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CHAPTER 1 

Laureleaf Park

“Hurry!”

“I’m right behind you. Go!”

Ava darted out of the cave, stumbled and scraped the palms of her hands on the rocks. Awkwardly, she lunged into an upright position. The west lawn was reduced to greenish-grey streaks. Fat raindrops pelted her head as she ran, slipping and sliding on the wet grass. All the while, the stranger’s thundering footsteps squished and squelched behind her.

Unable to see through their fogged-up lenses, Ava whipped off her glasses and tossed them to the ground. She heard them crunch under Tony’s feet, but the realisation he was still beside her filled her with relief. Still, in the vastness of the open field, they were an easy target; if they were going to lose him, a change in tactics was necessary.

A sharp left and a dogleg turn through the dinosaur topiary and they reached the rose garden. Trudging through the bushes, thorns scraped against Ava’s bare legs, stinging and itching. A jump and roll later, she bounded onto the loose gravel path. Pebbles skittered under her heels. Halted by a loud SNAP, she collapsed. Pain shot through her leg. The stranger was drawing closer. Her ankle throbbed. Wincing, she scrambled to her feet.

Tony was no more than ten feet away. If she could run at normal speed, she would have caught up with him. Instead, Ava crashed to the ground, again, after what felt like a charging bull had rammed her from behind. The stranger’s shadow loomed. His hulking foot pressed into her back, pinning her down. With the wind knocked out of her, short, wheezy gasps were all she could manage, but she wriggled and thrashed to break free nonetheless.

Somehow managing to flip over, Ava kicked her legs frantically until the stranger fell back, groaning. Seizing the opportunity, she crawled to the edge of the woods. Hugging the thick, craggy trunk of the nearest pine, she heaved herself onto her feet. Alternating between limping and hopping, Ava zigzagged between the trees, leaning on them to keep steady. There was no chance of outrunning him now – she needed somewhere to hide. But it was too late. A pair of arms tightened around her waist and a hand covered her mouth.

“Shhh, Ava, it’s me,” Tony whispered.

Tony guided her into the dense shrubbery and they crouched down, hidden from sight. Ava buried her head in his chest, finally letting go of the tears that had been building up. Her sundress was torn and her limbs were covered in scratches and dried blood. She thought of her family, gathered around the breakfast table and wondered if she would ever see them again.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” the stranger taunted. Tony held her. They huddled together, silent and still, until the rain stopped and the sparrows resumed chirping. Tony got to his feet and poked his head out of the brush. Ava yanked him back.

“No, Tony, it’s not safe.”

“It’s okay. I think he’s gone. We can’t stay here forever. You’re hurt, Ava. We’ve got to get you home.”

Tony pulled back the foliage and held out his hand for Ava, which she grabbed more tightly than necessary. Together they tiptoed to the edge of the woods, avoiding puddles and swatting gnats. Ava scanned the open field with her arm slung around Tony’s shoulders and hobbled towards the park gates.

The stranger leapt out from behind the old stone fountain. He smiled wide, laughed hoarsely and said, “Boo!” 

Ava froze. Her arm slumped against her side. Tony grabbed her hand and turned tail. They ran through the dog park, across the bridge over the duck pond and towards the boat house. Pain radiated throughout her body and nausea rose from the pit of her stomach, burning her throat. Each step was more painful than the last.

Yellow warning signs swayed in the blustery wind. The ground sloped.

The cliffs.

Ava’s feet sunk into the mud and she fell to her knees. The stranger charged, pushing Tony closer to the edge of the cliff. Grasping the man’s forearms, Tony managed to maintain his balance. They struggled, pushing against each other, as if playing a deranged game of mercy.

Ava’s attempts to stand up were fruitless. Helpless and horrified, she watched her best friend disappear into the rushing white foam.

“Nooo! Tony! Nooo!”

She turned to face the stranger. His baseball cap, bearing the LA Angels logo, was pulled down low, revealing only his pointy nose and upturned mouth.

He inched closer. The pain in her ankle had numbed, but her veins felt hot. She dragged her fingers through the muck, clenching her fist around a fat, knobby stick. Through gritted teeth, Ava hissed, “What have you done? What do you want with us?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. With all the strength she could muster, Ava whacked the stranger in the kneecap. He cried out in pain, clutching his knee. Hunched over, he met her eyes.

“You’re next,” he growled.

Ava raised her hand to whack him again, but he caught her wrist and squeezed it in his meaty grip. With his free hand, he throttled her. She pulled away, gagging, fell backwards and banged her head on the rocky edge of the cliff. The meaning of seeing stars became clear. With great effort and the world spinning, Ava rolled onto her side. The stranger placed his foot between her hip and ribs and pushed.

Ava clung to the side of the cliff, digging her fingers into the damp soil. Her foot found a branch, but it was too flimsy to hold her weight. She tried to pull herself back up, but the soft, mossy earth was giving way. Dangling over the fast-flowing river, Ava couldn’t maintain her grip. Water splashed her back. Her fingertips burned. The stranger watched with his arms folded across his chest. A flash of reddish-purple caught her eye and then everything went black. 


	

CHAPTER 2

The Waterfalls

Ava felt lightheaded all over her body, if that was possible. Lying in bed, she could think of only one thing that compared to how she was feeling, The Beast rollercoaster at Six Flags, and that had ended with her vomiting cotton candy all over her brand-new white sneakers. This was worse than that. At least the ride had been fun, and she didn’t mind having pink shoes either. Ava closed her eyes and pulled the covers up to her chin. It was early. The sky was still adjusting to the sunrise. Perhaps more sleep would do the trick.

It was no use. She tossed and turned. An odd feeling overwhelmed her; someone was there, watching. Yet, there she was, in her bedroom, alone. No-one else in sight. The house was quiet enough to hear a pin drop, with the windows closed and the shades drawn. Familiar thoughts swirled in her head, but they didn’t make sense, like movie clips out of sequence or pieces of a puzzle that hadn’t been put together.

Heavy rain. Trampled roses. Thorn bushes. Pain. The smell of damp leaves and pine. Tony’s heartbeat. Rushing water. A stranger in an LA Angels cap.

Ava sprang out of bed. The previous day’s events rushed into her head like a train hurtling out of a dark tunnel. Laureleaf Park. The protest.

Two days ago, she and Tony, her best friend since preschool, had painted picket signs and marched through her living room rehearsing their chants.

“Save Laureleaf Park! Protect Local Wildlife! No Trees, No Life! Animals Need Homes Too! One Earth, One Chance!”

Ava couldn’t wait to wipe that slimy grin off Mayor Hopkins’s scrawny, weasel face. Hundreds of people confirmed their attendance for the march and, thanks to her hard work, they would all get to see him squirm.

On the morning of the protest, dressed in her favourite daisy yellow sundress, Ava sat in front of the mirror, practising her ‘serious face’ with furrowed brows and pursed lips. She completed two sets of leg lunges and cracked her knuckles, one full hand at a time. Physical and mental preparation was necessary; she was about to be the first twelve-year-old to go head-to-head with Mayor Herbert Hopkins.

When she came downstairs, Dad said, “That’s my girl. You’ll be the next Greta Thurnborg.”

Mom corrected him. “It’s Thunberg, dear. And Ava is not going to be the next anything. She is a shining star in her own right. Isn’t that correct, darling?”

Ava nodded. Thankfully, her mouth was too full to enable any other response. She woofed down her favourite breakfast, scrambled eggs on toast sprinkled with crumbled bacon, and guzzled a half glass of orange juice in one gulp. Her baby brother, Angelo, banged a spoon against his highchair, babbled and blew a spitty bubble. 

“That means good luck,” said Dad.

“Thanks, baby bro.” Ava scrunched up her nose and shook her head, which always gave him a laugh. 

With a slice of toast clenched between her teeth, Ava tucked the picket signs under her arm and rushed out the door. First stop, Tony’s house, seven doors down on the opposite side of the street. Tony was pacing the front lawn when she arrived. He greeted her as expected. “What took you so long?” Tony was always in a hurry, no matter the occasion. A massive crowd was waiting for them by the old fountain at Laureleaf Park.

“Look how many people are here!” Ava squealed.

Tony was already five steps ahead. Having leaned his signs against the edge of the fountain, he took out his camera and removed the lens cap. A few adjustments later, he drew it to his eye and disappeared into the crowd. Ava slipped a notebook from her pocket and sized up her first interviewee for their blog, SaveLaureleafPark.com. It had to be the fiery redhead wearing a bright orange T-shirt with lipstick to match, shiny black leggings and strappy high-heeled sandals; she’d always been drawn to people who weren’t afraid to stand out.

They had been planning for months, ever since the mayor announced plans to build a swathe of new condos on the south side of the park. It started with the blog, advocating animal rights and the importance of preserving nature, and quickly spread to community forums on social media. Within the first week, they gained over one thousand followers.

It had all led to this: the protest. Ava chose the date to coincide with the re-opening of the community rose garden. While the mayor was cutting the ribbon to officially welcome the public, protesters would march in front of his supporters, benefactors and of course, news reporters.

It wasn’t just that Laureleaf was Ava’s favourite place in the world, and arguably the most awesome park in Hawkthorn, complete with a pond for rowing, natural marble caves and amazing waterfalls, but what would happen to the trees, animals and plants if their habitat was bulldozed into oblivion?

The news vans arrived at nine o’clock on the button. Mr. Lombardo, a celebrated news reporter who just happened to be Tony’s dad, was first on the scene. He gave a thumbs up before putting on his ‘game face’ for the Channel Four camera crew.

Showtime.

Ava lifted her chin, took a deep breath, spun around and hopped three times on each foot. After a few seconds of neck rolls, she shook out her arms, completing the ritual.

“Let’s do this,” she said.

“Come on, weirdo,” said Tony.

They linked arms and joined the line of protesters. By noon, the crowd had cleared. Ava and Tony collected their signs and were heading home when the wind kicked up and rain poured down in buckets. They ran for the caves to shelter from the storm.

“I hope it lets up soon. I’m starving,” said Tony.

“Me too. I could really go for some cheesy fries right now.”

Tony rubbed his grumbling belly.

“Why’d you have to mention cheesy fries? Now, he’s excited,” said Tony.

“Sorry.” 

Ava was well acquainted with Tony’s talking tummy. 

I should’ve known better than to mention his favourite food this close to lunchtime.

While Tony skimmed through his photos to distract himself from his raging appetite, Ava noticed two men arguing just out of earshot. One was dressed in a dark grey oxford shirt, black trousers and a baseball cap, the other in faded jeans and a dingy white t-shirt. Neither seemed to mind getting soaked by the rain.

“I wonder what that’s all about?” she said.

“I’m going to go with: it’s none of our business,” replied Tony. 

Ava crept out of the cave on all fours, getting as close as she could without being seen. 

“I can’t hear anything.”

“Hang on.”

Tony fiddled with his camera.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to set it to record.”

“Ooh. Good idea.”

“There we—”

THWACK!

Tony’s camera slipped from his hands and smashed on the stalagmites growing up from the cave floor.

“Shoot! My dad’s going to kill me.”

Ava peeked out from the cave. The man in the cap spotted her.

“He may have to wait in line, Tony! Ruuun!”

Tony hastily picked up the broken pieces of his camera. 

“Who’s there?” shouted the stranger before making a beeline for the cave.

***

Ava shuddered. The memory of Tony falling over the cliffs and into the waterfall repeated over and over in her head. Overwhelmed, she climbed back into bed, curled into a ball and cried until her tears ran dry.

Tony’s dead. My best friend is dead. This can’t be happening. Please tell me this isn’t happening.

If she hadn’t been so curious. If she had just stayed put, Tony wouldn’t have dropped his camera. The murderer wouldn’t have seen them. Tony would still be alive. It was her fault and there was nothing she could do to change that.

I promise you, Tony, I will find out who did this and make them pay.

If only she could talk to him, to get some clue that might lead to his killer’s identity. Maybe he saw something she missed. A niggling thought simmered in the back of her mind. She wanted to leave it there, to bury it even further, but it pulled her, like a magnet to metal.

Maybe there was a way.


	

CHAPTER 3

The Tunnels

According to local legend, the recently deceased gravitated to the city’s underground tunnels, where they remained until they accepted their fate and moved on to the afterlife. This was particularly the case for those whose lives were cut short, unexpectedly or unfairly. Like Tony. Ava didn’t believe in ghosts. She dismissed the legend as nothing more than superstitious nonsense, although ghost stories piqued her interest.

She’d always been intrigued by the fact that Hawkthorn was built on top of another, supposedly haunted, city. However, due to her revulsion towards rats, bugs and bats, she never had a desire to visit the damp, dank tunnels. Not until now. Today was different. Today, she had a reason to brave Hawkthorn’s seedy underbelly: conjuring Tony’s ghost.

Ava reached Downtown in the blink of an eye. The usually bustling streets were eerily quiet. Dense grey clouds hung low in the sky, threatening to burst open any minute. Her teeth chattered and her body trembled; it was surprisingly chilly for this time of year. Oddly, her hands were warm and clammy.

Weird. My hands are never this sweaty.

Muffled voices tickled her ears. They seemed to come out of thin air. She looked left then right. There was hardly anyone around. The few people she did see were too far away to hear.

It’s just nerves, Ava. Everything seems off when you’re nervous.

She redirected her thoughts to the local legends. She’d heard them all; it was unavoidable as the tunnels were the city’s biggest draw. The once thriving but often flooded original Hawkthorn was buried ‘thirty feet underground in the early nineteenth-century’, a fact every resident knew by heart. Since then, they’ve attracted thousands of visitors, ranging from criminals and thrill-seekers to tourists and ghost hunters. Ava never would have guessed she’d be the latter.

The tale that stuck with her, the one that kept her up at night, was told by her grandmother about a family trapped inside their house and buried alive. All exits were sealed as mounds of dirt covered the doors and windows, surrounding the entire house. Parents clutched their children, scaling the walls to escape. The hum of cement mixers clamoured above, pouring their contents onto the rooftop until it collapsed from the pressure. Many people say they can be heard coughing and retching throughout the tunnels to this day.

Ava loved cuddling up to Grandma to hear her spooky stories, never imagining them to be true. Her mother would say, “Oh, Mom, please don’t fill her head with your wretched tales.” Grandma always replied, “They’re just stories, my dear. Stories make life worth living.”

A blackbird lying motionless by the curb brought her attention back to the present. The creature’s head was cocked to the side and its eyes were closed. Ava was fairly sure it was dead but had to check, just in case. Crouching, she approached slowly and steadily. The bird bolted up, shrieked and flew off. 

Holy Cannoli, what was that all about?

The muffled whispers continued. Ava pulled on her hood and nestled into her red parka.

It’s just the wind. It’s just the wind. 

Doubts swirled in her head, multiplying like rabbits. She clutched the Lucky Cat charm in her pocket.

What if Tony isn’t down there? What if he IS down there? Will he be different? What if the tunnels really are haunted by tons of other ghosts? Mean ones. What if I get stuck down there? 

Ava shook her head to dispel the negative thoughts. 

I am not going to let those silly tunnels get under my skin. 

Wiping her clammy hands on her jeans, she quickened her pace. There was no need to overthink things; her mind was made up. 

She imagined herself as an undercover detective armed with the knowledge she’d gathered watching all those cop shows with Dad. She would search for Tony like a professional, careful not to miss a single thing. Though she wasn’t at all sure what to look for. 

Do ghosts leave behind residue, like in Ghostbusters? Or leave clues lying around? Do they come out when you call them? Can they hear without ears?

Ava took a deep breath and let it vibrate through her lips on the way out, mimicking a cat’s purr.

At the main square, nicknamed Smuggler’s Row, she could have sworn she heard someone call her name, but again, no-one was there. She stopped underneath the awning of the Astor and Lenox Department Store to have a proper look around. Several people hurried by, tapping their phones. It was three o’clock in the afternoon, according to the digital billboard attached to the side of Lordes Bank on the opposite side of the square. Other than that, there was nothing to note. She pulled her hood down. The muffled voices became louder, but no more intelligible. 

Ugh, how annoying. Never mind. I’m on a mission. No time for distractions.

She strolled the square, checking out the many tourist agencies that lined the street. Tunnel access was limited to guided tours, so this was her only way in. Harry’s Historical Tours was closed. Dino’s Deluxe Tours didn’t have anything going for another three hours. Across the street she squinted at the crooked sign for Groovy Gary’s Ghostly Gatherings. The last tour was in ten minutes.

Groovy Gary’s it is.

It was claustrophobic inside Groovy Gary’s shop. Customers crammed together like sardines in a can. A bespeckled boy with blotchy red cheeks and scruffy blond hair, which looked like it had been brushed with a fork, slouched on a stool behind a small table. While Ava stood wondering if the boy actually worked there, he sprang to his feet and addressed the crowd. He wore a faded Nirvana T-shirt, ripped, black jeans and had an infinity tattoo on the inside of his left wrist.

Is that Groovy Gary?

“Hello everyone and welcome to Groovy Gary’s Ghostly Gatherings. I’m Gary.”

And the answer is yes.

“When I open this door, we will be entering one of the most haunted places in Hawkthorn, possibly the country.”

Ava didn’t see a door.

“Please take care as the pavements can be uneven and the lighting underground is unpredictable. Please do not take photographs as this might disturb the residents.”

Oh brother! Here we go.

“Please do not leave any rubbish behind. Lastly, keep your voices to a whisper and listen for my directions. We wouldn’t want anybody to get injured or lost.”

Groovy Gary flashed the crowd a cheeky half-grin, knelt down and lifted a small wooden door from the floor, exposing a rickety, old staircase.

A trap door!

Each person who passed the threshold was greeted with a “watch your step.” Ava proceeded through the door and onto the narrow landing. There were no handrails. The stairs creaked. She followed the small crowd single-file as they moved slowly down the steep staircase. When she reached the bottom, it was pitch dark except for the glow from Groovy Gary’s flashlight. 

The stench of damp mildew hit her like a frying pan over the head. It reeked of rotten cauliflower. She pinched her nose closed.

Ugh! Gross.

Groovy Gary spoke again once everyone was safely down the stairs.

“Okay, everyone. I just want to remind you to stay close, follow my flashlight and the sound of my voice.”

The crowd buzzed with fear and excitement.

“Don’t let go of my hand, Stephen.”

“I’m not sure I like this.”

“What if I need the toilet?”

“Will there be a refund if we don’t see any ghosts?”

Ava had had enough of Groovy Gary and his band of scaredy-cats. She hung back then headed in the other direction.


	

CHAPTER 4

Ghost Hunting

The sun shone through grates in the sidewalk above, allowing some light into the tunnels, but it was still quite dim. Ava definitely would have benefitted from bringing a flashlight of her own. She was so eager to find Tony’s ghost that it hadn’t crossed her mind.

The passageway she chose narrowed and two other paths branched off, but they were blocked with criss-crossed planks of wood. A small group of teenage boys ran by, playfully bouncing off each other and laughing.

I guess I’m not the only one who ditched their tour.

Ava kept to the long cobweb-covered tunnel extending into the darkness. The brick walls looked hastily slapped together, with bits of reddish-brown poking out from underneath thick layers of greyish-black grime. There was an occasional iron-barred porthole. She wondered why the iron bars were necessary.

Who could be small enough to squeeze through such a small hole anyway?

Shadows climbed the walls and slipped between and through the cracks. They varied in size from oblong shapes to contorted blobs.

Just shadows. Or Ghosts. Nah, definitely, shadows.

Ava imagined ghosts to be social, outgoing and eager to interact with humans. They seemed that way on TV. Maybe real ghosts were shy and unfriendly. How else could you explain the shadows on the wall? There was very little sunlight to reflect anything. Was she alone in the tunnel? The important thing was that she wasn’t scared. If ghosts were real, and she was doubtful, but if they were and Tony was one, he wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her.

What could a ghost do anyway? They don’t even have bodies. Zombies, on the other hand, could do a lot of damage, but they are definitely not real.

Further along, the tunnel ended, sealed off by a brick wall that looked newer than the walls along the side. Ava had to decide whether to take the path on the left or the one on the right. After a quick game of ‘eeny, meeny, miny, moe’ she chose the path on the right. Moments later, she commended herself for making such a wise choice.
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