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Silas’ spirit had inhabited the rusting weathervane for many years. From his perch on the school roof he watched the townsfolk of Blackfin through his empty eye socket as they buzzed through their lives beneath him, no more significant than the grains of sand piling up against the shoreline, clinging to the struts of Blackfin Pier.


To Silas, the pier looked like a single raised finger aimed at the visiting whales which had given the town its name. It was the same pier from which a girl had fallen to her death three months earlier – or perhaps jumped, though nobody truly believed that. Either way, the ocean had swallowed her long enough to leach the colour from her lips, the breath from her lungs.


The girl – Skylar Rousseau – had been pretty enough, and not completely without brains, Silas thought. But that wasn’t the reason behind the town’s fascination with her. There was simply something other about the girl that could hold an entire town transfixed, though they were unaware of the extent of their obsession until she plummeted into the icy coastal waters and left them dumb with grief.


Silas, being somewhat other himself, had found the entire affair a little dull. Having once been the town’s pastor, he knew he ought to care a little, but now, after so much time spent gazing upon them in silence, Silas turned on his rusted axis to face the ocean.


And there she was.


Skylar raced along the main road without a glance across the bluff, towards the pier which had witnessed her final moments of life. She passed the gnarled oak at the school gates, knocking the old swing which hung from the lowest branch, making it creak with a sound like a baby crying. She ran, her red coat flapping around her legs like dislocated wings, boots echoing off the pitted pavement.


This girl looked nothing like the pale corpse Silas had seen hauled onto the boards of the pier. Yet she was unmistakably Skylar Rousseau, from her determined frown to her unforgivably ugly boots. It was her, very much her.


Finally, Silas thought with a satisfied sigh, something interesting.


But Silas wasn’t the only one watching the girl. Standing at the end of the same pier where the girl died, a man shrouded by a long woollen coat observed from beneath the brim of his bowler hat.


* * * * *


Blackfin stood silent except for the damp thudding of Sky’s boots kicking up puddles as she ran. She was late, the eighth strike of the bell breaking the spell of silence, ringing out to scold her from a clock tower whose location nobody in town seemed to know. But that was the way of things in Blackfin.


With the break came the booming backfire of Old Moley’s truck a few streets over, and time resumed its normal speed as the final chime dwindled to nothing.


Sky checked her watch as she skirted past the Penny Well, careful not to pass too close or she’d find all the coins vanished from her pockets.


Eight o’clock. I’m so dead.


She turned into the school gates at a run. Still, she took the time to wave to Silas sitting up on the roof. It was commonly known that failing to salute Silas as you passed would result in foul weather. Besides, courtesy cost nothing, as Sky’s mother often reminded her.


Sky opened the front door to the school at the exact moment a gale-force gust took hold of it, slamming it open against the crumbling brick exterior with a sound louder than the backfire of Old Moley’s truck. Every student packed into the hallway stopped, turned, and stared. That same eerie silence descended again, as though the town itself held its breath.


‘Jeez, who died?’ Sky muttered, turning from one surprise-slackened face to the next and trying to ignore the lump that had settled in her chest. She was used to the staring; it would have been impossible not to become a little desensitised to it after sixteen years of incessant gawping. But this was different, somehow. It felt … new.


The wind slammed the door shut behind her, but she was the only one who jumped.


Sky side-stepped the two youngest Swiveller brothers, whose oversized heads and lurky tendencies perfectly suited their name. One had his mouth hanging open now to such a degree that Sky could see the gum stuck to his teeth on one side as his head swivelled to follow her. She was glad when the gum dislodged from his rotten little teeth and dropped to the floor, breaking his black-eyed stare as he stooped to retrieve it, only to find it had disappeared. The tiled floor of Blackfin High was almost human in its aversion to grime, as though gum and muddy footprints were an affront to the high shine Old Moley had given it with his buffing machine.


Relief snapped through Sky as she spotted Sean further along the corridor. He was at his locker, his head dipped to peer inside, having somehow missed the strange atmosphere she had caused simply by stepping through the door.


She watched her feet instead of Sean until she was standing next to him, which helped untie the knot of excited dread lodged in her throat. As always, a string of strawberry liquorice hung from the corner of his mouth, and as always, Sky snapped an inch or two from the end and started chewing on it.


Normally, Sean would have looked up from underneath his tangle of hair and made a joke about going in after the stolen liquorice, but today he flinched, and she realised he hadn’t heard her over his MP3 player. At any other time, Sky would have laughed at his shocked expression. Now, it only added to her unease.


Sean pulled the buds from his ears, his hand almost seeming to tremble, which was odd.


‘Sean,’ she whispered, quite aware that the other students were listening to every word. ‘Why is everyone acting so weird? Did someone die?’


Sean reached out as though to brush a strand of hair away from Sky’s face, and her heart fluttered like too many birds in a cage. She suspected he knew he had this effect on girls, and that was why he did it. Of course it didn’t mean anything when he did it with her, but the result was the same.


But he didn’t sweep her hair aside this time. Instead he jabbed the tip of one finger at her forehead.


‘Hey! What—’


Before Sky could finish, Sean had pulled her into a hug so fierce she couldn’t breathe.


‘Sean … Sean, you’re crushing me.’


He pulled away from her as though she’d screamed, which she certainly hadn’t.


‘Where have you been? All this time … I thought you were…’ He didn’t even finish the question. The space where he had been standing was now empty, his fist making a loud bang against one of the lockers further along the row as he stalked towards the fire exit.


‘Sean!’


She tried to ignore the whispers that started up as the door swung closed behind him, but then someone grabbed her arm. Randy Swiveller stared down at her, his face blanched whiter than usual.


‘Randy, I have to…’


His eyes stopped her, the bulging black orbs boring into her.


‘Randy, you’re hurting my arm.’ Sky pulled free of his grip, thoroughly annoyed. Being hugged by Sean was one thing, but that didn’t give Randy Swiveller the right to manhandle her. Sky levelled him with her finest glare.


She didn’t wait for his response, but dashed through the fire escape after Sean, wiping the unpleasant residue of Randy’s hands on her coat, glad to leave the swell of noise behind.


Sean paced next to his car as Sky reached the car park. His hair was wet from the rain and slicked into semi-spirals, his eyes following the seagulls flying overhead. The gulls never landed in Blackfin, but Sean was still getting used to the ways of the town, still watching for one to break the rule.


When he had first walked into her classroom two years ago, Sean’s grandpa-style cardigan and dorky glasses had made Sky wince in sympathy for the hard time he was going to get in Blackfin High. But Sean had stood at the front of the class, looking as though he knew exactly what the students were thinking, and couldn’t give a damn.


I wish I was like him.


That had been Sky’s first thought upon seeing his smirk. The second had focused more closely on the interesting contours of his lips, and Sky had promptly taken to hiding behind her hair whenever Sean Vega looked her way. At least, until his sister had become one of her best friends, and allowed her to talk to Sean without her tongue becoming a giant landfill.


Sky hurried across the car park to him now, her book-bag smacking against her hip with each step and rainwater sloshing over the tops of her pilgrim boots until they squeaked. Sean looked up at the sound.


‘So you are real, then.’ Sky had no idea what to say to that, and simply stood watching his fingers clench and unclench around his car keys. ‘Where have you been, Skylar?’


She met his eyes. He did not look happy. ‘Stop giving me the Skylar treatment, Sean. I don’t know what you’re talking about, or why those idiots in there were acting like … well, idiots. What’s going on? Is this some kind of joke? Because if it is, I don’t get it. And it sucks. Hard.’


His expression wavered, and for a moment he was normal again. ‘It really is you.’ She had the impression a smile lurked somewhere beneath the bewildered stare, but it was difficult to say for certain. ‘But … where have you been all this time? Everyone thought you were … I thought you were…’ He looked away, rain streaming over his face.


Sky spoke slowly, still trying to fathom what simple thing she must be missing that would make sense out of all this.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sean. I haven’t been anywhere. I’ve been right here.’


He muttered to himself, but Sky only caught the word ‘coma’. Sean stopped.


‘What date is it?’


Her eyebrow arched upward. ‘Twentieth of November.’


‘And how old are you?’


‘You know how old I am.’


‘Just … just humour me, okay?’


Sky sighed, but she was ready for this prank to be over with, so she played along. ‘Sixteen. Sixteen years and three months, to be exact. And you’re being ridiculous.’


Sean seemed to deflate. ‘I thought this could all be explained if you’d been in a hospital, ill or something. But that couldn’t be … where the hell have you been?’


She shivered, hugging her arms inside her red coat. ‘All right, Sean. You got me, you all got me. Ha ha, it was hilarious. Now can you stop being weird?’


Without taking his eyes off her, Sean opened the back door of his jeep and rummaged around blindly until he found what he was searching for. He stalked over to her, not quite eye-to-eye, even with her heeled boots. For the briefest moment, Sky thought he was going to kiss her. But as many times as she’d thought that, as many times as Sean had joked about it, he never had.


Sigh.


Then she felt the jacket he was holding being wrapped around her over her own coat like a cloak, and he stepped back again.


‘Whatever happened to you,’ he said quietly, ‘you’re safe now. I’m going to take you home, and it’ll be all right.’


There was something about the quiet intensity of his voice that left no room for argument, although she was still completely baffled by his, and everyone else’s, behaviour. Sky climbed into the passenger side of his car and said nothing while he drove, the rain beating a rhythm against the windshield like an SOS.


‘Yes, Mrs Rousseau, I realise you’re at the salon, and I’m sorry to inter—’ Sean let out a breath through his nose and closed his eyes. ‘Mrs Rousseau, I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t an emer—’ He held the phone away from his ear. When Sky caught his eye, he stuck his tongue out at her and she laughed. She could hear that her mother’s facade had slipped, unleashing a torrent of very unladylike curses.


He turned away and put the handset back to his ear.


‘You need to come home now, Mrs Rousseau … yes, I realise that … no, I can’t tell you why over the phone. Look, I’ll see you when you get here … yes, I am in your house. No, I haven’t touched your guest towels. I—’


But Sky knew that her mother had already hung up and was no doubt screeching from the salon with foils still in her hair at that very moment. Her mother had many issues, and Sean was one of them. Or more specifically, the fact that Sean had not grown up in Blackfin was one of them. Yet Sky herself had always found Sean’s non-Blackfinity to be rather appealing. As much as she loved the town whose inherent oddness had spawned the majority of her own, the advent of a newcomer held a certain charm.


It took a particular kind of moxie to wear an array of cast-off cardigans with no hint of irony or apology; more so when starting a brand new school in a brand new town. Of course, had anyone broached the subject with Sean Vega, he would simply have shrugged his becardiganned shoulder and offered a smile which would no doubt have crinkled the very corners of his brown eyes in a most appealing manner.


He was an impossible boy at times.


Sky’s mother, on the other hand, could not fathom why Sky had become friends with the Vegas – Sean and his younger sister, Cameron. Lily Rousseau had commented to her daughter on more than one occasion that she should stick to her own kind. The words had bothered Sky immensely, but at the same time, a part of her understood her mother’s meaning. In a town like Blackfin, a few idiosyncrasies went unnoticed. Beyond its limits, however, a Blackfinite would be subject to far less welcome scrutiny.


As though he’d read her thoughts, Sean set the phone down and turned to Sky with a wry smile. It faded too quickly. ‘The last time I spoke to your mum was at your…’ She waited for him to finish, but the sentence seemed caught in his throat. He coughed to clear it, then drew a strawberry lace out of his pocket and chewed on it. Normally the lace would have disappeared in the Blood House – the residence which had once belonged to the town’s butcher – either by Lily’s machination or the house’s own quiet intolerance of junk food. So Sky knew something had to be terribly wrong as Sean sat there chewing thoughtfully on his red liquorice.


‘What’s going on? Are you feeling okay?’ she asked, finally unable to take the silence. Even the house was unusually quiet, like it was frozen in shock.


Sean moved slowly to the loveseat facing her, sitting with his elbows on his knees and long fingers laced in front of him.


‘Sky, you fell from the pier and drowned three months ago. Remember, you had your birthday party, then ran off after I … look, I saw your body, watched the ambulance crew try to … I watched them bury you a week later.’


A moment passed. Then another. Finally, Sky regained the use of her vocal chords.


‘But I didn’t fall off the pier. That was just a silly dream, and it was months ago, anyway.’ She took a breath, let it ease out through her teeth. ‘This is stupid!’ She made a sweeping gesture up and down her body. ‘I mean, do I look like a corpse?’


He flinched, and she immediately regretted being so flippant. This was Sean. There would be a good reason for how he was behaving – Sky would just have to wait until that reason cartwheeled across the room in front of her.


‘I didn’t drown, Sean. I didn’t fall from the pier. It was just an ordinary kind of nightmare that I woke up from in my own bed. And I’m fine. I’ve been fine every day since then.’


Sean bit his lip. ‘How about I make us some coffee or something while we wait for your mum to get here?’ Sky moved to get up, but he shooed her away. ‘I’ll do it. I just … I need to do something.’


He disappeared into the kitchen while she sat there listening to the sounds of cupboards opening and closing as he searched for cups and coffee granules, the kettle starting to whistle on the stove. These sounds of home were normally so comforting to Sky, but today they felt off. The kettle’s whistle rose unevenly, like someone singing when their throat was clogged with tears.


Sean took a long, long time making the coffee.
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The lights in the Blood House dimmed, flickered, then went out completely. It only lasted a second before they came back on at full brightness, but it was enough to warn Sky of her mother’s arrival. When Lily Rousseau’s tyres screeched to a halt on the driveway, throwing up gravel onto the porch steps a moment later, Sean came running from the kitchen and went straight out to meet her with barely a glance in Sky’s direction.


‘I’m calling your aunt, Sean Vega! You can’t just break into someone’s house and—’


‘I didn’t break in, Mrs Rousseau. The spare key—’


Sky followed their exchange easily, Sean’s voice carrying smoothly through the open door and her mother’s making up for its lack of bass with excessive volume. ‘I’ll have you locked up for breaking into my home…’


Even Sean’s sigh was audible. Sky could easily imagine him closing his eyes as he tried to fight her insanity with logic. Her mother had that effect on most people.


‘Skylar is inside.’


She couldn’t think why this would stun her mother into silence, but it did. For all of five seconds. Just long enough for Sky to sigh her way from the couch to the front door. It started to swing shut – the house’s way of sheltering Sky from the inevitable Lily-drama – but Sky grabbed the handle and dragged the door back open.


‘You DARE to use my daughter—’


‘Hi, Mum.’


Lily gaped at her daughter like she had sprouted tentacles and slapped her with one. Her mouth opened and closed, emitting no sound while all the blood drained from her face. Which was a shame, as she’d obviously just spent a significant amount of money having it prettified at the salon, her perfect curls curling perfectly around her perfect face. Well, except for the horrified expression.


‘Mum, do you need to sit down?’


This was too much, apparently. Lily’s eyes rolled back in her head and her body crumpled like a windsock with no breeze. It was a testament to Sean’s strength of character that he caught her before she hit the ground.


Of all the unpleasant things Sky might have imagined her death would involve, there were certain mundanities she might have expected to leave behind. Homework, for example. The daily arguments over the indecency of young women wearing jeans. Blackheads.


However it transpired that either she was not dead, or she was the unluckiest ghost in the world. Either way, dealing with her mother’s fainting spells remained an unfortunate reality, and the rest looked just as likely to have survived the transition.


‘I’ll get her smelling salts,’ Sky sighed, heading upstairs to search the cabinet in her mother’s bathroom while Sean manoeuvred her onto the couch. Sky didn’t know where her mother had acquired the smelling salts, what with it being the twenty-first century, but Lily ‘fainted’ often enough to justify having them.


When Sky returned, brandishing the salts, she found her mother already somewhat recovered. Sean sat across from her while she sipped a glass of water, her hand shaking so badly it spilled onto her skirt. For once, she didn’t seem to notice the mess.


‘You should talk to Aunt Holly, Mrs Rousseau. After all, the police investigation…’ Sean’s voice trailed off as he noticed Sky.


‘Skylar…’ Lily’s eyes started to roll back again, and Sky darted forward to take the glass from her before she dropped it. A spilled glass of water would put Lily in a foul mood for days.


‘I should call Dad if you’re not well…’


‘You will not call your father!’ Lily snapped to attention as though the glass of water had been thrown in her face, her gutter-twang slipping through as she yelled. She huffed for a few seconds before remembering her fragile state – and her affectations. ‘Skylar, darling, how are you … what are you doing here?’


Sky’s eyes darted to Sean as she tried to think of a good reason for her absence from school. ‘I, uh, was feeling a bit sick, so Sean gave me a lift home…’


Lily appeared to remember that Sean was still sitting across the room and scowled at him. ‘Oh. You’re still here, are you? You can leave now.’


‘Mum!’


But Sean had already risen to his feet with a grin. ‘You’re looking particularly lovely this afternoon, Mrs Rousseau. Did you do something new to your hair?’ Lily made a noise so quarrelsome it would have passed for a growl. ‘But you’re right, I should leave you two to talk.’ After one look at Sky’s expression, his face softened. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, if that’s all right? I know Cam will have heard about you being back by now, and she’ll be dying to see you.’


This was all so very strange. Cam had been Sky’s best friend since she and her brother had moved from


Flint to Blackfin in Year Nine to live with their aunt. Their parents – renowned biochemists whose work had eclipsed their parenting instincts more and more as Sean and Cam got older – had taken off on a three-year expedition to the Himalayas. Or the Jambalayas, according to Cam, whose grasp of geography was less than stellar.


And Sky had seen her all of twelve hours ago. Well, unless she really was dead, in which case she had no idea whether the usual laws of time applied.


‘Okay,’ Sky said, not sure how else to respond, and Sean left her alone with her mother, the house creaking in sympathy as the door clicked shut behind him. When she turned back to Lily, her mother’s eyes were still fixed on the closed front door like she was afraid to look at her daughter.


‘What’s going on, Mum?’ Sky asked, and Lily finally looked up. ‘You can’t think I died too.’ She finished this off with an awkward chuckle, finally lapsing into silence.


‘Where did you go?’


‘Go?’


‘You died three months ago, Skylar. Or we all thought you did – the night of your party. And now you show up like nothing happened, I…’ Sky stared in horror as tears, real tears, welled in her eyes. For all of Lily’s drama, she tended to hold her tears in reserve for genuinely apocalyptic events – such as Sky’s refusal to wear the Dorothy shoes she had presented her with for school.


Or Sky dying, apparently.


Sky took a deep breath before answering. ‘I’m really not sure what’s going on here, whether this is some weird mass hysteria or delusion or something, but I am clearly not dead, because … well, I’m just not.’


Lily stared at her, her lips forming a tight, thin line. ‘Then answer this – where have you been since the night of your birthday? Because you certainly haven’t been here.’ Sky had just opened her mouth to protest at the absurd question when Lily shot any answer she might have given to smithereens. ‘And who the hell did we bury in the cemetery three months ago?’


The drive to Gui’s Garage was short but awkward. Sky wasn’t entirely convinced that the whole dead girl walking thing wasn’t some elaborate prank, or maybe even a dream. That said, there was no way her mother would have been able to maintain the charade this long. And Sean just wasn’t that mean.


The structure of the garage had been cut into the hillside like some kind of dragon’s lair, with the only natural light trickling in from the direction of the shore. This meant that Gui always kept several lamps blazing whenever he was inside the garage, the warm light spreading out across the forecourt like a yellow carpet.


As they pulled to a stop in front of the open garage doors, Sky felt a weight lift off her. Her father would set things straight. He always did.


‘Gui?’ Lily’s voice was crisp, so Sky gathered she was still in trouble for not being dead. Naturally.


A bang came from inside the garage, followed by a muttered curse. Finally Sky’s father appeared.


The open doors were easily wide enough for two cars to pass through side by side, but Gui still somehow managed to fill the entire space. A huge man by any standards, he seemed even more so as Lily trotted over to him, skipping over the puddles in her patent stilettos. Sky slid out of the car and followed her.


‘You look good, Lily.’ Sky heard the soft affection in her father’s voice, almost as though he hadn’t seen her in a while, which was absurd.


‘You were right.’


These three words were all Lily could utter before Gui’s eyes fell on his daughter, and the wrench he had been holding slipped from his fingers.


‘Mon dieu…’ Sky bent to pick up the wrench, holding it out to her father. ‘Coco?’


The wrench once again clattered to the floor as Sky was swept from her feet and spun in a circle, her father laughing like he had just received the best gift in the world.


‘Daaaad!’ Sky shrieked as he spun her again. But it was no use; the seven-foot gargantuan simply laughed and spun her some more. Somehow, the sound of Lily’s red patent toe tapping against the concrete broke through the giant’s joy, and he finally set Sky back down on her feet.


‘I assume you’re coming back home now?’


There was no obvious emotion on Lily’s face, but Sky knew better than to overlook the hopeful gleam in her eye. Yet she couldn’t fathom why her mother would say that, as though her father didn’t live with them.


‘Mum, what do you mean, coming back?’


Her father’s hand squeezed her shoulder lightly, though it was the light squeeze of a grizzly bear. ‘None of that matters now, coco. Now that you have returned to us, nothing else matters.’


Neither of Sky’s parents could be coaxed to say more on the matter during the drive home to the Blood House, nor as they tiptoed awkwardly around one another for the rest of the day. She kept catching them shooting strange looks at her – and at one another – but as soon as they saw her watching, their smiles were painted back on even more thickly.


That night as Sky lay awake, counting the luminous stars on her bedroom ceiling, she tried not to think about all the strange things that had happened since last she counted them – only twenty-four hours ago.


She tried not to think about the weird things Sean and her parents had said about her having been gone for the last three months, and the way everyone at school had reacted to her appearance that morning. And the fact that, according to her mother, there was a dead girl buried in Blackfin Cemetery under a headstone with her name on it.
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It seemed that Sky had only just closed her eyes when she was woken by a hesitant pounding knock which could only be her father’s.


‘Hey, Dad,’ she called, scrubbing her nest of hair back so she would at least be able to see him. Not that his immense figure was easily missed – especially when he was wearing that same look of disbelief on his face he’d worn since the wrench-dropping incident at the garage.


‘How are you feeling, coco?’ Her dishevelment brought a knowing smile to her father’s face. ‘A special coffee morning, eh?’


‘Definitely.’


A few minutes later, a freshly scrubbed and clothed Sky followed the scent of her father’s most magnificent blend down into the kitchen, the stairs creaking cheerfully under her feet. Her father hugged her like a bear as soon as she stepped into the kitchen. Sky wriggled free, laughing and half-smothered.


‘Where’s Mum?’


Gui frowned. ‘She has gone to work at the diner.’


Sky couldn’t hide her snort. Considering her daughter had just returned from the dead – at least, according to everyone but Sky – Lily might have taken a day off work. She couldn’t decide whether her mother’s absence was a sign that Lily was taking her alleged return from the dead very well, or very badly. Gui read the thought in her eyes.


‘Your mother believes it will be best for us all to get back to normal as quickly as possible. She … she knows how you dislike being the subject of gossip.’


Sky thought about that as her father heaped their Saturday pancakes onto two plates on the breakfast bar and poured them both coffee. She had to give her mother credit for her excuse, even though she suspected it had more to do with avoiding Sky’s questions.


Sky looked up from her coffee to find her father staring. Not just the usual kind of staring Sky encountered in Blackfin, either. This was the kind that told her her father was worried.


‘What’s happening to me, Dad?’ she asked, her voice quavering a little.


He paused with the coffee-pot halfway to his cup. ‘What do you mean?’ At her incredulous look, he rephrased. ‘Over the past ninety-three days, or since you reappeared yesterday?’


She thought of the grave in the cemetery and shuddered. ‘Both.’


Gui chewed his pancakes thoughtfully for a moment, then shrugged his massive shoulders. ‘I don’t know how to answer that, coco. I do not understand it myself.’


Sky could tell her father was being deliberately vague, just as she knew that pushing him for answers would achieve nothing except a brisk hair-tousling and a long garble of French to distract her. She hid the band of dread tightening around her with a scowl.


‘I wish you wouldn’t call me coco, Dad. I’m not an egg.’ The French endearment – which literally meant egg – had always sounded gross to Sky.


Gui winked at her as he refilled the coffee she had somehow drained without realising. ‘You were once, coco.’ He laughed, easily drowning out Sky’s elongated eeeeeeewwwww from the breakfast bar as he put his empty plate in the dishwasher. ‘Your mama had to work today, but Jared said he would take care of things at the garage…’


‘Who’s Jared?’


Gui froze, then faced his daughter with an expression Sky couldn’t place. ‘Ah, of course you two have not met. Jared has been working at the garage for a couple of months now. He is a good boy, you will like him. Although he makes me listen to the death metal.’ Gui leaned in, his eyes wide. ‘I do not like it.’


Sky took her time chewing the lump of pancake in her mouth. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t know you’d hired someone to work with you at the garage.’ Then the bizarre truth of her situation hit her, and it left her cold. ‘I really was gone, wasn’t I?’


Her dad wiped his hands slowly on the dishcloth. ‘You really were.’ Then his beaming smile stole over his face. The switch was odd, considering he had believed his daughter was dead not twenty-four hours earlier. ‘Let’s go and terrorise some fish.’


She didn’t respond right away, still trying to process everything. But Gui’s false cheer was hard to ignore for long. He nodded encouragingly, and Sky withheld a groan. As much as she loved spending time with her father, she would rather be doing anything other than sitting quietly in a tiny boat on Blackfin Lake in the inevitable rain, waiting for a tug on the fishing line.


‘I will even let you steer!’


Sky hugged her knees to her chest, the first drops of rain just starting to cling to her hair like tiny crystals. She watched them fall onto Blackfin Lake, but they didn’t make any impression on the glassy stillness of the water. Water that never reflected anything but the sky, even when Sky leaned over the edge of the boat to try to see beyond the surface.


‘Here’s another!’


The boat rocked violently as her father stood, and Sky jerked back to avoid toppling over the side. Gui pulled in the line with a skill she would never have managed. Once the fish was close enough, she dipped the net into the water and switched with Gui so he could haul in the enormous catch. He did so like the twenty-pound, two-headed trout weighed nothing.


‘Another two-header?’ Gui shrugged. ‘Can we go now? I’m freezing!’


The rattling of her teeth emphasised Sky’s point. Gui opened his mouth then snapped it closed again. His eyes scanned the shoreline as he thought before answering.


‘How about if we head up to Oakridge and see if we can get some pie and hot chocolate?’


‘Oakridge is an hour away. Can’t we just go home and I’ll make us hot chocolate there?’


‘I … uh … I could take you shopping! Get some new jeans for your mother to throw out, yes?’


This was a rare offer indeed from the man who had vowed never to set foot in a women’s clothing store again after being forced to intervene in Sky’s constant fashion battles with her mother. Well – battles, full stop. And Gui conspiring to buy her a pair of the forbidden jeans was unheard of.


‘Dad, what’s going on? Why don’t you want to go home? And why did it seem like you’d moved out when Mum and I came to see you at the garage yesterday?’


Gui sat down, the boat swaying precariously again, letting one of the fish they’d caught slide back over the side. ‘I … Ah. Well, you see, after you di – uh, disappeared, your mother and I weren’t getting along so well, and I went to stay in the garage for a few days so we could each have our space. That is all.’


Sky peered up at him suspiciously. ‘And? Why don’t you want to go home now?’


Gui spread his hands. ‘Is there something wrong with wanting to spend time with my little girl?’


He was avoiding something, she could tell. What – or who – was another matter.


‘Pah!’ Sky rolled her eyes, then handed him the oars. ‘Take us in, Dad. I’m getting a serious case of frizz here!’


Gui laughed and started rowing, his powerful muscles taking them quickly back to the shore.


‘What, no argument?’


Sky stood with her phone in her hand, brandishing the text message from Cam as though it would add weight to her argument. She’d been surprised to find the phone still active after her alleged three-month absence, but a check of the call history at least confirmed that it hadn’t been used in all that time.


I can’t believe my mum didn’t get it cut off right away.


Sky frowned. As prickly as her mother could be at times, she didn’t doubt Lily loved her – in a very suffocating, strict, Lily kind of way. And her mother’s behaviour hadn’t changed one bit. But Sky kept catching her father looking at her with worried eyes, like he had the first time she’d ridden off on her bike without stabilisers. Apart from that, though, nothing about her parents would indicate that they had been living apart not twenty-four hours earlier. Nothing about them would indicate their daughter had recently returned from the dead, either.


Which was why she had anticipated an argument. Instead, Lily had elbowed Gui into silence as she smiled and nodded at Sky’s explanation of why it would be an absolutely earth-shattering devastation if she were not allowed to meet up with her friends at the beach bonfire.


‘Have fun, darling,’ Lily said, her feet curled under her on the couch as she nestled next to Gui.


Weirder and weirder.


Sky’s eyes narrowed. She keyed in a quick reply, trying not to drop her gaze for more than a second at a time in case her parents made some sudden move. But beyond a shrug from her dad and a smile from her mother, Sky’s parents were unflinching.


I think aliens have replaced my parents. I’ll be there in fifteen.


Pocketing her phone, she backed out of the room slowly. Then grabbed her coat and ran.


‘That was strange.’


Sky slumped down next to Cam and Bo on the twisted log beneath the pier. Both girls looked at her in stunned silence for a moment before the flying form of Cameron Vega tackled Sky backwards into the sand.


‘Oof! God, Cam—’


But Cam promptly cut her off with a stream of words so fast and high-pitched that no human could have understood, especially as they were muffled against Sky’s red coat. Bo’s voice sliced through the din, still sitting with her legs crossed on the driftwood and smoking a skinny roll-up.


‘The head cheerleader returns.’ Bo squinted at her through the smoke, not smirking at Sky’s scowl as she normally would. There were no cheerleaders in Blackfin, and Sky would certainly not have been one if there had been – at least, not voluntarily. Her only extracurricular credit would be her chess team membership, which she tended not to shout about. ‘Nice of you to call and let us know you’re alive. Oh, wait – you didn’t.’


Sky picked herself up once Cam had sprung back to her spot on the log and brushed the sand off her coat. ‘I don’t know what to tell you guys. I’ve been right here the whole time – it’s not my fault you don’t remember.’ Sky held up a sandy hand when Cam opened her mouth to interrupt. ‘Yeah, I get it. I can’t figure it out, and to be honest, I don’t even want to right now. I just want to chill with you two and forget the whole thing, just for tonight.’ She looked from Cam’s wide eyes to Bo’s slightly arched eyebrow. ‘No chance of that happening, huh?’ Sky sank down next to them again, casting a warning look at Cam in case she got any more ideas about taking her down. Cam smiled sheepishly.


‘I’m glad you’re back, Sky. We missed you.’


Even though Sky felt like she had seen her friends only a couple of days earlier, the sincerity in Cam’s expression made her feel the absence as though she, too, had lived it. The cold dread she’d felt that morning when her father confirmed she’d disappeared for three months settled in her stomach again. She wanted to forget the last two days had ever happened, and go back to living her life as normal. Well, as normally as one could in Blackfin.


Bo flicked ash from her cigarette into the small beach fire in front of her. ‘Did you know your grave’s been dug up? I was there earlier – it’s just a hole, now.’


‘What?’ Sky jerked in surprise. ‘It’s not my grave.’


Bo gave her a flat look. ‘Your name was on it. That pretty much makes it yours.’


‘But who dug it up? Why? I mean, I’m obviously not in it.’


Bo shrugged. ‘Somebody is. Or was. And I would have thought it should be a police thing, but there would have been tape around the site if it was an official exhumation. So I’m betting someone else did it.’


Sky turned to Cam. ‘What did your aunt say?’


Officer Holly Vega was the only police officer in Blackfin, and so grounded and matter-of-fact that nobody was ever surprised to learn that she was on the force. That didn’t mean she was well-liked, though. The entire population of Blackfin maintained a wary distance from her, as though the skeletons in their closets were spring-loaded and ready to burst out onto the front lawn.


Cam opened her mouth to answer, but Bo cut across. ‘You know we don’t talk to the po-po. Besides, she’s a police officer – she’ll figure out she’s a corpse short sooner or later.’


If Cam was offended by the offhand insult to her aunt, she didn’t show it. But then her effervescent brain was focused elsewhere.


‘It’s almost like you’re a zombie and you clawed your way out of your own grave,’ Cam said.


Bo took one look at Cam’s worried face and burst out laughing. Sky tried to smile, but it felt flat.


‘How come you were at my … at the cemetery, anyway?’ Sky balked at using the words my grave. The cemetery lay at the edge of town, nestled between Provencher Street and the steep rise up into the Lychgate Mountains. It was a miniature labyrinth of broken angels, crumbling tombstones, and exactly thirteen black cats – and not even Bo was creepy enough to hang out there by choice.
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NOTHING STAYS BURIED IN BLACKFIN.
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