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      To Mum, for encouraging me to chase my goals fearlessly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        God is cruel. Sometimes he makes you live.
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      Coming to the hospital was supposed to make me feel better. But I feel like a corpse.

      I puke into a kidney-shaped container. Clear bile sloshes around, mixing with the ginger ale I threw up fifteen minutes ago.

      A clean hand reaches for the pan. “All done, sweetie?”

      I try to say yes but all that comes out is a throaty moan, so I nod. The nurse takes the pan away. She doesn’t take the smell away though, and it’s a couple of seconds before the sour tang finds my one working nostril under all the gauze and tape that’s holding my cartilage together.

      This smell is going to make me hurl again.

      Oh God …

      I close my eyes. Throwing up did settle my stomach. A little. It didn’t do much for my head. Pain pulses through my temples like my skull is being crushed by a garbage compactor. The flickering panels of fluorescent light aren’t helping.

      Mom lays a protective hand on my shoulder and leans closer to the nurse. “Have her scans come back yet?” Her voice is barely a whisper. Probably so Max doesn’t hear her. He’s sitting on the other side of the room, playing a game on Mom’s phone. A faint pew-pew sound comes from his headphones. I don’t know why Mom is bothering to whisper. If I can hear Max’s game from across the room, he won’t catch anything the nurse says. 

      This hospital must be bringing back bad memories for him. Part of me feels like I’m in one of those time loop movies where the characters keep living through the same day over and over and always wake up to the same alarm clock song. Only the song is this hospital, and the day is not one I ever want to live through again.

      Jesus. I’m starting to sound like Miles.

      Where is Miles? Is he okay?

      The nurse makes a humming noise, pulling me back to reality. She holds the pan against her hip like she does this for a living. Which I guess she does.

      “I’ll go find the doctor,” she says. “Ask him to come update you guys.”

      Mom thanks her. I give the nurse a close-lipped smile as she disappears behind the privacy curtain and drags it shut.

      I get around two seconds of silence before Mom tucks my sodden hair behind my ears.

      “Shiloh, honey,” she says. “Will you please tell me what happened?”

      Not this again. “I already told you. I don’t remember.”

      It’s not like I’m lying to her. I wish I remembered how I broke my nose. Remembering would stop all this repetitive questioning, and it would also tell me where my friends are. I remember that Francesca was kidnapped by Leonard. Jonah, Miles, and I went to the labyrinth to rescue her. It was raining. It was more than raining. The storm was like the apocalypse, and the pink raincoat Jonah let me borrow wasn’t thick enough to keep all that rain from getting through. After that, though, my memory is muddy, and trying to remember how I hurt my head makes it hurt more.

      Not knowing what happened to my friends is making my stomach churn even more than my head hurts.

      “Can I use your phone?” I ask.

      “Sure, honey.” Mom glances at Max, playing on her phone. “Who are you trying to call?”

      That’s a good question. Who can I call? Jonah gave me a burner phone with his and Miles’s number saved on it, but the thing is out of battery and I was too busy trying not to be killed to memorize the numbers.

      I guess Mom sees the confusion on my face. “You aren’t thinking clearly, honey.”

      “I need to go home.”

      “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Mom.”

      “Do you see yourself right now?”

      She rummages through her handbag, pushing tangled phone chargers and cracked eyeshadow palettes to the side before jamming a handheld mirror into my hands. I stare at my smudged reflection. I mean, she’s right about one thing. I look terrible. I’m not kidding when I say my nose is double its normal size. Blood drips from my right nostril onto the gauze pad taped to my upper lip. I get a sudden image of Jonah drawing a mustache on it. A smile spreads over my lips, making me wince. I have gotten my fair share of punches in the face, but nothing has ever been as bad as this.

      In my reflection, I see myself the way Mom sees me. Bleary-eyed with a broken nose in a hospital bed, not sure how I got there. If I were Mom, I’d be worried too. And annoyed.

      I hand her back the mirror. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want you to be sorry.” She drops the mirror into her purse. “I want to know what happened.”

      “I told you, I—”

      “Don’t remember. I heard you, but I need you to try.”

      The curtain pulls back. Mom jumps, wrapping the flaps of her cardigan around her body.

      It’s just the nurse. She holds up a cluster of individually wrapped crackers and more ginger ale. The last thing I want is more food, but she puts them on the table for me anyway.

      A bored-looking doctor walks around the curtain.

      “So, Shiloh.” He runs a hand over his salt and pepper curls. If Jonah were here, he’d say that the doctor looks like a neglected Chia Pet. I’d tell him he was right. “You want the good or the bad news first?”

      Doesn’t matter to me. Mom tells him to start with the bad news. I draw the scratchy hospital blanket up to my chin, and he goes through it with us. I have a Grade 2 concussion, which is severe for a concussion but not as severe as they can get. I ask if he’s sure. He scoffs at this, like he’s too good a doctor to deserve that question, but my head hurts more than I even thought was possible so it’s fair to ask. He says if the injury were more serious, he’d have seen it on the million-dollar machine he used to scan my skull with. Clearly, they teach sarcasm in medical school. Sarcasm and bad handwriting.

      According to him, I’m experiencing all the normal concussion symptoms—nausea, confusion, dizziness, and temporary amnesia. He also mentions irritability, which makes Mom side-eye me. I keep my eyes on the doctor.

      “I’ll go ahead and prescribe you Tylenol for the pain.” He adjusts his round glasses. “I’m going to have you avoid bright lights, screens, and books until you get better, okay?”

      I can’t help but ask. “Are you grounding me too, or will you leave that to my mom?”

      Nobody laughs. Mom grips my ankle so hard it hurts. “I’m sorry, doctor. What’s the good news?”

      “The good news is you’ll get to spend lots of time as a family.” He rips off a piece of paper with a dramatic flick of his wrist. “Most parents of teenagers love it when I say that.”

      I roll my eyes, sending another stab of pain through my head. “When can I go home?”

      “Now, but if the vomiting gets worse, you might need to come back. We don’t want you getting dehydrated.”

      Mom offers a hand to the doctor. “Thank you so much.”

      He smiles, like he appreciates having his ego stroked. “Chin up, kid. From the looks of it, you got lucky.”

      I don’t feel lucky. I feel like a giant, thumping bruise.

      Mom goes off to do some discharge paperwork. On her way out, she pulls the headphones off Max’s head. “Please watch your sister. Make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.”

      It takes a second for what she said to register. “You’re asking him to watch me?”

      Mom says nothing. She kisses the top of Max’s head and hurries after the nurse.

      Unbelievable. I don’t know where she thinks I’m going to go. I can barely sit up in bed without puking my guts out.

      Max jabs his thumbs onto the phone screen, his blond eyebrows knitted together in concentration. The pew-pew sound effects are louder now that his headphones aren’t on his head.

      I hold up a saltine like I found a cool treasure. “Hey, buddy, do you want to eat these with me?”

      Max tilts the phone to the side. “No.”

      “Please?”

      Max looks up at me. Finally. And it’s like my entire body deflates.

      “Please?” I ask again, the word sounding like a gasp.

      He slides onto his feet, crossing the shiny floor tiles and climbing onto the foot of my bed. I offer him the unwrapped cracker. He takes it in two hands but doesn’t take a bite.

      I nibble the corner of my own cracker. A tiny salt crystal dissolves on my tongue. The nausea doesn’t go away.

      Max stares at the bandages on my face like he’s scared but can’t stop looking. He’s hunched over. The green T-shirt he’s wearing is creased in a way that makes it look like the triceratops on it doesn’t have a body. It’s just a head with legs.

      A couple of seconds go by before he speaks.

      “Does it hurt a lot?”

      I force a smile. “It feels like a tiny man is hammering my head with a tiny hammer.”

      He doesn’t smile back. “Did Daddy do this?”

      The question is like a punch in the stomach. Its impact hurts more than my nose and head combined.

      Of course. Max must have thought it was Dad this whole time. I can barely remember what happened—but I do know, somehow, that whoever did this was not Dad.

      “No, buddy. I promise. It wasn’t Dad.”

      Max’s bottom lip quivers. “Was it the bad man?”

      By ‘the bad man,’ he means Leonard. This is possible. I try hard to remember. It was raining. The raindrops hit my face so hard they stung, soaking my clothes and turning the soil under my feet to mud. I remember Miles’s bright blue raincoat, and the rain fogging up his glasses. Jonah’s shaggy black hair was glued to his forehead. I remember the mud squishing around my sneakers as I ran from … someone. Who was I running from?

      It wasn’t the bad man. God, I wish I could tell him that.

      It’s going to be okay. I wish I could tell him that, too. How can I, when I have a concussion so bad that I can’t even remember what happened to me?

      Max knows when things aren’t okay. Things in our house haven’t been okay for years. And now, as soon as they started to get a little bit better, I turn up in the hospital covered in blood.

      Ignoring the throbbing in my head, I move the sliding table out of the way and wrap my arms around him.

      He pushes me away. Hard. “Was it the bad man?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You said he died.”

      “He did.”

      I can hear how this sounds. Max can, too. If Leonard were dead, he couldn’t be the one who broke my nose. Explaining how Leonard keeps coming back from the dead would mean telling Max about ghosts and all the supernatural crap I have had to come to terms with. He’s probably getting nightmares as it is. The last thing he needs is more from me.

      “I’m so sorry, Max. I promise, I don’t remember what happened. I’m not lying to you.”

      Max hits the table. I flinch at the unexpected noise.

      “You’re lying.”

      What do I say? How can I fix this? “I’m not lying.”

      “You are.” Max hurls a saltine at me. The serrated plastic grazes my ear. “Is the bad man alive?”

      I try to swallow my tears because I don’t like it when Max sees me cry. The huge pulses coming from my nose are making it hard.

      “I don’t know,” I say, my voice breaking on the words. “I’m sorry.”

      “I hate you!” Max grabs a handful of saltines. The brittle crackers crumble inside the packaging. “I hate you!”

      He throws the crackers at me. One hits my face, and pain shoots up the bridge of my nose.

      Max grabs the can of ginger ale. Before he can throw it, Mom rushes through the curtain.

      She yanks him off the bed. The ginger ale falls on the floor, rolling under the bed. Max screams. Mom holds him at arm’s length as he kicks at her and throws his head from side to side. I can only stare. While Max has had some epic meltdowns in his life, none of them have ever come on as suddenly as this one. It’s like a switch has been flipped in his brain.

      The nurse comes back and hovers in the opening of the curtain.

      “I got it,” Mom says. The nurse nods and slides the fabric closed. I bet she’s seen worse. Mom presses Max against her body, too close for him to be able to hit her. “Shh.”

      I go to wipe my nose, but only find gauze. I grit my teeth to stop myself from screaming. “I’m sorry.”

      “Come on.” Mom takes Max’s hand. “Let’s go for a walk. Shiloh, you stay right there, you understand me?”

      Warm tears spill onto my cheeks. “I want to go home.”

      “Stay right there.”

      Mom drags a still-sobbing Max around the curtain. I sniff the tears and snot that are dripping from my nose and cry out because it feels like I’m inhaling water. I press the pillow into my face and scream into it, the pain radiating out from my nose distracting me from the words echoing inside my head.

      I hate you.

      Max has never told me he hates me. Max does not hate me. Max and I … we’re all that we have.

      What was I supposed to do? Tell him Leonard is still out there? That he might have been the one who beat me up and will keep doing it until I can learn how to kill a ghost and put him in the ground for good? Would that have made him feel any better?

      Dad may not live with us anymore, but it’s still my job to protect Max. Like it always has been.

      I can hear Max crying on the other side of the curtain. It’s loud over the other voices and faint clanging of medical instruments. I can’t sit here and listen to him cry, so I kick the stupid paper towel sheet off my legs and slide onto my feet. The floor lurches under me. I grab my IV pole to balance, but it doesn’t do much because it’s literally on wheels. I close my eyes for a second.

      Just breathe. Try not to think about how fast your heart is beating. Or how much you want to throw up.  

      The curtain opens. I open my eyes, hoping to find Mom and Max back from their five-second walk to tell me they’re ready to go home. It’s not them.

      In front of the curtain stands a tall police officer who looks like he’s in his mid-twenties with gelled-back hair and a long-sleeved uniform that looks as damp as my clothes are.

      A cop is exactly what I don’t need right now. Is he here to talk to me about what happened in the woods? He’s going to be disappointed when I tell him I can’t remember.

      “Oh my God, Shiloh,” he says. “Your face.”

      He knows my name. How does he know my name? 

      He’s rubbing his arm like he’s unsure whether he should even be here. That’s weird. Every police officer I have ever talked to has always walked around like they own the place no matter where they were. I stare at his badge, his cropped hair, and the Y-shaped dimple in his chin. A turtleneck pokes out from under his uniform, which is an unflattering style choice.

      There is something familiar about him. But for the life of me, I couldn’t say what it is.

      “Sorry, Officer, but do I know you?”

      His mouth drops open. “You don’t remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      “Of course you don’t remember. Temporary amnesia can be a symptom of b-brain injuries. On the drive here, your eyes weren’t focusing. I thought it might have been a skull fracture, or an intracranial h-hemorrhage.”

      An intracranial … a what?

      It’s like the officer reads my mind. “An intracranial h-hemorrhage is w-when there’s internal bleeding in the head. I was worried you might have had an epidural h-hemorrhage, which is a bleed that happens between your skull and the dura mater, or a subdural h-hemorrhage, which is a bleed that happens between the dura mater and the—”

      Listening to him talk is making my head throb. “I’m sorry, but who the hell are you?”

      “I’m not Officer Zweering.” He points to himself. “I’m me. It’s Miles.”
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      Either this guy is the biggest asshole alive, or he’s completely delusional.

      Is he telling me he’s Miles? My Miles?

      There’s more than one Miles in the world. Maybe he’s just introducing himself and his name happens to be Miles. Or maybe I heard him wrong, and his name is Niles.

      So how does he already know my name?

      “Are you messing with me?” I ask. “If you are, it would be a pretty asshole-y thing to do.”

      The side of his mouth twitches. “Asshole-y is not a word.”

      Correcting my grammar is another asshole-y thing to do. It’s also something Miles would do.

      I examine this stranger’s eyes. They’re hazel. Warm. The color of an owl’s feather held up to the sun, many shades lighter than the brown ones Miles used to have.

      “You’re Miles?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s your full name?”

      “Miles Barot-Renaud.”

      I rub my eyes. When I open them, the cop is still standing there. I should ask the doctor if hallucinations are a symptom of concussion. It would take a pretty strong one to make my ex-boyfriend look six inches taller, a hundred pounds heavier, and white.

      The cop gestures at himself like he’s showing off a new shirt that he’s not sure looks good on him. “I promise you, Shiloh. It’s true. I overdosed on benmjöl like we planned. Francesca brought me back into this police officer’s body. He was already dead because Leonard strangled him with a rope. See?”

      He slides down that ugly turtleneck collar, revealing a red strangulation mark wrapping around his throat.

      I want to say it’s impossible. This man doesn’t look like Miles. He doesn’t sound like Miles. He’s at least ten years older than Miles and his voice is deep and gravelly whereas Miles’s jumps up an octave every time he gets nervous.

      Now that he’s saying it though, I actually do remember our plan to save Miles’s life. I remember watching Miles dump a scoop of the chalky white painkiller into a Poland Spring bottle. His long brown curls brushed into his eyes as he shook the bottle, turning the clear water cloudy. He was so skinny. He was dying. He was going to take the rest of the benmjöl all at once so he could overdose, and Francesca was going to bring him back to life in a new body because she’s got crazy powers and can bring people back from the dead.

      Oh my God.

      That’s why this man looks familiar. He’s the cop who tried to arrest us in the woods. Yes. He pointed a gun at us and threatened to shoot us if we ran away. Richie Russo had a trash bag over his head. He was thrashing around. He was tied up. We had tied him up and were doing our best to kill him. The officer called for backup. Did we succeed? Is Richie dead?

      That’s why this guy came back. So he could arrest me.

      I point my IV pole at him like a spear. “Are you here to arrest me?”

      He reaches his hand out to protect himself even though he’s got 100 pounds on me and could take me out if he wanted to. “Of course not. I’m here to see if you’re okay.”

      “Prove it.”

      “How?”

      “Prove you’re Miles. What’s the best movie franchise of all time?”

      “That’s how you’re vetting me? By asking me whether the sky is blue?”

      “Just answer.”

      “Star Wars. Seriously, Shiloh. I’m not offended by much, but I’m offended that anyone could say Star Wars is not the correct answer to that question.”

      It’s the right answer, but I’m still not sold, so I poke his chest with the end of my IV pole. “Where did we go when I was sad about Max going missing and we got back from interrogating that old man about it?”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “Dairy Queen. At least, we went to Dairy Queen first, and then I took you to the labyrinth because that’s where I used to go to make myself feel better when I got scared. It’s pretty ironic that’s where I ended up dying.”

      I still don’t know if I believe it. Another question pops into my head, squeezing the air out of my lungs and making me set the IV pole back on the ground because my knees have gotten wobbly, and I need to lean against it. “What did I say to you the night you told me you loved me?”

      “You told me that I wouldn’t if I knew the real you. Then you said you didn’t love me, and you ran out of my house.”

      I stare at him. I figured that one would throw him off, because anyone pretending to be Miles would assume I’d said the same thing back. He remembers it as well as I do. Every painful detail.

      I drag the IV pole across the room and fling my arms around his neck.

      Miles wraps his new, enormous arms around me. He doesn’t know the strength of the body he’s in, and my ribs bend. He realizes it, lets go, and steps back. “I can’t hug you here.”

      That makes sense. If the nurse came back through the curtain, she’d have some questions about why I’m hugging a cop who looks ten years older than me.

      I touch his upper arm. The fabric of his uniform is damp from all that rain at the labyrinth, but I can feel the muscle under it. I hate to say it, because I doubt this is the right reaction to have when your ex-boyfriend has been brought back from the dead and put into a brand-new body by your other friend, but he’s totally jacked. Someone up there has to be playing tricks. Of all the things for Miles to come back as, a police officer is slightly less surprising than a marine. Or Captain America.

      I drop my hand. “I can’t believe you’re really Miles.”

      “You shouldn’t call me that. Call me Miles in your head. Or when we’re not in public. To the rest of the town, I need to be Officer Zweering, patrol officer at the Bethany Police Department.”

      He says it so seriously that I want to laugh. In the rain with his gun held out in front of him, Officer Zweering’s face had been twisted into an expression of sick glee, like he was about to ruin our lives and enjoy every second of doing it. Right now, there is no meanness behind his eyes. I remember reading once that eyes are the windows to the soul. I get what they mean now. While these eyes don’t look at all like the ones Miles used to have, there’s a familiar expression in them that makes my stomach flutter the way it used to when I looked at him.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed and wrap the hospital sheet around my shoulders. “What happened to my head?”

      “Richie Russo beat you up.”

      Of course it was that jerk. “Did I deserve it?”

      “You were trying to kill him, so technically I guess you did.” Miles smiles at me, but it’s not his smile. This smile is just muscles moving on a stranger’s face. “Leonard brainwashed him using foolery.”

      I’m pretty sure foolery was another one of Leonard’s circus drugs, but the memory is hazy. “Where’s Richie now?”

      “He’s tied up at Officer Zweering’s apartment. One of his eyes is all messed up, but I couldn’t bring him to the hospital because then he’d tell the cops what happened. I feel like a terrible person, but I panicked.”

      Hold on a second. “If Richie wasn’t Leonard’s host, who was?”

      “My mom’s teaching assistant,” Miles says. “Todd.”

      “That’s random.”

      “Not really. He was at the hospital the day I … you know … died. The first time. Not this time.” He hangs his head, and low laughter rolls out of him. “Are you hearing how insane this all sounds, or is it just me?”

      “Did we kill Leonard? Is he dead?”

      Miles purses his unfamiliar lips. When he gives a swift shake of his head, my stomach sinks.

      “I’m sorry, Shiloh. I tried to catch up to him and that girl from the circus he brought back from the dead.”

      I grip the IV pole until my knuckles turn white. “Where is he now?”

      Miles doesn’t have to say anything. It’s written all over his face.

      “We’ll find him,” Miles says with way too much confidence. All I want to do is sleep for a thousand years. “This is not over.”

      I wish it could be. Other flashes of memory from this afternoon start to come back to me, and my heart sinks. If I ended up this hurt, I can’t be the only one in rough shape.

      “Is Jonah okay?” I ask.

      “His arm is sore from where Richie stabbed him yesterday, but otherwise he’s good.”

      I remember the gash on Jonah’s shoulder. Drops of rubbing alcohol running from the cotton ball I dabbed against his skin. The way his face scrunched up. Seeing him in pain made me want to do everything I could to make sure no one ever hurt him again.

      “What about Francesca?”

      A queasy expression shifts over Miles’s face. My foggy brain takes a second to realize what it is.

      Guilt.

      Why is he guilty? “What is it?”

      “She was gone when I woke up,” he says. “By the time I caught up to Leonard’s car, they were turning off the road. Waking up in a new body is discombobulating. I kept tripping over my boots because my legs are so long, and these boots are so heavy. I couldn’t run.”

      His words take a second to sink in, like a bucket of icy water poured over my head that makes me numb. I grasp at the neckline of my sweatshirt as if that would make it easier to breathe.

      When Dad told me that Max was missing, my entire world stopped. I begged Dad to admit to losing his temper. To slamming Max’s head into the car window. To dumping his tiny body in a drainage pipe outside the town. All I could picture was Max’s lifeless face. The maggots would munch away at his decomposing flesh. The crows would pluck out his eyeballs …

      I was ready to kill Dad. Unfortunately, Leonard is not here to kill. Even if he were and I shot him again, he wouldn’t die. He keeps coming back.

      Miles sits down next to me on the edge of the bed, pulling a knee up onto the mattress. “I have been trying to figure out why Leonard would kidnap her. I mean, sure, she can see ghosts and bring people back from the dead, but so can he, you know?”

      The reason is obvious to me, but Miles was dying for most of last week, so he’s pretty behind.

      “He’s going to bring more people back from the dead,” I say. “Francesca can astral project to the other side, and Jonah said something about her being able to bring ghosts back and forth.”

      “Like Charon?” Miles asks. “The ferryman who carries souls across the River Styx?”

      “Uh … sure. Leonard will kill people to be hosts for his friends. We need to stop him before he does, or before he hurts Francesca because she’s a good person and won’t want to help him.”

      “How are we going to find him?”

      Before I can come up with a reply, the curtain draws back. Miles leaps up from the bed as the red-haired nurse walks in. She gives Miles a shy smile.

      Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

      “Hello, officer,” she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She turns to me, and her smile wanes. “Shiloh, there are two detectives here who’d like to ask you a couple of questions. Is your mom here?”

      I shake my head. She steps out of the way, and I’m suddenly glad I’m sitting down.

      “Shiloh,” Detective Babin says. “Do you have a couple of minutes?”

      I used to like Babin. Not anymore. All the good memories I ever had of him from the sheriff’s office holiday parties when I was a kid left my body when he sat me down this morning and accused me of murder. As soon as the forensic results from Dad’s gun come back, he’ll have enough evidence to prove that I shot Leonard in cold blood. The judge will buy it. I have no proof that Leonard is a body-hopping ghost who kills kids and actually died a long time ago.

      Detective Finnegan walks up next to Babin. Great. The gang’s all here. Both of them are wearing their signature beige uniforms complete with star badges and guns clipped to their belts.

      God, can I brush my teeth in this town without Thing 1 and Thing 2 finding out about it? I need to keep joking about it so they can’t see how scared I am.

      Wrapping the blanket tighter around my shoulders, I give Miles a help me look.

      He stands a little straighter. “I, uh, believe M-Miss Oleson has the right to an attorney.”

      Babin stares at Miles. “It appears you are already questioning her, Officer Zweering.”

      “Yes. Or well, no. I mean, I was trying to, but she was telling me that she won’t answer any questions because she knows about her Fifth Amendment rights. Isn’t that right, Sh—uh, Miss Oleson?”

      “That’s right.”

      “The F-Fifth Amendment s-says that no person should be compelled to be a witness against themselves,” Miles stutters. “Besides, the nurse here came to tell me Miss Oleson needs to rest, didn’t you, um … gorgeous?”

      A laugh flies out of me. I clap my hand over my mouth. Gorgeous? Seriously?

      Miles goes so red his head looks like Pennywise’s balloon. The nurse gives him a little smile before walking out and dragging the curtain closed behind her.

      Detective Babin is not smiling. For a second, I think he’s going to say something, maybe some macho thing about how his investigation is more important than Miles’s investigation and Miles can go stick his investigation up his ass. There has to be some code between the Bethany Police and the Sheriff’s Office. Some kind of respect at least, because Babin frowns.

      “We’ll stop by your house in the morning, Shiloh,” he says. “I’d like to ask you some questions about your involvement in the assault of David Padron at the bridge this afternoon.”

      There’s a gleam in Babin’s eyes like he already knows the answers to the questions he wants to ask. I also know the answers. They won’t be the ones he wants to hear.

      I jumped on Davey’s knee so hard that it broke. And I did it on purpose.

      I’m not going to have a lot of time to sleep off my concussion before he comes to arrest me. That’s why Babin isn’t smiling. He might even arrest me for breaking Davey’s knee and hold me in jail until the forensic results come back and they have enough evidence to hit me with murder.

      He’s got me. Babin knows it. So he nods, and walks away.

      As soon as they’re gone, Miles braces his hands on his knees. He wheezes for almost a minute before he can speak. “I did not like that. I have a stomachache now.”

      “Can I come stay at your apartment?” I ask. “Until we can rescue Francesca and kill Leonard?”

      Miles looks up. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “You heard Babin. He’s going to put me in jail, and I can’t go to jail until we kill Leonard.”

      “You’re not going to jail.”

      “Please.”

      “What are you going to tell your mom? I saw her in the hallway with Max and she did not look happy.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” I drop the hospital sheet from around my body and walk over to him, craning my neck to meet his gaze. “Please, Miles. Can I please stay with you for a couple of days?”

      “Then what?”

      “Then … I’ll go from there.”

      By “go from there,” I mean learn how to look good in an orange jumpsuit, because that’s the only way this will end. Judging by the shape I’m in and how royally Leonard kicked our asses last time we fought him, there’s a chance I’ll die for real fighting him, and being a ghost might be better than spending the rest of my life behind bars and forcing Max to grow up watching me from the other side of bulletproof glass.

      “This is so unfair,” Miles says. “If you and Jonah hadn’t shown up, Richie would have pushed me off that bridge.” He pauses. Pinches the bridge of his nose. “Fine. You can stay. Jonah will want to stay, too. He’s in trouble with his probation officer for the same reason.”

      Imagining having a sleepover with Jonah makes my face warm. It’s so not the time for that, so I shake my head to clear it.

      “I can pick you up at your house tonight,” Miles says. His voice sounds too high, like he’s trying to keep himself under control, but I can hear the panic pulsing against his words. “I … listen, it can’t be long before they find my old body. I’ll make it sound like I’m taking you in for questioning so your mom will let you go with me.”

      “Or you can come in the middle of the night, and I can sneak out.”

      “That would work, too.”

      Something else occurs to me. “Oh, no, Miles. Your parents are going to find out about you. Are you going to tell them that you’re, well, you?”

      Miles gives a small shake of his head. “I can’t.”

      “You can do what you did with me. They can ask you questions, and you can answer them—”

      “They’ll never believe me. As hard as it is, it will be easier for them if they think I’m dead.”

      His voice is measured, but there’s a faint tremble in it. Glancing up to make sure the curtain is still closed, I thread my fingers through the police officer’s big knuckles. I hold this hand like I’ve held Miles’s hand a bunch of times before and try to ignore how much this does not feel like his hand.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He purses his lips. It’s clear we’re both thinking the same thing. This is all my fault. If it weren’t for me, he never would have gotten involved in this mess. He would still be alive, and his biggest worries in life would be what score he was going to get on his SAT and which poem he wanted to submit to this week’s edition of the school paper.

      I never meant for any of this to happen. I just wanted to get my brother back.

      I squeeze his hand, hoping he can feel how sorry I am through my touch. But he takes his hand out of mine and uses it to wipe his eyes before turning away from me.

      “Do you really think we can kill Leonard?” he asks. “I mean, not to be a downer, but he’s outsmarted us twice. He has killed both me and this police officer. Who’s to say he won’t get the better of us again?”

      “Because we can’t lose again.”

      A harsh scratching sound blares from the radio clipped to Miles’s shoulder. I jump. It takes me a couple seconds to realize that the scratching sound is not actually a noise. It’s a woman’s crackling voice.

      “All units … female caller … near 978 Dog Run Road … Valley Trail … maze.”

      Before either of Miles or I can figure out what she’s talking about, a male voice sounds over the radio.

      “Thirty-six, I copy. She still on the line?”

      The woman says something else. I catch a couple of words like “911,” “just a kid,” and some jumbled numbers that mean nothing to me. An eager male voice chimes in with the word “ambulance.” With a chill, I realize what they’re talking about.

      Miles.

      Someone found his body in the woods.

      Miles knows it, too. All the blood has drained from his face, making his skin look gray.

      “I’m going,” he says.

      He can’t be serious. “Why the hell would you want to do that?”

      Miles unclips the radio from his shoulder. Clearing his throat, he presses the top button.

      “Hello,” he says. “Uh, this is Randall Zweering, and I copy, too. Thank you.”

      He releases the button and scrunches up his face around the words. I listen for a response, or some confirmation that they heard him.

      It’s the woman’s voice, and this time I understand what she says. “Thank you, forty-two.”

      “Forty-two,” Miles echoes. “I guess I’m forty-two. There are forty-two police officers in Bethany? No. No way. Our town is too small.” He pauses for a second, his bushy eyebrows pinched like he’s trying to count every police car he’s ever seen.

      There’s no time for that. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      Miles nods. “I, uh, I need to go. I’ll meet you outside your house at midnight, okay?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Readjusting his badge and uniform collar, Miles brushes through the curtain and disappears into the ER.
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      I open my eyes, inhaling the sharp tang of urine, sweat, and mildewy hay. The ceiling is very low. Boards of grayed-out wood hover three feet from my face. Iron bars stretch up around me. With a pang, I realize I am not very close to the ceiling at all.

      I am in a cage.

      Oh no. I listen for any sign that I am not alone, but all I can hear is my own shallow breathing. I roll onto my side and peer through the sturdy bars. I appear to be in some kind of cellar. A sliver of light shines in through the ceiling, barely illuminating the cardboard boxes piled up in the corners. The mildewy air has made them sag and split at the edges. Four old rocking chairs sit upside down. In the corner, there is a tall coat rack with three monkey heads, partially concealing an aged wooden door that does not appear to have been opened in decades. Oil paintings of small boys and scary men selling cork-plugged potions are improperly stored and collecting dust. Ivory tusks sprout from one box. They remind me of the blades of long scythes. An omen of death.

      But I am not dead. As a matter of fact, it does not appear that whoever put me in this cage wants me dead at all. A heavy quilt warms my torso and legs. A pillow cradles my head. A glass of water sits in between the bars. I reach to pick it up but something cold is clamped around my wrists. I kick off the quilt to find a pair of old-fashioned manacles weighing me down, and something else that makes me forget all about the glass of water.

      There is a bandage on my left hand. Blood drips through the saturated gauze in the place where my ring finger used to be. Sharp pain flares through my knuckle like I am holding it against a frying pan. The memory of having my finger cut off rises to the back of my throat like thick bile, telling me exactly who my captor is.

      “Leonard!” I scream at the top of my lungs. “You come down here and release me this instant.”

      A door creaks above my head. Lumbering footsteps plod in a consistent rhythm, one after the other.

      A small figure comes into view.

      “Hello there, Cesca,” Leonard says, tipping his tattered top hat. “Did you have a good sleep?”

      Leonard is inside the same body he had last time I saw him. The body has a round face, greasy black hair tied back into a ponytail, and dark peach fuzz that grows from the faces of so many boys at my school. His stomach spills out over the top of his tight pants. Pimples pepper his forehead and chin like miniature volcanos ready to erupt.

      This man looks like he would have been kind, perhaps intelligent and curious while he was alive, but the grimace on his mouth is always the same no matter who Leonard is in.

      He grabs the triangular flaps of his jacket. Hundreds of small metal studs are sewn into the lapels.

      “Do ya like my coat, Cesca?” He spins around for me, showing off the long red tail that swishes out behind him. His new host is trying to accommodate Leonard’s southern accent, but some of the words come out slurred. “They didn’t make ’em like this in my day.”

      Leonard looks small from this angle. I expect it is because the cage is so high up, and also because he has a new body now, and that body is not as tall as his previous one.

      He stops spinning. “You don’t mind me callin’ you Cesca, do you? I thought I’d call you somethin’ different since, you know, now we’re friends.”

      I nearly laugh. Leonard and I are not friends. I have not had many friends in my life, but I know that friends do not cut off each other’s fingers.

      I’m afraid telling that to Leonard will upset him. I must keep him calm. “Please let me out of this cage.”

      “You don’t like it?” A wrinkle appears between his eyebrows. “I tried to make it comfortable for you.”

      “I am in a cage.”

      “You’d run away if I put you in a bedroom.”

      “You cut off my finger,” I say, my voice trembling now. “Why did you cut off my finger?”

      “See, I do feel bad about that. I lost control of my temper. But you were bein’ mean.”

      “You cannot cut off people’s fingers because they are being mean.”

      “I said I was sorry, didn’t I?” Leonard snaps. I flinch. He steps backward. “I’m sorry for yellin’. I wrapped your hand up real good to stop the bleedin’. You might not know this ’bout me, but I lost my fingers too, so I know how it feels. I did the field dressin’ on you like my friend did with me. You got nothing to worry about. I took good care of you.”

      A creepy-crawly feeling runs up my arms. I do not like imagining Leonard touching me while I was asleep.

      Leonard smiles. “Your hand is botherin’ now, but it won’t bother you forever. If you think about it, your missin’ finger is a reminder that you an’ me, we’re the same.”

      “We are not the same.”

      Leonard folds his pointer and ring fingers down. I suppose some traumas leave more than a mark on the body. They also leave a mark on the soul.

      “Looks the same to me. Now, we have a bond that’ll never go away. In this life or the next.”

      The bandage on my hand swims in front of my eyes. A tear falls onto the hay.

      “I’m not a bad person, Cesca.” I glance down at Leonard to find he has pulled up a velvet-backed chair. He has both of his elbows braced on the arm rests. “You ain’t got reason to be ’fraid of me. Actually, I brought you here ’cause I need you to do a thing for me.”

      “I will not help you do anything.”

      Leonard releases a pained breath. The muscles in his shoulders are all tense. “I did some bad things in my life. Real bad things to four people who loved me. I spent my whole life tryin’ to do good things to make up for hurtin’ them, like bringin’ back all those children, but it didn’t make the bad feelings go away. The four people I’d hurt already crossed the veil so I couldn’t apologize to ’em or make things right. When I found out you could bring folks back, I saw an opportunity.” He pauses. His smile wanes. “I want you to go across the veil, find these four people I hurt, and bring them back to me.”

      I understand exactly what he’s asking me. “You would like me to bring you the souls of your dead friends so that you can kill four innocent people and put your friends’ souls into those bodies?”

      “They ain’t gotta be innocent. I’ll choose the bad ones, the ones who are needin’ to die.”

      “I will not be complicit in murder.”

      “You don’t understand. These four people died because of me. I killed ’em. But I didn’t mean to, and I need to make things right.”

      “By killing four more people.”

      Leonard charges at the cage so fast that his top hat to falls to the ground. “You’re gonna help me, girl. I swear on everything you find holy, you’ll do what I say.”

      “Killing is wrong regardless of whether you think a person deserves it.”

      “I have ways of makin’ you help me.” Leonard’s nostrils flare. “Guess I’ll start where I left up. With your friend’s baby brother. Or how about that boy’s old dog? His mom’s got a new baby, I believe.”

      My stomach drops. “Please, leave them alone!”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know I should not have said them. A satisfied smile curves Leonard’s lips.

      “Let’s see how noble you are when you’re watching me cut that little boy’s fingers off. One by one. Snip, snip, snip.”

      He goes to walk upstairs. I yell after him.

      “Do you actually believe I will be of any use to you if you destroy the people I love? Do you think that will make me help you?”

      Leonard stops beside a tool bench. He picks up a small pair of wire cutters, nearly knocking over a bottle of drain cleaner in the process. He snaps the blades closed. “You ain’t gonna feel so brave when that little boy is screamin’.”

      Before I can even begin to think of a reply, he walks back toward the stairs in the direction he came. The door closes above my head, and I sink back onto my haunches, bending my knees and crumpling over them, burying my face into my bloody skirt.

      I remember telling Shiloh that sometimes bravery is about quieting the fairies in your belly, but other times, it’s about turning those fairies into angels and asking them to help you be strong. I imagine those angels hovering around me, brushing my damp hair out of my face and stroking my cheeks with their soft wings. Even the angels cannot warm me in this cold.

      Please let this be a terrible nightmare I can wake up from.

      When I open my eyes, I am still sitting on damp hay. I cry so hard I do not even make a noise.
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      I reach to put the key in the squad car’s ignition. My knuckles smash against the dashboard.

      Ow. I rub my hand against the pocket of my pants in a futile attempt to make it feel better. Before putting me inside this body, Francesca said nothing about how hard all the things I used to take for granted would become. Or how I’d need to relearn things like how far to stretch my arm to fit the key into a normal car’s ignition.

      I need to keep moving. Or else I’ll cry. And I’m too dehydrated to cry right now.

      It takes an entire minute for my unwieldy hand to find the key under the seat. It’s like my hand is one of those claws in the carnival grabbing games that are too weak to pick up any of the fluffy toys and are definitely a scam. Slowly, I fit the key into the ignition, and the engine rumbles to life with a guttural growl, whining because my giant foot is on the accelerator.

      I wrap my huge hands around the steering wheel. They feel too big. Like I’m wearing a pair of gloves that have puckers right above each fingertip that fold over when I go to pick something up. Twisting around to look behind the car, I back out of my parking space.

      I shouldn’t be driving a police car. I don’t even have my driver’s license. I only got halfway through Driver’s Ed.

      Don’t have a panic attack. Don’t have a panic attack. Don’t have a panic attack. Don’t have a panic—

      I screech to an ungainly stop at the exit of the parking lot because my new foot is bigger than my old one and this police officer was ten years older than me and ten times stronger than I would have been even if I had ever set foot in a gym. I pay the meter with Officer Zweering’s credit card because that’s something I have, and I don’t have any money on me so I don’t have the luxury of examining the ethics of this particular situation right now.

      Someone behind me lays on their horn. I glance back to see a woman with a blonde pixie cut holding up her travel mug and raising her eyebrows like she’s asking me what the hell I’m doing.

      I do not know what I am doing. I am not supposed to be here.

      How long do I have to sit here before I get in trouble for blocking traffic?

      Who am I kidding? I’m a police officer now, and I’m the one who gets people in trouble for blocking traffic. Who does this woman think she is laying on her horn like that? I wish I could find something wrong with her car and come up with an excuse to get her in trouble. If only I knew where the tickets are. Or how to fill one out. Or what to write her up for.

      I slam on the gas pedal and whip onto the road, causing a few tire-squeals.

      My knuckles are white as I crawl down Route 13. This is bad. This is so bad. I can’t pretend to be a police officer when I can barely drive a car. Sooner or later, someone’s going to figure out my lie.

      Or maybe they won’t. Believing that Officer Zweering hit his head too hard and lost all his motor skills, common sense, and tactical training is a more plausible explanation than believing the soul of a 16-year-old AP student who does not even have his driver’s license has taken over his body and is operating it like the alien from Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

      Oh my God. I am the body snatcher.

      I need to pull it together. I’m still alive. I got really, stupidly lucky to have a friend who could bring me back from the dead, which is what I wanted all along because I was not ready to die.

      By the time I turn onto Dog Run Road, my palms are so slick that the steering wheel is wet. I drive up to the mouth of the trail next to two patrol cars with their lights flashing, a Sheriff’s car, and coroner’s van. Behind the van, people are putting on white plastic coveralls and hairnets. 

      I get out of the car. The rain has stopped. Or at least slowed down. I do my best to balance on my unstable legs as I head up the trail like Pinocchio learning to walk.

      One officer is talking to a young girl. There’s dog with her. A big dalmatian wagging its tail at all the people. The girl wipes her swollen eyes, glancing over at my body lying on the other side of the path.

      Two more officers are standing over the corpse. I catch a glimpse of my bright blue raincoat through their legs. I bought that at the mall in Columbus with my mom last year because I’d outgrown my old one and she wanted to make sure I had a replacement before school started. She was always worried about me getting cold. I wish my mom were here right now.

      Lifting my chin, I approach the officers.

      “Hello,” I say, in an unfamiliar, deep voice.

      The police officer closest to me nods in acknowledgement. “Hey, Randy.”

      He has a perturbed frown on his clean-shaven face. A pair of square glasses are fastened with an elastic band around the back of his head. He looks like he’s in his early thirties, but he’s already bald.

      I glance down at his name tag: G. CRUMPLER. I look down at mine: R. ZWEERING. Like I expected something else.

      I drop my eyes to my dead body lying on the ground. Somehow, the corpse looks worse now that it’s not raining, like an emaciated seal that’s been washed up on the beach. It hasn’t started to decompose or anything—at least not from what I can tell—but its skin has a gray, almost blue tint to it. The vomit that had stained the corners of my mouth and the front of the raincoat is now long gone, washed away by the rain.

      Officer Crumpler crosses his arms. “He was just a kid,” he says. “A kid, for Christ’s sake.”

      The girl holding the man’s hand sobs. The dalmatian whimpers softly.

      “Another damn junkie,” a voice behind me says. Shiloh’s dad walks over to us, greeting the other male officers with handshakes and an easygoing smile. He has those traditional all-American good looks that makes people more likely to trust him. And to forget the abuse allegations, apparently, because he still has his job.

      Sheriff Oleson strokes his well-trimmed mustache and examines the corpse on the ground. If he recognizes me, he doesn’t show it. He should recognize me. I came to Shiloh’s house once to give her dinosaur cookies and he was the one who answered the door, glaring at me like he was trying as hard as he could to make sure I knew I wasn’t welcome inside. A couple weeks later, I helped search for Shiloh’s brother. I guess his mind was on other things. Plus, even if you’re used to it, a dead body looks different from the living breathing kid it once was.

      Sheriff Oleson scoffs. Up close, I can see the veins in his face that show the damage the alcohol has done to his body.

      “They all end up here, one way or another,” he says. “Or in that damn commune by the river.”

      I clench my jaw. Who does he think he is, judging people when he’s an alcoholic who abuses his children?

      I remember seeing the red marks on Shiloh’s back after I told her I loved her. He would have had to use a belt or something to make marks like those.

      In Officer Zweering’s body, I could punch Sheriff Oleson in the face and do some damage. I can almost feel the rush of endorphins that would fill my brain when I run back to Shiloh and tell her what I did.

      Oh God, where did that come from? Since when do I imagine beating people up and enjoying it?

      Two of the coroner’s people start taking photos while another cop starts roping the area off with tape. He raises an eyebrow at me, and I grab the roll of tape while he drives and iron stake into the ground and ties his end of the tape to it. I secure my end to a convenient tree. Once the coroner finishes looking at my old body, she pulls a plastic sheet over it.

      “There are lesions on his neck,” the coroner says. “A burst blood vessel. Petechiae.”

      Sheriff Oleson looks kind of taken-aback. “You think strangulation?”

      “It’s not like any overdose I’ve seen,” the coroner says.

      Oh no. The whole reason I wanted to overdose on benmjöl is to avoid any of my friends taking the fall for my death. Francesca did technically strangle me. Hopefully, the rain washed away all fingerprints.

      An old, white-haired cop comes back from talking to the young girl in time to hear that comment. He has a wrinkled face, and his features are soft and kind. His golden badge is fancier than Officer Crumpler’s, but he’s not wearing the same color as Sheriff Oleson, so maybe he’s a chief or captain or something. I glance down at his name tag and see J. SCHNEBLY printed there.

      “Officer Zweering,” Chief Schnebly says. “You called for backup this morning. Did you see this boy?”

      All heads turn to look at me. The only thing I can hear is my heart pounding in my ears.

      “Uh, no,” I say. “No, sir.”

      “Why did you call for backup?”

      I try to think of something, but then I remember my conversation with Shiloh at the hospital. “I … I saw J-Jonah Weatherby and Shiloh Oleson beating up a couple of boys at the bridge.”

      Sheriff Oleson side-eyes me at the sound of Shiloh’s name. Chief Schnebly narrows his eyes. I hope what I said was convincing. Or that Officer Zweering has enough credibility built up with these people that they believe me without a lot of questioning.

      Chief Schnebly is the one to break the silence.

      “I’m going to go inform his folks,” Chief Schnebly says. “I know the family. They’re good people.”

      “For immigrants,” Sheriff Oleson adds.

      Chief Schnebly doesn’t laugh. Neither does Officer Crumpler. I have to raise my eyes to the sky to keep myself from punching Sheriff Oleson in the face.

      Coming here was a mistake. I need to leave.

      Chief Schnebly looks down at the plastic sheet. “I better be going. Randy, will you come with me?”

      It takes me a second to realize what he wants me to come along and help him do.

      Oh, no.

      No no no no.

      “I’m, uh, good,” I say. “I need to, uh, go and patrol … or something.”

      Chief Schnebly stares at me.

      “I ate some bad Pad Thai for lunch.” The desperate words keep tumbling out of my mouth. “I was out here this morning in the rain, and I’m coming down with a cold.”

      Chief Schnebly presses his lips into a line. My heart sinks.

      “Notifying next of kin is always hard, but it’s part of the job,” he says. “Come on, kid, let’s go.”

      Chief Schnebly leads me away from my covered corpse and back to the mouth of the trail. I do not know much about life or the responsibilities of being a cop, but I understand enough to know that this is not a job I want to do.
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      I’m going to pass out. I haven’t had a fainting episode since junior high, but I’m in serious danger of having one now because when Chief Schnebly pulls up in front of my house, my eyes are watering so much that my hands look like amorphous blobs of beige and the whole car feels like it’s spinning around me like it’s a wheel and I’m its axle.

      Chief Schnebly parks against the curb with a grunt. He glances at me. “You alright, Randy?”

      Nope. I’m not alright. I’m not Randy, and I want to go home even though we’re already at my home and I can never go there again.

      Please, dear higher-power-who-I-don’t-believe-in-but-really-wish-I-did-right-now. Please reach your eternal hand down and flick me in the head so hard I go unconscious.

      “Yes, sir,” I manage. “Sorry, sir.”

      Chief Schnebly keeps looking at me, like he knows I’m not finished speaking. He’s an old police officer, so he’s more than likely been in the business a long time. I get the feeling that nothing gets past him, which is inconvenient because I don’t want to be interrogated right now.

      “I’m upset because this is my first … you know, body,” I say.

      Schnebly raises one eyebrow. I hope what I said is true, and that there wasn’t a pile up on Route 13 yesterday.

      In case there was a pile-up, I add: “Or, I mean, this is the first one I’ve seen up close.”

      “How many have you seen, Randall?”

      “None. This is my first one. And he looked so young.”

      Chief Schnebly’s expression softens. “All this time, I thought you were quite the tough guy. I’m not often wrong these days. but I’ll hold my hand up to this.” He sighs. “It never gets easier. I can remember the ones I had when I was your age. They stay with you. Up here.” He taps on his head. “Come on. I’ve seen worse things happen to better people.”

      He says it like it’s supposed to make me feel better and gets out of the car. With one last plea to the heavens that goes unanswered, I follow him.

      Schnebly undoes the latch on the gate. He walks up the stone path and I trail in his wake. Both of my parents are home. My mom’s car is parked in the driveway, the same small silver one I learned to drive in, and that I borrowed on the night we went to rescue Max. I crawled all the way down Route 13 as I hyperventilated and hoped that no police officer would be waiting to catch me driving without my license. Like that was my biggest concern.

      I drag my feet up the front steps. Chief Schnebly knocks on the door three times and steps back so he’s standing behind the welcome mat and not on top of it. I gulp. We’ve had the same mat since I was ten. It has three birds on it and welcome written in cursive, and my dad bought it for my mom because she likes birds.

      Schnebly gestures to the space beside him. Stomach sinking, I step out from behind him. I roll my shoulders back so I’m not slouching. I have to look smart, professional and above all respectful for this. I can hear footsteps inside. I try to steel myself. How can I prepare myself for something I already know will be the worst moment of my life?

      The door opens. A sharp pain pierces my heart like Leonard’s bullet ripped through my stomach.

      “Hello, officers,” my mom says, keeping one hand on the doorknob in the way she always does when greeting company she was not expecting. The sound of her voice warms me like a towel fresh out of the dryer, like the ones she used to bundle me up in when I was little after school in the middle of winter. “Can I do something for you?”

      Schnebly answers her. I do not hear any of the words he says. Only the low rumble of his voice. My mom’s brown eyes meet mine. I didn’t realize how much I was hoping that she would somehow recognize me. That she would look into my eyes and be able to sense that it was me. That she would give me a conspiratorial smile that let me know that she knew, and that the world was wrong, not her. No recognition flashes across her face, and it’s all I can do to keep standing.

      In the corner of my eye, Schnebly gestures with one hand as if asking if we could come inside. Before I know it, I’m following him through my own front door and sitting down on our new leather couch that I was sitting on this morning drinking tea my mom made for me. I inhale the smell of my house. I didn’t ever smell it before. Maybe once or twice, when I went to math camp for a month and come back. Right now, the smell of lavender and spices is strong. Cooking fragrances and some of that potpourri my mom buys.

      My mom yells for my dad to come. A couple of seconds later, he walks in from down the hall. He readjusts his wire-frame glasses, the same ones I used to have but no longer need.

      “Is everything okay?” he asks. His accent sounds more prominent than usual. Probably because I am hearing it for the first time through ears that do not belong to me.

      Schnebly says something else. All I can see is my parents—my mom sitting on the chair, and my dad standing behind her with a hand on her shoulder like they’re posing for a formal photograph—and watch them listen to him. My mom is wearing the same red blouse as she had on this morning. Usually, her braid trails down her back, but she brings it around to the front of her shoulder because she likes the way she looks when her hair is visible and that’s what she does when we have people over. She twists the end of it between her fingers.

      Schnebly puts his elbows on his knees. My dad hisses in a breath. Schnebly says something else, and my dad covers his mouth. He shakes his head. His pale eyebrows wrinkle.

      My mom stares at Schnebly, an unreadable expression on her face.

      “My son went for a walk to Oren’s Field.” She speaks slowly. “He goes there to read most days.”

      Schnebly speaks again. My mom’s mouth press into a flat line. A single tear falls onto her cheek.

      I try to meet their eyes and widen mine as if to wordlessly tell them that I’m here, that I’m not dead, that I’m sitting right in front of them. I know as well as they do that I’m not their son anymore. I wish that things could be different, that I could let them know somehow. I wish my eyes really were windows to my soul and with one look they could see me inside Randall’s eyes like a trapped bird in a cage of human flesh, but things aren’t different and miracles don’t happen, or at least they don’t happen to me.

      A powerful chill runs through me, and my entire body starts to shake.

      Please.

      Please see me.

      I don’t know how to be a person without you.

      I’m not ready.

      Chief Schnebly makes a motion with his arms, and my dad covers his mouth. He turns away from us and lets out a horrible, piercing sob that’s barely muffled by his hand. I’ve never heard him make anything that remotely resembles that noise before.

      “Unfortunately, we have reason to suspect foul play, and we are treating this as a homicide investigation,” Chief Schnebly says. “Do you know anybody who would want to hurt him?”

      “No.” My mom’s voice is thin. “He is kind to everybody.”

      “I understand this is hard. I’m so sorry to ask you, but we want to find out what happened to your son. Who were his friends?”

      She tells him about Jonah. Then about Shiloh. Chief Schnebly writes this all down. With every question he asks her, her bottom lip starts shaking more. She’s trying so hard to hold herself together in front of the chief. I can’t take it anymore.

      “He loves you,” I say. “Your son loves you so much.”

      “Officer Zweering.” Schnebly’s tone is warning.

      I don’t care. I stand up. “If your son were here, he’d tell you he’s sorry.”

      My mom stares. Her eyes look far away. Like none of my words are reaching her brain.

      “He was so lucky to have gotten parents as good as you.” I wipe away the tears dripping through my lips, stinging my tongue with salt. “He’s going to miss you so much.”

      Chief Schnebly points to the door. “That’s enough. Go now, and I’ll see you in the car.”

      “But—”

      “Go, Randy.”

      My mom stares straight ahead. My dad is crouched on the ground with his arms wrapped around her waist, pressing his face into her stomach as he sobs into her blouse.

      Oh, no. I didn’t mean … did I make it worse?

      “I’m s-so sorry,” I stutter, backing away from the living room and through the kitchen.

      Schnebly does damage control, but neither of my parents are paying attention to him anymore. So many tears drip into my mouth that I might as well be drinking saline solution. I force my legs to move, force myself to walk out of the house because if I stop to think about how it might be the last time I ever do this I will run back in there and throw my arms around my parents even though I know mine are the last arms they want wrapped around them right now.

      I go back to the passenger seat. All I want to do is scream, but the last shreds of sanity make me worried that my mom and dad will hear me so I sit there silent, totally immobile, staring through the window.

      The rain has stopped completely. It is not even drizzling. There’s a sliver of blue on the skyline that heralds a clear evening to come. Maybe a frost. In front of me, fall leaves are swirling in a breeze, around in the garden my mom built when she was pregnant with me. When I was little and my mom and I were planting daffodil bulbs, she would always point at the trees.

      “Autumn is here when you can see light between the trees. That means the leaves are getting thinner.”

      Every year, I’d look for it. “It’s autumn, Mummy,” I would say. She’d gently touch my hair, like she never will again. Not ever.

      I have been shot in the stomach. I have been smothered to death. Nothing has ever come close to hurting like this.

      After a couple of minutes, Chief Schnebly comes out. He straightens, exhales, and walks toward the car.

      Chief Schnebly slams the door. I open my mouth to apologize, and he holds up a hand.

      “Save it,” he says. “I’m going to make a call, talk to the detective handling this case.”

      “Why?” I ask. “What did they say?”

      “Shiloh Oleson and Jonah Weatherby,” he says. “I think we already have our suspects.”
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      The bandage stops my knuckle from bleeding, but it does not stop the pain. I cry for five minutes, stop to compose myself, and end up crying all over again because the stump burns like alcohol is being poured on it.

      I stop crying when a scratching sound comes from the wall behind the cage. The sound is quiet. Sort of like the one the pack rat used to make in the walls of my old house, carrying odds and ends through the drywall and using them to build its home. I rather enjoyed listening to the rat while I fell asleep. Even though I never saw him, listening to him felt like having a friend. Perhaps this rat will be my friend, too.

      The door at the top of the stairs creaks open, causing a bolt of worry to run through me.

      Has Leonard returned to cut off another one of my fingers? I am not sure I could stand the pain, but I must. I cannot succumb to Leonard’s bullying. No matter how much it hurts.

      Heavy footsteps reach the bottom of the stairs. I wait for Leonard to reach me, but the head that appears around the corner does not belong to him.

      “Hi,” a girl says, raising her hand in a wave. I immediately recognize her as Talulah from school—except this is not Talulah from school, because I watched her die. Her blue-lipped face looked up at the storm clouds, and raindrops crashed into her unprotected eyes.

      I find my voice. “You are—”

      “Evangeline Durand,” she finishes. “I wanted to introduce myself because we haven’t formally met. Unless you count our meeting across the veil, which I don’t because my brother Edmund was being such an egg.” She offers me her hand through the bars. Lime green nail polish covers her fingernails. “I’m the girl you brought back to life.”

      “I remember.”

      She moves her hand closer to me. Her sea-green eyes pin me in place. It’s difficult to look at anything else, so I cannot bring myself to study her appearance until a couple of seconds have gone by.

      Talulah resembles a big and cumbersome Raggedy Ann doll with full lips, cropped red hair pulled out of her face with bobby pins, and a patch of color right on the tip of her nose. In school, she used to wander the halls like she was ashamed of her size, curling her shoulders in to make herself appear smaller and keeping her gaze trained to the floor. This version of Talulah does not appear shy. She stands with her shoulders back and I can tell she is taller than Leonard.

      When she realizes I am not going to shake her hand, she takes her hand away.

      “I wanted to thank you for what you did. Being alive again is … intoxicating. I forgot how exhilarating it is to touch things, you know? Not to mention that none of my brothers are here to tell me what to do. I ate an entire loaf of bread this morning, all by myself.” She smiles, revealing that one of her front teeth is bigger and longer than the other. Her eyes are twinkling. It is the sort of smile that comes when a person’s soul is smiling. “I’m very sorry, but talking to you while you’re in that cage feels strange. Can I come inside?”

      I am not sure why she would like to climb inside the cage, but I nod.

      Evangeline pulls a bobby pin out of her hair and uses it to shim the padlock. Holding the pin between her teeth, she opens the door and crawls inside, sitting down on the dirty hay and crossing her legs in a way that makes her jeans stretch and pucker.

      I gape at her. Did she pick that lock with a hair pin?

      Evangeline slides the bobby pin back into her hair. “You learn some things growing up in the circus,” she says, by way of explanation. “My daddy would roll in his grave if he knew the half of it.”

      I try to remember what I know about her family. All I remember is that one of the three brothers who owned the circus was her father. She does not give me much time to dwell on it.

      “I begged Lenny not to lock you up like this,” she says. “He told me you were dangerous, but you don’t look all that dangerous to me.”

      I glance at the door of the cage. She did not even close it behind her.

      “Can I take off your manacles?”

      I bring my eyes back to her face. Early this morning, after Leonard succeeded in bringing her soul back and putting it into poor Talulah’s body, I untied her and told her to hide. I told her Leonard was a bad man. I promised I would come back to help her, but Leonard found me before I could.

      Leonard must have found her hiding place. Perhaps she played along so that he would not put her in this cage too.

      Perhaps she is here to help me escape.

      I blink away the tears of relief pooling in my eyes. Evangeline shimmers in front of me like one of my angels.

      “Please,” I say. “Yes.”

      Evangeline crawls across the dirty hay and squats in front of me, sliding the bobby pin into the old-fashioned lock and wiggling it for a few seconds. The cuffs spring free.

      I crawl across the hay toward the opening. “I am so hungry I could eat six cans of soup. Is Leonard upstairs right now?”

      “He is.”

      “Is there a way to escape from this cellar without going upstairs? If we must venture upstairs, perhaps you can send him away, or distract him while I sneak through.”

      “Francesca.”

      “There are many loaves of bread in Bethany, I promise you. I hope you will like it there.”

      Evangeline rushes to the door and closes it, sealing us both inside the cage.

      I examine her face. “Is something the matter?”

      “I’m not here to help you escape,” she says. “I want to talk to you about my friend Maude.”

      I notice the crocodile brooch pinned to her T-shirt. It shines like it has been polished. Cleansed of all the mud and rainwater it was exposed to at the labyrinth.

      Her eyes are wide and apologetic, and the reason why she stopped me sloshes over me like bathwater cooling down after you have been sitting in it for a long time.

      “You are helping him.”

      “He brought me back to life.”

      “On the other side … you were afraid of him. You never wanted to see him again.”

      “I was scared. It’s true, but we talked. Lenny explained to me why he couldn’t bring me back the day I died at the show. He’s not the one to blame for my death. It’s my father.”

      I want to ask if that’s what Leonard told her, but I realize that Leonard likely did not intend to hurt Evangeline. He went to great lengths to bring her back, which is not something he would do for somebody he did not care about. However, just because he was telling the truth about that, does not mean he is trustworthy.

      “The man he has become is different from the child you knew,” I say.

      “I disagree,” Evangeline says. “He really wants to fix things with people he hurt.”

      I open my mouth to ask how she can be so naïve, but she continues talking before I can say anything.

      “He made some mistakes in his life,” Evangeline says. “Big ones that he wants to make right, and he needs your help. One of the people he wants to bring back is my very best friend in the entire world. Maude. See, I was never allowed to play with the other kids at the show. My daddy and uncles owned the circus, and I had five older brothers, and they never let me get up to anything that was fun—well, for the most part, anyway. I could slip away from Albert pretty easily. He was the oldest, but for sure the most absent-minded even though he pretended to be serious all the time. Lucien and Léon were far too occupied with the pranks they played on grouchy old Pudsey to worry about me. But if Daddy asked Paul to watch me, forget it. He followed me around like it was his sole mission on Earth. I got quite a few whoopings from that.”

      “Your father could not have cared about you very much if he volunteered you for Leonard’s act.”

      I intend my words to be hurtful because she hurt me by dangling my freedom in front of my nose like a carrot. Evangeline does not flinch the way I would have liked her to.

      She sighs. “The one true love of my father’s life was not his children. It was the circus, and the magic he felt he could create. I used to watch the children in the show. I was green with envy, seeing children my age not having to be supervised or bored to death by a tutor with the dullest voice you could possibly imagine. One day, I worked up the courage to introduce myself to Maude, and she became my best friend.” She pauses. “See, Maude was born a dipygus.”

      Evangeline still has her hand resting on the door to the cage. If I push her aside, perhaps I could escape through the cage door, but with Leonard upstairs, I will not get very far.

      “What is a dipygus?” I ask.

      “A condition which gives a person two separate pelvises. Maude had two pairs of legs.”

      I try to picture what a person with four legs would look like. “Did she use all of them to walk?”

      “She had one normal-sized pair, and a smaller set in between. The shorter pair was too small to walk on, but she did wiggle them during her act. The audience lapped it up.” Evangeline smiles wistfully. “Maude was three years older than I was, but we liked a lot of the same things, and we used to pass whole days playing with our dolls.”

      “Leonard told me he wanted to bring back people he had hurt,” I say. “What did he do to Maude?”

      Evangeline gulps. “Erm, when Maude was eighteen, she got completely goofy for a boy named Patrick. He helped care for the animals in the menagerie, and was good friends with Lenny, and Lenny … well … he did not like that very much.”

      A sinking feeling makes my stomach feel empty. “What did Leonard do to her?”

      “He wanted to keep Maude away from Patrick, so he paid a boy called Frank to take her out,” Evangeline says, like every word is hard for her. “His plan was for Frank to steal Maude’s attention away so he could keep Patrick all for himself, which worked very well. Frank ended up marrying her. Proposed after a couple of weeks of going steady. But it wasn’t long before Frank stole all her money and skipped town. It destroyed Maude. She died a couple of months after I crossed over.”

      Oh. Evangeline does not have to finish the story for me to understand the way Maude must have died. I have known enough souls to know how easy it is to die of a broken heart.

      My nose begins to tingle, like it has pins and needles. “I am sorry about what happened to your friend.”

      “I had no idea Leonard was behind it,” Evangeline says. “He only told me yesterday. He blames himself. If it weren’t for Lenny, Maude would not have died so early, and he wants to apologize to her.” Evangeline takes my hand in hers. “You can help him. You can find Maude’s soul across the veil, just like you found me, and we can give her a second chance at having a happy life, away from any boys like Frank who do not love her for her heart.”

      I look down at her hands wrapped around mine. They are not pale ghost-hands that would send their spikes of cold into me. They are warm, down here in this cold place.

      Even though I did not know Maude, my heart aches for her. She deserves a second chance at a happy life, and it was unfair that a boy swindled her and left her penniless without a second thought.

      I am about to tell Evangeline I will help when the last thing she said sinks in. I realize the heinous act Leonard would have to perform for Maude’s soul to return, and I want to punish myself for being such an empty-headed fool.

      “Killing people is still wrong.”

      “Killing?” Evangeline takes her hand out of mine. “Who said anything about killing?”

      “Did Leonard tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Have you looked at yourself in a mirror? You may feel like Evangeline, but you are really a girl named Talulah Monroe who I knew at school. Leonard had to kill her so he could give her body to you.”

      Evangeline still appears confused, so I explain how Leonard needs a host for each soul he brings back, and how dead bodies are not easy to come by. Evangeline says nothing. Close to a minute goes by before she opens the door to the cage, mumbles a small, “Excuse me,” and retreats upstairs.

      I sit still. Only when her feet reach the stairs do I check to see if the cage door is unlocked. It is.

      I am sliding my feet through the opening when a male yelp sounds from upstairs, followed by another.

      “Stop it!” It’s Leonard’s voice. Evangeline must have left the cellar door open because I can hear what’s happening when I couldn’t hear anything before. “Please!”

      “How could you?” This is Evangeline. I imagine her holding a shoe and beating Leonard over the head with it, although he deserves to be hit with something harder. Something like a pot. Or a pan. “You killed somebody?”

      “I did it for you,” Leonard replies. Another yelp.

      “I asked nothing of you. You did not do this for anybody but yourself.”

      “I saved you.”

      “You did a horrible thing to this poor girl and justified it because you feel guilty, you twit.”

      “Stop bein’ so evil at me.”

      “You’re the evil one.”

      “I’m not evil! I’m not! I’m a good person. You should see all the good I did. All the children I brought back to their families.”

      “You lied to me.”

      “I told no lies. I never lied to you in this life or the last.”

      Leonard lets out a long howl, and I realize he’s crying like a child. I choke back a laugh, which builds in my chest like it is relieving the tension I have been holding inside me for too long. Evangeline had no idea what he was capable of. She may have agreed with Leonard before, but she changed her mind. She is not a heartless monster like he is.

      Evangeline and Leonard are talking now. I cannot quite discern what they are saying. I wait for her to come back downstairs, unlock my manacles and say she is ready to go back to Bethany with me. Leonard may be bigger than us, and potentially stronger, but with the two of us working together, we could overpower him. I can take his soul over to the other side, and this can all be over.

      For us at least. It will never be over for that poor policeman, or for Talulah Monroe.

      Or for Miles.

      I am still sitting with my legs dangling through the door when footsteps sound on the stairs. In case it is Leonard, I pull my feet back inside the cage, but it is Evangeline who re-appears with a glass of water in her hand.

      “I thought you might be thirsty,” she says. “For clean water, in a glass and not a dog’s bowl.”

      I nod and she hands me the water through the cage bars. I guzzle it all at once, then wipe my mouth with my sleeve. Oh, I wish I could have some chocolate pudding. “Should we wait for Leonard to go to sleep, or will we try and escape now?”

      Evangeline pauses. A knot forms in my stomach.

      No.

      “Lenny has been misguided—”

      “Being misguided is not a reason to murder people.”

      “You have to understand—”

      “I will not understand.”

      “Lenny is … erm … damaged by what he went through as a boy. Those boys who cut off his fingers did some things to his head, and I can tell you Lenny was never the same after that.”

      I wish I could tell her that injuries to somebody’s brain do not touch the soul, because when somebody changes from one body to another, they receive a new brain. Although I am not sure if this is true. I suppose Miles would know. I suddenly realize that Leonard chased me away before I knew if I’d succeeded in bringing Miles back into that policeman’s body. Perhaps Miles did not wake up. In which case, he would not know, and nobody would be there to bring him back.

      I shake my head to clear it from thoughts of Miles. “That does not excuse his behavior.”

      “I am not arguing it does,” Evangeline says, “because it does not. But it does explain it. Those boys … Guilherme said that they did worse things to him than cutting off his fingers, things he has never spoken of, and I only learned about soon before the accident.”

      “Before he killed you, you mean.”

      “He didn’t mean to do that!” Evangeline exclaims. “He is not trying to be a bad person. He is trying to do a good thing, but he does not understand what is right from what is wrong. He found this girl”—she gestures to her body—“crying at the bus station. She told him that her family had banished her from the house because her brother had caught her rolling around with another girl, which is wrong and unfair, although I imagine my brothers would have done the same if they had ever caught me doing that. In the car, this girl told Lenny she was so miserable that she wanted to die. Lenny interpreted that literally, because like I said, he doesn’t understand any other way of thinking.”

      Evangeline blinks at me through eyes that do not belong to her. I always try to see the good in people too, but there comes a time where you cannot do that anymore, and I cannot see the good in somebody who would murder for their own gain.

      “I came up with a compromise,” Evangeline says. “Lenny has agreed not to kill anybody for Maude. He’ll use the body of a person who has already died. Nobody has to be killed.”

      I open my mouth to tell her no, but I hesitate. If Leonard were using the body of a person who is already dead, I suppose there would be no problem in bringing someone else back inside it.

      Except for one thing. “I do not trust Leonard will be true to his promise.”

      “He wouldn’t lie to me,” Evangeline says. I scoff, and she frowns. “I will ask him to bring proof.”

      “Where will he find these bodies?”

      “The hospital.”

      I remember seeing the toe tags on the corpses in the mortuary when I put Miles back into his body. If the person Leonard brings back has a toe tag, chances are he found it at the hospital.

      But I am not sure how Leonard could steal a body from the hospital mortuary without arousing suspicion. He knows nothing about security cameras. Or the paperwork that needs to be done when somebody dies. If he tried to steal a body, especially from a hospital as small as the one in Mount Keenan, he would be caught for sure.

      Which could allow me to escape.

      Leonard may unknowingly walk straight into the arms of the police. Once he is caught, Evangeline will let me out of this cage because Leonard won’t be here to stop her. I’m not sure I trust Evangeline, but she strikes me as childish and innocent, not calculating and evil.

      I will return to Bethany.

      Butterfly wings tickle my stomach. I am a terrible liar, so I speak slowly and maintain eye contact.

      “If Leonard brings proof that the body was taken from the hospital, I will go find Maude’s soul.”

      Evangeline claps her hands together. “I am so happy!” This is perhaps a very strange thing to be happy about, but I see Evangeline’s innocence in Talulah’s bright green eyes.

      “Please make certain he goes to the hospital.”

      “He will.” Evangeline grins ear-to-ear. “Oh, I can’t wait for you to meet Maude, then you’ll see how much she deserves all this. She needs a second chance more than anybody.”

      Giving me a guilty look, Evangeline closes the door to the cage. There is not much point in fighting her if Leonard is right upstairs to stop me from escaping. She is climbing the stairs when my stomach grumbles.

      “Evangeline?” I call. “Please tell Leonard to buy me some chocolate pudding.”

      Evangeline tells me she will. I wrap my arms around my body. If all goes according to plan, I will spend the afternoon eating chocolate pudding while Leonard saunters down some overly bright hospital corridor, ignoring the cameras and security guards, and walking straight into a trap of his own making. By morning, I will be free.
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      I wait until Mom goes to bed before I pack. I keep the lights off in case she gets up to get a glass of water or something, but packing in the dark is harder than I thought it’d be. I find my iPod and headphones easily enough. It’s impossible to tell which of my T-shirts is which, so I choose random ones and hope they aren’t all from middle school. The bottle of Tylenol makes a rattling sound as it rolls to make room for my piggy bank. It’s just change and birthday money, but it’s the only cash I have.

      Clasping my hand to my forehead, I glance around my bedroom. Am I forgetting anything? My brain feels swollen, like it’s still not working right, and my temples throb like they’re trying to drag me into bed because it’s almost one o’clock in the morning and you need to be an idiot to stay up this late when you have a concussion.

      I have the essentials. That’s good enough.

      I close the zipper and take one last look around my room. I wonder if this is the last time I’m going to stand in it. I hated this house, and the nightmares Dad gave me inside it. So why does leaving feel so wrong?

      The corner of my Justin Bieber poster pokes out from behind my closet door. Compelled by something I don’t understand, I peel it off the wall, roll it up, and slide it into my backpack before walking out of my room.

      I creep up the hallway to the master bedroom. Every floorboard whines like it’s trying to give me up. Readjusting my backpack straps, I unfold the scribbled note I wrote to Mom. I agonized over this stupid thing for an hour. I wrote a whole version of it explaining everything, telling her about Leonard and how he kidnapped Francesca. In that old version of the letter, I admitted to shooting Leonard. If Mom gives it to the police because she’s panicked and wants to protect me, they’re going to have a written confession that I did the shooting.

      Mom deserves to know the truth, but she trusts the police too much for me to give it to her. They ended her own nightmare with Dad, after all. So, instead, I ask her a favor.

      
        
        I’m going to find Francesca. Please don’t look for me.

      

      

      God, it sounds so dumb. I want to believe it’s better than nothing, but it’s so pathetic I don’t know if I do. I slip the folded paper under her door before I can talk myself out of it.

      Okay. At least that’s done. There’s still one more thing I need to do.

      I drop my backpack outside Max’s room and let myself in. To my surprise, he is already sitting up in bed, clutching the blanket to his nose.

      He lowers the blanket. “Scooter?”

      “Why are you awake?” I whisper, coming over and sitting on the edge of his bed.

      He rubs his eyes. “I heard somebody in the house. I didn’t know if it was the bad man.”

      I push his blond cowlick back, flattening it to his head. He doesn’t move away. And he isn’t trying to hurl saltines at me, so he must have forgiven me for this afternoon. “It was just me.”

      He pulls his teddy bear onto his lap. “I’m sorry for yelling at you.”

      “I was in the emergency room. I deserved it. I’m sorry for scaring you.”

      He looks up at me. His dinosaur nightlight casts a blue glow onto the side of his face. “Did you lie about the bad man?” he asks.

      I drum my fingers against my leg, trying to figure out what to say. I remember the day Max was born and Dad lowered this tiny baby into my arms. He had swollen, squinty eyes and was screaming his head off, wanting to go back to Mom, I remember feeling … like I wanted to hand him back to Mom. I was ten. I didn’t want a baby brother who was going to do nothing but cry and take up all of Mom’s attention.

      All that changed on the night my uncle Jim died. Dad came home drunk and smashed Max’s head into the wall. Dad turned on Mom. She held up her arms to protect herself. She didn’t run for Max. She left him sitting on the floor, wailing.

      I was overwhelmed by something I’d never felt before. I picked Max up and ran into his bedroom, locking the door and leaning against it. When I wiped Max’s tears away, I realized that my life had changed. In ten seconds, my sole purpose had become to protect this little boy sitting in front of me and keep him from crying like that ever again.

      Sometimes, protecting Max meant covering his eyes when Dad pushed Mom’s face into the couch. Other times, it meant lying and saying Dad didn’t push Mom’s face into the couch because Dad shouldn’t have pushed Mom’s face into the couch to begin with. Still, I couldn’t protect him from Leonard. Even though I rescued him, I couldn’t prevent him from having to sleep in that cage and I couldn’t prevent Leonard from killing him.

      Max has seen enough bad things in his life to know when I’m lying to him. As much as I wish that I could tell him that bad things didn’t exist, there are things I can’t protect him from.

      “On the night that I rescued you from the bad man, I shot him with Daddy’s gun,” I say. “But he didn’t die.”

      Max lowers his gaze to his lap. A small wrinkle appears between his eyebrows, like he’s trying to picture it. I hope he can’t. Max never had to see the way the back of Leonard’s head exploded and how its contents slid down the wall of the trailer. He has seen some bad things, but not enough bad things to be able to picture that.

      “Is he going to come and hurt me again?” Max asks.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, forcing each word out of my mouth even though I wish I didn’t have to say it. “He kidnapped Francesca, and I need to go and rescue her.”

      Max pauses for a second. “You need to find Francesca, like you needed to find me?”

      I raise my eyes to the ceiling, grateful that the glow of his nightlight isn’t powerful enough to betray the tears that are pooling in my eyes. “I’m going to be away for a while, but I’ll come back.”

      Max looks up at me, his sad brown eyes looking even bigger than usual. “Do you promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you lying?”

      I can’t promise him that I’m going to come back because Leonard is dangerous, and things could go sideways. One thing’s for sure, though. It will be better for Max to see me in a jail cell than to hear that I died, so I can promise him one thing, and that’s not a lie. “I’ll fight the bad man with everything I have.”

      In my pocket, the burner phone vibrates. Miles said he would call me when he arrived.

      Tears stinging my eyes, I pull Max into a hug and rest my chin on his little shoulder.

      “I love you.” My voice breaks on the words. “I love you so much.”

      “I don’t want you to go.”

      I look into both of his eyes, wiping his tears with my thumbs like I did that night four years ago. “Promise me you will stay with Mom. Don’t open the door for any strangers. Don’t talk to any strangers. Not even ones that seem nice. Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      “And you can’t tell anyone what I told you about shooting the bad man, okay?”

      He pulls on the blue rubber bracelet Max gave me last year. I’m surprised it’s still on my wrist. The Wonder Woman logo elongates as he stretches it, then snaps it back into place.

      “You and me,” he says.

      The tears spill down my face. I wipe my eyes with my sleeve, wincing at how tender my skin feels. You and me. I used to say that to him all the time. When he climbed into my bed in the middle of the night because he was having nightmares, I told him it was him and me. Even when everything was scary and it felt like we were alone, we had each other, and as long as we were together, we could get through anything. It was my promise to protect him. I never thought I would need him to protect me back.

      I kiss the side of his head. Before I can betray how hard I’m crying, I stand up and hurry out of his room, grabbing the backpack and walking out of the house without turning to look around at anything or else I’ll cry even harder and I won’t be able to stop. I push through the fly screen and scan the road before my eyes find a small, beige car with its engine running. I guess I shouldn’t have expected Miles to drive a patrol car here. Police officers are people, too. They drive normal people cars. Like Dad did.

      Behind me, our neighbor’s porch light turns on. I glance over my shoulder to see the front door opening. My heart drops into my stomach. If either Mr. or Mrs. Peterson sees me running out of the house in the middle of the night, they’ll call Mom.

      I run to the car and climb in. “Miles, drive.”

      Miles quirks an eyebrow at me. He looks exactly like the police officer who came to talk to me at the hospital only he’s traded in his uniform for a red T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants with stripes on the sides. “Is everything okay?”

      “Drive.”

      Miles doesn’t have to be told a third time. He peels away from the curb and blows past the neighbors’ house just as Mr. Peterson walks out onto the front porch, wrapping his tartan bathrobe around his paunchy frame.

      His eyes follow the car until we have driven out of sight. It’s not until we reach the stop sign at the end of the road that I allow myself to breathe again. I grip Miles’s upper arm.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t want my neighbor to see me.”

       “It’s okay.” Miles pauses and takes another look at me. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. I can feel his eyes boring into the side of my head, like he knows me well enough to know I’m not okay. A high-pitched whimper slips through from the back of my throat.

      Miles reaches one arm over the center console like he’s going to touch my shoulder. “Can I?”

      I nod again. He reaches an arm around my shoulders. I press my face into his clean shirt and immediately wish I hadn’t. This is weird. Hugging Miles is usually comforting and familiar and safe, but this does not feel like hugging Miles. He may be Miles, but the real Miles doesn’t smell like Axe Body Spray or have biceps as big as my head.

      I push him away. He drops his arm.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to—I mean, I—”

      “Can we go?” I rub my nose with the back of my hand.

      “Of course, yeah. Prepare yourself for some pretty awesome driving, because guess who got his driver’s license today?” He laughs at himself, and actually smiles. Suddenly, I can see Miles in Officer Zweering’s face, and with a pang I realize that I am never going to see his old face again. I’m going to miss it. I liked his old face better than this one.

      Both of us are silent until he merges onto Route 13.

      “Oh, by the way,” he says, turning off his indicator. “Richie woke up.”

      I look over at his shadowed silhouette. “Can we question him tonight?”

      “Uh, he still seems loopy. I was thinking we could let him rest and get the foolery out of his system before talking to him.”

      I picture Richie’s stupid face and remember the sick way he used to smile when bullying Miles at school. It’s my turn to smile.

      “I can make him talk,” I say.

      Miles pinches his temples and frowns. It’s the quintessential Miles I’m-on-the-verge-of-a-nervous-breakdown face. “We are not going to torture Richie into talking.”

      “I’m not saying we torture him. Just intimidate him, or something. He could tell us where Leonard took Francesca. She’s his sister. There has to be a part of him that cares.” If it were Max … I’d be empty. I can’t imagine not caring where he was, whether he was happy or sad, alive or dead. “I care about Francesca a whole lot more than Richie.”

      “You can’t just pick who you like more. There is an ethical code we need to follow.”

      “I’m sorry, but why are you defending Richie? The guy has bullied you since elementary school.”

      Miles lets out a pained sigh. “I don’t like this, Shiloh. Richie is hurt badly. He should be in hospital getting his eye looked at. I feel like we’re the bad guys in this situation.”

      One thing is for sure. Leonard is the bad guy for kidnapping Francesca. But I see where Miles is coming from. If we’re keeping Richie prisoner and not bringing him to the hospital when his eye is hurt …

      “I don’t know if we’re the bad guys,” I say, “but we’re not the good guys either. Not anymore.”

      Miles hangs his head and shakes his head. “Okay, fine. We can talk to him tonight. If he can tell us where Leonard went, we will rescue Francesca in the morning.”

      I lean back in my seat. Richie better talk. Or else I’ll make him do the talking.
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      In twenty minutes, Miles pulls his car up to a narrow house with battered gray shingles and two front doors. It’s tall. Taller than my house, which is not saying much since my house has one floor. Flowerpots sit on the porch railing. I’m surprised to see them. Officer Zweering doesn’t strike me as a flower guy.

      “Do you have a neighbor?” I ask.

      “In the downstairs unit,” Miles replies, which explains the whole flowers thing. “I haven’t met them yet. I’m honestly nervous to. Presumably, they knew Randall pretty well.” He points over his shoulder. “Want to go upstairs?”

      I nod. Miles offers to take my backpack, but I tell him I can do it myself because letting him carry my bag feels like I’m allowing him to be chivalrous, which I can’t do anymore. Miles unlocks the left-hand door, gesturing for me to go inside.

      I’m immediately met by the lemony smell of Febreze. It’s so strong that I cover my nose with my elbow, and glance back at Miles. “Did an animal die in here or something, and you’re trying to cover it up?”

      “It was like this when I got here.” Miles steps into the foyer behind me.  “Apparently, Zweering has some stinky shoes.”

      That’s gross. I’m standing on the landing of the stairs. It’s a couple of feet wide and has a shoe rack pressed against the wall. Stairs lead upward, but they’re too steep for me to see what’s at the top.

      I add my sneakers to the line of trainers, boat shoes, and work boots marinating in air freshener. I run up the carpeted stairs to escape the smell. I’m trying to suppress my nausea, not open the floodgates. Once I reach the top, I pause and look around.

      I’m standing in a living room. It’s a long room with same cushiony cream carpet on the floor that was on the stairs. There’s a gray couch on one side and a glass coffee table. A flat-screen TV is bolted to a wall stand over a shelf of games and controllers. And there are vinyl records everywhere—hanging on the wall, displayed on shelves, and next to a modern-looking Bluetooth record player that looks expensive. I don’t recognize that many of them. This isn’t the kind of music I usually listen to.

      Not a single thing is out of place. This guy liked his apartment tidy, that’s for sure.

      I glance around for any sign of Jonah, but he’s not here. Maybe he’s not coming over until tomorrow. I hope my disappointment doesn’t register on my face, because Miles doesn’t need to see that right now.

      He points to the door to the left of the couch. “The bedroom’s over here. Want to see?”

      “Sure.”

      He flips on the lights to reveal a sparsely decorated room with a huge bed and a navy comforter. He waves his arm like he’s showing off a bad school project he put together the night before. “It’s nothing special.”

      I unshoulder my backpack and point at the dumbbells stacked at the foot of his bed. “You going to use those?”

      Miles laughs. “Oh, yeah, totally.”

      “You probably have a gym membership somewhere. The Planet Fitness in Mount Keenan isn’t far from here.”

      “There’s a home gym in the next room over with a pull-up bar and all sorts of equipment I have no idea what to do with, but Richie is in there.”

      I cast him a sidelong glance. “Do you have him tied up?”

      Miles rubs the shoulder muscle bulging under his T-shirt. “I tied a rope around his ankles and wrists, and he’s still in the handcuffs. I put tape over his mouth. He was making so much noise. I didn’t want the downstairs neighbor to call the cops.”

      “You are the cops.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You should be careful about keeping Richie in the gym, or he might get even stronger than you.”

      Miles lets out a high-pitched laugh, which is still lower than his laugh used to be because his voice is so deep now. “Something tells me Richie might be just as lost in finding out what to do with that stuff as me.”

      “I mean, you’re pretty jacked now, you might enjoy it,” I say, and cringe at how thoughtless the comment is.

      Miles doesn’t look upset. He flexes his triceps. “You know, being in a new body feels weird, but not necessarily in a bad way. I felt really sick toward the end. I don’t feel sick in this body. So … I don’t know … I guess I’d be open to trying to work out.”

      “You might have to. I mean, if you’re going to convince everyone you’re Officer Zweering.”

      He frowns. “You know, when Francesca said she was going to bring me back into someone else’s body, I thought that even though I was in someone else’s body I would still be me. That I wouldn’t have to pretend to be anybody else, and I could continue my life the way I was living it before looking a little different. I didn’t have much time to think it through.”

      “You could move to a big city, like New York or something?”

      “And leave my family behind?” He scoffs. “Who am I kidding. My family is always going to see me as the cop told them that their son is dead.”

      “You had to go and tell them?”

      “The chief made me go with him. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Miles sits on the edge of the bed and braces his hands on his knees. I notice the red stripe circling his throat and remember him telling me it’s where Leonard strangled the police officer with the cord. I’m overwhelmed by the urge to hug him. But touching him in this new body feels wrong for some reason, so I clear my throat and walk out of the room and back into the living room.

      In the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of a glowing light tucked over by the railing of the stairs. It doesn’t take me long to realize what it is.

      Oh my God.

      “Do you have a pet?” I ask, creeping up to the long terrarium sitting on a table by the white railings.

      “Presumably.” Miles joins me looking at the tank. “Judging from all the rocks, I’d say it’s some sort of reptile, although I hope it’s not a snake because I don’t know if I could stomach living with one of those.”

      I peer around the rocks, fake plants, and shallow dish of water for any sign of scales. “Maybe it’s a tarantula.”

      “It’s a gecko,” a voice says behind me.

      I glance over my shoulder to see Jonah walking out of the bathroom, and everything around me goes quiet. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t expecting to see him. I thought he wasn’t coming over until tomorrow. But the sight of him makes me forget all about Miles’s mysterious pet. His long black hair partially covers the small cuts on his forehead. Gauze sticks out from under the sleeve of his wrinkled Nirvana T-shirt. It’s the same one that he gave me to wear earlier today when I was waiting for my clothes to dry after falling in the river. The one with the yellow smiley face on it that smelled like him.

      A bruise is starting to form on his cheekbone. He must have taken some hits to the face during the fight with Richie, too. My stupid brain doesn’t remember most things about what happened at the labyrinth, so who knows what he’s been through.

      He smiles at me. Creases appear next to his blue eyes. “God, Scooby, you look terrible.”

      I run over to him. He takes a couple of steps forward and we collide in the middle of the living room. He wraps his arms around me, and I breathe in his familiar smell of cigarette smoke and soap. It’s like he used soap to wash off the smoke but didn’t use enough.

      His arms are so tight around me that it’s hard to breathe. Until he pushes me away and steps back.

      I sway on my feet. I wasn’t expecting to hug him, but I also wasn’t expecting him to let me go so soon.

      “I’m happy you’re here,” I say.

      Jonah’s eyes meet mine for a second. Only for a second, and then he brushes past me and crouches in front of the tank, pointing through the glass. “Well, someone needed to educate Officer Genius about his pet lizard.”

      Miles hangs back. “I have a lizard?”

      “It’s a gecko,” Jonah says. Again. “I was watching him earlier. He’s a cute little guy, all spotted with big eyes. He’s behind that plastic log. See the tip of his tail?”

      I crouch in front of the tank next to Jonah. My eyes follow his finger to the large fake log in the center of the terrarium. Sure enough, there’s a yellow spotted tail poking out from under it. No wonder I didn’t see it. The lizard is the same color as the sand.

      I’m not that good with reptiles or animals in general, but Max would be all over this if he were here. It’s like a tiny living dinosaur.

      Miles wraps his arms around his stomach like he’s scared the lizard will jump out of its tank. “What’s its name?”

      “How should I know?” Jonah says. “I’m calling it Bill.”

      I look at him. “Like—”

      “Call-Me-Bill from school.” Jonah huffs in amusement, not looking at me even though our shoulders are almost touching. “Yeah. I figured it was fitting, since all I watched him do today was creep around his tank looking for flies, or whatever geckos eat, which is kind of what Call-Me-Bill does at school.”

      “You should figure out what geckos eat,” Miles says.

      Jonah laughs. “Sorry, buddy. I don’t do lizards. You should figure out what they eat, since it’s your lizard.”

      “It’s not my …” Miles’s voice trails off because it’s a hard point to argue.

      “You don’t want the thing to die, do you?” Jonah turns off the sun lamp, shrouding the gecko in darkness. “Go to Petco and ask them for some gecko food. If I had to guess, I’d say they’ll give you crickets.”

      Jonah’s eyes are trained on Miles. I’m close enough to see the freckles across his cheekbones. I’m about to ask if I puked on him and if that’s why he’s grossed out by me when a memory hits me square in the chest and knocks the air out of my throat.

      She’s worth a million of you. She is the best thing that ever happened to me, and I will not let you touch her.

      Oh my God.

      Jonah said that at the labyrinth.

      I was borderline unconscious. His rough hands gripped my shoulders, and his voice came from far away.

      Jonah said that. About me.

      There’s no way he meant it. I’m not the best thing that has ever happened to him. That’s absurd. He probably thought that I was going to die. Or that he was. People say things they don’t mean when they think they’re about to die.

      Is he avoiding me because he doesn’t want me to think he meant it?

      Jonah stands up and shoves his hand in his pockets, shrugging his shoulders up to his ears. I don’t want to squat here wondering where the lizard is in the dark, so I stand up too, making a triangle with Jonah and Miles.

      Jonah still doesn’t look at me. I want to make a joke about what he said just to make it less weird, but I don’t know how to phrase it so that it won’t make things uncomfortable.

      Miles is the one to break the silence. “So,” he says, glancing between Jonah and me. “Where does everybody want to sleep?”

      I look at Jonah, who looks at the floor. “Uh …”

      “Shiloh, why don’t you take the bedroom?” Miles continues. “I’m pretty sure there are blackout curtains in there, which will be nice in the morning because of your concussion.” He points at the gray couch. “That’s a pull-out. I was thinking Jonah and I could share it, but Jonah didn’t love that idea.”

      “Understatement of the year,” Jonah grumbles. “Your new feet are nasty, man.”

      “I could put pillows between us.”

      “I’m not building a pillow wall with you,” Jonah says. “What if someone walks in and sees a Bethany police officer sleeping on the opposite side of a pillow wall from a 17-year-old kid hiding from the cops?”

      Miles shrugs, nonplussed. “Who’s going to walk in here?”

      “Can I take the couch?” I interrupt.

      Miles’s eyebrows draw together. “Are you sure?”

      I nod. I don’t want the bed. It’s Officer Zweering’s bed, and it’s going to smell the way Officer Zweering did. Like sweat and too much cologne, if this apartment is any indication. Besides, sleeping in someone else’s bed feels like an invasion of privacy.

      Officer Zweering is dead, I remind myself. Dead people don’t have privacy because they’re dead.

      Still, it feels wrong.

      The silence descends again. God, this is so awkward.

      “You have a cool place,” I offer.

      “Thanks,” Miles says.

      “You also have some cool albums,” Jonah says. He crosses the room and takes a black-and-white album off the wall. “Dude. Why didn’t you tell me you have the original Sub-Pop pressing of Bleach?”

      “Maybe I would have,” Miles says, “if I’d spent the afternoon itemizing every record in this collection instead of telling my parents I died.”

      Jonah’s smile wanes. Miles lets out a forced laugh like he meant it to be a sarcastic comment, but he’s so serious all the time that sarcasm doesn’t work on him.

      Jonah re-focuses on the album. “You need to listen to some of these. Someone will call you on your shit if you don’t expand your music taste to include more than Taylor Swift.”

      “She makes me feel things.”

      “Yeah, you and every millennial mom in America,” Jonah says. “You know, Zweering was a prick, but he had decent taste.” He holds up a copy of Here You Come Again. “Unless you count Dolly.”

      I actually love Dolly Parton, mostly because Mom used to play her when we made dinner or cleaned up until Dad woke up one day and told Mom that if he listened to Jolene one more time, he’d drive her head through the wall. Every time I listen to one of her songs, I remember how cold the stepstool felt against my bare feet as I washed dishes between Mom’s arms at the kitchen sink. I smile at the memory.

      Jonah puts the album back. “Do you think I could put Bleach on right now, or will it wake up the downstairs neighbor?”

      Miles glares at him. A loud thud comes from behind the closed door.

      Goosebumps rise on my arms. Richie.

      I raise my eyebrows at Miles in question. “Can we go talk to him now?”

      Miles presses his lips into a thin line, and nods. “Let me do the talking. He doesn’t know who I am, or at least he wasn’t told to try and kill me, so he’s not going to react to me the same way.”

      “We’re questioning Richie?” Jonah asks. “Cool.”

      Yes. Cool. I cross the room and place one hand on the doorknob, glancing over my shoulder to check that Miles and Jonah are behind me. Bracing myself for whatever I might see, I open the door and flip on the lights.

      I’m unprepared for how bright they are. Stark artificial glow reveals an exercise rack, a rowing erg, and a blue yoga mat on the floor. Richie is on the yoga mat, tied to the exercise rack. He’s lying on his side in a fetal position with his head resting on his arm. His head looks unusually round without his signature snapback on. His clothes are still covered in mud that has turned a couple of shades lighter and has gotten flaky now that it’s dry. A combination of rope and zip-ties binds his ankles and wrists together, and a piece of duct tape covers his mouth. Goopy blood drips from one eye, which is swollen shut.

      Jonah leans closer to me. “I gouged my fingers into his eyes, to stop him from attacking you.”

      “You did a great job,” I say.

      I mean it as a joke—a dumb comment to make things feel more normal between us—but Jonah frowns and stands straight.

      Richie’s functioning eye opens and squints against the light. It settles on me. Narrows.

      Richie lunges at me. The zip-ties and rope hold him back. He flops onto his face and kicks himself back onto his haunches, thrashing his head from side to side. Miles puts himself in front of Jonah and me. He keeps us behind him with one outstretched arm.

      “Calm down, Richie,” he says, his voice stern and even his tone unrecognizable. “I tied you up because you’re trying to kill my friends. If you stop trying to kill my friends, I will untie you.”

      Richie’s guttural scream is muffled by the tape. He yanks on the zip-ties pinning his hands behind his back.

      “I guess we’re not quite there yet,” Miles says. “Listen, Richie. I need you to answer some questions. I’m going to take the tape off, but if you start screaming, I’m going to put the tape back on. Understand?”

      I can hear the little tremble in Miles’s voice. I don’t think Richie can though because he nods.

      Miles rips off the tape like a waxing strip.

      Richie whimpers, and then wipes his mouth on his shoulder. “Why are you keeping me here?” he says. “What the hell is this? Your apartment? Why don’t you arrest me like a fucking normal cop? My eye’s gone, isn’t it? Tell me it’s not gone. Please. I can’t go blind.”

      Oh my God. Richie doesn’t know that Miles is inside Officer Zweering’s body. I don’t blame him for being scared. If I were being held captive in a cop’s house like this, I’d be peeing my pants. Actually, thinking about my dad, that’s how I spent most of my life. It’s all I can do not to laugh in Richie’s face.

      Miles doesn’t get rattled. “I’ll get you to the hospital before you lose your eye if you tell me where Leonard is keeping Francesca.”

      “That’s why you’re keeping me here? To find my dipshit sister? Is that why her freaky friends are here?”

      Miles points at us over his shoulder. “You remember Leonard, the short man you were with earlier today, who told you to kill Shiloh and Jonah?” Richie casts a dead-eyed glance at Jonah and me, and it sends a chill up my spine. “He has kidnapped your sister Francesca, and he is going to kill her if we don’t rescue her. Do you know where he took her?”

      Richie’s eyebrows pinch together. His functioning eye searches the air for a couple of seconds like he’s trying to think of something to say. I lean forward onto my toes.

      Richie sees me move. His eye narrows. His jaw bulges.

      Oh no.

      “I’m not telling you anything, you bitch.” Flecks of spit fly from Richie’s mouth. “I’m gonna come over there and—”

      Miles claps a hand over Richie’s mouth, making the rest of his threat come out as a garbled mumble. He rips off a piece of tape with his teeth, sticks it over Richie’s mouth, and waves Jonah and me out of the room. I don’t need to be told twice. I hurry out with Jonah on my heels.

      Miles comes out a couple of minutes later. He sinks onto the couch, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. “See what I mean? I don’t know how helpful he’s going to be.”

      I have to admit, that did not go well. “How long does it take to come down off foolery?”

      “As long as it takes Violet Beauregarde to deflate after turning into a blueberry,” Miles says. “I don’t know, Shiloh.”

      “Maybe we can flush it out of his system,” Jonah says. “I mean, foolery is a drug, right?”

      I look at him funny. “What’s your point?”

      “Well, I had a buddy once, got pretty high and lost his grip on reality. Kept thinking he was seeing Yoda on the wall. We gave him orange juice and candy. Vitamin C and sugar helps counteract the drug. Or at least helps get you down off it.” Jonah pauses. “If foolery’s a drug and Richie’s coming off it, an old school cure like that might help.”

      The idea makes me want to laugh. “You’re saying we should give him coffee and aspirin and hope he gets back to his normal self?” I think about Richie’s normal self. “Gee, I can’t wait.”

      Jonah shrugs. “It’s worth a try.”

      “I agree,” Miles says.

      “I can go to Walmart and buy some stuff in the morning,” Jonah says. “Shiloh, do you want to come?”

      Blood rushes to my cheeks. I try to keep my voice casual. “Only if we can get McDonalds.”

      “We can make that happen.” Jonah smiles, like he can see how red my face is, which makes it redder.

      “I can watch Richie while you’re gone,” Miles says, “but you need to go early because according to the schedule on the fridge, I need to be at the police station at 7:30.”

      “We’ll go as soon as it opens,” Jonah says. “So, who’s watching Richie tonight?”

      Jonah explains that one of us needs to keep watch to make sure Richie doesn’t escape. I wonder whether Richie’s first instinct would be to run or to kill us first. Either option makes me uncomfortable.

      Jonah volunteers to take first watch. Miles will take over at four so I can sleep off my concussion, which I appreciate, even though I’m going to need more than one night to get rid of the pounding in my head.

      Miles and I put sheets on the pull-out couch. Jonah sets up a pillow for himself by the gecko’s tank and parks himself in front of the door to the gym to keep watch. I’m too tired to brush my teeth or change my bandages so I take three Tylenol and climb onto the bed’s squeaky springs, feeling the throbbing in my temples subside as my head sinks into the soft pillow. I expect myself to fall asleep immediately. I don’t. I can hear Suffragette City playing through Jonah’s headphones, which is distracting, but not nearly as distracting as knowing that the only thing separating me from a man four times my size who wants to kill me is a hollow wall and an unlocked door.

      Wham bam thank you ma’am!

      Bowie segues into Rock and Roll Suicide and the Tylenol start to kick in, eventually dragging me under.
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      Listening to Bowie can fix pretty much anything. But it’s not fixing this headache, so I’ve got to pull out the big guns.

      I take a hit from my dab pen and lean my head against the wall. Screw this day. I hate this fucking day. I’m tired all the way to my bones, and it’s a cruel joke that I need to sit out here and guard Richie when that asshole gets to sleep as much as he wants. He’d better not escape. I’m way too zonked to fight him. He’d throw me out the window one-handed and I wouldn’t know what happened until I was on the ground with a broken leg or worse.

      Here’s hoping he’s out cold. I pull my headphones down around my neck so I can listen for him.

      It’s dark in here. The lights are off. Or all of them except for the one coming under the bedroom door. Miles shut himself in there an hour ago. He’s still awake because I can hear him walking around. I don’t blame him for not sleeping. If I had the day he just had, I’d be up, too.

      I want to check on him, but if it were me going through this, I’d want him to leave me alone. And I’m not going to leave Shiloh sleeping in here without anyone watching Richie.

      I glance over at her taped-up nose poking out from under the blanket. Every fifteen minutes or so, she changes positions and licks her lips in the cutest way known to man, and it takes all my self-control not to climb onto that bed and bury my nose in her hair.

      Stop looking at her. She’s sleeping. It’s creepy.

      I can’t help it. I can still smell bleach and cleaning chemicals on my clothes from when Shiloh hugged me. Normally, I’d think it was gross that she hadn’t showered since getting out of the hospital, but she could have rubbed one of Zweering’s shoes on her face and I still would have hugged her. In those couple of seconds, nothing mattered except for the fact that she was okay. She was here. She was happy to see me. But she had so much gauze on her face. I couldn’t look her in the eye. This never would have happened to her if I’d stopped Richie before he got her.

      At least the dab is starting to kick in. I hope this makes my head stop pounding. I hope I don’t have a concussion. I should have let a nurse check my head at the hospital. Make me follow her finger with my eyes or walk in a straight line to make sure I’m not concussed. I would have if I wasn’t so scared of needles. As dumb as it sounds, I was ready to take my chances with a brain bleed over letting them stick a banana bag into my arm. My fear of needles is the only reason why I don’t have a tattoo of the Nirvana smiley on my shoulder.

      I barely finish my next hit when huge feet appear in front of me, just standing there.

      “Hey,” Miles whispers. “How are you feeling?”

      I roll the pen around in my fingers. Miles doesn’t deserve any of the crap I want to throw at him right now. I’m finding it hard to even look at that asshole’s pretentious camel face without thinking about how much I want to punch it in.

      So I look at my bare feet instead. “I’m not bleeding anymore, so that’s a win.”

      “Can you please not smoke weed in here?”

      “I’m vaping, actually.”

      “You’re making this place smell like marijuana. I’m a police officer, now, and a police officer’s apartment can’t smell like marijuana.”

      “A police officer’s apartment can’t smell like a lot of things.”

      “What if they drug test me? Will I fail a drug test from all this second-hand smoke?”

      I exhale away from Miles and sleeping Shiloh. I’m not high by any stretch of the imagination, but I’m also not sharp enough to keep up with his anxious rambling. He clears his throat like he’s not asking anymore, so I shove the pen into my pocket.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” he asks.

      I finally look up at him. His eyebrows are wrinkled. In the shadows, they really do look like caterpillars.

      “Is this about the weed?”

      “It’s not about the weed.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “Can we please go talk?”

      He chews on his bottom lip, and I instantly feel like a dick. Even though Miles looks way too much like that pretentious dick Zweering for me to take him seriously right now, he’s still my best friend, and he’s had such a rough day. He’s got to be only a couple steps away from a classic Miles panic attack right now. He needs me. He’s always been there for me when I needed him, so I’d be a pretty bad friend if I didn’t show up for him right now. 

      Doing my best to ignore the random aches and pains in my body, I haul myself onto my feet and follow him into the kitchen where we can still keep an eye on the door.

      He flips on the lights. The kitchen is far enough away from the pull-out couch that Shiloh doesn’t wake up at the sudden outpouring of brightness. She just turns over so she’s facing away from it.

      I sit in an aluminum chair at the kitchen table. Miles sits across from me, bracing his elbows on the table.

      One or two seconds go by. I glance over at our reflections in the dark kitchen window. Miles looks too, and suddenly I can see myself looking all defensive as a cop sits across table from me. It’s the same old crap. Except this time, it’s Miles who’s the cop. Even sitting down, he’s twice my size. Or maybe I’m just slouching. Moe’s always telling me not to slouch, and that I’d be surprised by how far good posture could take me in life. I roll my shoulders back, but he still looks huge. He’s got to be six-three or six-four.

      Why did he have to become this cop? Of all the cops in the world?

      I cross my arms. Miles does not mirror my movements and stares right at me.

      “Are you mad at me?” he asks.

      “Not you,” I say. “It’s just … this is weird.”

      “I know.” Miles runs his tongue over the gap between his front teeth like he’s not used to having one there. He didn’t have one before. Miles’s old teeth were crowded in his mouth. He had to wear braces for years, and even spent a year in head gear. He was literally a dentist’s wet dream. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault Zweering was a dick.”

      “Right.” Another pause. “So, how long have you been in love with Shiloh?” he asks.

      I cough into my elbow, completely unprepared for that question. I must have hit my head harder than I thought because, in the time since it happened, I’d convinced myself that Miles hadn’t heard what I’d said at the labyrinth when, for a broken minute, I thought Shiloh was dead. I hoped he was too far away to catch what I was saying. That even if he did hear me, all that adrenaline would be enough to pass it off as a hallucination.

      She is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I will not let you touch her.

      If he’s asking me, it means he heard me.

      I usually try and avoid tough conversations. That time Moe found out that I didn’t submit my application to the Career Center I got up and left the house because that was easier than looking her in the eye and telling her the truth we both know but won’t say, that there’s no use in pretending I have a brighter future than scraping by in this town, working when I need money, and not letting myself get too close to anybody or too reliant on anything.

      Some tough conversations don’t matter. This one does, and Miles deserves the truth even if he’s going to hate me for it.

      “Are you?” Miles urges.

      I keep my voice to a whisper so that there’s no chance Shiloh can hear me. “I, uh … no.”

      This doesn’t satisfy Miles. “I’m sorry, I forgot who I was talking to. Let me rephrase my question. Do you want to hook up with her? Get drunk and undress her in a bathroom at Duncan’s?”

      Usually, I’d make fun of him for phrasing it in the most awkward way possible, but I’m in no position to make fun of him right now. “We kissed once.”

      “Who kissed who?”

      “I kissed her.”

      He wrings his hands together like he’s doing all that he can not to crack his knuckles because he knows it’s bad for him. It’s okay, he’s got new knuckles now. “Did she kiss you back?”

      “Yes.”

      “When was this?”

      “The day before yesterday. She came over to my house saying that she had a plan to save your life. It was right after Richie jumped me with that knife. She helped clean my arm. She was on my bed. One thing led to another, and … it was just a kiss.”

      Miles pinches the bridge of his nose like his tiny brain is working really hard to process this information. I shouldn’t think stuff like that anymore. It’s not Zweering’s tiny brain anymore. It belongs to Miles.

      “This is when I was on benmjöl. I was literally dying, and you were in your bedroom kissing my ex-girlfriend?”

      “Miles—”

      “How could you do that to me?”

      I dig my fingernails into my palm until it hurts. I deserve this. I’m a slimeball. It’s just that Miles has never been this mad at me before.

      He gives a harsh laugh that’s nothing, nothing, like Miles’s laugh. “Do you understand that I can’t deal with this right now?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you know the kind of day I had? Not even my worst nightmares could have prepared me for the day I just had. I had to tell my own parents that I died. My life is over. You and Shiloh are the only people I have left, and you’re telling me you kissed her?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I should punch you in the face for this.”

      “Richie kind of beat you to it.” 

      I mean the comment to be funny, but Miles doesn’t laugh. I have never deserved to be punched in the face more. If it would make him feel better, I’d let him beat me unconscious.

      “You could have half the girls in school, and you go for the one girl who has ever shown interest in me, and you don’t even love her.” He leans back in his chair. “I loved her.”

      “I know you did.”

      “So, what, is this just another hookup for you? Because I’d rather not walk in on your guys getting into it on the couch, so if you plan to do something, could you do it when I’m not home?”

      “It’s not just a hookup,” I say. “I, uh, actually like her.”

      Miles stares at me, open-mouthed for a second before uncrossing his arms. My heart hammers. It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. Unless you count my slip-up at the labyrinth, but I didn’t mean for anyone except Leonard to hear that. Miles doesn’t seem like he knows what to do with this information any better than I do. Both of us sit there for a couple of minutes, not saying anything. I fidget with the dumb chakra bracelet my mom got me last time I saw her. The multicolored beads are supposed to make me feel at peace or balanced or something, but they’re not doing a great job.

      I want to tell Miles I’m sorry again. I already said that. I’m not good with words.

      Miles breaks the silence by saying the last thing that I’d ever expect to come out of his mouth in this situation.

      “Jonah, I’m sorry.”

      He’s got to be kidding. “You’re sorry?”

      “I shouldn’t have raised my voice at you.”

      “That’s hard to do when you’re whispering.”

      “You’ve never told me you like a girl before.”

      “Never is a strong word.”

      “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been to keep those feelings to yourself.” Oh my God. This kid. That’s the most Miles thing to say. I kiss his girlfriend, and he ends up being worried about me. I turn away from him so he can’t see how hard I’m trying not to cry. “You having actual feelings for a girl your own age and not some random mom you’re bragging about? This is a huge deal.”

      “I’m never going to tell her about it,” I say. “I swear. You and her are good together.”

      “Officer Zweering was twenty-six. I don’t know what the age of consent is, but the fact that I’m even concerned about looking it up means that there is something going on here that shouldn’t be.”

      “You’re sixteen.”

      “Am I?” He rubs the back of his neck, and I close my eyes because the mind-fuckery is bringing my headache back. “Either way it doesn’t matter because Shiloh doesn’t love me. She told me, back when I was still Miles.”

      “You are still Miles.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Shiloh doesn’t love me. I don’t know if I believe that. I remember walking in on the two of them sitting in his room this morning, hand-in-hand as Shiloh laughed so hard her eyes scrunched up. I could see the laughter lines she’d have in twenty years if the world was good to her. Miles was looking at her the way he did before, back when I used to eat lunch with the two of them at school, back when he was trying to get Shiloh and me to be friends. I used to think she was all serious and uptight. Pretty much what I’d expect from a sheriff’s daughter. Never laughing at anything Miles said no matter how hard he tried to be funny. I could barely get through lunch with her without biting some snarky comment at her that would make her get up from the table and go finish her lunch somewhere else and leave Miles with me like it had always been and how I wanted it to stay.

      In his room, she was looking at him like he was all the good things in the world. If that’s not love, I don’t know what love is.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I say.

      Miles nods. “She will never look at me the same anymore. Ever since I saw her at the hospital, she’s been looking at me like I was a complete stranger. Because I don’t look the same. Because I’m not the same.” Miles gives me a sad smile. “You aren’t looking at me the same, either.”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “You hated him. And when you look at me, you see him.”

      “I’ll get used to it.”

      Miles shrugs, but his eye twitches. Even in a new body, he’s got the same tells.

      “You should be with her,” Miles says.

      “I’m not going to do that to you.”

      “I want you both to be happy,” Miles says. “I think she likes you. The first thing she did when getting here was look around for you. She’s guarded, like you, which means you can help each other. Or at least understand each other better than I ever could.”

      I don’t know what to say. Miles doesn’t give me a lot of time to think of something.

      “Well.” He rubs his nose with the back of his hand. “I’m going to bed. Yell when you want me to take over guard duty.”

      “Will do.”

      Miles pushes up from the table. He makes it a couple steps before stopping.

      “I’m proud of you, buddy,” he says. “Really.”

      He continues walking. By the time his words sink in, he’s closing his bedroom door, leaving me sitting at the kitchen table alone with nothing except for the sound of my breathing.

      He said I could date Shiloh. He gave me permission. To date Shiloh.

      I don’t even know if I want to date Shiloh. I like her, sure. More than I told him. But one thing I learned from my mom and all her failed relationships is that liking someone isn’t enough. I’d have to tell Shiloh about my mom, about … shit I’ve never told anyone. She doesn’t need any of that.

      I’m too tired to think clearly. I’m wandering back to my guard post when a chill runs up my spine.

      It’s no ordinary chill. I have been around enough creepy crap this month to know there’s something seriously wrong with this chill. I’m cold all the way to my bones.

      The monocle is where I left it on the coffee table. Careful not to wake up Shiloh, I creep around the foot of the bed and press the monocle to my eye to see if my inkling was right.

      It was.

      I recognize him immediately. Tall. Brown hair. The same the annoying face that’s plastered all over the walls of this place. Panic takes hold of me, and I almost drop the monocle until I realize that nothing happened to Miles, and he’s fine. Miles’s ghost would not be wearing a police uniform, but the real Zweering’s would.

      He’s hovering over by the gecko’s tank. He’s peering inside like he’s checking to see if the lizard has enough to eat. I should figure out what that lizard eats. Miles has enough to worry about right now without having to learn about his new pet. I don’t owe Zweering anything. He would have loved to throw me in jail and swallow the key for the sick pleasure of it all, but I don’t want the lizard to starve because his owner sucked.

      Zweering’s ghost reaches through the glass and tries to touch the gecko. The lizard’s eyes are trained on Zweering’s finger, like he can see it.

      Zweering’s ghost looks at me. His eyes are filled with so much hatred that I lower the monocle. Even though I can’t see him anymore, I swear I can still feel him glaring at me.

      What is he doing here? I didn’t think Zweering even turned into a ghost. If he were a ghost, I’d think Francesca would have seen him lurking around his body when he died. She’s too good a person to bring Miles back into Zweering’s body if Zweering’s own ghost was standing right there. If he knew Zweering’s ghost was here, he’d be so guilty his stomachache would never go away.

      I drop the monocle into a vase of fake flowers. It’s better Miles never knows Zweering’s ghost was here. I bet I’m a horrible person for thinking that, but Miles is a better person than Zweering ever was, and he deserves to live.

      Behind me, Shiloh makes a high-pitched whining noise. She’s white knuckling the blanket. Her eyes move fast under her closed lids.

      “No,” she mumbles. Her legs thrash. “No. Please.”

      I crouch next to the side of her bed. “Shiloh.” She doesn’t wake up, and I tough her shoulder through the blanket. “Shiloh, wake up, you’re dreaming.”

      Her eyes open. She screams, sitting up and kicking the blanket off her body. Her wide eyes dart around the room like she’s trying to find whatever was trying to kill her in his dream, and I lift my arm out of the way so she doesn’t accidentally hit me.

      Behind her, the door opens. Miles steps out, ready to fight, but he sees us and stops. He glances at her. Then at me. Resignation shifts over his face, and he goes back in his room.

      “I’m sorry,” Shiloh says, breathing hard. “I had a bad dream.”

      “You did.”

      She lets out a shaky breath. I go to stand up, but she grips my arm. Her fingernails dig into my skin so hard it should hurt, but I can’t feel anything.

      “Can you stay?” she asks.

      It takes me a second to realize what she’s asking, and my heart lodges itself in my throat.

      “Please?” she asks again.

      I guess I can watch Richie from the bed. “Of course, yeah. Sure.”

      I climb onto the creaky mattress, sitting up against the backboard because there’s no way I’ll stay awake if my head hits that pillow. She scoops my arm around her shoulders, resting her head on my lap. I brush her hair out of her face so it doesn’t stick to the tape and gauze. A giddy feeling bubbles up in the pit of my stomach. I do my best to swallow it down. I can’t be giddy. I can’t feel these things. When Shiloh heaves a sigh, something churns in the pit of my stomach that doesn’t feel like guilt.
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      I am spooning the last bit of pudding into my mouth when the door opens above my head.

      Dull thumping sounds accompany footsteps making their clumsy way down the stairs. I stay absolutely still, unable to remove the spoon from my mouth. When a man comes into view who I do not recognize, a sour taste presses against the back of my throat.

      This may be the biggest man I have ever seen. He bears an uncanny resemblance to a sumo wrestler and his bald head is so big that it seems to sit directly atop his shoulders. Muscles bulge underneath his pale blue scrubs. I bet he could pick up this entire cage with one hand.

      Beads of sweat run down his temples. He cradles a trash bag like he is holding something fragile. Which he is, because the bag he is carrying is not an ordinary trash bag.

      The man stops walking. He does not move to put down the body bag and simply stands there, staring at the floor.

      Understanding of what Leonard has done settles in the depths of my stomach. I curl my fists into the sharp hay.

      “You changed bodies,” I say. “You promised that you would not kill anybody.”

      The bald man does not set the bag down or even react. Behind him there are some shuffling footsteps.

      “Put it down there.” Leonard walks into view in the same body he had before, wearing his ridiculous ringmaster’s costume that is too tight for his current body. He points at the ground.

      The man sets the bag down on the concrete, paying careful attention to the top end. Perhaps that is where the head is.

      I drop the empty cup of pudding. “Did you steal a body from the hospital?”

      Leonard looks up at me, as if noticing me for the first time. He points at the pile of empty plastic cups. “Golly, girl. You made quick work of that puddin’.”

      Maybe I would have refrained if he had given me something else to eat. But how much I have to eat is not the most important thing right now. “The body. Did you steal it from the hospital?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” His eyes twinkle. “I surely did.”

      No. He … he was supposed to be caught. The police were supposed to see him on the security cameras and stop him.

      The man stares at me with a glazed-over expression. He stands with his arms at his sides. He resembles an artist’s mannequin waiting to be bent into the correct position.

      I point at him. “Who is he, Leonard?”

      “This, here, is Ivan.” Leonard rests a hand onto Ivan’s shoulder, but Ivan stares ahead like he does not notice. “Ivan, why don’t you say hello to Francesca?”

      “Hello,” Ivan mumbles.

      “Ivan cares for the bodies at the hospital mortuary,” Leonard says, caressing Ivan’s shoulder in a way that makes a creepy-crawly feeling run up my arms. “He helped me get the corpse without anyone noticin’. There ain’t no way I coulda done it myself, what with all the cameras and security they got these days. It was like you were tryin’ to get me caught. So, Ivan lent a hand.”

      I examine Ivan’s drooping features. He sways back and forth on his feet, like he is not entirely awake. It is clear he did not help Leonard on his own accord.

      “You gave him foolery,” I say. “Like you gave my brother.”

      “I did,” Leonard says. I open my mouth, but he jabs a stumpy finger at me. “Don’t you go pulling that face on me. You and Eveline said no killin’. I did no killin’. The young lady in the bag died four hours ago. She was dead ’fore I got to her, just like you wanted.”

      I hesitate. “Will Ivan go back to normal after this?”

      “Foolery wears off when you stop givin’ it. That dip Pudsey gave me foolery more times than I could count, an’ look at me. I turned out just fine. Now. We ain’t got much time.” Leonard nudges the body bag with the toe of his sneaker. “Want to come take a look?”

      Reluctantly, I nod. Leonard walks over to the side of the cage and fits an old-fashioned key into the padlock. He opens it with a click and waves at me through the gap like he is trying to coax an animal out of a trap. Evangeline appears behind him, wrapping a tight nightgown around her body. She rubs her groggy eyelids. It must be the middle of the night. I am losing track of time.

      With a deep breath, I scoot closer to the opening. Leonard moves out of the way, and I slide through the cage door onto my unsteady feet, gripping the bars as spots flood my field of vision. Something coils around my ankles like a cold boa constrictor. I glance down to see Leonard wrapping chains around my legs.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “I ain’t gonna let you run up the stairs,” Leonard says, brandishing the old-fashioned manacles and reaching for my wrist. “This body ain’t good at chasin’ you like the last one.”

      I try to yank my arm away. His grip is like iron. “Let me go.”

      “Lenny, surely you don’t need to do that.” Evangeline’s voice is clear and bright like an angel’s. “She is choosing to help us find Maude. You mustn’t treat her like a prisoner.”

      “She’s gonna run away.”

      “How would I do that?” I ask. “On my hands? I may have many talents, but acrobatics is not one of them.”

      Evangeline giggles, covers her mouth, and lets out a small snort. Leonard’s frown deepens. I am not sure if he is considering the idea of me running up the stairs faster than he can on my hands, or if he simply does not enjoy being mocked by girls. He places the manacles on top of a rocking chair. The steel falls away from my hands, and I rub my wrists to get some circulation back.

      “Could you look at the body, Francesca?” Evangeline rises onto her toes. “I mean, to see if it’s right for Maude.”

      I shuffle toward the bag on the ground. The chains clank and pinch my ankles. I imagine spending eternity in chains, dragging them behind me everywhere I go like I am the grouchy soul in that Christmas story. I am not sure I want to open the body bag. I remember opening a very similar bag to reveal Miles’s corpse when he died in the hospital the first time. I was prepared for what I would see, and Miles’s soul was right there with me, but I am not sure any amount of preparation can prepare you for what lies behind those zippers.

      I crouch beside the bag. Ivan is still swaying on his feet, and Leonard pulls up a chair for him to sit on. I am not sure what the normal dosage is for foolery. Ivan is not in his right mind. 

      I drag the zipper down the front of the bag and it splits open, revealing the gray face of a young woman who looks as if she’s sleeping. Her dark brown hair is clumped in a knot to one side of her head. The prominent bridge of her nose is hooked. The corpse has not yet begun to smell—which is good—and the bag appears too long for the body inside it. I drag the zipper all the way down to her feet and remove the yellow tag wrapped around her big toe, holding it up to the light to read it.

       

      
        
        NAME OF DECEASED: Fontes, Amelia M

        AGE: 36

        SEX: F

        RACE: White

        WEIGHT: 152lbs

        HEIGHT: 5’4”

        TAGGED AT: Good Samaritan Hospital

        TAGGED BY: J.M.

        TIME IN: 1:16 AM

        DATE OF DEATH: October 3, 2019

        CAUSE OF DEATH: Probable hypothermia

      

      

       

      The tag is made of stiff yellow cardboard, exactly like the one that was on Miles’s toe when he died in the hospital. The handwriting on it is rushed and sloppy, but I do not believe doctors are known for having the neatest handwriting so that does not make me question its authenticity.

      “Do you like it?” Leonard asks. “Will you go find Maudie?”

      The toe tag that this woman is wearing is not something Leonard could have fabricated. If she died of hypothermia, she would not have any preexisting injuries such as Miles’s gunshot wound that would make returning to a new body painful for her.

      I am not sure what choice I have. “You said there are four people you would like me to find?”

      Leonard nods. “Four. That’s right.”

      “Very well,” I say. “I will find your four people on the other side for you to make amends, but after I am done, you will let me go and never bother me or any of my friends ever again. Promise?”

      Leonard does a little hop. I flinch at the sudden movement, and Leonard reaches behind a large cardboard box to retrieve the brass diving helmet. I stare at the round viewing window and remember how heavy it is when it is filled with water. When I am lying down with my head inside it, I am incapable of pulling myself out of it on my own.

      “Do you promise?” I ask again.

      “Yes, Cesca. I promise.”

      I hope I am not making a mistake. Going to the other side four times will not be easy, but if doing so will earn my freedom, I must go. Leonard scurries upstairs to fill a bucket of water. I sit down, stretching my legs out in front of me and letting out a shaky breath.

      Evangeline wraps her arms around her stomach. “Does crossing the veil hurt you?”

      I shrug. “I have done it before.”

      “Will it hurt Maude?”

      “Did it hurt you?”

      “No.” She shifts between her feet. “Do you think she’ll be happy to see me?”

      “She sure will,” Leonard says, returning from upstairs with a big metal cooking pot in both hands. Water splashes out of it onto the concrete floor. Panting for air, he sets it down next to the brass helmet with a bong and kneels in front of me.

      “Hold out your hand, Cesca.”

      I offer him my hand, palm up, and he drops a heart-shaped locket into it. I open the heart expecting to find a photograph, but I find two mirrors reflecting my own eyes back at me.

      “This belonged to Maude,” Leonard says. “Hold onto it real tight when you cross over, and it should take you to her.” He holds the brass helmet between his knees and fills it with water. “You ready?”

      Nearly. I look over Leonard’s shoulder at Evangeline.

      “Get some clean clothes for Maude,” I say. “That poor woman died of hypothermia, so Maude will be cold inside her body. And whatever you do, please, do not let me drown.”

      Evangeline looks startled that I would ask such a thing of her. She gives me a nod.

      Leonard goes to tip the heavy helmet onto my head. I hold him back.

      “What does Maude look like?” I ask. “Could you show me a photograph so I know who to look for?”

      Leonard grins. “She’ll be the girl with four legs.”

      With that, he tips the helmet onto my head. Cold water pours onto my shoulders and the weight of the helmet drags me down until I am lying face up on the concrete with my head tilted back into the helmet.

      The light of the cellar shines through the round faceplate. I try to listen for souls, for something that will push me through to the other side, but I do not hear anything.

      I curl my hand around the locket until the heart digs into my palm.

      Relax, Francesca. Relax your body. Listen for her.

      The holes in this dress shirt will make it much less becoming.

      I hear her. A woman’s voice—low, and husky.

      You’ll think the moths had their way with it, if I have anything to do with it.

      Where are you, Maude?

      I open my eyes again. This time I can see clearly, and I am not in the cellar anymore.

      Small particles float in the air. I glance down at my hands and wiggle my transparent fingers. Oh dear. I am still missing one finger. Even on the other side, the injury has left its mark on me.

      My legs taper off into wisps of smoke, or energy, or ectoplasm, or whatever it is that I am made of here. Every soul I have ever touched has crackled with energy, but I do not feel myself crackling in any way. Perhaps it is because I am here inside my mind. I am an imposter in the world of the dead. I am not a real live dead person.

      I am floating above a sidewalk. A jagged crack runs through it, causing the pieces to be so uneven that I would trip over it if I were walking across it in real life.

      A pathway snakes through a web of bone-dry ferns. It stops in front of a stout house with a covered porch, two rocking chairs out front, and blue trimming wrapping around the door. Palm trees stand on either side of the house like sentries. Hairy vines wrap around their trunks and weave through the porch. Perhaps it’s poison ivy. Or tinsel that has been left outside all year.

      I tilt my head to the side and examine the palm tree. Wherever I am, I am not in Ohio anymore.

      I glide through the front door. Shoes are strewn all over the entryway. There is a pair of high heels with stilettos that go past the sole of the shoe. A pair of boots with long spikes sits next to them. I drag my transparent fingers against the paint flaking off the wall. Even though the color is dull, I can tell it was once turquoise with white trim and red accents.

      Deeper inside the house, music plays at a low volume. I follow it into what appears to be the living room. A sagging couch sits in front of a small shag carpet. Flames roar in the fireplace, but they are not regular flames. They are pitch black in color and burn with so much intensity that I don’t believe they will be stopping anytime soon. They sound like the hiss of white noise, and there is no feeling of warmth to them. Broken photo frames cover the floor. I am glad I can hover above the carpet because I would have sliced open my foot on those long shards of glass.

      I float down to examine one of them, pivoting so that I can see the faces of the people in the photo. One is a man, barely into middle age, and the other is a woman hanging from his arm. She is slender and pale with white curls pinned onto her scalp.

      I glance over at the radio sitting on the coffee table. I am now close enough to the song that I can understand the words.

      Goin’ to the chapel and we’re going to get ma-a-a-ried.

      “How do you like that? Hm?” a husky, feminine voice says from farther down the hall. Fabric rips. “I must say, when I’m done with this shirt, it will look much more suitable for you.”

      The owner of the voice is humming to herself now, singing along with the radio, but the voice is hoarse, like she has a sore throat. I pass through the wall into what appears to be the house’s master bedroom. Four shiny little shoes hang out of the closet. They are identical in appearance, although two are much smaller.

      Maude.

      I do not wish to alarm her, but my head is submerged in water, so I do not have much time before I need to come up for air.

      “Excuse me,” I say softly. “Are you Maude?”

      The humming stops. All four shoes jump back into the closet and the head of a young girl pops out. She has curly black hair and a mole on her cheek. Bright lipstick stains her lips. I believe it would have been red in real life but here, it has no color. She has the appearance of a vaudeville performer, with the sort of face that could attract the attention of a crowd. In her hand is a pair of glinting scissors.

      “Are you doing an arts and crafts project?” I ask.

      Maude lifts the scissors with a limp wrist. “I like to cut up my old fella’s shirts. It’s foolish. I know. The hope is that if I cut them up enough here, I can make small holes in them over there. He’d marry his reflection, given the chance, so it would drive him up the wall.”

      I remember what Evangeline told me about the boy who Maude married, and how he stole her life savings before leaving her for another woman. That boy—Frank, I believe his name was—must have played on her innocence, told her it didn’t matter that she had four legs, that he loved her just the same and would knock down anyone who laughed at her. She believed him. She had no reason not to because she is beautiful, and she deserves to be loved as much as that woman in the photograph. 

      The boy who broke her heart must be the man in the photograph, and this must be his house. She is haunting his house. Lingering to see if there are any gates to the other side that might open up for her. She has found no peace in the afterlife.

      I feel a distant pressure in my chest. A reminder that I am underwater. I do not have a lot of time before I need to breathe, so I must hurry.

      “I am here on behalf of Leonard Gailis,” I say. “He sent me here to find you because he would like to bring you back to life.”

      Maude blinks at me. She looks rather surprised. If I were offered such a thing, I would be surprised too.

      “Er … how?”

      I assume Maude is familiar with Leonard’s ability. I am not sure if she knows what Leonard did to harm her, but I will leave the apologies and explanations to him.

      I remind her of how Leonard can bring people back from the dead. During my explanation, she slides out of the cupboard and hovers in the air, a couple of inches above the gaps in the floorboards. Two smaller legs dangle between her longer ones, reaching to her knees.

      “You aren’t joshing me?” she asks, once I finish.

      Joshing must be a way to say lying. “No.”

      “To find this body … Leonard didn’t … I mean, I know what he can do. He would need a body to put me in.”

      Her concern makes me like her more. “He has one. The woman was already dead when he found her.”

      “Bringing me back.” A small smile plays on Maude’s lips. “Are you sure that’s not an inconvenience?”

      “Not at all.” I offer her my hands. “In fact, it will help me if you come with me. There’s nothing left for you here, is there? Come on, let me take you across the veil.”

      Maude glides over to me. “I won’t need to haunt my fella’s house anymore. I can travel all the way to Florida and stick a pair of scissors into his eye.”

      I open my mouth to tell her that putting scissors in anybody’s eyes is not a good idea, and that back where we are Frank has been dead for a long time anyway, but she curls her long fingers through mine before I get the chance. I brace myself for the touch, expecting her hand to feel cold. It is not. It does not feel like anything at all.

      I wait to be pulled out of the trance, or to be jarred back to Earth. Nothing happens.

      Has Leonard not yet taken the helmet off? I have found Maude. Perhaps he does not yet know that I have found her.

      Holding onto Maude’s hands tightly, I crane my neck and stare up at the rotten ceiling. “Leonard? Can you hear me?”

      The pressure in my chest begins to intensify. Panic wraps itself around my throat.

      “Leonard?” I call. “You can take me out now. You can—”

      Cold water rushes over my shoulders, drenching my clothes and hair. The brass helmet clangs against the floor of the cellar. I open my eyes to find Leonard’s face inches from mine. He is so much closer than I was expecting, so I scramble backward, catching the stump of my missing finger against the cold bricks of the floor and gasping in pain.

      “Did you find her?” he asks.

      I blink a couple of times. His features are blurry. So is Evangeline. Is there something wrong with my eyes?

      Leonard grabs my shoulders and shakes me. Hard. “Where is she?”

      I cry for him to stop. I see the big pores on his chin, and the pimple like a volcano in the crease of his nose. “I … I had her, she came here with me.”

      Behind me sounds a gasp, and a low squeak. Leonard releases me. There is a flash of white where his mouth should be. “Maude?”

      Maude shrieks. I worry that something is wrong, but she barrels straight through me and throws her arms around Leonard’s neck. “Oh, Leonard, it’s so good to see you!”

      She is happy to see him? After everything he did?

      Does she know that he paid off Frank?

      Leonard tries to wrap his arms around Maude. They pass through her, and he shivers like I just did. His high-pitched laugh sounds foreign. It doesn’t sound malicious, or like he has any ill intentions. It’s a real, genuine laugh filled with glee.

      Leonard’s smile wanes. “Maudie, I’m sorry for puttin’ you together with Frank. I was just jealous of you, and what he did to you … it’s all my doin’. I’ll do anythin’ to make it up to you.”

      “Oh, Leonard,” she says. “None of that was your fault.”

      Leonard appears nearly as surprised as I feel. “Really?”

      “Unless you know something I don’t, you weren’t the one who stole all my money.”

      Leonard promises he didn’t. I am not entirely sure what to make of her reaction. Judging from how much guilt Leonard carried, I would have expected Maude to be more upset, but I suppose some things feel bigger inside our minds than they are in real life.

      Leonard gestures to the body. “All right, then. That was easier than I thought it’d be. What do you say, Maudie? You ready?”

      Maude’s smile widens. Slowly, Leonard peels back the black plastic, tells Maude where she must put her arms and legs, and positions her so that her outside legs line up with those of the corpse.

      A quilt lands on my shoulders. I jump in surprise. Evangeline sits down next to me, pulling the soft material tighter onto my head.

      “You look freezing,” she says with a shy smile.

      I am not sure how to react to this. Bringing me a blanket suggests that she cares about me getting cold, which is confusing. I am about to ask her to take it off because the fabric smells a bit like poo, but it does make the chattering in my teeth subside, so instead I say, “Thank you.”

      “What is happening right now?” Evangeline whispers, pointing at Leonard. “Is he succeeding in bringing her back?”

      It is too early to tell. Leonard closes his eyes, places his hands on Maude’s chest, and presses her into the woman’s body. At first, Maude’s soul does not appear to be getting fainter. I worry whether her additional legs will prevent her from joining with this corporeal form. Leonard leans more of his weight onto her, and she sinks into the body with little more than a grunt of effort on Leonard’s part.

      Leonard taps on her cheek trying to wake her up. “Maude? Maudie, you wake up now, y’hear.”

      I hold my breath. To my surprise, I am fond of Maude despite only having known her for a couple of minutes. Color returns to the corpse’s bluish skin. Maude opens her eyes.

      Evangeline barrels over to Maude, crashing to her knees and leaning over the body bag. “Is it really you?”

      Maude cups Evangeline’s cheek. Her teeth are chattering, so I take off the quilt and pass it to Evangeline.

      She wraps it around the new body of her old friend. Her face twists into an expression that looks like a grimace, and her lower lip wobbles. “I missed you so much.”

      The two girls fling their arms around each other. Leonard beams at them. I try to press down the nausea rising up my throat. Oh dear. I do not feel well at all. Before I can ready myself, brown bile rushes out of me and sprays onto the concrete. I bend over the puddle, coughing and spitting. A distant voice calls my name. In seconds, the floor becomes the ceiling and I fall away from it, tumbling head over heels into the abyss of my consciousness.
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      I do everything I can not to fall asleep on the pull-out couch, but I’m still jolted awake by Miles’s alarm.

      One glance at the clock tells me it’s four in the morning—time for him to take over watching Richie. Shiloh’s asleep with her head on my chest. She’s warm. Getting out of this bed is one of the last things I want to do, but I can hear Miles getting up, and having Miles walk in on me in bed with Shiloh is not something I want to happen right now.

      I gently transfer Shiloh’s head onto the pillow I’d been sitting on. Groaning, she grabs my wrist. Oh my God, she’s so cute. I can’t handle it. I peel her fingers off and pull the blanket up to her chin.

      She flips over, still asleep. I barely have time to get to where my pillow and blanket are on the ground next to the gecko cage when Miles walks out with his hair sticking up.

      “All yours, buddy,” I say, collapsing onto the floor. The carpet is pretty much as comfortable as a plank of wood, but I’m asleep the second my head hits the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      To say I got two hours of sleep would be generous. Because Miles has to be at the police station at 7:30, Shiloh and I leave for Walmart at 6.

      I get dressed while I’m still half-conscious. Shiloh says we should put on disguises just to be safe, and I’m too groggy to have an opinion on the idea so I do what she says. The cold wind on my face makes me want to cry as I haul ass twenty minutes to the supercenter, unable to pay attention to anything except for the ache pulsing up from my feet and how much I wish I had a time machine so I could go back and wring the neck of the person who decided to put this Walmart on top of the steepest hill in this entire town.

      The sliding glass doors close behind us. I glance up at the image of Shiloh and me on the grainy TV screen wearing trucker hats and sunglasses. A laugh rolls out of me.

      “Oh my God,” I say. “We look like the Blues Brothers.”

      Shiloh gives the security camera a toothy grin. “This idea was better in my head.”

      These disguises do nothing to cover our bruises. My lenses are also making it impossible for me to see, so I take them off my face and keep them above the hat’s visor.

      Shiloh keeps hers on. “I look like Cindy Lou Who.”

      She’s not wrong. She still has a piece of gauze taped to her upper lip, propping the tip of her broken nose up.

      “More like Cindy Lou Who’s unhappy ending.”

      Shiloh laughs and immediately winces. “Stop making me laugh.”

      I fight back a smile. She tears her eyes away from the screen and looks at me. Someone behind us clears their throat.

      “Get out of my way.” A frumpy woman with burgundy hair, those ugly cat-eye glasses, and a tiny straw hat cocks her hip. She pushes her cart in between Shiloh and me. “You’re blocking the door.”

      We’re blocking one door. There are, like, six different doors she could go through.

      The Karen raises her eyebrows like she’s expecting us to apologize for inconveniencing her. As annoying as it is, there’s no reason to fight her. I step aside and so does Shiloh, and the Karen blows past us with a shake of her shoulders.

      Shiloh frowns. God, she looks cute when she’s mad.

      I lean over to her ear. “That’s the tiniest hat I’ve ever seen.” Shiloh giggles and it’s the best sound I’ve ever heard. Listening to it makes me feel a little drunk, so I say again, “Do you think she bought it in the small pets section?”

      Shiloh laughs again. All my annoyance at the woman goes away.

      Shiloh hooks a blue shopping basket around the crook of her elbow. “Ready?” she asks.

      Nodding, I follow her into the drinks aisle.

      “So, hangover sensei, what exactly do we need?” Shiloh asks, opening the nearest refrigerator and tilting her head to the side.

      “I mean, the big thing is keeping Richie hydrated, so let’s start with something he’ll drink.”

      Shiloh grabs a bottle of yellow Gatorade. “Only psychos hate Gatorade. Next?”

      I don’t actually like yellow Gatorade because it always made me think of drinking piss, but I’m not going to say that to her. “Uh … coffee and OJ have always helped me.”

      “Do you like coffee?”

      I shrug. I like the smell of it. There wasn’t much that was great about the tent my mom, sister, and I lived in. We were only there for five months, but the last two were some of the coldest I’ve ever experienced. I remember one morning waking up to silence, and it took me a few minutes to realize I couldn’t hear the constant babble of the Coshocton in the background because the river had frozen over. I don’t remember much from that winter other than how cold it was, but one thing I do remember is smelling the coffee Mom used to make on the camping grill outside in the morning, and how she’d always let me drink as much as I wanted. Even though it was black and bitter, it always warmed me up.

      I don’t want to bore Shiloh by telling her all of that, so I just say, “Drinking it has never been about the taste for me.”

      “I don’t understand how anybody can drink it black.” Shiloh grabs a bag of Folgers and some powdered creamer. “I need milk in it, or it’s gross.”

      “Don’t say that too loud. It’ll hear you.”

      Shiloh rolls her eyes and scratches the tape under her nose, and I glimpse the swollen cut in her upper lip from where Richie punched her. My chest aches. If only I’d run faster or dug my fingers deep enough into Richie’s eyeballs to blind him, he wouldn’t have found her. If she hadn’t woken up … I never would have forgiven myself for that.

      But she did. She’s okay. Or at least she will be.

      Shiloh ambles down to the end of the food aisle. In one of the refrigerators, something catches her eye, and she opens the fridge to grab a package of chocolate pudding and put it in the basket. I don’t know how effective pudding will be as a hangover cure. Shiloh must notice me looking at it weird because she shrugs and says, “It’s Francesca’s favorite.”

      Oh. I’m not going to argue with that.

      She blows past the first aid aisle. I stop under the sign. “Do you have enough stuff to clean your nose?”

      Shiloh points at her face. “You mean I have to clean this?”

      I can’t tell if she’s kidding. “Yes?”

      She keeps walking backward, grinning like I’m being an idiot. Oh, she was kidding.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “I can clean it with soap.”

      Jesus. This girl. I remember standing with her in the bathroom at Duncan’s, telling her to rub soap into her busted up knuckles after she punched the fireplace in that abandoned house. Something uneasy shifts in my stomach at the memory. Even though it was a couple of days ago, all I remember about being in there with her was how much I wanted to kiss her.

      I still want to kiss her. Even at six o’clock in the morning in front of the tampons and diapers in the Walmart Supercenter. It terrifies me. I bet I’d hurt her lip if I kissed her right now, and the idea of her flinching snaps me out of it.

      Shiloh wanders down the makeup aisle. I follow her. “Why are we in the makeup aisle?” I ask.

      “Because,” she says, putting down the basket and pausing in front of a rack of different colors of foundation. “Concealer will do a better job at hiding our bruises than sunglasses.”

      She grabs a bottle of very light concealer and throws it into the basket like she already knows it’s her skin tone. She looks at me for a second before grabbing a darker shade. Squeezing a glob onto her finger, she takes my hand and rubs the makeup into my skin.

      “Too light.” She drops my hand, pulls another shade off the shelf, and smears a glob next to the other one. I hold my breath. She shrugs and puts the bottle in the basket. “It’s good enough. This is a good brand. It won’t make your skin break out.”

      She lets go of my hand, and I’m embarrassed by how fast my heart is beating. Holy hell.

      An uppity-looking woman reaches past Shiloh for a bottle of red nail polish. I wonder if Walmart has any other kind of shopper at this time of day. People puffed up with their own sense of entitlement, about to do some mediocre job in the town somewhere. She stares at Shiloh as she drops the polish in her basket, continuing her walk down the aisle.

      Shiloh shifts between her feet. “Do you think she recognized me?”

      “You know that woman?”

      “No,” Shiloh says. “But she was looking at me like I belonged on the front page of a tabloid, so I think she knew me.”

      “Maybe she did.”

      In our armpit of a town, being the sheriff’s kid is enough to make you a local celebrity. Or at least a familiar name and face. I’d seen Shiloh on TV before I ever met her, standing behind her dad as he gave a dumb speech I wasn’t paying attention to. She always looked so different in those segments than she did at school, wearing bows in her hair and frilly dresses. Dumb clothes she didn’t pick out herself.

      Shiloh stares after the nosey woman. “I wonder if she thinks my dad did this.” She pauses. “Is it weird that I’m a little ashamed?”

      “Not weird.”

      “He’s an asshole,” Shiloh says. “I shouldn’t be ashamed of his assholery.”

      The side of my mouth quirks up. Shiloh looks at herself in the square mirror on top of the rack of concealer. Pulling the trucker hat off her head, she fans her dirty hair over her shoulders and pokes the bruised skin under her eye. “Will you still think I’m pretty if my nose ends up looking all knobby?”

      My heart is pounding so hard that I can’t hear myself think. I can feel her eyes on me in the tiny mirror, but I can’t meet them.

      What am I supposed to say? That she’ll always be pretty? That she’s pretty now?

      I’m not going to lie to her. I don’t think she’s all that pretty right now. Her face is barely visible under all the bandages, and the parts that I can see are bruised and swollen. I also don’t want to tell her that it doesn’t matter whether her nose stays looking like Cindy Lou’s or if has a huge bulge in the middle of it or whatever because it does matter. She’ll look funny if she stays like this.

      A shy smile plays on Shiloh’s lips. She tilts her chin up slightly because I’m not that much taller than her and looks right at me with her brown eyes and her big pupils like she sees right through me, even though she doesn’t. She inches closer to me like she knows me, but she can’t, or else she wouldn’t look at me like that anymore. I release a pained breath. She’s looking at me like I don’t deserve to be looked at, like I’m a good thing in this messed up world, like she isn’t scared I’m going to hurt her.

      She raises an eyebrow like she’s waiting for an answer.

      So I give her one. “I’ll ask you how the weather is in Whoville,” I say.

      Shiloh’s chin dips to her chest, but she recovers fast. She smacks me on the arm and grabs the shopping basket from the floor. “Asshole.”

      I smile and follow her to the self-checkout kiosk, trying to swallow the lump blocking my throat.
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      There’s a cop parked right outside Walmart. I duck my head and drag Shiloh along so fast she trips over her feet. No lights or sirens go off. He didn’t see us, but it doesn’t stop me from basically running into McDonalds to get out of view from the street.

      I order a bunch of sandwiches and coffee, and it’s ready in a couple of minutes. Once we’re at the apartment, Shiloh drops the greasy paper bags on the kitchen table.

      “Do you think this is going to work?” she asks. “I mean, cure Richie’s foolery hangover and get him to talk?

      I don’t know why she’s asking me. Her guess is as good as mine. When dealing with a creepy supernatural drug, there’s no way to know what to expect.

      “There’s one way to find out,” I say.

      Shiloh nods. Grabbing a McMuffin wrapped in paper, Shiloh opens the door to the gym and goes inside.
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      I stare at the gun sitting on the table like it’s alive. If I squint, I can almost convince myself that it is, that the barrel is actually a ribcage that expands and contracts as it breathes.

      This gun can’t kill me by itself, I remind myself for what feels like the umpteenth time.

      It’s hard to remind myself of something that I don’t believe. Looking at this gun right now, I’m worried that if I breathe the wrong way, I might annoy the gun and it will whip around and land a bullet in my stomach before I can jump out of the way.

      I’ve had bad experiences with guns. I’m not convinced there’s such thing as a good experience with a gun. If I’m going to convince anybody that I’m a real police officer, I’m going to have to get used to it. Randall Zweering did.

      His watch vibrates on my wrist. My stomach jumps into my throat. It’s 7 o’clock. I need to go to the police station right now. I can’t be late on my first official day, or I’ll be in big trouble. At least, even bigger trouble, because I anticipate being in enough trouble already after my performance with my parents yesterday.

      Swallowing hard, I pick up the gun and push it into the holster on my belt before hurrying out of the apartment and driving off in the direction of the police station.

      I drive slowly along Route 13, my hands in 10-and-2 position like yesterday. It’s not that hard, really. I’m already getting used to it. According to the calendar on Randall’s computer, I need to be at the police station at exactly 7:30 AM. Because this is my first day pretending to be a defender of the peace, I want to be at least fifteen minutes early. Randall has a cool computer at home that has facial recognition, so I don’t have to worry about passwords, and his phone has a thumbprint sign-in. I guess software companies don’t take into account this kind of situation, so it saves me a lot of headache.

      I park right in front of the doors. From what I read on Google while I was brushing my teeth, shifts in most police stations start with roll call. I will just need to stand there and receive instructions, which can’t be overly complicated. All I have ever seen Bethany police officers do is sit around and watch for people speeding.

      On my way to the entrance, I glimpse my reflection in the window and feel such an overwhelming rush of panic that I start to laugh. This is absurd. Who do I think I am, wearing sunglasses on an overcast day like I’m trying too hard to be cool?

      I’m beyond out of my depth, here. When we find Francesca, I’ll quit this job faster than Leonard shot that bullet into my stomach, and once I’m not a police officer anymore, I’m not going to have to drive a police car or carry a freaking gun.

      I can do this. I’m smart. I was an AP student.

      I am completely capable of doing this.

      I roll my shoulders back and walk through the doors. A woman is settling in behind the counter. I smile at her as I glance around for whichever door I’m supposed to go through. There are two of them. They look identical. I don’t want to embarrass myself by walking into a random closet or something. I can feel myself sweating. I’m getting close to the door. I need to decide which one I’m going to go through.

      A hand drops onto my shoulder. I let out a surprised squeak.

      “What the hell was that sound?” a smooth voice asks.

      I glance over at the police officer walking next to me and I’m struck—violently and distractingly and not at all appropriately—by the fact that she’s beautiful. She’s young. Well, not young exactly, but in her mid to late twenties, so she’s much younger than any other police officer I have seen who works here. This girl has a sharp jaw, rich brown skin, and is super tall—almost as tall as Randall, and he’s a couple of inches over six feet. Her lips are downturned on both sides.

      The officer runs a hand over her black hair, which is plaited into a bunch of tiny braids and tied into a knot at the base of her skull. I glance down her name tag: L. OWENS.

      I glance down at her hand on my shoulder—the neatly-trimmed nails and subtle shade of polish—and meet her eyes. She raises her eyebrows, like she’s expecting me to say something.

      “Y-you surprised me,” I manage, figuring that was about as neutral as it gets. “That’s all.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches. She drops her hand from my shoulder and pushes through the door to the left.

      I guess that answers my question of which door to go through.

      “You owe me twenty bucks,” she says in a low and admittedly really sexy voice. 

      I want to ask her why, but Randall would have known, and she knows Randall would have known, so I open my wallet and hope Randall carried cash.

      Officer Owens grabs my wrist. “You’re serious? You’re going to give me the money? No snarky comment? Just accepting your defeat? Who are you, and what have you done with Randall Zweering?”

      Something about the familiar way she’s speaking to me makes my throat close like I ate something I’m allergic to.

      I count three 5-dollar bills and five singles, fold them, and give them to her. She snatches them up.

      “I told you I’d be right,” she says, pocketing the cash. “You were barking up the wrong tree with that kid. He might be bad news, but he’s not exactly a criminal mastermind.”

      Oh. Oh. This bet was about Jonah. I remember him telling me that Officer Zweering was following him everywhere, believing that he was the one who murdered Leonard. Randall must have made a bet that Jonah was the one who committed the murders, and Officer Owens just won because the police now have enough proof to accuse Shiloh of it.

      The bet makes me uncomfortable in more ways than I thought it was possible to feel uncomfortable. If Officer Owens notices the discomfort on my face, she doesn’t show it.

      “You were pretty tenacious,” she says. “Tell you what. After shift, I’m going to take myself out for a drink. On your dime. If you’re around, maybe you can celebrate with me.”

      She has an easy smile dancing across her lips. There’s an eagerness in her tone that makes me think she enjoyed Randall’s company enough to want him to join her for a celebratory drink. And that means they knew each other pretty well. Which means I need to avoid her like the plague so that she does not figure out I’m not the real Randall.

      “I’m busy,” I say.

      Officer Owens shrugs like she’s not surprised. “What else is new.”

      Voices come from down the hall. Officer Owens walks through an open door, and I follow her.

      Chief Schnebly is sitting in what has to be his office, flipping through some printer pages on a clipboard. Two other officers, not including Officer Owens, are standing in front of him. One of them is middle-aged with an orange tan and a blond buzzcut. I recognize the other one as Officer Crumpler from the labyrinth yesterday. He’s scratching the top of his bald head.

      Is this roll call? It must be. But this looks way more informal than the YouTube video I watched.

      Chief Schnebly is laughing about something. When he sees me, his easygoing demeanor wanes.

      “Randy,” he says. “How are you holding up, son?” There’s no animosity in his voice. Just compassion.

      “I’m doing better today, thank you, Chief,” I say.

      “Good. Get yourself a coffee.” He gestures at the Keurig machine sitting on top of the shelf behind him. I don’t usually drink coffee, but I want Chief Schnebly to know I appreciate him not getting mad about me about yesterday because I was sure he would, so I go over and fit a pod of coffee into the top. He sinks back into his wheeled chair, making the springs creak. “So, a couple of things this morning. I got a call from the sheriff’s office. We’ve got a BOLO on a teenager. Felony murder.”

      I pause my finger on the brew button. One of the male officers asks, “Did they give a description?”

      “White, female, 5’8”, around 130lbs, brown eyes and blonde hair. She’s the Sheriff’s kid.”

      I jam my finger into the brew button and turn around, trying to keep my voice even, like I’m a serious police officer talking about a serious crime. “Are they s-sure she d-did it? I mean, maybe they got it wrong.”

      Officer Owens smirks at me. “Do you have something you’d like to share with the group, Officer Zweering?”

      I open my mouth but can’t think of a single thing I could say that would help clear Shiloh’s name. Nothing I say will convince them she didn’t do it. Or that Leonard deserved it. Even though he did. So I say, “No,” and wish I could go home.

      “When was the last time we had a felony murder?” Officer Buzzcut asks distantly. “’09?”

      Chief Schnebly nods. “The Elijah Green case.”

      “Guy strangled his daughter with a PVC pipe,” Officer Owens says.

      Officer Buzzcut snaps his fingers and points at her, grinning like she got an answer right on Jeopardy. “The very same.”

      “Shiloh Oleson murdered the man who kidnapped her brother, didn’t she?” I ask. “Isn’t that a valid reason to kill somebody?”

      “We don’t make the rules, Randall,” Chief Schnebly says. “Just enforce ’em. A good lawyer might plea bargain manslaughter. Family circumstances were pretty bad.” I remember the way Chief Schnebly’s lips pressed together when he met Sheriff Oleson at the labyrinth yesterday. I guess they didn’t like each other. I also guess it was more than a professional conflict.

      “But …” I can feel Officer Owens side-eyeing me, which is making it hard to use my brain. “It’s not fair.”

      Chief Schnebly shrugs. “The girl was last seen at the bridge on Dog Run Rd yesterday at 11:45 AM. In the company of our old friend Jonah Weatherby. The sheriff’s office has the investigation handled, but if any of you see her or the Weatherby kid, call it in.”

      “What about the boy who died yesterday?” I ask. “Do you still think Shiloh killed him, too?”

      Chief Schnebly licks his thumb and turns the page. “There are detectives taking over that case. We’ll know more when the coroner’s report comes back. Now, what else we got … keep up the patrols through Garden Park. We continue to have issues with theft and property crime there. One of the residents knows something. Last week, Officer Gertstacker solved the vandalism at the cemetery because he talked to members of the community, so get out of your cruisers and talk to people. Oh, and we have another report of a stray cat on Lepley Road. Officer Zweering, will you go check the traps?”

      I nod. Of all the possible tasks I could have been given, this one seems easiest. “Yes, sir.”

      “Does anyone have anything else they need to bring up?” A couple of shaking heads. Some shrugs. Chief Schnebly flips the papers closed. “Right, then. Thanks everyone. Be safe out there.”

      Officer Owens heads out through the door, and so do the other guys, so I follow them into what looks like a closet filled with every weapon you can imagine, from guns to tasers to handcuffs and the things that clip into guns to hold the bullets. Officer Owens drops the magazine from the bottom of her gun. I don’t want to have enough ammunition to do anything with. No part of me wants to hold my gun, but I grip the cold steel in both hands so I can pretend to be doing something.

      Officer Crumpler leaves first. I go back to the parking lot and am about to drive away when Officer Owens walks out, shielding her eyes from the sun and looking around. She starts walking over to me. Before she can get any closer, I throw the car in reverse and swerve onto the road, driving away from her as fast as I can without getting pulled over.
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      I open the door to the gym and poke my head in.

      “Hey, Richie,” I say. “Can I turn on the light?”

      No reply. Is he sleeping? I can’t see his shape in the shadows. Oh God, did he escape?

      I flip on the light and sigh in relief when I see Richie lying on his side exactly where we left him. Heavy nylon rope attaches his ankles to the exercise rack in the corner. He’s lying in a fetal position, with his head tucked in between his hands. Beads of sweat cover his temples and his chest rises and falls too fast for him to be sleeping.

      I raise my eyebrows at Jonah. He shrugs.

      “Richie, it’s Shiloh,” I say. “I brought you a coffee and a sausage McMuffin. Are you hungry?”

      Richie’s head snaps up. In an explosive fit of motion, he jumps up, falls onto his butt and kicks out like he’s trying to get his sneakers to grip on the wooden floor. He is screaming against the duct tape as if he’s trying to say something. I have no clue what. His screams sound punctuated. It takes a few seconds for me to realize that he’s not lunging at us. He’s not trying to kill us.

      He’s trying to get away from us.

      Richie throws himself forward onto his hands and knees and makes a mad dash for the window. The nylon rope goes taught and yanks him backward, and he face-plants the floor.

      I run to put myself between him and the window. “Richie, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Richie screams something against the tape. This time, I can make out each individual word.

      She’s. Going. To. Kill. Me.

      Jonah hears it, too. “Shiloh’s not going to kill you,” he says. “You were the one who tried to kill us, remember?”

      I point at my swollen face. “You did this. To me.”

      Richie stares at me through one wide and panicked eye. Even though I hate to admit it because it makes me feel guilty, his other eye looks even more swollen today. His eyelid is bright red, and so is the fold of skin above it. I glance at Jonah, and he presses his lips into a line, clearly thinking what I’m thinking. If Richie doesn’t get to a hospital soon, he’s going to lose his eye.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” I hold up the sandwich and Styrofoam cup. Hot coffee splashes onto my wrist. “Are you hungry?”

      Richie’s eye moves to the sandwich. I go to give it to him, and he looks back at me.

      “Will you let me take the tape off of your mouth so you can eat?” I ask. “And then I’ll go stand on the other side of the room and I won’t move until you say it’s okay. Sound good?”

      Richie doesn’t move. Slowly, I put the cup and the sandwich down and gently peel the tape off his mouth. He buckles inward and coughs, and a glob of spit flies onto the floor.

      “What do you want from me?” he says, his voice trembling. “Please, I wanna go home.”

      “I put some creamer in your coffee because that’s how I like it,” I say. “If you like it black, I can pour you another cup.”

      Richie shakes his head like he’s trying to banish a bad thought. I glance at Jonah, and he comes over and sits next to me on the floor. I was expecting Richie to try to kill us again. Or at least act like he wanted to. I didn’t plan on him thinking we were going to hurt him.

      “Come on, Richie,” Jonah says, bracing his elbows on his knees. “Dig in.”

      “It will make you feel better,” I urge.

      Richie shakes his head again, his fat lip blubbering and spilling saliva onto his chin.

      “You tried to kill me yesterday,” he says. “You tried to kick me off a bridge.”

      “Because you were about to throw Miles into the Coshocton from that bridge,” I say. “I was defending my friend.”

      “You had a gun,” Richie says. “You chased me … you tried to kill me … and you brought me here … to kill me.”

      “Uh … no. That’s not the way it happened, Richie. You tried to kill me. Do you see what you did to my face?”

      Richie rocks back and forth, mumbling to himself. Jonah leans over and uses his hand to cover his mouth.

      “The foolery messed up his memory,” he whispers in my ear. “Scrambled it so he doesn’t know what’s real or not.”

      “Yesterday he seemed coherent,” I say, but I guess if foolery makes people confused enough to do what they’re told, it could also take the fear they feel and attach it to those confused memories, making them believe things that aren’t true. Fear includes a lot of paranoia and ignorance, and Richie doesn’t know why he’s here or what we plan to do with him. Miles would be able to describe what’s going on in Richie’s head in more scientific terms because his mom is a neuroscientist and he got a 5 on his AP Psychology exam. I never thought that would help him much in life because he said most of the class was spent reading about people watching mice, but there you go.

      I know Richie made Francesca’s life a living hell and was the reason Miles was always looking over his shoulder at school, but nobody deserves to have their mind taken away from them.

      “Richie,” I say. “You’re confused. Leonard gave you a drug called foolery, and it messed with your memory and made you believe things that aren’t real. Do you know where Leonard is?”

      Richie blinks his good eye. “W-who?”

      “Leonard. The short guy with the long black hair who probably sold you drugs?”

      I’m going out on a limb here, but I doubt Leonard slipped Richie the foolery by tipping it into lemonade.

      Richie’s eyebrows pinch together. Then, he shakes his head and keeps rocking.

      “Please don’t kill me,” he begs. “I’ll tell you anything you want, just please don’t kill me.”

      “Will you drink your coffee and eat your sandwich?” I ask. “Or I can get you some Gatorade?”

      “Don’t kill me,” Richie begs. “Please, please don’t kill me.” There’s a terrible smell coming off him, and I realize that at some point in the night he’s peed his pants. That’s got to be so uncomfortable, but I’m not letting him free to go to the bathroom without Miles being here. The idea of Miles as the tough guy, the muscle behind us all, would be laughable in almost any other situation.

      This is useless. I curl my fists at my side. I want to walk over there and grab him by the shoulders and threaten to gouge his good eye out if he doesn’t tell me where Leonard is right now. Sure, it might scare him, but isn’t it better to rip the Band-Aid off so we can get him to a hospital and rescue Francesca?

      Jonah rests a hand on my arm. He shakes his head slightly, and I know what he’s telling me.

      Don’t do it. It’s not worth it.

      Gritting my teeth, I slide the bottle of yellow Gatorade across the room. It catches on the edge of the yoga mat and tips onto its side.

      “Please drink that, Richie,” I say. “It’ll make you feel better.”

      But Richie keeps rocking, and he ignores me.

      Feeling the frustration clogging my throat, I storm out of the room and sink onto the edge of the springy mattress, hanging my head. Jonah closes the door to the gym.

      “Do we need to put the tape back over his mouth?” he asks. “I mean, he can’t drink with it that way, but without it there’s nothing to stop him from screaming that we’re keeping him prisoner.” He waves his hands around, doing a lousy impression. “These assholes are feeding me sausage McMuffins. Don’t they know I’m a vegan? Send help!”

      I can’t bring myself to laugh. “I don’t think Richie’s a vegan.”

      “What are you talking about? That guy screams tofu.” This time, I let out a small giggle. Jonah sits on the mattress next to me. His leg presses against mine, and the pressure makes it hard to pay attention to anything else. “You okay, Scooby?”

      I don’t even know where to start. Francesca is in danger, and I don’t know where she is. Our best chance of finding her either won’t talk or doesn’t know—and if he doesn’t know he’s even more scared to admit it, because he wouldn’t be much use then, would he? I’m tired of being nice to Richie. I want to beat him over the head until he talks because at least it will make something happen. Not to mention my head hurts. I didn’t think my nose could hurt more than it did yesterday, but it’s like everything swelled up overnight, and my bruises have filled up with so much blood that my face has become a balloon of skin and if someone popped it my head would explode like a cool effect in a horror movie. Except it would be real, and it would be me. So no. I’m not okay.

      Jonah seems to understand without me saying anything. It’s becoming one of my favorite things about him. That he just gets it.

      “Give him time,” he says. “Recovering from a trip, if that’s even what this was, is more complicated than drinking some coffee and OJ.”

      He says it like I should trust him. I do. He knows more about this kind of thing.

      The lights over our heads are off. Based on how many windows there are in this apartment, I’d guess it gets a lot of light, but it’s pretty overcast this morning so all the light coming in is dull and gray. It washes out the color in Jonah’s skin and eyes, and it makes the wrinkled white sheets covering the pull-out couch look dirty. I bet that’s why it’s so cold in here. The cool air makes the tip of my nose tingle like it’s going numb.

      Jonah huffs like he just remembered something, and he stands up.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let’s eat our Mickey D’s before it gets cold.”

      I could get on board with that. I follow him into the kitchen and sink into an aluminum chair. Pulling the greasy paper bag toward myself, I dump the sandwiches onto the clean white table and unwrap the yellow paper from around one.

      “It’s still warm,” I say. Unlike my bare feet, which are turning into icicles on the wood.

      “Well, it’s not that cold out.” Jonah washes his hands and dries them on the hand towel looped around the oven. “I used to go to that McDonalds with my sister. In the dead of winter, she used to tell me to eat while I walked so that my food wouldn’t freeze. Our place was a good twenty-five-minute walk from there, so the melted cheese would always harden by the time we got home if we didn’t do that. And it was even farther from the tent city.”

      I finish chewing. “Why did you go to that McDonalds if it was so far away?”

      Jonah sinks into the chair opposite from and grabs one of the two sandwiches he bought for himself. “Because my mom bartended at Flapper’s next door.”

      I remember seeing the sign for the bar as we walked out of McDonalds half an hour ago. It was closed, but the 1920s-style lettering in the front window looked like it would glow neon when it was on.

      “It’s cool in there,” Jonah continues. “All retro and 20s themed.”

      “Your mom took you to the bar?”

      “Sometimes. She usually sent me to the Fun Palace.”

      A shiver runs through me, making me even colder. I went to the Fun Palace with Jonah and Miles a couple of weeks ago, before we found Max when we were still searching for Poppy Rooney. I could barely stomach walking along the stained purple carpet through the aisles of greasy old games because everything in there reminded me of Dad. What kind of arcade has a bar in it, I don’t know. That day ended up being one of the worst of my life.

      It’s the last thing I want to think about right now. “I bet that got boring real fast.”

      Jonah straightens his spine. “I did homework. Or I did before we lost the house, because then I stopped going to school. There was always something off about the place. Something creepy. Like it belongs in a Stephen King book, you know?”

      I nod. “You never went to a friend’s house or anything?”

      “This was before I met Miles.”

      “You didn’t have friends before Miles?”

      Jonah stares at me steadily. “I was never that good at the whole friends thing.”

      “Me neither.”

      Jonah takes a bite of his sandwich. “The Fun Palace was better than getting babysat by any of my mom’s random boyfriends. Being with my dad was better. When he was around.”

      I stop eating. Jonah has never mentioned his dad before. He barely talks about his mom, and I know he has bad memories with her, so I don’t want to force him to dig those up. But curiosity burns in the pit of my stomach.

      “When did your mom and dad break up?” I ask. “You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to.”

      “Right after she had me. They got back together a decade later for, like, a year. He peaced out for good when she relapsed.” Jonah shifts in his chair. “I’d say when I was ten or eleven maybe.”

      I nod. He said his mom overdosed when he was eleven, so it must have all happened before that time.

      Jonah takes another bite of his sandwich. The English muffin crunches under his teeth.

      “Where’s your dad now?” I ask.

      “Coming in with the hard-hitting questions this morning.” Jonah’s eye twinkles like he’s making fun of me. “I got no idea. When I was thirteen, he was in New York. He hasn’t come around since.”

      “What was he like?”

      “He plays guitar in a band. Or he did last time I saw him.”

      I wonder if that’s where Jonah gets his music taste from. “Do you miss him?”

      “Sometimes.”

      I nibble on the corner of my sandwich. Even though Jonah’s dad sounds like a tool for abandoning his kid the way he did, I’m a little jealous. I will never know what it feels like to miss my dad. I only remember wanting my dad to be as far away from me as possible.

      “Can we talk about something else?” Jonah takes the last bite of his Egg McMuffin and crumples the wrapper in one hand. “I’m having an okay morning and I don’t want to ruin it by talking about my dad. I mean, I guess he wasn’t all bad. He taught me one good thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      Jonah leans back to grab a dish towel. He holds out his empty hand, then holds the towel between his thumb and pointer fingers. In a sweeping motion, he whips the dish towel out of the way and unveils the last McDonalds sandwich in the hand that was empty a second ago.

      I laugh. “I didn’t even see you pick that up from the table.”

      “That’s because I’m so good at it,” Jonah says.

      “Do you know any other tricks?”

      Jonah laughs, wrinkling the red and purple skin next to his eyes. “Just that one.”

      He stands up to put away the dish towel. Before I can figure out what I’m doing, I push up from the chair and walk over to where he’s standing at the counter, putting my hands on his waist. I can feel his belt through the thin material of his long-sleeved shirt. He turns around slowly, and the easy smile on his face fades.

      “What are you doing?” Jonah asks, his voice low.

      Partly for balance but mostly because I want to keep touching him, I go up on my tiptoes and press my mouth to his. His lips taste like ketchup. Enough for me to taste the tang, but not so much that it makes me want to pull away. I don’t move. Neither does he. When a couple of seconds go by and he still hasn’t moved, I drop back onto my feet.

      Was that weird? Was it a weird thing to do? I don’t know why I’m so nervous. I have kissed Jonah before, but only when I knew he wanted me to.

      Jonah opens his eyes, making me want to die of embarrassment. His lips curve into a smile.

      “Jesus, Scooby,” he says with a small smirk. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      He bends his head and kisses me, threading his fingers through my greasy hair. His parted lips meet mine. A little sigh slips out from the back of my throat. I feel him smile. Like he likes that he made me sigh. Like he knows how much I like him.

      Without taking his lips off mine, he lifts me onto the kitchen counter like I weigh nothing, weaving his fingers through mine and pinning my hands to the cold and shiny surface. He slips between my knees. I wrap my legs around him and pull him against me until our bodies fit together because if I can’t get my hands away, then he can’t go away either.

      Jonah bends down to kiss my neck. I arch my back, squeezing my eyes closed. Our chests are pressed together and can feel his heart beating. Or maybe I’m feeling my own because it’s pounding. I’m breathless in a way that I have never felt before. If kissing feels like this and can make my body feel warm in this icebox of an apartment, why would I ever want to do anything else?

      Jonah brushes his lips against my temple. I slide my hands under his shirt. He jumps away from me so fast my ankles fall away from each other and slam against the dishwasher.

      He smooths his shirt down. Runs a hand over his jaw. Reality comes back to me in pieces.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “Did I hurt you?”

      Jonah shakes his head. He says nothing, and an aching pressure builds in my chest.

       “I heard you,” I say. “Yesterday. At the labyrinth. I heard what you said to me.”

      Jonah freezes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You know, the thing you said about me.” Jonah keeps his mouth shut. Redness creeps to my cheeks. Is he really going to make me repeat it? “About me being the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      Jonah doesn’t say anything. He stares at me, not moving a muscle, and I run my eyes over his face to try and figure out what he’s thinking, or what he’s hiding. He gives me nothing.

      “I didn’t say that,” he finally says.

      I can feel his words in my body, slicing my stomach open and making me regret opening my stupid mouth. Every part of me wants to play it off. To say it doesn’t matter. But it does.

      “Did you mean it?”

      “How can I mean something I didn’t say?”

      “I know what I heard.”

      “You hit your head pretty hard.”

      Taking a deep breath, I slide down onto the cold floor. There’s something unspoken in his eyes. One of his eyebrows quirks up like he’s waiting to see if I have anything else to say that he can deny. The logical part of my brain knows I should walk away. Go take a lap around the block because my whole body is still buzzing from the kiss and it’s hard to think of anything except for how much I wish I could rewind the past couple of seconds to when he had me pinned onto the counter. I should tell him never mind. I should say never mind.

      “I like you.”

      Why did I say that?

      Quick, Shiloh. Backpedal.

      But I dig myself deeper. “I like hanging out with you. I like doing … that with you. It’s embarrassing. There’s not a lot of time before the police find me and I want to spend it doing more of … that.”

      He winces, like my words jolted him with electricity.

      I tug the thread springing loose from my sweatshirt sleeve. “Do you feel the same way?”

      Jonah’s cheeks turn pink. I try to focus on my breathing and not on the fact that I just said that to him because oh my God I just told him that I liked him. I actually shared my feelings with him. Out loud. Using my words. What is wrong with me? Am I insane?

      Please, say something.

      I reach forward to take his hand. He yanks it away, and something behind his eyes changes.

      Oh no.

      “I didn’t say it,” he says. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

      “But …” I search for words. “You kissed me back.”

      “It was just a kiss. It means nothing.”

      “You said—”

      “I said nothing!” he yells. “What do I have to do to get that through your head?”

      “Stop yelling.”

      Jonah scoffs like he’s the one annoyed with me. A couple of seconds go by before he speaks.

      “Okay,” he says. “Listen. If you want, we can come up with some kind of agreement.”

      “Agreement?”

      “You’re into me,” he says. “I’m into you. At least, as much as I can be with all that shit on your face. We can use the couch on days Miles goes to work. Are you on the pill?”

      I gape at him. “You’re kidding.”

      “What?” He’s got this wide-eyed innocent thing going on, and I want to slap the expression off his face. “I thought this is what you wanted.”

      “You know it’s not.”

      “What did you expect, Shiloh?” He’s angry again. “Jesus. I never should have kissed you. It was a mistake. Maybe I did say you were the best thing that ever happened to me, but I said it because I thought you were going to die, not because I wanted to date you or something. I don’t want to date you. I really don’t want to be fighting with you so for the love of God can you just shut up?” He scoffs. “I’m going out.”

      Jonah grabs his bomber jacket and storms out of the kitchen. The apartment door slams.

      I stand there, listening to the sound of my breathing. That happened so fast. He got so angry for no reason.

      Two minutes. Just two minutes ago, we were kissing. Now, I never want to kiss him again.

      What I do want is to punch something. Or throw something. Or do something to quiet the red-hot rage burning inside my brain.

      A banging sound comes through the wall. I step over the paper bag and throw open the door to Richie’s room, reaching him in two long strides. I knock the sandwich out of his mouth and shove him over, straddling his chest and pinning his arms down with my knees. A scream explodes out of him. I clap my hand over his mouth, muffling the sound. I grab a 5lb dumbbell and hold it like a club.

      “Tell me where Leonard is,” I say. “You said yesterday that you know where he is, so you’d better tell me right now or I’ll bash this thing into your head so hard you won’t care you’re missing an eye.”

      Richie’s brain seems to catch up to what’s happening. I remove my hand from his mouth to let him speak.

      “Y-you s-said you wouldn’t k-kill me,” he stutters. “You l-lied.”

      I lean in closer to him and notice the blood on his teeth, and the pus clinging to his lower eyelid. “Where is Leonard?”

      Richie starts ugly crying. I shove the metal bar of the dumbbell against his throat and push down until he gags.

      “Stop playing dumb with me. I have no problem choking the life out of you and dumping your body in the Coshocton. It’s so full after all that rain that it’ll carry you all the way to Cincinnati by the time anyone finds you. Where is Leonard?”

      “Columbus,” Richie exclaims, squeezing his eye shut and flinching away from me. “He’s in Columbus.”

      “Where? What’s the address?”

      “I don’t know.” I push on the dumbbell, and he squeaks as his throat closes. I release some of the pressure because even though rage is making my face feel hot, I don’t want to kill him. “Honest. I don’t know. It’s in Grandview. I can take you there.”

      I drop the dumbbell and climb off Richie. He itches his infected eye. I don’t know if he’s telling the truth. Something tells me he’s too dumb to trick us, especially with the way foolery was messing with his head, and if he’s telling the truth …

      “Okay,” I say. “Awesome. Well, you’re going to want to finish that sandwich, because you’re taking us there tonight.”
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      A beam of light shines across the room. Tiny motes of dust hover in it, making it appear to be made of something I could touch.

      I must have had a long sleep if the sun is already up. I am not sure I am ready to wake up yet, so I bury my face into a velvety cushion. Springs creak underneath my weight.

      Hang on. I am not in the cage anymore. I am … on a couch?

      Clutching a pillow to my stomach, I sit up. A wet towel slides off my forehead and lands on the floor with a splat like a dead salamander. This is certainly not the cellar. It appears to be a living room complete with armchairs, couches, and an old fireplace against the wall. Whoever decorated this room has a strong affinity for pink. Everything from the walls to the carpets covering the hardwood floor looks like it was chosen by Glinda the Good Witch.

      I stand up. All the blood rushes from my head and I tip over onto the cushions.

      Evangeline pokes her head around the corner.

      “Hi, there,” she says. “Are you feeling any better?”

      I blink at her. She has changed out of her nightgown and is now wearing a green blouse with a moth hole in the front. Her hair is tied back in two braids, making her resemble an older, shorter-haired version of Pippi Longstocking.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      “Three in the afternoon,” she says.

      My mouth falls open. “I slept all day?”

      “You fell unconscious,” she said. “I carried you up here so you could recover on something more comfortable.”

      I glance at the wet towel on the floor. Understanding that she must have been watching me sleep makes a shiver run down my spine.

      Evangeline points over her shoulder. “Would you like some cake? I made it for Maude, but the two of us can’t eat an entire cake by ourselves.”

      The aroma of cinnamon and cloves hits my nose. Saliva pools underneath my tongue. Eating cake with Evangeline may not be a good idea. There is something strange about her. She turns my insides topsy-turvy.

      But I am not sure I have ever been so hungry in my entire life. “Is Leonard here?”

      “You needn’t worry about Leonard. He left an hour ago to go to buy some macaroni and cheese for Maude. It’s the first thing she asked for. Growing up, she used to shovel so much down her throat that I was surprised she wasn’t made entirely out of cheese. Please, will you have some cake?” She bats her eyelashes at me. “Eating may help your stomach feel better.”

      My stomach lets out an audible grumble. She notices, and smiles.

      “I suppose I could try one piece,” I say.

      Evangeline takes my hand. Her soft fingers curl around mine, sending a wave of goosebumps up my arm for reasons I do not understand. It is not as if she is still dead, after all.

      “Great,” she says. “Come on.”

      She leads me out of the living room. Because I have not eaten in nearly twelve hours, my feet feel rather wobbly underneath me, so I keep one hand on the wall to steady myself. She pushes a door open. I step after her into what must be the kitchen. Inhaling the smell of caramelizing sugar, I take a cursory glance around the kitchen.

      Unlike the living room which was pink, every wall in here is painted a sunny mustard. Painted blue and white vases sit atop wooden cabinets. Square paintings of fruit hang right above a string of delicate teacups resting on hooks ready to use. There is no microwave, toaster, or food processor. Only an ancient glass coffee pot with an inch or two of black sludge in the bottom.

      I drag my fingers against the vermillion flower petals on the counter. They are supple and soft. Real. Who on Earth does this house belong to?

      I wonder if Evangeline knows. “Is this the house you used to live in?”

      “Oh, goodness, no,” she says. “I wish it had been. This place is much more homely than my old house. I had bad memories there. I’m glad Leonard brought me here instead.”

      Interesting. Evangeline worms her hand into an oven mitt with big red flowers on it. Pushing bags of chips and glucose packets out of the way, she removes a glass baking dish from the oven and presses her nose so close to the speckled cake. She pulls a knife out of a wooden block. I bristle and prepare to run, but she simply slices a piece of cake and hands it to me.

      “Come on, let’s eat outside.” She opens a rickety door at the end of the kitchen with a creak.

      I step through it. The sun warms my skin through the smelly denim of my clothes, and my clogs squish the carpet of saturated leaves. A playful breeze tosses my hair into my face. Once my eyes adjust to the brightness, I notice that the house is on the corner of a main road. Telephone wires droop through the trees. Dry, yellowing grass stretches around the back of the house, crowded by patches of clover and tall weeds. I am surprised this place is so populated. Perhaps it is because I live in Bethany, but I would have expected Leonard to bring me some place more secluded.

      Evangeline leads me to a wrought iron table and places a piece of cake in front of a man I recognize as Ivan. There is a blanket wrapped around his shoulders and a sleepy expression on his face. Steam rises from the top of the tall cat mug in between his hands.

      “Hi, Ivan,” Evangeline says. “I brought you some cake, in case you were hungry.”

      Ivan does not say a word. Evangeline presses her lips into a tense line. She sits and pats the chair next to her.

      I do. “Is Ivan all right?”

      “I never liked foolery,” she says. “Enough foolery can make a person forget who they are, so if you are going to give it to somebody, it’s important to only give them a tiny bit.”

      “How much did Leonard give Ivan?”

      “He’ll make a full recovery,” Evangeline says. “They usually do.”

      Usually? “Leonard promised—”

      “Ivan’s not showing any signs of hysteria. He’s been sitting there quiet, which is a good sign.”

      “Is there anything we can do to help him?”

      “In my experience, the best thing to do is repeat things a person knows to be true. Like rebuilding their world around them. Unfortunately, I do not know Ivan very well, so all I have been able to tell him is that his name is Ivan, he works at the Good Samaritan Hospital, and he lives in Ohio. Oh, and tea helps, too. Whenever my daddy gave foolery to one of my friends in the show, I used to steal some of my mother’s fancy tea and brew it for them, and they said it helped. Chamomile was all I could find in the cupboards.”

      Evangeline peers at Ivan with a far-away look in her eyes. She apparently decides it’s not worth worrying because she shakes her head and pushes my slice of cake closer.

      “Try the cake,” she says. “I used to make it all the time growing up.”

      I use the edge of my fork to cut off a piece and pop it in my mouth. Raisins burst on my tongue like small bubbles of sugar, making my lips curve into a satisfied smile.

      “Do you like it?” she asks.

      “It is very tasty.”

      “You should try it with the pudding you like. I think we have an extra box of it inside. I’ll go get it.”

      She runs back inside. In seconds, a box of chocolate pudding identical to the one I ate last night is sitting on the table. I am not entirely sure how the cake would pair with pudding as the flavors are quite different. I do not wish to disappoint her, so I try it and immediately wish I hadn’t.

      Evangeline bites the end of her pinky finger. “Is it bad?”

      “It is an interesting combination of flavors that I do not actually dislike, but it is not one I would like to recreate.”

      Evangeline stares at me for a moment before she laughs. “Why do you always say things in such a polite way?”

      Warmth rises to my cheeks. From her tone, I cannot tell whether this is a good or a bad thing.

      “Many people at home think I’m strange. I hoped that by being kind to everybody, I could change their perceptions of me.”

      Evangeline leans in across the table, gesturing for me to lean in too. I do. “You don’t need to be polite to me.”

      It is as if I forget how to breathe. I have no clue what to say. Evangeline is close enough to me that I can smell a mildly sweet and musty smell clinging to her ill-fitting blouse. I am not sure where she is finding these clothes. They cannot be hers. They do not fit her properly. Small buttons struggle to keep the mint fabric together around her, causing the curves of her chest to spill out the top.

      I wish I was not wearing such dirty clothes. Days of sweat, water, blood, and grease have seeped into the fibers. As soon as I get back to Bethany, I will have to soak them for a long time to get rid of the smell.

      Evangeline snatches my fork from my hand and steals a big section of my cake, taking a huge bite. “See?” Crumbs spill onto her chin. “I’m not being polite to you.”

      A laugh flies out of me. It’s unexpectedly loud. I try to contain it, which makes it come out sounding like a snort.

      Evangeline giggles. “You have the coolest laugh.”

      I laugh even harder, snorting again. “I do not.”

      “You do. Some people … you hear them laugh, and you can immediately tell that they don’t mean it. When you laugh, you can tell it’s coming from somewhere. It is very … cool. Do people say that now?”

      I would expect a comment like that to make me self-conscious, or make me fall quiet, but it makes me want to laugh louder. “Yes.”

      “You know, ever since Leonard brought me back, I’ve barely left this house. I want to go out and do things. Tell me, what do modern women do for fun?”

      I would not describe myself as modern, nor do I consider myself a woman. I also do not do very much for fun. Unless you count spending time in the cemetery with dead people. I am not sure she would.

      “I am not very fun.”

      She tugs on one of her orange braids. On the other side, she had bouncy blonde curls. I wonder if she misses them. “If you had to do something for fun, if your life depended on it, what would you enjoy most?”

      “I enjoy going to the bakery early in the morning. Or falling asleep in a chair outside with the sun beating down on my face.”

      “Like this?” Evangeline leans back in her chair, tilting her face up into the sun.

      I do the same, feeling the rays sink into my skin. I could not have been in the cellar for longer than a few days, but I missed sunshine so much that I’m not sure I ever want to go inside again.

      “Exactly like this.”

      “I’m very jealous of you.” Evangeline sits back upright. “My daddy never let me go anywhere by myself. He hired these awful tutors to teach me music and math, and they watched me all the gosh-darned time. Not to mention my annoying brothers … do you have older brothers, too?”

      “One. He does not care about me much.”

      “I’m sure he does. Somewhere down deep. When I was alive, I didn’t think my brother Edmund cared for me much, but after he was killed during the war, the first person he came to seek out was me. I enjoyed passing time with him much more than any of my other brothers. They lived till they were too old and crotchety to be any fun to play with. So it looks like Edmund cared more about me than I thought he did.”

      An uneasy feeling churns in my stomach. In my experience, people do not waste time revealing who they are if you pay attention to them. I am not exactly sure what to make of Evangeline. She seems to be a good person. Or, at least, not broken in her mind like Leonard. Which makes her enthusiasm for what he is doing hard to understand.

      “How did you become friends with Leonard, anyway?” I ask.

      “Lenny and Maude were so much more fun than the boring stuffy girls Daddy wanted me to play with,” Evangeline says. “My daddy had strict ideas about how he wanted me to act like a girl in society. Acting that way was no fun at all. The kind of freedom I got with my friends … that was the kind of freedom that’s worth sneaking around for.”

      “It must have been scary hiding from your family.”

      Evangeline shrugs. “I knew what I wanted, and I didn’t want to let them control me.”

      “That is very brave.”

      “Oh, it made my daddy so mad. I believe that’s why he offered me to Leonard’s act. He didn’t tell me his plan. I found out he was the one behind it after it was all over. Pudsey came to get me, and he gave me something. I believe it was foolery, because the memory’s a little fuzzy. He tied me up and dragged me to Lenny like I was nothing more than a goat. Course, by the time we got on stage I thought it was part of the act, and I’d pretend to go to sleep or something. Wasn’t until Lenny’s hands closed around my throat that I knew what was happening, and it was too late by then.”

      Imagining how scared she must have been makes my chest feel tight. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

      Evangeline shrugs. I maintain eye contact with her, feeling awfully self-conscious of the way I’m sitting on this tiny chair. Before either of us can say anything else, a hand emerges from behind the porch, waving urgently.

      “Evangeline!” a husky voice calls. “Come here, look what I found.”

      Evangeline’s runs over. Unsure of what I’m doing, I rest my plate on the table and follow Evangeline across the long weeds to where Maude is crouched beside the porch.

      Maude presses a finger to her red lips, and points through the gaps in the lattice and into the shadows. Evangeline crouches to look at what Maude is showing her but all I can do is stand there, staring, and marveling at how unrecognizable Maude looks from the corpse in the body bag. It has not been long, and yet it is as though death had never brushed this poor woman’s cheeks. Her bronze skin is warm. No longer gray. The wind blows black hair across her face which appears older, even twenty years older than Evangeline and me. Reconciling my memory of Maude with the woman I’m looking at is a little discombobulating.

      Evangeline leans in close to her friend. “What am I looking at?”

      I crouch down beside Evangeline and follow Maude’s finger to a pair of glinting eyes in the shadows. It takes an embarrassing number of seconds to realize that it is not any kind of monster. It is only a cat.

      The tabby flicks its ear and licks the back of its paw. Stripes of light illuminate it enough for me to see that it is gray.

      “He came wandering in from the street,” Maude says. “As soon as he saw me, he scurried under there to hide.”

      Evangeline leans closer to the lattice, the tip of her nose grazing the wood. “How are you sure it’s a boy?”

      “I’m not,” Maude says. “He rather looks like one, doesn’t he?”

      Evangeline shrugs. Maude reaches a piece of cake through the gap in the lattice, making kissing sounds as if she is attempting to coax the cat to come over to her, but it does not move. Evangeline taps me on the shoulder. I hiss in a breath between my teeth because we are a couple of inches apart and her sea-green eyes are twinkling in the mid-morning sun.

      “You did such a wonderful thing for Maude,” she whispers to me. “Look how happy she is.”

      Maude watches the small tabby nibble the cake, beaming ear-to-ear. I admit, she does look happy.

      “You did that for her,” Evangeline says. “And for me. We’re here because of you. Imagine how many other people you can give bring back without taking life away from others.”

      Perhaps she is right. I do feel bad that a woman’s family lost her body in the hospital, but Maude got her life back. I am the reason that happened. This might be the purpose I have been searching for all along. The way I could help people with my unusual ability.

      Based on the way Evangeline’s smile is growing, she seems to be thinking the same thing.

      “Leonard only wants to bring back four people, but I don’t think we should stop there.”

      Her words take a moment to sink in. “What do you mean?”

      “Think of how many people we could meet again. Who we could give a second chance to. Do you have anybody you want to see again? You can bring them back. You can bring everybody back.”

      Goosebumps rise on my arms. I go to sit up. Evangeline grips my wrist.

      “I can bring back my father and finally yell at him for what he did to me and all my friends. I could bring back Edmund. He was only nineteen when those Germans got him. There are so many things that he never got to experience that I know he would love.”

      I try to pull my hand away. Her grip is strong.

      “You can live here with us,” she says. “There is a bedroom across the hall from mine with a wonderful view of the river. It has a comfortable bed, and even has its own bathroom.”

      “Please let me go.”

      “We could be good friends.” She squeezes my wrist harder. “Do you want to be my friend?”

      Every one of my breaths is short. This is not going to stop at four souls. Even after I have upheld my end of the agreement, Leonard will make me stay. He could give me foolery just like Ivan and force me to cross. Evangeline can put me in a bedroom across the hall from hers, dress me in colorful blouses, and give me chamomile tea because I will be too out of my mind to put up a fight.

      I was wrong about her. She is more like Leonard that I originally believed. Tunnel-visioned. Headstrong. So naïve that she has convinced herself that what she is doing is all right.

      I need to get out of this place. If I ran away right now, could I outrun Evangeline?

      Her eyes brim with hope. She wants me to say yes so badly. Perhaps running is not the only way I can escape.

      “We will be the very best of friends,” I assure her. “I am going to go inside and get a glass of water. Would you like any more cake?”

      She nods enthusiastically. I hurry into the house to find a phone.
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      I unhook the phone’s handset from its mount on the wall. A dull dial tone emits from the earpiece.

      I try to remember Shiloh’s phone number. Unfortunately, no amount of concentration will guide me to a phone number that my brain does not contain. There is no telling how long I will have before Evangeline comes inside searching for me, so there was no time to go look for a phone book, computer, or anything that could help me figure out how to reach Bethany. The cell phone Jonah gave me must be in a puddle somewhere in the woods behind the labyrinth, or on the side of the road after being tossed out the window by Leonard on his drive to this odd yet fascinating house, which leaves me with one option of who to call. The one phone number I have memorized, because I had to memorize it as a girl.  

      The dial tone hums like it is taunting me. Stomach sinking, I slide the circular dial around and raise the phone to my ear.

      A couple of rings sound before a male voice picks up. “Hello?”

      “Ciao, Papà,” I say in labored Italian, because I have not spoken the language for quite some time and my tongue does not remember how to move this way.

      “Francesca?” He sounds surprised. “Perché stai chiamando?”

      “Si. I am calling you because I need your help.”

      “Cosa?”

      “Your help, Papà. Aiutami per favore.”

      His grunt sounds labored.

      “I need you to look up the phone number of Heidi or Ernest Oleson in Bethany.” I spell out the name. I know it won’t be Shiloh’s father who answers because Shiloh’s mother has a restraining order against him. “Un numero di telefono, Papà.”

      In any other circumstances, I would not attempt to speak Italian, but my father preferred that I speak Italian in the house so that I learned his native tongue when I was a child, so I am hopeful that if I make the effort now that he will be more inclined to help me.

      It appears to work. “Un momento, Francesca,” he says.

      Every second that passes feels longer than the last. I drum my foot against the floor for what feels like five minutes before he returns to the line and reads out a phone number with a Bethany area code.

      “Does the Internet give you any additional numbers?” I ask, not even bothering with the Italian anymore. “I would like to try all of them, in case this one does not work.”

      A child screams in the background of his call. There is a loud scratching sound as he cups his hand over the receiver and coughs. He must still smoke those terrible cigarettes.

      “Tell Riccardo to call me,” he says, and hangs up.

      The dial tone returns. I listen to it for a couple of seconds before hanging the phone back onto the hook. He did not ask me a single question. No how are you? No worrying that I might be in trouble. He wanted Richie. He was disappointed that it was me.

      Pinching my eyes together, I release a shaky sigh. There is no time to feel sad about my father. I have felt plenty sad about my father many times in my life, and this is an inconvenient time for that sadness to return.

      I focus on ensuring each number I dial in to the phone matches the number that I wrote down on my hand.

      Please work. Please do not be an old number.

      “Hello?”

      I slump against the wall in relief. It is Shiloh’s mother’s voice.

      “Hello, Mrs. Oleson,” I say. “This is Francesca, Shiloh’s friend.”

      Shiloh’s mother gasps. “Where is my daughter? Is she there with you?”

      A couple of seconds go by before I can grasp the meaning behind her words. “Shiloh is not with me.”

      Judging from the way Shiloh’s mother whimpers, this was not the right thing to say.

      “Shiloh left home late last night,” she whispers. “Said nothing. Left a note saying she was going to look for you. If she’s not with you … does this mean my daughter is in danger? Is she missing?”

      “I … I don’t know.”

      “Francesca, honey, are you in trouble?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Here is what we’re going to do. I’m writing down the phone number you are calling from, and I will type it into the computer to find an address. 513 area code … is that Columbus, or Cincinnati?”

      Her guess is as good as mine. “It’s a city.”

      “All right. I’m coming to get you right now. Do I need to call the police?”

      “Um …” I am not sure. If the police come, they may arrest Leonard. They will force him into a jail cell where he would be unsupervised and free to bash his own head into the wall until he becomes a ghost again, free to roam around and inhabit a new body of his choosing, which would keep us from ever finding him again. To have any chance of stopping Leonard and putting a stop to his madness, we need to know where he is.

      “Please don’t call the police,” I say.

      “All right.” I hear her scribble something down. “The GPS tells me I will be there in three hours, and I will call this number once I arrive and hang up before anybody answers, so you know to come out and find me. If you don’t come out, then I’ll call the police. They’ll go in and get you out of there. All right?”

      I find myself nodding, even though she cannot see me. “Yes.”

      “Do you have any idea where Shiloh could be?” There is an unstable quiver in her voice, like it is hard for her to get any words out at all. I cannot imagine how scared she must be. Both of her children going missing in the span of one month. “Please, Francesca, if you know anything, you have to tell me.”

      I have some ideas as to where Shiloh could be hiding, but Shiloh chose not to disclose that information to her mother, so she must have had a good reason. Once I return to Bethany, I will go find her.

      “I’m sorry, I do not,” I lie.

      Shiloh’s mother lets out a harsh exhale. “Mm-hm. All right. I need to find somebody to watch Max, but then I will come. Hang in there, sweetheart. I will see you soon.”

      With that, she hangs up. I stare at the glossy red handset, trying to ignore the rapid beating of my heart. Shiloh’s mom is coming for me. My own father did not even ask if I was all right, but Shiloh’s mother knows where I am, and is driving all this way to rescue me.

      I am walking back into the kitchen when Evangeline appears, jumping in front of me and blocking my path.

      “Where did you run off to, silly goose?” Her smile makes the question appear easygoing. The piercing stare betrays other intentions.

      My heart pounds like an elephant’s foot against my breastbone. “I had to go to the bathroom.”

      Evangeline glances past me at the phone. She must know something I do not. Perhaps that there is not a bathroom on the first floor.

      She appears to disregard it. She offers her hand, and I reluctantly take it.

      “Come, help me make some macaroni and cheese,” she says. “Lenny just dropped off the groceries. He left again with Ivan to go and find a body for Guilherme. Will you be able to go and find Guilherme across the veil tonight?”

      Uh oh. “Tonight?”

      “I am not sure what time Lenny get back,” she says. “I assume it will be a couple of hours. He needs to find a suitable body first, then be sneaky about escaping from the morgue. He is nervous about facing Guilherme. Lenny, erm, did something horrible to him.”

      “Was it worse than what he did to Maude?”

      Evangeline nods solemnly. “Maude may not have been upset with Lenny, but I can guarantee you Guilherme will be.”
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      Evangeline tells me the story over dinner. She and Maude place a large pot of macaroni and cheese in the middle of the table and each of us scoop globs of gooey elbows into our bowls.  

      “Guilherme had a hard life,” Evangeline says. “I was so young at the time. I didn’t understand all he went through. He had a disorder that stunted his muscle growth and stopped him from putting on weight. He never grew very tall, and so people were horrible to him. Adults didn’t quite treat him like an adult, but he was much older than us children, so he was very lonely and a bit odd socially because he did not have much experience talking to people.”

      Maude closes her lips around a heaped spoon of macaroni. She side-eyes Evangeline like she knows exactly where this is going.

      “You have to understand that Lenny was not himself at the time,” Evangeline says. “He had just gotten his fingers cut off and was lashing out at everybody. Even Patrick and me. He bullied the smaller children. Said horrible things to Pudsey. Unfortunately, he was the meanest to Guilherme.”

      I have experienced Leonard’s meanest self and would not wish that on anybody.

      “One day,” Evangeline continues, “Guilherme told my father about Leonard’s exclusion and mean-spirited words, which made my father beat Leonard senseless. Leonard was screaming mad at Guilherme. He convinced one of the adults, Clementine, to seduce Guilherme. It was so horrible and wrong. I am ashamed to even say it, but … Lenny hid in the train with some of the other kids and … when Guilherme took his clothes off, they jumped out and humiliated him. Even Clementine was in on it. Guilherme … well, he ran away, and the next morning was found dead.”

      I gape at her. How could Evangeline know that Leonard could do a thing like this, and still defend him?

      “You can imagine how Leonard blames himself,” Evangeline says. “He is directly responsible, and he has lived with the guilt ever since.”

      Imagining the sadness Guilherme must have felt is making my entire body feel heavy. I cannot be here anymore. I cannot do it. Outside, the sky is a deep navy color. I glance at the grandfather clock on the wall. It has been two hours since I called Shiloh’s mother. The brass hand is ticking closer to the 30 etched into the side of the clock. Each time the second hand moves, it lets out a heavy tick, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      In another hour, Shiloh’s mother will be here. I only need to pretend for one more hour.

      But I must pretend well. “Do you know who this house belongs to?” I ask Evangeline, changing the subject.

      Evangeline takes a bite of macaroni. “I have no idea.”

      “It’s a bit strange that there are no pictures of people hanging up,” Maude says. Underneath the table, the tabby’s fluffy tail flicks my ankle, and I tuck my legs closer to my red velvet chair. “In my ex-husband’s house, there are pictures everywhere of him and that cow-faced whore.”

      Evangeline’s mouth drops open. “Maude, you scoundrel!”

      “She is.” Maude buckles over in laughter. “I see her scowling face in the pictures and expect her to start mooing.”

      Evangeline laughs harder. I do not feel like laughing at all.

      “Do you think Lenny bought this house for us?” Evangeline says, wiping tears of laughter from her eye with a linen napkin.

      Maude covers her mouth, then quickly uncovers it to speak. “Do you think our Lenny got rich?”

      Judging from what I remember from Leonard’s trailer, it was hardly fancy. Now that I think about it, he could have charged a hefty sum to desperate mothers or fathers wanting to be reunited with their dead children. They would have given him any amount of money he wanted for a promise like that, so it is possible that he is wealthier than he seemed.

      Below me, a door slams. My stomach lurches like I am falling.    

      “That must be Lenny.” Evangeline sets down the blue wine glass filled with tap water and pushes away from the table. “Maybe he’s come back with a new body for Guilherme.”

      Maude goes to pick up the cat. I know I need to play along so that neither of them get suspicious, but the idea of returning to the cellar I have escaped from makes my feet feel as though they have grown roots into the floor.

      Evangeline pauses. “Is something the matter?”

      “Can I find Guilherme upstairs? In the living room?”

      “Leonard will want to bring back Guilherme in the cellar. There is more privacy down there.”

      I glance behind me at the door. Shiloh’s mom is still not here, but if I give Evangeline or Leonard reason to doubt my intentions, I will be back in the cage before I know what happened.

      I follow Evangeline down the creaky stairs and into the cellar. Every stair creaks so much underneath my weight that it sounds like I am playing a giant’s accordion. I try to ignore the thumping in my chest as I find Leonard standing over a long body bag with his arms crossed. Poor Ivan is slumped over in the velvet chair with his head tilted back, looking up at the ceiling. The only indication that he is still alive is the rapid rise-and-fall of his chest.

      Seeing me, Leonard smiles in a way that makes me forget all about bravery and Guilherme and being a good pretender.

      “You’re helpin’ us ’cause you want to?” he asks. Perspiration soaks through his maroon button-down shirt.

      “Yes,” I force myself to say. “I would like to help Guilherme.”

      “She is on our side, Lenny,” Evangeline says, in the gentle way she always uses to placate him. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

      Leonard examines my face. I suppose he wants me to be his friend as much as Evangeline does, because he says, “Right. Well, it’s been three hours since this man died, so we gotta act fast.” Leonard points at the body bag. “Do ya wanna see the body, Cesca?”

      Trying to stop my fingers from trembling, I examine the corpse. The middle-aged man is slightly built, perhaps of medium stature but taller than Leonard. I run my eyes over his toe tag. Every word runs into each other, like they’d been written by an impatient doctor. It is the same tag as the one on Maude’s body, so it must have come from the same place.

      Leonard grabs the brass helmet, then brushes past us to go upstairs to fill it with water.

      Evangeline presses a small wooden box into my hand.

      “This belonged to Guilherme,” she says. “He loved his cigars. I remember, he always smelled of them, and because he kept this box so close to his person, I imagine it will bring you to him on the other side.”

      I grip the box tightly. It appears to be handmade, with delicate craftsmanship along the edges and with the small golden knobs. A cloud of dust greets me when I pry open the lid.

      Leonard comes back with the helmet. “I’d think you want to sit down for this,” he says. I sit on the blankets folded next to the cage, where I was chained up before. The cuffs and chains are piled in the corner. “Or lie back like the last couple times.”

      “Do you promise not to tie me back up when I’m on the other side?” I ask Leonard in a thin voice.

      Leonard grins. “I’m trustworthy.”

      He flips the helmet onto my head and drowns my senses in icy water.
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      Richie remembers a lot about the house. Enough for me to come up with a plan to break in, rescue Francesca, and escape undetected.

      To pull it off, I need to buy some stuff, but because I can’t leave Richie alone, I need to wait for Jonah to get back before I can go. It’s almost four hours before he deigns to show up, stumbling up the stairs with a puffed-up plastic bag in one hand.

      He brushes past me without saying a word. Even from across the room I can smell what he’s been doing, and I can guess where he’s been doing it. A greasy tang follows him like bad BO.

      Boiling heat rises to my cheeks. I shouldn’t say anything. It’s not worth it. But he’s being an idiot in more ways than one.

      “You went to Duncan’s?” I ask. “Are you insane?”

      Jonah crashes onto his knees in front of the gecko’s tank, catching his balance on the carpeted floor. “Spare me.”

      “You realize you’re on the run, right? Being on the run means you need to stay away from Bethany. It especially means you can’t go and hang out where all the cops go. Where my dad goes.”

      He holds the plastic bag up to the sunlamp. Seeing it in the light makes me realize that things inside it are crawling. Jonah’s being way too casual about this. Like it doesn’t worry him at all. So I keep talking.

      “You are leading the cops right to us,” I say.

      He slides the top of the top of the terrarium off. “Give me a break.”

      “Not if you’re going to get us arrested.”

      “I didn’t go to Duncan’s.” His words run into each other. “Get off my case.”

      Jonah rips open the bag of crickets. He pours some into the tank, and suddenly I can’t be in here anymore. Snatching my coat from the pull-out couch, I run down the stairs, only putting it on once I’m outside. I tug my hood deep over my head because I want to hide under it. I want to hide from the whole world right now.

      I’m done with this. With him. A long time ago, I made a promise to myself that I would never fall for a boy who changes when he drinks, who becomes a worse version of himself and says things he doesn’t mean—or that he does mean but shouldn’t say. I will not end up like Mom.

      I close my eyes for a second to pull myself together, and re-focus on the plan to rescue Francesca. After tonight, I’ll never have to deal with Jonah again. Because I will be in a jail cell, and Jonah won’t be there. That’s the only silver lining to this whole jail thing.

      Keeping my head down, I amble down the uneven asphalt sidewalk in the direction of town.
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      One of the good things about Halloween being in three weeks is that there are Halloween stores popping up everywhere, which makes it easy to find the things I need. I’m aware of how kitschy it is to buy things we need to fight Leonard at a pop-up store, but this entire month has felt like my worst Halloween nightmare, so in a way it kind of fits.

      I readjust my grip on the shopping bags and turn off the main road. The wind is picking up. It’s numbing my fingers and making them feel just about ready to fall off. Even walking half a block into the neighborhood makes the traffic sounds quieter, which is nice. I still don’t want to pull my hood down in case I pass someone who recognizes me.

      Behind me, a car turns onto the road. I duck my head, waiting for it to pass me. It doesn’t.

      I glance over my shoulder, squinting against the glare of the sun. A green Subaru Forester is stopped against the curb like it’s parking on the street. Not like it’s slowing down or following me or anything.

      Stop being so paranoid.

      Or maybe I should stay paranoid. Soon, every police officer in town is going to be looking for me. Before I turn toward the apartment, I double-check that the car is still parked in front of that house. 

      It’s driving right behind me.

      I quickly look ahead. It’s following me. It has to be. If it wasn’t, it would have already driven past me because nobody wants to drive at 10mph for no reason unless they’re Miles.

      Who the hell is following me in the least intimidating car on Earth?

      I walk past the turn-off to the apartment. The last thing I want to do is lead them to where I’m hiding.

      I pick up my pace to a run. The car’s engine rumbles behind me, and it feels like my heart lodges itself in my throat. Before the car can catch up to me, I cut into some random person’s yard.

      I jump over pipes, run around trash cans, and climb the chain link fence at the back of their property. The neighbor behind them has a row of skinny trees blocking their yard in but it’s not hard to squeeze through them before I make a mad dash to the front door of what I’m coming to think of as Miles’s apartment.

      I charge up the stairs and drop the bags to grab the door handle, giving it a hard twist. Crap. It’s locked. Jonah must have locked it after I left. Did he not realize he’d be locking me out?

      I bang on the door. “Jonah! Hurry up, let me in!”

      In the reflection of the glass, the Forester slows down next to the apartment. I try and see who it is, but the glare from the sun is too strong. The car drives away just as the front door opens with a painful whine. Except it’s not the door to the apartment, and the person staring at me is not the person I want to let me in.

      A middle-aged woman peers at me through her cat-eye glasses, glaring at me like she can’t believe I had the audacity to disturb her at three o’clock in the afternoon on a Thursday. I immediately recognize her as the same woman Jonah and I ran into at Walmart, the one with the tiny hat who got mad because we were blocking the entrance.

      Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

      She narrows her eyes like she recognizes me but doesn’t remember from where. I knock on the door again hoping Jonah can get over himself for one goddamn second and let me in.

      “What do you think you’re doing, young lady?” she asks.

      Running for my life. Jonah, please open the door.

      If I can’t get inside, then I need to run away, but running away could put me right into the arms of whoever is driving the Forester. The woman widens her eyes like she’s asking if I’m deaf or stupid. I step away from her.

      “Afternoon, Brenda,” a deep voice says behind me. I whip my head around. Oh my God. I could hug Miles right now for how glad I am to see him. “Is anything the matter?”

      He climbs the stairs to stand next to me. Brenda’s attention is immediately on him, and not on me anymore. I’m so relieved that he’s here that I don’t care how he knows Brenda’s name, or even feel like laughing at how well the name Brenda suits this woman. Maybe it’s muscle memory. Officer Zweering knew who Brenda was, so maybe Miles had a feeling.

      “Oh, hi Randall.” Brenda opens the door a little wider to display her sweatshirt, which I can assume is custom because it has a cat dancing on a rainbow on the front. “Is this young lady with you?”

      Officer Zweering must have taken out her trash for her or something because she’s not frowning anymore. Her eyes are fixed on him which means she’s no longer examining my face like she’s trying hard to figure out where she has seen me before.

      “This is my little cousin, Polly,” Miles says, putting a gentle hand in between my shoulder blades. “She got in a car accident a couple weeks ago. Got a broken nose and some pretty bad bruising. She’s visiting me for the weekend, must have misplaced the key I lent her.”

      I’m surprised at how easily the lie comes out of Miles. I guess he got a lot of practice today.

      “That’s right,” I affirm, offering my hand to her and giving her a winning smile. “My mom says I’d lose my head if it wasn’t attached to my body.”

      Miles laughs at this. Too loudly.

      Brenda side-eyes him. “I could have sworn I’d seen you before. You ever been on TV?”

      I’m not going to give her the chance. An elbow in Miles’s ribs makes him clear his throat, offer some pleasantries, and usher me into the apartment. Brenda gives him a little wave.

      He closes the blinds and re-locks the door, turning on me immediately. “You can’t be doing that.”

      “It’s not like I tried to,” I say. “She kind of ambushed me.”

      “This isn’t a joke anymore.” He’s standing close enough to me that I can feel his warm breath on my face. “Everyone’s going to be looking for you. All the police officers. Every detective. It’s the first thing they told me when I got to the police station this morning. I don’t know if they’re putting up wanted posters yet, but it’s only a matter of time before word gets out to everybody.”

      “Oh, the posters are up, all right,” Jonah says from the top of the stairs. I grip the plastic bag. He really was standing in here this whole time, choosing not to let me in. I want to take one of the smoke bombs from the box and hurl it at him.

      The TV is on. I climb the stairs, and the voices get louder until I can see what he has been watching.

      It’s me. Or at least, a picture of me on the local news. The picture is old. I remember the day it was taken. Dad was making a speech after being elected for a second term as York County Sheriff. I’m wearing braces in this picture, but you wouldn’t know it because I’m frowning.

      My full name is listed under my picture. I didn’t think they could release the names of minors charged with crimes. Then again, Detective Babin did tell me I’d be tried as an adult, so who knows if that changes things.

      The tight-lipped reporter looks solemn when delivering the news. I’m not listening to her words. If they’re showing my photo, I get the gist of what she’s saying.

      Jonah sinks down on the edge of the bed. “You look pissed off in that picture.”

      “That’s because I was,” I say. “My dad was giving a speech.”

      Jonah continues watching like he’s watching a true crime documentary, not like this is my life. I snatch the remote from his hands and turn off the TV, carrying my shopping bags to the kitchen.

      Miles is the only one who follows me. If Jonah won’t bother letting me in when I’m clearly banging on the door needing to come inside, he won’t bother coming to see what I bought at the store.

      “Brenda said she had seen you before on TV,” Miles says. “Could she have seen that?”

      “I hope not.”

      “As much as it kills me to say this, you might need to find another place to hide.”

      “Where else can I go?”

      “I don’t know. But if Brenda recognizes you, Shiloh, she could call the police and tell them.”

      “You’re the police.”

      “You’re not listening to me.” His voice builds in volume. “She knows I’m a police officer, but you’re hiding in my apartment, so she’d call the actual police, and then they’d come and question me, or even ...”

      Arrest me too. Even though he doesn’t say it, I can still hear his words, hanging unspoken between us like they did when he came to see me in the hospital. I let out a long sigh. I can’t exactly blame Miles for not wanting to be charged with anything. Dragging him into this mess already got him killed. We just got him a second chance at life. The last thing I want to do is force him to spend it as a fugitive, or behind bars, or in whatever position he’d be in if he was found hiding me from the police.

      I grip the top of the chair so hard that it hurts my knuckles and distracts me from the reality of what I’m about to say.

      “I’ll turn myself in tomorrow,” I say.

      “Tomorrow?” Miles’s voice sounds as much like a squeak as it can in Officer Zweering’s deep baritone. “What happened to finding Francesca?”

      I upend the shopping bag and dump the smoke bombs onto the round table. None of them roll that far. Miles catches one before it falls onto the ground.

      “Is it necessary to decorate for Halloween this year?” he asks.

      I explain what Richie told me and about my plan for rescuing Francesca. If all goes according to plan, Francesca will be rescued by morning. Richie will be in a big city hospital getting his eye treated, and I’ll be wrapping a rope around Leonard’s throat. Francesca will take his soul over to the other side, and then I’ll go to the police station to turn myself in.

      I let out a shaky breath. By the time the sun rises, I’ll be behind bars.
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      I am standing at the end of a hallway that appears to stretch on forever. The carpet is torn to pieces like paper that has gone through a shredder. Long slivers of it are strewn across the floor. In the slight breeze, they blow up off the ground and spin in lazy circles like huge flakes of ash after a fire. Doors line each side of the hallway like this is a hotel. Some are so small that only a child could fit through them. Others are large enough to fit an automobile.

      A breath of wind grazes my cheek as a soul rushes past me and disappears through the wall. Behind me, another voice laughs, and from somewhere above my head I can hear a woman sobbing. I raise my hands to cover my ears, but my hands are transparent, and do not work at all.

      What is this place? Why is everybody making so much noise?

      Another soul rushes out from behind a door, barrels past me, and slams its fist into another door, making it disintegrate into splinters. I wonder how the soul manages to do this. Either the doors are something the soul can pass through, or they are barriers it can break. I was not aware that a soul could make that choice.

      “Guilherme?” I whisper, immediately feeling silly for speaking so quietly. I am not sure if I am pronouncing his name correctly because I have never known somebody named Guilherme before so I am pronouncing it the way I would in Italian. Did Evangeline say it differently? Perhaps his name is Portuguese? I really would not like to offend him. “Guilherme, are you in here?”

      Silence. He must be behind one of the blue doors.

      I glide forward, doing my best to breathe normally despite all the chaos and noise. A spot of light whooshes past me in a blur, stopping right in front of my eyes and forming the shape of a young girl with a mean-looking downturn to each side of her mouth.

      “Did you hear?” she says. “They’re gonna make the monkey dance.”

      Perhaps I misheard her. “The … what?”

      “The monkey,” she repeats. “He’s going to do the dance. Come on, let’s go watch.”

      The young girl soars away, abandoning her human shape. As far as I knew, animals could not pass on to the other side. The other side is dreary and more than a little unsettling, and no animal deserves to go to a place this cold. Curiosity propels me down the hallway, passing the oddly shaped doors until I reach one so narrow it is basically a sliver. Loud whooping sounds and voices emanate from behind it.

      I wrinkle my nose. I am not sure I can handle all the noise, but if Guilherme could be behind that door, I do not have a choice.

      Closing my eyes, I pass through the door and immediately collide with another soul.

      “Watch it!” an older man snaps. Globs of his spit evaporate inches from my face.

      “I’m s-sorry,” I say. He disappears into the crowd.

      This room resembles a hotel room I would never want to sleep in. It has a king-sized mattress on the floor, a torn-up couch, and a ceiling that sags so much in the middle that it could be a dish towel draped over a mixing bowl. So many souls are jammed into the room that it looks like the big top at the circus we attended to meet the Soothsayer.

      All the souls are looking at something. I do not want to bother anybody by pushing through the crowd, so I glide upwards, passing through some people who already had the same idea.

      Oh my goodness.

      There is a man is in the middle of the crowd. Because I am hovering above him, I cannot make out any features on his face, but the whole of one side of his head is gone. Pieces of his skull are missing. Underneath all the jagged flesh are the wrinkles and striations of his brain.

      A burly soul shoves the man on the shoulder, sending him flying backward.

      “Do the dance.” He curls his wrists like he is trying to scratch his own armpits, jumping between both of his legs and opening and closing his mouth. “They want to see you dance, monkey-boy.”

      The woman hovering beside me leans in close to whisper. “Isn’t this pathetic? I’m so starved for entertainment that I actually find this funny. What I wouldn’t do for some Netflix.”

      “It’s sad, really,” the same young girl I saw in the hallway says. “It feels mean, but I can’t stop watching.”

      Underneath me, a voice begins chanting. “Monkey, monkey, monkey!”

      The man raises his arms out at his sides in a similar fashion as the man on the outside of the circle. I gasp. His arms are like sticks, hardly any bigger than bones. He hangs his head for a moment before he hops from foot to foot, hanging his arms at his sides and jumping up and down.

      “Oooh-ooh, ahh-ahh,” he says, flopping his thin wrists above his head. “I am a monkey.”

      The burly bully buckles over in laughter, pointing and hooting like it’s the funniest thing he has ever seen. I gape at all the souls around me. How could they laugh at such a thing?

      Evangeline said that Guilherme could not store muscle or fat properly. This must be him.

      “I am a monkey,” Guilherme continues. “I’m a stupid little monkey.” He drops his arms. In a quiet voice, barely loud enough for anybody to hear, he says, “That’s enough.”

      The bully hears him. He man prods the boy with his finger. “Keep dancing, monkey.”

      Everybody laughs. How can anybody find this funny? Do they not see how upset Guilherme is getting?

      Guilherme dashes to the door, but the souls push him back into the circle, laughing all the while.

      “Do you see his arms? They’re so funny looking,” a girl underneath me says.

      “I heard he was in one of those freak shows,” another voice says. “So this is fine, he’s used to it.”

      Nobody ever gets used to torment like this. Guilherme balls his fists at his sides. Even in death, he is a fraction of the size of the bully. He mutters something under his breath.

      The bully strokes his transparent mustache. “What did you just say?”

      “I said,” Guilherme repeats, “I won’t do it.”

      A grim smile forms on the man’s mouth. “And I said dance, monkey.”

      The man reaches his finger out and pushes it into the opening in Guilherme’s skull. The transparent finger disappears into Guilherme’s brain, and the man makes stirring motions.

      Guilherme screams in agony. With a yell, he swings his fist at the large man’s face. His fist passes through the man’s bald head, opening up a hole in between his eyes. The hole quickly seals itself up.

      The man frowns. “Oh, you bad monkey.”

      Guilherme leaps up into the air, but the man grabs his ankle, dragging him back down. The crowd cheers. As if they want the bully to hurt Guilherme. As if they are enjoying his pain. Maybe they are.

      I cannot watch this and do nothing.

      Before the large man can hit Guilherme, I drop down and slide in between them, taking Guilherme’s hand. Honestly, I’m not sure who looks more surprised. Guilherme or the bully.

      “Come with me,” I tell Guilherme. “I will get you out of here.”

      I could not tell while hovering above him, but he is even shorter than I am. The front of his face is flat, like his features were made of Playdough and he had accidentally walked right into a glass door. A sleeveless black tank top hangs over his frame. It is big on him, perhaps to give him the appearance of size, but it is not much of an illusion.

      Guilherme glances up at the large man. When his chin tilts back, I notice a small hole underneath his jaw. Understanding of the way he died settles in the pit of my stomach. I remember the exit wound at the back of Leonard’s head when Shiloh shot him. Even though Guilherme is a stranger, all I want to wrap my arms around him and give him a hug.

      “Who are you?” Guilherme asks, and now I know I was certainly mispronouncing his name. His accent is Spanish or Portuguese, so his name is pronounced Gee-LEHR-me, and not Gui-le-HER-me like I was saying before. I wish I had an accent like his. It’s deep, yet musical, and turns words that ordinarily sound harsh into ones that sound like the melody of a classical opera song.

      The bully makes a swipe for Guilherme, putting his arm straight through me to grab his ankle.

      I hold on tight. “There is no time. I will explain when we cross over, just hold on to me.”

      I begin to change. Guilherme’s eyes widen. I focus hard and curl my toes in my shoes, trying to remember what it feels like to move the toes in my actual body so I can wake up in the real world. The chanting and voices are louder than before. Squeezing Guilherme’s hand with all the strength I can muster, I scream.

      My eyes open. I am not in the cellar. I am still inside the diving helmet. Through the small glass window, I cannot see anybody. Only the flickering ceiling lights.

      I call to get Leonard’s attention, but my voice turns to bubbles that rise above my head toward the faceplate. Pressure fills my lungs. I reach up to grab the helmet, but I can’t move my arms up that far. Panic grips me. Did Leonard tie me up again?

      Is he going to let me drown?

      “Help,” I say, kicking out at empty space. I try to scream. No air is left in my lungs. I try to slide out of the helmet, but it might as well be cemented onto my head for how impossible it is to remove.

      Blackness creeps into my vision. Evangeline’s face appears in the faceplate, her red hair falling across her face. Before I know it, cold water pours out over me, and I gasp for air, gripping the neckline of my shirt in the hopes that keeping it away from my throat would let me take in more air.

      “Oh my gosh,” Evangeline says, dropping the helmet onto the ground like she’s suddenly realized how heavy it is. “Francesca, are you okay?”

      My lungs burn. More than they ever have. There is not enough air around for me to catch my breath.

      “Leonard did not take off my helmet,” I say between breaths. “He would have let me die.”

      “I took it off,” Evangeline says. “It’s okay.”

      “I am never doing that again.”

      “Eveline,” Leonard says. “Want to watch Guilherme come back?”

      Evangeline looks up. Her eyes search for Guilherme unsuccessfully, but I can see him, looking extremely small next to Leonard under the harsh overhead lights. Inside the body bag, the corpse’s pale face stares up at the ceiling with its eyes wide open. 

      “Give me your hands,” Leonard tells Guilherme. “And relax, all right? I’m tryin’ to help you.”

      “Help me do what?” Guilherme asks. “Who are you?”

      Leonard pushes the plastic off the body’s legs and lines Guilherme up with it. Slowly, Leonard arches over Guilherme’s chest, shoving down like he is performing CPR. Guilherme does not disappear.

      “Why’s it not working?” Leonard asks. “Get in there.”

      Leonard gives him a proper shove. Guilherme still does not fade. It reminds me of the time Miles did not fade properly when I returned him to his body in this hospital. Even though I didn’t know it at the time, he did not fade because his body had already started to decompose. His body was not able to support him anymore. Yet I forced him in, anyway.

      I wrap my arms around my stomach to try and warm myself up. “Leonard, stop. The body may have expired.”

      Leonard re-aligns Guilherme’s arms and legs, muttering quietly. He leans harder onto the soul.

      “Go.” Leonard shoves him. “Go in.”

      Guilherme grimaces. Remembering how painful this process was for Miles, I push myself onto my feet.

      “Leonard, stop. You’re hurting him.”

      Evangeline grips my wrist, telling me to sit down. I yank my hand out of hers. Leonard’s nostrils are flaring. With a grunt, he forces Guilherme down with a mighty shove and Guilherme disappears.

      Silence descends over the cellar. Leonard opens one eye and sits back on his haunches, puffing from the effort. He rubs his hands together as if to dispel the tingling feeling he must get after returning a soul to a body. I get the same one. Like there are pins and needles in my fingers.

      An uneasy feeling churns in my stomach. I do not want to find any similarities between myself and Leonard. It makes me feel like there is a worm wriggling around at the base of my neck.

      Leonard taps Guilherme’s cheek. “Hello?”

      No response. Leonard presses two fingers to the corpse’s neck. Evangeline’s breathing hitches.

      “Has it worked?” she whispers. “Is Guilherme okay?”

      The color slowly returns to Guilherme’s face, turning the corpse’s pale skin to peach. Leonard slaps Guilherme’s cheek harder this time.

      “Wake up,” he says. “Are you awake?”

      Guilherme’s eyes open.

      Leonard smiles. “Hello, old friend.”

      Guilherme releases a long howl. He sits up, clawing at his abdomen like there is something trapped inside there.

      Leonard grabs his shoulders. “What’s wrong with you?” He looks over his shoulder at me. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Guilherme screams so hard his throat sounds raw. He kicks out like he is trying to stand up, but his shoes slip against the plastic body bag.

      Evangeline springs to her feet. “Leonard, what’s wrong with him?”

      “I—I got no clue,” Leonard says. “I did it how I always do.”

      Guilherme’s scream slices through my ears, making me spring to my feet. I stumble over to the panicking man.

      “Where does it hurt?” I ask.

      His eyes bug out. He screams again. I catch his thrashing ankle, pulling the toe tag off the animated corpse. I run my eyes over the blurry words trying to find an explanation for why he could be in so much pain. Oh no.

      “Blunt kidney trauma,” I say, twisting to look at Leonard. “He’s bleeding on the inside. Did you read the tag?”

      “You read the tag.”

      I clearly did not read it closely enough. “He is in pain because he’s bleeding on the inside.”

      “Leonard, do something!” Evangeline screams, her voice shrill. “Help him!”

      Guilherme gets to his feet, holding onto his stomach and clawing at it like a frenzied animal. He runs toward the wall. He stops. He runs toward Leonard.

      Leonard grabs Guilherme’s jaw and twists. There is a loud crack. He crumples to the floor.

      All the blood rushes from my head at once. I cover my mouth with both hands. Evangeline whimpers.

      Guilherme’s soul rises from the body. In an instant, he shoots through the ceiling.

      Evangeline’s whimper turns into a sob. Leonard’s face softens. He steps toward Evangeline, then back toward the staircase like he is trying to decide where to go. He stares down at the body for a second, runs a hand down his face, and points at me.

      “Stay there,” he tells us. “Don’t you go anywhere, you hear?”

      “Wait.” I gesture at Ivan, still sleeping on the velvet chair. Nothing has disturbed him, and I wonder how far gone his mind is. Calling foolery a harmless drug was a lie. One of many Leonard has told me. “Are you going to retrieve a new body for Guilherme? You need to take Ivan with you.”

      Leonard pauses. There is a long moment when he considers it. Or, at least, appears to. Instead of asking Ivan to come with him, he crosses the room, goes behind Ivan in the chair, and clamps one hand over Ivan’s mouth. He pinches Ivan’s nose. Ivan’s feet do a drunken kind of dance, but Leonard has a grim look of determination on his face.

      “No.” I stumble across the room and throw myself at Leonard, grabbing his bulging arm. “Stop.”

      Leonard’s elbow slams into my chest. There is enough force behind it to send me skidding across the concrete.

      I cup a hand over my eye, succumbing to the pulsing in my vision for a second before Ivan’s gargling pulls me out of it. “Please, Leonard, please do not do this.”

      The spots in my vision fall away in time to see Leonard let Ivan’s body slump forward on the chair, his face purple. I stare at his body. Unable to breathe. Unable to cry. Unable to feel anything at all.

      “How could you do that?” I ask him, but there is no force behind my words.

      Leonard wipes his hands on the front of his pants. He begins walking to me. I run to the stairs. If I hadn’t been so weak from crossing to the other side, maybe I could have made it, but Leonard catches up to me quickly and drags me back to the cage like I am still a soul and made of nothing.

      “Please,” I beg. Leonard locks me to the iron bars. “Do not do this. You do not have to do this.”

      But he is gone. This Leonard is the one who cut off my finger without a second thought, not the one who buys macaroni and cheese for his friends and is careful not to give somebody too much foolery in case it would hurt their brain. The real Leonard does not care.

      “I ain’t doin’ this your way,” he says. “Goin’ forward, we’re gonna do it my way.”

      Leonard calls for Guilherme and goes upstairs. Evangeline stares after him, slack-jawed, not moving a muscle, like she is watching her entire world shatter. Perhaps more than her world. The person she cares about most has killed somebody right in front of her. He has confirmed the parts of himself that she had been ignoring and turned into somebody she does not know at all.

      Evangeline lifts Ivan’s head, brushing the hair out of his face like she is lulling him to sleep. No amount of stroking is going to make him open his eyes. Not until someone else is in there. Evangeline may be shocked, but I am not. We will not have much time before Leonard finds Guilherme and comes back, and Shiloh’s mother will be here soon, parked on the street like she said she would be.

      Evangeline’s bottom lip quivers. I understand why she is sad. I am, too. If I pause and examine the two corpses lying side-by-side for more than a moment, I will re-live the cold-blooded way that Leonard murdered Ivan, and I will be forced to confront the role I played in his death. If it were not for me, Ivan would still be alive.

      “Please, Evangeline, you must listen to me right now,” I say. “You need to let me out of this cage.”

      Evangeline lays a protective hand over Ivan’s head. “Leonard promised he wouldn’t kill anybody.”

      “I know he did, but he lied,” I say. “I did not know Leonard as a child, but I know Leonard now, and he is capable of things he would never have done before. Something is wrong inside his head.”

      “How could he lie to me?”

      “He killed Talulah. I watched him do it with my own eyes. He killed her to make a space for you.”

      Evangeline presses her forehead to Ivan’s.

      “Please,” I beg. “Please, you need to help me get out of here. I know Leonard was a good friend to you, but he is a bad person, and he is going to hurt me if you do not unlock this cage.”

      My words hang in the air in between us like a cloud. In the dim light, I can nearly see them. Evangeline opens her mouth, wiggling her jaw as she tries to figure out what to say.

      The phone rings above our heads. Once. Twice. Then it stops. Shiloh’s mother must be outside.

      “Please?” I try one more time.

      Evangeline lets out a resigned sigh, crosses the room to where I am, and jams her hair pin into the cage’s lock.
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      Leonard has kicked our asses both times we’ve fought him. Because there’s not enough time to master marital arts before going to rescue Francesca, we need to fall back on two things we can control—a good plan, and way more weapons than we need.

      Officer Zweering has us covered for the second part. He has a gun safe in his bedroom which Miles gets into with his fingerprint, and we open it up to find not only his personal Glock but also an old-looking shotgun and a massive revolver that belongs in a black-and white movie about cowboys. I’ll admit I don’t know a whole lot about guns, but I watched a bunch of YouTube videos before stealing Dad’s gun to shoot Leonard, so I know enough to be able to load them. I definitely know more than Miles, who is staring at the weapons with wide eyes and looks like he’s grown many shades paler since we opened the safe.

      “I’m g-going to take a kn-knife,” Miles stutters. “I saw a Swiss Army Knife in one of those drawers.”

      Behind us, Jonah scoffs. I can still smell the beer and grime clinging to his clothes. It’s disgusting.

      “You’re going to go after Leonard with a pocketknife?” he asks.

      “I can put handcuffs on him, or something,” Miles says. “I’m not touching one of those guns.”

      I understand why Miles is nervous. Getting shot in the stomach by Leonard was what started this whole mess in the first place, and why he is in a new body right now.

      “We have a better chance of protecting ourselves if things go sideways if we have a gun,” I say.

      Miles scoffs. “I literally got shot in the stomach with the last gun you brought to a fight.”

      “But—”

      “I’m not using the gun, Shiloh,” he says. “End of story.”

      His tone stings. It’s more Zweering than Miles, and it makes me wonder whether trace memories of the previous occupants exist in the bodies we help Francesca put souls into. Either way, it’s not a tone that I’m used to Miles using, so I shrug and drop it.

      Jonah takes the revolver. It looks massive against his skinny frame. Dressed in black, he looks like a stoner version of James Bond. Or like another unpredictable drunk with a gun. Just like Dad.

      Clenching my jaw, I grab the Glock because it’s the same one Dad had and I actually know how to use it. I remember the smell of gunpowder stinging my tongue when I shot Leonard. A small smile curves my lips.

      When I finally get my hands on him … oh, Leonard, you are going to pay for everything you’ve done. It’s not often you get the chance to kill someone twice.

      I tie the holster around my waist, slip the loaded gun into it, and zip my sweatshirt over the top of it. Jonah goes to tuck the revolver into one of his belt loops but thinks better of it and shoves it into one of the massive button-down pockets of his cargo pants. The gun flaps around and bangs against his knee, making him wince. I almost want to laugh. He’s not James Bond. He’s not my dad. He’s just a kid who got in over his head, like me. His blue eyes meet mine. I’m done feeling sympathy for him, so I look away.

      Miles flips and un-flips the pocketknife before tucking it into his pocket. A queasy look twists his face.

      “Okay,” I say, looking at Miles. “Ready to go blindfold Richie?”
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      I press the gun into Richie’s stomach. He’s sitting with his back arched. Completely still. Every time we go over a bump, he hisses in a breath like my finger is going to slip and I’m going to accidentally shoot him. My finger is not on the trigger, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little guilty for scaring him so bad earlier. I’d also be lying if I said I regretted doing it. Because it worked.

      “Which exit do I get off, Richie?” Miles asks, indicating to turn into the right lane on the interstate.

      “Uh …” Richie looks out the window. I took his blindfold off once we got on the highway. The whole point of it was to prevent him from knowing where in Mount Keenan the apartment was. “1B.”

      Miles turns off at the exit and slows down to make sure we stay within the speed limit. He doesn’t need to slow down much. Because we’re in the city now and everything is more lit up, it’s more important than ever that we don’t get pulled over. It’s not going to be a good look if some anonymous patrol officer found all the weapons we have stashed in the car.

      I try to take deep breaths as the car bumbles along the road. Red and orange lights streak across Richie’s face in the backseat, briefly illuminating his quivering lower lip.

      A green car stops beside us. I glance over at it and breathe a sigh of relief when I notice it’s not the same car that was following me through the neighborhood earlier. Who was that, following me? Was it a concerned citizen who thought they might have recognized me? Trying to be a hero and turn me into the police? I try to push the worry out of my head.

      Miles is gripping the steering wheel like his life depends on it. Given how big his shoulders are now, he needs to be careful not to pull on it too hard or else the wheel might come right off.

      “Where do we go now, Richie?” Miles says, his voice low and deep where it ought to be high-pitched and worried.

      “Grandview,” Richie says. “Turn right.”

      I’m not familiar enough with Columbus to know where Grandview is. Neither is Miles, because he gets Jonah to update the GPS on his phone. Columbus is the closest big city to Bethany. Dad went to college at Ohio State, so he comes back to Columbus once every couple of months to watch a football game or go to some alumni event or another. Mom sometimes comes here to see doctors, but I haven’t been in years.

      As Miles crawls past a burger place, I look out the window at a girl with dyed blue hair walking down the sidewalk in her Doc Martens. Corded earbuds flap against the front of her color block jacket. I always thought living in the city would be overwhelming, with all the people and the grime and the noise, but there’s something about the anonymity of living in a city that makes me jealous of the girl with the blue hair. She can eat in restaurants as much as she wants, she can go to cool shops and see bands and never have to run into anybody she knows. Her hair and her look make her striking and memorable. Being surrounded by so many people allows her to hide in plain sight.

      Miles stops at a four-way traffic light. His hands tighten on the wheel. Driving in a big city is a world away from Bethany. Richie glances around at the passing cars. I press the barrel of the gun deeper into his squishy gut.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I hiss.

      Jonah glances back at us. As if he could do anything to help. As if I’d actually want his help.

      The light turns green. Miles crosses the intersection, and our surroundings go from fields and empty lots to suburbia in an instant. The houses are so closely packed together that they look like Lego blocks arranged beside each other on a building board. Sidewalks run alongside the roads. Concrete ones, not like the asphalt ones in Mount Keenan. Kids’ toys and basketball hoops sit in front yards. Even though it’s dark, I can still see the different house colors against the glow of the streetlights. Light blue, pink, and green hues make the houses look like eggs that belong in an Easter basket.

      Of all the places I pictured Leonard hiding, I did not expect to find him in a family neighborhood.

      Miles glances back at Richie. “Do you know where we are?”

      Richie’s lip quivers, and his eyebrow pinch as he squints through the shadows.

      “Go left up here,” Richie mutters.

      I jab the gun into his belly. “Louder.”

      “Turn right,” Richie says, much louder. I don’t know if he’s confused or deliberately trying to mislead us. The tension in the car creeps up a notch.

      Miles presses his lips into a thin line and turns right. I release the pressure on the gun. Am I being a bully for trying to intimidate him? Yes. I’m also painfully aware that Richie is almost three times my size and I need to take advantage of him being scared of me right now so he doesn’t get the very real idea that he could physically overpower me with minimal effort. Beads of sweat run down his forehead. The smell of him is almost overwhelming. With him and Jonah, I’m suddenly grateful for the air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror.

      Miles passes a couple of streets, and then Richie tells him to turn left. In this neighborhood, there are new cars shining in almost every driveway. The lawns are neat and well-trimmed. Nobody would expect a serial killer in a nice family neighborhood like this. I guess it would be hard to accuse Leonard of being a serial killer when all his victims can still be seen walking around the next day.

      Miles drives for a couple of seconds before Richie tells him to stop.

      “There it is,” Richie says, his voice sounding more like a gasp than a word. “This is the house.”

      Careful to keep the barrel of the gun pressed on Richie, I glance past him and through the window. The house is narrow and tall, at least two floors, with bricks on the front and a porch enclosed with glass. The front yard is big and covered in leaf piles sitting on blue tarps. In the dark, they resemble anthills, but I wouldn’t want to meet the ants that made them. A plastic windmill sits proudly in the grass next to a Barbie Jeep.

      The house is cute. Way too cute to be the hiding place of a murderer. Maybe that makes it the ideal hiding place for a murderer.

      “You sure this is it?” I ask, unable to stop the disbelief from creeping into my voice.

      Richie nods. An idea pops into my head.

      “Is this where Todd’s parents live?” I ask Miles.

      He shrugs. “I have no idea.”

      It would explain why there’s a Barbie Jeep in the driveway, and also why Leonard could be using a house in what looks like an expensive neighborhood. At least, expensive compared to Bethany.

      There are no lights on in the house. The only sign of movement is the multicolored windmill, spinning and stopping in the temperamental breeze. Leonard is going to be in for a rude wake up call.

      I’m coming, Francesca. I’m going to get you out of there.

      Miles cuts the engine. He uses the street name and the number on the mailbox to pull up the house on Zillow in case he can find floor plans. Our plan doesn’t depend on it, but he figured it was worth trying.

      “Got them,” he says. “By the looks of it, the master bedroom is on the top floor, so you should try going in through the first-floor windows.” He zooms in on a picture. “There are some sliding glass doors around the back which any sane person would keep locked, but I wouldn’t exactly call Leonard sane, so there’s a good chance you could get in that way.”

      “Does it tell you whose house it is?” I ask.

      Miles frowns and shakes his head. “Just the listing agent from when it sold last year.”

      “Remind me again why we can’t call the cops and give them this address?” Jonah asks. “I’m not trying to be a downer, but getting some backup might actually help.”

      I roll my eyes. We have been over this already, and he’d know the answer if he listened.

      Miles has more patience for Jonah than I do. “Because then we can’t kill Leonard.”

      Jonah glances back at me through the rear-view mirror. “You’re sure you can get in, Shiloh?”

      I can hear the question hidden within his question. Are you sure you can go in there with your concussion? Are you sure you don’t want me to go instead?

      Over my dead body is he going in before me. “I’m doing it,” I say.

      Jonah shrugs. He gets out of the passenger seat and climbs into the back of the car on the other side of Richie, getting out the revolver and holding it up to Richie to keep him from running away. I meet his blue eyes in the shadows. He gives me a nod like he’s got this. Even though I hate him right now, it still makes my cheeks feel warm.

      I pull the gun off Richie and tuck it into the main pocket of my hoodie.

      “Initiating phase 1 of the plan,” I tell Miles, like this is all some supernatural version of Mission Impossible.

      Miles glances at Jonah, and then at me. He gives a deep nod. “Give me the signal, and I’ll be ready.”

      Swallowing the nausea rising in my throat and thanking my lucky stars for the invention of Tylenol, I wrestle the rubber Freddy Krueger mask over my swollen nose. A cold wind blows through the eye holes as I climb out of the car and run up to the house.
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      I hope there are no security cameras on this house. I’m wearing a mask, so the camera won’t be able to catch who I am, but if a concerned neighbor sees a random person in a Freddy Krueger mask sneaking around the neighborhood and calls the police, I’d be screwed.

      Stay focused. As long as I rescue Francesca, it doesn’t matter if the police see me or not. I’m in enough trouble as it is.

      My heart thumps so hard that I can feel it in my fingertips. It’s making me dizzy. Or maybe that part is the concussion. Clinging to the outside of the house, I approach one of the first-floor windows. It’s high up. I’d have to jump to get through. I press my palms against the glass, shoving upward and sending a stab of pain through the shoulder that I dislocated a couple of days ago. God, was that only two days ago?

      The window doesn’t budge. I try the next one. It’s also locked. I guess it’s time to try the sliding doors.

      I keep walking along the side of the house. Even in the dark, I can tell the yard is nice. The grass is a good height. Not too long, and not riddled with weeds. I don’t know Leonard all that well, but something tells me that he doesn’t care all that much about the quality of his lawn. I can’t picture him spending his Saturday behind the lawnmower. Let alone putting on gardening gloves and untangling the webs of clovers rooting in the soil. I can, however, picture Leonard grabbing the hose hanging up on the shed and casually strangling whoever had cared so much about this lawn. Between yesterday and now, Leonard didn’t have time to learn how to use a lawnmower, but he had time to kill the person who did.

      Picturing him hanging the hose back up makes my blood boil. I can’t wait to get my hands on that asshole.

      I walk around to the back of the house. Yellow light pours onto me.

      I stop walking. Everything is silent as I wait for someone to run out with a baseball bat, or for sirens to sound. In a couple of seconds, the light goes off. I blink a couple of times to let my eyes adjust to the darkness again. When they do, I notice the little security camera staring down at me like a disapproving eye.

      Oh, thank God. It’s a motion activated light. Which means nobody turned it on.

      I peer through the upstairs windows to make sure no lights turn on inside the house. If the light is motion activated, it must turn on all the time with bunnies and squirrels or a random cat passing by. Ignoring the yellow light, I run up to the sliding glass door and give it a tug. It gives a little but stays closed. I hurry around to the other side of the house, out of sight of the camera. The light stays on for a couple of seconds before going off again.

      Well, that was close. I stop myself from letting out a nervous laugh as I pry open the door to the shed because it would make my life easier if Leonard was keeping Francesca prisoner out here, but all I find are rakes because of course nothing in my life is easy.

      On my way to check the rest of the first-floor windows, I almost trip over a pink razor scooter discarded on the grass. It’s got stickers of Disney princesses on the side. Only a kid would think those stickers make the scooter look cooler. Could Leonard have …? He’s more than capable. He literally strangled Max and didn’t even regret it.

      My stomach churns. I need to keep moving. If I keep looking at this scooter, I’m going to throw up.

      None of the first-floor windows open. This is not good. How am I going to get into the house if Leonard was smart enough to lock all the windows and doors to prevent something like this from happening?

      On my way to look for a spare key in the front yard, something catches my eye.

      An open window. On the second floor.

      This is a bad idea. I’m not that athletic. But it’s right there. And it’s open.

      I unzip my hoodie and run at the camera, throwing the fabric over the lens so it dims the light. The hood hooks around it. Cold air makes the baby hairs on my arms stand up. I try not to focus on how numb my fingers are getting as I climb onto the wooden railing of the deck. It’s five or six inches wide so I can balance on it well.

      I stretch my arms at my sides like a tightrope walker and hurry to the side of the house, hoping that a random night owl doesn’t see me trying to break into this house looking like an embarrassingly stereotypical burglar. I tug on the rain gutter, but it bends under my hands. I reach higher to grab hold of the actual roof. Rough shingles rub against my palms like heavy duty sandpaper. I need to reach over my head to grab them, which is an awkward angle to hoist myself up, especially when my shoulder still aches from being dislocated. I glance down. It’s a steep drop off the side of the deck. I’d break my leg falling from that height, which would hurt my chances of rescuing Francesca, and I don’t know if I could call myself an ambulance when I hurt myself trying to break into somebody’s house.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I jump onto the roof. I catch myself with my shoulders and hoist myself upward, kicking my leg out to the side and hooking my ankle onto the rain gutter, using it to lift myself up. I brace myself on my hands and knees and let out a shaky sigh.

      I did it. I didn’t fall.

      The roof is steep. I crawl up to the open window and peer through the fly screen. It seems to open into a bedroom, but it doesn’t look like there’s anyone in the bed.

      Using the knife I took from Miles’s pencil tray, I slice through the fly screen, cringing at the loud ripping sound it makes, and then slide through the window. A carpet softens my landing. The light of the moon coming through the window casts harsh shadows on things, turning the hat rack into what looks like a gangly crocodile.

      Pulling the gun out of the holster, I open the door and step into the hallway. It seems like a pretty typical upstairs floor, with some closed doors and what I’m sure is the master bedroom at the end of the hallway. Leonard could be sleeping right now on the other side of that door. It would be so easy. Slip in while he’s sleeping, press this gun to his forehead, and blow his brains out onto the pillow, but the gunshot would wake up anyone else who’s in this house, and it would also alert the neighbors that something was going on. I would need to run out of here. I might not have time to go and find Francesca.

      I’m not going to risk it. I can’t. Rescuing Francesca has to be my top priority.

      Careful not to step too heavily, I find the staircase and head downstairs. I tighten my grip on the gun and hold it in two hands, taking comfort from its cold, reassuring weight in the hope that I will stop myself from getting too scared. The staircase brings me out into the kitchen. I notice the sliding door that was locked when I tried to get in from the backyard. In case I need to make my escape through there, I unlock it.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I rush through the living room because I’m starting to feel dizzy and unlock the front door, waving at Miles so that he knows that he can come in.

      There has too be a basement somewhere. I open a door in the kitchen. A trash can and some plastic bags are arranged around it. Bile rising up my throat, I open the door next to it, revealing stairs leading down into the shadows.

      Bingo.

      I hate basements. Dad never let me go into the one at our house so, on a subconscious level, my brain expects there to be evil things lurking down there. I want to turn on the light, but I don’t want any neighbors to see lights on at almost two o’clock in the morning.

      I go down the stairs. Each of them creaks under my weight, and I focus hard to try and distinguish any noise above the whirring of the furnace. Uneven concrete bends my sneakers as I squint through the shadows.

      “Francesca?” I whisper. “Francesca, are you in here?”

      There is a scratching noise out of my sight, making the air catch in the back of my throat.

      “Say something if you’re down here,” I say again. “It’s Shiloh. I’m here to rescue you.”

      Still no reply. Getting an idea, I grab the burner phone and use the light from the screen to help me see.

      I cup my hand over my mouth to stop myself from screaming. A cat sits in the dim glow from the phone. It’s the ugliest cat I have ever seen, with long cream fur and a small ID tag around its bejeweled collar. It’s one of those cats that looks like it’s been punched in the face, smashing all its features back into one level plane from which it stares at me malevolently, blinking its slitted eyes. It starts licking the back of its paw.

      It’s a cat. Just a cat. A cat is better than an axe murderer waiting for its chance to sink an axe into my head.

      I shine the phone light on the laundry machines. Then on the saws and different sized screwdrivers hung up over the tool bench. A yoga mat lies on the floor next to a bench for weightlifting.

      Could Francesca have been in one of the upstairs bedrooms? She has to be, if she’s not down here. Going to look is risky, but if I get caught, at least I know she’s not down here so all I have to do is run down to the car and Miles can be our getaway driver.

      I climb the stairs way faster than I walked down them. The door to the kitchen is slightly ajar. I open it and find the twin barrels of a shotgun pointed right at me.
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      Evangeline unlocks my manacles as if it is the easiest thing in the world. Growing up, she must have gotten a lot of practice.

      “I will distract Leonard,” she says. “So you will have enough time to sneak through the front door.”

      “Please act normally so Leonard does not know anything is wrong. Once it is safe for me to come up, stomp on the floor.”

      Evangeline tells me she will. Looking in her eyes, it is easy to see how afraid she is. I am afraid too. But there is something about seeing Evangeline look scared that makes the nerves in my stomach a little bit quieter.

      The ceiling creaks over my head. I glance up. A male voice mutters something indistinguishable, and a chill runs down my spine. Leonard must be consoling Guilherme.

      “I will see you in a minute,” Evangeline assures me. She runs up the stairs. The door at the top creaks open and then closes behind her.

      I stand absolutely still. Each of my breaths sounds uncharacteristically loud. I lean against the side of the cage, ignoring the painful gurgle of my stomach. Going to the other side has weakened me. It is as though I am made of paper and will blow away in the slightest wind.

      Through the floorboards, I hear Evangeline’s voice say something soft. It is impossible to understand what she is saying, but I can still hear the dulcet tones followed by one short stomp. I push myself off the side of the cage and tiptoe across the cellar. Tiptoeing does not make me move much quieter. Goodness me, if I had known I would need to do this much sneaking around, I would not have worn clogs.

      I take both of my shoes off and carry them with me. I can always throw them at Leonard, or even hit him with them, although I hold out little hope that I can stop him with my shoes.

      Every step I take feels heavier than the last. When I reach the top of the staircase, Leonard lets out a high pitch laugh on the other side of the door. Heavy footsteps approach.

      “Come on, Eveline,” Leonard says, using her childhood nickname like they are still kids, and she is still the same friend he had all those years ago. “Come down an’ watch me make good on this.”

      I can see the shadow of Leonard’s feet underneath the door. Oh no. There is nowhere for me to hide. If he were to open the door, he would see me plain as day. The doorknob turns.

      “Wait,” Evangeline cries. I wince at the desperation in her voice and pray that Leonard does not question it. “Maybe you should get something to eat first, you must be exhausted after your trip to the hospital.”

      The doorknob goes back to normal. “I feel fine.”

      “I made a cake today,” she says. “The same sort old Irene used to make, remember that?”

      Leonard makes a humming sound. He takes a step away from the door. A sigh slips through my lips.

      “I saved you a slice,” Evangeline continues. Her voice is hoarse. I have not known her long, but her voice sounds thicker than usual. “You should try it. See if it’s the same as you remember.”

      Leonard does not move toward her, nor does he move toward the door. I hold my breath. The silence is broken by another male voice.

      “I used to enjoy that cake,” Guilherme says, so timidly that I almost can’t hear him. “Could I try some, too?”

      Leonard claps. “Not like that you can’t. I need to put you in a workin’ body, and then the four of us can all enjoy cake together. How’s that sound?”

      Evangeline does not have time to say anything. I do not have time to think. The door opens.

      I barrel past Leonard and run to the side door. My bare feet skid as I round the corner and feel my shoulder collide with a leafy potted plant. The pottery breaks against the marble tiles.

      I turn the doorknob with everything I have. It does not open.

      Rough hands grab my shoulders and yank me backward. A strong arm wraps around my throat and lifts me onto my toes, making me gag. I drop both of my shoes—the only weapons I had.

      “Did you really think you could get away so easily?” Leonard hisses, spit flying out of his mouth and onto my ear. I reach for the door handle. Leonard drags me out of reach. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      “Let her go!” Evangeline cries. “Please, Lenny, let her go.”

      Leonard’s arm slackens. Before he can reply, I grab a glass lamp and smash it against Leonard’s leg. It breaks into shards. Leonard barely flinches, and then laughs.

      “Is that all you got, Cesca?” he asks. “Is that all you—”

      Leonard’s words turn into a howl. Evangeline raises a candlestick and whacks him over the head with it again, grabbing his shoulder and yanking him off me.  

      I pull back the lock with shaking fingers. Evangeline drops the candlestick, staring at Leonard with round eyes as if she cannot believe she just did that.

      I cannot believe she did either. Does this mean she does not want to stay with him? Does she want to come with me?

      I reach out my hand to her. Keeping one eye on Leonard, she hurries forward and grabs my fingers.

      Leonard gapes at us. “What are you doing? Eveline? Are you—?”

      I drag Evangeline out the door. Cold evening air hits my nose, filling my lungs with the crisp chill of autumn. It is dark. Completely dark. Which makes it difficult to see where I am going. Keeping a firm grip on Evangeline’s hand, I crush weeds underneath my feet until we reach the road.

      The door to the house swings open. Guilherme’s transparent soul hovers a foot above the landing, framed by the golden glow of the interior lights coming from behind him.

      Leonard blows straight through Guilherme’s soul. He lurches toward us like a monster in some old movie. In the yard, he bends to pick up something resembling a baton.

      I glance between the cars parked along the street. What type of car did Shiloh’s mother drive? I am trying my hardest to remember when a white minivan flashes its headlights at me.

      Thank goodness. I run over and yank on the minivan’s handle, ushering Evangeline inside.

      “Please, drive,” I beg Shiloh’s mother, my voice breaking on the words. “Drive as fast as you can.”

      Shiloh’s mother glances at the two of us through the rear-view mirror. Her light eyes widen. “Talulah? Oh goodness, honey, your parents will be so thrilled to see you.”

      “Please.”

      Shiloh’s mother understands the urgency. The car lurches forward as she slams her foot against the gas and flips on her headlights.

      Leonard jumps out in front of the car.

      Shiloh’s mother does not stop driving. “Is that the man who kidnapped you?” she asks.

      Eyes wide, I nod. Leonard raises something above his head. A sledgehammer. Shiloh’s mother grips the steering wheel with frail hands and clenches her jaw. She accelerates.

      Shiloh’s mother hits Leonard head-on. He soars through the air and crashes onto the asphalt, collapsing into an unforgiving heap.

      I laugh. I cannot help it. I do not usually enjoy seeing anybody hurt, but Leonard has hurt so many people that I do not feel sad about hurting him. Shiloh’s mother drives around him. He stands up slowly and looks around for the sledgehammer. Shiloh’s mother drives around him. His hands curl into fists but it does not matter because we are in the car and we are going to escape and get far away from here.

      Before we can turn onto the main road, a flash of light soars past my window. The car lurches beneath us. The engine makes a horrible noise like it is struggling to keep going.

      Shiloh’s mother checks the dashboard. “No. Oh, no, please.”

      “What is happening?” I ask, looking back to see Leonard standing on his unsteady feet. Blood drips from his head and runs down his face, making him look like an actor from a haunted house.

      “The engine stalled,” Shiloh’s mother says.

      “What?” My voice comes out sounding like a squeak. “Why?”

      “It was working fine before. Damn this old car.”

      I glance through the back window at Leonard limping toward us dragging the sledgehammer along the asphalt. In the sudden silence, I can hear it scrape as he walks.

      The engine cannot have stalled. Why did it stall right now if it was working fine on the entire drive from Bethany?

      The ball of light hovers outside of my window. The amorphous shape elongates and stretches in different directions. Guilherme’s soul takes shape, an unhappy frown on his face.

      I reach for the door handle. Guilherme disappears into the lock’s mechanism, and it does not budge.

      Leonard is carrying the sledgehammer over his shoulder now. I do not understand how he is still standing, let alone walking. He was hit by a car. He should be immobilized, if not dead.

      On the other side of my window, the corners of Leonard’s mouth curve in sick satisfaction. Blood turns his teeth and gums crimson as he raises the hammer. I barely have time to lift my arms before Leonard brings the sledgehammer down against the window, showering me with shards of glass.
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      So much for being stealthy. I grip my own gun and try to swallow the panic rising in my throat.

      “Where is Francesca?” I ask.

      “Francesca?” a gruff voice says. I glance up at the man clutching the shotgun like he has never held one before. He’s short, bald, and has to be pushing sixty. He’s not the pinnacle of intimidation—but hey, I guess anyone looks more intimidating when they’re holding a shotgun. A white mustache clings to his upper lip and so much hair sprouts from his chest that it takes me too long to realize he’s not wearing a shirt. “Francesca does not live here.”

      I grip the gun like my life depends on it. “Are you Leonard?”

      “I am Antonio.”

      I’m not a good liar, but I’m usually pretty good at sensing whether people are lying to me and I don’t think he is. There’s a glimmer in his eyes. Even in the dark, I can see it. And I’m familiar with it. He’s afraid.

      “You are a girl,” he says.

      The comment catches me off-guard. I guess he can’t see my face under this mask. “Last time I checked.”

      “You sound like a child,” he says. “I don’t know what brings you here, or what you are looking for. Maybe some strange Halloween joke, yes? I have phoned the police.”

      “Papà?” A tiny voice says from behind him.

      The man’s eyes widen in genuine fear. “Go upstairs, bambina,” he snaps. “Vai.”

      I glance past him at the young girl peeking her head around the fridge. She looks like she’s around Max’s age and has a rat’s nest of unruly black hair. An American Girl doll with similarly messy hair hangs from her hand by one arm. As soon as she sees me looking at her, she yips and runs out of sight. She must be the kid who owns the pink razor scooter in the backyard.

      The pink razor scooter. Antonio. The well-kept lawn. The security system. Oh my God.

      This is the wrong house.

      I raise my arms over my head, wishing the man could see the guilty expression that’s no doubt on my face. “I’m so sorry. I made a mistake. I’ll leave right now.”

      I wait for Antonio to lower the shotgun so I can get to the back door. He steps backward to give me space to walk by, but he keeps his grip on the gun. I’m about to step past him when a hulking figure in an old hockey mask appears over Antonio from behind.

      Realizing who he is, fear grips me. “Miles, no—”

      Miles grabs the barrel of the shotgun and yanks it out of Antonio’s hands, tossing it across the room. It hits the floor. Thank God it doesn’t go off. Antonio yells but Miles is bigger and gets right in his face as he yells, “Where is she, Leonard?”

      “Miles. It’s the wrong house.”

      Even with his face hidden behind the holey mask, I can see Miles’s brain short-circuit. He releases Antonio. His shoulders curl in.

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” he says, but it’s too late.

      Antonio makes a mad dash for the shotgun. Both sides of his robe flap as he struggles with the heavy weapon, raising it to his shoulder and aiming it right at me.

      Oh no.

      I squeeze past him and the refrigerator. Miles shoves me behind him, and we dash to the door.

      The shotgun goes off. It blows a huge crater into the drywall next to my head. I glance over my shoulder to see Antonio rub the front of his shoulder. This is probably the first time that he’s fired the gun, and the recoil from the shot has bruised him. His need to get us out of the house is stronger than the pain, though, and he fires again.

      The pellets graze my ear. The wooden mantle explodes in a shower of splinters. Glass photo frames slide off and break on the floor. I jump over them and run as fast as I can toward the door. 

      “Get out of my house!” Antonio bellows, snapping the shotgun down the middle to reload it. “Go! Get out!”

      He doesn’t need to tell me twice. I throw myself out through the front door. Miles is hot on my heels.

      “Jonah!” I barrel down the front stairs. I’m running so fast it’s a miracle I haven’t tripped and rolled down to the sidewalk. How many stairs does one house need? “Jonah, you need to drive!”

      The car door opens. Jonah is on his feet for barely a second before something sends him flying onto his knees. A cold feeling hits me square in the chest. I start to rush over to him when Richie hurls himself out of the car, screaming against the Duct Tape that Jonah no doubt put back over his mouth. The rope we tied around his ankles means he can’t really stand or run, but he manages to hop toward the house.

      Miles grabs Richie by the arm. Before he can get him in the car, a voice calls from over our heads.

      “Riccardo?”

      Antonio lowers his shotgun at the top of the stairs. He’s pale, like he’s seen a ghost.

      Miles pauses. Richie takes advantage of Miles’s hesitation and headbutts him before throwing himself at the steps, screaming like he’s trying to say something. Miles goes to try and grab Richie again. Antonio runs down the stairs, pointing the shotgun at Miles.

      Miles puts his arms over his head. Dropping to his knees beside Richie, Antonio peels the tape from Richie’s mouth. He looks up at me. “What did you do to my son?” he asks.

      My stomach drops. Son. Did he just say son?

      Richie’s tears glisten under the streetlamps. I ball my hands into fists. Oh my God. Richie tricked us. That moron did something smart for the first time in his life, leading us to his father’s house, where he knew he stood a better chance of being rescued than if he’d gone to Leonard’s actual house. My desperation to find Francesca made me gullible. I’m suddenly struck by how insane this must all look to Antonio. Us three standing on the sidewalk dressed up like cartoon impressions of robbers.

      Do we try to get Richie back? Miles, Jonah, and I could easily fight him. I glance at Miles. It’s impossible to tell what he’s thinking behind that mask. A light comes on in the house next door, and I suddenly become very aware of how exposed we are standing out on the sidewalk like this. 

      Police sirens ring out in the distance. My spine goes rigid. Forget fighting Antonio. We need to get out of here. 

      Miles climbs into the driver’s seat. Jonah and I pile into the back as he pulls away from the curb. Antonio yells something. Probably for us to stop. The car literally can’t go fast enough.

      I could kill Richie. Losing him wouldn’t matter if we’d found Francesca, but she’s still out there somewhere, being kept prisoner by Leonard. All because I underestimated Richie and fell victim to a stupid trick that I totally should have seen coming.

      Before we get to the end of the street, I glance back and see Antonio with his arm around Richie. I watch Richie point down the road toward the car. A chill runs down my spine.

      Even though we covered the license plate, Richie’s dad would have heard me shout Miles and Jonah’s names. Richie knows who I am. He knows who Jonah is. He knows that Miles is a police officer somewhere, so not only will I need to find another place to hide, but now, I’m not the only one the police are going to be looking for.
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      That rescue mission was a total disaster. Everyone in the car seems to be thinking it, even though no one will say it.

      Until Jonah does. “Maybe when we find Frankie, we don’t tell her that we met her dad. Or held him at gunpoint. Or were held by him at gunpoint.”

      He says it like he’s trying to be funny. But it’s not funny, and I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.

      I try to remember what Francesca told me about her parents. One time in school, I heard a rumor about her dad meeting a younger woman and skipping town a year or two ago. He left Francesca and Richie in a trailer so he could start his new life without them. Judging by the way Antonio talked to that little girl in the house, I’d have thought he was a good father. Not the kind that abandoned his kids in a trailer so he could bang some woman less than ten years older than them.

      I probably gave that little girl a year’s worth of nightmares tonight. I want to ram my head into the window until it bleeds. I don’t even care if my skull cracks. It would serve me right for being such a gullible idiot.

      Jonah leans back in the passenger seat. Behind the wheel, Miles lets out a short sigh. I look at his expression in the rearview mirror. It used to be pretty easy to figure out how Miles was feeling because he used to wear his emotions on his face. When he was upset, the corners of his mouth turned down and the rims of his brown eyes got red like he was about to cry. Now, his mouth is a flat line. His eyes are steely and emotionless.

      “Richie is going to tell the police about us,” Miles says. “He knows your full names and even home addresses. He might not know my name, but he knows I’m a police officer, and he has seen my face. He’d be able to ID me if he was given the chance.”

      “So we’re screwed,” I say. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I’m saying this was a bad plan,” Miles says.

      “You know, I think it’s time for us all to switch bodies,” Jonah says. “Where’s Frankie when we need her?” Both Miles and I glare at Jonah so hard that he slumps back in his seat. “I was kidding,” he says.

      I finger the rubber mask on my lap. What the hell are we going to do? I already know that the police are looking for me, and that I’m going to be in trouble once they catch me. It’s like every day I’m doing something else that they’re going to pin on me. But I can’t let them catch me until we rescue Francesca and kill Leonard, because if they do all this running and hiding and fighting will have been for nothing.

      Even though I wish it weren’t the case, I know what we have to do.

      “Jonah and I will find another place to hide,” I say, still playing with the mask. “Miles, we need you to stay in Bethany and be our eyes there in case anything happens to our families or Leonard comes back, because apparently he loves Bethany and can’t seem to ever leave. Richie’s going to get his eye taken care of, which might buy us a couple of days before he goes to the police. If anyone asks you questions, deny everything and go into hiding with us. Once we rescue Francesca, you can pin the whole thing on me.”

      Jonah glances back at me, his eyebrows wrinkled. Miles is the one who talks.

      “No,” he says.

      “They already suspect me,” I say. “You can just say I went rogue. That all the stuff that happened with my dad made me go on a killing spree, and I blackmailed or threatened you or something. I really don’t care. They’ll believe it, and it’ll clear you guys, and then things can go back to normal.”

      Jonah and Miles are quiet for a while. I look out the window at the shadowy corn stalks waving in the wind under a three-quarter moon. It’s getting close to harvest time now, but some farms around here don’t like to harvest until closer to Halloween so they can do corn mazes and other haunted attractions for people who are willing to pay money to be scared. Maybe that’s where Jonah and I can hide out. In a corn field somewhere. Or in the abandoned house at the Monroe farm. We couldn’t get in if they replaced the loose board we got through last time, but maybe they forgot. With Talulah missing, fixing a loose board probably hasn’t been her family’s top priority.

      Jonah pulls out his phone. He bounces his leg as he scrolls through Reddit. For the next thirty minutes, none of us says anything. Our drive to Columbus didn’t feel long. So much adrenaline was pumping through my veins that I didn’t have time to get bored. Right now, though, it feels like we’ve been driving on this road for an epoch.

      We’re crossing into Utica when Miles utters a soft, “Crap.”

      Jonah glances over at him. “What’s wrong?

      “We need to stop for gas,” he says.

      “Seriously?” Jonah asks. “How many miles are left? We already passed all the good stations.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t fill up in Columbus,” Miles snaps. “I was kind of distracted picking you up off the sidewalk and trying to escape the police that were probably out looking for us.”

      Neither his voice nor his words sound at all like Miles, and it’s hard to tell if he’s trying to be sarcastic or if he’s just being mean. Jonah doesn’t seem to be able to tell either. 

      “You don’t need to be a dick,” Jonah says.

      Miles points at Jonah’s glowing phone screen. “Can you find a gas station please?” he asks. “On your phone?”

      Jonah searches for a minute or so before telling us that there’s a gas station ten minutes away. Miles drives faster than usual. When we turn off the main road, the Prius that had been tailgating us blows past with a roar of its engine. Not a lot of cars are out on the roads right now. Which makes sense. It’s almost four in the morning and who has to drive anywhere around here at four o’clock in the morning? I guess the people who work early shifts in Columbus, but I would never want to be one of those people no matter how much I was paid.

      Miles turns down some side roads at Jonah’s instruction. The red and blue glow of the neon OPEN sign shines like a beacon against the night, competing with the moon.

      Miles pulls into a self-serve gas kiosk. “I’m glad we didn’t run out close to Columbus.”

      “You can say that again,” I say.

      It doesn’t look like there’s anyone else here. All the lights are on inside and I spot a bored twenty-something sitting behind the counter, flipping through a magazine to pass the time.

      “I’m going to get something to eat,” I say to Miles, making a purposeful effort not to look at Jonah. “Do you want anything?”

      Miles unbuckles his seatbelt. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Okay,” I say quickly before Jonah can get any ideas of replying. “I’ll be back.”

      I abandon the gun and Freddy Krueger mask on the seat because I don’t want the twenty-something to worry that I’m going to rob the place. Keeping my head down, I approach the glass doors under the flickering lights. There’s something creepy about gas stations in the middle of the night. 4am is a time that feels like it shouldn’t exist. More things can happen at 4am than during the day, and pretty much all of them are bad. But even the bad stuff doesn’t feel real because there is a haze over everything that makes you think it’s all going to feel like a dream when you wake up in the morning.

      Inside the gas station, the artificial white lights cut through the haze. I can hear a bulb buzzing and stopping, buzzing and stopping, like there’s a bug trapped inside. A bell clinks against the door.

      The bored twenty-something glances up at me. He’s got a greasy surfer cut that doesn’t look like it’s been washed in a while. His eyes are drooping behind his glasses.

      I wave at him. He nods at me, then his attention drops back down to the magazine he’s reading.

      I guess I should pick out something to eat. I’m not actually hungry. I just want to snack on something so that I can think about what I’m eating and not about how long it will take Richie to tell the police about us, or whether the doctors at the city hospital will be able to save his eye.

      I run my eyes over the snack aisle. I could go for some trail mix. Usually when I eat trail mix, I pick out the yogurt covered almonds and eat those, leaving the actual healthy nuts and raisins behind. A glossy bag of Haribo coke bottles catches my eye. I don’t love them, but I can think about how gross they are while I’m eating them, and that will help take my mind off the cops.

      I put the bag of gummies on the checkout counter.

      The twenty-something scans them. “That everything for ya?”

      I’m about to tell him it will be when yellow headlights shine into the store, stinging my eyes. I glance over to see a small green car pull up to a self-serve station. My blood runs cold.

      The cashier waves a hand in front of my face. “$4.16. Cash or card?”

      “Uh … cash,” I reply, not taking my eyes off the Forester. Its headlights go out.

      I dig a crinkled $5 bill out of my pocket and give it to the guy. He counts change. I chew on my bottom lip. What is the car doing here? Did it follow us all the way to Columbus? People move inside the car. Two people. Neither of them get out, and the shadows are too harsh for me to see their faces. If these people followed us all the way to Columbus, they must really want to find us, but I’m not interested in sticking around to find out why.

      I glance up at the beady security camera above the checkout counter. Getting into a fight in the parking lot is a bad idea.

      This is taking so long. “Keep the change,” I say, grabbing the Haribo bag and half-running out the glass door.

      Keeping my head down, I give the Forester a wide berth and run over to where Miles is still pumping gas, waving at him to get his attention.

      “We need to go,” I say.

      Miles doesn’t put down the gas pump. “Why?”

      Behind me, a car door opens. A woman climbs out of the driver’s seat.   

      She is dressed in a pink velvet track suit straight out of the early 2000s and has silky black hair that reaches all the way down to her hips. I don’t know how to react because I was expecting someone scarier, and she holds up a finger as she hurries to the trunk of the car and unfolds a wheelchair. A man walks out from behind the car, grabs hold of the wheelchair, and pulls himself into it. That … the guy has no legs. He lifted himself into the chair so easily. Like he walks on his hands all the time.

      They start crossing the parking lot toward us, and recognition hits me like a slap in the face. Is that—?

      Oh my God.

      She’s not wearing fishnets and a glossy bodysuit. There’s no makeup caked onto her face. Right now, her black hair is brushing against her waist, but during the circus performance, she kept it in a high ponytail so that it wouldn’t get in her way when she stretched her legs behind her head.

      It’s Fiona the Flexible, the contortionist who performed in the sideshow with the Soothsayer.

      I never heard anything on the news about the Soothsayer’s death. I’m actually surprised. ‘Woman found with knitting needles sticking out of her eyes—killer still on the loose’ would have made a catchy headline. I was expecting the police to come looking for me. I ran off the stage after her and an hour later she was dead. I wouldn’t blame the cops for thinking I had killed her. They haven’t come to talk to me yet. Maybe they don’t know I followed her.

      But Fiona does.

      Is that why she’s here? Because she’s looking for me?

      What if she thinks I killed the Soothsayer, and has come back to make me pay for it?

      Fiona’s eyes narrow as she approaches me. I open the door so I can grab the gun quickly, just in case.

      “I know you’ve been following us,” I say once they get within earshot. “Why?”

      “It’s nice to see you again too, hon,” Fiona says. Once, when I had the flu for almost a month, I completely lost my voice. I was all congested, so my voice when it came back had a strange kind of deep rasp to it, and my mom said I sounded all seductive. Listening to Fiona’s voice, I finally understand what she meant. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      That doesn’t comfort me at all. “Why have you been following me?”

      Fiona sighs, like what she’s about to say will be hard for her. “Because I need your help.”
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      The gas pump clicks. Miles shakes the nozzle once before closing the fuel cap and turning to stare at Fiona.

      I’m already staring at Fiona. I usually don’t notice these things, but it’d take being blind not to notice how striking she is, even in middle age. She has an air about her that keeps my breath from reaching my lungs, even under the dim lighting and while wearing a cropped track suit that looks like it was stolen from the Mean Girls’ costume warehouse,

      I cross my arms over my chest so that I look strong, and not like I’m scared.

      “You want our help?” I ask. “To do what?”

      The man with no legs strokes his triangular beard. If I could grow a beard, I’d want one exactly like that. It’s so thick that it looks like it needs to be cut with a hedge trimmer.

      He jabs a thumb at me. “You sure this is the girl, Fi?” His voice is high-pitched and has a sharp twang to it.

      Fiona takes a deep breath. “Yes.”

      “I mean, like, are you sure you’re sure? Cause no offense or nothin’”—he glances at me and then back to Fiona—“the girl we’re lookin’ for’s supposed to look more like a Barbie dressed like Adam Sandler type, and this girl here’s dressed like she got her ass kicked at Fight Club.”

      “You know I’m standing right here,” I say.

      “I’m sorry about my friend,” Fiona says. “The disease that took his legs as a child also took his manners.”

      Something tells me I’m not going to need the gun, so I close the car door and lean against the rear bumper.

      “Is there a problem here?” Jonah appears next to me, folding his arms over his chest.

      Fiona’s eyes travel up and down Jonah in a way that makes me wish he’d stayed in the car.

      “You’re her friend,” Fiona says. “You were there that day.”

      “And you can stretch your ankles over your head,” Jonah says. “Which is great, but unless you’re about to do it again, I’m going to need you to leave us alone.”

      Fiona smiles at him. Jonah goes a little red. Miles finishes paying and appears on the other side of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “What exactly do you want from us?”

      “I don’t know if you remember me, but my name is Fiona,” Fiona says. “My friend here is Handy.”

      “Good for him,” Jonah says, trying to get back into the conversation.

      “The Handyman,” the bearded man says, which is a good clarification because I was sure I heard Fiona say ‘handsy’. “You can call me Handy.”

      “We’re with Hell’s Mystique,” Fiona continues. “I remember you from our show in Columbus last week. One of our performers was killed in her dressing room—but you already know this.”

      She doesn’t say it like a threat. I don’t know what to make of it. “What do you want from me?” I ask.

      “You ran off stage after Wilma that day.” Fiona steps closer to me. “Why?”

      “I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Fiona’s eyes widen. “Oh my God, no. Obviously. I know that.”

      “You do?”

      Fiona laughs. I stare at her because what else am I supposed to do? She reaches over to squeeze my shoulder like I just said something funny, and I stare down at her hand.

      “You only met my Mimi once, but you knew enough about her to know she was a fortune teller. Seeing into the future sure had its advantages, but there are snakes in every garden. Mimi found out how she was going to die when she was a girl. She knew this day was coming, although she never told me any of the details.”

      Handy jabs a finger into her arm. “That’s because you’re sensitive.”

      “I’m not sensitive,” Fiona snaps. “She didn’t tell me because obviously she didn’t want me having the image in my head, which didn’t end up helping much since I was the one who found her.” Fiona’s words are clipped. Her eyelids are red. “That morning, she told me it was going to happen today, and she told me about that disgusting man and the things he did to her when they were children. She said he must be stopped.”

      Hold on a second. “You’re the Soothsayer’s granddaughter?” I ask.

      “Ol’ Wilma practic’ly raised her,” says Handy.

      “It’s not biological, but the best family usually isn’t,” Fiona says. “Mimi told me not to not tell the police about the murder because she knew they’d never catch her killer. I buried her body behind the fairground with Bryce, then Handy and I set out to find this Leonard Gailis guy she told me about. Turns out he’s a difficult man to find.”

      “You can say that again,” Jonah grumbles.

      “On the day of the murder,” Fiona says, “Bryce managed to follow him all the way back to a charming colonial house in this town here—”

      “Charming ain’t the word I’d use,” Handy says.

      “Handy and I came back the next day and knocked on the door, pretending to be in need of directions.”

      “There ain’t any reception ’round here,” Handy says.

      “We met a cute old couple who told us about their son Todd, but they knew zilch about any Leonard Gailis. And when Handy told them about the necromancy and asked if they had noticed any odd behavior with Todd—”

      “They didn’t like that. No sir, they did not,” Handy finishes.

      I openly gape at them. “You told them about Leonard?”

      Fiona casts a sidelong glance at Handy. I don’t think telling them was her idea. “They didn’t believe him.”

      “No kidding,” Jonah says.

      Handy crosses his beefy arms over his chest. Jesus, his biceps are huge. “Crazier things happen every day,” he says. “To me, it’s crazy how close-minded people are.”

      “Anyway,” Fiona says. “We were driving around that town of yours this afternoon, since that was where Todd’s parents last heard from him. Imagine our surprise when we saw you walking down the street.”

      “You look a whole world different with all that stuff on your face,” Handy says. “I didn’t recognize you.”

      “But I was certain—”

      “That you were the right girl—”

      “I didn’t mean to scare you—”

      “We just wanted to talk to ya.”

      I look between the two of them, finishing each other’s sentences like some kind of comedy double act.

      “I’m hoping you can lead us to Leonard Gailis,” Fiona says. “So we can kill him the way he killed my Mimi.”

      Jonah scoffs. “You’ll have to get in line.”

      “I don’t need to be the one to kill him,” Fiona says. “I just want to watch him die.”

      This is a lot to process. Unsurprisingly, Miles processes it before I do.

      “I wish we knew where Leonard is,” he says. “We’re looking for him too.”

      “You’re her friend, aren’t you?” Fiona says. “The skinny one with the glasses who was sick in the trailer. What did he do to you, hon?” She doesn’t look even a little afraid of Miles’s bulk. All she can see is Miles. I replay Handy’s comment about how crazy it is that people are so close-minded, and I realize that these two people could be exactly what we’re looking for. People from a world where these things are possible, who believe what we tell them and don’t try to throw us in the psych ward or jail. That being said, I’m still pretty far from trusting them.

      “He possesses people’s bodies, so he could be pretty much anywhere,” Jonah says.

      “See, Fi?” Handy says. “I told you, they got no more of a clue than we do.”

      “You know more about this man than me.” Fiona’s eyes are trained on mine. “I have my Mimi’s things—albums and diaries and odd things from her past.”

      “Do you have her crystal ball?” Jonah asks, and I side-eye him. “Just, you know, out of curiosity.”

      Fiona shakes her head. “Soothsaying is a dying craft. Only women can practice, and it is passed on through apprenticeship, so Mimi wanted it to go to one of her former students. I mailed it to a woman down in Florida yesterday.”

      Jonah’s face falls. I glare at him. It’s so typical of him, bringing up something completely out of left field that has nothing to do with what we’re talking about. “Were you hoping to make it into her will?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. “You’re closer than you think.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He grumbles something and waves me away.

      “As I was saying,” Fiona gently redirects us. “Maybe you could read through Mimi’s diaries and photo albums to see if you can find any clues that could lead us to Leonard.”

      That sounds like a complete waste of time. I begin to say this, but Miles nods.

      “That’s a great idea,” he says. “I mean, think about it guys. Leonard brought back Evangeline, right? And—”

      “He’s done what?” Fiona interrupts us. “Evangeline Durand, the girl he killed? Oh God, Mimi told me all about that.”

      “That darn-fool boy got no clue what he’s messing with,” Handy says. “He has no clue ’bout redemption. Tryin’ to re-create somethin’ that din’t oughta be brung back.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” Miles asks me.

      I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out because no. As much as I wish I did, I don’t have a better idea. Especially now that we don’t have Richie and time is not on our side. If what they said is true and Todd’s parents don’t know where he is, I wouldn’t know where to start tracking him down.

      I think about the Soothsayer’s albums and her box full of trinkets and musty memories. Maybe there is something in there about Evangeline. Some kind of clue about where Leonard would have wanted to take her. Some kind of place or city or house with emotional significance to her.

      Miles seems to read my mind. “You and Jonah can read through the diaries, and I can look for Todd at the police station.”

      “How are you going to do that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Miles says. “Police officers can trace credit cards and things like that. Reporting him missing could help get the other officers to look for him, too.”

      It’s not a terrible idea, if he can pull it off. There’s still an uneasy feeling in my stomach.

      “How do we know this isn’t another trick?” I ask Fiona.

      “Another …?” Fiona shakes her head. “Look, I understand you don’t know me and that you have no reason to trust me, but believe me I want this guy dead as much as you do.”

      Trusting Fiona and Handy could be a mistake, but Francesca would do it. In my opinion, she can be too trusting, especially considering how crappy most people have been to her, but her trust can also be one of her strengths.

      I rip a hole in the packet of coke bottles and pop one in my mouth. They’re as gross as I remember.

      “Do you have the books with you now?” I ask, swallowing the uncomfortable wad of gelatin.

      “Everything is packed away at our motel,” Fiona says. “I could drop them off at your apartment in the morning since I know where it is. Or more like the early afternoon.” She glances up at the sky. It’s a couple shades lighter than it was when we arrived.

      “We’re not going to be at the apartment tomorrow,” I tell her. “Jonah and I … well, we’re kind of running from the police. They think I did all the murders that Leonard did.”

      Fiona’s brows wrinkle. “Oh, you poor thing.”

      ‘Poor thing’ is one of the most mortifying things I’ve ever been called. It’s right up there with Sweetie. Speaking of things I don’t want to hear, Dad’s voice pops into my head, making me squirm.

      Life’s not fair, kid, you have to get used to it.

      “I did a couple bad things,” I say. “It’s not all undeserved.”

      Fiona smiles, like she had an idea. “How about you both come and stay with us?”

      Her question hangs in the air. Redness creeps onto my cheeks.

      “That’s okay,” I say. “I don’t think—”

      “That’s a great idea,” Jonah says, like he sees no problem with blindly going to live with complete strangers. “Right, Shiloh?”

      “We don’t even know these people.”

      “So where else are we going to go? The abandoned house at the Monroe farm? Do you have any idea how cold it’ll be without any electricity at night?”

      “We can figure it out.”

      “It’s no imposition,” Handy says.

      “It would be good, actually,” Fiona adds, because then we can work together, and you can read all the materials without taking them away, which I like the sound of. These diaries are all I have left of my Mimi, and I’d rather they don’t get lost in the shuffle.”

      Jonah raises his eyebrows at me. I let out a long sigh. If the police are looking for us, they probably won’t think to look for us in a travelling circus, especially because neither the police nor Richie have any reason to believe that the show is connected to us.

      “Are you touring right now?” I ask.

      Fiona nods. “We’re in Ohio this week, and then we have some shows in Pennsylvania after.”

      Jonah grins at her, all toothy. Fiona is the kind of woman he would go for. Gorgeous. Sleek-haired. A little scary. He probably loves the idea of going to stay with them.

      “Sounds great,” he says.

      Fiona looks him up and down again, her nose turning up. She looks so grossed-out that I have to hold back a laugh, and Jonah goes redder than I’ve ever seen him go.

      I glance over at Miles in the hope that he’ll come up with some reason why this is a terrible idea, like the fact that Jonah and I will be separated from him. But he shrugs and nods.

      “I’ll call you if I find anything out about Todd,” Miles says. “I can always come and join you guys.”

      I guess it’s settled then. I turn to Fiona. “Okay.”

      Fiona runs up to give me a hug. Three uncomfortable seconds pass before she lets me go. There are a bunch of logistics she wants to go over. She can come pick us up tomorrow afternoon and bring us to the hotel where the touring company is staying. As she’s talking, Jonah’s eyes drop to places they shouldn’t and suddenly everything in me is screaming that this is a bad idea. Just not for the reasons I originally thought.

      “You said there’s a line to kill him, so I want to watch you do it,” Fiona says, with a glint in her eyes. “And before it’s over so he can still feel it, I want to jab needles into both his eyes.”
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      I take a sip of coffee. I really shouldn’t drink coffee at roll call. It makes me jittery. But I’m giving myself a pass because I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired in my entire life.

      By the time Shiloh, Jonah, and I got back to the apartment last night, the sun was rising over the roofs of the neighbor’s house. I could only sleep for an hour before I had to get up and come here. Hopefully, this coffee will keep me standing straight. Or at least stop anyone from asking me questions about where I was all night.

      Chief Schnebly doesn’t seem to notice how tired I am. Licking his thumb, he flips a piece of paper over his clipboard.

      “I got a call from Columbus this morning,” he says. “A young man turned up at the emergency room at Riverside Methodist last night. Told police that he had been attacked by Shiloh Oleson and Jonah Weatherby.”

      I spit my coffee back out in the cup. I mean, I had an idea this was coming. Richie wasn’t going to keep his mouth shut for long. I just didn’t expect him to go to the police so soon.

      Neither Officer Crumpler nor Officer Owens says anything. I guess they’re as speechless as me, albeit for different reasons. There’s only the four of us crammed into Chief Schnebly’s tiny office. Officer Buzzcut had the graveyard shift last night and so he’s home now, sleeping.

      “The detectives on the Oleson case are heading to Columbus as we speak,” Chief Schnebly says. “Be sure to keep an eye out for those kids. It’s more important than ever that we find out where they’re hiding.”

      “It’s always the pretty ones,” Officer Crumpler says, “that end up being crazy.”

      I glare at him. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep, or the news about Richie that’s digging Shiloh and Jonah into a deeper hole, but I kind of want to throw this lukewarm coffee in his face.

      Chief Schnebly looks up at me. “I’m sorry for doubting you, Randy. You’ve been telling me about Jonah Weatherby for weeks, and if I’d listened to you, we may have been able to get him before he disappeared.”

      “Uh, it’s no problem, sir.”

      Chief Schnebly returns to the clipboard. “The kids had help from another man. White. Late twenties. Approximately six feet tall—and a patrol officer by all accounts.”

      Oh my God, why was the Columbus police department so productive this morning?

      I don’t know how it can get any worse, until it does.

      “They sent over a sketch.” Chief Schnebly angles his monitor so we can all see.

      I want to crawl into a hole and die. It’s a black and white drawing done in pen. It’s rudimentary, and it’s not a Rembrandt by any stretch of the imagination. The lack of proper shading makes Officer Zweering’s face look a lot wider than it is, which is a good thing. The top of his head is too flat to be a normal head shape, but the artist got the eyebrows down. I hope my eyebrows don’t look that overgrown in real life.

      Unfortunately, the first thing out of Officer Crumpler’s mouth proves me wrong. “He’s got your eyebrows, Randy.”

      “They’re not my eyebrows,” I say. “My eyebrows are better maintained than his.”

      Officer Crumpler laughs, like he begs to differ.

      “He does look a bit like you, Randy,” Officer Owens chimes in, speaking for the first time all morning.

      “He’s better looking though.” Officer Crumpler elbows me in the ribs.

      Letting out a nervous laugh, I squirm away from his elbow and glance behind me at Officer Owens. Her eyes are narrowed at the picture. She has that signature scowl on her face like she’s unimpressed by just about everything.

      “Do you think it’s an officer from around here?” she asks Chief Schnebly.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone I know, and I know most of ’em,” Chief Schnebly tells her. “Again, the detectives are handling the investigation, but I’d guess they’ll start with us here.”

      I grip the Styrofoam cup tighter to keep it from slipping out of my sweaty palms. I’m going to need to get out of here before they come to question me. Resign or run. This is so stupid. I got my second chance at life and now I get to spend it running like Shiloh? Officer Owens releases a puff of air through her nose like she just thought of something.

      I drop the cup of coffee on the floor. Dark liquid explodes onto the carpet, splashing onto my shoes and over the wheels of the Chief Schnebly’s chair.

      “Oops,” I say. “I’m so clumsy.”

      I reach over Officer Owens to get to the chief’s tissue box. She lifts her eyes to the ceiling. I spend five seconds pulling tissues out of the box, blocking her view of the monitor, before bending to mop up the puddle.

      I can feel Officer Owens’ eyes boring into my head, which is making me feel a whole lot shorter than six-two or however tall this behemoth of a body is. I hope she can’t see me sweating, and I hope she doesn’t notice the red strangulation mark on my neck that I learned how to cover with concealer so that I could stop wearing that turtleneck.  

      Before Chief Schnebly can say anything else, there is a soft knock on the open door. A man I’ve never seen before with a gray combover and ironed blue shirt leans in, gripping the door handle.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir,” he says. “There’s a young man on the phone, says he saw Shiloh Oleson at a gas station in Utica. Caught it on camera.”

      I pause. Look up at the man. I’m suddenly glad I’m on my knees because if I had been standing when he said that, I might very well have fallen over.

      Shiloh was the only one to go inside the gas station last night. The cashier must have recognized her.

      Chief Schnebly says something about how the young man may be wrong, and this is not the first person who has called in claiming that they saw Shiloh. He is, however, the first person to have caught it on camera.

      The chief says something. It takes me a second to understand that he’s talking to me.

      “Sorry, sir, could you repeat that?”

      Chief Schnebly stares at me like he’s genuinely concerned for my mental acuity. “Go to Utica. Get the footage.” He narrows his eyes, which makes me sweat more. “Take Lindsey with you.”

      Lindsey? Who is … I glance over to see Officer Owens with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at me like she’s going to rip my heart from my chest and smear my blood on her face.

      Please, dear God, no. The last thing I want to do is spend the whole day in the car with Officer Owens especially not after she was staring at the sketch like she could see right through it.

      Protesting isn’t going to get me far. Chief Schnebly gives us the address of the gas station and wraps up roll call. I drag my feet after Officer Owens until we get to her locker.

      “I’m driving,” she says, flipping the keys over in her hand. “Just going to run to the bathroom first. Meet you at my car?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Sure thing,” she mimics. “Jesus, Randall, what is wrong with you? Are you sick? You know what, I’d rather not know. Don’t talk to me and don’t touch anything in my car.”

      She walks down the hall toward the bathroom. I push through the doors into the parking lot, wondering how on Earth I can get through this afternoon without her seeing me or Randall’s personal car in the security footage at the gas station. Because of the close resemblance my eyebrows share with the police sketch, it won’t take her long to connect me with all of this. It doesn’t take a detective to tell me that I’m doomed.

      Unless …

      Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Officer Owens isn’t walking out to join me right this second, I run to my own patrol car and jump in the driver’s seat. I whip out of the parking lot so fast my tires shriek, but I don’t care. I need to get to that gas station before she does.
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        * * *

      

      I’m embarrassed by how fast I drive. I do 90 in the fast lane, ducking and weaving through cars like I’m not a cop and instead I’m being chased by cops—which in a way I kind of am.

      I manage to get there before Officer Owens. The gas station looks smaller and sadder during the day. Its sign is faded, and the pumps look outdated by around twenty years. That part I actually remember from last night. The soft material of the pump handle was worn through and basically fell apart in my hands.

      I throw the car in park and half-jog inside, leaning against the counter and removing my sunglasses.

      “Hello,” I say. “I’m Officer Zweering from the Bethany Police Department. I’m here to collect some security footage from last night. Do you have a copy?”

      The unassuming cashier looks up at me through droopy eyelids. I’ve seen Jonah high enough times to know how stoned this guy is, which is pretty amazing since it’s not even nine o’clock in the morning.

      “Oh, yeah, cool. I was here last night when the girl came in. I didn’t know y’all were looking for her. When I saw her on TV, I called you. I’ll go get my manager.”

      He disappears in the back for a second and comes back with an older guy wearing a collared shirt.

      “Good morning, officer,” the man says. “I have the tape for you here.”

      “Tape?”

      “Our system was installed in the nineties and hasn’t been updated.” He points over his shoulder to the boxy camera attached to the ceiling behind the checkout counter. Its big eye points right at me like a robot from Wall-E, or a more menacing version of the Pixar lamp.

      The man places a VHS tape on the counter. I stare at it, fighting the smile that’s doing its best to spread across my face.

      The video is not digitized. It’s not stored in the Cloud. It’s from another age, this thing. The footage is on a boxy old video cassette tape, and this is their only copy.

      “Do you have any footage from the pumps?” I ask.

      The man nods. “We’ve got one camera out there, but it doesn’t pick up the whole area.”

      “Can I have that tape as well?”

      He tells me to give him a second and disappears in the back. My heart slams against my breastbone. I steal a glance into the parking lot, expecting to see Officer Owens driving in. She’s not here.

      Once the man comes back with the tape, I can’t get out of the gas station fast enough. I thank him and the cashier for helping me out and race back to my patrol car. It’s possible I’m not even in the footage from the pumps. He said the camera didn’t pick up the whole area, but there’s no way to tell and I’m not about to take the chance.

      I take out the pocketknife Officer Zweering kept in his bag. In one swift motion, I jam it in between the speaker cover and the car door, prying the metal piece out. Desperation makes my movements clumsy. Admittedly, I didn’t pay much attention when my dad made me help him fix up his old car in middle school, but I remember enough to know how the speakers work.

      Using a combination of the knife and my fingers, I’m able to get the speaker disconnected from the car. It’s honestly a miracle the blade doesn’t break. I guess Officer Zweering cared about the quality of his knives.

      I flip the speaker over and get the cable out of the way before holding the security tape under the magnet on the back. It’s a crappy angle. I can’t hold the magnet to the edge of the tape the way I’d like, but it’s better than nothing.

      I rub the VHS on the magnet from all angles. Less than a minute after I’ve finished, Officer Owens’ patrol car pulls into the gas station.

      She slams the door to her car. I stuff the speaker and all the wires back into the hole in my car door.

      Deep breath. In. Out.

      I grab the tapes and open the door.

      She is on me in a second. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      The volume of her voice makes my stomach drop. If she’d yelled at me like this a couple of days ago, I would have crapped my pants. The old Miles would have cried or run away or profusely apologized because he hated disappointing authority or being yelled at, especially by one of the most beautiful women he has ever seen. But I am not the old Miles anymore. I’m Officer Zweering. And Officer Zweering is not scared of authority—he is authority.

      I push my sunglasses back over my eyes. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “A babysitter? The chief asked me to go with you.”

      “On an errand I could have done by myself.”

      “You wouldn’t need a babysitter if you weren’t such a baby.”

      “Real mature.”

       “I don’t know what’s been going on with you, but you need to grow the hell up and stop getting your panties in a bunch about every goddamn thing.”

      I shove the tapes into her hands. “Here are the tapes. Take them to the chief for me, okay?”

      Before she can say anything, I walk away. I’m not great at comebacks. Jonah and Shiloh would know what to say way better than me. Still, the corner of my mouth curves as I start the car.

      Officer Owens yells something at me. I don’t hear her over the hum of the engine. She trails me all the way back to the police station, and this time I drive slow.
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      The sun beats down on my neck as I readjust my grip on the terrarium. Bill blinks up at me from inside a plastic takeout container. Not going to lie, he looks kinda psyched out.

      I’d be psyched out too if I were him. I punched some holes in the top of the container for ventilation, but it’s still got to be stuffy in there. He’s probably not happy with me putting him in a box or taking him out of the house. But at least he’s looking at me.

      Shiloh’s staring straight ahead, her backpack slung over her shoulder. Fiona and Handy are late to pick us up. They said they’d be here at one. It’s already one-thirty, and there’s no sign of them.

      “I can’t believe you brought the lizard,” Shiloh says, still not looking at me.

      “I wasn’t about to leave him with Miles.” Saying it makes me feel bad. Miles is the best person I’ve ever met, and he’s fully capable of taking care of a lizard, but he’s dealing with something that nobody should ever have to deal with, so his top priority is not going to be making sure Bill has enough crickets. The little guy shouldn’t suffer for it.

      “Where are you going to put it?” Shiloh says. “We don’t know where Fiona and that Handy guy are taking us. Or if pets are allowed.”

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      “You always do.” Shiloh sits on the edge of the curb like the conversation is over.

      I hold the terrarium a little closer. She’s pissed at me. She’s got every right to be. I was a jerk to her, and it’s a good thing I was because it stopped her from going on about what I said at the labyrinth.

      Still. Knowing that it’s better for her to hate me doesn’t make being hated any easier.

      A car turns onto the street. It’s about time. In the daylight, it’s easy to see how ugly Fiona’s car is. It’s goose poop green, dented in a few places, and looks too long for how squat it is. The engine rumbles like every turn of the wheels is a struggle. It sounds like one of those cars from cartoons that are on their last legs, the ones that lose their wheels as they sputter down the street and are just a jumble of parts held together. It’s the kind of car my mom would drive. And that’s not a compliment.

      A gust of cold wind blows through my jacket, making it feel like it’s made of tissue paper. The car’s window rolls down.

      “Hey, kids!” Handy calls. “You excited for your sleepover?”

      Through the windshield, Fiona hits him on the shoulder. She’s a little scary, if I’m honest, but she seems cool enough.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Fiona says, through the open window. “He never thinks before he speaks.” She’s not in that Y2K tracksuit today and instead she’s wearing a jean jacket, which is way less of an eyesore. “Do you need help with your things?”

      Shiloh and I both say no. Fiona gets out of the car anyway because it’s an excuse to stretch her legs. She rolls her shoulders back and stretches her arms over her head. The hem of her crop top rides up enough for me to see the tight skin of her stomach, and even though I know I shouldn’t stare and Shiloh’s looking at me, I can’t bring myself to look away.

      Who cares. It’ll give Shiloh another reason to hate me, I guess.

      Fiona opens the trunk. I throw my backpack in there. Putting Bill in the trunk might scare him, so I end up sitting in the backseat with the gecko and his glass tank balanced on my lap. Bill is skating on the slick surface of his plastic container which I wedge between a log and his sun lamp. I didn’t want to keep him in the tank for the trip in case Fiona was a rough driver and he got knocked around too much. As it is, I can hear his little claws skittering on the plastic.

      Shiloh pushes her backpack into the backseat so it separates me from her. Fiona starts up the engine. I glance out the window at Zweering’s old apartment. Leaving Miles on his own doesn’t feel right, but part of me knows it’s safer for him here without us.

      Fiona starts driving. Handy twists around in the passenger seat.

      “Get comfortable cause we got a long drive ahead of us.” He holds up an aux cable. “Either of you guys got music?”
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      I’m good on aux. I’m not trying to sound like an ass or anything. I just know I am because everybody says it.

      I start with Joan Jett because it’s my best guess for something Fiona might like. Judging by the way she drums her fingers against the steering wheel, my guess was pretty good.

      Part way through the first chorus, Shiloh puts on her headphones and trains her eyes out the window. I know for a fact that her cheap headphones aren’t noise cancelling so she’s listening to an underscore of Joan Jett no matter what else she’s playing. No one in their right mind would enjoy a Bad Reputation/Les Mis mashup, but Shiloh’s not doing it because she enjoys it. She just doesn’t want to listen to what I’m playing because I’m the one playing it.

      The sad thing is, I know what kind of music she’d want to listen to, but I can’t play it. If I put on the depressing song about prostitution or the depressing song about all your friends dying from Les Mis, she’d know I was playing it for her, which would make her think I care about her enough to suffer through listening to it.

      I turn up the volume by a couple of points on my phone. Shiloh turns up the volume on her iPod, and I can hear the depressing showtune from here. Jesus, this is going to be a long drive.

      I get bored pretty quickly. Fiona and Handy don’t talk all that much, and when they do, they talk to each other and it’s hard to hear what they’re saying over the music.

      An hour in, I lean forward so my head sticks over the center console. “Say, Handy, what’s your name?”

      Handy’s bushy eyebrows pinch together. “The Handyman.”

      “I mean, your legal name,” I say, noticing Shiloh look over at me and feeling a nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach. “The one your mom gave you.”

      “I told ya already. First name Hand, middle initial E, last name Man. Hand E. Man.”

      “He changed it legally when he turned eighteen,” Fiona explains, her voice sounding too peppy for how deep it is.

      “You said middle initial,” I say to Handy. “What does E. stand for?”

      Handy’s quiet for a second before he says, “Edward.”

      Of course it is. Handy takes the aux cord back and puts on some classical music. Violins scrape away at the insides of my skull like one of those window squeegees you find at gas stations.

      Shiloh naps for half an hour. She’s got her forehead leaning against the window. Every time we go over a bump, her head knocks into the glass, which can’t be good for her concussion. I want to reach over and tell her she can lean on my shoulder or at least offer her my jacket, but I’ve got a feeling she wouldn’t like that. One pothole jolts the car enough to make her change position and lean her head into her hand. Her cheek squishes against her palm. The sun coming through the window makes the swirls of purple and red on her cheeks glow with warmth and for a second, I’m a boy again and I believe in magic. Not just the stupid napkin trick my dad taught me.

      In the rearview mirror, I catch Fiona looking at me. For some reason I get self-conscious so I take Bill out of his plastic box and let him crawl on my arms for a couple of minutes to stretch his legs. He blinks at me, and I wonder if lizards can feel gratitude.

      Right next to the sign welcoming us to Dayton, we hit traffic. Not even Handy has anything to say as we inch forward. Fiona rubs her eyes like she’d prefer to be in one of those boxes where magicians saw women in half than in this exit ramp. By the time things speed up again, my bladder feels like it’s going to explode, and my mouth is so dry that my temples are beginning to throb. I can only imagine how Shiloh’s feeling. She popped three Tylenol before we got in the car. After all the stress from last night and the potholes we hit, I can’t imagine her head’s feeling great. I have never been so happy to pull into a motel parking lot.

      Fiona cuts the engine. I peer out the window at the flickering sign for the Lazy-U Motel, and at the long orange building bent in the shape of an L. It’s one of those places with doors that open out into the parking lot with vending machines between some of the rooms.

      Bracing a hand on the back of Handy’s seat, Fiona twists around to look at Shiloh and me.

      “We have a couple shows at bars, so we’re staying here for the next six days,” she says. “We’re not a big budget production. We’re way smaller than Coney Island, so it’s not like we have money coming out of our ears.”

      “That’d be a good trick,” Handy interjects.

      Fiona ignores him, as usual. “That’s our bus over there.” She points to a big red thing that looks like it used to haul kids to and from school. “There’s a couch in there, crammed between sets and props and things, so if you want to crash in there, you can, although it doesn’t have heat or running water. I’d suggest getting a room for yourselves so the two of you have some privacy.”

      She smiles at Shiloh, whose eyebrows pinch together. I know exactly what Fiona’s implying.

      I shut it down. “We’re not together.”

      “Yeah,” Shiloh says. “God forbid anyone might think that.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      Fiona looks at Shiloh, and then at me. She’s got this knowing look in her eyes like she has a good idea of what’s happening between us, which makes me want to yell. She’s got no idea.

      “You decide what you want to do,” Fiona says. “I’m in room 10. Come find me once you’re settled in, and I can give you Mimi’s things to start reading through.”

      Fiona gets out of the car and sets up Handy’s wheelchair, holding it still as he climbs in. The sun has dipped behind the clouds. All the leaves have already been blown off the trees and the corn across the road has been harvested, so our surroundings look all dead and bleak. Bare branches stretch up against the clouds like its winter already. If Francesca were here, she’d say the clouds looked angry, but to me they just look gray.

      I zip my coat up to my chin and glance over at Shiloh, who is pulling her backpack onto one shoulder. If I had to guess, I’d say rooms here cost around sixty a night. Thanks to the assholes at Bethany High and the others I know at that prep school in Mount Vernon who pay good money for shit weed, I can swing a room for myself.

      “I’m not sleeping in that bus,” I say. “You booking your own room?”

      “I’m going to ask to stay in the bus,” Shiloh says. “Or see if Fiona would let me crash on a cot.”

      I remember Miles saying Shiloh used to work at Rite Aid. It’s probably minimum wage, but I’d guess she’s been banking most of it and could swing sixty a night. “You’re not getting a room?”

      “I don’t have enough cash on me, and it’s not like I can use my Debit card.”

      Oh. I guess she went into hiding right after getting home from the hospital, so she didn’t have time to go to an ATM. Any debit card transaction would bring the cops to us.

      Imagining her sleeping on the floor of the bus between an elephant hoop and a human cannon makes my jaw clench.

      “You’re not sleeping on that bus,” I say.

      “I don’t have much of a choice.” She wraps her arms around her stomach like she’s trying to keep warm. The tip of her nose is turning pink. “Unless you want to go in on a room together?”

      A gust of wind blows a bunch of grit into the side of Fiona’s car. Shiloh’s got her eyebrows wrinkled like she’s expecting me to say no. Or worse, like she’s expecting me to say something that will hurt her.

      God, she’s got no idea how much I want to say yes. I wish this moment could stretch out a little longer so I could hold off saying the thing that confirms her suspicions and disappoints her yet again, but time has no sympathy for my stupidity and bad decision making.

       “I can’t.”

      “We’d get one with two beds,” she presses, and I don’t remember a time I’ve hated myself more. “You’ll barely notice I’m there, if that’s what you’re so worried about.”

      Tell her. Tell her why you can’t. Even a fake explanation would be better than none.

      But it’s hard to find a way of explaining something I’ve never said before.

      “I’ll book us two rooms,” I say, resting the gecko tank on the ground. “Will you watch Bill for me?”

      I’m almost at the door when Shiloh asks in her normal voice, “Do you really hate me that much?”

      I stop walking. Hang my head.

      I don’t hate her. Just the opposite. And that’s the problem.

      I push through the glass doors and into a crappy beige lobby with a sad looking plant under the TV. A woman with purple hair and droopy, wrinkled cheeks that look like they’re about to fall off her face turns to look at me. Her cheeks follow a split second later and sit quivering under her chin like the jowls of a bloodhound.

      “Help you?” Her voice sounds so throaty that she can’t get out the words.

      “Yes,” I say, out of breath even though I barely walked. “I need two rooms.”

      She slides a pair of glasses onto her crooked nose and wakes up a computer with a small shake of her mouse.

      “I have a deluxe king room, non-smoking, with an 11am checkout,” she says.

      “No,” I say. “I need two rooms.”

      “I’m sorry, we’re completely booked.”

      “What do you mean you’re completely booked?”

      “I only have one room available.”

      “Does it at least have two beds?”

      She pauses while staring at the screen. “It does not. No two person rooms are available.”

      “Please.” I glance down at her name tag. “Linda. You don’t understand. I need a room with two beds. I’ve got a girl out there, and she’s not all too happy with me right now so I don’t want to share a room with her. I also don’t want to sleep in the dumpster out back so I’m begging you. Please. Do you have anything with two beds?”

      Linda stares at me like she’s trying to decide whether to pretend to look on her computer when she already knows that there are no other rooms available. I glance over my shoulder at Shiloh standing out there in the wind, her oversized jacket flapping as she holds the gecko container up to her face. Her lips move like she’s talking to Bill, and she wiggles one finger at the side of the box like she’s trying to get his attention.

      Purple-haired Linda scrolls her mouse up and down. Something soars in my chest for a fleeting second before she looks up at me, removes her reading glasses, and repeats the phrase I will end up hearing in my nightmares for the rest of the week: “I’m sorry, we’re completely booked.”

      “What about a cot? Could I get a cot?”

      “We don’t do cots.”

      With a long sigh, I pay for the next two nights in cash, and she gives me two keys.

      “One for you, and one for your girlfriend,” she says with a self-absorbed smile, like she thinks she’s being funny.

      She’s not. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to speak when I tell Shiloh I got us a room. Room 2 is next to the ice machine and has a pot of flowers that are too pretty for how sad this motel looks. I hold the door for her. She carries her backpack inside.

      The room is pretty nice. Nicer than I was expecting judging by the sign. I have not stayed in a hotel before. Not one single hotel, ever. I have been in hotels. One time my mom came to visit, and she stayed in a hotel that was kind of like this, but we had to take the elevator to get to her room and in general it was less … orange.

      Everything in here is orange. The back wall is painted orange. The duvet is the color of a tangerine. Even though the curtain is a couple of shades darker than the wall and blanket, it’s still the color of those reflective construction vests. The room’s got a TV facing the bed, a little desk, and an armchair that looks pretty comfortable but isn’t big enough for me to sleep on.

      Shiloh immediately stops walking. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “It’s all they had,” I say. “I’m sorry. I’ll sleep in the bathroom or on the floor or something.”

      Shiloh says nothing. I turn around to look at her, expecting to find some sort of angry pinch between her eyebrows. There isn’t. She wipes her nose, and I realize with a pang that her face isn’t red and splotchy from being outside.

      She’s crying.

      Before I can say anything, she brushes past me and puts her backpack on the bed.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She rummages through the bag. “I’m fine.”

      “Shiloh, I …”

      “What did I do that’s so bad that you can’t even stay in the same room as me?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “It’s not you.”

      “Then what is it that you’re not telling me?” She wipes her red-rimmed eyes with the back of her hand. “Jonah, I had a crappy childhood. I understand crappy childhoods, so if there’s anything you want to—”

      “Please stop.”

      “Miles told me something once,” she says. “He said that staying silent about the things that silence you gives them power. The only way to take the power back is by talking about it. I got mad when he first told me that, said he didn’t get it, but he was right.”

      She’s starting to sound like a self-help book. “Why do you care so much?”

      “Because you’re my friend,” she says. “Because, even if you never want to talk to me again or if you’re suddenly so grossed out by me that you want to sleep in the bathtub—because of course, why not—we’ve been through a lot, you and me. And I … care about you.”

      Shiloh stands there. Hanging off my next words. Hanging off my breaths. The ache in my lungs is painful. I need to tell her … what? That she’s awesome and brave and way too good for me. That I’m ruined and wrong and not smart enough to end the cycle of abuse and bad relationships both of us grew up in. She needs someone like Miles. Smart and loyal and emotionally steady. No matter how hard I try, I will never be that person for her.

      But the way she’s looking at me … I’d do anything. Pretend to be something I’m not. Pull the parts of myself into something resembling a man if it meant I could keep her looking at me like that.

      Shiloh reaches out to me, then seems to think better of it and drops her arm. “So?”

      If I told her what she’s asking, she’d stop looking at me like she is now. I shake my head.

      So does she. I watch helplessly as she grabs her wallet and pushes past me. “I’m going to stop by the vending machine and go to Fiona’s room to get the Soothsayer’s diaries.”

      I feel like an idiot standing here with a gecko tank in my hands. “Want me to come?”

      She gives a small shake of her head and slips out the door. I stand there for a couple seconds before setting Bill’s tank down and dropping my backpack into the bathtub because I guess that’s where I’m going to be sleeping tonight. I rip the towels off the rod and throw them at my reflection in the mirror. In one sweeping motion, I send the metal tissue box and welcome card clattering to the floor and hurl the bar of soap at the wall, but it doesn’t make me feel better. Nothing makes me feel better.

      Goddamn it.

      I crumple to my knees, pressing my face into my palms. My eyes are so tightly closed that I can almost pretend I’m not on the floor of a motel bathroom and that Shiloh didn’t run out of here crying because of what I said to her. This is all my fault. I never should have kissed her. No matter how good my intentions are, my mom was right about me. I can hear her voice, clear as day. Like she’s in the bathroom with me, holding her cigarette like a spy in an old movie and blowing smoke into my face.

      You’re too much like your father. Any girl you fall in love with would be better off without you.

      There is a heavy knock on the door.

      “Jonah?” It’s Fiona. “Jonah, can you come out here for a second? I have someone I’d like you to meet.”
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      Shiloh’s mother screams. The high-pitched sound is muffled by the fabric lodged down her throat.

      I hold her face between my hands and utter a silent prayer that she does not notice the wad of gauze on my severed finger, although I am not sure she is capable of being any more afraid. 

      “Please hold still,” I try to say, but the words make me gag against the bit inside my mouth. Rust flakes onto my tongue. I try to spit, but steel bars are wrapped around my skull. They squeeze it in uncomfortable places and prevent me from speaking and even from breathing without maximum effort. My teeth ache like I’m biting on tinfoil.

      Communicating with Shiloh’s mother without being able to speak is difficult. I am not trying to hurt her. I am trying to remove the fabric blocking her throat. Brushing my thumb against her lips gets her attention, and her pale eyes open. They look nearly ready to jump out of her head. She glances around the sodden cage as if she is trying to spot the crazed lunatic with the sledgehammer that smashed in the windows of her car and squeezed the consciousness out of her before he dragged her from the car and into the cellar.

      Her eyes settle on me. I must look awfully scary in this medieval torture helmet because she kicks out to get away from me.

      “Please,” I try to say, but my words come out garbled around the icy bit. “I am trying to help you.”

      My words come out unintelligible. Somehow, Evangeline understands what I am saying. She readjusts the rope around her wrists and reaches up to smooth the strands of dirty blonde hair that have sprung loose from Shiloh’s mother’s ponytail, careful not to touch the scrapes on her face that are beginning to scab over. She glances up at me as if asking what she is doing is all right. I give her a small nod to tell her it is.

      “Francesca is going to take out the cloth blocking your throat,” Evangeline says, rubbing the older woman’s back. “I promise, she’s not going to hurt you.”

      Shiloh’s mother does not move. I reach between her teeth and pull the cloth out of her mouth. The moment the rag hits the ground, Shiloh’s mother bends over and coughs phlegm up onto the hay, globs of spit and tears and snot falling onto the cold metal floor. I watch her, feeling awful for doing so, but also not wanting to touch her or make her fear worse.

      Nearly a minute passes before she looks up at me. Her eyes are rimmed with red.

      “What is this horrid place?” she asks. Her voice chatters along with her teeth.

      I reach my hand out to her, causing the chain around my neck to dig into my esophagus. Leonard tied me up like a misbehaving circus animal. Between the chains wrapped around each of my appendages and the claustrophobic helmet, I would have trouble moving even if my exhaustion had not reached my bones like it has. Burning hot tears press against the backs of my eyes. I am not sure I have ever wanted to stop fighting so much in my life, but I cannot give up now, not when Shiloh’s mother has been dragged into this cellar because of me, and not with Evangeline looking at me for guidance. I must be strong for them. I must, or else I will cease to be strong for myself.

      Shiloh’s mother looks at Evangeline, as if realizing that she is the only one out of the two of us who can talk. “W-who was that man?”

      “His name is Leonard,” Evangeline says. “He’s a filthy, lying grifter and the biggest coward alive.”

      “Leonard …” Shiloh’s mother’s thin eyebrows knit together. Goodness, she is so thin. It would be impossible to convince me that she hadn’t been a bird in a past life, or that she would not be one in her next. She runs her hands along the pockets of her pale pink cardigan, then on her yoga pants. “I must call my husband. He will come and find us.”

      I know from Shiloh what her father did to her mother, so it must be a measure of desperation to fall back on him at a time like this. She takes out a phone. My heart soars. She pushes the power button. The screen does not come to life.

      “No no no.” A battery symbol flashes on the screen. “Please, oh Lord. M-my son … He can’t be left alone. He can’t …” She presses the phone to her upper lip, closing her eyes and hissing out a long breath. “I am going to get us out of here. I will not leave my children alone.”

      The way Shiloh has always spoken of her mother, I imagined her being weak, unable to decide things or lift things or stand up for herself when something goes wrong. Right now, her lip is certainly trembling, but she is not allowing her fear to keep her from thinking.

      “Surely some concerned neighbor will find the car on the street and call the police,” she says, although I am not so sure. People are keener not to get involved than they are to poke their noses into other people’s business. Especially when that business is something dangerous. Shiloh’s mother must still have enough trust in people to hope.

      “All right, girls,” she says. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Francesca, I need you to—”

      The door to the cellar creaks open. The words catch in Shiloh’s mother’s throat. She pauses, open-mouthed, as footsteps plod down the steps in a familiar rhythm.

      I drag myself to the front of the cage in front of Shiloh’s mother as Leonard limps into view. I must say, he has looked better. He has not changed the clothes he was wearing last night. Long tears run down his blue collared shirt like Maude took to it with her scissors. His black hair is drenched with sweat. It hangs loose on his shoulders like the untamed mane of a black lion.

      He has abandoned the ringmaster’s costume. The bejeweled jacket sits discarded on the floor.

      “I gotta say, Cesca,” he says. “I’m hurt.” A piece of cloth is tied around his upper thigh. He must have injured himself being hit by the car. “You hurt my feelings.”

      I clear my throat of the saliva pooling under my tongue. It drips out of the corners of my mouth and onto the stiff denim of my skirt. I catch a whiff of urine. Remembering how I peed in this corner a couple of days ago, heat rises to my cheeks.

      Leonard curls his lips back in a satisfied smirk.

      “How do you like that, huh?” he asks. “Not bein’ able to talk?” There is no empathy in his eyes. No humanity. Not even the fake kind. “I was sick of all your yappin’. Yap yap yap, all the time.”

      “Give her a break,” Evangeline says. “How dare you say that when we are the ones you locked in a cage?”

      Leonard’s eyes turn to slits. “You ungrateful bitch.”

      “I never should have trusted you,” she says, coming up beside me and gripping the bars. “You bring me back into this world and tell me you want to make amends, but then you throw me in a cage if I don’t act to your liking? What kind of person does that?”

      Leonard stomps his foot. “Shut up!”

      “Drop dead.”

      In my ear, Shiloh’s mother is taking shallow breaths. She does not move. I curl my shoulders in an attempt to make myself smaller. It does not work.

      “I ain’t done with you, Cesca,” Leonard says. “If you ain’t gonna help me your way, you’re sure as sin gonna help me mine.”

      “What is he talking about, Francesca?” Shiloh’s mother whispers. “Help him with what?”

      I do not reply, or even look at her. If I can lead Leonard to forgetting she is there, it will be safest option for her.

      Leonard holds up what appears to be a small twig. A chill runs down my spine.

      “I’m’a need you to cross the veil and go an’ find my momma,” Leonard says. “This here belonged to her. Least it belonged to her old bird. Thing killed itself smashin’ into the window. Made Momma sad, so I put its tiny soul back for her, and she nursed it ’til it died for good. I kept its bones for a long time. Just to remind me of Momma.” He rolls the small twig between his fingers, and I realize that it is not in fact a stick of any kind. It is a bone.

      I will not cross the veil for him. I hope the hatred in my eyes conveys the message.

      “Will you help me?” he asks again, his mouth curving up like he knows exactly what he is doing.

      Saliva gurgles in the back of my throat. It drips down my chin, but I cannot close my mouth or do anything to stop it.

      Evangeline’s wide eyes brim with red. “Leonard. Stop this.”

      “I wanna hear an answer,” Leonard says. “Unless you’re agreein’, Cesca.”

      “I will never help you.” I may as well be gargling water for the sounds my words make. Drops of spit run down the front of my skirt. The material is so dirty that it does not even absorb it.

      Leonard hoots with laughter and cups a hand behind an ear. “I’m sorry, Cesca. I didn’t catch that. Say it again.”

      My bottom lip quivers. I understand that he is trying to embarrass me. He has the same look on his face that Ashley Christensen got after dumping trash on my head in the school bathroom. I knew that being mean was a coping mechanism. Rarely do people lash out against others if the ones they admire have never lashed out against them. But having that knowledge never changed anything. Regardless of how hard I tried to understand, the same flush of shame always found its way onto my cheeks.

      “I will not help you,” I say again, feeling a new glob of saliva pour from my mouth. Leonard slaps his knee. Tears spill from my eyes. Salt stings the small lesions on my cheeks.

      Evangeline glares at Leonard as if she were trying to make his brain melt and run out of his ears. She squeezes my fingers and makes a small shiver run up my arm like pins and needles.

      “Go to hell,” Evangeline says. “Go to hell and stay there.”

      Leonard hangs his head. Clears his throat. For a couple of seconds, it appears he may even give up. He lifts his head and sets the precious bone down on the velvet chair.

      “You’re right,” he says. “There ain’t no need for no theatrics. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      He fishes his heavy ring of keys out from his deep pocket and opens the cage. Shiloh’s mother clambers across the hay to get away from him, flapping her arms and legs like a nestling trying its hardest to fly. Leonard yanks on the chain around my neck. I fall on my face.

      Leonard drags me to the square door. The chains clink and clang as they pile on the ground. I brace my arms on each side of the opening to keep him from yanking me through. Unfortunately, my small muscles are no match for his and he yanks me onto the concrete with one hard tug.

      Blinding pain flares through my face. I cry out against the bit. With another twist of the chain, Leonard holds me up by the neck.

      He kicks the door to the cage closed with a bang. “This is your last chance. Will you bring my momma back to me?”

      I look at him right in his eyes. Those evil, dead eyes have taken so much from me.

      He pulls me right up to his face. The smell of sweat comes off him in waves. In the corner of my eye, he brandishes a syringe filled with amber liquid. The way the dim light glints off it, I could almost mistake it for honey. Only not quite so viscous.

      Behind me, Evangeline gasps. “Leonard, no. Don’t you dare.”

      Leonard would dare. I keep my eyes on the drop of foolery hanging from the tip of the needle. I have never been afraid of needles. When I was a child, the doctor always said I did well accepting my shots. The size of the needle is not what I am afraid of. 

      “Will you?” Leonard asks.

      I spit in his face. Leonard flinches and closes his eyes, tightening his grip around the chain.

      “Right, my girl,” he says. “Best you get goin’.”

      Evangeline’s scream is the last thing I hear before Leonard plunges the needle into my arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            FRANCESCA

          

        

      

    

    
      A tingling sensation comes over me. The entire volume of the world goes down. It is quite pleasant, actually. I have spent the majority of my life running from sounds that overwhelm me, and their sudden absence makes my entire body sigh in relief.

      In front of me, a black-haired man drops a syringe onto the floor. Gee, his hair sure is dirty. I poke my finger into the oily curl in the front, watching as it falls into a neat ringlet on his forehead.

      “Go and find my momma,” he says. “Go across the veil.”

      There is an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I find myself nodding. He presses a bone into the palm of my hand. How curious. I’m not sure if I have ever held a bone before. Especially not an animal one. Imagining animals dying has always made me sad.

      He dumps a bowl of water onto my head. I do not mind that it is cold. All I can picture is swimming, and how nice it was to swim in the pond when I was a child, even if the algae and the rubbery weeds wrapped themselves around my ankles and came along for the ride. I imagine myself sinking into the inky depths of the pond, watching the sun get farther and farther away …

      I open my eyes on the other side. The cotton has fallen out of my ears and I can hear again, everything from the low rush of water over stones to the faint chirping of a thrush. I glance down at my transparent hands, then at the small particles hovering in the air. Even though I am on the other side and no longer in my corporeal form, my hands begin to tingle.

      Oh my goodness.

      Leonard. He … he … I cannot put into words exactly what he did. He forced that needle into my arm, and I am now here. That must have been foolery in the needle. There’s nothing else it could have been that would make me lose my mind the way I just did.

      I suppose foolery does not affect me on this side. A breeze carries me higher into the air, tossing me like a dandelion seed on a fall day. The wind holds me for a couple of seconds before letting me down gently, and I glide down a clay hill and up to the bank of a small creek. The sludge running over the stones does not look anything like water. It is the reddish color of terracotta and far too gooey to be water, gurgling and bubbling as it travels over rocks and laps up against the mud underneath my feet.

      I glide through sagging trees that look like smaller versions of the Upside-Down Tree from school until I reach a tilting farmhouse with a roof that appears to be caving in.

      I come to an ungainly stop. If this is where the bird’s bone brought me, Leonard’s mother must be inside this house. If I go inside and find her as I’m told, Leonard will go out and find a host for her, which will mean killing an innocent person.

      What happens if I return without her? I can think clearly now, but I could not while inside my body. Leonard would send me back here and keep on doing so until I cooperate.

      Can I stay on this side forever? Can I pretend this is all a bad dream?

      Pretending it is a bad dream will not help me escape it. But something else might.

      I glide toward the back door. I come upon a chicken pecking at the grass. Not a single feather sprouts from its red, blistered skin. It raises its head, displaying gaping holes where its eyes should be.

      A shivery sensation comes over me like a thousand spiders are crawling over my skin. Giving the chicken a wide berth, I hurry around it. The swing on the front porch is rocking back and forth on its own. I pass through the torn screen door into the house.

      I try my hardest to peer through the darkness at the jagged floorboards, the rocking chair, and broom tucked away behind it. Flies buzz around my ears, more loudly than regular flies. Gooseflesh rises on my arms. I try and scratch them, but my transparent fingers pass straight through my skin. There is a window above the wood cooking stove. This must be the one that the poor bird smashed into.

      I glance around the room for any sign of Leonard. Any photos of him as a child, any hints that might give me an inside view into the childhood that shaped him. The only thing hanging on the wall is a wooden cross.

      “What you doin’ in my home, little girl?”

      I turn around to find a frail woman holding the broom and pointing the bristly end at me. Her soul shines stark against the shadows like a lantern glowing in the middle of the night, illuminating her gaunt build and bedraggled black hair. The deep neck of her apron reveals her prominent collar bones and upper rib cage.

      The gleam in this woman’s eyes is unforgiving and hostile. It has the same glint of amusement as the look Leonard gets when he is angry, like he finds enjoyment from the pain of others.

      The woman pokes the end of the broom at me. “Speak.”

      “I am … my name is Francesca.” I hold a hand in front of myself. Although this woman could not inflict damage to me with that broom, I remember the way Guilherme howled with agony when that man put a finger in his brain. Pain may not work the same way on this side, but souls are certainly capable of feeling it. “It is nice to meet you, ma’am. I am here to ask you a question about your son Leonard.”

      Hearing Leonard’s name, the woman lowers the broom. “My Leonard sent you here?”

      “Your son is doing horrible things to people,” I say. “He doesn’t believe what he is doing is wrong.”

      “What’s that boy been doin’?” She pulls the broom back up. “Come on, girl, speak.”

      “Murdering people. Killing them and bringing others back from the dead to put in their bodies.” I point at the wooden cross on the wall. “He is pretending to be God. Deciding who lives and who dies.”

      I am hoping that this gets through to her. If she is a religious woman, the idea of somebody else pretending to be God should be cause for a reaction, even if it is her own son.

      Leonard’s mother turns her eyes to the cross. A far-away look comes over her.

      “He was always such a good boy,” she says. “Right from the moment he could talk. Always wantin’ to help people, ’specially animals. He had an extraordinary talent. Givin’ life back when it was stolen away.”

      Is she listening to me? “He is one doing the stealing.”

      She floats over to the rocking chair, sinking back into it and closing her eyes. “Pneumonia stole me from this world when Leonard was ten years old. I could hear him callin’ out for me, screamin’ my name as I passed on. It’s hard on a boy, losing his mamma so young.”

      “I am trying to stop him, but he will not listen to me,” I say, feeling a distant ache in my lungs. “He would listen to you. Please, you must tell him all this killing is wrong.”

      Her eyes open. “And why’s all this killin’ wrong?”

      I stare at her. “Killing is always wrong.”

      “Do you have any idea how many bad people are allowed to roam the earth? Are you aware of the weight these people put on the world, on the souls of the good and honest folk?”

      I cannot bring myself to shake or nod my head. The distant ache turns into a heavy pressure. I have been underwater for too long.

      “Not everyone deserves to live,” she says. “This world is broken, and no one cares one bit about it. Tell me, what kind of cruel and random world grants my husband enough life to have three more wives, and kills me with the fever before thirty?”

      “God always has a reason.”

      “God always has got a reason,” she mimics, crossing her hands over her heart and looking heavenwards like a supplicant at prayer. She grins, and now the look in her eyes is all too familiar. “You’re a fool if you think that. No proper God would’ve left me to die.” She knocks the wooden cross and it spins on itself, turning upside-down on the wall. “God don’t exist, little girl. Take it from someone who knows.”

      The tips of my fingers tingle. “Why is Leonard allowed to decide?”

      “Because he’s a good boy,” she says. “He’s makin’ the world right, an’ I for one ain’t going to say that’s wrong.”

      A burning sensation spreads through my chest, and I clutch at it, even though my hands pass through my body.

      I am out of time. No amount of explaining will make Leonard’s mother believe me, but I cannot bring her back or else Leonard will kill somebody else for her.

      I stare at her for a moment before soaring out of the house.

      She calls after me. I soar over the strange creek and around the weeping willows, going underneath their branches and deeper into the forest. The particles hanging in the air brush against my face. I am moving too quickly to pay much attention to them.

      The burning sensation intensifies. I can feel myself cough, even though I am not coughing. I inhale water.

      Keep moving.

      The trees become dense. The ground transforms into a marsh. My toes dip into the calm water, and I try to focus on how nice it feels instead of how much I wish I could breathe.

      Leonard’s mother appears inches from my face. I scream.

      “You will take me to him,” she says. Even in the grim light of the forest, she glows far more brightly than I do, like George Haggarty shone brighter than the souls at the cemetery. Because he was more powerful. She points a bony finger at me. “Take me to my boy.”

      She swipes for me. I dip underneath her arm, soaring down a clay hill.

      Cesca? It’s Leonard’s voice, sounding like a distant memory. Cesca, did you find her?

      Leonard’s mother grabs a handful of my hair. With a scream, I glide upwards, feeling a clump of hair rip from my head. Cold water pours over me. The world goes dark.

      I open my eyes. Everything is blurry. There is a flash of blonde hair, the gleam of a soul. A girl screams close to my ear, but I cannot tell if it is me or somebody else.
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      Fiona is standing in the doorway, her hand raised like she was about to knock again but now doesn’t have to.

      “Jonah,” she says. “Hello.”

      “Hi.”

      Fiona looks different to how she did fifteen minutes ago. Her hair is up. She put on some foundation, and it’s turning her wrinkles into creases that pull at her lips and eyelids. A sliver of blue lace peeps out from under the waistband of her pants. Suddenly, the air feels a little thin.

      I’m looking at her thong.

      Stop looking at her thong.

      “I need your help with something.” Her voice is loud. She noticed me staring. Obviously. I wasn’t exactly being subtle about it. “We’re having a couple of issues with our bed of nails. Some of the nails bent on the drive here, and it was old anyway. A dear friend of mine is building a new one. Could you lend him a hand?”

      A bed of nails? She’s asking me to help her build a bed of nails like I’d actually know what I was doing?

      I glance down at the hallway to see if there is anyone behind her, but she’s alone. “Where’s Shiloh?”

      “In my room, going through Mimi’s things.”

      “I should go help her.”

      “Please? He’d appreciate it, and there’s a bit of a time crunch because we have a show to get to in …” She looks at her watch. “Three and a half hours.”

      Shiloh will be happy if I leave her to read alone. She told me she didn’t want me to come with her anyway. Or at least she shook her head when I asked. God only knows what girls want when they get to sulking. Fiona widens her eyes, and even though she’s old enough to be my mother, it’s pretty cute and hard to resist when she does that.

      “Fine,” I say. “As long as it’s fast.”

      “Fantastic!” she says. “Come on, follow me. I’ll bring you to him.”

      I glance over my shoulder one last time before following Fiona to the ugly red bus.

      Fiona goes around back of it. Up close, I can tell the bus isn’t just painted red, it’s also got gold swirls that give it an old school feel. Exaggerated versions of sideshow posters are painted on the sides in a mural-type thing. Some of the performers I recognize. THE TRICKSTER has kettlebells hanging from hooks lodged inside his eye sockets. They drag his lower lids all the way down to his jaw. There’s a cartoon of Fiona on the back of the bus. Her legs are squiggles. She pulls them around her body like Elastigirl.

      Fiona looks at the bus, then back at me with a big grin on her face. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s creepy.”

      “It’s good marketing,” she says. “And totally DIY. I painted it myself.”

      She painted this? Damn. She’s good. Parked next to the bus is a dressing room trailer. I gulp. I remember that trailer. It’s the one we followed the Soothsayer into after she ran offstage during the show. The one where we learned that Miles was dying. The one in which I sold my soul to the Soothsayer.

      The one where I found her with knitting needles in her eyes and her throat slit open.

      Something changes in Fiona’s body. “You saw her, didn’t you?” she asks.

      I nod. “Probably just before you did.”

      “I’m going to get revenge,” she says. “We’re going to catch that dickhead.”

      “I hope so.”

      She steps over an extension cord running into the bus and raps her knuckles on the door. I can hear a voice inside, but it’s muffled by the obvious fact that it’s coming from inside a bus.

      The door folds open. A clean-shaven man with well-styled gray hair sticks his head out.

      “Hello, darling,” he says in a smooth British accent that sounds real. “Is everything all right?”

      “Phil,” she yells against the wind. “This is Jonah. He’s here to help with the bed of nails.”

      Phil side-eyes Fiona. “Pleasure to meet you, Jonah. Come in, come in. It’s freezing out there.”

      Phil steps out of the way. I climb into the bus. Fiona says goodbye and hurries back over to the motel.

      I let out a breath, relieved at how much warmer it is in here. I’m glad Shiloh and I didn’t take Fiona up on her offer of letting us crash in the tour bus. Rolled up tent canvas is piled toward the back. Big wooden boxes are tied down on the sides next to the wrapped stage lights and bottles of fluid for the smoke machine. It’s pretty much filled with stuff except for the narrow aisle in the middle, which I guess is where Phil is building the new nail beds. Plywood, long nails, and a pegboard are balanced between two sawhorses.

      Phil gets a hammer from the toolbox. I suddenly realize why Fiona said he could use a hand.

      He gestures at the half-finished board with his short arm. His wrists are bent at almost a ninety-degree angle toward his body, and from here it doesn’t look like he has thumbs.

      “Fiona always worries when I use power tools, even though I tell her she has nothing to worry about,” he says, swinging the hammer like it’s no big deal. “I built all of these myself.” He gestures at the board, but it looks like he’s pointing away from it.

      His white V-neck accentuates his tattoos. Every inch of visible skin is covered in ink. Little spots like scales cover his neck, chest, and arms. I remember him from the show.

      The Lizard Man.

      He looks different to how I remember him from the show. “I thought you had—”

      “Tattoos on my face?” Still smiling, Phil shakes his head. “They’re not real. Fiona paints them on before the show. She colors some of the scales in, too, using body paint. I considered doing my face, you know, when I got all this done, but I wanted to hang on to the face my mother gave me. She was rather happy with that decision, I’ll admit.”

      He’s soft-spoken in a way that I wouldn’t expect. Not like he’s shy, but like he’d be good at getting plants to grow.

      Phil raises an eyebrow. “Do you have any tattoos?”

      “I don’t do needles.”

      “I had to get used to them, because however long you think this would have taken to do, believe me, it took longer. By the time I left my final session, my hair was coming in gray.” He grips the box of nails between two of his long fingers, sliding them over to me. “Do you know your way around a hammer?”

      “Hold it by the wooden end, hit stuff with the metal end, right?”

      Phil acknowledges my humor with a wry smile.

      “The holes are already measured out,” he says. “All you need to do is hammer a nail through each of these spots here. It’s rather simple, but it’s tedious work and makes you sore after you’ve done a few dozen of the beastly things.”

      He rolls his shoulders like he’s trying to shrug off an ache in his muscles. I glance at all the nails already hammered into this board.

      “Looks like you did more than that,” I say, unable to stop the disbelief from creeping into my voice.

      Phil holds up his arms. “Don’t let these fool you. I have my black belt in Krav Maga.”

      I’m dying to ask how he was able to do that, but I don’t want be rude because he seems like a chill guy, so I focus on the pegboard. I grab a nail from the box and line it up with a hole on the peg board. I glance at Phil for assurance. He gives me a nod.

      “Go on,” he says. “Hammer it in.”

      I bring the hammer down on the nail. It bends and goes into the board crooked.

      Redness creeps onto my face. I drop the hammer and back away from the board.

      “Sorry, I can’t do this,” I say. “I’m not going to be the reason someone gets impaled.”

      Phil’s eyes glint with amusement. “You will be with an attitude like that.”

      He grips the hammer with two of his fingers, holding it in a way that shouldn’t be possible but looks sturdy. In one motion, he brings the hammer down so hard that the nail slips through like it’s going through foam.

      He hands it to me. “Try it with a little more gumption this time.”

      Gumption is a word Miles would use. Sure enough, when I bring down the hammer, the nail goes through.

      I can feel the corner of my mouth twitch. Phil pats me on the shoulder.

      “Good lad,” he says. “Eighty-seven more to go.”

      I line up the next nail and hammer it in. Phil pops a squat on a random wooden crate, tying a sweater around his shoulders. 

      “So, Jonah,” he says. “Fiona tells me you came to help us track down Wilma’s killer.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “I hear you and your friend have been through quite an ordeal.”

      Re-hashing everything we’ve gone through with Leonard is going to make me want to drive this nail through my head instead of through the ply board. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Phil readjusts his glasses. I don’t usually talk to strangers, and I don’t like listening to them talk about themselves, but there’s something kind of contradictory about this guy. I’ve never met anyone with body modification like this who carries himself like he’s somebody’s father or grandfather who has his own vegetable garden and enjoys talking to cats.

      I bring myself to ask the question that’s been on my mind for the past couple of minutes. “Why Krav Maga?”

      “Well, when I was around your age, I was not as happy about this whole situation as I am now. Then one day I decided that I could either let it rule me, or I could take charge of my own life. I asked myself what people would least expect a person in my situation to be able to do, and I figured they would be learning martial arts, performing on stage, and being good in bed. So I got my black belt, joined the show at Coney Island, and became quite the thing at shagging.”

      He laughs at himself. I smile a little. He’s a good-looking guy, and he says it with enough confidence that I just know it’s true.

      “Does it make you feel weird having people stare at you?” I ask, hoping it doesn’t sound offensive.

      “I always wanted to be an actor,” Phil says. “I love being on stage, but when I joined Coney Island, I didn’t want to go up and have people gawk at me, so I created a character to play.”

      “The Lizard Man?” I ask.

      He smiles and holds up his hands. “I always thought these resembled lizard hands a bit, with some fingers being longer than the others.”

      “I just adopted a gecko.”

      “Have you ever seen an anole lizard? They’re green with big pink dewlaps.” I don’t even pretend to know what a dewlap is, so I shake my head. Phil shrugs. “I always thought they were clever, lizards. When I was a child, they called me the Lizard Boy, but my mother would tell me how clever lizards are, and how it is an honor to be compared to such a remarkable creature. She was a wonderful woman, my mother.”

      “She sounds a whole lot better than mine.”

      “I was very lucky,” Phil says. “She always blamed herself for this. Thalidomide. It was hardly her fault. There was no way for her to know what the medication the doctors gave her would do.”

      He shrugs. I hammer in another nail.

      “As for the rest of the answer to your question,” Phil continues, “I created the Lizard Man so that when people came to watch me, they could look at something I had created, not something I was. Painting on the scales every night became tedious, so eventually I decided to commit.”

      He sticks out his tongue and I realize it’s split down the middle. He moves each half of it separately, and I need to look away because something shifts in the pit of my stomach.

      “It must have been hard,” I say. “Going through that.”

      Phil smiles at me. “It was. I could have let it ruin my life if I had not chosen to be more than the thing that happened to me.”

      I press my lips into a thin line. “It’s not that easy.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “You can’t decide to be happy and then suddenly it’s like all the stuff that happened to you never happened. That’s crap.”

      “The past has followed me,” Phil says. “It has made some things in my life harder, but if I’d listened to the voice that told me I did not deserve anything more, I would still be the unhappy young man I once was.”

      I drop my eyes. There’s an undeniable pressure in my chest like I’m not getting enough air. All I can look at is all the holes in the plyboard and try not to think about what it would feel like to have all those holes in me. “What if it changes the way she looks at me?”

      Phil processes my question. I can’t bring myself to look at him because I’m scared of what he’s going to say. Not to mention he’s got no clue who I’m talking about when I say ‘she.’

      “What if it turns out just fine?”

      I want to say that it won’t. For me, things never do. But maybe, just maybe, there’s a chance he’s right.

      Phil nods at the board. “Go on, son, we’ve still got some way to go.”

      I line up a nail with the pegboard, staring at the rough metal on its head. The nail goes into the hole with a satisfying bam.
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      I rip the tape from a cardboard box, crumpling it into a ball and dropping it onto the floor. Enough dust billows up from the contents to make me cough. From what I can tell, most of the stuff in these boxes are diaries, photo albums, or sketch pads. Under one of the albums is a knitted scarf that smells like cucumbers. I examine the woven fibers but quickly remember how the Soothsayer died and put the knitting right back where I found it.

      I choose a diary and bring it over to the bed, opening it with a signature crackle of stiff pages. I’m not exactly sure what I should be looking for. Probably anything about places. Leonard has a freakish obsession with the past, and I bet he’s hiding somewhere inside of it.

      Sliding my legs under the covers, I cast my eyes over the date at the top—July 6, 1939. That’s before the circus shut down. She would have been around, what, fourteen?

      
        
        Temperature is 75 degrees today. Mild for summer. Minnie still won’t let me touch her crystal ball, but I can hear the souls whispering to me. Every day they’re louder. They have something to say. I wish I could know what it is already.

      

      

      Huh? I have no clue who Minnie is. Maybe Wilma’s soothsaying mentor or something.

      The next entry is dated July 10.

      
        
        I knew it. I was sure there’s something wrong with Leonard Gailis and today, I got my proof.

        Touching the crystal ball without permission may not have been the right thing to do. Minnie said I wasn’t ready, but I could hear the souls speaking. Urgently. There was something they needed to tell me, and I was running out of time.

        Minnie stepped out of our lesson for a minute or so. I knew it was wrong, but patience is a trait that stopped with my mother. I placed my hand over the glass.

        Nothing Minnie has ever said could prepare me for what came next. All the voices invaded my head at once, filling me with the coldest feeling I could describe, like my body had been hollowed out and filled with liquid ice. So many voices were shouting. They spoke over each other, talking so loudly it made me want to cover my ears even though the voices came inside of my mind.

        “Beware of Leonard Gailis.”

        “In eighty years’ time …”

        “Leonard Gailis will be the one—”

        “He will kill many others.”

        Minnie slapped me across the face, pulling me out of the trance. She asked what I was thinking. Told me I wasn’t ready. I could not pay attention to anything she said because I could not get warm again.

      

      

      Hold on. The Soothsayer figured out Leonard was going to kill her when she was fourteen? That’s so young. To live your entire life knowing the way you were going to die … I wonder why she didn’t kill Leonard back then when she had the chance.

      
        
        Leonard was in the menagerie when I found him. Crouched in front of the tiger cage and reaching his finger inside, which Patrick would never allow. The tiger was lying down but had one eye open. With one jump, he could have bitten Leonard’s remaining fingers clean off.

        “Get your hand out of there.”

        Leonard stood up and looked at me the way he always looked at everybody, like he was bored. I don’t understand why everybody likes Leonard so much. Perhaps they feel sorry for him. I do, too, sometimes, but he was not a nice person even before he was attacked. He spends a lot of time in the menagerie. Patrick thinks it’s because he is fond of the animals. I have a mind to think it’s because he has interest in killing animals that are larger than chickens.

        He wiggled his fingers at me. “What’s it to you if I lose another?”  he asked.

        This was more than I could take. I went crazy on him, hitting him and screaming.

        “Why do you have to wait eighty years? Why not do it right now?”

        He had no idea what I was talking about. Even after I’d explained it, he did not appear remorseful at all.

        “Soothsayin’s phony,” he says. “Besides, the best way to get somebody not to kill you’s not to be such a bitch all the time. Or to kill them first.”

        Before I could get a good hit on his face, Patrick ran out of one of the stalls, casting aside his pitchfork and running between us.

        “Hey,” he said, holding out a hand to me like I was a misbehaving animal. “Wilma, that’s enough.”

        “He’s going to kill me,” I said.

        “In eighty years’ time, so she says,” Leonard said. “Accordin’ to her soothsayin’ ball.”

        “You heard it once,” Patrick said to me. “Right?” I nodded. “Right. Well, he ain’t guilty of something that he ain’t done yet, and surely he ain’t guilty if you only heard it once.”

        I had always liked Patrick, with his kind eyes, and his gentle way with the animals. I never understood why he was so fond of Leonard. If I had to guess, it was for the same reason he was fond of Ola. Everybody and their mother knows that elephant is dangerous, but there’s a part of Patrick that is sure she is trainable, even though I don’t believe it myself.

        I would have fought him longer, but the scene I’d made was attracting some more attention. Pudsey was walking over. I could see Joseph Durand himself outside the tent, watching us. Even though he was the older and more reasonable of the brothers (especially compared to hot-headed and temperamental Elias), he was still in charge, I did not want him to see me ready to push Leonard in there with the tiger. Tears pooled in my eyes. Leonard had a big old grin on his face from where he was standing behind Patrick.

      

      

      Well, that was depressing as hell. I guess Leonard was creepy way before he met any of us. The Soothsayer might have said that people thought predicting the future was the stuff of phonies, but what she predicted ended up being right, so I guess it’s not that phony after all.

      Could Leonard be hiding somewhere Patrick used to live? I’m about to Google Patrick’s name when I remember that Leonard used his body as his first host, and that Patrick died before he turned eighteen. He wouldn’t have had the time to buy any houses or hiding places.

      I’m halfway through the diary when the door opens. Jonah kicks off his shoes and walks up to the pile of boxes. His cheeks and eyes are flushed like he has windburn from being outside.

      “Is this her stuff?” he asks.

      I glare at him. I want to say something sarcastic, maybe pull a face and gape at him because the answer is pretty obvious. But looking at him, I can feel a familiar, choked-up, pathetic lump forming in the back of my throat, and I lose all hope of being sarcastic.

      “Yes,” I say.

      Jonah picks up a thin diary. “Find anything interesting?”

      His tone is lighthearted and easy. Like he never said those hurtful things to me earlier. I don’t know if he forgot, or if he’s delusional and thinks I’d still want to talk to him after this afternoon.

      I shake my head and don’t say anything.

      Jonah opens his diary to the first page. Clearing his throat, he reads. “Dear diary. Today, I sat on the toilet and dropped the largest, nastiest turd the world has ever seen.”

      A smile fights its way onto my face. “It doesn’t say that.”

      “Cross my heart, it does,” he says, returning the smile. He stabs his finger on the open diary. “Right here on page one.”

      Stop it, Shiloh. Stop smiling at him.

      Clearing my throat to tell him this conversation is over, I start reading a new entry. It’s hard not to look at Jonah as he rummages around the box and sits down in the stiff armchair by the coffee table.

      I try to pretend Jonah isn’t here. That’s hard to do when I can hear it every time he shifts in his chair or itches the dry skin on his scalp. I wish he’d go read somewhere else. There aren’t a lot of places he could go when we’re both sharing this tiny room.

      It’s half an hour before either of us speaks again.

      “Nothing in this one,” he says, tossing the diary back into the box. “Wilma’s much older and there’s a whole lot of stuff about Fiona as a baby.”

      I can’t help it. “Does reading about her having her diaper changed make you want to hook up with her less?”

      Jonah, in his defense, looks alarmed. “What? No, I don’t want to hook up with her. She’s, like, older than my mom.”

      “That’s never stopped you before.”

      Jonah runs his tongue against his bottom lip like he wants to say something to me, but he decides against it because the next thing out of his mouth is, “Do you want to order pizza?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ordering pizza was a good idea. It’s good pizza. The crust is chewy and there’s so much grease that I feel like I should dab it with a napkin before eating. I’m too lazy to get one.

      I eat it straight out of the box with a blanket wrapped around my shoulders because I’m convinced this room keeps getting colder as it gets later in the night. At least the wind has stopped buffeting the windows with grit. This diary isn’t interesting either. All it’s telling me is that Wilma hated Leonard’s guts when they were kids, but that most of the other kids were on Leonard’s side. They cared about him. They understood him in a way that nobody else could. No wonder he wanted to bring them back from the dead so badly. If everyone in my life was telling me I was evil, I’d also want to surround myself with people who thought I was good.

      By 9 o’clock, I have finished three diaries. I don’t remember the last time I took a Tylenol. I didn’t sleep enough last night, and it’s catching up with me. My temples throb so bad that each pulse is reverberating into my eyeballs. I swallow three tabs with a bite of pizza. Jonah is staring at the side of my head. I wait for him to make some kind of annoying comment about how I should take the tablets with water because he’s always so concerned about my hygiene and personal habits, but he says nothing.

      I take off my headphones. I listened all the way up to One Day More, around halfway through the musical.

      “I’m going to bed,” I say.

      Jonah nods. Doesn’t even look up.

      Whatever. I turn off all the lights in the room so he’s sitting in the dark, climb into bed, and pull the sheets up to my nose.

      Jonah doesn’t get up. I don’t know why. Last I checked, he didn’t have night vision, so if he wants to keep reading he’d have to get up and go to the bathroom.

      A couple of seconds go by before he stands up. I try to figure out what he’s doing, or why he isn’t walking to the bathroom. The mattress dips as he sits on the edge of the bed next to me.

      What is doing? He said he was going to sleep in the bathroom, no matter how uncomfortable the tub was. I’m turning over to glare at him when he slides under the covers.

      His nose is an inch or two from mine. I can feel his breath on my cheeks, warming my nose. He’s breathing fast. I am, too. When he presses his mouth to mine, I forget how to breathe at all.

      He doesn’t move. His lips are soft. Softer than they have ever been. He holds his lips against mine and both of us lie there, unmoving, connected only at our mouths for a couple of seconds. Just long enough for me to realize what I’m doing.

      I pull away from him. “What is happening right now?”

      Jonah sighs. I don’t know if it’s the way I can hear his breathing hitch, but I get a lurching feeling in my stomach.

      Something hangs in the air between us. Something I can feel.

      “I need to tell you something,” he says.

      “Are you okay?”

      “This … this is hard for me,” he says. “Please don’t say anything until I’m done, okay?”

      Under the covers, he finds my hand and threads his fingers through mine. Oh my God, he’s shivering.

      “I had a rough time as a kid,” he whispers. “I know that’s not groundbreaking. You already knew that. But my mom had a lot of issues. She … never wanted kids. She didn’t know she was pregnant with me until she was too far along to have an abortion. Even when she did find out, she kept using, so when I was born, I almost died. Growing up she’d use on and off. She’d have these real bad mood swings. One time when I was six and she was smoking, she made Catherine and me smoke with her. I coughed real hard and she put her cigarette out on my arm.”

      He doesn’t let his words sit for long. He keeps speaking over the top of them.

      “She made it to rehab once and was good for a couple years after that. Then my dad came back, and everything got bad again.”

      Jonah’s voice is barely audible. I listen hard to make sure I don’t miss a single word. “My dad was using. He came back to fix everything with us but made my mom relapse, which meant she lost her job, and then we lost our place. He left. We had nowhere to go. None of my mom’s family wanted to take us in, and that’s why we ended up in the tent city.” Jonah swallows hard. “It got bad again there. She told me I deserved everything I got because I’d ruined her life. I hate myself for admitting this because I can hear how it sounds, but I believed her. Even when she overdosed … I felt so guilty. Like I’d done that to her. I’d never felt so alone.”

      He pulls his fingers out from between mine. Gently, he guides my hand under his T-shirt, laying my palm flat against his stomach. He searches my eyes. I feel ridges on his smooth skin. It takes a couple of seconds for me to realize what I’m touching.

      “I blamed myself,” Jonah says. “For everything.”

      Understanding wraps around my heart and squeezes. “Do you still?”

      He shakes his head. “It stopped when I was twelve. I … hope you never know what it feels like to be that lonely.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I meant what I said at the labyrinth. I still do. I was scared to tell you because I thought once you got to know me, you wouldn’t like me anymore. I didn’t want you to see me differently.”

      His chest is rising and falling fast. Like he needs the release of tears but hasn’t cried for so long that his body doesn’t remember how.

      “I don’t love myself enough to be enough for you,” he says, “but I don’t want to be this person all my life.”

      There’s a crushing pressure in my chest. I understand what he’s saying. If we were two normal teenagers with normal parents who weren’t running from the police, we could have taken it slow. God knows I have my own stuff to deal with and work out as far as relationships go and … I don’t know. Maybe Jonah and I could have figured it out together.

      But that’s not the world we’re in. Every day, we’re getting closer to finding Leonard, and even if we make it through that alive and manage to rescue Francesca, I don’t see any way out of this that doesn’t involve me going to jail. We can’t take it slow. We don’t have enough time.

      “I get it if this means you don’t want anything to do with me anymore,” Jonah says. “I just wanted to tell you because I didn’t want you to think that I hated you. Because I don’t, Shiloh. Not by a long shot.”

      I wish I could reach back in time and wrap my arms around 12-year-old Jonah and tell him he was wonderful and special and that there was nothing wrong with him for doing his best with the crappy cards he was dealt.

      So I do the next best thing. I wrap my arms around 17-year-old Jonah and shift closer to him under the blanket. I press my torso against his and bury my face in the soft part of his neck under his Adam’s apple where his neck becomes his chest. I snake my legs around his ankles and run my fingers through his hair and cling to him until I can’t hold him any tighter.

      “I know,” I say.

      Dry sobs course through Jonah entire body. He cries into my shoulder, and I hold him until he can breathe again.
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      I am not sure how much time has passed before I recognize the girl stroking my hair as Evangeline. She has pulled my head onto her lap and is detangling my knotted hair with the delicate accuracy of somebody who has done this many times before.

      I am not sleeping, although I am not exactly awake either. It is as though I am trapped in a drowsy in-between land where I can do nothing but stare at the rusted bolts holding the cage in place. Sometimes, when I am particularly ill or lonely, my imagination will give me a good dream. A visit from my mother in our old house. An hour of building faerie houses with Mrs. Lewis. Right now, it gives me nothing.

      If I had it my way, I would lie with my head on Evangeline’s lap for hours, closing my eyes and letting her touch my hair. Not many things go my way in this cellar.

      I do not notice the cloudy figure walking up to the cage until they reach the bars.

      Who is that? I try to sit up. The world tips on its axis and makes me fall right back down.

      “It’s time to wake up, little girls.” The figure holds up a tray. “Who would like something to eat?”

      I rub my eyes to clear them. While it does not work all the way, it works well enough for me to see the woman’s face.

      “I made bacon,” Shiloh’s mother says, smiling so widely that the corners of her eyes form crow’s feet. “There’s eggs and milk and toast. Anything you can imagine.”

      Shiloh’s mother slides two bowls into the cage. Spoons scrape against ceramic like chalk on a blackboard, making me wince. Pink straws swish around in cups of orange juice.

      I stare at her. The foolery that Leonard gave me has made my brain less than reliable, but I am not loopy enough to be seeing things like Shiloh’s mother on the other side of the bars. One glance over at Evangeline tells me that she is seeing her, too.

      Shiloh’s mother points at the glasses of juice. “Go on, eat your food. I ain’t sure there’ll be more after them growin’ boys get finished eating.”

      In slow motion, the walls of the cage fall away, like I am the core of an apple and everything else is a slice of flesh. Evangeline’s eyes bore into my head. I cannot look away from Shiloh’s mother and the long face, fair hair, and spindly build she shares with her daughter.

      She waits for me to guzzle the juice I should feel so grateful for. I glance around the cage. There is no sign of Shiloh’s mother in it. There is only Evangeline and me.

      I grab the cup of orange juice and hurl it at the woman.

      “What did you do to her?” I cough against the metal bit I had forgotten was still in my mouth. “Where is she?”

      Juice spills all over the front of the woman’s cardigan. She tries to brush it off, but it has already soaked in. “Young lady, do not speak to me that way.”

      Did Leonard trap her? Does he still have her somewhere? I scream Leonard’s name at the top of my lungs, not caring that my voice is contorted against the bit that has rubbed so hard against the corners of my mouth that it is creating lesions.

      Please, no. Leonard could not have killed Shiloh’s mother. She has suffered too much in her life to deserve dying at the hands of such a monster, or to give life to a monster just as terrible as he is.

      I scream for Leonard again. None of the words come out clearly, yet Leonard’s mother understands them. She grabs a coiled rope from the floor and whips the bars of the cage.

      Evangeline yips at the noise. I fall over myself to get away. The steel bars of the cage hum. Leonard’s mother swishes the whip like she has no problems hitting them again.

      “My boy is eating his breakfast.” She cracks it on the bars again. “You behave. That ain’t no way to respond to my kindness, bringing you breakfast. My boy will speak to you when he’s done eating.”

      Evangeline whimpers. Dropping the whip, Leonard’s mother carries the tray back up the stairs.

      I press my face against the bars of the cage and run my eyes over the boxes, coat racks, and other hideous items Leonard has collected during his travels for any sign of a soul. The room is as dark and dead as it has always been.

      A sob gurgles from the pit of my stomach, making my entire body tremble. “Mrs. Oleson?” I pray she can understand my garbled speech. “Please, you must come out. Please …”

      Something snags on the metal bars wrapped around my head. Evangeline fits a folded plastic straw into the lock and tugs at it so forcefully I wince.

      “Sorry,” she whispers, bringing it closer so the bit pinches my lip. “I almost got it.”

      She wriggles it around for a couple more seconds. The metal straps around my head slacken.

      I spit out the bit and open my jaw. Fresh tears spring from my eyes.

      Evangeline gathers up the helmet and tosses it into the corner of the cage, having it land in a heap.

      I glance at the straw in her hand. Where did she learn how to pick a lock with a straw?

      I hope my eyes convey my gratitude because I am not sure I can manage to say any words right now except for Mrs. Oleson’s name.

      I scream it again. Over and over again until my calls dwindle into heavy cries, and soon my throat is so thick I cannot even get anything resembling a word out. Until I get an idea.

      I close my eyes. The moldy hay rustles as Evangeline moves, most likely retrieving the remaining portions of orange juice and oatmeal. I do my best to ignore her.

      Come on, Mrs. Oleson. Where are you?

      I could do it before. Using Poppy Rooney’s soul, I launched Ashley Christensen ten feet through a cornfield. I moved Reverend Guessford with my mind. I am not entirely sure how I did it. Perhaps I could do it in the other direction to bring someone to me.

      I try to imagine pulling Mrs. Oleson here, dragging her to where I am with a million tiny hands reaching out of my body. There is a tingling feeling at the base of my neck. My eyes open. Behind one of the cardboard boxes at the end of the room, a ball of light rises into the air. It stretches and morphs into the shape of a bright-eyed young woman with shiny hair and hardly any wrinkles. I gasp. She looks so much like Shiloh that I forget how to breathe.

      “Mrs. Oleson?” My voice sounds far shyer than I intend it to.

      The young woman nods. She is several years younger than Shiloh’s mother in real life. Most of the souls I’ve seen take the form they had on Earth before they died. In actuality, I would not know if they did or not, because I did not know most of the souls from the cemetery while they were alive. I wonder why Shiloh’s mother’s soul did not mature along with her.

      “W-what is h-happening to me?” Shiloh’s mother asks, gliding close enough for me to reach out and hold her frail hands. My fingers curl around something hard. A chill runs through my body. I may as well be holding dry ice, but I will not let go. No matter how much it hurts.

      Keeping her hands in mine, I explain it to her. All of it. She begins by shaking her head, but it is difficult to deny the existence of ghosts when you are one, floating in the air and transparent.

      “Shiloh is helping me to stop him,” I finish. “Both of us … we are working together.”

      Shiloh’s mother’s eyes grow wide. If I’m not mistaken, they fill with tears.

      “I will fix this,” I say. “You will not stay this way for long. Please, you must hide from Leonard. He will be able to see you.”

      Upstairs, there is a high-pitched feminine cackle. Shiloh’s mother gasps. Before I can say anything to comfort her, she soars away and dissolves into one of the cardboard boxes.

      I wrap my arms around my stomach in the hope that it will stop my teeth from chattering. At least Shiloh’s mother is still here. She has not faded away. I will not mourn her while she is not gone.

      “Is it cold in here, or is it only me?” I ask.

      “Just you.” Evangeline holds a bowl of oatmeal underneath my nose. “You have to eat something.”

      I shake my head. Eating something is impossible because I simply do not have an appetite.

      Evangeline spoons a heaped glob of oatmeal and offers it to me. “It’s important to maintain your strength.”

      “I am not eating that.”

      “This isn’t a joke. You look horrible. I don’t know if it’s normal for your skin to look like a ninety-year-old woman first thing in the morning, but you look like you could be my grandmother.”

      This gets my attention. There are no mirrors in here, so it is difficult for me to know. I touch my nose, cheekbones, and chin, but nothing feels different than usual. I curse myself for caring.

      “Appearances do not matter,” I say.

      “They do when you look close to death.” Evangeline offers me the bowl again. “Eat.”

      I stare at the unappealing glob of oats, then up at Evangeline’s eyes. Even in this dim cellar, they are bright enough to be made of sea glass. They are the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. More beautiful than Jonah’s, although I am not sure Shiloh would agree with me.

      I take the bowl into my trembling hands and spoon some oats into my mouth.

      Evangeline sits back on her heels. The corner of her mouth twitches. “So, what is your plan for getting us out of here?”

      I swallow the oats. Coming up with a plan would be a good idea. Certainly better than drifting in and out of consciousness on the bed of hay, no matter how much I might prefer to do that.

      I do my best to think despite the foolery gluing up my brain. “Leonard has nearly completed the list of people he wanted to bring back. In our first conversation, he told me about Maude, Guilherme, his mother, and then the boy who worked with the elephants.”

      “Patrick.” Warmth pours out of Evangeline’s smile. “Oh, I miss him. He was such a wonderful human being.”

      “Be that as it may, Guilherme is upstairs,” I say. “He will try to stop us if we escape, and so will Leonard and his mother. We will not beat all three of them in a fight. We need to outsmart them.”

      “What if you pretended to be dead so he had to open the cage?”

      I smile at her innocence. “Leonard has a special ability to be able to see the truth in that regard.”

      Evangeline pouts. I swish the oatmeal around in my mouth for a couple of seconds before something occurs to me. Something I had not thought of before. “Did Patrick really like elephants?”

      Evangeline nods. “One in particular. Ola.”

      A tingling sensation reaches my fingers. The longer the idea sits in my brain, the less silly it feels.

      “I may have an idea for how we could escape.”
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      This is the best sleep I’ve had in years. Usually, I can’t get through the night without waking up a couple times. It’s one of the great things about growing up with a dad like mine. Even subconsciously, I’m always listening for the door to open so I can avoid being caught off guard.

      But I wasn’t scared of that happening last night. None of my fears can reach me when I’m in Jonah’s arms.

      Oh my God, I slept in Jonah’s arms.

      I open my eyes to find Jonah’s face inches from mine. He’s still sleeping. One of his arms is draped over my shoulders and both of our heads are on the same pillow. His mouth is open, but he’s not drooling. The scratchy orange blanket is covering our ears like we’re bundled together in a sleeping bag.

      I’ve never seen Jonah sleep before. He looks so … innocent. So many people have disappointed him in his life that I don’t blame him for hiding behind his smirk and his cool guy act. When he’s sleeping, though, he doesn’t look like a cool guy. He looks like a little kid.

      A quiet snore rattles through his nose. I reach for his iPhone because it has a camera and I want to record the snoring so I can tease him about it later. In the process, I accidentally knock the Soothsayer’s diary off the nightstand.

      I wince at the sound. Jonah stirs. With a big sigh, he rolls over and goes back to sleep.

      Damn diary. I should probably read it, especially since I have nothing better to do than stare at the back of Jonah’s head now. 

      Gently moving the covers onto my legs, I pick up the diary and sit up in bed. The wooden headboard digs into my shoulder blades. I open the diary and run my eyes over its crusty pages.

      January 13, 1945— I walked to school along the river this morning. It has gotten cold this week, and it makes me miss the Florida heat dearly. I’m not sure when I will go back, but I’ll make a promise right now. The moment I have enough money, I will buy the biggest house I can afford way down near the tip of Florida so that I never need to warm my hands inside my pockets again.

      Cincinnati is all right. There is not much to do. An elephant escaped last night. It tore up some poor soul’s house before we were able to control it. I visited Pudsey at the elephant house after getting home from school, and he said it was Ola who got out. The poor old thing has not been the same since Patrick ran away last summer. Pudsey said she was getting dangerous. They might need to shoot her before she escapes again and hurts somebody.

      I turn the page. Jonah groans like he’s being pulled out of sleep against his will. Oh no, did I wake him up? His groggy eyes meet mine. A boyish smile spreads across his lips.

      Without saying anything, he plucks the diary out of my hands and drops it on the ground. I’m about to ask him to give it back when he climbs over and flops on top of me. The impact knocks the air out of my lungs. I laugh and wrap my arms around his neck.

      He kisses my forehead, then peppers kisses all over my face. One on my chin. One on each cheek. One on the bridge of my nose. Each kiss comes so quickly after the last that it almost feels like he’s tickling me, which I usually hate, but I’m laughing so hard I need to breathe through my mouth to catch more air. “Jonah!”

      He stops. His eyelids are still drooping from sleep. It’s stupid how much I love looking at them. They’re so blue that they look fake. Like contacts. “Yes?”

      “You’re heavy.”

      He rolls to the side, keeping one arm wrapped around me and one leg over mine. I relax into the warm curve of his body. Gently, his fingertips brush against my temple as he tucks a hair behind my ear.

      “You read anything interesting in that diary?” he asks.

      Oops. I’d completely forgotten about the book, and the story about the elephant. “Nothing interesting enough to remember.”

      “You shouldn’t let yourself get so easily distracted.”

      “I wouldn’t, if you weren’t so distracting.”

      Jonah’s dimples slice into his cheeks. He’s smiling like he usually smiles at me, but this smile feels different. Like it’s not trying to be anything and just is. The wall that used to hide his emotions deep behind his eyes has crumbled. So much care and feeling has broken through his defenses. They are pouring onto me and making my entire body feel warm.

      He kisses my head again like an unspoken promise. Early morning light bleeds into the room from around the curtain and reflects off the orange blankets, carpet, and walls, giving Jonah’s usually pale face a healthy glow. His black hair falls onto his forehead and sticks up at unnatural angles.

      I don’t know if I lean into him first or if he pulls me toward him. Probably both. Our lips collide and this time, there’s no hesitation.

      He explodes into motion. Wrapping his arm around my shoulders, he turns me onto my side. His hands knot themselves in the thickness of my tangled hair. He leans into me, kissing me harder. Deeper.

      “Shiloh,” he murmurs against my lips, not taking his mouth away from mine.

      I smile because I like the way my name sounds coming out of him. Jonah’s lips part and his tongue strokes the inside of my mouth, sending jolts through me like electricity.

      So this is what kissing is supposed to feel like.

      He climbs on top of me, bracing his hands on the pillow on either side of my head. I run my hands against his hips, his sides, the sharp bones of his shoulder blades. He’s lean and muscular and familiar and mine.

      I grab the hem of his T-shirt. “Can I?”

      He nods. I raise the shirt over his head and throw it on the ground. In a second, he’s kissing me again.

      He claws at the back of my shirt. I pull away far enough to shimmy out of it. It falls onto the ground next to his and we stare at each other, breathing hard. Jonah’s pupils widen, and his eyes darken to the color of the night sky. I’m acutely aware of what he’s seeing. The scars from Dad’s belt that never healed right. The marks on my body I never thought I’d let anyone look at. But Jonah has his own, and after last night there’s no room for secrets. I cup my hand over the bare skin above his waistband, wordlessly telling him I’ve got him. He shudders against me as if he were dying.

      I open my arms and my knees. He goes into them and gathers me up against him. I wrap my ankles around his calves to pin him against my body because I have never wanted anything as much as I want him closer. Jonah lets out a hopeless groan. He kisses his way down my neck. I arch my back, curling my toes at his touch.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asks.

      “No,” I say. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes,” he whispers. “Oh my God, yes.”

      I kiss him feverishly, unable to get enough. Jonah swallows my sounds with his kisses. He envelopes everything. All I feel is Jonah. All I smell is Jonah. My brain is numb, and I’m trapped in my body, overwhelmed by all the different things I’m feeling and unable to form a single thought except for how good it all feels. I didn’t know it was possible to feel ready to explode and light on fire and melt all at the same time.

      Jonah closes his eyes as he loses himself. I arch up against him as I fall apart.
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        * * *

      

      The room takes a while to stop spinning. I stare at the beige ceiling as reality returns to me in stages.

      Jonah threads his fingers through mine and pulls me closer to him. He’s hot and slick with sweat. I rest my face on his chest and close my eyes, listening to the rapid beat of his heart.

      He rests his lips against the top of my head. “You really are the best thing that ever happened to me,” he mumbles against my hair. “I meant every word.”

      A rush of feeling overwhelms me. I remember being at the labyrinth, drowning in my own consciousness as the rain pummeled my face. The only warm thing was his arms around me. Like they’re wrapped around me now.

      I tilt my head up so I can look at him and say what I wish I could have said that day if I had been able to say anything. “I don’t think I’ve ever been the best thing that’s happened to anyone before,” I say. “It feels good.”

      He laughs. In the room, it’s still cold, but I’m warm in here, under this blanket with Jonah’s gentle hands in my hair.

      I close my eyes. In minutes, I’m asleep again.
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        * * *

      

      A phone is ringing. Or buzzing, I guess, the way phones do when they’re set to vibrate.

      A groan catches in my throat. I hope Jonah doesn’t notice the ringing, but he anyone with ears could hear this sound. Jonah shifts under me like he’s going to answer.

      I cling onto his arm. “Stay.”

      Jonah removes my hand from his arm and turns it over, kissing my palm. “Only Miles has this number. I got the phone yesterday in case the cops were trying to trace my old one.”

      His words take a second to sink in. If Miles is the only one who has this number, he has to be the one calling us. He could be calling to say hi and check in. Probably not. If memory serves, the schedule on the fridge says he works Saturday mornings.

      Jonah slides off the mattress. Sunlight shines on his bare torso, casting harsh shadows on his hips and stomach and making him look like he’s carved out of stone.

      He puts on his sweatpants and runs a hand through his tangled hair before flipping open the phone. “Hi, buddy.”

      I can hear Miles’s new and much deeper voice through the receiver. Jonah’s face goes white. He immediately puts the phone on speaker and flops onto his stomach on the bed, propping himself up on his elbow.

      “You’re on speaker with Shiloh,” he says.

      “Shiloh,” Miles says. I may not have known Officer Zweering well enough to have been familiar with his speech tics, but I know Miles. And right now his voice is thin, the same way it always got when something was wrong. Really wrong.

      I find my sweatshirt in the tangle of sheets and wrestle it over my head. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “It’s your mom,” Miles says. “She’s missing.”

      Just like that, all the warmth and laughter that had been filling my body disappears. I grab the phone from Jonah’s hands and sit up. “What do you mean she’s missing?”

      “A call came into the police office last night when I was off,” Miles says. On his end, the wind howls into the receiver. A glance at the clock tells me it’s ten in the morning. He must be standing outside the police station. “She had to go to Cincinnati for something two nights ago, and she never came back. She left Max with a babysitter who called your grandparents, who said to wait a day before calling the police. She’s gone, Shiloh. Nobody knows where she went.”

      The things he’s telling me hit me in pieces. Cincinnati. Babysitter. Babysitter? Max has never been left with a babysitter in his life. I’d never trust a babysitter to look after him. Not after what he’s been through. “Was it Hailey Rosenfarb?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Or Allie what’s-her-face? She brings her boyfriend over after the kids she babysits go to sleep. I heard parents at Max’s school talking about it. One time, a girl’s parents caught her—”

      Jonah places a hand on my arm. The look on his face tells me I’m focusing on the wrong thing.

      He’s right. I am. “Did the babysitter say where Mom had to go in Cincinnati? Or why?”

      “I’m heading over there now,” Miles says. “I’m going to see if I can talk to your neighbors and this babysitter, figure out if any of their doorbell cameras picked up anything.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. Cincinnati. Who do I know in Cincinnati? None of my family live there, and the city is too far away to go to without a good reason. Could Mom have gone to see one of her high school friends? No. She wouldn’t have left Max with a sitter after everything we’ve been through just to hang out with a friend.

      Something else occurs to me. I lean against the backboard and wrap my arm around my stomach.

      Jonah’s eyebrows knit. “You okay, Scooby?”

      “It’s Leonard,” I say. “He’s in Cincinnati.”

      Miles hisses in a breath through the phone. “How do you know?”

      “Because I read it in the diary,” I say. “The circus spent the winters in Cincinnati with all the animals and stuff.”

      Jonah doesn’t look like he believes me. “You think your mom went to go find Leonard?”

      “No. I think he lured her there to get to me.” As the words come out of my mouth, my heart pounds in my chest. “Maybe he left her a note and said he has me, and she went to Cincinnati to get me back. Or maybe he called her.” My stomach drops. “Miles, can you find an address through a phone number?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You need to look through the call history at my house,” I say. “If she got a call from a Cincinnati number …”

      “It could lead us right to her,” Jonah finishes. “And to Frankie.”

      Exactly. “Then we can rescue them.”

      On the other end of the phone, a group of people passes by. Miles says hello to them before returning to the phone with a whisper. “The chief put another officer on the case,” he hisses. “We might need a warrant, or we might have to wait until a detective takes over to comb through the phone records.”

      “You should break into the house and get them yourself.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Why not?”

      “For one thing, it’s illegal.”

      “Since when do cops follow the law?” Jonah says, and I see the old Jonah, the wary and cynical one who is never far from the surface.

      What Jonah said is a hard thing for America’s only sixteen-year-old cop to hear. Especially when Miles has never been on the wrong side of the law in his life. It’s also a terrible way to convince Miles to do anything when he gets nightmares about breaking the rules. So I change my strategy. “Please, can you try to look through the call history?”

      “I’ll drive over there now,” he says.

      “Thank you.”

      Miles pants on the other end of the phone, like he’s walking. I stare at Jonah’s blue eyes in the hope that it’ll make my heartbeat slow down. A million questions run through my head. One overpowers all of them.

      “Where is Max right now?” I ask, my voice shaking. 

      “With your grandparents,” Miles says. “That’s all the babysitter said.”

      Oh no. My mom’s parents live down in Florida, so the only grandparents that Miles could be talking about are Dad’s parents, who still live in Bethany. Which is bad. After Dad started having more of his episodes, he stopped wanting his parents around. He didn’t want them to pop in unannounced when there was still glass on the floor, when I had bruises, or when Mom had to put so much concealer on that it looked like cake icing. We’d see them for holidays. Dad made sure he never hit us before holidays. Because they never saw any evidence of his abuse, they had no reason to believe it happened.

      I tap Jonah’s shoulder. “Where’s your other phone? I need to Google something.”

      Jonah gets his iPhone from his backpack and hands it to me. I place the burner phone on a pillow between Jonah and me and Google ‘Heidi Oleson missing sheriff Bethany Ohio’ to find a short video on the Bethany Citizen website. A video plays on repeat beneath the title.

      Dad is on the screen, in uniform, addressing the public. The volume is off and there are no subtitles. I don’t need any to get the gist of what he’s saying. Ten seconds into the video, the camera pans over to Nanny holding Max. I grip the phone so hard that my knuckles turn white. I raise the volume as the video repeats.

      “… Heidi … my wife … hasn’t been herself lately,” Dad says. His voice trails off like it never trails off, and I realize with a pang he’s acting, hamming it up for the camara to save his skin. “I’m worried about her mental health after the series of accusations she made recently, which I’m sure are linked to the behavior of our daughter Shiloh. Heidi … and Shiloh … if you’re listening to this, please come home. Your son and your brother need you.” The camera pans again, and oh my God I’ve never hated him more.  

      I open a new tab. My fingers hover over the keyboard. “Are there busses that go from Dayton to Bethany?”

      Miles hisses in a breath. “No, Shiloh, you can’t come back here.”

      “I need to get Max.”

      “The last place you want to be right now is Bethany. Seriously.”

      “Max can’t stay with Nanny and Grandpa,” I say. “If he’s with them, he’s one step away from my dad, and if he’s one step away from my dad …” Rage boils in my stomach. “I’m not leaving him there.”

      “Do you not understand that the police are actively looking for you?” Miles asks. “You know what I did yesterday? I destroyed security footage at that gas station. The police had you on camera dressed like you were about to rob it.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You’re going to be caught. And your dad’s not going to do anything to Max with the whole town watching him.”

      “There’s a bus that leaves here at 6:40 for Columbus,” I say. “There has to be a connection from there.” I think about it a little more deeply. “Could you pick us up in Columbus?” I glance at Jonah. “Or me, at least?”

      “Us,” Jonah corrects me. “I’m going with you. You’re not doing this alone. Buy some shades and shave your head, kid.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders and affectionately rubs his knuckles on my head like he’s giving me a noogie. I laugh.

      Miles clears his throat. “If you come to Bethany, someone is going to see you. You want to know what happens if you get arrested? You get thrown in jail, you leave me here alone, Max stays with your grandparents, Leonard goes free, and there’s a good chance you’ll never see your mom again.” Miles is pulling no punches here. He must be scared. “If I can get an address for that phone call, let’s at least go after Leonard first. Max is safe for now. Safer than your mom, and safer than Francesca.”

      “Will you pick us up in Columbus or not?” I ask.

      Miles mumbles something under his breath before saying he has to go.

      “Will you pick us up?” I say again, hearing the desperation creeping into my voice.

      “Yes,” he says. “Jesus, you’re killing me.”

      With that, he hangs up. I throw the phone onto the bed, tucking my knees to my chest and burying my face in them.

      Jonah places a hand on my back. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, Max is probably safe with your grandparents, at least for now. Finding your mom is more important.”

      “Max doesn’t know my grandparents,” I say. “He’s all alone. He’s scared. And if Leonard came after my mom, who’s to say he’s not going to go after Max?” My voice breaks on Max’s name. I pinch the bridge of my nose between my fingers. “He needs to be with me so I can protect him.”

      “Okay,” Jonah says. “Okay. You said you want to take the 6:40 bus, so at least we’ll get to Columbus when it’s dark. We’ll meet Miles and he’ll drive us to Bethany. Sound good?”

      I nod. He wraps an arm around my shoulders and books the tickets on his phone. His touch is the only thing that keeps me breathing.
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      The sign to the O Blueberry Farm swings in the wind, making the cables holding it up creak.

      “Let me get this straight,” Jonah says. “Your dad is a blueberry farmer?”

      “Was a blueberry farmer. Then he became a sheriff.”

      “Some career move,” Jonah says. I don’t blame him for not believing it. In his campaign speeches, Dad loved to say he comes from a long line of farmers right here in Bethany. What his campaign slogans failed to mention is that his parents don’t farm dairy or corn. They own a seasonal pick-your-own-blueberries operation where parents bring their kids for an afternoon every summer.

      Jonah examines the chipped, hand-painted sign. The squeaking cables are making the same sound as that shower scene music from Psycho.

      “Is a farm you pick fruit at called an orchard or a farm?”

      “No idea.”

      “Do they just do blueberries, or do they do other things too?” Jonah asks. “Like donkey rides and shadow boxing?”

      Jonah grins. Even picturing it makes me smile.

      I’m still not feeling good about standing on the road here with Jonah like sitting targets waiting for a cop or a concerned citizen to drive by and see us. Pulling my hood over my head, I thread my fingers through his and run down the long driveway.

      It’s been over a year since I’ve been here. Dad used to bring us here all the time when I was little to see Nanny and Grandpa. I was allowed to pick as many blueberries as I wanted, then Nanny would help me bake them into a pie. I’d stand on the step stool in between her arms and knead the dough, getting flour all over the rolling pin and my hands. Those afternoons stopped after Uncle Jim died. Dad must have been afraid they’d catch onto him. See through him. Who knows. I never spent the afternoon picking blueberries here again.

      I glance past Jonah at the shadowy bushes stretching out in parallel lines across the field. Gravel crunches under my sneakers as I round the bend in the driveway and the farmhouse comes into view. It’s big and blue with a covered front porch and an old wicker rocking chair swaying in the breeze. All the lights are off, which I’d expect because it’s almost one o’clock in the morning so the six-year-old and both eighty-year-olds will be asleep. But that’s not the only thing I notice.

      I yank Jonah into the trees and hide behind one. Jonah falls behind a large trunk next to me, glancing at me with wide eyes.

      “What are we hiding from?” he whispers.

      Careful not to show myself, I glance out from behind the trunk at the sheriff’s department car in the driveway.

      Crap.

      “Miles didn’t say the house would be guarded,” I hiss.

      “He probably didn’t know,” Jonah says. “The sheriff’s department is separate from the police.”

      “Do you think it’s a trap?”

      “They wouldn’t put Max in danger to try and catch you,” he says. “At least, I don’t think they would.”

      “My dad might.” There’s more than a hint of sadness in my voice. I wonder if arresting his own daughter would make him look heartless or heroic. Thinking about it makes my head hurt.

      I run my eyes around the trees wrapping around the house. To get to our rendezvous point with Miles, we need to escape through the woods. I’m wearing black clothes. If I stick to the tree line, maybe whoever is in the sheriff’s car won’t see me.

      It’s Dad. I bet it is.

      I don’t know how far the restraining order reaches. Clearly not far enough if Dad was allowed to appear on the news with Max. Given how much everyone still likes Dad, whatever Mom got could have been overturned easily enough with a quick conversation with a judge.

      She isn’t right in the head, your honor. You’ve got to help me out here.

       I question my decision to come here for the umpteenth time, although Miles couldn’t get the phone records so going straight to Cincinnati would have been pointless. It’s a huge city. Without an address, there’s no way we could find Leonard. We’d end up asking random people if they’d seen a man named Leonard walking around. Or stand around hoping to run into him on the street.

      Miles is going to try again tomorrow. For now, all that matters is getting Max to safety.

      “Go to the trees behind the house and wait for me,” I say. “I’ll get Max and then we’ll run.”

      Jonah nods. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Okay. Taking a deep breath, I walk out from behind the tree and creep through the woods. There’s someone in the car. Even though the headlights and engine are off, I can see a silhouette in the driver’s seat. It’s impossible to know exactly how well hidden I am in the trees. Because it’s fall, there are loads of dead leaves on the ground, and they crunch under my feet no matter how much I try to be quiet. I breathe into the crook of my elbow to stop the mist from my breath from showing.

      By some miracle, I’m able to reach the back of the house. As soon as I’m out of view of the car, I run up to the side of the house and to the first-floor window above the cellar doors.

      Shielding my eyes with my hand, I peer through the glass. The nostalgia of the room clogs my throat. It’s completely unchanged. This is the room I used to stay in whenever I came to visit my grandparents. To my five-year-old self, it was the fanciest place ever, with its lace curtains, curly metal bedframe, and a dresser that looked like it belonged in a museum. I used to drink hot chocolate from teacups and pretend I was a princess.

      Right now, the curtains are pinned away from the glass, and the brightness of the moon in the clear sky gives me a perfect line of sight inside to where Max is sleeping on the twin bed. He has kicked the covers into a ball and is all splayed out like a starfish, holding his teddy bear’s hand.

      I check to see if I got lucky and the window is open. It’s not. I tap on the glass. He doesn’t stir, so I tap harder and with more urgency than last time.

      Max sits up in bed and screams. I wave my arms over my head to catch his attention and press a finger to my lips. It takes a couple of seconds for his eyes to find me in the dark. The scream dies in his throat.

      I listen for a door opening, or any sign that the person in the sheriff’s car heard him. All I can hear is a truck rolling past on the main road.

      A smile breaks over Max’s face. I wave for him to come over. He slides off the bed and straightens out his matching Tonka Truck pajamas before running over and opening the window.

      “Scooter!” he exclaims, way too loud.

      I press a finger to my lips. “Hi, buddy,” I whisper. “Can you pop the fly screen out for me?”

      Max doesn’t know how. I walk him through it, painfully aware of every second that ticks by. I keep my eye on the corner of the house and the tree line. Nobody is there.

      The fly screen falls onto the wooden floor with a clang. I hope Nanny and Grandpa are deep sleepers.

      “What are you doing here?” Max asks.

      I’m not going to lie to him. Lying to him isn’t going to protect him anymore, and it won’t help get him to come with me right now. 

      “The bad man came back,” I say. “He has Mommy, and he might come here to find you.”

      Max rubs his eyes. Sleep weighs his eyelids down, and he’s not awake enough to understand what I’m telling him.

      A car door slams in the driveway. My heart hammers hard.

      “Get your coat and shoes,” I say. “Please, Max, you have to trust me.”

      Max casts a long glance over his shoulder at the bed. The sound of gravel crunching gets closer. It has been just Max and me for so long that telling him to trust me is enough. He goes over to get his coat, shoes, and teddy bear and then hops up onto the windowsill and sits with his bare feet hanging outside. I Velcro his sneakers onto them.

      He shivers. “It’s cold.”

      “I’ll put your coat on in a second.” I hold my arms out to catch him. “Jump. I’ll catch you.”

      He slides right into my arms. I set him down on the driveway and grip his hand, ushering him out in front of me toward the tree line. He reaches the dry leaves and makes it one step before a voice sounds behind me.

      “Shiloh. Stop right there.”

      I freeze. Every part of me is screaming at me to run, but I’m not going to get very far carrying a six-year-old. Pushing Max behind me, I turn around to find Detective Cornelia Vaughn standing a couple of feet away from me with her gun pointed straight right at us.

      I angle Max’s head into my jacket so he doesn’t see the gun. It’s aimed too high to hit him, but I’m staring right down the barrel. I haven’t seen Connie since the night we rescued Max, but she looks exactly the same. Her wild orange ringlets fall out of her low up-do, and a large mole sits on her chin. She seems to have recovered from the night she spent tied to a tree in the woods. I wish she could have stayed there longer. Like forever. Or until she became coyote food. She deserved to die for kidnapping Max and handing him to Leonard, but she didn’t even get punished. She covered her tracks with a lie, and because I broke into her house and threatened her at gunpoint, I couldn’t exactly say anything to the contrary or it would be her word against mine. Who was everyone going to believe? A detective or a teenager?

      Dad must have posted Connie here to guard Max because he couldn’t do it himself.

      “Connie, listen.”

      She barks something into the radio clipped to her shoulder. My spine straightens, understanding what it means. 

      “I should shoot you,” she says. “Do you know the half of what you put my family through?”

      It’s such a ridiculous thing to say to me. Honestly, it’s dumb enough to be a joke, but she doesn’t laugh, so she has to be serious.

      I hold Max close against my leg. “Please. Connie. If you ever cared about me at all, please listen. Leonard is still alive. He has my mom. He could be coming after Max again. I have to get him somewhere safe.”

      Connie grips the gun with both hands. “You are quite a popular girl now, hon. Everyone out here wants you in jail.”

      “You know I’m not a murderer,” I say. “You know exactly what Leonard does to people, and he’s going to keep on doing it until he’s stopped.”

      A gentle hand touches my elbow. I don’t need to glance over to know Jonah made it over here. 

      Connie’s eyes go to him. She laughs harshly. “Oh wow, a two for one special. Your dad is going to be thrilled.”

      “I’m sorry you lost your nephew,” I say. Max tries to look over and see what’s happening, but I keep my hand firmly on his face. “Losing Max was the worst thing that ever happened to me. If I’d been in your position and I had a chance to get him back, I would have done the same thing you did. Love makes us lose all sense of reason. You know I’m going to keep Max safe. Connie, I’m begging you, please let us go.”

      Seconds go by. They feel more like minutes. Connie grips the gun so hard that the barrel starts to shake.

      “Please,” I beg, my voice breaking. “Please, you have to let me stop Leonard, and then I’ll turn myself in. I swear to God, Connie. On Max’s life.”

      In the distance, an engine roars. Yellow cones of light flash into the driveway, lighting up Connie from behind. Connie glances over her shoulder. These must be the reinforcements she called. When she looks back at me, there is moisture brimming in her eyes that wasn’t there before.

      “Go,” she says. When we don’t move, she shakes the barrel of the gun at us. “Go before I change my mind.”

      Oh, thank God. I hoist Max onto my back and loop his arms around my neck. Telling him to hold on tight, I reach for Jonah’s hand and run into the long shadow of the house through the trees. 
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      Max slides out of the backseat of Miles’s car. It’s five o’clock in the morning—so early that it’s still night—and the wind is howling. Wisps of tattered cloud are blowing across the moon. I wonder if it’s too early in the season for snow. Either way, I’m glad I told Max to bring his coat.

      He doesn’t share my opinion. He unzips the front and throws his arms up like a rag doll. “Can you take it off?” he says.

      I zip it back up to his chin. Max never wants to wear a jacket, but he always complains about being cold. “You can take it off on the bus.”

      Max sticks his bottom lip out. I push his blond cowlick out of his eyes. His mouth stretches in a big yawn.

      So does Jonah’s. He yawns into his elbow and walks around the front of the car with both of our backpacks slung over his shoulders. His hair is sticking up in all different angles. I bet mine is too. By the time we left the blueberry farm it was one-thirty, so we had two hours to sleep at Miles’s apartment before we had to catch the bus in Columbus. I rolled off the couch and into the car at the last second. I need a hot shower. I can’t remember the last time I was clean.

      Miles rolls down the driver’s window, beckoning me to step closer. I do.

      “I’ll get those phone records today,” he says, gripping the steering wheel. “Connie is the detective handling the case, so I’ll need to be careful because she knows what Leonard is capable of.”

      I nod. “I’ll look for any mention of Cincinnati in the diaries to see if there’s a clue in there.”

      Jonah rests a hand on my elbow and looks at Miles. “Call us as soon as you know anything, okay?”

      Miles’s eyes drop to Jonah’s hand on my arm. His throat rolls as he swallows. “Yeah, I’ll call you.”

      All three of us stand there in silence. There’s a sinking feeling in my stomach like something bad is going to happen. I don’t want to leave Miles behind, especially when we’re so close to finding Leonard, but he’s safer here than he would be with us right now.

      Max tugs on my hand. “I’m cold.”

      I raise my eyes to the bus parked in front of the bowling alley. Its windows are glowing against the night. It’s quiet here, and much better than dropping us at the Greyhound bus station, where there would be security cameras. Jonah looked up where the bus’s first stop was, and Miles got us there ten minutes early.

      Giving Miles a toothless smile, I put my hand into the open window for a second and then walk over to the bus.

      The doors open with a hiss and I climb up the steep stairs, relishing the hot air pouring from the heater in the ceiling. Jonah scans our tickets, and we walk under the dim lights to the back. Max hops into a seat by the window. I sit next to him on the aisle. Jonah sits behind me and reaches a hand in between the seats as if letting me know he’s right there.

      Max bounces on his hands. “Do you think we’ll see cows?”

      A spot of warmth expands in my chest. Usually, I’m the one who needs to cheer Max up or make him laugh after one of Dad’s episodes. I don’t know if it’s because he can sense that I’m scared, but I’m getting the feeling that he’s the one comforting me right now.

      I wrap an arm around him and rest my cheek against the top of his head, feeling the tension in my body leak out. “That would be awesome if we do.”
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      Max falls asleep almost immediately. He leans his head against my shoulder and doesn’t even stir when the sun comes up.

      I don’t see any cows while he’s asleep. Just mile after mile of harvested cornfields, most of them reduced to short stubs now.

      The bus stops halfway to Dayton for gas. It exits the highway and goes into a depot of some sort, and the driver tells us that we have fifteen minutes to get out and stretch our legs.

      The hiss of the doors opening is enough to wake Max up. He sits up and rubs his eyes. There’s a rest area and some benches, with coffee and snack vending machines. Jonah pulls his hood up over his head and I tuck my hair into a stupid bobble hat I bought on the way out here and slip on a pair of sunglasses, which protects me from the glare of the low morning sun. The passengers shuffle off the bus, running on autopilot at this time of day. Nobody wants any form of interaction, and I’m grateful for that.

      “Are we there?” Max asks.

      I shake my head. “Getting gas.”

      Max licks his lips and glances out the window. A huge grin blooms on his face.

      “Shiloh, look!” He jams his finger against the glass. “Cows!”

      Cows? I didn’t see any cows when we were pulling in. I follow his finger and sure enough, across the road is a field filled with brown and white cows. A big red barn sits in the distance under a tall silo, making the field look like a screensaver you’d find on a library computer.

      “Can we go see them?” Max asks.

      “Sure, buddy.”

      I stand up. Immediately, my vision shatters into a million blue and red dots. The bus lurches away from me and I grip my seat to steady myself. God, my head hurts so much I might pass out.

      A hand presses against my lower back, steadying me. Jonah guides me back into my seat.

      “I’ll go,” he says. His face is spinning. “You stay here.”

      I want to say no, but there’s not a lot of protesting I can do when my temples are pounding so hard that I could barely see the cows even if I was standing next to them. All these sleepless nights are starting to get to me. They definitely aren’t helping my concussion.

      Max climbs over my lap. Jonah squeezes my shoulder and grins at Max. “So where are these cows?” he asks.

      Max runs out of the bus with Jonah right on his tail. I press my forehead to the window to watch them walk around the front of the bus and then up to the road. Jonah holds Max back as he checks for oncoming traffic, then grips his hand and runs across.

      I dry swallow two Tylenol tablets and lean my forehead against the glass in the hope that it will stop the bus from spinning. The sun cuts through the window. Its warmth sinks into my skin, making it a little too easy for my eyelids to droop. Outside, Max climbs up onto the wooden fence to see the cows. Jonah steadies him with one hand. I could watch the two of them forever if I weren’t so tired. I know Max is okay, so I allow my eyes to close.
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      The glass of the bus window smashes into my head, waking me up. I sit up against the window and glance around for my attacker only to realize that I’m still on the bus and we must have hit a pothole.

      The aisle seat next to me is empty. Panic grips me by the throat. “Max?”

      “Over here,” Jonah says behind me.

      I glance over the back of my seat to see Max on the seat next to Jonah. Headphones flatten his blond hair to his head. Seeing me, he smiles but doesn’t stop bopping his head.

      I sling my arms around the head rest. “Don’t you think he’s a little young for Nirvana?” I ask.

      Jonah shrugs. “The download bleeps out the bad words. You got to start them early.”

      I search his eyes for any sign of humor or sarcasm. There isn’t any. “Is he actually listening to Nirvana?”

      Jonah smiles, and my heart does a somersault. “I’m not showing him anything bad.”

      Max lifts one headphone off his ear. “Why is the baby swimming with money?”

      I glare at Jonah. He shoots me a guilty look. “It’s just the greatest hits,” he says.

      Jonah looks cute when he’s guilty. I guess I shouldn’t be that worried. It’s not like listening to Smells Like Teen Spirit will corrupt Max’s innocence. I can barely understand a single lyric in that song myself.

      I wish I could climb over the seats and squeeze between the two of them, but there’s no room. “How far are we?” I ask Jonah.

      “Still an hour away,” he says. “Go back to sleep. It’s okay. We’re having fun.”

      Going to sleep would be good. I try, but every bump in the road pulls me out of it. Bumping my skull on the window isn’t making my headache go away. After around fifteen minutes, I decide to make myself useful and take the Soothsayer’s diary out of my backpack. It’s the first one I grabbed before leaving yesterday and seems to be from her younger teen years. Before the accident with Leonard. I flip through it for ten minutes or so, getting nothing more than descriptions of people and shows. Then I get to an entry dated December 19, 1943.

      
        
        Evangeline Durand is pig and deserves to die. Today at school, she told all the boys in our class that I had warts on my hands. Warts! Of all things. Nobody would come near me because Evangeline told every boy not to touch me or else they would get warts on their hands, too.

        I am mortified. Evangeline was staring at me across the yard with a sick grin on her face, like she was drinking in my discomfort and swishing it around her mouth as if it was the sweetest milkshake in the world. Girls like her have no reason to be mean like they are. Doesn’t she see that she has everything already? She acts like she’s one of us, sneaking off with Leonard behind everybody’s back, but she’s no better than the rest of them.

        Evangeline and her gaggle of girlfriends went back to her cousin Alice’s house after school. I watched them go inside. Standing on the sidewalk and looking up at the house, it was hard not to marvel at how much bigger it was than all the houses around it. Joseph built it that way. So I’ve heard, he wanted it to be the tallest house in town, towering over the winter grounds so that nobody forgot that he was the one in charge of it all. Such a beautiful house should not belong to such hideous people. Joseph, his wife, and Alice did not need all that space. I want to break all the windows and crawl in when they’re seeping like a maggot crawling through the skin of a dead animal in the menagerie.

        One day. One day I will have a house that big. I will fill it to the brim with enough people to justify a house that size. Everybody will be welcome, except for that rotten Evangeline.

      

      

      Oh my God. I read the last line again and look up from the diary, twisting around and waving my hand to get Jonah’s attention.

      He looks up from his phone that Max is still holding. “You okay?”

      “Can I look something up on your phone?”

      Jonah nods. He unplugs the headphones and hands me the phone, prompting a whine of complaint from Max.

      For once, I don’t care. I open a Google tab and type “Joseph Durand house Cincinnati Ohio” into the search bar. We don’t get great service out here even though the bus advertised a Wi-Fi connection, so it takes a few seconds for results to pop up.

      I click on one article promising a photo tour of the house. My heart beats faster. According to the article, Joseph Durand’s house was built in 1887 and preserved as a museum for a couple of years after his death. It’s a Gothic house across the street from a park in the middle of the city. After sitting empty for years, it was listed for sale two years ago.

      I run another search for the Hamilton County auditor and enter the address into the property search. When the name of the property owner comes up on the screen, I cover my mouth with my hand.

      Jonah leans over the back of the seat. “Everything okay?”

      The glowing screen swims in front of my eyes. “I have Leonard’s address in Cincinnati, and some choice words for Fiona.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY-FOUR

          

          
            FRANCESCA

          

        

      

    

    
      I am not so sure this plan is going to work, but Evangeline’s faith is unwavering.

      “I think Leonard was sweet on Patrick,” she says, wiping her runny nose. “Of course, he never said anything about it to me, but it was obvious. The boy made him dizzy.”

      My stomach lurches. That is exactly what I’m afraid of. Our entire plan hinges on Patrick choosing to help us, and he may not do that if he loved Leonard as much as Evangeline says Leonard loved him.

      In the corner of the room, Shiloh’s mother peeks her head out of the cardboard box. She has stayed mostly silent in the box, hiding close by like I told her to do.

      The door to the cellar opens. She drops back into the box with a puff like a reverse jack-in-the box.

      I sit up from where I was lying on the hay and listen to the plodding footsteps coming down the stairs. Each one gets louder. Closer. I glance at Evangeline, hoping her sea-green eyes hold the secret to how I will be able to stop my hands from shaking. She crawls over to me and takes hold of both my hands, rubbing the backs of them gently.

      “You can do this,” she says. “Remember the plan. It’s a good plan and it’s going to work.”

      I hope so. The look in her eyes is so intense that it makes my cheeks warm. I wonder if this is the look she used to give Leonard when they were children. No wonder he wanted to go to the ends of the Earth to bring her back. When she looks at me like this, it makes me feel like I am capable of anything.

      Leonard is dragging his feet. I can hear the toe of his boot scraping against the concrete with each step. It is all I can do to keep myself breathing—until he comes into view.

      Evangeline covers her mouth with both hands. I clench my teeth to keep myself from screaming.

      In Leonard’s arms is the body of a young man. Leonard carries it with one arm beneath his shoulders and another underneath his knees, leaving the man’s unsupported head to hang back and bob with the rhythm of Leonard’s slothful steps. Gravity pulls the man’s bleached white hair out of his face. His eyes are open and lifeless.

      Please, angels. Help me be strong.

      Cupping a protective hand behind its head, Leonard lowers the corpse onto the velvet-backed chair. The body tries to slump over. Leonard props it up, jamming its elbows against the armrests and lifting its chin so it is looking straight at me.

      There is a slight curve to its nose, a rosy blush on its cheeks, and baggy cargo pants covering its long legs. The corners of my vision spot. Although I have never seen this young man before in my life, looking at him gives me the same feeling that I imagine I would get if I saw Jonah propped up like that, staring at the air in front of his nose. Leonard has killed a boy. Just a boy. Perhaps a couple of years older than Jonah, but younger than the police officer whose corpse I put Miles into.

      I am going to be sick. Leonard walks around the back of the chair, bending to press his nose against the corpse’s matted hair. He fingers the hem of its graphic T-shirt for a moment before pushing a knife through the fabric and cutting it off with jagged hacking motions.

      He throws the ruined fabric on the floor. Red and purple scars run down the dead boy’s arms. A charm that looks like half a heart dangles from a chain around his neck. I wonder who the other half belongs to.

      The room blurs and swims. Warm tears spill onto my cheeks.

      Leonard runs his hands down the corpse’s chest, closing his eyes and turning his face up at the ceiling.

      “He feels like my Patrick,” he says. “That’s why I chose him.”

      Leonard curls his face into the small of the boy’s neck and breathes in deeply. A loud gurgling noise sounds from behind me. Before I can react, bile splashes against my bare ankles. The sour tang of vomit rises in the air. Evangeline coughs twice, then spits.

      I try and swallow the bile rising in my own throat. “Would you like me to find Patrick’s soul for you, Leonard?”

      Leonard raises his head slowly. His look is faraway and dreamy, as if he’s remembering a pleasant memory. He opens his mouth, then closes it, and straightens the boy’s hair with a level of care I have never seen him show before. “You’re gonna help me?”

      I swallow again. “I can see how much you miss Patrick, and if you would like me to, I will go and find him for you.”

      Leonard’s gaze drops to the dead boy. “You trickin’ me, Cesca? Are you tryin’ to be clever?”

      “It’s not a trick,” I say. “I will do it, but only if this is the last time. This is not easy for me. Each time I cross the veil it takes something from me. I will not be able to do this forever, but I will go one last time for Patrick.”

      Leonard does not move. I hope my worry is not showing on my face, and I hope the fear in my voice has the right effect. Evangeline assured me that Leonard’s desire to get Patrick back would outweigh his distrust of me, and I pray she is right. Our entire plan hinges on it.

      Leonard leans the corpse’s head back against the chair. It tips sideways, and Leonard appears to forget about it because in seconds he is at the edge of the cage.

      He takes a small piece of jewelry from his pocket. It is a long, yellowed tooth hanging from a chain.

      “It’s a tooth from his favorite lion,” he says. “You’ll find him for me?”

      I keep my eyes on his. Despite the fact that those eyes did not belong to him, there is a youthful glint in them that is pure Leonard. An innocence that should not be there given the things he has done and all the lives he has stolen. Even though I do not agree with anything he has done, a part of me still understands why he did it. People in this world can be cruel and judgmental. It is hard to find someone who is special.

      I reach my hand through the bars, palm up. “I am looking forward to meeting your Patrick.”

      Leonard’s lip twitches, like he is battling a smile.

      “You’ll like him,” he says. “He really is the greatest. Ain’t that right, Eveline?”

      Evangeline nods, as though not trusting her voice.

      Leonard unlocks the door to the cage, and I climb out. The floor surges beneath me and I crumple to my knees. The concrete feels like Jell-O. I keep my hands clamped around the lion’s tooth to keep Leonard from seeing them shaking.

      “I’m so happy you’re helpin’ me, Cesca.” Leonard tucks the brass helmet underneath his arm. “I never wanted to give you that foolery, but you were bein’ so difficult.”

      He goes upstairs to fill the helmet with water and returns within a minute. I lie down, and he balls the coat of his ringmaster’s jacket to put underneath my head. It is such an odd gesture. I am nearly grateful for it. Until the studs start digging into my skin.

      Evangeline presses her face between the bars of the cage. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. I dearly hope Leonard is looking at me and not at her, because fear and worry is written all over her face.

      Leonard bends to catch the water sloshing inside the brass helmet. “You ready, Cesca?”

      Taking a deep breath, I nod. Leonard flips the helmet over my head, and I squeeze the amulet.

      Please, dear God, have Patrick be as wonderful as Leonard says he is.
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      I open my eyes on the other side. Every time I cross the veil, the journey is easier than the last, like the barrier between the realms is getting thinner. Or perhaps because I am getting more experienced at going through.

      A creepy crawling feeling comes over my arms. Small particles still hover in the air, but that is the only thing this place has in common with other places I’ve been to on the other side. Golden light shines on me from all directions. Long blades of grass tickle the bottoms of my feet. Oh my goodness. I can feel the grass on my feet.

      Curling my toes into the soft soil, I examine my surroundings. I am standing on a flat plain that appears to stretch on forever in every direction. The grassland is peppered with rocks and the occasional scraggly tree. The grass dances in the breeze. Everything is warm. It is as though my entire body is a canteen filled with water that is the perfect temperature. I wiggle my body in time with the waving grass, the weeds, and the small flowers, feeling a laugh gurgle out from the pit of my stomach.

      I stop wiggling. Becoming too happy is dangerous. While this looks like a happy place, no place that I have seen on the other side is truly happy. Touching the flowers might cause me to burst into flames. Or perhaps there are holes in the ground preparing to swallow me up and send me underneath the surface of this strange earth.

      Using my hand to shield my eyes from the light does not do much to help. Light is coming from all directions. Even the ground. I look around and realize that I have no shadow because there is no sun.

      “Is anybody out there?” I call.

      In the distance, I hear what sounds like a trumpet. I turn toward the sound. My mouth drops open.

      An elephant barrels through the grass toward me. It flaps its ears and swings its trunk as its weighty feet thump against the ground. It is translucent, like I am, so I can only see its outline. Grass dances in the wind behind its hulking frame.

      A boy sits behind its head, holding his arms out at his sides while whooping and laughing.

      The elephant comes to a clumsy standstill a couple of paces from me, and the magnificent creature lowers its head and looks me in the eye. I have never seen the soul of an animal before. Not like this. Something was wrong with the featherless, eyeless chickens at Leonard’s home. They were not real souls like this elephant is. I did not know that animals could go to the other side, which I used to be happy about because it is no place for them. The other side is a long way from the heaven that animals deserve. I am not even sure if this is the other side. It may be somewhere else entirely. Perhaps a happier place.

      The boy offers me a smile, tipping his newsboy cap to reveal his cropped brown hair. I may not have ever met him before, but I did see his body when Leonard inhabited it. This boy shares enough features with his older self for me to know that he is Patrick without needing to ask him questions.

      Except for one. “Is this Ola?”

      Patrick’s smile widens. “Sure is.”

      Ola lifts her trunk and touches my face. A warm feeling comes over me. Evangeline did not tell me much about Patrick—or about Ola, for that matter—but she told me enough for me to sense that the bond they shared was unique. The untouchable elephant with the only boy who could touch her. Knowing that they found each other again on the other side makes what I am about to say to him even harder. But I have no choice.

      “Patrick,” I say. “I need your help. It is about Leonard.”

      The smile drops from Patrick’s face. He sits there, on Ola’s shoulders, for a couple of seconds before sliding off the elephant and drifting down to the grassy surface of the plain like a feather falling on the ground.

      He drifts in front of Ola. “What’s he done?”

      Ola stretches her trunk and nuzzles the side of Patrick’s face. He guides the trunk away so that he can still look at me. I already knew that Patrick was a gentle soul. Evangeline said he had a way with animals that very few people had, and a person needs to be good to earn the trust of animals. I can see it in the way he moves his hands. Unlike with Evangeline, Leonard intended to kill Patrick, so Patrick has good reason to fear Leonard, yet Patrick has not run away from me or raised his voice.

      Despite knowing that Leonard cannot hear me on the other side, I keep my voice down. I tell Patrick the story quickly because I do not have much time. The pressure in my lungs is building already. I have been underwater for a couple minutes now.

      “Leonard will not stop with you,” I say. “He will continue killing under this delusion that it is all right to kill anybody he likes so long as he brings somebody back.”

      “What year is it?”

      “2019.”

      Patrick’s gapes at me. Ola wraps her trunk around his stomach, turning her head so her ivory tusk passes straight through Patrick’s mid-section. The boy’s shape quickly re-forms.

      “I should have seen this comin’,” he says. “The signs were all there.”

      “I have a plan to stop him, but I can’t pull it off myself. You can. He trusts you.” I remember the way Leonard ran his hands over the dead boy in the cellar, and a shiver runs up my spine. “He loves you.”

      Patrick hangs his head, releasing a nervous laugh. “Yeah, I always thought he might.”

      Judging from the way Evangeline talked about them, I assumed the two of them were an item, or at least had some sort of a relationship, perhaps a secret one. “You were not a couple?”

      “It’s not … er, no. He was younger’n me.”

      He maintains eye contact with me. Behind his eyes are all the things he does not say, the words between the lines.

      “You’re asking me to help kill him, aren’t you?” Patrick asks.

      I search his eyes for his response, because yes, that is exactly what I am asking. Evangeline said Patrick would help us. She said it with so much conviction that I had no reason not to believe her. But the way Patrick is looking at me now … “Are you upset with Leonard for killing you?”

      “I can’t be. Not for doin’ what he knew how when he saw no other way out. But … yeah. I could have had a longer life, I s’pose.”

      I remember seeing Leonard for the first time in the cemetery on the night he kidnapped Natalie Dorado. He had the same amused gleam in his eyes before he bashed my skull against the tree, and it was there again before he cut my finger off. It is strange to see Patrick’s eyes, the same ones Leonard had when I first saw him, filled with so much gentleness. 

      “Asking you for help was Evangeline’s idea,” I say. “She was sure you would help us.”

      Patrick’s eyes widen. “Evangeline’s been helpin’ you?”

      “Even she can see how badly he’s acting.”

      Patrick raises an eyebrow, as if the thought of Evangeline turning on Leonard is almost impossible to believe. Almost.

      Patrick gestures at my hand. “Did he do that to you?”

      I nod. The ache in my lungs intensifies. A dull pressure rubs against my collarbones, reminding me of the ticking clock and my head currently submerged in water. 

      “Please help me stop him,” I say. “Please, you are the only one who can.”

      Ola makes a sorrowful trumpeting sound. Patrick lays a hand on the side of her head. While her trunk blocks most of his face, I can still see the tear running down his cheek.

      “You promise to bring me right back here? To Ola, when it’s all done?”

      “I promise.”

      “It took me a long time to find her. I first woke up here in St. Petersburg, but I had no reason to stay there without Ola. I had to go a long ways to find this place, and then to find her.”

      His right hand takes a firmer shape. He plucks a white hair from Ola’s skin and passes it to me. “This’ll bring you back to her, like Simba’s tooth brought you to me, I’d guess.”

      I am not sure how he knows about that. He plants a tender kiss on Ola’s wrinkled grey cheek. Wiping his eyes, he gives me a deep nod.

      “All right,” he says. “Tell me what you need me to do.”
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      I rap my knuckles on the door of the tour bus. Clanging and banging comes from inside like a sound effect from the sort of cartoon Max would watch.

      Fiona hurries up to the door, smiling like absolutely everything is fine and she’s not a conniving liar. “You guys. I’m so glad you’re okay, we were so worried about you. Is this your brother?”

      “When were you going to tell us Wilma owned a house in Cincinnati?”

      I’ve been imagining this moment the entire bus ride here. The guilt that would flash across Fiona’s face. The way she’d stop moving and slowly turn to look at me like this was a gotcha moment in a murder mystery. That’s not the reaction I get.

      She tilts her head to the side, then glances over her shoulder inside the bus. “Uh …”

      “It’s where the circus used to winter when they were kids,” I say. “It has sentimental value for Leonard and for everyone he’s bringing back. Why didn’t you tell us about it?”

      “Because I was there a few days ago,” Fiona says. I pause. The rage that had been boiling in the pit of my stomach dies down, leaving it feeling empty and aching. “Can we talk about this inside? It took me an hour to work the stiffness out of my hamstrings and I’m not about to go back into the cold.”

      Max looks up at me with pleading eyes. I nod and follow him up the stairs into the bus. I have never been inside here before, just the dressing room trailer. It’s full of stuff—beds of nails, magic trick boxes, bowling pins. A long nail rolls under my sneaker. I pick up Max and place him on top of a trick platform so that he doesn’t accidentally impale his foot.

      Fiona rips open a tea bag. She pours water out of the tiny kettle plugged in on the floor and hands the mug to a silver-haired man with glasses. His cologne is so strong I can smell it from here. He touches her cheek in thanks before standing up and extending his hand to me.

      “I’m Phil,” he says in a smooth British accent. “Pleased to meet you.”

      I take his hand, openly staring at the tattoos that cover his arms. “Shiloh. Nice to meet you.”

      “What happened to your fingers?” Max asks.

      “Max,” I say, giving Phil an apologetic glance.

      Phil laughs. “I was born like this,” he says, opening and shutting his hand.

      Max pokes the place where Phil’s thumbs would usually be. “Weird.”

      Phil smiles. He waves at Jonah. I want to ask how Jonah knows him, but nothing matters except what’s about to come out of Fiona’s mouth.

      Fiona pours herself a cup of tea and leans against one of the prop boxes. I don’t understand why she and the rest of their group hang out in here. There’s barely space to stand.

      “The house sat empty for years,” Fiona says. “Mimi bought it when it came on the market because of all the history, but it needed so much work. She never lived there. She always meant to do something with it, renovate it—”

      “Or persuade you to renovate it,” Phil says.

      “I have zero interest in the old thing,” Fiona says. “One of my friends is staying there to watch over the place until we stop touring, and then I need to figure out what to do with it. Legally, it’s still hers.”

      “Until seven years or so, isn’t that right?” Phil says again.

      Fiona nods. “Until a missing person is declared legally dead. I’m keeping the police out of this, so for all intents and purposes, she’s still alive.”

      Phil goes back over to where he’d been sitting before. Max follows him, still asking questions about his hands.

      What Fiona said sinks in. “Hold on. Someone is housesitting for you? Right now?”

      “Colin is, yes,” Fiona says. “He’s my friend.”

      “Did your friend mention Leonard busting in with all of his friends?” Jonah asks. “And maybe some kids that he’s kidnapped?”

      “It’s not possible, it’s not …” Her eyes widen. “I’m going to call Colin.”

      She raises her phone to her ear. After a couple of seconds, she presses her palms to her eyes.

      “No,” she says. “Oh my God, no. Do you really think Leonard is there?”

      “I know you said you went there a few days ago, but Leonard would have arrived a few days ago, too. You could have just missed each other.”

      “Colin … do you think he’s okay?”

      There’s no chance in hell that Colin is okay. Leonard has shown that he’s not above killing anyone who stands in his way. Telling Fiona this won’t help anything. Her eyes are close to bugging out of her head.

      I was ready to chew her out and honestly suspected her of concealing important information from us, but the terrified look on her face tells me that she might have been honest and didn’t mean to hide anything from us.

      A high-pitched voice breaks the silence.

      “So, we gonna go kill ’im or what?”

      Handy climbs out from behind rolls of canvas that must be part of their big top. Balancing on one hand, he wipes sweat from his brow. I don’t even want to know what he was doing back there. I guess he was there the whole time, and I didn’t see him.

      Max sees him and his jaw drops.

      Fiona raises her eyebrows at me. It takes me a couple seconds to realize that they’re waiting for me to tell them what to do.

      Oh, boy. Okay. Here we go.

      “We’ll go tonight,” I say, stepping forward. “Jonah, call Miles. Tell him to drive up as soon as he gets the phone record to corroborate our address and prove we’re right. I need him to bring a bunch of stuff. The monocle, the ghost handcuffs … I’ll text him a list.”

      Jonah nods and whips out his phone.

      “I can go out and buy stuff,” Fiona says. “What do we need?”

      I rattle off a list. Max watches me across the room. It’s hard to tell how much of this he’s taking in and how much is going over his head. Even though I don’t want to freak him out, I’m still glad he’s here instead of in Bethany.

      “Does this mean I can come with you?” Max asks me. “To fight the bad man?”

      Absolutely no way is he coming with us, but I can’t exactly leave him alone at the motel.

      Handy lifts an arm. “I can babysit.”

      As much as I don’t love the idea of leaving Max with a stranger, I like it more than the idea of bringing him with us.

      “Please?” Handy asks. “You’d be doin’ me a favor. I might’a loved Mimi, but there’s no way I’m fightin’ that lunatic. No chance.”

      Max stares at the place Handy’s legs would ordinarily be. His mind brims with questions, and I bite my lip. I guess Max would be safe here. Staying in one of these motel rooms with Handy would be better than staying in one alone. Even though I didn’t catch the entire Hell’s Mystique show, I caught enough to know that Handy knows his way around a chainsaw.

      “Please stay in the room with the door locked,” I say. “Don’t open it for anyone until we get back.”

       “Yes, ma’am.” Handy high-fives Max. “Ya hear that, kid? Yer stayin’ with me. You like any movies?”

      Max tells him about Land Before Time. I do my best to ignore the tightness in my chest.

      “Do any of you know any basic self-defense we could learn in a couple hours?” I ask.

      In the corner of my eye, Jonah smiles. I’m about to ask him why when Phil stands up and clears his throat.

      “Who wants to learn some Krav Maga?”
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      I open my eyes, blowing bubbles into the water inside the helmet. In a second or two, Leonard’s face appears in the window and a deluge of icy water spills over my shoulders.

      Leonard grips my hand. “Did you find him? Did he want to come with you?”

      “H-he c-came,” I say, hardly managing to get the words out through my chattering teeth. I open my hand. The lion’s tooth necklace slips through my fingers, tumbling into a heap on the floor. A coarse elephant hair sticks to my wet palm. It is so silver it is nearly opaque, and it has to be a couple of inches long.

      Leonard hands me his ringmaster’s jacket balled up on the floor. It is damp from the water that fell over me, but I wrap it around my shoulders anyway.

      “Well?” Leonard asks. “If he came, where is he?”

      As soon as the words leave Leonard’s mouth, Patrick’s soul rises from the floor behind Leonard. His eyes settle on the corpse slumped over in the chair. All the muscles in his face slacken. In the dimness of the cellar, his soul shines like a lantern. I have not seen a soul shine so bright since George R. Haggarty flew away from me at the cemetery.

      Leonard turns around. He makes a noise that is very much like a whimper in the back of his throat. “Patrick?”

      Patrick smiles. Dimples cut into his cheeks. “Hi, Leonard.”

      A harsh laugh explodes from Leonard’s throat. He bounds up to Patrick and throws his arms around him. Leonard’s hands pass through Patrick’s shoulders, dissolving him into wisps of smoke. Leonard needs a couple of seconds to remember Patrick is a soul and cannot be touched. Except Leonard is like me, and the rules do not always apply to us. Leonard reaches for Patrick’s hand with careful intent, and this time the boys’ fingers entwine.

      “I missed you every day,” Leonard says. “Golly, Patrick, there are so many things I need to show you. Do you like this body? It ain’t nothin’ special, I know that. You can go out with me and choose whichever one you like, and I’ll go into that one.”

      Patrick drops Leonard’s hand. “Is this the body you chose for me?”

      Leonard picks up the corpse’s head, much in the same manner as a butcher showing off a prime cut of meat. The corpse’s eyes stare blankly forward, and I wish Leonard would close them already. Looking at its eyes makes it hard not to imagine who the boy was, or where Leonard found him. Whether he lured him into an alley, or promised him something he should not have. Wherever Leonard found him, he did not find him at the hospital, and that knowledge is enough.

      “Are you ready to enter it?” Leonard asks.

      I cannot watch this. Not again. Clamping my mouth shut to stop my teeth from chattering, I tuck the elephant’s hair into the inner flap of the ringmaster’s coat and thread my arms through the sleeves. The sour tang of sickness still lingers in the air, and I glance up at Evangeline, who is clutching the bars of the cage. There is a queasy pallor to her face. I cannot remember the last time either of us ate. I am also not sure how many days have passed since Leonard first put us down here. It is nearly impossible to keep track in this endless dark.

      Evangeline’s eyes are swollen from crying. I reach for her, and she wraps her hand around my trembling fingers.

      Leaning my cheek against my arm, I close my eyes. The room is spinning an awful lot. No matter how quickly I breathe, I cannot seem to get enough air.

      Leonard’s grunts and sighs sound like they are coming from far away, as if they are playing on low volume on a television in an adjacent room. His breathing becomes shallow. He taps the corpse’s cheek rapidly, so many times that it sounds like applause.

      This will all be over soon. You made the plan with Patrick. He agreed to help you.

      The corpse comes to life. The two boys embrace. Gazing into Evangeline’s eyes makes me think of the ocean and how I wish to go there someday. I want to feel the warm water lapping over my bare feet. If I concentrate, I can almost hear the ebb and flow of waves on sand.

      I am close to drifting off to sleep when Leonard breaks the spell of my imagination, clearing his throat behind me.

      “Get in the cage, Cesca,” he says. “Go on.”

      Evangeline drops my hand. My fingers slip through her soft palm. Gathering all my energy, I haul myself to my feet. The ground sways beneath me. Blue and red pinpricks encroach on the edges of my vision, sending me stumbling into the cage. Pain flares through my shoulder.

      Leonard’s arms guide me toward the door. “Go on. Don’t you go thinkin’ this pays for everything. You can come out when I learn to trust you again, and that’s gonna take a while, let me tell you.”

      I am not sure if I have a while. Each time I return from the other side, I feel more like I belong there. 

      I climb through the opening and crumple like a puppet on the hay, curling my knees to my chest and gasping for air.

      Evangeline pulls me onto her lap, touching my face and moving my hair out of my eyes.

      “Francesca needs to eat something,” she says above me. I squint to try and see her. All I see are smudges of color. “She needs a shower, a change of clothes … and you need to call a doctor.”

      I grip her wrist to tell her to stop. It is a waste of breath. Leonard will not call a doctor or allow me to take a warm shower. To him, I am not a human being. I am a tool he can use.

      Leonard tells her that he will have his mother bring us some food in a little while. I roll over. With life breathed back into the corpse’s pale skin, it certainly looks better than before. This body is at least two heads taller than Leonard and the boy must have been close to twenty, with long blond hair and blue eyes so pale that the irises look like they have been washed out with alcohol.

      Leonard gestures for Patrick to follow him. When Leonard is halfway up the stairs, Patrick dares to glance at me. I point a trembling finger at the bottle of drain cleaner on the shelf beneath the window. He shoves it deep into the pocket of his cargo pants before following Leonard upstairs and turning off the lights, shrouding Evangeline and me in darkness.

      “Did Patrick say yes?” Evangeline whispers. I can make out the shape of her face in the shadows. “Is he going to help us?”

      I nod and turn my face into her warm thigh. Grime is baked into the fibers of her ripped jeans.

      She pushes my hair out of my face. “I knew he would. He is one of those people who does the right thing even when it’s hard.”

      I hope so. I am asking a lot of him. Betraying the one you love is hard, no matter whether it’s the right thing to do or not.
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      I am not sure how much time passes before the door creaks open. The lights turn on. In moments, Patrick is standing outside the cage.  

      He holds up a tray. “Leonard’s mother made ham and scalloped potatoes, but I wouldn’t eat any of those if I were you.”

      “Did Leonard spit in them?” I push myself up from Evangeline’s leg. Even after drinking all the water from the dog bowl in the corner, my head is still pounding. “Or poison them?”

      “I did,” Patrick says. “Poison them, I mean. The ham’s safe.”

      Oh. Patrick slides two bowls through the bars of the cage. Saliva pools underneath my tongue. What torture it is to have to smell that and not eat it, especially when the potatoes look so crispy.

      I must be strong. “Did you find the foolery?”

      “I gave him some,” Patrick whispers. “In his drink. A small amount, like you said.”

      “And you put the drain cleaner in the potatoes?”

      “Enough to weaken ’em.” Patrick’s eyes drop to the brass helmet on the ground, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth. “Doin’ that was harder than I thought it’d be.”

      “I am sorry for putting you through that,” I say. “If I thought there was any other way—”

      “I’ll get it done,” Patrick says. “That’s the helmet I got to use, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Everyone’s asleep. Guilherme, Leonard’s mother … none of them are feeling well. Maude didn’t come down for dinner, so she didn’t get any of the potatoes. I haven’t seen her at all.” He pauses. “Please don’t make me do it. To Leonard. I … I can’t be the one to …”

      “I will do it,” I assure him. “I promise. Then you can see him on the other side.”

      Patrick hangs his head. Judging by his expression, it is unclear whether he wants to see Leonard on the other side. “’Kay.”

      He takes a key ring out of his pockets and uses it to unlock the door to the cage. It makes a heavy clanging sound. I listen for any indication that someone heard it. Everything is quiet upstairs.

      “Give me a couple minutes ’fore you come up,” Patrick says. “He’s waitin’ for me on the bed.”

      Patrick tucks the brass helmet underneath his arm and retreats upstairs. Shadows fill the room as the door closes.  

      I wrap the ringmaster’s coat tighter around my body. It is not much, but it provides some warmth.

      Evangeline does not move. Even though the cage is open, neither of us climb out.

      Understanding what we are about to do creeps into my throat and lodges itself there. I had felt much braver when I came up with this plan. In my head, I did not have a stomachache while executing it.

      Evangeline wraps her arms around her midsection, like she has a stomachache too. “Patrick looked sad, don’t you think?”

      I nod. If I were him, I would be sad, too. “He is still helping us.”

      “He is a hero and he deserves whatever he wants in the world.”

      “I found him on a big plain with Ola. It was unlike anything I have seen before on the other side. Bountiful … warm … I think all he wants is to go back there and be with her.”

      Silence descends between us, making the air feel thick. Patrick told us to wait a couple of minutes, but it is hard to tell how many minutes go by. Going up too soon could mean we get caught. Going up too late could mean we miss our opportunity.

      “Do you really think Patrick will convince him?” I ask Evangeline.

      “Leonard is so desperate to be loved by Patrick,” she says, “he will do anything Patrick asks.”

      A loud thump sounds from upstairs. I glance up at the ceiling, and my spine turns to rubber.

      It is time.

      Evangeline and I rummage around the cellar for rope. It is close to impossible to locate anything in the dark but luckily, Evangeline finds a flashlight, and we discover a coil of nylon rope in less than a minute. Using a pair of scissors I find hanging above the work bench, I cut the rough cord into a couple of pieces and sling them over my shoulder.

      I tell Evangeline to turn off the flashlight and lead her up the stairs. The smell of pineapple and ham greets my nose before I even reach the door. It fills the kitchen like a warm cloud, and it requires all my self-control to remain standing because I am not sure I have ever been so hungry in my entire life. All the lights are off in the kitchen. Dishes form a precarious tower on the edge of the sink. I weave around the dining room chairs and resist the urge to push them in.

      The only light cutting through the house is the light from the moon and the streetlamps outside. Every chair, table, and rocking horse takes on a more ominous shape in the darkness.

      A scratchy melody plays at low volume in the other room. I tip-toe past the television. A cartoon bunny rabbit is sitting at a grand piano in black-and-white. The screen flickers as the rabbit brings his hands down on the keys, laughing so hard its front teeth wiggle.

      Evangeline gestures for me to follow her through a doorway. I round the corner to find a wide staircase leading upstairs. A crystal chandelier hangs above our heads. It looks like an upside-down spider with lots of money. Baroque carvings reach down from the banister. An antique maroon carpet covers each step. It deadens the sound of my sneakers on the stairs. I am sure that walking on it barefoot would feel good.

      The first stair creaks under my weight. I try to imagine my steps being lighter in the hopes that imagining it will help bring it into reality, but the laws of physics do not work that way.

      I pause at the top of the stairs. All the lights are off, except for the one behind the door at the end of the hallway.

      Evangeline points at it, confirming that it is Leonard’s room. I grip the rope tightly and approach the closed door. I focus on walking heel-to-toe because when I was very young, a soul at the cemetery told me that it is the best way to sneak up on somebody, and that helped me become much better at playing games on the playground. I can hear Evangeline’s feet clear as day. She is not walking heel-to-toe. She would lose at any game of Sly Fox.

      I press my ear against the door. Once the helmet is on Leonard’s head, I can go in.

      Patrick’s voice is muffled through the wood. “If that girl down there can go through, surely you can.”

      “You think so?” Leonard asks.

      “She’s nothin’ more than a kid,” Patrick says. “No more powerful than you. Say, do you remember Marjorie?”

      A warm laugh rolls out of Leonard. “She had such a god-awful dog.”

      I imagine Patrick would not like this comment very much. “You can go find her. That girl won’t last much longer.”

      “She’s a piece of work.”

      “Try.” Inside, there’s a soft clink. I imagine Patrick knocking the brass helmet into the bedpost. “You lose nothin’ by tryin’.”

      I cup my hand over my mouth to stop myself from breathing so loud. The periphery of my vision creeps in. Leonard does not respond right away. I am careful not to touch the door so that it does not move and accidentally alert Leonard of my presence. Evangeline was sure that Leonard would agree to do this. His pride and love for Patrick would overpower any sense of logic. Every second that passes makes me doubt that more.

      Did Patrick not give him enough foolery? Is Leonard suspicious of the drain cleaner?

      “Guess it ain’t gonna hurt to try,” Leonard says.

      I raise my eyes to the heavens in a silent thanks.

      Patrick goes to fill the helmet with water. Floorboards creak. I prepare to jump out of the way in case the door opens, but nobody touches the handle.

      Breathe. You must breathe. If you do not breathe, then you will tip over faint and Leonard will find you out here on the ground like you are taking a nap, and that will not be good for anybody now, will it?

      Springs creak as somebody shifts on the mattress. I cannot tell if it is Patrick or Leonard.

      “I made the water warm,” Patrick says. “Are you ready?”

      “What if it don’t work?” Leonard asks. “What if I ain’t strong enough?”

      Patrick hesitates. I lean in closer to the door.

      “I will like you either way,” Patrick manages.

      A sharp pain jabs into my heart. Evangeline was right, Patrick’s voice does sound sad.

      Leonard draws in a sharp breath. I hear water hitting the side of a bucket. Then silence.

      Until Patrick speaks. “You look good with the helmet on, Leonard, truly.”

      The meaning behind Patrick’s phrase sinks in. I glance behind my shoulder before going inside.

      I am not sure what to look at first. So many different colors and textures adorn the room that it overwhelms my senses. Blue and white flowers cover the comforter. Tall bedposts stretch up to the ceiling from all four corners of the bed. A collection of small rugs sits on top of a shag carpet and a musty sort of smell hangs in the air, mixing with something tangy that makes my lip curl. The lamp on the bedside table casts an orange hue over everything, making the flowers appear a sort of sickly green.

      Leonard is lying on the bed like a starfish, his arms splayed out at his sides and his legs wide apart. Black hairs curl up from his bare chest, coming in thick around his belly button. He is not wearing any shoes or socks. I never had any reason to notice this before, but his toenails are extremely overgrown. The helmet is so big that it makes him look like a bobble-head toy, or a diver in an old-fashioned movie.

      Patrick is standing at the foot of the bed. He is not wearing a shirt either, even though minutes ago he was.

      I unshoulder the coils of rope and hand one to Patrick. Both of us hurry to either side of Leonard. Creating a loop in the rope, I slip the end around Leonard’s wrist.

      He moves away like he is having a bad dream. I yank on the noose, double knotting it around the bed post. Patrick ties Leonard’s other wrist, and then one of his feet. I loop the rope around his ankle and go to tie it to the bed post when his bare foot whizzes past my ear.

      Uh oh.

      Leonard makes a guttural screaming sound inside the helmet. He arches his back and kicks his legs against the rope. I loop the noose around his ankle. He pulls the rope through my palms, burning my skin.

      Patrick takes the rope and ties Leonard down. He backs up, not taking his eyes off Leonard.

      “Get it done,” he says. “I’ll watch.”

      Clutching the last piece of rope in my hands, I stare at Leonard. He thrashes against his restraints but is unable to rid himself of the helmet.

      Please, angels, help me be strong.

      I’m not sure how my angels feel about murdering somebody.

      But it must be done. For all of the other innocent people in the world he wants to kill.

      I climb on the bed, straddling Leonard and bracing my knees on either side of his chest. Water spills through the rubber flaps at the bottom of the helmet. The fluffy down comforter is already saturated. Leonard throws his pelvis up to try and get me off him. I lean forward to peer at him through the window of the helmet. His eyes are wide and full of panic.

      “I am sorry.” I reach behind his neck and wrap the rope around it. With a deep breath, I pull.

      Leonard’s face flushes red. Black hair swirls into his face. His mouth and nose find a pocket of air in the helmet causing his scream to double in volume. I pull on the rope harder. His cheeks flush red. The scream chokes off.

      I release the rope a tiny bit. What am I doing? I am killing him. I am actually killing him.

      Our eyes lock through the window. Leonard has caused me so much pain, and has ruined the lives of my friends. Right now, his eyes are pleading. Begging for me to stop.

      I drop the rope. When I remove the helmet, water spills out onto his bare skin and my skirt.

      Leonard gasps for air, coughing to bring up the water from his lungs and get some air back into them.

      “What are you doing?” Patrick exclaims.

      “Go get the chains from downstairs,” I say, dropping the helmet onto the pillows. “Evangeline, where are you?”

      She pops her head through the door. “Here.”

      “Go call the police,” I say. “9-1-1 on the phone downstairs. Tell them to come right away.”

      Evangeline nods and disappears.

      Leonard gasps for air. “You tried to kill me. You were gonna kill me, you goddam bitch. Where’s Patrick? What in hell did you do with Patrick?”

      I cover his mouth with my hand. He speaks against my hand, and I press it down harder, preventing any sound from escaping. The last thing I need is to have Guilherme come in to attack me.

      I lean close to Leonard’s ear to be sure he hears me. “I am nothing like you. You said we are the same, but we’re not. I will not choose who lives and who dies.”

      He wriggles underneath me, trying to get out of the rope. Patrick runs back into the room.

      Leonard’s dark eyes flit over to Patrick, then down to the chains in his arms. Patrick readjusts his grip on the chains and glances at me. Leonard’s entire body stiffens.

      Leonard’s eyes travel back to me. Everything inside of him breaks at once.

      He clamps his teeth down hard on my palm. I cry out in surprise and remove my hand.

      “Help!” Leonard screams. “Guilherme! Mom! They’re trying to murder me!”

      I clamp my hand over his mouth again. Something hard bashes against the side of my head, sending me toppling off the bed.

      I catch myself on my hands and knees. Leonard frees his hand and sits up, freeing his ankles before storming across the room.

      Patrick drops the chains. He steps back. Leonard grips his neck and snaps it with a sharp twist.

      Patrick crashes to his knees and falls face first onto the floor, his neck twisted at a right angle to his shoulders.

      Leonard stands over the corpse of the blond boy. The muscles around his shoulder blades are tight. Seconds go by as he waits for Patrick’s soul to rise like a predator waiting for its prey to emerge from hiding.

      “Leave him alone,” I say. The words send me into a fit of coughing. “It was my idea. He didn’t want to do it.”

      Leonard ignores me. The second Patrick begins to rise, Leonard swipes for him. Luckily, his fingers pass through Patrick, who soars through the window and out of the house.

      I begin to crawl toward the door. The second I move, Leonard snaps his head up.

      “You put him up to this?” Leonard’s eyes glisten in the orange gloom. A deep triangular crease furrows his forehead. His cheeks glisten. I am not sure if it is from the water from the helmet or tears. “This was your idea?”

      I reach for the door handle. He rushes forward and kicks me in the chest, sending me skidding against the carpet. His heel bashes into my shoulder. I flip onto my back.

      “You ruined everything!” Leonard kicks me again. “You made Patrick betray me. I’m ruined now. I’m empty. There ain’t nothin’ left inside me but dust!”

      He grabs me. I jab my finger at his eye. He avoids me. With a grunt, he throws me against the banister.

      “This is my purpose.” He throws me again. “My purpose is to bring life to people. Don’t you see that I’m bringing life to all these people?”

      He grabs my ankle and drags me down the stairs. Each stair is like a punch. I try to grab hold of the banisters, but they slip through my weak fingers.

      Leonard stares straight ahead. “I’m makin’ things right by these people. You cannot punish me for fulfilling my purpose.”

      Splinters slide underneath my skin. Every nail head sticking up from the floor catches on my clothing, ripping through the denim or my exposed skin. He drags me over the broken ceramic by the front door. I arch my body to try and not cut myself, then kick at his ankles. I grab hold of the kitchen table, dragging it across the uneven floorboards until it jams in the doorway.

      Leonard drops my ankle. I claw my way under the table, but not fast enough. His hand curls around the back of the ringmaster’s jacket. Yanking hard, he rips it off my body and throws me toward the top of the stairs. I breathe hard as he puts the coat back on.

      He steps in between the table and me. The moonlight glints against the metal studs of the jacket.

      “I choose who lives, and who dies,” Leonard says. “Not you. Not God. Just me.”

      With that, he kicks me down the stairs. I topple head over heels into the shadows.
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      Clapping my hand to my forehead, I glance around for anything I need to bring but am forgetting. I’m usually good at packing but terrible under pressure. I’ll forget everything from toothpaste to underwear and then have a nervous breakdown on my way to where I’m going.

      I breathe deeply a few times to stop myself from hyperventilating. In. Hold for three seconds. Out.

      I don’t have time for a nervous breakdown today.

      At least Shiloh has sent me a list. I scroll through it one more time and check it against what I put in the bag. Guns, ammunition, knives, Coke bottles, the monocle, the ghost handcuffs … everything is there.

      There’s no time to agonize over it anymore. The sun is starting to dip. I need to go.

      I sling the duffel bag over my shoulder, straighten my uniform, and tie my laces. Every day, this body feels more normal. In my old body, these boots would have been lead bricks on my feet, but they’re regular boots to me now. It’s like I’m the main character in a superhero movie, getting unexpected powers in time to go fight the bad guy. Except for the fact that gaining an extra hundred pounds isn’t a real superpower, I didn’t get my strength by falling in a vat of electric eels or being bitten by a radioactive spider, and I gained my weight by changing bodies.

      My size had better come in handy tonight. I need all of this to have been worth something.

      I open the door. Oh, you have got to be kidding me.

      “Hi, Randall,” Officer Owens says, hand raised like she was about to knock. “Sorry, did I scare you? What’s in the bag?”

      A bunch of questions all race to my tongue at once, the way they normally do when I’m about to stutter. I pause, take a deep breath, and choose one. “Lindsey. What are you doing at my house?”

      “I came by to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “You’ve been acting so weird this week. I wanted to come by and see if you’re okay. Also, did you hear the news?”

      “What news?

      “The Oleson girl’s brother is missing. Again. That’s a clean sweep for the sheriff. His wife, his daughter, and now his son. Everyone’s saying the wife had it planned all along, to get them all away from him. It’ll be near impossible to get reelected now. God help those kids if they ever come back here.”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. I’m beet red. I can feel it. I’m standing at the door of my own apartment with nothing to say, and Lindsey is looking at the bag with all kinds of suspicion in her eyes.

      “Randall?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Why are you in uniform? What’s with the bag? Are you going somewhere? Anyone would think you were going somewhere overnight, which would be unlikely because you’re working tomorrow.” She steps forward.

      I lock the door to the apartment, brush past her, and head to my police car. I hope it doesn’t look suspicious that I’m driving my police car somewhere. It probably does, but I want to bring it just in case we need it, or I need to get us out of trouble. “Lindsey, now is not a good time.”

      “What is going on with you?” she asks. “You’re acting certifiable. Are you on drugs?”

      “What?” My voice sounds like a squeak, and I press my fist to my forehead. No. Enough of this.

      “This needs to stop, Lindsey. It’s none of your business what I do or where I go after work. You’re not my girlfriend, and you sure aren’t my mom. I don’t owe you anything, and this is the last time I’m asking you to leave me alone.”

      Lindsey flinches. Oh my God, I’m such a jerk. I want to immediately apologize to her, but I can’t, because that would defeat the whole purpose of being mean to begin with.

      I go to slam the car door. Lindsey catches it.

      “Something is going on with you,” she says. “I promise you right now, I’m going to figure out what this is all about, and I’m going to tell Schnebly. You’re not going to get away with it, Randall, whatever it is. I promise you.”

      I’m not all that scared. “Be my guest.”

      She lets go. I close the door. My stomach twists painfully. It serves me right for being so mean to this poor woman. I needed to say something to get her off my back because I can’t exactly go skipping through the corn with her arm-and-arm singing songs about what great friends we are.

      Only when I’ve backed onto the road do I steal a glance back at her. She is watching me go with a defeated expression on her face, and my stomach ties itself in a pretzel.

      She looks genuinely hurt. The last thing I want is to have her—or any police officer for that matter—as an enemy. When she raises her voice at me, I always feel like I’m about to pee my pants.

      She can’t do anything to hurt me, because once Leonard dies, this whole pretending-to-be-a-police-officer charade can be over. I’m not exactly sure what I’m going to do next, but anything would be better than pretending to belong to a group of people I have nothing in common with as Officer Zweering. Or living in the town I grew up in next to my parents who both think I’m dead.

      I take the long way out of Bethany, partly because I want to see it for what might be the last time, sitting among the cornfields under the peaceful sunlight of a fall evening, and partly to make sure Lindsey isn’t following me before I get on the highway.
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      Jonah swings a punch at my head.

      I raise my arm to block it, glancing at Phil for approval. “Now I punch his throat, right?”

      “A punch will break his throat,” Phil says. “The goal is to disorient him. You want it to be an open-handed motion, and you’d want to use your thumb and pointer finger. Similar to this.”

      Phil takes my place in front of Jonah. The sun set a while ago. It would be completely dark in here if it weren’t for the battery-powered lantern Phil had set up. So fast I almost miss it, he jabs Jonah’s throat. Phil presses his knee firmly against Jonah’s hip, forcing Jonah to buckle over.

      “Your opponent will be dazed for maybe half a second. Take advantage of it.” Phil twists Jonah’s elbow. Jonah yells and crashes to the floor of the tour bus. Phil lets him go and stands up.

      Jonah rubs his eyes. “Do all martial arts instructors beat up their students?”

      “Doing it is the only way you learn,” Phil says. “This way, you’ll remember.”

      “I’ll remember how much it hurts,” Jonah says.

      Phil kicks a stray nail out of the cleared path in the middle of the bus. We were careful to clean up before we started sparring in here. I guess we didn’t catch everything. Phil warned us that we were going to fall over. I didn’t want to fall on a nail or a saw pointing up from the ground.

      I help Jonah to his feet. He groans and rubs the back of his neck like he’s ninety.

      “Go again,” Phil says. “Shiloh, you punch this time.”

      I throw a punch at Jonah’s head. He blocks but not hard enough, and my knuckles smash into his temple.

      Jonah steps away from me, rubbing his head. “What is this, everyone beat up Jonah day?”

      I grin. “It’s a new national holiday.”

      “Remember, Jonah,” Phil says. “You always want to stare at your opponent in the chest, not the eyes. That way you can see which punches they are going to throw before they do it.”

       Jonah’s eyes drop to my chest. A smirk toys with his mouth.

      “Eyes up here, you idiot,” I say.

      “I’m just doing what I’m told,” he says, grinning again.

      Jonah goes to punch me, and this time I jab him in the throat open-handed. His entire body freezes. He’s too dazed to stop me from pressing my knee to his hip and bending him in half.

      “Okay, okay.” He taps my arm. “I surrender.”

      I let go instead of twisting his arm. A low laugh rolls out of Phil.

      “Very good!” he says. “You’d better look out, Jonah. She’s better at this than you are.”

      “Yeah, like she is with most things.” Jonah’s voice is hoarse from the blow.

      Max jumps up from the bench he’s sitting on with Handy. “Can I try?”

      I open my mouth to say no. Phil beats me to it.

      “Sure,” he says. He shows Max how to hold up his hands and tells him about the whole principle of always moving forward and never moving backward. Max presses on Phil’s elbow, and Phil gives him an encouraging nod. “That’s right. Now, if you press harder—”

      Max leans on Phil’s elbow and Phil buckles over, causing a smile to break out on Max’s face.

      “Enough, that’s enough, I give in,” Phil says, and Max lets him go. “Very good, Max.”

      Jonah wraps an arm over my shoulders like it’s the most casual thing in the world. I glance up at him. He kisses the side of my head, sending shivers down my spine.

      “Please do a better job of protecting yourself tonight than I did,” he says.

      I lean my head onto his arm. “You can count on it.”

      In the corner of my eye, Fiona exchanges a knowing glance with Phil. I don’t know what that’s about. Jonah’s arm is warm and it’s hard to pay attention to anything else.

      A knock sounds on the bus door. I glance up to see Miles standing outside in his police uniform. Jonah drops his arm from around me. Behind him, the air is filled with spits of dust.

      Fiona leaps over the kettle to let him in. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Sorry it took so long,” Miles says, stepping onto the bus with a huge duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Compared to the rest of us, he looks like a giant in here. “There was traffic on the highway, and I also had a run-in with a coworker as I was leaving the house. She’s got it in for me, I swear.” He glances at Max, throwing punches in the air in front of Phil, and then at me like he’s asking for permission. “Do you want me to open these bags now?”

      I can hear his question within his question. Do you want me to open these bags filled with the weapons you asked for in front of your six-year-old brother?

      The answer is obvious. “No.”

      Phil glances at the bags, and then at Max. “Say, Max, do you like Taco Bell?”

      Max nods, excited.

      “There’s one down the street,” Phil says. “Could you come help me grab dinner for everybody?” He holds his hands up. “I won’t be able to carry everything on my own.”

      Max runs over to me. “Is that okay?”

      I nod. I’m not all that worried about something happening to Max when he’s with Phil. The guy knows enough about martial arts to make an attacker forget his own name.

      “Bring me a chicken quesadilla,” I say. 

      Max hugs my waist. Grinning, he runs out of the bus.

      “Thank you,” I tell Phil, and he nods like it really is no problem.

      Once the doors close, Miles dumps the bag on the floor and unzips it, unpacking an axe, a shotgun, a revolver, leather holsters, the monocle, the ghost handcuffs, a Bowie knife, empty Coke bottles, barbed wire, and a bunch of ammunition in different sized boxes.

      “I looked up the house,” Miles says. “It’s in an urban area, so we should avoid using guns if we can. We don’t want any overzealous neighbors calling the police.”

      “I still want to bring them,” I say.

      “I’m not using a gun,” Miles says. “After … everything, there’s no way I’m shooting a gun.”

      “Okay.” I reach down and pick up one of the Coke bottles. “Where is the gasoline?”

      “In the car,” Miles says. “I’ll go get it.”

      I hold up the bottle and stretch out my arm as if I were going to throw it. A smile curves my lips.

      “Okay everyone, pick your weapons,” I say. “We’ve got a ghost to kill.”
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      I drag the stone against the blade of the axe. A dull axe would have been a good enough weapon on its own, but I want this thing to be sharp enough to take Leonard’s head off.

      Jonah ties the Bowie knife to the end of a broom handle. He holds up the makeshift spear, closing one eye and staring down to the end of the pole to make sure it’s on right.

      I grin at him. “You realize that’s going to break the second you start using it, right?”

      “It’s on there pretty good.” Jonah jabs the air. “See?”

      “Your ghost opponent just died a painful death.”

      Glancing over his shoulder to make sure nobody is standing right behind him, Jonah flips the spear over and pokes the wooden end into my stomach. It’s so gentle that I laugh.

      He grins. “So did you.”

      Jonah ties another piece of twine around the knife handle, just to be safe. I wrap the sides of my camo hoodie tighter around me. I’m glad he’s here. Jonah’s smile untangles the knot in my stomach.

      The bus doors open with a hiss. Miles climbs the stairs, a red jug of gasoline in each hand.

      He sets them down by Jonah and me. “I found some more bottles in the recycling bin, too.”

      “How do you even make a Molotov cocktail?” Jonah asks. “Does it, like, light on fire by itself?”

      Miles blinks at him. “Are you joking right now?”

      Jonah flushes red. “I …”

      “You fill the bottle with gas and pack it with a cloth and light it up before you throw it.” Miles tosses a lighter to Jonah. “Next thing, boom, burning gas and flying glass.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not an expert in Molotov cocktail making. Jesus, man, you’ve changed.”

      “More than you know.” Miles offers Jonah a rueful smile. “It’s amazing the useless knowledge I have in my brain now. Have you ever wondered how make a potato gun? Because I could teach you.”

      I have a feeling we’re going to need something more powerful than a potato gun to kill Leonard.

      Miles pops a squat on the circus pedestal, grabbing a plastic baking funnel out of the bag and unscrewing the top from one of the jugs. The sharp tang of gasoline hits my nose. I’m glad Phil and Max aren’t back yet. Doing this inside is going to stink up the entire bus, but we don’t have much of a choice since the motel staff would have some questions for us if we did it in the parking lot.

      Fiona rushes over to open the windows, waving the air inside to expedite the process. Handy calls her a baby for wanting to open a window. Fiona swings her whip at him, and he hoots with laughter. 

      Miles fits the funnel into the bottleneck. He pours gasoline through it, sending amber liquid sloshing against the glass.

      “Do you think this is going to work?” Miles asks, his voice barely audible over Fiona and Handy’s hooting and hollering. “I don’t know if I’m paranoid, or if I’m just really scared of Leonard, but I’ve had this feeling ever since I got here that tonight’s not going to go the way we planned.”

      I pull the funnel out of the bottle and pass it to Jonah, who shoves a hand towel into the top.

      “Do you think he’s going to beat us?” I ask, holding the funnel as Miles pours.

      “He has before,” Miles says. “I mean, he’s killed me twice. There are so many ways our plan could go wrong.”

      “But me and Shiloh know karate, now,” Jonah tells him. “And you look like you eat raw eggs for breakfast. Like that guy from Beauty and the Beast. You’re almost the size of a barge.”

      Miles grins.

      “If we don’t stop him, no one else will,” I say. “It has to be us. We need to at least try, right?”

      Jonah nods, serious again. “Frankie needs us.”

      “So does my mom,” I say.

      “Yeah.” Miles grabs another glass bottle. “I’m sorry. It’s like I’m nervous in my bones, like my body remembers him killing me, not just my mind. I don’t want to die again.”

      “You won’t,” I say. “I won’t let that happen.”

      I can feel Jonah looking at me, but I ignore him. I’m the reason Miles got dragged into this mess in the first place. He lost so much because of me. He’s lost so much more than the rest of us, and I will die before I let him lose any more.

      “There is one person dying tonight,” I say, hoping my eyes convey my silent promise to him. “And that’s Leonard.”

      Miles rests the jug of gasoline on his knee. I grab the finished Molotov cocktail and tip the neck of the bottle toward him and Jonah.

      “To killing Leonard,” I say, with an encouraging smile.

      Miles tilts his own Molotov cocktail toward me. Jonah uses an empty glass bottle. “To killing Leonard,” they echo together. The bottlenecks clink.
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      Phil and Max bring back so much food, and everyone eats on the floor of the bus. The smell of melting cheese and beans hangs in the air, which is better than gasoline. Usually, I love Taco Bell, but I can barely get down my chicken quesadilla. By the time we need to leave, it’s sitting like a lump of clay in my stomach, or the last meal of someone who’s facing the chair in the morning.

      I kneel in front of Max, who is backlit by the orange glow of Handy’s hotel room.

      “Don’t open the door for anybody,” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady. “I’m serious. It doesn’t matter who they say they are. Wait right here until Mom or I come back.”

      Max’s brown eyes look bigger and sadder than usual. “You’re going to kill the bad man?”

      “Yes.” I try to flatten his blond cowlick. It springs back up again. “I’m going to make sure he never hurts you again.”

      “Do you promise to come back?”

      I glance over my shoulder at the others, who are waiting for me in the parking lot. Under the flickering streetlights, trying to conceal the weapons sticking out of their backpacks, they look like a rag-tag group of exterminators, which in a way we kind of are.

      “Do you promise?” Max asks again.

      His face swims in front of me. Before he can see the tears pooling in my eyelids, I pull him against me. I press my nose against the side of his head, breathing in the smell of him, my perfect baby brother, who is the center of my world.

      “I love you, buddy,” I say. “I love you more than anything.” Max wriggles free and I wipe my gummy nose with the back of my hand, guiding him into the room. “Go watch your show.”

       Max’s small eyebrows pinch together. He retreats into the room, and Handy ambles over to me.

      I keep my voice to a whisper. “If my mom and I don’t come back, leave him with Miles and Jonah, okay?”

      Handy nods. Balancing on one hand, he claps me on the shoulder. “You’re gonna make it back, kid. Don’t go around talkin’ like that.”

      “Thanks, Handy.”

      The TV turns on inside. I stand up and turn around to find Jonah running over with his gecko tank. He gives me a small smile and pokes his head into the motel room.

      “Hey, Max,” he says. “Can you do me a favor and watch over this little guy for me?”

      Max slides off the armchair. The terrarium looks huge in his small arms.

      “His name is Bill, and he’s a gecko,” Jonah explains. “You need to give him seven of the big worms in this container tonight.”

      Max screws his face up. “Worms?”

      “You can use a spoon. Or chopsticks.”

      Jonah explains how to feed the lizard. Max watches Jonah with big eyes, and tears spill onto my cheeks. Before Max can see me cry, I run over to the others waiting by the cars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nobody says anything on the drive to Cincinnati. We couldn’t all fit in one car, so Jonah and I ride in Miles’s squad car while Fiona drives Phil. Every minute that ticks down on the GPS makes my hand curl tighter around my axe.

      I’m coming, Francesca.

      I’m going to rescue you, Mom.

      I’m going to smash this axe through Leonard’s face.

      It’s less than an hour before Miles exits the highway and turns onto a double-yellow road through the suburbs. There’s a park on our right, with tennis courts and well-maintained walking paths. Old trees stretch up to the sky. It’s almost two o’clock in the morning but there are still people out and about, cutting through the park with their hoods over their heads to protect themselves from the wind.

      “God, look at these old houses,” Jonah says. “They’re huge.”

      I scoot across the backseat and stare up through the window. He’s right. Mansion after mansion stands facing the park, all made from brick with white trim. Some have circular towers. All of them have porches. One has what looks like a gazebo attached to the roof.

      On the GPS, the blue triangle approaches the red pin. Miles pulls up in front of an enormous house that towers over all the others on the street. My heart lurches in my chest.

      That’s Mom’s car. Right there.

      It’s parked outside one of the biggest houses I have ever seen. The windshield is missing and there are dents on the hood. I guess it’s not blocking traffic, so nobody reported it yet.

      The house looks like something from a storybook, with green siding and pink accents and at least three visible chimneys. Unlike the other houses on the road, only its chimneys are made of brick.

      I can immediately see what Fiona meant about it being in disrepair. The overgrown weeds in the front yard are a sickly yellow under the streetlamps. The hedges stretching up along the sidewalk are in desperate need of trimming, and there are patches of peeling paint on the sides.

      Miles double-checks the address. “This is it.”

      “Cut the headlights and go into the driveway,” I say.

      “Pull the car round so it’s facing out,” Jonah says. “We can’t waste time turning around if they’re coming after us.”

      Miles does what we say. The narrow driveway loops all the way to the front yard. He parks next to the row of garbage and recycling bins out of view from the street.

      Fiona parks behind us. She and Phil walk toward us over the broken asphalt.

      I get out of the car, meeting them halfway. Miles and Jonah walk over and the five of us form a small circle. I hope nobody walks by and sees us congregating in the driveway like we’re about to break in. Which we are.

      “Okay,” I say, trying to press down the nerves that are climbing my throat.  “Let’s run through the plan one more time. Phase one?”

      “You, me, and Phil go into the house and make a lot of noise,” Miles says. “To draw Leonard upstairs and away from Francesca.”

      “Good,” I say. “Phase two?”

      “Me and Fiona find a way into the basement,” Jonah says, “so we have an exit.”

      Fiona counts on her hands. “Could be a Bilco door, window, some kind of emergency exit.”

      “There’s at least one way in,” I say. “Leonard has to be keeping Francesca and my mom in the basement. It’s the most secure place, and the hardest to escape from. Phase three?”

      Fiona answers. She’s looking like she’s about to lead a Zumba class in her matching Lululemon jacket and leggings. “We break in and rescue Francesca.”

      “You need to wait for my signal,” I remind her. “I’ll call Jonah’s phone when we have Leonard tied up. Phase four?”

      Jonah swallows hard. “I call you when Frankie and your mom are out.”

      “Then Francesca and I will go and kill Leonard,” I say.

      Miles pats his backpack. Glass bottles clink against each other. “And we light the place up.”

      I nod. “Nobody moves onto the next stage of the plan until they get a signal. Got it?”

      Everyone nods. An owl hoots above my head. I try to listen for any distant police sirens, or any indication that we were followed here. All I can hear is the wind rustling through the bare branches of the trees.

      We all go to suit up and grab our weapons. I reach into the backseat of the car and sling my backpack over my shoulders. It’s the one I used to wear to school and it’s bright yellow. Almost neon. At least all the glass bottles we shoved in there don’t make any noise. I wrapped each of them in a towel so they wouldn’t break in my bag when I fought Leonard with my new Krav Maga moves. I hope none of the gasoline leaks out.

      I double-check that the monocle is clipped to the left strap, and the handcuffs are attached to the right. I shove the Glock into the chest holster Miles gave me. The gun is loaded and easy to access. If I need it, I can get to it fast.

      Jonah holds his spear like a walking stick. A sliver of the peace sign on his shirt is visible under his bomber jacket. The irony of it makes me want to laugh.

      He holds up an arm and pulls me to him. I rest my chin on his shoulder.

      “If things start to go south, you forget about Leonard,” he says. “If the cops come, if any of that happens—don’t be a hero, okay?”

      I nod against his collarbone. “Okay.”

      “Shiloh …”

      I hug him tighter. His heart is beating so fast that I can feel it through both of our jackets. Or maybe that’s my heart. I wish I could tell him what he wants to hear. This is the one opportunity I’m going to get to kill Leonard before the police find me. I will not be arrested while Leonard is still out there. I will not leave Max alone in a world without my mom, and with Leonard out there to go after him. This has to end tonight. If there was ever time to be a hero, it’s now.

      Leaning away enough to look him in the eye, I close my eyes and press my lips to his. A nauseous feeling churns my stomach. Usually, kissing Jonah makes me desperate, hungry for more, like if I kissed him non-stop every day I still wouldn’t be able to kiss him enough. This kiss makes me ache in an entirely different way. I press my lips into his harder, wrap my arms around his neck, slide my hands down his shoulders. In case I never get to kiss him again, I never want to forget what kissing him was like.

      Jonah steps away from me, and emptiness fills my chest. It’s so cold I can see his breath.

      “I’ll see you after,” he says.

      I smile to try and get rid of the fear in his blue eyes. “Say hi to Francesca for me.”

      He nods. I go to join the others when his voice stops me in my tracks. “Scooby?”

      I turn and see him holding the spear again, the moon glinting against his shaggy black hair. “Yeah?”

      “Make him pay,” he says.

      I give him a thumbs-up and run to where Miles and Phil are standing on the cobblestone path. Miles is in uniform. He has his police baton leaning on his shoulder. Phil opted for no weapon. He doesn’t look all that deadly in his knit cream sweater but after our self-defense lesson, I know he’s deadlier with no weapon than I am with mine.

      “Ready for phase one?” I ask them.

      They nod. Gripping the handle of my axe like my life depends on it, I open the front door of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY-NINE

          

          
            SHILOH

          

        

      

    

    
      The door closes behind us with a click. I’m not surprised that it’s unlocked. Leonard doesn’t seem like the type who needs to lock his front door before going to bed.

      My breathing is loud. It doesn’t come out in visible puffs anymore, but I sound like Darth Vader.

      The lights are off. My eyes have adjusted enough to the shadows to see the chandelier above our heads that looks like its worth as much as this house is. I wonder if they’re real crystals. A lace cloth hangs over the round entry table, and a curved wooden banister reaches up the stairs. It’s the kind of house a rich person would live in. Or at least, a rich hoarder of antique furniture.

      I step over a broken potted plant and onto a burgundy rug that looks a hundred years old. No photos are hanging on the peach walls, and there’s a definitive old person musty smell hanging in the air, like all this stuff is slowly rotting.

      A faint noise comes from the next room over. I creep along the hallway and poke my head into what looks like the living room. The TV is on, playing some kind of black-and-white cartoon.

      Even the ceilings in this house are painted. There are so many patterned things that staring at everything at once hurts my eyes. It kind of reminds me of my grandparents’ house. At their place, none of the décor has changed in fifty years. It’s like that here, only the style is a few decades older. I check to see if anyone is sitting on the pink velvet couch or the rocking chair. I peek in the fireplace for some reason, and then into the biggest wicker crib I have ever seen. Its handles are long enough for it to be pulled by a horse. Nobody is hiding in that either.

      I turn to Miles and raise my eyebrows. “Phase one?”

      He swings his police baton like he’s ready to use it to whack whoever comes out of the shadows.

      I kick the fire poker. It topples over with a heavy clang. I listen hard, waiting to see if anyone moves upstairs.

      Maybe I need to be louder. I don’t want to yell Leonard’s name, because then Leonard would know I’m trying to get his attention. I need to make it sound like an ordinary break-in, something that Leonard could deal with without breaking a sweat.

      I push the fire poker with the toe of my sneaker. It scrapes against the brick, making Phil wince.

      Still nothing. I guess it’s the middle of the night. I just wasn’t expecting them all to be such heavy sleepers.

      I lead the way back to the stairs. Up close, it’s easier to see the detailed carving on the balusters. Each one is twisted to look like the pole of a carousel horse. A thin layer of dust coats the banister. There are smudges and streaks where people have touched it.

      I climb the stairs quickly. The anticipation of this fight is making my heart pound so fast. Miles and Phil are with me, so I’m not as scared as I was when I broke into Richie’s dad’s house. There is safety in numbers, I guess, even if it’s just an illusion of safety.

      We reach the top of the stairs. Different sized mirrors and paintings of pandas are hanging on the walls. Yikes. I don’t blame Fiona for not wanting to live in this place. It’s creepy.

      I glance at the wooden railing wrapping around the second floor. If any of us were pushed off it, we’d fall to an instant death. Or at least to major injuries that would keep us from escaping.

      Stop being scared. Or at least accept the fear and keep moving forward. I’m starting to think being brave is not so much about pushing down fear as it is about doing the scary thing despite being scared. It’s about embracing the fear.

      I curl my hand around the nearest door handle. Gripping the axe, I go in.

      Someone is sleeping in the bed. Long brown hair fans behind the woman’s head, covering the pale pink pillowcase. It is glued to her temples in wet strands. Her chest rises and falls quickly.

      I walk deeper into the room to make room for Miles and Phil. Immediately, Miles lets out a guttural grunt.

      I glance at him. “You okay?”

      “Benmjöl,” he says. “I … I can smell it.”

      I can’t smell anything. “Are you sure?”

      He nods. “I stopped craving it when I changed bodies, but the smell stayed with me. I’d know it anywhere.”

      He walks over to the woman’s bedside table and picks up a small glass jar. His mind races while mine connects the dots. If this woman is taking benmjöl, it means she was brought back in a body that had already started to decompose. She is dying, probably in immeasurable pain. Leonard must be keeping her alive until he can find a new body.

      “She’s high,” Miles says. “Really high. I bet—”

      The woman sits up with a scream. Miles claps a hand over her mouth, pushing her into the mattress. She throws her head from side-to-side and kicks under the felt covers.

      As quickly as it started, the scream dies in her throat, which produces an ominous rattling sound. Miles takes his hand off her mouth and grips her shoulders.

      “No,” he says. “No. Wait.”

      The woman’s mouth widens. A small breath slips through her lips.

      Miles looks up at me. “I swear I didn’t kill her, Shiloh. I was just trying to stop her from screaming.”

      I hold the monocle up to my eye. A gasp catches in my throat. The soul of a young girl rises from the sweaty body on the bed. The ghost has dark lips, a mole on her chin, and four shoes hanging out from under the hem of her dress.  

      “I’m sorry.” I can barely get the words out before she transforms into a ball of light and shoots up through the ceiling. 

      Miles looks down at his palms. “I … I didn’t mean to kill her.”

      “You didn’t kill her,” I say. “Her death was instantaneous. She must have died of a heart attack or something, maybe from stress and all the benmjöl she’s taking.”

      Miles slumps his shoulders. Swallowing so hard his Adam’s apple bobs, he closes the woman’s wide brown eyes.

      One down. I don’t know how many more to go. That girl’s scream was not exactly quiet. There’s no way everyone in the house would have slept through that.

      I walk up to the old photos on the bookcase. Most of them are in black and white, and they’re not photos of anyone I know. I search for any faces I can recognize in them. Maybe of Leonard, or any of his childhood friends whose pictures I’ve seen in the Soothsayer’s photo albums. None of these people look like they’re from the circus.

      I cross the room to the vanity pressed against the window. I run my fingers over the small palettes of makeup and the sparkles falling off the brushes. A CVS bag sits next to it. Whoever bought the makeup must have bought it recently, possibly for this girl.

      I raise my eyes to the gold-rimmed mirror. All the blood drains from my face.

      “Miles, look out!”

      A huge arm wraps around Miles’s neck and drags him out into the hallway. Phil runs out to him and I follow, finding a hulking bald guy bring Miles to the railing. This guy is twice as wide as Miles, and that’s saying something given all the workouts Officer Zweering did. His upper traps are so big that it’s like he has no neck. It looks like his head is sitting on his shoulders.

      Phil goes behind Miles. He elbows and hits the guy so fast and in so many different places that it’s impossible to see the individual blows. It’s mesmerizing. But what Phil has in skill, he lacks in size. With a guttural roar, the man backhands Phil and knocks him into the wall.

      Phil steadies himself. I run at the man. He shoves me away, using my momentum to push me against the railing. The axe flies out of my hands and smashes a floor tile on the first floor. Arms and fingers tingling, I push myself upright.

      Miles yells. I turn to find him bent backward over the railing. The man is holding Miles by the scruff of his shirt.

      I glance down at the broken floor tile under my axe. I could run down and grab it, but in that time, the man could push Miles over and he’d fall to the ground and snap his neck.

      I aim my gun at the man. Before he can let go of Miles’s uniform, Miles explodes into motion. He jabs his knee up into the man’s groin. The man lets out a howl and doubles up, allowing Miles to bring the steel toe of his combat boot into the man’s nose. There is the crunch of breaking bone, and blood sprays out as the man’s head snaps back. He bends over and Miles uses his own momentum to shove him against the railing.

      “Please,” the bald man begs. “Please don’t take this away from me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Miles says. “You never should have come here in the first place.”

      Miles kicks the man in the chest, sending him over the edge.

      There is a sickening thud and a snapping sound like a breaking tree branch, then silence.

      Miles’s chest heaves. I run over to him and follow his gaze to the man lying on the marble floor tile, his eyes closed and his mouth open. Blood pools around his head.

      The muscles are rippling in Miles’s neck. I can’t imagine the things he is feeling right now. He killed that man like it was easy for him. There was no existential crisis, no hesitation. Just action. He has never looked more like a police officer than he does now. He’s been in the house less than five minutes and two people are already dead. He’s a long way from the Miles I once knew.

      So that’s two down. Where’s Leonard?

      “Leonard!” I scream. “Come out and say hi, you asshole. I’m here to kill you.”

      A humming sound comes from behind me. Every muscle in my body tenses. I know that voice. I’d know it anywhere. I have heard it humming hymns while washing dishes in the kitchen, singing Dolly Parton songs while driving when the radio was off when she thought nobody was listening.

      I turn around to find Mom standing in the hallway. She’s wearing a long lace nightgown that goes all the way to her ankles. Clumps of blond hair are falling out of her ponytail.

      All the tension leaves my body. I laugh, unable to hold back the tears that sting my eyes.

      She’s alive. Mom is alive.

      I run toward her. “Oh my God, Mom, what are you doing up here? Did you escape all by yourself?”

      She stops humming. Something glints in her hand. I barely have time register what’s happening before she lunges at me and drives the pair of scissors straight at my face.
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      I jump out of the way. The blades of the scissors graze my ear. “Mom? What are you doing?”

      Mom lunges for me again. She grips the scissors under the finger rings like she’s trying to stab me, her blonde hair swinging wildly into her face.

      “You stay away from my son, you evil girl,” she hisses. “You stay away from my boy.”

      “Mom!” The scissor blade rips through on the pocket of my sweatshirt. “It’s me. It’s Shiloh!”

      No hint of recognition crosses her face. She flicks the scissors open and snaps them inches from my nose.

      “Shiloh, that’s not your mom,” Miles says somewhere behind me. “It’s someone else in there. It’s not her!”

      Understanding of what he’s saying hits me all at once, and the world around me mutes.

      Mom’s pale blue irises fill with hatred. Something weird happens. It’s like pieces of her life flash in front of my eyes. The pale yellow of her prom dress, rustling pom-poms, Dad’s crooked bow tie, me cannonballing into the lake, the uncomfortable pews at church. I hear glass shatter. The sad coo of a mourning dove. She charges at me with the scissors raised like she is going for the death blow, a wide smile that has nothing to do with humor on her face.

      I kick her wrist. The scissors clatter to the floor. “Who the hell are you, and what did you do to my mother?”

      Mom bends down to get the scissors. I drive my knee into her face and then her stomach. It should be hard, but it isn’t. It’s not Mom in there. Grabbing her ponytail, I force her to the ground and brace her head in my elbow.

      Rough hands pull me off. “Go find Leonard,” Miles says. “I’ll tie her up.”

      I wipe the tears streaming down my face. “Don’t hurt her, Miles. Not her body. Wait till I come back.”

      Mom rises to her feet, smearing the blood coming from her nose across her lip with the back of her hand and then licking it off, tasting it like some kind of delicacy. She wipes it across her mouth like a madwoman smearing lipstick and leers at me until Phil comes up behind her and pins her arms behind her back.

      Miles widens his eyes. “Run, Shiloh, go.”

      Mom grins with sick glee. Pulse racing, I back away from them and run down the hall.

      Salty tears drip into my mouth. I wipe them from my eyes so I can see where I’m running.

      Go find Leonard. You can’t cry now.

      I will make Leonard pay. For Max. For me. For Francesca. For the Soothsayer. For each of these poor souls in this house that he murdered for his own gain. But especially for my mom.

      Phil cries out behind me. I force myself not to look back at them as I throw open the door to an ugly bathroom with a shag carpet and zebra print wallpaper. No Leonard.

      I open the door to the bedroom at the end of the hall. The bedside lamp is on. Releasing a shaky breath, I walk around the unmade bed. The carpet squishes under my sneakers. A puddle of water is pooling on the edge of the bed, dripping down from the saturated comforter. Oh my God, the thing is soaked. An old-school brass diving helmet like the ones humans wear in SpongeBob is wedged in between the pillows on the floor, along with strips of rope tied to the bedposts. What kind of weird stuff has been going on in here?

      Miles screams Phil’s name. I freeze. There’s no way my mom overpowered a martial arts teacher and a police officer.

      On the other side of the door, Mom’s voice sounds again. This time she’s not humming. She’s singing.

       

      Hush little baby don’t say a word…

      Mamma’s going to buy you a mockingbird…

       

      “Come out, little girl,” she says. “Come to Momma.”

      I glance around the room for a place to hide. Under the bed won’t work, it’ll be the first place she checks. The only way out is through the same door this woman is about to walk through. I can’t go there. Like I said to Miles, I can’t hurt my mom. Anything I do to her body would ruin my chances of ever putting her soul back into it.

      I go into the built-in closet. It smells awful in here, like camphor and mothballs. Mildewy, like an old woman in a care home or Ella Ruggles’s house the night we stole the monocle. I press myself through the old blouses and dresses, struggling to get air into my lungs.

      The door to the room creaks open. I press my back against the cedar.

      “Where did you go, little girl?” Mom isn’t very heavy, so I can’t hear her footsteps at all. “Are you under the bed?” There is a pause. “Are you … behind the curtain?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. It’s Mom’s voice, but someone else is playing this deadly game of hide and seek. I wonder who Leonard has put into her.

      My boy. That’s what she said. Oh my God. Could Leonard be using her as a host for his own mom?

      That’s so gross. Warm tears spill onto my cheeks. My heart hammers like a fist against my breastbone. I wish this was a nightmare. It deserves to be a nightmare, and all I want to do is wake up and hold my mom and pretend it was all some crazy fever dream.

      I press my back harder against the wall. It gives a little. Hold on... I glance up and notice a small latch in the corner of the wall. This is not a wall.

      It’s a hidden door.

      I undo the latch and slip through the door. By some miracle, it doesn’t creak. I glance round, half-expecting to find a lamp post with a faun under it and an old witch in a sleigh offering me Turkish Delight, or an alternative world where my mom has shiny buttons for eyes. There’s no light in here at all. I squint through the shadows into what looks like an attic. Judging from all the clutter, it must not have been cleaned in years. Maybe even decades. Small claws scamper over the floor. Cobwebs brush against my face as I creep forward. I try to get them off, and they stick to my fingers instead. Is it my imagination, or is something scurrying through my hair?

      “Are you in the closet?” Mom asks. She drags the scissors against the cedar planks, making a screeee noise.

      Small bones snap under my sneakers. I step over boxes and go deeper into the shadows. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my throat. My lungs burn. Probably because I’m not breathing.

      Light spills through the small door to the attic. I drop behind a cardboard box.

      “I know you’re in here,” Mom says. “I’m going to gut you like a pig for laying a hand on my boy.”

      I clamp my lower lip between my teeth to keep myself from making a sound. Mom—Leonard’s mom—snaps the scissors, and they make a sound like a hungry crocodile. I press my stomach to the ground. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. Even though it’s impossible to make my body physically smaller, I wish I could.

      She kicks a cardboard box over, sending a bunch of metal things clattering onto the floor. “Where are you?”

      Something squishes against my knee. I glance down at the pink insulation under the wooden board I’m kneeling on.

      There’s a loud crash a couple of feet away from me. She’s going to find me any second, and I’m unarmed. So I either need to run back to the closet before she catches up to me, or I need to escape a different way.

      Careful not to make any noise, I push one foot deep into the squishy insulation. The soles of my sneakers press into something hard. Maybe drywall. When I visited Nanny and Grandpa’s, Mom used to tell me never to step on the insulation if I went up into the attic or I’d fall right through the ceiling. I hope she was right.

      I put both feet into the insulation and stand up. Mom laughs behind me. Goosebumps break out all over my body.

      “I got you now, you evil girl.”

      “No you don’t, you nasty old bitch.”

      I stand up on the insulation. Immediately, my feet drop out from under me and I crash through the floor. Something hard slams into my armpit. I grab the joists to try and break my fall. My legs dangle in the air ten feet above the dining room table.

      Scissors stab toward my fingers on the joist. I have no choice but to let go.

      For one suspended second, I’m falling, then my legs crash into the table. I scream as my knee twists, and I land on my hip. I shoot my arms out to stop myself from tumbling onto the floor. Shards of broken wine glasses slice into my palms. For some reason I notice the mosaic pattern and wonder if they were pretty when they were whole.

      Breathing hard, I sit back. Bend my knees. Okay, nothing is broken.

      I glance up at the gaping hole in the ceiling. Plaster dust makes the air hazy, but I can still see Mom watching me. She throws the scissors at my head. I roll out of the way. With a shrill scream, she disappears.

      She’s coming down here to get me. Dull pain throbs up my leg, but I need to go find Leonard.

      I slide off the dining room table and catch my balance on the back of a chair as I stagger into the kitchen. My stomach lurches like I’m going to throw up. I swallow it down because there’s no way I’m going to let myself throw up right now.

      Leonard wasn’t in any of the bedrooms. He isn’t on the first floor. That leaves the basement.

      With Francesca.

      I grab my axe from the tiled floor. A light is coming from the kitchen. Holding the axe at the ready, I run toward the light to find an open door tucked behind the garbage can. An unfinished staircase heads down into the depths of the house. It’s the sort of stairs you beg the heroine not to go down in a horror movie, but she goes down anyway, like I have to.

      I run down the stairs, whip around the corner, and slide to an ungainly stop.

      It’s like a horrible case of déjà vu. The cage. The heavy iron bars. The damp and rotting hay. It looks the same as the cage Leonard had in his circus trailer, the one I found Max in. Only this time, the cage is empty, and two girls are strung up on the outside with their arms above their heads looking like prisoners on a wall about to face a firing squad. One I immediately recognize as Talulah Monroe. She has a huge red mark on the side of her face that will turn into a bruise if she lives long enough. The other makes eye contact with me. I smile.

      Francesca.

      I run over to her, jumping over boxes and a pile of ivory tusks. Pools and streaks of blood cover the concrete under her, staining the toes of my sneakers. I stop running.

      “Is the blood yours?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. A huge breath slips through my lips.

      I fling my arms around her. Her arms are over her head so she can’t hug me back. I don’t care.

      “Oh my God,” I say. “I was so scared we weren’t going to find you, but you’re here. You’re really here.”

      Francesca makes a gurgling sound that sounds almost like a scream. I let her go and step back, noticing the fabric covering her mouth. I work to untie the gag behind her head, and she coughs, spitting a glob of phlegm onto the floor. Clumps of white hair come away in my hands.

      I had a suspicion that she would not be in good shape when we found her, but it’s so much worse than I feared. Her skin is paper-thin. Deep wrinkles cut into her forehead and curve down from her nose to her lips. Her cheeks sag. Beige spots too big to be freckles cover the bridge of her nose and forehead. The bags under her eyes are so swollen she looks like she’s been stung by a bee.

      I keep my mouth clamped shut. Inside, I want to scream. What did Leonard do to her?

      “I’m going to get you out of here.” I pick up the heavy handcuffs that are pinning her wrists to the cage. “Where are the keys to these things?”

      Francesca raises her eyes to mine. Her irises are so gray they’re almost colorless.

      “Run,” she says, her voice hoarse and thin. “Leonard is hiding in the storage closet, he is going to come out and kill us all.”
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      Using pliers, Leonard carefully removes a tooth from the corpse’s mouth, creating a gaping hole in the gum.

      He drops the tooth into the glass jar with a plink. A dribble of blood runs down the inside. With my eyes nearly closed, it resembles a cup of gemstones or a collection of sea glass.

      Evangeline lets out a throaty burp, tucking her chin to her chest. I hope she does not throw up again. I am not sure she has anything left to throw up. She has not said a word in nearly an hour, ever since Leonard found her hiding upstairs and dragged her kicking and screaming down here. He strung her up on the outside of the cage beside me.

      Leonard keeps an eye on me as he fits his pliers around another tooth. He is searching for a reaction, some kind of display of disgust so he knows that what he’s doing is affecting me. I give him nothing. There are chips of enamel in the grooved ends of the pliers.

      So he tries harder. “Look what you made me do, Cesca. This boy woulda been perfect for Patrick, but you made me waste him. Now I gotta make sure no one can identify him.”

      I say nothing. Grunting with the effort, he yanks the next tooth out and drops the crimson incisor into the jar. Blood pours down the boy’s chin, forming a small pool on the concrete. Leonard’s hands are covered in it. So is his hair, and his bare stomach. Enough time has passed since his time in the brass helmet for his clothes to be almost dry.

      “Momma ain’t gonna be happy about this,” Leonard says. “No sir, not one bit.”

      I am not scared of Leonard’s mother. I am not scared of Leonard. I am not sure I am capable of feeling anything anymore. Every one of my nerves is dead. I am numb.

      I adjust my hands inside the manacles above my head. Nothing makes them stop burning. My circulation has gone from both of them, and I’m a long way past pins and needles.

      “Your tantrums do not scare me, Leonard,” I say. “You are acting like a child.”

      “And you look like you could be my grandmother.” He lets out a low, rolling laugh. He points at me, glancing at Evangeline as if begging her to laugh. Her eyes remain on the ground.

      He stabs the pliers against the concrete. “I hate you! I hate it here. I hate this house. I hate my life.”

      With a roar, Leonard flings the jar of teeth at me. Sharp molars strike my cheeks and I flinch.

      “I wish you could feel what it was like to be me for one minute. Then you’d understand.” Leonard throws the glass jar at my head. It smashes against the bars of the cage, showering me with shards. “You ruined my life. Do you understand that? You ruined my life!”

      Leonard crumples onto his knees. A sob rips through his body. It builds in volume, turning into a scream. When I still say nothing, the scream dies in his throat. His eyebrows pinch together.

      “I’m gonna tell my momma what you did to me,” Leonard says. “She’ll come for you, just you see. I swear it. You gonna wish you’d never been born when she gets here.”

      There is a loud clang above our heads. I raise my eyes to the ceiling. Is somebody awake? It must be quite late in the night. Patrick said he gave everybody a small dose of poison, so I would have assumed they would all be sleeping soundly if not worse.

      Leonard curls his lips into a smile that looks more like a grimace. “See? What’d I tell you. Momma’s coming now.”

      But the door to the cellar does not open. Leonard pulls the corpse’s lips back, inspecting the teeth like he is buying a prize horse. Apparently satisfied, he grips the boy’s little finger and snips it off with a pair of bolt cutters. The finger comes away easily.

      “See that, Cesca? I bet you remember how that feels.”

      A haunting scream travels through the floorboards. A shiver runs down my spine.

      Leonard hears it, too. “Aw, Cesca. Did your little friends come to save you?”

      My belly flutters. Could it be? Has Shiloh come to rescue me?

      Leonard storms up to me and points the bloody pliers at my nose. Little shreds of flesh hang from them. “You put them up to this? You think they’re gonna rescue you? Oh Cesca, you got another thing comin’.”

      Leonard dangles the key to the manacles in front of me and makes a show of putting them in his pocket. He ties a piece of fabric over my mouth. He does the same to Evangeline, revealing a red mark covering the side of her face. I let out an involuntary squeak, like a balloon being squeezed.

      Leonard drags the corpse behind the cage, leaving a long smear of blood across the concrete. He grips the pliers like a weapon. Instead of going up the stairs, he walks around the side of the cage, weaves in between the cardboard boxes, and disappears into a storage closet.

      Uh oh. He is hiding behind the door to ambush Shiloh when she comes to find me.

      Evangeline lets out a low groan. I had not noticed the mark on the side of her face until now. It would take being hit very hard to create that sort of bruise. I am not sure why she did not run away when she had the chance. She could have escaped, yet she stayed here, hiding behind a curtain like that could protect her from Leonard.  

      Did she not want to leave without me?

      A string of saliva hangs out of the corner of her mouth. I want to comfort her. Brush her hair out of her face or stroke her head like she has done for me so many times. But my arms are tied too tightly to reach her, and I can’t feel them anyhow.

      A loud crash sounds above my head like the ceiling caving in. There is a scream, and the familiar voice wraps around my heart. If I had any doubt Shiloh was here before, it is all gone now.

      I am not the only one who recognizes the scream. A ball of light soars up from a cardboard box. In seconds, it morphs and stretches into Shiloh’s mother.

      “That’s my daughter,” she says. “I heard her screaming. Is she …” Her voice trails off. Her eyes travel up. “Shiloh!”

      She jumps through the ceiling and disappears. I call after her, but my voice is caught by the fabric. Shiloh’s mother will not be able to do anything to help Shiloh. Only souls from the other side can touch things here, like the soul from Ella Ruggles’s house throwing books, so it is not worth the effort. Remembering all the things Shiloh told me about her mother, all the times she doubted whether she cared about her at all, I wish she could see how scared her mother is for her now.

      Oh no. Shiloh does not know about all the other people in the house. I must warn her. Or go help her. She cannot do this alone.

      I grit my teeth around the gag and try to pull my hand out of the manacles. Pain flares through my open knuckle and I scream against the fabric, but I cannot get free.

      The stairs creak above my head. Shiloh runs into the cellar, holding an axe like she is prepared to go fell a tree.

      Oh my goodness. She is hurt. There is blood running down her cheek, and her blonde hair is falling out of her ragged ponytail. She appears to be dressed both for war and for school in an army-print hoodie and ripped jeans. There is a mustard backpack strapped over her shoulders.

      She smiles at me. So much warmth pours out of her face that I want to cry.

      Shiloh is here. She came back for me.

      She runs across the room, pausing to examine the blood left over from Leonard’s dental work.

      “Is the blood yours?” she asks, her voice thick with worry.

      I shake my head. I’m not sure she can see the corpse tucked behind the cage, but I have no intention of telling her it’s there. Some things are better left unseen.

      She runs across the room and wraps her arms around me. Because my arms are tied above my head, this is more difficult in practice than in theory, and so she drops her hands to my elbows and grips them.

      “Oh my God,” she says. “I was so scared we weren’t going to find you, but you’re here. You’re really here.”

      I am so glad she is here. Behind Shiloh, the soul of her mother glides down the stairs. Her face stretches in a confused expression of relief and utter horror. Seeing them side-by-side is bending my mind. They look so alike that I may as well be seeing double.

      “Leonard is hiding,” I try to tell Shiloh. My words catch on the fabric.

      Her nose wrinkles. She reaches behind my head and makes quick work of the gag, dropping it on the floor. “I’m going to get you out of here. Where are the keys to these things?” 

      “Run,” I say. “Leonard is hiding in the storage closet, he is going to come out and kill us all.”

      Shiloh goes a sickly shade of pale. She crouches in front of me and takes the chains off my legs. Evangeline watches us with a perplexed expression on her face. Shiloh has not acknowledged her at all. I am not sure I blame her. She does not know who Evangeline is, or whose side she is on.

      Shiloh tugs on the manacles looped around the cage. “Does Leonard have the key?”

      “Yes,” I say. “In his pocket.”

      I’m not sure why Leonard has not come out from the storage closet yet. Shiloh is speaking to me with her back to where he went. It would be a perfect opportunity to ambush her.

      “I’ll look for a bolt cutter.” Shiloh rummages through the cardboard boxes.

      The soul of Shiloh’s mother rises above her daughter like a pale shadow, watching Shiloh take miscellaneous belongings out of boxes. Shiloh’s mother’s eyes widen as if understanding what Shiloh is doing. She soars over the paintings, lamps, rocking chairs, and other belongings, scanning the floor with her eyes. A couple of seconds pass.

      She points at the tool bench. “Over here!” Shiloh does not acknowledge her mother because she cannot hear her, so her mother’s eyes find mine. “I found them.”

      “They are over there on the tool bench,” I tell Shiloh.

      Shiloh gives me a grateful smile and grabs the bolt cutters. Her mother reaches out to touch Shiloh’s ponytail, nearly identical to her own, but Shiloh runs over to me before she can reach her.

      “Here.” Shiloh jams the wire cutters against the heavy chain between the cuffs. “Francesca, oh my God. What happened to your finger?”

      “Leonard cut it off,” I say quickly, training my eyes on the door. “Please hurry.”

      Shiloh still doesn’t close the wire cutters. “I’m so sorry I took so long to get here. I … I should have found you sooner.”

      I give her a reassuring smile. “Sometimes, birds find worms whether they are early or not. Please, will you try?”

      Shiloh swallows hard. Clenching her jaw, she closes the wire cutters. Nothing breaks.

      “God, these things are thick.” She leans on the wire cutters with her whole body weight.

      Boots sound on the stairs. A jolt of worry runs through me. I know it’s not Leonard because he is still behind the door. Perhaps he is waiting for his friends to come down. Perhaps they are coming down now.

      “Shiloh, go,” I beg. “Go and hide.”

      “I’m not leaving you again.”

      She grabs the axe off the ground, holding it out in front of herself as she spins to face the two men on the staircase.

      One of them is young and tall with a square jaw and very broad shoulders. He is wearing athletic clothing. He has one arm around a grimacing older man, who is wearing a modest cream sweater that looks to be comfortable and very warm. The younger man is practically dragging the older man along.

      Both of them look vaguely familiar. A couple of seconds pass before I can place the young man.

      Miles.

      I did not recognize him at all. In fairness, I barely saw the dead police officer’s face when I brought Miles back to life inside his body. My impression of him was that he was soaked through in his uniform, and that he was dead. Death has a funny way of making a person look like one of their more peculiar-looking relatives.  

      I am not sure who the older man is. He is holding his stomach like he is hurt.

      Shiloh lowers the axe. “What happened?”

      “Leonard’s mom happened,” Miles says. I cannot believe it is him. This man does not sound or look like him at all. “Got Phil with those scissors and disappeared. I don’t know where she is.”

      The man, who must be Phil, lifts his hand from his abdomen. His palm is covered in blood.

      “Enough of this already,” Phil says, pushing Miles off him. “I can walk fine on my own.”

      Miles throws his hands up. Phil steadies himself on the railing of the stairs. His skin looks very clammy. He may be putting on a good face, but he will not be able to walk fine for long.

      Miles eyes move past Shiloh to me. He raises a hand to wave and, in an instant, the softness returns to his face. I can see Miles’s boyish expression in those unfamiliar features.

      “Can you help me with these bolt cutters?” Shiloh asks him.  “I’m not strong enough to get through these chains.”

      Miles helps Phil into the velvet-backed chair. Shiloh goes to him as Miles towers over me. I stare at the stubble on his chin. All the differences between this body and my memories of Miles are almost too much for my brain to absorb. He is so capable. Acting without apology or nervousness. Although I have not known this new Miles for long, I can already tell he is a far cry from the Miles I remember.

      If I could use my hands, I would touch his face, but the only thing I can do is press my forehead to his. “Are you happy?” I whisper.

      Miles pauses. After a moment, he says, “I’m happy to be alive.”

      “That is not what I asked.”

      Miles gives me a tender look before trying to cut through the manacles. The muscles in his upper arm bulge and for a moment I think the material of his shirt will tear, like that hulking green superhero character when he changes. The chain still does not give.

      “This isn’t working,” he says. “We need the key.”

      Shiloh drops her hand away from Phil’s shoulder. “Leonard has the key.”

      “Where is Leonard?” Miles asks.

      I point at the door to the storage closet. It is still closed. If Leonard’s plan was to ambush Shiloh, surely he would have done so already.

      Is he still in there? I assume so. It’s a closet. He would not have any other place to go.

      Shiloh’s mother glides toward the closed door. Before I can tell her to stop, she presses her face through, peering around for a moment or two before shaking her head.

      I cannot believe it. “Where would he have gone?”

      Shiloh and Miles glance at me. Shiloh touches the monocle.

      “Are there ghosts in here?” she asks.

      I hesitate. I am not sure if she has already encountered Leonard’s mother upstairs. If she has not, now would not be the best time to share that news with her.

      But her hand is already on the monocle. If I do not tell her, she will find out for herself.

      “Your mother is here,” I say.

      Shiloh winces. It is obvious how hard this is for her. How hard she’s shoving it down. “You mean her ghost is here?”

      “She is helping us.”

      I point across the room. Shiloh raises the monocle to her eye and hisses in a breath.

      Her mother’s soul glides toward her, wringing her hands together. “Shiloh I …” she begins. “I don’t know what to say. Honey, I … I’m so sorry.”

      Shiloh’s voice is barely a whisper. “What is she saying?”

      “She’s telling you that she’s sorry.”

      A tear runs down Shiloh’s cheeks. Her mother reaches out to wipe it away, but her fingers pass straight through Shiloh’s skin.

      “At least she’s here,” Shiloh said. “All we have to do is get Leonard’s mother out of her body…”

      “Then I’ll bring her back,” I tell Shiloh. “As long as her body is unharmed, I can return her to it.”

      Shiloh lowers the monocle. She nods. “I’m going to go find Leonard and get those keys. I will not let him escape. Then we’ll get you out of here, and after that, I will find my mom’s body…”

      “Shiloh…”

      “I will do it all.” Determination makes her voice loud. She looks to Miles. “Has anyone signaled Jonah?"

      A huge thump comes from above, as if a dresser has been turned over. Shiloh pulls out a phone and raises it to her ear, releasing a frustrated puff of air and raising her eyes to the ceiling.

      “Jonah!” she screams. If Jonah is outside the house, there is no chance he heard her.

      Another thump sounds from above, like someone is destroying the house with a sledgehammer.

      Shiloh points at me. “Miles, stay here and guard them. I’m getting those keys and calling Jonah upstairs. I’ll be right back.”

      Shiloh barely makes it to the second step on the stairs when the door at the top opens.

      Shiloh immediately raises her axe. She steps back down onto the solid concrete of the cellar floor.

      “Put down the knife or you die,” she says. “You know I mean it. I’ve done it before.”

      Laughing, Leonard steps down, bringing his feet into view. He must have traded the pliers for something more deadly. “You ain’t gonna kill me cause you know I ain’t gonna die.”

      Shiloh winces. She knows it is true. I am not entirely sure what her plan is to kill Leonard, but it must involve me bringing his soul to the other side, which I cannot do if I am tied up like this.

      How did Leonard get from the storage closet into the main part of the house? Is there a passageway connecting them?

      “You ain’t gonna leave Cesca behind.” Leonard comes into view at the bottom of the stairs, holding a long, jagged knife. “You know, I hate killin’ people for no reason, and I don’t usually use knives cause it makes it hard to put souls back inside those bodies. You already know that, don’tcha?” He gestures at Miles. “I’m awful tired of you stupid kids. I don’t care about usin’ your bodies, cause I don’t wanna look at your faces ever again.”

      Shiloh runs over so she is standing directly in front of me.

      Leonard twirls the knife. “Come on, now. Who’s gonna be first? I’ll cut your neck. Won’t hurt much and it’ll be over right quick.”

      Before he can take another step, Leonard’s mother runs down the stairs and tugs on Leonard’s arm. Blood is dripping down her temple and the shoulders of her blouse.

      Leonard forgets all about Shiloh. He holds his mother’s face in both hands, running his thumbs tenderly down her cheeks as he examines the gash below her hairline. “Which one of you did this to my momma?” His voice is icy, trembling, barely under control.

      Nobody answers. Shiloh backs up so her leg is touching mine, although I’m not sure if it is for my comfort or hers.

      “Which one was it, Momma?” Leonard asks again.

      Leonard’s mother raises a shaky finger at Miles, releasing a throaty cackle.

      “You again?” Leonard asks. “You better get ready for some hurt, boy. I ain’t gonna be so quick about it this time.”

      Leonard swipes at Miles with the knife. In the same instant, Leonard’s mother rushes toward us. Shiloh hisses in a breath as she tries to decide what to do.

      There is a loud cracking sound like snapping wood. Everybody pauses and looks up in time to see Jonah burst through the ceiling and land on the roof of the cage.
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      I get on my stomach and peek through the basement window. It’s tiny. Maybe the size of a microwave.

      I side-eye Fiona. “You think I could fit through there?”

      “Even I couldn’t fit through there,” Fiona says, “and I fit in tight spaces for a living.”

      She’s right. It’s one of my great regrets that I did not get to see her climb into any of her trick boxes or do much in their show other than stretch her legs behind her head. I bet she’s good at it. This is the wrong time to think about how flexible Fiona is.

      I guess the basement window is a bust. One glance at my phone tells me there are no missed calls from Shiloh or Miles. Fiona stands there, being completely unhelpful.

      Think. How else could I get into the basement?

      Most basements have bulkheads. The abandoned house on the Monroe family farm had one. It’s how Francesca and I got out when Shiloh’s dad caught us in there, communicating with the other side or whatever we were doing. But I already looked around here and didn’t see any sign of one.

      I notice the lattice wrapping around the back porch. Could there be something under there?

      Glancing at the street to make sure no pedestrians are walking by who might notice me snooping around the house in a way that makes me look like I’m obviously casing it, I press my face against the lattice to squint through the shadows. I can’t see anything, so I dig around in my backpack to find the flashlight and point it through the diamond gaps.

      Bingo.

      I grab the lattice and rip it out of the porch. Each nail squeaks as it comes out. Not going to lie, ripping this off with my bare hands makes me feel kind of like Wade Wilson. If only my twelve-year-old self could see me now. At least Fiona is watching me, and her eyebrows are raised in something I’d like to think is admiration. Even with the lattice gone, there’s still a big problem. The porch is way too low to walk under.

      “Can you get under there?” I ask Fiona.

      “Gee, I don’t know. I don’t think I can bend like that.” She smiles, and it hits me that she’s being sarcastic.

      Crouching down, she leaps over crinkled plastic bottles, cans, wrappers, and other nasty shit. I shine my flashlight onto the sheet of plywood covering the old bulkhead. Rough roofing material is draped over part of the side, held in place by a layer of dried tar. It looks like a DIY job. I wonder who did it. Call me crazy, but I can’t picture the Soothsayer getting under here with a brush and bucket of tar.

      Fiona runs her fingers along the edges of the plywood. “Could you find us a pry bar?”

      I don’t know where I’m supposed to find a pry bar. “It wasn’t on my packing list—”

      “Check the shed,” Fiona says. “Out back.”

      I go look for a shed. Sure enough, there it is, and there’s a toolbox in there. I crawl under the porch with the flashlight in my mouth dragging the toolbox along with me like a clumsy Cross Fit athlete.

      By the time I reach Fiona, I’m wheezing. I wedge the flashlight under a can so that we can see what we’re doing, and it casts a hard shadow onto Fiona’s face. We’re in a pretty tight space here, and I can smell her shampoo and a hint of perfume. She smells good. Like a Mai Tai and kind of like coconut. It makes me want to smell her hair.

      She looks up and it’s like she can see right through me. She’s been onto me from the get-go. She rolls her eyes, and heat rushes to my face. I guess she’s pretty used to this kind of thing.

      A loud crash sounds from inside the house. Images of Shiloh falling down the stairs or bashing her head into the wall replace any thoughts about Fiona’s hair and make my stomach churn like I’m about to be sick.

      I grip the side of the wood. “Should I pull on it?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Fiona jams the end of the pry bar under the wood and leans on it, and the wood starts to splinter. I twist off the piece she broke. I’m too jacked up on adrenaline to care about getting splinters. Fiona works fast with the pry bar. In less than a minute, she’s popped the whole thing out. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed.

      On my knees, I peel the rest of the plywood off and toss it to the side, bending the roofing material to reveal rusted doors. I slide back the rusted bolt to reveal … you guessed it, more plywood.

      “Any chance you can get that off with the pry bar?” I ask.

      Fiona pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Not from here,” she says. “I’d have to be on the other side of it.”

      Great. Looks like I’ll need to jump through. Hopefully I can get the whole thing off and my feet won’t be the only things that break through. I’d look like an idiot waving my feet at Leonard with my ass stuck in the opening. I can hear voices now. I recognize Shiloh’s and breathe a sigh of relief that she’s okay. For now. Someone else speaks. A man. He doesn’t have to say a lot for me to recognize that high-pitched drawl.

      Should I go in? Shiloh hasn’t signaled me yet, but the plan wasn’t to fight Leonard in the basement, so the plan is all kinds of messed up.

      I can wait another minute. I step down onto the boards, taking most of my weight on my hands in the higher opening. Pressure builds in my chest. Something has been weighing on me ever since we got here, and I can’t go in there without telling at least one person about it.

      I glance back at Fiona. “I sold my soul to the Soothsayer before she died.” I’m surprised at how easily the words come out. “When I die, my ghost is going to go straight into her creepy glass ball.”

      Fiona’s eyes widen. I figured she’d already know something about her grandmother’s soul pacts with people, so she’d be a good person to tell. She stares at me so long that I start to second-guess my decision to tell her.

      Until she finally says something. “Why would you do a thing like that?”

      “Because Miles needed more of those drugs, and she didn’t accept cash or sexual favors.” I mean the last part as a joke. It doesn’t land. “Just … Shiloh doesn’t know. Nobody does. I wanted someone to know in case something happens in there. I really don’t want to spend eternity in that thing. I’m not good with tight spaces.”

      She looks like she’s searching for something to say. In the end she just nods, and actually looks at me with something approaching real respect this time.

      Inside the house there’s a loud scream. Okay. That’s enough waiting.

      I jump on the plywood. It cracks more, but doesn’t break.

      Come on.

      I jump as high as I can without hitting my head on the porch and slam my boots into the sheet of wood.

      I crash through the boards and land on something hard. My knees bend and I fall right onto my shoulder, hoping it looked a bunch more impressive than it felt.

      Fiona jumps down next to me, landing way more gracefully than I did. I brush the dirt off my pants and stand up. Oh wow. I’m standing on something high, like a platform that’s made of metal. Shiloh, Francesca, Miles, Phil, and Shiloh’s mom all looking up at me like I’ve jumped on stage and started doing an Irish jig. Even Leonard looks stunned. So I’ve got to take advantage of it.

      I whip out my spear and leap off whatever I landed on, driving the sharp end at Leonard’s head. He’s got no shirt on and is covered in so much blood that he looks like Carrie at the prom. I’m not exactly a skilled spear wielder so I wasn’t expecting to kill him on my first try, but I also wasn’t expecting him to grab the spear and point it away from him so easily.

      I stumble after the spear to catch my balance. Once I regain it, I yank the spear out of his hand and try again. He ducks. The Bowie knife stabs the mortar behind his head, turning at a right angle to the broom pole. All the twine I so carefully wrapped around it unravels and the Bowie knife falls off.

      Great. I guess Shiloh was right about my spear being crap.

      Leonard grabs it and goes to slash my stomach. I jump out of the way, and the tip of the knife slices through the front of my T-shirt, cutting the peace sign in half. Damn it. I like this shirt. The last thing I want is to have it turned into a crop top. Energy rushes through my shoulders, I bring the broom handle down onto Leonard’s hand. The knife tumbles to the floor. Leonard stares down at it, long enough for me to jab him in the stomach and hook the broom around his throat, pulling back until he coughs. He’s stronger than me, even in that nerdy TA’s body, but I’m the one with the weapon so his spine goes stiff because that’s the way the world works.

      Shiloh better take back everything she said about my spear. It ended up being useful after all.

      “I got him!” I yell, so Shiloh knows.

      Shiloh’s voice sounds behind me. “Get the key!”

      Key? What key?

      Leonard, still blubbering, slowly reaches his hand into his pocket and takes out an old-fashioned golden key. Oh. Shiloh means that key. Leonard waves it under his nose and grins at me, like he’s daring me to take it from him.

      That’s fine with me. I’m not exactly dying to fish around in his pockets. God knows what’s in there.

      I jab the pole at his face. More by luck than anything else, it finds his mouth and breaks off his two front teeth at the gumline. Leonard utters a high-pitched scream and brings his hands up to his bloodied mouth, dropping the keys.

      Shiloh grabs them from the floor and uses them to unlock Francesca’s handcuffs. As soon as the cuffs spring free, Francesca crashes to her knees, sliding back so she’s sitting on the concrete. She hugs her arms against her sides to rub circulation back into them.

      Shiloh slings Francesca’s arm around her shoulders, holding her upright. Now that I’m not actively fighting Leonard, I can actually get a good look at Francesca’s face. She looks terrible. All her hair is coming in white. She’s trembling as she steps away from the cage, holding onto Shiloh for support. Seeing what Leonard did to her makes me glad I broke his teeth.

      Francesca raises a shaky finger toward the redhead still strung up on the side of the cage. With an uneasy crease between her eyebrows, Shiloh hands Francesca to Fiona and goes to unlock the other girl’s cuffs. The girl lands in a pile of elbows and knees much like Francesca did. I feel like I should know who she is, but I’m not good with faces.

      I glance around at the others. Phil is leaning his head back against the velvet chair, grimacing. He’s obviously hurt. There’s blood all over the front of his sweater. There’s also concern all over Fiona’s face, but she hangs on to Francesca. Shiloh’s mom is there, and Miles has her in a headlock, for some reason. She’s got this angry gleam in her eyes that makes me uncomfortable looking at her. Something churns in my stomach thinking about what Leonard might have done to her.

      Shiloh grabs the old-fashioned handcuffs from the floor. She fastens one set around her mom’s wrists and brings the other pair over to Leonard. I catch her eye as she locks them, and she gives me a tiny smile which makes every single thing in my body feel warm despite the adrenaline pumping through my veins.

      “Everyone upstairs and get in the cars,” she says. “Francesca, is my mom here?”

      Francesca nods. I don’t know what they’re talking about because Shiloh’s mom is right there. I can see her. I’m sure I’ll find out what this is all about soon.

      “Okay,” Shiloh says. “Let’s light this place up and get the hell out of here.”

      Miles drags Shiloh’s mom up the stairs out of the basement. Fiona has to pretty much carry Phil after them. I’m learning a lot about Fiona tonight. I never realized she was this strong. Shiloh unzips her backpack and takes out a jug of gasoline, pouring it all over the floor and the cardboard storage boxes. I’m going to wait for Miles to get back so he can help me with Leonard, then me and Shiloh can help Francesca and her friend up the stairs. Leonard is bigger than me, so I’m not going to take any chances.

      Leonard’s not blubbering anymore. Instead, he’s got a terrible gap-toothed grin on his face. A shiver runs through me. He shouldn’t be looking at me like that. He knows something I don’t.

      Ignoring the gnawing feeling in my stomach, I shove him away from the wall. “Don’t try anything.”

      Leonard smiles. “Don’t worry, son. I ain’t gonna.”

      In the corner of my eye, a door in the back of the room opens. A male figure limps into the room, dragging one leg and turning his shoulders to the side. He is huge, much bigger than Miles, and my heart drops. He’s a couple of feet behind Shiloh, who doesn’t notice. He steps into the light, revealing his bald head and the blood streaming down his face. He raises a knife.

      “Shiloh! Behind you!” I scream.

      She looks up just in time. The gasoline can slips from her hands as she jumps out of the way, making a mad dash for the axe. The man hurls himself after her. Francesca hands the axe to Shiloh. In one huge swing, Shiloh spins around and plunges the axe into the man’s neck.

      Holy shit.

      Blood sprays from the man’s jugular and covers Shiloh’s face. The hulking figure stands straight up for a couple of seconds before crashing to its knees, then face-first onto the concrete.

      Shiloh pulls the axe out of the man, staring at him with wide eyes like she can’t believe what she just did. I can’t believe it either.

      Neither can Leonard. He draws in a sharp gasp, pauses, and screams so hard I can feel the vibration through the pole. He shoves me off him. My grip loosens for a second. Just one second. But it’s enough for him to raise his cuffed hands and jab a needle into my neck.

      My entire body goes rigid. Needle. There’s a needle in my neck. There’s a fucking needle sticking right into my neck. Where did Leonard get a needle anyway?

      Leonard plunges the amber liquid into me, grinning like he’s about to watch his favorite TV show. I yank out the syringe. It’s already empty.

      “The hell was in that thing?” I say.

      Leonard grips the front of my ripped shirt and presses his mouth to my ear. “I want you to kill that murdering girl right there.” He points a shaky finger at Shiloh.

      I shove him off me. “Are you crazy?”

      The corners of my vision spot. I get a little dizzy, and Leonard yanks me right back to him.

      “You’re gonna kill her ’cause she’s dangerous and wants to kill you.” Blood mixes with spit as he lisps through his missing teeth. “She’s gonna kill everyone I love, but she’s gonna start with you.”

      I turn to look at Shiloh. My beautiful, strong Shiloh, standing there with the axe blade resting on the ground like a successful medieval executioner or someone from a cool video game.

      “Jonah.” Her eyes are wide with fear. “Jonah, don’t listen to him.”

      Of course I’m not going to listen to him. I go to tell her this, but for some reason, I can’t get the words out. A painful numbness comes over my teeth. The corners of my vision blur. The only thing I see is Shiloh with crimson blood splattering her face … the front of her camo sweatshirt … the blade of her axe …

      Leonard presses a rusted knife into my palm. Shiloh holds a hand in front of herself. Curling my fingers around the knife’s handle, I charge at her.
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      Everybody is staring at me, but all I see is Jonah.

      He curls his hand around the knife. When he looks up at me, his eyes are blank.

      The smart thing to do right now would be to run. Or to grip the axe and get ready to fight. But Jonah starts to walk toward me, and every ounce of smarts leaves my brain.

      “I gave him ’nough to control a horse,” Leonard lisps. “In a couple seconds, he ain’t gonna remember his own name.”

      Jonah twirls the knife as Leonard disappears through the same door that the bald guy came through.

      Francesca chases him. “Help Shiloh, Evangeline. I will go after Leonard,” she says. In this cluttered cellar there isn’t room for three people to fight Jonah—or whatever he has become.

      I give her a grateful look. Unsteady on her feet, she weaves around Jonah. He doesn’t even look at her. She’s not the one he’s after.

      A hand grips my arm. I glance up to find Talulah Monroe leaning over my shoulder.

      “Foolery preys on fear,” she whispers. “It bends the truth and creates false memories around it. To break through to him, you must show him he has nothing to be afraid of.”

      I have no idea who this girl is. She’s not Talulah Monroe anymore, that much is obvious, because Francesca called her Evangeline, and I don’t know if I’m supposed to trust her advice or not. I guess I don’t have a choice because Jonah has almost reached me.

      “Go help Francesca,” I say. “I can handle this. It’s better just him and me.”

      The girl scurries after Francesca at the same time as Jonah lunges at me with the knife.

      I drop the axe and run through the mess of cardboard boxes.

      “Jonah, stop.” I trip over an elephant tusk on the ground. So much gasoline covers the floor that it’s making me light-headed. Being chased with a knife is helping me ignore it. “Please.”

      Jonah doesn’t slow down. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Begging didn’t work for my mom either. Jonah’s eyes are like blue pools, and the pupils are so tiny they look more like pinpricks.

      I knock over a dusty oil painting as I skid around the corner. I need to find some way to stop him, to tie him up without hurting him until the drug wears off. If the drug wears off. It never did with Richie. Both sets of manacles are on Leonard and Mom. It’s going to be hard to get chains around Jonah’s wrists without him stabbing me first. I glance around for a second before my eyes find the pair of ghost handcuffs strapped to my backpack. Those would work. The problem is that Jonah is standing between me and them.

      Giving him a wide berth, I leap over a vintage trunk. Jonah stops running, waiting until he figures out where I’m going so he can chase me again. He’s bigger than me, and surprisingly fast. He holds the knife with the blade pointing down like the bad guy in a slasher movie. He’s gripping it so hard that the tendons on his wrist are white.

      “Jonah, listen to me,” I say, breathing hard. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He gives me a confused look. Probably wondering why I’d consider hurting him when he’s the one holding the knife and I’m the one who’s running away. At least it makes me realize I got through to him.

      I trip on something and crash into the nearest box, catching myself on a three-headed monkey lamp. Jonah goes to stab me. He misses, and the blade clangs against the second monkey’s head.

      Using the lamp, I shove him backward and run back to the circus cage, squeezing behind it. The sole of my sneaker presses against something squishy. Oh my God, it’s a body. The corpse is facing down so I can’t see its face. Blood clumps pieces of its bleached hair together. I press my fist to my mouth. Jonah’s approaching footsteps force me to keep moving.

      My feet find the smallest holes and places to step so I don’t have to stand on the actual body. When I’m about to reach the other side, Jonah’s head appears in the gap.

      I immediately back up. “You don’t want to kill me. It’s Shiloh. You like me, remember?”

      Obviously he doesn’t. Jonah tries to fit through the gap, but he can’t get through. He throws up his arms in frustration, trying one more time before backing off and leaving me here.

      My breathing is loud. I stand there, absolutely still, with my back pressed against the wall and my feet uncomfortably poised around the corpse. Jonah watches me from the other side of the bars. I keep my eyes on his chest like Phil said to do, preparing to duck if he goes to throw the knife at me. Nostrils flaring, he walks to my backpack lying on the ground.

      He pulls out something out that’s too small for me to identify. It’s not until he picks up a glass bottle and ignites the lighter that I realize what he’s doing.

      “Jonah, no!”

      The rag catches on fire. Jonah throws the Molotov cocktail at the cage.

      The whole thing erupts into flames. A wall of heat blasts me in the face. I cry out. The hay starts to smoke. It’s damp. I’m in as much danger from the smoke as I am from the flames so, holding my elbow over my mouth, I squeeze out from behind the cage and run away from the burning hay.

      Jonah is waiting for me. I hold up my backpack as he tries to stab me, his blade slicing through the fabric. I shove on the bag and kick him in the stomach, forcing him backward.

      I fumble to free the ghost handcuffs from the strap. God, why did I have to tie them on so tight?

      This isn’t going to work. He’s moving too fast for me and there’s no chance I’m getting those cuffs on his wrists without getting stabbed. I need to try something else. The backpack falls to the cement floor. The Coke bottles smash. The cuffs finally spring free.

      That girl said foolery preys on fear. What is Jonah afraid of?

      I was scared to tell you because I thought once you got to know me, you wouldn’t like me anymore. I didn’t want you to see me differently.

      Does that count?

      “I like you, Jonah,” I say. “Before I knew you, I didn’t like you at all. I thought you were a stoner and an asshole, and I didn’t understand why you were so rude to everyone all the time. But as soon as I got to know you, I felt like the biggest idiot because you’re none of those things.”

      Jonah recovers and comes at me with the knife again.

      Shoving the handcuffs in my pocket, I grab the broom pole from the floor and jab it at his knife. “I like everything about you. I like that stupid peace sign T-shirt you wear. I like how you’re always listening to music. You’re funny. You care about things. You adopted your enemy’s lizard when nobody asked you to, and when I was trying to find Max you helped me, even when Miles didn’t. When we were under the Upside-Down Tree and I asked if you thought ghosts were real, you didn’t call me crazy. You always show up for me when I need you.”

      Jonah brings the knife down. I block it with the pole, but that look of doubt flashes across his eyes again.

      “You get me in a way no one else in the world does.” I choke out the words, my eyes watering. The fire roars behind me, growing in strength, and I try to ignore the heat radiating off it and burning the back of my neck. The smoke is making me hoarse. “You had a crappy childhood and have scars you don’t want anyone to see, like me. I know you said you were scared of telling me about the bad things that happened to you, like I was scared to show you what my dad did to me. Everything I learn about you makes me like you more. I want to know you better. I want to know as much as you are willing to tell me.”

      The look of doubt comes back. Just for a second, and then the foolery takes over him again. He rips the pole out of my hands. I gasp. Jonah grabs me by the front of my shirt and raises the knife.

      There’s nothing I can do. Nowhere I can go. After everything we’ve been through, I’m going to die in this disgusting cellar when we were so close to winning.

      I meet Jonah’s eyes. The ones that Leonard has made cloudy. Hot, bitter hatred builds in my chest. Leonard can’t win. He killed Max in front of me. He took my mom away from me. He cut off Francesca’s finger and drained almost all the life out of her. He’s the reason I’m going to jail for the rest of my life after this. He has taken so much from me. I’m not going to let him take Jonah, too.

      Everything slows to a crawl. Jonah drives the knife toward my stomach. This is a last-ditch effort. If it doesn’t work, I’ll be dead in a second.

      I lean in and kiss Jonah on the mouth like it’s the last thing I’m ever going to do. He doesn’t move. The knife doesn’t pierce my skin. I hold my lips there until I have to come up for air.  

      Jonah is staring at me. It’s hard to tell if it’s a good stare or a bad stare. There’s a glassy focus flickering in his eyes. His shoulder muscle ripples, and my heart drops.

      “I love you.”

      The words fly out before I even realize what I’m saying. I want to cup my hand over my mouth because I can’t believe I just said that. I don’t know if it’s the fear or the adrenaline or something else that possessed me and convinced me it was okay for me to say those words. I don’t even know if I mean them.

      But it gets a reaction. Jonah’s pupils dilate like he’s coming back into the space behind them. He takes a sharp breath, and his eyebrows pinch together like he’s trying to solve a math problem.

      “You what?”  

      It’s the opportunity I need. I knock the knife out of his hand. It clatters to the floor, and I snap the handcuffs around his wrist, slipping around him and yanking his arms behind his back.

      Jonah doesn’t fight me. He stands rigid, staring at me like it’s the first time he’s seen a ghost.

      I blush so hard my cheeks burn. Where the hell did that come from? I have never said that before. Only to Max. And to my parents, I guess, when I was too little to think about what I was saying. I always thought that if I ever did tell anyone I loved them, it would be a big deal. Those words are a promise. They’re not something thrown around without knowing what they mean.

      Except apparently they are because that’s exactly what I just did. I open my mouth to apologize, to tell Jonah that I’m sorry and I don’t even know if I meant what I said, when we are both blown backward through the air.

      The impact with the concrete knocks the wind out of me. Jonah lands next to me as the fire engulfs the entire basement, blowing from the bag full of smashed bottles of gas. My hands do nothing to shield my face from the searing heat blasting into my skin. Smoke fills the air, making me cough the second it enters my lungs. Glass fragments shatter against the walls of the cage, but we’re too close to the ground for them to hit us.

      We need to get out of here. Jonah looks too dazed to remember he’s supposed to be trying to kill me, which at least bodes well for getting upstairs without dying. Once I get to my feet, I take a couple steps before I end up on my hands and knees. Crap. I’m dizzy. I must have hit my head again and triggered some kind of side-effect of my concussion. I hang my head and wait for it to pass. It doesn’t.

      Panic sets in. If we stay down here any longer, it will trap us both and it won’t matter that I got Jonah in handcuffs. Or that I finally got through to him. Or that I told him that I loved him.

      I crawl to the bottom of the stairs, peering back through the smoke to where Jonah is still lying on the ground.

      I fling myself over to where he is lying motionless. “Jonah?” His lips are slightly parted. I call his name again, giving him a little shake. He doesn’t wake up. His face swims in front of me. I touch his lips, the same ones I kissed moments ago. No air comes through them. I press my ear to his chest, the place I used as a pillow two nights ago. The crackling of the fire makes it impossible to hear anything.

      A harsh choking sound comes from the back of my throat like I’m about to sob, but I can’t break down right now because Jonah is still on the floor, and everything is literally on fire, and it looks like I’m going to have to carry him which is going to be hard when I’m so dizzy.

      “Jonah!” I scream, shaking him harder. I brush the damp strands of black hair away from his forehead. I can smell the rubber burning on the soles of his boots now. “Jonah, I’m not messing around you need to wake up right now. Please. You have to wake up.”

      The flames lick the frayed hems of his jeans, and fibers catch. I grab him under the arms and yank him toward the stairs, and he coughs hard. So much relief overwhelms me that I stop.

      His lashes flutter open and he blinks, dazed. A harsh bout of sobs rips through me, making my entire body shake. I don’t know if he hit his head or if he’s hurt. All that matters right now is that I didn’t lose him. He’s alive. I’m not sure if he’s about to try and kill me again or if we’re past that now, but I honestly don’t care. God knows where the knife is now, anyway.

      I help him to his feet and place a hand on his upper back to steady him. Casting one last glance over my shoulder at the angry flames coming for us, I guide Jonah up the stairs.
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      I open the mysterious door and run inside, stumbling to a graceless halt. I was expecting to find Leonard. Perhaps a staircase. Or a dumbwaiter propelled by pulleys that transports people to and from the ground floor, although I am not sure any dumbwaiter in the world would be strong enough to lift Guilherme. 

      I find nothing of the sort. Judging by its appearance, this room is used for storage. It has many of the same kinds of things as the other room does. Paintings half-wrapped in brown paper. Suitcases. Old paper boxes. Brass statues of big cats. Perhaps the most peculiar thing is the birdcage in the center of the room. It is large enough to hold a tiger, but there is not an animal inside it now.

      There is a person. A young and rather scraggly man, strung up with his wrists above his head the same way mine were minutes ago. Overgrown ginger hair falls into his closed eyes, and his head hangs from his neck like it is barely connected to his body. His legs are tied with rope. I would not have any way of knowing if he was alive if it weren’t for the rapid rise and fall of his chest.

      My mouth forms a small O. There was another prisoner in this house other than me? He must have been the one making noise when I thought I heard a mouse in the wall. Evangeline runs into the room, closing the door behind her. I pinch my eyebrows together.

      “Why are you not helping Shiloh?” I ask.

      “I tried to help her,” Evangeline says. “She said she would rather fight the boy on her own.”

      Of course Shiloh would say that. She would not have wanted me to go after Leonard by myself.

      A door closes on the other side of the room, and heavy footsteps clomp up what must be another staircase, creating an uneasy feeling in my stomach. Leonard is escaping. I should follow him. I made a promise to Shiloh. But I cannot move past this man without helping him.

      I grab the padlock on the front of the cage. The gangly man does not lift his head.

      I glance at Evangeline. “Do you have your hairpin?”

      “I’ll find something.” She begins to rummage through the boxes.

      Reaching through the bars, I take the man’s frail hand. “Hello, my name is Francesca, and I am going to help you escape. What is your name?”

      The man groans. Oh goodness, he is very thin. Leonard must not have been giving him enough food. He raises his head, revealing the freckles covering the bridge of his nose. “Colin.”

      I am not sure why I was hoping his name would be familiar. Evangeline never mentioned anybody named Colin in any of her stories about the circus. Colin’s gaunt face looks gray, and upon further examination, he is not as young as he first appeared. There are wrinkles on his forehead and in the corners of his eyes. He burps, then hangs his head with a groan. I wonder if I should encourage him to drink out of the dog bowl on the floor. It may help bring the color back to his face.

      Or perhaps it is better to keep his mind busy until Evangeline can free him. If it were me, I would be grateful for a distraction. “How long have you been in here?” I ask.

      “I was watering plants when that man showed up, knocked me unconscious and locked me down here.”

      “Is this your house?”

      “I’m house sitting.” He groans, like he’s about to vomit. “Oh God, I’m going to kill Fiona.”

      I am not sure who Fiona is, but I do not suppose it is important. If he was looking after the house when Leonard arrived, that means Leonard did not capture him to be a host body. If he was here the entire time … why did Leonard not use him as a host for any of his friends?

      I ask him this. Colin shudders.

      “I gave him information about the phantom realm,” Colin says. “I guess he thought I might be useful.”

      My eyes widen. “You can see ghosts too?”

      “I told him about rebirth … about projection … about my research …” Colin’s head rolls to the side.

      “Rebirth? Projection?” Questions bubble up inside me about what he could possibly mean, but Evangeline rushes up to the lock before I can ask any. She jams the end of a wire coat hanger into the oversized keyhole. Even though the wire looks too big to be of much use, Evangeline’s capable hands undo the lock in seconds.

      I climb into the cage and untie the rope holding Colin’s wrists together. It is heavy rope, and my unsure fingers fumble with the knots. The second I free him, he crumples to the floor. I do my best to help over the lip of the cage, which is awfully hard when I am not very strong on my own.

      “Glucose,” he moans, his eyes rolling back into his head. “In the fridge upstairs … I need my …”

      All of Colin’s body weight crashes onto me. I stagger, doing my best to hold him up.

      Evangeline drops the coat hanger. She takes one of Colin’s arms and I take the other. “He needs something in the refrigerator upstairs, perhaps this staircase will …”

      Before we can get another word out, there is a sound behind us like glass shattering and a loud whoosh. My stomach drops. I listen hard until I hear the crackle, confirming my suspicions.

      Shiloh shouts Jonah’s name. I should go back. But if I break Jonah’s concentration while Shiloh is trying to talk him through the foolery, I may risk both of their lives as well as my own, and leaving Evangeline to face Leonard alone is something I cannot contemplate. All I can hope is that Shiloh and Jonah escape from the cellar on their own.

      Smoke begins to bleed underneath the door. We must get upstairs. I open the door Leonard disappeared through to reveal a narrow staircase curving up into the shadows. I flip on the light and urge Evangeline through first. Casting one last glance toward my former prison, I close the door.

      Colin moans. I should be the one groaning, having to carry him up the stairs. Every step is harder for me to climb. Each one feels steeper than the last, stretching little-by-little until they are three feet tall and impossible to place one foot on. I pause to catch my breath. Unfortunately, the smoke does not allow for much of a head-start. I can taste it on my tongue after a few seconds. 

      Evangeline coughs into her elbow. I pull the neckline of my shirt over my nose, recoiling at the horrible odor clinging to the fibers.

      “Breathe through your shirt,” I say. “It will help filter out the smoke.”

      Evangeline wrinkles her nose. “I have never smelled so bad in my entire life.”

      “Me either.”

      Her eyes are twinkling in the smoky haze. I am surprised by how glad I am to have her with me. We share a smile that makes me think that maybe we will get out of here after all.

      By the time we reach the top of the stairs, there is so much smoke I can hardly see. The passageway spits us out in a crescent-shaped room I have never been in before. Evangeline tells me that it is the sunroom. I can imagine its big windows would let in a lot of light during the day.

      I close the door in the hope that it will stop the smoke, but it will not do so for long.

      “Where is the front door?” I ask.

      Evangeline points through the archway. Together, we drag the unconscious Colin through and nearly run straight into Miles. It takes me an additional second to recognize him. 

      He rests the end of the police baton on the ground, panting hard. “Who is this?”

      “Colin,” I reply. Miles does not appear to know who he is any more than I do. “Can you please take him outside?”

      Miles lifts an unconscious Colin from our arms and slings him over his shoulder like he weighs nothing. 

      “Where are Shiloh and Jonah?” He sniffs. “Oh my God, is this place on fire?”

      A loud crash comes from underneath us in answer to his question, and my heart drops into my stomach.

      Every muscle in Miles’s body appears to tense. He sets Colin down against the wall and runs off in the direction of the kitchen. The room spins on its axis. I reach out for something to steady me, crashing into Evangeline. Her soft hand finds mine. I hang my head. She holds me up.

      “I’m here,” she says. An unfamiliar warm feeling stirs in the pit of my stomach. “We’ll be out of here soon.”

      Loud coughing sounds from down the hall. I glance up to see Shiloh and Jonah emerge from the shadows, and I do not think I have ever been so glad to see two people in my life. Shiloh covers her mouth with her elbow. There is a far-away look in Jonah’s eyes like he is not entirely sure what is happening. His chest rises and falls quickly. Too quickly. A sharp ache pierces my heart. It is impossible not to notice how afraid Shiloh looks. Her face is covered in soot and streaked with tears like she has been crying. Her mouth is set in a determined line. 

      Miles follows them like a sheepdog herding them to safety. Once Shiloh notices him, she passes Jonah to him. 

      “Get him out of here. Give him water and something with sugar in it.”

      Miles does not understand. “I’m sorry for asking, but why is he in hand—”

      “Foolery.” Shiloh’s voice is thick, like she is struggling to get the words out. “Leonard stuck a needle in his neck and told him to kill me. Is everybody else out?”

      “Everyone but us,” Miles says. “Fiona needs to get Phil to the hospital. She’s guarding your—I mean, Leonard’s mom until we go back.”

      Shiloh turns to me. “Is my mom’s ghost …?”

      “I saw her follow Miles upstairs, so I assume she is in the car, too,” I say. “Or at least, close to it.”

      Shiloh nods. Turning back to Miles, she holds out her palm. “Give me your baton.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to find Leonard.”

      Miles’s eyes bug out of his head in a very Miles-like fashion. “Are you kidding me, Shiloh? The house is on fire.”

      “I’ll be quick.” Shiloh snatches the baton from Miles’s hands, coughing once. “He’s not escaping. This ends tonight.”

      Miles looks like he has a hundred ways this could go wrong spinning around in his brain all at once. Shiloh’s jaw is set. She is not going to take no for an answer.

      I step forward. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No,” Shiloh and Evangeline both say at the same time. But Shiloh is the next one to speak.

      “You’re not strong enough,” she says. “I’ll bring him to the car, and we’ll kill him once you’re stronger.”

      If I have learned anything about Leonard during my stay here, it is that he is resourceful, has an extraordinary tolerance for pain, and will do everything in his power to crash the car before we get to where we are going. Waiting and planning to kill him will not work. 

      “I am strong enough now,” I say. Shiloh’s eyebrows wrinkle, so I repeat, “I promise.”

      She looks as though she is about to say no again when there is a loud crash underneath us. The floor surges beneath me. A feeling of weightlessness makes my hands tingle. The fire will devour this house like a ravenous monster. If we have any chance of catching Leonard before he finds a way to escape, we must hurry.

      Shiloh yells at Miles to get Jonah out. He scoops an arm around Colin’s shoulders and pushes Jonah out of the burning house. 

      Evangeline grabs my hand. “I’m not leaving you.”

      I remove my hand from hers. “Please go with Miles, he will keep you safe.”

      “I can help you.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Because I want you to get out of the house. Because if something goes wrong, at least I know you are somewhere safe. Because I will not be able to concentrate if I am worried about you. 

      Each of those reasons feel like glue in my throat. In all honesty, I have grown fond of Evangeline, fonder than I believe I have ever been of anybody after such a short period of time, so I am not sure why I am finding it so difficult to speak.

      Instead of speaking, I wrap my arms around her. She presses her face into my shoulder, and for a moment the house is not burning, and nothing else exists except for Evangeline and me. Her body is pressed so tightly against mine that I can feel her heartbeat. I rest my face against her shoulder, inhaling perhaps the foulest odor I have ever smelled in my life.

      I laugh. “You do smell awful,” I say. 

      Evangeline’s laugh immediately turns into a cough. She backs out of the house before scurrying after Miles. 

      Shiloh nudges me with her elbow. “You sure about this?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay.” She swings her baton around. “Ready to finish this thing?”

      I smile at her. Right back at the start this began with her and me, so it is fitting that it ends that way too.

      “I am ready to try.”

      A floorboard creaks above our heads. Shiloh and I glance up.

      She walks toward the staircase, holding up the police baton like a baseball bat. Long smears of blood cover the tiles, and there is a puddle of it at the bottom of the stairs. Goosebumps rise on my arms. Falling from that high up must have hurt a lot.

       Shiloh takes the stairs two at a time. Her sneakers make no noise on the soft carpet.

      The knife feels foreign in my hands. I am not entirely sure why I am holding it. I was incapable of killing Leonard when I had the chance to earlier today, so I am not sure I would be able to now.

      Unlike me, Shiloh is holding the baton with purpose. She reaches the top of the stairs and pauses. All I can hear is the roaring of the fire coming up to consume us. We have no time to waste.

      Shiloh kicks open the closest door and bursts inside. I hurry after her and glance around. No Leonard.

      Shiloh will not be denied. She walks back out to the hallway and opens the next door. I cup my hand over my mouth. Maude’s former body is lying in bed, and her eyes are closed like she is sleeping. A lump forms in my throat. 

      Maude never deserved any of this suffering. Neither did Evangeline, or even Guilherme for that matter. Leonard may believe he is doing good things by his friends, but all he is giving them is more suffering.

      Down the hallway, a floorboard creaks. I narrow my eyes at the master bedroom at the end of the hall.

      Pressing my finger to my lips, I point at the door, which is barely visible through the thickening gray haze. Shiloh raises the baton and walks in front of me.

      She tiptoes toward the door. I drag my feet along the burgundy carpet, pulling the neckline of my shirt over my nose again even though it does very little to filter out the smoke. Picture frames lie broken on the floor. I step over a wooden end table blocking the hallway. Drops of crimson cover the banister, most likely from the earlier fight. There are so many memories, so many items in this house collected over many years by its many owners. In minutes, fire will reduce it all to ash, and it will be as though it never happened.

      I am not sure why the thought makes me sad. I suppose any endings make me emotional, even when they are not my endings to claim.

      Shiloh tiptoes toward the door. There is a pressure in my chest like I need to cough, most likely because of all the smoke I am inhaling. Not even breathing through my shirt is protecting me anymore.

      Shiloh plugs her nose, turning her cough into a snort. She curls her hand around the doorknob and mouths, Ready?

      I am as ready as I will ever be. Shiloh steps through the door. Before I can follow her, hands close around my throat.

      My spine straightens. I go very still. Leonard’s hands are squeezing my neck from behind. He breathes in, and the sound rattles in my ear. A squeak escapes from my throat. Shiloh steps forward, not hearing me, causing my stomach to heart to flip-flop in my chest. Channeling all my strength, I scream as hard as I can against Leonard’s iron grip.

      Shiloh whirls around. I bend my knees, lifting my feet up in the air, and my knees crash onto the floor. Leonard’s grip loosens. Shiloh rushes at us, raising the baton over her head.

      She smashes it down on Leonard’s skull. There is an ominous cracking sound. Leonard’s hands fall away from me. I crumple to the ground, flipping over in time to see Leonard staggering backward, the ringmaster’s jacket flapping open. His face registers shock. The pupil of one of his eyes is suddenly much larger than the other. Shiloh steps over me with a look of absolute determination on her face. She smashes the baton onto his skull again, again, and again, screaming louder with every blow. The baton draws blood from his scalp. A huge flap of flesh falls away and droops over one eye. His nose smashes. A cheekbone caves in. Shiloh pushes him up against the banister on the landing.

      Leonard exhales sharply. When he meets my eyes, all the malice drops from his face.

      Slowly, Leonard pinwheels backward over the railing. It is as if the whole house holds its breath. The fire stops crackling, the smoke stops swirling, and time itself stands still.

      Leonard lands with a heavy thump. I rush to the banister to see him lying on his back, his neck at an unnatural angle to his body. His arms and legs spasm back and forth for a moment before falling still.

      Shiloh drops the baton. Turning to me, she wipes the blood, soot, and tears streaking her face with the back of her hand. She is not smiling. She drops her hand. It is shaking.

      “You sure you are up for this?” Shiloh asks.

      I nod. I am not sure why she’s asking. I do not have a choice. We run down the stairs. When we get to Leonard’s body I kneel beside him, wheezing through all the smoke in my lungs. A glimmer of light appears in the center of Leonard’s chest. I climb on top of Leonard’s chest—or rather, the chest of his corpse—and straddle it.

      The light grows. It gets brighter. I hold my hands out as the ball of light stretches underneath me, making Todd’s broken corpse look like it is glowing. In a matter of seconds, the glow morphs into the face of a boy.

      I have never seen Leonard’s soul before. Although I knew the story of his death and knew that he was a teenager when he died for the first time, his ghost appears to be even younger. A wrinkled collared shirt is partially tucked into his pants. His leather belt has a huge buckle on it. His dark hair is gelled out of his face. Big ears stick out from his head, and his youthful cheeks make his face appear round.

      Angry creases appear on his forehead. He flies up from the corpse, pointing his middle finger at me. His pointer and ring fingers are missing at the knuckle, just like mine is.

      “You can’t do this.” His voice breaks in the same way Miles’s used to, back when he had a boy’s voice instead of a man’s. It is high-pitched and squeaky, still free of the deep tones boys achieve with age. “Please, Cesca. You can’t do this to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Leonard,” I say, rolling back my shoulders. “But I can. You see I really, truly hate you.”

      Before he can get away, I raise my hand and narrow my eyes, pulling him back to me with my mind. My hand closes around his shoulders. Icy cold shoots through my veins. I cry out as blackness floods my vision and I tumble backward out of reality.
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      Gritting my teeth, I push Francesca off Leonard’s body. I smooth her hair out of her eyes. It’s all covered in blood from falling face-first into what was left of Leonard’s head, so it drags crimson streaks across her skin.

      “Wake up,” I say. “Come on, Francesca, you have to wake up.”

      But her eyes stay closed. I press my shaking fingers into the fleshy part of her neck. Her pulse is strong, and a huge sigh escapes me. At least she’s alive.

      There is a loud crack behind me. I glance over my shoulder and immediately squint against the orange flames rising up around the grand staircase. They approach fast, burning and raging, ready to devour us alive.

      We need to get out of this house. I grab Francesca under the arms and drag her across the slippery tiles. God, she’s heavy, or maybe I’m just tired. Probably the latter. The smoke is so thick that I can barely see three feet in front of me. My lungs burn. I cough hard and pull my shirt over my nose because that’s what I saw Francesca doing earlier, but it doesn’t help at all.

      “Come on,” I say, coughing the second the words leave my throat. “Come on, we can do it.”

      The stairs collapse. Wooden banisters splinter and the fire roars louder, showering us with burning embers. I bend over Francesca to protect her from it, feeling a searing heat on the back of my neck. Salt stings my eyes. I’m not sure if it’s from my tears or from the sweat that’s streaming down my temples.

      I pull Francesca through the open front door and out into the cold air. I go down the stairs backwards, holding her by the armpits so that if she falls, she’ll fall on me. On the last step, my feet catch on something and I do fall, landing on the grass and dragging Francesca down with me.

      I roll onto my side, gasping for air. In seconds, Miles is here. He lifts Francesca up.

      “She’s alive,” I say, triggering another wave of coughing. “She passed out when she took Leonard to the other side.”

      Miles offers a hand. He helps me to my feet, and the driveway spins. “Is he dead?”

      “We got him,” I nod. “He’s dead.”

      All the muscles on Miles’s face relax. He smiles just for a second, and I remember sitting in the labyrinth with him when Max first went missing, listening to him give me a pep talk using Star Wars quotes. It was such a horrible day, but the memory makes me weirdly sentimental.

      “I punched the bad guy in the mouth.” I demonstrate by slapping my right fist into my left palm, making the sound effect from the movies when the good guy punches the bad guy in the face. I hope he remembers him telling me this exact thing in the labyrinth. “Just like that.”

      Miles gives me a knowing look. “He deserved it.”

      Miles carries Francesca to Fiona’s car. He shoves her in the backseat on top of Evangeline who wraps her arms around her, holding up her limp head. Jonah’s sitting in the middle. His cloudy eyes narrow into slits. Even though he’s still handcuffed, he launches himself at me.

      Miles grabs the rope from the floor of the car and pins Jonah’s arms to his body. “Enough. Jonah, really?”

      On the other side of Jonah, Mom lets out a menacing laugh. My stomach sinks painfully. Francesca didn’t put my mom back into her body yet. It’s still Leonard’s mom in there.

      I want to hit her where it hurts. “We got him,” I say. “I bashed his head to a pulp.”

      “You wouldn’t dare kill my boy, you evil girl,” she says. I raise my eyebrows. The realization I meant what I said sinks in. Her face wrinkles as she throws her head back and screams.

      I slam the door to stop the sound. The sound is haunting, even though it’s not my real mom who’s crying. Where is my mom? I go to grab the monocle to look for her ghost and immediately want to kick myself for being so stupid. The monocle isn’t here. It’s still in the basement, strapped to my backpack. Probably melted down to nothing on the dusty concrete by now.

      “Mom?” I ask, glancing around at the empty parking lot. “Are you here?”

      Nothing happens. A couple of seconds go by, each feeling longer than the last, then a cold feeling presses against the back of my neck. Goosebumps break out on my forearms under my sweatshirt. The pressure in my chest releases. I don’t know how I know, but I just do.

      She’s here.

      Francesca can return her into her body when she wakes up, as soon as she’s strong enough.

      But for now, we need to get out of here. This car is full. There are five people in the back seat. Francesca, Evangeline, Jonah, Mom, and a random ginger-haired man squished against the window who I didn’t notice before. Fiona is driving. Phil is in the passenger seat holding his abdomen. I barely know the guy, but I hope he’s okay.

      I tell Fiona to go. She peels onto the road. The cold feeling at the back of my neck disappears. Mom’s ghost must have gone along with Francesca.

      I run around to Miles’s squad car and climb into the passenger seat. Before I can close the door, scratchy voices blare out of the speaker.

      I pause. Glance around for the voices. “Miles, was that the radio?”

      Miles turns up the volume. Another voice speaks. I don’t know if it’s because of my throbbing headache or the smoke inhalation or maybe because my ears are still ringing from the explosion downstairs, but I can’t understand a single thing. All the words run into each other.

      Miles doesn’t have the same problem. I guess he’s spent enough time around cops this week to understand the radio. “It’s the police, Shiloh. They’re on their way here.”

      “Well, it sounds like we should leave,” I say. He rubs his neck with the back of his hand, like he hasn’t even said the worst part. “What is it, Miles?”

      “They know you’re here,” he says. “I don’t know how they know, but they do.” Someone else says something on the radio, and Miles hangs his head. “They know I’m here. How did they …? Oh my God. Lindsey. She must have put a tracker on my car. That’s why she came by my house earlier.” He listens again. “Yep. All the cops in the city are going to be looking for us. Shiloh, what do we do?”

      I stare into his big, wide eyes, and suddenly see Miles. For most of tonight, he was unrecognizable, but now the lines in his forehead are the tell-tale sign of an oncoming Miles panic attack.

      He’s right. Every cop in the city is going to be looking for this car. We aren’t going to get far if we drive away right now.

      Breathing deep to try and release the pressure in my chest, I unbuckle my seatbelt. “You need to arrest me.”

      Miles holds my arm. “Are you crazy?”

      I climb out of the car, walking around the front of it. Miles gets out, too.

      “I’m not going to arrest you,” he says. “They’ll put you in jail.”

      I nod. I know. “They don’t have you on camera. They can’t prove you were helping me. If you’re the one who arrests me, you won’t go down with me.”

      A war rages behind Miles’s expression. He stands paralyzed, his hands hanging limply at his sides.

      I point at the car. “Go get some handcuffs.” When he still doesn’t move, I scream, “Go!”

       Miles runs, but he doesn’t run to the car. He stops, turns back, and wraps his arms around me, hugging me so tight I release a shaky sigh. In his arms, I feel safe, the way I always did. That’s the reason I liked him in the first place. Even though these arms are not his old ones, it still feels like everything will be all right with him holding me. But he won’t be all right if the police show up and he’s hugging me.

      I push him away, unclipping the holster from around my chest and handing him the gun. “Take care of Max.” My voice breaks, so I talk louder. “Please. He’s going to be all alone until Francesca brings my mom back, and he’ll be scared. Promise me you’ll keep him safe.”

      “I promise,” he says, holstering the gun. “I’ll find a way to get you out of there.”

      No promise has ever sounded so empty. Miles zip-ties my wrists behind my back. A cold wind wraps around my ankles. There’s too much heat radiating off the burning house for me to be cold.

      This was always going to happen. No matter how much I wish I had more time, running was never going to work forever. I need to confess to everything. The murders, the assault and battery at the bridge … I was the one who dragged everyone into this. I’m the only one who can let them walk away from it.

      Something tickles my nose. I open my eyes to find small particles of ash drifting from the sky, dusting my cheeks. I wonder if the first snow of the year is approaching, like a promise of warm fireplaces, hot chocolate, and slippers on crisp mornings. In its own way, the ash that’s coming from the burning house is a promise, too. A promise of a new world now that Leonard is dead. A promise that he won’t hurt us anymore.

      A smile spreads across my lips. It is still there when the first squad car pulls into the driveway.

      Red and blue lights flash into my eyes, forcing me to squint. Tires squeal as more cars arrive. One officer jumps out, quickly followed by more. I stare down the barrel of a gun. Then another. One by one, police officers appear and draw their weapons on me like I am some serial killer on a rampage. I’m covered in blood. I guess I look the part.

      Miles squeezes my fingers. I squeeze his back.

      He shoves me in front of him. “You have the right to remain silent,” he says brusquely. Like a completely different person. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law.”

      “Zweering.” A white-haired policeman walks to the front of the crowd. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I arrested Shiloh,” Miles says. Surprisingly, his voice does not waver. “I have been conducting my own investigation and followed her here. She was trying to get away, but I stopped her.”

      The guns all lower one-by-one. The white-haired man frowns. Oh my God, it looks like his head is about to explode.

      “Officer Owens.”

      A tall woman with braids drags her feet to the front of the crowd. I have been hanging around Miles all week, but I don’t think I have ever seen a cop look more like a child.

      The white-haired officer glares at her. “Can you please explain to me what is going on here?”

      She mumbles something unintelligible. The white-haired man screams in her face. I’m the one who’s being arrested but I’m not sure if I’d want to trade places with her right now.

      Miles pushes me forward. I want to yell at him to not shove me so hard, but he has to play the part and so do I. Deep voices yell things at me, but they sound far away, like I’m underwater or even on the other side. Miles leads me toward the nearest squad car. Not his. A small crowd has gathered in the street. Almost all the people are staring up at the burning house. The flames reflect in their eyes, making them all look possessed. The only one not looking at the house is a little girl at the front of the crowd. She looks straight at me, her thumb still in her mouth. She’s about Max’s age, and I automatically look around for her mom. She’s too young to be out here on her—

      “You have the right to an attorney,” Miles continues. “If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you …”

      He keeps going, but I stop listening. Another officer opens the door to the squad car, and Miles guides me into the back seat. I peer through the car window at the burning house. 

      Leonard is dead. I killed him. This is over. He can’t hurt anyone I love anymore. If this is the price that I need to pay for that, so be it.

      But I’m scared. An unknown officer gets in the driver’s seat. Where is Miles? I press my face to the window as the officer drives away, but I can’t find him. Slumping against my seat, I do my best to breathe as the burning house turns into a dull flicker in the rearview mirror.
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      I open my eyes on the other side. Oh my goodness. I traveled to the other side without using the helmet. A rush of energy courses through me, returning the strength to my body and giving me enough energy to glance around and take in my surroundings.

      I am not sure where I am. Perhaps somewhere in the woods outside Bethany. Shady trees form a canopy over my head, shrouding me in shadow and giving the illusion of nighttime even though I am not sure whether night and day exist over here. The place bears a strong resemblance to the swamp behind the cemetery where I used to play with Mrs. Lewis. The memory warms the center of my chest, but only for a moment.

      Leonard lands beside me with a grunt, bouncing on a bulbous plant that looks like the rotten cousin of the skunk cabbage.

      “What is this place?” he asks, in his high-pitched boy’s voice. In the body of a teenager, he does not look as intimidating as he did before. I am quite a lot bigger than he is. “Where have you taken me?”

      Perhaps being on the other side has emboldened me, or perhaps it is because he is acting like a child throwing a temper tantrum. I am too exhausted to answer his question with any patience or politeness.

      “Where do you think we are?” I ask. “Honestly, Leonard, where do you think I would have taken you?”

      Leonard does not like this. He charges at my face.

      “You took everything from me!” he screams. “Do you understand that? You turned everyone against me.”

      Hardly. “Evangeline and Patrick learned the truth about who you are.”

      “Because of you.”

      I laugh in his face, which he does not like very much. His eyes narrow into slits.

      “You stole my last chance at happiness, and for that you’re gonna pay. I will have my revenge. I will find my way out of this place. I am your God. I’m gonna destroy everything you love. Every person and every thing. By the time I get to you, you’ll be prayin’ to die.”

      Images rush to me. I imagine a chandelier dropping on top of Shiloh, crushing her. Or a knife lifting out of the block and plunging into Jonah’s throat. Leonard is an old ghost. He is powerful enough to do things like push Miles off a high ledge, even the new Miles. All it would take is for him to find a small gap in the barrier and sneak through, like George R. Haggarty did. Or Kitty, the poltergeist from the hospital.

      Perhaps I could not kill him before. Perhaps I took pity on him because I did not want to become who he is, but there is a conviction in his eyes that shows me he is telling the truth. He will not stop until everyone I love is dead. He has already put my friends through enough.

      Shiloh is right. This ends tonight.

      Using my mind, I push him away from me with a scream. Leonard’s transparent soul flies backward, passing through a colorless tree before reforming and rushing back toward me. I hold my palm up at him. I try to picture a million tiny hands reaching out from my palm and grabbing onto pieces of Leonard’s skin, ripping off chunks of him in all directions. Leonard scrunches up his face. My temples throb as I curl my fingers, screaming with the effort. Leonard cries out, too, arching his back in pain. He does not change form.

      “See?” Leonard grins like the devil. “You can’t kill me, cause you already did and I’m already dead. Oh, I’m gonna have fun with this. You’d better be watchin’ for me Cesca, because I’m comin’ for you.”

      Before I can do anything to stop it, Leonard soars into the air and disappears.

      I leap up after him. There is nothing above the treetops except for an infinity of gray.

      A scream rips through my throat. I scream again, dropping back to the marsh and curling my knees to my chest. This is unfair. We won. Shiloh and I killed him. This was supposed be over, so why does he continue to haunt us?

      At least he is a soul now. There has to be a way to destroy or trap a spirit, perhaps in the Soothsayer’s glass ball. Shiloh will have ideas. Once I return home, we can formulate a plan.

      “Did you do it?” Shiloh asks. Her voice comes from another world, bouncing against the trees, and making my chest ache. I can hear her more clearly than I could hear Leonard when he spoke to me when my head was submerged in the helmet, but that is because I am not underwater this time. “Come back, Francesca. We have to get out of here. It’s time to go.”

      She is right. The house is burning. I must still be lying on the floor next to Leonard.

      I glide toward her voice. “I am coming, Shiloh!”

      Closing my eyes, I float up from the ground and will myself to return to my own world. I open my eyes. Colorless moss covers the ground inches from my face.

      That is peculiar. I close my eyes again, squeezing them to the point of pain. Nothing happens.

      I can feel hands on my shoulders rocking me back and forth. Shiloh must be shaking me.

      “Francesca, wake up.”

      I am trying. My heartbeat quickens as I realize what is happening.

      No. Please no.

      I try to remember what happened the last time I was on the other side. Leonard always pulled me out of it by taking the helmet from my head, but I did not use the helmet this time. There is no cold water to shock me back into my body.

      “Shiloh!” I scream, gliding through the woods in search of her voice. “Shiloh, I’m here!”

      My breathing becomes shallow. I slow down. The trees multiply and grow denser. They creep in, trapping me in between their colorless trunks. Somehow, I can’t pass through them anymore, making it impossible for me to escape. Shiloh is calling my name. Each time she says it, her voice sounds even more desperate and even more distant. The understanding of what is happening rises in my throat like bile.

      I am trapped on the other side.
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        * * *

      

      Will Francesca return from the other side or will she remain trapped there for good? Sign up to my mailing list and be the first to know when They Hunt, Book 4 in the They Stay Series, goes up for preorder.
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      Even though They Return is a work of fiction and to my knowledge nobody knows whether ghosts are real, the characters in this book deal with many challenges that teens and their families deal with in real life. If you or someone you care about needs information, resources, or someone to talk to, here is a short list of resources that could help.

      

      
        
        SAMHSA’s National Helpline

        A free, confidential, 24/7, 365-day-a-year treatment referral and information service for individuals and families facing mental and/or substance use disorders.

        1-800-662-HELP (4357)

        https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline

      

        

      
        The National Domestic Violence Hotline

        A free, confidential hotline available 24/7 for anybody who is experiencing domestic violence or questioning aspects of their relationships.

        1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

        https://www.thehotline.org/

      

        

      
        PACER Center’s Teens Against Bullying

        A website run by PACER’s National Bullying Prevention Center created to help teens learn about bullying, how to respond to it, and how to stop it.

        https://pacerteensagainstbullying.org/

      

        

      
        National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

        The Lifeline provides 24/7, free, and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or distress.

        1-800-273-TALK (8255)

        https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/

      

        

      
        RAINN National Sexual Assault Hotline

        A 24/7 hotline that connects individuals who have experienced sexual assault, or who know someone who has, with a trained staff member in their area.

        1-800-656-HOPE (4673)

        https://www.rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-telephone-hotline
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      Claire Fraise is an award-winning author of ghostly young adult thrillers. Her books include the They Stay Series and her debut novel Imperfect which she published when she was 16. When Claire is not writing, you can find her crocheting amigurumi animals, baking gluten-free desserts, or hanging out with her dog. Even though it goes against every introverted bone in her body, she is on social media. Connect with her on YouTube at Write with Claire Fraise, Instagram at @clairefraiseauthor, or visit her website at clairefraise.com.
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