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 To turn his ghostly sister back into a human, twelve-year-old fraidy-cat Tom must fight the Beast, a century old demon stealing kid’s souls.
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Chapter One

Sally: Here and Now

It was a dark and stormy night, and my imagination worked overtime—again.

Tom's handwriting wriggled along the top of the page like a family of worms on a picnic. Sally longed to hug Tom as he chewed on the end of his pen and stared at the nearly empty sheet of paper.

She bent over his shoulder. “You shouldn't start like that.” She wished she could wipe away the smudge of ink across his bronze forehead. “You should begin with my death.”

“It's hard to find the right words,” Tom said and laid down his pen.

She floated around, looking at the few belongings he had brought from home. “Start with the reason why we live in a tiny room in a stranger's house.”

He replaced the cartridge in his fountain pen. “I'm not like you. I never put my shoes on before my jeans.”

Sally laughed. Before her change, her breath would have moved the wind chimes over the window. Now it barely reached her own ears. She cocked her head when Tom blinked away a tear. Why was he so sad? Why didn't he look at her?

She walked to the middle of his table and bent down. That way, he should be able to better see her freckled face with the wide grin. Worried, she gazed at him as he squeezed his eyes shut. Why was he behaving so strangely?

Perhaps she should take him somewhere. A sister had to look after her younger brother. But he seemed determined to write this story—for whatever reason. Maybe she could help.

“Start with action,” she said. “Everyone likes something going kaboom.”

“I will write this story my way. No one is going to read it anyway.”

“As you please, but don't complain.” Sally floated away. From the far wall, she watched Tom pick up his pen again and write.

 

Tom: Diary

For half an hour already, thunder rumbled through the night like the growling of a gigantic monster, and my heart tried to hammer itself out of my chest. I lay in bed pressed against the wall behind it, but even with my eyes squeezed shut, the lightning blinded me. With every crash of thunder, I slipped deeper under my covers. I knew I could run over to Sally's room and she'd protect me like she had always done, but she would tease me for ages again afterwards. And I had worked so hard not to be a coward any more. At nearly twelve, it just didn't do to be afraid of a thunderstorm. I knew it was nothing but electricity in the air. Still, I knew how dangerous flashes were. A year ago, one of our neighbors died when lightning struck his house, coursed through the cables, ruined his computer, and zapped him. 

Another clash and I gasped for air. My heart hammered so hard, breathing was difficult. What if lightning struck our roof? What if a nearby tree fell on our house? The pictures in my mind made the storm even worse. The next clash was so loud my ears rang.

The door opened and Sally's familiar voice drove away my fear. “Hey, Tom Faintheart, let's get you a mug of hot cocoa. That'll keep you from panicking until the storm is over.”

I hated the nickname, but I climbed out of bed obediently and shoved my hand in hers. Jerking me along, she hopped down the stairs on one leg. Despite the uneasy stride, Sally made me feel safe—safe enough to venture through the dark house into the kitchen during a thunderstorm. She wasn't that much older than me, only two and a half years, but she was brave to the point of daring.

Just when she opened the fridge, another stroke of lightning illuminated the room, and the furniture looked like monsters ready to pounce. I squeaked.

“Shh.” She put a finger to her mouth. “Mum and Dad don't need to know we're up.”

Thunder crashed and nearly drowned out the doorbell. I stood frozen to the spot, but Sally turned with sparkling eyes. She ran to the window and peered outside.

“There's a man with a cape.” She waved for me to come closer. “A real cape. With a hood. Like in a movie.”

I found it hard to move my legs, but finally I stood beside her at the window. The thunderstorm was finally drawing to a close, but the lonely figure in front of our door was drenched. The man rang again. This time it shrilled through the house.

I heard our parents move upstairs, and Dad called from a window above. His voice sounded strangely doubled, from their bedroom and, less clear, through the front door. “Who's there?”

Sally frowned. “Drat.”

“Mr. Sastre? I am sorry to trouble you at this time of night.” The deep bass of the man outside made my bones hum. “I'm your new neighbor. We met the other day when I bought the house. Do you remember me?”

“I … think so.” Dad sounded confused. No wonder. As a banker, he saw so many people each day that he found it hard enough to remember the names of all his clients. What if the stranger knew that?

“Can we help you?” Dad asked.

I whispered in Sally's ear. “What if he's a robber?”

Sally hissed at me. “Don't be an idiot. A robber wouldn't announce himself like that.”

The stranger stepped back a little and looked up at Dad. He wore a scarf, but the visible part of his face was wrinkled. “My estate agent gave me the wrong key, and now I can't get in. Would you mind if I used your phone?” He blinked away the rain.

“I'm coming down,” Dad said.

“Drat. Luckily I didn't turn on the lights.” Sally grabbed my hand and pulled me through the dining room into the living room that opened to the hall. As a toddler, I had loved circling the inside of the house like that. The stairs to our bedrooms half hid the living room doors, so Dad couldn't see us.

He opened and let the man in, who thanked him with great fervor. The man was a lot bigger than Dad but very thin. When he bowed, I found it hard not to giggle. With the end of the thunderstorm drawing nearer, my courage returned.

Sally pulled me closer and whispered, “When they're out of the hall, we'll run back to our rooms. Try to be quiet.”

“The phone is in the kitchen.” Dad pointed.

“You're too kind.” The man hung his wet cape over the banister and handed my Dad a card. Dad read it, balanced it on the top of the banister's bottom post, and followed the stranger into the kitchen. The card wobbled a bit as if alive. I waited for it to float to the ground but it kept its balance.

Sally raced upstairs and grabbed it on the way. I chased her. Something in the stranger's cape growled and struggled to get out—a low, throaty growl that froze me in place. Just in time, I slapped both hands over my mouth to stifle a scream. I forced myself to ignore it and tiptoed up the rest of the stairs. Hurriedly I passed our parent's bedroom door. It stood ajar and there was light inside. Mamá was either waiting for Dad to cope with the disturbance, or she was dressing to go and help him. In either case, it wouldn't do to be caught.

I saw Sally throw something into my room before she slid through her own room's door and shut it noiselessly. I slipped back into my room, and closed mine with determination. It was the first time ever that I got it done without a loud thud. Now whatever monster the stranger had hidden in the cape's pocket wouldn't come into my room.

The card Sally had snatched was lying on my floor. I took it and climbed back into bed. Despite my nightlight, I found it difficult to read in the darkness. The card said,

Jake Saint-Clare

Beast Hunter and Redeemer of Souls
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Chapter Two

Sally: Here and Now

The pages of one of Tom's comics fluttered when Sally tried to move a page. It didn't turn. “Drat.” Sally sat up and folded her arms in front of her chest. The unwelcome anger bubbled inside her again. She had to be careful.

Tom looked up from his writing. “What's wrong?”

The desk light illuminated just enough of the room that Sally could see his piercing blue eyes.

She pointed to the covers of some comics. “All these are about ghosts and haunted houses, Beast Hunters, sorcerers and magic.”

“And?” Tom cocked his head. “I love that kind of story. I get a shiver of pleasure knowing they're not real.”

Against her will, Sally's face contorted. “You mock my story, inserting silly ideas from your comics.”

Tom's jaw dropped.

Sally fought hard to keep her temper, feeling like a stranger in her own body.

“I bet I'm not a ghost after all. You just made that up to confuse me.” She expanded and hovered over her brother.

Tom swallowed. Sally longed to stroke away his fear but keeping her anger under control proved exceedingly difficult. Tom pointed to the lamp on the ceiling that hung halfway into Sally's head. His voice sounded hoarse when he spoke.

“Do you think it's normal to have a lamp inside your body?”

The sentence was like a lifeline. Sally felt herself grounded in reality again. She shrunk like a pricked balloon. “But I know I'm a human. I remember … something.”

“It's hard for me too.” Tom held out his hand. It shook.

For the first time ever, Sally let herself be comforted by him. She curled up into a tiny ball and sank to his palm. She needed more reality so the anger didn't come back. “Tell me something about my life,” she said. “What did I look like?”

“You were the most beautiful girl in the neighborhood. Even stuck-up Elli admitted that.” Tom stroked her back with his thumb. “Your black curls went halfway down your back, and there was a guy in school who always tugged at your braids during lessons. You never managed to convince Mamá to cut them.”

“What about my eyes?” Sally looked at Tom. “Are they still the same?”

“As long as you're not angry. Dad used to say they were like those of a roe deer, but I always wondered if you stole them from a mountain lion.”

Sally grew heavier. Yes, reality was the key.

Tom went on. “You were fast, too. You could outrun every bully in school. Once, you pounded Fat Mat so hard on the nose that he never dared to touch me again.”

“I don't remember Fat Mat.” Sally yawned.

“I know.” Gently, Tom placed her on the seat of the comfy chair in the middle of the room and returned to his writing. Sally wanted to complain, but her eyes closed and her mind drifted.

 

Tom: Diary

The fifth step from the bottom of the stairs groaned, but it wasn't loud enough for Mamá or Dad. A soft tapping moved along the corridor and came nearer as if claws clicked on the wooden floorboards. The sound was accompanied by a sniffing noise. My heartbeat accelerated and my hands itched. What if this was the ghost the man was after? His card said he was a Beast Hunter.

Just as I pulled my covers over my head, Mamá screamed and her door slammed. There was a rasping sound at my door as if something was trying to eat its way through it. Someone stomped up the stairs, probably Dad. I held my breath. Go away, I thought. Whatever you are, go away. In my imagination I saw ghosts pulling their skeletal fingers over the wood of my door. I shuddered. The noise didn't stop and I curled up more tightly under my covers. A dog barked. A dog? Where did that come from? I remembered the movement in the stranger's cape. What if it was a ghost pretending to be a dog?

It was hot under my covers, but I didn't dare to let in more air. What if the door wasn't able to keep the ghost at bay? On the other hand, what if I suffocated?

I lifted one corner of the cover less than an inch, and cool air streamed in bringing with it a really foul smell of rotting cabbages and unwashed clothes. I pressed both hands over my nose and mouth not to retch. Dad's stomping feet reached my room and the door crashed open. The barking grew louder and I caught a glimpse of a white dog. I loved dogs.

So I threw back my covers, only to stare at two fiery eyes in a sea of blackness darker than the night right beside my bed. Something tugged at my mind, pulling at my thoughts. I scampered backward against the wall behind my bed and screamed. The blackness drew nearer, blocking out the entire room. Memories whirled through my mind and something icy tried to catch them. A soothing voice filled my ears, but I refused to listen. I screamed at the top of my lungs, terrified at the pulling sensation in my mind.

A small, white ball of fur with raised hackles appeared between me and the monster. It barked furiously and bit the blackness wherever it could reach. Despite my screaming, I heard Sally shout commands. The monster shrank like a pricked balloon until it was smaller than the dog that stood on my bed. It looked like a rat now, but I was sure it only pretended to be one.

Sally smashed a broom on the monster. It squeaked and ran out of the room. The dog followed, and so did Sally, Mamá, Dad and the strange Mr. Saint-Clare. They shouted and smashed things on their way downstairs. Utterly relieved at having been rescued, I sank back on my pillow with a sob and curled into a ball. I tried hard to suppress my shivering. I didn't like the prospect of Sally calling me a jelly baby.

The dog was the first to return. It looked like one of my toys, completely white with black button eyes. Without hesitation, it jumped on my bed and licked my face, which soothed me to no end. When Mamá sat beside me and stroked my back, I relaxed and sat up. She hugged me. “It is all right now, mi corazón.”

The others came back.

“Gosh, did you see the size of that rat?” The awe in Sally's voice struck me as strange. Why would she talk about a rat instead of the giant ghost monster? She must have seen it as well as I did.

“I wonder how it got in.” Dad's voice came from the hallway.

“These things use every way they find,” the stranger said.

What was he doing up here? Mamá never let anyone upstairs. Not even family.

“What a lucky coincidence that you are from pest control, Mr. Saint-Clare.” Dad's voice again.

Did his card really say pest control? It lay on the ground a little under my bed. I let go of Mamá, picked it up from the floor without getting up, and read it again. Beast Hunter—I wondered if Beast Hunters could put spells on people. What if he had known that a monster was coming for me? Why didn't he say so? Easy answer: no one would have believed him.

I watched him stroke his dog. With his gangly body and the long white hair and beard, he looked like a magician from one of my books. He must have put a spell on my family. Sally kept talking about rats and so did Dad, but Mr. Saint-Clare stepped past them, over my toys to my bed, folded up like a jackknife and looked into my eyes. His were green with brownish speckles.

“I am glad Snoop arrived in time,” he said.

“Snoop is your dog?” Mamá put her arm around me, and I felt like I was in a safe haven. She was a lot like Sally.

“He's the finest Jack Russel breed this side of the Atlantic, ma'am.” The man grinned, which made his wrinkles move. When he looked at me again, his gaze was steady and serious. “Why did it come for you?”

I didn't know the answer, but at least he didn't seem to think it had been a rat. “What was it? What did I see?”

“Whatever it chose you to see. A rat, a monster, a cozy blanket, anything.” He took my hand, and his sudden smile made his face look much younger. His wrinkles disappeared and his long white beard danced on his cheeks. I couldn't help but giggle.

“I'm glad you're feeling better,” he said.

Mamá put her other arm around me too. “Mr. Saint-Clair, this is our son. Tom, this is our new neighbor. He'll stay in the living room until morning.”

My eyes widened with surprise. How did he get that permission? Mamá feared people she didn't know well. She hardly ever invited family to stay.

She ruffled my hair. “The poor man is soaking wet,” she said. “His estate agent gave him the wrong key so he couldn't get into his house during the storm, and the motel is overbooked for the first time within living memory.” In a stage whisper, she added, “Don't worry, Papá will keep him company.”

The white dog crawled onto my lap, curled up and began to snore. I watched him in fascination when he lifted one eyelid very carefully.

The Beast Hunter grinned. “We need to talk about that, Snoop.”

I tried my best pleading look on Mamá. “Can he stay? Please?”

She opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, and then she nodded. “But only until morning.”

“I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Tom. Call me Jake.” The Beast Hunter took my hand again and shook it as in a real introduction. “As soon as I have settled in a bit, we will get together and talk a little about that rat, all right?”

He made a very short break before he said rat. My heart flipped. He was the first person ever who believed me. Even my parents put the weird things I sometimes saw down to my imagination.
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Chapter Three

Sally: Here and Now

After Sally rose from the comfy chair and resumed her normal size, she drifted over to her brother. He looked so small and innocent as he lay with his head on the pile of paper he was scribbling on. His straight black hair spread around his head like a dark Halo. She regretted not being able to touch it. She scratched her neck. Should he sleep like this, half sitting, half lying on the writing desk?

She looked around. Near the wall was a flat thing with soft covers and cushions that looked far more comfortable than the table. What was it called again? Not important. She bent down, put her arms around her brother, and stood up. Tom remained where he was.

“Drat!” Sally frowned. She remembered holding him in her arms before. What was wrong with her?

“What?” His head shot up and he rubbed his eyes. “Oh, it's you, Sally.” He took his pen and smoothed the last page he had written on. Sally's heart went out to him. He looked so tired and so small.

“Stop writing.” She floated to the middle of his book, knowing he wouldn't write through her. “You need to sleep. Baby brothers always sleep. And they eat a lot. Shouldn't you eat?”

He sighed. “You know I don't have much time for that. Mr. Jake told me to hurry.”

“I don't care about Mr. Jake, whoever that is. I'm your older sister, and I tell you to get something to eat.” Sally folded her arms in front of her chest. “You will do that right now, or I will not let you write one more word.”

Tom yawned and stood up. He went to the window and looked out. “Do you know that the guests are already arriving?”

The word guests triggered a memory of her holding the baby beside a basin with water. Sally joined Tom at the window. “Guests? What guests?”

“There's Uncle Hernandez.” Tom pointed to a balding man in his forties who was accompanied by a bunch of children, and then to a skinny lady in a pink dress. “And there's Aunt Lil.”

“Are we related to them?” Sally couldn't remember having seen any of them before. “Why are they not coming to our house?”

Tom returned to his desk. “Because this isn't our house.”

“It isn't?” Sally looked around. The room seemed so familiar. Was Tom trying to make fun of her? No, he looked serious. “Why then aren't we in our house? Shouldn't we greet them?”

“We're safer here, believe me.” Tom ripped open a packet of nuts and popped a handful in his mouth. Sally turned away from the scene outside. Caring for her little brother was more important.

“That's fine, baby brother. Eat them all up. I can get you more any time.” She beamed and wondered why his lower lip trembled—as did his hand when he sat down to pick up his pen once more.

 

Tom: Diary

Early next morning, Sally bounced into my room to wake me. Snoop watched her with one eye but went on pretending to be asleep, and I did the same.

Sally shook me until I sat up. “He's still here, you know.”

I rubbed my eyes. “Who?”

“That freaky new neighbor. Dad said he'll take him into town after breakfast.” Sally hopped around my room. I wondered how she could be so happy with a stranger in our house. And why did Mamá allow him to stay? Then I remembered what had happened last night.

“He's a Beast Hunter, you know.” I picked up the card from my nightstand and held it out to her.

“No, he isn't, silly.” Sally sat beside me on the bed and began to bounce up and down. “He's from pest control.”

I looked at the card, and it said Pest Control under his name. Could I have been so wrong? What if he put a spell on the card and on my family?

Sally bounced a final time and stood beside my bed. “Get up, sleepyhead. I want to give you your birthday present.”

Suddenly I was wide awake. How could I have forgotten my tenth birthday? Especially since I hadn't been able to think about anything else the last few days. I slipped out of bed and pushed Sally out the door. “Go away. I want to get dressed.”

Usually we had to wait till the afternoon party for our presents, but today Dad wouldn't be home until very late at night. Mamá had decided we'd have the cake and presents in the morning. She had said, “Birthdays are family affairs.”

Five minutes later I sat at the breakfast table, clothed and with my hair tamed. Mamá placed the birthday cake in front of me and lit the candle.

I blushed a bit when they sang Las Mañanitas because Mr. Saint-Clare, I mean Mr. Jake, was watching, but I loved this ritual too much to complain. Snoop sat at my left foot, wagging his tail in time to the rhythm. It felt natural for them to be there, as if they belonged to the family. When the song was over, Snoop put his front paws on my knee and begged for a piece of my cake.

I glanced at Mr. Jake but he shook his head. “Sweets are not healthy for dogs, or have you ever seen one brush its teeth?”

I laughed. Sally was the first to hand me a small, brightly wrapped parcel. I examined it thoroughly and even listened to it. Last year she had given me a box of crickets for my Gargoyle Gecko, but they escaped. Mamá had been furious. This time, everything stayed quiet. I opened the wrapper and recognized the flat cardboard box. It was from the bracelet Nana had given her last Christmas. I sucked in my lower lip and lifted the cover slowly. A plain, golden oval with a delicate chain rested on the pillow of dark blue velvet. I took it out and the necklace followed. “What is it?” I asked Sally.

“It's a locket. Remember last summer when Nana told us about voodoo, and you wanted to have power over me? Now you can have it, in case you ever find out how it works.” She laughed and took the locket from my hand to show me how to open it. “I put in a picture of Mamá, Dad and me, and a lock of my hair.”

I liked the tiny photo inside but I wasn't too sure about the gift in total. Wasn't it a bit too girlish to wear a necklace? Still, I smiled and thanked her. Then I opened my other gifts, and they were much more to my liking. I got a new pair of Inliners with a set of protectors and cool headgear with graffiti on it. Now I could get rid of the Loony Toons helmet I had worn since kindergarten. And Nana had sent a card, promising she would come in time for Halloween.

When I unwrapped the last gift—a set of color pencils and writing paper from Granny and Grandpa—Mr. Jake stepped forward. For the first time this morning I realized that it was odd to have him here. Considering Mamá's fear of strangers and Dad's wariness of visitors, he must have drugged my parents—or he used magic on them.

Mr. Jake held out his hand. A very smooth black stone lay in his palm. “This is from me for your birthday. It will protect you from rats. Sorry I didn't wrap it.”

I picked it up and felt power tingle in my fingers. Was it magic? My eyebrows shot up and I looked at Mr. Jake. He winked. So he didn't want my parents to know this was for real. I bit back my question and smiled to show him I understood.

“If you come to my house after lunch to help me unpack, I'm sure we'll find a cookie or two,” he said.

“That's in no way necessary. Tom will enjoy helping you without a bribe. And now, breakfast.” Mamá shooed them to the table.

I ate as much as I could fit into my stomach. Mr. Jake left Snoop with me when Dad took him into town, and Sally and I helped Mamá clear the table. Then Sally helped me put on my new Inliners and raced me with her bike while Mamá weeded the front garden. Of course, we had to stay where she could see us; still, it was fun.

In the early afternoon, Mr. Jake returned with the right key, two strong men and a van full of furniture and boxes. Sally and I watched them unload. Snoop enjoyed getting in their way. I suspected he did it on purpose, but Mr. Jake never scolded him, and he was fast enough to evade the vicious kicks the men aimed at him.

When the men and the van had left, Mr. Jake took a black cardboard box under his arm and approached us. “We need to make this house rat-safe. Care to help?”

We nodded, but I wondered how he would prevent this special kind of rat from entering his house. It definitely wasn't a question of finding and filling holes in the walls. This rat had come into my room through a closed door, after all. Maybe he'd do some magic. I held my breath and wished with all my heart that he was a magician. Then I could be sure he had enchanted my parents and Sally. Wait a moment. Shouldn't it worry me if a stranger put spells on my family? I knew it should, but it didn't. Somehow, I trusted him.

Mr. Jake handed Sally a copper wire. “This needs to go all around the perimeter of my land. Try to braid it into the fence wherever possible. When you're done, I need both ends.”

“Will you connect them to a generator?” Sally's eyes sparkled. I could tell she thought she had figured out what Mr. Jake wanted to do with the wire.

“Sort of.” Again his smile made his wrinkles smooth out. When Sally was busy, he handed me a small box with glittering objects: crosses, five- and six-pointed stars, pyramids and many more. None of them was bigger than my thumbnail. “Stick as many of them to the fence, the bushes and trees as you can. They will become invisible when they're in place.”

Proud to be trusted with the truth, I probably grew an inch. “You can count on me.” I set to work. For hours and hours, I plastered every bit of fence, every bush, and every tree with the little blinkies. I even got a ladder to reach the branches of the trees. What really surprised me was that the blinkies didn't seem to get less. When I stuck the final two to the last branch of the last bush, the box was still as full as when Mr. Jake had handed it to me. Sally had finished long before me. I couldn't see her anywhere.

“Your mother called her, and she went home,” Mr. Jake said. Then he squatted and took both my hands. “Now listen, if you ever run into the Beast again, try to reach my land. The wards we put up just now will keep it out.”

“Was that the Beast last night?”

“Yes, Tom.” He let go of my hands and stood up. “Now, get Sally and we'll talk about it. Do you like hot chocolate?”
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Chapter Four

Sally: Here and Now

“Are you coming, Tom?” The voice carried through the door.

Sally was sure she'd heard it before but she couldn't quite place it.

Tom put his pen down, stretched and yawned. He shouted back. “In a minute, Mamá.”

We are leaving? Finally? Sally shot up and raced around Tom like a mini-tornado. “Where are we going?”

“You can't come.” Tom flattened the papers of his story and put a heavy book on top of them.

Anger flushed through Sally. He doesn't even want me to read his darned story.

“But I want to come. It's boring in here. We've been in this room for ages.” She breathed in and felt her head swell to something bigger than its normal size.

Before she became a ghost, this would have terrified Tom. Now he just closed his eyes. “You wouldn't like the place. Believe me.”

Sally grew angrier every second.

“Tom, we're not waiting much longer.” A deeper voice boomed through the house.

“I'm on my way, Dad.”

“I won't let you go without me.” The skin on Sally's face felt hot, sparks flew from her eyes and she breathed fire at Tom's manuscript. It didn't catch. She tried to push the books away so she could rip the pages, but her fingers went through them. Drat. It's horrible to be a ghost. All her anger faded and she sank to the ground. If only she could become human again.

Tom sighed. “Mr. Jake said you can't hurt me, no matter how scary you look. You're not the Beast, you know.” He turned away and picked up the locket she had given him. His birthday felt like an eternity ago. How long had she been a ghost? She didn't know.

He showed her the locket. “Do you remember what you said when you gave it to me?”

“It doesn't matter. You will go without me.” Sally felt empty inside. Like a bucket without water.

Tom opened it and took out the lock of hair. It bounced when he tugged at it. “I wish everything would be the way it used to be.” A tear rolled down his cheek, and Sally felt the urge to wipe it away. Comforting her baby brother was more important than her own sorrow.

She tried to sound cheerful. “If only you'd let me out a bit more often. Then I wouldn't mind being a ghost so much.”

“Do you mind?” Tom looked at her and sucked in his lower lip.

Was he waiting for an answer? Sally searched her memories for something that would make him understand what she felt without making him unhappy again.

“I liked being your sister when I wasn't a ghost. Somehow, I felt the love in my bones. I don't have those bones any more but the love's still there. Weird, eh?” Sally somersaulted. “Can I come now? Please?”

“I can't allow you to leave this room just now. The Beast's waiting outside. It's too dangerous.” Tom stroked the lock of hair.

“If it's dangerous for me, it's dangerous for you.” Sally landed in front of him.

“I won't go alone. Mamá and Dad will be with me.” Tom lifted the hair until it dangled in front of his face.

Sally frowned. “Where are you going? Why can't I come?”

“Mamá and Dad are taking me to church. There'll be a memorial service for your soul.”

“I thought they had forgotten about me.”

“Not yet, but the memory is fading. Hide in your hair.” Tom kissed the lock and Sally felt herself being sucked into the dark. Although it was cozy inside her hair, the thud of the door closing behind Tom hurt.

 

Tom: Diary

I had some trouble convincing Sally to come with me. Her BFF had called and she just wouldn't stop talking. Finally I yelled into the phone, “It's my birthday, and I want my sister. Now!”

“You idiot.” Sally slammed the receiver on the table and ran after me, yelling with rage. I ran hard to be faster. Just before she caught me, I slipped through Mr. Jake's door, and before she realized it, she stumbled after me.

“Ah, there you are.” Mr. Jake greeted us with open arms. I could already smell the cocoa's sweet promise. It was a wonder how fast Mr. Jake had converted the jungle of boxes and furniture into something resembling living quarters. He led us to a table set with mismatched dishes, a steaming pitcher and a huge bowl of cookies.

Sally managed to snatch the only chair. I noticed that she slipped to the very front as if she wanted to jump up and run any second. I could tell she expected this to be like any other visit-the-neighbor ordeal we had lived through—the ones with uncomfortable questions about school and friends and awkward silences. But I was sure this would be different. Very different.

Mr. Jake helped me to climb a tower of three sturdy cardboard boxes before he sat on another tower like mine and filled our mugs with cocoa. “Help yourselves,” he said and pointed to the cookies.

Sally looked around. “Where is Snoop?”

“Hunting.” Mr. Jake held his mug with both hands, sipped his cocoa, and stared at Sally until she shifted in her seat. “I am not sure if I can trust you,” he said.

Sally pulled up one side of her mouth like she always did when something baffled her.

Mr. Jake explained. “I can't allow grown-ups to know about my work, and you are on the brink of becoming one. Will you promise not to tell anyone even if you do not believe my words?” He set down the mug, bent forward, and eyed Sally with a gaze that made the hairs on my arms stand up.

Sally nodded but I knew she would blab to protect me if necessary. It felt good to know that she would break even the holiest vow for my sake. I just hoped Mr. Jake would believe her; I really wanted to hear more.

“Well then.” He picked up his mug and leaned back again. “Truth be told, I didn't get Snoop for company. Also, he's not really a dog, but that's unimportant.”

“What is he then?” It wasn't unimportant to Sally.

“He's half demon, half angel and three-quarters dog.”

“That's more than one.” Sally frowned. “How can he be more than one?”

“As I said, that's not important. I caught Snoop to hunt the Beast. He's the only one who can fight it, the only one who can hurt it, and the only one strong enough to keep it in one place or chase it away.” He smiled and sipped his cocoa.

Sally frowned some more. “You're not talking about the rat yesterday, are you? Dad says that it's impossible to kill all the rats in a place. They'll just breed more as long as they find food.”

Mr. Jake's eyes narrowed to slits. “Yesterday's attacker wasn't a rat. It just looked like that to you. Your brother saw something different. Right?”

I blushed when he and Sally looked at me. I stuffed another cookie in my mouth so I didn't have to answer. Sally hardly ever believed in anything I told her anyway. She always said it's my imagination.

Mr. Jake seemed to understand because he explained without pressing me for an answer. “Your brother saw the Beast. It can take any form it likes and only its victims recognize it for what it is.”

I wondered why the Beast hunted kids but didn't dare to interrupt Mr. Jake.

“I have hunted the Beast for nearly sixty years. Together with Snoop, I saved many a soul, but we could not kill it. We tried everything, from silver bullets to magical swords—nothing worked.” He gritted his teeth. “I can put up wards to keep it out of my house, and I create stones that protect children. But no matter how much I search, I haven't found anything that can be used effectively to kill the Beast.”

“Why not?” I was glad Sally asked. I wouldn't have dared.

“Like Snoop, the Beast is not entirely of this world. I can't reach it where it is, and Snoop isn't strong enough to kill it on his own. Unless I find a spell to pull it all the way to our world, we cannot defeat the Beast.”

“Why are you so set on killing something that looks like a rat but isn't?” Sally asked.

Mr. Jake stared into his cup but I could tell his mind was far away. “When I saw the Beast for the first time, my daughter had just turned three. She built the highest sandcastles. When she rose to the sky on the swings, her brown curls flew in the wind like a flag.” His voice faltered, and he had to swallow before he went on. “The doll was hers.” He pointed to a ragdoll sitting in a display case on the mantle. “One morning, I took her to a playground, when something black enveloped her. I thought I heard her scream but when I reached the place where she had been, she was gone.

“All the people around me thought I was crazy. They insisted there never had been a girl with me. When I returned home, even my wife told me our daughter had been stillborn. I was confused and angry. Later I found out that this sort of thing happens to all of the Beast's enemies. No victim is remembered for long except by the one person who was closest.”

I cleared my throat. “So you got Snoop to hunt down the Beast?”

“I will either force it to give my daughter back, or I will avenge her, regardless of the price. On my way there, I try to rescue as many souls as possible.” Mr. Jake clutched the mug so hard, the knuckles on his hands turned white.

I would have liked to know why the Beast was after me, but something was more pressing just now.

“Thank you for saving me.” I wasn't sure he heard because I spoke very quietly.

Sally sure didn't. She grabbed another cookie and said, “Wow, that's the best Halloween story I ever heard. Are you a writer, Mr. Jake?”

“Maybe I should become one,” he answered in a toneless voice and with a tight-lipped smile.

I reached for his arm and when he looked at me, I said, “I believe you, and I will help you if I can.”

His smile made his eyes shine and the crow's feet danced on his temples. He patted my knee, refilled Sally's cup, and leaned back. “So, have you got plans for Halloween?”

“You bet.” Sally's eyes sparkled.

For the half hour until the sun sank, we talked about Halloween and our plans for this year's trick-or-treat round. I completely forgot to ask Mr. Jake all the questions that were on my mind. Finally I yawned as I gazed out of the window and forgot to close my mouth. The blinkies I had put up earlier and that had become invisible now shimmered in an eerie blue light. The light tugged at my brain and woke warm memories—summers with my Nana, songs from my Granny and Grandpa, and cuddles from Sally, Dad and Mamá. Surrounded by my memories, I felt safe and comforted.

Mr. Jake's hand settled on my shoulder. “The ward is beautiful, isn't it?”

“You're a whiz, Mr. Jake,” Sally said. “That's spectacular. It'll be the best Halloween decoration ever if we hang up some bats and put a couple of carved pumpkins beside the gate.”

Mr. Jake just smiled and squeezed my shoulder.
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Chapter Five

Sally: Here and Now

Sally hovered beside her brother's shoulder and watched his pen. It didn't move as freely as before. “What's wrong?”

“Nothing.” Tom let the pen sink. “I'm just tired.”

Sally put her arms akimbo. “I told you, baby brothers have to sleep a lot. Why don't you go to bed?”

He looked over his shoulder at the sofa with its soft cushions but shook his head. “I don't have time for that.” He picked up the pen and wrote some more.

Sally sighed. She shrunk to the size of a doll and sat on the table on the pile of finished pages. If he didn't want to sleep, the least she could do was to keep him company. She pointed to the crossed-out passages on the sheet in front of him. “You are a messy writer.”

Tom shrugged. “Only with this bit. I don't know how to start properly.”

“What's it about?” Sally inched closer and tried to read. Tom flung his arm over the crisscrossed writing but it was too late.

She exploded in a shower of faces. All of them yelled. “You are writing about my death?” Each little mouth began to shout something else. “It's my death!” and “No one is allowed to write about my death,” and “You don't even know how it is to die,” and “How dare you to write about something only I know?” One or two of her heads scolded her for losing her temper like this. After all, Tom had told her he'd write about it.

The heads merged and Sally didn't care if she still looked like herself. Her body twisted and sprouted things that didn't belong. They felt as wrong as her out of control anger.

Tom closed his eyes and whispered over and over, “You can't harm me.” He stuck his index fingers in his ears and kept whispering. After a while, he took his pen and squinted at the paper.

Sally felt her anger rise to monstrous heights. She threw herself against his belongings. A book crashed into a chair and clattered to the floor. It seemed that she could move things after all, if she was angry enough. Like whirlwind, she tore into Tom's belongings, but he didn't look up. He went on squeezing words from his tired brain.

Sally felt her body tremble. Since she had become a ghost, she had never been this angry, and it felt so wrong. Had she scared him? Love flowed from Tom to her in soothing waves. The tiny part that had scolded her the whole time became stronger. It pushed the rage down and away. Sally didn't care where it went, only that it was gone. With a hanging head, she stood beside Tom. “I tore up one of your comics. Sorry.”

Tom still didn't look up. “Don't worry. There are worse things than a torn comic.”

“It's really shredded.”

Tom lifted his head. Sally saw relief in his eyes. So she probably looked like always, black curls and all. His smile warmed Sally.

“Do something. Put the comic back together if you want, but please let me work,” he said.

Sally drifted away wishing she could be more of a help.

 

Tom: Diary

The next morning, Sally's teacher phoned to let Mamá know that we did not have to come to school. Apparently, a hole in the roof had caused major damage in the building and the repair firm needed at least two days to fix the worst. Mamá decided that we weren't to waste the day on TV and skating and bundled us into the car.

“I will buy groceries, and you will read in the library,” she said.

Sally protested but it wasn't much use. We drove into town. All the time, I scanned the surrounding landscape for signs of the Beast. We sped past trees, houses, gardens and people but there was no sign of it. Hoping for the best, I left the car. Mamá had parked it beside the small riverside shopping mall. From there, it was a five-minute walk along the river to the library. I didn't much like the path along the water. Several homeless people hung around there, and the back yard of the youth center. Path and grass were littered with broken glass, snippets of plastic and paper, and cigarette buds. I clung to Mamá's arm as we walked. Sally skipped ahead.

Something moved. I saw it from the corner of my eye, but when I tried to fix it, there was nothing. I walked faster and curled my fingers around the stone Mr. Jake had given me. The tingle I had felt before went up my arm and spread through my body, and I could make out a faint hint of blue in the air around me and Mamá. It was the same color as the ward around Mr. Jake's house. I felt protected.

Ahead of us, Sally squatted beside the river. With a long branch, she tried to fish a plastic canister out of the water.

“This is disgusting,” she said. “The park could be lovely, with flowers and paper bins, if only someone would care for it.”

“Be careful, mi corazón. Don't fall in,” Mamá called out.

Sally looked up and waved when something black swooped down and covered her. Without thinking, I screamed and ran toward the Beast, holding my stone in front of me. The blackness flitted along the ground and vanished through a crack in a nearby wall. I turned round and looked for Sally, but she was gone. Mamá stood beside the water, talking to her mobile phone, and tears ran down her cheeks. She hugged me with her free arm. Endless minutes later, the fire engine approached with howling sirens.

“Don't worry, they'll find her. Sally is a good swimmer and the river isn't too deep,” Mamá said repeatedly.

“But she didn't fall into the river. The Beast got her.” I put my arms around her. When she didn't answer, I looked up. Her face was drawn and she stared at the river. She didn't even seem to notice the firemen who launched a boat and sped downriver.

My heart hurt as if someone had cut it out without sedation. Sally had vanished, and I didn't know what to do. Again I tried to tell Mamá what I had seen, and again she didn't react. It was as if she couldn't hear my words. I cried, trying to think of something I could do to save Sally. Mamá's apathy scared me stiff. She felt the same pain I did. I could read it in her face, which was suddenly haggard and lined. I watched the firemen launch another boat. This time, they took a net along. Also, an ambulance stopped beside the fire engine.

Two firemen came closer. The older one took off his hat. He didn't look at us when he addressed Mamá. “I am sorry to tell you this, ma'am. We cannot find a trace of your daughter.” When he spoke, his voice was much higher than I had expected. “You need to be prepared for the worst.”

Mamá uttered a very low squeak and swayed. I tried to hold her up as best I could. 

“Ma'am, are you all right?” The younger fireman cocked his head. Mamá crumpled like a wet cloth, and he caught her just in time.

Tears were running down my face and I wanted to scream at the men. They were wasting so much time with the river. By now, the Beast was surely gone to Timbuktu or beyond.

“She didn't fall into the river,” I said again. “The Beast came and got her.”

The older man squatted and put his hand on my shoulder. “We will find your sister, lad. But the ambulance needs to take your mother to the hospital. Is there someone you can call to pick you up?”

I shook my head. My mind was too much in turmoil to remember Dad's phone number.

“I will take care of him,” Mr. Jake said.

I was so glad to see him that I didn't even wonder where he came from. I threw my arms around him and sobbed. “It was the Beast,” I said once more.

“I know.” Mr. Jake stroked my hair until I had calmed down. Together we watched the fireman signal the ambulance closer. The paramedics injected something into my Mamá and put her on a stretcher. Then they drove away.

“I'm so sorry we're too late.” Mr. Jake squatted and hugged me, and Snoop licked my hand. “My secret alarm went off just after you left. Snoop and I tracked the Beast to this park.”

 “Why didn't you give Sally a stone too?” I wiped my face and sniffed.

“I didn't think the Beast would be interested in her. So far, it has only taken kids up to ten years of age.” Mr. Jake looked tired.

“You can get her back, can't you?” My faith in Mr. Jake was enormous considering the short time I had known him. When he shook his head, I felt as if I was no longer standing on solid ground. An invisible pit had opened under me and swallowed everything that had once been good about my life.

Snoop growled. The hair in the nape of his neck rose, and he yelped at something I couldn't see.
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Chapter Six

Sally: Here and Now

Worried, Sally watched as Tom put down his pen and yawned. He looked as if he hadn't slept for weeks. “Why are you in such a hurry to write this story?”

“With every passing day, the Beast grows stronger and more restless. Time is running out.” Tom stretched, walked to the window, and looked out. “The Beast knows you're here. See?”

He pointed to a black cat, prowling the perimeter of Mr. Jake's garden but keeping a safe distance from the ward. When it got too close, its form blurred and showed parts of the monster it really was. Sally hugged herself for comfort. Looking at the Beast made her feel cold despite the warmth of the room. How could she have missed seeing it before, when she was still fully human? She'd better hide. Where would be the best place?

Her gaze fell on the locket. Yes, she'd be safe there. She curled up in the soft nest of her hair. It wasn't as cozy as inside the DNA strands of her hair but only Tom could get her there.

“Sally?” Tom's whisper seemed loud in her ears. “Sally? Where are you?”

Maybe he thinks I've gone out to be eaten by the Beast. Serves him right for ignoring me all the time. She pressed her lips together.

“Sally!” There was an edge of panic in Tom's voice that tugged at her heart.

“Go away,” she said.

Tom sounded relieved. “I was worried. The Beast is still after you.” The locket snapped open and light fell on Sally.

“You're always talking about the Beast. What about me?” She shot up and hovered in front of Tom's face. “What about my feelings? I have been locked in this room for an eternity. I want to go out. I can see there is more to the world than this room.” She floated through the window but an invisible barrier catapulted her back inside, shedding blue sparks.

“I'm writing as fast as I can,” Tom said.

Sally changed her size, flopped onto the sofa and rolled onto her stomach. “You can leave when it gets dark, and sometimes in between too. Why can't I? I'm your big sister, am I not?”

“But you're also a ghost followed by the Beast,” Tom reminded her.

Sally slammed her shins on the sofa's armrests, never noticing that they didn't bounce back the way they used to when she was still a girl. “It's so boring in here. All I can do is crawl into my locket or float around the room.”

Tom's face lit up. “Snoop could play with you. Wait, I'll ask him.” He shot out of the room and clattered down the stairs. Sally wondered who Snoop was but she waited patiently. Anything was better than sitting around without anything to do. A little later, Tom returned with a sandwich and a small, white dog. Sally cocked her head because it had wings and was black. How could a dog be white but black at the same time? Sally blinked to clear this weird double vision, but the dog still didn't look any different.

“What do you want to play?” The dog's voice sounded like barking, but Sally could make out the words. Suddenly, it didn't matter what he looked like.

“Catch me if you can,” she said, and darted off.

 

Tom: Diary

Mr. Jake's eyes widened, and he put his hand on Snoop's collar. “Are you sure, boy?”

Snoop barked even louder. Mr. Jake fixed a leash to Snoop's collar and stood up. His face was stern. “Part of your sister is still here. We need to find her before the Beast does.”

Part of Sally? What did he mean? Had the Beast ripped off her arm? I looked around but there was no arm on the ground and no blood.

“I can't see anything,” I said.

“But Snoop can smell her. He's the best sniffer I've ever had. Let's go.” Mr. Jake took my hand, and we followed Snoop through the grass and bushes on the river bank.

I looked up at Mr. Jake. “How did she get away from the Beast?”

“She didn't,” Mr. Jake said, and I felt another pang of pain in my heart. “But something must have disturbed it before it could absorb all of her.”

I remembered how I had rushed the Beast. “Maybe the stone you gave me did it.” I told him about my attack.

He nodded. “Very likely you saved your sister from total oblivion.”

“Does that mean she'll be alright when we find her?” I tried to feel confident, but Mr. Jake's face didn't allow for hope. I remembered the sucking sensation from the Beast's attack on me and shuddered. Maybe Sally was mortally wounded. I didn't dare to ask.

Snoop squeezed through a gap in a garden fence. I wondered how we were supposed to follow him when Mr. Jake simply opened the gate. The garden was unkempt. Brambles, nettles and other weeds covered most of it. A bush close to the fence rustled although there was no wind.

The leash fell off Snoop although Mr. Jake hadn't touched it. The little white furball threw himself on the Beast that had been nearly invisible between the bushes. I stared at the fight. The black mass writhed and twisted but Snoop was too fast for it.

Mr. Jake grabbed my arm. “Hurry. We need to find your sister and make sure that the Beast can't get her.”

Where would I hide if I were Sally? I looked through the garden. In a corner, I discovered a ramshackle shed and pointed to it. “It's surely full of spiders and rats and mold.” I shivered.

Mr. Jake put both his hands on my shoulders and turned me until he could look right into my eyes. “Tom,” he said. “If you ever want to see your sister again, you can't afford to be afraid of minor nuisances like spiders. You have to overcome your fear to be courageous—Sally needs you. Now.”

I breathed in deeply. He was right. I had to be brave. For Sally! I approached the shed, opened the door, and squinted in the semi-darkness. Someone was sobbing in a corner.

“Sally?” I stepped in and shuddered at the touch of cobwebs on my face. I bit my lip and wiped them away before I ventured deeper into the shed. With every step, a cloud of dust rose into the air. A pile of tools clattered to the ground. I wondered how Sally had managed to get in without causing as much chaos. But she'd always been more careful.

I found her cowering in the farthest corner. She had put her face on her arms. When she heard me, her head shot up. Her eyes were full of fear until she recognized me.

“Oh, Tom.” She threw her arms around me. I felt their pressure for a second, but she stumbled right through me. My jaw dropped. Reluctantly I turned and stepped aside. Why did Sally fall though me?

She was lying on the ground with her face on her arms, whispering into the dust. “Does this nightmare never stop?”

The tools that had fallen over when I entered lay undisturbed inside her with bits and pieces sticking out. What the heck?

Mr. Jake closed the door of the shed and put a stone like the one I had in the window. As he came over to Sally and me, I saw the blue shimmer of his protective magic spread over the shed's walls, ground, and roof.

“Snoop will keep the Beast busy. At least for a while.” He pushed aside some old tools and crouched beside Sally in the dust. “Now, we need to discuss what needs to be done next.”

Somehow, I had the feeling this wasn't the first time he'd been in a situation like this. “Why is Sally so…” I searched for the right word. “…ghostlike? She didn't die, did she?”

“It's got to do with the Beast,” he said. “I'll explain later.”

Sally sat up. “I don't remember a Beast. One moment I sat beside the river, the next I ran away in a panic.”

“No wonder you panicked,” Mr. Jake said.

“Why don't you kill it?” I clenched my fists. “If you don't stop it, it'll do this over and over again!”

“I have tried—God, how often.” He wiped his eyes and looked into my face. The worry lines were deep.

The settling dust tickled my nose, and I sneezed. After I recovered, I asked, “How are we going to keep Sally safe from the Beast?”

“We need to bind her to a new body. What a pity she didn't bring her favorite doll.”

“I don't play with dolls. I'm not a toddler anymore.” Sally sat up and knitted her brows. “And I don't want to be bound to a doll, either.”

“Can't we bind her to the magic stone?” I held up the smooth, black pebble.

Mr. Jake shook his head. “We need something more personal. Fingernail clippings or hair would be best, but a favorite toy will do, too.”

“My locket.” I jumped up, raising another cloud of dust and sneezing when it settled.

Mr. Jake stretched. “That's a great idea.”

My heart was sinking at the thought of smuggling Sally past the Beast when Snoop jumped through the broken window. He looked pleased with himself.

Mr. Jake walked over to him and ruffled his fur. “It seems that the Beast will be gone for a while. Let's go and get the locket. Sally, if you take Tom's hand, his stone will protect both of you.”

Sally grabbed my hand and squeezed. It bothered me that I could hardly feel her fingers in mine, but I didn't let go the whole way home.
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Chapter Seven

Sally: Here and Now

After romping around with Sally for a while, Snoop had settled on Tom's feet. Sally wished she could feel the dog's warmth like her brother. Snoop's quiet snoring filled the room with a peace Sally hadn't felt for … she couldn't say how long. Tom wiped his hair from his face and looked at Sally. She turned away, stared at the world outside the window again. The black cat still prowled along the garden fence. Was it calling for Sally? She cocked her head and listened—nothing. But as soon as she concentrated on something else, she heard the call again. She felt as if something attached to her chest tugged at her heart.

Finally she asked Tom, “If I can't go outside alone, why don't you take me?”

“I need to get this done, Sally.” Tom pointed to the growing stack of papers on his desk. “It's terribly important.”

“You keep saying that but you never explain why.”

“It's for you.” Tom bent down to pat Snoop. “If I forget what you looked like or our life together, the Beast will get you or you'll fade away.”

“I'm old enough to take care of myself.” Sally clenched her hands to fists. She felt anger, but this time she knew she needed to control it. If she wanted her brother to take her outside, she had to stay calm. “I need fresh air!”

“No, you don't.” Tom wiped his eyes. “You're a ghost.”

“I'm not. I'm a real person.” Anger rose inside her again, and she fought hard to keep her voice down.

“You're right; you're a real person. But most of you is inside the Beast, and I can look right through the rest. What would you call a transparent person?” Tom looked at her and there was pain in his eyes. Sally pressed her lips together and didn't answer.

Tom sighed. “Can't you play with something? I could ask Mr. Jake for his daughter's ragdoll.”

“I'm too old for dolls.”

He sighed.

Sally floated to the sofa and hugged her knees. “If you won't let me see the world, you could at least let me read your story.”

Tom looked scared. Sally could practically see his heart flutter in his throat like a butterfly trying to escape.

“It's your story.” His voice sounded hoarse. “But remember, I am not planning to win the Nobel prize in literature.” He took the first twenty sheets of his story and placed them one by one on the floor. “Maybe you remember some of it.”

Sally hovered beside the first page. “Do you want me to critique it?”

Tom shook his head. “Just let me know if you remember something.”

Snoop got up, stretched, gingerly stepped over the spread-out manuscript and walked to the door. Tom let him out.

Sally began to read. She still traced the lines with her finger, a habit she had never been able to shake. When she looked up, Tom had returned to his writing.

 

Tom: Diary

When we arrived back home, a black car stood in our driveway. In a side-window, a sign said

Undertaker Miller 

taking good care of your beloved

I frowned. “They can't bury Sally. They haven't got a body because she isn't dead.”

Mr. Jake shrugged. “Most families I watched had a memorial service the day after the Beast stole their kid. But after a month, latest, most didn't even remember the name of their lost child.”

My throat contracted. I wasn't sure if I could face Mamá and Dad if they forgot Sally. “Will I forget her, too?”

“I don't think so. You were as close to her as I was to my daughter, and I didn't forget.” Mr. Jake gazed at me with a weird look. “Also, you're the first person I met who saw the Beast as it is, and not as what it pretends to be. Maybe that means something. Now, get that locket and come to my place.”

He opened the door to his house and signaled for Sally to enter. As fast as I could, I ran into our house and up the stairs. Dad stood in the door of Sally's room with a stranger by his side. When his gaze fell on me, angry clouds gathered over his head. “How can you run around this happily when your sister has been dead for less than a week?”

A week? Sally vanished a few hours ago. But trying to tell them would probably be just as useless as telling them about the Beast.

The stranger—I guess it was the undertaker—put his hand on Dad's arm. “Youth is much more resilient when it comes to death. It is probably due to a lack of experience.” His voice was soft and difficult to hear, but it calmed Dad.

I pressed my lips together and slipped past them through my door. I searched for the locket, which wasn't too easy in a room that looked like a hurricane playground.

I threw everything I didn't need on my bed. Fear, anger and a feeling of urgency ruled me. I sighed with relief when I discovered the locket in the side pocket of my schoolbag. Wondering how it got there, I stormed out of the room and down the stairs. The undertaker stopped me by grabbing my arm. He pulled me into the sitting room where my parents sat on the sofa holding hands.

“Sincere condolences, young man.” He took my hand and his fingers felt like a sponge—a wet sponge. I shuddered and pulled my hand away, but he stood in the door and blocked it, so I had to stay. He spoke to me as if I was a five-year-old. Although he only tried to be nice, I hated him. Didn't he see I was in a hurry?

“Sally is in a perfect world now,” he said, and I stopped listening.

I knew better what had happened to her. It scared me so much I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to hurt anyone. I snorted. “Bullshit. Sally isn't in a perfect world. She got sucked up by the Beast, and all of you are just too blind to see.”

Mamá's eyes widened, and she pressed her hand on her trembling lips. Dad frowned and sucked in his lips. He hated it when I forgot to be polite. How much worse was doing it on purpose? I didn't care. They'd probably not remember a word tomorrow anyway.

The undertaker took a few steps into the room, thus freeing the door. He wobbled his head and driveled about “misguided kids,” “difficult adjustment to the loss,” and stuff.

I ignored him and was just about to go when Dad's voice cut off the undertaker. “Thomas Sastre-Blythe, you will immediately apologize.”

“What for? For telling the truth?” I retreated toward the door. Somewhere deep inside, I wondered where my anger came from. I had always feared Dad when he got stern. Not because he became violent or anything, but because I was such a fraidy-cat. Right now, though, I was too angry to care. Sally was out there, and I needed to get her into the safety of the locket, while an undertaker was filling my ears with his oily voice.

“You will apologize to Mr. Miller right now.”

“You can't make me,” I shouted, ran out of the house and slammed the door.
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Mr. Jake was waiting for me in his kitchen. Sally sat in a red circle on the kitchen table and giggled whenever she touched her finger to the red line.

“It tickles,” she said.

“Do you have the locket?” Mr. Jake asked.

“They think Sally died a week ago,” I said with a trembling voice. I told him about my parents and the undertaker.

“That's part of the Beast's magic. Those people who remember the victim think far more time has passed than really did. We can't do anything about it.” He pointed to the windowsill. “Put your protective stone over there or it will disturb the spell. We need to bind Sally.”

Obediently, I pulled the stone from my pocket and set it aside.

“Now, the locket,” Mr. Jake said.

I held it out, and he took it from my hands. Carefully, he took the lock of Sally's hair and placed it in a small pentacle he had drawn on the floor. Snoop approached and sat between the two spikes that pointed to the table. Mr. Jake took a yellow crayon and drew a big, big ellipse that went from one tip to the other, all the way around Snoop and the table with Sally's ghost. When he was done, he sprinkled black powder from a jar that he took out of a cupboard all through the kitchen. The powder smelled of coffee. I sneezed.

“Bless you!” He put the jar beside the sink and took my hand. Then he chanted weird words. I didn't understand any of them. They must have been in a different language, but I didn't dare to ask. Snoop joined Mr. Jake with a long and mourning howl that sounded more like a wolf's than a dog's. I felt the hairs on my arms rise, and my heart beat faster and faster.

The black powder began to glow—first bluish, then white. When it was so bright that I had to squint, Mr. Jake squeezed my hand.

“Tell her to hide in her hair,” he whispered. “You're the only one who can do it.”

At first, my voice didn't want to work, but after I cleared my throat several times, I managed to speak.

“Please, Sally, hide in your hair.”

Sally's legs stretched toward the hair. They became impossibly long. When they connected with the lock, Sally snapped into it as if her legs were rubber bands that contracted. The white light went out, and I noticed that the powder and the drawings were gone. But the air still smelled of coffee.

“I like it so much better than brimstone,” Mr. Jake said when he noticed me sniffing. He picked up the hair, put it back into the locket, and handed it to me. “There you go. Sally cannot leave the locket for more than fifty yards. As long as the locket is with you, she is safe.”

How safe could she be with me? I was a fraidy-cat. Without Sally, I was nothing. I stared at the locket, feeling numb. A small coil of hair with a ghost was all that was left of her. My tears burned hot tracks down my ice-cold cheeks.

Mr. Jake hugged me wordlessly, and Snoop squeezed himself between us. He licked my hands that were still clamped around the locket. He snuffed and wheezed and wriggled while my tears dropped down on him. My mind whirled. I remembered how the Beast had swooped down to snatch Sally. I remembered it in my room, and the stink of rotten cabbages and unwashed clothes that clung to it. My knees began to tremble. Instead of the locket in my hands, I saw the Beast's fiery eyes glare at me. I moaned, and my knees buckled. I had no strength left to break my fall.

Mr. Jake caught me before I slammed into the ground. He sat me on the lonely kitchen chair and put his hands on my shoulders. “As long as Sally is with us, we'll have a chance to get her back. The Beast can be defeated. I know it in my bones, or I would have given up years ago.” He lifted my chin with his right hand. His eyes were as dark as the night sky, and the fierceness of his belief wrapped around me like a warm coat.

Snoop whined, and Mr. Jake smiled a little. “He says you are much stronger than you think.”

Somehow, Snoop's praise gave me confidence. I wiped away my tears and asked, “What did the Beast do to Sally? How did it turn her into a ghost?”

“The Beast is a soul-sucker; it's trying to come alive by drinking other people's souls, their memories, and their lives.” Mr. Jake closed his eyes for a second. Suddenly he seemed very tired. “I have studied it for a long time, but I'm still not sure how it does what it does. Somehow, it sucks the memories out of its victims, and that drains their whole being in a way that they become less and less real. People around them don't know them anymore. It's as if they never existed. Even the parents, those who loved the child the most, don't recall their child. Sometimes they believe in a tragedy and have a burial, but soon the loss feels farther and farther away until they forget.” Mr. Jake blinked away a tear. “I'm fed up to see others go through the same pain I'm feeling day in, day out.”

“If you can't kill it, why didn't you get at least people's souls and memories back?”

“I failed at that too.” He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.

After a while, I asked, “What happens to the memories and souls?”

“I don't know. So far, they've never returned.”

Snoop yelped.

“All right, Snoop. I'll tell him.” Mr. Jake patted his head. “He says you are the tenth person who managed to keep some part of the victim, but the first who remembers the Beast. He believes you're special.”

Something warm exploded in my stomach and spread through my body. I sat up straighter, trying to look more confident.

“What will we have to do to get her back?” I asked.

“Well,” Mr. Jake said, “if memories are the key, you should get Sally to tell you as many of them as she possibly can.”
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Chapter Eight

Sally: Here and Now

“I'm done,” Sally said and stood up from the last page of Tom's manuscript. She was much more solid and couldn't float. She shot a glance at Tom. Had he played a trick on her? It didn't look like it. He was scribbling away peacefully at the table. She remembered that she used to move her feet to go places. Why was it so hard to remember these things? With a very stern face, she walked to the sofa and sat down. She rolled onto her belly and propped her chin in her hands. Maybe Tom knew.

“You know, it's really weird that I don't remember all of that.”

“It's not weird, it's the Beast.” Tom stretched, got up, and collected the pages.

Sally stayed silent until Tom placed the stack of papers back on his table. He looked so vulnerable. What if the Beast caught him too? Hadn't there been something about an attack on him in the manuscript? Sally tried to recall the scene but felt the memory slip away. Couldn't have been important. She walked over and put her arms around him. “I'm so glad I remember you.”

Tom's smile couldn't be bigger.

“Did I tell you some of my memories?” The longing in her own voice surprised Sally, but she really wanted to know more about herself. She knew there had been something in the manuscript. Something she should ask questions about. The word parents popped into her mind but she didn't know what it meant. If only she could make herself remember her life as it was before. She knew she'd be whole again then. Maybe it would help to read about it. “Please write about my memories.”

Tom nodded. “I'll do my best.”

Someone knocked at the door, and it opened slowly. A man who looked just like Tom stuck his head through the gap. Could this be his father?

“Are you all right, Tom?” he asked.

What about her? Sally wanted to scream. Didn't he see her, or did he ignore her?

The fact that he didn't acknowledge her sliced through her heart like a knife. She wondered why. She didn't even know the man.

Tom patted Sally's hand for comfort and turned away from the man to sort the paper on his desk.

“Is that your dad?” Sally asked.

“Our dad.” Tom sat down at his desk and picked up his pen. “I've got work to do, Dad.”

The man came in and put his hand on Tom's shoulder. “It's time to acknowledge she's dead, Tom. It's been nearly a month now.”

Tom didn't answer.

Sally wondered. Had it really been a month? Tom had said it had only been a few days. Probably his father's memories were wrong too. Sally noticed how hard Tom concentrated on his next sentence. She had to get the man away. He was annoying her brother. Familiar anger rose inside of her when the stranger spoke again.

“Your mother wants you to come home. You can't stay here forever.” His father's voice was toneless. “As much as it hurts, we need to mourn and then return to the realm of the living.”

Sally saw the man's hand tremble, and Tom bit his lip not to cry. Her anger faded as if it never had been there. She wished Tom could tell this man what truly happened and why he was sitting in this room writing like mad. She wondered about that herself. And the man seemed nice and caring—the right person to help her look after her little brother.

“Please come home,” the man said again.

“Not yet,” Tom said.

The hand withdrew, and the man left the room with hanging shoulders, followed by Sally's ghost. When she heard Tom sniff, she sped back into the room as fast as she could. Tom's eyes swam in tears.

“I'm only a kid, Sally. How can I do what Mr. Jake expects me to do?”

“You can do anything.” Sally put her arms around him. “I don't remember Mr. Jake, but I remember you. And I trust you. You will do whatever needs to be done.”

Tom probably didn't believe her, but he calmed enough so he could write some more, and that was all she wanted him to do. Writing seemed to make him happy. She settled on the table on the other side of his paper and read upside down.

 

Tom: Diary

Mr. Jake took me upstairs to his studio (as he called it), so Sally and I could talk without being disturbed.

“Meanwhile, I'll talk to your parents to get us some elbow room,” he said.

“Will you use magic on them like you did that first night?” I asked.

“You caught me red-handed, but I only use magic if necessary and never to hurt someone.”

I knew that, so I let him go and looked around the room. It was small and cozy in red and yellow with a big table, a chair, a cushioned sofa, and a few lights. Through the window, I saw our house and part of our street. Mr. Jake just rang at our door. As always, people had had their Halloween decorations up for weeks already. Now there was only one more to go till then.

With the locket open on my palm, I sat cross-legged on the sofa and told Sally to come out of her hair. It unnerved me a little to see her spill out, stretched like a twisted version of herself.

“You need to tell me your memories,” I said.

She put her hands on her hip and cocked her head. “Why should I? They're none of your business.”

If the table hadn't been visible through her body, everything would have looked normal. I swallowed. So far, I had never managed to convince Sally to do something she didn't want to. But this was important. I couldn't give up. “Please, Sally. You need to tell me something. It might be the only way to stop you from vanishing for good.”

Sally laughed. “I won't vanish. Not now, when the s-bis finally started noticing me. Also, Mamá and Dad would get the hysterics if I did.”

S-bis had been Sally's idea. It meant sexiest boy in school. I perked up my ears. “So, Brad finally asked you out?” Sally had been mooning over Brad for weeks.

“And wouldn't you like to know.” Giggling, she danced around the sofa.

Well, if she didn't want to tell me her memories voluntarily, I had to trick her. “No way. Smooching and kissing is nothing I'm interested in.”

She stopped and stared at me. “That's not true. When we visited Granny last month, you nagged and nagged just because I didn't want to tell you about my first kiss.”

“I know what it's like. I got my first kiss on that holiday at the sea two years ago.”

Sally frowned as if she couldn't remember our five-year-old cousin Liza who had been in love with me that summer, no matter how much I hated being kissed. “Holiday at the sea?”

My heart plunged when I noticed I could see the furniture through her much better than before. She was fading away. I needed something she did remember.

“What about Christmas three years ago?” I asked with a wobbly voice. “Liza and her parents visited us.”

“Oh yeah, Liza got a huge teddy bear and Dad accidentally set fire to it.” Sally giggled again and became more solid. For a little moment, I closed my eyes and sighed with relief. Then I scribbled down her memories and resumed my questioning while Sally zipped through the room, answering some questions and ignoring a lot more.

For the next half hour, I teased memory after memory from her. Whenever she couldn't remember, she became more transparent. Each time, my tongue dried out until I found another memory that made her more solid again. Once, I wanted to know more and Sally became so unreal, I feared I'd lost her. I needed far too long to help her find another memory. After that, I decided not to ask follow-up questions any more.

She recalled a walk with Nana through a thunderstorm when she was five, and a knitting lesson from Mamá at eleven. She remembered selecting her dress for Liza's baptism, and a nightmare from the night before last. I had thought the Beast sucked up memories in chronological order, but that didn't seem to be the case. Somehow, it made my skin crawl even more. Maybe she'd forgotten about Mr. Jake too.

“Do you remember the thunderstorm last night? And the…” I paused. “…rat?” My heart thumped in my chest. Would she remember?

By the way she faded, I knew she didn't. “What about Mr. Jake?” I asked.

She paled even more. “Who is Mr. Jake?”

I changed the subject. “What was the last book you read?”

“Pride and Prejudice.” She became slightly more solid and floated toward the window. With her arms folded in front of her chest, she watched the street and answered my questions for a while. Suddenly she turned and glared at me. “Why are you asking so many questions, Tom?”

“It's for a school project,” I said. The correct answer would have been, “I'm scared of losing you.”

“I've had enough.” Sally stomped her foot, but she didn't make a sound. “You can ask me one more question. Then I'll phone Marisa.”

So she obviously remembered her best friend. I took another note.

Sally snorted. “What's your last question going to be? What I had for breakfast this morning? Or do you want to know about the day Marisa and I climbed a tree in kindergarten?”

“You did what?” I had never heard this story.

Sally laughed. “You're too young to remember. There was a cherry tree in the back yard of our kindergarten, and it was full of fruit. One day, Marisa and I climbed it and stuffed ourselves with cherries.” She stared at the door, but I suspected that she didn't see it. Her face seemed less transparent the longer she stared. “That day, we decided to be best friends forever. On the way down, I slipped and broke my arm.”

My heart pounded because the wall behind her was no longer visible through her. Maybe she was healing.

She drew her arm to her belly and whimpered. “I want my Mamá.”

I stared at her in disbelief. All of a sudden she was much smaller than me—hardly bigger than a toddler. Tears ran down her cheeks. She wailed and cradled her arm that hung down with an awkward angle. “My arm hurts. Mamá, I want my Mamá!”

I jumped off the sofa, but before I reached her she shot out of the room and down the stairs. As fast as I could, I followed. Shit, Mr. Jake had left the front door open. Sally ran through it. I had never thought a small kid could be this fast. I nearly caught her when she opened the gate.

“Mamá!” She slipped through my fingers and sped toward our home. I raced after her. A black cloud descended on her, and I screamed. I pushed my hands into my pockets to take out the protective stone. It wasn't there. I had forgotten to take it back after Mr. Jake's magic. I heard the Beast slurp and saw it grow. The only thing visible from Sally was an arm. Maybe the protection around Mr. Jake's garden would stop the Beast. I jumped forward and grabbed her elbow. My hand went right through it. I screamed with frustration, and then a high-pitched bark sped past me.

Snoop attacked the Beast and it withdrew a step. Snoop bit Sally's shirt and pulled. Thankful for the help, I grabbed his back and helped him drag Sally toward Mr. Jake's garden. The Beast didn't let go, but at least the slurping sound had stopped and it didn't get any bigger. Pulling Sally and the Beast was hard work. Sweat trickled down my spine.

Snoop snapped and bit, and slowly more of Sally emerged from the black cloud. Then we reached the gate. I pulled Sally as close as possible, and blue flames engulfed the Beast. It screamed a scream I wouldn't forget in all my life; a scream that pierced my ears and left them ringing.

Sally and I stumbled backwards into the garden, and the Beast fled. Snoop came to me and licked my face. He couldn't lick Sally because she was hardly visible anymore. Her elbow felt like dry fog in my hand. I wanted to ask her how she felt but my throat constricted.

She stood up as if nothing had happened. “What's that?” She pointed to a piece of yellowed paper on the ground beside me. To please her, I picked it up and stuffed it into my trouser pocket, but I didn't look at it.

“How is your arm?” I asked with a sore throat.

“Why are you asking?” She waved her arm around, and it looked okay, even if very transparent.

Snoop nudged me, and I got up. Without a word, we went inside.
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Chapter Nine

Sally: Here and Now

Sally somersaulted through the room. Again and again, she flew through the lamp, enjoying the tingly sensation in her belly when she connected.

Tom's stomach growled like a hungry wolf. He put down his pen. “I need something to eat and drink.”

She nodded and kept on spinning through the air. When Tom left the room, she followed. How dare he go without her?

Three voiced talking leaked from the living room, but Sally couldn't make out the words. “Burglars?”

Tom put a finger to his lips and tiptoed into the kitchen. “Mamá and Dad. Mr. Jake put a spell on them.”

Unsure what to do, Sally watched her brother. He grabbed a glass of apple juice and a sandwich that were waiting for him. She left him to eat and floated into the living room. She'd better check out these people. It just didn't do to take risks.

A man with a dog sat on an easy chair opposite the sofa with a couple.

“He's been up there ever since Sally died.” The voice of the woman sounded agitated. Wringing her hands, she sat with her husband's arm around her shoulders.

“He doesn't even acknowledge her death. It isn't normal.” The husband sat upright with a stony expression. Sally remembered seeing his face a short while back. If this was Dad, the woman had to be Mamá.

“I know you're the best psychiatrist around,” he said, “and we appreciate that you took him in for special treatment, but don't you think he should snap out of it now? How long has it been? A year?” He wiped his eyes with his free hand. “Oh God, I can't even remember the day she died.”

“Tom is making great progress. He will soon be the cheerful boy he used to be.” The thin stranger with the dog on his lap sounded far more normal. Was he the one who made Tom write so much? “Every child copes differently with a situation like this.”

“I want my son back.” Tears ran over the woman's cheeks.

“He misses so much in school.” Dad tightened his embrace around Mamá. “Isn't it enough that Sally hasn't got a future? Does he have to destroy his, too?”

Tom peeked through a hole in one of the pass-through doors. Sally saw him, but the others didn't.

The dog owner put a reassuring hand on Mamá's arm. “He's a bright kid. He might have to work hard but he'll catch up.”

“One thing is for sure,” Dad said. “We'll need to do something soon.”

“Like what?” The dog owner raised an eyebrow.

“We thought about sending him to my mother,” the woman said. “A change of scenery.”

Dad frowned. “He's all we've got left, and we can't let him waste his life. If necessary, we'll send him to a locked ward until he gets better.”

The phrase locked ward made Sally shiver although she didn't know what it meant. But she was certain that it wasn't anywhere she wanted her brother to be.

The dog owner shook his head. “That is too extreme. He's trying hard to find a way to mend his life. It takes time.”

“He's locked himself in your room for ages, and he hardly comes down when we're here. He's had plenty of time.”

Sally realized that Dad was getting angry. She had to get Tom out of his way. As fast as she could, she zapped through the closed doors of the pass-through into the kitchen. Tom stared at a kitchen calendar.

“Dad remembers it all wrong. The first attack on you has only been two weeks ago.” He pointed to the last day of the month. It was circled in red. “The deadline is so close. Just one more week.” He wiped his face. “I need to write faster.”

“You need to go upstairs before they come and get you.” Sally made shooing motions with her hands. Tom took his bread and juice and ran upstairs.

 

Tom: Diary

Inside, Mr. Jake nearly ran us over. He was bare-legged and in socks. “What happened?”

Snoop barked, and I left it to him to explain. After all, Mr. Jake seemed to understand him. I walked into the kitchen and picked up my protective stone. If only I had taken it. I was sure the Beast wouldn't have dared to attack us then. Snoop's barking came to an end.

Mr. Jake turned and looked at me. I was glad he didn't say anything. I'd learned my lesson, and it hurt. I sat on the kitchen chair and watched him.

“I think we'll need something to calm down.” He walked into the kitchen to prepare a cup of cocoa for me and a strong coffee for himself, while Sally floated to the ceiling and inspected some spiderwebs.

“It's my fault,” I said. “I shouldn't have let her run out of the house. I should have taken the stone. I should—”

“Stop it.” Mr. Jake's hand landed on my shoulder, and I looked up with surprise. He stood by my side and shook his head. “I'm to blame too. I haven't been there for you when you needed me.”

My eyes widened. “You've been half-naked.”

“Who cares about decency if a life is at stake? I should have hurried more.”

“Everything was over so fast. Without Snoop…” I didn't dare to finish the sentence.

Mr. Jake squeezed my shoulder. “Lingering on our mistakes doesn't help. We need to make a plan for how to get Sally back.”

He fetched the steaming mugs and placed them on the table. “I hypnotized your parents. You can stay with me for a while. I'm sure we'll find a way together.”

I thought of the Beast and cleared my throat. “Mr. Jake,” I said. “I'm scared. What is the Beast?”

“It's hard to explain. The Beast you can see is something like a hollow puppet. The true Beast hides in a place between life and death, but so far Snoop hasn't managed to get it out of hiding.”

“Is that the place where Sally now is?”

Snoop barked a couple of times. Mr. Jake nodded.

“Snoop says they are all there: my daughter, Sally and all the others.”

“What if we don't get them back? I need Sally.”

“You don't need to get me back. I'm already here,” Sally said.

Mr. Jake's lips tightened. He breathed in deeply before he answered. “The Beast isn't almighty. There must be a way to defeat it; we only have to find it.” He pointed to his living room where five boxes were piled into a pyramid. “We'll go through all my books and manuscripts again. Maybe you will notice something I haven't seen.”

“Mr. Jake?” I looked into his face. “Have you ever been able to get back one of the kids the Beast took?”

He shook his head. “I managed to save many from the Beast's attack, and I solidified a few ghosts.”

“Hey, Tom, who's that guy?” Sally hovered beside my chair and stared at Mr. Jake. “Don't trust him. He could be a psychopath.”

“Oh, shut up and hide in your hair.” For the first time ever, I wanted Sally to leave me alone. To my surprise, her legs elongated and she vanished with a snap into the pocket where I kept the locket.

I looked at Mr. Jake with wide open eyes. “Will she always do that?”

“Only if you tell her to hide in her hair.” Mr. Jake took a sip of his coffee.

At the same time, Snoop tried to wriggle his nose into the trouser pocket Sally had vanished in.

“Leave her alone.” I tried to push him aside, but Mr. Jake stalled my hand.

“Empty your pockets, Tom. Snoop never makes a fuss over anything unimportant.”

Obediently, I pulled out everything I got in my pockets and put it on the table. There was the locket, a marble, a piece of chewing gum in a rather grimy-looking wrapper, a piece of string, a crumpled piece of paper, and a packet of paper tissues. I blushed.

“Mamà insists I have them,” I said.

“This looks old.” Mr. Jake took the crumpled paper and smoothed it out. Spindly letters covered the page in neat lines.

I stared at the letters but they didn't look like any writing I had seen before.

“What language is it?” I asked.

“Could be Greek or Hebrew. I'll need a magnifying glass to find out.” Mr. Jake stood up and went upstairs. While I sipped my cocoa, I listened to the floorboards creaking under his footsteps. I didn't like being alone.

“Sally? Can you come out again?”

Instantly Sally hovered beside me. I felt better with her at my side, even if she looked more transparent than ever before. I wondered which memories the Beast had taken this time. I had to find out. To gather my courage, I swallowed another sip of hot cocoa and cleared my throat.

“Sally, what is the earliest thing you remember? Please do think about it. It's really important.”

She frowned and stayed quiet. Worried, I noticed that she became less solid with every minute she kept pondering my question. Mr. Jake came down the stairs but he waited when he saw me staring at Sally.

“I don't remember anything,” she wailed.

“You're still here, so there must be something,” I said. I glanced at Mr. Jake, but he remained where he was.

Sally sucked in her lip and chewed. I thought I could see her brain work by the way her face contorted. After a while, her expression lit up, gained more color.

She sank to the ground. “I remember when a woman with dark hair put you into my arms for the first time. The woman said something but I forget what it was. You were so tiny, and the black hair on your head hardly more than fluff. Your fingernails were tiny chips of pink mother-of-pearl, and your eyes were so blue—so extraordinarily blue. It was as if the whole sky had hidden in your eyes.”

I had brown eyes. Did she remember a different baby?

Mr. Jake must have seen my doubt. He stepped forward. “Most babies have blue eyes at first. They become darker when they get older.”

I sighed with relief. So, Sally did remember something important after all. Would that be enough to keep her from dissolving?

Mr. Jake held the magnifying glass over the parchment. I put my cocoa aside, got up and stood beside him to watch. But despite the magnifying glass, I couldn't read the script. Mr. Jake murmured a few words in a language I didn't understand.

“What did you say?”

He looked up. “I read out loud. It's Latin, but written with Greek letters, and I'm not really good at Greek.”

He knew Latin and could read Greek. My admiration for him grew even more. “What does it say?”

Mr. Jake shrugged. “It repeats innocent love over and over again. I wonder how it got onto our street.”

“The Beast lost it when it fled from your magical fence,” I said. “Sally told me to pick it up.”

“It came from the Beast?” His eyes widened. “Then it has to be a message. We'll have to figure out what it means. Innocent love can be anything; the love of a mother for her child, or Sally's last memory.”

“What if there are more papers lying around?”

“You know, Tom, you might be right. Let's go and look.” Mr. Jake stood up.
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Chapter Ten

Sally: Here and Now

Tom put aside a page of writing, and took another bite of his bread. The room was gloomy. Sally feared that all this writing might weaken his eyesight, but her pleading had gone unnoticed. Tom turned his table-lamp on and wiped his eyes.

“You don't look well,” Sally said. “You need to sleep.”

Tom shook his head.

Was he trying to avoid the inevitable, or didn't he know she was right? “This Dad of yours wants to put you in a locked ward.”

The surprise in Tom's face was genuine. “Why would he do that?”

“Maybe he thinks you're going mad because you talk to ghosts?” Sally giggled and her eyes sparkled. “You? Insane?” The giggling became louder, and she somersaulted. She was fighting to breathe while she spoke, turned, and laughed at the same time. “I bet … there isn't … a single boy your age … who is … more … levelheaded … about this whole … Beast-story … than you.”

Tom drank the rest of his milk. “That's just the problem. Mamá and Dad don't believe in the Beast. They think you drowned.” He walked to the sofa.

Sally stopped in mid-air. “Wasn't I a good swimmer? I'm old enough, am I not?”

“You were a very good swimmer. We used to go to the public pool together, and you taught me how to swim.” Tom lay down.

Sally could see he had to fight to keep his eyes open. She floated to his side and perched on the armrest. “I could present myself to Mamá and Dad. Then they'd have to believe you.”

“Thanks for the offer.” Tom closed his eyes. “But they'd freak out. And even if they believed in you—as a ghost—it wouldn't mean they'd believe in the Beast.”

After a while, he asked, “How does it feel to be a ghost, Sally?”

At first, Sally didn't answer. When Tom opened his eyes again, she pouted because there was so much sadness in his gaze. Thoughts flitted through her mind like a cloud of butterflies. It was hard to catch them, and even harder to put words to them. She saw pity in Tom's eyes and frowned. How can I know? He shouldn't have asked. Still, she didn't give up. When she finally answered, she didn't look at him.

“It's not easy to describe. Everything is soothing and calm. I'm warm inside but cold on the outside, and there is a hole in the middle of my body that scares me a lot. Whenever I feel this hole, I know that there should be more of me, but I forget it right after. It's like losing your favorite whatever, and you can't for the life of you remember where you left it or what it was.”

“I know what you are missing,” Tom said. “And I'll get it back. I promise.”

“Don't worry. I like being a ghost. It's fun. Now, go to sleep.” Sally kissed his cheek like the touch of a butterfly wing, and his soft skin warmed her being to the core.

 

Tom: Diary

Just in case the Beast returned, I told Sally to hide in her hair and followed Mr. Jake outside. Snoop stood in the gate and barked at the Beast that hovered near the lilac bush beside the door to my home. A nebulous figure stood at Mr. Jake's gate and watched it. It wore a brown dress that reached the ground, and a light brown cloth that looked like a table cloth with a hole for the head. I didn't know if the figure was a man or a woman, but when it saw me, it slid sideways to the back of the house. Mr. Jake didn't notice it. After all, it was even less real than Sally in her weakest moment.

Since Snoop ignored it, I decided it wasn't dangerous. I put my hands on my knees and searched the ground near the gate. Mr. Jake went down on his knees and looked under bushes and into the decorative flowerpots sitting on his lawn. We found two more pages of crumpled paper that looked like the one we had left inside. Mr. Jake sat on the steps to his house, pulled out his magnifying glass and read haltingly. I waited. It was hard not to move, but I so much wanted to know what the papers said that I forced myself to stand still.

After a while, Mr. Jake looked up. “It's a story like mine,” he said. “It's a true report from a monk from 14th century Europe, who cared for his sister's son after her death. He writes that one day, the devil appeared and tempted him. And when he refused to fall from grace, the devil took the boy who was six at that time. There has to be at least one more page because the last paragraph ends with half a sentence.”

I remembered the nebulous figure I had seen earlier. Could the ghost have been the monk? What if he had followed the Beast through centuries? What if Mr. Jake and I weren't the only ones looking for their loved ones? I cocked my head.

“What did a monk from that time look like?”

Mr. Jake shrugged. “Most likely like any other human being on Earth.”

“I mean what kind of clothes would he be wearing?”

“I would assume a religious habit, maybe with a monastic scapular.” He described a monk's clothing in more detail and I recognized the dress of the nebulous figure I had noticed before. I told Mr. Jake about the ghost.

“You're very observant, Tom. I was so preoccupied with finding the papers that I didn't see him. Let's try to find him.” Mr. Jake patted my shoulder and smiled. Suddenly I felt very grown up.

Together, we rounded the house and looked in the shadows for the monk. We had to be very thorough because the ghost had been hardly more than the memory of a person. I wondered if the monk had been inside the Beast, and if so, had he seen the missing parts of Sally or Mr. Jake's daughter? I looked to where he searched the flower beds. From time to time, he picked up another piece of paper. I bet he was just as eager to talk to the monk as I was. I returned to my search. The garden wasn't very big but a lot of bushes surrounded the small patch of grass that grew beside the terrace. I went down on my knees and looked under them. Finally, I noticed a pair of pale, naked feet under a lilac. Two more sheets of paper lay beside them.

“I found him,” I whispered.

Mr. Jake came over and knelt beside me. He spoke a few words that sounded like a marriage of Russian, which I had heard on TV once, with English and Spanish. The feet moved and the ghost of a monk appeared in front of the bush. Another piece of paper floated from a leather-bound notebook he held in his hand. The notebook looked much more real than the ghost.

Mr. Jake pointed to the house and said some more in the strange language. The monk nodded but didn't move. Mr. Jake got up and walked slowly backward toward the house. I extended a hand and picked up the pages the ghost had lost. He didn't seem to mind. When I got up to join Mr. Jake, the ghost followed me. I held my breath and watched him glide over the lawn without disturbing a single blade of grass and without moving his feet. Creepy. I shivered. Mr. Jake muttered a curse, and I turned to him.

He shrugged and smiled. “The terrace door is locked. We've got to take the front door.”

Slowly, we lured the ghost around the house. Just in case, I never turned my back to him. When we rounded the last corner, Snoop joined us. The ghost stopped and looked around. So did I, but the Beast wasn't in sight. Relieved, I ran to open the door. A roar pierced my ears and left them ringing. With my hands over my ears, I turned. The monk exploded into a cloud of tiny fragments that were hardly visible. Only his leather-bound notebook stayed in one piece. It fell to the ground with a thud.

I looked around to find out where the roar had come from. The Beast stood as close to the garden as it could without touching Mr. Jake's magical barrier. It had taken the form of a giant lion and paced to and fro. When Snoop growled and moved closer, it shrank back into the shadow of my parents' house.

“We'll have to try a spell to reassemble him,” Mr. Jake said as he watched the last fragments of the ghost drift away. “I know just the one. It's in one of my books.”

“Can't we use it to reassemble Sally?” There was so much hope inside of me, my heart hurt.

He smiled, but it came out lopsided. “I've tried it, and it doesn't work. We can only use the spell on a ghost outside of the Beast.”

Biting my lip not to cry, I bent and picked up the ghost's notebook. It felt as solid as it should be. “I could search your books for the spell. Then you can read this.” I handed him the notebook and the loose pages. He nodded and went inside. A few minutes later, I sat on the chair with a fat book on my knees. The title read “The Magnifizent Spelles of Agnez the Witche.”
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Chapter Eleven

Sally: Here and Now

Sally's heart alternated between sorrow and pride as she watched Tom's chest rise and fall. At one point, the dog owner tiptoed in and put a covered plate with food on the desk beside the manuscript. His dog jumped onto the sofa and curled up at Tom's feet. Sally's eyes narrowed. It was unsanitary to have a dog in the bed. But Tom looked so pale with bags under his eyes, he needed the protection, so she didn't say anything. She was glad he slept at all.

Finally Tom woke, went to the table, ate, and went back to work.

Sally descended upon the desk top. “How much longer do you need to finish?”

“Two or three days at the most,” Tom said with his mouth full. “I just wrote what happened to the monk.”

“Which monk?” She frowned. There, somewhere in her fading memory, there was a worn brown robe. Could that be the monk? Why were her memories so muddled? And what was the Beast Tom kept referring to? Everything around her seemed less real and less important with every passing day. Sally walked over to the window and stood with her back to Tom.

“Did I really live out there? Everything looks so strange, so unreal.”

Without a word, he walked to her side. She could feel his warmth and it seemed like all that connected her to this world. She let her gaze wander. The mist outside blurred the world, and the sun had difficulties chasing away the tendrils of fog that drifted through the streets.

“Mamá would have called it pictorial but to me it looks scary,” Tom said.

“You believe that the Beast is still lurking out there?”

Tom nodded.

“There is something tugging inside of me. It's calling with such a friendly voice.” Sally closed her eyes. She felt tired, but not in the way her brother had been—it was more like a longing for eternal peace.

Tom's gaze was full of pity and worry. “I'm sorry, but I need to write faster.”

Sally turned as he went back to his task. He seemed so small compared to the desk. What was he trying to accomplish with all that writing anyway?

“You are wearing yourself out. Why don't you have a break? There must be a friend or two you can play with.” Sally floated back to the sofa and curled into a ball. “Don't worry about me. I can't go anywhere. I'd love to but I can't.”

“You can, with me.” Tom pointed to a smooth black stone. “It keeps the Beast at bay. You know what? Later, we'll go out together. If you promise to hold my hand. The stone will protect both of us.”

Suddenly, Sally felt new strength coursing through her mind. He'd take her out of this room. She'd get to see the rest of the world. How big would it be? Would she really have to hold his hand as if he were a toddler?

“I'm old enough to walk on my own.”

“We'll only go if you promise.” Tom looked at her steadily. He wouldn't change his mind for sure. This whole mess made him grow up way too fast. Sally frowned.

“Okay then.” She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “But hurry or I'll become really annoying.”

 

Tom: Diary

Mr. Jake showed me the table of contents and left me to decipher the old print. He settled onto the sofa, flattened out the papers of the monk's manuscript, and began to sort them. I watched him for a while and then started on the spell book. I growled a little when I saw that there was nothing as simple as an inventory. The pages were printed with very old-fashioned letters, but apart from the weird spelling, the words were very similar to ours. If I used my imagination, I could understand at least the headlines. Painstakingly I worked my way through the headers. “Heal the Cophing fitte,” I read, and “Cute Warts bereft of Paine,” “Banne Ghostes” and “Calle Daemonies.” The spells weren't even sorted alphabetically. I read and read until my eyes burned. I rubbed them and turned to the next page. “Reassembele a Ghoste Disturbed,” I read.

“I found it.” My voice sounded far more tired than I had realized.

Mr. Jake looked up from the monk's book. “Well done. I'm nearly finished too.”

I put the spell book on the table, leaving it open on the page we needed. My stomach grumbled just as Mr. Jake put aside his reading.

He smiled. “I guess we'll need something filling before we go on.”

I cleared the table save for the spell book and the monk's journal, and he loaded the front half with bread, butter, sausages, cheese, fried eggs, jam, and peanut butter. We sat, and I tried not to gorge.

“The monk's manuscript is a journal,” Mr. Jake said. “It begins when he learned how to write after he joined the cloister. The beginning is rather boring; he only lists the duties of a monk working in the garden. But then his sister died, and he convinced the abbot to allow him to take in her four-year-old boy. For two years, they were happy.”

“And then the Beast showed up?” A few crumbs flew out of my mouth and landed beside the spell book.

“Careful. The book is valuable.” Mr. Jake sat up, marked the page with a piece of paper, and closed the book. “He thought it was the devil, but I'm sure it was the Beast. He describes his confusion as the people around him forgot his little boy as if he had never existed.”

“How did he get into the Beast?” This time I swallowed before I spoke.

“I'm not sure. The monk used every exorcism he knew to free his foster son but with very little success. The devil avoided his blessings and prayers. This corresponds with my discoveries. Whenever I try to use a spell on the Beast, it withdraws into this other…” He searched for a fitting word and finally shrugged. “…this other part of the world. And you can't send something back to hell or wherever it came from if the exorcism doesn't meet its target.”

I hadn't understood half of what he said but nodded nonetheless. I wanted to know what else happened to the monk. “What did he do?”

“When the devil moved on, the monk followed it as best he could. He planned to ambush it, but didn't go into specifics.” Mr. Jake pointed to the journal. “And that's all there is. If we want to know more, we'll need either more pages of the journal, or the monk himself.”

I washed down my food and said, “If there are more pages to the journal, they'll be inside the Beast.”

“Good point. So let's try to reassemble the ghost as best we can. Maybe he knows what happened to all those missing children.” He put aside his plate and wiped his hands on a wet cloth.

“Do you think they are still alive?” He must be missing his daughter just as much as I missed Sally.

“I sincerely hope so.” He picked up the spell book. His eyes flew over the page.

“Not much to it,” he said. “But I'll need you to assist me.”

After we had cleared the table, Mr. Jake drew a circle on the ground and placed the journal inside. Then we switched off the lights, opened all the windows and the door. Snoop went outside sliding on his belly as if he didn't want to be seen. I wondered what he was up to but he seemed to know what he had to do. Mr. Jake pushed me to a place close to the circle.

“Stand here and don't move, whatever happens,” he said. “You need to catch him when he's complete. He'll be exhausted.”

I squared my shoulders. It felt good to be trusted. Then I thought of something. “Won't he fall through my hands? After all, he's a ghost.”

“Don't worry. There are so many memories in the book, he'll be quite solid.” Mr. Jake walked to the middle of the room and sprinkled petals from a jar on the ground into another circle. He put the jar aside and stood in it, raising his arms and humming. The air filled with the sweet scent of lavender, and the humming relaxed me. I felt my eyelids droop; it had been an exhausting day. With a sigh, I forced myself to stay alert. 

Then I saw it. Tiny whiffs of fog floated in from the window and gathered in the circle above the book. The longer Mr. Jake hummed, the denser the column of fog got. I held my breath. It was a great start but would he be able to turn the fog into a person again?

A piercing shriek of pain sliced though me. The foggy column wavered but didn't break apart. It didn't grow either. Snoop came in, wagging his tail and carrying another page of the monk's manuscript in his muzzle. He walked as close to the fog as he could without disturbing the circle and dropped the paper. It floated gently over the crayon mark and settled on the rest of the manuscript. Immediately, the column of fog increased in size. Snoop snorted in a satisfied way and walked over to his favorite place. There he lay down and licked his ruffled fur. His left ear dropped blood on the carpet. He must have been fighting the Beast again, probably for the last page of the monk's journal.

All the time, Mr. Jake had gone on humming. More and more fog gathered atop the book. When no new whiffs came through the door and windows, he nodded to me.

“Animus reverto.” His voice was quiet, but it vibrated through the whole room.

The column of fog shivered and sank in on itself. It thickened and took the form of a human in a dress, gaining earth and skin colors the denser it became. A few seconds later, the monk stumbled forward and fell right into my arms, more solid than I had expected. I staggered a little, but I managed to hold him until Mr. Jake scooped him up in his arms. He grunted with the effort.

“I don't think he's a ghost anymore, but I wonder how we did that.” He pushed the monk up and over his shoulder. “We'd better take him to bed upstairs. Will you please bring his journal?”

I nodded, picked it up, and followed them to an upstairs bedroom. I put the manuscript on the nightstand, and watched as Mr. Jake laid the monk on the bed. He didn't undress him before he put a cover over him. I shuddered. The hem of the monk's dress was caked in dirt and so were his sandals. A ring of brown hair circled his head, but downy hair grew on the bald bits.

“He must have traveled for quite a while,” Mr. Jake said. “Let him rest. We can talk to him tomorrow.”

“He's so dirty,” I said.

“And he has lice, flees and some other bugs most likely. But I can wash the sheets any time, and I don't want to wake him just now.” Mr. Jake took my hand, and we left the room. I yawned.
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Chapter Twelve

Sally: Here and Now

Dusk settled and the street lights came on. Sally was glad they were on their way back to their little room. Her heart ached too much to go on. Only Tom's fingers in hers stopped her from following the strange pull that had tugged at her ever since they left the house. With his free hand, Tom waved to his friend Mike on the other side of the road. Sally pressed his fingers harder. “Will he be like the others?”

Tom shrugged. “Probably.”

Mike came over. “I just picked up my costume.” He didn't seem to notice Sally. With a proud smile, he opened the bag he carried and let Tom peek inside. An eerie monster mask stared back at Tom, but he didn't even flinch. Sally's chest expanded. He had learned so much.

Mike asked, “What will you wear?”

“I don't know yet.”

Mike's eyes widened. “But it's Halloween tomorrow.”

“Mamá is sewing it herself and she always makes such a secret of it. But I bet it'll be as good as last year.”

Sally gaped at Tom. Did he really just lie? He'd never done that before—or had he? With her unreliable memory, she couldn't say.

“You look healthy enough to me.” Mike eyed him up and down. “When are you coming back to school?”

“Next week.”

Sally wondered if his mother was truly sewing a costume for him.

Mike's mother and his three-year-old sister Lizzi crossed the street. Lizzi's face lit up, and her small mouth opened wide when she saw Sally. She half hid behind her mother. Sally watched Tom, Mike, and his mother, until the little girl's finger poked her side. With each poke, a tingle went up Sally's spine. She hated it, but Lizzi looked as if she could go on forever.

“Stop it,” Sally growled, and her face contorted until she looked like a wild wolf. Tom's finger squeezed hers harder. For his sake, she fought her anger.

Lizzi giggled and poked Sally again. Sally would have loved to poke her back, but Tom pulled her back before she could.

“I think I should go home. Mamá will be waiting.” Tom dragged Sally along.

Lizzi tried to run after them, but her mother caught her hand. When she pulled the little girl in the opposite direction, she began to wail. “Ghosty! I want ghosty.”

Tom walked faster. When they passed a house that most neighbors called the animal farm, a ruckus broke out. Cats arched their backs and hissed, and several dogs stood at the fence with their hackles raised.

Sally snarled back, and four of the dogs ran with their tails tucked between their legs.

“It's so unfair,” Sally said. “I feel like having fun with people but the only ones who can see me are animals and toddlers.”

“It's the day before Halloween. No one takes notice of ghosts, ghouls, or monsters today.” Tom pulled at her hand, but Sally refused to go faster.

She stopped and cocked her head. “What is Halloween?”

Tom explained as best he could while pulling her closer to Mr. Jake's house with every word. They had nearly reached the gate in the fence when something black rushed them. It pulled at Sally's last memory. She pressed her lips together and held on. Never ever would she give up Tom.

Her brother screamed and she wanted to help him. Instead, he pushed her toward the gate and held out a smooth black stone. The Beast yelped and drew back. Tom used the break in its attack to urge Sally through the gate into the safety of Mr. Jake's garden. It was over before Sally could do anything.

Panting, Tom closed the gate behind them. “I need to get this story done. We've only got one more day.”

 

Tom: Diary

“I guess we should get you to bed too.” He led me to the room Sally and I had used before. In a short time, he turned the sofa into a bed and tucked me in. He even sang me a lullaby as if I were a baby. I would never admit it to anyone, but secretly I enjoyed it. When he left, my heart ached. Through the window, I could see light in Mamá's kitchen. Back home, I'd hear her busy clattering. I wished I could sleep in my own room with all my cuddly toys and the familiar smells and noises around me. I fought back tears.

“Sally?” I whispered, hoping she would hear me.

“I'm here, Tom.” Her ghost emerged from the locket and set down at the foot of my bed. It glowed in the dark. I should have been scared stiff, but instead I felt loved and protected. I relaxed.

“Just sleep, Tom. I'll watch over you,” she said. “I'm still your sister.”
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I slept better than I had thought I would, and Mr. Jake surprised me with a delicious breakfast with pancakes, fried eggs, and peanut butter sandwiches. Sally hovered beside my elbow watching every morsel I put into my mouth.

“We'd better get some of your stuff over to this house today,” he said. “Like some fresh clothes and pajamas. And I should strengthen my spell on your parents as well.”

I swallowed to empty my mouth. “Mr. Jake? How long will I have to stay?”

“I don't know. Usually the Beast leaves a few days after it sucks up its victim. I've never stayed in one place for long.” He poured himself some more coffee and drank. “But I fear this stay will be much longer than I anticipated. First, the Beast hasn't been able to get all of your sister, and second, it lost the monk. I wonder why it swallowed a grown-up. It never did when I hunted it.”

Suddenly I lost my appetite. I pushed the plate away.

“Shall we go now?” Mr. Jake's face held an expression I couldn't quite place. Was it sympathy or sorrow or something else entirely?

I told Sally to watch the monk and followed Snoop and Mr. Jake out of the house, over the road to my parents' house. Before we reached the door, a black tiger jumped us and sank his teeth into Mr. Jake's thigh. The Beast Hunter didn't scream but sank to the ground with a moan. I stumbled backwards with wobbly knees. Snoop grabbed the Beast's throat and pulled with all his might. My stone, where was my stone?

My fingers fumbled around in the pockets of my jeans first, and then in my jacket's pockets. There it was. Why did things always have to be in the last place you look? I pulled it out and held it so the Beast could see it. I wanted to go forward but my legs refused to obey. But Snoop had seen me too. He dragged the Beast toward me. A few steps from me, it let go of Mr. Jake with an angry yell and left in a hurry, followed by Snoop. Mr. Jake moaned again. Blood welled from the wound and dropped on the ground. I helped him up when the door to our house opened and Mamá came out.

“Oh dear, what happened?” She helped me to move Mr. Jake into the kitchen.

“I was careless.” Mr. Jake's voice came in slow bursts. “Sorry to cause you trouble.”

Mamá looked at him for a long time. Then she sighed. “I know something is wrong but I cannot put my finger on it, Jake. I know Tom is safe with you but I've got a feeling as if a part of me is missing, as if I should care about someone else other than my husband and my son.” Her voice trailed off.

Mr. Jake smiled, but I could see it didn't come easy. “Everything will be all right, Maria Carolina.”

She smiled but her eyes stayed sad, and she didn't answer. Instead, she sent me upstairs to pack my things while she went to fetch her first aid kit. I wondered since when Mr. Jake and Mamá were on a first-name basis. When I returned, she had dressed Mr. Jake's wound and helped him into the sitting room. He rested on the sofa, his eyes closed. I looked at him for a while. His face looked haggard, and beads of sweat clung to his forehead. Mamá came in and put a tray with tea on the low table.

“Don't worry, honey. He'll be fine in a day or two.”

I so much wanted to believe her, but I could tell she lied by the way she pulled up her shoulders.

“Shouldn't he see a doctor?” My voice sounded hoarse. What if I lost Mr. Jake too? How would I get Sally back without his help?

“He didn't want to.” Mamá stroked my hair. “I put plenty of antiseptic on the wound. That should help.”

Mr. Jake opened his eyes. “Thank you for caring, Maria Carolina,” he said. “I believe I am now ready for your tea.” He sat up but I noticed how much strength it cost him.

Mamá filled a cup and handed it to him. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Do you have honey?” Mr. Jake smiled, tight-lipped, and Mamá buzzed off into the kitchen.

“I need the little black pouch of herbs that hangs beside the door in my house,” Mr. Jake said to me. “Do you think you can get it for me, Tom?”

Without a word, I ran out of the house. Somewhere in the distance, Snoop barked. I whizzed across the street and into Mr. Jake's house. The pouch hung right where he'd said it would be. It was made of leather, stained and worn as if centuries old. I grabbed it and flew back to my home, ignoring the fight between Snoop and the Beast. I entered the sitting room just as Mamá handed Mr. Jake the jar with honey. I dropped the pouch on the table.

“Here it is.” I had difficulty speaking and catching my breath at the same time. Mamá smiled but the sorrow didn't leave her face.

Mr. Jake nodded his thanks and took a small glass vial with a blue liquid out of the pouch. He counted three drops into his tea, and put the rest back. Then he leaned back and drank the tea in small sips. I watched the strain on his face ease. When I sighed, I realized that I had been holding my breath.

I sat down beside Mr. Jake. “Do you feel better?”

“I do.”

“I need to sort the laundry. Will you two be okay?” Mamá asked.

Mr. Jake got up and bowed a little. “I am terribly sorry that I kept you from your task. You're a most generous woman. It felt like an angel had come to help me when you dressed my wound.”

Surprised, I watched Mamá blush. She left the room with a flushed face.

“Your mother doesn't like to be praised, methinks.” Mr. Jake seemed to have noticed my confusion. “I made her believe that I'm an old school friend of hers.” He put a hand on my shoulder, and his face hardened. “Now, help me back to my house before the fever hits me.”

“Fever?” Suddenly the muscles in my legs felt weak, and my heart beat faster and faster.

The hand on my shoulder grew heavy. “The medicine I drank will drive any residue of the Beast away by fever. I'll be out of my senses for at least eight hours, maybe more, and I'd like to be in my own bed for that.” Mr. Jake pushed me forward. “I need your help or I won't make it that far.
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Chapter Thirteen

Sally: Here and Now

Sally lay on the bed, too tired to float or annoy Tom. It was even hard to open her eyes. The relentless tugging from outside made her sick.

Tom stretched and turned to her. “I'm nearly done.” His face paled, and he closed his eyes. New energy ran though Sally's body and the tugging eased. The one memory she was sure of glowed like a candle and spread warmth. This must be his love for me. Sally smiled. When Tom opened his eyes again, she floated beside him and tried to hug him. It wasn't easy to embrace someone when her arms weren't solid enough.

“Promise me that you'll never lose yourself like that again,” he said.

“But it's so boring in here. And outside no one could see me.”

“I won't need much longer.” Tom picked up his pen again. “Please, don't do anything stupid before we try the monk's plan.”

Sally sat on the desk. “I don't remember the monk. Tell me about him.”

Tom handed her the last pages of the manuscript. They told the story about how he found a medieval monk. Something clicked in Sally's brain. She looked up and her eyes sparkled.

“I remember him. He was smaller than me but much older.” She sucked in her lower lip and chewed. After a while, she said, “He tried to tell me something, didn't he?”

Tom's smile couldn't be wider. “I am so glad you remember him. Maybe the rest of your memories will come back, too.”

Sally grinned. For a moment she felt as if she had never met the Beast, solid and real. It didn't last.

“What else do you remember?” Tom asked

“You couldn't understand him.” Sally giggled and pivoted through the room like a little hurricane. Some pages of Tom's manuscript fluttered. “He spoke a weird language.”

Tom laughed with delight. Obviously Sally was able to gain new memories, if slowly.

She stopped in mid-movement and sank to the ground. Her eyes were wide, and she stared into the distance. “There were more, weren't there?”

Tom frowned. “More what?”

Sally turned and looked at him. “There was a guy who called himself Mr. Jake but that wasn't his real name. He had a dog with a hundred ghosts.”

Tom fell back into his chair. “Snoop has a hundred ghosts?” He had suspected that Mr. Jake was using a fake name, but Snoop's secret was a surprise.

Sally nodded. “I could see them. They were the size of flees and rode on his back.”

Tom scratched his chin. “I trust Mr. Jake and Snoop with my life—more, with your life—but this soul-business sure needs an explanation.”

Sally cocked her head. “Shall we go right away?”

Downstairs the doorbell rang, and a choir of childish voices echoed through the night. Halloween had begun.

“Later.” Tom picked up his pen and wrote frantically.
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I swallowed my fear as best I could and led Mr. Jake outside through the sitting room and the hall. Slowly we crossed the street. Beads of sweat ran over his face, and his breath came in short bursts as if we had run a mile. Snoop and Sally waited for us at the door. When we reached the stairs to the upper floor, Mr. Jake grabbed the banister and stopped. “I will need a lot to drink. Plain water would be best,” he said and began to pull himself up the stairs one step at a time.

I ran into the kitchen to fetch a glass and a jug with water and followed him. He dropped into his bed like a felled oak, clothes and all.

Before he closed his eyes, he rolled on his back and said, “I'll be out for half a day or more. Take care that the monk stays inside the house.”

I nodded, feeling numb inside. How was I supposed to keep a ghost where it didn't want to be? Especially one that spoke a different language. I put the glass and the water jug on the nightstand. I'd have to find a way to make the monk listen to me. I just didn't know how. Maybe Sally could help me. I looked at Mr. Jake, who was snoring gently. His shoes had left a strain on the bedcover.

“You should take them off. Sleeping in shoes is uncomfortable,” Sally said. “Do you think he'll get better?”

Only now did I realize that she floated beside me. “He said so.” I busied myself taking off Mr. Jake's shoes and blinked away my tears. I had to be strong or Sally would worry too much. We left the room, and I closed the door gently.

When we entered the monk's room, he was standing at the window and fingering the curtains. He turned, and his eyes were wide with wonder. He said something, but I didn't understand a single word.

Sally giggled. “No, dimwit, it's not made of an angel's hair. It's synthetic.”

The monk said something else. It sounded like someone gargling but Sally answered.

“Twenty-first century.”

The monk sat down on the bed and put his hands over his face.

It dawned on me that Sally understood the monk. How could that be? She'd never learned Greek or Latin or any other language. What the heck? I felt as if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. If she understood him, I could ask all the things I wanted to know and she could translate. That would keep the monk in the house, wouldn't it?

The monk looked at me and spoke again. Sally translated without prompting.

“He's hungry. Does Mr. Jake have porridge?”

I shrugged. “I'll have a look.”

A little later, the monk sat at the table downstairs with piles of food around him. He ate with his fingers, dipping the bread into the jam like Grandma dipped cookies in her coffee. I didn't much care for his table manners, but I had too many questions to mind. Why Sally understood him, for one, or what it was like inside the Beast. I also would love to know if he had seen Sally in there somewhere. Now, which was the most important question?

“Ask him how he got into the Beast.”

Sally shrugged. “Sucked up like me, most likely.”

“But he's a grown man. Mr. Jake says the Beast only takes kids.”

“Maybe Mr. Jake doesn't know it all.”

“Please, Sally, ask him.” I didn't want to fight her. Ghost or not, she was my sister.

With a sigh, she did as I asked. The monk answered in his garbled language. Crumbs flew over the table, and I watched, fascinated, as Snoop ate them. Yuck. What luck I wasn't a dog.

“He says that he took a candle, a book, and a prayer to light the way. But that doesn't make sense, does it?”

I forced my gaze away from Snoop. “I'll talk to Mr. Jake about it as soon as he's better.”

“If he will be better.”

“He will.” I clenched my fists. If he didn't get better, who'd protect me and Sally from the Beast? And what would happen to Snoop? No, he had to get better. I'd make him!

The monk said something else but Sally didn't bother to translate. She pouted.

“I'll be in my locket.” She vanished upstairs.

Drat. Now I had no way to find out how the monk managed to escape the Beast. Worse than that, I had no idea how to keep him from leaving. At least this had turned out easier than I had thought. When he had finished eating, he walked around the living room and marveled at the things he saw. His hands glided over the fabric of the sofa, gently knocked on the window panes, and stroked the softness of the carpet. Then he stopped in front of a rack of CDs and spoke to me. He pointed to one of the CDs and beckoned me to come. All the while, he spoke his weird language, as if he wanted me to explain. I walked over and looked at the CD too. It had a monk on the cover. So that's why he was so excited.

“It's music.” I picked up the CD. The title said Gregorian Chants.

He cocked his head. “Mu-sic,” he echoed.

“I'll show you.” I switched on the CD-player, inserted the CD and turned it on. Solemn male voices filled the room. There were no instruments, and the harmonies didn't always sound right. I didn't like it much, but the monk's eyes went wide and his jaw dropped. He looked around as if he expected the singers to appear in the room with him. When no one showed up, he sank down on the sofa, closed his eyes, and hummed along. I had to restart the CD three times.

During the last song of the third run, Mr. Jake came down the stairs. He smiled when he saw the rapt attention on the monk's face.

“I should have known he'd like this kind of music.”

“Sally understands him,” I said.

Mr. Jake nodded. “I'm not surprised. As long as most of Sally is inside the Beast, she can understand any language. It happened with other ghosts too. I wonder why the monk doesn't understand us, though.”

“I don't think he's a ghost; he seems quite real. He's even eaten.”

Mr. Jake's eyebrows shot up. “He ate?”

I pointed to the table where the remains of the monk's lunch still stood. Mr. Jake patted the monk's shoulders, got up, and began to clear the table.

“You're right. He is real.” Mr. Jake scratched his head. “But how did we get him completely out of the Beast?”

I pondered the question. We had used the monk's journal to put him together, and Snoop had added one last sheet of paper.

“What if he was somehow connected to his journal?” I asked. “He said something about a book, a prayer, and a candle when he spoke to Sally.”

Mr. Jake turned to me. “He's a monk. He might have taken the Bible.”

The monk looked at Mr. Jake and said something. Mr. Jake frowned and answered, and the monk repeated his words more slowly.

“He said he took the journal, and that he's glad we found it and pulled him out of the Beast.” A smile spread over Mr. Jake's face. “I think we've got it now. The journal contains most of his memories, and memories are the key.” He grabbed my shoulders. His eyes sparkled and there was hope in his gaze. “You'll have to write down everything you remember about Sally, and I will do the same for my daughter. Maybe we can get them back out of the Beast too.”

Could that be true? Would something written make Sally more real? My heart thudded so loud the blood roared in my ears. What if he was right? Would Mamá and Dad remember Sally? All of a sudden, my fingers itched to write.

“You can use the room upstairs, and I'll write at the living room table,” Mr. Jake said.

I had already turned to the stairs when my gaze fell on the monk. “What about him?”

“I will give him some books, and he can learn our language. That shouldn't be too difficult for a scholar like him.”

Relieved, I ran up the stairs into the room I had slept in. Mr. Jake followed and placed a bunch of papers on the table.

As I took the pen, Sally came out of her medallion and hovered beside me.

“Where shall I start?” I looked up at Mr. Jake.

“The day I arrived would be a good place, don't you think?” Mr. Jake patted my shoulder. “Write down everything you remember.”

I nodded, set the pen onto the paper, and wrote, It was a dark and stormy night.

Outside, the Beast began to howl like an abandoned wolf—for me, it was a good sign.

 

 


[image: 14. picture]

Chapter Fourteen

Tom: Here and Now

When Tom set the pen aside, it seemed as if kids had been coming for sweets forever. He gazed at the pile of paper stacked in front of him. Wow, this is more than I thought. He stretched, glad that this task was finally over. Time to talk to Mr. Jake.

He stood up, picked up his manuscript and Sally's locket, and walked downstairs.

Mr. Jake just closed the wooden box with his old-fashioned fountain pen. He looked up and smiled at Tom. “I'm done, how about you?”

Tom put his manuscript beside Mr. Jake's. “Sally says that there are ghosts in Snoop's fur. Is that true?”

Mr. Jake shrugged. “Sort of. They are not really ghosts.”

Tom sat on the table and looked at Mr. Jake. “What are they then?”

“I've been the Beast Hunter for many years now, Tom. There were many people–mothers, fathers, siblings–that kept remembering the Beast's victims. I couldn't just leave them without hope. So I turned them into flea-sized beings, feeding some of their reality into Snoop.”

Tom sucked in his lower lip. “You mean Snoop stole a part of those people? Is he like the Beast?”

Mr. Jake shook his head vehemently. “Snoop doesn't keep them prisoner. He takes care of them until he kills the Beast. He's the only one who can.”

Something was wrong with this reasoning. “But that won't bring the kids back, will it?”

“It is a form of revenge.”

“But the flea people will still be ghosts then, won't they?”

“I'm sure Snoop won't keep them.”

Something nagged at the back of Tom's mind. He was sure Mr. Jake had overlooked something. His gaze fell on the two manuscripts lying side by side on the table.

“If only we had told the flea people to write down their memories too. If their kids are still alive, like the monk, the Beast would get weaker the more kids we can save.”

“Tom, you're an absolute genius.” Mr. Jake called Snoop, and slammed his right hand on the manuscripts. “I made the others write down their stories before Snoop and I changed them. I thought it would help them remember the good times once we avenged our loved ones.”

The dog came running, and the monk, too, came from the kitchen area with a towel in his hand and said, “You miss important.”

It was the first time he spoke English, and it startled Tom. But he got used to the monk's clipped way of speaking fast. “You need personal thing. Journal no good other way.”

“What personal thing did you take?” I asked.

“Made book alone. All book.”

Wow, I had never heard of anyone making books. I looked at the monk with new eyes.

“Something personal, eh?” Mr. Jake gazed out the window where the sun was slowly nearing its setting point. The Beast's howl cut through the evening. Tom shuddered, glad that Mr. Jake's protections kept it out. A light hand stroked his cheek.

“I'm with you, Tom.” Sally whispered in his ear. “I'll always be with you.”

If only that were true, Tom thought.

Mr. Jake turned to Tom. “You could use some of Sally's hair from the locket, and I still have the ragdoll. Those should be personal enough.”

“What about the flea people? Did they take something personal when you turned them into fleas?” Tom held his breath. If they had, they could weaken the Beast a lot and help free Sally.

“Some might.”

The monk shook his head. “No time for search. Today All Hallows' Eve.”

“You are right. We can't wait for them to find stuff but we can use whatever they have.” Mr. Jake stood up. “And we can still ask them to help us fight the Beast. After all, they want their loved ones back just as much as we do. And if they are alive in there, somewhere…” He turned to Snoop.

Panting, the dog listened as Mr. Jake explained. Tom took the crayons from the mantle and began to draw a five-pointed star. He was sure it would be needed, and he was right. When Mr. Jake was done, Snoop went to the center of the pentagram without hesitation.

“Draw a circle right there.” Mr. Jake pointed to a spot not far from Snoop, and placed five blood-red candles around the star. Then he went upstairs and fetched a cardboard box full with twenty odd leather-bound diaries. After he had put them side by side on the table, he stood in Tom's circle. He lifted his arms and sang. It sounded a lot like the CD Tom had played for the monk.

A ghostly figure rose from Snoop's back, a freckled boy slightly older than Tom. For a while he hovered there, gaining color with every word Mr. Jake chanted. Tom stared at the boy's satin breeches that hung above Snoop like cobwebs filled with semi-transparent sticks. For the first time since they started this spell, Tom felt uneasy. What if something went wrong?

A tall woman, a fat man, and an old black lady joined the boy. More and more people hovered above the dog. Snoop glanced at Tom. His eyes burned red like those of the Beast. Tom retreated to the stairs.

Mr. Jake called, “Esquire James d'Escoin!” The boy with the satin breeches sank to the ground outside the pentagram and landed with a thud.

“Finally,” he whispered and laid his hand on the hilt of a rapier.

Tom stared at the ghosts. There were so many of them. If they all became real people, they'd fill the whole living room.

Mr. Jake called another name and another one, and with each call, one of the ghostly figures became solid.

And with each call, Snoop changed too. His teeth became pointier and flames licked around his glowing red eyes. Also, he grew bigger and less dog-like.

What if Snoop turned into another Beast? Tom's hands grew cold.

“Don't worry,” Sally said and put an insubstantial arm around Tom's shoulders. “He always looked like this underneath his dog disguise. He's still our Snoop.”

“You saw him like this?” Tom looked at her, and she nodded. He sighed. If Sally had known that Snoop looked like a monster and still liked him, everything was okay.

By the time he returned his attention to the living room again, all the people had solidified. Still, Tom heard nothing but their breathing. He shivered. The last time he had seen so many silent people in one place was at his granddad's funeral.

Snoop had changed into something like a cross between a wild boar and a dog with a saber-toothed tiger's muzzle and a falcon's claws. They left scratches on the ground as he left the pentagram.

Mr. Jake patted his head that reached his hip now and spoke to the crowd. “Welcome back, dear friends. Tonight, we will do what has to be done.”

A murmur went through the crowd, an old woman tightened her grip on her umbrella, and several boys shouted their approval.

“We are at our most powerful because it's All Hallows' Eve.” He pointed to the monk, who lowered his gaze and blushed. “Brother Martin made us aware of a weapon we've always had: our memories. All the other people who knew our beloved children forgot about them, but our memories are still bright. Now it's time to use these memories. Tonight, we will get our children back, or we'll perish in the attempt. It's time to face the Beast.”

“About time,” a man said.

“We'll kill it and hang its hide for all to see,” a boy added. The people murmured their agreement. It sounded like the rolling of the ocean to Tom.

 As they filed out of the house with Mr. Jake and Snoop at the head, he tried to force his legs to walk. He didn't want to fight. Thinking of the Beast made the hair on his arms stand up. But he wanted Sally back. Would he be strong enough to do it?

“I'll help you,” Sally said.

Tom knew she would, but it was something he couldn't allow. She only had the one memory left. He took a deep breath. “Hide in your hair,” he said.

With a snap and an angry shout, she shot back into the locket. Tom kissed it and put it on top of his manuscript.

“I will be brave. For you, Sally,” he whispered, and turned to go.
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Chapter Fifteen

Tom: Here and Now

Mr. Jake waited for Tom while the others filed out to both sides and stood in a long row along the hedge. No one spoke.

Mr. Jake put his hand on Tom's shoulder and crouched until their eyes were level. “I want you to stay behind, Tom.”

Tom couldn't protest, not when he felt as if a heavy load had been lifted from his shoulders.

“I know you want to save your sister, but as long as we are not certain that our plan works, we need someone who will know what happened. If we fail, you must be the next Beast Hunter, and Snoop will be your dog.”

Tom fought the tears. “But I don't know what to do. How will I be able to put up wards like you?”

“Snoop can talk to his master. When you're the Beast Hunter, he'll teach you. Promise me that you will take the job.”

Tom's throat was too tight to answer, so he simply nodded. He wouldn't be half as good as Mr. Jake.

Mr. Jake stood up and turned to watch the others taking up their place along the hedge. He left his hand on Tom's shoulder. For a while, they stood in the doorway side by side without a word. Finally, Mr. Jake sighed.

“I guess it's time now.” He turned and clicked his fingers.

With a deep growl, Snoop sprang through the gate and was gone in a flash. Waiting for his return tore at Tom's nerves. When the ex-dog came back, he dragged the Beast along. With its moldy skin, green pustules, and shark's smile, it looked even more hideous than Snoop, and it was at least twice his size. Mr. Jake stepped out of the protected zone around his house, and the others followed his example, pushing though the hedge.

They rushed the Beast, and Tom had to cover his ears to keep out their battle cry. He squeezed his eyes shut but couldn't help peeking. An elderly lady attacked the Beast with her umbrella, the boy who had left Snoop first scratched and bit, others threw stones or punched. Snoop was busy keeping the Beast from snapping. Mr. Jake pressed his hand against the Beast's hide, and a thin stream of smoke curled upward. The Beast screamed with pain and rage.

“Yes!” Tom clenched his fists and teetered on his toes. Should he join the fight after all? It seemed as if the Beast was losing.

Mr. Jake produced another burn on the Beast's hide, and the resulting roar made Tom's ears ring. The Beast whipped round and sank its teeth into Mr. Jake's hand. Tom saw his mouth open but couldn't hear his scream for the noise in his ears. He took a step forward. He had to rescue Mr. Jake. At that moment, Snoop attacked the Beast, and it let go of the hand. Mr. Jake cradled his arm, and Tom stepped forward again.

The monk called to him. “Mr. Jake not defeat. You wait.”

Reluctantly Tom stepped back, and the monk returned to the battle, singing prayers in Latin and Greek. Mr. Jake pulled a pile of small black pebbles from his pocket and began throwing them at the Beast one by one. Each pebble singed the hide, drawing screams from the Beast. It turned faster and faster to snap at the attackers, but Snoop threw himself between the Beast and the fighters. Tom bit his fingernails and found it increasingly difficult to watch. How much longer would it take to defeat it?

He bent forward. What was that? The Beast was losing substance. Its hind legs had already turned to fog. Was that the end? Tom wriggled and tried to get a better view, but he made sure that he didn't step past the protective ward around the house. More and more of the Beast turned to fog. Soon the fighters danced around a rotating column of grayness. Tom didn't even realize he was holding his breath until the column came crashing down. The fighters vanished in the fog, and only Mr. Jake was still visible. Tom saw flashes jump from his hands into the fog, and Snoop danced around his feet. The fog drew inward, gathering into a tight ball, but where Tom had expected to see the others, there was no one but Mr. Jake.

Tom couldn't believe his eyes. Hadn't Mr. Jake turned the Beast into fog? It had seemed so, but what if the Beast had tricked him? Where were the other fighters? He looked around. Maybe they were behind the Beast—but no, nothing there either. All that remained of the fighting force were Mr. Jake and Snoop. Impossible! Tom felt his throat constrict. With so many people fighting together, they should have won. Was the Beast invincible? Would he never get Sally back? He tried to call Mr. Jake but his voice refused to work.

The fog shot forward and enveloped Mr. Jake. He fell screaming but never hit the ground. Gone, like the others. Snoop howled and snapped at the Beast several times. Then he too vanished in the fog.

Tom's legs wobbled and he put a hand on the garden gate to steady himself. What would he do without Mr. Jake, without Snoop? He was just a boy. He felt as queasy as the day the school bully had dunked his head into the toilet. But this time there was no Sally to come to his rescue.

“Sally! Mr. Jake! I want you back.” He hugged himself.

Sally shot past him like a hurricane. Tom's reaction was equally fast. His fingers shout out to grab her but went through her without resistance.

“Sally, no!” But she didn't listen.

She threw herself on the Beast and pummeled it with her fists.

“Sally, don't.” Tom ran after her.

“Leave my brother alone!” She screamed her rage into the air.

The locket! He had to get her back into the locket. “Hide in your hair,” he shouted and noticed with relief that her legs elongated. The Beast roared so loud, it drowned Sally's angry shout as the locket's magic dragged her back. Before her elongated legs reached the garden gate, the Beast pounced and sucked her up with a slurping sound.

Tom screamed and rushed at it. “Sally!”

The Beast roared and took a step toward Tom, two red eyes glowing in the fog. At that moment, Snoop came out of it bottom first, and Tom stopped. Snoop was dragging something—no, someone. It was Mr. Jake.

The Beast roared again, and Snoop had to dig his hind legs into the soil to stop Mr. Jake from being sucked back in.

“Tom,” Mr. Jake called. “It's love! Not hate, not anger. Love.” He made shooing motions with his hands. “Run, save yourself.”

Tom's eyes filled with tears as Mr. Jake was pulled back into the Beast, dragging Snoop along.

“I can't do it alone!” Tom stood frozen to the spot, a few steps outside the ward. The Beast turned and walked toward him.

“Snoop, save Tom.” Mr. Jake's command rang louder than the Beast's roar. Snoop let him go and jumped the monster from the side, just as it pounced on Tom.

“Love conquers all.” Mr. Jake vanished in the Beast's fog.

Tom nearly didn't hear his final comment. A tendril of mist wound itself around his foot. He felt the dizziness he had experienced once before, when the Beast had tried to steal his memories. Snoop's strong jaws sliced through the fog and Tom stumbled backwards. He landed on his bottom with a thud.

“Hurry.” Snoop's voice was low and overlapping with barks. “Through the gate. I can't keep it at bay much longer.”

Tom scrambled to his feet and hurried through the gate, and a moment later Snoop came flying through the air. He slammed into the ground and lay motionless.

“Snoop!” Tom ran to him, and the Beast jumped him with a roar. It howled in pain as it pushed through the gate. The protective spell lit up and sparkled. It slowed the Beast but didn't stop it.

Tom's hands were wet with sweat. Everything had gone wrong. Sally was gone, and so were Mr. Jake and his ghosts. And Snoop was hurt. He could see blood pool under the dog's head. Tom no longer cared one bit if the Beast got him too. He had lost everything he loved. Gently, he picked up Snoop and carried him into the house. The Beast followed in slow motion, fighting Mr. Jake's weakening spell every inch of the way.

Tom slammed the door with his foot. He didn't want to see it coming.

He laid Snoop on the soft carpet and knelt beside him. Snoop opened his eyes and sat up. Blood and spittle soaked his muzzle. He shook his head and winced.

“Whoa, that was a hard landing,” he said. “And it seems I bit my lip.”

Tom flung his arms around Snoop's neck. “You're alive.”

Snoop pricked his ears. “And so is the Beast. You need to put up a new ward. Hurry up.”

Tom sprang to his feet and fetched Mr. Jake's spellbook—the one he could read. He flipped though the pages until he found a warding spell. Snoop helped him to get the ingredients together.

“Hurry up. It's only got three yards to the front door,” he said.

Tom grabbed a handful of Mr. Jake's freshly ground coffee and ripped the door open. He blew the coffee directly into the Beast's face. It had just put a paw on the first step to the door. The coffee whirled around its face and it blinked, and Tom felt cold all over. But there was no time to lose. The coffee powder hovered above the Beast, gently descending all around it.

“Amore ardens,” Tom said. “Be safe and secure in my love.”

A green flash went through the coffee, and a dome of green light formed around the Beast. When it tried to jump him, Tom instinctively stepped backwards and slammed into the doorframe. The Beast flinched when it touched the ward, and Tom's legs gave. Unable to stop himself, he slid to the ground.

“Not bad for a first try.” Snoop sat beside him with a lopsided grin. “And an unusual approach too. No one's ever put a ward around the Beast before.”

Tom tried to speak but his heart hammered so loud, he couldn't hear his own voice. Only when he realized that the Beast wasn't coming any nearer did he calm down. “Won't it pull back into its hiding place and return to some other place in reality?”

“It can't. Your spell anchored this bubble, and it can't be in two places at once.” Snoop cocked his head. “It's a splendid idea to ground it in our reality. As long as it holds on to the statues, it can't come out.”

“I wanted to make sure that it couldn't take Sally anywhere,” Tom said.

Together, he and Snoop watched the Beast in its glowing cage. It turned to fog, to no avail. It became a rabbit-like monster and tried to dig into the earth, but that didn't help either.

“Do you miss Jake too?” Snoop's usually perky ears hung. “He would have liked this.”

Tom nodded. “And I miss Sally.”

Silently they watched a few more unsuccessful attempts of the Beast to flee the ward. Finally it gave up, sat on its haunches, and glared at Tom with its beady red eyes. He shuddered. Then it dawned on him. He had achieved something Mr. Jake hadn't even thought of.

“I caught it.” He looked at Snoop, hardly able to believe it. “I really caught it.”

Snoop's grin widened. “It seems you'll be a better master than I had thought.”
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Chapter Sixteen

Tom: Here and Now

When Tom's legs decided to support him again, he got up and stepped inside.

“What are we going to do now?” He looked down at Snoop. “We can't leave it there.”

“I'd try to get Mr. Jake back, but you're the master. You decide.” The dog shrugged, which looked weird because the movement rippled through the entire body until even the tip of the tail twitched.

Tom closed the door so he didn't have to look at the Beast again. He sighed. “If it weren't for Sally, I could forget the whole thing and go back home.”

“That doesn't bring Jake back, or any of the others.” Snoop cocked his head. “You probably don't want to hear that, but you're the only hope they've got.”

Tom knew he was right. He just wasn't sure if he would be strong enough. Why hadn't Mr. Jake chosen someone else? He knew the answer. It hadn't been Mr. Jake who'd chosen him, it had been the Beast. His thoughts turned to Sally. How long would he remember her? What if he got her back one day but had become so old, she didn't recognize him anymore? There had to be a way to get her out before he became old. Tom's stomach growled.

Snoop curled up with laughter. “What a Beast Hunter—fights the Beast on an empty stomach.”

Tom ignored him. He made himself a peanut butter sandwich and searched the kitchen for an apple and something to drink. All the while, he racked his brain for a solution to his problem, to no avail. He did not know enough. He turned to Snoop.

“First, I need to know exactly what the Beast is. We can't fight it when I know so little.”

Snoop sat on his haunches. “It's rather similar to me. We both found a place neither here nor there, an in-between place, where we can keep our core safe.”

“I understood that. But how come I can see you and the Beast as you are but others don't? And how did it get here?”

“A long time ago, someone used an old ritual to call it. It uses the imagination of its victims to create believable masks, and somehow you've got the talent to see through that disguise.”

Tom filled a glass with milk. “You mean the Beast is a shape-shifter?”

“Not really.” Snoop shrugged, which sent another weird ripple through his body. “It's hard to explain.”

Tom looked out the window where the Beast still sat. If it stayed where it was, surely people were bound to notice sooner or later. Or was it invisible? He asked Snoop and bit into his bread.

“Nay, but it looks uninteresting to most people.” Snoop eyed his bowl. “Do I get something too?”

Tom poured him some dog food pellets and water. So, people would wonder even if they couldn't see the Beast's real form. He couldn't free it either. If he did, it would either attack him or disappear and suck up more kids. He couldn't yet fight it, and he surely didn't fancy chasing it around the world like Mr. Jake had done. If only Mr. Jake were here. Tom froze mid-motion, bread hovering before his open mouth. If he couldn't get Mr. Jake back to his world, would it be possible to follow him?

“When the Beast sucked up all the people, where did they go?” he asked.

“They are in its in-between place, so it can slowly drain their energy and use their imagination.” Snoop had already dug into his food and spoke with his mouth full.

“You mean—they're inside the Beast?”

“It's really hard to explain.” Snoop cocked his head and closed his eyes. “Picture a balloon that has been squeezed through a hole into a box and then blown up. The box is your world, the inside of the balloon is the in-between place, and everything around is, well, everything else. The Beast can push the balloon's surface into as many shapes as its victims can imagine. It can't go back to its home as long as there are still victims in his balloon because it won't fit through the hole.”

“So everybody it caught is inside this balloon.”

Snoop nodded. “At least for as long as it hasn't used up all their energy. But since creatures like us don't need much; it could be centuries before it depletes a single person. An unobtrusive link to the initial victim should have been more than enough.”

Tom wondered what victim Snoop was linked to.

Snoop cringed at the question and took his time to answer. “If you have to know, a mongrel dog. But it's still very much alive.” He sat back on his haunches. “Now, do you have an idea what to do?”

“Mr. Jake said to fight it with love.” Tom pushed the last bits of his peanut butter sandwich into his mouth and spoke around the crumbs. “It's worth a try. All the hitting and hurting hasn't done much good. We'll try something different.”

“What do you mean?” Snoop licked his lips. “What's your plan?”

“I will use love to go after Sally and Mr. Jake.” Tom looked at the dog. “What will happen if the Beast defeats me? Who will be Beast Hunter after me?”

“When the last Beast Hunter is defeated, I will have to fight the Beast alone until I can take it back to where it came from—our home.” Snoop hung his head.

“If I get caught like Mr. Jake, could you get me back out?”

Snoop cocked his head and gazed at Tom for a long time before he answered. “You're only half his weight, and much more innocent too. The Beast will probably not be able to put quite as many hooks into you.” He stretched. “I wouldn't want to wager on it, but I'd say there's a sixty percent chance I can get you back.”

Tom swallowed. Suddenly his idea seemed crazy. He wiped his hands on his thighs. He would never be able to win where Mr. Jake had failed. He was nuts to believe he could. He was only a boy—a boy who'd lost his sister—a boy without Sally. What would be worse? Living without Sally, knowing that he hadn't used the tiny chance to save her, or facing the Beast?

“Sixty is better than fifty-fifty, right?” His voice trembled.

“Considerably better.” Snoop stood up. “Do you want to go right away?”

Tom nodded. His throat was too dry to speak. Side by side, they left the house.

The Beast sat where they had left it, but the dome was no longer as visible as before. Tom worried that his ward had already failed, but he realized that if it had, the Beast wouldn't be there anymore. Tom's heart thumped hard as they approached it. The Beast's eyes followed their progress, but it didn't move a muscle. At the ward, they stopped. No breeze stirred the leaves, and no bird sang. It was too quiet, and Tom's hair stood up. Was he doing the right thing? What if he was throwing away the last option Sally and Mr. Jake had? He mustered all his courage and extended his hand toward the Beast.

“Good boy,” he murmured in as soothing a voice as he could muster. “You're a fine little beastie.”

The Beast cringed from his fingers.

Tom stepped forward through the ward. Instead of attacking, the Beast tried to flee, but couldn't. Tom touched it, and it flinched. Instead of punching, ripping, or hitting, he stroked the rough hide and hummed softly. The Beast shivered. Under Tom's gentle fingers, the pustules healed instantly, and the grimy, stiff bristles smoothed out. The Beast screamed and reared, but it was in a tight spot. It couldn't evade Tom's hands much, although it tried. He followed it and hummed and stroked. On the patches his hands had smoothed, he even planted a kiss or two. The Beast howled and twisted until its scream suddenly stopped. It lay still on the ground. Was it dead? Tom hadn't meant to kill it. Feeling sorry for it, he sat beside it and stroked its flank and belly.

The belly convulsed and a piece of the hide stuck to Tom's hand. Only a thin thread still connected it to the rest of the Beast. He stared at the black hole in the Beast's belly. As expected, he could see nothing that would have been there in a normal animal; no blood, no internal organs. Also, there was no fog, no Mr. Jake, and no ghost he could see. He peeled the hide from his fingers and tried to rip the thread, but couldn't. As thin as it was, it didn't break, it only got longer. With a shrug, Tom stuffed the piece of hide into his pants' pocket. Again he looked at the hole in the Beast's side. He knew exactly what he had to do but his body refused to move. He looked back to Snoop.

“If you're not back in ten minutes, I'll follow you and get you back out.” Snoop nodded encouragingly.

Finally, Tom's body decided to cooperate. With shaking fingers, he pried the hole a little bigger with his free hand and crawled into the Beast's in-between place.

It was pitch black inside, and it felt much bigger than the inside of an animal, even a magical one, had any right to be. The Beast's hide in his hand began to light up with a dull red glow. He got up. It shed just enough light to see around him for a yard in any direction. Tom noticed that the hole he had come through was closing. If Snoop doesn't come, I'll be stuck. He frowned and told himself, “Don't think about it.”

Forcing down his fear, he focused on Sally. He could find a way out as soon as he had her back.

Slowly, he walked through the darkness toward a looming shadow. It was the statue of a boy flying a kite. Tom touched the stone, and warmth pulsated under his fingers. The statue seemed to be alive. He walked on and discovered many more statues in the darkness, from babies and toddlers to half-grown boys and girls like him.

“Sally?” His voice didn't carry. The darkness swallowed it. He walked from statue to statue and didn't know for how long. Suddenly a sound reached his ear. Someone was sobbing.

“Sally?” He turned toward the sound and walked faster.

But it wasn't Sally. It was a little boy, maybe six years old, with an open wound in his chest, a black hollow like the hole in the Beast's hide. He sat beside another statue and cried. His little face was swollen, and he looked at Tom with reddened eyes.

“Who are you?” he asked. “No one comes here. Ever.”

“I'm looking for my sister.”

“There is nothing here but the living statues, the prisoners, and the Beast.” The boy blinked away his tears. “It fell asleep a little while ago. You need to be real quiet, or it will wake up.”

“Would that be so bad?”

“It hurts when it sucks my life. I'm linked to it, see?” The boy pointed to his chest, and Tom's eyes widened. A thin cord went from the boy's chest into the darkness. It was reddish at first but turned darker the farther he looked.

“I'm linked to the living statues too,” the boy said and pointed to slender tendrils that went from his wound to the statues. “That way, the Beast will live longer.”

“This is so, so…” Tom felt bile rising in his throat. The poor boy. He must have been stuck in this weird connection with the Beast for much longer than anyone else. Could he be the first ever victim? Maybe he was the key to the Beast's destruction. Tom needed to know more.

“How did you get connected to it?”

“My aunt did it. She's a witch, you know. She bound my best friend and me and cut my chest, but I didn't die.” The boy frowned in concentration. “When the daemon appeared, it took the form of a twisted woman. My aunt asked for something but I can't remember what. I screamed and then I was in the darkness, and my best friend was a living statue.” He pointed to the sculpture beside him. “I've been here a long, long time, and no one ever came. Can you stay with me?”

The longing in his face was so strong that Tom's heart contracted. He had come to get his sister back, not to rescue a mortally wounded boy. What could he say to him? He swallowed.

“The Beast will notice,” he said, “and I wouldn't get my sister back.”

“Maybe she's a statue too. I can help you look.” The boy stood up and put his hand in Tom's.

Tom sighed. “Okay, let's have a look.”
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Chapter Seventeen

Tom: Here and Now

Tom and the boy walked into the darkness hand in hand, although it wasn't really like walking. They moved their feet, but Tom didn't feel anything below the soles of his shoes. Walking on air could feel the same. Monkey-like, the boy clung to Tom's hand, pointing out statues, but Tom knew none of them.

“What's your name?” Tom asked him. “I can't call you boy all the time, can I?”

“No, silly, my name is Adalbert.” The boy giggled, and suddenly Tom felt glad he had made him laugh.

“Well then, Adalbert, we are looking for a girl statue that has long plaits and wears trousers. Her face is covered in freckles.”

Adalbert brightened. “She's the newest one. Those are always closest to the lair.”

“That's where the Beast is?”

“And the prisoners.” Adalbert's voice dropped to a whisper. “Do we have to go there?”

“You don't need to be afraid. I'll be with you.” Hearing his own words, Tom felt strange. Before, it had always been Sally comforting him. Was he really brave enough to take care of a boy nearly half his age? Then he remembered that Adalbert was probably several centuries his senior. It's a really weird situation, he thought.

“We need to be very quiet.” Adalbert's voice was hardly more than a sigh. He clutched Tom's hand tighter, changed direction, and walked on tiptoe. Tom followed his example. They seemed to be going somewhere since statues sped past and a reddish glow appeared in front of him, growing bigger with every step. When they came a little closer and his eyes had adjusted, he made out the sleeping form of a woman with twisted limbs. Her body glowed like molten lava and strong muscles moved in places where they shouldn't be. She lay curled up on the ground with her back to them and snored like a dog with a cold. Tom's skin broke out in goosebumps. The sleeping creature emanated an evil that pulled on his nerves and made the hairs on his arms rise. His palms sweated; he sucked his lips into his mouth. Never would he be able to defeat something so evil and powerful. Tom forced himself to look away. After all, he was here to find Sally.

Odd appendages dangled from the lava lady's back. The tendrils wrapped around a crowd of grown-up people sitting rigidly beside her. Relief flooded Tom's heart when he saw Mr. Jake and the monk. They would be able to tell him what to do. He opened his mouth to call to them, but Adalbert stopped him just in time.

“Be quiet. You don't want to sit there too.” Then he pointed to a statue a few steps to the side. “Is that your sister?”

Tom's heart missed a beat. Yes, that was Sally. She looked just like he remembered her, only she seemed drained of color. Her skin, her hair, even her freckles had a grayish tinge. He longed to hug her, but the lava-lady had wrapped a tendril around Sally and a hook at the end of the tendril dug into her thigh. It would be impossible to move her without the lava-lady noticing. Tom gazed back at the grown-ups. There didn't seem to be any hooks on their tendrils. He asked Adalbert for the reason.

The boy pulled him closer and whispered. “The hooks are for draining, but it can't drain grown-ups. Only keep them from leaving.”

Tom closed his eyes and breathed to calm himself. If he couldn't free Sally, he'd have to try for one of the grown-ups, despite the tendrils. Maybe he could rescue Mr. Jake. He studied the tendrils. They were wrapped closely around the grown-ups. Freeing Mr. Jake would be just as impossible as moving Sally. What should he do? He pulled Adalbert backwards a bit so they could talk without waking the lava-lady.

“Can we cut the tendrils?”

Adalbert shook his head. “Nothing can cut them when they're new, but you can wait. Soon the statue will drift away from the Beast, and the connection gets thinner. Maybe you can cut it then, although I don't know how. My best friend's uncle fought witchcraft and nearly saved him. But in the end, he got caught too.” He pointed to the monk. “That's him.”

“It seems I can't free anyone.” Tom's voice vibrated with his frustration. There had to be a way to defeat the Beast, but he didn't see a way. He wanted the life back he had known before the Beast came. Maybe he could at least talk to Mr. Jake or the monk.

A hole opened beside his feet, and Snoop pushed his head through. “You should have a look at the Beast from outside,” he said. “Something weird is happening. Are you coming?”

Adalbert's eyes widened. “A dog! Can I pat it?”

Snoop shook his head. “Hurry up! It's waking.”

Tom's gaze flitted to the lava-lady. She stretched and yawned but still faced in the wrong direction.

“We're leaving.” Tom went down on his knees and crawled toward the hole Snoop held open.

“Wait for me,” Adalbert said.

“You can't come. You'll die.” Tom pointed to the gap in Adalbert's chest.

“I will not stay here.” Adalbert went down on his knees and crawled past him toward the gap Snoop had made. Tom grabbed for him but his fingers only touched one of the tendrils. Red hot fire shot up his arm. With a yelp of pain, he pulled his hand back.

“Tom! Hurry!” Mr. Jake's voice made him turn. He and the other grown-ups struggled against the tendrils, trying to hold back the lava-lady. Her head swiveled round and her eyes locked on Tom. He stared at her black eye sockets. They were calling for him.

“Tom! Get away!” Mr. Jake's scream rang in his ears, snapping him out of his reverie. He crawled backward as fast as he could, bumping into Adalbert. The little boy lay on the ground panting heavily, and the tendril in his chest pulsated with an evil glow. No way could Tom leave him to the lava-lady's mercy. He hooked his hands under Adalbert's arms to help him through the hole. The lava-lady roared and pulled at her bond with the little boy. He slid backward, and the gap began to close. Tom held onto the little boy as best he could. Just when he thought his arms would be pulled out of their sockets, Snoop entered the Beast again, widening the hole as he crawled in. The lava-lady roared again.

Tom took Adalbert in his arms and pulled him toward the hole. It was the least he could do but his heart fluttered when he thought about the wound in the little boy's chest. Surely taking him away from the lava-lady would kill him, but it also felt wrong to leave him here—all alone. Tom put his feet through the hole and pulled Adalbert with him. The stronger he pulled, the harder it became. Tom sweated and gasped for air. He'd managed to pull Adalbert halfway out when Snoop's strong jaws closed around the tendrils between Adalbert, the statues, and the Beast. With a jerk, the boy came free.

The Beast's piercing scream was worse than anything Tom had ever heard before. He scrambled backward and pulled Adalbert out of the ward before he looked back at the Beast. It lay on the ground, writhing in agony and losing its form. When Snoop crawled out, it looked less like a beast and more like the lava-lady they had seen inside. But the lady bulged in the weirdest places.

“Am I glad we're out of that,” Tom said to Adalbert. The little boy didn't answer. He hung limply in Tom's arms. The linen shirt was soaked in blood and his breathing slow and labored. He was dying. Tom scrambled to his feet and carried him inside as fast as he could.

“You take care of him, I'll call a doctor,” he said to Snoop.

“I don't think a doctor can help. It's a magical wound.” Snoop followed him.

Gently Tom laid the child on the sofa and inspected him. Adalbert's shirt was torn. A bloody wound went from his left collar bone to his right hip. Tom saw bones, the lungs and heart, and more blood than he cared for. Snoop licked the wound and it began to close ever so slowly. Was it mending? Would Adalbert survive? The little boy shivered. Blood ran from the wound, beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and his breathing was still irregular.

Snoop gave up his licking. The wound had closed to a thin, red scar that no longer looked life-threatening. “He's still dying. So many years connected to the Beast…” Snoop's voice trailed off. “He must have been the Beast's initial victim.”

Tom looked at him. “Why did his aunt do that to him? He's just a little kid.”

Snoop pointed to the red line. “Someone wants something so bad, he kills an innocent child. When he binds its life force to one of my kind, we supply the power to fulfill his heart's desire. And we'll stay in this world until the victim is drained.” Snoop shuddered. “The price is way too high. I bet his aunt didn't live long enough to enjoy what she got.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” Tom took Adalbert's hand. When he let go, it fell limply back onto the sofa. He turned to Snoop, who still hadn't answered. “Is there?”

Snoop looked away. “I don't think so.”

“I won't let him die. I'll call a doctor.” Tom got up but before he reached the phone, his gaze fell on Mr. Jake's herb pouch that still hung beside the front door. His mouth fell open. Of course! Mr. Jake's medicine! He ripped it from the hook so the shoulder strap broke and rummaged around until he found the small glass vial with the blue liquid Mr. Jake had used to heal himself.

“Do you remember how much he took?” he asked Snoop.

“I don't think it'll be strong enough to save him.” Snoop sat on his haunches and cocked his head.

“It's worth a try.” Tom pulled the stopper off the vial, and the room filled with a magical scent. It smelled as if someone had mixed all four seasons together. With every breath, he noticed a different flavor—baked apples, wild roses, Christmas cookies, hot sand. He blinked and turned back to Snoop. “How much?”

Snoop licked his nose before he answered. “No more than three drops and you'd better dilute them. Something as strong as that can also kill.”

“He's already dying, so that won't make much of a difference, will it.” Tom opened Adalbert's mouth with his left hand and counted three drops on his tongue. Carefully he replaced the stopper and put the vial back into the pouch. Adalbert jerked and swallowed. He whimpered as if someone had hurt him. After a long time, he opened his eyes and looked around.

“My chest hurts.” He curled up into a tight little ball.

Tom stroked his back. “It will pass. I gave you a medicine that will make you all right again.” He considered the new development encouraging and hoped his words would come true.

Adalbert pulled Tom's hand to his cheek. “Can you sing me a song? I'm so tired.”

Tom tried to remember the songs his mother had sung for him when he was a kid. His voice wobbled as he sang, but Adalbert smiled and fell asleep. His breathing was still labored, and beads of sweat rolled over his forehead.

“Do you think he'll make it?” Tom asked Snoop.

“We won't know before the morning.”
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Chapter Eighteen

Tom: Here and Now

The doorbell chimed and Tom jumped up, his heart racing. Who could it be? The police? His parents? Would they question him about the Beast? He put his hand against the back of a chair to steady his wobbly knees when a song wafted through the door. Kids! There were kids at the door. He had completely forgotten about Halloween. Still shaking, he relaxed and walked toward a bowl with sweets Mr. Jake had prepared earlier. Best to get rid of them fast.

He answered the door holding out the bowl. One kid of the group outside, dressed as a ghost, stood dangerously close to the ward around the Beast. Although it lay flat on the ground, its glowing eyes followed every movement.

The children grabbed some sweets and ran off giggling. The ghost pointed to the Beast and said, “That's the best decoration I've ever seen. How did you do that? Papier mâché?”

Tom stared at the Beast at the foot of the stairs and didn't know what to say. The kid didn't wait. Running, she followed her friends. Tom noticed other groups walking from house to house and realized that more kids would be coming soon. He needed someone to hand them sweets. Also, he'd have to move the Beast to a place where no one could accidentally walk through the ward. The Beast wouldn't waste a second in sucking up new kids to replace Adalbert if it could.

Tom gazed at the Beast, holding the bowl out as if offering some sweets to it too. Its face was still inhuman, but the body had elongated and resembled that of a woman. Its hide glowed with a sickly green color as if it didn't feel well. What if the cutting of its bond with Adalbert would kill it? He'd feel like a murderer. Also, he feared for the others still trapped in the Beast. They had to get out before they would die too. There had to be a way. He turned and closed the door, putting the bowl down on a pile of cardboard boxes.

“We need to do something, Snoop. I think we weakened the Beast when we took Adalbert. But we need to help the others.”

Snoop rested his chin on his paws. “Without the bound humans, I can drag the Beast back to where it belongs. Can you free them?”

“I don't know. I need to think. Everything got so complicated.” Tom pulled a chair to the sofa and sat down to watch Adalbert. “What does the Beast do to the prisoners and the statues?”

“It can't do much with the prisoners besides keeping them. They are too old. It has been bound to a child, so it can only hook into children to drain them,” Snoop rolled on his side and closed his eyes, “which turns them into the statues you've seen. The Beast uses the kids' worst memories and their fears to turn itself into an ever-changing monster. And it uses their life-force to make the appearance seem as real as possible.”

Tom scratched his cheek. “The monk has been a prisoner and not a statue?”

“Yup.”

“We got him out, remember?” He closed his eyes too, searching his brain for an idea. Something nagged at the back of his mind. Something about the monk and how they got him out of the Beast. He opened his eyes again and looked around. The diaries they had used to turn the ghosts in Snoop's fur back into people were still stacked on the table. Lightning flashed through Tom's brain. Maybe the same trick would work twice. A smile spread over his face. “I guess I've got an idea. But we got to do magic outside, close to the Beast. Everybody will be able to see us.”

Snoop shrugged. “They'll not believe their eyes anyway. Pretend it's a Halloween show.”

He set to work immediately although it was growing dark outside. First, he put the bowl with sweets on the ground beside the garden gate with a sign that said “Please take one. Important magic at work, do not disturb.”

Then he carried a small coffee table to the paved path leading to the front door, stacked the diaries on top, and fetched Mr. Jake's magic stuff. Squinting in the twilight, he flipped through the spell‑book until he found what he was looking for. Following the guidelines to the letter, he drew a big circle that nearly touched the ward with the Beast. It snarled but made no attempt to attack. Instead, it followed every move with its eyes.

“Do you think you can do it?” Snoop asked. “This is more complicated than setting up a ward.”

“Mr. Jake said there isn't much to this spell. Let's hope he was right.” Tom sprinkled petals from a jar on the ground into another circle. “You'll have to stand there and catch them.” He pushed Snoop toward the side of the first circle. “If you see one of those bonds trying to pull them back, you snap it.”

“No problem.” Snoop walked over and settled beside the circle.

Tom's heart beat wildly. What if the spell didn't work? Would he be able to remember how Mr. Jake had pronounced the words? Could he really get all prisoners out this way? If he could get Mr. Jake out, he could leave the rest to him. He placed Mr. Jake's journal into the center of the crayon circle and stepped into the circle of herbs. At the garden gate, kids gathered and watched with rapt attention.

His heart hammered so strong that his blood roared in his ears. He raised his arms and hummed, trying to forget about the watchers so he could remember the melody Mr. Jake had used. The air filled with the sweet scent of lavender. This felt right. Tom hummed on. Tiny whiffs of fog floated from the Beast to the circle and gathered above the journal. The longer he hummed, the denser the column of fog became. It was just the way it should be. Tom's hands felt like lead, but he held them up high and hummed on. Would the fog turn into Mr. Jake? More and more fog gathered atop the book. When no new whiffs came from the Beast, Tom knew it was time to say the spell. If only he pronounced it right. He swallowed and breathed a couple of time to gather his courage.

“Animus reverto,” he whispered. His voice didn't vibrate like Mr. Jake's had but the column of fog still reacted. It shivered and sank in on itself, became denser and gained color. A red line ran from its ankle to the Beast. With a single bite, Snoop severed it, and a few seconds later, Mr. Jake stumbled forward. He fell right onto Snoop, who tried his best to keep him up.

“Well done, Tom,” Mr. Jake said and crumpled to the floor. The kids at the gate clapped and cheered.

“Well done,” a father called. “Great trick. How'd you do that?” Tom ignored him and bent down to Mr. Jake. Snoop helped him drag the man to the side.

“He's out cold. Seems like you've got to carry on, boy.” 

Tom stared at him. “Why can you still talk to me? I thought you only talk to the Beast Hunter.”

“You are the Beast Hunter now. You've been chosen by Mr. Jake, and there is no way back for either of you.” He laughed his soundless laughter.

“Does that mean I'll be Beast Hunter till the end of my life?”

“It means you won't have an end of life for as long as you hold the job.” Snoop licked his nose. “Unless of course you screw up and let one of those beasties kill you. That'd be the end of you and of a whole long line of Beast Hunters.”

Tom's eyes widened. “There are more beasts?”

“Not at the moment.” Snoop lay down. “Will you argue much longer, or are you going to get the others too?”

Tom's head whirled. How could he be the Beast Hunter for good? He was scared of the shadow under his bed. He didn't even have his sister to protect him. It was so unfair—not only for him but for the next Beast's victims too. They needed someone strong and reliable. Someone like Mr. Jake.

“Hey, snap out of it.” Snoop rubbed his head against Tom's knee. “I'll be with you. Could you please get the others now?”

Tom nodded. He felt numb inside but Snoop was right. If he didn't get the others, they couldn't discuss how to get back the kids. Noticing that most kids had dispersed, he renewed the circles and placed the next journal inside. After reading the writer's name on the cover, he started to hum. His hum drew another column of fog into his circle and more kids gathered at the gate to watch. Tom did his best to ignore them. Upon his command, the fog turned into a man, and Snoop bit through the bond to the Beast. Again and again, Tom used a diary, hummed and called. The Beast shrank with every prisoner he freed. At first, it struggled and screamed but after the tenth round of spells, it flopped to the ground and lay motionless. All of a sudden, Tom felt sorry for it. It seemed so helpless. Would pulling out all prisoners kill it? What if its death also affected Adalbert? But it was too late to worry about that. There were only a few diaries to go.

Mr. Jake and some of the others had recovered enough to help catch the newly freed. An elderly lady had picked up the bowl and handed sweets to the watchers, refusing to answer their questions. “A true magician never reveals his tricks,” she said.

Tom pushed her voice out of his head and focused on his job again. When he had used the last diary, he sat down. His arms felt as if he had carried the weight of the world for a while, and his mind was still numb from the Beast Hunter revelation. He put his hands over his face, ignoring the people walking around him.

“I knew you would find a way to get us out.” Mr. Jake put his hand on Tom's shoulder and sat beside him in the grass. “You're a very special child, Tom.”

Tom was glad for the compliment but didn't feel like smiling. “Can't you take the job back, Mr. Jake?”

“There is no one better suited to it than you.” Mr. Jake leaned back and looked up to the stars. “Snoop told me you've even saved the initial victim. No one has ever managed that before.”

“We're not yet sure he'll survive.”

“You got him out. That's all that counts for the moment.” Mr. Jake put his hand on Tom's shoulder.

“But I'm a coward.”

“Are you?” Mr. Jake's eyebrows rose as he looked at Tom. “When the Beast stole your sister, you didn't hesitate to help her. You faced the Beast several times to get her back and to help me. You captured it and even entered the weirdness of the realm inside. Do you truly believe those are the deeds of a coward?”

Tom blushed. It was true; he had done all those things. “But I've been so scared all the time.”

“Who wouldn't be if faced with the Beast?” Mr. Jake smiled. “A hero isn't free from fear. It is someone who does what needs to be done despite fear.”

Tom felt hot. Could Mr. Jake be right? Was courage something he could muster if he needed to? He didn't want to think about it anymore. Obviously he couldn't stop being the Beast Hunter, so he might as well think of his next step.

“We need to get the kids back, so Snoop can take the Beast back to where it belongs.” He stood up.
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Chapter Nineteen

Tom: Here and Now

Everybody gathered in the sitting room. It was a tight fit, and Tom had to take a few steps up the stairs so everybody could see him. He swallowed, forcing his knees to stop trembling. The last time, Mr. Jake had spoken to all these people. He cleared his throat.

“Our attack on the Beast didn't work out the way we had hoped,” he said. “But I want to get my sister back, and I'm sure you want your kids too. So we need to think again.”

Mr. Jake spoke next. “We learned that positive feelings like love and sympathy hurt the Beast.”

The old lady with the umbrella frowned. “How can I love the Beast when I know it killed my grandson?”

“It didn't kill him,” Tom said and explained about the statues. “We will get him, my sister, and all the others back out, but I need your help.”

“At least it's securely caged in that ward of yours,” a man said and twirled his moustache.

“I could pretend he's my doggy,” a little girl said. “Then I could pat him and like him.”

“Good idea. We will have to use our imagination to get into the right feeling,” Mr. Jake said.

Tom shook his head. “You can't go closer. We would risk that the Beast sucks you back in.” He bit his lower lip and listened as the others discussed how they might manage to like the Beast and how to get close without danger.

“I'm so dumb.” Tom slapped his forehead. “We need something belonging to the Beast that we can love instead. That way, we won't have to get close.”

“It would need to be something the Beast is bonded to or hooked up with,” Snoop said. “But I snapped all the bonds when you pulled out the prisoners.”

“I got just the right thing.” Tom pulled the piece of hide out of his pocket that had come off when he had stroked the Beast. The thin thread still hung from it. If Tom looked closely, he could see it leading out of the house. The hide's bond to the Beast was unbroken. Tom felt a smile spread over his face. There was nothing he could do to stop it. He lifted the hide with his right hand so everybody could see. “We've got what we need.”

A cheer went through the crowd.

Mr. Jake said, “We need to split it in a way that everybody gets a piece. I think I know the best place to put the pieces. Shall I distribute it?”

Tom nodded and handed the piece of skin to him. He wanted to see how Adalbert was doing.

And he needed a break.

He pushed through the crowd to the sofa. The little boy looked a lot better. The red line on his chest had faded to a pale scar, and his breathing had calmed. Tom yawned. He longed to lie down beside him. Would anyone notice? He looked around. Everybody stood in line waiting for their piece of the hide. The kitchen clock showed ten past nine. With less than three hours left of Halloween, he couldn't afford to sleep. He sat on the chair beside Adalbert and yawned again. If only he weren't so tired…

Tom woke when someone grabbed his shoulder. He blinked away his drowsiness and recognized Mr. Jake.

“We're done, Tom.” He held out a book. It was the journal Tom had written. Mr. Jake had turned it into a neat little book with a cloth cover. The cloth looked very much like kitchen towel.

“Wow, how did you do that?”

“I used to be a bookbinder before I lost my daughter,” Mr. Jake said. “Be careful with it. The glue is not dry yet.”

Tom let his palm glide over the smooth front cover. Where normally the title would be, Mr. Jake had glued a lock of Sally's hair and a piece of the Beast's hide. When Tom squinted, he could see the bond snake along the floor and merge with others. He looked up at Mr. Jake. “This is awesome. Thank you.”

“We're ready to go as soon as you give the sign.”

Tom glanced at the clock again, only a few minutes to midnight. Whoa, he had slept too long. If Mr. Jake was right, they would be at their strongest now—as would be the Beast. But Tom trusted Snoop's promise that the ward would be strong enough to keep it prisoner as long as it held onto the kids.

“Let's go.” He stood up, walked outside, and sat on a step right in front of the Beast. He shivered when he felt its fiery eyes focus on him. The others filed out of the house and sat in a big circle around the Beast's prison. The threads running from their diaries through the ward to the Beast glowed faintly in the dark. Tom wondered if the glowing tendrils would look like a drawing from above. Mr. Jake settled beside him. He had fastened his daughter's ragdoll to his journal with a rubber band and glued the Beast's hide beside it.

He smiled at Tom. “I believe this is the best chance we'll ever have to get our children back. Thank you, Tom.”

Tom averted his gaze. His ears burned. He didn't deserve the praise. After all, they hadn't succeeded yet. Surely the Beast wouldn't let the children go without a fight. He thought of Sally's statue, standing frozen inside the Beast. She must be so lonely. A tear rolled down his cheek and dropped on the diary. This little bit of Sally was all he had left. His fingers touched the lock of her hair gently and glided over it and the piece of hide on his journal.

The Beast roared and stood up tall. Tom ignored it. While he kept stroking, he remembered the way Sally had thrown back her hair, the holidays they had spent with their Nana, even the pain in his parents' eyes when they'd thought her dead. Tears ran into his collar, but he made sure they didn't soak the diary. He didn't want to destroy it.

When the roaring grew weaker, Tom glanced at the Beast. It no longer looked like an animal; it had taken the form of the lava-lady. Her body burned with reddish flames and her eyes were pitch black. The others stroked their Beasthide too, and the lava-lady turned and writhed in agony. Tom noticed bulges on her back. He lowered his gaze to his journal again and hummed a lullaby his Mamá used to sing when he was smaller. The Beast's screams of pain rang in his ears and made it difficult to hear his own voice. A bulge at the back split, and a boy the size of a mouse fell out, a red tendril hooked into his belly. 

“It's Robert.” The monk's voice came from the other side of the ward. Snoop shot forward but stopped short when he noticed the boy wasn't growing.

“I can't bite the tendril or the boy will stay this small,” he said. The monk groaned.

Another bulge split open and gave birth to a mouse-sized child, and another one. The Beast screamed so loud that Tom couldn't hear a thing anymore. He saw the people around him speak whenever a child popped from the lava-lady's back but he heard nothing. He saw tears in Mr. Jake's eyes as a pigtailed blond girl fell out of a bulge. They hadn't won yet. The kids were still the size of mice, and the Beast hadn't taken its tendrils off them. It must be a trick. Maybe it was trying to distract the others. Tom noticed that more and more of his helpers were pointing excitedly to the ward and forgot to keep stroking the hide.

“Keep patting.” He averted his eyes and stroked on. I need to think something nice, something that will make the Beast give up its prey for good. He racked his brain for an idea, when he realized something. Although Snoop and the Beast came from the same place, they were very different. He remembered that Snoop had told him his initial victim was still alive. Maybe that caused the difference. The Beast did what it had been created to do. A greedy witch had dragged it from its home, and turned it into a monster by binding it to a murdered child. The poor creature. It must be scared to death.

He looked up and his gaze met that of the lava-lady, but there was no way to let her know how sorry he felt for her. She wouldn't understand. All he could do was to stroke the piece of hide he had. Maybe she'd feel his sympathy that way. He saw a mouse-sized Sally pop out of a bulge and smiled. She was the last one. He was absolutely sure about that. As soon as the kids were their normal size, Snoop would cut the tendrils and take the lava-lady home.

His gaze held that of the lava-lady and he smiled, but he didn't stop stroking. She opened her mouth. It was full of sharp, pointed teeth the size of his little finger. She clawed the air, and seven fingers on each hand with razor-sharp claws extended toward him. He smiled again. She couldn't harm him. As long as she held onto the kids, the ward would be strong enough to cage her.

The tendrils released the children, who began to grow rapidly. At the same time, the lava-lady jumped and flew through the ward at Tom's throat. He knew she wanted to take out the leader—him. At the last possible moment, he threw himself sideways, and her teeth and claws ripped into his shoulder instead of his throat. Pain shot through him like fire, mirroring the agony he saw in her eyes. All his fears faded into nothing. His pain subsided to a thrumming at the back of his mind as he gazed into her eyes. They seemed frozen in the moment, staring at each other. Tom's vision blurred and shrank as he felt his life drain away.

There was only one more thing he could do.

“Sorry I didn't manage to take you home,” he whispered, and kissed her nose.
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Chapter Twenty

Tom: Here and Now

The lava-lady let go of his shoulder, and blood welled from the wound. Piercing pain shot through Tom's body. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see her jaws snap at his throat. Nothing happened, so he struggled to open his eyes again; his eyelids were so heavy. A step of the stair took up most of his vision, but he could see a bit of the garden too. His shoulder throbbed and pain spread everywhere. He found it impossible to lift his head. His cheek was wet, and a sweet, metallic smell clogged his nose. He felt so tired. Why didn't he sleep?

His wandering gaze fell on Snoop. The dog dragged the lava-lady over the lawn to a gap in the ground. Where had that come from? Tom's mind was too slow to answer this question. Flames wafted out from below and engulfed Snoop and the lava-lady as he pulled her inside. Then the gap in the ground was gone. Someone pressed something cold and smooth and blue to his lips.

“Drink this. Hurry!” Mr. Jake's voice. Strong hands held him up, and something blue drove the nasty metallic smell from his nose. Tom swallowed. It even tasted blue.

Blackness seeped in from all sides. He couldn't even feel the pain any more. Surely he was dying.

“Sally?” He fought the weight of his eyelids. He had to know if he'd saved her.

“I'm here.” Her freckled face filled his vision. It was of normal size and although she looked a little pale, she was no longer gray. “I love you, little brother.”

He closed his eyes. Mamá will be proud of me, he thought, and the world went dark.
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When he woke, the midday sun shone through the curtains in his room. He heard Mamá rattle with the dishes downstairs, and the house smelled of pancakes and ice cream. He wondered why no one had woken him. Something heavy moved on his feet, and he sat up. Snoop lay curled up on his legs. Snoop? Shouldn't he be somewhere else? Tom recalled flames and a gap in the ground.

The dog opened his eyes and jumped off the bed. “It's about time you recovered. Mr. Jake had a helluva time to explain to your parents why you were so tired.”

“I'm still alive!” Tom's memories came back. His scalp tingled and unknown energy coursed through his body. The pain in his shoulder had gone. If it weren't so embarrassing, Tom would have loved to sing. He gazed at his hands, turning them over again and again. “I'm alive.”

“And your shoulder is healed. I told you the blue stuff is strong.” Snoop stood on his hind legs and put his paws on the cover. “Are we going to eat now? I'm starving.”

But Tom wasn't interested in food right now. “What happened? I remember so little. Did you really pull the Beast into a fire pit?”

“Thanks to you I could.” Snoop laughed his voiceless laugh. “You didn't just surprise the Beast when you kissed it. I didn't believe my eyes. No one—really no one—has ever done that before. And the effect was amazing. It knocked the Beast right out. I had plenty of time to show the kids how to retrieve their memories. They grew back to normal size in no time. When the last tendril evaporated, I took the Beast back home.”

“Is that your home too?”

Snoop nodded and his whole body shook.

“How did you manage to come back?” Tom stared at Snoop, not believing his luck.

“I was free to go since I'm still bound to my initial victim.” Snoop peeked at him. “I guess living with you and Mr. Jake suits me.”

Tom grinned. “You like us. Admit it.”

“So what?” Snoop sat and began to lick the inside of his thigh. Tom could tell he was embarrassed.

The door slammed open and Sally stormed in.

“I heard you talk. Say,” she sat on his bed and took his hands, “promise that you'll never, ever tell anyone anything about the last few days. Promise.”

“They'd put me in a rubber suit in an asylum if I did.” Tom freed his hands and hugged her. Sally felt delightfully solid. “I'm so glad I've got you back.”

Sally returned his hug without a word—and that had never happened before either. Usually it was impossible to shut her up.

When they let go of each other, Sally handed him the journal. It was slightly singed where the Beast's hide had been. “Mamá and Dad believe we've partied a bit too much at Mr. Jake's. They think you've got a hangover, so don't be surprised if they are angry with Mr. Jake for a while.”

“But I don't have a hangover. I don't drink.”

“Try to convince them of that.” Sally grinned. “At least they didn't wonder why I was alive despite the funeral. Must be some sort of magic. They'll probably forget about this soon enough.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him out of bed. “Come on, the others are waiting for you. They'll be living with Mr. Jake. He promised to help them adjust to our time.”

Tom freed himself, walked to his window, and opened the curtains. On the other side of the road, people were already building an extension to Mr. Jake's house. He spotted Adalbert handing a hammer to Mr. Jake.

“Oh, come on. Don't dawdle.” Sally ran out of the room.

Happiness bubbled up inside Tom. His fingers itched, and he flew down the stairs skipping and jumping. It'd be fun to have so many kids next door.

Snoop caught up. “Can I have something to eat now? A trip to my place and back isn't exactly easy, you know.”

Tom lifted his arms to the ceiling and screamed, “Whoopeee!”
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