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[image: CHAPTER 1: ZUZU]

I can’t sleep, Jōurnal.

My legs are restless, and my blood feels electric. No, carbonated. Both, actually.

It’s like tiny lightning bubbles are filling my veins, trying to burst through. Oh, and get this: I just pinned my long hair to the nape of my neck because I’m suddenly bob curious. I’m even contemplating bangs.

Yep, I just said nape.

When did I become the type of jane who says nape? Hold on. When did I become the type of jane who says jane?

Something weird is happening.

Today began like any other Sunday. I had brunch with my parents at La Roux and went shopping with Paisley Pollard and Miranda Young. When it got dark, I met the Graveyard Girls on the roof of the Spirit Sanctuary for a Ouija board session.

Fine. That last part is not Sunday typical. But things have kicked up a notch over the past three weeks. Ever since we discovered Silas Hoke’s empty grave, Gemma, Whisper, Sophie, Frannie, and I have been obsessed with contacting him. We searched the cemetery for clues. We set keyword alerts on our phones. We fired up that useless Borderlyne G-Tone. We even asked Madam Vera for help, but the psychic refuses to, and I quote, “meddle in the occult.”

So tonight Gemma borrowed a Ouija board from the shop. We put our fingers on the wooden planchette and began with some simple yes and no questions.

“Are there any spirits around us?”

The planchette moved to YES.

“Do you want to talk?”

YES

Now, Jōurnal, I know you’re thinking we pushed it over to YES. That’s the trick of the Ouija board, right? With so many fingers involved, it’s impossible to know who is doing what. But I know these girls, and the terror on their faces looked real to me.

Gemma got back to work.

“Do you know Silas Hoke?”

YES

“Are you Silas Hoke?”

NO

“Will you find him for us?”

NO

“Why not?”

The planchette started dodging around the board and spelled out:

BECAUSE

Gemma began biting her bottom lip. Whisper’s eyes were wide and darting. Sophie wiped her sweaty hands on her leggings. Frannie was practically panting. But me? My skin tingled with excitement. This was too good! So I asked:

“Because why?”

YOU JANES TALK TO ME

Hearts pounding, we lifted our fingers off the wood and looked up at one another, silently asking if we were bold enough to pose the next question and brave enough to receive the answer.

I put my fingers back on the wooden planchette.

One by one, the other Graveyard Girls did the same.

I asked the next question.

“Who are you?”

The planchette zipped across the board as it spelled out the spirit’s name.

G

I

N

N

Y

Whisper gasped. “Ginny Baker!”

In case you forget, Jōurnal, Ginny Baker was the girl who Silas Hoke, her school’s PE instructor, killed one hundred years ago right here in Misery Falls. We’re not talking about a nice, tidy, pushed-down-the-stairs type of murder, either. Ginny Baker mocked Hoke’s missing leg one too many times. He cut hers off, nailed it to his stump, and then took out Ginny with his wooden prosthesis.

In the few seconds it took us to recall that unpleasant tale, the planchette jerked again, lurching across the board ten times.

BE BACK SOON

That was end of story for Whisper. She bolted up, accidentally kicking the Ouija board off the roof, and ran inside screaming. Her screams, naturally, got everyone else screaming, so they ran inside, too, squirming and squealing as if they were covered in maggots.

Everyone except me.

I felt . . . different.

Occupied.

Like I wasn’t alone in my body.

I got out my phone and looked up the term janes. Turns out it’s slang from the early 1900s. Stylish party girls, called “flappers,” had all kinds of weird expressions.

And when was Ginny Baker murdered?

In the 1920s, of course.

My chest felt tight. Breathing got harder. Not because I was afraid but because it suddenly felt like someone was sharing my lungs.

I didn’t tell the Graveyard Girls. They were already super freaked, and they probably wouldn’t have believed that I had been possessed by Ginny Baker’s spirit anyway. I mean, you have to feel it to believe it, and I was feeeeeeling it.

It’s been about five hours since the Ouija incident, and I can hear Ginny’s voice as clearly as if I were wearing earbuds. She sounds like a super-wild sixteen-year-old who wants to get all dolled up (her words) and go hotfooting (her words again). I told her it’s a school night and I’ll get killed if I sneak out.

Don’t ever spit to me about getting killed, ya follow?

“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking.”

It’s all jake.

“Thanks, bunny.”

That’s right, Jōurnal. I called her bunny!

I mean, she called me bunny. Or she called herself bunny?

I mean, I honestly don’t know what I mean. Or if I’m even me. All I know is that Ginny Baker has moved into my body and is trying to take over my brain. And this jane couldn’t be more excited to see what happens next.
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[image: CHAPTER 2: SOPHIE]

“Idea!” Sophie Wexler said with the spontaneity of someone who hadn’t been scheming for the better part of Wednesday morning. “Let’s eat lunch outside!”

Typically, November in Misery Falls, Oregon, had two things to offer: a bone-rattling chill and fog so thick you could hide in it for hours. But today the sky was optimistically blue, and the temperature was pushing seventy degrees. Not that Sophie’s scheme had anything to do with the weather.

Frannie ditched her orange cafeteria tray. “I’m in. This cafeteria smells like a dead pig’s butt.”

“A pig’s butt is bad enough,” Whisper said. “You had to add dead.”

“Undead,” Gemma muttered.

“You had to add un?” Frannie said. “You’re actually going there?”

It was impossible not to. None of the Graveyard Girls could hear the word dead without adding un. And they couldn’t think undead without remembering Silas Hoke’s dug-up grave and missing corpse. A missing corpse that had yet to be un-missing.

“Yeah,” Whisper croaked. “Fresh air would be good.”

As they left the cafeteria, Sophie glimpsed Zuzu Otsuka.

Last month, Zuzu had begged Sophie, Gemma, Whisper, and Frannie to let her join the Graveyard Girls, their very exclusive, top secret scary-story club. But Zuzu had yet to tell the also very exclusive Paisley-and-Miranda Club that she had made new friends. Because the Graveyard Girls were top secret? Hardly. Zuzu’s omission was far less honorable. As it happens, the horror-obsessed “it girl” was afraid.

Why?

Sophie had five theories:


1. Paisley and Miranda weren’t into new friends. New friends took attention away from them.

2. Paisley and Miranda wouldn’t approve of Sophie (academic overachiever), Whisper (loud-voiced, beanie-wearing track-star environmentalist), Frannie (future superstar of stage and screen), or Gemma (incense-scented believer in all things otherworldly) because, according to Paisley and Miranda, girls like them weren’t “post-worthy.” And if you’re not post-worthy, you’re not . . . well . . . you’re just not.

3. Getting on the bad sides of Paisley and Miranda was like hurling yourself into an active volcano. It burned.

4. All the above.

5. See number four.



Because of this, Zuzu—Misery Falls Middle School’s style icon—was afraid to show off her new friends. Yet she was oddly comfortable showing off today’s strange new look. A rhinestone headband pressed down hair that Zuzu must have bobbed herself in the middle of the night. Coils of pearls hung down the front of her shapeless dress, and she had silk gloves all the way up to her elbows. Sophie thought of her older sister, Jade’s, Great Gatsby–themed birthday party, but she stopped there.

How could she possibly judge Zuzu after last night’s Ouija board experience? The Graveyard Girls were rattled and not in their right minds.

Outside, they settled on a brick embankment near the bicycle racks and set out their lunches.

“Zuzu’s acting a little weird, don’t you think?” Whisper said.

“Hadn’t noticed,” Frannie said. “Doesn’t everyone shout ‘Hot socks!’ when they get an A on their history quiz?”

Gemma laughed. “She shouted that?”

Frannie lifted her palm. “Swear on Ginny’s undead soul.”

Whisper pulled her green beanie a little lower. “Can we not talk about corpses and spirits while we’re eating?”

“Something’s not right,” Gemma said.

“Frannie’s breath?” Whisper suggested.

Frannie breathed into her hand and sniffed. “What’s wrong with my breath?”

“Onion rings is what’s wrong.”

“What if we imagined it?” Gemma asked, determined to stay on track.

“Frannie’s breath?” Whisper asked.

While the others laughed, Sophie crunched a celery stick and recalled the night they’d stumbled on the open grave. It wasn’t that long ago, and yet so many details had gone fuzzy. She knew why.

For the past few weeks, Sophie had been distracted. And by distracted she meant obsessed with the boy she’d code-named “Danger Me”—which is what Dane Jeremy’s name sounded like if she said it fast, which Sophie did, over and over, to herself.

All.

The.

Time.

Was that pathetic? Absolutely. Sophie’s crush had possessed her like a malevolent spirit from one of Zuzu’s favorite horror films. Sophie felt out of control in ways she never knew possible. Honestly, it was glorious.

She’d met Danger Me at JAM, aka the Julian Academy of Music—if met was the right word to describe making faces at each other through the soundproof window that divided Sophie’s piano lessons from Danger Me’s guitar lessons. After Danger Me AirDropped his number, the two had started texting.

A lot.

No one knew how intense it had become. Not even the Graveyard Girls.

There was another secret, too. Because of this delicious distraction, Sophie’s A-plus average was starting to resemble Antonín Dvořák’s Cello Concerto—a solid score in B minor.

Was Sophie proud of these secrets? Obviously not. Keeping secrets felt like hauling around a backpack of stolen books: a heavy burden that no one could help carry. At the same time, Sophie wasn’t making any efforts to lighten the load. After years of intense studying, endless pressure, and overscheduling, texting with Danger Me felt like a vacation. A flirtation vacation. A flircation.

Sophie’s phone chimed.

Yes! This was really why she’d wanted to eat outside.

Principal Vazquez had recently instituted a no-phones-in-the-cafeteria-unless-you-want-them-confiscated rule. No chance Sophie was going to risk that. Her phone was the only way she could communicate with Danger Me. And not communicating with Danger Me was not an option.

Casually, Sophie angled her body away from the girls and returned to her flircation location—a faraway island full of belly butterflies and coconut-scented secrets. A place she wanted to stay forever.

She eagerly read Danger Me’s text:


Bet you’re having more fun than me today.



It’s “having more fun than I today,” Sophie thought. But that was the thing about flircation texts: spelling and grammar didn’t count. A vacation indeed!

Her thumbs went to work.


What emoji sums ur day so far?



[image: ]

Sophie grinned. Of course Danger Me was bored. He was a free thinker who believed his school was a prison filled with “soulless robots.”

Sophie had just started texting back when—splat.

A greasy onion ring landed on her phone screen.

“Ew, Frannie!” She flicked it onto the wheel of Mason Groder’s bike.

“No, ew is you texting while we try to figure out if Ginny Baker knows what happened to Hoke’s body,” Gemma snapped.

“Assuming that was really Ginny Baker.” Sophie pushed back not because she was skeptical about being contacted but because she was tired of everyone busting her butt for sending a few texts.

“Don’t you remember the story Whisper told last month about Agnes the overtexter? Your thumbs are going to detach from your hands and murder you.”

Sophie cleaned her oily onion screen on the grass. “I’m tired of everyone comparing me to Agnes! And what’s your problem with Danger Me? Is it because he wears black nail polish? Because he speaks his mind? Because he thinks there’s more to life than grades, sports, and after-school clubs?”

“It’s none of that,” Frannie said softly.

“Then what?”

Frannie took a deep breath and, on behalf of everyone but Sophie, said, “Danger Me is using up your phone’s memory—and you’ve never even hung out with the guy!”

“Facts,” Whisper said.

Gemma tapped her grandmother’s antique watch, the one she insisted kept her connected with the spirit world. “It’s time.”

Sophie drew back her head. “For what?”

“A real-life hang.”

Frannie and Whisper nodded in agreement.

Sophie’s stomach turned over. “Nah. I don’t want to rush things.”

“We do!” Frannie said as she swiped the phone from Sophie’s hand and tossed it to Gemma. “We want to know what it’s like to fall in loooooove.”

Sophie’s blood ran cold. “Give it!”

Gemma held the phone out of reach, typing, while Whisper and Frannie launched a Relax Attack against Sophie with playful pinches—the opposite of relaxing.

“There,” Gemma said as she finished typing. She held the screen in front of Sophie’s face for approval. It read:


Hang Sat afternoon?



Gemma’s message wasn’t some humiliating prank. To the contrary, it was simple and appropriate.

It was also terrifying.

Missing-body-of-a-deranged-killer levels of terrifying.

What if she met up with Danger Me and he didn’t think she was cool? What if they had nothing to talk about? What if he thought she was a soulless robot?

Success was easy in school. All Sophie had to do was regurgitate what she was taught and—bam!—a perfect score. But the real world was different. It didn’t come with study guides and practice quizzes. Just a free-spirited brunette boy with a blond streak, a wild side, and a half smile that could twist a girl’s intestines. How was she supposed to prepare for that?

“What’s the worst that could happen?” Whisper asked.

Sophie raised her eyebrows. The Graveyard Girls had been telling one another horror stories for years. They knew all about “the worst.”

“Fine, forget I said that,” Whisper said. “Just do it.”

Frannie beamed. “And then tell us everything, of course.”

“If you leave out any details, we’ll know it,” Gemma said, “because you, Sophie Wexler, are a terrible liar.”

Sophie’s racing heartbeat began to slow. If she met up with Danger Me, she would be the first in their group to hang out solo with a boy!

Her finger hovered over the screen. If she sent the message, there would be no turning back. If she didn’t send it, there would be no glory, no bragging rights—and none of the life experience she so badly wanted.

Don’t be a soulless robot, Sophie told herself. Find your own wild streak. She scrunched her eyes shut, held out her index finger, and tapped Send.

Seconds later, Danger Me texted back:

[image: ]

Sophie’s heart raced all over again.

Now what?
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[image: CHAPTER 3: GEMMA]

Business at the Spirit Sanctuary was no longer dying. It was dead.

Hoke Week was over, and the tourists had gone home, leaving the metaphysical supply shop as empty as Silas’s grave.

Fun is dead, too, Gemma thought as she continued filing three months’ worth of store receipts. The mindless task was perfect for a zombie—not a nearly thirteen-year-old girl who dreamed of taking over the family business. If it were up to her, the store would use an accounting app, and all the receipts would be organized in a single second! But nooooo. Scribbling in a ledger like Ebenezer Scrooge was the only method allowed.

The store’s co-owners—Gemma’s mother, Layla, and aunt, Harmony—had major issues with technology. Not the typical parents-don’t-know-how-phones-work sort of way, either. Their issues had to do with “radio-frequency radiation” and how “prolonged exposure can misalign the body’s chakras.” Thus, it was paper receipts, ancient filing cabinets, and old-timey cash registers for the Spirit Sanctuary. Not that they could afford an upgrade even if they’d wanted it. They hadn’t made a sale in days.

The G-Tone was supposed to have changed all that. To have saved the Spirit Sanctuary from financial ruin. To have secured Gemma’s future in the family business.

Instead, it was ruining everything.

Designed by internet paranormal megastar Criss Borderlyne, the G-Tone was programmed to detect and record moans, groans, and messages from the restless dead. Last month, when the Graveyard Girls snuck into Ashgate Prison, the site of Silas Hoke’s execution, the G-Tone’s lights went wild. Gemma had been filled with hope—and vindication. Someone (or something) had tried to communicate with her, and if that someone (or something) was Silas Hoke, her problems would have been solved.

Everyone in Misery Falls would buy a G-Tone from the Spirit Sanctuary.

Her mother would stop stressing about money.

Maybe she’d even stop shaming Gemma for accidentally charging one unit of nonrefundable G-Tones to her mom’s credit card.

Yes, accidentally.

How was Gemma supposed to know that one unit did not equal one G-Tone but rather one hundred G-Tones?

She wasn’t! Gemma aspired to read fortunes, not minds.

But first things first. Gemma retrieved the G-Tone from her backpack. She had to figure out how to upload (or download?) the Ashgate Prison recording to the G-Tone app. Or was it the Borderlyne website? Or the password-encrypted device interface? Having grown up with amethyst healing rods and crystal prism suncatchers instead of smartphones and tablets, Gemma’s technological growth had been stunted, too.

Layla poked her head into the cluttered back office, aka Gemma’s Ashgate Prison cell, where Gemma had been forced to do time ever since the “one unit” incident.

“Receipts almost done?”

Sure, her mother might have appeared playful in her purple-and-orange scarf, yellow tunic, and bell-bottoms, but her green-eyed glare told a different tale.

Gemma casually slid the G-Tone under a hill of receipts. “Getting there,” she lied.

“Doesn’t look like it,” she said with the lifted eyebrow and wry smile of someone who enjoyed watching their daughter work off an enormous debt. “I’ll be in the front changing the window display if you need me. Good luck.”

Luck? Gemma would need more than luck to get out of this jam. As the office door clicked shut, she reached for the paperweight on the edge of the desk—a hand of blue glass implanted with a gemstone eyeball. It read [image: ] REACH YOUR MILESTONE [image: ] across the palm.

Hamsa hands were supposed to banish evil energy. Why not give it a try? I wish my mom would forgive me and stop giving me mindless jobs at the shop. Gemma placed her thumbs on the hand’s cross symbols.

“Spirit guides,” she whispered, “please send a solution that will solve all my problems.”

“I don’t know about all your problems, you daffy tomato,” a voice replied, “but I can help with the G-Tone.”

It worked! Gemma whirled around.

Striking a pose in the doorway was a petite girl who’d traded her pearls and rhinestone headband for a bugle-bead dress and ostrich-feather cloche hat: Zuzu Otsuka. At least, she smelled like the old Zuzu—Jōhin Classique perfume and confidence.

“You came.” Gemma exhaled in relief.

“I told you I’d help,” Zuzu replied in some jangly new voice that seemed borrowed from another era.

Daffy? Tomato? Ostrich feathers?

“I have no idea what you’re saying,” Gemma replied, “but I’m glad you’re here. Even if it did take you a month to show up.”

Some last-minute “crisis” always kept Zuzu away, usually having to do with Paisley and Miranda. But why dwell?

“Scooch over,” Zuzu said, like sharing a chair was something she and Gemma always did.

In seconds, Zuzu had her Jōhin sticker–covered laptop open on the desk and the G-Tone plugged into it. She began clicking through the device’s folders, then pulled back her fingers and paused to study the keyboard as if seeing it for the first time.

“Is everything okay?”

“Sure, bunny. Sure.” Zuzu shook her head and went back to typing.

“Excited for Saturday night?” Gemma asked, filling the silence.

“Are we going dancing?” Zuzu pushed the laptop aside, jumped out of the chair, and began humming some old-timey tune. Arms pumping speed walker–style, she stepped forward, then back, her legs kicking wildly and her dress’s fringe fluttering.

“Are you okay?” Gemma laughed nervously.

“Peachy!” Zuzu reached for Gemma’s arms and pulled her up to stand. “I’ll teach you. You don’t want those cute boys thinking you have two left feet, do you?”

“Cute boys? At the cemetery?”

Zuzu stopped dancing. “Cemetery? Why would we blow a Saturday night on a cemetery? Unless . . .” Her face brightened. “Is Cemetery the name of a new dance joint?”

Gemma cocked her head and took in Zuzu’s hopeful expression. Maybe unpredictable fashion choices and horror movies weren’t Zuzu’s only passions. Maybe she loved old people’s dance moves and weird expressions, too. It was possible. Zuzu had joined their club only a month ago; it’s not like they knew each other super well or anything. Gemma patiently reminded Zuzu that the Graveyard Girls were meeting at the cemetery Saturday night and that it was Sophie’s turn to tell a story.

“You love it there,” Gemma reminded Zuzu. “The fog is thick. The tombstones are creepy. We’ll have our cloaks, our candles, our chant. And Sophie will have two stories to tell. A made-up scary one and a real one about her date with Danger Me. Unless the date goes badly. Then she’ll have two scary stories.”

Zuzu pressed a finger against her temple and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, totally.” Zuzu sat. “Where were we?” she asked the screen of her laptop.

“You were trying to upload the recording from the G-Tone—”

Zuzu waved her hand in front of Gemma’s face. “Yeah, got it.” She tapped the keyboard for a few more minutes and then leaned back in her seat. “Done!”

Relief washed over Gemma like sound waves in a singing-bowl meditation. “Play it!”

They clutched each other as a sinister hiss began crackling through the laptop’s speaker. Static slithered out like rattlesnakes and snapped like old bones.

“What is that?” Gemma muttered.

“Shhh. I hear a voice!”

Gemma’s heartbeat quickened. Sweat bloomed across her forehead. This is really happening! “Turn it up!”

Zuzu clicked a button and the voice came in louder. It was distant. Male.

Most of the words were garbled, but what the girls could make out sounded like “Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . .”

“Or what?” Gemma’s sweaty forehead went cold. Her spine stiffened. It was Silas Hoke. It had to be. They’d made the recording in the prison, on the hundredth anniversary of Hoke being fried in the electric chair.

“It sounds like he’s saying, ‘I take you or . . . death!’ ” Zuzu’s rouged cheeks turned pigeon gray.

Gemma nodded. “Play it again.”

Zuzu did. The girls held their breath as they strained to listen.

“The voice is talking about being burned,” Gemma said. “It has to be from Silas Hoke’s soul during his execution. And now he’s going to take us to our deaths!”

“Not again, he’s not!” Zuzu cried.

Her fist came down with such force that the hamsa hand shot off the desk and crash-landed on the floor. Glass scattered everywhere.

Gemma gasped and leaped to her feet. “What’s up with you?” she asked, suddenly more afraid of Zuzu than of the recording.

“Nothing,” Zuzu said. “It’s all jake.”

“ ‘Jake’?” Gemma blinked in confusion. “How is breaking my mom’s favorite paperweight jake?”

The office door flew open. It was Layla, her eyes wide with panic. “What was that sound?” she shouted.

Then she discovered the glass. Her tensed shoulders slackened into the disappointed slouch Gemma knew all too well. Layla picked up a chunk of glass; it had half the slogan: [image: ] REACH YOUR.

Layla sighed. “Another broken item, huh?”

“You don’t understand what happened,” Gemma cried. “Zuzu downloaded the audio file and—”

“Uploaded,” Zuzu corrected.

“Loaded,” Gemma compromised. “The point is, we heard what’s on the G-Tone! Mom, you have to listen to it!”

Layla turned to leave. “I’ve heard enough for one day, thank you very much.”

“What about the G-Tone?”

“What about my hamsa?” Layla snapped as she shut the door behind her.

“Wow. Did you see the face on that jane?” Zuzu huffed as she packed up her things. “I better ankle it before she calls the fuzz.” She hooked her bag over her shoulder and hip-swayed her way out the door.

Too emotional to chase after Zuzu, and way too confused—what the heck was “the fuzz”?—Gemma began tending to the broken glass.

She stopped cold.

The part of the hand that held the remaining slogan had impacted so hard that the pieces were jumbled on the floor. What once said MILESTONE [image: ] now read: LISTEN [image: ]O ME.

[image: ]

Petrified, Gemma considered running after Zuzu, but something wasn’t right with that girl—or that jane, as the new Zuzu would say. Gemma thought about telling her friends. Would they accuse Gemma of staging the whole thing to scare them? Telling her mother certainly wasn’t an option.

Gemma stared at LISTEN [image: ]O ME through a blur of tears. She had no idea what supernatural force was responsible for this message or what it needed to say, but she did know how invisible and alone it must have felt.









[image: CHAPTER 4: WHISPER]

Whisper Martin was not a morning person. She definitely wasn’t a Friday-morning person because, well, few are. Yet here she was, tiptoeing into the sleepy kitchen at 6:30 a.m. in search of a quick breakfast and an even quicker escape, because the only thing Whisper loathed more than waking up one second before she had to was running into Paisley Pollard, the vanilla-scented witch on a fast track to becoming her stepsister.

Well, no. Running into a witch might’ve actually been cool.

Demon? Goblin? Gargoyle?

Yeah, demon was pretty spot-on.

It was bad enough sharing a few classes with the text-obsessed snob. But a year and a half ago, Whisper’s father, James, had started dating Paisley’s mother, Tina. Eight months later, Tina moved in and brought with her a ten-year-old son, Rayne, and the vanilla demon. Since then, they’d been creeping and crawling around Whisper’s home like a bedbug infestation.

“You’re up early,” Tina said from the dimly lit kitchen table.

Whisper jumped. “Where did you come from?”

Tina tapped a pen on her chin. “Well, when two people fall in love . . .”

Whisper smiled. She appreciated the breezy banter the two of them had developed over the past few weeks. Before that, the breeze had been more like a tornado. Even though five years had passed since Whisper’s mother died, it had felt too soon to have a new woman in the house.

But the night Tina rescued Whisper—after the Graveyard Girls’ scare at Ashgate Prison—they’d had a heart-to-heart. Whisper learned that the discomfort ran both ways: Tina’s husband had run out on her, Paisley, and Rayne, and adjusting to a new family and a new life had been hard on her, too. That didn’t mean Tina and Whisper were painting each other’s nails every Saturday night, but they weren’t clawing each other’s eyes out with them, either. Progress was progress.

“Why are you up so early?” Whisper asked.

Tina tightened her bathrobe, then carried her dishes to the sink. “I have an appointment with my therapist at eight o’clock.”

“Wait.” Whisper cocked her head. “Aren’t you a therapist?”

“Therapists go to therapy all the time,” Tina said. “You’d never expect a surgeon to operate on herself, would you?”

Whisper made a mental note for a future Graveyard Girls story: “The Sickening Self-Surgeries of Dr. Sullivan.” While mulling over the gory potential, Whisper emptied a cereal box into a bowl. Three sugary flakes plinked out.

“Seriously?” she huffed. “Who puts an empty box back on the shelf?”

Tina flashed a knowing smirk. Your brother, Miles, and my son, Rayne. That’s who. “If I tell you a secret, will you keep it under that hat of yours?”

Whisper patted her blue beanie. “That’s where I keep all of ’em.”

Tina pulled open a drawer under the oven. Inside were neatly packed boxes of cereal, cookies, crackers, and energy bars.

Suddenly Whisper was back in her mother’s bakery, being asked to cut dough, pour flour, and load trays into the ovens. For Whisper, being trusted by someone she admired reminded her of those sugary sweet times, and right then Tina was filling that doughnut-size hole.

“Welcome to my hidden stash. Take it to your grave.” Tina snickered. “The secret, not the snacks, of course.”

Grave—Hoke’s grave. Empty. Where is he?

With a conspiratorial wink, Tina left the kitchen. Whisper plopped down at the table with a full box of secret cereal and released an avalanche of flakes into her bowl. Next came the milk, which created a teeth-chattering sound as it hit the cereal.

Rkrkflkflkrkflk.

After completing the word search on the back of the cereal box, Whisper’s gaze landed on a folder by Tina’s place mat. Its contents were obviously none of Whisper’s business. The red CONFIDENTIAL stamp on the tab proved it. Her curiosity, however, begged to differ. She poured more milk into the bowl, hoping to distract herself.

Rkrkflkflkrkflk.

Readthefilereadthefile, it suddenly seemed to say.

Was the cereal talking to her? Because that would be weird.

But lately, weird was normal.

First, Ginny Baker contacted them through a Ouija board. Then, last night, Gemma had texted a picture of her mother’s broken paperweight. What once said MILESTONE [image: ] had broken into pieces that spelled LISTEN [image: ]O ME.

Did the girls believe Gemma? Uh, no. Gemma tended to see things, feel things, hear things, and believe in things that were impossible to prove. In fact, Gemma insisted, that’s why she’d waited so long to tell the girls. She knew they’d accuse her of going there again.

But now that a bowl of Honey Flakes was urging Whisper to read a confidential file? Anything was possible.

Was this another message? Was some supernatural force begging Whisper to open that CONFIDENTIAL file? Or was she just obsessive and nosy?

The coffee maker burbled. The fridge hummed. A garbage truck hissed outside. No rat-scuttling footsteps from Miles or Rayne. No high-stepping horselike clip-clops from Paisley. No Dad on some early-morning lawyerly call with New York. Whisper was alone.

She pinched a corner of the folder and paused, afraid of what she might find. Tear-soaked love poems from a heartbroken client? Blackmail photos? The story of a man who thinks he spent Christmas on Mars? She lifted the corner a teensy bit. Then a teensy bit more. And more and more and more. When nothing crawled out, she yawned the folder open to find sheets of yellow paper crammed with scribbly handwritten notes. Whisper’s wide eyes narrowed. Cursive? Really? Couldn’t Tina use a computer like a civilized person?

Squinting, Whisper willed her eyes to make sense of the swooping, ink-smudged letters. It wasn’t easy, or natural, but gradually she began to decipher the tangle of Tina’s writing.


Client reports feeling unstable, loss of appetite, can’t sleep.

Complaints of frequent nightmares.

Says Crimson Creek Cemetery is a terrible place.



Whisper’s heartbeat sped up.

Then, when she read the next line, it stopped altogether.


Regrets exhuming Silas Hoke.



The air in the kitchen became too thick to breathe. Whisper couldn’t blink. Couldn’t swallow. Couldn’t believe Tina knew—

Footsteps approached.

Whisper tried to close the folder and accidentally struck her cereal bowl. Milk jetted across the table and splashed the pages.

Oh no! Tina will see! She’ll know!

Whisper went to wipe the spatters of milk—the same milk that had urged her to snoop—with her sleeve, but saw the dribbles had formed into a shape she instantly recognized. A shape she feared she’d see again too soon: a skull.

[image: ]

“Forgot my folder!” Tina bellowed from the hallway.

Whisper swiftly dried the milk skull, turning the word Monday into a ghostly smear. She shut the folder, quickly sat back, and jammed her empty spoon into her mouth so hard, she gagged.

“Ah, there it is,” Tina said. Her hair still wet, Tina swept up the folder and smiled down at Whisper through her freshly applied makeup.

Whisper attempted to smile back. It probably looked like gas pain.

“Have a nice Friday,” Tina called as she headed out the door.

A nice Friday? A nice Friday? Impossible. Whisper would never have a nice day ever again. The person who’d “exhumed” Silas Hoke’s corpse was one of Tina’s clients.

A client who had Monday appointments.

At!

Whisper’s!

House!

Whisper pushed her cereal aside and lowered her head onto the table. How could Tina invite such a dangerous person into their home? Miles and Rayne were only ten! To heck with them—Whisper was only twelve! She’d never been kissed! Never seen the Mall of America! She was too young to die!

She tried to breathe. To think. Something called “doctor-patient confidentiality” might make it illegal for Tina to report the exhumer. But those laws didn’t apply to Whisper.

It just so happened that she knew exactly which four girls to tell.

[image: ]









[image: CHAPTER 5: FRANNIE]

The weekend was still hours away, and yet Frannie Vargas-Stein was dressed to kill. Cropped puff-sleeve denim jacket, lavender tank top, faux leather leggings, purple high-tops, and—drumroll, please—peacock-feather earrings. Her natural curls: frizz free and peppy. Her cheeks: flushed and blushed. Her stride: springy. Typically Frannie was all about getting noticed, but today she wanted to be discovered.

Rumors of a surprise theater showcase—cast members presenting songs from Little Shop of Horrors to promote the upcoming production—had been swirling in rehearsals all week. Zach Holt, their almost fourteen-year-old piano maestro, had reported that the musical’s director, DayNa, whose personality was as dramatic as the spelling of her name, said “something big might drop” today. Was it foolish to believe rumors? Usually yes. But Zach Holt held so many secrets, he sweated gossip. His black hair and turquoise eyes were so intoxicating that students of all ages looked for any excuse to talk to him. When they ran out of excuses, they made like little teapots and spilled.

The auditorium crackled with its usual prerehearsal buzz. Zach Holt’s fingers tiptoed across the piano keys, warming up. Two prop kids struggled to attach foam tentacles to Audrey II, the musical’s giant man-eating Venus flytrap. This was the second iteration of Audrey II; they had made such a mess out of the first Audrey II that they’d renamed it Audrey Ew. Audrey Ew now sat out in the hallway, an advertisement to the rest of the school for the upcoming show.

Frannie ambled up to the three girls playing the narrators, who were warming up their voices.

“Hey, Crystal, Ronnette, Chiffon,” Frannie said, interrupting. Yes, she called the other actors by their characters’ names. It was DayNa’s idea. Supposedly it kept one in the world of the musical. “Who do you think it is?”

“Who do we think who is?” Crystal asked.

“The showcase scout,” Frannie said. “It would make sense if they’re from San Francisco, since that’s where DayNa’s from. But she’s done shows in New York, too. What if it’s a Manhattan casting director? Or, ooh—a Londoner! A Londonite? A Londononian?”

Frannie caught herself pulling a Whisper—her volume quickly rising—and tamped down. If Miranda Young overheard her getting excited about anything, mockery would result. Right now, Frannie’s spiteful understudy slash ex-bestie was busy texting from way over at stage right, well out of earshot, but one could never be safe from that sly conniver. She’d probably planted microscopic audio recorders in the floorboards.

“You really think DayNa would bring out a scout? Now?” Chiffon asked as she batted a mentholated cough drop around her mouth with her tongue. Frannie couldn’t decide what was more unnerving: the eyelash-melting smell of extreme mint or the lozenge clicking against her braces-covered teeth. “Wouldn’t it make more sense for a scout to come to the actual performance?”

“Not if they happen to be in the area this week,” Crystal said, tightening her ponytail as if choking up on a battle-ax. “I know the three of us are ready—unlike some people.” Crystal raised her barely there eyebrows toward center stage, where the two male leads were sword fighting with their rolled-up scripts.

By then Frannie’s mind had drifted. It was a familiar fantasy: being plucked from the middle school riffraff and promoted to Times Square–billboard levels of stardom, safe at last from the ever-lurking threat of Miranda Young.

Back in fifth grade, Miranda had put her brother’s tarantula into Frannie’s sweatshirt hood—while Frannie was delivering a presentation to the whole class. That had been the final nail in the coffin of their friendship. Their relationship was dead, but, much like Silas Hoke’s body, it refused to stay buried. Frannie had been haunted by Miranda’s bad vibes ever since.

After Miranda humiliated Frannie in front of the whole cast last month by projecting an image of her on the ground after a colossal bike wipeout during Hoke night, Frannie had seen red and struck back. If Zuzu likes you so much, why is she sneaking off and hanging out with me? she had said.

The problem was that Zuzu didn’t want Paisley and Miranda to know she’d made new friends. Zuzu claimed that her silence was out of respect for their secret club, and the Graveyard Girls claimed to believe her. The thought of Zuzu being embarrassed by them was too painful to accept. Either way, Frannie betrayed Zuzu’s trust and had been bracing for Zuzu to shove her into Silas’s open grave ever since.

Only Zuzu hadn’t said boo about it. So every day, Frannie felt like she was rounding the corner of a dark hallway, waiting for a jump scare.

Was it possible Miranda hadn’t told Zuzu yet? Sure. A dead murderer was missing from Crimson Creek Cemetery, so yeah, all sorts of things were possible. But it wasn’t likely.

This was why Frannie’s best chance of survival was getting whisked away to Broadway. Or Hollywood. Or Bollywood. Or Dollywood. At this point, any wood would do.

The double doors boomed open. Enter: DayNa. Black bell-bottoms, black turtleneck, and black-framed glasses that may or may not have held a prescription. Her stride was determined and her steps swift enough to excite her red hair like a fire’s flames.

“Players! Performers! Pantomimists!” she called out.

The cast and crew stopped what they were doing and turned to face her. Frannie, though, craned her neck and tried to see past DayNa. Was someone in the hall waiting to be announced?

Nope. Frannie sighed and looked straight up into the rafters. She took a steadying breath while studying the stage lights clipped to metal beams. Lately everything about theater seemed disappointing. When did drama become so dramatic?

“Listen up!” DayNa took the stage. “One thing I learned doing my first one-woman off-off-Broadway show, DayNa on a Hot Tin Roof, was that audiences are terrible actors. If they don’t like your performance, you’ll know. Which is why I’ve invited some special guests a week from Monday for a musical preview of our upcoming opus! Showcases are the best way to get honest feedback. It will allow us to work out the kinks before opening night.”

Aha! Zach Holt was right! There was a showcase coming up, and there were going to be scouts!

As DayNa doled out details, Frannie ran her fingertips along the stiff edge of one of her peacock-feather earrings, apologizing for the false alarm. Don’t worry, she assured the feather. I’ll wear you during the showcase.

“And the special audience you’ll be performing for?” DayNa continued. “None other than . . . the residents of the Shirley Tart Senior Center!”

Frannie’s dreamy grin fell so hard that her parting lips made a wet smack. Crystal, Ronnette, and Chiffon stared at her, and everyone else followed suit, including Miranda. Even worse, DayNa stared—before her proud grin fell. She pointed an accusing finger at Frannie’s ears.

“Are those real peacock feathers?”

Frannie smiled—her feathers had received some attention after all.

“Sure are.” She modeled the jewelry. “I got them a couple of summers ago at the Sawdust Drama Festival in—”

DayNa’s expression—always so smug—contorted into revulsion.

“Leave!”

Frannie laughed. DayNa’s dry sense of humor was not for everyone, but she got it.

“I’m serious, Frannie,” DayNa said. “Get out.”

“You mean Audrey, right?”

DayNa stomped her foot. “No, I mean Frannie!”

“I thought we were supposed to use our character names when we’re—”

“Now! Hurry! Peacock feathers are terrible luck in a theater!”

Zach Holt pounded out a dramatic dun-dun-duuuuuun! on the piano.

“Bad luck?” Frannie blinked in shock. “Since when?”

She thought she knew every theater superstition in the book. Saying break a leg instead of good luck. Calling Macbeth “The Scottish Play” instead of Macbeth. Never whistling. Never giving flowers before a performance. How a bad dress rehearsal portends a smashing opening night. But peacock feathers?

“A peacock feather’s pattern looks like an evil eye,” Miranda snipped. “Everyone knows that!”

The entire cast began nodding.

“You’re overreacting!” Frannie insisted. “Earrings can’t cause—”

SLAM!

“Aaaarrrggghhh!”

Frannie whirled to stage left.

When DayNa suggested “something big might drop” today, she’d had no idea how right she would be. A stage light had fallen from the rafters, exploding into metal and glass atop the piano’s fallboard . . . which sent the fallboard chomping down onto both of Zach Holt’s hands.

Zach Holt’s shrieking—already loud—reached fire-alarm volume. Thespians cleared the stage, probably assuming they were next. DayNa ran to help. Frannie, though, couldn’t move. She was bolted in place, staring at Zach Holt’s gnarled and bloody knuckles.

First the visit from Ginny Baker. Then Gemma’s broken hamsa hand and its message. And then Whisper and the spilled milk that looked like a skull. But this was worse than all those things put together. This wasn’t a message from beyond; it was a curse from right here!

Would Zach Holt be able to play for the showcase? Or next month’s musical? Or ever again?

Frannie hurried for the exit.

What had she done?









[image: CHAPTER 6: ZUZU/GINNY]

I was in the garage watching The Exorcist when the janes showed up.

They told their parents we were doing Saturday night at my place. Bingeing movies, giggling, that kind of thing. Ha! What a heaping pile of applesauce.

As soon as Mōm and Dād left for the Zippers to Slippers fundraiser, we were going to ankle our way over to Crimson Creek Cemetery so Sophie could tell her story.

Blech.

My insides feel oily when I think about that maggoty mud pile. But that’s Ginny Baker talking, not me. CCC was my happy place. Is my happy place. So long as Inny (inner Ginny) isn’t around.

I get it, though. This is the first time Ginny Baker has been away from that cemetery in a hundred years. She wants to drink giggle water, hot-foot at the Cotton Club, and make kissy-poo. Oh, and to get back at Silas for slicing off her getaway stick and then popping her. How Inny plans on killing a dead man is a real wig scratcher. But my oily insides tell me she’s working on it.

It’s been almost a week, and I feel Ginny more and more every day. First a whoosh of heat, then the smell of lilies, and then . . . poof. There she is. Making me say screwy things (like screwy) and yammering on about revenge.

I’m getting used to the jangly sound of her voice and the lily perfume. It’s the sudden chill I get when she leaves my body that’s hard to get used to. Yes, because it makes me shiver. But mostly because it’s suspicious. Where is Ginny going? What is she doing? When will she be back? Each time she returns, she takes up more space inside me. Her voice is louder. Her perfume more potent. Her will stronger. Ginny Baker is using me for something. What? I don’t know.

Anyway, back to tonight.

Sophie didn’t show up, which drove the Graveyard Girls batty—they were dying to hear details from the Big Date. Instead, they flopped on my couch and yammered on about all the weird things that have happened lately. Which is why I was watching The Exorcist for the eleven billionth time. Weird things are happening to me, too.

Obviously.

B.O. (Before Ouija), I thought the story of Regan MacNeil, a twelve-year-old girl who speaks in tongues and levitates, was entertaining. And when she barfs all over the priest? Hi-larious!

But tonight, Jōurnal? The 1973 classic was more than a movie.

It was research.

No, I didn’t tell the Graveyard Girls that I, like Regan, am possessed. Whisper was freaking out over a milk glob shaped like a skull and also something she read about one of Tina’s patients. Frannie thinks her peacock earrings are responsible for Zach Holt’s smashed fingers. And Gemma swears her mother’s broken hamsa hand reorganized itself to read: LISTEN [image: ]O ME. I’m not saying their concerns aren’t legit. I’m saying if they can’t handle their own issues, they definitely can’t handle mine.

Truth?

I can’t handle my issue, either. Each one of the girls’ stories feels like a memory to me. Like I was there when they happened. Or I made them happen. Or . . . see? How do I explain it to the Graveyard Girls when I don’t understand it myself?

At one point Gemma blurts, “Is someone wearing perfume?”

Frannie and Whisper shook their heads.

“It smells like flowers in here.”

Lilies.

“It’s me, chickadee!” I said.

Gemma cocked her head. “ ‘Chickadee’? Seriously, Zuzu, what’s with you lately?”

“What do you mean, jelly bean?”

“You’re talking like someone from . . . I dunno. Just someone else.”

“That reminds me!” I said, jumping up to get my laptop. “Who wants to hear the G-Tone recording?”

“I thought we were going to wait for Sophie,” Frannie said.

“Has anyone heard from her since she met up with Danger Me?” Whisper nibbled her thumbnail. “Should we be worried?”

“Definitely,” Inny announced. It sounded like she knew something. If I weren’t so warm, I would have gotten the chills.

“What do you mean?” Frannie asked.

The girls looked at me like my head was spinning around in circles. Which it kind of was. “I’m joshing. But you might want to give her a jingle.”

Whisper held out her phone. “Straight to voice mail.”

“She probably turned it off so her parents couldn’t track her,” I said before Inny could make things worse. “I do it all the time,” I lied. “Who wants to hear the G-Tone message?”

Their hands shot up.

Phew. Moving on.

“Your heads are going to explode,” Gemma said as she scooted closer to me and my laptop.

I pressed Play and watched their faces as the message crackled from my computer into the garage.

“Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . .”

“Can you believe it?” Gemma gushed.

Frannie and Whisper looked at us sideways.

“Believe what?” Whisper asked.

“The message! It says, ‘Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . .’ ”

Frannie drew back her head. “It does?”

I played the recording four more times. Each time, nothing. They couldn’t make out a single word.

“Can you slow it down?” Whisper asked.

Um, there’s a dead girl inside my body, so yeah, I can probably do anything. Don’t worry, Jōurnal, I didn’t say that. I just nodded and slowed the recording.

Only I wish I hadn’t.

Because this time, the message was clear. Instead of Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . ., the G-Tone spit out, “Welcome to Burger Barn. Can I take your order?”

Yep. Burger Barn. The drive-through fast-food joint downtown, one block south of Ashgate Prison. That’s what the microphone picked up. Not Silas Hoke moments before his execution. A crackly-voiced pubescent male working the night shift.

“Hot socks!” Inny cackled with laughter.

Gemma gripped her stomach. I could tell what she was feeling. All those unsold G-Tones. Her hopes of saving the Spirit Sanctuary, of earning her mother’s forgiveness, of being taken seriously. They were all gone.

“Why can’t anything go right?” she moaned.

I can go right, Inny joked inside my head. Get it? Because I still have my right leg?

“That’s not funny!” I accidentally said.

“I know,” Gemma huffed. “My life sucks.”

Then: ping!

Sophie had finally sent a text.


Can’t sneak out. Dad bought me a camera for photo club and wants to show me how to use it. I tried everything. So bummed. Sorry. Next week?



Hot socks! No cemetery tonight! Inny shouted, while the rest of us pouted. We had been so excited about Sophie’s story. Gemma sent Sophie three follow-up texts asking for date details, but Sophie didn’t respond.

“My stupid curse strikes again!” Frannie insisted.

Whisper, of all people, suggested we go to the cemetery anyway. “We can look for clues around Silas’s grave. Maybe we’ll find a piece of hair from Tina’s client.”

“I don’t know.” Gemma mindlessly twisted her grandmother’s watch around her wrist. “What if it’s a sign? You know, to stay away?”

Yes! Finally! Someone understands!

“Not forever,” Gemma continued. “Just for tonight. I mean, someone out there is trying to tell us something. We need to listen.”

That pretty much sealed the evening’s fate. We reconvened on the sofa and watched the rest of The Exorcist. After that, the girls went home. The moment they were gone, I heard Inny say, This is going to be easier than I thought.

I asked what she meant by this.

Instead of an answer, I got that familiar chill.

Ginny was gone.

Doing what, I don’t know.
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[image: CHAPTER 7: SOPHIE]

A new camera for Photography Club.

Really, Sophie? That was the best you could do?

Three hours had passed since Sophie text-bailed on her best friends—on the night she was responsible for the monthly horror story, no less—and her inner scold was not done scolding.

No one had ever failed to show up to a Graveyard Girls meeting before. Even when Whisper sprained her ankle training for track, she’d limped her way to Sophie’s house to tell “The Psycho Cyclops.” And Frannie had once sneezed her way through “Nocturnal Gnomes” despite being dizzy with the flu.

Now that Sophie had ditched, would the others start ditching, too?

Would the Graveyard Girls begin to flake off like decomposing flesh?

The truth was, Sophie’s dad had bought her a brand-new thirty-five-millimeter camera for Photography Club. Three weeks ago. Even if it had happened tonight, Sophie would never ditch the Graveyard Girls for a camera. She wouldn’t ditch them for some boy, either.

The thing is, Danger Me was more than some boy.

Was it only six hours ago that they’d been outside JAM? It felt like years ago—they had done that much.

Danger Me had needed to pick up some new guitar strings so they met at JAM. Even that had Sophie seeing hearts. The guy played so passionately that he snapped his strings like raw spaghetti!

Sophie arrived on time, her newish camera on a strap around her neck, but waited a few doors down to avoid a lecture from Ms. Drassel about the importance of practicing, even on the weekends. When Danger Me walked out of JAM, guitar in hand, Sophie’s flircation butterflies migrated from her stomach to her heart. She had only ever seen him through the rehearsal-studio window. And they’d only ever spoken through text. Was he even real? Her butterflies seemed to think so.

His hair gleamed like waxy black licorice, his blond streak a band of sunshine in a dark cave. His nail polish, now oxblood red, looked like a warning Sophie had no intention of heeding.

“Hey,” Danger Me said with a how ya doin’ flick of his chin.

“Hey,” Sophie said back, trying to sound just as casual.

He nodded at her camera. “Did I accidentally sign up for a fashion shoot?”

Sophie indicated the ragged black tee Danger Me wore. “In that shirt?”

He flashed a crooked smile. “Well, you’re in luck. A new outfit is in order. You like shopping?”

“Do you like to ask stupid questions?”

He snickered. “Cool. Hop on.”

Danger Me didn’t have to tell Sophie which bike was his. She just knew. Like him, the frame was a bit battered. It had a surfboard rack on the side, which confused Sophie—last she checked, ice-cold Misery Falls didn’t have much in the way of waves—until Danger Me snuggled his guitar into the clamps.

Very clever.

He pointed out two steel rods affixed to the center of the back wheel. “Stand on those and hold on to my waist.”

Uh . . .

Sophie had “borrowed” her sister’s party booties for the occasion, and the baby-carrot-size kitten heel kept slipping off the steel rods. She looked like an ice skater during an earthquake as she struggled to maintain her balance. If Danger Me had a problem with Sophie digging her fingers into his ribs to keep her shimmer-dusted cheeks from hitting the pavement, he didn’t let on. Instead, he rocked his body from side to side and weaved through Saturday-afternoon traffic with Tour de France finesse.

Sophie’s camera swung treacherously around her neck. That only made the ride more thrilling.

Speeding down Sage Street on the back of some random dude’s bike? Sophie could almost hear Jade say. Are you trying to get killed?

No, Jade. Sophie thought. I’m trying to LIVE!

She wrapped her arms around Danger Me, basking in the crunch of his leather jacket and the slam of her heartbeat. Hopefully that was all that would slam; for the first time ever, Sophie wasn’t wearing a helmet. Her curly black hair blew in the wind, as did her polka-dot blouse, which she’d also “borrowed” from Jade.

Afterlife was a windowless underground secondhand clothing store, where Whisper bought her beanies, Frannie found her costumes, and Gemma stocked up on the patches she sewed on her denim jackets. Sophie had never bought anything at Afterlife. She wanted her clothes to smell like fabric softener, not strawberry incense or someone else’s deodorant. But alongside Danger Me, the vintage concert tees, scuffed cowboy boots, sequined prom dresses, fringed leather vests, and oversize plastic jewels felt fresh.

A gray-mustached man wearing yellow-tinted sunglasses, a flowered shirt, and blue velvet pants waved from behind the counter as he dropped a record player needle upon a spinning vinyl record. His tanned skin looked pickled. Not old, exactly—just responsible for a lifetime of questionable choices.

“Yo, Dane! What’s groovy?”

Danger Me pointed at Sophie as they strolled past. “Hey! Sophie, Gus. Gus, Sophie. She’s groovy.”

Sophie giggled nervously as she waved hello. Groovy? She had stepped into a mothball-scented world with a danger-seeking guide, and pickled Gus was the only one who knew her whereabouts. To stay calm, Sophie reminded herself of what Zuzu once said about scary stories: they make you feel alive!

“Let’s shop!” Danger Me said.

He picked out a limp rainbow-patterned sweatshirt, jeans with suede patches on the knees, a pair of pink oversize sunglasses, and a dented top hat. Sophie pointed out that these items weren’t in much better shape than what Danger Me was already wearing.

“Who cares about shape?” he scoffed. “This is about becoming.”

“Becoming what?”

“Whoever you want to be.”

Sophie cocked her head. “By wearing used clothes?”

“I’ll prove it,” he said, welcoming the challenge. “Pick something out. Anything you want. Something that makes you feel like the person you want to be. Not the person people say you are.”

Sophie started rifling through the racks, unsure what she was looking for. Who did she want to be? A good student? A respected leader? A responsible daughter? A reliable friend? A skilled pianist? She had never thought about it before. All Sophie knew at that particular moment was that she didn’t want to be any of those things.

She couldn’t believe her luck when she found it: a gold-satin jacket with the name KIRSTY embroidered across the back.

Kirsty Cotton was her Graveyard Girls code name! Wait till the girls see this at Crimson Creek Cemetery later! On a roll, she saw a pair of tap shoes and snatched those up, too. Anything would be better than the kitten heels. To her surprise, Danger Me didn’t have to pay for a thing. Gus stuffed the clothing in paper grocery bags, handed them over, gave Danger Me a fist bump, and that was that. When Sophie and Danger Me surfaced back on the street, Sophie had to squint her eyes against the sun. Danger Me handed her his new old sunglasses.

“They’ll look sick with that gold jacket.”

Sophie put on the shades and the tap shoes. She’d never felt less like herself. It was the best!

“Why didn’t Gus charge us?”

“I give him free guitar lessons. He lets me pick out whatever I want in exchange.”

“Sweet,” she called into the November chill.

Had she ever had this much fun in her whole life? Yes, Sophie had fun with her friends. She really did. That was just a different kind of fun. The predictable kind. Sure, they told horror stories. But they were stories. This danger was real. Unpredictable. Yet Sophie felt completely protected.

The day only got better. At Yo Gurt!, Danger Me taught her how to load up on free frozen yogurt samples. When three high school girls asked Danger Me to take their picture in front of a stranger’s Porsche convertible, Danger Me secretly turned the camera on himself and Sophie. After they’d stopped laughing, Sophie decided to show Danger Me who the real photographer was by taking a shot of him beside the open convertible. He climbed into the front seat to make the photo even better.

“Get my good side,” he joked, angling his head.

“There are no good or bad sides with this camera,” Sophie joked back. “Film photos reveal the real you. No filters, baby.”

Laughing, Danger Me angled his head anyway, in case she was wrong.

But the best time of all was when they passed a lady playing guitar in the town square. Without saying a word, Danger Me took out his guitar, stood beside the lady, and played along. It was everything JAM wasn’t: spontaneous, loose, free. Sophie wished she had a piano so she could join. Then she remembered what were on her feet and started tapping to the beat. People began to gather and clap. Danger Me overturned his dented top hat, and the tips rolled in.

Thirty minutes later, Danger Me hugged the woman goodbye, gave her half the money, and led Sophie away by the hand. “Now what?”

Sophie’s insides melted into a love puddle. She glanced at the setting sun. Her love puddle turned to ice.

Uh-oh!

The girls were probably gathering at Zuzu’s. The day—and the fun—was over.

“I have to go.”

Danger Me’s expression darkened. “Why?”

Sophie opened her mouth but hesitated. She couldn’t exactly say, I’ve got to get to the graveyard so I can tell a scary story to the girls in my secret club. She also couldn’t say, I want to stay with you so badly that I’m willing to staple our arms together. Even though that’s how she felt.

“I’m hungry,” Sophie lied. The truth was she might never eat again. Her crush butterflies were multiplying by the second; there wasn’t any room for food.

“No problem. We’ve got enough money for dinner.” Danger Me tightened his grip on her hand, which tightened his grip on her heart.

“Okay.” She sighed. “A quick bite. But then I really have to go.”

But “quick” wasn’t how Danger Me operated. Where Sophie kept a list of Favorite Places to Eat on her phone, Danger Me preferred to wander unfamiliar streets, searching for inspiration. By the time Sophie began warming to his process, her phone was abuzz with Where are U? texts from Mom and the girls.

“What about this place?” Danger Me asked.

Donna’s Place. A ramshackle roadside bar. The we-serve-alcohol kind.

“I thought you were two years older than me. Not nine,” Sophie said.

“I know the—”

“Owner?” Sophie finished for him.

Danger Me grinned. “Yeah. And if you’re with me, she’ll let you in.”

With you? Yes, please!

Mom who? The Graveyard Whats?

“Alcoholic brews sound amazing right now,” Sophie joked.

Danger Me laughed as he opened the door to Donna’s Place and ushered Sophie inside.

The interior was dark and thick with the smell of hot dogs. Players on a local women’s softball team were celebrating a win. A thin Christmas tree was propped up in a corner by a jukebox, its lights flashing to the beat of a country-and-western song.

A peppy waitress sat them in a sticky booth by the restaurant’s only open window and brought burgers and fries without asking for orders. The knowing smile she exchanged with Danger Me was all Sophie needed. As they ate, Danger Me explained in rambling monologues how he felt about school (a waste of time), college (a waste of money), and jobs (a waste of freedom).

Sophie’s raptness was spoiled by the nag of responsibility. She had to tell her parents she was safe. She had to let the girls know she couldn’t make it tonight. Quickly, Sophie texted one lie to her parents and another to the Graveyard Girls, about her father buying her a camera. She hit Send—

—just as Danger Me plucked the phone from her hand and tossed it out the open window.

“What are you doing?” Sophie screeched.

“What am I doing? I’m liberating you!” Danger Me dipped a french fry in mustard and folded it into his mouth. “It’s safe in those bushes, I promise.” He smiled that wicked half smile of his and handed her the mustard. “Enjoy.”

Somehow, she did. She even took a few more pics of Danger Me that, she was certain, they’d treasure at their eightieth wedding anniversary. After dinner, however, they couldn’t find the phone in the bushes. Sophie reached deep into the branches, scratching up her arms. Nothing. Danger Me examined the gutter on the off chance that the phone had bounced over the sidewalk. Nada. It made no sense. The phone should have been right there.

The disappearance felt creepy. Almost supernatural. As if someone or something was trying to turn Sophie against Danger Me. Well, it would take a lot more than a well-intended accident to do that.

Danger Me sighed. As usual, he didn’t seem bothered. “It’s for the best. Phones are a waste of everything.”

Sophie managed a smile. Danger Me had been right about the secondhand clothes, the bar food, the mustard, all of it. Maybe, just maybe, he was right about this, too.
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[image: CHAPTER 8: GEMMA]

Gemma called them “brunch browsers”: folks who wandered into the Spirit Sanctuary from eleven to one o’clock on Sundays, killing time until they got a text from the hostess at Buttermilk saying their table was ready.

Brunch browsers were easy to spot. It was the way they rolled their eyes at the crystal collection like it was a pile of worthless pebbles or how they scoffed at the chakra throat spray that soothed the raw windpipes of yappy dogs.

The humiliation worsened every time Gemma’s mother rushed up to a brunch browser to suggest a bevy of products that would help birth their inner star child. As if. The only good thing about brunch browsers was that they hid how the shop was otherwise totally empty.

Gemma returned to the task of separating gemstones into display boxes. Amethyst for spiritual peace and a clear mind. Emerald for growth. Snowflake obsidian to release stressful thoughts. She rolled the speckled black stones in her palm. Stressful thoughts? Yeah, she had a few of those. For one, the state of the Spirit Sanctuary. If the store survived next year’s Hoke Week, it’d be a miracle. For two, the failure of the G-Tone. And for three, the undeniable fact that something helped that hamsa hand spell LISTEN [image: ]O ME. But who? Listen to who?

Gemma had a theory.

The Ouija board. Ginny Baker. Zuzu’s weird behavior.

Before work, she googled a few of Zuzu’s new expressions, and besides being super cringe, they had one thing in common—they were popular with young people in the 1920s. And who was young in the 1920s? Ginny Baker. At least for a little while (RIP).

Was it possible? In the words of a Magic 8 Ball: Signs point to yes.

But who would believe her?

Gemma rolled the black stones in her palm again—and felt a strange vibration.

She gasped loud enough for three brunch browsers to glance her way. Gemma didn’t care. The spirit world was trying to tell her something! She held the snowflake obsidian stones closer to her face.

“I’m listening, spirits,” she whispered. “Lead me with your divine wisdom.”

She felt another vibration.

Oh.

It was her phone.

Bright pink flushed over Gemma’s freckle-dusted cheeks as two of the brunch browsers giggled. She dropped the stones into their box, retreated behind the counter, and checked the text. It was from Frannie.


Heard from Soph yet?



Gemma scowled. She was still furious at Sophie for skipping out on her story last night and texted a terse Nope.

Another text came in. This one was from her mother.


No phones at work.



Faster than Gemma could text back sry, her phone buzzed again.

It was Whisper.


Tina’s body-snatching client said they have “frequent nightmares.” Anyone come in looking for nightmare solutions? Also, heard from S yet?



Gemma texted Whisper back a thumbs-down emoji, flashed her mom an innocent smile, and slipped the phone into her—

Zzzzzzzz.

This time it was Zuzu.


Any word from that flat tire Sophie?



Gemma began texting her reply to Zuzu when a Grim Reaper–shaped shadow scythed across her phone.

“I’m trying to move product, and you’re texting? If you’ve got to message someone, at least use a Ouija board. We might end up selling one.”

Mom, unless we trade our Herbal Dream Tea for oat milk–horchata cold brew, none of these brunchers are going to buy anything, Gemma wanted to say. Instead, she asked, “Do you think Ouija boards really work?”

Layla gave her a suspicious glance before softening a little. “I believe in everything I sell. That said, the product is only part of the equation. The person using it has to be fully open and in tune.”

“So if a person was super in tune with a Ouija board, could a spirit, you know, possess them?”

“It’s possible, but . . .” Layla frowned skeptically. “That person must be fearless about encountering the dark unknown. Why? Do you know anyone like that?”

“Nope,” Gemma lied. After her epic G-Tone failure, she thought it best to gather more evidence before sharing her theories.

Then, praise Mother Earth, the phone rang. No digital tune like a regular smartphone—that was too modern. The telephone was a wall-mounted landline with an old-fashioned squiggly cord and a ring that sounded like a bucket of change being dropped on a tile floor.

Layla Garrett picked up and sang out the usual greeting: “Spirit Sanctuary, where New Age is all the rage. How may I guide you?”

Layla’s welcoming smile fell as she handed the phone to Gemma. “For you.”

“Me?” Gemma positioned the shoebox-size receiver against her ear. “Hello?”

“Hey.”

“Soph!” The soothing relief that Sophie was all right lasted only a moment. “Where have you been? And why are you calling the store?”

“I lost my phone last night, and I don’t know your cell number. But I wanted to say I’m sorry for—”

“Last night? Weren’t you at home taking pictures with your dad?”

“Uh . . .” Sophie’s hesitation was all Gemma needed to hear. Sophie was the worst liar west of the Mississippi. Whatever made her ditch the Graveyard Girls had nothing to do with a new camera. And everything to do with Danger Me.

“What happened yesterday with Danger—”

Layla began snapping her fingers.

Gemma sighed. The dream catchers fluttered. “I have to go. Let’s talk tomorrow at school.”

“Okay!” Sophie said, clearly relieved.

“Gemma, I don’t understand,” Layla said before the phone hit its cradle. “Did I pressure you into working here? Would you rather be somewhere else?”

“No!” Gemma’s face burned with frustration. To run the Spirit Sanctuary one day was her dream!

Layla’s doubtful brow lift was like an arrow into Gemma’s heart. “I find that hard to believe.”

“I mean, sure, I broke the Ganesha statue,” Gemma admitted, “and, yeah, once when I accidentally mopped the floor with wood wax, a few people slipped and fell. And I guess I could spend less time on the phone and more time trying to sell stuff. But that doesn’t mean I should work somewhere else!”

“Don’t forget the one hundred G-Tones,” Mom added.

How could Gemma forget? The only tone she got from that pile of plastic was her mother’s, and it was angry. At this point, all Gemma could do was apologize and hope that one day she’d be forgiven. “Mom, about that. I’m—”

“I know,” Layla interrupted. “You found a message the other day, and I didn’t let you play it. I was upset about the hamsa hand and—” She shook her head. “I know you’re trying. I need to be more patient.” She managed a warm smile. It made Gemma think of a sunrise. “Tell me, what was the message?”

Gemma’s heart sank into her solar plexus chakra.

Now? Her mother wanted to hear the message now? Couldn’t she have listened back when they thought it was Silas Hoke? Telling Layla the truth, that the G-Tone picked up a living Burger Barn employee and not the vengeful spirit of an electrocuted murderer, was worse for Gemma than admitting she’d failed; it was admitting she’d failed twice. Who wanted to do that? For the first time in a long time, Gemma’s mother wasn’t scolding or schooling her. She was interested. Patient and open to Gemma’s own “dark unknown.” Like the transit of Venus that happens twice in eight years, then not again for more than a century. Why not embrace it?

Hand shaking, Gemma took out her phone and played the recording at a regular speed. “Hear that?”

The color drained from Layla’s face. “Is that . . .?”

Gemma nodded guiltily as a ghostly moan rose through the fuzz.

“Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . .”

Gemma’s whole body tensed as the audio ended. Layla blinked. And blinked again.

“That’s absolutely astonishing,” Layla finally said. “I couldn’t make out all of it, but I definitely heard a male voice. You recorded that in Ashgate Prison?”

Gemma nodded. She couldn’t help it. Even though she was straight-up lying, it felt amazing for her mother to trust her again.

Layla steadied herself against the antique register.

“If people heard this, Gemma, do you know what they’d do?”

Gemma shrugged. “Freak?”

“They’d believe.” Layla Garrett grabbed her daughter’s shoulders. She looked more excited than Gemma had seen her in years. “We’ll have a big event. We’ll play the recording and sell those G-Tones. Maybe I’ll buy more just in case we sell out.”

“More?” Gemma managed. “I don’t think we should—”

“No more thinking. I’m trusting my instincts right now. And my instincts are telling me to pull out all the stops. Spend whatever we’ve got left in the bank to make sure everyone in town attends. This could save the store!”

The store, yes. But Gemma’s soul? There was no saving that.
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Typically, Misery Middle’s cafeteria was a bright place. Large windows. Spirit banners in the school colors of orange and navy. And, of course, a rainbow of food on every tray: bean-burrito yellow, Caesar salad green, and the sickly grayish red of what gullible students called hot dogs. But today, everything looked as colorless as Frannie felt.

Even her outfit lacked pizzazz. Unless, of course, one finds black on black with a sprinkle of black pizzazzy. But Frannie was no longer concerned with what other people did or did not find pizzazzy. She was in mourning.

The old Frannie Vargas-Stein had died. The one who didn’t leave a tornado of devastation in her wake. The one who got a jolt of joy when she entered the theater. The one who had hope. Now, as Frannie looked out from beneath her black lace veil (plucked from a bin at Afterlife), she was simply the one who caused damage.

Zach Holt was struggling to hold his “hot dog” with bandage-wrapped hands. The janitor was mopping up the turkey chili that Frannie had accidentally knocked off Sienna Foley’s tray five minutes ago. Everything Frannie touched turned into a disaster.

“If anyone around here should feel bad,” Gemma said, picking up on Frannie’s misery, “it’s Sophie for bailing on you-know-what.” She was teasing (but not really).

“I can’t help it if my dad bought me a new camera,” Sophie said as she dipped a french fry in mustard.

Mustard? Since when?

“I would have much rather been with you guys,” Sophie added. “Trust me.”

Cut! Frannie thought. Let’s try that one again. This time, I want you to really sell it.

A good actor can always spot a bad one. And Sophie Wexler was a bad actor: her tone became pinched, her delivery fell flat, and she avoided eye contact with her audience.

Frannie sighed hard enough to billow her veil. “It’s all my fault.”

Gemma scoffed. “How?”

“The theater curse.”

“There’s no curse!” Gemma exclaimed. “You didn’t do this.” She gave them a moment to chew on that nugget and then fed them one more. “Zuzu did.”

Frannie lifted her veil. “Zuzu?”

“Actually, it’s not Zuzu. Not really.” Gemma leaned into the center of the table and breathed, “It’s Ginny.”

“Baker?!” Whisper yelled.

Heads turned.

“Shhh!” Gemma hissed.

“No way!” Frannie said. Partly because she didn’t believe the “spirit” they’d summoned with a Ouija board had slipped inside an actual human. But mostly because the Ouija theory took away from her curse theory, and she, as always, wanted her theory to be the star.

Whisper lowered her voice and said, “I agree with Frannie. I know you do woo-woo, but there’s just no woo-woo way Zuzu’s possessed.”

“Actually, there is a way,” Sophie said in that smart, scientific tone of hers. “It’s called the ideomotor effect, and it’s basically how your body moves even when it’s not trying to—”

“This is not some woo-woo ideo-whatever!” Gemma gaveled her fork on the table. “It’s real. If it wasn’t, why were you guys screaming your teeth out when it happened?”

“Whisper screams her teeth out when the AC turns on,” Frannie reminded them.

“What about all the weird things Zuzu’s been saying lately? ‘Turkey-toss me a Dizzy Dan or I’ll sock-marble your tootsie into a Chicago suitcase!’ ” Gemma shrugged. “I made those up, but you know what I mean.”

“We’ve only been friends with Zuzu for a month,” Whisper said. “The one real thing we know about her is that she loves to scare us. Obviously, that’s all she’s doing with the Ginny voice.”

“And her clothes?” Gemma challenged.

“That jane always dresses like a glamour-girl,” Frannie said, purposely using some of Zuzu’s new phrases and liking it. She looked across the room to the popular table, where Zuzu, dressed in a silver drop-waist dress and a beaded cap, was flanked by Paisley and Miranda. As if sensing her, Miranda met Frannie’s gaze with a menacing grin. Watch out, snitch. I’m gonna tell on you, it seemed to say.

Frannie’s chest tightened. If she had one chance to turn back time, she wouldn’t use it to un-wear the peacock earrings. She’d use it to not tell Miranda that Zuzu was secretly hanging out with them. That’s how much she regretted it.

“Zuzu’s probably been watching too many 1920s horror movies,” Whisper concluded. “Can we get back to reality? Starting with finding the body snatcher?”

“And my phone,” Sophie said.

“And a way to stop my mom from throwing a G-Tone party,” Gemma said.

“And a cure for my curse,” Frannie added, because she didn’t dare tell them what she told Miranda.

But the bell rang, and the conversation was over. The girls put away their trays and headed off to their classes, except for Frannie. She darted the other way. She couldn’t undo what she told Miranda, but, according to the internet, lifting the curse was still an option.

Ignoring the fifth-period bell, Frannie crept through the empty hallway. Empty—that’s how she felt these days. Her friends didn’t believe in the curse, and she felt distant from her family, too. Ever since her twin brothers, Sami and Balthazar, had been born two years ago, she’d been ignored by everyone but her grandmother Bubby Rose. The only time she got attention was during performances, and at this rate, she’d never be allowed on the stage again. Unless . . .

According to the Royal Shakespeare Company’s website, all Frannie had to do was spin around three times, spit, say a word, knock on the theater door, and ask to be readmitted. Then the curse would be lifted.

Frannie hurried toward the theater. Looming beside the double doors was the ten-foot-tall foam Audrey Ew, its cardboard teeth more menacing than ever before. Frannie looked away from it, tiptoed up to the closed doors, and took a deep breath.

She spun once, twice, three times. Instantly, she started staggering. She reached for the theater doors for support, missed, and started stumbling sideways.

Spit! she told herself.

Spinning in circles like a hair strand circling the drain, Frannie spit wildly.

She cried out the required word—“Fudge!”

Finally she knocked on the theater door, and then she hit the floor, accidentally taking Audrey Ew with her.

A thumb and a finger inched toward her veil, pinched a corner, and lifted it. “Do you have rabies, Frannie?” asked a familiar female voice.

Frannie blinked away her nausea and stared upward.

DayNa.

And glistening on DayNa’s leopard-print boot was a glob of spit.

“Sorry,” Frannie muttered as she rolled onto her side. “I was trying to undo the curse, and . . . Wait, you usually call me Audrey. Does this mean I’m fired?”

“We use character names inside the theater,” DayNa said sternly. “Not outside. Outside, we spit on each other. Apparently.”

Frannie’s face went volcanic. She tried so hard to impress DayNa every day. Now she’d spit on her? Frannie pushed off from Audrey Ew and bolted down the hallway like Whisper at a track meet.

“Frannie!” DayNa called after her. “Are you okay?”

“Sick,” Frannie groaned. It wasn’t a lie. She might, in fact, vomit. Whether from nausea or humiliation, she couldn’t say.

After pinballing through the halls, Frannie made it to the nurse’s office, where she collapsed into a chair. She tried to wipe away sweat—maybe some tears, too—but got only a handful of the black veil.

A paper cup of water bumped up against her lips.

“Drimk ut.”

It was Whisper. The thermometer in her mouth must have mangled her words.

Wait. What is Whisper doing here?

The thermometer beeped. Whisper quickly removed and reset it as the nurse hurried to her side. “One hundred and two. Is that bad?”

“You need to go home,” the nurse said. “Who is the best person for me to contact?”

Whisper handed her Tina’s number, leaned closer to Frannie, and muttered, “Tina’s body snatcher patient has Monday appointments, and guess who’s going to be there when they arrive?”

“Fake-Fever Girl?” Frannie muttered.

Whisper put her hands on her hips like a superhero and winked. “You know it. Hey, what are you doing here?”

“I’m actually sick.” Frannie splashed water on her overheated face. “This curse is killing me.”
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Outside, the Vargas-Stein Prius rattled up to the curb. Frannie was surprised to find Bubby Rose at the wheel. Four feet ten inches with silver hair and cat-eye glasses, Frannie’s grandmother barely reached the steering wheel. What she lacked in height, she made up in presence. The woman still had the beauty that made her a theater star in her youth.

“How come you’re picking me up?” Frannie asked as she buckled her seat belt.

“Your father’s at a corpse pork chop.”

“Corporate workshop,” Frannie corrected. Bubby Rose was hard of hearing.

“Oh, that makes more sense,” Bubby Rose replied. “And your mother’s at a baby-meat-tunic class.”

“Baby-and-me music class,” Frannie corrected.

Bubby Rose shuddered at the thought. “That sounds even worse.”

Suddenly remembering she was supposed to be sick, Frannie groaned and held her stomach. Bubby Rose accidentally steered the car up over the curb, nearly hitting a fire hydrant before merging onto the street amid an orchestra of angry car horns. Bubby Rose snickered and waved goodbye as she sped off.

“Bubby!” Frannie laughed.

“Don’t Bubby me, faker.”

“Faker?”

“A good actor always knows.”

Frannie gasped. She’d had the same thought about Sophie at lunch.

Bubby Rose waved her wrinkled, ring-studded hand. “Oh, don’t sweat it. I’m no rat. When a girl fakes sick, she usually has a good reason. I once faked food poisoning so I could skip a Friday-night show to have drinks with Burt Reynolds.”

“Who’s that?”

Bubby Rose slapped her forehead in exasperation. “Only one of the most famous actors of my time. Let’s just say he was worth it.”

“Ew.” Frannie giggled. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you when you’re eighteen. So what’s your excuse? People giving you grief for dressing like a widowed vampire?”

“Huh?”

A truck honked. Bubby Rose swerved but quickly recovered.

Realizing she may not survive the trip, Frannie decided to tell her grandmother about the peacock feathers, the curse, the wake of destruction—everything. Bubby Rose nodded. Her silver hair swayed.

“The first Broadway lead I had—must have been 1970, 1971—a stagehand caught me whistling backstage. Big no-no. Bad things started happening right and left, and they blamed me. I tell you, girlie, I was ready to head on back to Oregon. Give it all up and become a park ranger.”

“You like parks?” Frannie asked.

“No. I like shorts. My legs were to die for back then. Anyway, a veteran actress told me the curse was all in my head. If I stopped trying to prove it existed, it would die.”

Was Bubby Rose right? Did people keep evil alive simply by believing in it? And if that was true, why not choose to prove good things exist instead?

Bubby Rose reached over and patted Frannie’s hand. “You’ll be all right. Do what Ginny Baker says.”

Frannie’s blood went cold. “What did you say?” Was she the hard-of-hearing one now?

Bubby Rose turned to her with a yellow flash of her eyes—unless that was the afternoon sun reflecting in her bifocals. Then the Prius jerked to a seat belt–slinging halt, and the sound of crunching chrome assaulted Frannie’s ears.

They’d run straight into the car in front of them.

A minor fender bender. Everyone was okay. But it took ninety minutes of exchanging insurance information and talking to a police officer before they could drive home.

Once they were back on the road, Frannie dared to ask. “Right before we crashed, why did you say, ‘Do what Ginny Baker says’?”

“Ginny Baker?” Bubby Rose cocked her head, straining to remember. “The dead girl? Why would I say anything about her?”

Frannie’s heart began to race. “I don’t know, but you did.”

“I doubt that, honey,” Bubby Rose insisted.

But her tone was pinched and her delivery flat. Just like a bad actor’s.
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In the car, Tina did all the typical mom stuff: felt Whisper’s forehead, tsked sympathetically, and asked how she was holding up. Whisper did all the typical kid-faking-sick stuff and moaned about a rancid tuna sandwich. By that point, Tina was accelerating through yellow lights. Following her usual Monday-morning office work, she had three client appointments that afternoon and didn’t want to be late.

Which meant Tina didn’t have time to notice the telltale clue of Whisper’s lie: the fresh ketchup stain on her shirt. Who puts ketchup on tuna? The thought alone nauseated Whisper for real.

As soon as they hit the kitchen, Tina checked the time.

“Six minutes till my first client,” she said. “Can I get you some ginger ale?”

Whisper shook her head, feigning courage. “I’m okay.”

“I’ve got four different kinds of crackers in the stove stash. I’ll get you some.”

“Thanks, but I’m just going to lie down.”

Tina frowned, but Whisper could read her relief. “Okay. Let me know if you need anything.”

Whisper gave a frail thumbs-up as Tina disappeared into her office.

With her father at work and everyone else at school, Whisper had full reign of the house to execute her plan. She bolted to her bedroom, threw open her drawers, and pulled on the closest thing she had to military camouflage: forest-green sweats and a brown beanie.

She silenced her phone and tiptoed out the back door. A row of hedges ran alongside the back of the house, right up to Tina’s office window. Whisper crept behind the hedgerow, using it for cover, and peeked through the window. The blinds were kept not quite closed, giving Whisper a decent view of Tina thumbing through a folder: the same “confidential” folder Whisper saw on Friday. Whisper squeaked when she heard the doorbell ring, then had to duck when Tina looked outside. Whisper really needed to focus on silence this afternoon.

When she heard Tina leave the office to answer the door, Whisper fumbled out her phone and group-texted her friends.


In position.



She didn’t expect responses while the girls were in class but got them anyway.

Gemma:
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Zuzu:
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Frannie:
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Knock on wood. Throw salt over your shoulder. Yep, Frannie was still obsessed with her curse. No response from Sophie, of course, who was tragically phoneless.

Dimly from the office came the tap of shoes entering. Whisper slid her phone into her sweatpants and made like a meerkat, poking her head over the hedge to see the first of three nominees for the Grave Robber of the Year Award.

Nominee One was a college-age male. Whisper leaned closer. The session notes had mentioned a loss of appetite and trouble sleeping. This nominee was munching on popcorn and pacing with enough energy to power an electric dam.

Nominee Two ended up being Nominees Two and Three. Couples counseling. Of course! Stealing a body was a two-person job. The problem? These nominees were older than Whisper’s grandparents. Even together, a weed would be the only thing they could pull from the ground.

Bored, Whisper searched the term grave robbing. She immediately wished she hadn’t. Grave robbing was common back in the 1800s, when surgical colleges needed bodies to dissect and had no other way to acquire them. This led to creeps actually murdering people in order to sell bodies to doctors.

Shuffling footsteps indicated that Nominees Two and Three were leaving. Whisper meerkatted again and peeked into the office. A woman, probably in her late thirties. Now, Whisper considered herself an equal-opportunity stalker, but she’d kind of assumed the Hoke thief was male.

But this was one intimidating woman. Six feet tall and strong enough to handle demanding physical work. Unlike the college kid or the elderly couple, this woman had the dark, sleepless eyes of someone who, as Tina’s session notes had put it, was “feeling unstable” and suffered “frequent nightmares.”

Whisper’s heart began to pound. We have a winner! it seemed to say. Or maybe it was begging her to run. But she couldn’t. She needed to gather evidence. Solve the mystery. For her own self-esteem. For the Graveyard Girls. Maybe for the cereal-milk skull, too.

She slunk around the corner of the house, keeping close to the wall, and peered at the driveway to find a long, gleaming, black sedan.

Exactly the kind of car you’d throw a dead body into. If, you know, you were into that sort of thing.

There was probably a shovel inside. Human bones rattling around on the mats. Grave-robbing gloves.

Here went nothing.

Whisper darted to the car, pressed her forehead against one of the dirty rear windows, and cupped her hands around her eyes to block the sun.

A scared young girl glared back.

Whisper screamed. With her lips suctioned to the glass, the sound only exploded inside her own mouth. Which was a good thing. Because the face she saw turned out to be a reflection of her own.

Beyond Whisper’s reflection, the car’s interior was pristine.

Whisper slid down the side of the vehicle and texted with shaking fingers:


No evidence in the car. But I know it’s her!



Gemma texted back instantly:


Take a pic of the license plate.



Stellar idea!

Whisper scuttled around to the front, tapped her camera icon, and texted the pic to the girls. Only then did Whisper zero in on what the vanity plate read.


URMORT



Zuzu:


“Mort” is French for dead!



Gemma:


“U R DEAD!!!”



Frannie:
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The mild November afternoon had somehow turned the kind of cold that chipped at Whisper’s bones like an ice pick. Still, she managed to sprint inside and lock herself in the upstairs bathroom. While hyperventilating into a damp towel, she bristled with a sudden realization: the only thing worse than not finding Silas Hoke’s grave robber was finding her.
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[image: CHAPTER 11: ZUZU/GINNY]

Prepare yourself, Jōurnal. This has been one heck of a Tuesday.

Freaky story short: I felt that whoosh of heat in the middle of math class. I smelled the lily perfume. I heard Ginny’s jangly voice begging me to grab some janes, ditch school, and hit the main drag. You know, the usual.

I was trying to solve an algebra problem, so I said, “Keep it down.”

She said, Pick it up.

“Keep it down.”

Pick it up!

“Keep it down.”

Pick it up!

Pick what up? I thought as loudly as I could.

Your pencil.

I lifted the pencil in my hand to show her that I already had one.

Not in your left hand, you don’t.

Sure enough, the fingers on my left hand got really warm and then started to twitch. The next thing I know, there’s a pencil in my southpaw and it’s writing cursive in my math notebook.

CURSIVE!

Am I left-handed? No! Can I write in cursive? Double no! But there I was, my right hand solving an algebra problem while my left was writing KILL SILAS HOKE!

I gasped. Like, really gasped. Writing with two hands at the same time was one thing. A spirit telling you to kill a dead man was quite another.

Of course, everyone in the class, including Ms. Piskin, started staring at me.

I sat on my left hand.

It burned. Itched. Twitched.

In a panic, I bolted to the bathroom in a can’t-hold-it sort of way, locked myself in a stall, and waited for a girl with lavender-colored sneakers to scram.

Once alone, I promised to give Ginny my left hand and as much paper as she needed when we got home—if she promised to stay quiet during school. Then she said, Oh, bunny. I don’t need paper. I have a bathroom wall!

Then, using a pencil I didn’t realize I was holding, my left hand got to writing.


Silas Hoke is alive!



Judging by my itchy fingers, Inny had more to say. But vandalizing school property would land a jane in the big house for a week, and early-morning detentions were the worst. I whipped the pencil in the toilet and scrubbed the stall wall until it was clean.

Ten minutes later, Inny returned with a vengeance. This time in language arts class. Not one for laptops, she got hold of the glitter eyeliner in my Jōhin Face Case and used it to write this on my desk:


Stop Hoke Week! Parades, souvenirs, and bonfires keep his spirit alive. Find that no-good leg lopper! Put him back in the box! Feed his soul to the maggots!



Each time I wiped away one of her glittery words, three more appeared.


RIP Ginny! RIP Ginny! RIP Ginny! That’s all they ever say. Poppycock! I don’t want to rest! I want my leg back. I want my life back. And now I can have both, thanks to Zu—



Inny wrote; I erased. Inny wrote; I erased. Inny wrote; and I erased. And then it was lunchtime.

So there I am, pretending to be interested in food, when Miranda says, “Zu, you’re white as a ghost. Are you okay?”

“Speaking of ghosts,” Paisley said as she scrolled through her phone. “Declan asked Avery if she wanted to meet for gelato and then straight-up ghosted her.”

“I’d ghost Avery, too,” Miranda said. “She smells like corn chips.”

“Horsefeathers!” Inny said out loud.

Paisley looked up from her phone. “Horse what? Who talks like that? It’s like an identity thief stole your password and is posting on your feed.”

Miranda slammed her can of diet soda on the table. “Is this all some private joke you have with your new best friends?”

Confused, Inny drew back her head. Or maybe I did. It’s hard to tell who is doing what anymore.

“What new best friends?” Paisley asked.

Miranda jutted her chin toward the Graveyard Girls seated halfway across the room.

“Whisper’s friends?” Paisley laughed. “There’s no way Zuzu is—”

“Yes, there is!” Miranda insisted, her eyes aglow with demonic fire. “And I have proof!”

My insides started to quake. Had Miranda followed us to the cemetery? Eavesdropped on our conversations? Hacked my phone? “What proof?”

“Frannie told me.”

“What?” Paisley screeched. “And you didn’t tell me?”

“I thought Frannie was making it up. I mean, why would Zuzu hang with them? But lately, with the way she’s been acting, it makes total sense.”

It didn’t matter how hard Inny pressed down on my legs; I leaped up, crossed the cafeteria, and got right in Frannie’s face.

“You told Miranda we’ve been hanging out?”

Gemma, Whisper, and Sophie all looked at Frannie.

“I . . . I didn’t mean to. I swear!” Frannie stammered. “It’s just, Miranda thinks she’s so much better than everyone, and I wanted to—”

“Stop apologizing!” Gemma lifted her palm like a crossing guard. “Who cares if Frannie told Miranda? Our club might be secret, but our friendship shouldn’t be.”

The others nodded like this was something they’d been thinking and feeling for a while.

“If you’re so embarrassed to be seen with us, maybe you should quit the”—Whisper lowered her voice, which for her, from what I gather, was quite the accomplishment—“the You-Know-Whats.”

And you should quit wearing those winter hats! I heard Inny say.

“I’m not embarrassed to be seen with you,” I insisted. Because I wasn’t. My reasons go deeper than that. Much, much deeper.

“Prove it,” Gemma said.

“How?” I asked, even though I knew.

“Go back to your table and tell Paisley and Miranda that we’re friends.”

“You don’t get it,” I pleaded. “I can’t.”

“Then we can’t, either,” Gemma said.

The bell rang, and the girls got up from the table without another word. I glanced back at Paisley and Miranda’s table. They were gone.

Don’t worry, bunny, you’ve still got me. Inny laughed.

I just stood there, stunned, unable to find the humor.
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“What’s an amp?” Frannie asked as she, Sophie, Whisper, and Gemma were leaving school.

“An amplifier, the thing you plug a guitar into to make it louder,” Sophie explained.

“It also means ‘excited,’ ” Gemma said. “As in, I’m amped to hear your story Saturday night, so please don’t ditch us again.”

Sophie’s jaw clenched. Could they please just let it go?

“Do your parents know you’re skipping Photography Club right now so you can buy an amp with Danger Me?” Whisper pressed.

Why couldn’t Sophie’s friends be happy for her? Besides, she had her camera with her. Surely she’d take a few pictures. Wasn’t real-world experience better than a club?

“I don’t know, Whisper,” Sophie replied. “Does your dad know you sneak out once a month to tell ghost stories in a cemetery? Does Tina know you faked sick to spy on her clients?”

Whisper stiffened. They all did. Sophie never lashed out.

“I think what Whisper meant was, you don’t have a phone and you barely know the guy,” Frannie said gingerly. “What if something happens?”

“We’re buying an amp, not a crate of plutonium,” Sophie said, though she was not sure if plutonium came in crates or sacks or bowls, or even what plutonium really was other than a word she associated with explosions.

“What if he murders you?” Gemma asked.

“And feeds your fingers to stray animals?” Frannie added.

“And then the stray animals barf them up and your parents recognize your fingers and ground you?” Whisper concluded.

“Oooh,” Frannie praised. “You should incorporate that into your story, Soph.”

“No one is puking up my fingers because I’m not getting murdered!” Sophie insisted before smiling slyly. “I might get my first kiss, though.”

“Yeah, the kiss of death,” Whisper muttered.

Refusing to let them bring her down, Sophie waved goodbye and practically skipped toward the Hollar Street bus stop—the location of her next rendezvous with Danger Me.

Rendezvous.

She rolled the world around her mouth, savoring the exotic French bouquet.

When she arrived, Danger Me was chaining his bike to a fence. His dark hair fluttered in the crisp November breeze. Sophie’s heart fluttered, too.

“Hey,” she said. It was the same kind of Hey she gave to Wendell, her mail carrier. Friendly, familiar, not overly excited. Because Sophie wasn’t overly excited, she was overly overly excited. When a sixth-grade girl rendezvouses with an eighth-grade boy wearing gray Dickies, a vintage Van Halen tee, and no jacket even though it’s only fifty degrees out, she better bury her overly overly excitement and act chill. “Why are you locking up your bike?”

“We’re taking the bus.”

Bus?

“See? It is possible to make plans without a phone.” Pleased with himself, Danger Me stuffed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

“Yes, but the ‘let’s hang’ note you held up to the studio window got me in a lot of trouble with Ms. Drassel. I’m on permanent probation.”

“I’ll make it worth your while.” His bright smile vivified the dull autumn leaves and filled Sophie’s world with color once again.

“How far is this place?” Sophie asked. She had never taken a public bus before and was mildly freaked by the R-rated graffiti on the bus stop shelter’s walls. She tried to cover up her reaction by taking photos of it. Artsy stuff. She wouldn’t find material this raw in any club.

Danger Me shrugged. “Fifteen miles or so. It’s in Gloom Hill.”

Gloom Hill.

That was the next town over!

“Why don’t you just get an amp at JAM?” Sophie asked.

“And pay full price? Why would I do that?”

Sophie could think of a dozen reasons, the leading one being that she didn’t want to travel to a strange town on a strange bus with a person who, while level-five crushable, she barely knew. But she could never say that.

“Where are you getting the amp from then?” she asked.

“A dude named Jared Gifford. Or Gary Jifford? I don’t remember.”

Alarm blared inside Sophie’s skull. Not only were they going to Gloom Hill, but Danger Me didn’t seem to be totally sure who they were meeting there.

“Don’t worry.” He winked. “We’ve been talking. He seems chill.”

The bus, however, was not. As it pulled up to the stop, its brakes sounded like a dinosaur’s death rattle. Black smoke shot out from the back. The mechanical jaws of the door screeched open, eager to devour them.

Sophie gathered her strength and took a step forward. Danger Me, though, held her back with a chivalrous hand. Two elderly people were hobbling their way toward the bus. Danger Me motioned for the bus driver to wait and helped the old couple up the first big step. Sophie grinned inside a toxic cloud of exhaust. Awwwww. He helps old people! Then Danger Me asked Sophie to find a seat while he took care of the tickets.

Typical murderer, right? Wrong, Whisper. Very, very wrong.

“Hey, Soph?”

Soph! Date number two and he was already abbreviating her name.

“Yes?” Sophie turned around, hoping her hair was moving in slow motion as she did.

“I need all my money for the amp. I kinda forgot about the, uh, bus.”

“No problem!” Sophie handed him some of her babysitting money with a non-judgy smile. Since when did boys have to pay for girls anyway?

“Sorry. That was dumb,” he said as they settled into their seats.

“All good,” Sophie said, because it was. She had been craving adventure and spontaneity. This was perfect!

“Misery to Gloom!” the driver shouted. Not a particularly cheery statement, but Sophie felt great anyway.

They talked about favorite songs, least-favorite pizza toppings, and annoying music teachers. Sophie even told him about all the strange things that had been going on: Zuzu’s weird behavior, Gemma’s exploding hamsa hand, Whisper’s cereal-milk skull, Frannie’s theater curse—and, of course, Sophie’s vanishing phone, which he knew all about.

“Do you think it has something to do with Silas Hoke?” Sophie asked, dying for some eighth-grade wisdom.

Danger Me shrugged. “Probably. Ghosts have to exist. It’s like what they say about aliens; there are ten trillion planets out there—there’s no way there’s not life on some of them.”

Sophie took out an imaginary fishing pole and reeled her jaw up off the bus floor. Amps? Ghosts? Aliens? Was there anything they couldn’t talk about?

“That clinches it,” she joked. “Hoke stole my phone.”

Danger Me rubbed his neck uncomfortably. “Forget the phone, already, will ya? You’re, like, obsessed.”

Owie. She was only playing. But maybe he was right. Maybe she was obsessed. Would it hurt her to be more present?

After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, they arrived at their stop.

Sophie expected to see apocalyptic tangles of barbed wire but found tree-lined streets with modest brick houses and quaint family-run businesses instead. Gloom Hill was a lot like Misery Falls.

Ha! Take that, Whisper. Everything is fine. Just like I said it would be.

“Did Jared Gifford give you directions?”

“Gary Jifford,” Danger Me corrected. “Yep. Rock Street. All we’ve got to do is walk eastward for a while.”

For a while—Sophie found the vagueness of it thrilling. They were navigating a new town without phones. This was living!

Forty minutes later, they were still navigating, living, and walking. They had crossed straight through the center of Gloom Hill and out the other side. Now they were on the outskirts, wandering down a two-lane highway. Sophie’s camera strap was beginning to saw through the skin on her neck.

It was getting cold. The sun was setting.

Photography Club had been over for almost an hour. Her parents would expect her home.

“We should probably head back,” she said. “We’ll find someone to give us a ride next time.”

“Nah. We’re close. I can feel it.”

Another ten, fifteen, and twenty minutes went by. The sun turned from yellow to red and then disappeared. Sophie’s stomach started to rumble. She should be washing up for dinner. What if her parents called the police?

“Aha!” Danger Me shouted, victorious. “Rock Street!”

Rock Street shouldn’t have qualified as a street. It was a bone-thin dirt road winding through skeletal trees. Beyond sat two houses. One, a trim pink cottage. The other, a ramshackle shack with rusty car parts strewn across the yard.

Pink cottage, pink cottage, pink cottage, Sophie prayed.

Danger Me headed for the shack.

The man who answered the door had to be in his forties. His hairy belly mooned from beneath a torn undershirt. He wore an eye patch made out of duct tape. Strands of greasy hair had gotten caught in the tape, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Are you, uh, Jared Gifford?” Danger Me asked.

The man took a swig from a brown bottle.

“Or Gary Jifford?” Sophie piped up desperately.

“Who you?” he burped.

“I’m Dane. We talked? I’m here for the amp.”

“Right. Cousin Ray is bringing it. Come on in.”

Jared-or-Gary faded back into the house. A house that smelled like cat pee and bologna. From what Sophie could see, the brown sugar–colored carpet was a minefield of stains, take-out boxes, sandwich crusts, and corn dog sticks. The only piece of furniture was a blow-up mattress covered with window curtains instead of sheets.

“Cool place,” Danger Me said as he stepped inside.

Sophie widened her eyes, shocked-emoji style. “No, it’s not!”

“You two coming or what?” Jared-or-Gary hollered from inside. He started blasting a heavy metal song. The frail walls seemed to quake.

“Be right there!” Danger Me called over the noise. Then to Sophie, “We’ll leave as soon as I get this amp.”

“I say we leave now,” Sophie whispered.

Danger Me smirked. “Why? Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Adventure? Adventure was skipping Photography Club. It was getting on a bus and riding to Gloom Hill. It was wandering around in the dark for over an hour without a phone. Sophie felt pretty sure she’d had adventure. If she lacked anything, it was a death wish.

“Why are cockroaches so hard to suffocate?” Jared-or-Gary called. “I like when things die easy, you know?”

“I hear ya,” Danger Me answered.

Sophie’s stomach lurched. “I hear ya?”

Was Danger Me placating this guy so he could get a stupid amp, or was this part of a bigger scheme? One in which he lured innocent girls to a house of death and—

“I can’t!” Sophie blurted.

She turned away and charged for the pink house next door. She didn’t get far before Danger Me caught up.

“Why are you leaving?” he demanded.

Sophie’s heart was pounding. The dimly lit street seemed to swirl. She held up her camera. “If I took your picture right now, I’d title it Last Known Photo.”

“Just because this guy doesn’t live in a fancy house with perfect parents, organic food, and a labradoodle that poops rainbows doesn’t mean he’s a murderer,” Danger Me snapped. “Not everyone lives like you and your friends.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means most people are brainless zombies who follow trends and try to conform. This guy’s doing his own thing. I think it’s cool.”

If Sophie could speak, she would have told Danger Me that she wasn’t a zombie. She didn’t care how people chose to live their lives, and she didn’t know a single person whose labradoodle pooped rainbows. The issue was going inside a stranger’s dilapidated off-the-grid crash pad. It was that she was supposed to be home for dinner. It was that her friends were right about Danger Me after all. But Sophie couldn’t say any of that, because she was having a panic attack. All she could do was stand there and cry embarrassing snot bubbles. She had no clue how she was going to get back to Misery Falls.

Using her last bits of strength, Sophie continued walking toward the neighbor’s house.

“Now what?”

“I’m going to find a phone,” she sobbed.

With an exasperated sigh, Danger Me ran a hand through his blond-streaked hair. “Wait.” He dropped his backpack on the brown grass, rifled through it, and pulled out the last thing Sophie expected to see.

Her phone.

“Wait. How did you—”

“I found it when we were searching the bushes outside the bar.”

“And you kept it?”

“Life is short,” he pleaded. “I wanted you to be present and enjoy the ride.”

Trembling with rage, Sophie snatched her phone and powered it on. Luckily it still had a bit of a charge.

First she texted her parents to let them know that Photography Club went long and she’d be home soon. Then she dropped a pin to her sister, Jade, and offered to do her chores for a month in exchange for a pickup, no questions asked.

“What are you doing?” Danger Me asked.

“Getting out of here.”

His face brightened. “Is someone coming to pick us up?”

“ ‘Us’?” Sophie removed two dollars from her wallet and handed them to Danger Me.

“What’s this for?”

“The bus.” She smirked. “Life is short. Enjoy the ride.”
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Gemma cracked open her window and fired up her sound-bowl meditation playlist. Minutes later, all evidence of the uncooperative world beyond her bedroom began to fade.

Almost.

She could still imagine the sound of her head rolling down the street. Because it would—the moment her mother realized that the jaw-dropping G-Tone message from “beyond” was just a bored employee from Burger Barn.

Too wound up to meditate, Gemma slammed her window shut, blew out her incense, and paused her playlist. From the floor rose excited chatter, which was building inside the Spirit Sanctuary below. To Gemma, it sounded like the tick-tick-tick of a time bomb.

Seven forty-five p.m. Fifteen minutes until detonation.

Gemma opened her notebook and reviewed her options.

WAYS TO STOP THE G-TONE EVENT


1. Stage a robbery and steal the G-Tone before Mom plays the fake message for customers.

2. Yell “Fire!” right before she plays it.

3. Cut off electricity right before she plays it.

4. Fake my kidnapping right before she plays it.

5. Fake my death right before she plays it. Then contact her from the spirit realm and tell her to destroy the G-Tone immediately or the planet will melt and it will be all her fault.



Gemma’s nail-biting was interrupted by a thonk-thonk-thonk-thonk! Her breath hitched. The sound was exactly like the thonk-thonk she’d imagined Silas Hoke’s wooden leg would make. But this was worse. It was her mom.

“You won’t believe the crowd down there,” Layla said from the doorway. “I know I doubted you, Gemma, but that message is going to save us.”

“I don’t feel good,” Gemma moaned. “I think it’s my spleen.”

“Your spleen’s on the other side.”

“I mean my appendix.”

“You had your appendix out two years ago.”

“Phantom pain?”

Layla crossed the small room. Her butterfly-patterned silken caftan billowed behind her. Her hair was piled in a loose bun atop her head, her eyes were glitter-dusted, and her cheeks were dewy and blushed. She radiated youth and hope. Her aura crackled with excitement.

She placed her warm hands on Gemma’s shoulders and beamed with pride. “You seem nervous. Would you rather I do all the talking?”

Public speaking wasn’t what had Gemma in knots. She thought about all those customers downstairs about to spend hard-earned money on G-Tones. What was going to happen when most of them couldn’t figure out how to work the stupid things? When they picked up Burger Barn drive-through orders instead of ghosts? And what would happen when someone inevitably worked out that the message was a hoax? The whole town might lose all belief in the Silas Hoke legend. Hoke Week would be kaput. Tourist dollars would dry up. The Spirit Sanctuary would shut down—maybe even get sued.

Gemma thought of all the rules she forced upon the Graveyard Girls. No texting about the club. Always start their meetings thirteen minutes after the hour. The ceremonial cloaks. The all-important chant. When her friends broke those rules, she gave them hell.

Now Gemma was the one breaking the rules—the rules of common decency.

“Mom, I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

Gemma’s body began to quake. The backs of her eyeballs pinched. Her throat narrowed. She lifted her gaze to the glow-in-the-dark constellations on her ceiling, willing the tears to slip back into her head. They refused. Even they wanted to distance themselves.

Layla pulled Gemma in close, the bangles on her wrists clanging as her arms wrapped around Gemma’s shuddering frame. The comforting scent of her mother’s citrus oil offered zero comfort. It would take a lot more than oil to clear this conscience.

“I’m sorry,” Gemma sobbed.

“Shhh.” Layla patted her back and petted her hair. “It’ll be okay. Stage fright is nothing to be sorry for. I can give the presentation—”

“No,” Gemma wept. “It’s not that.”

“Then what?”

“The recording,” Gemma managed. “It’s not Ashgate Prison. It’s—”

“It’s what?” Layla asked, her voice pinched. Almost afraid.

“It’s—”

“What, Gemma? It’s what?”

“Burger Barn.”

Layla’s warm embrace cooled. “Burger Barn?”

“The G-Tone picked up the drive-through at Burger Barn, not a ghost in Ashgate Prison.”

Layla pulled away, taking the soothing scent of citrus with her. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you let me believe it was . . .?” Her soft tone developed a sharp edge. “Why did you let me go through with the event? Do you know how many people are waiting downstairs?”

Gemma was glad her eyes were blurry with tears. She couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in her mother’s face. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

“Why?” Her mother sounded defeated, too.

“Because everyone treats me like a baby!” Gemma burst. “I’m not like my cousins; the Spirit Sanctuary isn’t just a part-time job to me. It’s everything.” She paused to dry her eyes, then her nose. “I know I’ve broken expensive stuff. I know I’ve ordered stupid things. I know I lied. But I was trying to make things better, I swear! I just wanted to make you proud and—”

“I’m sorry,” Layla interrupted.

Gemma’s breath hitched. “You’re sorry? For what?”

“I’ve . . . been hard on you. Maybe because you’re more like me than I want to admit.”

“What’s wrong with being like you?”

Layla sat down on the bed. “Most people think I’m bananas for believing in all this stuff. It’s isolating and lonely, and I want it to be easier for you. There are so many things you could do after college, things that are more mainstream and more accepted.”

“College? That’s like a million years from now.” Gemma wiped away more tears. “Anyway, who wants to be mainstream?”

Layla brushed the hair out of Gemma’s face. “I guess you are a lot like me.”

Gemma sniffled. “A kid who lies?”

Layla took Gemma’s shoulders again. “No, a kid who told me the truth. While it doesn’t excuse the lie, it does show me how much you care about this place. Maybe there would be fewer incidents around here if I weren’t so tough on you.”

Gemma hugged her mom and burst out crying all over again.

Layla hugged back and asked, “Now, what are we going to do about all those people in the shop?”

Gemma slid her notebook from under her pillow. “We have options.”

As her mother read the list, a slow sunrise of a smile formed on her face. She giggled. “I like number three.”

“You want to fake my kidnapping?!” Gemma exploded. “How would we even—”

Layla laughed. “Kidnapping is number four. Option three is cutting off the electricity. You know where the fuse box is, right?”

Gemma nodded.

“I’ll start the presentation. When you hear me say ‘Ashgate Prison,’ flip every switch in that box. At first everyone will think we turned off the power to scare them. I’ll suggest the blackout was caused by the spirit world because it doesn’t want us to hear the recording. Heck, it might even convince them to buy something. That’s one nice thing about our ancient register—it doesn’t need electricity to work.”

Gemma hugged her mother as hard as she could. “Thank you so much!”

Layla’s voice was muffled under the embrace. “Tomorrow, after we figure out what to do with a hundred G-Tones, we’ll come up with some new responsibilities for you at the store. Things that will help you learn the business.”

Gemma blinked up at her mom in disbelief. Had she always been this cool?

As Layla headed downstairs to greet the crowd, Gemma contemplated her list of Ways to Stop the G-Tone Event. Turns out, she should have added one more option: Confess.

Who knew?

[image: ]









[image: CHAPTER 14: FRANNIE]

Frannie saw the Spirit Santuary through the silver threads of early-morning rain. It didn’t look open, but a late-night text from Gemma had promised that she and her mother, Layla, would be there at 6:30 a.m. to remove the curse before another dangerous day of school.

Frannie shook off the rain and pulled on the front door, which was not easy to do while wearing rain boots, two pairs of socks, a puffy coat, a puffy vest, kneepads, elbow pads, ski goggles, ski mittens, and a bike helmet. First, she’d remove the curse, then the protective clothing.

“Hello?” she called.

No answer. The door slammed shut behind her. Frannie had been inside the Spirit Sanctuary hundreds of times but never in the dark. She removed her ski goggles, hoping the store would look a little less freaky without the green tint.

It didn’t.

The quartz healing crystals looked like stalagmites. The scrying mirrors like skulls. The sage sticks like thick monster fingers.

“Anybody here?” Frannie called. An orange light was flickering at the back of the store. Though it was most likely a raging fire caused by her curse, Frannie tiptoed toward it anyway.

Thankfully, the orange flicker was coming from the candles inside Gemma and Layla’s meditation circle. For once, Gemma wasn’t pushing a broom around. And Layla wasn’t barking orders. Instead, they were sitting peacefully on poufs, breathing deeply as ribbons of tea-scented steam rose from mugs in front of them. Frannie tiptoed closer.

Layla clapped her hands. “Stop!” She lit a sage stick, rose from her pouf, and hurried toward Frannie.

With one rain boot hovering over a candle, Frannie tried not to move, sneeze, or even think while Layla ran the smoking sage up and down her still body.

Gemma began fanning the smoke with a giant feather.

Frannie gasped.

“Don’t worry,” Gemma soothed. “It’s turkey, not peacock.”

“Repeat this mantra,” Layla instructed. “I release all energy that doesn’t serve me.”

“I release all energy that doesn’t serve me,” Frannie said.

And said.

And said.

And said.

The smoke thickened, and Gemma kept fanning it right into Frannie’s face. Frannie’s eyes and nostrils began to sting. Her sinuses clogged in protest. When she opened her mouth to catch a breath, smoke rolled to the back of her throat and turned it to sandpaper.

Frannie began coughing herself breathless. “Dying,” she croaked.

“Dramatic much?” Gemma teased.

“Always,” Frannie managed.

“You’re not dying,” Layla assured her. “Just breathe.” She guided Frannie into the meditation circle and sat her on a pouf.

Layla doused the smoking sage in a glass bowl of water in the center of their circle. Then she placed a black candle in the bowl and lit it.

“Focus on the water,” she said. “Picture beams of white light entering that water. The beams are pure. They’re cleansing. They’re positive energy. They will protect you and get rid of all evil. Get rid of all evil. Get rid of all evil.”

Eyes still stinging, Frannie focused on the water and imagined the light.

Gemma began rubbing Frannie’s back with what felt like the Olympic rings. Though it was hard to know for sure with all her protective layers.

“These are curse cyclones,” Gemma explained. “Circles of energy that swirl inside your body and trap the darkness.”

“Sounds like a Roomba,” Frannie sputtered.

Gemma giggled. “That’s right—a negative-energy Roomba. Drink a ton of water today and you’ll flush those evil cyclones right out of your system.”

Layla, meanwhile, began chanting.


“Earth, fire, water, and air, Answer Frannie’s desperate prayer. Banish the curse, make her pure. Let salt water be the cure.”



As if on cue, the candle’s flame burned down to the water and fizzled out. Gemma snatched up the wick and handed Frannie the bowl. “Drink.”

Frannie thought of the doused sage, the floating candle wax, and the—ugh—salt, and grimaced. “This?”

Gemma nodded.

“Is this sanitary?” Frannie said.

“We’re removing a curse, not your tonsils.”

“Shhh,” Layla hissed, her eyes gently closed. “Stay in a place of love, girls.”

Frannie considered the water again. She’d once eaten Misery Middle’s “corn chowder” on a dare. This couldn’t possibly be worse.

She lifted the bowl to her lips and tipped it until the rim knocked into her bike helmet. She swallowed, swallowed, swallowed. The salt scoured her throat and made her dry heave. Twice. But she recovered quickly and set down the bowl with a triumphant smile.

“I did it!”

Layla and Gemma were beaming proudly.

“Do you feel different?”

“Bloated and nauseated,” Frannie joked. But . . . wait a second. Actually, she did feel different. Lighter. Energized. Calm. The itchy weighted blanket of doom she’d been towing around was gone. Frannie broke into a smile. “I feel great!”

“Maybe we should try something like this on Zuzu,” Gemma suggested.

Zuzu.

Frannie’s stomach dipped. She couldn’t help feeling responsible for their fight. Granted, Zuzu did go out of her way to conceal her friendship with the Graveyard Girls. But she’d still be in the club if Frannie hadn’t snitched to Miranda.

Layla relaxed with her elbows on her knees. “I was wondering why you were asking about Ouija boards the other day. What makes you think Zuzu is possessed?”

Perhaps because she was feeling safe inside the meditation circle, Gemma confessed how they had summoned Ginny Baker with the Ouija board and how Zuzu had been talking like Ginny ever since.

“How do you know how Ginny Baker talks?” Layla asked.

“She’s been saying all these things from the 1920s and, I dunno—it’s intuition, I guess.” Gemma turned to Frannie for backup. “You know what I’m saying, right?”

For the first time, Frannie gave it some serious thought. Ever since they had channeled Ginny Baker, Zuzu had been acting like a different person. Maybe the Ouija incident had something to do with all the strange things that had been happening.

“I have some books you can look at,” Layla offered.

“Yes!” Gemma said. “If we can cure Frannie, I bet we can cure Zuzu!”

Frannie wanted to say that getting rid of a curse was very different than performing an exorcism. That if the priest in The Exorcist couldn’t handle it, they probably couldn’t, either. But then Gemma would know she was afraid, and Graveyard Girls didn’t do afraid. Instead, Frannie gathered her courage, forced an up-for-anything smile, and said:

“Hhhhhhhh.”

“Huh?” Gemma asked.

Frannie clutched her throat and tried again. A long, barely audible, breathy sound was all she could utter.

Gemma and her mother traded a concerned look.

“What’s wrong with your voice?” Layla asked.

Frannie knew this feeling.

Laryngitis.

She’d had it two years ago after theater camp. Only this time she hadn’t spent weeks singing, acting, and pulling all-nighters with her bunkmates. She hadn’t done anything but try to remove a curse that clearly wasn’t ready to be removed.

If Frannie didn’t get her pipes back, the musical showcase at the Shirley Tart Senior Center, which was only a mere four days away, would still go on.

It would just go on without her.

And Miranda, her understudy, would win.
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[image: CHAPTER 15: WHISPER]

Lots of things in Misery Falls were treacherous. But until today, walking down the sidewalk had not been one of them.

First, a businessman bustled past Whisper and Frannie with a stink eye cranked to eleven. Next, an old lady bumped Whisper with a laundry cart. Finally, a kid on a skateboard zoomed between Whisper and Frannie, shouting their crime for all to hear: “Use the bike lane, losers!”

But they couldn’t. They had to walk their bikes home today if Whisper was going to have any chance at all of talking to Frannie. Or, rather, of hearing her. Now that Frannie had lost her voice, Whisper had invented a bike-bell code: one ting for yes, two tings for no. Frannie’s endless array of theatrical facial expressions helped a lot, too.

Whisper paused before a store called Leaf & Love.

“Have you tried chamomile and honey?” Whisper asked. Her heart hurt a little even saying it. It was what Whisper’s mother used to make when Whisper felt sick.

Frannie hit her bell—ting—before leveling a look that said, I’m in musical theater; I bleed chamomile and honey.

Whisper brought out her phone and did a quick search.

“Says here the ancient Romans cured colds by drinking horse saliva for three days.” Whisper snickered. “Is there a store called Horse and Spit?”

Ting-ting.

“Oh, here’s an old British remedy,” Whisper said perkily. “Fried mouse.”

Ting-ting-ting-ting-ting-ting-ting-ting.

“You’re no fun.” Whisper sighed. “I guess I won’t tell you about the 1930s sore throat cure of wearing sour milk–soaked lambskin around your neck.”

Frannie stopped cold. Her eyes went wide.

“You like that one?” Whisper asked. “Okay. But I don’t know where we’re going to find a lamb at this hour. Or the dark hearts to kill one.”

Frannie shook her head and pointed.

Whisper looked. They’d reached the shop on the corner: Stepping Out, a boutique for girls who didn’t default to beanies, jogging pants, and running shoes daily. Maybe Frannie needed a new outfit to distract herself from probably missing the musical showcase. Whisper studied the window display: mannequins dressed in white blouses and black pants.

“You want to be a mime?”

Frannie pointed emphatically and waved her arms for emphasis.

“Wow,” Whisper said. “You have a real knack for it.”

Frannie kept pointing.

“You’re a woodpecker pecking a tree with your hands,” Whisper guessed.

Frannie glared. Slowly, she pointed two fingers at her own eyes and then walked those fingers straight past the boutique and toward the license plate of a car idling at a red light. Whisper squinted and read the plate aloud.

“URMORT,” she read.

Oh.

Oh!

Whisper gripped Frannie’s shoulder. “It’s the lady! Tina’s client! The one who stole Silas Hoke’s disgusting rotting corpse!”

Frannie flashed her best that’s-what-I’ve-been-trying-to-tell-you face.

The light turned green. The woman’s car rolled forward, the afternoon clouds rippling across the tinted windows. She turned left and disappeared from sight.

Without a single ting, the girls mounted their bikes, merged into the bike lane, and took off.

They rounded the corner and saw URMORT four cars ahead. The car turned right, left, then left again, and thanks to rush-hour traffic, the girls kept up. As the distance between them narrowed, Whisper couldn’t help but wonder why she was pedaling so hard. This woman was a big, beefy maniac who could squash her like a mosquito. Did Whisper really want to catch up to her? No, she didn’t. But she did want to show the Graveyard Girls she wasn’t the scaredy-cat they thought she was.

Whisper pedaled even faster. The thrill of the wind in her face was the same as when she ran track and—

Her tire hit a curb. Suddenly she was airborne. Flying over the handlebars. Rolling across the sidewalk and onto a grassy lawn.

Frannie appeared by her side in seconds, pantomiming like mad.

“I’m fine,” Whisper groaned.

But Frannie kept moving her arms, gesturing at a sign five feet from Whisper’s landing spot. It read:


ULTIMATE REST MORTUARY



Whisper considered a joke: Hey, if I’d died in that crash, at least you wouldn’t have to carry me far. But then she noticed the car they’d been chasing parked in the mortuary lot.

URMORT wasn’t a threat. It stood for Ultimate Rest Mortuary.

Whisper should have been hit with a wave of stark fear.

Instead, though, she felt herself sinking into a lake of sadness. She knew Ultimate Rest Mortuary. She’d been inside it, even.

It had been the site of her mother’s funeral five years ago. Frannie didn’t know that. How would she? Back then, Frannie was best friends with Miranda.

Whisper tried to shake off the grief. She didn’t recall any six-foot creeps shuffling around the shadows during her mother’s visitation. She’d been too devastated to notice anything but the empty places where her mother used to be. Where she’d never be again.

Whisper did remember a dim room where her mother’s casket had been. Had there been other bodies there, too? Was there a back room with corpses hanging from meat hooks, being blasted with fire hoses of embalming fluid, that she’d also overlooked?

“You think Hoke’s body is—” she began.

Ting.

“Should we go inside and—”

Ting-ting.

Whisper dragged her phone out, closed the window of sore throat remedies (wolf liver soaked in apple juice), and brought up Zuzu’s contact info. Zuzu would know what to do. But Whisper didn’t tap the number. Not because Zuzu would probably respond with 1920s slang that no one could understand (though that was true). Rather, the girls had agreed to give Zuzu the cold shoulder until she went public with their friendship.

In an effort to hit snooze on what could, and probably would, be a deadly experience, Whisper suggested they share their discovery tomorrow night. “How creepy would it be to tell everyone while we’re walking to Crimson Creek Cemetery for Sophie’s story?”

Ting.

Relieved, Whisper picked up her bike, dragged it over to the sidewalk, and then looked back to make sure Frannie was following her. It was then that she noticed the large-boned woman with the URMORT license plate standing just inside the door, glaring at them. Her black pantsuit was covered by an apron. Her gigantic hands were sealed inside stained gloves.

Whisper was overcome by a wave of dizziness. There was only one reason someone at a mortuary would be dressed like that: to prepare a corpse for burial. To sew it up after it had been sliced open by a coroner. To fill it with embalming fluid and store it in a freezer until the funeral.

A freezer that just might also be holding the remains of Silas Hoke.

Whisper ripped her gaze away and started power pedaling, praying the whole way home that URMORT didn’t recognize her from her mother’s funeral. Or worse, from URMORT’s therapist’s home.
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[image: CHAPTER 16: ZUZU - BUT MOSTLY GINNY]

After one hundred years of LITERALLY being left for dead, I deserve a little attention. And by a little I mean A LOT. Where’s my parade? Where’s my bonfire? Where are the made-in-China Ginny Baker souvenirs?

I’ll tell you: they’re nowhere, thanks to everyone’s obsession with Silas Hoke.

What a Silas JOKE!

He lopped off MY getaway stick, remember?

HE murdered ME!

Sure, folks felt sorry for me. They also think I was asking for it because I made fun of his thonking peg leg. If a jane is that cruel, she deserves what’s coming to her, right?

Bunk!

Fine. I admit it. I never should have razzed him. But he started it. That’s the part no one understands.

St. Bernadette’s School for Girls was a prison of a school. The world was exploding with music and dance and glamour, and my girls were tired of missing out. So one night we got all dolled up and arranged for some cutie patooties to drive the getaway car (which wasn’t easy in the days before texting machines!). Just as we were about to fly the coop, we heard it: thonk-thonk-thonk.

Our school PE instructor.

Silas Hoke.

I offered him a sawbuck to look the other way.

He declined.

Instead, that stool pigeon dragged us to the headmistress’s office and told her to put us in the clink.

FOR THE WEEKEND.

Imagine it! A whole weekend alone on a cold floor. No blankets, no lights, no movie-star magazines to read. No FUN! Just a creepy man lurking outside our doors, laughing at the sound of our tears.

One month later, we tried to sneak out again.

Same thing happened.

Thonk . . . thonk . . . thonk . . .

Only instead of going to the clink for a weekend, Silas sent us there for a WEEK!

He took such pleasure in our misery. Taking pleasure in HIS misery was our way of paying him back.

So yeah, we razzed him.

Not much, mind you. Just enough to give him a teensy taste of the torture he gave us.

But the folks of Misery Falls don’t have an appetite for details, do they?

Especially those Graveyard Girls.

If they would put their petty dramas aside for five minutes and LISTEN, I could have that evil monster, or what’s left of him, back in the ground where he belongs. With some cooperation from Zuzu, I could set the record straight! Hoke Week would become Baker Week—no, Baker MONTH—and I’d finally get the sympathy I deserve!

You better believe Baker Month will have dance parties.

Oodles of them, with everyone in town in their finest rags.

But first these dimwits need to pay attention, because I’m running out of tricks.

First of all, I’m not a dimwit. And second, my dramas aren’t petty!

(Yes, Jōurnal, it’s me, Zuzu. Try to keep up.)

It’s not easy to pry the pencil from Inny’s hand when she’s on one of her rants. She’s getting stronger by the day. Soon she will have totally taken over and I, Zuzu, will be gone for good.

So I better make this count.

Paisley and Miranda do not scare me. You hear me, whoever is reading this? I am not afraid of what they’ll do to me if they find out about the Graveyard Girls. I am afraid of what finding out about the Graveyard Girls will do to them. Sure, Paisley and Miranda are stylish, gorgeous, and snobby. But they’re not basic mean girls. There’s a cesspool of pain behind those glossy smirks.

Paisley’s father walked out on his family, and it crushed Paisley. She acts like she doesn’t care, but I always catch her looking at pictures of him on her phone and writing texts she never sends. I try to pick TV shows for us to watch that don’t have dads in them, but sometimes one slips in, and it always makes her sad. She says she doesn’t like living with the Martins because they’re embarrassing (her words, not mine), but I know she’s just jealous that Whisper still has a dad.

And Miranda? She thinks she’s a born runner-up, forever playing second fiddle to Frannie and always trailing behind Paisley and me when it comes to grades, clothes, and likes on social media. She’s going to carry that chip on her shoulder for the rest of her life if something—or someone—doesn’t change.

If I tell Paisley and Miranda that I’m friends with the Graveyard Girls, they’ll both think they’re being left in the dust—again—and I can’t do that to—

Boo-hoo!

You want to talk about being left in the dust? Try being jammed in a mudhole for an entire century.

I’ve done everything to get these girls to focus on me. I sent cereal-milk skulls and messages made of broken glass. I took Frannie’s voice so she’d stop yammering about her curse and HELP ME OUT! Forget Sophie. That doll’s head is in the clouds over some scoundrel. Now Zuzu . . . well, that girl’s got pluck. She’s not giving up her soul without a fight. Reminds me a lot of me.

Still, it’s annoying.

Whisper gave me hope. She got close. Soooo close! Just when I thought that lid-wearing jane was going to lead me to Hoke, she got scared and biked away.

Last of all, there’s Gemma. I need to keep my peepers on Gemma. As she is the only one who fully believes in me, I thought she might join my cause. Instead, that no-good stoolie is trying to exorcize me from Zuzu’s body.

If I’m not careful, she just might pull it off.
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Sophie scooted off the top of a crumbling brick wall and landed within the lumpy grounds of Crimson Creek Cemetery. Despite the awkward tug, she found the weight of the thirty-five-millimeter camera dangling around her neck comforting. It was as if she had a weapon or a shield—or the ability to capture proof—should they need it.

When the girls asked why she was bringing the camera, Sophie said it was a prop for her story. It was a sorta-lie. There were lots of sorta-lies these days. The girls seemed to question everything she said lately. To some extent, Sophie knew she deserved it. Even on their walk over to the cemetery, she let a few more sorta-lies slip.

“Danger Me got the coolest amp in Gloom Hill.”

“Nope, there was nothing creepy about Gloom Hill. Not at all!”

“Oh, I found the phone under my piano.”

“I blame the dog.”

“No, we don’t have a dog, but we’re getting one!”

Naturally, the girls had exchanged looks of disbelief. Gloom Hill, not creepy? A phone hidden by the Wexlers’ future dog? None of it made sense. But Sophie didn’t like admitting she was wrong. And she had been an all-caps kind of WRONG about Danger Me.

Sophie shook these distracting thoughts from her head. It was her night to tell the story. She had to focus.

Gemma, who led their trek into the cemetery, stopped and gestured. “Last month, Whisper told her story on Obert Starr’s grave.”

She didn’t have to say any more. Obert Starr was one of Zuzu’s deceased “friends.” She had a whole clique of them inside Crimson Creek Cemetery. Zuzu obviously hadn’t been invited this time. So the girls felt ultraweird to be wearing the fancy cloaks she had made them. Sitting on one of her dead friends felt even weirder.

“We need a new spot,” Gemma continued.

She pointed at a tall grave marker. Sophie shuddered, then watched the same shudder ripple through Whisper and Frannie.

Dead ahead—pun intended—was a ten-foot statue of an angel cradling a sleeping girl. They’d all seen this monument before. Sophie, assuming the others felt the same, knew it was one they had hoped to never see again.

Ginny Baker’s grave. Inscribed with the words TAKEN TOO SOON. R.I.P.

You know what else is too soon? Sophie thought. Being back in this freaky boneyard just one month after Whisper’s terrifying Night of the Living Thumbs tale.

“If we’re going for level-ten scary, which we are, the grave of Silas Hoke’s victim is really the only place to be,” Gemma said.

“Sure,” Sophie said, trying to sound tough. Which she kind of was. She’d survived Gloom Hill, hadn’t she?

The path to Ginny Baker’s grave was scored by the crunching of dead leaves underfoot. To Sophie, it sounded like the rustling of dry human hair. Maybe Ginny Baker’s hair. Torn out by Silas Hoke while he sawed off her leg.

They settled onto the cold ground, vanquishing serpentine tendrils of fog, with Sophie taking the place of honor at the foot of the grave. That put Whisper and Frannie to Sophie’s left and Gemma to Sophie’s right. It looked uneven. It was uneven. Zuzu wasn’t there.

This was no time to discuss it. Gemma insisted on silence when it came to story night—at least that hadn’t changed since Zuzu’s involvement. After Whisper and Frannie had told Sophie about their run-in with URMORT earlier, they’d all discussed Zuzu and agreed that they missed her.

But they, like Gemma, were also hurt. Were they really that embarrassing?

Sophie, though, had learned a thing or two about secrets. Sometimes it was difficult not to end up with a whole bagful of them. For that reason, she wanted to forgive Zuzu and welcome her back into the club with open arms. If they forgave Zuzu, maybe they’d forgive Sophie, too, if any of her own lies came to light.

Before Sophie could suggest it, Gemma removed a tie-dyed scarf from her corpse-gray duffel bag and spread it over the earth. Next, Gemma placed three stones in three of the scarf’s corners. Sophie recognized the stones from the Spirit Sanctuary. On the north corner: smoky quartz, used to summon tree spirits, faeries, and ghosts. On the east: selenite, used to remove psychic blockages. On the west: black tourmaline, known for its protective qualities. Sophie was relieved to see that one, even if she didn’t technically believe in the supernatural. Especially after learning that the ghost who stole her phone was Danger Me.

The setup was creepier and more serious than Sophie had expected. Gone was all the babyish Grim Sleepers paraphernalia. Not just the black-dyed bathrobes they used to call “cloaks” but also the plastic Chalice of Cherubs and every other corny prop. They were the real deal now.

Gemma lit a spicy clove-scented séance stick. Then she unzipped a freezer bag full of red candies and peppered them around the scarf.

“Skittles?” Sophie whispered.

“Blood,” Gemma said. “Shh.”

Gemma checked the time. Sophie started to reach for her phone to do the same but stopped herself. So much drama had revolved around how often she checked her phone for Danger Me messages. She’d promised herself that tonight she’d keep her focus on her story. On her friends. Not that she even could check for Danger Me texts. She’d blocked him. But you know what they say about old habits.

Did she miss the tingle she’d felt when flirting with him, the confidence that came from knowing a cool boy had chosen her over everyone else? Totally. But that cool boy had done some uncool things—and Sophie was not cool with that. Being with Danger Me had given Sophie a surge of power—but so had blocking him! Interesting, huh? It was like an electrical cord had been plugged into her brain and she was fully charged.

Brainpower was just what she needed to nail tonight’s story.

Last weekend, Sophie had been all set to tell a tale she’d dubbed “The Love-Sick Slayer.” Compared to Whisper’s “1-2-3-4, I Declare a Thumb War” . . . well, it stunk. But last week, Sophie hadn’t cared that it stunk. All she’d cared about was Danger Me, and she knew a thing or two about being lovesick.

Now it felt to Sophie as if her high standards had returned. Last night, she’d come up with a new story. One that made more sense, considering the recent developments.

Gemma looked up from her watch. It was 9:13 p.m.—time to begin. She took out a black candle in a skull-shaped candleholder and placed it in front of Sophie with a nod.

Sophie returned the nod and began the incantation. Instantly, the other girls joined.


“Come, ghost,

Come, monster,

Come, devilkin,

Tonight’s story is about to begin.”



After repeating it twice more, Sophie lit the candle and looked up at her friends. They were her friends, though she had come dangerously close to losing them. That scared Sophie more than any story. More than Ginny Baker’s grave. More, even, than Silas Hoke’s empty grave, just a one-minute walk away through the fog.

The candlelight glinted in their wide, expectant eyes. Despite the pressure, Sophie’s anxiety floated away, and quiet confidence replaced it. Maybe there was something magical about Crimson Creek Cemetery. Sophie felt the welcome return of wanting to succeed. Not to overshadow her sister, Jade. Not to impress her parents or teachers or friends. Simply because doing her best made her feel good.

Pleased with this revelation, Sophie rewarded herself with a red Skittle. Gemma scowled, but the sugar rush was worth it.

Sophie gripped her camera, leaned over the flame, and gave the girls what she hoped was a maniacal grin.

“I call this story ‘Scream for the Camera.’ ”
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A WARNING

TO THE READER




If you want to hear this story, you must hear it the way we do. From start to finish.

You are not allowed to get a snack. You cannot use the bathroom. You cannot text your friends. You cannot stop halfway. You must be brave. You must stay strong.

You must survive until the very end.













[image: ]

Most people stay far away from dead things.

Not Trinity.

As she focuses her camera on the corpse of a robin, she appreciates how striking some animals look in death. This bird must have flown at full speed into the side of the middle school. Its beak is cracked. Blood beads from the body like scattered rubies. Its feathers are artfully ruffled. The goldfish orange of its plumage is vibrant. The onyx of its eyes remains shiny and inquisitive.
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It all makes Trinity think of life: One second, you’re flying high. The next, you’re a bloody wad of feathers in a middle school parking lot.

“Niiiice,” a boy’s voice says. “Are you shooting black-and-white?”

Trinity looks up from where she’s sitting on the ground.

A guy she’s never seen before stands a few feet away. Scruffy black hair with wide dark eyes. Stylish patched jeans. Leather jacket. But what really sets him apart from the boys at Trinity’s school is his unexpected interest in her.

Trinity feels herself blush. “I considered it. But I love the orange feathers and the—”

“Red blood,” the guy says, like someone who gets it. “Hey. I’m Massimo.”

Trinity introduces herself then says, “Uh, thanks for not, like—”

“Assuming you’re a serial killer?” Massimo laughs.

Trinity nods. “I’m so over people telling me to take pictures of rainbows and roses.”

“Dead things are way cooler.”

“Totally,” Trinity says.

“I mean, the point of photography is to slow everything down so people can bring their own interpretations to it.”

“Exactly!” Trinity cries. “And what’s better to interpret than, well . . .?”

Massimo runs a long finger across his throat, crosses his eyes, and sticks out his tongue. They both laugh.

“Are you new in town?” Trinity asks as she screws the cap back onto her lens.

“Yep. My mom just got a job here. We’re still looking for a place to live. She told me to bike around and tell her which school looked best. So that’s what I’m doing.”

Hope swirls inside Trinity’s chest. She isn’t exactly Miss Popular at school. But that’s only because she’s super goal-oriented and doesn’t make time for distractions. The space buns she styles with her hair and the satin jackets she gets from the thrift store probably don’t help. But Massimo doesn’t seem to be bothered by that stuff. In fact, it feels like he might even want to be friends! Or more.

“You have to come to this school,” Trinity pleads, not caring if she sounds a little desperate. She kind of is. “It’s the best.”

“It’s got to be if you’re here on a Saturday.”

Trinity feels herself blush. “I’m practicing.”

“For what?”

“I showed the principal my photography portfolio and asked if I could take all the Picture Day photos this year. She said yes, so . . .”

“What are you going to use?” Massimo asks.

“She’s making me shoot digital for the class pictures because it’s cheaper.” Trinity’s smile fades as she holds up her camera. “But I prefer film.”

Massimo whistles. “Canon Demi thirty-five-millimeter half frame. Early sixties model. That’s an awesome camera.”

The only reason Trinity stops her jaw from hitting the ground? That bloody bird is in the way.

“How do you know about the Demi?”

He shrugs. “My mom used to be into photography. She used to be into a lot of things. Now her old hobbies have turned into cool junk that I can mess with.” He sighs. “Anyway, yeah, I like film better, too. It feels more alive, you know? I’m so tired of looking at screens when I could be looking at life.” He chuckles. “Or death.”

Trinity laughs a little, too. “Unfortunately, you’re the only living human who agrees with me.”

Massimo runs a hand through his dark hair. “My mom owns a digital Nikon Z 50. Would that be good enough for Picture Day?”

Trinity sits up straight. “Are you kidding me? That’s a great camera.”

He tilts his head to the side. “Here’s an idea. What if you shot the pictures on digital and film, side by side? And then let the people decide which photos look better?”

“Yes!” Trinity hops to her feet. “And you can operate the digital one! I mean, will you?”

“Assuming my mom lets me attend this school? Sure.” Massimo stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Then he points to the overgrown grass of the kickball field. “Looks like it might be your lucky day.”

In the grass lies something that looks a little bloody and a lot dead. Which is weird, because there’s nothing in the field for it to collide with.

“It’s white,” he says, “and big. Is it, like, a gull?”

“Maybe,” Trinity says, but somehow she knows it’s not a gull.

She also knows she shouldn’t go anywhere near it.

Yet Trinity starts walking toward the field anyway. It feels courageous. Must be the comfort of having someone beside her. A boy. A legit cute boy who really seems to get her.

Massimo, though, jogs right past her and reaches the dead thing first. He gasps. “Oh no.”

Trinity arrives. This is no gull.

It’s a man.

A dead man.

White as a worm. Shriveled as a raisin.
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Trinity screams. And runs so fast, she loses track of Massimo.

The body . . . it’s completely drained of blood.
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One week later, the moment of truth arrives.

Trinity has been trusted with major responsibilities before. Head crossing guard. Chief hall monitor. School treasurer. Lunch line assistant.

But this is Picture Day. These will be the portraits that parents will frame on their walls. These will be the memories that students will look back on when they are twenty, thirty, even forty years old. Trinity has no room for mistakes, not today.

Thankfully she has an assistant.

“Hey!” Trinity greets as she pushes her cart into the cafeteria. The key light, backlight, fill-in light, reflector board, and scrim jostle like they are excited, too.

Massimo, brand-new at Gully Ridge Middle—or GRIM, as everyone calls it—mounts his digital camera on a tripod.

“Sup,” he replies with the confidence of someone who’d been attending the middle school for years.

Trinity starts unloading the cart and gazes around the cafeteria. It’s Picture Day, all right. Brandon Homler’s usual anime tee has been replaced by a starchy-looking button-down. Instead of a mustard-colored hoodie, Kim Manning is rocking a puffy-sleeved blouse. In place of Stephanie Gillispie’s signature charm necklace is a designer scarf.

Meanwhile, Massimo’s leather jacket, work gloves, and backward cap look cooler than all the other outfits put together.

“My mom worked at Animal Crackers Feed Store and Pet Supply taking holiday pics of people’s pets,” he explains as he positions the lighting like a pro. “I learned a thing or two.”

“I hope you brought some squeaky chew toys for the fussy ones.” Trinity sighs, nodding toward a girl sauntering by the soda machines. “She’s a biter.”

With her plaid cape and matching outfit, Becca Maytag looks like she has just jetted back from Paris Fashion Week. She pivots on a high heel and gives the other kids in the cafeteria a smug smile.

“Her?” he asks, his wide brown eyes crackling with amusement. “Where I come from, girls like that don’t last long.”

Don’t last?

“Where do you come from?” Trinity asks.

Massimo winks. But not in a cheesy way. In an I’ll-tell-you-later way. Like there will definitely be a later. That’s all Trinity needs to know.
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“Sit on the stool, please,” Trinity says.

Becca frowns down at it. “Ew. Has that thing been cleaned, like, ever?”

Trinity swallows. She borrowed it from the library. So no, probably not.

“Definitely,” she lies. “We gave it a full antiseptic wipe-down.”

Becca wrinkles her nose, sits on the edge of the stool, and angles her head.

“The school makes us shoot everyone straight on,” Trinity says. “So can you turn your head a little?”

“Um, can you turn your camera a little?” Becca says. “My left side is better.”

Massimo points to the back of the gym. “Hey, is that Harry Styles?”

Becca swivels on the stool, searching. “Where?”

Click. Trinity quickly takes the three photos she needs.

“Oh man.” Trinity giggles to Massimo. “She’s going to hate that photo. She looked like a shocked giraffe.”

“Animal Crackers,” Massimo says. “I know all the tricks.”
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The next student is easier to handle than Becca. The student after them is even easier. Somewhere around student twenty, Trinity realizes she’s having fun. When exactly did her nerves shrivel up?

Shrivel up—bad choice of words.

The next time Trinity looks through the camera viewfinder, she doesn’t see seventh-grade mathlete Benton Singer.

She sees the shriveled-up body of the dead man on the kickball field.

His skin pale and puckered.

His eyeballs shrunken inside gaping black sockets.

His teeth exposed in an endless silent scream.

Trinity tries to shake it off. But should she? Maybe it’s okay to feel horrified when there’s a blood-draining maniac running around town.

Since Trinity’s gruesome discovery in the kickball field, the bodies of two more adults have been found. Both bloodless.

The rumor being whispered by everyone is vampire.

But that’s silly, right?

Still, as Trinity takes photos, she can’t help but scrutinize each subject for potential bloodsucker qualities. Corey O’Nan is rather pasty. Frieda McKenzie has always claimed to be “allergic” to garlic. Peyton Applebaum does have fanglike cuspids. Trinity even gives Massimo a once-over—he is new in town, after all. But he adores the sun, has regular-size cuspids, and isn’t triggered by Trinity’s crucifix necklace, so . . .

“I’m not the vamp, Trinity,” Massimo says between photos. “There is no vamp.”

Trinity looks away in shame. How did he know what she was thinking? Is their love connection that strong?

“I just wish we hadn’t been the ones to find that body. It’s all I think about.” Trinity pauses. “It could be worse, I guess.”

“Chupacabra?”

“No,” Trinity giggles. “What if we were crime scene photographers and had to look at that stuff all day? I mean, at least we’re capturing living people.”

Massimo gets a far-off look in his eyes. “We certainly are.”
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Trinity opens the door and hits the light switch.

She sees red.

Blood red.

Bloodred light—which is required in any darkroom for developing film negatives.

She puts on gloves to protect her hands from the chemicals—one of her father’s many rules. (“I built this darkroom, and I can unbuild it, too!” he always says.) She removes the first roll of Picture Day negatives from its container. To choose which pictures to turn into big, beautiful portraits, she first has to make a contact sheet—a sheet of tiny versions of all the photos that she can scan for the best ones.

Trinity arranges the negatives on a piece of photo paper beneath the enlarger, exposes them to three seconds of light, then slips the paper into a tray of developing liquid that smells like grape-scented gasoline. After soaking the paper in the liquid for thirty seconds, she tongs it into the stop bath, then the fixer liquid, then the water.

Working with chemicals in this private room makes her feel like a cross between a spy and a sorcerer. Some method, some madness.

Trinity takes a deep breath and squints through a magnifying glass.

Jerome Cannoli.

He looks great.

Well, great for him.

Glasses like two jelly jars, hair gelled into a stiff side part, and a chocolate-milk mustache. But Jerome Cannoli is perfectly lit. He almost looks confident.

Grinning now, Trinity slides the magnifying glass sideways. She took three shots of every student. Here’s Jerome Cannoli giving her “fierce.” Here’s Jerome Cannoli giving her “pensive.” They’re all great.

The next student pops, too. And the next, and the next.

“Why, yes,” Trinity replies to an invisible interviewer, “I did suspect my Picture Day photos would launch a massive comeback for film photography. I’m so tired of looking at screens when I could be looking at life, you know?”

Then, suddenly, a problem.

Trinity’s heart begins to jackhammer.

At first, she’s not even sure which student she’s looking at. That’s how bad the picture is.

Trinity leans in. There: she recognizes the plaid cape of Becca Maytag.

But what has happened to her face?

Becca’s luminous skin is splotchy. Her wide green eyes are where her temples should be. Hair coats the center of her face. Instead of a nose, there are two curled tendrils. Worst of all is a skinny tube instead of Becca’s prettily painted lips.

How did Trinity’s perfect lighting result in something this hideous?

She replays the moment she took the photo. Massimo made a joke about Harry Styles so Becca would turn and they could photograph her straight on. That has to be it! The sudden motion of Becca’s head blurred the exposure, that’s all.

To be sure, Trinity picks up her phone and accesses the cloud drive, where she uploaded the digital Picture Day photos. She scrolls past students until she gets to Becca Maytag. Only then does Trinity exhale.

Becca looks fine on digital.

So what the heck?

Was there dust on the negative? Trinity finds the first roll and unspools it. She should use the magnifying glass, but she’s in too much of a hurry. She turns on a desk lamp and holds the negative close to the light bulb.

Becca looks every bit as ghoulish. That messed-up face; those huge, blank eyes; that long, slimy-looking tube. Trinity holds the negative closer to the light, trying to figure it out.

That’s when Becca’s image opens its mouth as if about to scream.

Trinity screams first.
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A yellow flame suddenly flares from the negative. Is she holding it too close to the hot bulb?

The fire extinguisher! Trinity’s father mounted one on the wall behind her. Trinity releases the burning negative, spins around—

—and elbows her beloved Demi camera.

It lands on the concrete floor and, with a heartbreaking crack, the lens breaks off. But there’s no time for despair. Trinity grabs the extinguisher, pulls the pin, and sprays white foam all over the burning film. Then she grabs the nearest thing she sees—the contact sheet—and snuffs out the fire.

The darkroom door flies open. It’s her dad. A wisp of smoke rises up from the curled negative on the floor. It’s all the explanation he needs.

Trinity drops to the floor beside the broken camera and cries. “The Demi!”

Dad picks up the camera body in one hand and the lens in the other. He sighs. Trinity knows that sigh. Not a lot of people fix cameras like the Demi anymore.

“What happened?” he asks.

“I held the negative too close to the light bulb,” Trinity sniffles.

“Darkrooms are highly flammable. I’ve told you again and again.”

Trinity nods. She feels terrible. Before she loved that camera, Dad loved it, and before him, Grandpa. And Trinity’s excuse for breaking it? Becca’s terrifying photo. But she can’t say that. Her father would never believe her. Neither would Massimo. Especially since her only piece of evidence is now a pile of ash.
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Shaking and nauseated, Trinity gets a drink from the hallway water fountain at school. Well, she pretends to get a drink. First off, she wouldn’t put her lips on that rusty metal spout if her life depended on it. Secondly, the fountain is right next to Becca Maytag’s locker.

Becca’s preparing for first period, arranging her hair in the reflection of her locker mirror. It sure looks like human hair. And Becca’s face definitely has eyes, nose, and mouth in all the normal places. Still, being a monster would explain Becca’s nasty mood swings. Vamps must get awfully hangry.

Trinity steps back from the fountain so she can see into Becca’s mirror. Vampires don’t have reflections, right? But Becca does—and her face is as symmetrical as ever.

Becca’s eyes lock onto Trinity’s in the mirror.

“You already took my picture,” Becca snips. “Stare at that instead.”

Trinity’s stomach lurches. Staring at the monstrous picture was the last thing she wanted to do. The memory alone has made it impossible for her to sleep. If she wants to get rid of those nightmares, she’ll have to find another way to prove that something evil lives beneath the surface of Becca Maytag’s flawless skin.
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In math class, Trinity demonstrates the use of a protractor by measuring the distance between Becca’s beauty marks—and gives Becca’s cheeks a healthy prodding while she can.

In history class, Trinity asks a question about how Egyptians yanked brains through the nostrils of mummies and uses Becca’s face as a model—giving her nose a good squeeze.

In Spanish class, Trinity pretends to be impressed by Becca’s accent—and pokes Becca’s lips.

And so on, until PE, when Trinity “accidentally” hits Becca in the head with a badminton birdie—and then starts to apologize with a handsy forehead massage.

“Enough!” Becca cries as she shoves Trinity to the floor.

Trinity covers her neck so Becca can’t bite her. Then Trinity bicycle kicks her legs to keep Becca from coming closer. “Stay away from me, beast!”
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The PE teacher points at the gym doors. “Principal Schuler’s office. Now!”

“Finally!” Trinity says, still kicking. “Thank you!”

“Not Becca!” the teacher says. “You, Trinity. You!”
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When Trinity pulls into detention, she finds Massimo already there. He gestures to the open desk beside him.

“I got caught sneaking into the robotics lab,” he explains before she has a chance to ask.

“We have a robotics lab?”

“Yes. In the basement. I thought I was the new student around here.”

“What were you doing there?”

“Fixing your camera.”

Trinity fills with warmth. “You did that? For me?”

“Said I would, didn’t I?” He smiles, then frowns. “I’d ask why you’re here, but I already know. Everyone’s talking about it. You think Becca is a vampire?”

Trinity exhales hard. “The fire extinguisher chemicals messed with my brain.”

“But why Becca?” Massimo asks.

Trinity takes a courageous breath. If she can’t tell Massimo, who can she tell? Besides, maybe the shared secret, assuming he doesn’t laugh in her face, will bond them even more. So Trinity describes the distorted picture of Becca in full detail.

The best part? Massimo isn’t horrified, skeptical, or even concerned. He’s inspired! “Let’s take more pictures and see what happens.”

“Seriously?” Trinity asks, filling with warmth. Is this what true love feels like?

“Yes, seriously.” A wry smile spread across his face. “It’s better than groping people’s faces during class.”

Depends on whose face it is, Trinity thinks. Because, dang, he is cute.
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One hour later, Trinity has a new roll of film loaded into her repaired Demi camera.

“Let’s find Becca.”

Massimo sighs. “That girl is going to get a restraining order put on you if you don’t cool it. Just take photos of random kids. That way, we’ll know whether something is wrong with the camera or with Becca Maytag’s face.”

Though it feels like a waste of time, Trinity heads into the parking lot and starts snapping away. No one recoils or hides their face. Most of them have gone to school with Trinity for years and are used to her relentless picture taking. Some model, and some roll their eyes. As usual, Trinity forgets her troubles and starts having fun.
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Thirty-six photos later, Trinity invites Massimo to her darkroom.

“This place is incredible,” he exclaims as their eyes adjust to the red light. “You know, if you can get past the smell of burnt contact paper.”

“Wait until you see the shape-shifting faces,” Trinity jokes. “Then you’ll really be impressed.”

She’s never had an audience before. It makes her nervous at first. But the nerves quickly turn into pride. Massimo asks questions at every step, and for each question, Trinity has an answer. Finally, Trinity places the new contact sheet on the table and hands Massimo the magnifying glass.

“You first,” she says. “I can’t handle any more surprises.”

Massimo tucks back a lock of his black hair and slowly runs the magnifying glass along the line of tiny photos. “These came out well.”

“Everything looks normal?”

“So far,” Massimo says. “Everyone looks how they normally—WHOA!”

Trinity’s stomach roils. “What?!”

“Cira Scott’s teeth are, like, perfect!”

A shock of jealousy rattles Trinity’s bones.

“Just kidding,” Massimo says with a playful nudge. “She’s got stage-five monster face.”

Trinity snatches away the magnifying glass and looks for herself.

It’s true. Cira Scott’s face is now a swirl of flesh. Her ghastly eyes, curled tendrils, and tube mouth are the same as Becca Maytag’s.

Trinity keeps searching.
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“Pascal Saunders—monster! Nick Kahn—monster! That’s three out of thirty-six! It’s spreading!”

“It must be the camera,” Massimo decides. “The digital pictures are fine.”

“Maybe it’s because the film is organic,” she says softly. “Did you know that a major ingredient of film is gelatin? Gelatin comes from animal hides, bones, and cartilage.”

“Uh, no. I didn’t know that. Thanks?”

“Maybe the parts of film that used to be alive are sensitive to other living things,” Trinity continues. “You know, like how a dog can always smell another dog.”

“Or maybe there’s just something wrong with the camera.” Massimo picks up his bag and says it’s time to head home.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Trinity says, aware that Massimo thinks she’s losing her mind.

Aware that she thinks she’s losing her mind, too.
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Trinity is adjusting the focus knob on her magnifying glass when—CRASH!

She whirls around as shards of glass skitter across the floor. She looks up. The darkroom window, which is painted black and sits level with the backyard lawn, has shattered.

Now comes a second sound: WOOM!

Trinity turns again—just in time to see a four-foot flame leap up from a broken glass bottle of film cleaner that’s toppled beside the door. Instantly she smells gasoline.
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Did someone throw a firebomb into her very flammable darkroom?

Trinity grabs the contact sheet and hurries to leave.

Too late. Fire coats the door like rippling orange fur, snapping and hissing. It roars so loudly; Trinity thinks she hears her father shouting from upstairs, but she can’t be sure. She pivots, coughing as smoke fills her lungs.

Trinity shoves a table against the wall and climbs up to the broken window. As flames taunt the back of her neck, she punches the remaining glass from the frame and hoists herself onto the ledge. She digs her fingers into the spongy soil and begins crawling to safety.

Before she can drag her burning sneakers from the darkroom, something smashes down on her fists. Trinity wails frantically and falls backward into the inferno. The billowing black smoke makes it impossible for Trinity to breathe, much less see who is assaulting her.

A wooden plank falls from the ceiling and lands on Trinity’s shoulders. It’s alive with fire, one end crackling white-hot next to her face. Trinity grabs the other, safe end of the board to throw it away and—

WHACK!

—ends up hurling it straight into her attacker’s face.

An ungodly howl of pain echoes through the night. Trinity is blinded by a dizzying mix of smoke and fear. She feels a warm spray of . . . what? Blood? She smells burnt skin. Singed hair. She hears the footfalls of someone running away.

A hand grabs her wrist.

Trinity punches and snarls, but it’s no use. She is pulled through the window and onto the lawn.

“Trinity, baby! Are you all right?”

It’s Dad. His face is glistening with tears as he carries her away from the house, which is now a giant sword of flame stabbing the night sky.

She holds onto Dad tighter.

That’s when she realizes she’s still clutching the contact sheets. The proof. She’s got it.
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No one expects Trinity to go to school the next morning. Of course not. She spent hours in the emergency room and spent the night at a hotel. Her house—and everything in it—has burned to the ground. All she has to her name is her father, the contact sheet, and the sooty clothes she was wearing last night. They stink of smoke. Her hair stinks, too. Even her fingernails stink.

The stink is good. It fuels her anger, as if the house fire is now raging inside her belly. That’s why she hasn’t used the hotel shower. Trinity needs this anger.

Her dad finally collapses into his hotel bed at six in the morning. He’s been up all night dealing with firefighters, police officers, and insurance companies. Within seconds, he’s snoring.

It’s the signal Trinity has been waiting for.

She gets up, puts on her ash-caked shoes, grabs the contact sheets, and sneaks into the dawn. The hotel is farther from the middle school than their house is—excuse me, was—so it’s going to be a long walk. But that’s okay. The hellfire inside Trinity’s belly is all she needs.
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Trinity kicks open the school’s doors at 8:20 a.m., ten minutes before first period. Students ogle her in shock. Numb to their judgment, she hurries for the cafeteria. Flakes of soot fly off her clothing—she can hear whispers from the curious kids who trail her. There, straight ahead, stands Becca Maytag. She’s holding court by the soda machines.

Becca’s outfit is so clean. So perfect. So sootless. Must be nice.

Trinity stomps across the center of the cafeteria, shoving kids aside left and right, until she’s right behind Becca.

“Hey! You!”

Becca turns around in her usual cinematic slow motion, her blond hair fanning out. Her nose crinkles when she smells Trinity.

“Ew. Did you sleep in a campfire?”

Trinity pokes Becca in the sternum. Hard. A dozen students gasp.

“You know exactly where I slept,” Trinity shouts. “At a hotel. Though you probably thought I would be sleeping in my grave.”

Becca angles her head. “Uh, I don’t think about you at all.”

Trinity pokes her again. This time there are two dozen gasps.

“Knock it off !” Becca cries.

“Like you tried to knock me off?” Trinity challenges. “I know what you are.”

Trinity turns in a circle, waving the contact sheets for all to see.

“I’ve got proof that Becca Maytag isn’t human! That several of you aren’t human!”

“You sound as crazy as you look,” Becca scoffs.

Trinity spins back toward Becca and pokes her sternum for a third time.

“Oh yeah? I didn’t seem crazy last night, did I? When I jammed a burning board straight into . . . into your . . .”
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Trinity trails off.

Uh-oh.

She did face-smash someone with a board last night.

So why is Becca’s face as perfect as ever? Did she regenerate?

Trinity takes a step backward and looks around. There’s Cira Scott. There’s Pascal Saunders. There’s Nick Kahn. The other three students whose faces were deformed in Trinity’s negatives—and they look normal, too. Surely even vampires can’t repair themselves that quickly. Can they?

Which most likely means . . .

. . . Trinity’s beloved Canon Demi thirty-five-millimeter half frame . . .

. . . is simply malfunctioning.

A cold sweat rises beneath Trinity’s layer of soot. Of course the 1963 Demi didn’t work perfectly. It came out more than half a century ago. A few mucked-up pictures? Trinity is lucky it takes any pictures at all.

Her face is boiling-hot as she looks back at Becca.

Who laughs.

Now it’s like Trinity is the vampire—and Becca’s laugh is the stake to her heart.

More laughter now, from all directions. Trinity staggers in a circle and sees Cira Scott giggling into her hands. Pascal Saunders is guffawing openly. Nick Kahn is chortling so hard, he has to hold on to the wall for support.

That’s only the start of it. As Trinity keeps turning, she sees other kids, kids she knows and likes, pointing and laughing. She feels dizzy. First she lost her home. Now she’s lost her reputation, her self-respect, and anyone who might have been a friend. Except . . .

Massimo flashes through Trinity’s mind. She’s got to find him and explain her side of the story before the rest of the class poisons his mind against her.
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Trinity takes off, cutting through the jeering laughter, shouldering past a forest of pointing fingers. She explodes from the cafeteria into the hall, skidding on her own soot. The laughter behind her seems to keep up. Are they following her? Hasn’t she been humiliated enough?

She runs down to the basement, looking for the robotics lab. That’s got to be where Massimo is. Trinity drops the useless contact sheets, covers her ears against the mocking noises, and sprints.
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The robotics lab is dark. Too dark, Trinity thinks, for a place filled with dangerous items like power saws and blowtorches.

“Massimo?” she calls out.

No answer.

Trinity winces as she tiptoes, as if frightened of awakening one of the hulking machines.

“I could really use your h—”

Trinity’s voice dies with a hoarse croak.

The wall she’s facing isn’t stocked with the expected hammers, wrenches, and so on.

It’s covered with pinned-up photographs.

As Trinity edges nearer, she makes out the first photo. It’s of Becca Maytag. As Trinity gets even closer, she makes out the next three: Cira Scott, Pascal Saunders, and Nick Kahn. By the time Trinity is right up next to the wall, her eyes are skittering all over. There’s got to be thirty or forty photos here, all of students she recognizes. They look perfectly ordinary.

But what they’re doing isn’t ordinary at all.

Each photographed student is alive, as if the four sides of the photograph are the sides of a cage. The tiny students pound their little fists against the top, bottom, left, and right frames of the photos, as if trying to find a weak spot. Each student appears to be shouting—but all Trinity can hear are barely audible squeaks.
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Suddenly, Tiny Becca Maytag’s eyes lock onto Trinity’s.

Tiny Becca Maytag begins pounding her fists on the invisible wall separating the photo’s world from Trinity’s world.

Miniscule tears stream from Becca’s face, and she cries out for help.

Squeak! Squeak!

The little captured versions of Cira Scott, Pascal Saunders, and Nick Kahn squeak, too.

Within seconds, the entire wall of photos is squeaking for Trinity’s attention like a box of puppies. The conjoined force of the screams is enough for actual words to reach Trinity’s ears.

“Help! Help us! Please!”

Trinity plants her hands over her ears. What’s going on? Is this even real?

Then—a shriek. Though it’s as tiny as the other sounds, Trinity has never heard a noise so bloodcurdling.

“AAAIII!!!”

Trinity swivels her head to the right.

A boy sits with his back to Trinity. Messy black hair. Patched jeans. Leather jacket.

“Hey,” Massimo says. Then, with a chuckle: “You look like a s’more.”
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Trinity has never wanted to run more than she does now.

Instead, she steps slowly toward Massimo. All the tiny students squeak in panic as she abandons them. But Trinity has no choice. She must know what is happening.

Massimo is operating some kind of machine. Trinity can’t tell what it is. But it’s loud.

ZZZZZZZ!!!

“NO! PLEASE! AAAIII—”

The little voice cuts off with a choke.

“What are you doing?” Trinity asks with a trembling voice.

“Who knew the robotics lab would have a paper shredder?” Massimo replies happily.

Trinity is near enough now to see over his shoulder. Sure enough, Massimo is feeding a photo—the same kind as those pinned to the wall—into buzzing mechanical teeth. The photo rips into dozens of thin strips. Trinity catches a student’s tiny spasming foot in the photo before it vanishes into the machine.

“We didn’t think anyone would notice we were taking over until it was too late,” Massimo explains. “But we didn’t count on film cameras. I mean, who still uses film cameras?!”

Trinity edges around Massimo.

“Turns out, film cameras capture photos of our real selves.” He sighs. “Which is ironic, since we, too, use a special kind of camera to capture your kind.”

“Our kind?” Trinity sputters. “What are you?”

With that, Massimo turns.

A huge hole gapes from the middle of his face—right where Trinity impaled her attacker the previous night. The rubbery skin around the wound is blackened with burns. But it’s only skin. Under the flesh is something else. Something terrible.

“Oh, right, you can’t see me,” Massimo says. “Here, let me help.”

He grabs the fleshy hole on either side—and pulls. His face splits open like modeling clay. With a few more yanks, the skin is torn to pieces, splatting on the floor in a series of moist plops.

The face beneath is like nothing Trinity has ever seen.

That’s not exactly true. She saw it on her contact sheets. But never this clearly.

Gigantic segmented green eyes sparkle. Black hairy tendrils wiggle from the center of a brown, twitching face. A long, pale proboscis sways like an elephant’s trunk. Massimo is not Massimo. He looks more like a giant . . . mosquito?

“Vampires aren’t the only bloodsuckers, you know.”

Trinity cringes against a wall of hand tools.
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“Where are you from?” she demands.

Massimo waves a hand vaguely toward the ceiling. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? The point is, I’m here, and I’ve made more beings like me. It’s too late to stop us, s’more.”

Realization hits Trinity like a load of bricks. “I never took a school photo of you—”

“Because I was helping you take the photos,” he finishes, his proboscis wiggling. “My only mistake was transforming Becca Maytag before Picture Day. You can’t blame me, though. She was super annoying.”

“That’s why you were at the middle school the day we found the body!”

Massimo’s mosquito eyes sparkle. “Yep. I’d just finished draining him. You’re lucky I was full, or . . .”

Trinity covers her face with her hands. “It’s all my fault! I convinced you to come to this school! I trusted you.”

He stands. “Don’t blame yourself. I’ve found it’s best to multiply my kind via kids—and to use adults for food. You’ll find it best, too.”

Trinity drops her hands from her face as she hears the sound of an object being lifted.

Massimo holds—well, Trinity has no idea what Massimo holds. But it does, in fact, look a little bit like a camera. The glowing silver box has something like a lens extending from its front. Massimo takes a step toward Trinity.

“Don’t worry, it doesn’t hurt,” he says. “Your soul will be captured inside a photograph, leaving a nice empty body in which I can lay an egg.”

Terrified, Trinity points a trembling finger at the paper shredder.

Massimo shrugs. “Yeah, that part will hurt. It’ll hurt really bad, actually.”

Trinity runs. But she gets in only a single step before grinding to a halt.

The entire student body has filed into the robotics lab.

What’s left of their fake human faces hangs in jiggling ribbons. Their insect expressions jerk and shiver, their long proboscises twitching. Trinity feels faint. She looks back at Massimo—or what used to be Massimo, her first crush—and starts begging for mercy.

But the Massimo-thing interrupts her and says, “Scream for the camera!”

Trinity does just that and then blacks out.
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Trinity blinks open her eyes.

She sees the Massimo-thing. Still horrible. Except now he’s ten times the size.

She’s confused.

The world whirls past as Trinity is swooped through the air. The whole shop classroom whooshes past, too, the size of a football field. She sees a crowd of mosquito monsters, each one turned into a giant.

Or, rather, Trinity has turned tiny.

A photograph. She’s stuck inside a photograph.

She sees her physical body propped up on a chair. The Becca-thing stuffs a giant mosquito egg down the body’s open throat. Trinity flails, but it’s like there is an invisible wall in front of her.

The humongous Massimo-thing appears again, his insect face squirming in a way that Trinity somehow suspects is a smile.

“It’s a shame,” he says, voice booming. “You were a decent photographer.”

The world swoops again. Then dives straight down.

The bright metal teeth of the paper shredder are suddenly inches away.

ZZZZZZZ!!!

There is no way to escape it.
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The shredder begins to gobble up Trinity’s feet.

She screams.

It does hurt. A whole lot.

Trinity’s final scream comes out squeaky, even to her tiny ears. After all, nothing could be louder than the voice inside Trinity’s head that blames herself for trusting Massimo in the first place.

“AAAAAIIIIIII!!!”
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“AAAAIIIIII!!!” Sophie screamed.

Whisper screamed, too. So did Gemma. So did Frannie, though her scream was pure gesticulation since she still didn’t have her voice. The combined sound was loud enough to wake the dead.

Not ideal, considering their location.

They might have all fled from Crimson Creek Cemetery, just like last month, had Gemma’s scream not transitioned into applause.

“Nine on the Scream Scale!” she announced.

Sophie pumped her fists. “Yesssss!”

“You would have gotten a perfect score,” Gemma explained, “but you screamed at your own story. You know that’s against the rules.”

Sophie shrugged in defeat—if anyone knew about rules, it was she. But her grin remained. A nine! Who would’ve thunk it?

“Lucky,” Whisper pouted. “I got an eight.”

“Sophie had to research darkrooms and old cameras,” Gemma continued. “Now that’s devotion to a story.”

“That wasn’t the only research she did,” Whisper said slyly. “If Massimo wasn’t inspired by Danger Me, then I’m a monkey’s uncle.”

“Or a blood-sucking alien mosquito,” Gemma suggested.

Sophie squirmed at the mere mention of Danger Me. She still felt incredibly stupid for trusting him—and for ignoring the warnings from her friends.

“I didn’t base Massimo on him,” she insisted.

“Oh, really?” Gemma began counting on her fingers. “Massimo showed up out of nowhere, he was super manipulative, and he ended up being dangerous.” She paused to study Sophie’s stunned expression. “Are you telling me you haven’t made that connection?”

Sophie stared at the grave dirt, blinked, and thought about it.

“Wow. That totally wasn’t on purpose. How freaky,” she said. “Though I’m almost more freaked out by the way you expertly deconstructed my narrative. Who are you right now?”

Gemma sat up taller, stuck out her chin, and, in her best country-club voice, said, “Ashlyn Lee Campbell.”

“Your tutor?” Whisper asked.

“We’ve been focusing on English lately.”

Whisper gave Sophie a serious look. “What did happen with Danger Me? Are you okay?”

It had to be the security of being around supportive friends—even in this creeptastic location—that made Sophie decide she didn’t want to hide things anymore. So she told them the truth. The whole ugly, messy, Gary-or-Jared, amp-finding, cockroach-suffocating, phone-stealing truth.

When she was finished, her three friends looked at one another.

Then stood.

Sophie felt a flash of fear. Her friends were so disgusted, they were going to leave her here, alone in Crimson Creek Cemetery.

Instead, they crossed over Ginny Baker’s grave and gave her a giant four-girl hug.

“We’re sorry if we were too hard on you,” Whisper said, her voice muffled against Sophie’s cloak.

“We just wanted to make sure you were safe,” Gemma said. Her voice was muffled, too.

Even Frannie’s nod seemed muffled. But in a good way.

Gemma returned her scarf, gemstones, and séance stick to her duffel bag—the Skittles she gave to Sophie as a reward for her story. Then Gemma gazed into the fog.

“As long as we’re here,” she said, “let’s check on Hoke’s grave.”

Whisper grimaced. “That’s like saying, ‘As long as we’re crossing the street, let’s throw ourselves in front of a semi.’ ”

But when Gemma headed deeper into the cemetery, the moonlight slithering around the silky contours of her cloak, Sophie knew she couldn’t let her go alone. She charged after Gemma with as much courage as she could muster and soon heard Frannie and Whisper follow.

Silas Hoke’s grave was just as they had last seen it: a small, crumbling, graffiti-covered headstone crookedly propped beside a gaping six-foot pit.

“You really think that mortician is strong enough to pull out Hoke’s coffin?” Gemma asked.

“You didn’t see her,” Whisper said. “She probably did it with one pinkie.”

Sophie scrutinized the layers of dirt and clay. As fearful as she was, she was glad they were here at Hoke’s grave. Like in the story she’d just told, sometimes you had to look closer at things—and people—to truly understand them.

“Look.” Sophie pointed at the ground. “You can see scuff marks under the leaves.”

Whisper brushed aside the leaves with her foot. “From someone dragging the coffin!”

Gemma put her hands on her hips. “I bet if we follow those marks, they’ll lead right up to the front gate.”

“Where URMORT loaded Hoke’s remains right into her deathmobile,” Whisper finished.

Sophie sighed. She could see her own breath eddying like a ghost. “I guess this investigation is headed in only one direction.”

Frannie began waving her hands. Without hearing Frannie’s voice, it was easy to forget she was there. “What is she saying?”

“That’s code for absolutely not,” Whisper explained.

“Sorry, Frannie,” Gemma said, “but if the Graveyard Girls don’t figure out why URMORT took Silas Hoke’s body . . . who will?”
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Sunday: 11:38 p.m. This is the very last time, Gemma promised herself.

The last time she’d jiggle the mouse on her mother’s desk and wake the store’s computer for at least the next twenty-four hours. The last time she’d silently beg her spirit guides to please please please let there be an email response waiting from Criss Borderlyne.

Yes, the mystery of Silas Hoke had to be put on hold for the moment.

The mystery of What to Do with One Hundred Useless G-Tones had to be solved first.

Gemma felt like a moron for even trying to contact Borderlyne. As if the internet’s most-popular paranormal investigator was going to take time off from checking out eerie manifestations in abandoned churches and ominous shrieks in old mansions to reply to her pathetic plea to refund the money she’d accidentally spent on his G-Tones.

Sure, Gemma, would you like that in cash, gold, or crypto?

The email inbox was empty. Well, empty of new messages, anyway. As usual, it was glutted with a depressing array of emails involving her mother trying to negotiate partial payments of overdue bills.

Gemma flopped back onto the hardwood floor and sighed at the packing foam, Bubble Wrap, and cardboard boxes scattered everywhere. She’d promised her mother she’d have all ninety-nine remaining G-Tones ready to return to Borderlyne Paranormal Industries tomorrow—and she was only halfway done.

Not that the Spirit Sanctuary would get one cent of a refund. Layla just wanted the gadgets out of the store. She had too much integrity to sell useless devices. The G-Tones were just sitting there, gathering dust and exuding an aura of failure.

Speaking of auras, Layla had let Gemma take her first aura photograph this morning under Cousin Luna’s impatient tutelage. Gemma’s first attempt had come out looking like she’d puked applesauce all over the photo. Her second try, though, was better. It looked like apple juice that time. Maybe she’d ask Sophie for some photography pointers.

Layla had also begun entrusting Gemma with other tasks, like booking requests for psychic readings. Layla had even started training Gemma on using the ancient steel-and-brass cash register, which was the opposite of efficient. Think: writing an actual letter instead of emailing.

Still, it was a start. The cousins would begin graduating high school soon and moving on. That would leave more opportunities for Gemma—if the Spirit Sanctuary survived that long. Given how much it was going to cost to ship off these G-Tones, the store’s future seemed dodgier than ever.

Gemma grabbed the next G-Tone to pack in the crate. Fifty more to go. At least the routine was keeping her mind off what had happened last night.

First: Sophie’s story, which was surprisingly scary for a girl who’d spent the last few weeks texting and hanging out with her dream guy. Second: the scuff marks Sophie had noticed leading away from Hoke’s grave.

Third, though, was what Gemma had done at Crimson Creek Cemetery in secret.

While Whisper and Frannie were still locked in a hug with Sophie, Gemma had snuck a few feet away and removed a gardening spade and an empty jelly jar from her bag. Quickly, she’d dug as deep into the dirt of Ginny Baker’s grave as she could, then scooped the loose dirt into the jar before slipping it back into the bag.

Into the little hole she’d dug, Gemma placed the smoky quartz, the selenite, and the black tourmaline she’d used in the meeting’s opening ritual. She’d paid for the mystical stones herself at the Spirit Sanctuary; they were more than she could really afford.

But it would all be worth it if her plan worked.

The ghostly events that had been happening around Gemma had stopped. The girls hadn’t mentioned any other recent unexplainable events, either. But Gemma didn’t think that meant Ginny Baker had vacated Zuzu’s body.

Gemma was betting that Ginny Baker was instead focusing solely on Zuzu.

Which meant Zuzu was in trouble. Big trouble.

The Spirit Sanctuary had shelves filled with texts on how to read tarot cards, grow healing herbs, craft wooden runes, and attune oneself to the energy frequencies of two hundred different animals. But banishing an evil being possessing your friend? Not so much. That’s why Gemma had turned to none other than Criss Borderlyne.

Eighteen months ago, Borderlyne had posted a video about casting evil spirits out of possessed people. According to him, it could be done in “four easy steps.”


1. Find the grave of the possessing spirit.

2. Harvest a jar of grave dirt and replace the dirt with a beautiful gift.

3. Get the possessed victim to hold the jar of the grave dirt, which will protect them during step four.

4. While clanging loudly on pots and pans, viciously insult the evil spirit until it leaves. Warning: It will fight back. Tip: Fight harder.



The four steps didn’t seem so “easy” to Gemma, but she didn’t think she had much of a choice. Being angry at Zuzu wasn’t enough reason to let her suffer possession. Plus, maybe once Ginny Baker was out of Zuzu’s system, she’d tell Paisley and Miranda that she and the Graveyard Girls were friends.

Or maybe that wasn’t even necessary. If Layla could forgive Gemma not only for buying the G-Tones but for lying about the Ashgate Prison recording, shouldn’t Gemma be able to forgive Zuzu for wanting two separate friend groups—even if one of those friend groups consisted of middle school monsters like Paisley and Miranda?

The office door flew open.

Gemma held in a yelp. Ever since the hamsa hand had flown across the room, any sudden movements made her jumpy. But it was just her mother. Layla clearly had been working hard—she had a pen tucked behind her ear and a bouquet of receipts stuffed in her pocket. Typical. Not typical, though, were the splotches of surprised color on her cheeks. She held out her phone to Gemma.

“Read.”

Gemma took the phone. It was open to the same email account she had just checked. An email was displayed. Gemma stared at the name of the sender and felt her cheeks heat up, too. Was this for real?


TO: Gemma Garrett


SUBJECT: Re: 100 Broken G-Tones [image: ]



Greetings Gemma,

I’m sorry to hear about the problems you’ve been having with the G-Tone. While it’s against company policy to offer refunds, I believe I can help. There is a small FM SWEEP RATE toggle switch on the left side of the device. The factory settings have this set to zero, but you’ll want to switch that to 350 MSEC. That should solve your problems.

By the way, I notice that you live in Misery Falls, Oregon. I’ve always been fascinated with the tale of Silas Hoke. If I come out there, would the Spirit Sanctuary be interested in serving as a location for one of my future episodes?

I can’t wait to hear what you pick up with your G-Tone. Maybe you can tell me all about it in person.

Sincerely,

Criss Borderlyne



Gemma stared up at her mother, speechless.

“I looked him up,” Layla said. “He has ten million followers!” She pocketed the phone and took hold of Gemma’s shoulders. “If he did an episode here at the store and just one percent of his viewers bought something from us, we’d be—”

Layla was too superstitious to finish her thought. But her suffocating hug said it all:

Write back to Criss Borderlyne. Roll out the red carpet.

It might be the last chance to save the Spirit Sanctuary.

So that’s exactly what Gemma did.

[image: ]









[image: CHAPTER 20: FRANNIE]

Frannie hadn’t experienced stage fright since her very first performance. Even way back then, it had vanished the second she’d felt those hot stage lights warm her theatrical makeup. This afternoon, though, the feeling came back: that Boston Strangler grip, the shallow breathing, the darting eyes, the soaked armpits.

Only this time the feeling had nothing to do with fear of being onstage.

This was fear of being offstage.

She’d felt bad enough when she’d arrived. The gigantic Audrey Ew that had stood in the school hallway outside the auditorium had been transported to the Shirley Tart Senior Center’s driveway to drum up interest in the showcase. It worked. The pea soup–scented dining hall was packed.

Barely ten minutes remained until the cast of Misery Middle’s Little Shop of Horrors took the stage. And where was Frannie? Not backstage doing one of DayNa’s breathing exercises. Not even in the wings envisioning herself in the spotlight.

Frannie Vargas-Stein was in the audience.

Was there anything more depressing? She was one of the dozens of anonymous faces waiting to be entertained. Frannie didn’t think it was possible. Never in her life had she had to rely on an understudy. That the understudy was Miranda Young dumped a Costco-size box of salt into the wound.

Gemma, Sophie, and Whisper filed into their seats.

“What are you doing way back here?” Gemma asked.

Frannie figured it was a good thing she couldn’t talk—who knew what foul words would flow out.

As the girls settled in, Frannie took out her phone and texted them.

You didn’t have to come, she texted.

“We want to support you,” Whisper said.

Support me doing what? Frannie texted. Watching my nemesis steal my glory?

“Miranda’s not stealing your glory,” Gemma added, hitching up the same corpse-gray duffel bag she’d brought to Crimson Creek Cemetery—an odd choice of accessory. “She’s just borrowing it until you’re better. Which will be soon. My mom says if your voice isn’t back by tomorrow, she’ll give you a free spiritual cleanse.”

Tell me that doesn’t involve drinking salty candle water, Frannie texted.

“That depends on your attitude,” Gemma warned, but with a grin.

Frannie forced a smile back. She was grateful for her friends’ help. But losing her voice—her instrument, as DayNa called it—was like Sophie losing her phone. Or Whisper losing her beanie. Or Gemma losing the Spirit Sanctuary. Or Zuzu losing her jōurnal.

Without a voice, was Frannie even Frannie?

She chewed on that while also chewing on the mini chocolate chip cookies Whisper passed down the row.

“I stole them from Tina’s stash,” Whisper confessed. “I mean . . . I borrowed them.”

The lights flickered. Frannie’s not-on-stage fright flickered, too. Everyone scurried for their seats. Most of the audience were old folks who lived here at the senior center, and they were dressed to impress. The air was thick with perfume and the clacking of oversize jewelry.

Frannie heard familiar laughter.

Bubby Rose?

She craned her neck and spotted her grandmother hobnobbing with her friends. They must be the reason Bubby Rose was here. Frannie had made sure not to mention the showcase to her parents. They were always so busy with the twins, and Frannie didn’t want them wasting time at a showcase where she wasn’t even—

“Hi, Frannie.”

Frannie looked up. It was her mother. Beside her was Frannie’s father.

Frannie didn’t have to speak or text. Her expression said it all: What are you doing here?

“We’re here to see the show,” Mom said simply.

But Mom’s warm hand on Frannie’s shoulder said something else.

We’re here to support you, too.

Maybe it was the nagging sore throat. Maybe it was the whole drama of the curse. Maybe it was fear that Frannie’s vocal cords would remain in mime mode for the rest of her life. Whatever the reason, tears flooded Frannie’s eyes. She brushed them away with a sleeve, then noticed Mom wasn’t wearing her usual sweatpants smeared with mashed banana and baby drool. She’d dressed up. Dad, meanwhile, was wearing his work suit. He’d left work early? For this?

“We have to go sit,” Mom said. “but figure out where you want to go to dinner after.”

Why? Frannie gestured.

“To celebrate,” Mom replied.

Frannie gestured at herself, then at the performance area: But I’m not even in the showcase.

Mom’s warm hand returned. “We don’t need a reason to celebrate our daughter. All we need is a babysitter.”

Frannie’s parents left. The lights went down. The opening piano chords to “Somewhere That’s Green” began—and sounded fairly decent, considering how Zach Holt was playing with bandages on his knuckles. But all Frannie really heard was the echo of what her mother had said. Half the reason Frannie did theater was to wrest attention from her baby brothers.

But what if she didn’t need to? The twins could now be left with a babysitter. Maybe Frannie’s time in the family spotlight—the only spotlight that really mattered—was finally starting to return.

Frannie’s understudy, Miranda Young, hit the stage like she’d built it with her own hands. She projected all the way back to the salad bar. She got every laugh she was supposed to and a few extra at moments Frannie had never considered. When Miranda struck the final note, everyone at Shirley Tart Senior Center was dead silent. Then the old people bounced to their feet and applauded with an energy they probably hadn’t felt in thirty years.

And Frannie—to her own surprise—led the charge.

Gemma, Whisper, and Sophie were tentatively clapping, side-eyeing Frannie to make sure it was okay. Frannie nodded. It was okay. Everything was okay. Being in the audience was fun; she actually got to enjoy the show.

People began to file out of the dining hall, raving about Miranda, and Frannie had something to say about it. She held up a hand to her parents to signal that she needed five minutes and then slipped into the kitchen to greet the cast.

The familiar celebratory buzz of a performance well done was palpable. Hugs, laughter, and congratulations swirled all around. Even DayNa was giddy. The biggest crowd, of course, was surrounding Miranda. Frannie stepped near, silently waiting for Miranda to notice her.

When Miranda did, her grin fell in anticipation of Frannie’s rage. Everyone took out their phones and braced for what was sure to be a scandalous scene. But all Frannie did was come forward and give her enemy—and former bestie—a hug.

“You were next-level good,” Frannie said into Miranda’s blond wig.

“What are you doing?” Miranda asked, her arms flat against her sides.

“I mean it. You were a better Audrey than I could ever be.”

“Are you being serious right now?”

“Very,” Frannie assured her.

Miranda wriggled free and searched Frannie’s eyes. “No, I mean, did you seriously just talk?”

Frannie’s hand went straight to her throat. “Hello. Testing. Testing. This is Frannie’s voice. Am I coming through loud and clear?” A warm sunrise of joy spread through Frannie’s entire body. “I’m talking!”

Miranda lowered her eyes, removed her stage wig, and held it out to Frannie. “Here. It’s yours anyway.”

Only Frannie didn’t take it. She let the wig hover in the space between them long enough for her to realize she didn’t want it back.

“It’s okay,” Frannie said. “Keep it.”

“Why?” Miranda said, offended. “I don’t have lice.”

Frannie giggled. “I know. But you should keep it—keep Audrey, I mean. You were so good. You should keep playing her.”

Miranda blinked in disbelief. “Are you saying . . .?”

Frannie nodded. “I’m tired of fighting, Miranda. Maybe I need a break. And maybe you need a lead.”

This time, Miranda hugged her. Frannie hugged Miranda right back. It was as real and honest as emotions got. No audience required.
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Even Whisper’s jumpiness had become jumpy. The symptoms included, but weren’t limited to, freaking out when trapped in crowded spaces with no escape route. The Shirley Tart Senior Center’s dining hall was no exception. The pathways were clogged with white-haired, shawl-wearing, slow walkers, and Whisper needed out yesterday.

“What do you think Frannie is doing back there?” Sophie asked, eyes fixed on the kitchen.

“I know a certain open grave she might be filling with Miranda’s body right now,” Gemma offered.

“Maybe not,” Whisper said, trying to feed her panic with a distracting spoonful of friend drama. “Frannie practically started the standing O.”

“Ah, but she’s an actress,” Sophie pointed out. “It behooves her to act sweet before jamming a pitchfork into Miranda’s back.”

“I don’t know,” Gemma said. “That’s pretty bad behoove-ior.”

Sophie giggled. “Hoove are you to judge?”

“Hoove yourself a merry little Christmas.”

Gemma and Sophie started cracking up.

Whisper wanted to laugh, too, but anxiety had her by the funny bone. Where was that exit?

As Whisper scanned the silver-haired speed bumps, she noticed one woman who stood out from the crowd. Wearing black pants and a dark gray hoodie, she was the tallest woman in the room. Sure, most audience members were hunched over canes and walkers, but still. Whisper recognized those intent eyes, that severe bun. No, the woman wasn’t wearing an apron or gloves, but Whisper swore she could smell sickly sweet embalming fluid from all the way across the room.

It was URMORT.

Whisper pounded Sophie’s back.

“It’s her!” she said. Or tried to say. Anxiety had moved away from her funny bone and was now wrapping around her throat.

“Huh?” Gemma asked.

Whisper aimed her index finger at the woman. But her friends were too hysterical to notice.

“Guys!” Whisper tried again, which may or may not have been the reason the woman turned toward Whisper, her eyes then widening in recognition.

You, she mouthed.

Whisper tried to scream. But nothing came out. She told her legs to run, no matter how many old folks she might trample on her way out. But her legs wouldn’t move. She tried to breathe but could only pant.

All. Systems. Were. Failing.

Whisper was having a moment of empathy for Frannie’s voicelessness when Frannie herself appeared, her face aglow with relief. Yep, Miranda was definitely dead. If Whisper didn’t get out of there, she’d be next.

“Guess what I just did?” Frannie announced.

“We don’t have to guess,” Gemma said. “Was it hard shoveling all that dirt over Miranda?”

“Noooo,” Frannie trilled. “Guess again.”

“Wait!” Sophie cried. “Your voice!”

“I know! It came back right after I hugged Miranda!”

“You hugged her?” Sophie asked.

Frannie went on to explain how she’d made up with Miranda and even dropped out of the musical, but Whisper’s attention was fixed on the woman working her way up through the crowd, her dark eyes clamping down on Whisper, daring her to run.

Whisper would take that dare.

She broke from her paralysis and started pushing past her friends.

“Dude,” Frannie complained.

“You must really have to pee,” Sophie said.

“It’s her!” Whisper sputtered. “URMORT!”

The three other girls looked over and saw the very tall, very strong-looking woman stomping their way.

Suddenly it wasn’t just Whisper running.

The girls screeched and began pushing through the crowd.

A woman’s hoarse voice roared out from behind them.

“Stop!”

Whisper bolted to the front of the pack. She pushed and shoved, ignoring the gripes about the rudeness of kids today. A tense minute later, she exploded from the theater, with Sophie, Frannie, and Gemma colliding into her.

The corridors was even more congested. Through the chaos, Whisper spotted the cast and crew greeting their fans and sponging up praise. Good for them. But bad for girls hoping to escape public slaughter at the hands of a raving madwoman. The only silver lining Whisper could think of was that she might get to see her mother in heaven. Unless girls who read confidential documents all went to hell.

Kids hugged their parents. Parents hugged their grandparents. Friends hugged their friends. The embracing formed a human chain impossible for the girls to break through.

“We’re trapped,” Whisper shouted.

“She wouldn’t kill us here,” Sophie reasoned. “Not in front of all these old people.”

“Of course she would!” Frannie said. “Imagine all the heart attacks! The funeral home would make bank.”

Trapped behind a row of some elderly person’s grandchildren, Whisper panicked. She’d heard of parents finding impossible levels of strength when their kids were in danger. That’s what she felt now, even though she was the kid in danger. She grabbed the first grandchild she saw and lifted him six feet away, opening a critical gap.

She dashed through, a track star blazing a trail for her less feet-friendly friends to follow.

The air outside was as cold as a tombstone. There was no crowd out here, which was good for moving but bad for hiding.

“What do we do?” Whisper cried.

“There!” Frannie said, pointing.

The ten-foot Audrey Ew prop loomed in the senior center’s driveway. Its foam mouth was wide open, its cardboard teeth bared.

“We don’t have time to be eaten by a plant!” Gemma scolded. “We’re too busy about to be eaten up by a cannibal mortician!”

Frannie ran up to the giant plant and lifted its foam bottom edge.

“See? It’s hollow. Everyone inside, quick!”

Whisper didn’t wait. She bolted, rolled, and then popped upward into the dark interior of the prop. Seconds later, her three friends squeezed in. Gemma’s bag made it feel more like four.

“Ugh, it stinks in here,” Sophie said. “No wonder it’s called Audrey Ew!”

“More like Audrey Poo!” Whisper said.

“That’s because it takes two people to operate it,” Frannie explained. “There’s not a lot of ventilation.”

“Whose elbow is in my face?” Whisper asked.

“Whose face is in my elbow?” Gemma replied.

“Like I said, it’s built for two operators, not four,” Frannie said.

With a sound of parting Velcro, the darkness above them opened up to reveal a glimpse of setting sun as Frannie pulled aside a piece of fabric.

“We should be able to peek out the mouth,” she said.

Frannie raised her head into the opening. Gemma followed, then Sophie. Whisper finally did the same, thinking their heads must look like four tonsils with faces. If anyone noticed them, that is. She sure hoped no one would.

URMORT stood outside the senior center. Tall as a cedar tree. Broad as a barn. Her face was twisted into a frown as she looked right and left, up and down. Everywhere but into the maw of the huge carnivorous plant.

After a minute, an old man with sparse gray hair shuffled up to the woman. The woman turned and put her arms around the man. Recognition lit up inside Whisper like a bulb.

“That old man used to work at Ultimate Rest,” she said. “I remember him from my mom’s funeral. He must be the mortician’s dad.”

“I guess he retired,” Whisper surmised. “Too bad he passed on the business to a freaking grave robber.”

URMORT took one last look around for the girls, then patted the man’s hand. “Let’s go get some food, Pop.”

“If they’re going for food,” Gemma said, “that means—”

“She’s not going to the mortuary,” Sophie concluded.

No one had to fill in the blanks: the mortuary was the only place where anyone was going to find out more about the magically disappeared Silas Hoke.

The cramped, damp space inside Audrey Ew filled with fear. Or at least more sweat.

“Do not say we’re going there,” Whisper pleaded.

“I won’t,” Gemma said.

She kept her word and didn’t say a thing.

Not when she lifted the side of the foam prop. Not when she started sprinting down the sidewalk. And not when the mortuary came into view.
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The exterior of the Ultimate Rest Mortuary was misleading; tidy, redbrick, and pleasant, it reminded Gemma of a serial killer with a kind smile.

The Graveyard Girls huddled together on the front lawn behind the mortuary’s sign, not ten feet from the divots that Whisper’s bicycle crash had dug up from the grass.

“Having wipeout flashbacks?” Gemma asked.

“More like funeral flashbacks.” Whisper sighed. “My mom’s was in a room on the first floor. I stuck close to Miles and my dad for most of it, but after a while I needed to get out of there. It was weird seeing all those grown-ups . . .”

Sophie put her hand on Whisper’s arm. “Cry?”

Whisper nodded. “I had to get away from it. So I wandered off and found a little door.”

“Did it lead to another dimension?” Frannie asked. “Because I just texted my parents that I’d meet them for dinner in one hour.”

Whisper gave a wry smile. “Just to an overgrown patch of weeds. I think it’s where employees take their smoke breaks. There were cigarette butts all over the ground.”

“There’s going to be girl butts all over the parking lot if we get caught,” Sophie muttered.

“Show us the door,” Gemma insisted. She didn’t want to sound rude, but the longer they waited, the higher the chance that URMORT would return.

Whisper guided them into the alley and identified the rickety wooden fence that surrounded a little door. The girls found a barrel labeled CAUTION: HAZARDOUS WASTE, rolled it over to the fence, and scaled it.

Once over, they parted weeds almost as tall as they were and saw exactly what Whisper had promised.

A small old door surrounded by cigarette butts.

Gemma inhaled. “I’ll go first.”

“No,” Whisper said.

The girls all turned to Whisper in surprise as she walked toward the door, placed her hand on the splintery wood, and closed her eyes. Gemma couldn’t say for sure what Whisper was doing, but she knew it was important. This was the last place Whisper had seen her mother’s face.

Whisper opened her eyes and smiled.

“All right.” She sighed. “I asked Mom if this is okay.”

Frannie gulped. “And she answered?”

“Not exactly. But I got a warm feeling. I think we’re meant to be here.” With a single finger, she pushed the door. It swung open with a feline yowl, a metal clasp rattling from a hook. Someone had left it unlocked.

Maybe Whisper was right.

Maybe they were meant to be here. Either that or it was a trap.

Gemma stepped inside, hugging her bag like a security blanket.

It was colder inside than outside. Darker, too, except for a dim shimmer of light smeared like rancid butter across the floor. Each of Gemma’s footsteps echoed back to her—like the sound of several dozen corpses closing in.

Gemma shook off the eerie thought. And turned on her phone light.

Three other phone lights turned on in response.

“Where do you think they keep their secret files?”

“Look for the sign that says Secret File Room,” Sophie joked.

“Psst! Look!” Whisper called. She had wandered all the way across the main hallway and past the three visitation rooms and was holding open a door marked PRIVATE. She beckoned.

Inside was a small office. It was the opposite of the rest of the building—cluttered, disheveled, manic. Gemma gazed at the layers of paperwork, wondering if she was really up to rifling through someone’s personal stuff, when she heard another catlike yowl.

Gemma turned and saw a metal door swinging inward. Beyond was a narrow staircase heading down toward a flickering yellow light.

“What does your mom have to say about that?” she asked Whisper.

“Run!”

Gemma gazed at the frightened faces of her three friends. She, too, was shaking. But she choked up on the strap of her bag and jutted her chin. “I’m going down.”

Whisper, Sophie, and Frannie reached for Gemma’s coat, trying to stop her, but Gemma kept going, across the creaking floor, through the rusty doorway, and onto the top stairstep. She peered downward. Ten steps. They fed off to the left, into a room she couldn’t see.

“If I’m not back in five minutes . . .”

The girls stood shoulder to shoulder on the other side of the doorway, too petrified to stop her.

Gemma took a big gulp of air and headed down.

By the time she reached the basement floor, the temperature had lowered by twenty degrees, and she could see the poofy spiderweb of her own exhaled breath. She moved through it and squinted her eyes at a long, narrow room lit with a series of naked bulbs. Each one flickered like a warning.

There were three slabs in the center of the room.

Waist-high. Stainless steel. Outfitted with gutters.

This is where dead bodies were laid out.

Where drains siphoned away blood as it fell.

Gemma’s knees went limp. Her vision blurred. Her stomach roiled. She stumbled to grab something—anything—for support. What she grabbed looked like a blender: a white base topped with a round plastic container. It contained a thick pink liquid that looked like strawberry smoothie.

Embalming fluid. The machine had a hose running from the front. A hose that a mortician would use. Gemma felt woozy all over again. Her imagination went haywire. What if URMORT popped up from behind one of the slabs? What if she jammed that hose into Gemma’s mouth and flooded her insides with embalming fluid?

Gemma had to get out of there.

She turned to leave just as a figure emerged from the flickering dimness.

“Looks like someone’s dying to leave,” said a voice.

Gemma recognized the voice. The purple-streaked hair, too.

“Zuzu?”

It was Zuzu Otsuka, all right. She smiled—but there was something hollow about it. Something lifeless.

“This place hasn’t changed a bit,” Zuzu chirped.

“You’ve . . . been here before?”

“I was on the middle table,” Zuzu said. “Or was it the one on the right? There are a few things I’m starting to forget. Lemme tell ya, the smell of embalming fluid isn’t one of them.”

“Hi, Ginny,” Gemma said, trembling.

Zuzu winked. “Now you’re on the trolley.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Trying to find out what happened to that good-for-nothin’ stiff so I can put him back in the ground. I was kinda hoping you dimwits would handle it, but you’ve been busy watching amateur theater with old people. So here I am.”

An idea crawled into Gemma’s head.

Frannie had told the girls the story of how Miranda put her brother’s baby tarantula in Frannie’s hoodie right before she gave a class presentation. Right now, Zuzu was dressed in the closest thing to 1920s duds that she could find: a knickerbocker suit, a feathered brooch, see-through stockings rolled beneath the knee, and satin Mary Janes with rhinestone buckles. But it was November. And November in Misery Falls was cold—especially inside refrigerated basements.

Atop her getup, Zuzu had added a hooded sweatshirt.

Gemma had something she’d like to put inside the hood.

She edged forward and tried to hide the movement with conversation.

“So, Ginny, did you find anything?”

“Oh, bunny, I found all sorts of wonderful things.” Zuzu beamed. “Come. Have a look-see.”

Zuzu turned her back to Gemma to grin down at a countertop, where she’d gathered a pile of items. Just what Gemma needed; she scuttled forward while slowly reaching a hand into her open bag. She was ten feet from Zuzu.

“Look—denture adhesive gel,” Zuzu said with relish. “Morticians used that to glue the top of my skull back together after my autopsy. See this condensed milk? They flushed that through my circulatory system to perfect my skin tone. Which, if you ask me, was already perfect. Then they used this wax here to reconstruct my bashed-up thigh. And look at all this toilet paper! They glued it to my body as a substitute for all the missing skin.”

Gemma was pretty sure projectile vomit was coming. But she kept creeping forward. She had to. For Zuzu. Six feet away now.

“Pretty cool,” Gemma said. “But Hoke doesn’t need any of that stuff, right? His body is long gone.”

Four feet away.

“Bingo, baby! I was looking for a pile of bone dust.”

Two feet away.

Gemma’s fingers closed around the object in her bag. The hood of Zuzu’s sweatshirt hung limp on her back, waiting.

“Did you . . . find it?” Gemma asked. “The bone dust?”

Zuzu waggled her eyebrows mysteriously, then caught her own reflection in the stainless-steel surface of what looked like a giant oven with six doors. Judging by the cold radiating from it, Gemma knew it was the opposite: a massive refrigeration unit capable of holding six corpses at once. Zuzu, however, seemed more interested in adjusting the smoky black makeup she had caked around her eyes.

It was the best chance Gemma was going to get.

She lurched forward the final two feet, removed from her bag the jar of dirt she’d harvested from Ginny Baker’s grave, and emptied the dirt into the sweatshirt’s hood.

Zuzu spun around, her eyes alight with rage.

Suddenly, she began heaving, as if allergic to the smell of the dirt.

“What is that?” she demanded.

Gemma skittered several feet away, her mind spiraling through the final step of Criss Borderlyne’s spirit-vanquishing advice: While clanging loudly on pots and pans, viciously insult the evil spirit until it leaves.

This was hardly a kitchen. No pots, no pans. But noisy-looking objects were everywhere.

Gemma swiped the first things she saw—a pile of small metal pieces, each the size of a quarter. Zuzu noticed and paused in her struggling.

“What are you doing with those eye caps?” she demanded.

“Eye caps?” Gemma echoed.

“The mortician stuck them in my eye sockets to keep my eyelids closed.”

Gemma gagged. But instead of barfing, she started hurling the eye caps at everything in sight.

One clanged off an embalming table. One ricocheted off the cooler with a sound like a cymbal. One rang off a bottle of embalming fluid. One crashed against the top of a biohazard container. It sounded like the place was being shaken by an earthquake. Gemma kept going. Now for the insults!

“You’re so ugly that when your mom dropped you off at school, she got a ticket for littering.”

“Huh?” Zuzu asked.

“I love what you’ve done with your hair! How did you get it to come out of your nostrils like that?”

“Hey!” Zuzu objected. “You lousy dame, I’m gonna toss you in one of those—”

Then, abruptly, Zuzu’s face went slack, and she started screaming.
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Grave dirt.

MY grave dirt.

I knew it the second I smelled it. I tried to get it out of my hood, but I was too distracted. First by Gemma, who was hurtling eye caps and insults like SHE was the victim.

Then Sophie, Frannie, and Whisper barreled down the stairs looking utterly spooked but ready to help Gemma. My chest tightened when I saw them. I wasn’t afraid; I was jealous. When my good-for-nothing friends heard that thonk-thonk-thonk coming toward my dorm room, they hurried out of there. If they’d stayed to help me, my life might have turned out different.

As in I might have had one.

The three girls snatched up whatever they could throw, but then they got wise to Gemma’s scheme and joined the insult parade instead.

“You put the ‘bored’ in Ouija board!” Whisper shouted.

“The 1920s called,” Frannie yelled. “They don’t want you back.”

“You call yourself a ghost? I’ve seen more spirit in a dead cheerleader!” Sophie yelled.

Each insult burned my soul like liquid acid. They, along with the rich odor of grave dirt, made me feel all wobbly. I was getting weak. I was starting to fade.

Was the afterlife always this hard?

No. The truth is it wasn’t all that bad.

The century I spent at Crimson Creek Cemetery was relaxing. Simple. Serene. Tourists were always stopping by to photograph my tombstone. I got plenty of flowers, plenty of cards. Moira Greenblat, my neighbor on the left, had top-notch gossip. A murder of crows made a habit of pooping on Hoke’s headstone, which was an absolute gas. And Zuzu? Well, we got along much better before we shared a body. She visited often, keeping me and the others entertained. She’d share the plots of her favorite movies or read her latest jo¯urnal entries. Then she started bringing those Graveyard Girls and the stories got even better.

To be honest, lying around with my friends is pretty jake. I preferred it to being dragged off to school every day—blech. What an absolute snoozer! Zuzu’s math class felt like an eternity. And I don’t say that lightly.

So you win, Gemma. I’ll skedaddle. I found what I wanted in the basement of that funeral home, anyway. That’s right. I know now what happened to Hoke’s remains. And it ain’t pretty, toots.

But that’s not my problem anymore.

It’s yours.

I wish you tomatoes the best of luck. You’re sure going to need it.

As for you, Zuzu, you daffy dame, here’s your dumb body back. Just don’t forget to visit.



Thank you, Ginny. I appreciate it.

And don’t worry. I won’t forget. And even if I do, I’m sure you’ll find some jake way to remind me.
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Melodies from various instruments—saxophone, flute, violin—floated from the windows of JAM like a summer breeze. Too bad the conversation Sophie was about to have with her piano teacher, Ms. Drassel, was going to feel more like a hailstorm.

“So, um, how’d it go with Paisley and Miranda?” Sophie asked.

“Surprisingly well,” Zuzu said. She’d run into Sophie a few blocks away and offered to walk her to JAM. “Before I could apologize for lying to them about making new friends, they apologized to me for being so possessive. They’re not bad. Just misunderstood.”

“The judge awaits further evidence,” Sophie monotoned.

Zuzu shrugged in agreement. “Fair enough.” She nodded at JAM’s front door. “You want me to go in with you?”

Sophie swallowed. “Thanks. But this is something I need to do alone.”

“I’m here if you need me.”

Sophie squinted against the sun’s glare. “I know.” She smiled.

When Ginny Baker’s spirit left Zuzu’s body in the mortuary—if that’s what happened?—Zuzu had promptly fainted—or pretended to faint?—only to wake up as the same lovable Zuzu Otsuka they’d all missed. After a big round of hugs, Gemma invited Zuzu to rejoin the Graveyard Girls right on the spot.

Then they’d gotten the heck out of there, leaving the eye caps scattered all over the mortuary floor. Which meant, when URMORT returned, she’d know someone had broken in.

But that worry would have to wait for another day.

“Promise you weren’t faking the whole possessed thing?” Sophie pressed.

Zuzu laughed. “Of course not. What kind of sicko do you think I am?”

“The best kind,” Sophie teased.

Zuzu just grinned, as enigmatic as ever. She gave Sophie a quick hug.

“Good luck in there,” Zuzu said, and did a small Charleston dance step before turning the corner.

A chill ran across Sophie’s shoulders. Zuzu was probably just pulling her leg again.

Ugh—leg. Bad choice of words.

Sophie opened JAM’s door and walked into the familiar lobby. As always, she felt herself instantly lifted, as if the melodies were carrying her into the sky.

A harsh voice brought Sophie back down to Earth.

“What are you doing here?”

Bright birdlike eyes. A sharp nose. A swoosh of silver hair. A thin frown.

Sophie cleared her throat. “Hi, Ms. Drassel. I, uh, wanted to apologize. I know I’ve been preoccupied lately. I just wanted to let you know that I’m ready to get serious about piano again.”

Sophie smiled and waited for that curt, satisfied nod that meant Ms. Drassel approved.

And waited.

And waited.

“Ms. Drassel . . .?”

The piano teacher heaved a sigh. “You’re right, Sophie. Your head has not been in it lately. But I think it’s worse than that. I don’t think your heart is in it, either.”

Panic tickled the back of Sophie’s throat. “No. Ms. Drassel. It is! I swear! I—”

“I’ve made the decision to give your spot to someone else.”

The music was instantly overtaken by Sophie’s hammering heartbeat.

“But I love piano, Ms. Drassel.”

“Play at home for a few months. Find out what moves you. If you want to come back in the New Year, we’ll talk.”

Then Ms. Drassel called on a student waiting on the sofa and strode away without another word.

Standing alone in the lobby, blinking back tears, Sophie imagined her future. Only instead of seeing a bleak stretch of gray, she heard the sweet sound of possibility. She didn’t have to perfect classical pieces. She could play whatever she wanted. Modern music. Show tunes. Movie scores. Hip-hop. Maybe she’d write a few pieces of her own.

Suddenly Sophie felt a familiar sensation, one she recognized from that exhilarating first date with Danger Me. It was buoyant and floaty and limitless.

It was freedom.

Sophie stepped outside. A gust of cold November wind dried her tears. Thanksgiving break was a few days away. Maybe she’d learn a few songs and play them for her family.

But first, she took out her phone, unblocked Danger Me, and started typing.


Ms. Drassel broke up with me. Thinking of starting a band. Need a guitar player with an amp. Know anyone?



“I do,” Danger Me said.

Said?

Sophie looked up. Danger Me was sitting on a bench not ten feet away. He was wearing a thin blue sweater and no jacket. His cheeks were rosy from the wind, his hands pale from the cold. Typical.

“Hey,” she said, repeating the greeting from their first date.

“Hey,” he returned, doing the same. “I heard we have something in common.”

“Doubt that,” Sophie said skeptically.

“JAM just quit you,” he said, “and I just quit JAM.”

Sophie felt her attitude dissolve. “Oh no. Why?”

Danger Me shrugged. “Low on funds. I spent everything I had on that amp. There’s a reason I shop at Afterlife, you know. And it’s not the smell.”

He didn’t continue, and he didn’t have to. Sophie understood.

“Sorry I blocked you,” she said.

“It’s cool,” Danger Me replied. “I kinda deserved it.”

“Kinda?”

He chuckled. “I deserved it.”

“I’m also sorry I ditched you in Gloom Hill,” Sophie said.

“I’m sorry I made you meet Gary Jifford. Or Jared Gifford. And sorry I made you pay my bus fare. And sorry I put you in danger. And sorry I—”

“Okay.” Sophie laughed. “You win.”

He laughed, too. Then he gave her that familiar crooked smile. “Were you being real about starting a band?”

Sophie gave it a moment’s thought. Maybe she wasn’t the kind of girl who liked unexpected bus rides to Gloom Hill with no way home. But she had evolved from the good old rule-following Sophie. Danger Me had made some mistakes, but he’d helped her find her edge. She had no intention of losing it.

“I’m serious,” Sophie replied. “Were you serious about having that amp?”

He extended his right hand like someone who wanted to start over. “Hi. I’m Dane Jeremy. Official amp owner.”

“Dave?”

“Dane.” He smiled. “And you are?”

“Sophie Wexler,” she said, shaking his hand. “Future rock star and lover of my phone—so get used to it.”

Dane—Danger Me no longer—laughed and scooched over to give her room to sit.

“I’ve been hoping I’d run into you,” he said. “I found something I think you’ll like. Sort of an apology gift.”

He started rooting through his battered old backpack. Sophie smiled. It was like the story she’d told the Graveyard Girls. Not everyone was what they seemed to be. Some were mosquito monsters. Some were possessed by ghost flappers. And some were cute boys trying to stay cool during tough times.

“Here.” Dane handed Sophie a folder.

“Awww, a manila folder,” Sophie said with fake awe. “How’d you know?”

He snickered. “I remember you saying how you and your friends are into the Silas Hoke legend. I got to wondering if there are any pictures of him. I figured you’d probably never seen one. So I went to the library, and the librarian helped me dig this up. She even made me a copy.”

Sophie’s words of thanks died on her lips—lips that had abruptly gone colder than the wind. Her fingertips went numb. So numb, in fact, that she had to try three times to open the folder. Or maybe it was that she really didn’t want to see what was inside.

Dane reached over and opened it for her.

Inside was a black-and-white photo of girls standing in two lines on the steps of an ivy-covered building. They had short dark bobs and were dressed in the slim sweaters and straight skirts of the 1920s. Chiseled over the building’s entrance were the words SAINT BERNADETTE’S SCHOOL FOR GIRLS.

“We didn’t find any photos of Silas Hoke.” Dane’s voice sounded a thousand miles away. “But we did find one of Ginny Baker.”

In the first row, all the way to the right, stood a sullen girl with an unsmiling face. A face Sophie recognized.

Ginny Baker was the spitting image of URMORT.

There was no question about it.

The mortician was more than just a grave robber.

She and Ginny were family.
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