heavily-used deep fryer grease. His sandy blond hair was shaggy on top, but shaved tight on the sides, and his clothes were oddly colorful. He wore a wrinkled purple T-shirt under a blue plaid long-sleeved shirt he hadn't bothered to button. His leather belt was covered in brass studs and safety pins, and barely held up a pair of brown skinny jeans with a ripped knee. He tapped his orange high-top Converse impatiently. 

“No one can help me, sweetheart.” He got right in my face, nearly pressing his nose against mine. 

“Don't touch me.” I stumbled backward. 

“What's wrong? Do I scare you? Ha! Priceless!” He let loose a rumbling belly laugh. “The girl who took my spot on the bottom of the ladder thinks I'm weird!”

He looked every inch of me up and down and over again. “Hmmm. Let's see. You don't look poor, and you definitely aren't retarded. So...what's your deal, huh?” 

He snatched a strand of my hair and twirled it around his finger. My breath caught. Please don't touch me. 

“I recognize Sonya's work a mile away.” He nodded toward the locker. “So tell me. What did you do to piss her off? Did you steal her boyfriend? Does she hate you because you're pretty? Why don't ya tell me all about it, sweetheart.”

“O.M.G. I don't believe it.” Vic clopped up to the boy, squeeing. 

He scooped her up in his arms and swung her around. “Katie said you were back and I didn't believe her. You haven't changed at all. Where have you been? I missed you so much!” 

She peppered his cheeks with glitter-gloss kisses. 

“Wow Vic, you look go-od. Okay, I mean you always have, but seriously.” He was smooth as glass. “Extra sweet. When did you go red? It suits you. Tell me, who's getting all your sugar these days?” 

Vic's enthusiastic smile turned to a pout. “Brad Dunn.”

Mystery boy snorted. “No way. Really? Does he still have that stupid crew cut?”

Yes, he did. 

“Yeah well, don't worry about it,” Vic said. “He's not exactly on the nice list right now.” 

“Do you want me to beat him up?” 

Vic laughed, but I didn't think he was kidding. 

“Speaking of my favorite red heads, where's my smoking buddy? I haven't seen her. Is she still around?” 

“Long story,” Vic said. 

I cleared my throat and instantly regretted it, because they both looked at me. 

“Oh yeah. Grif this is Jess. She just moved here from California. She's new.”

“And I am the legendary Grif Peters.” He opened his arms and came at me again, ready to wrap himself around me like spaghetti on a fork. “I'm sure you've heard of me.”

I took a step back. 

“Look, pretty girl. I don't have cooties. Unless you want some.” He winked. 

“Oh, uh. Sorry. Jess doesn't touch people. She's got a—” Vic glanced at me, then at Grif. “She's got an immune system thing. One cold and she could totally die. It's not personal.” 

Nice save, Vic. 

“A California girl, huh?” Grif asked. “I lived there for a hot minute. Rio Del Mar. What about you?” 

“Santa Cruz.” Rio Del Mar. We were practically neighbors.

“Cool. You guys have something in common,” Vic said. “Grif grew up here, but he moved away freshman year. California, huh? Sounds awesome. Is that where you've been?”

“Well, yeah. And Oregon. Michigan. Florida. Arkansas. Texas. Oklahoma. I had no idea America had so many crappy little towns just like this one.” He put up a finger for every single place, counting them again to make sure he hadn't missed any. “Guess Mom wanted to see if she could land a dickhead boyfriend and a minimum-wage job in every single one of them. She's a pain in my butt, but she keeps me on my toes. Anyway. So Vic, tell me about your friend here.”

He backed me up against a locker and planted one hand on the wall beside me, penning me in. His minty hot breath tickled my nose. I wished there were a way to tell if he was one of us, so I'd know if I should be royally freaking out about touching him. “California, huh? Funny. You feel like a Salt Creek girl to me, know what I mean? So, tell me, are the rumors true?”

“Is what true?” I snipped. 

“What they wrote on your locker,” he said. “Does everyone you touch die? Now that'd be something new, something I've never seen before.” 

My face went flush. I stood there with my mouth open, stunned and speechless. Something I've never seen before. Did he know?

“Oh my God. I didn't think it was possible, but you have managed to actually step down in the dating pool.” I recognized Sonya's sing-songy coo. 

Grif's head swiveled around so he could get a solid look at her. 

“I thought Billy was the bottom of the barrel, but Grif Peters is even worse. Congratulations, you two. You're a match made in heaven. Absolute loser heaven. Have fun living in a cardboard box together behind the Shop 'n' Save.”

She blew us a kiss and sashayed off. Grif's face shot back to mine. “Don't worry, doll. I'll take care of her. Sonya owes me, and she's gonna pay me back big time.”
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Chapter 10 — Collection
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Katie and Vic's philanthropic project for the Stillwells lifted my spirits just enough to help me survive another day. Sonya sure could stick a barb in you, but it was easier to ignore her when you spent your lunch hour putting labels on pickle jars. 

The jars weren't fancy, but they were free. The cafeteria ladies had kindly given them to us. We taped a photo of a new van on each one, along with a note saying we were taking donations to get one for the Stillwells. Everyone in town had seen the photo of their old one, crunched up and totaled. It had run on the front page of the newspaper alongside the story about Andy's “accident.” When we were finished, Katie handed us each a list of places to drop them off. 

After school, Vic and I did our routes together, since she was my ride. She parked her sedan on Main Street and we split up, each carrying a box of jars. The afternoon was crisp and bright. The leaves on all the trees were turning red, orange and yellow. Corn stalk bunches and pumpkins were festively displayed on porches. 

I dropped a jar at each place on my list: The bakery, the coffee shop, two banks, three churches, a book shop, three antique stores, and the finally, Lenny Dunkel's Kar-Gard auto shop. He was a theikos with a gift for mechanics. When I got there, he was leaning so far into an engine, it looked like the car was eating him. I ended up leaving the jar on his desk in the office. That was it. End of list. Except I had one jar left. 

Across the street, a dilapidated little house was being converted into some kind of church. They'd planted yard signs advertising service times, and a woman with chestnut-brown hair in a messy bun at the top of her head was outside clipping wilted yellow flowers off some overgrown bushes. It was as good a place as any to leave a jar.  

“Excuse me. Hello?” I called as I jogged across the street. I must have startled her because she looked terrified and out of sorts when she turned around. “Would you mind taking one of these? We're collecting donations for the Stillwell family. Their son died in a car accident. His dad's in a wheelchair, and we're raising money for a new van.”

“Certainly,” she said, eyeballing me up and down as she snatched the jar out of my hand. “We take dead children very seriously.”

Wow. Harsh lady. “All right, then.” I plastered on my friendliest fake smile. “Thanks.” 

I was grateful the rest of my drop offs had come with warmer receptions. Vic and I met up by her car. She had one jar left: The one for Dee's Diner. We drove there in record time. 

“Thank you, Jesus,” Vic said as we pushed open the diner door. “I'm dying for waffles!”

“Oh, if it isn't my biggest fan,” Dee said to Vic. She was wiping down the counter with a clean white towel. 

“You know it,” Vic said back. 

Dee stopped wiping and looked at me. “That's mighty big of you.”

“What?”

She winked. “Leave the jar on the counter by the register. I'll call you when it's full.” 

You couldn't get anything past Dee. She was a mind reader. She came out from behind the counter and hugged me. “And thanks for helping the Sheriff, sweetie.” Her lips pursed. I could tell from the smudge of her eye makeup that she'd already cried at least once today. 

I'm sorry about Grandpa Bob, I thought. Billy told me he was your uncle. Whatever you need, I'm glad to help. He was a nice man. He deserved better.   

I knew she heard me. 

Grandpa Bob deserved a more peaceful exit. He was kind. He was supposed to die in his sleep, not stabbed to death in his tidy little house. Dee heard that part, too. 

His gruesome murder also meant this wasn't over. Andy hadn't been the only threat. A killer still lurked in Salt Creek. We still weren't safe. 

“I mean it,” I said. “Whatever you need.”

“I know you do. Actually, I could use help around here while I settle up his estate. You girls ever—”

“That's a nice thing you all are doing.” A man interrupted us. He wore an expensive suit and was eating a BLT and fries at the counter. It took me a minute to place him. 

“Oh. Hi Mr. Combs,” I said. It was Billy's dad. 

He swiveled the jar around so he could read the label. He was a handsome older man despite his perpetual grimace. He couldn't help it. He was a force of nature, an earth mover. It took a lot of energy to refrain from accidentally swallowing the town in earthquakes and mudslides. 

“Tell you what,” he said. “I'll call the dealership and negotiate a good deal on a van, and the quarry will match every dollar you raise to help pay for it.”

Mr. Combs owned the quarry where Andy's dad worked, where he became disabled in an accident.

“Oh. Mr. Combs. That's awesome,” Vic kissed him on the cheek, and that same cheek got a little pink. “You're so sweet!”

“Well, girls, there is some good news. Mr. Stillwell's workers compensation claim cleared and so has his settlement from the quarry's insurance,” he said. “The money should come any day now.” 

Settlements and insurance. Andy probably didn't know. I wondered if it would have changed anything if he had. 

“I'll do anything I can to make life easier for Gary and Alice. I feel terrible about the accident. Gary worked for me for years. He was more than an employee. He was a friend. I'll never forgive myself, especially since this hardship caused their son to—” Mr. Combs' voice broke up, and he looked at his shoes for a second while he composed himself. “Well, let's just say my decisions have caused his family a lot of pain, and this is one small way I can make it right again.” 

Just then, the metal door between the kitchen and the front counter swung open. A bleach-blonde in a super tight tank top with the word 'sexy' scribbled across the front in rhinestones strutted out. She reeked of bleach. She had a plastic rack of clean water glasses propped against the hip of her low-slung jeans. She blew a big bubble through her frosty-pink lipstick, and when it popped, she smack-chewed the gum back into her mouth.

When she saw me, she yelled “Holy shit!” and dropped the rack, sending broken glass flying everywhere. She didn't flinch as the shards flew. She just stared at me with brown eyes as round as quarters.

Dee grabbed a broom and started sweeping. “Sam. Sam? Can you move the rack and grab the dust pan?”

Sam. No way. This couldn't be the Sam, could it? I thought they were talking about a man. But it had to be. Dee said she'd get Sam back. She was true to her word. 

“Oh, man.” Sam snapped out of her daze long enough to put the glass rack up on the counter. “Sorry, Dee.”

“Don't worry about it.” Dee grabbed a broom and started sweeping. “Sam, this is Jess. And you remember Vickie Atwood.”

Sam looked at me and took a step back. 

Don't worry lady. I'm not going to touch you. If this was the Sam, she had a gift so valuable everyone believed it could stop a killer. I wondered what it could possibly be. 

“Vickie, it's so nice to see you again!” Sam suddenly pretended I wasn't there.

She gave Vic the warmest smile and skipped out from behind the counter to hug her, going a few paces out of her way to stay clear of me. “I can't believe it. You're all grown up. How's your dad? Good I hope?”

They chatted for a few minutes. Wow. So weird, considering the icy reception she'd given me. 

“Jess,” Dee said. “Do y'all want to take that booth by the front window?”

“Sure.”

“Here. Take the menus and I'll be there in a second.” She handed them to me over the counter, broom still in one hand. 

As soon as I sat down in the booth, Sam glanced at me, pulled Vic close, and whispered in her ear.  “Listen, Vic,” she said. “You'll ditch that girl right now if you know what's good for you. I mean it. And while you're at it, tell her to stay away from Grif. Tell her if she gets near him, I'll kill her.” 
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Chapter 11—Spider
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The autumn sun traveled just low enough in the sky to shoot eye-burning white beams right through the window onto my lab table. I closed my eyes, shielding them from the glare, and Mrs. Beekman's lecture turned to background buzz as all of my problems replayed on a loop. 

You can't hide forever. It felt like a message just for me. 

Andy's camera. Someone found it and watched it. Someone knew I died and came back.

Grandpa Bob murdered. The killer was still out there. 

The skeleton-faced Anne Charity. Why did I see her? Was it a warning?

The seizure in the woods. What if I seized up again when it came time to fight?

“Whatchya thinkin' about, sweetheart?” Grif snapped me back to reality. He'd taken Steve's place as my lab partner. 

“Oh, uh. Nothing.” I was used to lying.

“Aw. Too ashamed to admit you're thinkin' about me?” He winked. “It's cool. I have that effect on the ladies.”

Well, he certainly did have some effect on females. Sam was his mother, and she hated me. God only knew why. She said she'd kill me if I got too close to Grif, and I believed her.

“I know you'll be happy to hear that I did not forget your papers are due today,” Mrs. Beekman announced. “So, ladies and gentleman, turn 'em over.” 

I yanked a too-thin essay from my folder. The best I could hope for was a C. All the drama in Salt Creek had made making A's much harder. Hopefully, Mom would understand. 

Mrs. Beekman walked around the room, collecting papers, the stack slowly growing taller. Eventually, she made it to us. She held out her well-manicured hand, and I slid my sad paper right into it. So did the girl next to me. Grif had nothing. I expected him to make an excuse, but he didn't. He looked Mrs. Beekman right in the eyes and didn't say anything for what felt like forever. 

“Mr. Peters, do you have something for me?”  Mrs. Beekman tapped her toe impatiently.

“Don't move,” he said. “There is a huge spider on your arm. I think it's a wolf spider. Their bites hurt really bad.”

A bead of sweat broke out on Mrs. Beekman's brow. Her bottom lip trembled. “Spider? Did you say spider?” 

“Yeah. It's the biggest one I've ever seen this far north,” Grif said smoothly. “Don't move.” 

Mrs. Beekman's face went paper white. “Spider. Spider. Spider. Spider,” she whispered. 

I didn't see a spider, but the kids around us shifted. Some of them pointed. Oh crap. It's huge, they said. I looked again. I saw nothing. 

“Do you want me to get it off for you?” Grif asked. 

She nodded, slowly, cautiously, too filled with terror to move. 

“Okay,” Grif said. “Whatever you do, stay still.” 

He hopped up and grabbed a beaker out of the supply closet, and a few second later he had it against Mrs. Beekman's sleeve. He slid it down then off of her, and covered the opening with his hand. Everyone gasped, but it looked empty to me. He whisked the beaker and whatever was in it to the window, which he cracked open so he could shake the spider out.

Mrs. Beekman looked relieved. “Oh, Griffin. I don't know how I can ever thank you.”

“It's cool, Mrs. B. I know how much you love spiders.” He patted her shoulder. “But if you're offering, You can thank me by giving me another day on that paper. Is that cool? I'm a little behind with the move and all.”

“Whatever you need, Grif.” she caught her breath. “I owe you.” 

The bell rang, and Grif smiled his crooked smile at me before he strutted out of the room. I sat there, stunned. He was either the luckiest kid in the world or he just made a spider appear out of thin air. 

––––––––
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Vic nabbed me by the lunch line. “Brad's coming. Quick. Act like I said something hilarious.”

Brad eyeballed Vic as he stomped toward us, brows furrowed, jaw set hard. I loudly fake laughed as he passed by, but I overdid it. Brad's face grew pinker, madder. 

“Thanks,” Vic said. After he was gone, she frowned and stared at her shoes.

“What's that about?”

Before she could answer, two arms clad in cashmere wrapped around her. 

“Vic! Just the girl I want to see.” Sonya cooed, piling on the sticky-sweet. “The girls and I have been talking about it, and we want you to join the squad. We've been working on some new cheers, and we could use another girl to make the choreography work. Plus, I've heard you and Brad are having some problems.”

Sonya fake pouted, as if the news hurt her feelings. “Brad would love it if you were a cheerleader. There's no way he could resist you in that cute little skirt. Maybe you could win him back? What do you say? Practice is tomorrow after school, k?”

Vic plastered on the fakest smile I'd ever seen and knocked Sonya's arms off of her. “Sonya, that is so sweet of you to think of me. You know what? I'd love to.” 

My jaw dropped, and Sonya smiled smugly.

“Then again, my momma always said you can't waller with the pigs without getting dirty, so thank you very much for thinking of me, but I'll pass.”

Sonya's smile held taut. If she was rankled, she didn't let on. 

“Oh, bless your heart. You just don't see that you're already in the pig pen do you?” She gave me a pointed look. “You're so naive. Such a shame. Well, if you decide you don't want to waste the rest of senior year, you come see me.”

Sonya fake, all-teeth smiled as she and her cronies strutted off. We all knew a hundred other girls would have killed for a spot on the cheer squad, especially if it came with a personal invitation. Sonya couldn't help but think that was a surefire plan.

“Wow. She's really got it in for you if she's asking me to be a cheerleader,” Vic said. “Sadly, she's right. Brad would be totally into it. It's kind of his thing. I'm the only non-cheerleader he's ever dated. Not like I didn't try to be a cheerleader. I tried out a million times, but I was never good enough for Sonya. Until today.”

“Vic, you should join if you really want to do it,” I said. “Don't give it up just for me.” 

She'd lost enough: Her boyfriend, her secret. 

“Shut your mouth,” she snipped. “I wouldn't give her the satisfaction. Do you think for one minute Sonya would help me if I were in real trouble? Would she roll a tree off of me? No. She'd leave me to die without giving it a second thought. You have my back, and I have yours. That's the way it is, and that is the way it will always be. Which reminds me, sit with me today? Billy, too. No more of this alone in the corner crap. From now on, we stick together.”

Fire kicked up in her eyes. I liked the new, more self-possessed Vic. She and I got our lunches and sat down with Katie at the same chipped wood veneer cafeteria table where we used to sit with Andy.

My butt had barely hit the bench before Katie sat up stick straight and said “Don't look now, Jess. Sonya's at it again.” 

I swiveled around. Billy was fresh out of the lunch line, holding a tray loaded with food. Sonya clung to him like Saran Wrap. She ran her blood red fingertips through his hair, and made a fuss about how gorgeous he was. “He was a really good kisser sophomore year,” she announced, loud enough for half the lunch room to hear. “Imagine how much better he is now. Just think about what we could teach him, right girls?”  

Sonya winked and her mean girl squad tittered. Billy looked at me, eyes big and round. Sonya smirked. The lava surged up inside me. My hands balled up into fists.

“That bitch,” Vic hissed. 

Grif walked up next to me, leaned down, and purred in my ear while “You gonna kill her to?” 

“What is that supposed to mean?” I snipped.

“You know exactly what it means.” He winked. “I hear the first kill's the hardest, so Sonya should be easy for you.”

He winked. My blood ran cold. I worked hard to keep my face neutral.

“Just kidding, sweetheart.” Grif slapped me on the back. “Billy's a big boy. He knows how to take out the trash.”   

“Sit with us, Grif.” Vic pulled him down by his wrinkled plaid sleeve. He squeezed into the few inches between me and her.

Katie laughed. “What is this? The new misfits table? Are we a club now?”

“This table is reserved for the kids who aren't dumb enough to believe Sonya's crap,” Vic said.

“Oh good, then we won't need any more seats,” Katie said.

Grif pulled out a beat-up old laptop. The screen was held on with duct tape, and it was covered in Dead Kennedy stickers. “Anyone feel like writing an English paper? I'll give you the five dollars I made off Sonya's 'Poor Grif' collection.”

“The what?” Katie asked. 

“Oh you didn't hear? Sonya put a poster on my locker. It said my mom had been arrested for prostitution and was in jail, and that's why I couldn't afford decent clothes or food. She put an envelope on the front so people could give me donations. They did. Lucky me!”

Grif waved a few crumpled dollars around, and Katie and Vic expressed their opinions about it in some pretty flowery language. Sonya sure had a lot of nerve and not the good kind. 

“You haven't done your paper yet?” Vic squealed. “It's due this afternoon. What's wrong with you? You had all weekend! Wait. Is that your mom?” 

I caught a glimpse of Grif's desktop wallpaper, a photo of him and a woman with long dark brown hair down to her waist, sitting on the steps of a brick house, smiling.

“Who's that?” I asked.

“My ma.”

“I thought she was blonde,” I said. 

“Yeah. Right out of a bottle,” Grif said. 

No wonder she stunk like bleach. 

Billy, finally free from Sonya's grip, slid into the seat next to me. “Did you really kiss her sophomore year?” I didn't know why those were the first words out of my mouth. Maybe because I hated the idea of it so much. 

“That was another life ago.” 

He didn't deny it. It stung. Hit point for Sonya.

“We've gotta do something about that girl,” Grif said. 

“No, we don't,” Billy said. 

“So we're just gonna let her walk around making everyone's life hell?”

“Look. It sucks, but we can't use our skills to hurt an innocent person,” Billy said.

“Innocent? Ha,” Grif snorted. “Wrong word, buddy.” 

“You know what I mean. She's a normie. She's defenseless.”

“Good, then she's easy pickins,” Grif said. “It wouldn't take much to shut her up.”

“It isn't right, Grif, and you know it,” Katie smoothed out her perfect blonde ponytail as she spoke.

“And what she's doing is right?”

“I didn't say that,” Katie said.

“You might as well have. Who helped Hitler? Oh right. All those people who stood on the sidelines and did nothing.” Grif popped out of his seat and scooped up his laptop and backpack. “God made us like this for a reason. He made us so we could save the world from bitches like that.”
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Chapter 12— Escape
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I followed Grif out into the hallway, intending to ask him exactly what he meant by the first kill's the hardest. I was determined to figure out exactly how much he knew about my powers and my past. But he wasn't there, and right as I turned to go back into the cafeteria, I heard Sonya in a far-off hallway whispering that'll show her. 

She was up to something, and I planned to catch her doing it. 

I jogged toward her voice, expecting to find her, catch her, confront her, but she wasn't there. The hallways were mostly empty. Everyone was still eating lunch. Still, I couldn't find her. She'd vanished, but it didn't take long to find what she had done. She had scrawled “Kill yourself, love Steve” in red nail polish across the front of my fresh, new locker door.

Damn you, Sonya. I didn't come back to life just to let you ruin it!

The smell came first. The sharp, sweet scent of ozone, like the air right after a thunderstorm. Zzzzztttt. Then the bomb exploded inside me. Pop. Pop. Crack. Scarlet bolts of energy shot the wall, the ceiling, lapped at the floor. 

The lights flickered. Chink. Chink. Chink. The fluorescent bulbs overhead exploded. 

Then two strong arms clamped down tight around me. I broke their hold. Whoever it was clinked hard against the wall behind me, but quickly grabbed hold of me again.

“Jess. Please.” Billy whispered, his breath hot in the folds of my ear. He burned against me. The lava pulsed and flowed, but calmed, as if he sucked the electricity out of me, taking it into himself. “Look at me.”

No. I couldn't. I closed my eyes, ashamed that I'd lost control again. The tears clawed out. 

“I love you, Jess.” He slid in front of me. I sobbed into his chest, and he held me tight. “I love you. I love you. I love you.” 

He took my face in his hands, tilted it up, and he kissed me. Deeply, sweetly. “Do you love me?” His blue eyes, flecked with green, looked straight to the deepest parts of me.

“Yes.” He kissed my cheek, my ear, my neck.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” The words barely squeaked out. 

“Then hold on a little longer. I'll take you away from all of this. I promise,” he whispered. “We're gonna leave it all behind. We'll be happy. We only have to make it a few more months. Can you do that Jess?”

I nodded, but I didn't trust myself.

“Come on.” He led me out the back door just as the bell rang. 

We got on his motorcycle and chugged off, running down empty two-lane roads for what felt like hours. I held on tight to him, basking in the soft leather of his jacket. We whizzed through the valleys, the motor humming and the road rumbling underneath us. 

The sun beamed orange through the combed white clouds. My problems flew away on the wind, and I remembered the world was bigger than all the pettiness inside the walls of Salt Creek High School. If I could cling to how I felt right now, I'd survive, because this was how it felt to be free. 

Billy turned onto an ATV trail into the woods. The thin packed dirt line wound up and down, through ancient trees toppling in on one another, to a rustic wood platform. In its day, it must have been some sort of epic party spot. Now, it was a forgotten rectangle of wood planks, open on all sides, topped with a tin roof. It was built into a hillside that jutted out over a bubbling stream. 

It had been unused for long enough that a film of moss had grown over bits of it, and the boards were soft, bowing under our feet. We sat down and dangled our legs over the edge. Billy ran his hand through my hair. “It gets better, you know,” he said. “It gets easier.”

“I don't believe you.”

“You should. None of this will matter in a year. High school will be over soon, and then we get to live our real lives. Together. We just have to survive until then. We'll be happy. You'll see.” 

He kissed me. He wrapped his arms around me, and we fell back. The weight of him fell on top of me. His skin burned as hot as his kisses. He stroked my hair and ran his hands down my arm, then pulled my legs tight around him. 

“Jess,” he said. “I love you.”

His lips skipped down my shoulders. I burned with love and desire and relief, all mixed up and rolled around. I'd never felt like this with anyone before, and I knew right then that'd I do anything for Billy. We'd make it. We would. 

I buried my face in his beautiful black hair, clean and earthy, fresh with the pollen of flowers from every farm field we'd driven past on our way here. His body, his smell, his kisses awoke a fire in me that reminded me I was alive. He was the light in my darkness. 

“Tell me how we're going to run away together,” I whispered. “Where will we go? What will we do?”

A plan would make it real. A plan would give me something to grab on to when I slipped off the rails.  

He propped himself up on his elbow next to me, our legs entwined. “All we have to do is get on my motorcycle and drive off. It's that easy.” 

I admired the lines, the curves, the smoothness of his face as he spoke. The sky had gone gray and thunder grumbled on the horizon. A storm was coming, but I didn't care. 

“As long as we can keep gas in the tank and food in our belly, we can keep moving,” he said. “We'll never be stuck. Our life can be whatever we want it to be. Forever.”

Forever. I rolled around in the idea of it. Forever. A word full of hope and anticipation and excitement and happiness. Yes. This could work. Gas in the tank and food in our bellies. That didn't sound too hard. 

“We'll need money,” I said. That was the reality, the first real-world problem, the first chink in the plan. The warm fuzzy turned to cold, like the blanket had been pulled back. “I have a little bit of cash. My Dad set up a savings account when I was little. He made me put part of my allowance and all my birthday money in it,” I said. “I might have a thousand dollars in there now. How much gas will that buy?”

“Tons,” Billy said. “And we have more. I saved every penny Gramps' ever paid me, about five thousand dollars.”

Billy had worked as a farm hand on my family's land for the last three seasons. Clearly, he'd made it count. If I wanted the fantasy to come true, if I wanted Billy all to myself, I had to make my time count, too. “If we're gonna run away together,” I said. “I need to get a job.”

“Then do it,” he said. 

Billy kissed me again and told me he loved me as he wrapped his fire hot body around mine, shielding me from the cool autumn breeze. We laid there, the sky flashing and rumbling, rain tink tink tinking against the tin roof. A glowing light filled me. At that moment, the world outside of Billy and me didn't matter, and whatever it threw at me, I didn't care. I could handle it. Sonya wouldn't break me. Nothing could break me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 13— Dad
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It was nearly ten when I bumped open the back door. Gramps' house was pitch black, so I was caught off guard by the tiny glowing circle of red by the table. I caught the edges of Mom's silhouette in the dark. 

Crap. I'm in big trouble. Skipping school. Staying out too late. Not calling. Busted. Big time.

I gulped down my nerves and flipped on the light.

“It's funny.” Mom puffed out the smoke slowly, watching the wispy gray cloud as if savoring it. A mostly-empty glass of red wine sat in front of her. “I haven't smoked since the day I found out I was pregnant for you.”

Her voice was calm and even, more like her old self, more like Mom before Dad died. It had been about two months since I'd heard this voice. Ever since his car accident, she'd been a puffy-eyed, crying-at-the-slightest-provocation mess. “Sit down,” she said. “I need to talk to you.”

Oh boy. Here it comes. Every alarm in my body rang as I slid into the chair across from her. I was in serious trouble if she's smoking alone in the dark. Even Dad's and Gramps' sudden deaths hadn't spurred her to do that. I braced for the epic grounding I was about to get. 

“There isn't an easy way to say this, so I'll just come out with it,” she said. “Your Dad's death wasn't an accident. He was murdered. Jack doesn't know.”

“What?” My guts fell on the floor. No. That's impossible. She's wrong. It can't be true. 

Dad died in a car accident. He wasn't murdered. Who would want to kill him? He didn't hurt people. He helped them. She'd made a mistake. “But the police said—”

“I know exactly what the police said, but they didn't know everything.” She took another long, slow drag off her cigarette. “I don't know who did it. I only know he was targeted because of his gift.” 

I could barely hear her above the thump thump of blood pumping hard in my ears. If this was true, why did she wait to tell me? His gift. What gift? Wait. Mom knew? 

“I brought you to Salt Creek to protect you. I thought whoever did it wouldn't follow us here, but now that Bob's dead I don't know. Maybe I was wrong. We have to be careful. Promise me you'll be careful, Jess.” 

Grandpa Bob? “How did you...” My head spun. The words got all mixed up in my head. “...know?”

“Sheriff Franks came today to tell me in person, because of your father, because of you. He told me everything. About Andy. About Bob.”

“Dad?” I wheezed. “Sheriff? What?” 

The world was caving in around me. 

“We all grew up together. We all know what we are, but we can talk about that another time.” Mom rubbed my arm gently. “Jess, listen. This is important. Your Dad was the same as Grandpa Bob. He turned off other peoples' gifts. He made them powerless. Your Dad was the safety, the kill switch. Our house was the safe house.”

I gasped, but the air barely came in. I was drowning. The room spun like a carousel. My childhood. All the parties. The people coming to the house after Mom and Dad put Jack and I to bed. The footsteps in the dark, the whispers in the living room. 

And my change. These powers. Everything I'd been through in the past month. Mom and Dad knew what I would become, and they didn't tell me. They didn't warn me. 

My head buzzed. Some of the loose puzzle pieces floating around in my brain started to click together. My change didn't start until I came to Salt Creek. If Dad was a safety, living with him could have delayed it. Once he was dead, I'd switched on. And all that time I thought Mom wasn't one of us. I thought she didn't know. I carried the secret, sad I couldn't share it with her. But she knew. She was in on it. Dad was in on it. They both knew I'd change, and they didn't warn me. They made me go through all of this alone. They betrayed me. “Mom, I— you knew? How could you—?” 

“I hope someday you can forgive me, Jess. I couldn't see. I was too wrapped up in my grief. I wasn't sure you would change at all, so I wasn't watching for it. But you have, and I know what you are. Sheriff Franks told me everything, and he left you this.” 

She stubbed her cigarette out in a small round ashtray, overflowing with the remains of a dozen other cigarettes. She handed me an envelope with the Sheriff Department seal on it, then bent open her blue cardboard cigarette box and pulled out a fresh one. She lit it, and I could see there were only two left in the pack. “I almost lost you, honey, and I didn't even know it. I'm so sorry for everything. I'm sorry I didn't help you. I'm sorry I didn't see.”

Her voice cracked apart. “I just missed your dad...and my dad...so much. I forgot about everyone else. I've been a terrible mother. I should have helped you, but I didn't even see you had changed.” 

Mom's shoulders jerked up and down as she cried. Before I could so much as put a hand on her to comfort her, she jolted stick straight in her chair and wiped her eyes. “I should have know it was coming once your Dad wasn't around to suppress it.”

She wiped her eyes. “You have to understand. When you live with the off switch, it's easy to forgot about all the gifts, and all that comes along with them. Did you know we've been together since high school? Since we were about your age, actually. We worked together. We lived together. I was hardly ever switched on, so I barely thought about it at all. Or that you and Jack might get something, too.”

My world collapsed in on itself. “What's your gift, Mom?” 

“Healing,” she said. “Other people.” 

Of course. Dr. Martin once told me there were others like her working at the hospital, people who could heal other people. She meant Mom. I must have gotten it from her, not from Dr. Martin. 

“What about Jack?” My little brother who wasn't really little anymore, newly sixteen, always alone in his room in front of a screen. If he was one of us, his change would start soon, if it hadn't already. “Is he...?”

“I don't know.” Mom shrugged. “I haven't seen anything yet, but there's still a chance. I tried to talk to him about it, but as soon as I mentioned experiencing changes, he thought I was giving him the sex talk and ran away.” 

Mom smiled, but it disappeared in a flash. 

“Mom, why would someone murder Dad?” 

She took a big drag from her fresh cigarette. “I don't know. Lots of reasons, I guess. Some of us can't stand to be powerless. Their gifts are so wrapped up in their identity, they don't know who they are without them. Or, if someone were planning something bad, something big, and they needed to use powers to pull it off, well, then I suppose people like your Dad and Bob would be in the way. They'd be a threat. They'd be a target.” 

A threat. A target.

“Honey. Is it true?” Mom looked at me. “Did they name you a guardian?”

I nodded. “I think it's pretty permanent.” I pulled my shirt down to show her the scar in the shape of the guardian's sun that was burned into my chest. 

She made a sound like every bit of air inside her had been pushed out. “Dear God, why did it have to be you?” She closed her eyes and tilted her head up to the ceiling as if praying. “Not my Jesse. Guardians always meet such horrible ends.”
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Chapter 14 — Evidence
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Mom's red wine eventually got the best of her. She was asleep now, and I could hear the light buzz of her snoring through my bedroom door. I toweled the last of the water off my hair. I thought a long hot shower would be enough to help me work through the news bomb Mom had dropped on me. Silly me. It didn't. There wasn't enough hot water in the world to slow my brain down to normal. 

Dad was murdered. It wasn't an accident. Even though Mom had just told me, deep deep down part of me already knew. Dad had told me. The night I died, he'd whispered it in my ear. A code, a riddle, the truth. He said the answer would become clear when the time was right. It's clear now. He told me his death was no accident. It was murder. And, he told me who did it. But I couldn't remember. The name was just out of reach, a blank space in the darkness, a ghost about to jump out at me. 

I ran a brush through my hair, wishing it could untangle thoughts like it did hair. Just when I thought I'd hit rock bottom, I kept falling. Steve. Andy. Sonya. Grandpa Bob. Now this? Now Dad? 

Lightning flashed, and a long, low grumble of thunder rolled past the house. I plopped back on my bed, kicked off my slippers, and opened the envelope Sheriff Franks had left for me. He'd scribbled a note in blue ink. 


Jess, 

The crime scene investigators found hair with just enough DNA at the root to identify the killer as female. We believe the suspect is a woman with long dark hair.

We found fingerprints on Andy's camera. They were illegible, smudgy. She's either elderly or she's burned the tips of her fingers. The prints were all over Grandpa Bob's wallet, his checkbook, a cigar box with a thousand dollars cash in it. She didn't take any money. I think she wanted something else, something she thought might be hidden in his papers. Call me if you have any ideas. 

When you get a minute, come to the office in person. We need to talk about what's on that tape. 

Sheriff Franks

P.S. Bob was a guardian. Maybe that made him a target? Be careful. Be alert.



That was the end of the letter. I crumpled it up and threw it on the floor. Guardians always meet such terrible ends. Tell me about it. Grandpa Bob, a guardian, a safety. Dead. My Dad, a guardian, a safety. Dead. Me, a guardian. Dead once already. 

But, why would the killer follow us here? Who was she and what did she want?

I grabbed Sybil's folded portrait of the skeleton girl off my nightstand and smoothed it out. A woman with long, dark hair. Well, she certainly fit the description, but she was dead. Long dead, so she couldn't have killed him. Still, Grandpa Bob had given Sybil this clue. I needed to find out why.

I jumped up and grabbed my backpack off the floor. I fished the book Gladys had given me out of the very bottom, freeing it from underneath a mound of textbooks and loose papers. A guilty pang kicked up in my chest. Gladys would wag her finger at me for putting off reading it for this long. This was important homework.

I piled up my pillows and cracked the book open. It was 1781. Anne was camped out deep in the forest on a remote trading trail outside the Moravian mission in Gnadenhutten with her Dad and her ten-year-old brother. They were under attack. It said:


No. No. No. Her heart beat hard against her ribs. A thin film of sweat erupted from her pores. She knew what she had to do to stop them, but she couldn't. She shouldn't. No. Do it for Will. I have to protect Will. I promised Mother. 

Anne looked deep into the black eyes of the charging Indian. She could feel the boiling red rage inside him, and beneath it, his fears. All men had them, no matter how brave they appeared to be. Every man was terrified of something, and if Anne could see it, feel it, sense it, she could make it real. 

The braves pointed their arrows at her. Will cleaved to his horse's saddle, curling up as small as he could to shield himself. Anne swallowed hard, and steeled herself for what was to come. Forgive me, Father. I have to do this, for Will. 

Suddenly, gunshots rang out in the sky. Then a throaty gurgle echoed through the trees. Ro. Uhr. Ro. Uhr. Ro. Uhr. Ah. Ah. Ah. Ah. The song of an angry animal. 

The startled braves stopped cold and their eyes shot to the treeline, searching for the sound. They pointed their arrows away from Anne, into the dark. 

Two towering black shadows lumbered onto the trail. Bears, each as tall as two men, lumbered toward the Indians. They fear you. Attack them. The bears yelped and growled in low rumbles, and the braves backed away from them with slow measured steps. Their eyes were wide open and filled with fear. They pulled their bows taut, ready to shower the beasts with their sharp flint arrowheads. 

Anne inched back, too, until she could feel the warmth of her horse against her spine. She carefully, quietly heaved up into the saddle, and pulled Will tight to the front of her. He peeked out of the blanket. “Why do they look so afraid?”

Will couldn't see the bears. Only Anne and the Indians could. They'd see what she wanted them to see, for as long as she needed. As long as she was close enough to feel their fears, to read the secret terrors they kept hidden deep inside, she could make those fears seem real.   “Anne, No!” Will said. “You can't. You promised.”

The braves backed away, retreating from the giant hulking creatures she had summoned. Her stomach turned over. Father would be furious if he knew. Father warned her. Her power was the devil's work. She'd gotten it from mother. They'd had to leave everything behind because of her devilish curse. 

“Please, Will. Don't tell anyone. I had to do it to save us. I promise I won't do it again,” she whispered. “It won't hurt them. I only made them afraid. When they run, we'll ride away. We'll be safe.”
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Chapter 15 — Sybil
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A dark object shot out of the blinding white fog and hit me square in the face. Crunch. Pain, like a thousand knives, stabbed my cheekbone as it collapsed. Blood ran over my lips. I couldn't move. My arms were folded up tight across my chest. My back, my stomach were pressed against a tight hard blanket. 

Shump. Shump. Shump. Black balls of dirt hit my face, one after another, more and more, filling my nose, my mouth, drowning me. My fingernails sunk into the blanket surrounding me. It's dirt. I'm in the ground. I can't move. No. No. No. No. Don't bury me alive. 

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 

I sat up straight. I woke up safe in my bed with Charity, Unchained open on my chest. I must have fallen asleep reading. The sun peeked through my bedroom window. Thank God. It was only a dream. 

I checked the clock. School didn't start for another hour. Good. I had just enough time. 

I got dressed as fast as I could and drove Gramps' pick up truck straight to the Devault's two-story lemon yellow farmhouse. They lived on the other side of the valley, on a tidy lush farm with freshly tilled rows rolled out behind the house like a rug. 

Adeen the fire starter, and Sybil, the girl who talked to dead people, lived in this house with their mom, Gloria, who could supercharge growth in plants. Pink, yellow, and white flowers exploded out of the window boxes. Gloria had certainly been working her magic. 

I stepped onto the porch and rapped the heavy brass knocker against the door. 

Thrum thrum thrum. Eventually, I heard the light shuffle of footsteps on the other side of the door. 

What does she want this time?Adeen, talking to herself. She sounded annoyed.

The hulking old door squeaked open, and Adeen appeared. I gasped. She'd dyed halo of fire-red hair coal black.

“It's early,” she snapped. 

Her cheeks were wet. The whites of her eyes had turned pink. She'd been crying.

“I know. I'm sorry, but it's important. Is Sybil awake yet? Are you...all right?”

Adeen shrugged. She wiped a few tears away with the sleeve of her black pajamas, then she abruptly turned and walked away, leaving the door wide open behind her. 

The house, filled with Persian rugs, ornately-carved antiques, and crystal chandeliers, didn't smell like flowers as usual. I caught a whiff of something charred and smoky. A large black patch marred the peach and yellow damask wallpaper in the living room. Adeen must have lost control. Maybe that's why she'd been crying. She'd caught the wall on fire. At least they'd caught it before it spread. Good thing, too. She'd accidentally burned their barn down last year. 

I slipped upstairs to the bedroom at the end of the hall. I found Sybil in her usual spot behind an easel with a canvas big enough to obscure most of her body. The ghost-like shell of her frilly pink bedroom still lay buried under stark black and white paintings of ghastly, haunted faces. 

She'd hung the painting of me, eyes black, arms outstretched, surrounded by lightning, above her bed. That painting must have been how I looked the moment I came back from the dead. Silly me. I'd come here before begging Sybil for help. I wanted to know if I could change my future, if I could get out of dying. She tried to tell me death wasn't the end, that I asked the wrong questions, but I hadn't listened. 

“You're up early,” Sybil said flatly. Her pajamas, like all of her outfits, were all black.

“Is Adeen all right? She's been crying.”

“Ignore her. She had a dream she was murdered, but she's fine. She's all gloomy and existential now that Grandpa Bob's dead.”

“Uh, what's up with her hair?”

Sybil shrugged. “Mid-life crisis? Who knows. Mom's livid. She's always going on and on about how beautiful we are inside and out, and self-acceptance, yada yada. Guess Adeen had a different idea of beauty.”

Sybil's paint brush scrush scrushed away, and I wondered what manner of dark vision she was bringing to light this time.

“So, what do you want, girl with the sun on her heart? Quite literally, I see.” Sybil pointed at the scar in the shape of Gramma's sun necklace on my chest. I zipped my coat up over it.  “Are we bffs now or are you only here again because you want something?”

“I want to talk to you about the skeleton girl.”

“Oh, well. Nice to see you again, too. Hey, by the way, thanks for all that advice about dying. It was super helpful.” 

Sybil really knew where to cut to make it hurt.

“I'm sorry. I—”

“Yeah. I get it. Too cool to hang out with crazy home-schooled girl. You and everyone else. Get in line.”

“That's not it.” Not by a landslide. I was honestly shocked at the idea that Sybil might actually want to be my friend. That wasn't the vibe she put off. “I... I'm sorry. I've been a little overwhelmed. Dying and coming back, and all.”

One of her eyebrows flicked up. “I suppose I can give you a pass for that. So, I hear Grif is back. Is it true?” 

Well, that was a random question. “Uh, yeah. He's my lab partner.” 

“What's he like now?” Her voice was slow and cautious, guarded. “Does he still have awesome hair?”

“Uh... I guess so. Why do you care?”  Then it dawned on me. Duh. She had a crush on him, and it was one that had probably been simmering for years. “Do you want me to tell him you asked about him?” 

That shut her up quick. “No. No way.”

“Why not?” I found this mildly amusing. The serious tortured artist girl, the girl who actually talked to dead people, was afraid of a (mostly) harmless, living boy. I wondered if Grif had any idea.

“Did you come here to make fun of me?” she snipped. 

“I wasn't—” making fun of her. “Nevermind. Forget it. About the skeleton woman. I know who she is. Her name is Anne Charity, but she died two hundred years ago. She was burned at the stake for witchcraft.”

“Sounds lovely. Is that all?”

“If she's dead, I want you to find her.” 

“Wait. What? And what do you mean if?”

“I saw her in the woods, in a vision, but there was a real woman there, too. A living woman. At least, I think there was,” I said. 

“You aren't sure if you saw a real person? Seriously. What's wrong with you? Are you going mad?”

“Maybe. My brain did splatter out of my skull, so you'll have to forgive me for having a few side effects. Anyway, that's why I need you to check. I'm not sure, but I need to be sure. Just in case.” That pretty much laid all my cards on the table. “So will you do me a huge favor? Look for Anne. If you find her, ask her who killed Grandpa Bob.”

“And, what if I don't find her?”

“Then we might just have a two-hundred-year-old living, breathing blood-thirsty ghost haunting Salt Creek.” 
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Chapter 16— The Ghost of Andy
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The rest of the morning went so smoothly, I thought I actually might have a good day at school. The custodian had installed yet another brand-new graffiti-free locker door. And, Sonya had been noticeably absent, rather than swimming the halls like a hungry mako shark itching to take a bite out of me. It was great, so I should have known it wouldn't last. 

Vic grabbed me just outside the lunch line. “Oh. My. God. I'm so mad. It's disgusting. I can't believe her. She's gone too far! What are we going to do? We have to get even. We've gotta shut her up!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Sonya!” She was so furious her face was nearly as red as her hair. “Duh!”

“What now?” I shrugged. 

“Wait. You don't know? You mean you haven't seen it?”

“Seen what?” What else could Sonya possible do that was so bad?

“Oh no.” Her eyebrows nearly jumped into her hair. “I thought you knew. I would have waited 'til after school to tell you if I thought you didn't know!” 

“Vic. Seriously. Out with it.”

“Okay, but it's bad. Really bad. Promise not to freak out?” 

“I promise! Now seriously. Out with it!” 

She whipped her phone out of her back pocket. She tapped the screen a few times then held it up. “Look.”

A video started to play. A photo cutout of my face on a cartoon body. Steve's face on a cartoon body. Me chanting some nonsense magic words while wavy purple energy shot out of my hands and killed him. Blood flew everywhere. Me laughing har har har like a villain. Another cartoon body steps onscreen, this one with Andy's face. More magic mumbo jumbo words, more purple wavy lines. Andy died. I laughed. Words popped up. “Don't let the witch get you!” Then a cartoon x marked out the W and replaced it with a B. The video had one thousand views. 

“There are, like, ten more. She's posted a whole channel of videos about you. She says you should kill yourself,” Vic said. “She posted them all last night!” 

Every eyeball in the cafeteria was on me, waiting to see how I'd react. They'd all watched. 

They whispered. Oh my god. She didn't know. I can't wait to see what she does.

They snickered. Hilarious. 

They speculated. Maybe she really is cursed.  

They blamed me. That's what she gets for ditching Steve at the dance. 

They laughed. Go Sonya. Classic. 

Sonya stood in the corner in her blue cheer uniform, smirking. She and her mean girl squad watched, smug, waiting to see what I'd do. I couldn't believe Sonya had turned Andy and Steve's deaths into some sick animated joke just to get to me. But she did it. She'd gone too far. I'll show her. 

I smashed my lunch tray against the linoleum floor. Vic jumped back, avoiding the spray of taco meat and lettuce. My blood boiled. That's it. I'm done.

Zzzttt. The lights flickered. The air filled with the sharp sweet scent of ozone. 

“No Jess, No,” Vic whispered. “Don't. You can't.”

Too late. I didn't owe them anything.

“No! Please!” Vic said. 

I slammed all of the cafeteria doors shut with my mind. My insides burned, filling with electric fire. One by one, the fluorescent tubes overhead exploded inside their fixtures, plunging the cafeteria nearly into darkness. My hands sparked. I lifted every single lunch tray in that room off the tables and smashed them all against the wall. The trays clacked. Food splattered. Everyone screamed.

“That's a neat little trick,” Grif whispered in my ear. I could feel him standing close behind me. He pressed his body against my back and clamped his hands down on my shoulders, holding me still. “But I've got a better one.” 

Grif breathed, deeply and slowly. Suddenly, everyone's eyes shot to the doors. More screams. A few kids cried. All of them pointed. They weren't looking at me. My heart kicked against my ribs. What do they see? Why do they look so scared?

A sophomore girl with dyed black hair shouted, “Andy! Please stop! Andy, no!”   

“Do exactly as I say,” Grif whispered. “Open all the doors, sweets. Now.”

I pictured it, and the doors swung open hard. 

“Now slam them shut again.” 

I did. 

“Do it again, open and shut, real quick,” he said.

I did. 

“Shake the tables.”

I breathed deep, reached out and felt the steel legs, the chipped wood veneer tops. Then I shook them. People screamed. 

“Okay. Stop,” Grif whispered. “That should do it.”

The cafeteria fell tomb silent for a moment, before the other kids began to stir and chatter. Did you see that? I'm not the only one who saw that, right? Andy. It was Andy. I saw him. I swear. It was him. 

Grif eased up on my shoulders and took a deep breath. “Man, that gave me a headache.”

I whirled around to face him. “What did you do?”

“I could ask you the same question.” He rubbed his temples. “Either way, you owe me a big favor. Huge. But, don't worry. I'll collect soon.”

Then he smacked me on the butt and walked away. 

I stood there, terrified and still, as I watched the other kids slowly gather up their books and bags and shuffle out of the cafeteria. That was a close call. Too close. 

Grif knew it was me. The doors. The lights. He knew, but he wasn't surprised. Even more than that, he'd covered for me. He bailed me out. I didn't know how, but he made it look like something else blew the lights, slammed the doors, and tossed everyone's lunch against a cement block wall. I really did owe him a big one. 

“Oh my God, Jess,” Vic said. “How could you?”

Katie raced over and grabbed my arm. Too tight. “That was amateur hour,” she snarled. “Get it together.”

She stomped off, taking Vic with her, and my heart broke in half. I'm so stupid. Why did I do that? I almost ruined it for all the theikos and for what? Because some girl was picking on me? Katie's right. Total amateur hour.

The other kids— the normal kids— ignored me like old news. They exited the cafeteria, whispering to each other, stunned and unsure of what they'd just seen. I wasn't sure what they'd seen either, but I was damn sure they didn't see me doing it.

My feet slowly unglued from the linoleum. I needed to find Grif. I needed an explanation. I jogged out into the hallway, weaving through the kids, searching for him.

Underneath all the smell of everyone's Axe body spray and flowery shampoo, I caught a whiff of deep-fried something. Grif's smell. And rust. Blood? He was close, and something wasn't right. I followed his scent down a quiet corridor. There weren't any kids there because there weren't any classrooms, only teacher's lounges and storage rooms. A flicker of orange caught my eye. His Converse. I found him lying on the floor in front of the janitor's closet, convulsing. 

I dropped down next to him. “Grif. Grif. Can you hear me? Grif!” 

He curled up, twitching. His eyes were half open, focused on nothing, and blood streamed from a cut on his forehead. His head, under the cut, had swelled into a blueish knot. 

“Grif. Grif.” He didn't or couldn't answer me. My heart tap danced against my ribs.“Grif. I'll get help. Hold on.” 

I ran to the nurse's office. “Nurse Jan. Come quick,” I panted. “It's Grif. It's serious. Hurry!”

Her eyes went so wide I could see the whites all the way around her pupils. I heard the pad of her shoes on the floor, shuffling quickly behind me as I led the way. He still lay there shaking, his head covered in more blood, his eyes still wide open, froth oozing out of his mouth. 

“Grif.” I knelt next to him. “Grif. Can you hear me? Hold on.” 

Nurse Jan's hands shook as she dialed nine one one. “We need help. A student is having a seizure. He's cut his head. He isn't responding. Please come quickly.” 
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Chapter 17 — Emergency
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Grif was limp and unconscious by the time the paramedics put him on the stretcher and loaded him into the ambulance. I stayed with him until the squad drove away. Nurse Jan thanked me for my help, then told me to go back to class, and not to worry because Grif would be in good hands down at the hospital.

Yes. He would be. Dr. Martin could heal him, and I would march down to the ER after school just to make sure she did. 

The rest of the day drug on so slowly, it felt as if the earth had fallen off its axis and took longer than usual to travel around the sun. Billy waited by my locker after the last bell. 

“Hey.” He threaded his fingers through mine. “I called Dr. Martin. Grif's okay. He's stable.” 

“Thank God. He was...shaking so hard,” I said. “It was pretty scary.”

“That's what you looked like when you had that seizure,” Billy said. “Listen, Jess. Katie told me you let loose in front of everyone in the cafeteria today. You have to find a way to control it, or you can't be at school. You'll have to take a break like I did.”

“I know.” I stared at my shoes in shame. This stung. “It's just...Sonya really got to me with those videos.”

“It doesn't matter what Sonya does. This isn't about her, it's about you. If you lose control, we all pay the consequences.” 

My stomach knotted up. I knew it, but it was extra hurtful to get the lecture from my boyfriend. “Look. I know, okay? I messed up, but Grif covered for me.”

“Of course he did.”

“I can't figure out why.”

“Because we all stick together. It's what we do. Besides, Grif isn't stupid. He knows why he and his mom were called back here. They know the deal. They know everything.”

Everything? Well, that explained a lot. 

“It's a good thing, too,” Billy said. “You got lucky. No one suspects it was you.”

“Who do they think it was?”

“Andy. Well, the ghost of Andy,” Billy said. “Apparently, everyone saw a haunted, angry Andy. They won't shut up about it. They say he's a poltergeist, and that's how he slammed the doors and threw all the lunch trays against the wall. Good thing, too. You got a free pass this time. But next time, Grif might not be there to cover for you.” 

“How did Grif do it?”

“That's just what he does. He can make people see things that aren't there. Things they're afraid of.”

“But I didn't see anything.”

“It doesn't work on us.” 

Mrs. Beekman's spider. I didn't see it. Another puzzle piece clicked into place. 

“Come on,” Billy said. “Let's go.”

Billy drove us to the emergency room. The county medical center was small, clean, bright, and quiet. Only a handful of people milled around the waiting room. I caught Mom at triage and convinced her to take us back to see Grif. She reluctantly agreed, mumbling something about only family visiting until patients were moved upstairs. She led us down the row of tiny curtain-covered exam rooms. The last time I was here, I'd been the patient. My life sure had changed since then. 

She pointed. “He's in the last one on the right and make it quick. You shouldn't be back here.” 

Billy whisked in first. A female voice said his name, and “Oh my goodness. Look at how handsome you are now. You're all grown up!” 

Then laughter. 

“Hey man,” Grif said. 

What a relief. There was a happy vibe in there. I stepped in to find Billy leaning over Grif talking quietly. Sam shot straight up out of the chair in the corner and came at me with her fists up, yelling. 

“You've got a lot of nerve coming here. This is your fault. Get out of here. Go!” she screamed. “You stay away from my son, do you hear me? Stay away from him!”

I backed out into the hallway and she followed, yelling so loud nurses and medics came running. Her fists came straight at me, but I ducked. 

“Stay away from him!” She was nearly on me by the time a paramedic grabbed her arms and constrained her. She fought against him. “I know what you've done. Stay away from my son, or I'll kill you!”  

“But I— ” I didn't mean her any harm. I didn't want to hurt Grif. 

“Get out, or I'll kill you!” Sam's face twisted with rage.

The paramedic strained to hold Sam back. “Miss, it's probably better if you wait in the lobby.” 

It wasn't a request, it was an order. 

I retreated to the waiting room, stunned. I couldn't figure out why she hated me so much. 

A few minutes later, Dr. Martin came out to see me. “Jess. How are you?”

“Hi Doc. Sorry about the scene back there.” 

“It's not your fault. Sam's on edge. It's difficult to see your children hurt, but Grif's going to be fine.”

“Did he have a seizure? Billy said the same thing happened to me after— ” 

“Jess, I'm not legally allowed to tell you anything about Grif's medical conditions.” 

“I need to know he's okay.” 

Dr. Martin saw the fear in my eyes. 

“I'll be straight with you. He'll be fine. He's got a concussion, but he got it from falling down after the seizure started,” she whispered, so quiet a cat would barely hear her. “He'll have to take it easy, but he's okay. He's not epileptic. It's probably the same kind of seizure you had that night. You understand what I mean?”

She stared at me, then said “it was the seizure you get when you use too big of a power for too long.”

It took a minute to sink in. Oh boy. Everything costs, Gladys had said. I wasn't the only one who paid. Sam was right to be angry. This was my fault. He got hurt covering for me. 

“You'll have to excuse Sam. She gets really upset when she sees...” Her voice trailed off. 

“Sees what?”

Dr. Martin took a deep breath and paused as if she was searching really hard for a polite way to tell me the answer. “A shadow.”

A shadow? “What's that mean?”

“Listen. We brought Sam back for a reason,” she said. “When a person has killed another person, Sam sees something. A black mark, a shadow, around them. That's why we need her here. She can help us identify people who have killed other people, maybe the person who killed Bob. I'm sure you can imagine how unsettling that must be for her. There's no easy way to say this, Jess, but she sees that mark on you because you killed Andy.” 
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Chapter 18— Job
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Vic gripped the steering wheel white knuckled as we wound down the road. “He's such a jerk. Jerk jerk jerk jerk jerk!” She sounded like a teakettle letting off steam. “How could he do this to me? How?”

We were on our way to the diner. Dee had called. Andy's donation jar was overflowing, and we needed to clear it out. Through sobs, Vic had told me Brad helped Sonya make and post the videos about me. He'd helped her bully me. 

“I didn't know, Jess. I swear. And the worst part? He doesn't understand why I'm so upset about it. I mean, how stupid is he? He betrayed me!” she said. “Oh, sure, he tried to explain it all away. He said he didn't think we were really friends. He thought I only hung out with you because you were new and I felt sorry for you. He thinks I should friend dump you. He thinks you really did something wrong. Jerk! The nerve of him!”

My insides sunk. Vic was a true friend, which made even the suggestion that she'd taken me on like an abandoned puppy hurt. I'd showed Vic what I was even before I understood it myself. Brad didn't know that. He also didn't know how deeply Vic and I were both involved in Steve and Andy's deaths, or how close we had both come to dying. If she didn't have the gift of healing, she'd be dead in the ground right now and so would I. 

“He's right,” I said. “You should friend dump me.” 

Vic wanted nothing more than to bop through high school having fun with no one knowing about her special ability. I was a liability. My friendship would turn her into a pariah. “I'm bringing you down. If you stick with me, you'll end up at the reject table with me and Billy forever.”

Vic parked her sedan behind the diner and shot me a slit-eyed looked. “Conversation over.”

She swiveled the rear-view mirror down. She wiped all traces of tears away and fished a makeup bag out of her purse. She brushed some powder across her milk white cheeks. “You were right. Screw those other kids. I've gotta get out of this town. It's toxic. I've used up two lives already.” 

Vic traced her lips with a tube of glitter gloss. “I mean, really. I nearly died in a car accident. Then I got crushed under a tree by a psychopath who I thought was my friend. Promise me you'll make me go away to college. Like really away. Like out of state away. Maybe I can con Adam into taking the SAT for me.”

“Billy and I are leaving.” 

“What?” She nearly dropped her lip gloss tube. “When?”

“Right after graduation.”

“Seriously?”

“He said we should. He said he has a plan.” 

Vic grabbed my hand. “Normally, after the day I've had, I'd advise against counting on boy plans, but O.M.G. You guys are like meant to be and stuff. That is so romantic.” 

But my blossoming romance only seemed to amplify her rift with Brad. Her shoulders slumped. “Ugh. I wish I had someone worth running off with.”

“You know, Adam took good care of you at the ravine that night. He was really worried about you.” Adam stuck to Vic's side like glue, until he knew for certain she was okay. “Don't forget he has a crush on you.”

She eyeballed me. “Anyway.” 

“Don't give me that. He's cute and you know it.”

“Sorry. Not into nerds. Besides, maybe Brad...” She said his name wistfully. “Maybe he'll turn it around.”

“Come on. Brad's a meathead. You said it yourself.” 

“You're right,” she huffed, “but he was my meathead.”

“Someone better will come along. I promise.” 

“Ha. Did you forget where you are? You're the only new thing that's come to Salt Creek in years. I've already burned through all the cute guys. Brad was my last chance.”

“He's not your last chance,” I huffed. “Anyway, forget it. Let me buy you a waffle. Come on. It'll cheer you up.” 

“Okay.” 

She perked up, and we went inside. Dee wasn't kidding. Dollars were jam-packed in the Stillwell's donation jar, poking out of the top every which way. Vic and I whisked up the jar and settled in at table for two by the front window. Dee helped us empty all the bills and coins into a dark blue cash bag, which I slipped into my backpack. Then, she rushed off to make our waffles. Vic sat staring blankly out the window while we waited.

“It can't be that easy, can it?” Vic said. “To leave. Is it really as easy as just driving away?”

She stared at the two-lane road outside the window. That slim curvy patch of pavement went right through downtown Salt Creek, past the diner, then, about thirty miles later, met up with an Interstate highway leading straight out of Ohio. 

“I've packed up one life and moved across country already,” I said. “How hard could it be to do it again?”

“Where will you guys go?” 

“Everywhere. Anywhere. Who cares?” 

“That's so sweet,” she whispered. “You're lucky.”

“Are you all right, Vic?”

Her eyes were glued to the road. “I'll never get out. Why would I? I've never been anywhere. The farthest I've been is West Virginia. It doesn't count. I can almost throw a rock and hit there from here,” she said. “Did you know I've never seen the ocean? It didn't bother me until, you know, they died. Now I just keep thinking I could be dead tomorrow, and I've never gone anywhere or done anything, and I don't know if I ever will.”

“I don't believe that for a second,” I said. “You can do whatever you want.”

“Yeah. Right. Mom left us when I was little, and after that Dad never took us anywhere. We were always too broke. We still are. I mean, I probably can't even afford to go to community college. Even if I wanted to, the closest one is thirty miles away.” 

She watched a semi-truck hurtle down the road past the diner. “I'm stuck. I'll be in Salt Creek forever. I'm gonna be just like Flo, the old lady with the pink beehive working the register down at the Shop 'n' Save.”

“I don't have any money, either,” I admitted. “I guess I'm stuck here too, unless I can get a job.”

“Did someone say job?” Dee, dyed red hair perfectly curled around her shoulders, stood over our table. She had two hot-off-the-griddle waffles, topped with cherries and whipped cream, in her hands. “I could use some help around here if you girls are looking. I have to settle up Bob's estate so I can't work as much. Plus, Sherri, my best waitress, just went on maternity leave. I'm way short-staffed.”

“I'd love to, but... what about Sam?” I asked. “She doesn't like me very much, and I can't see us working together. I didn't want to make trouble for you.”

“Not a problem. She got a gig with a landscaping company during the day. She'll only be here a couple nights a week and for the Sunday morning rush. I can schedule it so you never have to see each other.”

“Two jobs?” Vic asked.

“She's a single mom. She usually works two jobs. She's gotta pay the bills,” Dee shrugged. “So, you two interested? The money's decent, and waiting tables is a skill that can get you a job anywhere.” 

Dee winked at Vic. “It'll happen for you, honey. All you gotta do is make a plan and go for it. I was born here, my family never had much, and I backpacked across the world when I was a little older than you. And now I own my own business. Salt Creek isn't a death trap.” 

She had clearly read Vic's mind. “Either way, a plan is no good without money,” Dee said. “So, I'll see you both here for training Monday at four.” 
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Chapter 19 —First Day
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Vic and I had a hard time keeping up. Our first day on the job was busier than expected, and the menu seemed much bigger and more detailed as a waitress than it ever did as a customer. It didn't help that in addition to the four-page regular menu, we had a three-foot-tall chalkboard of October pumpkin-themed specials. Pumpkin pie. Pumpkin chili. Pumpkin waffles. Pumpkin burgers. Pumpkin ice cream. Pumpkin lattes. Pumpkin pancakes. Ohioans clearly took their annual pumpkin-eating options seriously.

“Sorry ladies,” Dee whisked behind the counter to grab some napkins. “It isn't usually this busy this early on weekdays.”

The kids from Logan were having a yearbook meeting and were sucking up milkshakes and fries like their mouths were Shop-Vacs. And, there were always truckers in Dee's diner, all times of day and night, lured in by the last clean bathroom and warm meal before the Interstate. Today, we also had a van full of ladies from the senior center, fresh back from a day trip to the outlet malls near Cincinnati.

The minute we stepped through the door, Dee threw us right into the mix, tidy white aprons tied tight around our waists and green guest check pads in hand. I'd just delivered two armloads of tuna melts and open-faced roast beef sandwiches to the outlet mall ladies when Grif wheeled in and plopped down on one of the swivel stools at the counter. 

When she saw him, Dee whispered in my ear. “Grif always eats free. Whatever he wants.”   Why? I thought. 

“That way I know he's getting something to eat. Sam doesn't always have grocery money.”

Billy bopped through the door and sat next to Grif. They must have come here together. They smiled. They joked. They got along well. Billy seemed relaxed with him, like he could be himself, which was a rare and precious thing. 

“Hey guys,” I walked over to them. 

“How's your first day?” Billy popped up and kissed me on the cheek. “It looks a little crazy in here.”

“It is crazy.” I wasn't sure I was cut out for it. “I might not make it out alive.”

“Just keep thinking about the day after graduation.” Billy winked. “Keep your eyes on the prize.” 

I couldn't help but smile. The prospect of making a new life of adventure with Billy was a warm beam of sunshine I wanted to feel all over me all the time. If he could handle driving tractors and raking hay, I could handle waffle fries and hand-scooped milkshakes. We could make it happen. 

“How's your head, Grif?” I asked. “You feeling okay?”

“Yeah. Good enough, I guess.” He touched the huge Band-Aid over the cut on his forehead.

“Yeah, well,” I said. “Thanks for covering for me. I appreciate it.”

“Don't forget you owe me a big favor.” He winked. “I always collect.”

“Oh, I won't forget.” I plastered on a smile big enough to hide how nervous that made me.

Vic shuffled around the dining room refilling glasses, a pitcher of iced tea in one hand and a pitcher of water in the other. While I put in burger and fry orders for Billy and Grif, the door bell ringalinged. I turned around just in time to watch Sonya sidle in, flanked by a tiny blonde and a perky brunette from the cheer squad. Our eyes met. Sonya sized up Billy and Grif, then she smiled, all teeth, like a shark.

“Great.” Sonya rolled her eyes. “I see this place is going downhill.”

Then, she slid right into Billy's lap. “Hey there, handsome. I don't know why, but I can't stop thinking about you lately.” 

She ran her finger through his thick black hair and for a hot minute I fantasized about jumping right across the counter like a puma and ripping all the important bits right out of her lily white throat. 

“You look good. Mmm mmm. The things I could do to you,” she purred. “Wanna get together sometime and find out?”

“No thanks.” Billy grabbed her wrists and slid her hands off of him. “Jess is everything I need.”   Sonya looked miffed, but only for a split second. She was too smooth, too used to being on top to let it show when something got under her skin. “I know you'll change your mind.” 

She turned her attention to Grif. “Oh, bless your heart,” she cooed, sugary-sweet as she picked pretend bits of fuzz and dirt off of his wrinkled shirt. “I didn't know the diner accepted food stamps.”

Her cronies tittered, as if on cue. “If I were you, I'd scrape together whatever money I could to go get some new clothes.” Sonya tapped her finger against her lips and looked at Grif like she was thinking hard. “You know, I heard it's half price day at the Salvation Army. God knows you can't afford full price. Or anything new. Or nice.” 

Grif scowled and he balled his fingers into tight white fists. 

“Aw, sweetie. Buck up,” Sonya went on. “Maybe if you study hard your life will get better. Maybe if you try real hard, you'll actually make it to the poverty line when you grow up.” 

Sonya swished off to a table by the window, and my mouth dropped open. She did not just say that. Oh, but she did, and I never hated someone so much in my whole life as I hated Sonya right then. I couldn't let her get away with it. She couldn't treat people that way. 

Electricity hopped up and down my spine, like the kind of static zap you get when you touch a doorknob on a dry day, only times two hundred. The air filled with the sharp scent of ozone. Tiny red strings of electricity arced off my fingertips.

“Holy hell! What are you doing, girl?” Grif scooted back.

“Jess. Let it go,” Billy grabbed my hands.

“I'm trying,” I said. I breathed deep and my foot tap tap tapped too fast against the floor as I fantasized about beating Sonya with a chair. Breathe. Breathe. Deep. In and out. 

“She isn't worth it. Ignore her. She's been a mean girl since first grade,” Billy said. I looked at him. His blue eyes. His black lashes. His smooth, olive skin. I breathed deep a few more times and the electric inside me slowly ebbed away. “Don't sink to her level. If she sees she's getting to you, she'll never stop.” 

“Truer words were never spoken,” Grif said. “Relax.”

“You're right.” The heat inside me dialed down, even though Sonya totally deserved a lightning bolt right to the skull. I might be able to shoot lightning across a room, but Sonya had her own power: Cruelty. She knew just what buttons hurt the most, and she didn't think twice about pressing them. People like her needed to be punished.

“Damn, girl. Remind me never to piss you off.” Grif swiveled back and forth on his stool like a little kid. “Sweets, look. That girl's been saying stuff like that to me since we were seven, but you know what? I'm Mr. Model Citizen. Look at me. If I can let it go, so can you. Besides, if you're gonna get revenge, do it right. It's not as satisfying when it's sloppy in the heat of the moment.”

Grif said it like it was a joke, but he wasn't smiling. I noticed every time he glanced at Sonya he looked like he was sizing her up.

Vic, empty drink pitchers in hand, flitted behind the counter. “Don't worry, Jess. I'll take Sonya's table.” 

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Maybe if we ignore her, we can starve her out.”

“Yeah right. You haven't seen a proper hell beast until you've seen Sonya hungry. I should know. I've seen her on a diet.”

Vic rushed off and dutifully took Sonya's order. I could hear Sonya wasn't treating Vic very well. I listened in, as I delivered more french fries to the yearbook kids and topped off the truckers' coffees. 

“Aw, so sad about you and Brad.” Sonya poured the salt on Vic's broken heart and rubbed it in. “Then again, what choice did he have? You hang out with trash. You've got their stink all over you.” 

Sonya glanced at me. “You know what? It's not too late for you. Why don't you come out with us this Friday, huh? Start over. Be with people who are worth your time. Get back on top, you know?”

Vic didn't reply. She simply smiled her glitter-gloss smile, the one she'd been hiding behind for years, and said “What do you all want to eat? You must be hungry from cheer practice.” 

Classic Vic. She carried on. Although, I saw the flash of sad in her eyes when she hung her little green order ticket on the steel wheel and spun it around to Josue the cook. 

I hugged her, and she sniffled into my shirt. 

“I'm sorry, Vic,” I whispered. “For everything. For Brad and Sonya. It's all because of me.”

“I'm not sorry,” she said. “You're worth it.”

She straightened out her clothes and her makeup, putting the pieces of “I'm fine” back into place. Josue hit the bell and put two plates piled high with double burgers and fries on the pass-through. I sat one each in front of Billy and Grif, and they dug in with enthusiasm. 

Vic and I circulated through the dining room, clearing plates, refilling drinks, and dropping off checks. When Sonya's food was ready— a garden salad, ranch dressing on the side— Vic said “I swear that girl hasn't eaten a carbohydrate since sixth grade.” 

The bell above the door jangled again, and Sam clip-clopped in, her cha-cha heels clicking hard against the checkered linoleum. Her low-slung jeans hung on for dear life, and the crop top underneath her leather jacket showed off the rhinestone charm dangling off her belly ring. A half-inch of dark brown roots showed in her bottle-blonde hair.

My heart sunk. Great. Just what I need. The diner was already a powder keg, and Sam was about to light the fuse.

She stopped cold when she saw me. Her frosty-pink lips bunched up tight, and her eyes scanned me head to toe, but her fists didn't come up and she didn't threaten me. Sadly, that qualified as a big improvement in our relationship. I walked off and made busy work straightening all the sugar and jam caddies on the tables.

“Hey Grif. I need to talk to you,” Sam said. Of course, I could hear them like they were standing right next to me. 

“What's up, ma?” 

Sam hugged Grif and whispered, “first electric bill came. We don't have much left over for food. Whatever's in the pantry, it's all for you, hun,” Sam said. “Don't worry about me. I can live on coffee. Reminds me, I'm thirsty.”

She strutted behind the counter and pulled the stainless steel carafe off the coffee machine.  “Ouch. Holy hell.” 

She shook her hand and sunk the tips of two fingers into her mouth.

“You okay, ma?” Grif asked. 

“Yeah,” she said. “Burned my fingers again. Gotta pay more attention. You'd think I'd learn.”

She poked her nose in the pot. “It's almost empty. Dee,” she called out. “I'll put on another, k?” 

Dee nodded, and Sam yanked open the top, popped in the grounds and filled the vessel with water. She chit chatted with Grif and Billy while she waited for it to brew. Once the machine beeped, she poured a fresh coffee into an oversize travel mug she'd found under the counter. “My favorite. Liquid dinner.”

Sonya and her friends were on their way out just as Sam whipped back around the counter. “Oh my gosh, I love your outfit,” Sonya said to Sam. “Is that what all the washed-up strippers are wearing these days?” 

My jaw hit the floor. Again. Sonya had a lot of nerve talking to someone's mom that way. Sam didn't miss a beat. She cut back like a sharp knife through butter. 

“Aw, aren't you the sweetest thing.” She tucked a strand of Sonya's hair behind her ear. “But you might want to skip the ranch dressing next time. You've got the kind of body that's gonna swell up like a balloon the second you hit twenty two. Oh boy. And I can already see the eleven wrinkle going deep between your eyebrows from all those mean looks you give all day. Why don't you run home and moisturize? And don't forget to skip breakfast tomorrow. Lunch, too. Just to be safe.”

Wowza. Never thought I'd say it, but go Sam.

Sonya huffed out the door, and Sam turned to Grif. “Like I said son, money don't equal class.” She slid onto the stool next to him, and Dee descended on her, peppering her with questions about her day job on the landscaping crew. She answered a few, quick and polite, then she gave Dee a hug and said she was leaving. I was relieved. 

I settled at the other end of the counter, as far from her as possible, and started rolling silverware into napkins. 

Dee whispered to Sam. “I left something behind the counter for you,” Dee said. “Y'all gotta eat.”

Dee pointed. Sam hugged her, and before I knew it, Sam was clip clopping toward me. She stopped about a foot away, then bent down all the way over the counter, flipping her heels up in the air to grab an envelope from the shelf underneath. “Thanks, Dee,” she announced. “It means a lot.”

Dee gave her a thumbs up and raced off to check on her table by the front window.

Then, when no one was looking, Sam leaned in close to me and hissed. “You stay away from my kid. I mean it. You can lie to everyone else, but you can't lie to me. I know what you did, and you're gonna pay for it. No one gets away with murder when I'm around, d'ya hear? No one. You can't hide forever.”
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Chapter 20— Video
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I smoothed out the crumpled dollar bills and stacked them in a pile on my desk. One hundred and fifty two dollars total from my first three shifts at the diner, which meant I only had to work oh, about a zillion more shifts to make enough money to run away with Billy. 

Ugh. That seemed far away and impossible. Still, this was more than I had last week. I rolled the bills into a wad and tucked them in a mason jar, which I stashed on the top shelf of my bedroom closet. 

Then my phone buzzed. I answered it fast, sure it was Billy. “Hey. What's up?”

“Jess. I need you to come to the station, now.” It was Sheriff Franks. Great. “It's urgent. Get here as soon as you can.”

He didn't wait for a yes or no before hanging up. That meant it wasn't optional. I grabbed my jacket and keys and stomped straight to the kitchen, trying not to think about the pile of unfinished homework that would be waiting for me when I got home.

“Where do you think you're going? Dinner's ready.” Mom flipped open the oven and slid out a whole baked chicken. Pots steamed and bubbled on the stove. It smelled awesome. My tummy rumbled.

“Sheriff called. He needs my help. He didn't say why,” I said. “Probably something about Grandpa Bob.”

Jack, slumping in his chair at the table, didn't even look up from his iPad.

“Oh.” Mom let my meaning settle in. “Tell him next time it can wait until after dinner.”

“Sure.” I popped out the back door and into Gramps' lemon-yellow pick up truck. It still smelled like him, like engine oil and sun-drenched corn fields in August. I breathed deep. Knowing he and Dad were here, close, always, dulled some of the pain, but it still didn't replace being with them in this world.

“I miss you, Gramps” I whispered. He'd hear me.  

I bumped out of the driveway onto the road, and sped across the candy pink horizon. It was October, which meant that even though it wasn't much past seven, the sun was about to set. I parallel parked outside the Sheriff's station on Main Street. The office was quiet and dim, lit only by the night crew's stray desk lamps. I padded past a row of cubicles to a tiny, wood-paneled office. The fluorescent lights buzzed and sputtered overhead.

“Sheriff Franks?” I knocked on the dark wood moulding around his office door. 

“Come on in,” he barked.

Sheriff hunched behind a hulking beige computer monitor. The weight of the world seemed to press his spine down into a curve. He didn't look away from the screen. “We've got a serious problem,” he said. “You need to see this. It's not good. Not good at all.”

I stood behind him, and he called up a YouTube address he'd bookmarked. A video began to play. A dark grainy film. A girl in a spaghetti strap dress struggled to her feet. Two black shadowy figures wrestled near her. She limped forward, her neck and back so broken and bent she looked like a letter Z. She staggered like a horror-flick zombie. 

Oh no. My chest got tight, and it suddenly felt like every last molecule of oxygen had been vacuumed out of the air. It's me coming back from the dead. The blood. The broken bones poking through my skin. The unholy angle of my shattered spine. I am a monster. I shouldn't be alive. 

A halo of red fire shot out in circle around me, knocking one of the shadow boys to the ground. Then the screen went black. White letters in a harsh block font flashed on the screen: “You can't hide forever.”

“What is this?” My heart punched my ribs like it was fighting its way out. 

“You know exactly what this is. This is part of the video on the camera we recovered at Bob's house. Whoever found that camera made a copy of the footage and posted pieces of it online. We have to find out who did this. We have to get this off the Internet. We have to make sure the rest of the video doesn't get out.” Sheriff ticked off the list like he'd already gone over it a hundred times. “And we better pray to God whoever posted this doesn't know who any of you are, because you all could be in serious danger.” 

I collapsed into the brown pleather arm chair in front of his desk. I stared at the hairline cracks in the plaster walls and said nothing. Numbness crept through me, the deep cold of lost hope.

Ten thousand possible futures zipped around my mind. They'd come after us. The government, scientists, someone, if they knew what we could do. I'd either end up dissected in a lab somewhere or I'd go to jail for killing Andy. 

No. No one will believe it. They'll think it's a clip from a movie. Or maybe we'll get lucky, and no one will watch it at all. “How many views does it have?”

“Two,” Sheriff said. His voice had the raw edge of exhaustion. “Both mine.”

He got up and went over to dingy coffeemaker in the corner. He perked himself some coffee and made me a steaming hot tea in a Styrofoam cup. 

My brain swirled. “People will think it's fake.”

“Let's pray they do,” he said. 

They'd have to. Teenagers can't rip trees out by the roots and shoot lightning from their bodies. Then again, if someone really went looking, they'd find the news stories. They'd find out Andy died. They'd find the article about the trees being struck by lightning. They could link it all together if they really tried. It would only take one person, one bad person, to find us and upend our lives.

“How did you know that video was online?” I asked. “How did you find it?”

“That's the worst part, Jess. I didn't find it. Whoever posted it sent me a text with the link. They said there was a curse, a scourge on Salt Creek, and I had to...” He tapped the screen on his phone and read the exact words to me. “God has called on you to strike down the demons.”

Demons. Seriously? “Who?”

“I couldn't trace the number. It was a burner phone. Activated in Salt Creek,” he said. “I'll try my best to get the video taken down. In the meantime, I need you to think. Do you know who did this?” 

No clue. I shrugged. 

“Billy said Sonya Sommers posted harassing videos about you, about the deaths of Andy Stillwell and Steve Kennedy. Is that true?” 

I nodded. 

“Do you think she could be involved in this? Do you think she knows the truth?” 

“No, I don't.” If she knew what really happened after the dance, she would have already used that to emotionally slay me. How would she have gotten the camera, anyway? Or gotten it into Bob's house? She was a vengeful prom queen, a mean girl, but I didn't think she could kill someone. Then again, she did have long dark hair. She did have a thing for leaving messages scrawled on doors.

“Did they post anything else?” Like the part where I killed Andy?

“No, Jess. That's everything. You better pray it stays that way,” he said. “Now back to Sonya.”

“It can't be her.”

“You sound sure.”

“I am.”

“Well, the text was signed Mama. Does that ring any bells?”

I shook my head. “No. It doesn't.”

Sheriff leaned on his desk in front of me. “Can you think of anyone else who might want to hurt you or get to you in some way? I don't know why, but my gut is telling me these 'You can't hide forever' messages are aimed at you specifically, like a warning of some sort.”

You can't hide forever. The words ticked through my brain. 

You can't hide forever. The words on the cabinet at Grandpa Bob's. 

You can't hide forever. The words at the end of the video. 

You can't hide forever. Sam's warning. She knew I'd killed someone, because she could see the shadow over me. She said I wouldn't get away with murder. She told me I couldn't hide forever.

If she'd watched the tape, that would explain her fear, the dropped glasses and the threats, the way she looked at me like I was a monster. Then there was the hair. Sam had long, dark hair that she'd bleached. And she'd burned her fingers on the coffee pot. Sheriff said the perp had unreadable finger prints. Mama. Sam was a mom. The pieces clicked together. “It's Sam. Sam Peters. Grif's mom.”

Sheriff laughed right in my face. “There's no way it could be Sam. She just got here. We had to beg her to come back. Besides, why would she want to expose you and the rest of the community? She's one of you. She'd be shooting herself in the foot. That doesn't make sense.” 

“She knows about Andy. She said I couldn't hide forever,” I said. “She used those exact words.” 

Sheriff waved me off and settled into his desk chair. I could tell by the crinkles at the corners of his mouth that he didn't want to hear it. 

My guts churned red hot. “Three weeks ago, all of us would have said there was no way Andy would have killed all those people, but he did, didn't he?”

“Jess, this is different.”

“Is it?” I snipped. 

“We won't make the same mistakes we made with Andy.”

“That's right. You won't.” A thread of resolve formed inside me. I'd find the truth on my own. I'd find out if Sam was guilty. “Neither will I.” 
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Chapter 21— Charity
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The Sheriff had made me so angry, I couldn't sleep. It was midnight, and I sat at my desk, books scattered in front of me, making a vain attempt to get some of my school work done. A very vain attempt. I kept clicking over to the Santa Cruz Sentinel to re-read the news story about my Dad's death. It was an unfortunate accident, it said. It was dark, late and raining. No foul play is suspected. 

Except by Mom. And me. Guardians always meet such horrible ends. 

I glanced back at my biology assignment. A diagram of an early human family tree. Evolution. Neanderthals. Denisovans. The text read “the ancestors of modern humans interbred with other early human species, and the DNA of these other species is still carried within people today.”

Tell me about it. If what Gladys had told me was true, some of us also carried the genes of another ancient human species: Theikos, a species with super-human skills. I bet I'd never see that on any evolution chart. 

Ugh. Can't deal. I hopped out of my seat and plopped onto my bed. I closed my eyes, hoping sleep would come. But no, I was too jittery, so I grabbed the book Gladys had given me off my nightstand and cracked it open.




Reverend Zeisberger's gray hair was parted down the middle. He wore a formal black cassock with a white collar, pinched too tight around the wrinkled flesh of his neck. He opened a large black ledger and pinched his spectacles tight on his nose.

He began to write their names in the book, officially making them residents of Gnadenhutten. “Will, aged ten, Anne, aged seventeen, and Jonathan, aged forty two. Lardner—”

“No,” Father snapped. “That name is dead. We have left it behind so our troubles cannot follow us. We have a new name.”

“I see. What is your name then, brother?” Zeisberger asked. 

“Charity. Our new name is Charity.”



Oh snap. It was bad enough that Anne had been dragged from her home on the coast to some town in the middle of nowhere—I knew exactly what that felt like—but at least I didn't have to change my name. 

I kept reading. Her life was short, intense, and tragic. Anne moved to a Moravian mission on the frontier, less than a hundred miles from Salt Creek, in 1781. This was wild, untamed violent wilderness then, a far cry from today's peaceful rolling farmland and rows of well-manicured houses.

Anne had gifts. She could bring storms down from the sky. She could make people see what they feared. Her father thought her powers were the devil's work. He smuggled her to the frontier to hide her. He didn't want Anne to be locked away and persecuted like her mother. He forbade her to marry in order to prevent the curse from passing on to her children. 

His plan was for nothing. She couldn't deny her true nature. He couldn't stop true love, either. Anne loved Jacob, a Native American settler who possessed powers, too. He could manipulate feelings with songs. He was beautiful, strong, with skin the color of caramel and shiny black hair in a thick braid down his back. But, their love couldn't conquer the forces determined to keep them apart. 

The Revolutionary War brought bloodshed, murder, and starvation to their door. Soldiers came to the mission and butchered nearly one hundred innocent men, women, and children, including Jacob. Anne, driven mad by rage and grief, led a band of braves—their war paint made to look like skulls— on a rampage. She hunted down and slaughtered the guilty soldiers. Then, she was captured and burned as a witch. She was tied to the stone near my house. The wood was piled around her. The general lit the match. She burned alive. 

That was the end of the book. There was no epilogue. No happy ending. She perished in the fire, burned down to bone and ash. As hard as my life seemed now, at least it wasn't as bad as Anne's. Still, her story left me with more questions than answers. The vision in the woods. The woman with the skeleton face paint. It had to be Anne. I saw the mist once at the spot where she was burned alive, too. Why were we linked? 

Reee eeeek. Reee eeeek. I sat straight up and swung my legs out of bed. Holy crap. What's that? I scanned my room. Reee eeeek. Reee eeeek. The old wood window onto my balcony ground against the channel as it slid opened. My instincts kicked up, ready to fight. A shadow stepped in. 

“Jess.” 

Billy. Thank God. 

“I had to see you,” he said.

“What's wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing.” He dropped to his knees in front of me. “I just wanted to be alone with you.” 

His clothes and hair were rumpled. His skin was smooth and flawless. He pressed his lips to mine. He smelled clean, like farm and soap. He kissed me and wrapped his arms around me. The hard flat muscles of his body moved against me. His breath ran hot down my neck, making my skin break out in bumps. I reveled in him, but I felt another kind of urgency that I couldn't deny.

“Wait. Stop,” I whispered.

He pulled back. 

“I have to tell you something.” I told him Andy's video was online and about my visit to the Sheriff. 

“Oh no,” he whispered.

“There's more. My Dad didn't die in a car accident. He was murdered. Mom said he was targeted because of his powers. He was a safety, a kill switch, like Grandpa Bob. I thought you should know.”

“Why didn't you tell me sooner?” His eyes darted back and forth as the information settled in. “What if whoever killed him followed you here?”

“I don't know.”

“But—”

“We don't know for sure it's the same person. It might be a coincidence.” I didn't have a plan. Part of me just hoped whatever came, my powers would be strong enough to get us through.

“What if it isn't? I won't let them get you. I won't let them hurt you,” he said. 

I kissed him softly. “We'll survive somehow,” I whispered. “You'll see.”

He gripped my hips tightly. “We have to.”

“We will,” I said. “I'll make sure of it.”

“You don't have to do this alone. We'll make a plan. Together. But right now, I need you to be with me. I miss you. Come on.”

He tugged me up and toward the window. “Bring a sweater. It's cold.” 

“Where are we going?”

“You'll see,” he said. 

I bundled up and followed him through the window. We shimmied down the trellis. He picked up a stack of plaid blankets he'd left on the ground. “What's that for?”

“The Orionid meteor shower peaks tonight. We're gonna watch it.”

“Really?” I smiled. 

“You caught me. Technically the peak was last week, but it'll still be awesome.” 

He held my hand, and we walked past the barn to the thin grassy access road running between Gramps' fields and the forested hills that lined the valley. It's the same road where Vic had tested my powers. I raced her to the barn and ran nearly as fast as a sports car. 

“You pick the spot,” he said as we walked. “We just need to be far enough away from the house so the lights don't block out the stars.” 

He smiled, and my love for him kicked up, drowning out all the doubt and fear and desperation of everything else in my life. Billy made me feel like everything would always work out just fine, like my world could never unravel as long as we were together. 

“I'm catching up to you,” I said. 

“What?”

“I'm saving all my tips from the diner. I'm catching up to you,” I said. “By the time we graduate, we should be flush. No one will be able to stop us with money in the bank and a motorcycle with a full gas tank.”

I clung tight to the dream. It was the only thing pushing me forward, making it worth getting out of bed in the morning. 

Billy dropped the blankets and whirled me around to face him. He pressed his body into mine. His breath, hot and sweet, tickled my face. “I don't care if we're flat broke as long as I get to be with you,” he said. 

Then he kissed me. I slid my hands inside his jacket. His body burned lava-hot. In a world of nightmares, Billy was a dream. The best kind: the good one that came true. 

He whispered “I love you, Jess.” 

He kissed me. My body hummed, like he'd kicked it into gear. I was covered in goosebumps. “I love you, too.” 

“Say it again,” he whispered. And I did. 

His kisses turned softer, sweeter. We settled into each other, arms wrapped up tight around each other, my cheek in the crook where his collarbone met his neck, just soaking in the warmth of his body. 

It scared me how much I needed him. I clung to him, so tall and strong and beautiful and mine, and prayed he'd be mine forever. The raging love and fire I felt for him right now? It'd never burn out. And nothing, no one, could ever tear us apart. 
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Chapter 22— Accused
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The second Grif and I stepped out of the biology lab, Sonya grabbed me and pushed me hard into a locker. I yipped with pain when my back hit the metal. What the—

Sonya, her eyes squinty and angry, her lips tight, leaned in close to me and hissed. “What's your deal, huh? You can't take a joke? You had to go all tattle-tale? What is this kindergarten? You can't handle your own problems?” 

Nothing she said registered. 

“Don't play dumb,” she hissed. “I spent two hours with the Sheriff because of you.” 

She dug her red talons into the fold of my jacket. Her nails were the same blood red as the letters she'd written across my locker door. 

“My mom freaked out, and I'm grounded because of you,” she said. “Don't think for a minute I will let you walk into this school and mess up my life. I will not miss the competition. I will be fair queen, and I will get even. You can count on that. You will pay for this.” 

She pushed me back again then jabbed her index finger at me. I watched her face twist, her lips move as more insults spewed out. I didn't hear a word. Something inside me cracked like a windshield hit by a pebble. A thin delicate brushstroke of a break feathered across the inside of me. My path forward became crystal clear. Mean girls must be stopped. It was that simple.

She pushed me again, but I didn't stumble. 

“No,” I said. “You're the one who will pay.” 

Sonya's jaw dropped. She planted her fists on her hips. 

“Aw, that's my girl.” Grif looped his arm around my waist and swiveled me away, leaving Sonya frozen on the spot like a Popsicle. “I don't think anyone's ever stood up to her before. You're an inspiration.”

“You're right. She's awful,” I said. Sonya revved all my darkest bits into high gear. “We can't let her get away with this.” 

“Well, well Jess Flowers shows her true colors,” he said. “Nice to see someone finally grow a pair. See, Billy likes to pretend he's an angel, going on and on and on about morals, but we both know what he's capable of. You've got a dark streak, too, don't ya? Why don't we team up? We could get Sonya good.”

“What? No, I—” His tone made me nervous.

“Woah there, relax. Just a suggestion....If you're not up for it, just leave her to me,” he said. “Sonya might think she's invincible, but she's not. She reeks of fear. I can smell it. I'll get her back for both of us. You just gotta promise to keep your lips zipped until it's done. I'm only waiting for the perfect moment.”

“Don't do anything drastic, Grif. Billy's right. We can't use our powers against normies.” I'd stepped out of the mean-girl twilight zone and back into the light.

“We'll see about that.”

“Thanks for getting me out of there.” We were wading in a dangerous riptide. Time to change course. “I don't know why she's so mad.”

“Oh, I do, and it's epic. Rumor is she had to go see the Sheriff because of those videos about you. She got fingerprinted. He took a few strands of her hair, too. Can you imagine?” Grif chuckled. “I would have paid cash money to see the look on her face. Prissy girls like that don't do so hot at the jailhouse, trust me. So, uh, is it true? Are you the one who ratted her out?”

“No. I didn't. Why would the Sheriff bother with that anyway?” I opted to play dumb. The fewer people who knew about the real video of me the better. 

“Isn't that what everyone wants to know? Rumor is Sheriff questioned her for, like, ever.” He laughed.  “I don't know why he needed the hair, though. That's just weird. Maybe he was messing with her head or something.”

I knew why he took her hair. Sheriff wanted to cover all the bases. A woman with long dark hair killed Grandpa Bob and left a message for me at his house. Now someone had left the same message online. We knew for sure the killer was a woman. I won't make the same mistakes I made with Andy, he'd said. Another murderer was walking around right under his nose. In his mind, Sonya was as likely to be hiding as Andy. No one was beyond suspicion. Except Sam.

A tight knot of anger twisted in my gut. Sheriff Franks hadn't listened to me, and he'd made my life one more degree of unbearable as a result. Still, he'd given me the gift of clarity. The way forward was clear. 

Sam. If Sheriff wouldn't question her, I would. In my own way. 

If Sam had found the camera, posted the videos, killed Grandpa Bob, maybe Grif could give me a clue. Grif could tell me where she went, who she talked to, why she really bleached hair. Grif could inadvertently spy on her for me.

“What's a fair queen?” That was all I could think to say to keep the conversation going, to make it seem normal, to throw Grif off the scent of my real plan, as we walked toward the art studio. I prayed one day he could forgive me for using him. There were lives at stake. He had to understand that.

“Oh man, you really aren't from here are you?” 

I shrugged. 

“It's an old-school beauty pageant. All the girls in the county practically fist fight to win it.”

“Why?” 

“Hell if I know. Except, it's the closest thing to famous anyone will ever be in this town,” he said. “The winner rides in a red Corvette in the Thanksgiving parade, waving to the crowd like she's the damned Queen of England. Plus, the crown is the size of a refrigerator. People eat it up.”

His hand went stiff as he waved slowly, gracefully, smiling and swiveling his head. 

“Very regal,” I said. 

“Yeah, well. It's ridiculous.” His eyes suddenly got big and bright. “But you know what? Now that I'm thinking about it. It's perfect. Genius. Why didn't I think of it before?”

“I really like your mom's hair,” I blurted. Clever. Real subtle. 

I wanted to know why Sam bleached it and when. If Sheriff had only seen her as a blonde, he wouldn't suspect the long dark hairs at Grandpa Bob's might be hers. “How did she get it so blonde? Do you think I could do that too?” 

“Wha? Oh. Man. I don't know. That's girl crap.”

“Why'd she change it? Does her boyfriend not like brunettes?” I winked and tried to sound normal, not like I was fishing for incriminating information.

“Ha. I haven't met her boyfriend yet, which has to be a record, but I know she's got one because she disappears to go see him almost every night.” He rolled his eyes. “I hope this one is better. The last one was a real loser, like most of them.”

“Why haven't you met him?” I was pushing it. Too far, maybe. I couldn't tell. 

“Look. It's her thing. She stays out of my business and I stay out of hers. That's the deal. If you're so worried about it, why don't you ask her?”

“Uh huh. Right. I don't think she likes me very much.” Truer words were probably never spoken. 

“Yeah. She told me to stay away from you a few times, but she'll get over it,” he said. “Don't worry, sweets. I like you enough for both of us.” 

He put his arm around me and smiled. I felt super guilty. 

“Well, thanks,” I fake smiled. “Speaking of boyfriends...You wanna be one? I know someone who has a crush on you.” 

Maybe passing this tidbit along could assuage my guilt.

“Wait, wha? Who?”

“Do you know Sybil Devault?” 

“Mmmm. I sure do. My favorite red head.” He rolled the words around in his mouth like they were candy. “Where is she? I've been looking for her.”

“She's um, home schooled.”

“Wait, what? Since when?”

“I'm not a hundred percent sure. I haven't been in town that long. But I do know she hasn't come to school since she got her, um, you know, gift.” 

“Really?” His eyes were wide. “Did she get something messed up.”

“Yeah. Kind of.” I whispered, because the hallway was full of kids. “She talks to dead people. Most people think she's crazy and making it up.”

“Mmmm mmmm.”  He leaned close and purred in my ear. “I like the crazy ones. They're just my style.”
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Chapter 23 — Broke
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Vic and I rode to work together after school. It was steadily busy, thanks to the truckers and the families with kids eating out after soccer games. 

Grif showed up right before sunset, lured by the prospect of free hot food. I watched him slide out of the side door of a black sedan in the parking lot and wave to the driver before he plopped down on his usual mushroom swivel stool at the counter. 

“Hey.” Vic greeted him with a Coca Cola, no ice. “Who was that?”

“Today's boss. See?” He fished a few crumpled up twenties out of his back pocket. “Mowed a lawn, weeded the garden, changed the oil in his car. Gotta pay bills, girl. Now you. Why didn't you tell me about Sybil?”

Vic shrugged. “What's there to say?”

“You know.” He hunched down as he looked around for prying ears. “Why didn't you tell me she was one of us?”

“Look. I didn't know, okay?” Vic snipped. Clearly, she'd come clean with Grif about her secret, which shocked me a little bit because she was normally tight-lipped. “I didn't even know there were so many of us until super girl here got me all mixed up in this whole thing.” 

She jabbed her thumb at me then stomped off to hang the ticket for Grif's usual— double cheeseburger, extra onion, tomato, no lettuce, with fries done til they're crunchy—on the order wheel. 

“Just askin',” he said. “No need to get all ruffled. You still hang out with her like you used to?”

“No way. She's nuts.” Vic spun back around. “Things have changed since you've been gone.” 

“We all need friends, you know.” Grif wasn't amused. “Especially us crazies.”

I left them alone to duke it out. I stacked a patty melt, fish and chips and two meatloaf dinner specials on a tray and delivered them to table fourteen. I sped back behind the counter, clicked brew on the decaf pot, then grabbed the water pitcher and set off for another round of drink refills. 

I topped off a glass for a fit mom, the kind that perpetually wore yoga pants, fancy neon sneakers and running jackets, no matter the occasion. Glass in hand, the overwhelming smell of manure suddenly filled my nostrils. I held my breath and pinched my eyes closed as they watered up. 

“Miss? Are you all right?” Fit Mom asked. 

I nodded. 

“Can we get another vanilla Coke when you get a minute?”

“Sure.” I smiled, trying hard not to barf all over her kids. 

But the smell. Boy oh boy. Manure. Fresh and strong. And something else. Something sweet. Clover. No. The smell from the day I saw the skeleton woman in the ravine. She's here.

I turned around and caught sight of round hips in painted-on acid washed jeans bent over the counter next to Grif. Her bleached blonde hair bobbed as she spoke. Sam. 

She whispered in Grif's ear. “Don't come here while she's working. I told you to stay away from her.”

“If there were any food at home, I'd eat there,” he said.“What's your problem anyway? Let it go. She's cool.”

“You listen to me. Stay away from her or else.”

“Or else what?”

“Or I'll make you.”

“You can't make me do anything, Ma.”

“If you want to stay in this town, then you'll do what I say,”  Sam snipped. “And I say stay away from that girl.”

Sam caught me looking at her and her spine stiffened. I went to the pop machine, mixed a little vanilla syrup in a glass then filled it with Coke. I sniffed the air, shallowly this time, trying not to inhale too much of the overwhelming stench of barnyard. My mouth watered. The smell was stronger here, and it didn't take too long to figure out it was coming from Sam. Sweet like clover, stinky like manure. The stench clung to her as tightly as her jeans. 

Sam's eyes followed me, as she and Grif quietly close-talked. 

“Ma. Seriously. Why are you here?”

“You had a gig today. I know you got cash. I need it. Rent's late.” She held out a stiff palm. Her nails were painted candy pink. 

“It's not due yet.” Grif said. 

“It's late. We been here a month and change already. Remember?” 

I glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall, and was just as confused as Grif. It'd only been a month since Andy died. They hadn't moved in yet. 

Unless they were already here. 

I felt the truth in my gut. The clover. The manure. The smell from that day in the ravine. Maybe Sam was the woman in the woods. Maybe she found the camera before I got there. I couldn't wait to tell Sheriff Franks. 

Sam shot me a look. I'd taken too long to make that drink and she knew it. I tucked a handful of straws in my apron pocket and shuffled off. I dropped off Fit Mom's vanilla Coke, and I struggled to tune out the back-ground noise and listen to Sam while I did it. 

“Hell. Have we really been here that long?” Grif slapped the crumpled up bills into her hand, which snapped shut around them quick as a bear trap. “Man. Easy come, easy go. Sucks. I needed that money to get into the fair.”

“Thanks, baby,” Sam said. “We'll get you to the fair somehow. I know how much you love going there. Something'll come up. It always does. Gotta go, before the landlord throws all our stuff in the dumpster. I don't want to deal with that again. See ya.” 

Sam strutted through the door, hips swinging and high-heeled boots tapping, straight into the passenger seat of a red flatbed pick up truck with a weird metal corkscrew dangling off a hook on the back. The driver revved the engine and peeled out. Was this the mystery boyfriend?

Vic delivered Grif's food, but he didn't eat. He stared at his plate as he drug a solitary french fry in slow circles through a puddle of ketchup. For a hot minute, I wished Dee was here to zoom in on his thoughts. I couldn't imagine what it must be like to be Grif, no food in the house and living in a crappy apartment above a rowdy biker bar that reeked of used cooking grease and stale beer. 

I fished around in my apron pocket and pulled out a wad of dollar bills. It was maybe thirty bucks, my haul for the night so far, but still only half of what Grif had just given Sam. I laid the bills on the counter in front of him. “Here. For the fair.” 

He looked up at me, still holding his fry in the ketchup. “Wait. You heard that?” 

His eyes turned to slits. Crap. He didn't know about my hearing. I didn't own up, though. It'd be harder to get intel on Sam if he knew I could hear every whisper from a hundred yards away. “I'm not blind,” I said.  

“Yeah. Right.” He eyed me, then the cash. He didn't touch it. “I don't need your charity, sweets.”

“It's not charity.” I said. “I still owe you for bailing me out in the cafeteria.”

“Sorry. Nice try.”

“Fine. Then it's a loan. Pay me back.” 

He stroked his chin thoughtfully, then slid the wad of dollars off the counter and into his pocket. “Okay. A loan. I'll pay you back. Big time.”

Just then, a handful of tiny white-haired ladies streamed through the door. “Well, I didn't know you worked here, honey!” Gladys said. Her hair was white and perfectly round, like a cotton ball, and her pink velour track suit matched her sneakers. It was strange to see her outside of the archives. 

She hugged me and whispered “Come see me at the library as soon as you can. It's important.” She looked around conspiratorially. “A fascinating woman came by to talk to me yesterday. You two need to meet.”

“Come on, Gladys! I'm not getting any younger!” An elderly woman, wearing a T-shirt decorated with a cartoon pickle holding a racket, waved at Gladys. 

“I have to go, honey,” she said. “Don't forget. Come see me as soon as you can. We need to talk.”

Gladys patted my arm and joined her friends in a booth up front. The bell above the door rang again. In stepped Sonya arm-in-arm with Brad. Man. One quiet, drama-free night at work was too much to ask for. 

Brad looked shocked to see Vic standing behind the counter with a coffee pot in one hand and a cheeseburger platter in the other. I guess she never told him she worked here. Oh, but Sonya knew, and she looked Vic right in the eyes, smiled her giant shark smile, then French-kissed Brad right there in front of us. 

Brad seemed as surprised as the rest of us. “Come on, sugar,” Sonya cooed and squeezed Brad's bicep. “Let's eat.”

She led him to a booth up front. 

“Jess.” Vic's bottom lip trembled. “Can you take Sonya's table?”

“Of course,” I said.

Grif hopped right off his stool and stomped over to me. “Don't worry, sweets,” he growled. “I'm gonna get Sonya real good. For all of us. You watch.”
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Chapter 24 — Clover and Manure
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I hid across the street from Sam's apartment. It was on the second story of a squat brick building at the edge of downtown, the last business before the street turned to houses. The Hillbilly Lounge occupied the ground floor. The dingy orange bar door must have swung open a dozen times as bikers and men in Carhartt jackets went in and out for their after-work beers. I'd checked the back. There was only one way in and out, and it was through the bar. If Sam left, I'd see her. 

She disappears to meet him almost every night, Grif said. Mystery boyfriend? Maybe, maybe not. Either way, I would find out where Sam went and what she was doing. She was up to no good. I felt it in my gut. 

I'd already texted Sheriff Franks the new evidence against Sam, to warn him that she was already in town when Grandpa Bob died, and for some reason was keeping that secret. But I got nothing, just crickets, in return. I had no choice but to investigate without him. 

It was late afternoon on trick or treat night. The ice-cold air churned through the streets, kicking up the miniature witches and ghosts people had hung from porches and trees. The streets were emptier than usual, but the carved pumpkins on everyone's steps were lit up, and figures moved in all the windows I passed on the way here, people busy with costumes and candy bowls and kids. 

I'd just come from the bank two blocks over, fresh off depositing my tips and the money we'd raised for Andy's parents. I left Gramps' truck in the bank parking lot. Too yellow. Too loud. Sam would notice that trailing her. I'd have to follow her on foot. 

The minutes of waiting slowly added up. Kids filed into the streets, bopping from house to house collecting treats. The bar got busier. The setting autumn sun turned the sky orange. Still no sign of Sam, and the longer I waited, the more doubts I had. 

If Sam had to take her son's money to pay rent, she would have taken the cash from Grandpa Bob's house. 

Billy would kill me if he knew I was following her.

Dee and Sheriff Franks believed her. Why couldn't I?

I only had a hunch and a few empty threats. A tight knot of shame formed deep in my gut, and right when I decided to call it quits, she flitted out of the bar. For a split second, I didn't know what to do. 

She hastily looked both ways before she speed-walked to the lot and got behind the wheel of a beat-up green station wagon. She peeled out, driving toward the edge of town.

I decided to follow her. I had nothing to lose but time. Hopefully this would be for nothing. She'd get groceries or gas or a pizza and head home. A normal night. But I had to be sure. The price of an error was too high.

I slunk to the alley that ran parallel to the street, because I couldn't risk anyone seeing me run at full speed. The alley was empty, except for the trash cans pulled out for garbage day. I ran, as fast as I could, covering whole blocks in a second or two thanks to the gift of speed Katie had accidentally given me. 

Sam was easy to follow. Acrid black smoke poured from the tail pipe of her sputtering station wagon. I only had to follow the smell. She drove straight out of town. Salt Creek was hemmed in by corn fields, so I was able to run right along side her down the plowed rows of hard-packed soil, hidden from view by the broken yellow stalks of harvested corn. 

Sam didn't go far. She parked on the berm of a quiet two-lane road about three miles past the city limits. I hid a few hundred feet away, behind the fat white trunk of a very old birch tree. Sam got out of her car and looked down onto a huge emerald green paddock surrounded by a weathered post-and-rail fence. A white horse barn with a silver metal roof sat in the middle. The words “Hidden Hills Farms” were painted in red on the side. 

A handful of kids on horseback were being led into the barn. Sam watched the workers walk the horses, some sable, some white, all with kids perched on their backs. No wonder Sam smelled like clover and manure. She smelled like the horse barn. The whole place reeked of it, but that still didn't explain why Sam came here. What was the draw?

She watched for about twenty minutes then got in her car and drove back to town. I followed her. She didn't go home. Instead, she drove to a run down street at the edge of town, and parked in the stubbled asphalt lot of the New Beginnings thrift store. A dingy yellow donation box with a chipped-off smiley face painted on the side, lay at the edge of the lot next to a stinky green dumpster. I crouched down behind the smiley face. Sam wouldn't be able to see me here, but I could see her, barely, through the narrow space between the dumpster and the box. 

She parked facing away from the store, rolled down her window and lit up a cigarette. She puffed and watched, her eyes fixed on the modest brick single-story apartment building across the street. It backed up to a patch of woods. Train tracks ran between it and the thrift store. 

The sun set, and the neighborhood was enveloped by the darkness, apart from one stray porch bulb and a sputtering yellow security light at the end of the street. The second the sun went down, Sam pushed her car door open and slunk around to her trunk. She was a shadow, barely visible. She pulled something long and thin out of the hatch, but I couldn't see what. She tiptoed to the road, looked all around, then crossed the tracks to the apartment building. She slid, her back to the siding, past the last apartment door. In the glow of the single porch light, I caught a glimpse of the long thin thing in Sam's hand. She had a shovel. She stepped into the woods, and I lost sight of her. 

Dammit. What was she doing back there?

If I zipped over to the woods, I might get an answer, but she also might see me. It seemed too risky. I'd have to find another way. I closed my eyes and tuned in with my ears. Nothing. Only normal night sounds. Wind. A bat flap flapping overhead. Bugs chitting. 

Just then, a pair of headlights lit up the street for a split second before turning into the apartment parking lot. The lights belonged to a hulking silver pickup truck. It parked in the spot farthest from me, at the edge of the woods. The passenger door opened and someone got out. I couldn't see her, but I heard her. “Thanks for the ride. I'll see you tomorrow,” she said. “Yeah. I can work at three. That's no problem. See ya then.”

Then the door slammed shut, and the truck backed up and drove off. I flattened myself as much as I could against the dumpster, not wanting to be spotted. The truck turned back onto the main road and soon the red tail lights disappeared. 

A woman stepped into the ring of the porch light. She was young, with long dark hair, jeans, rubber boots, and a backpack slung over one shoulder. She fidgeted with her keys. The wind kicked up, and I picked up her smell. Fresh manure and sweet clover. She must work at the stable.  

I slipped and my shoe scraped across the pebbled asphalt. The woman stopped stone still, then looked around, as if she'd heard the sound. I shrank, pushing flatter against the dumpster, trying hard to stay out of the light from the lone streetlamp in this long-neglected neighborhood. 

Then she looked right at me. I was in the shadow, in the black, but she looked me right in the eyes like it was daylight. No. I'm imagining it. She couldn't possibly see me. I stayed as still as I could. My heart raced triple speed. 

“I see you there, my sister,” she whispered, but I heard her as clearly as if she'd yelled it. “Come out of the shadows. You can't hide there forever.”

Thud. Crack. 

The woman dropped to the ground limp like a rag doll. In the dim light, I saw a shadow standing over the knocked-out woman. It was Sam with a shovel in her hand. 
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Chapter 25 — Ghost
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Sam grabbed the unconscious woman by the leg and drug her into the woods. If Sam hadn't killed her already, she was about to. 

My chest got tight, and I struggled to breathe. I had to save that woman, but how? Okay. Okay. Breathe. Breathe. Make a plan. My thoughts flitted and flashed, erratic, muddled. I could run in there powers blazing, but I still wasn't sure what my limit was. If I had a seizure and blacked out, me and that woman might both die. 

Call for help. I fished my phone out of my back pocket. Dialing should have been easy, but my hands shook so much, it was hard to keep a grip on my phone. Nine one one. No, nine two two. The paramedics who specialize in theikos emergencies. Yes. My finger hit the numbers.

Pop. The bulb on the only street lamp on the block exploded. Pop. The anemic yellow bug light over the apartment door fizzled out. The street fell into complete darkness, but it was an unnatural darkness. The night was tarry and thick, like a blanket had pulled up tight around me. 

The nine two two line rang. Come on. Pick up.

Scrape. Thump. Something slithered behind me. 

Scrape. Thump. The air went ice cold and my breath formed a misty cloud. The normal night sounds disappeared. No more chitting bugs, no more bats, no more wind. 

Ring. Ring. Please answer. 

Scrape. Thump. My spine stiffened. 

Scrape. Thump. My body broke out in sweat. What the hell is that?

Scrape. Thump. I squinched my eyes closed. It's nothing. Don't be scared.

Ring. Ring. Still no answer. 

Scrape. Thump. 

Ignore it. I had to help that woman. That was all the mattered. 

A hint of a plan formed. I'll run. I'll use my strength to push Sam away. I'll grab the girl, then I'll run again. As fast and far as I can. If I black out, maybe we'll be far enough away to be safe. It'll work if the paramedics get here soon. Come on. Pick up the phone. 

No. Don't wait. Go. Go now. My muscles tensed up, ready to sprint. I can do this.

Scrape. Thump.

I opened my eyes, ready to go, but not a single muscle in my body moved. There, not five feet in front of me, stood Andy. Andy, pale, eyes sunk in, coated with mud, wearing the suit he was buried in, as if he'd clawed his way through six feet of black Salt Creek clay to be here tonight. 

He'd come back. He'd come to kill me. 

I dropped my phone. The glass cracked when it hit the asphalt. The heat surged up inside me, turning my body to red hot lava steaming in the icy night air. The smell came first. The sweet, sharp scent of ozone. The kind of smell that hung in the air after it rained. The air around me vibrated. A low waa-waa sound, deeper than the lowest bass, grew louder, louder until a scarlet-red wave of energy ripped out of my chest. 

Zzzzztttt. My teeth rattled and my ears buzzed. 

Zzzzztttt. The red circle of electrified fear rolled out of me, across the parking lot, searing the dumpster, burning the edges of the donation box, singing Sam's car. It rolled right into Andy, but it went through him like he wasn't there. He stared silently at me, waist deep in the red. 

No! My light pulled apart into strings and dissipated into the tar black night. You're dead. I killed you. Why are you here? What do you want? I won't let you hurt anyone else.

Instinct kicked in. I sent out the gossamer pink tethers, the telekinetic energy of thoughts made real. The tender strings shot out of me. I'll wrap him up. He won't be able to hurt me. But the strings went right through Andy, through his chest and on, like he wasn't there. 

“Andy. I didn't mean to kill you,” I said, steadying my shaking voice. “I didn't have a choice. You wouldn't stop. But I'll take care of your parents. They won't lose the house. They'll get what they need. I promise.”

I was too terrified to move. I stood face to face with the boy I killed, convinced any minute he would retaliate. It wasn't like him to let a slight go, and there was no bigger slight than murder. I waited for him to attack, but he did nothing. He raised no hand. He sent out no telekinetic energy. “Andy. Let me go,” I said. “I have to save a woman's life. Let me do this, to make up for the life I took.”

He opened his mouth. Thick black blood, coagulated and slow, oozed down his chin like molasses. He spoke, gurgled more like it, and his voice sounded like someone screeching through a tube of Jello. “Girl says leave.”

He pointed a rotten arm at the woods. 

“What? No. She's in trouble. I have to help her. Get out of my way.”

“Girl says leave now.” The black blood dripped down his neck, soaking the collar of his button-up shirt. The shirt, the jacket, were too big. He was buried in his dad's suit, just like the one he'd worn to the Homecoming Dance the night he killed me. “You die if you stay.”

My gut tied up in a knot. No, I won't. Not again Andy. I won't let you kill me twice. “Who's going to kill me, you?” 

“Leave or you die, too.” 

I didn't have time to argue. I had to help that girl now. I zipped past Andy across the lot, running as fast as I could, catapulting myself over the trunk of Sam's car. I glanced back to where I once stood, and Andy wasn't there. He's gone. Thank God. 

“Girl says leave now.”

I jumped. Andy was right next to me. Closer this time. Too close.

I sent out more tethers. I'd wrap him up, move him out of the way. But everything I sent at him went right through him again. 

“Girl says possum,” he said. “Play dead, stay alive. Go now.”

Stay alive. I couldn't wait any longer. I propelled my body through the tar black ice cold night. I ran past Andy again. He didn't reach for me or try to stop me, he just watched me with sunken eyes and globby blood dripping from his mouth.

I got as far as the tracks before something sharp stabbed and jabbed at my gut. My mouth filled with steel. No. Not a seizure. Not now. Please. I stumbled, clenching my gut, barely making it to the first apartment. I leaned against the brick. Blood throbbed ba bump ba bump in my ears. I had to save her. I had to keep moving. I fought against my body. I limped, my shoulder pressed against the wall for support. 

Andy appeared in front of me again. “Girl play possum. Leave or die.”

The world turned sideways, and I felt like I was slipping down a tube. No. No. No. Please. I have to save her. I fell to my knees, and the black swallowed me whole.
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Chapter 26— Brain
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I woke up in a bed at the county medical center, staring up at the bumpy white ceiling tiles. The blinding morning sun streamed in through the window. A heart monitor beep beep beeped steadily next to me. Mom was asleep, curled up in a chair by my bed. Jack sat on a doctor's black rolling stool next to the door. He looked up, iPad in hand, and said “'sup?” 

In Jack-speak, that really meant “oh good, you're alive. Can you deal with Mom?”

Too late. Mom vaulted out of her chair, cued by Jack's voice. “Sweetie,” she said as she stroked my hair. “You had a seizure.”

Great. Another one. And at the worst possible time. That woman was certainly dead by now. I had failed her. I sat up and assessed the tubes and wires taped onto my arms. “Mom. Call Sheriff Franks. I need to talk to him.”

The sooner someone got to the woods behind the apartment complex the better. I'd do it myself if I had to. I owed the woman that much. If I couldn't save her, I could at least make sure Sam paid for her crime. I followed the curve of every tube and wire, deciding which one to pull out first. 

“Honey. Lie down. You need to rest,” Mom said in her calm, but forceful nurse voice. 

I tugged at a wire and clear tape tugged at my skin. Ouch. “I need to get out of here. I have to go. I have to save her.”

Mom knocked my hand off the tubes and pushed the tape back down. “Go where, honey? Save who?”

“Sam attacked a woman. I saw it.”

“What woman?”

“She lives in the apartments by the tracks.”

I tried to get out of bed, but Mom grabbed me by the meat of my arms and pushed me back down with all of her body weight. I could throw her across the room like a rag doll, but I didn't want to hurt her, and I didn't want to overuse my powers and end up blacking out. My stomach churned. Gladys was right. No one was all powerful. I didn't know where the boundary was, how much power was too much, but I better figure it out soon.  

“Lie down, now!” Mom said. “You have a concussion. You hit your head when you fell. And you have some explaining to do. Why was your truck at the bank when you were unconscious on the sidewalk a mile away? I've tried really hard not to worry, not to question where you go or what you do, but I will not let you leave here, missy, until you're a hundred percent better and you've told me the truth, do you understand?”

Uh oh. Mom only 'missy'-ed me when no argument could change her mind. Better to save this fight for later. I relaxed under her touch and settled back onto the pillowy rubber bed. “Then get me the Sheriff. Please.” 

“I sure hope my most perplexing patient isn't trying to skip out on me.” Dr. Martin stood in the doorway with a clipboard in her hand, flipping through my chart. “Jess. As usual, you've made a quick recovery, but before I let you go, I need to talk to you.” 

She eyeballed Mom. “In private, if you don't mind.”

Mom looked side-swiped, but she recovered long enough to rustle Jack out of the chair.   

“Mom,” I said. “Please call the Sheriff.” 

She nodded, then the two of them disappeared into the hallway. Dr. Martin sat on the bed next to me. “You got lucky. The paramedics found you on the sidewalk, out cold.”

“Did they catch Sam Peters?”

“Sam? Doing what?” She didn't wait for me to answer. “Right now, that doesn't matter. We need to talk about your brain. What happened last night before the boys found you?”

“I blacked out.”  I told her the symptoms: dizziness, the metal taste in my mouth, the world feeling as if it was at the other end of a long tube. I skipped the part about dead Andy stalking me.

“You're lucky you called for help. Did you use your powers last night?”

I nodded, but didn't divulge any details. She didn't press.

“Interesting. You definitely had a seizure, which is why we scanned your brain,” she said. “You don't have epilepsy. You don't have any scarring that would impact your function. But yet, here we are.”

“My body heals itself,” I said. “This shouldn't be happening.”

“Look, Jess. Sheriff showed me the tape. I saw what happened to you at the ravine. You had a traumatic brain injury. A fatal injury. The type of injury no one is supposed to come back from. Yes, you healed, but your skull did split open, and frankly, I'm not sure your body put you back together the same way you were before.”

She pulled a paper off of her clipboard and handed it to me. It was a color photo of a brain. “This is you. See this?” 

She pointed to two empty balloons in the middle. “Your brain isn't like other brains. These are lateral ventricles. I'm concerned because yours are a little bit bigger than most peoples. That's why I wanted to talk to you alone. Bigger isn't better here. It means you're more likely to experience hallucinations and paranoia. Hear voices. Almost like schizophrenia.”

What? My guts jumped off a cliff. “Paranoia, like thinking someone is out to get me?”

“Yes. Exactly like that. Look, I'm not saying you're schizophrenic, but I have to ask. Have you seen anything strange lately? Anything that you questioned whether or not it could be real? Or something that seemed real, but you couldn't explain it or other people didn't see it?”

“No. Nothing.” Andy wasn't a hallucination. He was there. He talked to me. He was real.

“Well, the truth is Jess, I don't know what your brain looked like before,” she said. “It could have been like this your entire life, or there's a chance when you came back that your brain changed. Either way, we'll keep an eye on you. If anything happens that you can't explain, come see me.”

She patted my arm. “This is a lot to take in, but the seizures aren't as unusual as you think. Remember what happened to Grif?” she said. “Big powers have side effects. Nothing is free. Powers are finite, but they can be worked like muscles. They can be stretched. You can build up endurance over time, so try to take it easy for a while, okay?” 

She sounded just like Gladys. I swore the two of them read from the same script. 

“Okay.” I said it, but it meant nothing. What was I supposed to do? Sit back and relax while Sam stalked around town killing people? No way. 

Mom came back in and handed me her phone. “It's the sheriff. He finally answered.” 

“Sheriff Franks?” I heard his voice on the other end of the line. “Sam killed a woman last night.”
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Chapter 27— Graves
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“I'm telling you I saw her do it.” My fists clenched tight, crumpling up my crisp white sheets. Sheriff Franks stood at the end of my hospital bed pressing his hat against his stomach.

“Jess. It didn't check out. We searched the woods behind the apartment building. There was a hole in the ground, but just a hole. No one was in it. It wasn't filled in. The landscaping company Sam works for confirmed they've been planting trees around that complex. There wasn't anything suspicious. No blood, no body, no woman, no shovel. We didn't find anything.”

Planting trees? He couldn't be serious. “But I watched her do it. Sam attacked that woman. She hit her in the back of the head with a shovel and drug her into the woods. I tried to help her, but ...” 

But then dead Andy showed up and got in the way. I kept my mouth shut because that part of the story wouldn't convince Sheriff Franks to take me seriously.

“Look Jess.” He rubbed his eyes. I knew him well enough now to know this was his I think you're wrong face. “You hit your head. You got a concussion. Maybe your eyes tricked you.” 

“I know what I saw.”

“You believe you saw it, yes, but the reality is no body, no crime. It's that simple. We checked on the woman who lived in that apartment. The landlord saw her this morning.”

That wasn't good enough. “Did you actually see her? Did you talk to her?”  

“Well, no. We went by her workplace, but she wasn't there.”

“So that's a no.” If blood could boil, mine was so hot, it was about to simmer down to nothing and burn the pan. 

Sheriff rubbed his eyes. “Jess.”

“Did you question Sam? Did you arrest her?” 

“I can't do that without evidence, and there's no evidence.”

“Does she know I told you about last night?” I didn't need a bigger bullseye on my back, especially if she was walking around free. 

“No, Jess. Let it go. If something else comes up, we'll look into it, but for now, it's settled.” He slumped a bit, more world-weary than usual. “You don't have to worry about it. Solving crimes is our job.”

That's it then. Sheriff was officially blowing me off. He didn't listen to me when I told him Sonya didn't upload the video. He didn't listen when I told him Sam was up to something. And he wasn't listening to me now, even though I'd caught Sam committing a crime. 

“Fine.” I sat straight up and assessed the wires again. I wasn't staying here. No way. If that woman was okay, I needed to see it with my own eyes. “I'm right. You'll see.”

“Look Jess. Don't get any crazy ideas. I forbid you to investigate this or to confront Sam. I've got this under control, so let it go. You're a kid, so go be a kid. This is law enforcement business.”

“Just a kid, huh?” Hardly. I'd seen more of this world and the next than he had. 

“You know what I mean. I know you're upset, but chew on this,” Sheriff said. “Technically, you stalked Sam, and she could get a restraining order on you if you keep it up. It's best if you drop it. You don't want trouble with her. Sam's the type to hold a grudge.”

––––––––
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I was discharged from the hospital at noon. Mom signed me out, and I slid into the back seat of her car, watching the blur of pumpkins and corn bushels and fall decorations on all the porches whir past the window as we sped home. Jack plinked away at his phone and Mom lectured me about what it meant to be responsible and trustworthy. Blah blah blah. 

Mom would have to get over it. I was being responsible. I was a guardian, and I planned to do my job. I would stop Sam from hurting people. I would find the woman she attacked. If she was fine, like Sheriff said, I wouldn't believe it until I'd seen it with my own eyes. Then, there was the mystery of Andy. He could be out there hurting people, too.

The car crunched and bumped up our long pitted gravel driveway. Gramps' truck was parked by the barn. Mom pulled in next to it. “You can thank your brother him for picking up the truck,” Mom huffed.  

“Thanks,” I said flatly. Jack shrugged, his signature move. 

We went inside, and Mom buzzed around cleaning up, organizing papers, making grocery lists and meal plans. That's what she did when she felt out of control. I killed time and waited for my opportunity to sneak out. I took a shower, cleaned my room, washed last night's dirt-caked clothes, until Mom, lulled into a false sense of normalcy, fell asleep on the sofa. 

“Sorry, Mom. I gotta do this,” I whispered as I tip-toed past her. “Be right back.”

A minute later, I was behind the wheel of Gramps truck, kicking up a cloud of bronze-colored dust as I sped to the Hollygrove Cemetery. I had a thousand angry yellow jackets buzzing in my stomach. Andy was there last night. He was real. I had a sinking feeling that he was aphthiton like me, and somehow, he'd come back to life when we weren't looking. The thought of it turned my bones to ice. How would we ever stop him now? 

I parked on the thin gravel road wending through the weathered granite angels. The cemetery was a treeless bump looming over the valley. The forests and fields below had turned brown and yellow as the earth marched toward winter. The sun was bright, but an icy wind punched through the air. I hiked hastily up the hill through the headstones. Andy's grave was on the other side. I needed to see if he was still in it. 

When I crested the hill, I caught sight of a woman in a dark blue coat hunched over Andy's grave, shoulders shaking. Her graying blonde hair whipped in the wind. I took a few more steps and realized it was his mother. Oh no. Not now. I didn't want to face her. I couldn't bear the guilt. I couldn't look in her eyes. But, she'd seen me and it was too late to turn back, so I kept walking toward her. 

I glanced at the grave in front of her. The coffee brown rectangle of clay was fresh, the grass just sprouted, but it was undisturbed. I was relieved. He's still dead. But my gut sunk. Did I hallucinate? It felt so real.

His mother smiled as I approached. She was a round woman with a sweet face, and her eyes were puffy and pink from crying. She looked ten years older than she had at Andy's funeral, even though it'd only been a month. The worn creases in her face were deeper. She'd had more than her share of pain, and it showed. Her husband was run over by a drunk forklift driver and was permanently disabled. Her son was dead. 

“Oh. Hi there.” Her eyes brightened. “I recognize you. You're that new girl. What was your name again?”

“I'm Jess. Jess Flowers.”

“Oh yes. How could I forget? Andy talked about you. You were at the funeral. He was lucky to have a friend like you.” 

A friend like me. The friend who killed him. 

“You're one of the girls who's raised all the money for us, aren't you? God bless you. Every day I thank God there are people like you in the world. Kind. Thinking about others. Just plain old good, you know?” She hugged me. “And here you are now. Such a sweet friend, coming to see him.” 

I wilted under the weight of her praise. I took the last breath out of her baby, but I had no choice. He killed people. He killed me. He wouldn't have stopped. She could never know. It'd crush her.

It didn't matter now. But, what did matter was that the dirt on his grave was unmoved, the same as it was when he was buried. Andy wasn't at the apartment building last night. I could no longer trust myself, because what I saw, what I thought, what I heard might not be real at all. 
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Chapter 28— Dana 
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Billy was sitting on the front porch when I got home. He hopped up the second I stepped out of the truck. He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed tight. I pressed my face into his chest and the heat of his body against mine, the clean earthy smell of him made everything instantly better. 

“Where were you? I left you a million messages,” he said. “You weren't at the diner. Vic hadn't heard from you. Then, no one answered when I knocked. I was scared.”

“My phone's broken,” I said. “I had another seizure last night. I went to the hospital. Dr. Martin said I stretched too far again.” 

The color drained out of his face. “Why didn't you tell me? Are you all right? Wait. You used your powers? Why?”

The truth wouldn't make him feel any better, but I had to tell it. “Sam attacked a woman, and I wanted to help her, but Andy showed up.” I filled in all the blanks, starting with the stable and ending at the black out. 

“You're serious?” 

I nodded. “Sheriff said he didn't find any evidence of a crime, but I need to see for myself. Will you help me?”

“Why were you even—”

“Stop,” I said. “No more lectures. This is serious. Just trust me. Please. Will you help me?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Of course. Anything.”

“Great. Let's go.”

We got on his motorcycle. Before he strapped his helmet, Billy asked “Do you want to tell your mom we're leaving?”

“That would be a terrible idea,” I said, and we rode off. I had too many questions to answer. Mom wouldn't understand.

Billy parked his motorcycle about a half mile away from the shoddy apartment building by the railroad tracks, on a street of modest hundred-year-old two story houses with orange mums planted out front and Halloween decorations still on the porches.

“There.” He pointed to a patch of trees running behind the backyards. “Those woods run through town, right behind the apartments. If we walk through there, no one will see us going in or out.”

It was a solid plan. Billy had been nothing short of amazing. He didn't question me, not like the Sheriff, and he knew all the hidden pathways through town. “Then let's go,” I said. 

We hopped off his motorcycle and snuck past the houses into the woods. It was a thin, wild stretch of trees, maybe a dozen feet wide, with a small stream running through the middle, sticker bushes on the banks, and the occasional stick fort made by the neighborhood kids. We followed the stream as it meandered along the edge of town. Every soft often, Billy would peak out to the street to see how much farther we had to go. 

I didn't need him to. I'd picked up a scent. Copper like wet pennies. Blood. But just a hint of it, elusive, barely clinging to the wind. It could be nothing, an injured animal, or the faintest trace from a child's split knee. There was only one way to know for sure. 

“I smell something. Follow me.” We plodded forward, following my nose.

“What is it?” Billy said.

“It's blood.” 

“Oh.” He seemed even less happy about it than I was. 

As angry as I was about the way Sheriff had dismissed me, deep deep down I hoped he was right. I hoped that woman was fine, alive, walking around, untouched. I hoped I hadn't really watched Sam commit a felony, but I had to be certain. I had to know that something I saw or heard or smelled last night was actually real. 

We walked another block or two through the woods until the scent of blood grew stronger and my nose could pinpoint the source. It wasn't as overwhelming as the stench that led me to Clint Miller or the stagnant pools at Grandpa Bob's house. Those were entire bodies full of blood. How much blood would a shovel to the back of the head draw? A few streaks? The smell probably wouldn't be as overwhelming. And if Sam had buried her, I wasn't sure I'd be able to keep hold of the scent at all.   “Wait.” A smell like old nails rusting in the rain. I peaked out of the woods. We were right behind the apartment building. 

“Jess. Come look at this.” Billy barely whispered. He knew I could hear him, even when his voice was nearly nothing. 

I moved up behind him. He stood over three narrow, deep holes in the ground. They were dug in between a handful of sawed off stumps, probably trees cut down by the landscaping company Sam worked for. Sheriff said they'd been working in these woods. “Weird,” he said. “One of them is way deeper than the others.”

We examined the holes. Two were about four feet deep and equally wide. The other was six-feet deep and only two feet wide. A long deep tube. “You don't need a hole that deep to plant a tree,” Billy said. 

“Maybe she wasn't planting a tree. Maybe she was planting a human.” I broke out in a sweat all over just saying it out loud. Yet, Sheriff was right. The hole was empty. No one was buried here. At least, not yet. 

“You don't really think...” Billy's voice trailed off, as if repeating it was as unsavory as actually doing it to someone.

“I don't know. I had a dream about something like this, about being buried alive.”

“Oh God. It couldn't be....” Billy knelt down to examine the holes more closely. 

I sniffed around until I found the source of the blood. I found a few strands of long dark hair with bloody skin attached to the base, wrapped around a tree root that was poking out of the ground. The end looked like hair that'd been pulled out. Long dark hair, as if the woman Sam dragged in here got hers caught up. I sniffed, and it smelled faintly of cooking grease and stale beer like the bar Sam and Grif lived above. This was it. Proof. It happened. This was real. 

I tucked the strands of hair into my pocket. Maybe the Sheriff could analyze them. This was evidence, but of what? 

“Huh. That's weird. Check this out.” Billy pointed at the two shallow holes. Sloppy clumps of dirt were piled all around both of them. It must have been all the dirt dug up to make the hole. The earth around the deep one was thick, but packed down. “That's weird. Why is this one different?” 

The ground around it was covered in fine particles of orange-brown clay, as if it'd been sprayed in a fine mist. There were marks in it. Deep lines, like scratches, under a layer of wavy footprints, the design from the sole of a boot. 

“I don't know what went on back here, but something isn't right,” he said. “These scratches. It's like someone clawed their way out of the hole. See?”

My insides bubbled and churned.  “Are you sure?” 

“I think so. There's four long deep marks in a row, like fingers.” He held his hand above the marks, spreading his fingers out to match them. “Like someone fell in and climbed out.”

“Or was buried alive.”

“No way. If you were buried you wouldn't be able to get out. The weight of the dirt would hold you down. It'd be too much pressure.”

“Not if she were like us.” 

“I don't know. She'd have to be pretty strong to get out of this.”

“Stronger than me or Big Joe?”

“Good point. Probably not.” 

“If she were one of us, it would explain how she could Houdini her way out of that hole.”

“If she were one of us, we'd know about her,” Billy said.

“You sure about that?” We glanced at each other. I didn't have to say the rest. No one knew  about Andy until it was too late.   

Still, even for theikos, buried alive would be difficult to survive. We didn't all have the gifts of healing or strength, and even fewer of us could do both. Even if she did survive, she would have had to dig her way out without Sam knowing. It was a tall order. 

Andy's word popped into my head. Possum. Play dead to stay alive. 

“Billy, do you know what 'play possum' means?” 

“Uh, kind of. Possums hold still, play dead, when they're in danger. We found one in the garage once and Dad picked it up by the tail and carried it outside. It went totally still. He knew it wouldn't move or fight back because it'd be too scared. Why?”

“Just curious.” Possum. Play dead to stay alive. 

My brain buzzed. Maybe the woman let Sam bury her so Sam would think she'd successfully killed her. No. That's crazy. Too risky. How would she know for certain she could survive or escape? How would Andy know? The only way to find out was to ask her, if she was in fact, still alive.

“Let's see if she's home,” I said. “Come on.”

We tiptoed to the edge of the forest. The trees backed right up to her apartment. A large picture window looked out over the woods where Billy and I were standing. “I'm pretty sure this is her place,” I said. “Stay here while get a look.”

“Wait, Jess.” 

I listened and sniffed for any signs of people. “No one's around. Stay here. It'll only take a minute.” 

“Okay,” he said. “But be careful.” 

I ran fast as a flash. I peeked into the picture window. Inside was total chaos. The couch sat askew, as if someone had bumped it. The end table was knocked over, and a drinking glass lay broken on the floor. The garbage can overflowed, and I could smell the rot of banana peels all the way out here. Papers were strewn all over the floor. I got the impression that whoever lived here had left in a hurry. That, or the apartment had been turned upside down and searched just like Grandpa Bob's house. 

I jumped back into the woods. “Looks like she either left or her place was ransacked.”

“I don't like the sound of that. If she left, do you think it's because of the attack?”

“We should ask her. The landlord said he saw her yesterday. If that's true, she has to be around somewhere.”

“How would we find her?” he asked. “We don't even know who she is.”

“Stay here. I'll find out.”

“Jess, wait.” 

I didn't. I made sure the way was clear, then zipped to the crumbling cement steps leading up to her front door. The mailbox was stuffed full. If she left quick, she didn't bother with the mail. That was good news for me. I grabbed a couple of envelopes out of the rusty metal box. They were addressed to Dana R. Lenner. It didn't ring any bells. I quickly rifled through the rest of the mail. Sale fliers. Junk mail. Still no clues as to why Sam would hurt her. I put the envelopes back in. 

I zipped back into the woods. Billy waited with his arms crossed, foot tapping.

“That was a terrible idea, Jess.” he said. “Don't do that to me again, okay? The last thing we need is for someone to see you and call the cops. Sheriff Franks would be pissed.”

“Forget the Sheriff. I'm done with him.”

“He knows what he's doing, Jess. Most of the time, at least.”

“He doesn't believe me. I know what I saw, so I'm done with him.” My fists were balled up tight, so I took a deep breath and tried to let it go. I didn't have time for anger. The clock was ticking. 

“Did you find anything?”

“Her name is Dana Lenner. Do you know her?” She looked young. Maybe no more than twenty. Maybe they were in school together at some point. 

“Doesn't sound familiar. Maybe she's not from here.”

“Yeah right. You all keep telling me no one new moves to Salt Creek,” I said. That's one reason the kids at school looked at me like I was from Saturn. Well, that and Andy and Steve's sudden deaths.

“What now, Jess? If she moved out, that's it. Dead end.”

“No. We can call her at work. Maybe she's there.” 

I felt around my pockets for my phone, in the split second when I forgot I had dropped it and broken it. “Before Sam came here, she went to a horse stable outside of town. I think Dana works there. She smelled like horses when she got home. We should check it out.” 

Billy pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. “Wait. Do you mean Hidden Hills Farms? It's the closest horse boarding place to here.” 

I nodded. 

“Hold on.” He looked up the number, dialed and pressed it to his ear. “Hi. I'm trying to reach Dana. Is she working today? She left her coat at my house, and I thought I'd drop it off. Nights are getting pretty cold, you know?” Billy sounded seamlessly casual.  “Oh. Really? I'm sorry to hear that. I hope everything's okay. I'll try her at home. Maybe I can catch her before she leaves. Thanks. Have a good one.” 

He slipped the phone back in his pocket. 

“What did they say?”

“Well, apparently she does work there, but she came in this morning to pick up her check, then she took a leave of absence for a family emergency. She left town.” 

“Oh.” My mind went blank as a white sheet of paper. 

“Well, the good news is she's alive, right? Her landlord saw her, and her boss at the stable saw her.”

Like Sheriff said: No body, no crime. “Sam attacked her. I didn't imagine it.”

“I didn't say you did.” Billy put his arm around me. “You're right. Something clearly is wrong. You don't abandon your stuff and leave your job that quick without a reason. If Sam attacked her, and knew where she lived and where she worked, I can't think of a better reason to pack up and leave. I don't know what happened, but something's off about all of this.”

Billy. My best cheerleader. Always encouraging. Still, my insides were a jumbled up doubt-ridden mess. Part of me wished I hadn't followed Sam, because now I knew she was guilty. And unless Dana materialized, alive or dead, Sam was a free woman.

“What do you want to do next?” Billy asked.

“What else is there to do?” The girl was gone. I couldn't ask for her side of the story, and I sure as hell couldn't ask Sam.  

“Well, maybe we should stop for today, take time to let all this settle in. Then, we can figure out what to do next.” 

“Wait. I want my phone. I dropped it in the lot over there. Maybe it's still there.”

I walked out of the woods and casually over to the thrift store parking lot on the other side of the tracks. There were maybe a dozen people shopping and a handful of cars going in and out. My phone lay by the donation box, right where I dropped it. The screen was shattered and the battery was dead. That part of the night was real. At least I had proof that something actually happened. 

Phone in hand, I calmly walked back to Billy and our hiding place in the woods. “Let's get out of here.” 

“Wait.” He snapped a few pics of the holes in the ground, the scraping finger marks and boot prints in the dirt. “Just in case.” 

“Here.” I handed him the strings of long dark hair I'd hidden in my pocket. “Take these and the photos to Sheriff Franks. It's evidence.” 
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Chapter 29— Vision
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No. Please. Don't bury me. I'm alive. 

I was wrapped up tight by a blanket of hard clay. I sunk my fingernails into the dirt and clawed, desperate, at the earth in front of me. My finger caught on something. Bits of soil crumbled away, revealing patches of smooth white. 

No. A face, white and quiet, frozen stared back at me, his eyes milky and dead. His mouth opened, and thick black blood oozed out. “Girls says possum,” Andy gurgled and sputtered. Blood sprayed my face. “Play dead to stay alive.”

I shot up stick straight in bed. The bright white autumn sunlight poured through my windows. Safe in my room again. No gurgling bloody dead Andy, no one burying me alive. 

The dream chilled me to the core. Was it a vision? One piece of a puzzle that would come true? No. It had to be fear, a reaction to my own death and resurrection. Fear for Dana's fate. Fear of the ghost of Andy in the thrift store parking lot.  

The ghost of Andy. 

Suddenly, I had an idea. I pulled on jeans and boots, and was out the door and at school fifteen minutes later. I found Grif under the bleachers sneaking a before-the-bell cigarette. 

“Since when do you smoke? Need a light?” He held out a neon pink lighter with lots of tiny red illustrations of lips all over it. Sam's lighter, surely. 

“No. I don't smoke.”

“Figures. Why are you out so early, then?” He took a long, slow drag then puffed out donuts of white smoke into the cold morning air. “You need something?”

I pushed my hands deep in my pockets while I mustered the courage to speak. I needed the ghost of Andy. Grif made half the school see it. Maybe Billy was wrong and Grif's power could work on theikos. Maybe Grif, or someone like him, had conjured Andy out of thin air the other night to stop me from helping Dana. I needed to know if Grif's visions felt as real as Andy had, because otherwise I might be losing my mind. 

“I, uh...need to talk to you about the day you covered for me in the cafeteria.”

“Woah boy. Here we go.” He looked at his cigarette like it was suddenly the most interesting thing on the planet. “Let it go, sweets.”

“I can't. I need to know what you did and how it works.”

“Need is a strong word.”

“Well, I need.”

He smirked. “Need like air and water and food?”

“Yeah. Something like that.” 

“What's in it for me?”

“What do you want?” Butterflies bopped around my insides.

“What don't I want?” He ran his finger down the front of my shirt.

“I'm serious.” I batted his hand away, thankful I was wearing gloves.

“Me too.” He moved in close like he was going to kiss me, and when I flinched, he laughed. “Just kidding. I'm messing with you. You're hot and all, but Billy's my pal. I wouldn't do him wrong like that. Besides. You aren't my type. You aren't nearly crazy enough.”

Yeah well, I might prove him wrong on that part. “I'm serious. How did you make people see Andy in the cafeteria? It's important. I need to know.”

“As I said, need is a strong word. Besides, why are you suddenly so interested? Why'd you wait so long to ask?”

“Because I saw something that couldn't possibly be real, even though it felt real, and I need to know if someone made me see it or— ”

“Someone as in me?” His cheeks flushed pink. “Figures. Help a girl out then she blames you.” 

“No. That's not what I mean at all. I don't think it was you, but I saw something that I can't explain,” I said. “Either someone else in town can do what you do, or I'm hallucinating. I need to know which one it is.” 

“Listen, sweets. Ain't no one does what I do,” he said. “What do you want to see anyway?” 

“I need you to make me see Andy. Or something. It doesn't matter. I only need to know what it feels like. I need to know if it seems real.”

“Oh, I can tell you it feels real. I always get a reaction. Still, I can't help you. Freaks like us can't see it. You're wasting my time.” 

“Please. Can you at least try? It's all I'm asking for.” 

He shrugged. “All right. I got time to waste, but nothing is free. You've gotta do something for me.” 

“What do you want me to do?”

He took another long, slow drag while he thought about his price. “I'll do it if you answer five questions. But you have to answer them a hundred percent truthfully. You in?” 

This could be a dangerous game, but what choice did I have? If he asked about Sam, I'd have to lie. Not fair, but we all had secrets. 

“Okay,” I said.“What do I need to do?”

“Just shut up and don't move.” He stared at me. 

“What are you doing?”

“I'm looking.” He squinted.

“At what?”

“Shut up, already. You're killing me,” he snipped. “If I'm gonna make you see what you're most afraid of, I've got to look inside and see the fear, all right? Now zip it and let me work.”

“You can actually see fear?” 

“See and smell. It isn't hard. Every normie on earth is a sheep. Everyone's afraid of the same stuff. Death, rejection, spiders, snakes. Same crap, different people.”

“Then why do you need to look?”

“Hey,” he huffed. “I thought I was the one who got to ask the questions. I block this crap out most of the time, that's why.”

“Sorry. Just curious.” I shrugged. 

He rolled his eyes and took another puff of his cigarette. “For your information, if I'm not careful, I'll see all the black muddled up scaredy-cat crap every damn person has creeping around in their guts all the time. So, I try to keep a lid on it. It takes a little time to take off the lid.” 

“That sounds like it sucks.”

“You don't know the half of it.” He crossed his arms and looked me up and down for a long time. Probably only a minute, but it felt like a hundred. I didn't see anything. None of my fears seemed to be made real. No Mrs. Beekman's spider. No ghost of Andy. 

“You see anything?”

I shook my head. 

“Me neither. See? Doesn't work on us. Sorry.” 

I slumped. “Why not?” 

“I don't know. I'm not a science geek.”

“Did you feel anything? Like you do in other people?”

“Not a thing, sweets. No surprise,” he said. “I never get anything off people like us. We're quiet inside. It's a relief. It's also how I can spot another one of us a mile away.”

Interesting. Handy skill. I wondered if Sheriff Franks knew.

“Well, thanks for trying.”

Yep. I was officially screwed. If Grif couldn't conjure Andy, and his grave was intact, that could only mean one thing: I was crazy. Certifiable. Nuts. Unless... I'd accidentally stolen Sybil's gift. She saw dead people. 

No. Impossible. I'd never touched her. And would I only see one dead person? Probably not. So, back to crazy. Great. I couldn't trust my own mind.

“It's my turn now, Sweets.” Grif snapped me back to the real world.

He lit up another cigarette and blew the hot sweet smoke right at me. It burned my nostrils. “Number one. Why don't you let anyone touch you? For reals.”

I huffed. I was a bit surprised he didn't know. “I thought Dee told you all about me when she convinced you to move back.”

“Ha. Yeah right. Only the Bob situation, and only the basics. Now I want details.”

I hesitated, but Grif had been honest. He'd protected me from Sonya. He'd bailed me out when I'd slipped up. And, it was only a matter of time before someone else told him all my secrets. There was no point in putting him off. “I don't let people touch me because I absorb other theikos' powers through my skin,” I said. “If you touch me, I get your power. So back off. I don't want it.”

“No way.” He looked me up and down, face to feet then up again, and let the implications of that sink in. “Do you get to keep all of them forever, or do you only get to keep one at a time?” 

“Forever. All of them,” I said. “At least so far.” 

“Huh.” He took a super long drag off his cigarette. “So I suppose you're collecting as many as you can so you can be all powerful, right? Like Superman and shit?”

“Um. No.” All powerful? What a nightmare. And a lie. There was no such thing. “I don't want any more. I don't want any of this. I have too much already.”

His eyes turned to slits, and he sized me up like he didn't believe me. “Yeah right. Everyone loves power. Everyone.” 

“Two left,” I snapped. “Hurry up.” 

He stepped close to me. “You aren't gonna like the next one.”

“Just get it over with before I change my mind.”

“Deals a deal, sweets,” he said. “Ma said she saw the black on you. She only sees black on murderers. So tell me. Did you kill someone?”

My gut churned. “I thought you knew.”

“Well, well. Did I hit on something? All I've got his guesses, 'til you tell me yourself.” 

Sheriff made me swear to keep it all secret. Then again, some of the others knew. The story had made the rounds in hushed whispers. Grif would find out eventually. But Sheriff made me promise not to tell. But if Grif heard it from me first, he'd know he could trust me, that I was his friend and not his enemy. Screw Sheriff's promise. “Yeah. I did.”

“Really?” He half-laughed as if he didn't expect it to be true. 

“One more question.” I felt sick. 

“All right then. Who did you kill?”

Why did it have to be that one? Another sliver of my soul sunk into the ground, ashamed. “I killed Andy.” 

He came at me, backing me up against a beam, grabbing my shoulder hard and shaking me, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. I switched into defense mode. 

“Andy was a nice kid. Wimpy. Poor. He never hurt anybody,” Grif growled. “Tell me. Did he even stand a chance against you? Do you feel bad or did you do it for fun?” 

“How dare you!” I pushed Grif away. Too hard. He flew through the air in what seemed like slow motion. His back hit a metal support beam six feet behind where he'd stood. “Andy killed me first. Andy killed five other people. I didn't have a choice.” 

“You're lying. Doesn't sound like Andy.” Grif didn't miss a beat. He righted himself, smoothed out his clothes, regained his composure. “Where'd you get those muscles, huh? Who'd you steal that from?”

“I didn't steal it!” I screamed. “I don't want any of this!”

“Funny,” he chuckled. “I never would have pegged you for a cold-blooded killer. Looks like Sonya got something right for once.”

He dropped his cigarette on the ground and stubbed it out with the toe of his dirty orange Converse.

My blood boiled. “Sonya is absolutely not right about me.” 

“Shut up and listen.” He jabbed his finger at me. “You better watch yourself. You ain't special. We ran into a lady like you once. All kinds of powers. Shadows were lined up a mile behind her. Hundreds of people, all dead. She killed them. She's why we keep running, keep moving. If Ma figures out what you are, she's gonna make us move again, and I'm not leaving, got it?”

What? Another aphthiton? A killer?

His face went dark. “Keep yourself in check. Don't kill anyone else. Don't pull the lightning show or go all Carrie in the cafeteria again, because if you screw this up for me, I'll kill you.”

“I would never—” I backed away.

“We'll keep this real simple. I'm watching you. First sign you're off the rails, you're dead,” he growled. “So, what's it gonna be, huh? Are you gonna be a good girl or are you gonna be a monster?” 

A girl or a monster. That was the million dollar question wasn't it? The way he was looking at me, nostrils flared and teeth bared like a growling dog, he'd already decided which category I fell into, and it wasn't the nice one. Telling Grif the truth was a mistake. I should have lied. 

“Well, Grif. You're still a melodramatic jerk. You haven't changed a bit.” The voice came from behind me. The black rage churning behind Grif's eyes turned into a mixed up jumble of shock and embarrassment.  

“Jess isn't a monster. She's a guardian. You of all people should know what that means,” said Sybil. 

I turned around. She stood under the bleachers, her wild red hair flowing in every direction, her wire-thin body bundled against the cold in black tights, knee-high boots, and a long belted black coat with a furry collar. “Jess sacrificed herself to save her friends once already. She'll do it again.” 

“Guardian, huh?” Grif eyed me. “Then where's her sun?”

I unzipped my coat and pulled down the front of my shirt, exposing the pink scar on my chest. “It's here.”

“Crap.” He cringed. “You ain't kidding.” 

“Sybil,” I said. “What are you—”

“What am I doing here? Feeling nostalgic for high school, that's all. Okay, that's a total lie.” She didn't look at me when she spoke. Her wild black eyes were glued to Grif's every move, every breath. “Grif, give me a cigarette, will ya? I know you've got extras.”

He fumbled in his jacket pocket and produced a single thin white cigarette. “It's not your brand.” He handed it to her. “Where you been? I've been smoking alone for weeks.” 

Something changed in his face when he looked at her. His eyes were actually sparkling. 

“You know how it goes.” She leaned into him, cigarette tucked in her puckered pink lips, waiting for him to light it. She didn't wait long. A flick and a flame, and Sybil too, reveled in her own cloud of smoke. 

“You weren't around,” Grif said. “I thought something bad happened.”

“Something bad did happen, but I'm surviving. So far.” Sybil sucked on the cigarette, long and slow, like it was the world's most delicious lollipop. “I'm fine, though, but Adeen's not. I'm probably going to burn to death at the rate she's setting things on fire. She burned the barn down last year, and now she's losing it in the house. That dream really screwed with her head. She almost blew out the kitchen in a fireball last night. She seriously needs to chill.” 

“Wow. Adeen, huh? Fires?” Grif eyed the cherry of his cigarette as he spoke. “I didn't see that coming.”

“Ha. Me neither. Then again, you get what you get and you just have to deal, you know?” 

“Don't I know it?” he said. 

There was some sort of tangible pull between Grif and Sybil, turning the air magnetic. 

“You didn't come all the way here for a cigarette, did you?” I broke the spell. 

“What? I'm not allowed to drop by my old stomping ground? You aren't the center of the universe, you know. I was here first.”

I huffed. She noticed. 

“What's wrong, girl with the sun on her heart. Can't take a joke?” She said. “I came here for you, actually. You didn't call me back. As usual. Jesus. Get it together. I left you a dozen messages. It's just rude. So here I am. You should know by now you can't blow me off.”

“Oh. Sorry. I dropped my phone. It shattered. It's a brick. I didn't know.” 

“Whatever.” She took another drag and rolled her eyes like it was the lamest lie she'd ever heard. “Anyway, I pried some information out of Grandpa Bob, and it wasn't easy. Man. He barely talked when he was alive, and he's even more tight lipped now.”

“Holy crap. So it's true,” Grif said. “You really talk to dead people?”

“Anyway... I waited outside of his house until he finally showed up.” Sybil ignored Grif's inquisitive glances. “Dee was there boxing up his things. She was the key. She must have been thinking about him. That's why he came.” 

“What did he say?” I held my breath. It could be life and death, the clue to solving his murder, the clue that could identify the person who posted Andy's video online. My gut bubbled. He would say Sam's name. I knew it. But then what would Grif do?

Sybil fished a wrinkled piece of notebook paper out of her pocket and handed it to me. “Here. This is it, for what it's worth. I'd tell Sheriff, but you know how he is. Maybe you can tell him. He'll listen to you.”

Ha. “I doubt it.” Sheriff had done everything but listen to me lately. 

My heart stood still as I smoothed out the paper. There were two words written in Sybil's scrawly handwriting. A name, in black ink, of course. But it wasn't Sam's. It was Anne Lardner. 
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Chapter 30— Queen
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The fairway lights swirled red, white, and yellow against the black sky. Crowds huddled beneath pastel pink and aqua blue awnings, clamoring for pretzels, caramel apples, chocolate-swirled ice cream cones, and cotton candy in bags as long as my arm. Monkeys and teddy bears dangled from the game stalls, their neon yellow and orange legs swinging in the breeze.

Billy squeezed my hand tight as we walked past a hulking brown viking ship. The riders screamed when the boat swung up and back, inching higher with each pass. Nearby, the bob sled ride spun in endless circles to the bomp bomp bomp beat of the bass. We stopped at the Ferris wheel, looming taller than any other ride, lit up with thousands of tiny round white bulbs. 

“Come on,” Billy said. “You can see the whole town from up there.” 

We slid into the metal carriage and the carny clanked the bar closed. We zoomed backward, up and around, as he loaded the next carriage and the next. Heights. Not my favorite since the ravine. Once you've fallen to your death over a cliff, it wasn't a joy to be so far off the ground. My stomach bumped up into the back of my throat as we hung in the air, rocked by the slightest breeze. I held on to the bar white knuckled, even though I knew it was silly to be afraid of something so tame. 

“Relax,” Billy said. “Look.” 

He pointed. From the very top, we could see the marquee of the movie theater downtown. In fact, we could see the entire town laid out like a blanket of warm yellow dots of light. The colorful signs on all the restaurants and stores blazed bright in the center of the valley. The lights faded immediately to black where the town gave way to the corn fields hemming it in. 

“It's cool. Isn't it?”

It was. I'd never seen Salt Creek like this before. Peaceful. Normal. Warm. It was an all-American small town with a bustling county fair. The air was infused with laughter, and the aroma of popped kettle corn and cinnamon apple dumplings. It was so normal, so tame, so safe. 

Grade school kids wrapped in burlap sacks raced down the crazy slide next to the us. People streamed into the grandstand, a tall white wood building with a sloped tin roof. The Ferris wheel was just tall enough that we could see a corner of the stage on the other side, where girls in fancy dresses stood all in a line. The pageant, the one Sonya desperately didn't want to miss. A voice crackled over the loud speaker, announcing the winner. He didn't call Sonya's name.

“This will be our last year here. We should do it all. What do you want to see first?” Billy said, snapping me back. Our plan to run away was making him sentimental. 

He looked at me with those blues eyes, the red fair lights making his skin glow, and I couldn't help but kiss him. I looped my arm around his neck and ran my fingers through his hair. The clean, earthy scent of him and the heat of his arms around me, the breeze ruffling our hair as we took our final spin around the wheel was a slice of pure heaven right here in Salt Creek. 

The carny stopped our car and unhooked the bar before we unglued from each other. “Yo, kids. Get a room already.”

He gave us a three crooked-teeth grin as we plunked down the metal stairs back onto the fairway. We spotted Adam and Ava by the ring toss game. Adam bit a chunk off of a bright red candy apple, and Ava, as usual, had her face squinched up, assaulted by all the sounds and the smells. Ava had accidentally given me her super sensitive hearing and sense of smell when she cheek-kissed me goodbye at a party. 

“I should have known you guys were here. I could smell the stench of all that true love a mile away,” Ava said as we walked up. Charming as always, but at least the two of us had made peace. She'd stuck her neck out for me when it counted. She had my back when it was life or death. 

“Hey, Jess. Where's Vic?” Adam's thick hair ran in wheat-colored waves nearly down to his waist. A light switched on in him when he said her name. “Is she here?” 

“No. Sorry. She's at the diner tonight.” Working the Friday night dinner shift with Sam because Dee was smart enough not to schedule me with her.  

Adam slumped a little. He really did have it bad for her. One day, maybe she'd be smart enough to give him a chance. In fact, I'd remind her. I pulled my new phone—fresh out of the box and off the charger — out of my pocket and texted her. 

Hey Vic. Adam's here. He asked about you. Get here as soon as you're off work.

It must have been a slow night, because she replied instantly. Groan. Cute but geek!

I was just about to type her a lecture on why she should consider dating geeks when Grif waltzed up carrying a half-eaten bratwurst in a bun, smothered in peppers and onions. He had a glob of mustard on his cheek. 

“Guess wha.” He swallowed the the too-big bite in his mouth, tapping his chest to make sure it went down. “Sonya won Miss Congeniality. Can you believe it? Congeniality! Priceless.”

I immediately relayed the news to Vic. OMG Sonya = Ms. Congeniality!!! 

No reply. She must be in shock. As we all were. 

“What do you guys want to do next?” Ava asked. 

“No rides for me. Too broke,” Grif said. “I wouldn't even be here if it weren't for sweets here.” 

He roped his arm around me and squeezed. It was cold, awkward, like he was making a show of us getting along. Things had been tense since our conversation under the bleachers. We hadn't really talked since. Not in biology or in the hall. He'd kept his distance. 

“I've spent most of the loot. It went right here, but I've got just enough left for a funnel cake.” He rubbed his slightly distended belly. “You in?”

While the others debated what to do next, Grif whispered in my ear. “Don't worry. We'll be square soon. You'll get what you paid for.” 

Huh? What exactly had I paid for? 

There was no time to discuss it. Grif skip-stepped to catch up with the others, who were nearly to the grandstand. Concession stands lined the walkway beneath the rows of bleachers above. I'd soon discerned that the stand at the end was the only one at the fair that served funnel cakes with the cherry topping Grif and Adam liked. The two of them emerged from the line, each with a plate awash in cherries and powdered sugar. Ava and Billy got one to share. 

Suddenly, everyone around us began to clap. The newly-crowned fair queen had just wandered in, fresh off the stage, all smiles in a floor-length pink dress and glittering foot-tall tiara. People pressed close around her. Sure enough, it wasn't Sonya. She was cut from the same cloth though. Her long blonde hair was silky shiny, gently curled at the edges. Her skin was flawless, her smile all fake, all teeth like a shark in veneers. I bet she was the queen mean girl at another high school. The other contestants milled around just outside the grandstand, posing for pictures, hiding their disappointment behind forced pageant smiles and half-hearted congratulatory hugs. 

Grif handed me his funnel cake. “Hold this for a minute. It's time to settle up.” 

Then, he stomped off. 

“Dude. Where're you going?” Adam yelled after him. 

“Bathroom,” Grif yelled back. “Wait for me here. Don't move, okay? Or I'll never find you again.”

Grif rounded the corner and disappeared. What did he mean time to settle up? 

“Hold this.” I shoved Grif's half-eaten funnel cake into Adam's hands. “I'll be right back.”

I went after Grif. Sure enough, he wasn't in line for the men's room, which snaked around a tiny small brick building. I peeked back in at Adam, Ava and Billy. They stood together laughing, eating, chins dusted with sparkling white flecks of powdered sugar. I turned around just in time to spot Grif slipping into the crowd near a row of game stands. He bopped between people fast and sly, as if he was trying to catch up with someone. But who? 

A cold washed over me. This wasn't a bathroom break. He was up to something. 

I followed him, but had trouble keeping up because of all the milling middle schoolers, toddlers pulling against their mothers' protective grips, and elderly in electric wheelchairs putt putting along the pavement.

I caught him, then lost him. Come on. Where are you? 

There. I caught a glimpse of his messy sandy hair bobbing in the crowd. I ran after him, but he gave me the slip right before I got to the edge of the fairgrounds. I stood by the row of white barns housing all the turkeys, pigs, rabbits, cows and goats the 4-Hers had raised. Beyond that stood a pitch black field converted into a parking lot. I stood on the fine line between the white barns and twinkling fair lights, and the black night, sniffing the air, smelling for Grif. Where was he? All I got was a nose full of fresh manure. 

Grif didn't disappear into thin air. He had to be close. I closed my eyes and listened. The crowd hummed in the distance. The animals in the barns rustled around in the straw lining their stalls. Goats quietly bleated to no one. 

Where are you Grif? What are you up to? 

I squinted into the parking lot, dark apart from the occasional pair of headlights. I didn't see Grif, but that didn't mean he wasn't out there. Seeing in the dark was not one of my powers. I tried to sort through the noise again. Car horn. The bomp bomp bass music from the bob sled ride. The crash of metal against metal from the demolition derby. 

And crying. A girl whimpering, “Steve? Is that really you?” 

Wait. What? 

It sounded like Sonya's voice, and she wasn't far away. I followed her soft cries to the narrow space between the cow and goat barns. Grif leaned casually against the whitewashed siding, a smug grin scrawled across his face. Sonya stood maybe a dozen feet in front of him, eyes transfixed on some unseen object, moving her hand up and down against some invisible thing. Griff was clearly working his voodoo on her. 

She looked glorious in her long red dress and high heels, a Miss Congeniality sash across her chest. Except for her face. Tears drug her black liquid eyeliner down her cheeks. Her lipstick was smeared. 

“Steve,” she whimpered. “I don't believe it. Is it really you?”

Oh no. She saw Steve in front of her. This must be Grif's revenge. 
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Chapter 31—Steve
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“I missed you so much.” She lit up from the inside with a glow so warm I didn't know Sonya was capable of it. 

Grif hadn't noticed me yet. He had fixed on Sonya with the same unflinching, unblinking stare he'd used on Mrs. Beekman in biology class. That must be how his power worked. He had to concentrate to make them see, to keep up the ruse. It wasn't casual. It wasn't easy. 

But it didn't add up. He hated Sonya. He wanted revenge. She wanted to see Steve again. She missed him. So how was this a punishment? He'd made her dream come true. 

“What do you mean?” Sonya's eyes went round as tennis balls. “No. I didn't. I didn't have anything to do with it. You had a heart attack in the parking lot. No. No... I didn't kill you. I didn't. I love you. I'd never. I didn't. Steve listen. Please.”

Oh boy. Now I get it. 

Sonya whimpered, begged, spilling the contents of her heart to a boy who wasn't there. He must seem real to her. She must really believe Steve is standing in front of her. 

“No...” She backed away, but stumbled when her high heel caught the hem of her dress. “No. That's not true. I didn't kill you. Stop. Stop. Please.”

Her face went white. Grif giggled under his breath. So this was his big revenge. Show Sonya the ghost of a kind and loving Steve, back from the grave, then turn it all bad. 

“Steve. Stop. Please. No. No. No! No.!” Sonya paced, mud coating her shoes and the hem of her dress. Tears smeared her makeup into raccoon eyes.

Grif had the most joyful yet devilish grin on his face, and he showed no signs of easing up on her. Who knew how long he'd let this drag on? Who knew how long he'd make her suffer?

Still, I didn't stop him. Part of me, the deep dark part I'm not proud of, enjoyed this. Part of me believed she deserved it. Take that Sonya Sommers. Mean girls must pay. 

“No! Stop! Leave me alone!” Sonya screamed.

Then, suddenly, unexpectedly, Sonya shot, fast like a bullet, down the long narrow corridor between the barns. Grif jogged after her, just fast enough to keep her in his sights, just close enough to keep her under his spell. He laughed. He loved it. “Priceless,” he whispered. 

I followed them. Sonya ran faster than expected given the rise of her heels. She cried “no no no no no no no no,” over and over. Then. “Steve. No! I love you!” 

She looked desperately back at us, but she didn't see me or Grif. Her eyes focused on the invisible Steve following her, blaming her. “No. No. No. Please. Why are you doing this? Go away! Please! Stop! Stop!”

She ran fast past the edge of the dingy white barn into the pitch black lot. She lit up bright white for a split-second, like a spotlight shown on her. The fake diamonds around her neck sparkled like stars. Then a car plowed right through her. 

Crunch. Crack. Her thighs hit the bumper. 

Thwap. Thunk. Her body jerked up and across the hood. 

Ting. Tink. Her spine hit the windshield and the glass split into a cobweb of diamonds. 

“No!” I screamed. She didn't see the car coming. Neither did I. Neither did Grif. My heart beat hard against my ribs. This can't be happening. We killed her. We killed her. No!

The driver slammed on the brakes and hopped out, his face twisted up in agony. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, he said, over and over. He was young, scared, a kid who probably just got his license. Now he had a nearly-dead cheerleader on the hood of his car.

Grif froze solid, and so did I for a second or two. I still couldn't believe it. My muscles tensed, fighting against the icy tendrils freezing me to the ground. Move, Jess. Move. Help her before it's too late. 

I broke free from the ground where I stood and ran to the boy. I grabbed the collar of his plaid flannel jacket. His eyes were wild, desperate, flitting side to side. 

“Look at me.” He did. “Go get help. We'll take care of her. Get help. Go! Go!”

It took a long time for my words to sink in. Finally he nodded and jogged off toward the fairway. I descended on Sonya. The smell. Copper pennies. Blood. My stomach chugged and my mouth watered. Her eyes were half open but focused on nothing. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. Her spine and her legs were bent in ways bones weren't meant to bend. Broken. Bones poked through skin. “Sonya. Can you hear me? Sonya?”

Nothing. Not even a flinch. This wasn't good. I turned around. Grif may as well have been a statue, he was so silent and still. “Grif. Help me.” 

But he didn't move. 

“Dammit, Grif. Help me.” 

He still didn't move. I slid off my gloves and pressed my hands against her flesh. I knew she'd need more than I could give her to heal all the way, but that was okay. She just needed enough to survive, and I could give her enough.

“Is she dead?” Grif's voice shook like he was driving slowly over gravel.

“Not yet. Not if I can help it.” 

I peeled off my hoodie and my sweatshirt, stripping down to my tank top. I laid down on top of her, pressing all the bare parts of me against all the bare parts of her. Cheeks against cheeks, chest to chest, arms to arms. Please God. Don't let her die. I felt the heat of her, but not much. Her skin was cold, white, and clammy.

“Grif,” I called out. “Dial nine two two. Tell Dr. Martin where we are.”

“Wait. Nine—”

“Dial nine two two. I know what I'm saying. It's not a mistake. Do it now. Nine two two.”

I heard the slide of fingers across a glass screen behind me, three taps, the dial of a number, then the quiver of his voice as he told the dispatcher where we were. He better have listened, he better have dialed the right number. A normal paramedic wouldn't be able to fix her, and I couldn't have another death on my hands. 

“Is she going to die, Jess?”

“I don't know.” 

Her body drank from mine. The heat of my healing rolled into her, but her body barely responded. I knew I didn't have enough to solder her back together. Grif began to cry. At least I think he did. I only heard a soft whimper, broken breaths, behind me.

“Grif. Call Billy. Tell him to come.” 

He did. Billy would know what to do. He'd get Dr. Martin if the wrong paramedics showed. I pressed my ear against Sonya's chest. 

Thump thump thump thump, a jumping heartbeat, fast like a rabbit, but shallow. 

Tsssssss. Pop. Tsssss. Pop. The sounds of bones fusing back together inside her. 

Yes. It's working. 

Sonya and I laid there, me on top of her, for what felt like eons. She grew slowly stronger, while I grew weaker. Fatigue squeezed me like a vice.

“Mmmmmm.” Sonya moved, ever so slightly. She's alive. I looked up and came face to face with two fully-focused angry eyes. “You hit me,” she croaked. 

“No.” The words barely made it out. So tired. My lids grew heavy. The waa waa of ambulance sirens blared in the distance. They're coming. They're almost here. “A boy hit you with a car. Not me.”

She wriggled, slight and weak, under the weight of me. “You did this to me.”

“No. You were hit by a car.” Her blame enraged me. I was tempted to withdraw my touch, but I didn't. Yes, she was a bitch, but who was I to sentence her to death for it? “I'm helping you.” 

“Get off me.” She hissed like a snake. She was weak still, but her charm was as strong as ever. 

“No.”

“Get off me.”

“Not until you see.” I looped my arm behind her back and sat her up against the windshield. She yelped in pain. I held her head up so she could see her body. “Look. I'm helping you.” 

Her legs were bloody, covered with scratches and cuts. One was clearly broken, hanging off kilter. She gasped, then coughed because her lungs couldn't handle the influx of air. I pressed my hand against her shattered knee. She howled, but I didn't let go. “Watch.”

She did, stone still, eyes as big as full moons as she watched her cuts heal up and disappear. We both listened to the sound of her bones slowly chinking back into place under the heat of my fingers. “Am I dreaming?”

“No.”

“What are you?” Her eyes hooked mine. 

“I would have healed Steve too if I could have.” It was all I could think to say. I didn't have time for the long answer. “I would have saved him, if I had the chance. I swear.” 

A swirl of red light flashed across us. The ambulance. The doors opened, and the paramedics descended on us. The right paramedics. Dr. Martin's cronies, the two who came to the ravine to save me. 

“We'll take it from here,” the taller, darker one said. He winked at me and whispered “Good work, kid.”

Then, the boy who'd hit Sonya with his car reappeared with Deputy Ed trailing behind him. No wonder it'd taken them so long. Deputy Ed, big around as he was tall, was drenched in sweat and out of breath just from walking. Billy, Ava and Adam came too, just in time to watch Sonya get hoisted into the back of the ambulance on a gurney.

“What's going on?” Billy said to me. 

“She was hit by a car. She ran into the lot.” I rubbed my temples. I had the start of a headache.

“Why would she do that?” Ava asked. 

“Grif made her see Steve,” I said. 

They all looked at Grif and just like that, he turned tail and ran into the pitch black parking lot. I went after him, limping, legs like loose rubber bands. You can't run away from what you've done. I won't let you. 

He weaved through the cars. “No. No. No,” he panted. He didn't look back once. 

I quickly closed the gap between us. I grabbed the back of his jacket, and he wiggled out of it and kept running. No! My legs cramped. “Grif. Stop!” You coward. “Running away will only make it worse.”

I was dead tired, too drained to keep running, so I grabbed him with my brain. The telekinetic tethers shimmered in the moonlight as they raced closer, faster until they wrapped him up tight, and he dropped like a log onto the ground. He wiggled, powerless to run, in the mud and grass between rows of cars. 

“Why are you running?” It was all I could think to say. 

He said nothing. The glint of tears sparkled on his cheeks in the moonlight. 

“You went too far. She could have died. You almost killed her.”

“I know,” he sobbed. 

I released him from my tethers, and he rolled up into a ball like an armadillo. He sobbed. I sat down in the cool, damp grass beside him. “We can't hurt every terrible person in the world, even if they deserve it,” I said. 

I ran my hand up and down his back to comfort him, and a tidal wave of anger and hurt flooded out of him. “I didn't mean to hurt her. Not like that. But she hurt me so much for so long. I couldn't stop.”

He recounted the slights. In elementary school, she made fun of him for being poor, for not having money to bring or buy a real lunch, for not having a dad, for his wrinkled, second-hand clothes. She made him feel dirty and bad. Poor was bad. Poor people were bad, Grif was bad. He wasn't worth anything. It didn't end. “She had to pay for what she did to me and you,” he said. “She had to learn her lesson. She had to be knocked off the top.” 

I understood. Everyone worshiped Sonya, even if they didn't actually like her. Everyone wanted her approval, and they'd do anything to get it. They piggybacked on her insults, amplifying her bile, to win Sonya's attention. 

“It hurts, but high school isn't real life,” I said. “It'll be over soon, then we can leave. We can move on.” 

He moved close, snuggling against my leg. We stayed like that for a long time, until his sobs simmered away. I wondered if Sonya was with Dr. Martin now. I wondered if the boy who'd hit her would sleep at all tonight. I wondered if Sonya would tell anyone what I had done. I prayed I wouldn't regret my kindness. 

“What did Sonya see, Grif?” I had to know. 

“Steve,” Grif whispered. 

“What did Steve do?” 

Grif hesitated. “Steve said she killed him. He said she had to pay. I didn't know she would run.” 

“Yeah. Me either.” If I'd seen the car coming, I might have been able to stop it, but I didn't. None of us did. 

Grif's tears kicked up again. His body shook. “Please don't tell anyone. Please. I can't go to jail. I can't. Ma can't make it without me.”

“I won't tell,” I whispered. “No one would believe me anyway.”

He stopped crying long enough to look up at me. “Why not?”

I smiled. “Because I'm your friend.” 

“You mean it?”

“Yeah. I do.” 
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Chapter 32—Stranded
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Mmmm. Sweet sweet bed.  

It was a few minutes past eleven. I sunk deep into my pillow and pulled the duvet up tight around me. Some of the tension melted out of me. 

Billy had dropped me off at home. Grif rode along. It was a silent ride. What was there to say? Everything and nothing. Sonya nearly died tonight. We'd narrowly avoided a disaster of our own making, and we all knew it. 

Dr. Martin called me during the drive. “Sonya will be all right. Don't worry. Get some rest.”

At least Sonya would live. We had that. It could have been much much worse. 

Billy reluctantly said goodbye on the porch. I told him to go home. I'll be fine, I said. I need to sleep. We'll hang out tomorrow. He agreed and reluctantly left to shuttle Grif to his apartment above the Hillbilly Lounge. 

The house was dark and empty when I walked in. Well, mostly empty. Mom was at work, but Jack was in his room doing God-knows-what with the door closed and that was fine with me. I needed quiet. I needed rest. 

Dr. Martin left me a message as I changed into my jammies. “Almost forgot. Take it easy, Jess. You used up a lot tonight. Rest so you don't have a seizure. Take care of your brain!” 

I couldn't argue with that. Healing, and lots of it. Brief use of running and telekinesis. That added up to a lot of power spent, but not quite enough to push my brain into the danger zone. I was exhausted, wrung out like a wet dishtowel, yes, but that was it. Maybe I'd discovered my limit. Maybe, in time, I really could find balance, the safe zone, and pinpoint the moment that would send me over the edge.

I was nearly asleep, tottering right on that fine line between awareness and nothingness, when my phone buzzed. 

Go away. 

But no. It buzzed again, then twice more after that. 

Crap. Who is it and what do they want? 

I grabbed my phone off the nightstand. Four texts in a row from Vic. 

Help me. 

My car won't start. I'm alone here. Sam's gone already.

Can U pick me up?

HELP!!

Ugh. I did not want to get out of bed. I texted back. Call your dad!!!

She replied right away. Dad didn't answer. Help me! 

I huffed. Fine. On my way. Leaving now. 

Vic's timing couldn't be worse. I didn't want to get up, but I couldn't leave her stranded, so I unwrapped myself from the warm cocoon of my covers, put my jeans and shoes back on, then ambled out into the chilly black night. 

The drive to the diner took fifteen minutes longer, thanks to the fair traffic. When I pulled into the lot, the restaurant lights were out, which wasn't a big surprise. Dee's closed at ten. Clean up and lights out. That was the drill. I drove around back. Vic's beat-up maroon sedan was parked in the last spot by the hulking green dumpster. The rear driver's side tire was so flat the rubber looked like it'd melted to the asphalt. 

I parked next to her car and looked into her front seat. Empty. Hmm. Where is she? The lot was silent and dark, apart from the single lamp on top of the electric pole, which cast a bright orange ring onto the asphalt. Only confused moths lingered by the light. There was no sign of Vic. 

If she got a ride and didn't tell me, I'm gonna kill her. 

I checked my phone. Nothing. 

I called her. Straight to voice mail. 

I texted. I'm here. Where are you? No reply.

The lot was so quiet, I could literally hear crickets chirping. Then I noticed the diner's back door was open a crack. No light seeped from around the edges, only black, which meant the lights weren't on in the kitchen. My heart tapped a little faster.  She wouldn't sit in the dark alone. She'd flip on the lights. 

I slid out of the truck and slunk to the back door. I pressed my nose into the crack. I sniffed, and I listened. Nothing seemed off. Except the door. “Vic,” I whispered. “Are you in there?”

No reply. 

A chill ran over me as I stood there, running through all the possible scenarios. Maybe Vic got another ride home and was home safe in bed. Maybe she just didn't pull the door all the way shut when she left, and it'd blown the rest of the way open. The door was wonky. We usually had to yank the darn thing twice. Maybe her dad finally answered, and he picked her up. Or, maybe she's here and something's wrong.

I quietly pushed the door open and peered into the dark. No unusual sounds or smells greeted me, just the hum of the ice machine and the industrial orange of the citrus disinfectant we mopped the floor with at the end of the night. “Vic? Are you here?”

I slipped inside. “Vic?” 

No reply. Only silence. 

I flipped on the lights. The fluorescent strip bulbs sputtered and blinked to life. Nothing looked out of sorts. I zipped through the kitchen and the restaurant really fast, just to double check. Vic wasn't here. She must have gotten a ride home from someone else and forgot to tell me, and oh boy was I going to give her an earful for it tomorrow.  

I grabbed the jumble of keys off the nail by the dishwasher and went back out. I slammed the door shut, then I jabbed the key in the lock and bolted the door closed. 

Thwack.

I screamed. Something had hit me hard on the back of the head. I whirled around. 

Crunch. Thung. 

My face! My cheek caved in. Hot blood gushed into my mouth. I reached up to touch the damage, to protect myself.

Crack. Thung. Hit again. I howled. My hands, my nose. Crushed. 

I staggered a few steps. Blood streamed between my broken fingers. Run! Run! Get to the truck. 

Thung. Another hit to the skull. I fell. My body thunked when it hit the pavement. My blood boiled hot like lava, burning my veins. Zzzzttt. The sharp sweet scent of ozone. Zzzzzztttt. Zzzzzttttt. Zzzzzttttt. An electrified red cloud erupted from me. 

“God dammit!” A woman yelped. “Just die already!”

My eyelids felt heavy as lead. My vision turned jagged, hazy, like seeing the world through broken, greasy glass. The last thing I remember was a black boot coming down hard on my face. 

––––––––
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I woke up in a hole. Standing up, but stuck. The dirt was packed in up to my shoulders. I was below ground level, staring at a black wall of clay. The hole was narrow, barely as wide as my body, and I'd been stuffed in like ground meat in a sausage casing. 

I didn't know how long I'd blacked out, but it was long enough for my blood to form a thick, dry crust on my face, in my eyes, in my throat. My head ached, alternating between bearable throb and lightning jolt of agony. I couldn't move my mouth. As best as I could tell my jaw had been knocked clean off the hinges. 

I carefully tilted my head back. Ow ow ow, just enough to squint into the darkness above me. In the soft glow of the moon, I could see the bristly triangle of evergreen trees. I caught the faint scent of citrus cleaner. We must be in the woods behind the diner. 

My guts dropped into my shoe. No one will find me. No one ever comes back here. No one even knows I'm missing. Billy thinks I'm at home in bed. Mom thinks I'm on a date with Billy.

A shadow moved above me, an inky blob darker than the night around it. The shadow hummed a song, something upbeat, something old, a tune I couldn't quite place but knew I'd heard playing on the radio. It was a woman's hum. It didn't take me long to place the voice. It's Sam. 

How could I have been so stupid? I walked right into her trap. Sam had just done to me what I'd watched her do to Dana. A quick hit or three with a shovel to the head, knocked out cold then dragged into the woods. Buried alive. 

I had to get out of here. I wriggled. Eeee-oooow. 

The faintest hint of a move sent pain shooting through my face and skull, a pain so intense it tied my guts in a knot and hot streams of bile shot straight up to my tonsils. 

It didn't matter. I couldn't have moved more even if it didn't hurt. I was in too tight. The hole was too small. She'd planted me like a tree, standing up, feet wedged in the bottom of the hole, my face two feet or so below ground level.  

Shump. A ball of black dirt hit the top of my head. It crumbled and rolled down and over my face. Some of it landed in my mouth. Blech. I tried to spit it out, instinct, but I couldn't. Between the broken jaw and the swollen lips, my mouth couldn't move enough to make the motion. 

The shadow jerked. Shump. Another black ball descended on me. Shump. And another. Then more. Shump. Shump. Shump. 

Dirt crumbled into my nose, my mouth, clumping up, blocking out the air. I couldn't catch my breath. No. No. Stop. Don't cover me. Don't bury me. I'm alive. I want to live. Stop. Stop!

Even if I could scream, Sam wouldn't stop. If she'd gotten this far, she surely planned to finish the job. My heart raced like an Olympic sprinter. Thumpump thumpump thumpump. It clawed at my rib cage. I wheezed and sucked in air, desperate, hoarding oxygen.

Sam didn't stop humming. She actually sounded happy. 

And why not? She'd won. The deep dark woods. The perfect tomb. No one could see what she was doing here. Help wasn't coming. No one had any clue I was in trouble. No one even knew they should be looking for me. My guts grew heavy. No hope. No help. Just Sam. And me. 

This was my funeral. It was fitting, really. I died six weeks ago, but I wasn't buried. I was a dead girl walking. My life since had been nothing but borrowed time. I just didn't know it. Sam was finishing the job Andy started.

Shump. Another shovel full of dirt

Oh God. 

Shump. And another.

No. No. No!

Shump. Shump. Shump. 

When the particles settled, my mouth was completely buried. Dirt clumped up right under my nose, reflecting the moisture of my breath. No. I'm not ready to die. I have to get out of here. I have to get out now. 

But how? I wiggled my fingers. Ow. So painful. They hadn't healed all the way, but enough that I could sink the tips of them into the packed dirt wall in front of me. I couldn't move my legs, my hips, my chest, but my feet caught on something beneath me. The ground, the bottom. I pushed against it with my toes. A miracle. I moved up, just a fraction of an inch, next to nothing, but enough to get my nose clear. 

Shump. More dirt. My breath caught. No. Stop. Please don't bury me alive. I had to get out. I had to get out now.

She stopped. Sam's shadow disappeared. The sound of her humming moved farther away. I caught the scent of mint and smoke. A cigarette. She kept right on humming, casual, like a bored housewife folding laundry.

This was my chance. I had the length of time it took her to smoke a cigarette to figure out how to escape. It wasn't a lot, but it was something. I assessed and quickly, despite the spider webs of pain rippling through my skull at the slightest movement. Okay, think. My hands could wiggle, but my arms were pressed tight against my ribs. I could push up with my feet, but not far enough to free my arms. So, I'd have to blow my way out, or lift myself out of the dirt with my mind. Yes. Yes. It'll work. Then I'll run. If I can get to Gramps' truck, I can get away. 

I closed my eyes and focused on the deep dark inside of me. The part where the powers pulsed, running up and down, around in the nerves and gossamer circuits linking every bit of me, always there, always ready, always waiting to come out. I could feel the circuits heating up. My blood ticked warmer. Gearing up. Standing ready. The flip had switched to on. 

No. Stop. Stop. I'd used too much tonight already. What if I didn't have enough juice left to get free? What if I had a seizure? I could be unconscious for hours. I'd be defenseless. Sam would kill me for sure. I heard Gladys' words in my head: You need to plan so you don't black out at the wrong time and get yourself killed.

Why did Sam have to pick tonight? Why did Grif have to attack Sonya? I might have enough juice to get out of the hole, but probably didn't have enough to get away. 

Sam stopped humming for a second. I could hear her shift, rustling the dry leaves under her feet. I could hear the sssssss of the big, long drag she took off of her cigarette. Probably the last drag before she stubbed it out with her toe. I was out of time. 

Come on, think think. Dana got out, and I could, too. Lightning. Yes. Blow my way out. It's my best bet. Maybe I could knock Sam out with it, too. So what if I have a seizure? I was as good as dead if I stayed here, at least this way I'd have a shot. It was worth the risk. I couldn't just let her bury me. 

Or could I? Suddenly, I heard someone else's words in my mind, as crisp and clear as if someone whispered them in my ear. Play dead to stay alive. Andy's words. Play possum.

It all suddenly became clear as glass. Dana was buried in that hole in the woods, just like I was now. But she got out. The claw marks in the mud. The particles of dirt blown out around the hole. Those were the clues to Dana's escape. She played possum. She played dead. She let Sam bury her, then escaped after Sam had left, smug, believing she'd succeeded. 

Which meant she had to be a theikos, and a bad ass one to boot. She survived burial and a blow to the head, and somehow she'd used Andy as a messenger. She was trying to get me to leave so I didn't muck up her escape plan. 

If Dana did it, I could too. There was just one hitch. I would have to die again.

Sam's cigarette hissed as it fell to the ground. Her shovel scraped against something. Shump. Another ball of dirt landed on the top of my head. The bits of it, damp, smelling of worms and rotten leaves, rolled down through my hair. I saw her shadow looming over me. I closed my eyes. Play dead to stay alive. 

Sam stopped humming and leaned over the hole. “I'm sorry it had to end this way, honey, but this death is a mercy compared to what Mama would have done to you,” she said. “Mama can't ever know you were here. It's the only way to keep us all safe. I'm sorry I had to do this. Your death will save us all. Your family and friends will survive. I hope you'll forgive me. I didn't have a choice.”

And with that, I took one last deep breath and let Sam bury me alive. 
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Thump thump tamp. The ground vibrated as Sam packed the dirt in over my head. Bomp bomp bomp. Sam's feet shook the ground as she walked over my grave. 

Leave Sam. Hurry. Go. Go. Go. My lungs were lined with daggers. I'm drowning. 

I couldn't hold my breath any longer, I gasped, but drew in only dirt, no air. I can't breathe! I can't breathe! My lungs heaved quick up and down, desperate, clawing for air that wasn't there. 

Thump ump thump ump thump ump thump ump thump ump. My heart raced so fast the beats blurred together.

No. I can't do this. I have to get out. This was a mistake. I tried to wiggle, to summon the strings inside me to move the dirt, to poke an air hole, something anything, but nothing happened. So tired. Can't move. So dizzy. No energy. 

Thumpumpthumpum. My heart felt like it was about to explode. 

No air. No air...no...

Thump.... Thump... Thump... 

Then silence. A long silence. My heart had stopped beating.

A blazing red light appeared in front of me, tiny, the size of a quarter, flickering at the end of a long tunnel. That's it then. I'm dead.

Dad? Gramps? Are you here? I couldn't speak it, because my jaw still hurt. My mouth didn't move. Nothing moved. Not me. Not the darkness. Nothing and no one. 

Dad? Gramps? 

They didn't answer. I was alone this time. This death was different. 

A force hooked into my insides and dragged me forward, toward the flickering light. My body caught on clumps of soil,on tree roots cut by a shovel's edge.

Grandpa Bob? Are you here? Did Sam kill you? 

No one answered. 

Why am I alone? Where are they? Sybil, can you hear me? 

In my first death, the future laid out before me so clearly. I got answers. This time, I got nothing. 

No. I didn't want to die like this. Alone. I wanted to live. I had to go back. 

The red light yanked me closer. It was so bright it stung my eyes. It wrapped me up like a blanket and burned my body like a steak on a hot grill. Arrrr. A burn, deep and raging like molten metal, melted my chest. My scar. It's burning again. 

The red light bubbled and churned, kick-starting my heart. 

Wump. Wump. Wump. Blood pound pound pounded in my ears. 

Zzzzztttt. The thick clay earth around me vibrated. A low waa-waa sound grew louder, louder. Zzzzztttt. My teeth rattled and my ears buzzed. Zzzzztttt. Zzzzztttt. Zzzzztttt. A blinding red light. An explosion. 

Then silence and darkness. 

Hooo. Hooo. The low gentle call of an owl. Wait. An owl? I opened my eyes and saw packed black earth. I looked up. There was a canvas of stars above me. I coughed up dirt, wet and slimy, then coughed and coughed some more, until my lungs cleared. I'm alive. I'm alive.

I was still in the hole, but the dirt down to my waist was gone. The soil around me was charred, burned, sending tiny curlicues of smoke streaming into the cold night. I must have exploded, blown the dirt away. Alive again, by instinct. The red light wasn't the afterlife, it was me. 

I listened. I didn't hear Sam, only the sounds of night-stalking animals scuffling through dry leaves. I had done it. I was safe. I was alive. Now I just had to get out of this God-forsaken hole. 

I sunk my fingers into the soil. Ow. They were still broken, but I pulled and I pushed, and I heaved anyway, inch by inch, up, then up some more, howling through the spears of pain. I coughed up lungfuls of earth and dust. My muscles cramped, tight as a vice. But I kept moving, slowly, out out out, until my eyes were level with the ground. 

Almost there. Come on. Pull. You can do it. Almost there. My aching fingers, still broken, didn't fail me. Yes. Yes. Pull. Pull. Almost free. I clawed and clawed until I felt the cold wet ground underneath my belly. 

Heat filled my gut then spread all over me. The trees and the forest critter noises suddenly seemed far away, like music at the other end of a tube. No. Not a seizure. Not now. Please. My tongue tasted steel. Too late. 

When I started awake, I was still laying half in, half out of my own grave. The seizure had come after all. I had no idea how long I was out, but the sky was still blue-black, still night.

I rolled onto my back and I laid there, panting, staring at the white pinpricks of the cosmos laid out above me. Thank you for giving me another life. I won't waste it. I promise. I'd make this right. I'd make Sam pay for what she'd done to me and Dana and Grandpa Bob and anyone else she'd hurt.

Aches rippled through me. I pressed my fingers to my face. Ouch. My cheek bone moved under my fingers, curving inward instead of out. I slowly tried to open my mouth. It hinged, but it hurt. The damage from Sam's shovel must have been pretty severe.

I assessed the damage. Broken face, damaged hands. Lots of blood lost. I clearly didn't have enough juice to knit myself back together. At least Sheriff could see for himself what she'd done to me. He'd have to believe.

I managed to stand up, but realized I was lost. I didn't know which way led to the diner or which way led deeper into the woods. How are you gonna get out of this one, huh? I listened. I strained. A hum. A lone car driving down a road. Maybe the road in front of the diner. Or not, but even if it was the wrong road, it was still a road. It could lead me back to town. 

I limped toward the sound. My toe caught a gnarled root, sending me to my knees. Ouch. Get up. Get Up. Go! I didn't have a single second to waste. 

I kept moving, pushing the spiky branches of evergreens away, pushing through the pain, as I stumbled through the woods. 

An orangish light appeared, glowing through the tree tops. The light in the diner parking lot. I'm so close. A plan formed: Get to the truck, find my phone, call nine two two. Call the Sheriff. It was a good plan. It would work. 

Until I got to the parking lot, and my heart dropped into my sock. Gramps' truck was gone. My phone was in it. My only way to call for help. Gone. I dropped to my knees and cried. Couldn't one single thing be easy tonight? Just one? 

I should have seen this coming. Of course Sam took my truck. It'd look awfully suspicious if I were missing, but my truck was at the diner. They might search the woods. They might find the grave. If the truck was gone, the search would take longer, start other places. They might never find the body. My body. 

No. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Sam's getting away right now. She could be skipping town right this minute. Don't let her win. She can't win. Go. Now.

The diner. The keys. I had them when Sam hit me. I'd use the phone inside. I patted my pockets. No keys. I scrambled over to the back door. Maybe they were still in the lock. Nope. I scanned the ground. No keys. Sam must have taken those, too.

I'd have to run to the Sheriff's station with whatever I had left. I started to town, half jogging, mostly limping. Each bounce against the pavement was torture, rattling the loose bones around in my face, but I didn't stop. 

Red hot rage fueled me, kept me clomping down the empty two-lane road even though I wanted to collapse, to rest, to sleep. Every question without an answer was fuel. How long had Sam been planning this? How many nights had she spent digging a grave for me in the woods behind the diner?  

My rage was fed by the words Sam spoke as she buried me. I'm sorry it had to end this way. This death is a mercy. I didn't have a choice. I'm sorry. 

Yeah, right. 

Sorry doesn't count if you say it while the girl you're planning to kill is still alive, and you kill her anyway. I'd get Sam for this. She'd pay. The bile kicked up in me, propelling me forward.

Finally, the black night gave way to lights. The edge of town. I limped past the quiet houses, their porch lamps flickering yellow in the cold night. I limped to the trim, red-brick sheriff's station. The movie theater marquee across the street was unplugged, dark. The streets were empty, apart from the occasional raccoon dining in the dumpsters. 

I made it to the station door and turned the heavy brass knob. Locked? Stations weren't supposed to close! I thump pounded against the door, my hands barely able to make fists. I rung the after hours bell, clicking the tiny yellow button in and out at least a dozen times. 

No answer. 

I collapsed onto the steps. So that's it then. Help isn't coming. She won. Sam could be gone by now. She could have packed up Grif in the middle of the night and left. She'd get away with it. 

The tears came, hot and angry, ripping at the corners of my eyes. 

The door creaked open behind me. 

“Dear Jesus in Heaven, is that you Miss Flowers? Are you all right?” Deputy Ed stood in the doorway. His eyes were wide half moons, his mouth pulled into a tiny O. He yanked the black radio clipped to his shoulder strap to his mouth. “Dispatch. Send an ambulance to the station. Yes. Now. Emergency.”

“Nine two two.” It's all I could say. I hoped he knew what I meant. 

“What? No honey. You're confused,” he said. 

Oh no. Deputy Ed didn't know about the theikos. He wasn't one of us. 

“Nine one one. Copy that,” said the garbled voice on the other end. 

“Who did this to you?” He knelt down next to me, fighting against his own girth.

“Sam,” I said. “Sam Peters.” 
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Chapter 34— Jail
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“Let me out of here!” Sam barked. “I didn't do anything wrong.”

Her voice ricocheted through the office as she screamed at her jailer, dropping F bombs and demanding to be let go. A single heavy steel door with a keypad separated the front office from the holding cells, but her voice was loud enough to get through bar and glass window. 

“She claims she's innocent,” Sheriff Franks said. He rubbed his eyes deeply with his thumb and forefinger. Then, he yelled “can someone please shut her up in there? I can't think straight!” to everyone and no one over his shoulder. 

They'd picked Sam up shortly after Deputy Ed found me. She wasn't hard to find. She was drinking in the bar beneath her apartment. She could have been drowning the memory of what she'd done to me, or she could have been celebrating it. I didn't care, as long as she stayed locked up forever.

And here I was a second time, parked in a rolling office chair in a flimsy tweed-lined cubicle, recounting the details of my death to Sheriff Franks. Sheriff Franks, as usual, tried hard to sort out the gory details. I could tell it was wearing on him. Another crime, another murder. Well, almost. Most dead girls didn't live to tell their tales. Twice. 

The sun shone golden through the window, hanging low in the sky, just about to dip below the horizon. It was evening the day after my second death. I'd come straight from the hospital.

“She did it. She's guilty.” My voice shook. I told the story again. Every last detail: The flat tire, the shovel, the hole, the humming, relived once more. 

He didn't move his fingers, didn't open his eyes, as if he could hide behind them. “The district attorney is looking at the case as we speak. She says Sam will likely be charged with attempted murder. But, charges and successfully prosecuting are two different things. When trial time comes, we need a lot of evidence. Normal, explainable evidence.” 

Sheriff rattled off what counted as normal evidence, starting with the paramedics' report. He handed me the photo they had snapped of me. It was a thick plasticy Polaroid with a washed-out image of a girl with two black eyes, a crooked nose. Half her face was crushed in, and her hair was knotted and nearly the same orange-brown as the clay she'd been buried in. And that was after at least two hours of healing. I could only imagine how bad it looked when it was fresh. 

Sheriff said they could only legally document the damage they'd actually seen. My affinity for quick healing had done me a disservice in that regard, but I tried not to dwell on it. It kept me alive. And Sheriff had already locked Sam up. That was something.

“I've got two deputies working the crime scene in the woods and at the diner. I won't let you down,” Sheriff said. “But if this Dana, the other woman Sam allegedly attacked, is still around, it'd help a lot if she would come forward to press charges. As it is, we can't find her, which frankly, has me a little worried after what Sam did to you. I was so sure, but now I don't know if that poor girl is alive or dead.” 

“What about Grandpa Bob?” I'd made my case that Sam surely committed that crime, too. She was already in town when he was murdered, and she once long dark hair. 

Sheriff Franks let out a breath so long he sounded like a deflating balloon. “Jess. We've been over this. Sam is not a suspect in Bob's death.”

“But—”

“But nothing. Her fingerprints aren't a match. Whoever killed Bob had smudgy, hard-to-read prints. Like a really old person or someone who'd burned off their finger tips. Sam's didn't match. Hers are clear. Besides. Sam wouldn't hurt Bob.”

“How can you say that after what she did to me?” 

“I can see why it'd be hard for you to believe, but Bob was like a dad to Sam coming up, and she'd never hurt Dee like that. They're friends,” he said. “But, I want you to know I did check out all of your claims. Turns out Sam was in Salt Creek at the time of Bob's murder. She won't tell me why she was so secretive about it, except some nonsense about running away from someone she calls Mama.”

Mama. Yeah right. I scowled. Sam had to be Mama. I knew it deep in my gut. 

“Don't give me that look, Jess.” 

He straightened himself out. “Now, I did get suspicious when Sam mentioned Mama. Curious choice of words, considering that text I got and that video. But, she doesn't seem to know anything about that.”

He couldn't find a link, he said. No fingerprints, no phone records, no credit card purchase of a burner cell phone. Nothing. 

“Sam claims Mama is some woman they met in California who travels around killing theikos. She didn't know her name or what she looked like, because of some shadow or something. I don't know what to think about that. She could be lying to take some of the heat off. I just don't know. But, I'll keep looking into it just to be sure.”

A crinkly voice blurped on the other end of Sheriff's radio. He pulled the black oval to his mouth and pressed the button. “Yep. I'm here.” Garbled words. I wondered how he understood them. “Copy that.” 

He let go of the radio and looked at me. “Well. You're in luck. We found Ed Keller's truck—er, I mean, your truck— submerged in Plum Run. Deputy said he found a shovel about a dozen feet away. If it's the one Sam used to bury you, and it's got blood or prints on it, well, that'd be real sloppy work on Sam's part, but good news for you. They're collecting samples. If we're lucky, the water hasn't washed everything away.” 

My heart lifted a little. Yes. Evidence. Then it sunk. Gramps' truck was submerged in some creek. I knew it was just a truck, but it was a physical link to him I didn't want to lose. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Sheriff said. “Sam had Vic Atwood's phone in her pocket when we arrested her. We suspect Sam sent those texts to lure you to the diner. Juries have convicted on less than that. Still, you need to prepare. This isn't going to be easy for you, no matter which way it goes. You'll have to testify. And you'll have to be real careful about what you say. Get your story straight. Keep the secret. No mistakes. And Grif won't be happy. He might have to go into foster care until he turns eighteen.”

The door creaked open behind me, and icy air gushed through my hair. Sheriff shot straight out of his chair. “Speak of the devil.” 

Sheriff rushed to the door. “Hey there, son,” he said. 

“Is she here? Is it true?” Grif's stood in the entryway, his voice a tossed salad of panic and disbelief. 

A thousand pounds of dread pushed down on me. Sam's arrest could ruin Grif's life. I didn't want that. 

“Big Dan said you cuffed her at the bar,” Grif said. “He said you arrested her. Is it true?”

“Yes. Griffin. It's true.”

“Where is she? Let me see her!” he yelled. 

Grif tried to push past, but Sheriff stood firm. 

“Calm down, son.” He put his hands on Grif's shoulders. “She's here. You can see her, okay? Then when you get your head straight, we'll talk about it. I'll answer all your questions. We'll get you taken care of.”

Sheriff's affable approach seemed to sand off Grif's rough edges.

“Now come with me,” Sheriff said. “She's in the back.” 

Grif caught sight of me when he passed by. “What are you doing here?”

My guts dropped. Oh, God. He doesn't know. 

I didn't answer him. He'd find out soon enough, and whatever tenuous bond we'd formed would shatter. I prayed he wouldn't blame me for what his mother had done. 

Sheriff pressed the code into the keypad and unbolted the steel cell block door. It scraped open and Grif went in. 

“Oh honey,” Sam's voice was light as air. She reached for Grif through the cell bars.

I could hear them talking clear as day. 

“What's going on, Ma? Why are you in here?” Grif asked. “Did someone set you up? Do you need me to take care of them?”

“I did something bad, honey,” Sam said. “Real bad. But I did it for us. I need you to understand that and believe it, because it's true. I only did it to protect us, to protect you.” 

I hoped there was a camera or a recorder back there, because that sure sounded an awful lot like a confession.

“Wait. This isn't a mix up? What did you do, Ma?” Grif's voice shook. “Tell me right now.” 

“I'm so sorry, baby. Don't be mad at me,” Sam whimpered. “You don't understand. None of us are safe while she's alive.” 

“What are you talking about? While who's alive?”

“That girl from the diner. What's her name? Jess?”

Well, great. She barely remembered my name. That sure added insult to injury.

“Did you do something to her?” Grif asked. “Is that why she's here? Tell me you didn't hurt her. She's my friend.”

“Honey. Listen to me. I had to do it. For you. For all of us.” Sam whimpered. “It was the only way. I don't know how she got out. I don't know how she survived. I don't know why it didn't work this time.”

This time? Like it worked so well for Dana? She was out of her hole, too, but Sam must not know that. 

“Why what didn't work?” Grif said. “Tell me what you did.”

“Honey. Please. You don't understand.”

“How can I understand when you won't tell me anything?” Grif snipped. 

Sam hesitated. Grif popped his top. “Fine. If I can't get a straight answer out of you, I'll get it from the Sheriff.”

“Griffy no! Please. He doesn't understand. We're all in danger.”

“Shut up, Ma.” Grif turned to the Sheriff. “Let's go. I'm done.”  

Grif walked out of the cell block, and Sheriff locked the door behind them. 

“What did you arrest her for Sheriff?” he whispered, unaware that I could hear him. 

Sheriff glanced at me, then told Grif everything in a hushed voice. Attempted murder, Sheriff said. Buried alive. Hit with a shovel. Stolen truck. Lured with text messages. All of it. 

The pink drained out of Grif's cheeks. He looked at me, not with kindness or pity, but with the slit eyes of resentment and rage. I hoped he didn't think this was my fault. He had to know I didn't want this. I didn't set out to ruin his life. Sam did this. It was her fault, not mine. 

Sam called to Grif from her cell. “Pack up your stuff and leave town now, Griffy. I can't protect you while I'm in here. You have to go. It's not safe. There's some money in a Ziploc baggie taped to the inside of the toilet tank. Not much, but enough to get you out of here.” 

“Ma,” Grif sighed. “I'm not leaving without you. I'll figure out how to make rent 'til you're out.”

Sam sobbed. “Mama's coming, Grif! She won't stop 'til she kills us all. We're not safe. Bob's dead. He was the kill switch. It's California all over again. Run, Griffy, please. I don't care what happens to me, but you have to survive. Leave now. Mama's coming!”

Another puzzle piece clicked together. Sam and Grif were in California, in a town right next door to Santa Cruz. There was no such thing as a coincidence. Bob's dead. He's the kill switch. It's California all over again. Suddenly, I had a strong hunch that Sam either killed my Dad or she knew who did. 
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Deputy Ed drove me home. His skin was coated in a light film of sweat and his hands were too tight around the wheel. 

“Are you all right?” I asked.

He tugged at his shirt collar. Beads of sweat rolled down the roll of pink flab pressing at the fabric. “You healed up awfully fast.” 

His voice jiggled like Jello. He was nervous. Really nervous. 

Oh boy. Deputy Ed must not know about the super humans living right under his nose, and I wasn't going to be the one to tell him. “I'm not better,” I said. “It still hurts. A lot.”

He didn't technically reply. Instead, he glanced furtively at me and whispered it's not natural under his breath, then started to pray. Something about Jesus protecting him from evil. He pressed down hard on the gas, dusting every posted speed limit in town. 

When we got to my house, Deputy Ed couldn't get away from me fast enough. He peeled out of the driveway the second I shut the cruiser door, spitting gravel as he went.

I opened the kitchen door and found Mom waiting for me in a haze of cigarette smoke. By the look of the ash tray, she'd been chain smoking since the second she dropped me off at the station. She jumped to her feet when I walked in. “How did it go?”

“Well, Sam's in jail, so that's good,” I said. 

Tears suddenly shot out of her eyes like bullets. 

“Mom. Please don't cry,” I said. “I'm all right. I'm alive. It's okay.”

She wrapped her arms so tight around me I felt like a ketchup pack being run over by a steamroller. 

“This is not okay. How could I not cry? I hope she rots in prison.” Her voice broke into chunks, like crumbling asphalt. “I thought we'd be safe here. I was wrong. We should have stayed in Santa Cruz.”

Sam's words rattled around in my brain, along with my suspicion. “Sam used to live in Rio Del Mar,” I said. “Did you ever see her around?”

“What? She lived that close and didn't call?” She huffed. “I wonder why? She's theikos, and she grew up here. It was no secret that we lived out there. Everyone in Salt Creek knew. Then again, I'm glad she didn't after what she did to you.”

So Sam was sneaking around Northern California the way she was sneaking around Salt Creek? Interesting. “Mom,” I said. “Do you know who killed Dad?”

“No,” she said. “I don't.”

“Then I'm going to find out,” I said. 

“No. It's too dangerous. It's not your job to investigate. Your number one job is to stay alive,” she said. “I won't lose you. Do you understand me? We've lost enough.”

Yes. We had. But I might need to do something dangerous to keep us all alive, to prevent even more loss. I couldn't say that out loud, though. Not today. “I love you, Mom.”

“We'll make it through this.” She tucked a strand of muddy hair behind my ear. “But first, go upstairs and get cleaned up. Wash last night away. Get some rest. You need it.”

She was right. The hospital staff had tried to clean me up a little, but blood and dirt still clung to my clothes and my hair

“Okay.” I plodded up the stairs and down the hall to my room, aching and tired. 

“Hey.” Jack called from behind me. I swiveled around. His face appeared in the space of his half-open bedroom door. “Glad you didn't croak. Now be good so Mom will get off my case, got it?” 

He closed the door. That was the Jack equivalent of an epic declaration of love. It warmed me up a little bit inside. Sometimes baby brothers can surprise you. 

When I got to my room, I chinked the heavy door shut, peeled off all of my clothes, and dropped them on the floor. Gross. It had to be the dirtiest pile of laundry ever to touch the carpet. Mud and blood. Lots, enough that the stains would never come out. I vowed to throw it all right into the garbage the second I got out of the shower. 

I turned the hot water all the way up and stepped into the steam cloud. The water fell over me. So hot, so soothing, easing the strain in my muscles. I washed my hair over and over, each time watching sticky orange and brown clumps of dirt slide down the drain. Each time the water rinsed a little less brown, until eventually the water ran clear. 

I'd made it. I'd survived again. 

I stood in that steaming shower longer than I should have, determined to wash every speck of last night off of me. I scrubbed the dried blood and dirt off of my skin, convinced if I rubbed harder and more, I could wash away my memories, too. I chipped away at the mud packed in black lines under my fingernails, chinking out the sensation of those fingertips sunk deep in the earth, clawing me out of my grave. 

I examined the pink living teen girl flesh standing under that water like it was a foreign object, a scientific specimen, rather than my own body. Twice I had died and come back to life, all by some Salt Creek magic, a random stroke of extreme genetic luck. Theikos. Godlike. Aphthiton. Unending. No kidding. 

When the water went cold, I got out and dried off. I twisted a towel around myself and limped into the bedroom. Suddenly, two strong arms grabbed me from behind. My instincts kicked into high gear. I sunk my fingernails into those arms, ready to yank the body they were attached to over my head, onto the floor, like a Kung Fu master in a B movie.

“Jess. It's me,” Billy whispered. 

I relaxed. The leather of his jacket was cool against my steaming hot skin. I turned around, and he covered me with hard, desperate kisses. He cleaved tight to me. 

“I came as soon as I found out,” he whispered. “I never should have left you alone last night. We have to be more careful. I can't live without you.”

Our eyes met. We said nothing for a long time. I knew. He knew. It all could have ended. We could have lost it all. Again. 

“Does Mom know you're here?” I asked. 

“No. I was afraid she wouldn't let me see you,” he said. “I came in the window. My bike's hidden behind the barn.”

“Good.” I pulled him close and kissed him. 

His lips, warm against mine, lit me up on inside. For the first time since I'd clawed out of that hole, I felt alive. I kissed him. Again, and again and then some more until I was high on the smell of his hair, the heat of his body. My head spun, my blood turned hot like lava. I tugged his jacket off. Then his T-shirt. His skin burned against mine. He's so beautiful. He feels so good. 

“I love you, Billy Combs,” I said. 

He ran his fingers through my hair. He held me tight. “Don't die again. Promise me,” he said. “Never leave me alone.” 

“I will never die again. Not until I'm old and gray. I promise.” I looked deep into his blue eyes, flecked with green. I ran my fingers across the soft olive skin of his cheek. He was the best thing about this life. 

We crawled into bed, under the covers, and just held onto each other. Having him next to me chased away the dark clouds. I was thankful. For him. For my second second chance. For a future together. 

We must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I remember was being roused awake by the sound of my bedroom door flying open and someone's heavy boots clomping across the floor. Oh no. Mom! If she catches me in bed with Billy, I'm in big trouble!

I sat straight up, sheet pulled tight around me. I bunched the duvet up over Billy to disguise him. Mom wasn't standing in my room. Sybil was.

“Well well,” she said. “What have you two been up to, huh?” 

“You almost gave me a heart attack,” I huffed. “What are you doing here?”

“Not having as much fun as you, apparently.” 

Billy groaned awake next to me. “Erh...What time is it?”

“Billy. Sybil's here.”

“Wha?”

“Shhh. Quiet.” I yanked the sheet off the bed, holding it tight around me, and ran to my bedroom door. I shut it and locked it. “Sybil. Is everything all right? What do you want?”

“Nice to see you, too.” She grinned, ear to ear.

“Seriously.”

“Hey. Don't get mad. I knocked but no one answered, so I came in. The kitchen door was unlocked. Your mom's asleep on the sofa. Good thing to, considering what you two have been doing up here.” Sybil winked. “But, seriously, Jess. You're a murderer magnet, so you might want to think about locking all the doors.”

“Not funny.” I rifled through my dresser, grabbing the first semi-decent clothes I could find. I managed to shimmy into a tank top and leggings without revealing too much.

By now, Billy had rolled out of bed and was giving Sybil an eyeful of abs. He pulled on his T-shirt, unfazed by her approving mmm mmm mmm noises. “Hey Sybil, what's up?” he asked. 

“Well, as usual, if your girlfriend would just answer her phone when I call we wouldn't have to keep meeting up like this.”

“Oh.” My phone was in Gramps' truck, which meant it was probably submerged in Plum Run. Ruined. “My phone was destroyed. Long story.”

“Yeah, well. This time I'll give you a pass,” she said. “You asked me for help, remember?”

“What?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “You asked me to find Anne Charity.” 

“Oh.” I sure did. “Sorry. I forgot.”

I'd had more immediate problems.

“Well, I hate to admit it, but you were on to something.”

“Who's Anne Charity?” Billy asked. He was now swiveling back and forth in my desk chair, hair a mess, clothes wrinkled, wholly unaware he looked molten hot.

“Long story,” I said. “Did you find her? What did she say?” 

“That's the weird part.” Sybil's sarcasm and eye rolling vanished. “I couldn't find her, Jess. She wasn't there. I think Anne Charity is still alive.”

My guts dropped. “That's impossible. She'd be two hundred and fifty years old. Gladys said she was burned at the stake. Like a witch. She couldn't survive that. No one could.”

“You've died twice and here you are.” She gave me a very pointy look. “She isn't dead. Gladys' is wrong. I'm not finished. There's more. The others. They gave me this.”

She fished a rolled up white paper out of her messenger bag and handed it to me. I unrolled it. It was a charcoal drawing, heavy black strokes on white paper. A woman with long, dark hair. Haunted eyes.

“Who is this?” I asked.

“All they said was Mama.” 
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Chapter 36— Gladys
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I called Gladys first thing the next morning. She answered on the first ring and sounded relieved. 

“It's about time you called. I've been waiting,” she snipped. I could almost see her, foot tapping, fists on her hips, through the phone. In all the craziness, I'd nearly forgotten that she'd asked me to meet with her. She hadn't.

“I'm sorry, I...” I stuttered.

“Oh honey. I'm the one who's sorry. I didn't mean to snap. I was just worried, is all,” she said. “Sheriff told me everything.” 

She showered me with questions. Did I feel any different? Did I change at all when I came back? 

“I'm fine!” I groaned. “Please stop worrying.”

“I'll stop worrying as soon as I see you with my own eyes,” she said. “We have important matters to discuss, and I have something to give you for safekeeping. You're the only one I trust. I've had some very interesting visitors, too. It's not safe to talk over the phone.”

Her voice went eerily hush. “Come right now. It can't wait.”

We agreed to meet in an hour, at eleven. The library didn't open until one, but Gladys was always there early. I borrowed Mom's car. Of course, I had to beg her to let me leave the house. She only agreed after I'd told her a hundred times where I was going and who I was meeting, and she'd decided the library seemed harmless enough. 

Gladys wasn't the only one with news to share. The drawings Sybil had given me bounced on the passenger seat as I bumped along the potholed road into town. I couldn't wait to tell Gladys that Anne Charity was alive, and that Sam might be masquerading as a killer named Mama who was hunting theikos. Gladys would know what to do. She always had the answers.

I parked in the library lot next to a green Chrysler with an “I heart pickleball” bumper sticker on the back. Gladys' car, for sure. I grabbed my papers and bopped around front

The entry door was ajar, just the tiniest bit, the bolt just far enough out of the plate that it opened right up when I pulled on the handle. I stepped into a brick wall of stench. Copper and rust. Blood. 

Oh no. I dropped the papers. 

My ears pricked up, but caught only the whir of the furnace. I quietly inched past the circulation desk into the stacks. The library was stone still and silent, not so much as a creaking floorboard. I tiptoed farther in, carefully gliding down the rows to the archives. Something was wrong. Seriously wrong. The blood smell was so strong it let loose waves of saliva in my mouth. My stomach chugged. I held tight to my belly, trying not to throw up. 

“Gladys?” I called out. “Are you here?”

“Jess.” It was the faintest of whispers. 

I pushed open the door to the archives. All the books were off the shelves. It looked like an earthquake had rattled the room.

I found Gladys lying on the floor under the window, surrounded by a ruddy red pool of her own blood. Her skin was white as paper. Her sweater was slashed to ribbons, with blood and deep cuts underneath. Her necklace, the one bearing the guardian's sun, was missing.

“Gladys!” No. No no no no no. I fell to my knees next to her. “Gladys, I'm here.” 

Her eyes were open, but only a slit, staring at nothing. No. Not her too. She can't die. I won't let her. I grabbed her hand, took a deep breath, and prepared to give her the healing treatment I'd given Sonya.

“Gladys.” My voice fell apart. Tears punched at the corners of my eyes. “Gladys. Can you hear me? Stay with me. Please.” 

When I said her name, her lips moved. “Jess.” 

Barely a whisper. She wasn't gone yet. 

“I'll get help. Just hold on.”

I zipped, fast and desperate, to the circulation desk, to the phone. I dialed nine two two. I screamed at the voice on the other end. Help me. It's Gladys. She's dying. Send Dr. Martin to the library now! I raced back to Gladys' side. 

I grabbed her hands. They had grown colder in the seconds I was gone. She was slipping away. “Hold onto me. I'll heal you. I'll do the best I can.” 

Please just stay alive until help comes.

But Gladys pulled away. “No.” Her voice rattled. “My time. Want to see Gilley.”

“Who did this to you?” I would find them. I would do horrible things to them.

“Find. Anne.” Gladys whispered even fainter, her voice struggling up from the depths. “Last. Guardian.”

Then her lips stopped moving and her shallow breath halted. I waited, my heart thump thumping, for her to draw another breath, but she didn't. She was gone. I'd lost her.

“No. Gladys. No. No!” The tears came furiously. “Don't leave me. Don't leave me. You can't leave me.” 

I cleaved to her, holding her tiny, slashed-up body tight in my arms until voices swarmed around me. The paramedics, Dr. Martin, the Sheriff. A zig zag of sound and motion. They pried her out of my arms. They spat words at me. 

Crime scene. Evidence. Fingerprints. When did you get here? What did you see?

“Jess. Jess.” Sheriff grabbed me by the meat of my arms and shook me back into now. “Are you here? Are you with me?”

“Too much,” I said. This was too much. “The death never ends.” 

“Why were you here, Jess?”

“I came to see Gladys,” I said in a voice that didn't feel like it came from me. “She had something to give me. We needed to talk about Anne.”

“What? What did she give you?”

“Nothing. I was too late.”

“Who's Anne?”

“She's like me. She died two hundred years ago, but Sybil said she's still alive.”

“Jesus.” Sheriff huffed. 

My autopilot flipped off. Sheriff was angry. 

“You girls need to cut the crap and step into the real world. You need to use these supposed powers of yours to do some good. I've got bodies piling up. I've got two unsolved murders,” he yelled. His face red, his brows furrowed. “Wake up and open your eyes! You're the last one standing, Jess. You're the last guardian.”

“What?” I felt like all the oxygen went out of the room. 

“And here we are again,” he said. “Another dead guardian and another message.”

“What message?”

“Look.” He pointed to the long heavy wooden table that ran down the center of the room. 

I looked at the table and immediately wished I hadn't. Words, in Gladys' blood, were scrawled across the top. “No more hiding. Time to play. Love, Mama.”

Then, it hit me. Sam was in jail, so she couldn't have killed Gladys. Which meant she probably didn't kill Grandpa Bob. There was someone else dangerous lurking out there. Someone hunting theikos. Someone so scary, Sam was willing to kill two girls to keep them away. 

“If you know something, you better tell me now,” Sheriff said. “This is no time for secrets, Jess. You've got a target on your back.”
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Chapter 37— Monday
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“Forget graduation,” Billy said. “We need to leave right now. What if whoever killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys is purposefully trying to eliminate guardians? That means you're next. You've been through enough. We need to go now. I've got money. We can make it.”

We were lingering by my locker for the precious few minutes between first and second period on Monday morning, continuing the argument we'd started last night. 

“We can't,” I said. He didn't like that answer, but he had to hear me out. “Trust me. I want to. I've thought about it, but if someone is here, hunting down guardians and theikos, we can't leave. Our friends and families are defenseless. If we stay, we can help. We can fight.”

“They'll be fine.” He huffed. 

“No. They won't. Who will protect them, huh? Katie? Vic? Adam? Big Joe? Their powers aren't enough. We're stronger.”

“Adeen is strong.”

“She's too young,” I said. “Besides, Sybil said she can't control it. Remember the barn?”

“Then my Dad can do it.”

Yes, Billy's dad was an earth mover. If he sneezed too hard, he could swallow the whole town in a sink hole or an earthquake. “Maybe,” I said. “Or, he could accidentally kill everyone.”

“Seriously, Jess,” Billy said. “What if you die?”

“I've done it twice. Third times a charm, right?” I smiled, but it was fake. My second death wasn't nearly as comforting or illuminating as the first. It was lonely, dark.

“What if you don't come back next time?”

I stroked his cheek. I could see the worry in his eyes. “Look. I love you, and we're leaving here, but first we need to find the killer. It's the right thing to do.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know you're right, but—”

“But nothing. At least you and I have some fire power.”

“What if it isn't enough?”

“It's more than they'll have if we leave.” He couldn't argue with that. “It's settled.” 

Just then, Vic ran up to me and threw her arms around my neck and squeezed me too tight. Her hair smelled like gardenia shampoo. “Ohmigod, I'm so glad you're alive. I mean, I can't believe it. Is it really true? Sheriff came to my house last night to take my statement. He told me everything.”

“Woah,” I said. “It's all right. Calm down.”

She let go of me. “Calm down? You can't be serious. How am I supposed to—“

“Look. At. Me.” I said. “I'm alive, aren't I?”

I tried hard to radiate okayness.

“Jess, I gotta go.” Billy kissed me on the cheek. “See you in art.” 

He left, and Vic grabbed hold of my arm and led me down the hall. “Come on. Walk and talk. Sheriff told me everything. I seriously thought he was making it all up, 'cuz no way, right?” She leaned against me and whispered. “I tried to call you a zillion times last night but your phone went right to voicemail.”

“That's because it's in the bottom of Plum Run creek.”

“What?” He must not have told her that part. 

“Long story,” I said. “I wish Sheriff were making it up.”

“Well, I lost my phone in the middle of my shift. At least, I thought I lost it. I left it on the counter right after you texted me about Adam, and then it just disappeared. Sam must have grabbed it. She's the one who told me I had a flat tire, too, right after she came in from her smoke break. My dad totally had to pick me up,” Vic gushed. “Sheriff said the tire was slashed with a knife. I bet Sam did it so she could use me as an excuse to get you there. Ohmigod, I feel terrible. She had me fooled. I'm so stupid. This is all my fault.” 

I laughed, and she looked at me like I'd just thrown pig's blood on her prom dress. “Vic. This is not your fault. You know that, right? Sam did it, not you. Don't blame yourself for her bad behavior.”

“Yeah. I guess you're right.” She shrugged. “Wow. Poor Grif. Have you seen him? What's he gonna do now? I tried to call him, but he didn't answer. You've got biology with him right? Will you make sure he's okay?”

“I'm probably the last person he wants to talk to.” My heart sunk. Grif was collateral damage. 

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Vic said. “Adam told me about Sonya. You bailed Grif out big time. He owes you.”

“His mom's in jail for trying to kill me,” I said. “I don't know if he owes me that much.” 

“We'll see, won't we? Anyway, I'm totally late. Gotta go!” She left me by the door to the biology lab. “We'll talk at lunch, okay?” 

Vic ran off down the hall. I sat down in the lab. Grif didn't show. His seat was empty. And, in the quiet while Mrs. Beekman organized her notes, I was crushed under every stupid thing the other kids said in hushed whispers.

Did you hear? Grif's mom's in jail. They're total trailer trash. He should drop out. I'd be too embarrassed to show my face ever again.  

I tried hard to block out their voices, but I couldn't. 

They live over that biker bar downtown. They're like a bad reality TV show. His life is so sad. If I were him, I'd just kill myself. 

“Shut up!” I screamed. They did. “Leave Grif alone. You don't know anything.”

Grif didn't deserve this. His life had been harder than any of theirs. 

Mrs. Beekman took to the front of the room. “Well then. Where were we? Oh yes. Dissections.” She handed out a packet of information on how to dissect frogs, and Grif dropped from everyone's minds and lips.

Except mine. I stared at Grif's empty seat and wondered where he was and if he was all right and if we could possibly still be friends after this. Not likely. Sam's arrest was in the newspaper today. Just one tiny entry, two sentences buried in the back, in the section outlining the police, fire and ambulance calls. Sam Peters, arrested, charges: Grand theft auto, attempted murder. 

I only knew because Mom had left the newspaper spread out on the kitchen table for me this morning with Sam's entry marked. Gladys' murder was front page, big type, headline news. Mom left a yellow sticky note on the heartfelt obit on page two. Funeral Wednesday a.m. Take the day off school. She signed it with a frowny face.

The paper declared outright that she was murdered, but they didn't mention me. They didn't say I had found her. Sheriff Franks saw to that. Security issue, he'd said. 

The bell rang. I stepped out into the hallway just in time to watch Brad grab Vic's arm to keep her from walking away. “Come on. I need you, babe. I'm miserable.” He whined like a puppy. “I said I was sorry.”

“Miserable huh? Yeah well, good. You deserve it. I told you. It's over. We aren't getting back together.” She smacked his hand away. “I mean, really. After everything you've pulled? The videos? Kissing Sonya? Do I have to keep going down the list? I'd be happy to, because it's really embarrassing for you.”

“But, babe— ”

Vic jabbed her pink glitter perfectly-manicured finger right up into his nose. “Don't 'babe' me. We're done. Got it?”

Vic caught sight of me. “Hey, Jess! Just the girl I was looking for.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hall. I glanced back to see Brad stunned and humiliated in front of a crowd of pin-drop silent bystanders. 

“You were right,” Vic said. “Total meathead.”

“Told you so.” I couldn't help but laugh. “I like the new, self-possessed Vic. I really do.”

“Oh no.” Vic death-squeezed my arm. “This is gonna be a disaster.”

I looked up and saw Sonya standing in a circle of cronies and wannabes, smiling and chatting, right in front of the art room. Right where I was headed.

Ohmigod did you hear? Yeah. In jail. She stole a car. Can you believe it? And murder. Jesus. She probably tried to kill one of her boyfriends, like a total mad rampaging slut! 

The wannabes were talking about Sam. Sonya saw me coming, and boy did she zero in. She pushed a couple of mean girls aside so she could sashay, hips swinging, in a straight line right over to me. 

She sure looked good. In fact, she looked too good. She didn't have a scratch on her. Her black hair was shiny and perfect, her clothes cashmere and expensive and stylish. Just like any other day. Like nothing happened. She'd healed perfectly, without a single speck of proof she'd been hit by a car and broken into a thousand pieces. 

Sonya got up in my face, barely a nose-length between us. Her eyes bored right into mine. She didn't say anything at first. She just scanned me, shoes to hair then back down again. Her lips pursed up like a duck. Whatever was about to happen I was pretty sure I could kiss my fresh, new, graffiti-free locker door goodbye. Sonya really had something on me this time. Something big. Something that was true and scary, and secret, and could destroy me.  

“Look.” She tossed her hair back as she spoke. “Jessica.”

“Her name's Jesse, not Jessica,” Vic said.

“Whatever,” she snipped. “Listen. I don't know what you are. I don't know how you managed that little trick Friday night, but...”

Little trick. Ha. I braced for it. The town secret was out. As the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished, right?

“But whatever you did or however you did it? Thanks.” She looked like she was swallowing stinky cheese as she said it. 

Then she did something I never would have expected in a million years. She hugged me. Vic gasped. So did everyone else. Judging by their faces, they were just as surprised as me. She let go. “I owe you one.” 

She smoothed out the invisible wrinkles on her outfit and turned to leave. I grabbed her. She looked rattled and slightly disgusted that she had to touch me twice. “I'm cashing in that favor right now,” I said. “Lay off Grif. All of you. He's got enough problems.”

She tapped her foot as she mulled it over. “Fine,” she said. “It's done.” 
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Chapter 38— The Storm
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The sun shone bright and golden over Gladys' funeral, warming the chilly November air. The weathered stone angels sparkled in the light, silently overseeing another burial at the Hollygrove Cemetery. Six since August. Dad and Gramps, Steve and Andy, Grandpa Bob and Gladys. Six too many, all but one murdered.

“As we make ready our sister’s resting place, look also with favor on those who mourn and comfort them in their loss.” The minister made a cross in the air. 

Those who mourn. That might as well be Salt Creek's new town slogan. 

Another murder. Another funeral. Another wake. Another friend buried deep in the earth, covered like a seed. Someone had cut the rope when we weren't looking. We were drifting out to sea into a raging storm. The darkness Sybil predicted was here. Grandpa Bob and Gladys were the guardians. The kill switch and the keeper, chosen to keep us safe. I was the only one left. 

A few dozen people turned up for Gladys' funeral. The ladies from the senior center, her pickleball friends, Sheriff Franks and the library staff. A few incredibly elderly people came, too, the kind that go to every funeral, even those of strangers, collecting prayer cards like they're baseball cards. The theikos came. Me, Billy, his parents, my Mom, Dr. Martin, and Adam. Sybil and Gloria. Even Adeen made a rare public appearance.

The minister dismissed us, and the crowds consoled each other in hushed, soothing voices as Big Joe, Adam's brother and the cemetery caretaker, gathered his things and prepared to cover her up. Billy and I started for the cars. We didn't get very far before Sheriff Franks stopped us. “Do you two have a minute? We need to talk.”

My insides flip flopped. “Please,” I said. I couldn't deal. “No more investigations. Not right now. I'm sorry.”

Honestly, I didn't feel like being reminded that I had gotten it all wrong again. I'd blamed Billy for Andy's crimes. Wrong. I thought Sam was the creep lurking around town killing people. Okay, I got that half right, but not right enough. Sheriff said the same person killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys, and that person wasn't Sam. It was someone else. And I didn't see them coming. I was the worst guardian ever, and I was the only one left. 

“That isn't it at all, Jess,” he said. “The library finished their inventory of the archives. There were books missing. Five of the family trees. Only theikos family trees. Yours is one of them.” 

Those were the record books where Gladys lovingly tracked all the deaths, births and weddings.

“Why would anyone want a bunch of dusty old genealogy books?” Billy asked. 

“There's no easy way to say this, so I'll tell it straight,” Sheriff said. “Those weren't ordinary books. When Gladys looked at them, she saw more than names. I'm not sure how it worked, but she could see who had gifts and who didn't, and what gifts they had. Gladys told me after that meeting at Grandpa Bob's.” 

A chill ran over me. Why didn't she tell me? 

Gladys had publicly objected to Sheriff's proposal to catalog and track all the people with powers. She said if our identities were linked with our gifts, we'd all be in danger, but she already had the list. She must have thought it was safe because she was the only one who could see it.

“Here's the worst part. It's just a theory, but...” Sheriff cleared his throat. “Grandpa Bob's house was turned upside down. Every paper, every book and drawer and shelf. So was the archives. I think the killer was after those books specifically. And, I think whoever stole them is looking for theikos. Gladys put up a fight. Nothing else was taken. It can't be a coincidence.”

Those books would be useless to normies. The killer must be theikos. 

Pieces clicked together. 

Find Anne. Gladys' dying words. She'd given me the clue.

It all made sense. Anne must be the killer, the creep lurking in the shadows. Mama.

She had been burned at the stake, which would explain the smudgy, hard-to-read fingerprints. She had long dark hair, like the ones found at Grandpa Bob's. She was aphthiton, unending, all powerful. If she wanted to kill, a safety like Grandpa Bob would get in the way. If Anne took Gladys' power, she could see who was theikos. She could track us down. She could kill us off one by one. She could collect powers along the way. She could become unstoppable. 

Anger, hot as coals, simmered in my guts. Gladys and Grandpa Bob were sent to their end with violence. With pain. With fear. They deserved better. They deserved to die quietly in their sleep, snug and safe in their beds. I vowed right then to find Anne and kill her. I would become the guardian Salt Creek needed. 

“You all right, Jess?” Sheriff asked. “You're awfully quiet.”

“Yeah. Fine.” I'd need more evidence if I were to convince the Sheriff a two-hundred-year-old woman was terrorizing the town. I'd tell Billy as soon as we were alone. 

“All right then.” He tipped his hat and turned to go.

I grabbed him before he took a step. I had another concern. “Who's Gilley?”

“How...?” All the color drained out of his face. “How did you know?”

“Gladys wouldn't let me heal her, because she wanted to be with Gilley. Who's Gilley?”

“Oh. Well, of course she'd say that.” Sheriff's glance fell to the grass. “Gilley was her son. We were friends a long time ago, and we were neighbors growing up. Sadly, Gilley died from cancer when he was nine.” 

It felt like a punch to the gut. I hadn't expected that. The son she'd lost. An unspeakable kind of grief. I hoped they were together now, like I was with Dad and Gramps the first time I died. 

Sheriff wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. Maybe for Gladys, maybe for Gilley. “Look,” he said. “If those books are what Gladys said they are, there's a chance whoever stole them can figure out who you all are. We have to be vigilant. Lives are at stake. I'm counting on you. You're a guardian. Act like one.”

“I will,” I said. 

As soon as Sheriff walked away, Billy said “Sybil said something dark was coming to Salt Creek, but it's already here, isn't it?”

“Yes,” I said. “We have to be ready. She knows who we all are now. No one is safe.”

“She? She who?”

“Anne. Or, Mama.” I had a feeling they were one and the same, and that she was the real woman in the woods the day I searched for Andy's camera. The fog was trying to show me, warn me. She must have found the camera before I got there. That would explain so much. 

“Who is Anne?” Billy asked.

Just then the biggest bolt of lightning I had ever seen cut across the clear, cloudless blue sky. A chill ran over me. Everyone in the cemetery yelped. 

“Uh, just so you know that wasn't me,” Billy said. 

A line of black churning clouds appeared on the horizon, drowning out the warm light of the sun. “I know,” I said. “There are much scarier things in Salt Creek than you.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 39— Found
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Life settled into something resembling normal over the next couple of weeks. 

The leaves on nearly every tree turned vibrant orange, yellow and red, painting Salt Creek like a scenic vacation post card. The mornings turned colder, and the sun set earlier each night. Pumpkins and cartoon turkeys appeared on porches, as the days ticked closer to Thanksgiving. 

Sonya sashayed around the school as if the ghost of Steve had never appeared to her and that car had never hit her. She cheered the football games, pepped the pep rallies. Her near death experience hadn't made her any nicer, but she kept her word. Outright aggression toward Grif and I had stopped cold. Even the whispers had died down. I didn't know how she did it, but Sonya had worked her own sort of magic to keep the mean girls in line. The added bonus? She steered clear of me. I rarely saw her, as if she'd reorganized her entire life to avoid so much as an accidental passing in the halls. 

Grif showed up for school occasionally, every other day at best and never to biology class. He avoided me like it was his job. Apparently, Mrs. Beekman was giving him assignments on the side, sensitive to our tenuous situation. 

Sam was still in jail, because she couldn't make bail. Vic and I split her shifts at the diner, and Grif only came in to eat when I wasn't there. I tried not to let it bother me. I had to give him time. We had a lot of baggage to work through, Grif and me. It wasn't a rush job.

I tried not to think about it too much because for once, things seemed to be going well for me. Katie's fundraising jars had been a success. People in town had put enough dollars in them to buy Andy's parents a new wheelchair van, with money left over. Mr. Combs told me, thanks to the settlement, Andy's parents' house was out of foreclosure and Mr. Stillwell's disability checks were finally coming every month. Something resembling lemonade had been made out of Andy's lemons, and it had lifted three thousand pounds of guilt off of me. 

My secret mason jar of run-away-with-Billy cash was filling up fast, too. Every night after my shift, I stuffed the dollars in, and my heart would pirouette just thinking about a bright safe future somewhere else together. I'd managed to catch up at school, too. Assignments were turned in, papers written. I looked, on the outside at least, normal. 

Except that I spent every free second with my nose in Charity, Unchained. It was the last book Gladys had given me, and the last and most important assignment. Find Anne, she'd said. I would. For Gladys, for Grandpa Bob, for the theikos. And, because Billy and I couldn't leave Salt Creek in good conscience until she was subdued. She was all that stood between me and the future I wanted.

But, no matter how many times I went through the story, no clues emerged. I wasn't any closer to figuring out where she was or what she wanted. If anything, I started to feel close to her. I understood her. She was a teenage girl who, by circumstance, was driven to do awful things. Story of my life, right? 

It also became very clear that stopping her wouldn't be easy. She was aphthiton. All powerful. Unending. Nearly unkillable. She'd survived burning at the stake.

I was nose deep in the book during my break at the diner when Dee came into the tiny wood-paneled office which doubled as the break room. It was Saturday afternoon. The lunch rush was over.

“Listen,” she said. “We haven't had a chance to really talk about what happened. I feel terrible about what Sam did to you. I'm so sorry. If I'd been around more, I might have been able to read her thoughts. I might have figured out what she was planning. I could have stopped her, but I had no idea. And I'm sorry. Really sorry.”

“It's okay. You had to take care of Grandpa Bob.” His estate, I meant. “It's not your fault. You sound just like Vic. Don't blame yourself for other people's bad behavior.”

“Well, I just want you to know I'll never forgive myself for what Sam did to you, and it makes me sick that she lured you to the diner to do it. I want you to be happy here. I want you to feel safe working here.”

“I do,” I said. “It's not your fault. I don't blame you.”

“I don't want to believe you, but I know from your thoughts you're telling the truth.” She wiped a sliver of a tear from her eye, careful not to smudge the perfect arc of black eyeliner she always painted across her lids. “Anyway. The diner is pretty dead. Vic's coming in at four. Do you want to take off early? I can manage, if you want to split.”

I agreed. I put my coat on and slipped my book into my backpack, which, these days, also carried all the drawings Sybil had given me. They were clues to be studied. I'd looked at them so much I practically had them memorized. 

Dee hugged me after all my skin was covered. “Are you sure you don't want to give me some of your mind-reading magic?” I said. “I could use it. It might help me find out who killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys.”

“I've already tried that,” she said. “My gift isn't really a gift. It doesn't work the way you think it does. It's complicated. Trust me. You don't want it.”

“All right.” I smiled. “I believe you.”

Dee went back out front. As I pulled my keys out of my coat pocket, a sliver of crumpled up paper fell onto the floor. I picked it up and smoothed it out. It was the note Sybil had given me that day under the bleachers. A name in scrawly black handwriting: Anne Lardner. The name Grandpa Bob had whispered to Sybil. 

How could I have missed it? I fished the book out of my bag and flipped through it, scanning pages. There it was, smack in the middle of the second chapter. Anne Lardner. Anne Charity's real name. I wanted to kick myself. I had the name before Gladys was killed. My stomach churned. I'd messed up. Big time. 

I grabbed the phone book, fat, dusty from disuse, out of the desk drawer. I flipped through the white pages, running my finger down the L's. Nope. No Lardner. A dead end. I'm so stupid. She wouldn't be dumb enough to advertise who she was or where she lived.

I gathered my things and popped out the back door. Mom had let me drive her car to work today. Gramps' truck had been towed out of Plum Run, but it was impounded until the Sheriff could comb every possible shred of evidence out of it. And, it didn't run. Water and engines weren't a great combination, although Lenny, the town's best mechanic, said he could fix it once Sheriff was finished. 

I sank into the driver's seat and tossed my bag onto the passenger seat. I missed, and it tumbled onto the floor, barfing out its contents. I leaned over to scoop it all up. The tiny sliver of paper with the name on it had landed upside down along with Sybil's drawing of Mama. From this angle, her face looked a lot like Dana Lenner. 

Something like a lightning bolt bounced through my brain. No. She couldn't be...

I snatched up the paper and fished a pen out of Mom's glove box. I ticked off the letters. Anne Lardner. Three N's. Two A's. Two R's. Two E's. One D. I reshuffled them a few times, fumbling, until they made another name: Dana R. Lenner. 

My heart landed in my sock. Dana Lenner was Anne Lardner. Anne Lardner was Anne Charity. Anne Charity was an aphthiton like me. That's how she survived Sam's attack. 

Sam was onto something. Sam saw shadows on murderers. Even if I only counted the people Anne killed before she was burned at the stake, that was a lot of shadows. Grif's words bounced through my brain. We ran into a lady like you once. All kinds of powers. Shadows were lined up a mile behind her. Hundreds of people, all dead. She killed them.

Anne. Grif and Sam had met Anne. Before I knew it, the gas pedal was against the floor, and the car was speeding to the shoddy apartment building by the railroad tracks. I parked in the thrift store lot across the street and when no one was looking, I zipped into the woods next to Dana's apartment.

I slunk through the trees. The hole — the secret grave in the woods— was still there. No one had filled it in. The claw marks in the ground where she climbed out gave me chills. My hole probably looked exactly the same after I crawled out of it. 

I hid behind the prickly branches of an evergreen close to Dana's window. I stopped. I listened. I smelled. Nothing but wood and pine, fancy candle smell. A gentle breeze rustled the trees. I ran to the window and peered in. The apartment was pristine. It'd been cleaned out, swept up. There was no overflowing garbage can or half-packed boxes. Nothing in it at all. I slipped to the mailbox. Only a discount store sales fliers addressed to “current resident.” Well. She's not here. Stupid me.

She'd been found out. She wouldn't come back. She'd be hiding. But where?

I speed-walked across the stubbly pavement back to Mom's car. She'd kill me if she knew I was slinking around like this, but that didn't stop me. I drove right out of town to the Hidden Hills stable. Dana/Anne had worked there. Maybe she still did. 

I parked Mom's car on the berm overlooking the manicured white barn and green pastures. The smell hit me like a wall when I stepped out of the car. Clover and manure. Earthy, pungent. The smell that clung to Sam and Dana like perfume. Kids clip clopped on horseback through the paddocks below me, outfitted in their helmets and boots. I watched. I waited. There was no trace of her.

I slid back into Mom's car. The intensity of the sun had turned it into an oven, so I rolled all the windows down and headed for home. Maybe I'd have more luck searching online for Dana/Anne. I could call George, the theikos who volunteered at the library. He had a near-perfect memory. Maybe he'd run across her name in an archive or a database.

The air kicked my hair around, pouring through the open windows as I wended down the two-lane road across the valley. The warm yellow sunshine soaked into my skin. I reveled in the sweet smells of fall. The wood smoke from chimneys. The decay of fallen leaves. The sweetness of clover, the stink of manure. 

Clover and manure. Just a trace of it in the air. I hit the brakes, and the car screeched to a stop in a bank of goldenrod by the side of the road. I got my bearings and quickly surveyed the fields and houses around me. No cattle. No horses. Only stubbled yellow corn fields, dotted with tiny white houses puffing gray smoke from their chimneys. I wasn't far from my house, and there was no obvious source of that smell. Unless...

I pulled my hair back tight in a ponytail while I steel-reinforced my insides. It was time for a scouting mission. “I'll find you Anne, and you will pay for what you did to Grandpa Bob and Gladys,” I said. “I promise you that.”

I texted Billy, on my third new phone in as many weeks.

Dana R. Lenner = Anne Lardner = Anne Charity. Dana is Anne. She's alive. She's dangerous.

I got out of the car and followed my nose. I walked calmly, slowly, into the fields, toward the woods, past dogs barking at back gates. As the notes of clover and manure in the air grew stronger, my doubts bubbled to the surface. 

What if you find her? You don't have a plan. She might be stronger than you. 

I tamped the doubt down with sheer resolve and stubbornness. If she killed me, I'd just live again. I'd fight again. I decided right then that if I had to become a monster to destroy Anne Lardner Charity, I would. For Grandpa Bob. For Gladys. For everyone still living and breathing in Salt Creek. 

Walking was too slow, and I was too impatient, so I jogged through a bumpy corn field, following the smell to the very edge of the valley, to the start of the forested hills hemming in Salt Creek. It lured me, stronger, stinkier, sweeter, to the thin dirt trail in the woods that led to the rock where Anne was burned alive. 

A deep cold overtook me. I recognized this place. I'd had a vision here before. A fog-filled, whisper-screams-in-the-wind messed up vision the day our moving truck came to Salt Creek. The fog had tried to warn me. If I'd listened, Grandpa Bob and Gladys would still be alive. 

The trail dipped into a patch of dark woods where the tree tops leaned in on each other, branches naked and gnarled, closed in like skeleton hands. I could barely see the trail for the thick blanket of dry fallen leaves over top of it. I pressed forward, riddled with doubt but compelled. I breathed deep, rallying my nerves.

My shoes squished, sinking into the soft, wet ground. The narrow boulder, taller than it was wide, lay in the middle of a stream that had turned to mud now that the summer rains had gone. 

This was it. Anne Charity's stone. Burned alive as a witch in 1782 for being aphthiton. For killing the soldiers who killed her friends. For getting revenge. Or, so the story went. The book said she burned. The book said she died, but that was a lie. It was the perfect cover story. She would never be a suspect for any crime. No one would ever believe she was still alive, except for me. 

I ran the tips of my fingers up and down the rock, across the symbols carved by the Lenape Indians who used to live in this valley. I found the indentation, the circle with a little cross carved in the middle. I traced the lines radiating out from the circle. The sun. Gramma's sun. The guardian's sun. A carving, to mark the spot where an aphthiton had died. All I could smell was clover and manure.

“Where are you, Anne?” I whispered. 

“Sister.” A voice echoed through the woods. “I am here.” 
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Chapter 40— Anne
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She's here. 

My guts went down a big hill, but I was ready. Inside, I was all steel beams and rage. I had to fight, and I had to win. For myself. For my friends. For Grandpa Bob and Gladys. For Salt Creek. Fire churned deep in me. I was the storm, ready to be unleashed.

I backed away from the rock, scanning the woods all around me with each step. Listening, smelling, trying to tune in on her location. I didn't have to try. She didn't seem too concerned about hiding. Anne leaned against the paper-white trunk of a birch tree a dozen feet in front of me. 

The sight of her rattled my core. My brain couldn't reconcile what I knew to be true with the girl I saw standing in front of me. She was nearly two hundred and fifty years old, and in all that time she had barely aged. She looked like she'd still get carded for beer. 

And she looked just like me, just like the drawing in that old guardian book. She had long dark hair, light eyes. Her body was slim and long. She was my mirror image, only leaning casually against a tree trunk wearing a plaid shirt and muck boots. 

“Sister.” She smiled. If she viewed me as a threat, she didn't show it. “You've made me so happy. It's been a long time since I've met another like me.”

“Stop calling me sister.” My fingers balled up into fists so tight my nails cut into my palm. My electric rage thrummed my insides. 

“You were brave to try to rescue me from that woman,” she said.

Ha. I should have helped Sam kill her. Not that it was possible. Anne and I were both walking, breathing, talking proof of a certain kind of life after death. 

“You need to leave Salt Creek.” My words were measured, slow. “Right now.”

“Honestly, I was planning to after the attack. I was packed up and ready,” she said. “I usually don't stick around once I'm discovered, but then there was you. You're worth staying for. And since then I've found a new purpose, a new reason to stay.”

She stepped toward me.

“Stop where you are.” I said. “Don't take another step.”

“Don't be afraid. We have a lot in common.” She paused, then she pulled her sweater open a bit. She had a pinkish white scar in the shape of the guardian's sun on her chest, in the same place as mine. “I am a guardian of Salt Creek, just as you are.”

My head spun on an angle for a split second. No. No way. “You're nothing like me,” I said. I would never kill innocent people.

She examined me top to bottom, scoping me out. “You're more like me than you want to believe, but I understand. It must be hard for you, seeing me,” she said, “discovering that your life will stretch for centuries.”

“Why did you do it?” If I hadn't felt the vibrations in my throat, the words scraping past my tongue, I wouldn't have recognized the voice as my own. So even. So forceful. “Why did you kill the other guardians?”

“I did no such thing,” she said. “I haven't killed anyone since 1782.”

“LIAR!” My blood burned like lava. Lightning skipped up my spine.

Zzzzttt. Zzzttt. Red electrified rage ripped out of my chest and rolled across the hollow, burning the dry leaves on the ground, singing the trees. My insides buzzed like thousands of agitated hornets. Anne ducked and covered her head. The angry red wave crashed over her. She stayed down. She didn't move. 

Zzzzttt. Zzzttt. I sent another ring of electrified red energy. Zzzzttt. Zzzttt. Then another one. And another, until my guts burned, and my ears filled with a high-pitched ting. Zzzzttt. Zzzttt Zzzzttt. Zzzttt Zzzzttt. Zzzttt.

Over and over again and more, everything and all of it. Anne stayed curled up in a ball. Her hair and her clothes singed and smoked.

It wasn't enough to hurt her. I took a deep breath and let go, giving into the current completely, and I felt something I never had before. A merging, a oneness that pulsed through the earth, the air, the clouds, and right through me. Suddenly, thick white lightning cracked, hitting the ground inches from Anne. 

Thwack. Crack. Lightning zig-zagged down from the sky.

Thwack thwack thwack crack.  

It came, electrifying the air, zigzagging through the sky, stabbing the ground, but it didn't phase Anne. 

She yelled over the thunder. “I am not your enemy!”

“Yes, you are.” 

The oneness powered me on again. 

Thwack. Crack. Thwack. 

Lightning rained down on her. Pain like razors and spears stabbed my gut, but I didn't stop. She howled and fell to her knees. The stench of burned hair, hers and mine, floated in the air. 

Thwack. Crack. Thwack. 

She stumbled. She howled. Yes. Yes!

“You can't kill me,” she yelled. “Don't waste your energy. Save it for the real fight.”

“This is the fight!” Now. Forever. Whatever it takes. 

I couldn't kill her, but I could drive her away. 

She looked at me and her eyes dug into me like hooks. “You don't understand.”

“You killed them,” I screamed. “I understand enough.”

“I have killed, but I have atoned,” she said. “You've got it wrong. Stop fighting me and listen!”

“Never!” My shimmering pink tethers, thought made action, flew out and wrapped her up. She wrestled and tugged against them as they laced around her neck and tightened. She pawed at her throat, trying to knock them away. I squeezed tighter.  

She looked at me and her eyes went pure black. The white parts, too, like a demon fresh from hell. The afternoon sun instantly disappeared. The forest turned black as night. My heart punched my ribs, scared, but I kept my grip on her. She pulled against me, and I stumbled, but held tight.

The sky let loose. Unnatural storm clouds rippled and churned above, choking out the afternoon sun, dropping sheets of water and hail raining down on me so hard it cut like glass. The storm. It's Anne. I lost focus, and my telekinetic tethers snapped. 

“Stand down, guardian,” she said. 

“No!” 

The wind blew hard against me, pricking me like a wall of needles. The air grew heavy, saturated, compressed. My ear drums swelled. 

Crrrreeeee. Ka ka. Crreeee. Tree branches, bent by the wind, creaked hard against each other, against themselves. 

Anne hadn't moved. She stood stone still in the churning gray wind. “Stop fighting me and listen.”

“Never!” 

“Fine,” she said. “Then I will make you.”

Vvvirrrrrrr Wirrrrrrr. Vvvirrrrr Wirrrrr. A sound, like a train whistle, echoed through the trees. Fwump Fwump Fwump Fwump. Tornadoes sprung up around me. Thin but taller than me, swirling, ripping up chunks of sod and stone and catapulting them through the air.

I ran, first to one tree, then the next, snaking my way from spot to spot, away from the twisters, until I was behind her. The vvvirrrrr of the tornadoes grew louder as they swirled around us, dozens of them, ripping and whipping in erratic circles.

Fwump Fwump Fwump Fwump. Saplings fell as the spiraling tornadoes closed in around us.

Anne didn't move. She didn't look around to see where I'd gone, as if she wasn't concerned. Broken sticks, rocks, dirt, flew through the air, pelting me with jagged edges, filling my eyes and nose with sediment. 

I could see her through the whirling dirty air, still standing with her back to me. I took a deep breathe and the gossamer strings sprouted from me. They arced, steady and fluid, sparkling like the prism of colors in a soap bubble, through the air and around the trees. They wrapped around Anne, covering her head to toe.

She jerked. She fought. In my mind I could feel her tugging as if she was actually pulling on me, but the storm didn't stop.

The rain and hail raged. The wind stung my face, ripping at my hair. The tornadoes spun faster. The funnels pulled bigger, fatter trees up by the roots as they churned, as easy as if they were pulling the tiniest weed seed from a garden bed. 

Anne pulled the tethers, and I tumbled forward. She yanked and writhed. 

I have to hold on. I dug my heels into the ground. My temples pounded, but I refused to stop. I refused to let go. I squinched my eyes closed and focused only on tightening the gossamer strings around her. I had to hold on. Without air, she'd die, even if only for a little while. 

Her movements slowed. It's working. It's working!  

And it was, until Thwap! 

The paper white trunk of an uprooted birch tree thrashed against the my head, knocking me out.
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Chapter 41— Fear
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Where am I? 

I woke up alone. The storm was over. The forest was calm and bathed completely in white mist, as if I was in some kind of dream. I sat up and rubbed the back of my head. My hair was wet and there was blood on my finger tips, but no wound. 

The ground was damp, mossy, and I was sitting in a soft pile of wet fall leaves. I reached out to touch the milky white air. It swirled around my fingers, like smoke. I'm in the fog. I'd never seen it so thick before. I couldn't see more than a foot in front of me. 

I have to get home. I have to warn the others. I stumbled through the fog, batting it away with my hands, until my feet got tangled up in something big and I tripped, landing thud hard on my knees. When I looked back to see what I'd fallen over, I saw Katie, lying stone still on the ground. 

No! Her eyes were half open and focused on nothing. I shook her. “Katie. Katie. Are you awake? Can you hear me? Katie. Katie. Wake up!”

She didn't move. Her skin was cold. She was covered with blood. No. no. no. no. no. I'm too late. Anne killed her. 

I have to warn the others. I skittered through the leaves like a chipmunk and soon found another body. This one had long red hair. Vic. Blood leaked out of the corner of her mouth, coating her chin and soaking the front of her shirt. “Vic!” I screamed. “No. Not you. Vic. Please.”

Why hadn't she healed? Tears rained out. “No. Vic. No!”

I screamed and punched my fists into the ground. I'm so stupid. I shouldn't have confronted Anne on my own. Black anger and grief raged inside me. What good was I, with all these powers, if I couldn't save them? I didn't deserve to be a guardian. I had failed again. 

Suddenly, the white fog cleared, and I could see everything in a radius about two dozen feet around me. The ground was covered in bodies. Dead and motionless and still, scattered on the forest floor like casualties on a battlefield. 

Katie and Vic. Adam, his blond waist-long hair matted with blood and mud. His brother, Big Joe, the cemetery caretaker, his legs bloody and broken and bent under him at an unnatural angle, as if he'd been chewed up. Lenny, the auto mechanic. Mrs. Combs, dead in the same dress she wore the night of my rising party, her neck slit down to the bone. And Adeen, eyes open, stabbed in the chest, her pajamas wet with blood. 

I shook each one, hoping please God they had enough life left that I could heal them, bring them back from the brink. But no. They were all dead, their eyes milky white and staring at nothing. 

No. No. no no no no no. This can't be real. 

I was the guardian. It was my job to protect them. I failed. 

I spotted one more body at the edge of the fog. Leather jacket. Black hair. Oh God no, please. Don't be Billy. Please. But I knew from the angle of his shoulder and the leanness of him that it was. I scrambled over to him. Blood leaked from the corners of his eyes, from his mouth. “Billy,” I whispered. “Don't leave me. Please. You can't leave me.” 

A bleak future unfolded. An endless life lasting centuries. Alone, carrying the burden, knowing my true love was cut down in cold blood and I couldn't save him. 

I touched his face. His skin was still warm. Thank God. “Billy? Billy? Can you hear me?” 

He moved. “Stay with me. Please. I'm here. I'm here.”

Suddenly, his eyes popped wide open and he sat straight up.

“Billy? Are you all right?” 

I put my hands on his face again. He'd need my energy to heal. He looked at me. His white T-shirt was rusty red, streaked with dried blood.

“I am not your enemy.” His voice was flat and even. 

“What? Billy. No. Of course you're not. Why would you say that?”

“I have been named guardian. I'm here to help you drive the darkness out of Salt Creek.”

“Billy, what are you talking about?”

“I am not your enemy.”

“I know that.” Butterflies fluttered all around in me. “But, our friends. What happened? How did you survive? What do we do now?”

“All these people dead, murdered,” Billy said. He grabbed my hands and held them tight. “This what you fear, sister.”

Sister? What? 

“We can prevent this together,” he said. 

“Prevent? But— It's too late. They're already dead.”

“No. Listen and see,” he said.

In an instant, like the snap of a finger, the white mist disappeared. I was sitting in the woods. In Billy's place sat Anne Lardner Charity, cross legged and quiet. She was the one holding my hand tightly.

My skin flushed hot. I broke free from her grip and scrambled backward. “Don't touch me! I don't want your powers.”

“Don't worry. I can't give you my gift, because you already have it,” she said. “We are both aphthiton. Any other power we have is only a mirage, an expression of our one true gift. Gladys taught me that.”

Gladys. “Then why did you kill her?”

“I swear to you, I didn't kill her. Please don't be afraid of me,” she whispered. “I'm not your enemy.”

My breath quickened. I glanced back and forth. The bodies. Katie. Vic. Billy, his mom, Big Joe. They'd all disappeared. So had the fog. All that was left were a few uprooted trees and the clumps of grass and soil that had been torn up by twisters. The sun shone bright through the tree tops. Squirrels scampered through the leaves. 

“My friends. Where—” My heart raced. My mouth was so dry and hot I couldn't finish the words. “They were real. I touched them. I saw them. I felt them with my hands. They were here.”

“They're alive. I'm sorry I had to show you that. It was the only way to make you see.”

“Did you do that? Did you make me see?”

She nodded. “I only showed you the fear you already have inside of you.”

Suddenly, it became clear. Andy in the parking lot. Anne made me see him. She was stronger than Grif. Her power must extend to theikos, too. 

“You're not a guardian. You killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys.” 

The corners of her mouth pulled down into a frown. “Girl. I did not kill the guardians. I am not who you think I am. I am not a monster.”

“I know who you are. You're Anne Charity. You're Anne Lardner. You're supposed to be dead, but here you are.” 

“And so are you, sister. In fact, it was your death that brought us together,” she said.“When an aphthiton dies and is reborn, she becomes a beacon. A powerful force, an energy, is released. We who have died and lived again, the other aphthiton can feel it, like a vibration, deep inside us. We are drawn to it. We are drawn to each other. I followed the beacon to the ravine in the woods. I saw you there, but I was afraid. I hid. I hadn't met another in so many years, and honestly, I didn't expect us to look so much alike.”

Her voice trailed off and a glimmer of wetness appeared in her eyes. “Guardian girl. Believe me. I did not kill those other guardians. I have killed many men, but that was a time when I could not see light, only grief, only death. I have not killed since I emerged from the darkness, and I will not ever kill again. No matter what.”

“Why should I believe you?” It was too easy, too good to be true. “How do I know you're really a guardian?”

Anne pulled a necklace out of her pocket. A charm hung at the end, sparkling gold in the sunlight. Wavy rays formed a halo of fire. A sixteen pointed sun with a cross in the middle. The guardians symbol. A necklace like mine, like Gladys'. The seer has a vision, the guardian is revealed, Gladys said. That's how it works. There are no mistakes. If you've been given a sun, if you are marked with a sun. You are a guardian. You have been chosen.  

Sybil's painting of Anne, her name on a slip of paper, both whispers straight from Grandpa Bob. We'd gotten it all wrong. He wasn't naming his killer, he was naming the guardian who was to replace him. He'd given us the answer, we'd just asked the wrong question. 

Anne sat silently, patiently, watching me work through it. She didn't raise a finger. She just waited. I had outright attacked her, but she didn't seem ruffled or upset at all. A sensation, something warm, something soothing percolated through me. I didn't know why, but I believed her. I believed Anne was telling the truth. 

“What do we do now?” I asked. 

“We stand together and fight,” she said, “so your nightmare does not come true.” 

––––––––
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The End




Book Sausage

––––––––
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Here we are again at the end of another book, and finally, the fun part. It's book sausage time! This is where I pull back the curtain so you can see how I killed, chopped, molded, and stuffed all of my embarrassing/ funny/ sad/ romantic/ <insert chosen emotion here> life tidbits into the proverbial sausage casing to make the book you hold in your hands right now. 

So let's pull this Band-Aid off, shall we? 

Let's start with The Empire Strikes Back. It's my absolute favorite Star Wars movie. By a landslide. Dude. I even have a Star Wars tattoo. (In my defense, I didn't know then they'd be bought by Disney.) Maybe I'm weird, maybe I'm macabre, but I love Empire the best because it's dark and the good guys lose in the end. 

Okay. Okay. I'm not actually rooting for the dark side of the force here people, but it was a bold choice to tell that story when we were all high off the “OhmiGod we totes blew up the death star y'all. Yay us!” big win of Star Wars: A New Hope. We the fans were expecting another big blow-out victory. But alas, no. We get defeat. And absentee evil overlord dads. Frankly, there's a lesson there: Life is rarely lemonade. I don't know about you, but I've got lots of lemons and not nearly enough sugar.

So yes. Jess, Resurrected is the Empire Strikes Back of the Salt Creek Universe. Just hear me out. Jess won, although barely, at the end of book one. Mystery solved, love gained, ohmigod we're safe! Cue happy ending. 

Uh, record scratch— not so fast! If this were the real world, there'd be absolutely no way in hell Jess could walk out of that ravine and move on like nothing happened. Every action has consequences, and doing something good and epic doesn't shield you from that. We rarely get parades and flowers for our victories in life. A lot of the time, people don't even understand or appreciate what we've done. Boo. Now I'm sad. We all deserve parades. I WANT PARADES!

Phew. Sorry. I needed a few minutes to calm down there. Okay. Where were we? Oh yes.

Consequences. If you've ever been to a high school where a student has died, you know there's no other way this story could have gone. 

I went to a tiny high school— only three hundred students—in a small town in southern Ohio. When I was a junior, two kids died. Heather was beautiful, sweet, and insanely popular. She died in a car accident on her way home from the prom. The effing prom! Her friend Ray, who went to the other high school in town, killed himself shortly after. The entire town grieved.

No one forgets that stuff. I was at a cocktail party last summer, and people still talked about it. How they felt. Where they were when they heard the news. I even stop by Heather's grave every time I'm at the cemetery, all these years later. 

The deaths of your classmates stick with you in ways other deaths don't. It disrupts what we, as teenagers, believe is the natural order. It's the ultimate unfairness. It's life not following the script. It's proof there are no guarantees. And, it's all the more poignant because it occurs during the time in your life when you feel absolutely and completely invincible. 

So that's why the story unfolds as it does. Also, Jess has to atone for what she's done. Sure, she saved the day, but she also killed someone, so I couldn't just let her bop around all happy. Not yet. We all feel bad after we've done bad things, even if we've done them for good reasons. Come on, admit it. You've done something you aren't proud of. I have, too. Here. I'll stop typing for a minute so you can sit and reflect on your dirty deeds.

Uh. That took a long time. What kind of monster are you? Okay, okay. I jest.

Wow. Sorry I got all serious up there ^^. Let's move onto the fun bits. Readers often wonder how much of an author's personal life ends up in their fiction. A lot. Like a lot a lot. More than you think, so here are the “Easter eggs” hidden in Jess, Resurrected. 

Let's start with Grandpa Bob. Oh yes. There's a real Grandpa Bob. He's my bff Sherri's dad. He's from Pennsylvania, loves the Steelers, and owned a machine shop. I adored him from the very first second I laid eyes on him. We met shortly after my own Dad died, and honestly, they could have been twins. They had the same working class edge, bald head, glasses (what is it about old dudes that they all have the same glasses?), and borderline baudy sense of humor. They also had the same nickname: Pappy. So yeah. I adopted Bob as stand-in dad. He didn't seem to mind. 

Sadly, Grandpa Bob joined the choir invisible shortly after we attended the Newark Catholic High School production of Footloose. Sherri and I are still convinced their anemic rendition of Mike Reno's “Almost Paradise” is what killed him. Seriously, kids. Public service announcement: If you've been cast in a musical based on a movie whose soundtrack was number one on the Billboard charts for nearly two months, at least listen to those songs on your iPod so you know how they're supposed to sound!

Anyway, poor Grandpa Bob died in his sleep a week later, most likely dreaming about those kids actually maybe just once successfully hitting a high note. Alas, it was never to be. His death was devastating, but I like to think Bob and my Dad are up on a cloud somewhere right now drinking Schlitz as they make dirty jokes at passing angels. I adored and still sorely miss the real Grandpa Bob, so it was really hard to kill the pretend one. 

Of course, my dad is in this book, too. Yeah yeah. Again! Deal with it! We all only get one dad! The character Lenny is totes my Dad. All of Lenny's physical descriptions are based on a photo I have of my dad sitting on a palm tree in Hawaii in 1975. My dad's name is Denny. Lenny? Denny? See what I did there? I'm practically f***ing Shakespeare! My Dad also owned the Kar-Gard muffler shop in Lancaster, Ohio, in the 1960s and 1970s. See? I lifted that straight outta my real life, too, and y'all wouldn't have known if I'd kept my lips zipped. 

Dee's Diner also used to be a real place, just outside of Nelsonville, Ohio, on a rural two-lane stretch of Highway 33. I don't think the real Dee was a mind reader, but who knows. I could be wrong. I consumed many an omelette and many a cup of coffee in the mismatched chairs of that diner. It had a big sign out front with a drawing of a coffee cup on it. Sadly, it's gone. 

People always say write what you know. Boy, look at me. I sure do know a lot, right? I have so much knowledge in my head I'm not ever gonna stop!

For instance, I know what it's like to be a waitress. My first job was at the Ponderosa Steakhouse Buffet in Lancaster. Not the nice one out by the mall. Oh no, too classy. I worked at the crappy one on the poor side of town. If you aren't familiar with Ponderosa, it's basically a significantly less-fancy version of the Golden Corral. You paid at the door, and if you were feeling flush, you could order a cheap steak and baked potato for a dollar more than the buffet alone.  

Enter sixteen-year-old me. I'm your waitress. I clear the dirty plates off your table. I bring you drinks and refills. Frequently Diet Coke, which considering the number of buffet trips many people took, was like trying to plug a breached dam of calories with a straw. If you're eating that much, go full Coke, people. Enjoy your life!

You have surely guessed the tips weren't great. All of the patrons basically served themselves. I'd pray to walk out at the end of my shift with five dollars, earned a quarter at a time, to put gas in the tank of my brown 1979 Ford Pinto. Glamorous, right? Still, you learn a lot being a waitress. Like that carnies don't care if you're underage when they slip you their hotel room key. And, that not all people suffering from bulimia are women. Two men frequently ate then barfed at our place. Take that after-school special. 

But, I'm thankful for every awful minute of it. When I run into my former Ponderosa coworkers, we exchange knowing smiles and plenty of funny stories. My big sister worked there with me, too. She was the buffet attendant, and she still has nightmares that a human-sized cucumber gets up off the buffet, sprouts arms and legs, and chases her around. Yep. Cucumber man still haunts her dreams nearly thirty years after her first shift at Ponderosa. 

When Dee said waiting tables is a skill that you can use anywhere? Yeah. She was right. I've waited many tables. My favorite job to this day was waiting tables at Clarke's Diner on N. Lincoln Ave. in Chicago. And then there was my least favorite job: At the now-defunct Maiden Voyage strip club on Bourbon Street in New Orleans. Between you and me? I went out in a blaze of glory, middle fingers up, after a customer pinched my boobs while I was serving his drink. Then, he had the nerve to only tip me a quarter. A quarter! Oh. Hell. No. Let's just say his drink ended up on his lap, and that quarter hit him smack between the eyes at about two hundred zillion miles an hour.

Still, the service industry taught me essential life skills, the biggest of which is to always treat the people who are serving you— pizza guys, bartenders, waiters, retail cashiers— kindly, because boy, a lot of other customers have abused them for no good reason. 

Well, folks, I'm almost outta room, but here's one more quick fact: I had a bully in middle school. A boy. He made my life miserable, and it felt like it was never gonna end. I don't know why he singled me out, but I can see now he was struggling. His inner turmoil translated into cruelty to me. Maybe. I can only guess. I say this because he killed himself a couple years ago. He was schizophrenic. He stopped taking his meds. Bullying sucks, it does, but sometimes we honestly don't know what demons the bullies themselves are struggling with. Sometimes, they could use some kindness and help. Sometimes. 

Sniff. All right. All right. Enough with the sappy stuff! This wraps up yet another edition of Book Sausage. I hope you enjoyed it, 'cause there's more in the back of Jess, Redeemed: Guardians of Salt Creek Book Three. Talk to ya then!
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Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. 

Nietzsche
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Chapter 1 — Amends 
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My fingers tightened around the wad of bills in my coat pocket as I mustered the nerve to knock on Grif's door. Sixteen hundred dollars. All the money I had in the world. 

It was a peace offering and a lifeline. At least, I hoped it would be. Grif and his mom, Sam, were barely getting by before she'd gone to jail for trying to kill me. Grif had somehow made it this long without her, but I'd be damned if he ended up homeless or hungry— again— because of her terrible decisions. I'd been trying to slip him the money for weeks, but Grif avoided me like I was small pox.

I took a deep breath and rapped my knuckles against the door. There was about a zero percent chance he would open it, but I had to try. We were friends once, and we were theikos, a race of people with super human abilities. A killer was picking our kind off one by one, so whether Grif liked me or not, we needed to stick together. 

The dingy red door shook under my fist, barely held in its frame by rusty hinges. Grif lived in the run-down apartment above the Hillbilly Lounge Bar and Grill. The stench of deep-fryer grease and stale beer saturated the air. Every pluck of the guitarist tuning strings on the stage downstairs reverberated through the gaps in the floorboards. 

I pounded on the door again. I heard empty bottles clank to the floor as someone moved inside the apartment. Then I heard whispers. 

Put your clothes on. 

Don't answer it.

It's probably Earl. He wants the rent. I can't put him off again. 

Do you have the money?

No. Not even close. I need more time. 

Let me handle it. Wait here. 

The door swung open, and my mouth dropped. Sybil's red hair was knotted in a fiery halo around her face. She wore nothing but a wrinkled plaid button-down shirt, unbuttoned and open, exposing her smooth, milky white skin. She and Grif had clearly been engaging in some extra curricular activities. She rolled her eyes. “You're either really brave or dumber than I thought.” 

“But...” It wasn't my fault Grif's mom tried to kill me. She knew that. 

“Hey, Earl!” Grif yelled. I caught a glimpse of him shuffling across the room, pulling his jeans up over a bare bottom. “I'll get the money. I swear. I got some hustles lined up. I just need another week, man.”

“It's not Earl,” Sybil said. “It's Jess.” 

Grif stopped moving, but didn't look at me. “Tell her to leave.” 

“Leave,” Sybil said to me. She shrugged. “Nothing personal. His house, his rules.”

“I'm not leaving.”

She huffed. “Jesus, Jess. Honestly, what did you expect? It's too soon. Way too soon.”

It'd been about two months since Sam had buried me alive and left me for dead in the woods behind the diner. She'd had one court hearing. Denied bond. Flight risk. 

“Tell her to get the hell out of here already,” Grif growled. 

“I did, babe, but she didn't listen.”

“Then make her leave.”

“Yeah, right. You know what she is. You know I can't make her do anything.” Sybil didn't break eye contact with me. 

“Then touch her,” Grif said. “She hates that.” 

My heart kicked up a notch. He was right. Touch was my weakness. I acquired the gifts of other theikos through skin-to-skin contact, and Grif knew it. Sybil spoke to the dead in dreams and in violent visions. I sure as hell didn't want that. 

“Please, Jess. Go home. For me?” she asked. “I've been in love with him since third grade, and I finally got my break. I really want to go back to bed, if you know what I mean.”

“It's been long enough,” I said. “We need to stick together. The killer¬”

“Yeah yeah, I know,” Sybil said. “We'll be careful. But right now, he needs time to heal.”

“Fine. I'll go.” I pulled the fat wad of bills out of my pocket and held it out to her. “If you give him this.”

“Holy crap.” Sybil eyed the money. “What's that?”

“Rent.” I pushed the wad of bills into her hand.

I stomped down the stairs, leaving Sybil speechless and half-naked in the doorway. A weight lifted off my heart. At least Grif would have food, an apartment, for a little while longer. 

At the bottom of the stairs, I hit a wall of bodies. The only way in or out of Grif's apartment was through the bar, and the place was absolutely packed full tonight. Sweaty bodies melted into a solid mass. The room reeked of whiskey, armpits, and cheap perfume. The guitarist struck a chord, and a voice, low and haunting, began to sing. 

“Excuse me.” I tried to slip past a man with a beard down to his waist, but he didn't budge. “Um, excuse me?”

He stared at the stage, transfixed, oblivious to me. I looked around. Everyone in the room swayed gently, watching the band as if they were under some kind of spell. On the stage, a tiny woman with pink dreads popped the bass, a bearded fat man pounded the drums, and a lanky blond ground out riffs on his guitar. Then there was the singer. His cheekbones were high and sharp. He was lithe, with thick dark hair down to his waist. His tight leather pants clung to his hips. He was shirtless. Tattoos and tight muscles dotted his body. He pressed his lips to the mic and sang over a throbbing bass line.

I've been searching for you, searching for all my life.

I've been dying for you, haunted by you, needing you all this time. 

He sang, smooth and low. I couldn't move. His voice wrapped me up tight, each word a rope, sweet and deadly. My heart rattled against my ribs. Heat rose inside me. His voice. It was bewitching. It set me on fire. I couldn't take my eyes off of him. 

I've been searching for you, searching for all my life. I've been dying for you, haunted by you, needing you all this time. 

He caressed the microphone. Sweat glistened on his body, bare and red under the stage lights. He pulled the mic from the stand and stepped off stage, pushing through the mesmerized crowd, still singing.

I've been searching for you, searching for all my life

I've been dying for you, haunted by you, needing you all this time. 

He waded through the undulating women in tight jeans and tiny tank tops who smacked their pink lips and angled for a chance to run their hands over his body. He ignored the hulking bikers and hipsters in cuffed blue jeans. He stopped right in front of me, looked deep into my eyes, and for a moment I felt like his song was just for me. 

Don't run away. I can't lose you tonight. 

Don't run away. I can't lose you tonight. 

My heart raced. I wanted to turn and run, but I couldn't move.

Don't run away. I can't lose you tonight. 

Don't run away. I can't lose you tonight. 

Suddenly, the mic dropped from his lips. He leaned in close to me and touched my cheek. The second his skin touched mine, the world stood still. The music faded, like it'd been pushed through a wall of cotton balls. The people around us stopped moving, as if they were frozen solid. My breath caught. 

“Can it be true? Have I finally found you?” His voice was low and soothing. He ran his thumb softly across my cheek. “I've searched for you for so long. I knew you were alive. I felt it. Dreamed it. I wanted it so badly I wasn't sure if it were real, but here you are.”

Then he kissed me. His warm soft lips landed smack on mine and suddenly the spell broke. No. Not my skin. No! I pushed him away. He looked at me for a long time, examining me like a slide under a microscope, as the world turned in slow motion around us.

“You aren't her, are you?” He frowned. “Of course not. I'm a fool. You couldn't be, could you? I'm sorry. Forgive me. My mistake. It's just...you look so much like her. I am so sorry. Wait. What is this?”

His thumb traced the pale white scar of the guardian's sun that had burned into my chest the night I died and was reborn. I tried to push his hand away, but he snatched mine and planted a gentle kiss on my palm. “You must be the one who called me home. Fate seems to have brought us together, hasn't it?”

That's when I noticed the tattoo on his chest. A sun with sixteen points and a circle with a cross in the center. Gramma's sun. The guardian's sun. My sun. 

I yanked my hand out of his. I was a fool. His magical sway over the crowd wasn't a magic at all. He was a theikos. He was a guardian. “Who are you?” I asked, breathless. 

He winked. I blinked, and in that split second, time seemed to rewind. The music kicked up loud, the crowd swayed, and the singer was back on stage caressing the microphone stand as if he'd never stood before me at all. 
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Chapter 2— His Eternal Heart 
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I couldn't get out of the bar fast enough. I pushed through the crowd, through the front door and right into a hard wall of freezing January night air. I zipped up my coat, and rubbed my hands together to warm them while I sorted through what had just happened. 

Who was that man? He had a guardian's sun. He acted like he knew me. I searched my memories. Had I met him before? No. No. Never. And the music. His voice. Something about it was... magnetic, making heat rise and time slow down, but that was impossible. 

Impossible. Ha. I couldn't say that about anything anymore. I am impossible — twice killed and still alive —yet I exist. Theikos gifts came in all forms. That man clearly had power, and he had touched me. One touch was enough to give his gift to me. I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and searched inside for a sensation, something, anything new, but I didn't feel any different. Not yet. 

Still, a storm cloud loomed. How on earth was I going to explain to Billy that I'd kissed another man and I'd broken my promise to give Grif time and space? 

The singer, dark and sultry, stared at me from the row of posters tacked onto the wall outside the bar. I ripped one off, rolled it up, and slipped it into my pocket. Someone had to know who he was and why he was in Salt Creek. In my eyes, he was a suspect. Grandpa Bob's and Gladys' murders were still unsolved, and this man was a stranger.

My phone beeped. I pulled it out of my pocket. A text from Vic. 

UR late. R U coming in? R U dead? 

Shoot. Time only felt like it had stopped in the bar. My shift at the diner started ten minutes ago. I'd promised Dee I'd work seven to close tonight because she had an early appointment with her accountant in the morning. I texted back. Still alive. On my way. Sorry!

I jogged the half a block to Gramps' lemon yellow pick-up truck, slid behind the wheel, revved the engine, and hit the gas. My bumper was barely out in the street when a long, loud horn honked and red lights filled my side mirror. I braked hard. 

An ambulance careened by, racing toward the hospital in a whirlwind of lights. I caught a split-second glimpse of a medic through the back window. It was a nine-two-two paramedic, which meant it was no ordinary emergency call. The nine-two-two paramedics were a special crew dedicated to theikos. Either one of our kind was in the back, or one of us had hurt a normie. I said a little prayer and hoped for the best.

Gramps' truck sputtered and stalled out. Seriously? I turned the key and pumped the gas. “Come on, girl. Start. Please.”

The engine pa-pa-putted then finally turned over. Phew. Off to work. But I only made it three blocks before the truck stalled out again at a red light smack in the middle of Main Street. “Come on. Get me to work and home, and I promise I'll take you to the shop first thing tomorrow. Pretty pretty please!” 

I pumped the gas again, turned the key. Nothing. Shoot. Looks like she's really dead this time. The truck hadn't been quite right since Sam had stolen it then crashed it, partially submerging it in Plum Run Creek. Lenny the mechanic got it running again after all that, but said it'd never really be the same. 

I slid the clutch into neutral and popped open the door. I scanned the street and the sidewalk. Empty. No other cars, no other people. Average Salt Creekers apparently stayed home on Thursday nights. I pressed hard against the cold steel frame and pushed the truck a few dozen feet into the closest open parking spot, thankful for the strength Big Joe had given me.

I locked up the car and texted Vic. Truck's dead. Have to run. Literally. Be there soon. 

I walked toward the edge of town, sinking deeper into my coat. The icy wind pushed the last remnants of autumn leaves in little whirlwinds across the sidewalk. I jogged past storefronts in tidy brick buildings and houses with warm light spilling out of the windows. It took real effort to go slow. I could run nearly as fast as a car, but couldn't take the chance in town where someone might see. When I rounded the corner to High Street, I ran smack into someone so hard the force knocked me onto my butt. 

“Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry,” I said. “I didn't see you there.”

A man stood over me, bald and meaty and strong. He wore a plaid jacket and jump boots. He smelled like bleach. He said nothing. No apology. No response. He didn't offer a hand to help me up. His eyes were black and hard. Without a word, he stomped off down the block like he'd never run into me. He was heading the same direction as me. I walked slow, careful to mimic the pace of a normal girl, letting him stay about a block ahead of me.

He eventually stopped at the run-down single-story bungalow across the street from Lenny's Kar-Gard auto shop. It'd recently been converted into a church, and a handful of people milled around out front chatting. The bald man joined them. A short blonde hugged Baldy when he walked up. “Out doing God's work, tonight?” she asked him. “Here. Take this.” 

She handed him a cup of hot something. Steam rolled off the top.

A man with a graying comb-over slapped Baldy jovially on the back. Everyone in the small group seemed happy to see him, but Baldy's expression was still flat and cold. “There's still more work to do,” Baldy said. “God willing.”

As I got closer, I noticed the church had hung a new sign since I'd dropped off a donation jar for the Stillwell fundraiser a few weeks back. 

Church of the Everlasting Reaping

Atone or suffer God's wrath

Services every Thursday and Sunday

Repentance session every day at noon

Hellfire awaits all sinners

Gee. How cheery.

I shuffled past, hoping to go unnoticed, when a man as big around as he was tall caught my eye as he emerged from the front door. He was stuffed into a polo shirt, no coat despite the freezing cold, brown hair slicked back against his neck rolls. I knew him from somewhere, although I couldn't quite place him. 

I moved quickly past the church, through the dark empty streets, and as soon as the houses gave way to corn fields, I dropped into the storm ditch next to the road, out of sight of passing cars, and ran as fast as I could to the diner. When I finally arrived, sweaty and out of breath, Dee was behind the counter making a fresh pot of coffee, and Vic was circulating through the restaurant refilling water glasses. It wasn't too busy. Only a handful of customers were scattered around the dining room.

I stepped behind the counter and grabbed an order pad off the stack. Dee eyeballed me. “You had quite a night.”

Nothing slipped past the boss. She was a mind reader. “That's an understatement,” I said.

The smile slid off her face. “Who was in the ambulance? Who's the bald guy?”

“I honestly don't know.” 

“Grif is worse off than I suspected.” She popped the carafe back in place and clicked the brew button. “Earl isn't gonna let him skip rent forever. I begged Grif to move in with me, but he refused.” 

“I can't keep anything secret from you, can I?”

“Um, no. You broadcast like FM radio. Clear signal.” Then Dee leaned in and whispered. “So, who's the guy? The mystery theikos? That kiss? My oh my!”

My cheeks burned hot. I should have tried harder to suppress that memory.

“Don't worry,” she said. “I won't tell. But who is he?”

A ribbon of fear was woven into her voice. The theikos community was on edge with two guardians dead, both murders unsolved. 

“I don't know,” I said. “But I grabbed this. I thought you might recognize him.”

I pulled the poster out of my pocket and unfolded it. There was a large color photo of the band with “His Eternal Heart. Exclusive engagement. One night only!” in large print across the bottom. 

“He had a guardian's sun tattoo here.” I tapped the spot on the singer's chest. He had some sort of necklace over it in the photo.

“Do you feel any different?” Dee looked me up and down, as if examining me. “If he's one of us, you would have caught something when he touched you.”

“I don't feel anything new.”

“You sure? Well, then maybe we're in the clear,” she said. “Maybe he's a fake. False alarm. Saw the sun in a book or something and liked the design.”

I shook my head. “No...He was...I can't explain it. His voice. When he sang, it was...”

“Please,” Dee winked. “Typical rock star.”

“What are y'all talking about?” Vic rounded the counter. Her jaw dropped when she saw the poster. “Ohmigod. They played here? Tonight? In real life? And I missed it? They're only my favorite band in the entire universe.”

Vic snatched the poster out of my hands and cleaved it to her chest. Dee and I stared at her blankly. “Do you two live under a rock? They're like so hot right now.”

“Then why on earth are they here?” I asked. What good reason could real rock stars possibly have to play a run-down biker bar in rural nowhere Ohio on a week night? No good reason at all.

“Well,” Vic perked up. Her eyes widened. “Rumor is they rented the old Grange building off Gun Barrel Road. They're living in it while they record a new album. It's all anyone's talking about. Isn't that exciting? Here of all places.”

Vic held the poster out and admired it. “Their music is so beautiful I want to eat my iPod so that the songs can live inside me. And, Vasi is so totally hot. That hair. That body. He's my soulmate. He doesn't know it yet, but he will.”

“Who's Vasi?” I asked. 

She rolled her eyes. “The singer. Duh.” Right here. She tapped his face on the poster.

Woah boy. Vic could never ever find out about that kiss. 

“How long have they been in town?” Dee asked. The concern in her voice was covered in a thin veneer of pretend excitement. She seemed as unnerved by their ill-timed arrival as I was.

“Not long. A couple months? But I don't know for sure,” Vic said. “Honestly, I didn't think it was true. Can I keep this?”

I nodded, and Vic smoothed the poster out flat on the counter before carefully rolling it up.

Bzzt. Dee's phone buzzed in her apron pocket. She fished it out and tapped the screen a couple times. Her face went white. 

“What's wrong?” Vic asked. 

“Sara's dead.”

“Sara who?” Vic asked.

“Sara Stumpf.” Dee looked at me. “She must have been the one in the ambulance.”

“Wait. Do you mean Ms. Stumpf the swim coach?” Vic asked

Dee nodded. 

“Oh no,” Vic said. “I loved her. She's taught all the kids swim lessons at the rec center forever. She taught me when I was little. But she wasn't, like, old, so what happened?”

“She's one of us,” Dee said. 

“What's her gift?” I asked. 

“She's like a dolphin in the water,” Dee said. “Fast, strong. She can hold her breath for a long time.”

“How did she die?” My heart thumped against my ribs. Please be a natural death. Please. 

“She drowned. I didn't think that was possible,” Dee said. 

All of our phones chirped at once. I looked at the message. Sheriff called an emergency meeting at Big Joe's tomorrow night. He said Sara was murdered.

Just then, the diner door flung open and Grif stomped in. He walked right up to the counter and threw a fat wad of dollar bills right at me. Tens and twenties fluttered through the air, raining down everywhere.

“Don't you ever EVER treat me like a charity case again.” Grif jabbed his finger at me.“Or I'll kill you, do you here me? I'll kill you!”
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Chapter 3— Eighteen
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“Hurry up, Vic.” She'd taken three times longer than usual to refill the sugar caddies and roll the silverware at closing time, and I was out of patience. So was Josue the cook, who'd finished scrubbing the grill and sweeping the kitchen thirty minutes ago and was now plunking away on his smartphone killing time.

“I am hurrying, geesh!” She dropped the bucket of sugar packs on the last table by the window and fished a handful of them out. She meticulously lined up all the little white paper packets before arranging them in their plastic caddy. “What's the rush?”

“It's nearly midnight, and we have school in the morning,” I said. “I like sleep. Do you like sleep?”

She glanced at the clock. “Fine. I'm ready. Except.. uh...have you seen my purse?”

We spent another ten minutes looking for it, because she swore it wasn't in the desk drawer in Dee's office, where we usually keep them. We looked everywhere, only to find it in the darn desk drawer after all. I texted my Mom to let her know I was on my way home— I had to check in and out constantly since the Sam incident— and Josue and I managed to scoot Vic out the back door just as the clock hit midnight. 

I slid into the passenger seat of her maroon sedan, and we started to my house. Vic was unusually quiet, obsessively checking the dashboard clock and tap tapping her glittery pink fingernails on the steering wheel.

“What's up with you?” 

“Nothing. Why?”

“Come on,” I said. “You're not the silent type.”

“Fine,” she huffed. “It's just... Brad.”

I tried really hard not to roll my eyes. “What did he do now?”

“He, uh, wants to get back together.”

“You said no, right?” Brad the meathead had been a barely passable boyfriend even before Steve died, but since then, he'd been an unbearable bully. He'd called Vic a selfish bitch and even French-kissed Sonya in front of her. “You are beautiful and charming and smart. You can do better than Brad Dunn.”

“Maybe,” she whispered. 

“Definitely.” I said.  “You aren't a carpet. Don't let him walk all over you. Go out with someone who is worthy of you, someone who will treat you well.”

“You're right,” she sighed. “I shouldn't even be thinking about it.” 

“He'd have to make a pretty grand gesture to make up for all the crappy things he's done.”

“Grand? Ha!” Vic sighed as we pulled into Gramps' bumpy gravel driveway. “I'm pretty sure he wouldn't even know how to spell grand, let alone pull that off.”

Gramps' two-story white farmhouse was dark, apart from the anemic yellow security light by the barn. Mom and Jack must be in bed already. Vic parked by the kitchen door. “I'm walking you in,” she said. 

“You can't be serious. I can walk ten feet without dying.”

“Not taking that chance,” she said. “I promised your mom I'd look after you.”

“Fine.” No use fighting it. I'd learned that much.

She followed me to the back door. I turned my key in the lock, and was about to open the door when I saw a strange orange light, tiny and flickering, inside the pitch-black kitchen. “Wait.” My arm shot out, holding Vic back. “Something's not right.”

“Oh for Christ's sake, go in already.” Vic flung the door open and pushed me into the dark room. The light flipped on.

“Surprise!”

Mom stood by the kitchen table holding a birthday cake with a single candle on it. Well, that explained the strange tiny light. My brother Jack, along with Billy, Adam, and Katie, stood around my Mom. Now I knew why Vic had taken extra long at closing tonight. She'd been stalling. They sang Happy Birthday. 

Mom held the cake—chocolate with chocolate icing, my favorite— out to me. “Make a wish.”

The tiny flame flickered orange and yellow. A wish. How could I pick just one? Everyone stood silent, waiting. I leaned in close to the candle, lips puckered, and drew in a breath. I wish to avenge the murders of my Dad, Grandpa Bob, and Gladys. I blew out the candle. Everyone clapped. 

“My birthday isn't until the tenth,” I said. “Why are we celebrating tonight?” 

“Honey, it is the tenth, technically.” She pointed to the clock. Quarter after midnight, fifteen minutes in to January tenth. With everything going on, I'd honestly lost track of the days. I'd been so preoccupied with all the guardian/ theikos/ murder stuff plus the whirlwind of Christmas, New Years, and school breaks that time had muddled. 

“It's so late,” I said. “Shouldn't you all be home in bed?”

“You only turn eighteen once,” Vic said. “You're legally an adult now. We had to totally rock it.”

“This is the only way I could surprise you,” Mom said. “You'd have figured it out if I waited. Plus, your friends thought it'd be fun, right guys?” 

They agreed, and everyone took turns hugging me while Mom cut the cake. Katie was the first in line.

“I'm glad you came,” I said. 

“Like I'd miss it,” she said. 

“I know I haven't been your favorite person lately.” She was still miffed that I'd lost my temper and used my powers in front of a cafeteria full of normies, but the edge of her anger had started to dull. 

“Look. I'm your friend. No matter what,” she said. “We all mess up. It's not a deal breaker. Unless you do it again. And... you could maybe win me over by coming back to the track team. I kinda want to win state this year, since we're seniors, so think about it?” 

She made me promise I would, then went to the table to get some cake.

“Happy birthday, old lady!” Adam hugged me. “Here.” 

He handed me a book with a bow on it. It was dusty, with a brown leather cover, and smelled vaguely of mold. I peeled back the bow to reveal the title. Ohio Annals: Historic Events in the Tuscarawas and Muskingum Valleys, and in Other Portions of the State of Ohio. Publication date: 1876.

“Uh, thanks.” I smiled “This gift is so... you.”

“Dude, don't hate. Read it,” he said. “Your girl Anne Charity is in there. Her whole story. I knew I'd read about her somewhere. And I did. In here. Now, you can, too. Maybe it'll help you find her, solve the mystery, you know?”

“I love it. Thanks.” I tacked on my best fake smile, not because I hated the gift, but because the secrets were piling up. I hadn't told Adam or Billy or anyone else that I had already solved the mystery of Anne Charity. I knew who she was, where she was, and I was pretty sure she hadn't killed Gladys and Grandpa Bob. I promised Anne I'd keep quiet about all of it, but I didn't know how much longer I could. Secrets were deceptively heavy. 

Billy shooed Adam over to Vic just as she bit into a huge slice of chocolate cake. He peppered her with chit chat. He crushed on her hard and it was obvious, but Vic either didn't know or didn't care. 

“Eighteen, huh? So, how does it feel to be a legal adult?” Billy wrapped his arms tight around my waist. I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, soaking in the feel of his warm skin against mine, the clean, earthy smell of him. 

“If it feels like this, then it's awesome,” I said. 

“Happy birthday, Jess,” he whispered. “I love you.”

My heart soared. “I love you, too, Billy. Forever.”

“Here. I got you something.”

Billy slipped a small red box with gold ribbons on top of it into my palm. “You didn't need to buy me a gift,” I said. “There's nothing I want in this world apart from you.”

“I wanted to,” he said. “Open it.”

I pulled the ribbon, and it fluttered to the floor. I flipped open the lid. Inside was a silver ring with a tiny heart-shaped diamond sparkling in the middle. My heart skipped a beat. 

“It's a promise ring,” he whispered. “I'm not sure I can legally give you the real thing until I turn eighteen, so I hope this will do until then. I just need you to know that I'm serious when I say I want to be with you forever.”

My words caught, and my heart filled.

“I'll help you put it on.” He slipped the delicate silver circle out of its velvet bed and began to slip it onto my finger. “I promise I will love you forever, Jesse Flowers, no matter what. Nothing will ever come between us.”

The ring caught for a moment on my knuckle. The diamond slipped forward and the setting scratched my skin, drawing blood. Ouch.

“Oh my God, I am so sorry,” Billy said. 

“Don't be silly,” I said. “It's nothing. It'll heal in a second.”

Except that it didn't. That tiny cut on my finger remained there until nine the next morning, when it suddenly decided to heal up and disappear. It should have taken a second, or less, not hours. My gut churned. What if suddenly, now that I'd turned eighteen, my powers had started to wane?
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Chapter 4— The Cabin
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Billy looked flawless in the moonlight. Silver light hung on the tips of his jet black hair and turned his eyes into gray pools. Icy wind whipped through the naked trees towering over Big Joe's cabin, and I shivered, steeling myself against the cold. I'd just confessed to Billy that I'd gone to Grif's apartment last night to give him money and that Grif very publicly refused it. I couldn't bear the weight of all these secrets anymore. I had to tell him everything. Everything. The kiss. Anne Charity. All of it and now.

This was the first time Billy and I had been alone to talk. Well, almost alone. Dozens of cars dotted the dirt driveway around Big Joe's. Sheriff Franks had called a meeting, and Big Joe's tiny, run-down cabin in the middle of the woods was the safest place for the theikos to meet now that Grandpa Bob was dead. It was isolated, perched on a hilltop bordered on one side by a thousand acres of national forest, and separated from the closest house by a mile of densely-forested hills.

“Oh, Jess.” Billy sighed. “I wish you hadn't done that.”

“I only wanted to help.”

“I know, but Grif's stubborn and proud,” he said. “The last thing he wants is for his friends to feel bad for him because he's poor. It's his hot button, you know that. It'll be ten times harder to convince him to accept help now.”

The kids at school had made fun of Grif's poverty for years. I thought the specter of becoming homeless would trump his pride, but I'd made a huge miscalculation. 

“Next time, call me when your truck breaks down,” Billy said. I'd told him about the truck, the bald guy. “I'll come get you. We don't take chances anymore, remember? What if that guy had tried to hurt you?”

“You can't rush in and save me every time there's a hiccup, or drop everything every time some little thing goes wrong for me,” I said. “We can't go on like that forever. You've got a life, too.”

“I can and I will drop everything. Anywhere, anytime. For you. Forever.” He touched my cheek with his fingertips. “I've nearly lost you twice. I won't take that chance again.” 

I could feel the stew of guilt and regret in his voice. He hadn't been the same since the night Sam tried to kill me. He'd spent a lot of time ruminating, wondering what he could have done to prevent it. But we had no way to know Sam's plan or when she would attack. Clues only added up in hindsight. The future was never as clear. 

“Please, let it go,” I said. “Almost losing me isn't losing me. It doesn't count. Besides, I'm hard to kill.” 

I smiled. He didn't.

“Not hard enough.” 

He leaned into me, pressing me against the support beam of Big Joe's slipshod porch, and kissed me. I got lost in the feel of his lips, the heat of him shielding me from the icy night air, protecting me from the unknown and the dark. When we were together like this, I floated on clouds, soft and warm. Nothing else mattered, and we were so high above the world it felt like nothing could ever hurt us. Except for the guilt stabbing me in the heart. I hadn't quite figured out a way to tell Billy that some other man had kissed me without making myself sound like a willing party. But I had to. I couldn't wait. 

I pulled away. My guts tied up in a knot. “There's something else I need to tell you about last night.”

“Seriously, guys. You couldn't hold off long enough to get back to Billy's lakeside palace for a proper make-out sesh?” Sybil stood next to us with her arms crossed, smirking. Grif stood behind her, looking everywhere but at me. Talk about bad timing. 

“If it isn't my favorite artist.” Billy hugged Sybil. “What's gotten into you? You never come to these things. You feeling all right?”

“Funny thing. Your mom stopped by to invite me in person,” she said. “This must be one hell of a meeting.”  

Billy gave Grif one of those man half-hugs. “You ever coming back to school?”

“You of all people gonna lecture me about attendance?”

“No way. You all right?” Billy asked.

“Gettin' by.” Grif glanced at me, then away. “See you inside, man.” 

After they went inside, Billy said “That could have gone worse.”

“Barely,” I said. “Listen. I've got to tell you something. His Eternal Heart played at the Hillbilly Lounge last night.”

“You're kidding? I love them!” Billy's eyes turned to half moons. “I'd heard they were in town, but I thought it was just a rumor. I mean, really, His Eternal Heart here?”

Oh great. He was a fan. Could this be any harder? “The singer. He... I think he's...” Come on. Grow a spine. Just spit it out already. “He, uh, kissed—”

“What're ya two doing out here?” Big Joe appeared in the doorway, his immense bulk filling every corner and blocking the warm light spilling from inside. “Meeting's started. We need ya. Now get in here.”

I vowed to tell Billy about the kiss the second the meeting ended. 

“Cover up, Jess,” Billy said. “Without Grandpa Bob, we don't have a kill switch, so everyone's blazing at full power, including you. We have to be careful.”

I zipped up my coat, put on my gloves, and followed Billy inside. 

Big Joe's cabin was a tiny rectangle filled with items that looked like something straight out of a 1919 Sears & Roebuck catalog. It had one room, with a bare-bones kitchen with pots and pans dangling from the ceiling on one side, and a fireplace surrounded by worn furniture on the other. 

Tonight, the cabin felt like it was going to split open at the seams. People were stuffed into every nook, every corner, every seat. The guests didn't match the shabby interior. Will, the handsome slick-talking real estate agent in a thousand-dollar suit lounged in an armchair with stuffing spilling out at the seams. Billy's mom Lila looked like she'd just stepped out of an issue of Vogue, as usual, in her slim red dress and sky-high heels.

I scanned the crowd. Every theikos in the county must have been there, five dozen of them at least. Billy's dad, who grimaced as usual as he tried hard not to swallow the town in a mudslide. Gladys, the plant lady. Sybil and Grif. Ava, Billy's platinum-blonde ex-girlfriend who'd given me super sensitive smell and hearing. Katie was there, too, with a tall blond man I could only assume was her dad. Vic, her dad, and her three hulking brothers were huddled by the fire. The Atwoods had sworn to keep their gifts secret, even to others like themselves. If they were here, things must be really bad. And they were. There was a killer in town targeting theikos. We'd lost two guardians. We were all scared. 

Sheriff Franks stood in the center of them all, looking pale, tired, his eyes ringed in dark circles, his body bent down like a thin branch. 

“Everyone, thank you for coming. As you know, these are uncertain times.” Sheriff slid his hat off. “I'd like to tell you everything is settled, and the person who murdered Bob and Gladys is behind bars. Sadly, I can't and it seems the killer has struck again. Last night, Sara Stumpf drowned in the community pool. Given Sara's natural talents, we have reason to believe she was murdered as well.”

The crowd erupted, hurling questions like rocks. We need answers. What's the hold up? This is your job, why aren't you doing it? Who did this? Are they coming for the rest of us? Who's next? I could smell the fear, ripe and acidic, in the air. 

“We're working nonstop. This is our number one priority.” Sheriff steeled himself against the rage and kept talking, his voice even and smooth. “Evidence linked Bob and Gladys' murders. We're waiting for lab results. We are running all DNA and fingerprints through state and federal databases. We're working as fast as we can, but testing takes time.”

Hopefully, he said, they'll be able to pinpoint a suspect as soon. “At the moment, we're pursuing all leads, but we have no credible suspects, so be vigilant. Take precautions.” 

And with that, he retreated from the spotlight. Billy's mom Lila stepped in to try to calm the crowd, whose voices rose in ever-higher pitched staccatos. 

Sheriff waded through the bodies over to me. “Ms. Flowers.” His jaw tightened. He didn't call me Jess anymore. He'd kept me at arm's length since Gladys' funeral. “Where were you at six o'clock last night?”

“Uh... At Grif's apartment,” I said. 

“Will he back you up?” 

“I'm...uh, pretty sure,” although there was a chance Grif might lie to spite me. “Sybil was there, too. Why do you ask?”

Sheriff stared at me for a long time. “Swear to me right now you're a true guardian of this town. Swear to me you're protecting these people. Swear to me you'd never hurt or kill anyone.”

“I...I swear.” Blood pulsed hard, hot through my veins. What was he getting at? “Of course, I do. You know that.”

“Sheriff,” Billy said. “You're not accusing Jess of something, are you?”

He looked at Billy with stone cold eyes. “Been a lot of killing since she moved to Salt Creek.”

And with that, Sheriff pushed through the crowd and right out the front door. A hand grabbed my coat and tugged. Suddenly I stood in the center of the room with Lila. She had Sybil on her other arm. Sybil looked at me like “what the hell?” I mouthed back “I don't know.”

Lila cleared her throat. “Some of you may not know that Sybil Devault is our seer. The seer has the visions that name the guardians. A member of the Devault family has been our town seer since the founding. Since her father's passing, this responsibility has fallen to Sybil. And as our seer, she has news.”

The crowd buzzed. Sybil was never invited to theikos meetings. Most people didn't believe she had a gift. She talked to dead people, relaying their messages in codes and paintings. Everyone just thought she was crazy, making it up, but I knew she wasn't. She was for real. 

Sybil had stopped caring what any of them thought about her a long time ago. She brushed off the doubting eyes boring into her. “Well, now you're all ears, aren't you? Figures,” she sneered. 

“Tell them Sybil,” Lila said. 

“Well, the news from the other side is we're shit out of luck,” Sybil laughed. “No new guardians will be named.”

People began to shout. We need a guardian. Your father would have named a guardian. You're a fraud. Without guardians, we're defenseless. 

“All of you shut up,” Sybil said. They did, probably more out of fear than respect. “No new guardians. Case closed. Salt Creek is protected. The ancestors say we have all we need.”

“That's a lie!” A gray-haired man barked at Sybil. “Who'll protect us? There's a killer out there, and we're defenseless.”

“Have you forgotten? We have a guardian, and she's stronger than any we've ever had.”

Sybil pointed at me. My cheeks flushed hot. 

“She's just a kid!” The man threw up his hands. 

I heard every whisper, every argument, that ensued. She's too young. She killed Andy Stillwell. Did she really die and come back? She can't protect us. She wasn't born here. We can't trust her. She can't do it alone. I heard my own doubts in other people's voices. 

“Show them, Jess.” Sybil pointed at my chest. “Show them your mark. The sun doesn't lie.”

I unzipped my jacket as if on autopilot. My hands shook under everyone's stares, brimming with hope and doubt and fear. I pulled the top of my shirt down to reveal the sun-shaped scar over my heart. The sixteen-pointed sun. The guardian's mark. Seared into me forever, or so it seemed, the moment I came back to life for the first time.

“Jess wasn't just given a sun. She was marked with a sun,” Sybil announced loudly over the din of voices. 

Some mouths dropped. Others whispered. She's marked. It must be true. But she's so young. 

Before I thought it through, my mouth opened and words came out. “Yes, I'm young. I don't have the experience that Grandpa Bob and Gladys had, but I loved them. I won't let whoever killed them walk free. I didn't grow up here, and I don't know all of you, but I'll still do whatever it takes to protect you.”

“This is ridiculous. No one's really buying this, are they?” A chubby woman with a helmet of mouse brown hair called out. “We don't know anything about her.”

The room seemed to split in half. Those who knew me glared at her, shocked at her lack of faith. Everyone who didn't know me nodded and agreed with her. 

“What makes you think you can do the job of three guardians?” She snarled. “What makes you so special?”

I took a deep breath and held out my hands. My blood turned to lava. The sweet scent of ozone, like the smell of air after a thunderstorm, filled the air. Red sparks shot up from my palms, fizzling and popping. There were gasps. 

“Fireworks won't save us, sweetheart,” the woman said. “Nothing but parlor tricks.”

Then Sybil moved fast like a flash past me, punching me in the chest on the way. I howled and dropped to my knees. I can't breathe. I looked down. A short, wooden knife handle stuck out of my chest. I gasped. I'm drowning. Blood, wet and hot, poured from the wound. 

“Stand up.” Sybil pulled me up by the back of my jacket as I squealed in pain. “Everybody, shut up and watch.” 

The room fell pin-drop silent. I gripped the handle and pulled the knife out of my chest. It hit the floor with a thud. I breathed, quick and shallow, grabbing all the air that I could. Oh, God. Please heal. Please. I couldn't stop thinking about the ring. The scratch that wouldn't heal. This would be a short, uninspiring demonstration of my guardian abilities if I bled out and died. But my skin slowly, steadily knitted back together. Air once again pumped through my lungs. A minute later, I wiped the blood away, revealing only smooth, perfect skin beneath. “What the hell, Sybil?”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “But we had to show them.”

“Don't ever stab me again.”

“What are you?” A middle-aged dad pushed two small children behind him, as if to shield them.

I stood up as straight as I could. “What I am is aphthiton. If any of you touch my skin, I acquire your gift, and I keep it. Forever,” I said. “Gladys said I was only as strong as the people around me, and it's true. I will use the gifts you've given me to protect you. I'll do my best. I promise.” 

“That might be true, but we've always had three guardians.” A woman with straight shoulder-length silver hair and blue-rimmed glasses stepped forward. “We need three. It's the way it's always been. You can't do this alone, and you shouldn't have to.”

“She isn't alone,” said George, the elderly library volunteer. “Gladys gave her sun necklace to someone the day before she died. A new guardian.”

Everyone perked up. 

“Who?” The blue-glasses woman asked. Even Sybil looked confused.

“I don't know her name, but she had dark hair and looked a lot like this one.” George pointed at me, and every eye followed. 

My heart kicked up. I knew who she was. It was Anne Charity, aphthiton, killed at age seventeen and came back to life, just like me. Except that she as nearly two hundred years old now and had barely aged. If they lacked faith in me, how on earth would they trust her? A stranger from another time with an impossible story. Her name formed on my lips, but I didn't speak. I'd promised her I'd keep her presence a secret. They'd fear her, she'd said. They'd doubt her. Last time she was a guardian, she'd failed. Her friends were slaughtered. They couldn't know, she said, and right now I agreed with her. Panic clouded their senses. So I pulled another ace out of my pocket as a diversion.

“We have more immediate problems,” I said. “A new theikos is in Salt Creek. His name is Vasi. He and his band, His Eternal Heart, moved to town recently. We need to keep eyes on them. We don't know if we can trust them.”  

Suddenly, the loudest laugh I'd ever heard ricocheted through the room, and everyone turned to the source. “Oh, I'm sure Vasi's just fine.” Grif leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “How bad could he be? I mean, you trusted Vasi enough to let him French kiss you at the Hillbilly Lounge last night. So why don't you tell us, huh? What power did you steal from him while he was feeling you up?”
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Chapter 5— Burn
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Dammit, Grif. My cheeks burned. My eyes shot to Billy, but all I saw was the back of him walking out the front door. I started after him, but a lady with an embroidered snowman sweatshirt and a cotton ball of white hair stepped in front of me. 

“Can you do it, dear? Can you stop all this awful killing?” Her eyes glistened with tears. “I don't care about me, but my grandsons. They have to live. They're just kids. This monster wouldn't kill kids, would he?”

I told her I'd do everything I could as I inched toward the door, but the crowd of people who needed reassurance swelled around me. A wiry man with that longer in front, spiky in the back haircut pushed the grandma aside. He and dozen of others surrounded me, hurling questions. What's your plan? Do you know who killed Gladys? What's in those missing books? Who's the other guardian?

I didn't know what to tell them. I had no plan. I was just as scared and confused as they were. I wondered as much as they did if I could live up to my duties. But right then, I had a more immediate  problem. I had to get to Billy. “I'll be right back. I have to talk to someone real quick.”  

I pushed past them to the door. George blocked it. He was thin, apart from the soft ring of his midsection, and he wore the rounded shoulders and wool cardigan that men earned with advanced age. “Jess, honey,” he said. “I need you to come down to the library as soon as you can. Ask for me. Only me. Do you understand?”

“Oh, okay, George. I will. I have to go. Sorry. I'm in a rush.” I tried to move him aside, but he didn't budge.

“Tell me exactly when you will be coming to see me. This is important. I have something for you.”

“I don't know. Soon.”

“You don't understand.”

“George. I'll stop by, okay?”

“Monday,” he said sternly, suddenly taller and more demanding. “Gladys left something for you. She hid it. From the killer. It's urgent.”

Fire kicked up in his eyes. This was serious. 

“Does Sheriff Franks know?” I asked.

George smiled conspiratorially. “No. This is for your eyes only.” 

“Monday, then. After school.” 

He was satisfied enough to let me pass. I stepped outside only to find my Mom standing on the porch, messing with her phone. “What are you doing here?” 

I didn't even know she was one of us until she sprung it on me in a late-night haze of cigarette smoke. The night she told me Dad's death wasn't an accident. The night she told me he was murdered. 

“I got off work late then I had trouble finding this place. GPS was no help at all,” she said.  “How did it go in there?” What did I miss?”

“Mom—” I didn't have time for this now. I scanned the cars, searching for Billy. “I'll tell you later. I gotta go.”

“Geesh. What's with the attitude, missy?” Mom kept talking, oblivious to my distress. She showed me a map on her phone. “I can never figure out these stupid apps. They never work right. I had to turn around three times before I found the driveway. Well, shame on me for not asking a real human for directions. I guess I'm used to having these kinds of meetings at my own house. It feels odd to have to—”

“Mom!”

“What? Why are you so cross? I said I'm sorry I was late! Wait.” She tugged at my shirt. “What's all over you? Is that blood? Oh my God, are you all right? What happened in there?”

“Mom. Stop,” I said. “I'll explain later. I gotta go.” 

I saw Billy over her shoulder. Okay, technically, I saw the taillights of his car disappear down the big hill of Big Joe's driveway. Oh no. I'm too late. My insides felt like they were about to explode. Suddenly, I felt hot, like I'd been dropped in boiling water. My breath quickened as I tried to stay calm. It didn't help. My guts were boiling.

“Ow. Ow. Ow.” Mom dropped her phone like it was a hot coal. “That stupid thing just overheated and burned my hand!”

I broke out in a sweat. The cold January night suddenly felt like someone had cranked the thermostat up to a thousand degrees. “Mom. Do you feel...hot? I don't think it's your phone.”

“Oh. Oh dear! Oh my gosh.” Mom pulled me toward her. “Fire. Fire!”

I turned around. Strange greenish-blue flames licked the edges of the front window. 

“We have to get everyone out,” I said. 

I yanked the front door open and people spilled out like toothpaste out of a squeezed tube. Searing heat and acrid black smoke followed them, streaming into the cold night air. The escapees fled to the safety of the driveway.

Katie was the last one out the door. “There are people still in there, Jess. Help me!”

She zipped back in and came back out with two people. She dropped them, disoriented but relieved, at the edge of the driveway. I put on my gloves, zipped up my coat, and followed her inside. I immediately hit a wall of hot, angry black smoke. My eyes burned and watered. I shielded my nose with my sleeve. 

Two hands emerged from the smoke, searching for the door. I grabbed them and pulled them outside. It was Adam. He was covered in soot. He coughed and sputtered, gasping in the fresh outside air. “I don't know what happened,” he wheezed. “It shot out of nowhere and everything went up all at once. It wasn't the fireplace.” 

My Mom descended on Adam, kicking into nurse mode. I ran back inside but couldn't see anything or anyone. The smoke was too thick, too black. I held out my hands and inched in, turning around and around, until I ran into someone.

“My kids. My kids.” A voice said. The dad.

Small hands tugged at my legs. I bent down and grabbed two small wiggling bodies. 

“Grab onto me. I'll lead you out,” I told the dad. The two kids held tight to my neck, hanging like baby monkeys, and I inched through the darkness to the door. I dropped the kids outside on the grass. Their terrified, soot-covered faces looked up at me. “Where's daddy?” 

I looked around. He wasn't there. Oh no. He hadn't grabbed onto me. He hadn't followed. He was still in there. “Wait here. I'll get him.”

Katie stumbled out Big Joe's front door holding up a man, wilted and coughing. She put her hand out to keep me from going back in. “I got them all.” 

“No. There's one more.” 

I covered my nose and ducked inside. The heat was so intense my skin burned and peeled. Ethereal greenish-blue flames covered half the room now, dancing across the furniture. I retraced my steps, inching closer to the wall of flames, back to where I'd found the kids. But it was hard not to get turned around in the dark. I can't do it. It's so hot. I have to get out. I coughed. I can't breathe. But I stayed, kept moving, kept looking, because there were two kids out there counting on me. If I walked out now, they'd lose their dad forever. I knew how bad that felt. Come on. Where are you?

My feet caught on something, and I fell. I landed on a soft lump. A human lump, lying still on the ground. There you are. I tugged him up, up and over my shoulder ready to carry him out. Except I couldn't see the door, only flames in the darkness all around me, black smoke churning. I turned around and around. My eyes watered and stung. Where's the door? We're stuck. No. No. Think. Think. Concentrate. 

I closed my eyes and listened.

Pop. Pop. Hiss. The sound of fire. 

Crack. Crack. Thump. Logs and beams breaking. We didn't have much time.

She's in there. Do something! Voices. Yes. Voices from outside. 

I followed the yells through the dark, stumbling through fire, choking on smoke, the heat so intense it felt like I was an inch from the sun. The world spun sideways. The weight of the man grew heavier. I can't do it. I can't make it. 

My foot caught on something and I fell again. Into cool air. My cheek hit damp wood. The weight of the man lifted off of my back. I coughed, and thick black mucous chugged into my mouth. Hands grabbed my coat and dragged me away from Big Joe's burning cabin. 
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Chapter 6—Fire
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I laid in the grass coughing up ash and soot, watching pillars of acrid black smoke twirl like tornadoes into the freezing starry sky. 

“That's my girl,” George stood over me. “Gladys was right. You are the one. See you on Monday.” 

He winked, then he was gone. I propped myself up on my elbows. The middle-aged dad leaned against the grill of a pick-up truck. Every inch of him was covered in black soot. He was alive, talking, but weakly, cleaving his children. My Mom sat next to him, her hands on his arms, healing him with her gift. 

Thank God. No orphans tonight. Not on my watch. We'd all gotten out alive. 

Still, it was a sad scene. We were all nervous, out of sorts, still in shocked. Then, we watched silently as Big Joe kicked his garden hose on full blast and tried to douse the unnatural blue-green flames consuming his cabin. The one tiny stream of water was no match for the inferno.  

“Come on, baby. Hold together. Don't know how this happened. Not like any fire I've ever seen.” He shook his head and shook the hose even harder. “Hold together. Hold together. Can't lose the house.”

“Look!” Will, the slick real estate agent in a now smoke-damaged thousand-dollar suit, pointed at the treeline. Everyone looked. Fifty yards out, where the clearing stopped and the forest began, stood a tiny wisp of a girl. She had wild red hair and eyes glowing the same blue green as the flames. It was Adeen, Sybil's littler sister, a firestarter so volatile she rarely left the family farm. 

Sybil and Gloria stepped forward for a better look. 

“Oh, Adeen,” Gloria whispered. “What has she done this time?”

“That's not her,” Sybil whispered back. “Her flames are pink not blue, and look at her eyes. Those aren't here eyes.”

“Get her!” Will shouted. 

Adeen bolted into the woods, aware of her discovery. By instinct, I ran after her full speed, or as close as I could get with lungs full of smoke.

Thwap. Thwap. Thwap. Saplings and branches hit me as I ran.

Deep in the woods, the moonlight filtered through the naked trees. Branches looked like bleached-white skeletons against the black sky. I couldn't find Adeen, even though I knew she couldn't possibly outrun me. I slowed down. She couldn't have gotten too far. My feet crunched through a thick blanket of dead dry leaves, and I realized we had an even bigger problem: If that fire didn't die down, the whole forest could go up. 

“Adeen!” I yelled. “Adeen!”

My nose told me she was close. She smelled faintly of charred wet wood and flowers. Roses, maybe? Hard to tell. Probably something her mother was growing in the greenhouse. 

“Adeen?” I called again. 

I sniffed the air, tracking the scent, trying to sort it all out. It didn't make sense. Adeen was timid, private, rarely left the farm. She wasn't angry enough to light a cabin full of people on fire, especially with her own family in it. Then again, the theikos were afraid of her, like they were afraid of Sybil. She was young, extremely powerful, unpredictable, out of control. The snubs, the denied invitations, the fear in people's eyes at the mention of her name. Maybe she'd snapped.

The ground dropped down swiftly, then up again, each hill getting a little steeper and deeper as they rolled south. Suddenly, the scent was lost. I sniffed the air, but there was no trace of her. The smokiness. The sticky-sweet pollen of flowers. All of it. Gone. It was as if she'd disappeared. 

No. Impossible. I stood stone still, ears fine-tuned, sniffing the air. 

Snap. A broken branch. 

Scroosh. Scroosh. Scroosh. Footsteps in dry leaves. There she is. 

And she was only about a hundred yards away. I tiptoed toward her. The scroosh scroosh of footsteps changed to the tssssss of water being poured out on the ground. A flash of red moved at the edge of the forest. We were right by Highway 664, the slim two-lane road running between Big Joe's and Salt Creek.

“Adeen. It's Jess,” I whispered. “Don't run. I won't hurt you. I just want to talk.”

I swooped in, ready to rope myself around her to keep her from escaping, but Adeen wasn't there behind the tree. “Oh my gosh, I'm so sorry!”

The little boy was as surprised as I was. His brown eyes were as big as the moon. I hadn't caught Adeen. I'd caught a little boy, nine years old at the most, peeing on a tree. The flash of red wasn't Adeen's hair, it was the boy's puffy winter coat.

He zipped up quick and yelled “Mom! Mom! There's a lady in the woods. Mom!”

“Come back now, honey. Run! Hurry! Hurry!” Mom yelled back from an idling car pulled off to the side of the road. She'd started hiking up into the treeline when the boy yelled. He ran to her and hid behind her.

“I am so so sorry,” I called to the them. “I heard a noise. I thought it was my friend. She's lost out here. I'm looking for her. I didn't mean to scare him.”

The boy cowered behind his mother. 

“Get in the car, honey. Quick,” she said. Her dark hair was tied in a loose bun on the top of her head. She was maybe forty, but her out-of-date clothes made her look older: A frumpy blue blouse with a bow at the neck, high-waisted loose jeans, and a tattered winter coat. As soon as the boy slid into the backseat and slammed the door, she turned to me with a tense, fake-friendly smile. “Well, you certainly gave him a good scare. I should have made him go to the bathroom before we left bible study.” 

Bible study? That's when I recognized her. She was the woman I'd met outside the dumpy little church across from Lenny's auto shop the day I'd passed out donation jars.

“I'm so sorry I scared him,” I said. “I really am. I didn't mean to. I hope he's all right.”

“Tell me.” She examined me hair to toes then up again. “What are you doing out in the woods this late? It's not safe for girls to be out at night alone. Trouble finds those who deserve it.”

“I'm not alone.” Her self-righteous stare made me nervous. “I'm looking for a friend.  I heard your son rustling in the leaves, and I thought he was her.”

“Who exactly is out here with you?”

I'd said too much. “Anyway, I'm so sorry. I hope he's okay. Have a good night.”

“What's your friend look like?” 

“She, uh...looks kinda like me.” I didn't want to reveal too much.

“Well, I didn't see her.” The lady sniffed the air. “Do you smell smoke?”

“It's just our bonfire.” 

A fire truck careened down the hill, lights on, shaking us as it passed. Talk about bad timing.   “Looks like your little party's out of control.” Her eyebrow shot up. “You kids better watch yourselves now, you hear? Sins do not go unpunished.”
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Chapter 7— The Truck
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Big Joe pressed his massive shoulder into the crook where the door met the body and pushed. I popped the clutch into neutral and worked the steering wheel, guiding Gramps' truck out into the street, narrowly avoiding the silver Honda hatchback parked in front of me. Not that the owner would have noticed another dent. I straightened the wheel, and soon we were clipping down the street.

When Big Joe pushed a truck through the middle of town, no one looked twice. He looked like a tow truck in man form: A torso as thick as a whiskey barrel, every inch of him covered in muscle. I could have done this myself, but a skinny teenage girl pushing a truck would have raised some eyebrows. “Thank you so much for helping me,” I said. 

“Not a problem.” Big Joe's face had flushed pink and the veins in his neck popped up and down as he pushed. “Good karma to help a hero.”

“What's that supposed to mean?” 

“You sure showed those naysayers. No one can argue with you after you saved those folks.”

“I didn't do anything they wouldn't have.”

“They didn't. You did,” he said. “They were all too scared. You and Billy talk yet?”

My guts took a tumble. Big Joe didn't tiptoe around anything. “Your house burned to the ground last night and that's what you're worried about?” 

He shrugged. “Hate to see young love go off the rails is all.”

“No, we haven't.” That was the short answer. I'd called and texted Billy three dozen times. No reply. I had a stake in my heart at the thought he might believe I'd willingly cheated on him. 

“You really think that music man's like us?” Big Joe asked.

“Yeah. I do,” I said. 

“Can't be good. Strange timing to move here.”

“I thought so, too,” I said. “How are you holding up after last night?”

“No one was hurt, all that matters.” An undercurrent of sadness ran through his voice. “Doesn't seem right, though. Never figured Adeen as the type to do something like that. The Devaults are good people. Always have been. None of it sits right.”

“I agree.” Adeen seemed too timid to do something that bold and dangerous. “But we all saw her, and that fire wasn't natural.”

After I'd scared the little boy, Katie had joined me in the woods for the search. We spent an hour looking for Adeen. We didn't find her. We emerged from the woods to find Big Joe's cabin burned completely to ash and Gloria and Sybil desperate, counting on us to find Adeen. We failed them. 

Lenny's Kar-Gard auto shop was only about twenty feet ahead. 

“It's got me wondering, that's all,” Big Joe said. “Doesn't add up, like our eyes tricked us.”

“What are you and Adam going to do now? Do you have someplace to go?” They'd lost everything.

“Aw, well, Lila and William took us in. They've got a guest house behind their place. Said we could stay as long as we like,” he said. “Bigger than my cabin and nicer, too. We gotta be careful. We'll get spoiled.”

Billy's parents had resources, including plenty of money from running the only stone quarry within two hundred miles of Salt Creek. And they were generous, kind. 

“I'm so sorry. If I'd noticed Adeen earlier, maybe I could have prevented all this.”

“Don't go thinkin' this is your fault. It's on Adeen, not you. You can't save us all, all the time.”

I turned the wheel and Big Joe pushed Gramps' truck up the incline into the parking lot of Lenny's shop. Kar-Gard was a squat rectangle of gray painted cinder blocks with a row of metal roll-up garage doors across the side. Lenny, thin and balding, popped out of the door to greet us. Lenny had a preternatural understanding of machines, and he'd turned that gift into a good job running the busiest auto shop in Salt Creek. Lenny rubbed his greasy hands on a blue shop towel as he approached. “I was starting to wonder if you two were gonna make it in before closing time.” 

“I'm a man a my word, even if it's only with ten minutes to spare,” Big Joe bellowed.

Lenny smiled warmly and extended his hand for a shake, first to Big Joe, who shook it so vigorously I was half surprised Lenny didn't lift off the ground. Then his hand came to me. I didn't take it. “Oh, Sorry,” he said, sliding it down his coveralls instead. “I forgot about your, um... unless?”

He extended his hand again. “Think about it, will ya? It might not be a bad idea. You could fix your own truck. It'd save you a lot of money, fixing things yourself. And, you'd always be able to get a job if you needed the work.”

“I will definitely consider it.” I actually meant it. His was a life skill that could come in handy. Yet it wasn't an obvious yes. All skills came with unintended side effects. “Ask me again when I pick up the truck.”

“I will.” Lenny patted the hood. “Old man Keller liked to do his repairs himself. Kept her in tip top shape. It's a shame she's getting to be a regular in here. But don't worry, Ms. Jesse. We'll get her set right eventually.”

I dropped the keys into Lenny's hand, and he slipped them into his pocket. Someone started shouting behind us. We turned to see a gaunt man in an ill-fitting beige suit, with blond hair and skin so fair it was nearly the same beige as his outfit. His face looked like all the corners had been pulled down, heavy with the weight of life. He had a giant sandwich board slung over his shoulders with “The Lord will cast out the demons who walk among us” scrawled in blood red paint across the front. 

It was the man who'd patted Baldy's back after he ran into me the other night.

“Unclean spirits walk among us. Demons infect the blood of our sons and daughters,” the beige man bellowed. “Heed my warning. A reckoning is coming. This land will be cleansed.”

He paced in front of the worn brick house that'd been converted into a church. The banner still hung across the porch. Church of the Everlasting Reaping. Such a cheery name. 

The man yelled at everyone and no one. It was a sunny, cold Saturday afternoon, and there weren't too many other people out on the street besides us. A mom and two kids, carrying a handful of shopping bags from the stores downtown. A man out for a jog in his skintight thermals, ear buds in, oblivious to the preaching. 

The spare audience didn't quash the man's enthusiasm. “The lord gave his twelve disciples the power over demons, power over unclean spirits, to cast them out.” The beige man announced. “Citizens of Salt Creek. You have a fellowship with the devil. Cast out the devil, lest you all be destroyed!”

“Glad your new neighbors are friendly.” Big Joe chuckled. 

“Yeah. They moved in a couple months back, but that preacher only started dragging that sandwich board up and down the street yelling at everyone this past week,” Lenny said. “Maybe they're trying to drum up business.”  

Big Joe shook his head. “Takes all kinds to make the world go round.” 

“Yes, yes it does.” Lenny nodded. “Whatever they're doing, it's working. Crowds are getting bigger there every week. Who knows. Maybe they're doing some good in there. It's hard to tell from the outside.” 

“Good afternoon, neighbors.” A woman's voice came, sing-song, from behind us. We all jumped. 

It was the Mom from the woods last night, her dark hair still pulled into a bun. She was either the stealthiest quiet walker on the planet, or the sandwich-board show was more engrossing than we realized. “Did you find your friend?” 

“Oh, um, yes,” I said, fake smiling. “Yes I did, thanks.”

She blew a kiss to the sandwich board preacher, and he lit up. “He's such a sweet man. Really on fire with the spirit. God certainly blessed me when he brought us together.”

“Do you know him?” I asked. 

“Of course I know him. That brilliant, beautiful man is Pastor Lyle Skinner. He is my husband.”

Beautiful? Brilliant? Did she need glasses?

“Oh, forgive my manners. I'm Tami Skinner.” She extended her hand to Lenny, then Big Joe, who both shook it, then to me, who didn't.

“Sorry. Flu at my house. I don't want to pass it to you.” That was my go-to excuse to avoid touching strangers. People in town probably thought we were the sickliest family ever.

Tami Skinner's lips pursed. “It's nice to meet the new neighbors. Pastor Lyle and I have planted churches all over this great country of ours. Looks like we arrived in Salt Creek just in time,” she sighed dramatically and raised one hand to the sky and closed her eyes. “Our dear Lord Jesus Christ sent me to raise Salt Creek out of the darkness and bring its people to the light.”

Lenny, Big Joe, and I looked at each other, unsure of how to react. 

“Can't you just feel the evil?” She shivered, cradling her arms as if steeling herself against an arctic cold wind. “You poor folks have had a lot of murders. A lot of death. A lot of despair. Salt Creek is a town on the verge of the abyss, about to sink whole into the lake of fire.”

Tami snapped out of it. A big fake smile returned to her face. “We would love it if you would drop in and see us sometime. We've got a repent and atone prayer group every day at noon. I highly recommend it. It's a life saver. Regular services are Wednesdays and Sundays.”

“So uh, Lenny,” Big Joe interjected. He tugged on his shirt collar. “When can you have Ms. Jesse's truck ready?”

“If all she's doing is puttering and stalling out, it shouldn't take too long. I've got parts on hand.” He patted the hood. “Pick her up tomorrow around three. I'm not usually open on Sundays, but I've got a brake job and some paperwork to catch up on, so I'll be here most of the day. Just knock on the office door, and I'll let you in.” 

“It was nice to meet all of you,” Tami said sharply, visibly annoyed by our change of subject. “I'll pray you take me up on my offer.” 

Without a goodbye, she clomped across the street to the church, and kissed the beige preacher on the cheek before she went inside. 

“Woah, boy, ” Big Joe huffed. “That lady is a special kind of crazy.”

“As you said, takes all kind to make a world.” Lenny shook his head.

“Come on, Jess,” Big Joe said. “I'll give you a ride home.” 
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Chapter 8 — The seer 
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I spotted the brush of auburn on my porch the second Big Joe's truck hit the driveway. As we bumped and thumped through the gravel and potholes closer to the house, the fiery red blur came into sharper focus. Sybil stood on my porch, bundled up in her long black coat. 

Big Joe parked his rusty silver pick-up truck by the front door and stepped out. “You all right?” he called to her. 

Within seconds, Sybil gripped his arms, shaking him desperately. “She's dead. She's dead.” 

“Who's dead?” Big Joe asked.

“Adeen.” 

“What?” All the air went out of me. Adeen? Dead?

Tears pressed at the corners of Big Joe's eyes. Sybil pushed him away and grabbed me by the collar. “Help me, Jess. Help me. Sheriff said it was suicide, but it wasn't. Adeen would never do that. She wouldn't kill herself. Never. No one believes me.” 

“We'll talk inside.” My hands shook as I fished the key out of my pocket and opened the front door. Big Joe whisked Sybil inside, settling her into a chair by the kitchen table. 

I put the kettle on the stove then put three mugs and Mom's basket of tea bags on the table. That was what Gramma always did when we were upset. I didn't know what else to do. Sybil looked like a life-sized porcelain doll, delicate and still, eyes staring off at nothing in particular. She was paper white, as if all the blood had been drained out of her. The kettle seemed to take forever to boil. I filled the cups and dunked the tea bags as soon as it did.

“Mom and I found her hanging from the second floor railing when we got home last night. She had a belt around her neck. Her eyes were open. She was looking right at me.” Her voice was flat, like pop without fizz. “We called Sheriff Franks. He said it was suicide, that she hung herself. But that's impossible. The belt didn't belong to us. And we're Catholic. Adeen would never kill herself. She wants to see Dad in heaven. She wouldn't commit suicide. Never.”

Big Joe pinched his eyes with his thumb and forefinger to keep back the tears. Sybil's tea steamed, unsipped, in front of her. 

“How did she get home last night?” I asked. “How did she get out of the woods?”

“That's easy.” Sybil shrugged. “That wasn't Adeen in the woods last night.”

Big Joe nearly spilled the contents of his cup down the front of his nubby plaid jacket. “But we all saw her.”

“Just shut up and listen to what I have to say, do you hear?” Her grit returned. “Adeen can't drive. Never even tried. Mom and I had the truck. Our only truck. Adeen had no way to get to the cabin or back home. We live ten miles from there. And the fire. It was all wrong. Her flames are pink. Every single time. Last night. Those were blue-green. She's never made that color. Never. And her eyes. Those weren't her eyes. I know Adeen. She didn't set your cabin on fire, and she'd never kill herself.”

“I believe you.” My gut felt she was telling the truth. 

“Might be on to something.” Big Joe stroked his scraggly beard. “Told you it didn't seem right to with me. Never figured Adeen for the type.”

“She came to my room last night. After,” Sybil said. “She told me herself she was murdered.”

My heart dropped straight into my shoe. I couldn't imagine communicating with the dead and having my newly-killed sister turn up for a chat. “Did she tell you who did it?”

“Yeah. She did,” Sybil said. “At first, she said it was you.”

What? I couldn't even get the word out. 

“But then she said it just looked like you. But it was really Mama.”

Mama. Again.

“You don't look surprised.” Sybil examined my face. 

“Mama killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys. She wrote messages in their blood.” My voice shook. I didn't know if Sheriff Franks had shared this information with anyone. “Mama posted a video of me killing Andy online.”

Sybil shot straight out of her chair, across the table, and grabbed me by my jacket. “I gave you all the clues. The portraits, the name. Did you do anything? Did you even try to figure out who she is? How many more people need to die before you do your job?”

My cheeks flushed hot. “I—I'm trying.”

Her eyes sliced into me. “You better be, because if I find out you aren't, you're dead.”

Big Joe pried Sybil's hands off of me. “Calm down. We work together, and that's that.”

Sybil smoothed out her coat. “Sheriff won't help me. The theikos think I'm nuts. You're the only chance I've got, Jess. I've helped you. It's your turn to help me.”

She looked away as a tear shot down her cheek.

“I'll do everything I can to figure out who killed Adeen. Everything,” I said.

“You better,” she said. “No more games. It's time to do your job, girl with the sun on her heart. I warned you the darkness was coming. It's here.”
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Chapter 9 — Legend of Bloody Valley
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“The butchers came in daylight. They were colonial soldiers who had traded with us before. We knew them. We believed they were our friends. Looking back, that's why it was so easy for them to kill us all. We didn't know we should take up arms to defend ourselves. We couldn't see the evil in their hearts.”

Anne Charity, also known as Anne Lardner and Dana R. Lenner, sat on a peacock blue sofa in the hayloft of the quarantine barn of the Hidden Hills stable where she worked. The loft had been turned into a makeshift apartment, and she'd been hiding out here since Sam had attacked her. A pink chair and a brass floor lamp also sat neatly on the oriental rug. A long row of low bookcases ran behind the sofa, hiding a full-sized bed. 

I'd come as soon as Sybil left my house. As soon as the sun set, plunging the lonely two lane roads around Salt Creek into darkness, I ran, fast then faster to the small barn at the edge of the farm. 

Anne, in jeans and a flannel shirt, sat with one leg under her. She had long dark hair in a single braid. We looked a lot alike, which was still a bit disarming even though I'd been meeting her secretly for weeks, answering all of her questions about me, the other theikos, and the murders in Salt Creek. I'd just told her about Adeen, and she decided it was time to tell me her own story, which started right before the massacre at the Gnadenhutten mission in March of 1782.

“That fall, the British had forced us out of our villages. They sold and slaughtered our animals, keeping the meat and money for themselves. We were starving. It had been a hard winter and though it was March, it was still bitterly cold. Jacob and I, along with others, decided to go back to our settlements to gather food and supplies. We split into two groups to speed the job. I went to the Schoenbrunn mission. Jacob went to Gnadenhutten.”

Jacob was Anne's first and one true love, a native American who had converted to Christianity and lived in Gnadenhutten. They met after Anne moved to the remote settlement with her brother and father.

“My group had nearly finished and were packing up the corn when a boy came. He was barely ten, covered in blood. He told us that a group of one hundred soldiers killed all of those who went to Gnadenhutten. The soldiers believed our people had murdered a family of white settlers. The boy had hidden in the cellar of the killing house, where the soldiers hacked the women and children apart with hatchets. He was covered in their blood, which had dripped through the floorboards. He escaped when the soldiers set the building on fire.”

“We mounted our horses immediately and rode to Gnadenhutten. Outside the village, we found our friend Joseph shot dead by the river bank. The town itself was a raging inferno. Every building was burning. I hoped Jacob had escaped, been spared, but I saw his body outside the mission house. He'd been scalped and struck in the neck with a hatchet.”

She wiped a tear from her eye. Two hundred plus years and it still hurt her to speak his name. I thought of Billy, and the intense pain I felt being apart from him for a few days. I couldn't imagine that pain spanning centuries.

“Seeing him broke more than my heart. It consumed me with a black rage. Right then, I vowed I would hunt down and kill each and every one of the soldiers who'd done this. They'd killed children, even infants still suckling at their mothers' breasts. The slain were pacifists. All unwilling to fight back. All believed God would intervene to save them. He did not, so I took it upon myself to bring justice and vengeance upon the murderers.”

“The others were scared. They fled with the horses and the supplies. But I stayed behind. I went to Jacob's tribe to tell them what happened. He was Lenape. All of this used to be their territory. I asked for five braves, hunters of men, to help me get revenge. They consented, because many of those killed were Indians just like Jacob, who'd converted. We prepared for war. We painted black circles around our eyes and noses, stripes down our mouth, so that those who looked upon our faces would be certain that death had come for them.”

“We hunted them all down, every last soldier, one by one and in small groups, whenever they strayed from the ranks to eat, sleep, wash in the creek, take a piss on a tree. They were easy to overpower because they were already frightened and worn down. I'd used my gifts to torture them, torment them, for weeks. I made them see the ghosts of the people they'd killed, mangled and bloody with their skulls crushed in. I brought relentless storms down upon them, washing away their tents and supplies. We showed our skull faces to them in the woods, and I made it look like there were thousands of us, not just six. The hills around the missions became known as the Bloody Valley. Word spread it was haunted. It made the job easier, because only soldiers under orders dared stay.”

“We scalped those we killed, then we took the scalps back to Gnadenhutten and burned them. The Indians believed the ritual would bring peace to our loved ones,” she said. “But it brought no peace to me, and it only brought more bloodshed. The colonies sent more troops, who killed more Indians, whose tribes then killed more white settlers in return. And on it went, a cycle of bloodshed raging out of control. It didn't bring Jacob back or dull the pain of losing him.”

“By the time they captured me, I was barely a woman anymore. My grief and anger had consumed me. I wanted to die. It'd be a relief. They tied me to the rock in the woods by your house. They stacked wood under my feet and burned me alive after charging me with witchcraft.”

“As the flames licked higher, my last thoughts were of Jacob. I prayed he'd forgive me for what I'd done. He was so gentle, so kind. I had turned into a monster and had done it in his name. I was ashamed. I prayed we'd be reunited in heaven, that I would hear his beautiful voice and see his face once again. So I burned, and I died. But he wasn't there waiting for me on the other side. Neither was God. I was forsaken and alone.”

“How did you survive?” I'd read Gladys' biography of Anne, and it ended with the burning.

“I know as much as you do about that. It's part of what we are. I opened my eyes and was in the woods again, breathing. It was pouring rain. Gray smoke spiraled into the sky. The soldiers had left, believing their job finished. My dressed had burned to ash, but my skin was turning from black and charred to alive and pink. I stepped out of the fire, reborn, and never looked back. I'd been given another chance to make it right, to earn God and Jacob's forgiveness. I vowed I would never kill again, and I have kept that vow.”

“I spent a lot of time thinking about the storm and my rebirth, as I'm sure you did when you came back to life. At first, I thought it was a punishment. Then I realized that for us, closeness to death triggers a survival response. We tend to save our own lives, as if by instinct. I know now that I brought the storm that put out the fire.”

I thought of the red burst that had blown the soil off of me when Sam had buried me alive in a shallow grave. It must have been a survival instinct. “Who gave you the gift?” Vic had given me the capacity to heal at a superhuman rate.

“Like you, I learned that I was different than other guardians and my own kind. It took me a long time to piece together that I stole power from others. There just weren't as many people back then. Finding another theikos was even more rare. Theikos-only settlements, like Salt Creek, didn't even exist then. But once I understood how it worked, I knew my healing power, my near immortality, came from Jacob's mother. Every spring, she was killed in a ritual, her blood spread over the fields to ensure a good harvest, and every spring, she healed and came back to life. She was a symbol of renewal, a bringer of good harvest, for all the tribes. Jacob had taken me to meet her. She touched me, and that is why I'm alive here today with you. As I'm sure she is still alive, out there, somewhere.” 

“I'm telling you all this now so you can learn from my story. Those you believe are your friends can be your enemy. Bloodshed and revenge only leads to more bloodshed and revenge. Think of this as you pursue this Mama.”

I stared at my shoes while I digested what she'd said. If I had to kill the mysterious, murderous Mama to stop all this, I would. I didn't think stopping a killer made me a monster. 

“Are you all right, sister?” She always called me that. It was an old-fashioned habit she couldn't shake. 

“Yes,” I lied. “Just thinking about Adeen.”

“What does Billy say?”

“I don't know. He's not speaking to me at the moment.”

“Oh. I see.” She was quiet for a second. “Do you believe the fire girl is innocent?”

I had to quiet my head in order to feel the truth deep down in my gut. “Yes, I do. And if Sybil says Adeen was murdered, I believe her. She's never been wrong.”

Anne shifted in her seat. “Well, then. The enemy has grown bold. Tell your leaders no more gatherings. You're too easy to hunt when you're together.”

Too easy to hunt. The words sent shivers down my spine. Hunters of men.

“The killer must have known you would all be together,” Anne said. “Burning the cabin could have killed theikos en masse with little effort. That must have been the plan.”

“But Adeen—”

“You said yourself Adeen wasn't guilty,” Anne said. “Maybe Adeen was an illusion. Maybe you were made to see her. Such powers do exist, as you well know.”

Yes, they did. Anne could make anyone see what she wanted them to. She'd done it to me. Grif could do it, too, although his gift didn't work on theikos. At least it didn't used to. Powers grew and changed along with us. Maybe Grif's had evolved. “We have another problem.”

“What is it, sister?”

“You can't keep hiding. They were asking questions, pressuring Sybil to name new guardians. One of them knows Gladys gave you a sun before her death.”

“What did the seer tell them?”

“She said Salt Creek has all the guardians it needs. No more will be named.”

“I see. Does the seer know her visions named me guardian?” 

“No,” I said. “She thinks they were clues to who killed Grandpa Bob.”

“Curious. Who is the third guardian, then?”

“I don't know. Maybe there isn't one. Maybe it's just the two of us.”

“Impossible. There are always three guardians. Always.” Anne had told me the theikos instituted that rule nearly two hundred years ago, because of the legend of Anne Charity and the Bloody Valley. Anne was a sole guardian, alone. With three, communities had more protection, but they also had a system to keep the most powerful among them in check. “Perhaps Bob passed his sun to another before his death, as Gladys passed hers to me?”

“No,” I said. “We would know.”

“Would you? Maybe they're too frightened to step forward. Or, they found the sun and don't know what it means for them.”

“I'll ask Dee.” She'd cleaned out Bob's house when he died. Maybe she'd found the sun. Maybe she was the new guardian, although that didn't seem likely, since she knew exactly what the sun symbol meant.  

“Dee. This is the one who owns the diner. She is the telepath? Correct?” 

I nodded. Anne worked hard to keep all the details straight. We'd been meeting here ever since we fought in the woods. Anne would tell me stories from her very long life. In turn, she asked me to tell her about all the local theikos, what their powers were, their relationships to each other. It'd been a long time since she'd been part of a community, and she wanted to know everything before she revealed herself. She wanted to be sure it was safe to live openly. 

“You should meet everyone yourself. It's time,” I said. “Nothing good can come from you hiding. Everyone is scared. They'll feel better knowing you're here to protect them.”

“What part, exactly, will put them at ease?” Anne asked. “That I am nearly two hundred and fifty years old, even though I look young? That I am aphthiton and have deadly, elemental powers? Or that I once hunted, tortured and killed a hundred men? These people are scared. People don't have open hearts when they're scared.” 

“All that is true,” I said. “But I'm aphthiton, and they accept me.”

“Do they truly?” Anne leaned forward. “No one doubts you? No one fears you? No one pushes their children behind them when you're near?”

I immediately thought of the dad in Big Joe's cabin, who had done just that. 

“Your silence betrays you,” Anne said. “They treat you this way, and you're one of them. They witnessed your transformation. You have living family in this town, a connection. Imagine how they would react to me.”

“But—”

She put up her hand. “I can protect them even if they don't know my true name.” 

“But you can't protect them if you never leave this hayloft,” I said. “Sam's in jail. You don't need to hide away from the world.” 

“I get out more than you think, and I will go out even more. I promise,” she said. “But first, you have to tell me why Billy isn't speaking to you.”

“It's complicated.” 

“Aren't all relationships?”

“A misunderstanding. That's all.”

She stared at me and said nothing. 

“Fine,” I huffed. “A man kissed me. Without permission. I didn't want it, but someone told Billy before I could.”

“Perhaps Billy will come around,” she said. “If he doesn't, maybe this is for the best.”

“I love him. We love each other,” I said. “This can't possibly be for the best.”

“Please. I didn't mean to offend you. You're right. Love is so beautiful, and no love is as intense as the first. I'm not trying to be cruel. I'm trying to prepare you,” she said. “When you love intensely, you lose intensely. And that loss can haunt you all of your life, and you will have a very long life. Look at me. I'm your future. My heart still aches for Jacob.”

I did look at her. Her flush, young skin, appeared to be no older than twenty three even though she was born in 1765. She'd already warned me that my relationship with Billy could last, at most, one normal human lifetime. I would always be the lonely survivor of 'til death do us part. 

“Are you prepared to carry a broken heart with you for a hundred years? Or two or three or four hundred?” she asked. “I only share my advice so that it can help you.”

“Tell me something.”  

“Anything,” she said. 

“If you could go back, would you give Jacob up? Would you choose not to love him if you knew how it would end? If you knew you'd miss him for hundreds of years and no matter how many powers you have or centuries you lived, you couldn't bring him back?”

“Of course not. He was my greatest love. My one true love. I don't regret that,” she said. “But we both know that the pain I felt when I lost him turned me into a monster. People died.”

“I love Billy as much as you loved Jacob,” I said. 

“That's what I'm afraid of.” 
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Chapter 10 — Vasi
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The diner was super packed all morning, I didn't even get the chance to ask Dee about the sun necklace. The Sunday after-church crowd just never seemed to stop coming. Parties of four and six rolled in like waves, swallowing up the day's special: two eggs over easy with hash browns, bacon, and three fat buttermilk pancakes. Vic, Dee and I barely kept the coffee cups filled and the plates cleared.

“You must be thrilled,” Vic whispered to Dee as she cleared the spent grounds out of the coffeemaker and got it ready for another brew. “Cha-ching! Make that money, girl!”

“I can't be happy about this. This is an Adeen rush. Every single one of them is thinking about her.” Dee shook her head. “It's always busy like this after a tragedy. People don't want to be alone. They feel safer out, surrounded by people.”

“Oh.” Vic immediately seemed less happy about the fat tips she was earning.

Dee rushed back to her tables to drop off checks.  

“Order up, Jess.” Josue, the short order cook, spun the order wheel.

I loaded my tray. I almost had the last side of buttered white toast lined up perfectly when I heard the bell above the front door rattle, and Vic started tugging on my sleeve. “Oh my God. It's him. It's him. He's here.”

Billy. My heart soared. Then I turned around. I immediately wished I hadn't. It wasn't Billy. Vasi and his bandmates stood in the doorway scanning the dining room for a free table. They'd toned-down their look, trading leather pants and bare chests for tight jeans, studded belts, and Black Sabbath T-shirts. Vasi's long hair shimmered chestnut in the sunlight, and his olive skin was smooth and flawless over high cheekbones. He was a good-looking man, no doubt. 

Vic did a little jig, then smoothed down her hair and straightened out her clothes. “Dibs on his table. He's totally mine.”

“You can have him,” I said.

Vic gave her lips a once-over with cherry glitter lip gloss, then flipped on the charm. “Good morning! There's a free table right by the front window. Okay?” 

She grabbed a handful of menus and led the band to their table. I carried my overflowing tray through the dining room, delivering meals while stewing about all the trouble Vasi had caused me. Billy still hadn't answered any of my calls or texts. Now the jerk who'd ruined my life chose this restaurant for breakfast. I prayed he wouldn't see me or notice me.

But boy, everyone sure noticed him. The handful of bored teenagers enduring Sunday brunch with their moms and grannies perked up in their seats and stared while trying not to look like they were snapping pics with their phones. Vic beamed like someone had switched on a thousand watt bulb inside her as she grabbed a water pitcher and beelined to their table, ignoring every single request from every single one of her other tables along the way. 

For a while, it looked like my prayer would be answered. Vasi and his band kept to themselves. Vic delivered their lunches, and they ate them and talked to each other like ordinary people. Dee, Vic, and I circled the room pouring coffee and delivering omelettes. Vasi didn't even look at me twice when I walked by. I'd lucked out. He wasn't making a fuss. Maybe he didn't remember me at all. Good. Then it'd be easier to prove to Billy I wasn't unfaithful. 

I ducked behind the counter to refill the maple syrup bottles. 

“Hello again.” 

I looked up. Vasi leaned over the counter, smiling at me. My heart sunk. It must have shown on my face. 

“Usually people are happier to see me,” he said. “Much much happier.”

“Yeah well, you've caused me a lot of trouble,” I said. “Forgive me if I'm not thrilled.”

“I apologized for my brash behavior, was that not enough?” His eyebrows pulled together in the middle, giving the impression of genuine concern. 

“No. It wasn't. My boyfriend thinks I cheated on him.”

“Oh.” He looked contemplative for a hot minute. “I am sorry for your troubles, but I admit I'm not sorry to have kissed a beautiful young woman.”

That got my attention. Not in a good way. “You should be sorry,” I said. “Actions have consequences, you know.”

“I certainly do know that.” 

“I'm paying the consequences for your actions,” I said. 

“Order up!” Josue dinged the bell and plopped table four's lunch on the pass through. I twirled around to pick up the plates, but Vasi just kept talking. 

“Clearly, I have upset you,” he said. “It was not my intention.”

My patience ran out. I had a packed dining room waiting for service. I twirled around to face him and planted my fist on my hip. “Why are you in Salt Creek anyway?” 

“We're recording a new album.” He was unfazed by my curtness.

“Why here?” I was done with niceties and apologies. I needed information. The faster I knew for sure what kind of theikos he was, the better. He couldn't fool me, not after those tricks he pulled at the bar. 

“The rent is cheap. It's secluded,” he said. “No paparazzi or fans following us.” 

Well, he got that part wrong. Vic whisked behind the counter. She was nearly melting with heat just looking at him.

“You could have that in any small town. Why did you pick mine?” 

“Look around? Isn't it clear?”

“No. It isn't.”

“In any city, I wouldn't be able to eat lunch at a diner like this. We blend in. No one knows us. We're just ordinary people here.”

“But you aren't ordinary are you?” 

“I'm as ordinary as you are.” He winked. “And we both know how ordinary that is.” 

My cheeks flushed. He knew. Or did he? Maybe he was fishing for information. 

“I'm just a regular, small town girl.” I faked a big, sweet smile. “I'm not a rock star.”

“I know what I am.” He smirked. “Do you know what you are?”

I said nothing. My heart thump thumped against my ribs. 

“Besides,” Vasi said. “If you must know, my dear sweet mama lives near here. I have a family connection to Salt Creek.”

His mama?

Just then, Burt Kemp, the white-capped curmudgeon who was perpetually parked at the counter, looked at me, pointed at his coffee mug and grunted. I grabbed the decaf off the burner and refilled his cup, all the while feeling Vasi's eyes glued to me, watching my every move. My hands shook a little, but I tried hard to cover it. Vasi knew about me. Or he suspected. Either way wasn't good. And his mama? That wasn't a good coincidence.

Vic filled the blank space I'd left in front of him almost immediately. “Are you ready to check out? I can help you.”

Without breaking his gaze at me, he handed her his check with a smooth new hundred dollar bill on top of it. I finished transferring the plates on the kitchen pass through to my tray, while Vic poured on the charm at the register. “So, how was your breakfast? I hope you liked it, and I hope we see you again sometime.” 

“It was wonderful,” Vasi purred. “And let me add the staff is even more delightful than the food.”

Vic's cheeks blushed nearly fuchsia. Her hand trembled when she held out the stack of bills and coins he was due.

“Keep the change.” He winked at her. He nodded at me, and soon after he and his cronies glided right out the door. 

“I think I'm in love,” Vic gushed. “Holy crap. And he tipped me, like, seventy dollars. It's not a phone number, but it'll do for now.” 

I just stared at her, but she took it the wrong way. 

“Hey. Don't get all jealous. You've got Billy. You can't have all the hotties to yourself.”

“I'm not jealous. Just watch out for him. Something's not...” right. 

I was about to tell her the truth— that he'd kissed me. He was a theikos. He'd waltzed into town about the same time all of the guardians were killed. His “mama” lived here. Then I thought better of it. This wasn't a conversation to be had during the Sunday lunch rush. Vic blinked at me, waiting. I had to cover my real thoughts. This was the best I could come up with: “What kind of guy hits on underage girls, anyway?”

“I'll be eighteen in two months.” She winked and sauntered off to finally give some attention to the tables she'd neglected while her rock and roll boyfriend was in the building. 
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Chapter 11— Lenny
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Just before three, the diner slowed down enough for me to clock out. It was still busy enough that Dee and Vic had to stay, which meant neither one of them could give me a ride downtown as planned. I had to pick up my truck at Lenny's, and I'd have to huff it to the auto shop on foot. Again. Being without a car sure sucked out in the country. 

I clocked out and tucked my fat wad of tips into my coat pocket. Too bad it'd all have to go to Lenny. Billy and I really could've used this money. We'd planned to run away together after graduation. The dream of it kept me going. It was everything. Although, thanks to Vasi, our future was uncertain. No. Once he knows the truth, he'll believe me. We'll move on. We'll be fine.

I walked down the narrow two-lane road leading from the diner to town. The sky was wall-to-wall clouds, dull gray like dirty cotton balls absorbing all the sunlight. The icy wind nipped at me, and the frozen ground crunched under my shoes as I made my way through the grass on the side of the road. I couldn't run. The summer cornstalks I would normally use for cover had dried and turned yellow, and were cut too low to the ground. So I stomped along at a snail's pace. 

The corn fields bumped right up against the edge of town, where a handful of modest wood-clad homes popped up suddenly and the county road abruptly turned into Main Street. Salt Creek was much less cheery in winter. The flowers had disappeared from all the porches. The kids weren't playing outside. The naked tree branches looked like black bones clawing at the white cloudy sky. 

It didn't take long to get to Kar-Gard. Lenny's shop was only about six blocks in from the edge of town. The reddish orange glow of a cigarette cherry caught my eye as I approached. Baldy leaned against the corner of the Church of the Everlasting Reaping, smoking a cigarette. I immediately crossed the street to avoid him. He watched me walk into Lenny's parking lot. 

There were three cars outside the work bay. Gramps' yellow truck, the sleekest Camaro I'd ever seen, and a black gangster-era roadster—mint condition, of course—that I assumed was one of Lenny's project cars. Maybe he was right. I should take his power. I'd always have a cool car to drive.

I went to the office, which was a rectangles of glass set into the corner of the cement-block building. Through the window, I could see Lenny was hunched over the desk taking a nap. He looked so peaceful I almost felt bad knocking. Poor guy must have worked overtime to get my truck finished. 

I pounded on the door, but the sound didn't rouse him. I knocked again. He didn't move. I yanked the door handle, but it was locked. “Lenny! Lenny?” I yelled through the glass. Please wake up. Please. My heart punched my ribs. What if he wasn't asleep? I called to him again, but he didn't move.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I put my hand on the metal door handle, smooth and cool, and felt the locking mechanism with my mind. I could feel Lenny's key, still in the lock on the other side. I ran my mind across the metal. I gripped it. It turned. Click. The handle slipped down and the door opened.  

“Lenny?” I grabbed his shoulders and gently shook him. “Are you all right?” 

His office chair shifted on its casters and Lenny flopped back. He had milky eyes. Bluish lips. A red mark like an Indian burn around his neck. He wasn't breathing. Oh no. Lenny.

“He doesn't look so good. Don't worry, I'll call the police.” 

I looked up. Vasi leaned casually against the door frame, iPhone in hand. 

“What? You? Why?” Looking at Lenny's late face had turned me too much to mush to make coherent sentences. All I could blurt out was “nine two two.”

“Come again?” The screen brightened Vasi's face.

“Dial nine two two.”

“But—”

“Just do it!” I snapped. 

He shrugged. “If you say so, beautiful.” 

“Don't call me that,” I snipped. The stress had already sent electricity skipping up my spine. Breathe. Breathe. I could not let Vasi upset me even more.

“I can't help myself. You are beautiful. You're angry with me because I mistook you for a lover I once had.” He dialed the number. Before I could tell him to stuff it, he was talking with the paramedics. “Yes. I'm at the Kar-Gard auto shop. The owner is dead. Can you send help?”

“Tell them to bring Sheriff Franks.” 

His eyes met mine. “Will you please tell the Sheriff as well? Thank you. Good bye.” 

Okay. Help's coming. But I still couldn't breathe. I backed away from Lenny.

Vasi didn't seem put off by the presence of the dead man, but I suddenly felt the need to be outside, as far from Lenny's body as possible. Vasi was still blocking the door. 

“Let me out,” I said. 

“Are you all right? You seem upset.”

“JUST MOVE!”

He backed out of the doorway, and I stumbled outside. The hard, cold air was better than the stuffy stillness of death hanging in that office. 

Vasi put his hand on my arm. “I'm sorry. I didn't realize how upsetting this was for you. Are you all right? Is there anything I can do?”

There was an edge of sweetness in his voice. My tears slipped out. He gently pressed the pad of his thumb against my cheek and wiped it away. “Shhh. It's all right.”

“No. It isn't.” More tears came. “They keep dying. Everyone is dying. When will it stop?”

“It never stops,” he whispered. “Death always wins. No one lives forever. The end is waiting for all of us just up ahead. That's what makes life so sweet.” 

He looked at me with tender brown eyes. I backed away.

“Why do you hate me so much?” he asked. 

“I don't hate you.” 

“It sure seems like you do,” he said. “Usually, when I sing a girl a song, it has the opposite effect.”

“I'm not like other girls.”

“That much is certain.” He glanced, quick as lightning, down to where my scar lay on my chest, as if he could see it through my coat. My cheeks flushed hot.  

“So tell me about this boyfriend of yours. What is his name?”

“Lenny's dead, and that's what you want to talk about?”

“We've done all we can for Lenny,” he said. “We need to pass the time another way. Besides, maybe I can make up for the trouble I've caused you.”

“His name is Billy.”

“Ah, Billy. I see. Not Bill, or Will, or William. He still carries the name of a child. But, I suppose he is a boy, isn't he? A teenager? Still fresh, still finding his way,” he said. 

I opened my mouth to protest, but Vasi held up a hand to shush me. “There's no shame in it. But you do know that when you grow, he'll have trouble keeping up with you.” 

“Don't talk about him that way.” Vasi needed to shut his stupid mouth. “You don't know what you're talking about. I love him. Forever.”

“I'm sure you do,” he said. “But true love has a price. No happily ever after lasts forever. Even true love ends in tears. What will you do when you lose this Billy?”

“I won't lose him.” My voice shook. He sounded just like Anne. I didn't want to think about the end with Billy, only the future we'd planned, warm and bright and just up ahead. 

Vasi put one hand on the wall and leaned closer to me. “We all lose.”

“We don't have to,” I said. 

“Yes. We do. Even if love lasts a lifetime, one lover must bury the other,” he said. “Someone is always left alone to grieve.”

His words hurt me, like he'd picked off a scab to make the wound bleed again. “What do you know? It doesn't have to be that way.”

“Oh, but it does. I am the one left living. My one true love died, and she haunts me. The smell of her hair. The feel of her skin under my fingers. I want to touch her again so badly, but I can't. My wish can never come true. No matter how powerful we are in this world, we can't have it all.”

We. Powerful. “What are you?” I whispered. 

“Just a man,” he smiled. 

I didn't know what suddenly made me so bold, but I looped my thumb around the collar of his T-shirt and pulled it down low enough to expose the top half of a sun tattoo. The guardian's sun. Gramma's sun. Right there, smack in the middle of his chest. “You're something more than that.” 

Suddenly, an ambulance and Sheriff Franks's cruiser skidded to a stop in front of us. 

“I will tell you my secrets, when you tell me yours.” Vasi winked, then turned to the paramedics, who were just stepping out of the ambulance.

Sheriff Franks popped out of the cruiser. His face wrinkled up in rage as soon as he saw me. “Dammit, Jess. You again?” He grabbed me by the meat of my arm and pulled me aside. “Tell me why every time there's a body, you find it.” 

“I'm not happy about it either,” I said. 

“Why are you here?”

I went over every detail. How my truck got here, that Lenny said he'd be here doing paperwork and I could pick it up today, the walk over today, and what I'd found in the office. 

All he said was “How'd you get into Lenny's office?” 

“It was locked, but I... thought I could help him.”

“So you picked the lock, waltzed into a crime scene, and got your fingerprints all over everything?”

“I didn't mean to...”

“Dammit, Jess,” he snipped. “You aren't helping me help you.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Look,” he said. “The others, the normies, at the department are breathing down my neck. See it their way. We've got unsolved murders. More often than not, you're the first one on the scene. Biggest arson in the town? You were there. I can't keep them off your trail much longer, do you hear?”

“You don't think I did this, do you?” 

He gripped my arm tighter. “Me personally? No. But I'm not the only one that matters. The fact is we've had more death and tragedies in Salt Creek in the past few months than we've ever had. And for some reason, you're smack in the center. There's a tornado of disasters swirling around you,” he said. “I've put two teenagers and two murdered friends in the ground. I've got a single mom in jail for attempted murder, and now Lenny and Adeen are dead. And you're involved in all of them.”   

“Adeen? What did her death have to do with me?”

“You were the last one seen with her alive. Two dozen people saw you run into the woods after her.” He growled like an animal. “You gotta lay low, do you understand? I can't protect you for much longer if you're the one thing every crime scene has in common.” 
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Chapter 12 — Room
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I prayed for dreams. 

Now more than ever, I needed a clue. Something. Anything. Even the slightest glimpse of the future. I hadn't dreamed in weeks, and instead of sleep, I tossed and turned worried that my powers were suddenly fading. Sometimes, when I was home or school, I didn't feel anything coursing inside me. It was like my powers didn't exist. Cuts didn't heal and dreams never came. Mama was still out there. Please, let my powers last long enough to stop her.

Wind rattled the rectangles of glass in my bedroom windows. Dots of snow swirled outside.

Sleep must have caught me, because I started awake a while later, roused by a familiar smell. Clean outside air and soap. There was a shadow next to me. “Billy? Is that you?” 

“Jess,” he whispered. 

Yes. I pulled him down on top of me and wrapped myself around him. He pressed his lips to mine and kissed me. I melted into the heat of him. The softness of his hair, the bristle of his chin against my cheek, the smell of him. He was intoxicating, and my mood lifted so high I thought I might float up to the ceiling. 

Then he whispered, “Tell me it isn't true.”

My guts tied up in knots. A simple yes or no answer wouldn't fix this. Billy noticed my hesitation. “Tell me what Grif said isn't true.” 

“It is true, but it was a mistake.”

Billy withdrew his arms. He rolled onto his back, away from me. 

“He kissed me. I did not kiss him,” I said. “It was over in a split second. He thought I was someone else. It was a mistake.” 

He said nothing, but my words rushed out in a desperate torrent. “I would never cheat on you. I would never kiss someone else voluntarily. I love you. Only you. I hope you know that, after all we've been through.”

“Then why didn't you tell me?” 

“I tried to tell you before the meeting at Big Joe's, but we kept getting interrupted. Then Grif—” 

“This isn't about Grif.”

“I know. I'm sorry.” 

“Who was it?”

“What?”

“Who kissed you?”

I didn't realize just how in the dark Billy had been. “A stranger. In the bar.”

“Grif said he was one of us. Theikos. Is it true?”

“I think so,” I said. “But I don't have proof.”

“What power did he give you?” He had an iceberg buried in his voice, hinting at the depth of the hurt below. 

“Nothing seems different.” 

“Then he couldn't have been one of us.”

“Maybe, or he's aphthiton,” I said. “I can't get new powers from others like me.”

“You don't know that for sure,” he said. “You've never met another one.”

The lies grew heavier, crushing me. I hadn't told Billy about Anne. 

“Do you know his name?”

“Yes,” I admitted, knowing it would only hurt Billy more.

“Are you going to tell me?”

I drew in a breath and held it. Then submitted. “Vasi. The singer from His Eternal Heart.”

Billy sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His shoulders hunched, head down, facing away from me. “Why did it have to be him?”

“It was a mistake. It didn't mean anything. I didn't want it.”

“I can't compete with him.”

“No one is asking you to.” I sat up and cleaved to him, pressing my cheek into his back. “I don't want him. I want you.”

“Now, but for how long?”

“Forever.”

“Vasi is a rock star. His life is.... exciting. And if he's aphthiton like you, he'll be able to understand you in a way I never will.” His voice shook. “He could give you everything.”

“I don't want him. I only want you.”

“I can't compete.”

I squeezed him tighter. “There is no competition.”  

He turned to face me. I seized the opportunity to kiss him. If the words weren't enough, maybe I could convince him with my body. He kissed me back, softly. It was tender, but it was short. 

“Please believe me,” I whispered. “I love only you. Forever and always.” 

“I love you, too, Jess. Forever,” he whispered. “But I know you've seen Vasi again.”

I was blindsided. “What are you talking about?” 

“Sheriff told my mom he was at the shop with you when Lenny died. Vic said Vasi talked to you at the diner, too.”

“But. I—” I couldn't help that.

“Jess, stop,” he said. “I need you to be sure it's me you want, not him. And...I need space to work it out, okay?”

He got up and went to the window. Then he was gone, quietly, without so much as a ripple of thunder or a bolt of lightning. My heart ripped itself to pieces. Space to work it out sure felt an awful lot like goodbye.
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Chapter 13— The wake
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We buried Adeen on Wednesday morning, during the winter's first heavy snow. Giant white flakes rained down on the mourners, piling up deep around their ankles.

It was a small funeral, forty people at most. All family or theikos, all resigned. We'd buried too many of our own this year, and the work wasn't finished. Lenny's funeral was tomorrow. 

Sybil stood directly across from me, silent and still. Her marble white skin amplified the dark circles that had appeared under her eyes. Grif stood next to her, holding her hand.

The priest, squat and dark, read the Catholic funeral prayers. “O God, by whose mercy the faithful departed find rest, bless this grave, and send your holy angel to watch over it.”

The priest made his final cross in the air, and the funeral ended. Mom immediately descended on Gloria, Adeen's mother. It was Mom's turn to offer up platitudes to the grieving, repayment for the ones offered to us when we lost Dad and Gramps. 

The mass of black-clad mourners looked like ants as they filed single file to their cars. Vic grabbed my arm. “Ride with me to the wake? Please?” Her eyes had glossed pink from tears. “I don't want to be alone.”

I nodded, and we walked arm-in-arm to her car, leaving delicate boot prints in the pristine white snow. “It's just so sad, you know?” Vic said. “Adeen never had any of her own friends. She was the tag-along little sister. She was always following us around. She thought Sybil's friends were here friends. We were mean to her a lot of the time because she was younger, and we thought we were so grown up and so cool.”

She wiped her eyes. “I didn't know until it was too late that Adeen wasn't the annoying little sister, she was my friend, too,” Vic said. “Maybe she killed herself because of the way we treated her.” 

“No,” I said. “Stop.” 

Vic looked at me. 

“She didn't kill herself,” I said. “She was murdered.”

“What?” The pink drained out of her cheeks. “But Sheriff said—”

“Forget what he said. Sybil said she was murdered, and I believe her.”

“Another murder?” Vic nervously coiled a strand of dyed-red hair around her finger. “What do we do Jess? How do we make it stop?”

“I don't know.” 

Vic and I drove to the wake in silence. Life had become just too overwhelming to talk about. She parked her sedan behind a dozen other cars outside of the Devault's two-story lemon-yellow farmhouse. It was normally a cheery place, surrounded by blooming flowers, but a blanket of grief and snow had settled over it. The flowers were all dead, even in the greenhouses. 

I stood up stick straight and steeled myself before we stepped through the front door into the farmhouse's fancy double parlor. I spotted Billy and his mother, Lila, quietly talking to Adam, Sybil and Grif in the corner. Billy locked eyes with me and a hot rock of dread formed in my gut. I tried to ignore it and blend in with the dozens of people milling around amidst the ornate antiques and oil paintings. I turned my back to Billy.

“You guys haven't made up yet?” Vic whispered. 

I shook my head. 

“You better do something soon,” she said. “I'm starting to worry.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

“Well, he can't take his eyes off of you, so that's a good sign. Plus, you've still got me,” she said. “Come on. Let's go to the kitchen and see what's for food.”

“Okay.” I wasn't hungry, but it was a plan.

I turned and immediately ran right into a short fat man who was as wide as he was tall. He was drenched in sweat and tugging at the collar of his beige polo shirt. It took a second, but I finally placed him. “Oh. Deputy Ed. How are you?”  

“Uh...” His eyes darted from side to side, and his jowls trembled. Deputy Ed was Sheriff Frank's second in command. He'd helped me the night Sam tried to kill me. “I.. uh. Gotta go.” 

He pushed through the people as if he couldn't get away from me fast enough. He left straight through the front door. 

“That was weird,” Vic said. “I wonder what his problem is?”

“Who can say?” 

I followed Vic to the the kitchen, where Sheriff Franks stood with Gloria and the elderly ladies who attended funerals like they were sporting events. Sheriff looked more worn down, every time I saw him. He was about the same age as my Mom, but his shoulders were bent as if he were carrying three tons of boulders on top of them. His brown eyes had lost their shine.

Adam bopped up to say hello, but mostly to chat Vic up. I grabbed a paper plate nestled in a wicker holder and filled it with funeral food: a dab of potato salad, a deviled egg sprinkled with paprika, a bit of pulled pork from a crock pot, and a blob of one of those Jello and whipped cream concoctions that only people in the Midwest had the nerve to call a salad. 

“You didn't come see me at the library.” George appeared next to me, his plate bowing under mounds of fried chicken and potato salad.

“Oh my God.” He was right. It rained down on me like bricks. “I'm so sorry. With Adeen. And Lenny. I totally forgot.” 

“I told you it was urgent. It can't wait.” His lips were a grim, tight line.

“I'm so sorry. I forgot. I didn't mean to.”

“No excuses. Meet me at the library in one hour. This isn't optional. I'll be waiting.” He pointed at the digital clock on the stove. “One hour.”

George walked away. Sheriff grabbed a plate and joined me in the buffet line. 

“Any news on how Lenny died yet?” I asked. “I can't stop thinking about it.”

“Jess, please. Don't do this to me. You aren't a deputy. I can't share information with you,” he said. “Maybe I shared too much in the past, but from now on these investigations are private until we have evidence and a suspect in court.” 

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to...”

“I know you didn't.” He sighed. “But this is how it's got to be. I'm trying to protect you.”

With that, Sheriff put down his empty plate and walked away, and my mood went down the drain.  

Sybil walked up the second I took a bite of potato salad. “Hey, Jess. I need to talk to you. You believe me, right? About Adeen?”

“I believe you.”

“You know who she is, don't you?” 

“Of course I know who Adeen is.” Had Sybil lost her mind?

“Don't play dumb. I meant Anne. From the pictures I gave you? You've found her, haven't you? You had a weird look in your eyes last time I asked you about her. You can't lie to me.”

I tried hard to keep my hands from shaking. The snowball of lies had grown too big. “She didn't kill Adeen.” 

“You sound awfully sure,” Sybil said. “Bob named her. She's the killer. I thought we both agreed.”

“Bob named her guardian, not killer,” I said. “Gladys gave her the sun.”

Sybil grabbed my arm and sunk her nails in. “How long have you known this?”

“Not long.” Another lie. 

“How can you be sure you can trust her?”

“I just know, okay? She's one of us. She's a guardian.”

“Then where is she?”

“I don't know.” Jesus, Anne. I can't keep lying for you.

“Chew on this,” Sybil growled. “If you're wrong about her, we're all dead.”

Sybil stomped through the kitchen and out the back door. Through the window, I watched her light a cigarette. I quick-stepped back through the double parlor, grabbing the ornate newel post at the bottom of the stairs as I rounded the corner to the dining room. 

I'll be right there. 

I froze. It was a ghost of a voice. A whisper. From where? I looked around. A blanket of fog covered the floor, lapping at my ankles. My nerves shifted into overdrive. Fog always meant visions. I was about to see something. Finally. But what? I steeled myself.

The white mist kicked up, surrounding me, growing thicker, higher. The people at the wake faded away, their voices, their bodies, covered by a blanket of white until all I could see was the front door, and a girl with her back was to me. Adeen. But not Adeen. She was translucent, like a delicate glass sculpture that moved. She looked like she'd break if you touched her. 

Adeen opened the door.

“What do you want, Jess?” Her voice was air, light as wind whistling through the trees. The door swung open and another shimmering glass ghost stepped through. It was a girl with long hair. Wait. It is me. Was this a vision of my last visit with Sybil? That was the last time I'd seen Adeen alive, outside of the woods. 

Someone suddenly pulled the fog curtain down. In a snap, I was back in real time at the wake.  No. Come back. Please. I need to see. I closed my eyes and tried to will the vision to come back. It didn't work. Until a few minutes later, when a bit of fog lapped at my shoe, and then without warning, the white curtain pulled closed around me again. 

The visitor said something, but I only saw the movement of her lips. I didn't hear the words. 

Mom and Sybil aren't home, Adeen said. There's a meeting tonight. Shouldn't you be there? 

Wait. Adeen and I had never had this conversation. The girl at the door wasn't me. Adeen let her in and suddenly, the girl looped something around Adeen's neck, pushed her to the floor, then sat on her back. Adeen clawed at her neck. 

Oh my God. I dropped my plate and ran to help. I kicked the girl on Adeen's back, but my foot went right through her. The whole vision scattered like smoke. 

I was back at the wake again, kicking air like a crazy person while everyone watched. My food had splattered across the floor. People whispered to each other. Is she crazy?What's she doing? How disrespectful. 

I did what any normie would do. I apologized for my clumsiness and cleaned up the food I'd dropped on the floor. Then I sat down on the bottom step and put my hand back on the newel post. I wasn't leaving this spot until the vision came back. 

And it did eventually, but only in short bursts. It was like my powers were switching on and off like a light bulb. I saw flashes, quick and graphic. Adeen dead. The girl picking her up, carrying her to the landing at the top of the stairs. The girl looping a rope or something around the chandelier. The girl pushing Adeen over the rail. Adeen dangling there. 

Sybil was right. Adeen didn't commit suicide. She was murdered. 

Then it got really interesting. The ghostly killer headed for the door, but halfway there, she bent in half, like someone had punched her in the gut. She writhed. It was violent, like a seizure. She stopped moving. Then she stood up, but she didn't look like me anymore. She looked like Adeen. 

The fog disappeared instantly. The front door opened. Mom stepped in with my brother Jack behind her.

“You all right, honey?” She asked. 

“Mom,” I said. “I need a ride to the library right now.” 
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Chapter 14 — Library
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“Honey, I just got here.” Mom protested. She held a foil-covered pan in her hand. “I forgot the casserole and had to stop by home first to pick it up. And your brother got a bad headache on the way over, so we've been sitting outside in the car for twenty minutes waiting for the Tylenol to kick in. You know, your Dad used to get bad headaches when he was in high school. I'll be real sad if Jack inherited that.”

“Mom. Please. Take me to the library,” I said. “I wouldn't ask if it weren't important.” 

“It can wait. We need to be here. We need to show our support,” she said. “You understand, don't you honey?”

The clock was ticking. I couldn't let George down. I'd have to find another way. “Fine.”

I wended through the mourners, barely able to concentrate for thinking of the strange prologue to Adeen's death. My eyes tricked me. No one could change from me to Adeen. No one. 

I found Vic, still talking to Adam in the kitchen, and begged her for a ride downtown. My truck's still at Lenny's, I told her. Sheriff won't let me take it because the shop is a crime scene.

She didn't need much convincing. She wanted to get out of there just as much as I did. Ten minutes later, she pulled her maroon sedan up to the two-story red-brick library downtown. 

“Dude, check this guy out,” she said as she popped the car into park. “Can you say creepy?”

It didn't take long to figure out who she was talking about. Baldy leaned against the corner of the building smoking, looking characteristically grim in a black winter jacket.

“Wait here,” I said. “Lock the door after I get out, okay? That guy's bad news.”

“Sure,” she shrugged. “But make it quick. I'm double parked.”

“It shouldn't take long.” 

I darted out of the car and through the front door. The library was quiet and nearly empty. A toddler, followed by a mom, waddled out of the kids section. A gray-haired lady struggled to check out a book on the library's new self-scan computer. I didn't see George anywhere. I checked the time. I was five minutes late. He wouldn't have left already, would he? I walked quickly through the stacks, looking for him.

“Jess. Jess. Over here.” George stood by the emergency exit, motioning for me to join him.

He looked all around before backing into what looked like a utility closet. He emerged with a black trash bag that clearly contained a heavy, rectangular object. He looked around again then handed me the bag. “Gladys wanted you to have this. Guard it like your life depends on it, because it might. You have Gladys' power right?” 

“Yes, why?”

“Shhhh. That's good,” he whispered. “Just read it. Really read it.”

He disarmed the alarm on the emergency door, opened it, then pushed me out. The door thumped shut and locked behind me, leaving me standing in the narrow alley behind the library next to a big green dumpster. “Well, that was weird.”    

I caught a smell. Smoke, like mint. Then heavy steps crunching through snow. Suddenly, a short curvy blonde woman in a very big baggy black coat stepped out from behind the dumpster. We stared at each other, unsure of what to do. She had the tail end of a cigarette in her hand. She looked familiar. Then I placed her. She was one of the people who'd greeted Baldy outside of the church across from Lenny's shop, the night I'd literally run into him downtown. 

“What's in the bag?” she asked.

“Garbage.”  

“So throw it away then.” She pointed to the dumpster.

“I will.” 

“Can you reach? Need help?”

“No. I'm fine.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” She grinned. One of her front teeth was missing.

“A friend.” 

The woman looked up and down the alley. “Don't see nobody coming.” 

“She'll be here soon,” I said. 

“I said I'd help you with the dumpster.”

“I'm fine. I'll wait.” I got the distinct impression blondie's curiosity was piqued. If I did put the book in the dumpster and walked off, I couldn't guarantee she wouldn't fish it out. It wasn't a safe day to bluff.

“What ya got in there that's so precious?”

“It's just garbage.”

“Looks like a book to me,” the woman said. “You stealing it?”

“No. I'm not.” 

I clutched the garbage bag even tighter to my chest. There was no easy way out of this. I couldn't use my powers in front of a normie.

“You stealing it? Why else would you come out the back?” She lunged at me, grabbing at the plastic. It was slick, so she couldn't get a good grip. “Drop it, sweetheart.”

She tugged and grabbed at the bag. My back was against a locked door. She had me cornered. 

I shouldn't have done what I did next. I put my hand on her chest and pushed with all my strength. She arced through the air and hit the wood fence on the other side of the alley. The boards crunched in. Then, I ran full speed out of the alley and around front to Vic's waiting car. I yanked open the car door, jumped in and slammed the door shut behind me. 

“Go! Go!” I sunk as low as possible into my seat, trying to stay out of view.

Vic popped the car into gear. “Uh, you okay?”

“Why didn't you lock the door?” 

“Well, creepy guy left right after you did,” she said. “What's got you so rattled? What's in the bag?” 

“Just go.” I clutched the bag to my chest. “I'll explain later.”

She pulled out of her spot directly into a line of traffic backed up at a red light. Holy hell. We weren't getting away fast enough. 

I glanced in the side mirror, and saw Baldy staring back at me from the corner of the building. He took a crumpled pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, slipped one out, and lit it. 
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Chapter 15 — The Book
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Vic dropped me off at home. She waffled when I opened the car door, looking for any excuse to come in and hang out. It broke my heart to tell her no, but I made every lame excuse I could think of to get her to leave. This bag held something from Gladys. It was for my eyes only. End of story.

I took the garbage bag up to my room, locked the door behind me, and ripped the bag open. Inside was a fat red leather-bound book. I recognized it immediately. It was my family history from the library's local history archives. Gladys had shown it to me the very first time we met, the day she told me of our secret history. But it was just a dusty old family tree. Genealogy. Why would Gladys, then George, make such a Herculean effort to sneak it out of the library to me? 

Wait. Sheriff Franks had told me Gladys' killer stole books from the archives. Five of the family trees. Yours is one of them.

He was wrong. Only four were stolen. Gladys, for some reason, hid mine. 

Sheriff had said something about those books at Gladys' funeral. When Gladys looks at those books she sees more than names. It clearly was no coincidence that George asked if I had Gladys' gift before he shoved me out into the alley. There must be something in here that only she could see. 

I cleared all the papers off of my desk and opened the book. The pages were a heavy ivory linen, each with brackets hand-drawn in black ink. The brackets were filled with names: Marriage dates. Birth dates. Death dates. Children. All in the elegant cursive of a long-gone age. As I flipped pages, the handwriting changed, as one keeper of the history passed the responsibility on to the next. 

Eventually, I got to Gladys' handwriting and names I recognized. Names of the living. And, the names of the people I'd just lost. I ran my fingers over Gramma and Gramps' names. Their birth and death dates. Dad's name, his birth and death. 

Dad. A tear rolled down my cheek, dropping onto the page. Oh no. I hopped up and grabbed a towel off the back of my bathroom door. The last thing I needed was to damage the book Gladys desperately wanted to save. I wrapped the corner of the towel around my finger and gently dabbed the wet spot off the paper, careful not to smear the ink. As I dabbed, a glimmer of gold flickered on the page.

What was that? I blinked hard and looked closely. No gold, just black ink. My eyes had tricked me. It must have been a reflection, a stray beam of sunlight. Then I moved to put the towel in the hamper, and saw a glimmer of green on the page. I turned slowly and leaned over the book. I looked and looked until my eyes felt like they were going to cross. Only black ink. 

Come on, Gladys. What's the secret?

I stared at the names, the ink, for a very long time. A very very long time. Frustrated, I leaned back in my chair. I give up. That's when I saw it. At an angle, the brackets were filled with tiny rainbows, each name a different color. Some black. Some red, others green or yellow. Not solid colors. More like faint watery shimmer floating over the black ink, like when heat looks like water over hot asphalt on summer days. 

I couldn't help but laugh. Why didn't you tell me, Gladys? Why did I have to wait until you were dead to find out? Gladys was the keeper of the history. She saw the past in fog-filled visions, yes, but powers were never one dimensional. They were onions, with ever more layers lurking beneath. And here it was. Another layer. Theikos names in color.

I went through the book again, careful to look only at an angle, careful not to stare directly or too closely, because that made the colors disappear. I spent hours this way, and I learned a few things. 

Each name was always the same color. Best I could guess, each person, each power had a particular color. The book was color coded. Some of the colors were more common, like green. My mom's name was green. So was Vic's. The green were the healers. Gramps' name was orange, which must be the color of seers. He had visions of the future in dreams. Vic's dad and brothers, who had the gift of immense strength, were red. Mine was the only gold name, the only aphthiton. Most names were plain old black ink, which I assumed meant the bearer was a normie. 

The book began in 1803, the year nineteen theikos families founded Salt Creek. Each book followed more than one family, determined by the first settler's marriages. Sheriff said there were five books missing, including this one, so about four families per book. My book— this book— contained the Witchers. Gramma's family. The Kellers. Gramps' family. The Flowers. Dad's family. The Atwoods. Vic's family. 

I ticked through the names of the dead. Adeen Devault. Grandpa Bob Holderman. Gladys Bauman. Lenny Dunkel, Sara Stumpf. All names from the missing books. 

George's urgency clicked. Someone could use these books to hunt us if they had Gladys' gift. These books were weapons. I immediately called Sheriff Franks. As his phone rang, my mind raced. The names. The colors. The strange vision at Adeen's wake. 

“Yes?” Sheriff's voice was ragged.

“Sheriff. The killer has Gladys' gift,” I said. 

“What? Jess, is that you? Dammit! I told you to stay out of this.” He sounded flustered and angry. 

“Listen to me,” I said, making my best effort to explain clearly and calmly. “The killer stole the books from the archives because they needed them to hunt theikos. You were right. Gladys could see the names of theikos and their powers in the books. Please. Listen. They're using them to hunt us. The killer has Gladys' gift.”

I heard nothing. Then an unsteady voice. “You sure?”

“Yes. I am.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I have Gladys' gift, too, and I have one of the missing books.” 

“Wait. You have one of the stolen books?” His tone changed. 

“I have my family history. It wasn't stolen. Gladys hid it. She knew what was coming.” I told him about the links between the powers, the colors, the names, that more than one family was in each book. “Everyone who's died was in a different book than mine. A stolen book.”

There was only silence on the line. 

“How did you get the book?” he asked flatly. 

I recounted the hand off with George. 

“I see,” he said. “And you have Gladys' power.”

“Well, yes,” I said. “She accidentally gave it to me at my Dad's funeral, before she knew what I was.” 

I heard a heavy sigh and a crinkle on the line, like a hand brushing against the receiver.

“Are you all right?” I asked. 

“Listen carefully to what I am about to say, because your life and your future depends on it,” Sheriff said. “One. You have Gladys' power. Two. There's a killer out there using that same power to hunt theikos. Three. You've been at every single crime scene. Four. You're in possession of a book that was reported stolen during a murder-robbery.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Do I have to spell out exactly how serious this is? First, just seeing names in color isn't enough to kill someone. You'd need other gifts, too. And who has other gifts? Only you. That's why I need you to keep your nose squeaky clean, do you hear me? Keep your head down and stick to your own life, your own business. Stop going places alone. Always have an alibi. Always have someone with you who can vouch for where you've gone and what you've done. Do you understand me? I'm ordering you to be a model citizen,” he said.

“Why?” My heart was in my throat.

“Because if you don't watch your step, you'll end up charged with first degree murder.”
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Chapter 16— Off Track
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Vic pulled a pink makeup bag out of the front pocket of her backpack. She settled in front of the mirror on the wall in Dee's office, fished out some powder and some little tubes of things I didn't even recognize, and applied it all. “All these funerals. They're making me break out. Stress is so bad for your skin.”

“So is ambrosia salad,” I said. 

“That is also true.” She assessed the state of her face while I hung up the bags and coats, prepping for our shift.

“Relax,” I said. “You know those zits won't last.”

Vic's body healed itself and quickly. So did mine. I hadn't had a blemish last more than an thirty minutes since she'd given me that gift. 

“Yes, but every minute is a minute too long,” she said. “No one wants to tip a girl with whiteheads. Oh my God, this one just won't quit. It keeps coming back!”

Standing there, just the two of us, I was overcome with the urge to tell her that zits were tiny, first-world problems. She had bigger fish, so to speak. She would literally live a really long life, maybe hundreds of years, without so much as a wrinkle or a blemish. Forever young. Wasn't that the dream? But, I bit my tongue. I couldn't tell her. Not yet. She would ask me how I could possibly know that, and I wouldn't be able to answer unless I told her about Anne. 

“You look great.” I smiled. “Now come on. Dee's waiting.” 

Vic grabbed a clean apron off the stack and tied it around her waist. I did the same and followed her out front. 

“Hey girls. How was school?” Dee was behind the counter chatting up a woman seated on one of the mushroom swivel stools. 

“Oh you know. Spiritually fulfilling,” Vic said.  

“Girls, have you met my cousin Lina?” Dee motioned to the woman. 

She had shoulder-length deep chestnut brown hair that curled up every so slightly at the ends. Her skin was pink and smooth, and few strands of gray streaked through her dark hair. I got the distinct impression that she was a woman who looked very good for her age. 

“No, I'm sorry. I don't think I have,” I said. 

“Lina comes in to do the books twice a week, but since we're a little, uh, short staffed out front she's gonna start waiting tables...you-know-who's old shifts.” Dee meant Sam's shifts, but Dee never said her name out loud these days. Bad luck, she'd said. “Lina just moved back to Salt Creek.”

“It's super nice to meet you.” Vic smiled, then grabbed the coffee pot and set off to refill the cups of the whole three people who were eating at four o'clock on a weekday. 

Dee and Lina looked at me, smiling. I had a hard time smiling back. Dee's cousin? Probably a theikos. Just moved here? Every new face was a suspect. Sheriff said that himself. I agreed. “So, where'd you move from?” 

“California,” Lina said. 

My guts knotted. Yeah. Me too. And my Dad was murdered in Santa Cruz. “Really? What part?”

“L.A.” she said. 

Okay. Not exactly close to my old home, but still close. I tried to smile, to be polite, to act normal, while I worked it out.

“Well, Lina and I have to hit the hardware store. She's moving into Grandpa Bob's place,” Dee said. “We've got to get it ready. You two can handle things here, right?” 

I nodded then got to work. I looped around the tables, restocking the sugar and ketchup before the dinner crowd arrived. I caught Lina looking me up and down a few times, with her eyebrows squinched together like she was solving a puzzle, before she left with Dee. 

Cut it out, Jess. I tried to shake off  my suspicion. Not everyone's a killer. Not everyone's hiding something. I'd just have to rely on Dee to cover this one. She would know if something was up. She could read minds. 

Once Dee and Lina left, the rest of the night fell into the usual routine. Around five, the gray-haired crowd filtered in after their activities at the senior center, including Gladys' best friends Pearl, Hazel, and Maxine. They always hugged me and called me sweetie. By the time the seniors had paid up and gone home, the dinner rush came, this one super-sized by a middle-school basketball game. By eight, the crowd had dispersed. 

Shortly after, Katie sidled in and sat down at the counter. “Hey, Jess. How's it going?” 

“You don't usually eat here,” I said. “Everything all right?”

“You caught me.” she shrugged. “I didn't really come here to eat, although I will take a chocolate shake when you get a minute. I came to talk to you.”

I plopped some ice cream and chocolate syrup in a stainless steel cup and put it on the milkshake machine. “So, what's on your mind?”

“It's senior year. I know it's petty, with everything that's going on, but I want to win state. I need to shine, and to pull it off, I need you. Will you come back to the track team?”

“You shine plenty on your own.” Katie was an all star. She currently held all the school sprint and distance running records, and a few state titles as well. She was a theikos. Her gift was speed. “Why do you need me?”

“One girl doesn't get the relay team state title. I need you as a leg. It'll look weird if I'm the one zipping us to the win every single time, especially if we're really behind when I get the baton,” Katie said. “I've got a lot riding on this season. I need to seal the deal on scholarships to pay for college, or else I don't get to go. My parents can't afford it.”

“I don't know. Don't you kind of feel like it's cheating? It's totally not fair to the normies.”

“I'll tell you what's not fair.” She flashed her most winning pearly smile. “The astronomical cost of college tuition. I see no problem using the gifts God gave me to pay the bill. Just think about it. One season, one or two events. I've got some offers, but I think a few more strategic wins could get me a better deal.” 

“I'll think about it.” I poured Katie's milkshake into a tall glass, then topped it with whipped cream and a cherry. 

Vic whisked behind the counter. I listened in as she and Katie chatted about their post-graduation plans. Vic had decided to go to community college, now that she had the diner job, she could pay for it. Katie was flirting with several Big Ten universities, all offering money pending the outcome of the spring track season. I said nothing. I just quietly rolled silverware into napkin bundles. College, yes, definitely, but not right this second. Billy was my favorite post graduation plan, but I didn't know if that was going to work out. I guessed it was time to think about plan B. A future. Potentially a very long one.  Alone.

Katie stayed for a long time, gushing about all the high school gossip. It was a nice distraction, like what normal kids were supposed to be doing. We were an hour away from close and down to two tables when Grif strutted through the front door. He looked worse for wear. His clothes were extra wrinkled, his hair dirty and sticking out in all directions. 

Vic and Katie rained down hugs on him, deliberately not telling him how terrible he looked. He didn't talk to me, but he didn't scowl at me either. Sadly, that was progress. He plopped down next to Katie at the counter. Vic took his order. Two burgers, fries and onion rings, and a strawberry milkshake. Dee fed Grif for free, any day, any time, anything he wanted. That was a good thing, because he'd probably starve otherwise, but he must be desperate to come in during my shift.

As soon as Grif sat down, I avoided him by checking on the only two occupied tables. They didn't need anything, which sucked, because I really wanted something to do, anything that would keep me and Grif apart. I beelined straight from their tables to the back and camped out by the dishwasher, hiding, until Josue told me I was being silly and made me go back out front. 

I immediately regretted it when I did. I emerged from the kitchen to catch Vic nervously smoothing out her apron and checking her makeup in the reflection on the chrome cooler door. 

“Be cool, Jess,” Grif said. “Your boyfriend's here.”

Billy. My heart tap danced as I scanned the dining room looking for him. But he wasn't there. Grif didn't mean Billy. He meant Vasi, who was sitting alone in a booth by the window in a pair of tight leather pants and a Misfit's T-shirt, tapping his fingers against a menu, smiling at me. 

I immediately pretended to be busy organizing straws and napkins. “Vic, can you take that table?”

“Uh, like I was gonna let you near it?” She winked at me, stood up stick straight, and breathed deep, clearly satisfied with her appearance. She sashayed, hips swinging, right on over to Vasi's table with a carafe of lemon water and her most seductive smile. 

She came back a second later, looking like a balloon with a pinhole in it. “He asked for you.” She huffed past me, nursing her wounded pride. 

I wanted to smack the smug right off of Grif's face. I could tell he was enjoying thinking he was right about me and Vasi. Hell, he probably thought he was doing Billy a favor, cluing him in to his cheating girlfriend. “Fine,” I huffed. 

Vasi watched me walk to his table, with the twinkling eyes and crooked grin that made women swoon over him.

“What can I get for you tonight?” I said it in as friendly a voice as I could muster. A paying customer was a paying customer.

“May I have a cup of coffee, Jesse?” His smooth voice coupled with his brown eyes and caramel skin would have made my toes tingle if I weren't so angry with him. 

“Sure. Anything else?” 

“I'd love a piece of cake, if you have one,” he said. 

“What kind?”

“Whatever you have. It doesn't matter. I'm not that hungry tonight.”

“A diner's a strange place to go if you aren't hungry.” 

“Not if you're here.”

I quick stepped away, heart pumping double time. Vic jumped on me like a tiger the second I got to the cake case. 

“What did he say?” she whispered. 

“He wants coffee and cake.” 

“That's it?” Her eyebrows crinkled together. 

“That's it.” I opened up the case behind the counter. It was a little sparse. The bakery dropped off fresh desserts in the morning and by close, we were usually out. We had one piece of cake left. Devil's food, perfect for the devil who'd upended my life. 

I had the coffee pot in one hand and the cake in the other when Grif decided he couldn't keep his mouth shut any longer. “Awfully nice of your new boyfriend to come visit you at work. Tell me, you two gonna go out back and make out after closing?”

“You shut your mouth, Grif,” I snapped. “You've already caused me enough trouble.”

“I'm not the one who made out with him at the bar.”

“You don't know what you're talking about, Grif Peters.” I glared at him then stomped off to deliver Vasi's order. 

I sat the cake down in front of Vasi and poured fresh coffee into his mug. He started humming and the sound of his voice immediately made me feel like I was in a candlelit bubble bath: Warm, relaxed, soothed. 

“You like my new song?” He slipped his hand over mine, which was on top of the guest check I'd just put face down on his table. A shiver went up my arm. I couldn't deny it. He was hot, like slow burning coals. Smoldering. His voice sent electric to all parts of me. It was like magic. No wonder all his songs were hits. 

“Please,” I whispered. “Don't touch me.” 

He withdrew his hand. “There's nothing I can give you.”

“What?” 

“You probably know that. Unless you've never...Have you ever met someone like you before?”

It took me a second to realize how far the conversation had shifted. 

“You're aphthiton, aren't you?” There. I said it. With theikos dropping like flies, I didn't have time to waste. We both had sun scars. We both knew it. No sense pretending we didn't. 

“We used to just call it magic.” He took a bite of his chocolate cake and closed his eyes as he chewed. “It is a kind of magic, isn't it? That you and I are still here. Alive. Reborn.”

I suddenly felt light-headed, like all the blood had been sucked out of me. Alive. Reborn. He knew. 

“Don't worry,” he said. “Your secret is safe with me.”

This conversation was getting more dangerous by the minute. He was a stranger. He was new in town. He could be our enemy. I chose my next words carefully. 

“I don't have any secrets.” I glared at him.

“Did you know that when you die, horribly, violently, then return to life, it leaves a mark. The place of your death becomes a beacon. It calls to us.”

Oh my God. He knew. Really knew. More than I suspected. I felt flash frozen on the spot, unable to move. I remembered the whisper screaming voices I'd heard at the stone where Anne Charity was burned alive. The beacon, calling to me. Anne in the ravine where I'd died and come back, my beacon calling to her.

Vasi slid out of the booth and stood over me, his body close. He whispered into my ear. “We have been drawn together, you and I. It's no mistake. The only question is why?” 

With that, he walked right out the door. When I snapped out of it, I noticed he'd barely had any coffee and only that single bite of cake, so clearly he hadn't come here to eat. He'd left a fifty dollar bill on top of his five-dollar check. I grabbed the money and the bill. A slim red envelope lay underneath it. “Jesse” was written in elegant cursive on the front. I jammed it in my apron pocket and raced back to the register, feeling ruffled. 

Katie, Grif, and Vic were at the counter, silent, watching the whole exchange unfold. God only knew what they were speculating. I was madder by the second. This would not help me make my case to Billy. 

Grif laid into me the second I was within earshot of the counter. “You and lover boy looked pretty tight back there.” 

I met Grif's eyes. A tidal wave of rage and hurt rolled out of me. My hands sparked and the ceiling lights flickered. The two people at the only other table gasped and started to look up at the lights then out the window, thinking a storm was about to knock out the power.  

Vic stepped toward me. “Jess, calm down.”

“Shut up and listen. All of you,” I snapped. “I'm not gonna sugar coat this, and I'm only gonna say it once, so pay attention. Vasi knows what I am.”

I thought I was gonna have to pick all of their jaws up off the floor. 

“I don't know how, but I do know this: We're being hunted. Bob, Gladys. Adeen. Lenny. Sara. They were killed because they were theikos. Someone is hunting us. So if you want to survive this, we need to cut the stupid high school bullshit and fight together. Are you with me or not?”

They looked at each other, then at me. They didn't say anything. Maybe it was the shock. Maybe I'd told them more than they could digest in one sitting. Didn't matter. I didn't have time to waste. Vasi had given me a lot of information in that short exchange. I could feel my rage turning to electricity skipping up and down my spine, so I stomped into the back, into Dee's office, which was a dark, tiny rectangle carved out of the storeroom. I breathed deep and tried to calm down.

Even in there, I could hear Vic whispering to Katie. She was scared, but she didn't want me to know it. She wanted to look brave. She didn't want to let me down. Then I heard footsteps, moving closer. A minute later, Grif stepped into Dee's office. 

“That was quite the little speech,” Grif said. 

“I meant it.”

“I believe that.”

“I have to get back to work,” I stood up, ready to go back out front, just to put some space between us.

“Hey, sweets,” Grif said. “Don't leave on my account.”

“You're kidding, right? You're the president of the 'I hate Jess' fan club.” 

“Yeah, maybe. But it ain't that simple, ya know? My ma doesn't make good decisions. I know that. I know she was wrong. I'm not blind. I'm not stupid.” 

Grif's rough facade crumbled. Without an audience, he was just a tall awkward boy with pain writ large on his face. 

“What are you getting at?” I softened my tone. 

He shrugged. “I know she hurt you, and it's not your fault. But she's my ma, you know? It's easier to hate you than it is to hate her. And how am I supposed to look you in the face after she tried to kill you, huh? That ain't easy. But, if what you just said is true, we should probably try to be civil. Don't you think? We need to stick together.”

“Is this a peace offering?”

He considered it. “As close as I can get for now.”

I nodded. “Fine. But I need a favor. Ask your mom who's hunting us. Ask her for everything she knows about Mama.”

“Don't push it, sweets.” 

“I'm serious.”

“Why bother with ma? You've got magic powers. Use them.”

“I'm asking because my powers haven't been working reliably lately. They've been short circuiting, fading out when I need them.” I was a little shocked that I'd admitted that to Grif, of all people. 

“That can't be good.”

“Sam knows who the killer is. It's why you move around so much. She's running. And, I think she tried to kill me and Dana because she was convinced we were gonna draw this person to Salt Creek.”

“Sorry. Can't do it.”

“Why not?”

“I just can't.” Grif's eyebrows pulled together, and for a split second I thought he might cry. “I haven't gone to jail to see her since the night she tried to kill you. I can't stand to look at her. You'll have to go ask her yourself.”
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Chapter  17— Sam
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I called the Sheriff's office during my lunch period the next day. 

Sam Peters was still being held in an austere seven by nine foot cell in downtown Salt Creek. She'd been there since the night she attempted to kill me. She should have been moved to a real jail by now, but every place was overcrowded, so they'd kept her here. I only knew this because the lady deputy who answered the phone whispered it to me on the sly, once I'd flat-out told her I was the one Sam was in jail for trying to kill. 

“Am I allowed to visit her?” I asked.

“Honestly, I'm not sure,” she said. “We never keep people here long enough to find out. Even if you were, victims almost never see the perp until they're in court. Most don't want to.”

“Is Sheriff Franks in today?” 

“No, hun, he's got meetings all day. He won't be back 'til tomorrow.” 

Bingo. He was out, which was my in. 

“I would like to see Sam today, if that's possible,” I said. 

She sighed. “Well, if you're sure you want to.”

“I'm sure.”

I walked to the Sheriff's office right after school. 

Deputy Beth Huber was a cheerful, chubby lady with graying auburn hair and spotty pink cheeks. She was the one I'd talked to on the phone. If she weren't in her stiff black uniform, she'd be the kind of lady to sport an embroidered snowman sweatshirt and matching stretch pants. “You sure you want to do this, hun?” 

I signed in at the desk and showed her my driver's license. “I'm very sure.”

“Okay then. Follow me.” 

She wiggled free from her squeaky office chair and fiddled with the keys on her belt loop. She led me past the tweed cubicles to the steel door leading to the cells. Deputy Beth punched in a code on the wall-mounted keypad, then put her key in the door and turned it. Another deputy stood guard inside. He pointed me to a small room opposite the cells. It had a single wide window of thick, bullet proof glass. I sat in a metal folding chair at a flimsy cafeteria-style table and waited. After a lot of the clanks and scrapes of heavy steel doors opening and closing, Sam appeared in front of me in a baggy orange jumpsuit, hands cuffed. 

“I don't want to talk to her.” Sam scowled. Her bleach blonde hair had grown out, leaving two inches of dark brown roots, which matched the circles under her eyes. “Take me back to my cell.”

The deputy shrugged and started to take her back. 

“Sam, wait,” I said. “It's important.”

“Don't care.” She called back to me, without so much as a head turn in my direction.

“I saw Grif last night. He's about to get evicted. He's broke. I'll help him if you help me.”

She stopped walking. It wasn't exactly a bluff if it was mostly true. She slowly turned, her jaw set hard. “You mean it?”

I nodded. 

“Fine,” She dropped into the seat across from me. She eyeballed me for a hot minute. “I should have known you were still alive when I didn't see the shadow over my face when I looked in the mirror.” 

Sam saw black shadows over people who killed other people. “Guess I thought the curse didn't apply to me. But here you are. Sheriff said that other one got away, too.”

I nodded. That other one. Anne Charity, disguised as Dana Lenner. Sam's first victim.

Sam shrugged. “Look. It wasn't personal. I wanted to stay here. It's Grif's hometown for God's sake. We've moved enough. That other one had a line of black so thick behind her I knew she was bad news. I only seen that much black one other place, and it was Santa Cruz. That's no coincidence. Watch out for her. I'm sure she's Mama. But, there was a slim chance she isn't. I had to hedge my bet. I figured if I killed you, Mama would go away thinking her job was dine. Don't ever forget you brought this down on us. You and your stupid mom. Moving back here after everything that happened in California? You think she'd be smarter than to lead Mama right to us.”

“Don't you dare talk about my Mom that way.” It took all I had to stay calm. 

“Why not? It's all true. Her stupidity will kill us all. Make sure you tell her that from me.”

My hands balled into fists. Red rage bubbled inside me. No not now. Calm down. I don't have much time. Sam knew someone was hunting us, and she tried, in her own twisted way to stop it. That must be worth something. “That girl you attacked wasn't Mama. She's a guardian.”

“You sure about that? What makes you think you can trust a monster like her?” She leaned back in her chair. “Still, it's probably good you survived, except the part where I'm rotting in here. You're the best chance we have now, as much as I hate to admit it.” 

“Tell me who Mama is so I can stop her. What does she look like? What's her name?”

Sam laughed the kind of laugh so crazy it sounds like a howl. “I told you that other girl was Mama.”

“No, she's not.” I was so angry my hands started nearly sparking. “Aren't you listening to what I'm saying? Why won't you help me?”

She leaned forward in her seat, as close to my face as she could get. “Look. This bitch has killed so many people I can't even see her face. All I can see are shadows. So many it's blacked her out. She's got souls lined up a mile long behind her. I ain't gonna be in that line, and neither is Grif. All we can do is stay off the radar, hope she doesn't find us.”

“It's too late for that.” I told her about the genealogy books, the names. 

She sat quietly for a moment, letting it all sink in. “I wondered how she figured it out.”

“Times almost up,” the bored deputy barked. “Two minutes.” 

“If you really are what Grif says you are, maybe you can stop her.” Sam looked at the guard, who was unceremoniously picking at his cuticles, then quickly held her hands out over the table. “Take it if you want it. You could find her yourself.”

Sam was offering me her powers. I looked for a long time at her hands, considering it. Could I live the rest of my life seeing black shadows over every person who had killed someone? Would I see the shadow Sam saw over me every time I looked in the mirror? “Let me think about it.”

“Don't think too long, or we're all as good as dead.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter  18— Will
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The deputy escorted Sam back to her cell, and me out of the cell block. Sheriff Franks was standing at the front desk when I walked out, flipping through some pink message slips. Clearly his meeting didn't last as long as Deputy Beth anticipated. His face went black with anger when he saw me. 

“What are you doing back there, Jess? Who let you in?” He stomped over to me. 

“I did. I'm sorry,” Deputy Beth stepped out from behind the desk, keys jangling and chair wheels screeching. She twisted her hands nervously. “I didn't see any harm in it. It's visiting hours.”

“Are you going out of your way to make trouble for me, Jess?” His jaw clenched. “You know I got my hands full with Sam already. You had to go in there and rile her up?”

Deputy Ed stood shaking behind the Sheriff. He looked at me like I was a lion about to cut them both open belly to chin. His hands shook so hard, the contents of the file folder he was holding were about to spill out. He'd broken out in a sweat. 

“I didn't. I— ” 

“You didn't what? Think it through? You can say that again.”

“Listen, Sheriff. It's important,” I said. “All the deaths are linked. Sam can help us find the killer.”

Deputy Ed dropped the files he'd been carrying and papers scattered all over the floor. “Darn it, Ed. Clean it up!” Sheriff huffed, and Ed got down on all fours to gather up papers. 

“You've got five minutes.” Sheriff grabbed my arm and ushered me quickly into his office. He closed the door. “Okay. Go.” 

“All the murders are related. Grandpa Bob. Gladys. Adeen. Lenny. Sara. Sam knows who killed them. A woman, Mama, did it. Sam knows it, too.”

“Did she tell you Mama's name or what she looks like today?”
“No.”
“Of course she didn't.” He sighed and leaned way back in his chair. “Because I've been over this with her already. If she doesn't have a name, a description, a suspect to point me to, it doesn't help at all.”

“There's one way she can identify her,” I said. “Her gift is seeing black marks on people who've killed other people. The more people they've killed, the deeper and longer the trail of black behind them.”

“And?” Sheriff slumped.

“She says Mama's killed so many people she can't see her face anymore, but she can see a long line of black marks.”

“I know that. She can't help me if she can't identify the killer. No name. No face.”

“She can identify her. Take her out in a cruiser looking for the black. Maybe if you follow the line to the source, you can find Mama.”

He perked up. “Hmmm. Hadn't thought of it like that. I'll think about it. But stay out of it, do you hear? This is a law enforcement issue. Don't investigate, don't get yourself killed again. Let me take care of it.”

“So you'll do it?”

“I said I'd think about it. On the surface it couldn't hurt to drive Sam around town. If she sees a soup line of black ghosts, then I could see who's at the front of the line and investigate. Properly investigate, but I've got to make sure it will work. Think it through. And if I say yes, it'd only be a first step, you understand? There's gotta be a real world link of evidence that can stand up in court. Saying you saw ghosts isn't enough.”

I nodded. He stood up and began to shuffle me off. 

“Wait. While I'm here. Keep an eye on Vasi and Lina.”

“Who?”

I filled him in on His Eternal Heart and Dee's cousin. 

“Why?”

“Because they're new in town. You said it yourself. It makes sense to focus on people who just moved here or just moved back. And, how long have the Skinners been here? From that church across from Lenny's?”

There was an audible gasp on the other side of the office door, followed by the scuff of a shoe against linoleum. I could sense someone there, and from the musty stench of sweat on polyester, that it was likely Deputy Ed. “Ed's listening at the door.” 

Sheriff grabbed the handle and yanked the door open. Deputy Ed literally fell into the room. “What do you need, Ed?”

“I uh... I...uh...Lab results for Lenny Dunkel should be back tomorrow.”

“That couldn't wait five minutes?”

“I also wanted to be sure you were all right.” His eyes flitted to me.

“Why wouldn't I be all right?” 

Deputy Ed stared at Sheriff. “Can't hurt to be too cautious nowadays. Feels like the devil's running slipshod all over this town, what with the murders and all.”

“I appreciate that Ed, but we both know it's humans who rain pain and suffering down on each other,” Sheriff said. “The devil's got nothing to do with it.”

“I kindly beg to differ.” Deputy Ed's cheeks grew red. 

“Do you need something else?”

“Uh...no.”

“Okay, then skedaddle. I'm sure you've got some real work to do somewhere. If not, I'll find you some after I'm done with Ms. Flowers.”

Deputy nodded and waddled off.

“I apologize for Deputy Ed. He's been on fire with Jesus ever since his wife died from cancer six months back. He sees death and monsters around every corner. He'll come back to his senses once he's worked through the grief.”

A voice crackled on the walkie talkie strapped to his shoulder, blurting out numbers, one after another. A crime code. A street address. Sheriff Franks shot out of his chair. “Go home, Jess. Remember, keep your nose clean. I'll handle this.”

He shuffled me into the hall. Everyone in the office had jumped up and was moving around fast and with purpose. 

“What's wrong? What's going on?”

“Found another body,” Sheriff sighed. “Stay out of it.”

“Who? Who is it?” 

“I said stay out of it.”

Fine. If Sheriff wouldn't tell me, I'd find out on my own. I scanned the room and noticed Deputy Beth was on the phone. She had wet cheeks. Tears. I focused on her mouth, on what she was saying, on tuning out all the other voices. “Potential homicide in vacant house on Chestnut Street. Yes. Will Reich. The real estate agent.”

Will the theikos. The slick smooth-talking Realtor in the thousand dollar suit. Reich. A name from a missing book. I grabbed Sheriff's arm. “I need to go with you.” 

“If you show up at one more crime scene, I'm gonna have no choice but to arrest you.”
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Chapter  19— California
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I stormed through the kitchen door, bringing a swirl of icy January air in with me. Mom jumped. She was elbow deep in a sink of bubbly water, doing dishes, and I could tell from the overwhelming smell of caramelizing onions that she had a roast in the oven. 

“Geesh, honey. You scared me to death! Be careful with that door. It's old, and you don't know your own strength. You could knock it right off the hinges.”

“Mom. Will Reich's dead. They just found his body.”

“Oh.” Her hands stopped scrubbing. “He was one of us, wasn't he?”

“Yes. He was,” I said. “Mom, I need you to tell me everything you know about Dad's death. You said it wasn't an accident. Do you know who killed him? Did other theikos in Santa Cruz die, too? Sam said the killer followed us here.” 

She froze solid as an iceberg, her eyes fixed on the sink. 

“This is important, Mom.” I had to resist the urge to shake her. “People are dying. Sam said other people died in Santa Cruz. Someone is targeting theikos. We have to protect them. We have to do something before it's too late.”

She melted long enough to look up and out the window above the sink. “Keep your voice down.” 

“That's all you have to say?”

She shot me a look that could melt metal. “Your brother doesn't know.”

“Then maybe we should tell him.”

“Has knowing Dad was killed made his death easier for you?”

“No,” I said. “But Jack deserves to know what we are, what he might be.”

“You know the rules,” Mom snipped. “We can't tell him until he changes. He hasn't changed.”

“Fine.” My voice went quieter. “But you can still tell me what happened to Dad.”

She hesitated. “Fine then. He was the first murder in Santa Cruz. Of course, the police said it was an accident, and who could blame them? I would have thought it was, too, if I hadn't been there when they brought him in.”

Mom was a nurse in the emergency room at the same hospital where Dad was a doctor. She was working the night he came in, that much I knew. 

“He was alive when he got to the ER,” she said. 

That, I didn't know. I suddenly felt like I was about to vomit. 

“Barely. I knew he wouldn't last. His body was crushed. He was bleeding. His organs were failing.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “If he were any other man I might have been able to heal him, to bring him back from the brink, but I couldn't.” 

My Dad was a safety, a kill switch, like Grandpa Bob. He turned off other theikos' powers, including my Mom, whose gift was healing others. 

“I was powerless. Literally.” She watched the tiny snowflakes swirling in the wind outside the window.  “I had no choice but to watch him die.”

“Mom. I...” My vision had become blurry with tears. 

“I'm sorry I didn't tell you this before. It hurts too much.” She wiped her eyes with her rolled up shirt sleeve. “Anyway. Right before he crossed over, he looked at me, and he said he saw you in the road, and that's why he swerved.”

“What? No.” All my breath went out of me. “That's impossible. I was at the boardwalk that night with my friends.”

“I know you were. That's how I knew it wasn't an accident. It was murder, and we were in big trouble. You see, before the accident, a new theikos showed up in Santa Cruz. A woman who'd come up from Shadow Hills. She came to warn us. She claimed to be the only survivor from her theikos group. They'd all been killed, one by one. It started with a robbery. Some missing books. Then, people started to die. Murders. She said one of their own was in jail for the crimes, but she claimed he was framed, and the real killer was still out there hunting people like us.”

“And then what? Is that it?” My heart punched my ribs.

“She claimed the theikos were targeted specifically, but we didn't believe her, of course, because we have such strict rules about secrecy. Someone they knew was in jail for the crimes, too. It seemed like a closed case. An insider went crazy. It's easy for the powerful to take a wrong turn. It happens more than we like to admit. We weren't worried at all, until we had a robbery. Our keeper of the history. Old Mr. Pickett, remember him?”

I nodded. Yes. He was a sweet little old man. 

“Well, someone turned his entire house upside down. The only thing they took were the genealogy books. They left money, checks, all his late wife's jewelry. Thankfully he was in Portland visiting his daughter when it happened, or he'd probably be dead,” Mom said. “Then your father and I noticed someone spying on us. It took a while to piece it together. The car was very inconspicuous. A silver sedan. Not too old, not too new, nothing special. It was parked across the street every night, but it didn't belong to the neighbors. Sometimes a man was in it, sometimes a woman.”

“What did they look like?”

“Forgettable, just like the car. I wouldn't recognize them if I saw them again.”

My stomach grumbled, and for a hot minute I was afraid I might throw up. “I need to call the Sheriff.”

I swiveled to go.

“Stop.” Mom said. “He already knows, but you don't, so listen. The Shadow Hills safety was the first one to die. It's a pattern. They always go after the safety first. Shadow Hills. Then your dad in Santa Cruz. Then Grandpa Bob in Salt Creek. Then, they go after the historian. Like Mr. Pickett and Gladys. It's a pattern. It's taken me a while to piece it together. I told Sheriff already, but he told me not to tell you, because we need to protect you.”

“Why that pattern? Why the safety and the historian?”

“I can't be sure, but I think this person, whoever it is, needs the books to find us, needs the safety dead so he or she can use their powers to track and kill us. I've thought about this a lot, and it's clear to me now that whoever is doing this might be one of our own. Theikos.”

Mom and Sam seemed to both believe that. “Why hurt your own people?”

“I don't know,” Mom said. “Humans are excellent at rationalizing bad behavior. Anyway, once old Mr. Pickett was robbed, we as a group came up with a contingency plan. We decided that if we lost our safety, it meant the attacks were real, and our best defense was to scatter. Move away. Start over. Make sure they couldn't find us. And that's why we moved back to Salt Creek. We hoped to thwart the killer, stop the cycle.” 
“It didn't work,” I said. “We've been followed.”
“I know that now,” Mom said. “But this time, we're not running. We have to fight. We have to stop the cycle. This is our home.”

I was both unnerved and inspired by my Mom's determination. 

“I just wish you weren't the one on the front line,” she said. 

“What are y'all whispering about?” Jack sauntered into the kitchen. 

“Oh. Nothing. Girl stuff. Jess is having some trouble with her period.” Mom whispered the last word. 

Jack grimaced and started rifling through the cabinets. “We got any snacks?”

“There's chips in the pantry,” Mom said, effortlessly faking normal. 

Jack didn't make it to the pantry. He grabbed an entire bag of cheese sticks out of the crisper and and a box of ho-hos off the counter and started back up to his room without another word. 

Mom shook her head. “That boy keeps eating like that and we're both gonna need to get second jobs.” 

“What do we do?” I said as soon as I could hear Jack close his bedroom door upstairs. 

“We watch. We remain vigilant. We let Ray Franks help us,” I said. 

“That isn't enough.”

“No, but it'll do for now.”

“We should attack first,” I said. 

“We can't go out there, powers blazing. If we make a mistake, we could be outed to the entire world, and that would be a sure death sentence for all of us,” she said. “We need to identify the enemy first, understand his or her powers, then plan an attack. We need to make it look normal, cover our tracks.”

“We can't wait. Are you kidding?”

“What choice do we have?” Mom snapped. “Until they slip up, and we can figure out who they are, we have nothing. We can't distrust every new person we meet. We can't make every stranger an enemy. That could end in disaster, with innocent lives lost.”

I'd never heard Mom talk this way. It was odd, but reassuring. “Geesh, Mom. Listen to yourself. I don't know you at all, do I?” 

“No. No you don't.” Mom smiled and hugged me.
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Chapter 20 — Diner
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I got to work a half hour early Saturday, because Mom had to drop me off on her way to work, and her shift started before mine. Living without a vehicle was really inconvenient in Salt Creek, and I wondered how long the Sheriff planned on keeping Gramps' truck, my only wheels, impounded. Still, being at the diner was better than being home with nothing to do. It tamped down the crippling loneliness of being separated from Billy.

When I walked in, the dining room was half full and Lina was by the front window delivering food to a couple with a toddler in a high chair. Dee had just popped a giant tea bag into the machine and clicked brew on a new pot of tea.

“Hiya, Jess.” Dee waved. “You sure are early.”

“No car. I'm at the mercy of Mom's schedule.” 

“Oh, before I forget. We're closing the diner a little early on February 15th. That His Eternal Heart concert is a huge deal. We can't compete. Besides, I got tickets, and I'm not gonna miss it.”

“Concert. What concert?”

She pointed to a giant poster on the community news bulletin board by the front door. Vasi's face stared back at me. “Apparently, they're releasing a new album and the launch concert is here in Salt Creek. Looks like we finally got our name on the map. It's sold out already. Half the county bought tickets. No point in staying open if everyone's going there.”

Lina rushed past us to grab an order off the pass through. “Hi, Jesse. How's your Mom? How  bad was the accident?”

“Um...What accident?”

She looked awkward for minute. “Oh, uh, I thought I heard she'd had a car accident. Must have gotten her mixed up with someone else.” 

“Nope, she's fine.” I fake smiled. What a weird conversation. “Will you excuse me a minute?” 

I went to Dee's office and called Mom. She answered after three rings. “Mom? Are you okay?” 

“Oh, Jess.” Her voice was shaking. “Yes. Yes...I think I'm fine.” 

“What's wrong?”

“I'm just a little shaken up. An elderly man just rear-ended me at a stop sign.” 

“Mom! Where are you? I'll be right there.”

“Oh, honey, I'm fine. Nobody's hurt. Rattled my nerves is all. The bumper's crumpled to bits, but the car's still drivable. I'm almost to the hospital anyway.” 

“You're sure you're fine?” 

“Yes, honey. Relax. I gotta go, okay? I'm late.”

“Mom. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Oh, wait. What did you call for? Did you need something?”

“Oh, uh... I wanted to remind you I'm riding home from Vic. I'm glad you're okay.”

“Okay then. Have a good day at work.”

“Okay. Bye.” I hung up. 

My suspicions about Lina had been confirmed. She was theikos all right, and she'd known my Mom was in an accident. As it happened. I whisked back out front. Lina was delivering food. Dee was wiping down the counter. “Dee” I whispered. “My Mom was in a car accident.”

“Is she okay? Do you need to go?”

“Shhhh...She's fine. Listen,” I whispered. “Lina knew, as it happened.”

Dee looked at Lina, then at me. “Well, duh.”

“What's her deal? The person who killed Grandpa Bob just happened to be a woman with long brown hair. Lina fits that description, and she's an outsider.” 

“Oh no she isn't,” Dee snapped. “You can stop thinking what you're thinking about her right now. She wouldn't hurt a fly. She's lived in L.A. since we were kids, but she isn't an outsider.” 

“What does her mind tell you?”

“Nothing.”

“Literally nothing?”

“Well, no, but certainly not all the bad things you suspect. Honestly, not that it's any of your business, she reads differently than most people. She gives off lots of strong feelings. Regret. Sorrow. But persistent hopefulness, too. Her life's been hard. She's here looking for a brighter future, for happiness. So get it out of your head. I know her. She's my cousin. She didn't kill anybody.”

“How can you be sure it's fine if you can't read her brain straight?” 

Dee huffed. “I just know, okay? It's not one size fits all, you know. Your brain doesn't give me clear signals, either, and there's nothing wrong with you. Some people are just different.” 

We shut up quick when Lina rushed back up to the counter to grab the water pitcher, then walked off again.

The bell on the door jangled, and Vic waltzed in. She stood at the counter, slipping off her gloves. She pointed at Vasi's poster. “Oh my God. I tried all night to get tickets to that stupid show, but I couldn't! The site kept crashing. Did you have any luck, Jess?”

“Uh...” Was I supposed to?

“Tell me you tried!” 

I shook my head. She rolled her eyes. “Give me your coat.” She held out her hand. “I'll hang it up.” 

I did, and she went into the back, emerging a few minutes later with clean apron for both of us and a red envelope, which she handed to me. “Here. This was in the office. It's got your name on it.”

“Oh, yeah. I found it in your apron,” Dee said. “Good thing I checked before I washed it. What is it?”

I held the red envelope with my name in beautiful perfect script written on the front. My heart pounded. “I don't know.” But I knew who it was from, and I was kicking myself for forgetting it. I didn't want to open it in front of an audience. 

“Well, open it,” Vic said. “The suspense is killing me.”

I did. 

“What is it?”

“An invitation.” On heavy card stock, handwritten, presumably by Vasi himself. His cursive was loopy and elegant. 

“To what?”

“To the His Eternal Heart concert. At the Grange building on Gun Barrel Road.”

“Let me see that.” Vic snatched everything out of my hands. She ran her fingers over the ink, then pressed it to her cheek like it was precious. “Oh my God. Is this from Vasi? Did he leave this here the other night?”

I nodded. 

“Even his handwriting is beautiful. I'm in love. No doubt about it.” 

A moment later she held up her hand. In it were two laminated VIP passes. She danced a jig right on the checkered linoleum. “VIP? All access? Ohmigod. We are so going, and you are so taking me!” 

“You girls ready to take over?” Lina walked up, untying her apron. “All my tables are paid up, and all the sugars are refilled.” 

“Great.” I fake smiled.

Lina disappeared into the back. Dee took one last pass around the dining room, checking on tables, and came back rubbing her temples. “Jesus needs to deliver me an aspirin. That table up front is like AM radio in the Deep South after midnight: Nonstop 'help me Jesus', hellfire, redemption and sin.” 

I glanced over at the table she was talking about and my guts immediately sunk into my shoe. It was Lyle Skinner, the washed-out beige preacher from the Church of the Everlasting Reaping. His wife, Tami, was tucking a napkin into the collar of a little boy's button-up shirt to make a bib. It was the boy I'd terrified when I caught him peeing on a tree in the woods. 

Tami kissed him on the cheek and ruffled his shaggy hair with her fingers. She smiled at him, and he looked at her like she was the sun, the moon, and the stars. Tami had seemed cold and snooty, but she clearly loved her boy. He had ordered a chocolate milk and a giant stack of chocolate chip pancakes, and Tami didn't even wince when he poured every last drop of syrup right on top of them. 

Before any of them took a single bite, they raised their hands and closed their eyes and prayed loudly. “Thank you, Jesus, for the food before us. All of life's blessings come from you. May this food give us the strength to rid the world of evil in your name and share your gospel with unbelievers.”   

“Welp, there they go,” Dee whispered in my ear. “Now everyone gets to hear it.” 

Other customers gave them sideways looks, but the either Skinners didn't care or didn't notice. Lyle's mouth clenched in a thin tight line, his eyebrows cinched. He looked severe, like a man who wasn't accustomed to smiling. But Tami seemed like joy incarnate, lavishing tickles and praise and love on her boy and her Dear Lord Jesus Christ. 

Dee plopped a tray of clean silverware on the counter so we could make napkin rolls. She set to work, quickly building up a pile of them in front of her. She stared at the Skinners as she rolled. “Odd. That boy has the strangest brain. He's got lots of voices in there.”

“Well, he is boy,” Vic said. “I have three brothers. All boys are nuts.”

“That's certainly true.” Dee smiled. “But it's just so... sad. The mom's playing with him, and she's thinking how she's so thankful.”

“Uh, I think we all know how thankful she is from the loud praying,” Vic said.

“No. Not that.” Dee stared at Tami. “She's thankful for the joy he's bringing her right now, because she gets a short break from the pain of missing the son she lost. She had a son who died. When he was about this boy's age. She's thinking about how he looks just like him.”

She wiped a tear from her eyes. “I should know better than to go fishing like that,” she said. “Look what I get for being curious.”

The order bell rang, and Dee grabbed the plates off the pass through and delivered them. 

I couldn't stop looking at the Skinners, thinking about their pain. Tami clearly loved the son she had in front of her. But Lyle? He eyed the boy with what looked like disgust, but it was hard to tell, since he naturally looked a little sour. I'd stared too long, and Tami caught me. She plastered on her biggest fake smile, stood up, and walked to the counter. Oh boy. Here she comes. 

“It's Jesse, isn't it? I believe we met at the auto shop.” She shook her head and pursed her lips. “Shame what happened to the owner. Such a shame.”

She quickly snapped out of it. “So. If I remember correctly, you're one of the kind-hearted girls who's taking up a collection for that crippled family, God bless them, the one who lost their little boy.”

Crippled family. Little boy? 

“The Stillwells?” she added.

“Oh. Yes. I am.” Andy wasn't a little boy. And crippled? Andy's dad was in a wheelchair, but crippled seemed insulting, old fashioned. 

“Oh good. Parents who've lost children, well, that's a cause that's very close to our hearts.” A tear emerged in the corner of her eye as she spoke. “We've got a collection jar that's just packed full for that poor family. Can you come by the church tomorrow and pick it up?”
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Chapter 21 — The jar 
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The clouds were an unbroken blanket of dull gray, blotting out the sun. Katie and I stood on the cracked sidewalk outside of the Church of the Everlasting Reaping.

“What a cheerful name,” she said, her breath forming icy curlicues in the air. 

“I know, right? Thanks for coming with me.”

“I can see why you didn't want to come here alone.” 

While Katie surveyed the sinking porch and dirty siding, I glanced across the street at Lenny's shop and my heart sank. It was still roped off with yellow police tape, although Gramps' truck wasn't there anymore. Sheriff Franks said they'd eventually tow it to the impound lot, before they gave it the once over for evidence then returned it to me. 

“The longer I look at this place, the more depressed I get.” Katie studied the hellfire and brimstone-themed signage. “What's a 'repent and atone' group?”

“I don't want to know,” I said. “We should go in. If they see us out here milling around making fun of their weird stuff, they might be offended. We're technically here for charity.”

“Don't worry.” She smoothed out her long blonde ponytail and turned on a winning smile. Her pink coat made her look like a model who'd stepped straight out of a ski magazine. “I can look charitable, see? Hell, we're teen role models. Look at us, collecting money for the kid we killed.”

“You two,” a gruff deep voice barked at us. We both jumped. “What are you doing here? What do you want?” Baldy stepped out from the side of the house. He was in a paint-spattered tan Carhartt jumpsuit, lugging a metal ladder. 

“Good afternoon, sir. We hate to bother you.” Katie gave him her biggest smile. “We're here to pick up the donation jar for the Stillwell family. Ms. Skinner asked us to come by today.”

“She's in the chapel,” Baldy said. Every word he spoke sounded like a scowl. He pointed a dirty finger at the front door.

We stepped onto the porch, and the boards bowed under our feet. Katie quietly opened the front door, announcing “Hello?” as she stepped in. 

The inside wasn't much better than the out. The church was a rundown rental house before this, and it still looked like one, although they seemed to be earnestly trying to improve it. The main room, a former living room, had rolls of ripped-up carpet leaning against one wall and an electric organ and a tattered love seat on another. In the hallway were three doors. The two I could see into were outfitted with old dressers and mattresses. The pastor and his family must live here, too. I wondered which one was the little boy's room, because none of them were cozy or cheerful. I didn't see any toys. 

“Uh, where's the chapel?” Katie held tight to my sleeve. “This is a house.”

“I have no idea,” I whispered. “Let's find it quick so we can get out of here.”

“Good plan. Talk about bad vibes,” Katie said. “Hello? Hello! We're here to collect the donation jar for the Stillwells. Is anyone here?”

“Come on in, we're in the back.” Tami's voice came from the far end of the house. “Pardon the dust girls, we're still settling in. Lots of work to do.”

We followed her voice through a tiny white kitchen into a cozy wood-paneled den that ran the width of the house. It had a vaulted ceiling, and a wall of windows overlooking a patio littered with chairs and criss-crossed with string lights.   

“It's kinda...homey, actually,” Katie sounded surprised. 

I know I was. Cheer usually started at the front door, not at the back. The den had several neatly organized rows of simple wood benches, all facing a lectern in the middle of the room. Behind it was a cross that looked like it was made of two screwed-together barn beams. 

“Well, thank you. Byron's put a lot of work in these past few months.” Tami straightened up her messy bun as she surveyed the room. She was in the middle of putting little printouts of the night's prayers onto every seat. It was Sunday, and the next service started in about two hours.

“Who's Byron?” Katie asked. 

“He's our handy man,” Tami said. “A true jack of all trades. Any job I ask, he does no questions asked. He does everything we need him to. It works out wonderfully, really. This is a church, but it's also our home. We live here. We're a family.” 

Tami fluttered around the room sprinkling the chairs with fliers. “It's much more intimate, personal, to have services in a home. It brings us together. Oh my. Where is my head?” She extended a hand to Katie. “Pardon my manners. I'm Mrs. Skinner, the pastor's wife. I don't think we've met before. What is your name, young lady?”

“I'm Katie Spires.”

“Oh. Did you say Spires?” Tami perked up. “Are you the runner?”

Katie nodded. “How did you know?”

“Your feats of athleticism are legendary in this town. Well, it's nice to put a face with the name.”

“Ms. Tami, I have another—” A short, curvy bleach blonde bounced into the room, and my heart nearly stopped in my chest. It was the woman who'd cornered me in the alley behind the library. 

“Not now, Angel,” Tami growled. Her sticky-sweet smile turned to a grimace. Her jaw was clenched. “We have guests.”

“Oh,” Angel looked back and forth between me and Katie. “Sorry to interrupt. Hello. I'm Angel. Nice to meet you.” Angel offered a sweet smile and a friendly wave. A sweet, straight smile with all of her teeth. Her missing tooth was gone. And if she recognized me from the alley, she certainly didn't let on.

“Angel, Pastor Skinner will be back shortly.” She said Angel's name like a mother who was about to scold a naughty child. “Whatever you have to say can wait until he gets back.”

Then Tami turned to us. “Well, let's see here. Oh yes. The donations.”

She reached down behind the lectern and emerged with a white envelope. “It's not much. We are a modest church, after all.”

She handed me the envelope, then quickly snatched my hands, holding them tight in hers. I pulled back, but she didn't let go. No. No. No! My guts went over an incline. Tami's eyes burned into mine like red hot pokers. “We aren't people with means, but we do not take the death of children lightly.”

“Thank you so much,” Katie grabbed Tami's hands and shook them. “The Stillwells really need this. We better go now. We won't take up any more of your time.”

“Nonsense,” Tami said. “You should stay. There's no need to run. Services start soon. You could benefit from the Lord.”

“We appreciate it, but we need to deposit this money ASAP,” Katie said. 

We turned to go, but Baldy stood in the doorway. He stared at us. My nerves kicked up. 

“Byron, meet the girls,” Tami said.

“Already did.” 

I glanced back. Tami was right behind us and Angel was standing in the doorway leading outside. We were cornered. Katie squeezed my arm. 

Just then, a voice called from the front room. “Hello? Is anyone here?”

“Well, what a busy day,” Tami said. “Looks like we have another caller. I'll walk you girls out.”

Tami put her hand on my shoulder and pushed me forward, through the kitchen and into the front room, where Lina was standing in the front door. Lina. Why was she here?

“Why hello, and welcome,” Tami said. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit?”

“Hello, Jess What a surprise. You and your friend better run home. It'll be dark soon,” Lina said coolly. Then she turned to Tami. “I've heard a lot about your church. People chattering at the diner. It sounded like an interesting place, so I thought I'd come check it out. I'm new in town.”

Alarm bells gonged all through me. Lina sure had interesting timing. 

Katie pushed me through the front door. As soon as we cleared the porch and were on the sidewalk, she said “that place was a bit too Jonestown for my taste.”

I said nothing. I was rattled. The blonde from the alley. Lina? Tami touching my skin.

“You all right?” Katie asked

“I hope so.” I stared at my hands, shaking, and scanned my insides feeling for anything that had changed, anything I might have caught from Tami. Nothing. I didn't feel anything new. 

“Hey. Try not to freak out about Tami grabbing you like that.” Katie had read me like a book.  “Ninety nine percent of the people you're ever gonna meet are normies. Chances are you're okay. Just FYI, though, I will definitely friend dump if you start going to church there. That place got real weird real fast.”

“Then we'll be friends for a long time,” I said. 

We walked to the bank to deposit the money —one hundred and twenty seven dollars and thirteen cents, to be exact — into the night drop box. Then, Katie offered to buy me a hot chocolate, so we went to the coffee shop downtown.  As we were leaving, I saw Sheriff Franks driving down the street in his cruiser. Sam sat in the back seat.  
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Chapter 22 — Secrets
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Frost had settled over the Hidden Hills stable, making the place shimmer like diamonds in the moonlight. No one was lingering, so I slid the barn door to the side and tiptoed up the rough wood stairs to the hayloft. A piece of notebook paper was push-pinned to Anne's door.

I had to go out. 

I'm so sorry.

Shoot. I wanted to tell her about Lina and the church. I crumpled the note, shoved it in my pocket, and trod back down the stairs. I pulled the barn door open, and the second I stepped out, I saw a flash of red— tail lights— firing up then racing away. My breath caught, remembering Mom's words. Your father and I noticed someone spying on us. I shook it off. It had to be a coincidence. No one could have followed me here. How could they? I had been careful. I had waited until dark, walked in the fields, not in the road. No one could have seen me.

The wind had threads of ice in it. I sunk into my coat and ran home, wondering all the way if I was traceable, if I'd slipped up, if someone could have followed me. I watched the handful of passing cars with suspicion, memorizing plates, makes, models, looking for a link, looking for a pattern that didn't emerge. 

I was frozen nearly as solid as a Popsicle by the time I got home. The house was quiet. Mom must still be at work. I could hear Jack rustling around in his room as I walked by. I closed my bedroom door behind me. It was pitch black in there, apart from the cool blue moonlight in the windows. I unzipped my coat. 

“Jess.”

I jumped. So did my insides.

Billy stepped out of the shadows.

“You know you can knock on the front door like a normal person, right?”

“Sorry. I just wanted... privacy,” he said. “Tell me. Why did you go to the barn?”

“What?” All the air went out of me. He knew. “How...?”

“I followed you.”

The taillights. They were Billy's. The avalanche of lies nipped at my heels. “Why?”

“Sheriff asked me to.”

My heart dropped.  I wasn't sure which part was worse. That I lied, that Sheriff asked Billy to tail me, that he didn't do it because he loved me, or that he'd followed me at all. “Does Sheriff really distrust me that much?”

“No. That's not it at all. He wants to protect you. I volunteered.”

I said nothing. I wondered how long he'd been secretly following me while ignoring me in actual life. He was a ghost at school, avoiding me at all costs. He didn't call or text. Nothing. And now he'd secretly been tailing me. My feelings were a confused, angry heartbroken knot. 

“That's where Dana worked,” he said. “Why were you there?” 

I said nothing, even though I wanted to tell him everything.

“Say something,” he said. 

I wanted to, but nothing came out. I didn't know where to start or how to dig out from under the secrets I'd kept from him, or the angry churn of feelings about his mission from the Sheriff. 

“I don't know you at all anymore, do I?” He moved toward the window. He was leaving. 

I grabbed his hand. “Anne lives there. In the hayloft.”  

“Anne who?”

“Anne Charity.”

He huffed. “She's just a legend.”

“No. She isn't,” I said. “She's as real and alive as you and I.”

I told him everything, fast, because I had nothing left to lose. It just poured out of me. Anne was the woman Sam attacked. She had been living under a false name, Dana Lenner, which was really just the letters of her real name turned around. She was more than two hundred and fifty years old. She looked just like me. I thought she'd killed Grandpa Bob and Gladys, so I hunted her down. We fought in the woods.   

Billy said nothing. He stared at the floor. 

“She's aphthiton like me. Sybil thought her visions named her as killer, but really they named her guardian. Gladys gave her a sun.”

“Why didn't you tell me?” His voice was quiet, shaking. 

“I wasn't sure about any of it. It all sounded so crazy. I needed to find the truth first.”

“I could have helped you. I thought we could tell each other everything.”

His words were a knife in my heart. 

“I thought if I kept you out of it, I could protect you,” I said. “I don't want you to die like the others. Anne showed me a vision. You, all of our friends, dead.”

“What good is living if I can't trust the person I love the most? I can't take lies. I tell you everything. I thought you knew you could share everything with me, too.”

He looked at me. A solitary tear shimmered on his cheek. I felt like a total dirt bag. 

“Look. I don't know what I'm doing, okay? People are dying, and I'm supposed to be protecting them, but I'm failing. I can barely keep myself alive. This is life or death, and I don't know what the right thing to do is. I don't know how to handle it. Both times I thought I figured out who was killing people, I was wrong. I'm sorry I didn't tell you. I really thought it was the only way to keep you and Anne and everyone else safe, okay? I didn't set out to keep secrets, not from you. Please understand. My intention was to protect you, not hurt you.” 

“Is there anything else you haven't told me?”

Just then, my phone buzzed in my pocket. “It's Sheriff.” I snuffled up my tears and answered. “Hello?”

“Jess!” Sheriff Franks panted. “You were right, Jess. You were right! Sam found 'em. We found the God damn bastards. Sam did it. She did it, just like you said she could. I called Deputy Ed. We're gonna get 'em tonight. Can you meet me at the station?”

“I'm on my way.”

“Wait. I see you. I'll pick you up.”

“What?” The hairs on my neck stood up. I ran to the window. The road outside was black. I didn't see any cars. “You're not here. Where are you?”

“I see you. Right up ahead. What are you doing out here? I told you not to go out alone!”

But the thin stretch of road out front was still empty, dark.

“I'm not out. I'm at home. I don't see you. Where are you?”

Sheriff started yelling. “What are you doing? Get out of the road, Jess! Get out of the road!”

My heart beat hard against my ribs. “Sheriff? Sheriff! I'm not in the road!” 

I heard a loud screech, tires skidding on asphalt, screaming then the scrrr scrrrr of shredding metal. My legs felt like they were kicked out from under me. The phone disconnected. I immediately dialed nine two two. 

“This is Jess Flowers. Find Sheriff Franks right now. He's been in a car accident. Mama got him.”
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Chapter 23— Search
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Billy had parked his car on the narrow access road in Gramps' corn field. We got in, he popped the car into reverse and squealed out, the wheels throwing frozen earth and dry corn stalks into the air as we moved. 

“Where do we start?” I asked. 

“I don't know,” he said. “But we can't wait around. Just let me know if you smell or hear anything strange, and we'll go that way.”

“All right.” I'd gotten amplified hearing and smell from his ex-girlfriend, Ava. “Call Ava. See if she can help.”

“Good idea.” He fished out his phone. “Even better, I'll have mom spread the word to everyone, more eyes on the ground, right?”

He pressed his phone to his ear and told his mother, Lila, about the Sheriff. I asked him to pass the phone to me, and I told her the rest. About Shadow Hills and Santa Cruz. The pattern. The safety and the keeper of the history. The missing genealogy books. All of Salt Creek's victims were in the missing books. Sheriff took Sam out looking for black marks. He'd found them. He'd planned to arrest Mama tonight, but she'd gotten to him first. I didn't say anything about Sheriff saying he saw me tonight. I couldn't explain it, and the thought of it chilled me to the bone.

“Okay,” Lila said. “I'll get as many as I can out on the streets tonight looking for Sheriff.” 

The line clicked. I handed Billy his phone. 

I watched him drive. His tousled hair, black like ink and midnight, and his arresting eyes, gray-blue with flecks of green, illuminated by the dashboard lights. I missed the feel of his skin against mine, always lava hot from the electricity coursing just under his skin. I thought of the night in the clearing where he showed me what he was and what he could do. That night, I really, deeply, truly fell in love with him. I would only ever love him, no one else, forever. Living without him would be like living in black and white. A world with no colors. And right now, I was teetering on the brink of losing him forever. I didn't know if I could change that, but I had to try. 

“I want you to understand that I will love you forever,” I said. “And I'm sorry about the kiss. And keeping secrets. I made a mistake.”

“I know,” he said. “But it hurts. A lot.”

“I'd do it differently if I could do it again. I'd never hurt you on purpose. Just so you know.”

My tough exterior cracked. Tears came. 

“Why are you crying?”

“Because I want to be with you.”

He reached across the gear shift and squeezed my hand. 

“I want to be with you, too.” 

“Even after all this?”

“Of course. But I don't know how I feel about the secrets, and I can't stand the thought of you kissing another guy. It all makes me so angry. I'm having a hard time keeping cool. I'm afraid I'll blow up, literally.”

“I'm sorry. I really am.”

“I believe you.”

Those were the last words we said. We wended through the two-lane roads around Salt Creek in silence for another hour but found no sirens, no accident scene, just lonely yellow lines illuminated by headlights on empty country roads. 

Then Billy's phone rang. He answered. “Okay. I'll tell her. Bye.”

He sighed. “Sheriff's at the hospital. Mom said we should go home. There's nothing we can do.”

“Is he dead?”

“Dr. Martin is on it,” he said. 

Billy pushed his hair back away from his face. “He'll make it. He has to,” he said, “or we're all screwed.” 
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Chapter 24 — Strike
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Billy took me home and left, without a word, after a brief kiss. I sat in the kitchen until Mom got home from work. She'd stayed hours late, and when she finally came through the kitchen door looking frazzled and exhausted, she told me she needed a cigarette. That's when I knew Sheriff was in bad shape. 

He was critical but stable, in a medically-induced coma, Mom said. He had a dozen broken bones, brain and spine injuries, internal bleeding. The nine two two paramedics went looking for him after I called. They found him just outside of town, in a ditch by the side of the road, his cruiser crumpled up like paper. He was the only one in the car. Sam was missing.

Mom was drained from trying to heal him up. Dr. Martin had taken over for her. She would go back in the morning. They could knit him back together, in shifts, to something normal or close to it with their healing powers, but it would take time. His injuries were extensive. “Go to bed, honey,” she said, fishing around the junk drawer looking for her one open pack of cigarettes. “Waiting up isn't gonna help him. We need to rest. We need to be alert and ready because Ray isn't able to protect us right now. We're exposed.”   

I went to bed and prayed for dreams, visions containing clues, but they didn't come. I tossed and turned. At one point, just to see if any of my powers still worked, I cut myself with a safety pin and waited to see if the cut would heal. And waited. It didn't. No wonder the visions didn't come. Another night without powers, forsaken when I needed them the most. My stomach churned. The naysayers were right: I wasn't much of a guardian at all.

In the morning, when I stepped out of the back door to hail the school bus, I found Billy in his warm car, waiting to drive me instead. He smiled at me, and I slipped into the front seat. He even gave Jack a ride.

I ran my index finger over the cut I'd made, still unhealed. And I worried. It was a wordless ride to school, dead silent just like last night, which was probably for the best. Billy and I had a lot to say, a lot to work out, but it was all too painful and too big, so it was easier to just say nothing. We hadn't resolved anything, but being together at least meant we both wanted to fix it. We hadn't given up on each other. 

Jack met up with his friends in the parking lot. Billy carried my books inside for me, ran his finger down my cheek, then went off to class. During art class, Billy sat across from me at a long wooden table, his usual spot. He didn't look at me. He kept his head down, scribbling in his sketchbook, listening to music, tuning out everyone. He slipped out of his seat and out the door the second the bell rang. My heart sunk. Gone again. I wondered if the wedge between us would ever disappear. 

I gathered up my sketches and stepped out of the art studio. A hand grabbed my arm. I turned. It was Billy. “Come with me. Don't ask questions.”

He carried my sketches to my locker and carefully stacked them inside. Then he led me straight out the back door and into the parking lot to his car. 

“Get in,” he said. 

I did, even though it was lunch hour and we should be heading to the cafeteria. A few minutes later we were driving straight out of Salt Creek, winding down the narrow two lane road leading out of the valley. The sun was crisp and bright white, the sky a cloudless blue sea. The air was infused with pine and the hint of wood smoke puffing from chimneys. As I sat there, with Billy silent beside me, his hand tight on the wheel, I vowed I would do anything for him. Any sacrifice, any feat. He just had to name it, and I'd do it. I would never let him go without a fight. I would love him forever. 

We stopped in an empty parking lot tucked into the forest. It was surrounded by pine trees. He grabbed a backpack out of the trunk, and we hiked through giant stones, cut in half by thousands of years of dripping water, along a trail lined with tall, naked trees. We settled on a sandy boulder at the bottom of a gorge. A thin waterfall tat tat tatted across from us. Billy dipped into his backpack, emerging with two sandwiches, chips, and a couple of sodas. 

“I couldn't in good conscience let you go hungry.”

I smiled. He spread out the food, then slid his sketchbook out of his bag. It was well worn, the edges curling up slightly from use. “You brought that with you?”

“Of course. That was the plan.”

“What was?”

“To sketch you. You're my senior art thesis.” 

And he did. I ate, slowly, and looked around, trying not to be too self conscious every time the graphite of his pencil scratched across the paper, every time I caught him looking at me— really looking—at the curves of my face, the wild edges of my hair. I nervously picked at the cut on my hand, but it wasn't there. It had finally healed. Finally.

Billy wouldn't let me see the drawing. Not until he was finished, not until he was happy with it, he said. When he finally turned it around so I could see, I saw a portrait of a girl with a tinge of sadness in her eyes, watching the horizon, her long dark hair flowing in the wind, a sun symbol glowing on her chest.

“Is this what I look like?”

“To me it is.” He leaned back, propping himself up on his elbows.

“She looks more peaceful than I feel.”

“All this darkness won't last forever.”

“I hope you're right.”

“I am.” He tugged me down next to him, and he kissed me. His lips were caramel sweet from his last sip of soda. He kissed me softly, over and over again. He ran his hands through my hair, brushed his fingers across my cheeks. 

“Will you still run away with me?” he whispered. 

“I'll go with you anywhere,” I said. The flecks of green in his eyes reminded me of springtime.

“I missed you,” he whispered.

The sweet, slight scent of ozone kicked up as the air became charged with the love between us. We couldn't deny that we had chemistry. Literally. Tiny white arcs of electricity sparked off the two of us when he kissed again. 

Billy and I were twenty minutes late getting back to school. We'd missed half of sixth period. 

“Sorry,” he said, as we ran through the back door. “I lost track of time. I hope you don't get in too much trouble.” 

“Don't worry about it,” I said. “I gave up on being an A student the minute I got super powers.”

“See you after school.”

He kissed me goodbye, and we both went to class. I could barely focus for the rest of the day, for flying high thinking of Billy, then crashing straight down to the gutter thinking about Gladys, Adeen, Lenny and the Sheriff. 

At least I had the night off. Dee and Lina were covering night shift tonight. If Lina had any nefarious plans, I hoped Dee would catch them. Dee trusted Lina, but I sure didn't, especially not after she showed up at that church. 

When the last bell finally rang, I sped into the hall. Vic lingered at her locker, shuffling books into her bag as she talked to Adam. Then her meat-head ex-boyfriend Brad waltzed up. 

“You hanging out with geeks now?” Brad barked. “You need a real man.” 

Brad badly needed an update on what modern women thought it meant to be a real man. Vic told him to move along, in not quite so nice words. Brad grabbed her arm and squeezed it too hard. 

I intervened. “Vic told you to get lost, Brad. I suggest you listen.”

He didn't let go of Vic. He looked at Adam. “Gotta have a girl step up because you can't? Pathetic.”

I pushed Brad a little too hard. He flew across the hall and thudded against the wall. 

“What the hell, freak!” He smoothed his clothes, trying to save face. 

The handful of kids by their lockers looked at me wide eyed. 

“Is there a problem?” I announced.

They looked away. Brad scowled at me and left. 

“Thanks, Jess.” Vic sighed. 

“Well, uh. I guess I'll see you later.” Adam had deflated slightly under Brad's insults. “Call me if  you have any questions. About chemistry. Or. You know. Anything.”

Adam walked away in defeat.

“He's in love with you, you know.” I said it the minute Adam was out of earshot. “And to put it in fairy tale terms? He's totally worthy of you.”

“Well, someone's in a romantic mood today,” she said. “You and Billy finally make up? I saw you two leaving.”

“Yes. We did.”

That got her attention. She squealed. “Tell me all about it! Oh crap. Never mind. He's coming. Tell me later.” 

She winked. Billy came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me. 

“Thank God!” Vic said. “It's about time already. Seriously. If you two can't make it, what hope is there for the rest of us?”

“Are you ready to go? I'll give you a ride home,” he said. 

“I'm ready.” 

Help! “Wait. Did you guys hear that?”

Vic and Billy both looked around, confused. The hallways were nearly empty already.

Stop! Please! “Shhhh. There it is again. Do you hear it? Someone's in trouble.”

“Oh crap,” Vic said. 

I jogged down the hallway, pin-pointing the source. Vic and Billy trailed behind. 

Stop. Stop. Why are you doing this? Help. Someone help me, please. Help! 

Billy and Vic and I made our way through the school, looking into every classroom. I strained, and I could just make out the scrape of a door opening, the clomp clomp clomp of boots pounding against linoleum. Then a low hiss of ragged breathing. “This way.” 

Raspy, struggled breathing led me to the girls' locker room. The air reeked of wet rusty pennies. Blood. “Wait here. I'll check it out.”

“No way. You're not going in there alone.” Vic grabbed my arm and followed behind me. “Look!” 

Bloody hand prints jumped and slid across the locker room walls, and at the end of them Katie lay in a heap on the floor, her clothes slashed to ribbons and stained red. Motionless, a red puddle spread underneath her.

Vic and I scrambled to her side. I checked her neck. “She's breathing. She's alive.”

“What do we do?” Vic had gone pale.

“I'll stay with her. You go tell Billy and call for help.”

And that's what we did. I held tight to any bare patch of skin I could find, trying to heal her, praying my powers were working, until the wailing sirens in the distance got close, until the once-still Katie finally stirred. She was coated with blood, cut up. The cuts were jagged, deep, violent, but slowly knitting back together. Yes. Yes. It's working. 

“Katie,” I whispered. “Who did this to you?”

Her eyes opened, barely a slit. “You did.” 

––––––––
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The three of us waited in the emergency room for news. Billy paced. Vic sat curled up so tight she was half size, rocking back and forth in her chair. My mind raced. Why would Katie say I had done this to her? 

“What are we gonna do?” Vic squeaked. “I mean, at school? Attacked at school? This isn't gonna stop, is it Jess?”

“No.” Why lie? We all had targets on our backs. 

“I'm not gonna sit around and wait to get picked off,” Vic said. “I'm not gonna die in this town. I have plans, you know. I'm gonna get out of Salt Creek. See the world.”

“Getting all worked up won't help,” I said. 

“And how exactly am I supposed to relax?”

“She has a point,” Billy said. “The person who was supposed to be tracking the bad guys down is in this hospital in a coma. Now Katie? At school? Whoever did this is getting bolder. It's time to act.”

“What should we do?” Vic asked.

“We'll gather everyone who's left,” Billy said. “Tell them everything we know. Prepare them to fight.”   

Deputy Ed waddled out of the emergency department, his face as dark pink as skin could go. He approached us and quickly. Two other deputies followed him. Finally. News about Katie. 

“Hi Deputy Ed. I'm so glad to see you.” Billy extended his hand. “What's the word on Katie?”

Deputy Ed recoiled from Billy. His top lip was drenched in sweat. His wide eyes darted back and forth between us. 

“Are you all right?” Billy stepped toward him. 

“Stay back. I'll deal with you two later. You.” Deputy Ed thrust his sausage finger at me. 

“Do you need another statement?” I had already told him how we found Katie, but maybe he needed to hear it again.

“You have the right to remain silent.” His voice trembled. He flashed a pair of handcuffs. 

“Wait. I don't understand.” Why was he reciting my rights like a bad TV cop?

“Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law,” he gulped and closed his eyes, trying to remember what to say next. “You have the right to a lawyer, uh...If you can't afford one...”

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Jesse Flowers,” he said. “You are under arrest for the attempted murder of Katie Spires.” 
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Chapter 25— Evidence
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We sat in the same sad, dingy room where I'd met with Sam. It turned out to be an all-purpose visitor's lounge and legal counseling office. Salt Creek was small, with no budget for anything fancier. 

Mom sat across the table from me, doing her best to fake calm. The lawyer she'd hired held his hand out to shake mine, then abruptly pulled it back, making a face like he'd just remembered something important. Mom must have filled him in on my little condition. He had a magical name, too: Charlie Hart. Hart was the last name of one of the theikos town founders, which told me he was likely one of us. Sadly, that also meant his name was in one of the stolen books, and his life was in danger. I told him as much.

“I'm well aware,” he said, unruffled. I admired his calm. “We're not here to talk about me. We'll discuss the community's greater problems at the next meeting.”

Good. Billy was going through with the plan. He was gathering the forces.

Charlie Hart popped open his briefcase and handed my Mom some papers. I sure hoped his super power was being excellent at getting teenagers out of jail, because that was my best bet to save him and myself. 

“Sadly, considering the evidence, your best option is to plead guilty and work out a deal. The judge might go easy on the sentence, even though you're legally an adult now.”

That wasn't a great lead off. 

“You have to be kidding.” I would not plead guilty to a crime I didn't commit. “I didn't do this. I am innocent.”

Even my Mom looked like she was about to punch him. 

“I believe you are, but it's not that simple,” he said. “Watch.” 

He had a remote control in his hand. He pointed it an old, hulking black TV perched precariously on a dusty black stand. He pressed a button. Grainy black and white video began to play. Footage from a surveillance camera?

An indoor swimming pool. Dark outside. No light coming in through the wall of windows. Someone is swimming laps, just a dark ripple underneath the water, rarely coming up for air. A girl with long dark hair stood at the edge of the pool. Her face isn't clear. The swimmer stops at the edge and pops up out of the water. It's Sara, the swim teacher. The girl bends down to talk to her. Then the girl grabs Sara's hair and pushes her under. She holds her there. Sara fights. Thrashing arms kick up out the water, grabbing the girl's arms, but the girl doesn't let up. She holds Sara underwater. For a long time. Too long. Sara could hold her breath, yes, but not forever. Not long enough. Sara eventually stopped fighting. Her arms stopped thrashing. The water went still. 

“Stop please.” Poor Sara. She didn't deserve this. “Why are you making me watch this?”

“You need to see the evidence they have against you,” he said. 

The girl held Sara under for much longer. When she finally let go, Sara floated, lifeless, face down, out into the lane. Then the girl looked up at the camera, smiled and waved. She looked exactly like me.

“That isn't me.” There was a time and date stamp at the bottom. That was the night my truck broke down and I had to leave it downtown and run to work. I saw the nine two two paramedics speeding past. Sara was in the back of that ambulance.

“I worked at the diner that night,” I said. “My truck broke down on Main Street. I walked to work. Dee and Vic will tell you. I was at work.” 

The lawyer paused the tape. “The Sheriff already interviewed Dee. I read the notes,” he said. “This tape was made forty five minutes before you clocked in at work.”

“I was downtown. My truck died. I had to leave it there and walk.”

“Was anyone with you when that happened?” 

“No, but.. I ran into that bald guy, Byron, from the Church of the Everlasting Reaping.”

“Will he vouch for you?” Hart asked. 

“I don't know.”

“Then no alibi.”

“But—”

“Jesse. Please, just watch. There's more. You need to see this.”

He hit another grainy button and a new video began to play. This one was a split screen, showing an exterior wall of a building and a thin man inside an office, working at a desk. This footage was from Kar-Gard, Lenny's shop. The time stamp showed it was the Sunday I found him dead, and I had a feeling I was about to see exactly what happened to him. 

A girl appeared on the outdoor camera at Kar-Gard. A girl with long dark hair. Oh no. It was the fake me again. Lenny jumped up, smiling, to greet the fake me who appeared at his office door. He let her in. He went to his desk, sat down in his chair and shuffled the papers looking for something. The girl walked right up behind him, looped a piece of fabric around his neck and pulled it taught. My scarf. I'd left it on the seat of Gramps' truck. Lenny clawed at his neck, clawed at the other Jesse. He fought until he couldn't anymore, until he slumped over, dead in his chair.

“Those tapes can't be real,” I said. “I didn't kill him. It's not me. It's not possible. I was still at work then.”

“Look, you told Dee you were going to meet Lenny at the shop to pick up your truck. Even if the time Dee said you left doesn't match the tape, the jury will believe the tape,” he said. “It's not a stretch to believe a friend could have clocked you out after you'd left. Juries believe what they see.”

“But I'm innocent. I didn't do it. It's not me,” I said. 

He put his hand up to shush me. “Just listen. I found out that Sheriff Franks had these tapes, but he didn't arrest you,” Charlie said. “I guess he had some misgivings about the authenticity, too. But since his death, Deputy Ed has reviewed it and determined there's no reason to doubt what's on them, in light of Katie Spires saying it was you who attacked her in the locker room.”

“I didn't hurt Katie. Vic and Billy were with me after school. We found her together.” I said.

“They have given statements to that effect,” Charlie said. “But, the fact is Katie told the deputies that you were the one who attacked her. When a victim points the finger, that leads to arrest, plain and simple.”

“I didn't hurt any of them. I'm not a murderer. I wouldn't hurt anyone,” I said. 

My mom whimpered into a tissue. “Jess isn't a murderer.”

“Sadly, the fact is that we've got multiple videos that show you committing crimes. Any reasonable jury would convict you based on these,” he said. “Here is the problem. I know what you are, what you can do. What we all can do, and that some of our gifts could be used to mislead others. But most of the world doesn't know about us, so it's going to be hard to convince a jury of normal people that they can't believe what they see.” 

I looked up at the screen. Lenny was dead. The other Jesse had unwound the scarf, tucked it in her pocket and walked out the door. She disappeared from the office and appeared on the exterior camera, walking right toward it. The face. She sure looked like me all right, but right when she was about to walk out of view, her face went fuzzy, like someone waved a black paper back and forth really fast in front of her face. And for a split second, she was a blur before she slipped off the screen. I didn't know what that black smudge was, but I knew one thing. “That's not me.”

“Then who is it,” Charlie Hart said flatly, like it was a question he thought I couldn't answer.

But I could, and it physically hurt to do it. My guts seized up and my jaw clenched. My hands started to shake. I'd trusted her. I'd believed her. She'd fooled me. Sybil was right. It was the only explanation. 
“It's Anne,” I said. “She looks like me. She lives in the barn behind the Hidden Hills Stable, but don't go after her. She's powerful. She could kill every last person in this town, but she can't kill me.”
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Chapter 26 — Jail
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The same gruff deputy who'd escorted Sam to the lounge when I'd visited her transferred me from my meeting with Mom and Charlie Hart to the cold cinder block cell right next to Sam's. Well, the cell where Sam should be. She was still missing.

My poor Mom was frantic, crying, and that was the part that hurt the most. Who was I kidding? It all hurt. One of my closest friends was in the ICU believing I attacked her, and Anne, who I had trusted completely, had committed the crimes that put me here. Stupid me. She'd asked me all about the other theikos and I'd told her like a fool. I'd led her right to them. With me out of the way, no one could protect them. They couldn't beat her. Not on their own. Mama had to be Anne, just like Sybil said.  

The deputy clinked the steel door shut behind me and locked it while my Mom wept. “I love you, honey,” she cried. “We'll figure this out, okay?”

I put on a brave face and told her I'll be fine. Don't worry about me. It'll all work out. I lied. I was angry and terrified. If I got a life sentence for this, I'd literally rot in jail forever. And the killing would go on and on, never stopping, in this town and the next and the next for however many centuries it took for Anne to drive our kind to extinction. 

“Sadly, you have to stay here this weekend,” Charlie Hart looked at his watch. “It's Friday. The soonest we can get you in front of a judge is Monday. We'll sort it out after the hearing.”

He turned to go. “Charlie,” I said. “Watch your back.”

He looked at me. “Trust me. I'm watching.” 

The deputy escorted them out, and as soon as the cell block door clinked shut behind them I screamed and punched the cell wall. “This can't be happening!” 

My hand crumpled against the concrete block. Pain like hot knives shot up my arm. A chunk of concrete crumbled to the floor. 

I'd been a fool. Again. This was the second time someone I thought was my friend turned out to be a monster. First Andy, now Anne. I thought she was genuine. All those nights I'd talked to her. All those nights she pretended to be so curious about me and about my life. All a ruse. All a con job to get me to tell her about the other theikos in Salt Creek. She'd used me. Names. Jobs, Places. Powers.  Stupid effing me told her everything. She could track them and kill them all, based on what I'd told her. She didn't even need the books. I bet she filched Gladys' power and her necklace the day she killed her. She named me guardian. She gave me her sun. A perfect cover story. Hiding in plain sight. 

How could I have been so stupid? She wasn't home the night Sheriff was hurt. He said he saw me in the road, but it had to be Anne. The girl who could be my twin. There was no other explanation. I'd kept her existence a secret, and now I knew why she insisted. If anyone saw her, how much we looked alike, it wouldn't have been as easy to frame me for her crimes. 

I ruminated for at least an hour, piecing it all together. Only two things didn't fit. First, Adeen. In my vision at Adeen's wake, it must have been Anne who came in to kill her, but then Anne fell to the ground and seemed to transform into Adeen. Was that even possible? To wear another person's skin and powers? And two, what did Anne have to gain by killing us all? Why would she want to?  

The door clanked and a second later the deputy stepped in front of the bars. “Hey, prom queen. You got a visitor.” 

Billy appeared. I jumped up. He wrapped his hands around the bars and pressed his face in so I could kiss him. “I've been waiting out front forever. They wouldn't let me in. I saw your mom and that lawyer. They're gonna get you outta here, right?” 

“You know I didn't do this.” 

“I know,” he said. “When will you be out?”

“Listen very carefully. We don't have much time,” I said. “My lawyer showed me video of Lenny and Sara's murders. The girl who did it looks like me, but it's not me. It's Anne. Deputy Ed just thinks it's me.”

He silently let it sink in. 

“I was wrong about Anne. Sybil was right. She's Mama. She knows who we all are and what we can do. She's aphthiton. She's got all kinds of crazy powers, so I need you to warn the others tonight. Is the meeting still on?”

“The His Eternal Heart concert is tonight. Too many people are going, so the meeting is tomorrow.”

Oh no. All those people, all those theikos, in one place. Anne had said it herself. You're too easy to hunt when you're together. Killing theikos en masse with little effort. That must have been the plan.   

“Call everyone right now and tell them not to go to that show. We're easier to attack if we're all together. Anne can make storms. She can make us see things that aren't real. I'm not sure what else, but she'll be able to get powers from any of you she touches. Don't make it easy for her.” 

“This isn't good, Jess. How can we stop her? We'd need a safety to switch her off, but I guess she knew that and that's why Bob's dead.”

“There might be one way.” Anne had told me herself. “You can kill her for real if you cut off her head. We can't regen if our brain isn't attached to our body.”

“Jesus,” Billy said. “That's grim.”

“Tell them.”

“I will.” 

“Then go. Hurry,” I said. 

Billy pressed his cheeks to the bars and kissed me again.

“Be careful,” I said. “Promise me you'll stay alive.”

“I promise.” 

The Deputy escorted him out while I cried for a hot minute, worried Billy wouldn't be able to keep that promise. The heavy metal door between the holding cells and the office clinked shut, and I suddenly felt stir crazy. I had to get out of this cell. I couldn't just sit around falsely accused. I had to protect them. I had to get out. 

But, the right thing to do wasn't obvious. If I break out and go fight, I become a fugitive. But it didn't feel right to sit here and hope the other theikos could handle it. I couldn't count on the court system to believe that someone else committed those crimes either. My stomach dropped into my shoe. Charlie Hart was right. No normie sitting on a jury would believe any of this. It wasn't logical, if you didn't know theikos existed. If I told the truth, I might end up in a mental institution instead of prison. 

A few minutes later, I heard a loud pop pop pop and the air filled with the smell of burned wire. A surge went through the electrical system and the lights got really bright then shorted out, plunging the cell block into total darkness. The emergency lights kicked on, flooding my cell with anemic yellow light. Barks and yells came from the other side of the door. Lots of boots thumped. Officers were running, and from the sound, they were getting farther away from me. Until the station fell silent.

I closed my eyes and breathed deep. I concentrated on the other side of the door. No sound. No people in squeaky desk chairs, no deputies barking into their radios, nothing. All my systems flipped to red alert. I didn't know why all the deputies had suddenly left, but it couldn't be good. 

Then I heard it. The gentle tap of shoes tiptoeing toward me. Someone was coming. Sneaking. I prepared to strike. 

Screeeee. Screeeee. 

I covered my ears. The sound was a high pitched scrape, like giant pieces of ungreased metal grinding together. It was the cell block door. 

Screeeee. Screeeee. Metal scraped and twisted. Chink. Chink. Clunk. Bolts fell from the hinges. The door was being pulled clean out of the frame. It dropped to the ground with a thud like a VW beetle dropping twenty feet onto thick concrete. The force of it sent a whoosh of air through the cell block. Someone stepped in. 

I pressed my body as flat as I could against the concrete cell wall, hoping to buy myself a split second to see who it was before they saw me. My blood kicked up hot like lava, I could smell the ozone, feel the air vibrating around me. I was ready. Bring it. 

Anne stepped in front of the bars. “Sister.” 

The lightning rolled off my hands. A bolt of red hit her square in the chest. She shrieked and crumpled. “Don't call me sister ever again.”

I hit her again. Anne was on one knee holding her gut. She was breathing hard. “Stop. I'm here to help you. Stop.” 

“Why did you kill them?” I sent another bolt right at her. The cell block glowed red. Anne screamed. “You killed those people and pinned it on me!”

I moved to hit her again, but Anne held up one hand and caught my energy in her palm. She shielded herself, absorbing the bolts. The skin of her palm peeled and burned. “Stop!” 

She pushed the bolt back and the force of it sent a shock wave that knocked me to the ground. 

Dammit. I couldn't beat her. We were too evenly matched. 

“Why are you attacking me?” She grimaced and held her hand to her chest. 

“I saw the tapes. You killed Lenny and Sara, but we look so much alike, they think it's me. I'm in jail because of you. Why did you do it? Why did you kill them?”

“I didn't kill them.” 

“Stop lying to me,” I snapped. “You used me. I led you right to them. You killed them.” 

“No, Jess. Listen.” Anne stood up straight. She still looked pained, but she was healing. The skin on her hand had almost knit completely back together. “I haven't killed anyone in two hundred years.”

“Liar!” My hands sparked.

“Please. Jess. I'm not lying. You're my only friend. You're all I have. I would never hurt you. I love you.” 

In an instant, gossamer threads of telekinetic energy shot out of me. They wrapped Anne up tight. I squeezed. “Why are you here? Where are the deputies? Are they dead?”

“No...” She rasped as she struggled for air. “They're across the street at the movie theater...I made them see a man with a bomb in a backpack.” 

She struggled to breathe, but I could feel her fighting to break free. She was strong. Too strong. “The door. Where did you get the strength? Who did you steal it from?” 

“Strong men are a dime a dozen.” 

I cinched my tethers tighter around her neck and she grunted.

“Who?” What if she'd killed one of Vic's brothers. Or Big Joe. She could have killed a half dozen people in the time I'd been in here. 

“Some hairy tall man...at the grocery...store.”

“Did you kill him?”

“No. I bought potatoes and milk. Now let me go.” 

“No.” I squeezed her tighter. “Why are you here?”

“To...get...you...out...”

“Why did you kill Lenny and Sara?”

“I didn't...kill...them...Swear. Let...me...go...” She was running out of air. “You...can't kill... me... for... long...” 

Then she did something I didn't expect. She dropped to her knees and cried. I loosened my grip. She drank in air. “You're all I have, Jess. Everyone I've ever loved has died. Jacob, my one true love. My little brother. My parents. Everyone. You're my only friend. I love you. I would never hurt you. You mean the world to me.”

I released the cords. The telekinetic energy dissipated into nothing. Anne panted, catching her breath. I didn't know why, but I believed her. It was foolish, yes, but my gut said to trust her. Videos were one thing. What you knew to be true in your heart was another. 

“We have to go,” Anne said. She pulled herself up. “I can't make the deputies see for much longer.” 

She lunged at my cell bars and before I registered what she was doing, she'd pulled one side halfway out of the concrete. The metal strained and screeched and popped and bowed, just enough that I could slip through if I angled myself right. “Let's go,” she said. 

“I can't leave. If I break out. They'll think I'm guilty.”

“Jess. You've been accused of murder. You could be sentenced to life in prison,” Anne said. “Think about that. Think how long that would be for you. You'd have no way to disguise what you are. You won't age. God knows what they'd do to you. Now come out quick. Think about your future. About your life. Your very long, long life.”

My heart kicked against my ribs. She was right. A horrifying future flashed before me. Studied. A rat trapped in a lab. 

“If you come with me now,” she said. “We can prove your innocence to everyone.” 

I had reservations, but that was the best offer I'd had all day. I stepped through the bars. Then I stopped. I heard heavy breathing in the hall and caught a whiff of sweaty polyester. “It's too late. Someone's coming.” 

Deputy Ed, now temporarily acting as Sheriff, stepped into the room. He had his gun out, and he pointed it at me. “Don't move. Stay where you are.” 

His face was covered in sweat and his gun was shaking. He looked at the door, ripped clean fro the hinges, the bars, pulled right out of the concrete. The man was terrified.

“I'm innocent,” I said. “I didn't kill those people.”

“Don't move, demon, or I'll send you back to hell.”

“What did you call me?” I asked. 

He crossed himself with his free hand and said “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy. Nothing will harm you.” 

He pointed the gun at me, then at Anne, back and forth, his hands shaking like Jello on a roller coaster. 

“We don't have time for this,” Anne said. 

“Silence devil! I know what you are!” Ed screamed. “I will not be fooled by the devil and led into temptation. Pastor Lyle warned me.”

Pastor Lyle? Lyle Skinner? “Ed, listen to me,” I said. “I'm not a demon or a killer. The real killer is still out there.”

“Shut up! I seen the tapes. I seen you do it!” He pointed his gun at me. “Pastor Lyle opened my eyes. He showed me the truth. I watched you come back from the dead and kill Andy. Creatures of God don't come back from the dead and shoot red hellfire and lightning. You're a demon, a devil, sure as I'm standing here.” 

His words rained down on me like bricks. Deputy Ed had revealed a lot. He had seen the video Mama posted of me fighting Andy in the woods, and it was Lyle Skinner who'd shown it to him. That could only mean on thing. The Skinners found the video camera in the ravine. They left the camera at Grandpa Bob's and wrote the note in Bob's blood. They posted the video online and sent the link to the Sheriff. The long dark hair at the murder scenes belonged to Tami Skinner.  

“You're wrong. The Skinners are lying to you. I'm human,” I said. “And I'll stop the killing in Salt Creek if you let me.”

I took a step toward him, and Deputy Ed pulled the trigger.
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Chapter 27— Deputy Ed
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The bullet ripped right through my gut. I doubled over, pressing my hands against my belly. Blood ran through my fingers and hot angry pain forced me to my knees. 

“You!” Ed aimed his gun at Anne. “Back against the wall.”

Anne had her hands up. “We are not your enemy.”

“Who are you? Why you two look exactly alike?”

“We are sisters, Jess and I.” Anne spoke slowly, carefully.

“She doesn't have any sisters,” Ed said, breathing heavy, from all the excitement and the extra weight.

“We are sisters of a different kind.”

It took a minute for her meaning to settle in, but when it did, his eyes went big like Moon Pies, and his hands shook even more. 

“Jesus Christ, Ed, just stop!” I held out my bloody hand, sent out the pink strings, and knocked the gun right out of his hands. 

Ed yipped and fell forward, trying to catch it, but he was too late. The gun fired as soon as it hit the floor. The bullet tore through Deputy Ed's thigh. He dropped to the floor and clutched his leg. I crawled over to him. “Hold on, Ed.”

“Don't touch me!” He scowled through clenched teeth. 

He fished a giant silver crucifix out of shirt and held it out at us like we were B-movie vampires. I could tell it hurt him to do it, and from the pool of red growing on his pant leg, I could also tell he didn't have time to waste on theatrics. “Get back, demons. I cast thee out!”

I grabbed him and he thrashed in my arms. “Dammit, Ed,”  I said. “Let me help you.”

He fought me, screaming as I foisted him up onto my lap. He was bleeding fast and furiously. He didn't have much time. 

“Please. Listen.” I said. “I'm not a monster. I'm not your enemy. I did not kill Sara and Lenny or Katie. If you hold still, I can heal you, but you have to let me. We don't have much time before you bleed out.” 

“No. It's a trick. The devil is tempting me.” Tears of pain and fear streamed down his face. “Pastor opened my eyes. It was all true. All of it. Dear Lord Jesus Christ give me strength.”

I heard voices coming closer to the building. And boots. 

“Hurry up, Jess,” Anne said. “ I can't keep up the charade for much longer. We've already been here too long.”

“I know, okay? But I can't leave him like this.” 

Ed's eyes were slits, but his mouth still moved. Prayers. God give me strength. God give me strength. I held tight to his hands and tried to breathe deep and slow and let whatever healing juice I had roll into him, but I didn't know if it would work. I'd never tried to heal someone else while I was healing the bullet hole in my own gut at the same time.

“Ed. Ed. Ed,” I said. 

He snapped to. His cheeks had grown pale, and his nervous sweat had turned to cold sweat. He was going into shock. 

“Stay with me, okay. Help's coming.”  I let his body drink out whatever healing it needed, even though it slowed my own healing down. “Talk to me.”

“You really the devil, Jess?” Ed whispered. “Like pastor says?” 

“Your pastor says that?”

He nodded. 

“About me in particular?”

“He called you out by name on Sunday. You and Katie.” 

This conversation had taken an unexpected turn.

“Why would he do that?”

“You two's demons. God called us to drive out the demons in Salt Creek. To make the world safe for God's children,” Ed said. “He said we all was God's holy warriors. God wanted us to strike you all down.” 

“Did he say who else was a demon?”

“The Combs family. Your mama. The Atwoods. Joe and Adam. Dee Perkins from the diner.”

It all suddenly became so clear. The Skinners knew about us. Everything and everyone. They must have the books. 

“Anne, check his leg.” I felt Ed draining the healing out of me, but he didn't look as good as he should. Something was wrong. 

She knelt down and ripped open his pant leg. It wasn't too hard, since she was strong and the bullet had already made a hole. He was bloody, really bloody. The bullet definitely hadn't grazed him. It had hit a major artery.

“The bullet still in there?” I asked.

Anne inspected. “Looks like it. It's in pretty deep, too.” 

“Get it out.”

She dug in and poor Ed howled. Not long after, she held up a bloody shell.

“Now go outside and keep those deputies busy,” I said.

Anne nodded and slipped out the door. 

“Ed. What did Pastor Lyle want you to do to us?”

“Kill on sight. God's will,” he said. “It wasn't murder, because y'all weren't humans. You were just pretending. Like a demon wearing a human skin as a costume. I... I... was scared, but I didn't believe it 'til Tami gave me that video of you.”

“Ed. Where did they get the names?”

“Angel testified, said God had given her a vision. Byron said he was our guardian angel, sent straight from God to deliver us from evil. He said God led him to the unclean, and he'd slain more than a hundred of them in His name already.”

Byron. More than a hundred of them. Of us. Angel, shown the demon names in visions? Angel, at least, was a theikos, although it wasn't clear if she knew that. Tami and Lyle were running the show. They'd hidden their nefarious intentions in plain sight, wrapped in a tidy bow of Godly righteousness, with their banner hanging in front of their 'church' and Lyle yelling about demons as he lumbered up and down the street in his sandwich board.  Tami had said: Pastor Lyle and I have planted churches all over this great country of ours. Looks like we arrived in Salt Creek just in time. They knew about the theikos. They followed us. They came here to kill us. We were their demons.  

Deputy Ed held on tight to me and sobbed. “I'm dying, Jess. I've sinned. Ray told me the people at the church were bad. The night he got hurt. He knew they were killers. Sam showed him. But Pastor Lyle was with me when Ray called. He said Sam was one of the demons, and she was leading Ray astray. He said the Lord wanted me to take charge, and if I did, I could deliver Salt Creek right up to the holy gates and guarantee my spot in heaven. He said Byron was the angel of the Lord sent to vanquish the demons. Lyle called him and told him where Ray was. And then there was the crash, and I think Byron is the one who done it.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” My heart had stopped cold in my chest. How did Byron pull it off? Sheriff said he saw me in the road. 

Ed devolved into a tear-soaked, nose dripping mess. “I love my wife. I miss her so much. I want to see her again. But I'm afraid I made a mistake with Ray and maybe you. Pastor said you're a demon and I don't know what you're doing, but you're helping me even though I threw you in jail. I've sinned and I won't see her in heaven unless I confess, and I gotta do it now. I'm outta time.”

“Ed, you're not going to die tonight, do you hear me?”

“I didn't know they were gonna hurt him. He's my oldest friend,” he said. “Promise me you'll make it right. For Ray.”

“I promise.”

Ed's cheeks were growing pinker and he was breathing a little easier. I checked out his thigh. The blood had stopped spilling out of his leg. The bullet hole had closed up. I, on the other hand, wasn't doing so hot. My body felt about as strong as cooked spaghetti, and my head was spinning, ever so slightly, like the world was tilted on an angle. But when I ran my hands over my gut, the bullet hole was gone. I rolled Ed gently onto the floor. With him taken care of, maybe I could concentrate on healing myself. I'd need all the energy I could get. The real fight was still ahead. 

“You're gonna be just fine, Ed, but I've gotta go,” I said. “I have to go find the Skinners. Okay?” 

“What'd you do to me?” he asked. “I feel better.”

“She saved your life,” Anne said. 

I looked up. She was leaning against the crumpled up door jamb. “She's your real guardian angel, not those people from church. You put a bullet in her, and she still did right by you. That's what real angels do. They help people. They don't hurt them. Now come on, Jess. We're out of time. We've got to go.”

I stood up. I felt spent, like I'd just run two marathons in a row. “We need to warn the others,” I said. “Then we're going to church.” 
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Chapter 28—Reaping
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Anne deposited the injured but-no-longer dying Deputy Ed in a patrol car in the parking lot behind the building. We hid in the shadows at the corner of the Sheriff's department, watching a dozen deputies have a standoff in front of the movie theater with an imaginary villain only they could see. 

“Why'd you do put him the car?” I asked Anne. “Wouldn't he be safer inside where they can find him?”

“Trust me. I have a plan.” She snuck back into the building, then returned a few minutes later.

“What did you just do?”

“Bricks are hard to light, so it had to come from inside,” she said. 

I caught her meaning when I saw the orange flames flicker in the windows. It didn't take long for the fire to crack the glass and lick the wooden window frames. She grabbed my sleeve and pulled me away. We were three blocks away when the Sheriff's station became completely engulfed, making the sky glow orange. I got a knot in the pit of my stomach. Not only had I just broken out of jail, but I'd also shot a Sheriff's deputy, and had officially become a fugitive. I took a deep breath, trying to keep whatever was in my stomach from coming up. “Why'd you burn it down?”

“I had to destroy the evidence against you. All of it,” she said. “We couldn't let it out into the world. It's too dangerous for all of us. The fire should take care of it. No proof, no charges. No proof, our secret is safe.”

I couldn't argue with her logic, but “that doesn't magically erase all the trouble I'm in.” 

“Sister. The only way to walk free is to find and stop the real murderer,” she said. 

“You're right. We have to warn the others. They need to know who did this. They think it was you. Give me your phone.” 

Mine, along with everything I had on me when I was arrested, were burning up in a storage locker in the station right now.

“I don't have a phone.”

“Are you serious? We need to call for help.” 

“Find another way,” she said.

My mind reeled. “Wait. I've got it.” 

We were only five blocks from the Hillbilly Lounge. Maybe Grif was home. He could call the others. I didn't see a better option. “Follow me.”

We ducked into the alley as two fire engines and an ambulance, sirens blaring, barreled down the street toward the station. The headlights had nearly caught us. If tonight didn't work out, I'd have to get used to hiding in shadows. But first thing's first. We ran the few blocks to the bar, down alleys filled with stinking overflowing garbage cans and dogs barking at us through back gates. We slunk up behind the Hillbilly Lounge, by the dumpsters. “Wait here,” I told Anne. “Give me your hoodie.” 

She slid out of it, and I slipped in. I flipped up the hood. “I'll be back in a minute.”

I zipped around front. With the hood up, if I kept my head down, I could blend into the crowd and no one would notice when I slipped upstairs. I went in. Plan ruined. There was no crowd to blend into. The place was completely empty. “Highway to Hell” blared from the jukebox. A lone bartender, a curvy brunette in a leather vest with only a bra underneath it, was wiping down the bar. “Hey honey. Can I help you?”

“Where is everybody?” It's all I could think to say. 

“Girl, don't you know? Everyone went to that His Eternal Heart concert up on Gun Barrel Road. I told Earl we shouldn't a opened. I've had one customer since six o'clock. Apart from you, and you look too young to be drinkin'.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I came to see Grif. He lives upstairs.”

“You mean he used to live upstairs.”

“What?”

“Earl evicted him three days ago. Poor kid. I told Earl to go easy, but the rent pays for Earl's mom's nursing home, so he needs a tenant who actually pays the rent.”

“Where did Grif go?” 

She stopped wiping the bar. “Well, I'm not sure. I mean, I told Grif he could stay with me if he needed a place. I tried to give him some money. All my tips that night, but he wouldn't take it. That boy's too proud to take help. He put as much as he could fit in the station wagon and left. Haven't seen him since.” 

This was bad news on multiple levels.

“Sorry I can't help you more,” she said.

Oh, but she could. I put on my best sad face. “My car broke down a few blocks over, and my phone is dead. I came by to see if I could call my boyfriend to come pick me up.”

“Oh, yeah. Sure. Here.” She grabbed a big black landline phone off the back bar and handed it to me. “Shame about your car though. Kar-Gard was the best shop in town. Cheap, too. But they've been closed since Lenny was killed. Poor guy.”

“Thanks for your help. I appreciate it.” I picked up the receiver and called Billy. His phone rang three times and I was about to give up when he finally answered. 

“Hello? Who is this?” He probably didn't recognize the number.

“Hey, it's me.”

“Jess? Where are you? How are you calling me?”

“Listen. I'm at the Hillbilly Lounge. My car. It, uh, caught on fire.” I said it slow, hoping he'd pick up on my real meaning. “I'm stranded. Can you pick me up?”

“Um. Sure, yeah. It'll be a minute, though. I'm with Dee. She was attacked.”

“What?” All the air went out of me. “Is she all right?”

“Yeah. I'll tell you more later. You were wrong. It wasn't Anne. It was the church people.”

“I know,” I said. 

“What? How?” 

“Long story,” I said. 

“Save it,” Billy said. “I'll meet you out back in ten minutes.”

The minute Billy pulled up behind the bar, Anne and I tucked and rolled into the backseat. 

“You must be Billy,” Anne said. “You're even cuter than Jess said you were. I can see why she's so smitten.”

I didn't know about Billy's cheeks, but mine flushed. 

“Who's your friend?” Dee asked. She sat shotgun, and I caught a glimpse of her face in the rear view mirror. She looked worse for wear. Her auburn hair was always perfectly coiffed. Not tonight. She was messy, ruffled, and she had a puffy, bloody lip and a black eye. 

“This is Anne. She's one of us,” I said. “Here. Let me help you.”

I moved to grab Dee's arm, but she pushed me away. “Don't you touch me. Save your energy for bigger problems. We're gonna need it.”

“So what's your story, Anne?” Dee asked. “Tell me now, because from where I'm sitting if there's a theikos in Salt Creek that I don't know, they're an enemy.”

“I am not your enemy.” Anne said. How many times was she going to say that tonight?

“Why haven't you stopped in to introduce yourself to the rest of us then?”

“Because I am nearly two hundred fifty years old. And, because I have a peculiar affliction.”

“She's like me,” I blurted. “So don't touch her skin, okay? She stays away because she's got more powers than she can handle already.”

“Like you, huh Jess?” 

“Yeah. Exactly like me.”

“Are you up for a fight?” Dee looked at Anne via the rear view mirror. 

Anne nodded.

“Good,” Dee said. “We're gonna need the firepower.”

Dee, always practical. In a fight, I was a cannon. Now we had two. 

“Here's the deal,” I said. “It's Tami and Lloyd, and Byron and Angel, from the church. They think God sent them to rid Salt Creek of demons, and we're the demons. Deputy Ed told me the Skinners have been calling out our names at services and telling their followers to kill us on sight.”

“We kinda figured that out,” Dee said. “The four of them came into the diner right before we closed up early for the concert. They took a long time with dessert and hung out drinking coffee, nothing strange, so I sent Josue and Lina home. Tami came up and paid her bill with a big smile, thinking about how excited she was for tonight. They all went outside, except the bald guy, who went in the men's room.” 

“Sure enough, as soon as baldy came out, he was on me. His brain was all red rage. He knocked me down behind the bar and sat on me punching. I broke a glass and cut him, but that didn't seem to phase him. Billy came in not too long after, said Lina called his parents and asked them to check on me because she had a bad feeling. And thank God he did. Billy gave baldy an electric shock he'll never forget, but he still managed to get away along with the rest. He was hurting though. Limping. Billy nicked him pretty good.” 

“Oh Dee. I'm so sorry,” I said. “I called as soon as I could.”

“Which reminds me,” Dee said. “How'd you get out of jail?” 

I recounted our jail break adventure. All Dee had to say was “Well, now I know why I got a busy signal when I called the Sheriff to report the attack.”

“We sent out the word. They know what happened and who to look for, but there were people inside the Grange we couldn't get hold of. No cell service out there,” Billy said. “We're meeting up now, to stop the attack at the Grange.”

“What attack at the Grange?” They'd lost me. 
“Baldy let it slip while he was running out,” Dee said. “They're going to the concert to kill as many of us as they can tonight.”
“Well, then we can't let them do that, can we?” Anne asked.

“Do you know how they plan to do it?”

“No. Hell, I don't even know if they know that yet,” Dee said. “But I'm sure that if we don't get there quick, it's gonna be bad. They're out for blood, and they don't care who they kill as long as they take some of us down with them.” 
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Chapter 29—  The others
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Billy zoomed so fast along the winding back roads that every hill felt like the first drop on a roller coaster. We sat silently, preparing for the battle to come. 

Anne looked pensively out the window, watching the headlights rise and fall on the trees. 

I grabbed her hand. “I'm sorry I doubted you.”

She half smiled. “I understand why you did.”

“Dee,” I said. “Did Baldy seem like he might be one of us? Have powers, I mean...”

“He's clearly a super ass hole. Does that count?” Dee said. “Seriously, though, he was nothing special. Zigzag brain waves, but that happens every once in a while. And, he was strong, but not like Big Joe. I didn't get much off the others either, except the Skinners are bad tippers.”

“Angel, the blonde woman, is theikos. She's the one who outed us. She's like Gladys,” I said. “She used the genealogy books to identify us. That's why they stole them when they killed Gladys, and what they were looking for when they ripped up Grandpa Bob's house.” 

“If that's all they've got, they'll be easy to kill,” Billy said coolly. 

I surveyed the angle of his face. The hard set of his jaw and the distance in his eyes rattled up fear even in me, and he was on my team. He wasn't a violent person, but it was clear he was willing to hurt someone if he had to. 

“Are we sure the rest of them are normies?” Billy asked.

“Tami touched me, and I didn't get anything new,” I said. 

“Then how did they pull off all these murders?” Billy asked. 

“Maybe they've been so successful because no one suspected them,” Dee said. “They had surprise on their side.”

“Or maybe there's something we haven't seen yet,” I said. There was one question I still didn't have an answer to: Who was the girl on the tape that looked like me? “There might be more people in their group. People we don't know about yet.”

“We're here.” Billy hit the brakes, pulled off the road, and bumped down the grassy berm. He parked at the bottom of the deep ditch between the road and the trees. We weren't the only ones there.  Billy's headlights lit up the bumpers of a handful of cars and the backs of maybe a dozen people at most. 

“This is everyone?” I wasn't expecting a cavalry, but I thought there would be more.

“It's the best we could do,” Dee said. “We can't get in touch with the people already in the Grange. Some people have kids at home they need to protect, some are too old to fight. The rest were too scared.”

Billy turned around to look at me. “Jess, most of our friends are at that concert. They don't know what's coming. These people are counting on you to lead them. You're the only guardian.”

I swallowed hard, tamping down my nerves. Anne touched my hand. “No. She's not alone,” she said. “I am their guardian, too.”

“I sure wish number three would make an appearance,” Dee said. “Well, no point in delay. Let's get this done.”

She unbuckled her seat belt and got out of the car. Anne followed. Billy extended his hand to me. “Jess,” he said. “The others are waiting.”

I hesitated. Plenty of theikos had openly expressed their doubt at my ability to protect them. And so far, they'd been right. More people had died. And now, I stood accused of hurting Lenny, Sara, and Katie. I took Billy's hand anyway. What choice did I have? I had to do my job. I had to stop the killing.

I should have been thinking about how they'd react to Anne. By the time I got out of the car, Vic's brothers were holding her arms tight in their beefy hands, barking at her to identify herself. 

“She's one of us,” I called out. “She's the second guardian. She has Gladys' sun.”

“Prove it,” the oldest brother said. I felt bad that I never remembered which of Vic's brothers was which. They looked the same with gruff beards, flannel shirt and tan work boots. 

Anne brushed off his hand and drew the sun necklace out of her sweater and showed it to them.

Lila Combs, Billy's mom, stepped forward. “Well, that settles it, doesn't it boys?”

The beefiest Atwood brother still seemed unconvinced. “Just great. We got two kids for guardians. Kids!” he barked. “That just ain't good enough.”

Big Joe put a hand on the angry Atwood brother's shoulder. “Jess don't look like much, but she can do stuff you wouldn't believe. Give this girl a chance, too. Might be more to her than we can see.”

The theikos in the clearing closed in around us. Vic's dad and three brothers. Big Joe. Billy and his parents, William and Lila. Adeen's mother, Gloria. Dee. Only the people who knew me had come to stand behind me. The doubters had stayed home. 

I made a quick assessment of our firepower. Anne and I were the most powerful, followed by Billy, who could rain down lightning, and his dad, who could conjure an earthquake. Big Joe and all the Atwoods were preternaturally strong. Lila could control feelings if she touched someone. Dee could read minds. Gladys could supercharge growth in plants. We could have used some more big guns, but we'd have to make do with what we had. 

Lila must have come to the same conclusion. She stepped up and got right to the point. “New guardian, what is your power?”

“I have many,” she said. “I am aphthiton.” 

Murmurs rippled through the group. I recognized the mixed up jumble of scared and surprised and excited in their eyes.

“Where'd you come from then? You sure ain't from here,” the angry Atwood said. 

“I am from here, actually. I've been gone a long time, but Jess brought me home,” Anne said. 

Vic's dad grabbed me. “Jess, honey, Vic's in there. You gotta get my little girl outta there safe, do ya hear me? I never shoulda let her go in there.”

He pointed up to a tall three-story brick building looming at the top of a treeless hill. The Grange looked like one of those leaky old mansions from a black and white monster movie. The white roof sparkled in the moonlight. It had tall windows and a turret with a widow's walk on top. The hill facing us was very steep and held a very old, very full cemetery. We were hidden from view behind a copse of trees at the bottom of that hill. 

“She's my best friend,” I said. “I'll find her. I'll get her out.” 

“See that you do,” he said. 

“Well folks, this is it,” Big Joe stood tall, addressing the group. “The plan is to get the kids out and capture the four church members. Remember there's normies in there. We gotta act fast, and we gotta keep it quiet. We can't blow our cover. There aren't many of us, so we gotta be resourceful. Jess, tell us what you know.”

I did. I told them about the members of the Church of the Everlasting Reaping, about the Sheriff's accident and the attack on Dee, and the church's command to kill us on sight. I told them what I didn't know, too. Who the girl on the murder videos might be. Who had killed Adeen. My speech didn't inspire them. If anything, they looked more terrified.

“Look, I know I'm not what you're used to in a guardian,” I said. “But Salt Creek and all of you have changed my life. You have made me what I am, and I will fight for you. I'll do whatever it takes.”

Lila took over. “Everyone. Vic Atwood, Adam Shaw, Ava Lutz, Sybil Devault and Grif Peterson are inside the building. We have not been able to alert them to the threat. Our goal is to usher them to safety then neutralize the church members quickly and quietly. Dr. Martin and Mrs. Flowers are outside the building now with the paramedics. They will triage anyone who has been wounded, to minimize losses.”

Mom. My heart kicked my ribs. I couldn't afford to lose her. Then I looked around and realized we all had people inside we couldn't afford to lose tonight. The stakes were high for every single one of us. Putting the healers in place was smart, but the rest of the plan was incomplete. We didn't know what the Skinners were up to, so we had to keep our plan basic: Get inside, tell the theikos to get out, stop the bad guys, get out alive.

While the others huddled up and talked strategy, I pulled Billy aside. “Everything all right?” he asked. 

“No.” I told him about the cut that wouldn't heal, the lack of dreams, my fear that my powers weren't as reliable as they used to be. I recounted all the powers I had used tonight already, and how I was afraid I'd have a seizure from overuse, like I did the night Sam tried to kill me. I tried really hard to tamp down the tightening knot in my gut, but these people were counting on me to be an unstoppable force of nature. They didn't know my powers weren't a never-ending, reliable source of on-tap kick-ass. 

“It'll be fine,” Billy said. “Even if you're at half capacity that'll be enough. Besides, we might get lucky. They might just be regular people. Powerless. Come on. It's time.”

He turned to go, but I held him back.

“Promise me right now you'll find our friends and get out,” I said. “You get them and you run away as fast and as far away as you can. Don't stay to fight. Promise me you won't stop, and you won't come back for me.”

“What? Jess, that's crazy. I won't leave you behind. That isn't how this works.”

“I'll find my own way out,” I said. “Promise me.” 

Billy's eyes were silver pools in the moonlight. He didn't understand. Anne had lost her one true love centuries ago and still felt that loss intensely. That wasn't going to be me. I wouldn't lose Billy. Not tonight. “Promise me,” I said, desperately. “Because you can't come back to life if they kill you.”
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Chapter 30— The Grange
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While everyone else was prepping for the hike up to the Grange, Billy's mom Lila pulled me aside and handed me a makeup bag, some clean clothes, and a pack of baby wipes. “You can't go in there like that. You have to look like you're going to a rock show,” she said. “Right now, you look like a murder victim.”

Oh. I looked down. She was right. I had blood all over my clothes. My shirt even had a bullet hole in it. It took the entire pack of wipes to clean the blood off my skin. I put on some quick makeup while looking in Billy's side-view mirror and swapped my ripped-up blood-stained clothes for the ones Lila had brought me: tight jeans, a tank top, and a form-fitting leather jacket. She'd guessed my size, but she'd guessed too small.

I tugged at my tiny new tank top as I hiked up the hill through the cemetery. The headstones were sandstone, crooked, the names and dates nearly washed away from decades of rain. Billy followed close behind me. “My mom should dress you more often,” he whispered. 

“Not funny,” I whispered back. 

“I wasn't joking,” he said. “I can't concentrate.” 

I felt his hand loop around my wrist. I stopped hiking, he pulled me close to him, and we kissed. His lips were hot, sweet. “For luck,” he said. 

“Plenty time for that later, you two,” Big Joe huffed. 

We'd split into groups. Big Joe and Dee were going to the Grange from the cemetery side with me and Billy. Anne went with Lila and two of Vic's brothers on a path up the front of the hill. The other two Atwoods, Gloria and William, Billy's dad, took the route along the road looping up the back of the Grange hill. Each group had at least one strong man and one elemental—a heavy hitter—in case we ran into trouble on the way. 

When we got to the treeline at the top of the hill, the concert was in full throttle. The bomp bomp bomp of the bass shook the tall windows, vibrating the air all around the building. Dim red lights pulsed in the windows. 

We hid behind the closest SUV. It wasn't hard to find cover. There had to be two hundred cars crowded into every bare spot on the hilltop, and lining both sides of the road, all the way down and around to the bottom. We could see the front door. Stairs led up to two wide white double doors that had been propped open. There was a second set of closed doors behind them.

I took a deep breath. “Let's go.”

I moved. Billy held me back. “Wait. Where are the door guys? Every show has door guys.”

There seemed to be miles of velvet rope set up outside, but not a ticket taker or bouncer in sight. 

“That's not good,” Dee said. 

“Looks like they beat us here,” Big Joe said. He led us closer, slinking from car to car, until we were a few yards from the door. “Any sign of 'em, Jess?”

I closed my eyes and did my best to pinpoint any strange sounds or smells. The lot was quiet, apart from the music. The night was still, cold, not so much as a breeze. I caught a trace of chit chat and cigarette smoke from a patio. Then a faint whiff of copper. “There's blood. Somewhere over there.” I pointed. 

It didn't take long to find the doormen, three of them, unconscious behind a stand of bushes, all with blood on their shirts. “They've been shot,” I said. “They've got a gun.”

Dee jumped in to checked pulses. “They're still alive,” she whispered. “I'll go tell Dr. Martin.”

“No,” I said. “I'll go. I'm faster.”

They couldn't argue with that. “The healing team is on the other side of the building.” Dee pointed the way.

“Stick to the plan,” I said. “I'll meet you inside.” 

I slid, my back safely against the brick wall, across the long side of the grange. It was dark and under cover of trees. I peered around the corner and saw the paramedics. Mom sat in the passenger seat of the ambulance. I zipped over to her, coming to a screeching halt when one of the nine two two paramedics screamed “Freeze!”

He pointed a gun at me, and my hands shot up. 

“Oh hell. It's you.” He put his gun back in his belt. 

“Your reflexes are amazing,” I said. “Are you guys supposed to have guns?”

“I'm no ordinary paramedic.” he winked. That was true. The nine two twos only responded to situations concerning theikos. 

Before I noticed she'd gotten out of the ambulance, Mom wrapped her arms tight around me. “When the jail burned up, I prayed and prayed you weren't in it. How did you get out?” Her cheeks were wet with tears. 

“We can talk about it later. The door guys are injured.” I told them where to go.

Mom looked at the paramedic. Her spine stiffened. “Time to work.” Mom turned to me. “I'll see you when this is all over.”

“Mom,” I grabbed her. “Stay alive.”

“I will.”

I let her go. I didn't want to, but we both had jobs to do. I zipped, fast and quiet, back around the building. The front door was still clear. I went in, but I didn't get far. Inside the closed double doors lay a wide main hall that was absolutely packed with people, and even though I could see the open doorway leading to where the stage must be, it took me at least ten minutes of “excuse mes” to get to it. Along the way, I scanned the crowd looking for my friends and the church crew, but didn't see any them. 

When I finally made it to the main room, it was jam packed, too. A stage ran the entire length of the far wall. The band lit up in alternating bands of red, blue, and orange. A screen hung behind the them, flashing artsy graphics synced with the music. The sound booth was tucked in the back corner to my left. 

I quickly grabbed a napkin off the bar, which ran the entire length of the back wall to my right. I tore the napkin into small bits, crumpled them up and used them as makeshift earplugs. I couldn't give Vasi the chance to enchant me with his singing. Not tonight. 

But boy, he sure was working his magic on everyone else. All eyes were on him, following every thrust of hips. That made my job easier. I examined the backs of the hundreds of heads in front of me. None of the bald ones were Byron. Angel would be too short to see in the crowd. I didn't see Vic, Adam, Ava, Sybil or Grif. The darkness of the room, combined with the number of people, wouldn't make finding them easy. 

A hand grabbed my arm. It was Billy. He and Dee moved in next to me. Her eyes were squinched closed and she was rubbing her temples. She was searching brains, looking for the church people and our friends. 

“Any luck?” I asked. 

“No,” Billy said. “She's having some trouble. Too many people.”

“Where is everyone else?”

Billy pointed to spots all around the room. Big Joe was near the sound booth. Lila and two of Vic's brothers had staked out a side exit at the end of the bar. I spotted Gloria's red hair by the stage. 

“Where's Anne?” I asked. 

“I don't know,” Billy said. 

The room flashed bright white then fell into darkness. It happened again. It took me a minute to figure out that it wasn't the stage lights. It was lightning. Rain pelted the tall, old windows. A storm raged outside, even though a moment ago, the night was still and cloudless. Anne. It must be her storm. But why? 

“Why aren't you in jail?” A voice screamed into my ear. 

I wheeled around. Sybil stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. “Did you break out?”

“Listen. The people from the church across from Kar-Gard came here to kill us all. Your mom is over there looking for you.” I pointed. “Take her and get out now.” 

Gloria wouldn't tip the scales in our favor is she stayed. Her powers, super-charging growth in plants, weren't exactly fight-oriented. Sybil's weren't either. 

Sybil looked at Billy. Then at me. It registered that we weren't joking. 

“Grab your mom then run as far away from here as you can,” Billy told her. 

“And if you see a big ugly bald guy, run,” I said. 

“Okay,” Sybil said. “But Jess. Kill the bastards. For Adeen. No mercy, promise?”

I nodded. She waded into the crowd.

“Anything yet, Dee?” I yelled over the bass, as I watched the storm grow stronger outside.  

Dee was drenched in sweat, rubbing her temples. I couldn't imagine what being a mind reader in a room full of this many brains must feel like. It was even hard for me with all the noise, the scents and sounds from so many bodies, all of it so amplified.

The music stopped. The crowd erupted in applause. Vasi and his gang didn't take time to soak it in. They launched right into the next song. The bassist's pink hair swirled in a cyclone around her head. Vasi began to sing. He wore only tight leather pants and a chain around his neck, covering the sun on his chest. His long dark hair cascaded down his shoulders. His smooth tattooed skin, the color of caramel, glistened with sweat. His voice was black velvet, dark chocolate, caviar, and whiskey all at once. Rich. Decadent. Sensual. Intoxicating.

I've been searching for you, searching for all my life

I've been dying for you, haunted by you, needing you all this time. 

Oh no. That song again. Electricity jumped from person to person, buzzing, building. No one was immune to the spell. Billy slid behind me. He pressed up tight against me. He wrapped one arm around my waist and ran his hand up and down my arm. His mouth rested in the curve of my neck. He held tight and we swayed together to the pulse of the bass, the wail of the guitar. I lost myself in it. All I could think about was love. And kissing. And desire, deep and desperate, an all-consuming hunger. 

I've been searching for you, searching for all my life

I've been dying for you, haunted by you, needing you all this time. 

The crowd melted into one sea of gently cascading waves lapping at the stage. I felt myself going under. No. We didn't have time for this. We needed to focus. We didn't have time for Vasi's spell. I pushed Billy off of me. “I love you, but we have work to do. Stay focused.”

He shook his head, as if coming out of a daze. “Oh...yeah. Sorry.” 

“I've got one,” Dee grimaced. “Straight ahead, on the move.”

Dee pointed. I saw the temporary line, opening then closing in the crowd as people parted to let someone through. “I'm on it.” 

I moved in. Billy followed me. We bumped our way to the front as politely as possible. At least I did. Billy fell behind. But, I saw no sign of Byron, Angel or the Skinners. I was nearly in the front row when I saw Vic's bottle-red hair. She was pressed against the metal security railing between the crowd and the stage. Adam stood next to her. I took a quick look around. No baldy. No Angel. No Skinners. My senses went to high alert. I had to get Vic and Adam out now.

“Vic! Vic!” I yelled and waved my arms, trying to get her attention over the wail of the guitar. “Vic!” 

I reached past a couple of squealing women and grabbed her. When Vic saw me, her jaw dropped and so did her drink. Soda and ice cubes splashed across the floor. She looked to her right, then back at me, then back to her right, like she didn't know where to look. I followed her eyes, and I didn't believe what I saw. A girl leaned in, talking to Adam. A girl with long dark hair who looked exactly like me. She wore baggy jeans, a too-big flannel shirt, and boots. Heavy boots. I could smell the blood on them. Katie's blood. It was the other Jess, a perfect copy of me. She must be the Church of the Everlasting Reaping's secret weapon. 

Vic tugged on Adam's arm. He saw me, and he froze, unsure what to do. But the other Jess did. She stared right at me and smirked. 

“Adam! Vic! Get behind me. Now!” I screamed. They didn't move. 

They looked at the other Jess, who yelled. “See? I told you there was a girl pretending to be me!” 

That bitch. I didn't know who she was or where she came from, but I knew she was a murderer. 

“Vic. Adam. Get behind me. She's the killer!” 

Vic hesitated, not knowing which Jess to trust. “How do I know you're you?” she asked.

Adam hung, breath baited, waiting for an answer. 

“You made me move hay bales with my mind in Gramps' barn. You used to pretend to be a mermaid in your crappy, duct-taped kiddie pool when we were four,” I yelled. “Adam's in love with you, and I think you should give him a chance. And look.”

I opened my leather jacket to show her the sun scar. 

“Yep, that's the real Jess.” Vic said.

Fake Jess sprung into action. She pulled a hunting knife out of her pocket and swung it at Adam. I yanked Vic toward me so hard she stumbled and fell, and I pushed Adam to the floor. The knife missed him by a hair. Literally. A few strands of his long blond locks fluttered through the air, freshly cut. I stepped in front of them to shield them. A small space had cleared around us as the people tried to get away from the fight. Fake Jess grinned and her knife glinted in the strobe light. She threw it at me. No.

I grabbed the knife with my mind. My pink tethers shot out and grabbed it. It hung in mid-air. Then, I wrapped the other Jess up tight. She struggled against me. She was strong, writhing and flopping. It took all of my focus to restrain her. The knife dropped, skittering across the floor. 

Billy finally caught up. “Who the hell is that?”

“The real killer.”

He helped Vic and Adam up off the floor. 

“Get them out,” I yelled.

Other Jess smirked at me again, and said “None of you are leaving here alive, stupid little bitch.” Her voice was wholly unlike mine. Deep, raspy. 

And before I knew it, she'd sent her own tethers at me. I could see them, translucent and blue, shimmering against the club lights, coming at me at a thousand miles an hour. They wrapped me up. I hit the floor hard. I flexed against them, but couldn't break them. No. If she looked like me and had all of my powers, how would we stop her?

Adam and Billy tried to help me.

“No. Run! Go! Go!” I'd fight her alone. They had to get out. “Get them out, Billy. Go!”

Screams came from not far away. The crowd parted and I briefly saw Ava, Billy's gorgeous platinum blonde ex-girlfriend on her knees, with her hands clutched to her stomach, blood running between her fingers. Angel stood over her with a short knife. This was it. The battle had begun. “Help her, Billy, go!”

He hesitated, looking at me, then at Ava, who'd already been swallowed up by the crowd. The people around us were in chaos. Those who'd seen the knife attacks were pushing out, trying to get away, while those who hadn't stood confused, pushing toward the stage where His Eternal Heart played uninterrupted.

Billy and Adam disappeared into the crowd, going after Ava. I writhed, turning back to the fake Jess. Her tethers squeezed, yes, but they were liquid, inconsistent, one minute taut, the next loose, as if she'd hadn't fully mastered their use. I visualized my own strings, pink and translucent, flowing out of me. The other Jess eyed me, gloating. My tethers flew at her, snaking around the few people who'd accidentally stepped into the line of fire, but other Jess didn't appear to see them coming. I had an advantage. 

Right before the tethers wrapped around the other Jess' neck, Vic stepped in front of her. No, Vic. Get out! Vic's arm moved quickly up then down. The other Jess fell to her knees. A red stain grew on her shoulder. Vic held a bloody knife in her hand, the other Jess's knife. Vic had stabbed her. My bonds broke. I was free. Vic looked at me with wide, scared eyes as the gravity of what she'd done settled in. 

I scrambled to my feet and approached the other Jess, ready to strike. She was shaking violently, kicking out her fists, as if fighting off an attacking animal. Her skin rumpled like it was boiling underneath. 

“What's wrong with her?” Vic grabbed tight to my arm. She still held the bloody knife.

The other Jess looked up. Her face bubbled and melted, pushing the pieces of itself around while we watched. And when it stopped, it wasn't my face anymore. It was Byron's. 

“Oh my God,” Vic said. “I didn't know anyone could do that.”

Me either. Angel wasn't the only theikos at church. Byron was, too. He'd worn my face like a cheap Halloween mask while he killed people. He'd framed me to get me out of the way. He was a shape shifter. But why would he hunt his own kind?

He grinned at us. His teeth were crooked, yellow, and one was missing. It was suddenly clear it wasn't Angel in the alley behind the library. It was Byron disguised as Angel, which is why when I saw her at church she didn't recognize me and she had all of her teeth. As we stood there, still not believing what we'd seen, Big Joe grabbed Byron by the shoulders and hoisted him up. Byron's skin began to melt and bubble again. His bones cracked and popped. His shoulders grew wide. Thick brown hair sprouted from his scalp and his face was soon covered in beard. My God. He's turning into Big Joe. 

Big Joe, in shock, let go of Byron and watched him change. Byron, fully transformed, turned to run. No. No way. I kicked into full speed. I snatched the knife out of Vic's hand. I leapt at Byron, arcing through the air. I landed on top of him. I plunged the knife deep into the soft skin where his neck met his shoulder. 

His transformation didn't hold. The traces of Big Joe melted off of him, leaving only Byron, who fell to the floor under me, bleeding profusely from two stab wounds. His injuries didn't seem to phase him. He smirked at me, then he reached into his belt, pulled out a gun, and shot me in the chest.
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Chapter 31—Time
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When the gun fired, the entire room erupted into chaos, and the band abruptly stopped playing. The crowd boiled and churned as people pushed to the exits. Vic's brothers closed in on Byron. Normies descended on me, trying to help. I struggled to breathe. “Get...out...out...”

They didn't listen. Their hands pushed against the wound in my chest. I gasped, like a goldfish without water, unable to suck in air. I'm drowning. I panted, deep, fighting. Blood filled my lungs. Hail chink-chinked against the windows, breaking some, sending glass down on the already hysterical crowd. The storm outside raged harder. The building shook with each bolt of lightning. Anne. Where are you? Help me. 

I pushed a stranger's hand off my chest and dug my fingers into my wound, trying to find the bullet. It wouldn't heal if the bullet was still in there. I found only hot wetness, muscle, chipped bone before the strangers pushed my weak hands away and applied pressure. No. You don't understand... I coughed. Blood, like hot copper, filled my mouth.

Suddenly, the band launched into a slow, haunting song. An angelic, ethereal voice began to sing. The people around me slowed , the music muffled, then everything stopped moving completely, as if time had frozen.

“Beautiful girl,” Vasi appeared beside me. He looked at the wound on my chest. “This will not do.”

He pushed the frozen strangers away from me and plunged his fingers into the bullet hole. Saliva filled my mouth and I heaved, about to vomit from the intense pain of it all. A few very long seconds later, Vasi showed me the bullet he'd pulled out of me. He put both his hands on my chest and a deep, soothing warm washed over me. My body burned white hot for a few seconds, then as fast as the burn had come, it vanished. Suddenly, I could breathe again. “What did you do to me?”

“Something you have surely done for others.” He gently lifted me up. 

I ran my hand over my chest. Blood, but no bullet hole. He'd helped me heal more quickly. I looked at him, at the sun on his chest. Vasi. A guardian. The third guardian?

“Who brought the storm?” he asked. “It isn't natural.”

“Anne,” I said.

His eyes went wide. “Where?”

Anne was easy to spot, because she was the only other person in the room who was moving. She sat curled up on the floor, holding her knees to her chest, rocking wildly, shoulders heaving as if sobbing. For some reason, the three of us were the only ones immune to Vasi's gift of time stopping. 

“I don't believe it,” Vasi said. 

His casual demeanor vanished. He rushed to Anne, hastily moving anyone who stood between them out of the way. Soon, he stood silently before her. She looked at him, transfixed but trembling. He whispered something. Tears streamed down her cheeks. He knelt down in front of her, stroked her cheeks, looked deeply into her eyes, then they kissed. A passionate kiss, full of fire and longing. A true lover's kiss. They held tight to each other for a long time after the kissing stopped. 

“I lost you.” Anne sobbed. “I saw you...dead.”

“My mother. She gave me her gift,” he said. “It took me years to figure out how it worked. When I did, I realized that you may have the gift, too, that you might not have truly died when those monsters burned you alive. I've been searching for you ever since. For lifetimes.”

They embraced. The storm outside suddenly stopped. 

Oh my God. 

At that moment, watching the two of them, I truly saw Vasi for the very first time. His long dark hair. His impossibly high cheekbones. His voice, haunting and magical. All the pieces fell into place. It was all so clear. Vasi was no ordinary singer. He was no ordinary man. And, Vasi wasn't his real name. His real name was Jacob. The Lenape boy from the mission. 

Vasi had kissed me because he'd mistaken me for Anne. She's the girl he'd been looking for. His one true love, the one he thought he'd lost. The one he'd written all of his songs for. Vasi was Jacob,  Anne's one true love, the one she'd been mourning for two hundred years, who'd been killed during the Gnadenhutten massacre in 1782. But Vasi, Jacob, wasn't dead. He'd survived. He'd come back. So did Anne. So did I. And we all had more gifts than resurrection, which could only mean one thing: We were aphthiton, all of us. That must be why Vasi's time trick didn't work on us. 

Time kick-started again. The music was once again at full volume, the guitarist wailing away on a solo. The crowd moved, and the people who'd surrounded me on the floor were shocked to see me standing up and suddenly fine next to them. Anne was standing now too, looking at Vasi, who was on stage as if he'd never left it. But then a high-pitched virrrrrrr virrr rang through the sound system. The music stopped. The microphone had been pulled from Vasi's hand.

“Stay calm everyone, please.” A syrupy sweet voice sounded through the room. “Stay calm.”

People stopped pushing for the exits. Tami Skinner stood on the stage with the microphone. “Listen to me carefully. You're in danger. We are under attack. Demons have taken over Salt Creek, sent by the devil himself. We need to stop them now, before they harm your families, your children! Stand with me tonight, and we will vanquish them in the Lord's name!”

The remaining crowd murmured. Who's this crazy lady? Get a load of this crap. Let's get out of here. 

“Wait. I have proof,” Tami said, aware she was losing their interest. “Watch and believe.”

Tami pointed to the sound booth, where Angel stood meddling with the controls. 

A dark, grainy video began to play on the screen behind the drum kit. A girl in a spaghetti strap dress struggled to her feet. Two black shadowy figures wrestled near her. She limped forward, her neck and back so bent she looked like a letter Z as she staggered like a horror-flick zombie. Oh no. It was the video Andy made at the ravine. Soon, they'd see me beating Andy's head against a rock until I killed him. The crowd watched, transfixed. My heart kicked up a notch. I have to stop the video. The world can't know what we are. They'll turn against us.

“Don't worry, sweets.” Grif casually draped his arm around me. “Me and your evil twin have got this.”

“Why are you still here? It's not safe. Leave!”

He snort-laughed. “Good thing I stayed though, isn't it? Sybil filled me in. Here's the deal. You grab the baddies, I'll handle the crowd, okay?”

Grif waded over to Anne, who appeared to be in some sort of trance. He said something to her, then she and Grif joined hands, as if they were somehow teaming up.

On the screen, I watched myself jump on Andy, hit his head against the rocks, over and over until he lay under me, still. Dead. The movie flickered and the screen went black. 

Gasps and murmurs rippled through the crowd. Did you see that? She killed him. She's a murderer. She killed that Stillwell kid. Get her. Get her!

My heart thumped. I stepped back, inching toward the exit. They know. They're coming after me. What do I do?

“Now you see the truth! The demons are real. The killer is here. Get her! Get her!” Tami pointed at me and wailed. “Get her!”

The crowd moved, and I recoiled. My mind raced. What do I do? They're coming for me. A high-pitched squeal erupted from the sound booth. Big Joe had Angel in one hand, and he was crushing something small and black in his other hand, a phone or a camera? It sparked as he crushed it to bits in his fist. Then, he pulled the power cord out of the sound board, and dragged Angel kicking and screaming out of the booth through the exit door.

“Get her! Kill the demon. Save the town. Save your souls! Now! Now!” Tami shrieked, admonishing the crowd to come after me, even though her microphone had gone dead. 

The crowd was already moving, closing in, but not at me. They moved toward the stage, rising up like a tsunami wave, crashing down on Tami. 

Then it dawned on me. Grif and Anne could both make people see what wasn't there, illusions that felt real, people and things that weren't in front of them. Grif winked at me, and in that moment, I knew for sure these people had not seen the video of me killing Andy. They'd seen something else entirely. 

Angry people descended on Tami, knocking her down. Vasi and his band surrounded her. Okay. Good. I made a quick assessment. Tami was surrounded. Big Joe had taken Angel out. We'd gotten two of them, but where were Byron and Lyle? 

It didn't take long to find out. Vic's brothers, first one, then another, arced up through the air, as if they'd been video-game karate-chopped into the sky. Through the few people left on the dance floor, I watched Byron shed an Atwood face for his own. Byron the shape shifter, had just shrugged off two impossibly strong men like they were rag dolls. A piece clicked. Byron, the shape shifter, not only could look like another theikos, he could use their power while he wore their face. Suddenly, the vision of Adeen's death and her appearance at Big Joe's cabin made sense. Byron had killed Adeen, then wore her face to start the fire.

The gun he'd shot me with was on the floor, halfway between us. Byron, still looking like an Atwood, and I locked eyes. We both lunged for the gun at the same time. But I had an advantage. He couldn't use my powers while he looked like Vic's brother. I ran, Katie speed. I got the gun first. The scowl slid off his face. He hadn't seen that coming, and for a split second, he looked scared. His skin bubbled and churned. The Atwood slid off, revealing the bald Byron underneath.

“Byron, help me!” Tami was standing now, pushing at the people encircling her, trying to get away. She was doing a pretty good job of fighting them off, until a stout hipster in a plaid shirt clocked her on the top of her head with a fist and a pint glass and she dropped. 

Byron rushed the stage, clearing the metal guard rail in one jump, and leaping from floor to stage in another. He pushed through the people surrounding Tami and scooped her up in his arms “Mama!” he screamed. “Mama, no!”

Now there was no doubt: Even Byron called Tami “Mama.” The pious minister's wife was a cold-blooded killer, master-minding the murders of God knows how many people. Tami touched the spot on her head where she'd been hit. A trickle of blood ran down her forehead. 

“I'll get 'em, Mama. For you.” Byron stood up and began to throw punches, knocking the people around Tami away.

I pointed his gun at him. “Stop. Now.”

Everyone stepped back. I had a clear shot at him. A lump of nerves knotted up in my throat. I struggled to keep the gun from shaking.

“You stupid little bitch. You hurt my Mama. I'm gonna kill you, just like I killed your daddy.”

Dad. It was Byron in the road that night, looking like me, forcing my dad to swerve to miss me. He'd caused the accident. He'd destroyed my family, my life. I took a deep breath and steadied the gun. “Go ahead and try.”

He didn't get the chance. He lunged, and I pulled the trigger. Again. And again. And again. I shot him so many times right in the chest that I lost count. I shot until the bullets were all gone. Byron stumbled backward and fell. Tami grabbed him after he hit the ground, raining kisses and hugs and consolation over him. His face bubbled. His body shook and clinked apart. And when it came back together, he wasn't me. He wasn't an Atwood, or Adeen, or Big Joe or any of the myriad people he'd pretended to be during his murder spree. He was the little blond boy I'd scared in the woods. He was the little boy Tami had lavished with love in Dee's diner. 

“Mama. I'm scared. Mama,” he cried. 

I dropped the gun. What have I done? I killed a kid. No. No! My heart thumped hard, fast against my ribs.

“It's okay, baby. It's okay. Mama's here. Mama's here, baby.” Tami rocked and cradled him. “Stay with me, baby. I love you. I love you so much. Don't leave me baby. You can't leave me again. I love you. It'll be all right. Please don't leave me, baby.” 

She sang what sounded like a lullaby to him. The child stopped moving. No. No. What have I done? He was just a kid! Tears came quick to my eyes. No!

But the little boy's face bubbled one last time. The child slipped away, leaving a bald, dead Byron in his place. Tami shrieked. “No. My baby. No! No!” 

Oh my God. He wasn't really a kid. That was another illusion. But who was the kid he'd pretended to be?

Still, relief was illusive. My stomach churned and my mouth watered. I hadn't killed a child, but I had still killed a man. With a gun. In front of a room full of people. I'd chased monsters, and in the process, I had become one. Scared eyes all over the room stared at me.  

Vic put her arm around me. “You did the right thing.”

“What are you doing in here? I thought you got out. Leave. It's not safe.”

“I'd never let you fight alone,” Vic said. 

“Neither will I,” Adam was right behind her.

“Leave, both of you, please,” I said. “Get out. Go!”

But they didn't move. Vic gripped my arm tightly as we watched Tami rock Byron's dead body in her arms, then, tear-stained and enraged, stand up. Mascara streaked down Tami's cheeks, her hair was a halo of dark snakes tangling around her face. She growled at the crowd. “See? They're monsters! They killed my baby. Twice! They deserve to die. All of them. Sara. The nerve of her, working with children! And that red-headed freak setting fires. And you, you're next. I'll kill you myself.” She pointed at me. “You're gonna pay for this!”

She took two steps toward me and the lights flickered. The air filled with the sharp sweet scent of ozone, like a thunderstorm on a hot summer night. Billy stood in the side door. Lightning shot up out of him, branching fast, thick, blue through the air. The room lit up like daylight. Several thin bolts jolted, stabbing Tami Skinner. She screamed and fell, wrapped in lightning and flames, off the stage, six feet onto the floor, head first. Her neck cracked audibly. She lay crumpled and still. Dead.

Pop. Pop. Pop. The other feathers of that lightning bolt hit the rig lights above the stage, and they exploded, sending glass and sparks raining down. The few remaining people backed farther away from the stage. Anne and Grif stayed calm and still in the chaos, holding hands, looking as if they were in a trance, controlling what the normies could see. 

Boom. 

Suddenly, Billy fell limp to the floor. I screamed like an animal. 

Lyle Skinner stood over Billy with a shotgun in his hand. “Just die already, demons!” 

He stepped into the room and pointed his gun at me. He cocked it. Ka-kunk. 

One of Vic's brothers grabbed Lyle's arm just as he pulled the trigger. The barrel jerked to the right. 

“No!” Adam lunged at Vic. He pushed her, and she and I both stumbled. He fell flat on the floor next to us and didn't move. He had dozens of small holes in his arm and chest. Buckshot. And lot of blood. 

Vic cleaved to him. “Why did you do that? Why?” 

“I...love...you.” He grimaced. 

“My Mom's outside,” I said. “She can heal him. Take him. Go!”

Vic looped Adam's least-injured arm around her shoulder and started to drag him away. Lyle Skinner reloaded his shotgun. Vic's brothers went for him.

“Back away from him. He's mine!” I screamed. They did, slowly, but eyeing me with uncertainty.

My blood turned to lava in my veins. My spine tingled. The pressure built inside me, pushing down hard in my guts. I pointed at Lyle, standing there looking smug and oh so pious, and a wide band of red electricity shot out of me. It rippled through the air, running closer, faster at him. 

He cocked his gun again. Ka-kunk. 

He aimed at me. My electricity raced at him, straight for his heart. 

Then it all went wrong. It fizzled out. The red pulled apart into nothing, dissipating into thin air before it so much as ruffled a hair on Lyle's head. My blood cooled. The pressure. It was just gone. The Atwoods looked at me confused. I was....powerless? No...no...not now! Not now!

My brother Jack stepped in front of me. He grabbed me and shook me. “How the hell did you just do that thing with the light? That guy is pointing a gun at you! Let's go!” 

“What.... why are you here? When did you get here?” I stammered. 

“I just got here. Mom said you were inside. I heard gunshots. Come on, let's go!”

“No. Go. Get out,” I said.

The Atwood's wrestled with Lyle, whose gun was pointing this way and that, out of control. The brothers were having trouble subduing him. They seemed more like normal men, not men with superior strength. Oh my God. I looked at my brother's confused, pleading face. The dreamless sleep. The cut on my finger that didn't heal. Jack doesn't seem any different. I haven't noticed any changes, Mom had said. It all made sense. My powers wouldn't work with Jack around. Neither would Mom or Dr. Martin's or the Atwood brothers'. Billy and Adam lay on the ground, shot and bleeding. We couldn't heal them with Jack here. Anne and Grif wouldn't be able to control the crowd. 

“Jack,” I said. “You're the kill switch. Go home right now. We can't stop them as long as you're here.”

He dragged me toward the door. I dug my feet in. “Are you stupid? We're leaving,” he said. “That crazy guy is about to shoot you.”

“Get out of here! I'm powerless!” I wailed. “Go! You're the kill switch for God's sake!”

“I'm what?”

Lyle shrugged off the weakened Atwoods, aware the tide had turned in his favor, and aimed his gun at me again. 

“Get down, Jack. Now!” I fell on top of him.

I heard a tussle behind us. His Eternal Heart's fat, bearded drummer had somehow managed to tackle Lyle. Vasi filched the gun from his hand. The dozen or so remaining members of the crowd grew tired of the violence. They piled onto Lyle, pinning him to the floor. 

“Jess. Help. Please.” Vic hadn't managed to pull Adam all the way to the exit. She sat on the ground cradling him in her arms. 

“Jack,” I said. “Tell Mom and Dr. Martin that Billy and Adam have been shot. Then you get out of here, away from the Grange as fast as you can.”

“But—”

“Do it,” I said. “I'll explain it all later. But only if you go right now. Do you understand me? Lives depend on it. Do it. Trust me!”

He nodded, confused but resigned. He ran out the door. 

Adam had gone white. I knelt down and put my hands on him. Nothing happened. Jack wasn't far enough away yet. I tried to remember the first night I met Grandpa Bob in Adam and Big Joe's cabin. He'd switched my powers off. He was maybe a hundred, two hundred yards away before they switched back on. Run, Jack. Run. 

Big Joe stomped through the door, running as fast as a big man can. He was crying. “Christ, no. Little brother. Ya gotta hold on. I can't lose ya,” he sobbed. He held Adam's hand, bargained with God for a few seconds, then looked to me. “Help him, Jess. You got to.”

“I'm trying...It's not working.”

Vasi was with Billy now, his hands on him, trying to heal him. 

Vic cried as she wiped the stray strands of hair off Adam's his face. “You're so stupid. Why did you do it? I can heal. Bullets can't kill me.”

“Didn't...want...you to...hurt,” he said weakly. 

Tears streaked fast, hard down her cheeks. “But look at the mess you're in now.”

“Worth...it...” He closed his eyes. His lips were more blue than pink. We were losing him. 

I squeezed him tighter, but it didn't matter. I didn't have any healing to give him. Jack wasn't far enough away. I locked eyes with Vasi. He had his hand on Billy, and he too, realized it wasn't making a difference. 

Vasi abruptly got up and ran over to me. He took my hands off of Adam. “Go to your beloved,” he said. “I'll help this one.”

“My brother's a kill switch,” I said. “I sent him away.”

“Jack's...?” Big Joe shook his head. “He better go fast.”

“We won't be powerless for long.” Vasi smiled weakly, masking concern. “Go.”

I ran to Billy. I laid across him, skin to skin. “Billy. I love you. Stay with me.”

He wasn't conscious, but he was breathing. Barely. There was a huge pool of blood on the floor underneath him. Lyle had shot him in the back at very short range. His skin was cool. Billy usually ran extra hot. I choked back tears, and I touched every bit of my bare skin to every bit of his. And I prayed Jack was running far away and fast. I couldn't lose Billy. Not now. Not so soon. Not before we got at least one lifetime together. Not tonight. “I love you. Forever. Don't leave me, please,” I whispered.

Sirens wailed outside. Red and white lights flashed in the windows. Ambulances. Probably sheriff's deputies, too. My heart sank. They'll take me back to jail. I couldn't let them. Not until Billy and Adam and Ava were healed. Run, Jack. Run.

A few minutes later, I felt warmer, like steamy hot water ran over me. Then my powers surged up, as if someone had flipped the electricity main on. Good, Jack. Good. A force tugged at my hands, Billy's body, drinking in the healing. Soon after, Mom and Dr. Martin stormed through the doors, first aid kits in hand. The crowd was gone. Only the injured, the theikos, and the people brave enough to pin Lyle remained. 

“Mom! Help!” I called to them. “Billy and there.” I pointed. “Adam.”

Dr. Martin descended on Adam, and Mom ran over to me. She rolled up her sleeves and Billy's shirt, and put as much of her bare skin on his as she could. 

“Come on, Billy. Your mom will never invite me to one of her fancy parties ever again if you don't pull through. So come on then, pep up. My social life depends on it.” She winked at me. That was Mom all right, trying hard to squeeze lemonade out of life's hardest, driest lemons, putting on a brave face during tragedy, like she always did. “So, I guess we learned something new about Jack tonight, didn't we, honey? We'll have to give him the talk when this is all over.” 
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Chapter 32— Over?
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The nine two two paramedics strapped Billy to a gurney and lifted him gently into the back of the ambulance. He was still unconscious. Dr. Martin sat down next to him, holding his arm.

“Will he walk again?” I asked her. 

As best as we could tell, Billy was no longer mortally wounded, but he'd been shot directly in the spine and he didn't appear to be able to move his legs. 

“I think so,” Dr. Martin said. “But it's gonna take time and work. If we had been able to treat him immediately, our job would be easier, but it's not too late for him. It'll take a lot of extra care. Regular medicine won't fix this, but we might be able to.” 

I wasn't convinced. “But Andy's dad...”

Dr. Martin had brought Andy's dad back from the brink, but he was still in a wheelchair, still unable to walk, a broken husk of a man. 

“Mr. Stillwell was different. Thirty minutes had passed between his accident and seeing me. Time matters. The faster we can get to people, the better the healing works,” she said. “Besides, Andy's dad wouldn't let me heal him for as long as it would have taken to walk again. He hated hospitals. He distrusted doctors. That was his nature. I gave him as much as he'd let me. Billy has a better chance. He has something Mr. Stillwell didn't.”

“What?” A tear streaked down my cheek. 

“He has you,” she said. “Every second you touch him, you heal him. That's a beautiful gift. Now, save your tears for another day. Today, we still have hope.”

Lila, Billy's mom, stepped into the ambulance and sat down next to Dr. Martin. 

“I'm sorry, Mrs. Combs... I tried to—”

“Stop.” Lila gave me the shush hand. “You saved us all tonight. Now go home, rest, and get back to the hospital when you're charged up and ready to work.”

Lila winked at me, the paramedics closed the door, and they drove away.

Adam was loaded up, nearly ready to go, in the next ambulance. Vic sat next to him, stroking his hair. She had her forehead pressed against his, and she had a tenderness in her eyes that I'd never seen before. They were talking quietly, Adam's voice still a weak whisper. 

Mom stopped talking to one of the paramedics when I walked up. “I've gotta go. I'm Adam's designated healer,” she said. “I won't be home tonight, so go on home and get some rest. There's nothing else you can do tonight. Go on now, honey.” 

I nodded, but wondered how I could possibly relax. At home, I'd have to find a way to sum all of this up for Jack. I turned to go, but didn't really know what I was supposed to do next. Get Billy's car out of the ditch and drive home? Wait around to be arrested again?

The parking lot was nearly empty now, except for a couple dozen people standing around a handful of Sheriff's deputies, who were asking questions and trying to keep up with writing down answers. The deputies looked pretty disheveled. They'd had quite the night,too. Not only was their leader in a coma, but the station had burned to the ground, then they'd had to stand out in the freezing cold taking hundreds of witness statements for what was likely to be the county's first near-miss at a mass shooting. 

Angel and Lyle were locked in the backseats of two separate cruisers. Tami and Byron were dead and had already been hauled away in the coroner's van. We'd stopped the bad guys. I should be happy, relieved. But I knew once the statements were all taken, the deputies would come for me. I was still officially an escaped prisoner. Tonight didn't change that. This wasn't over. Tonight had consequences. I'd have to face them. 

“Why the long face, sweets?” I turned around. Grif and Sybil stood holding hands. 

The next move suddenly became clear. “I was thinking...” This hurt me to say, because she wasn't my favorite person, but I had to do right by Grif. “We should go to the church and see if your mom is there.”

She'd been missing since Byron caused Sheriff Franks' accident. 

“Oh, don't worry about her.” Grif smirked. “That accident was the best luck she's ever had. A golden opportunity. Literally a get-out-of-jail free card. As soon as the back door ripped off, she was free.”

“You're kidding.” I didn't know if I should be relieved or worried. Who knew what scheme Sam would cook up next? “Where is she?”

“I'll never tell,” he winked.

“But they'll catch her again—”

“Don't count on it,” Grif said. “She excels at working under the table. We're survivors, remember?”

Sybil, uncharacteristically, suddenly hugged me. Tight. “I'll never be able to thank you enough. Adeen can rest now.”

I fought back a tear. “I'm sorry I couldn't save her.” 

“Oh, but you did,” Sybil said. “She's free now. She can move on. You can't see it, but I can. Let's go home, babe. It's late.”

She tugged on Grif's arm. 

“Home?” I asked. 

“He's been staying with me,” Sybil said.

They turned to go. 

“Hey, Grif,” I said. “What did you make them see in there?”

“The truth.” He winked, and they walked away. 

Ava leaned against a car nearby, chatting with a girl I didn't know. No one would have ever guessed she'd been stabbed if they hadn't seen it. “You kicked ass once again. Well done,” Ava said to me. She showed me the rip and the blood stains on her shirt. Her skin was flawless underneath. “You're mom does good work, too.”

I caught sight of Dee not far off, flirting with a nine two two paramedic. He was flirting back. I started toward her, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone step out of the darkness and grab hold of my Mom's arm as she was climbing into Adam's ambulance. 

I was on top of them before they even saw me coming. “Get away from my Mom,” I growled. 

It was Lina, Dee's cousin, and she was trembling in my grasp. 

“Let go of her right now, Jesse Mildred Flowers.” Mom only used my full name when she was really angry. 

“No. She's one of them,” I said. “I saw her at the church.”

Mom grabbed tight to my jacket and tried to pull me off of Lina, but I didn't budge. “She isn't one of them. She's one of us.”

“So was Byron. So was Angel. She isn't from here. She's an outsider.”

“Listen to yourself,” Mom said. “Let her go.”

“No.”

Lina's eyes were wide and terrified, but she held stone still in my grasp.

“She's the one who came to Santa Cruz to warn us,” Mom said. “She came home, to Salt Creek, to fight, to help us.”

“Dee said she was from L.A.,” I said. “You said the person who warned us was from Shadow Hills. ”

Dee stood by me now, pleading for me to let Lina go. “Shadow Hills is a suburb of L.A.”

“Why was she at the church?” I pictured the day Katie and I had gone there to collect the donations, and Lina had walked in. I wanted Dee to read my mind and have no doubt about my story. 

“Jess,” Dee huffed. “Lina's gift is knowing when something bad is about to happen. She was driving by and knew they were about to do something bad to you two. They had you cornered. They weren't planning to let you out alive. She went in to stop it. I know you're on edge and it's easy to see monsters everywhere, but she's not the bad guy. We got them, remember? So ease up!”

Oh. I let Lina up.“I'm.... sorry.”

“It's okay,” she said, still shaken. 

“You did good, Jess,” Dee said, “but you're spent. Go home and rest. Take care of yourself for once, instead of worrying about everyone else.”

Dee whisked Lina off. Mom got into the ambulance, and it drove off.

The tall, gruff Sheriff's deputy who'd been in charge of shuttling me in and out of my cell stomped up to me a second later. “Well, well Ms. Flowers, the jig's up,” he said. “I don't know how you got out, but boy it's good you did. Last thing we needed on top of all this was a burned-up dead kid in a jail cell.” 

“I'm ready to go.” My heart sunk. “But can we skip the handcuffs?”

He laughed, a deep, bellowing laugh. 

“What's so funny?”

“I'm not taking you in. There aren't officially any charges against you.”

“What?” My head spun.

“Ed arrested you, yes, but the prosecutor has to review the evidence then officially charge you. Ed never sent any evidence. Neither did Sheriff Franks. Rumor is Ed didn't have anything to begin with. Even if he did, the station went up like a campfire tonight. Whatever evidence would have burned up. It probably wasn't enough for charges to stick anyway, because we've got a couple hundred eyewitnesses saying someone else confessed to the crimes you're accused of committing, and they all saw video of the Skinners committing those crimes on a giant screen tonight. Looks like Ed got it wrong. Funny though, we didn't find any tapes or videos. Not yet, anyway.”

I thought of Big Joe crushing that device in his big meaty hand.  

“You got real lucky, kid. And I heard about what you did in there tonight. Shooting that guy. You're real brave. Real tough. Not bad, for a prom queen.” He patted me on the shoulder. 

“Where's Deputy Ed?” 

“He's all right. He's at the hospital getting checked out. He says he shot himself in the leg, but rumor is there's no bullet or nothing. Poor guy. He'll never live that down. He woulda been better off making up a story.” 
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Chapter 33—Why



[image: image]


Billy's face lit up when I walked into his room at the county medical center. He lay in a hulking beige plastic hospital bed covered in blankets brought from home. “Hey. I thought you had to work tonight?” 

“Lina's covering for me. Now move over.”

He propped himself up and I slid behind him. I wrapped my arms and legs around him and he leaned back into me like a pillow. This had been our usual routine for the last month. Me in his hospital bed, touching him skin to skin, as much as possible for as long as possible, every minute I wasn't at school or doing homework or serving food at the diner, every day, all day, until the nurses came to boot me out because visiting hours were over. 

“I have a surprise for you.” Billy pulled the sheets and blankets off his legs. 

“Don't do that,” I said. “I know you can't feel it, but it's cold in here.”

“Just watch.” He pointed to his toes. A moment later, his big toes wiggled slightly, barely a full bend at the joints, but dammit they wiggled. “It's working, see? It's working.” 

A lump formed in my throat. 

“What's wrong? I thought you'd be excited.” 

“I am,” the words barely squeaked out. Dr. Martin had remained so cheerful, so optimistic about Billy's recovery, but it had taken so long to see any sign of anything, that I'd started to think she was lying to us to keep us going. “I just can't believe it.”

“Well, believe it. I saw the X-ray this morning. My spine's healed. Doc says I'll be up and walking in no time. But, I'll have to do some physical therapy to get my muscle strength back.” 

I squeezed him tighter, burying my face in his hair. 

“See? I'll be able to run away with you. That is, if you still want to,” he whispered.

“Of course I want to.” I cried quietly into the jet black softness of his hair, while my heart flew in circles high above us. It was a miracle. An absolute miracle. 

“Knock, knock.” Sheriff Frank appeared in the door, decked out in his full uniform. “I'm not interrupting anything unseemly am I?”

Sheriff Ray Franks had made a 'miraculous recovery' as well, if you believed the headlines in the local newspaper. He was back on the job a mere two weeks after his accident. And, it'd turned into quite a big job. The sheriff's station had been moved into a temporary headquarters while the county worked on the construction of a new building. Lyle and Angel had been charged with conspiracy and with killing Sara, Adeen, Lenny, Grandpa Bob, and Gladys. They'd also been charged with attempted murder of me, Billy, Adam, Ava and Katie. Adam had fully recovered, quickly, once all the buckshot was removed. Katie was out of the hospital and back in her real life, too. Once Sheriff had explained Byron's shape-shifting, she'd redacted her statement that I had attacked her. She blamed it on shock and pain medication. 

“Everything all right, Sheriff?” Billy asked.

“I figured you'd both be here. I've got answers to those questions you had for me,” he said. “I shouldn't be sharing, but you two deserve to know. Is now a good time?” 

Billy nodded and Sheriff sat down in the stiff blue vinyl chair reserved for visitors. He opened a file full of papers and shuffled through them. 

“Turns out the Skinners caused trouble everywhere they went. Apparently, they used to be part of a reputable church planting group, but were kicked out because of their extreme views. They struck out on their own about five years ago, moving around, opening churches in tiny little rundown buildings, just like they did here, spouting the same message about demons loose in the world. Yada yada.”

“In every single town they planted a church, the same pattern emerged. The murder rate and accident rate went way up while they were there. Unsolved crimes, too. Then the rate went down when they left,” he said. “The good news is, the evidence we have linked them to unsolved crimes in other places. The fingerprints we found at Grandpa Bob's were at some of the other crime scenes. Turns out they were Byron's. My guess is they were so unusual and unclear because of his shape shifting.” 

“That still doesn't explain why they would do it. Why would Angel and Byron hunt their own kind?” I asked. The why had been haunting me, winding around and around in my mind.

“Well, it's hard to say why anyone commits crimes, especially gruesome ones. But, I found these. Might explain some of it.” He handed me print outs of a half dozen newspaper articles.

Photos of the little blond boy appeared next to every headline. Apparently the Skinners' son was kidnapped and murdered when he was ten years old by a serial sexual predator. Tears streamed down my cheeks. That poor boy. 

“The link wasn't clear to me at first, but after some digging, Lila believes this predator was a theikos, and he used his gifts to do really bad things to a lot of kids,” Sheriff said solemnly. “The Skinners must have figured it out somehow.”

My stomach lurched. The Skinners had done awful things, but I could understand, at least on the surface, the intense pain that must have driven them to it. Tami had said it herself: We don't take the death of children lightly. 

I looked at the photos of the smiling blond boy in the newspaper clippings. The dead boy. Their only son, lost. Who could blame the Skinners? In a way, they were right. A theikos' power, in the wrong hands, could be dangerous, abused, deadly. Andy had shown us that.  

“I think they really believed every word they preached, that they were ridding the world of demons and evil,” Sheriff added. “I contacted some of the members of their other churches. Byron and Angel were walk-ins at the Repent and Atone groups. They said they thought they were cursed, damned, filled with demons they wanted exorcised. They must not have had anyone around to explain their gifts, or what they were and the Skinners provided the best explanation they could get. So that definitely exposes a flaw in our current system. Maybe we should rethink the keeping secrets thing.”

“Anyway, neither of them were saints before they met the Skinners. Byron had a rap sheet a mile long. Assault, theft. He even did three years for murder. Angel was arrested for prostitution and drug possession, more than a dozen times each. Looks like Tami collected lost souls, using them for her own purpose. I can only guess they got something they needed from the Skinners in return. Love, or affection, or a family. Redemption. Who knows.”

I didn't know what Tami had given Byron, but I knew what he had given her, in addition to revenge: The illusion, ever so short, that her son was still alive and with her. Byron could wear the face of her dead son. The picture in the newspaper, a boy smiling, his school photo. It was the same face as the boy I'd seen Tami loving on at the diner. Maybe that explained Lyle's revulsion. He knew it was a farce. He knew he hadn't actually gotten back what he'd lost. 

“How's Ed?” Billy asked. “He seemed pretty into that church.”

“Well, let's just say he feels pretty guilty. He knows the Skinners used him,” he said. “Ed told Lyle about Sam seeing all those shadows coming out of the church. He warned them I was coming after them. He thought he was doing the right thing. He's had a change of heart since I filled him in on the theikos, what y'all are. I should have done it a long time ago. I had to tell several people down at the station the truth.”

“We can't exactly keep a secret if everyone knows,” Billy said.

“Well, secrets have a price,” Sheriff said. “Sometimes, the truth is better. Turns out the lady who ran the evidence room had joined the Church of the Everlasting Reaping, too. She'd doctored the evidence against you. She edited the footage, under pressure from the Skinners, to take out any accidental bits and pieces with Byron in them. She saw him change on tape once, but she didn't understand what she saw. She had to know the truth. She almost sent an innocent girl to jail.”
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Chapter 34— Love found
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“Have you told him yet?” Anne sat next to me on a purple velvet sofa on the third floor of the Grange. The wide, sunny open space with knicked hundred-year-old wood floors and rows of tall, old windows, had been turned into Jacob/Vasi's apartment.

Anne had moved in the day after our showdown with Lyle. Anne and Jacob were inseparable, together 24/7, since that reunion. Who could blame them? They had more than two hundred lost years to make up for. 

“No,” I said. “He's happy for the first time in a long time. I don't want to ruin it.” 

“He deserves to know,” she said softly. The sunlight cast a pink shadow on her face, as the sun sank low in the sky. 

“I know.” 

I didn't want to tell Billy, not now. He'd been through enough. Being an outcast with dangerous powers. Spine damage, paralysis, two months in the hospital. He didn't need to know right this second that I would basically live forever, for centuries, while he aged like a normal man. I'd outlive him by a large margin. It wouldn't hurt him if I waited to tell him. We deserved to be happy right now. 

“Then, have you accepted these facts, at least?”

I nodded, but I wasn't so sure. It didn't seem real. My life, potentially endless.

“The good news is you should be able to heal him, keep him younger, alive longer, for a while at least.” She put her hand on mine. “It'll be all right. One long life together is still a treasure. Enjoy every minute of it. Take nothing for granted.”

I said nothing. Anne must have seen the worry in my eyes. “Sister,” she said. “You will always have me. Forever. And Jacob. We will guide you. We'll show you how to recreate yourself, how to disguise that you aren't aging, how start over, to move on.” 

I had only an inkling of what she meant. Anne, Jacob. They'd moved and changed names dozens of times, creating new lives in new towns with new people. For centuries. 

“Have you talked to your red-headed friend, Vic? Is that her name?” 

I nodded. 

“Good. She will always be with you. Like you and me. Healers, regens, as you now call them, live a long long time, and thanks to them, so do we.” Anne smiled. “You two could literally be friends forever. It's a treasure.” 

Vic didn't quite believe me when I had told her. She'd called and texted me a hundred times that night asking questions I didn't know the answers to. “We'd get through it. Together.” It was all I could think to tell her. I meant it, though. And it made both of us feel better. 

“Now, what's on your mind?” Anne asked. 

“I came to say good bye. I'm leaving tomorrow.” 

She kissed me on the cheek, then we hugged for a long time. “We will meet again, my sister. In this century or the next.” 
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Chapter 35— Away
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The air was hot and thick, heavy with the smell of cut grass and impending rain. It was the last day of May and the sun was crayon yellow, the clouds plump and white on the horizon. Billy checked the rubbery black straps holding our backpacks to his motorcycle rack. “Are you sure we haven't forgotten anything?” he asked. 

“I have everything I need.” I touched him. A warmth, happiness, welled inside me. It was true. He was all I needed. Nothing else mattered. We'd been waiting for this day for months, wondering in the dark times if it was even possible. It was finally here. As we stood in Gramps' gravel driveway, just outside my back door, I was acutely aware of how far we had traveled get to this moment, how out of reach it seemed. 

We'd graduated from high school yesterday. The crowd erupted into cheers when Billy walked— walked— across the stage to get his diploma. His outcast days had been forgotten. The students at Salt Creek had embraced him since the night he'd been shot at the His Eternal Heart concert. He'd become the hero who'd fought bad guys, who had persevered. He'd shown up at school in a wheelchair, determined to keep up in his classes, determined to graduate. They had watched him struggle to go from wheelchair, to crutches, to walking. The deaths of Andy and Steve, the attack on Katie, Billy's troubles, had melted the school into one united family. Us against the world, they said. Slights had been forgiven and forgotten. 

I cheered right along with them. We had a lot to celebrate. 

Violent crime had dipped back down to near zero since the Skinners had been subdued. Apparently, they'd done more than just kill. Byron and Angel had been linked to more than a dozen break ins, petty thefts, items pawned and sold to fund their deadly mission. 

Katie was running her way to Ohio State with a full track scholarship. Vic and Adam were Salt Creek's hottest new couple, newly-minted as prom king and queen, so happy they infected everyone around them with joy. They were even heading off to college together in the fall. 

Grif had gone from homeless, to hiding out in Sybil's bedroom, to a permanent forever home at Dee's house. Still no word from Sam. Dee had her first boyfriend in years—the hunky nine two two paramedic who'd tended to her injuries after the fight at the Grange. His thoughts were always sweet and sincere, she said. He was a relief. 

Big Joe had built the foundation of a new cabin on his land in the woods. Jack had taken the revelation about theikos, Dad's murder and his new role as the kill switch for the community in stride. He hadn't changed at all really. He hung out with his friends at the comic book shop and played video games in his room. He just had to go to theikos meetings now, and he groaned about it all the way there, wishing he “had a cool super power.” He didn't fully understand how essential he was, but he would, eventually. 

And best of all, we'd stopped the killers. The other theikos out there, whoever they were and wherever they lived, were safe now. 

Billy and I had pooled all of our money, and thanks to birthday and graduation gifts, and extra shifts at the diner, we had plenty of cash to help us see the world, and maybe, if they mood struck, start a life somewhere together. College could wait a year or two.

“Hey, are you all right?” Billy lifted my chin with his fingers. His blue eyes, flecked with green, were such a deep, inviting pool I nearly fell in and drowned. 

“I am absolutely wonderful.” I meant it. “All of my dreams have come true.” 

He leaned close. The heat of him rolled over me. His lips touched mine. We kissed. Hot, but sweet, his mouth still tasting of the sugar and vanilla of the morning coffee and cinnamon rolls my Mom had made for us this morning. 

“Are you nervous,” he asked. “About tonight?”

We were eighteen. We were moving out. We were a couple. Tonight was the night, our first night really together together, if you get my drift. “I can hardly wait,” I said. 

“My cousin has a lake house in Kentucky. We should be there by dinner. We have it all to ourselves for the next three days,” Billy said. “It's cool little place. A deck over the water. Secluded. No one will bother us.”

“And, after that?”

Well, after that, we had no plan. We'd go where our whims took us. Until we found a place we wanted to stay, either for a night or a year. The world was wide open. 

“Well, next is everywhere.” he said. 

I smiled. “What will we do everywhere?”

“Everything.” 

We put on our helmets. I strapped on my backpack. I slid onto the bike behind Billy. 

“Hold on.” He kicked the starter, and he pulled my arms tight around him. 

The wheels gripped the dirt. We jerked forward, down the driveway then whirred down the road. The sky was the purple-blue of wild asters. Strings of clouds, thick and long like brushed white hair, muted the sun. Corn fields flew past us in a bright green blur. I pressed my cheek to Billy’s back. He smelled like farm fields and spring's new green leaves. A clean, simple smell. It was intoxicating.  I squeezed him as tightly as I could. All that mattered was right now. I didn't care about anything else, because I knew, for the first time since September, that the future was bright. Death and danger weren't hunting us. We had survived. We had each other. We could make our own destiny. We were finally free.

The End
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Book Sausage
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Here we are again at the end of another book, and finally, the fun part. It's book sausage time! This is where I pull back the curtain so you can see how I killed, chopped, molded, and stuffed all of my embarrassing/ funny/ sad/ romantic/ <insert chosen emotion here> life tidbits into the proverbial sausage casing to make the book you hold in your hands right now. 

So let's pull this Band-Aid off, shall we? 

This is a short book sausage, because I'll get right to the point: I nearly died before this book was finished. No joke. At one point, friends had been called in to say final goodbyes, funeral arrangements were made. I nearly joined the choir invisible in June 2018, and this book almost never landed here in your hands. 

Let's rewind back to December 2017. The book was set to be released in Feb. 2018. I was smack in the middle of the final revision when I came down with the flu. I was exhausted, queasy, and just overall not feeling so hot. So I laid down on the sofa for a week to let the virus run its course, ready to pop back up feeling much better after it was through. Except, at the end of the week, I didn't feel better. And I didn't feel better at the end of the week after that either. Or the week after that. I grew more and more tired, and more barfy, and I started losing weight. Something wasn't right.

My general practitioner said I didn't have the flu, but I had mysteriously become anemic. She sent me home with a fistful of iron pills. I took them for a couple weeks but still didn't get better. Then, a friend, who was also a nurse, came over. She said, “You look terrible. I'm not leaving here until you go to the ER.” 

“No, silly. It's nothing. I'll be fine.”

“No,” she said. “Something isn't right. Let's go.”

Three hours and one Cat Scan later, I found out I had stage 4 kidney cancer. It's incurable. It's terminal. It has no symptoms until it's too late. And for me, it was too late. I suddenly had to come to grips with being a fit, 43-year-old non-smoker with a cancer that primarily impacts obese chain-smoking men over 65. My oncologist said I had six months to live. (If you want the gory details, and all the ups and downs, it's on my blog.)

Long story short, life changed. I soon learned that the treatments for cancer make you feel worse than the cancer alone. And, that this book might never be finished or released because I felt physically too bad to finish it, and facing death, I decided the few good waking hours I had every day were best spent with my children, who were about to lose their mom. (The irony of writing about a near-immortal, self-healing girl while at the same time discovering you have cancer is not lost on me.)

But finishing this book was still on my list of end-of-life goals, if for no other reason than it's a total dick move to end book 2 on a cliffhanger then never finish or release book 3. Seriously. That's as good as two middle fingers up to all the people who took a chance on me and read a new book by a new, unknown author. I just couldn't do that to y'all. So I finished it. And here it is. See? I'm not a dick after all. 

Despite my best intentions, there wasn't much I could do to finish the book unless I felt better. I got my second chance after my near death last June. I started immunotherapy, a promising new cancer treatment that is literally the reason I am alive today and this book is finished. It's shrunk my tumor from an an egg-sized death bomb of doom to a somewhere between a grape and an almond-sized death bomb of doom, and in the meantime, I feel like a (mostly) normal person. Able to eat, and write, and go out, and live like my old, normal self. So here's your book. A year late, but here nonetheless. Dick move avoided!

And the better news is, I feel good enough to write more books! As soon as this hits the stores, I have started a new comedy fantasy series based loosely on the six months I worked the graveyard shift at a Plaid Pantry convenience story in Portland, Oregon, in the late 1990s.It's called 24/7 Demon Mart and it's pretty funny. 

Also, you can feel warm and fuzzy about any book you buy from me. Because I'm lucky, and have been given more time on this earth to feel good with a terminal illness, most of the profits from my books will be donated to kidney cancer research. So every book bought equals money spent finding a cure. It's too late to save me, but it could save many thousands of other people in the future. 

But enough about me. Here are a few cool facts about the book. Anne Charity was actually a real person, and I didn't have to embellish her story much. She was a Native American woman who was burned at the stake for witchcraft and supposedly DID haunt soldiers with storms and visions after the Gnadenhutten Massacre (which is a sad, sad tale all on its own.) Jacob was the name of a man killed at that settlement then, too. You can read about it in the book Adam gave Jess for her birthday: Ohio Annals, Historic Events in the Tuscarawas and Muskingum Valleys. She's in the “Legends of Bloody Valley” section. FYI, Anne was supposed to get her own book, called “Charity, Unchained,” about Anne and Jacob falling in love, the massacre, and her epic supernatural revenge. That's on hold now because of my health status, but if I live long enough, I'll get back to it.

Also, Lenny's Kar-Gard shop? That was the name of the muffler shop my Dad owned in Lancaster, Ohio, back in the 1960s and 1970s. My mom used to work at a light fixture store three doors down. She walked past every day on her way to work and that, folks, is how my parents met. He used to leave flowers, notes and stuffed animals on the hood of her car. (awwww....) Anyway, when I was little, my family also ran an ice cream stand next door called the Yummy Shoppe. Good times!

As for the other Easter eggs in here, well, there are probably too many to count. But Feb. 15, the date of the concert and final show down, is my parent's wedding date. The Gun Barrel Grange is real, although it's not on Gun Barrel Road. It was once a school, but has been closed for a very long time. It's located on Sugar Grove Road outside of Lancaster, Ohio, and does have an old cemetery next to it. But it's all private property, so you can only look from afar. 

And... I seriously believe that everyone has a super power. Seriously. Everyone. Maybe not in the caped crusader sense, but there is one thing that everyone has that they totally rock. My super power is filling out forms and navigating red tape. I'm also similar to Ava in that I have a super-heightened sense of smell and hearing. This is totally true and actually a curse. I hear every tiny noise in the night, every weird smell. Gah. It's seriously a curse!! So what's your super power? Tweet it to me. 

Anyway, that's all for now. I'll see you in the next book sausage. Until then, happy living!
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Who the heck is D.M. Guay?
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Hi there. I’m D.M. Guay (aka Denise Marie), an indie author who writes about the intersection of real life with the supernatural. If it’s Sexy. Kick Ass. Magic? I’m all over it. It’s my thing.

By day, I’m an award-winning journalist living in Ohio, a hobby urban farmer (you can’t beat my beets!), a painter, and a retired roller derby player. 

My favorite things—besides books—are Jeni’s ice cream, tiki bars, liquid eyeliner, the 1968 Camaro, the Mighty Boosh, 24-hour horror movie festivals, art by Picasso and Niagara Detroit, rock concerts, and most of all, people who make art, despite adversity, no matter what life throws at them.

Life is short, make it count. Read good books and never turn down a chance to have fun! 

You can follow me at dmguay.com, on twitter @Dmguay, on Bookbub, Goodreads, Instagram.
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