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My Own Particular Unique Challenge
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Most people thought it was just one bone, but in fact, it took twenty-two bones to make up the human skull.

The frontal, occipital and parietal bones of the skull’s dome were fused by sutures as delicate and wriggly as a river system on a map. These were best drawn with a very fine pen, no thicker than a 0.05 nib.

“Hi!”

I looked up at the call, but the glass balcony of my parents’ short-stay apartment was smeared and blurry. I got out of my chair and looked down. Three teenagers who’d been splashing and shouting at each other in the swimming pool below were gazing up at me. 

A boy with water-swooshed hair waved. “What’s your name?”

I hesitated, putting my sketchpad on the table. They looked friendly, but you could never be sure. 

“Miette,” I answered, but it came out too quiet.

“What?”

“Miette!”

“What does that mean?”

“Never mind. I get called Mimi.”

“Jayden.” He pointed. “This is Chloe and that’s Holly.”

I waved.

“Where’re you from?” Holly called.

“Perry Ridge.” 

“Where’s that?”

“In the north of Menoa County.”

“We’re from upstate,” Chloe put in.

My peripheral vision was swarming with shadows like a tank full of eels. I ignored them steadfastly. Mom was inside, pretending to tidy the kitchen but actually listening in on my conversation. Probably hoping her daughter still remembered how to make a friend.

“Coming for a swim?” Holly asked, breast-stroking across the pool.

“Maybe.”

“Do it!” Jayden grinned up at me, his hair a wild, wet thatch. “The water’s perfect. And we don’t bite.”

Chloe giggled. “Only a little.”

“I’ll think about it.” In my experience, most kids bit.

“You can tell us what your name means!” Jayden called after me.

I slid the balcony door shut. Mom was standing there watching me, her round face hopeful. “They seem nice. Are you going down to swim with them, Mimi?”

I sank into a chair and opened my sketchbook to my half-finished skull. At my shoulders stood three dead people my mom couldn’t see: an old man, a young woman and a soldier. 

“I don’t feel like swimming.”

––––––––
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Miette, as it happened, meant crumb.

It was French for sweet little morsel, technically—but the French used it to mean a crumb. As soon as I found out what it translated to, I switched to my nickname. Perhaps “Mimi” made me sound like a fluffy little dog, but it was better than crumb. 

It was too late, anyway—my name was a self-fulfilling prophecy. By age twelve, I had crumbled. I’d stopped having friends. Stopped going to school. Stopped leaving the house unless I absolutely had to.

I’d always seen shadows—patches of darklight that accumulated when I was scared—but I thought little of it. Everyone had those, right? Everyone saw dense swirls of blackness in their peripheral vision when their distress levels spiked. Right? The shadows hovered constantly, but only moved, pushed forward, when I was upset. They didn’t speak. They didn’t have faces. They were just there, like reverse light beams.

The ghosts, on the other hand, were people. Ex-people. The first one came through when I was four. I was playing in my plastic junior kitchen, pretending to bake, when I looked up and noticed a boy in the room with me. He was about my age, wearing a long white nightgown. He said his name was Walter. He smelled like wood smoke—just a little. Enough for me to associate that smell with him ever after. His lips didn’t move when he spoke and his eyes were in shadow. Blurred. It didn’t alarm me. At four, you accept uncanny things more readily. 

Mom and Dad thought it was cute at first: Mimi and her imaginary friends. Dad, who’s a skeptic, nicknamed me Ghostling and encouraged me to tell him stories about Walter. Then Walter left and my next imaginary friend didn’t seem so adorable to my parents—a fifteen-year-old boy called Mortimer who’d died from a snakebite on a sugar plantation. Nor was the next one: a fifty-eight-year-old woman named Ethel who’d drowned in a ferry accident. The older I got, the more I insisted they were real. Mom and Dad grew increasingly worried.

Word got around—I was the girl who still had imaginary friends in middle school. A handful of the other kids were nice to me, but most treated me as if my eyes might roll back in my head at any moment. I learned not to talk about the ghosts, but my reputation stuck. I was an outcast. It wasn’t long before I was refusing to go to school at all.

The three imaginary friends I had with me now were my biggest spiritual crowd ever. I’d only ever had a maximum of two at a time. But earlier this year, my long-termers, Hannah and Albert, had been joined by Marvin. It was getting crowded. Car trips were especially unpleasant.

Hannah died in 1904. She was a maidservant, she said, same age as me. A particular herbal scent told me when she was nearby. Albert had died from complications of his injuries after the Second World War. He smelled like cigarette smoke and made a thumping noise with his cane when he walked. And Marvin had died on the streets. When he moved around, he occasionally left snowflakes that melted into droplets of water on the floor.

I could see why my parents were worried. Most teenagers, even the troubled ones, didn’t believe they were accompanied by invisible people who’d died grisly deaths. Dad tried to get his little Ghostling some help. First it was therapy with my school counsellor, then he and Mom joined an online support group for parents of kids with unusual disorders. On the advice of the other group members, Mom tried to get me to explain what I saw. Initially, I complied, eager to talk about the ghosts. She pretended to be calm and interested while she listened, but later that day, it was obvious she’d been crying. I didn’t say anything about the ghosts after that. But I still wouldn’t go to school.

They’d recently taken me to see a top psychiatrist. My dad had known the guy a long time and said he really knew his stuff. I saw Dr. Mayer every week for several months, my parents adjusting the household budget to pay for the expensive sessions. I told Dr. Mayer the truth about my ghosts. Maybe it was a syndrome of some sort, and maybe he could help. I liked Mayer. He never once looked like he didn’t believe me, and nothing I said seemed to shock him.

But he got the diagnosis wrong. He told Mom and Dad I had unresolved trauma from some childhood incident I’d repressed, and that I needed either a stay in a mental health clinic upstate, or to go to a special school where they could give me extra support. My parents talked about it for a week, then decided we should try the school. Although I was pretty sure I had no repressed trauma, I was cautiously willing to try Etherall Valley Academy. I wanted to get into college, and the curriculum was getting beyond our homeschooling capabilities. What’s more, this school asked students to apply with a creative portfolio, and I loved making art.

Also, it was hours away from my old school. Surely no rumors could follow me that far. I’d be careful at this new school. Keep my mouth shut about my imaginary friends. Keep my head down and focus on getting the work done so I could go to a good college. No need to make friends. I would treat it purely as a place of learning, a pathway to higher education. We sent off the application with samples of my art—mostly line-work drawings of skulls, organs, antlers and feathers. Mom implored me to draw some flowers or something, but anatomical art was my thing. Luckily, the principal wasn’t put off by my artistic style and I got offered a place.

Hell of a drive south, though. Three hours in the back seat, shivering uncontrollably. Mom and Dad had no idea how cold I was, snuggled up in the back seat with three ghosts. The icy blast of air people talk about when it comes to hauntings? That’s a thing. Whenever I’m in close proximity with my ghosts, it’s like being in the freezer section at the supermarket. Let’s just say I’ve learned to always take a jacket.

I tried to stop my teeth from chattering, my gaze fixed on my dad’s broadening bald patch and my mom’s smooth bob. Mom chattered about their upcoming trip to Paris, adding notes on her phone every time she thought of something else she wanted to see in the City of Light. Mom was a complete Francophile—hence the French names for me and my brother Lucien—and had been planning this trip for as long as I could remember. They’d saved up and finally taken the plunge, booking it for January on the proviso that I’d be living safely at boarding school.

They were amazing, my parents. They’d hardly had any fun for the past few years, while I was in that bad space. Even now, Dad had taken time off work so they could both come and stay in Etherall Valley for two weeks while I settled into the academy. Only after we were all confident it was going to work out would they head home—and then Mom was to start at a new job so they could afford to keep me at this expensive school. 

They’d both sacrificed so much for me. I had to make this work.

So when Dad glanced at me in the rearview mirror, I smiled and pretended I wasn’t freezing my ass off, sitting with three dead people.

“Look,” Mom had said when we were only about forty-five minutes from our destination. “There’s that religious commune, Dale’s Run.”

I followed her gaze across the open, hilly country. A wooden gate hung wide at the top of a long driveway. The track meandered down the hill to a cluster of cottages with a church in the middle, like a mama duck with all its babies.

“I’ve always wanted a closer look at Dale’s Run,” she said, rolling down her window. Warm air, sweet with the scent of cut hay, rushed in.

Dad glanced down the hill. “You know it’s a fundamentalist community?”

“Of course I do. But it’s so picturesque and old-fashioned looking. It’s lovely.”

“There are quite a few religious sects that call Menoa County home.” Dad read and listened to podcasts a lot, and loved info-dumping. “There’s these guys—the Dale’s Run community—who reject technology and arrange their kids’ jobs and spouses. There’s a druid association floating around, too. And the Wiccans, obviously.”

My Aunt Aurora—Mom’s sister—had taken up witchy hobbies in the past few years. She was always busy with her coven on full moons.

“I’ve even heard there’s some group that believe they can transcend this dimension.” Dad chuckled. “Maybe they’re waiting for the mothership to come pick them up.”

“I’m curious about the Dale’s Run lifestyle.” Mom was only half listening to him.

“They’re extremists,” Dad said.

“I think they’re harmless,” she replied. “They just have a simple way of living. In a way, it’s quite beautiful.”

Dad shook his head. “Arranged marriages? Doesn’t sound harmless to me.”

Mom pointed. “Look, the gate’s open and there’s no ‘keep out’ sign. Why don’t we drive through the village and have a closer look?”

Hannah touched my hand, a featherlight caress. I whipped it away, cowering against my seat. 

“No, miss,” she whispered. “Don’t let them stop.”

“Beware.” Albert’s word smelled like smoldering tobacco.

“Tell her no!” Marvin snapped.

“Don’t stop here!” I exclaimed, and Mom turned to look at me, surprised.

“Why not? What’s wrong, Mimi?”

I recovered myself as best I could. “I mean, um, I think I’m carsick. Can we just keep on going?”

Dad tried to see me in the rearview. “Of course. You should have spoken up, Mimi.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said weakly. 

I tried to get the shuddering under control. I didn’t even care what the ghosts’ reasoning was; I just rubbed my arm, fought the rising nausea and tucked my right hand with its missing finger into my sleeve. I wasn’t scared of my ghosts, as such, but there was one rule: don’t let them touch you.

Mom twisted around to assess me more fully. “She’s very pale,” she told Dad. “You’d better stop so I can swap places with her. We’re only half an hour from the apartment now,” she added to me. “You’ll feel better riding up front.”

No shit.
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Not Here to Make Friends
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I woke early, nervous about my first day. It was set to be warm again, and the apartment swimming pool sat as still and pale as a square-cut aquamarine. It looked icy, sitting in the shadow of the apartment building. Jayden and his friends had forgotten an inflatable lobster, and it floated on the surface of the water, smiling up at the sky. 

I dug my black one-piece swimsuit out of my case and wriggled into it, threw a hoodie over the top and caught the elevator down to the pool, clutching a towel. My ghosts appeared in the pool yard as I slipped through the gate. I checked the balconies of the apartment block, but no one was around. I whipped off my hoodie and dove in.

The cold hit me like an explosion of painful ecstasy. I came up gasping and, as soon as I’d gotten some air, went immediately back under. I thrashed my arms in the water, letting it chill every part of me. My swimming style was inexpert—probably ungainly—but nobody was around. I freestyled to the ladder, pulled myself out, then dove in again. This time, the water didn’t hit as cold, but its work was already done. I climbed out, wrapped up in the towel, and left the pool yard. I dripped all over the elevator floor, but I felt clearheaded and calm. Rebooted. My ghosts were waiting for me when I got back inside the apartment.

My parents and I had been asked to come to school early. I breakfasted and showered and, despite the forecast warmth of the day, opted for my usual hoodie and jeans. I had my own air conditioning in the back seat with my ghosts, anyway. 

Etherall Valley Academy was a sprawling, enclosed acreage a little way out of town, sitting across the road from a woodland. At the front, a massive slab of polished granite had been planted in the turf like the first stage of a new Stonehenge. It bore the institution’s name in carved letters, along with its motto: Peace Through Learning. A symbol bloomed in the middle: an interconnected triple spiral vaguely resembling a fidget spinner.

Mom parked and I climbed out, helping Dad heave my two roller cases out of the trunk. Clouds sprayed foam-white across the sky and the air seemed to hum. Was there a storm coming in? A crow sat on the spiked metal gate and cawed obnoxiously, like it was taunting me. I ignored it, peering through the gate. Beyond a big old oak tree, a manicured lawn rolled up to a red-brick structure that appeared to have been modeled on the Smithsonian Institution. It had conical roofs and shining spires, stucco panels, lead-light windows and arched doorways. Even a gargoyle or two.

“Thanks, Gomez and Morticia,” I said, flicking up the handle of my big case. “I’ll take it from here.”

My parents laughed and Dad gave me a quick squeeze. “The school was once a quarantine station.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Nice.”

“It’s beautiful,” Mom enthused. “Fully restored.”

“They use the infirmary as the admin block these days,” Dad went on. “They had additional wards at the back, which have been modernized and converted to classrooms and dormitories.”

Mom pressed the buzzer and gave them our names, then the gate rumbled open. I was chewing my lip so much I tasted blood. The crow’s buddies had arrived and were having a loud argument as they wheeled above our heads, the noise ramping up my anxiety. My parents ushered me past rosebushes covered in dark red blooms, all the way up to the palatial admin block and through glass double doors.

Inside, we crossed a velvety crimson carpet, passed a mahogany staircase and stopped at a reception desk so wide you could have held a disco on it. So many of my fear-shadows were slithering around in every corner of my field of vision, I almost turned and ran back outside. I steadied myself and took a breath. The shadows receded slightly.

Out the windows on the other side of the office, the classroom blocks resembled, more than anything, cottages where old spinsters might live in between solving murder mysteries. About a dozen of those cottages dotted the school grounds, flanked by rainwater tanks and gardens. It gave me British village vibes. The only anomalies were the solar panel array on each roof and the high cyclone fencing ringing the property.

The school secretary welcomed us to the academy and immediately had me hand over my laptop and phone. A stressed-looking IT coordinator came and fetched them both. I watched forlornly as she took them away with her down a dim corridor.

“She’ll install the school intranet and set up site blocking for banned websites,” the secretary explained. “Your laptop will be waiting for you in your room by the end of the day, and the head of the girls’ dorm will keep your phone in her office safe.”

Mom and I exchanged dismayed glances. The secretary said the principal could see us immediately and showed us into his office. It was dark and elegant, with varnished rosewood shelves and rich midnight-blue drapes. My ghosts seemed to fit, in a way. 

Mr. Boxe, on the other hand, did not. With his towering height and loud voice, I found him intimidating, despite a comically bushy ginger mustache. My fear-shadows reactivated, swirling and hovering around the corners of his office, pinging off my stress levels. Given the nature of the school, I’d expected something more like Dr. Mayer with his soothing voice. Boxe’s manner didn’t seem to match Etherall Valley Academy at all.

He told me in a jolly, blustering tone that I wasn’t the only new kid starting today. I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just stared at anything I could focus on: the pile of papers on his desk, the wedding ring on his finger. Thankfully my mother took over, asking about the no-phone policy. Mr. Boxe explained that taking our phones was an important part of the wellbeing focus at the school. When teens were permitted phones, he said, they engaged with life less and became unable to find their own entertainment or explore different forms of fun. The same song most teachers sing. Put that way, Mom agreed, as long as she could call the dorm supervisor to get through to me in an emergency.

My nerves were hitting a new peak, making my jaw clench. Very soon, my parents would be driving away and I’d be left here on my own. Yes, they were staying in town, but this was boarding school, so I wouldn’t see them again until Friday afternoon. Mr. Boxe said Mom was allowed to go with me to check out the girls’ dormitory, so I kissed Dad goodbye. He squeezed me in a big dad-hug and whispered that I knew where they were if I needed them. I attempted not to cry.

The principal led us across the grounds to the girls’ dorm. Classical music floated on the breeze under the noise of the crows—were they seriously piping Beethoven through the outdoor speaker system? That must deeply annoy the student body. Vestiges of the school’s former life as a quarantine station remained: a granite block with weathered carvings pointing to the cemetery and isolation ward; an old stone well, covered for safety with a rusted iron grate.

Mr. Boxe explained that the dining and common rooms were separate for boys and girls. He rattled off the schedule: school from eight thirty until three, then study time. Then it was showers and room cleaning until dinner, finishing up with more study until quiet time in our own rooms at nine. Lights out at ten. We would help with serving the meals and clearing away on a roster system. 

Prison vibes.

The girls’ dormitory was built from that same red brick and had its own square stucco spires and grinning twin gargoyles above the door. Mr. Boxe handed us over to Ms. Samvedi, the dorm head. She was small and wiry, with black hair cut short and a no-bullshit manner. She also had a pretty tattoo of a ring on one of her fingers. I cautiously liked her.

Other girls, the ones who boarded on the weekends, trotted back and forth between their bedrooms, the dining room and the bathrooms, staring at me with undisguised curiosity. I kept my eyes on the varnished floorboards. Ms. Samvedi showed us to my room, then my mom immediately asked about food, so the dorm head took her off to the kitchen to talk her through the menu. I sat on the single bed and looked around my new room.

Plain white walls with the odd trace of adhesive from the previous tenant. My posters would improve the blandness. The furniture consisted of an oak desk, chair, nightstand, wardrobe and dresser. Hannah was already sitting beside me on the bed, filling my nostrils with her herbaceous scent. Albert had claimed the chair, resting his cane against his knee, and Marvin was on the floor, leaning up against the wall in the corner.

“What do we think, team?” I asked. There were no objections.

The window above the desk overlooked the playing field. I got up and peered out. Kids were jogging around for what must be their own fitness purposes. Ick. It may have been my paranoid imagination, but they all looked tanned and long-legged. 

I checked the small wall mirror and was rewarded by my anxious face glaring out at me, frown lines between my eyebrows. My bottom lip looked raw and red from all the chewing. I sighed. At least my hair was good. My dead-straight, long, dark hair had always been my best feature.

Mom came back, looking happier than I’d seen her in a long time. 

“This place is wonderful, Mim! The menu looks delicious, and Isha—Ms. Samvedi—said you and I can have a little chat on her office phone tonight.” First-name basis already? “And guess what? They’ve got some really cool social activities planned for the term, including a fall dance.” 

I smiled inwardly. It was cute that Mom thought I’d go to a dance. 

“This is a nice room, don’t you think? And you can make it your own with your things. I think—I think this place is just right for you!”

For an instant I was hurt. Is she glad to be leaving me here? But I got it, too. She’d been worrying about me for years. This was going to be like a holiday for her, to hand me over and let the school worry instead. She deserved a break. I promised her silently that I wouldn’t screw it up.

Other girls were arriving at the dorm now, which meant it was time for Mom to leave. Ms. Samvedi could see things might get emotional, so she facilitated a quick, clean departure, then plonked me in a beanbag in the common room to wait for the start of the school day. 

I had a good view of the Monday morning proceedings. Some girls—the ones who lived local—only boarded during the week and went home for weekends. They were turning up now with their weekend bags, hugging their friends like they’d been away for months. There was no uniform here, and a relaxed dress code. Most girls wore casual tops, some cropped, with shorts, skirts or jeans. There were even a few light summer dresses. 

I panicked for a few minutes, thinking they all looked as confident and glamorous as influencers. Then I gave myself a reality check. These were normal girls: a mix of ages, shapes, colors and demeanors. A soft, round one paused in front of me, clutching a buff spiral-bound notebook. She had frizzy hair and sharp, intelligent eyes, and wore knee-length denim cutoffs with a red tee that said, Genius shirt: just like a normal shirt, but with me in it.

“New girl?” she asked. “I’m Mona.”

“Mimi.”

She smiled. “Oh, wow.”

“I know. But it could be worse.”

She laughed and plopped into the beanbag next to mine, putting her notebook in her lap. “Weird time of year to start—three weeks into first term.”

“Trust me, I’m aware.”

“What school did you come from?”

“Homeschooling.”

“Ah.” Mona tipped her head. “But not anymore?”

I shook my head. My throat was getting tight with fear. It was like I’d forgotten how to talk to other kids after all these years of solitude. Fly under the radar, Mimi.

Mona’s gaze rested on my missing finger for a moment, and I drew my hand reflexively back into the sleeve of my hoodie. “My family lives in Etherall Valley,” she said. “You?”

“We live three hours north.”

“Yikes, three hours. Don’t worry. There are others in the same boat.”

A bell rang and girls poured out of the bedrooms, all heading for the glass doors. Ms. Samvedi shouted over the top of their chatter. “If you haven’t signed in, make sure you do so before you go to class! Melita Borgen! Your phone, please!”

A girl with a tight ponytail scowled and passed her phone to the dorm head. 

Mona grinned at me. “Come on. Let’s find out what homeroom you’re in.”

––––––––
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Mona was in a different homeroom, so she dropped me off at the door of one of the cottage classrooms.

“Gambatte ne!” she said as she turned to leave.

“Huh?”

“It means good luck in Japanese.”

“Oh. Thanks.” 

I went in. The teacher introduced herself as Ms. Deering. She was small and sweet-faced, but had eyes like a raptor’s: unblinking and everywhere at once. 

She told the homeroom group my name. I was instant fresh meat for the twelve kids—excellent fodder for stares and whispers. They enjoyed themselves immensely and didn’t make any effort to hide the fact. I tried not to look at anyone’s face, but still they came at me. Only one kid had his back turned. He was bent over a book, wearing black on black, dark hair falling over his face. If only I could hide in a corner like him.

Ms. Deering attempted to rescue me, asking me questions about my previous school and generally being encouraging. But I was monosyllabic—a hermit who’d been living in a cave so long she’d forgotten how to talk. One girl was especially curious. She was in a crop top and had glorious red curls and thick makeup, possibly to cover her freckles. She ran her round blue eyes over my jeans and hoodie.

“Why did your parents send you to Etherall Valley Academy?” she demanded.

I couldn’t keep a nervous stutter from my voice. “Th-they just liked the sound of it.”

“Liked the sound of it?” She gave a cold laugh. “No, we’ve all got a backstory here. Unless they just wanted a special school for their precious princess.”

“Call off the dogs, Cassie.” A boy with golden-brown hair winked at her, and her mouth twisted into a smile almost unwillingly—as if she didn’t want to be amused but he’d made a good joke. 

He looked back at me with warm brown eyes above a slightly crooked nose, possibly previously broken. When he smiled, it lit up his face and crinkled his eyes. He wore braces on his teeth.

He stretched out his long legs under the desk. “Don’t worry about Cassie. I mean, she’s right—we’re all suffering from something here. Cassie’s got chronic snark.”

“And Gabe’s got shocking case of overconfidence.” Cassie smirked at him.

“When people start at Etherall Valley Academy, we always ask, ‘What are you in for?’” Gabe said. 

A couple of the other kids agreed, volunteering their own reasons. Someone had been running with the wrong crowd at their old school. Someone else had a late diagnosis of ADHD and another girl been a school refuser, like me.

“Four years hard labor for, you know, being an outcast or failing—or getting expelled or having mental health issues.” Gabe shot me that bright smile again, but I wasn’t about to share my story. I flicked a look at my ghosts: Albert, inspecting the noticeboard, Hannah, standing beside Ms. Deering, and Marvin, wandering the room.

“You kids don’t know how lucky you are,” Ms. Deering admonished them. “Sure, EVA is for kids who need extra support, but only if they show genuine promise and commitment. Your parents pay a lot of money for you to get a superior education that recognizes individual talent. A lot of other kids get lost in the system.”

“The trouble is, with talent comes ego.” Gabe gave her a cheeky grin.

“That can be the case,” she acknowledged with a laugh.

“And what if there’s no talent—just ego?” This was a new voice.

It took me a moment, then I saw they were all looking at the boy with his back turned. Some of the kids rolled their eyes and resumed their own conversations, but Cassie bit. 

“What’s that supposed to mean, Drew?” Her voice had gone a little shrill. Clearly, this guy knew how to press her buttons. He turned his head. 

I had the sensation of bellyflopping into a freezing lake. He was a goth, his face painted so white it was almost blue. Raven-black hair, long on top with the ends hanging over his eyebrows. A spiked dog collar on his neck, eyebrows pierced with black barbells, and thick, dark eyeliner. One eye bore a white contact lens and the other was an unlikely agate green. But under all that, the curves of his jaw and cheek were, frankly, stunning. I had never been attracted to the goth look, but I responded to his face like I’d just spotted my favorite celebrity. 

Drew addressed Cassie, but had his eyes on Ms. Deering. “I don’t see talent when I look around. I see spoiled brats with delusions of grandeur.”

Cassie bristled, Gabe looked amused, but Ms. Deering met his stare. “Respectful language,” was all she said.

Drew rolled his white-and-green eye medley and shot me a disinterested glance. Then he stopped, fixating on my face with something that resembled shock. The silent moment went on for way too long, my cheeks growing hot under his scrutiny until I finally ripped my eyes away. When I checked back, he was looking down at his book. Had I fantasized that exchange?

“Whoa.” Gabe was glancing between me and Drew.

“What?” Cassie still sounded annoyed.

Gabe peered at me like he was trying to read something written under my skin. Then he shook his head, as if to say, Nothing.

“Everyone at EVA has earned admission on the basis of a talent,” Cassie tossed at Drew. “Even you, Poetry Boy.”

Gabe leaned toward me. “If you won’t tell us the crime that got you a spot at EVA, Mimi, at least tell us your talent.”

My throat went tight again. I didn’t know how to answer him, so I stayed silent. I stared at my intertwined hands, the half-missing finger hidden by the others, and cringed inwardly while Cassie sniggered.

Ms. Deering stepped in. “Maybe we should stop bombarding the poor girl with questions on her first day. If you must know, Mimi will be in the art program.”

“Nice.” When I checked Gabe’s face, he gave me another smile. No sarcasm detected.

Cassie, however, sniffed like she thought art was a weak entry portfolio. A couple of the other kids asked me questions about what sort of drawings I did. My awkwardness levels were at painful, but I told them I liked portraiture. That was probably the best way to describe my anatomical drawing without sounding weird. I was determined simply to be Mimi the solitary, arty girl. Not Mimi the freak. Not Mimi and her imaginary friends.
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Etherall Valley Academy was a small school—less than two hundred students from ninth grade up to seniors. That meant a lot of classes in common with the kids I’d met so far. 

Mona helped me find my way around. She talked nonstop, pointing out specific people, describing their personalities and supplying facts about the school—assembly being called Lyceum, for instance, which she explained was Ancient Greek for gathering of learners. Etherall Valley Academy liked to be fancy. Thanks to Mona, I quickly learned which teachers would check homework, the shortcuts to different classrooms and the people to avoid. She and Gabe sat with me during lunch, too. I couldn’t work out why they were being so friendly. Perhaps the faculty had asked them to look after me. 

I kept a low profile and made it through my first few days. The teachers were a diverse lot, but obviously all highly trained in mental health support. In a school for students facing “unique challenges,” you had to be able to cope with constant chaos. Every teacher at EVA had one thing in common: the solid composure of that old oak tree in the front quad. 

Snarky Cassie hung out with a mixed-age group who had one thing in common: they were obnoxiously loud. They interacted with an undercurrent of aggression that emerged in “playful” shoving and wrestling. Cassie seemed to have taken a dislike to me. I occasionally caught her watching me across the cafeteria at lunch or the dining hall at night. 

Gabe said Cassie was in the dance program. Everyone was aligned with one of the school’s special programs. Gabe’s was media—filming, podcasting, web development. He wanted to go into the entertainment industry. He also loved sports of every kind. Mona was in the school’s language program, studying French, Spanish and Chinese. They introduced me to their friend Ed, who was in the math program. Ed wasn’t confident like Gabe, but he had a calming presence I liked. He was on the short side, but wiry, and had a habitual, shy half-smile. He was growing some dreads and often mentioned the beach, using words I didn’t know to describe his surfing adventures.

A flaxen-haired girl called Patience caught my attention. She was Poetry Boy Drew’s friend—perhaps his only friend. They were both in the literature program, Mona informed me. Patience kept her hair in two long braids and wore a crew-neck t-shirt or a plaid button-down with the worst jeans I’d ever seen. I mean, I was no fashionista—I rocked a no-brand hoodie—but these jeans were like something your grandfather would wear.

I watched Drew covertly during our shared classes, as well as in homeroom. It was perfectly plain to me that under all that hair, makeup and metal, he was breathtaking—tall and lean, with the fine, beautiful features of a movie elf. But it was as if no one else could see past the goth façade. None of the other kids spoke to him—except for Patience—and he spoke to nobody except her. Maybe that was why no one bothered with him: he simply ignored them if they tried.

He didn’t make eye contact with me at all, although I occasionally felt like he was watching me. I tried to catch him out, but every time I looked up, he was writing in a leather-bound book, or reading a novel, or talking with Patience. I pictured him reading me one of his poems, then mentally slapped myself. The guy was profoundly unlikable and I wasn’t interested in him, except perhaps artistically. The bone structure.

Mona didn’t only attach herself to me, but also the other new kid, Axel—a tall, skinny guy with wire-rimmed glasses who seemed as overwhelmed as me. She introduced the two of us during lunch, then abandoned us to get to know each other while she went to grab a juicebox. My ghosts were hovering around the cafeteria, then Marvin came and stood right beside poor Axel, who gave a little shiver and zipped up his jacket. 

The guy was watching me so expectantly, I felt obliged to converse. “It’s fun starting at a new school mid-term, huh?”

Axel looked startled. “You think?”

Oh, he wasn’t fluent in sarcasm.

“I’m finding it a challenge,” he said. “Mona’s been really nice, showing me around, but I’ve already gotten lost more times than I can count. And I’ve just found out there’s a section of math they covered last year that I haven’t learned yet. The teacher said I’ll need to do after-school work with her to catch up.” 

“Was your old school not so great?”

“I was homeschooled.”

That explained things a little. “Me too.”

“Oh, that’s a coincidence!” He gave me a big, hopeful smile.

“Did you have a problem with regular school?” I asked, then wished I hadn’t. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

“I don’t mind. No, we just didn’t have a parochial school nearby, and my faith is important to me, so we opted for homeschooling.” His hazel eyes brightened. “And you and I are both in the art program, too, right? Another coincidence.”

“I guess we were lucky they took two of us into the art program at the same time.”

“True. I heard someone left unexpectedly at the start of term. The art teacher—Mrs. Shaw—she seems really accomplished, don’t you think? She knows everything there is to know about painting.”

“Yeah, but this project she wants us to do—copying a portrait by a master—is intimidating.”

“Do you know what you’re going to reproduce?”

“Maybe Girl with a Pearl Earring.”

“That’s a good choice! I’m thinking of doing a Leonardo da Vinci.”

“I’m terrible at drawing whole people,” I confessed, then realized how odd that sounded and hurried on. “And I know zero about oil painting. I’m more of a pens and pencils kinda girl.”

“I like working in oils,” he said.

“I might be coming to you for help, then.” I said it in a casual way, but Axel’s face lit up and he nodded eagerly.

“Anytime!”

Clearly I wasn’t the only one coming to this school without a friend to my name. The only difference was, I was quite happy to keep it that way.

My bedroom was two doors down from Mona’s and directly across the corridor from Cassie’s. We had free time every day, between study hour and dinner, during which we were supposed to shower, tidy our rooms or play board games. If the showers were full, I stayed in my bedroom. I’d decorated the walls with my posters and art cards by now, and my room looked good. Homey. I didn’t need to socialize.

On Thursday, during free time, I was on my bed, listening to music through my headphones. Hannah was sitting at the end of the bed, Marvin was on the floor and Albert was pacing in my small bedroom. Step, step, step, turn. Step, step, step, turn.

I pushed one headphone off my ear. “You’ve got a bit of a rhythm going there, Albert,” I told him, nodding along. “You’re stepping in time to my beats.”

He paused, then resumed pacing—out of time.

I raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s just passive-aggressive.” I swear Albert smirked.

“Hey.” Mona’s face appeared around my semi-closed bedroom door. “Who you talking to?”

“Just myself. I’m weird that way.”

She smiled. “Got a minute?”

I pulled my headphones all the way off. “Sure.”

She pushed open the door and let Cassie and Patience in before her. Patience gave me a timid smile, but Cassie’s lips were a hard horizontal line. Mona shut the door behind them and they all stood in a row, looking down at me.

Oh, hell. Was this some kind of mean-girl initiation? I hitched myself upright.

Cassie scanned my walls, taking in the Victorian anatomical drawings, skeletons, vital organs and band artwork. “Who’s that?” She pointed at one of the band ones.

I repressed a wince. “Hoodwynk.”

Cassie’s delicate nose wrinkled. “Never heard of them.”

“They’re an indie band from the U.K.”

Her shoulders rippled like she was barely holding in a shrug. It was extremely crowded in my room now, with three dead people as well as four living. Marvin stood up, his thin shoulders hunched in his battered coat, and inspected Cassie at close range.

“Don’t be afeared, miss,” Hannah said unexpectedly from where she sat on the end of my bed.

Afeared? I wasn’t even sure what that meant.

Mona sank onto the floor, crossing her legs, and Cassie sat on my chair. Patience stayed where she was, her hands clasped neatly in front of her. Something doll-like emanated from her, with those long braids and the smooth, round face.

“So,” Mona said. “Tell us about your last school.”

“I haven’t been in school since seventh grade,” I said. If they were just here for information, I could give them enough to keep them satisfied. Solitary, arty Mimi, I reminded myself. Not Mimi and her imaginary friends.

“Why not?” Cassie asked.

I kept my face up, although my cheeks were going hot. “Mental health stuff.”

She stared at me. Hard.

“Nothing... happened at your old school?” Patience asked in her soft, low voice.

“Like what?”

Mona nudged Patience’s ankle in a way that was supposed to be undetectable to me. “Like, did you have any issues there with people or, I don’t know, stuff going wrong?” She said it casually, but it came across as oddly intense.

If I told them I’d been bullied, they might ask why, or what the kids had done. “Nothing specific.”

“So there’s nothing special about you?” Cassie asked.

I tensed and pulled my eyes away from Cassie. Mona laughed uneasily. So it was a mean-girl thing.

“No, nothing special.” My chest and face were burning. “Not a precious princess at the special school.”

“Defensive much?” she sneered. The irony.

“Sorry, Mimi,” Mona said. “We didn’t mean to come over all interrogatey. We’re just curious about our new friend.”

Did she realize how sinister that sounded?

Patience was watching me with a frown. “Do you... do things?” she asked, and Cassie sucked in a breath.

“Like what?” I asked, honestly baffled.

“Come on, Patience. Mimi obviously doesn’t want to talk to us. Let’s go.” Cassie stood up and led an unwilling Patience out the door. She stepped right through the middle of Marvin on the way, and I saw her hesitate, shudder and rub her nose. 

I bit back a smile. That wasn’t anywhere near what it felt like for me to walk through my ghosts, but it was good to see she got at least a little serving of otherworldliness. Patience whispered something as they left, and I caught the word “Axel.” Crap, what was going on? Had I inadvertently stumbled into some kind of crush triangle?

Mona was still sitting there. “How’s the dépaysement?”

“The...?”

“It’s French. It means the feeling of not being in your home country, you know? Feeling like a foreigner.”

“Oh, right.” I hunted for something to say. “My mom’s learning French. She’s obsessed with French things.”

While I spoke, Mona’s eyes had dropped to the floorboards. I shifted slightly to see what she was staring at, and the light from the window fell on some droplets of water suggestive of footprints. Marvin. Mona glanced at my feet. My dry, socked feet.

“Have you had your shower yet?”

“Yeah,” I lied.

She transferred her attention to my desk, where my shower bag sat ready beside a change of clean clothes and my dry towel. I kept my face up, jaw clenched, ready to make up a story but also angry that she’d backed me into this corner.

She kept her gaze on me for a few moments. “Okay.” She got up. “See you at dinner, Mimi.” 

––––––––
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My relief to step into a weekend with my parents was palpable, especially when I heard that Cassie and Patience were weekend boarders. I would have been left with them if I’d stayed—with no Mona as a buffer, since she was one of the students who went home for the weekends. 

Mom and Dad picked me up and drove me to the apartment, full of suppressed hope and excitement. They asked me what I thought of the school in that gentle, upbeat manner I had become accustomed to. I had misgivings about Etherall Valley Academy, but after everything my parents had done to make this work, I jettisoned my doubts.

“I like it. There are some nice kids and the workload isn’t too bad. The food’s good and the teachers are supportive.”

They exchanged a look of delight that warmed my heart and simultaneously sank it. I’d done it now. I’d committed. I was staying at EVA, like it or not.

At dinner—celebratory takeout—Mom announced they’d had a call from Ms. Deering. I looked at her with apprehension. Had I done something wrong already? Attracted the attention of a concerned teacher?

But Mom was beaming at me. “They want you in the school’s gifted program, Miette.”

“Gifted program?” My insides underwent tectonic plate movement. “What gifted program? I thought everyone was supposed to have some kind of talent at this school?”

“Yes, the school’s philosophy is to nurture special abilities—but the gifted program is reserved for those with extraordinary talent.” My mom’s eyes were shining with pride.

“But I’ve only had two art classes...”

“It’s not about art. Ms. Deering has recognized exceptional qualities in you.” Dad was grinning at me, too. “She thinks you belong in the program. It’s elite, Mimi. Only six other kids in the whole school have been accepted, and Ms. Deering says it will help you get into a good college.”

Was this some kind of con? Could my parents have pulled strings at this new school to get me into the program—to boost my self-esteem or something? I eyed them, but it seemed unlikely. Not really their style.

“I’m not gifted,” I said. “I’m average.”

“You’re far from average, honey,” Mom said loyally.

“It’s more holistic than that,” Dad added. “It’s not just about grades—they consider the whole person. They’ll work on building your confidence and skills. There’s even a camp later in the term.”

No, no, no, no, no. I didn’t want to be exceptional. I wanted to blend in. “Do I have to join?”

They looked identically crestfallen. “No, it’s not compulsory,” Dad told me slowly.

I couldn’t bring myself to say no immediately—not with those looks on their faces. “I’ll think about it. It will probably just mean extra homework, though.”

I never intended to think about it. I knew I wouldn’t be joining some kind of hyper-brain society at Etherall Valley Academy to develop my leadership skills or confidence. That sounded like a no-refunds ticket to attention and expectations.

But almost immediately, my ghosts started behaving strangely. First, it was Hannah. She sat on the end of my bed throughout Friday night and watched me expectantly. I ignored it, hoping she’d stop and trying not to think about the last time she’d done that. But she was still there at four in the morning.

“Could you give it a rest, Hannah?” I pleaded at last.

Her soft, lilting voice came out of the air next to my ear. “You must go, miss.”

“Where?”

“To the gifted.”

“You want me to join that program? Why?”

Silence.

“I’m thinking about it,” I lied. “Now, can you let me get some sleep?”

I lazed in bed in the morning. At school, the ever-present crows sat in the oak tree during the day but roosted on the roof of the girls’ dorm at night. All week, they’d woken me early with their discordant chorus. The other girls were so used to them, the noise didn’t seem to bother them anymore. I took advantage of the quiet morning at the apartment and slept in.

When I eventually woke up, Albert was acting odd. He was pacing the laminated floor of my bedroom, back and forth, tapping gently with his cane. Eventually he came to a halt in front of me, standing at military-style attention, as he always did when he had something to say. 

“Yes, Albert?” I spoke in a low voice so my parents wouldn’t hear.

“You must join,” he told me. “Join the gifted.”

Dammit. “Hannah already told me.”

Albert nodded and waited.

I groaned. “I’m trying to work it out in my head, okay?”

“You must join.”

“Why are you guys being so insistent about this?”

“You must join.”

“Can you just let me have my weekend, Albert?”

He bowed slightly before departing, tapping his cane as he passed through my bedroom wall.

By Sunday evening, I felt sick with worry. Mom asked me gently if I’d finished thinking about joining the gifted program yet. Dad reminded me that we needed to confirm it with Ms. Deering. Talk about pressure. 

Then it was Marvin’s turn. I was brushing my teeth before bed and raised my head from spitting and he was there in the mirror, behind me.

“Marvin,” I gasped, choking on minty-fresh flavor. “Don’t do that to me!”

“Go to the gifted, kid.” His tremulous, elderly voice was stern in my ear.

“I’m considering it,” I retorted, striding from the bathroom. “Now leave me alone!”

They were active in my room that night. Every now and then, one of them spoke. Go to the gifted. Join the gifted. I shoved my pillow over my ears and squeezed my eyes shut. They hadn’t tried to make me do something for over a year now.

Then, abruptly, it stopped. I peeped out from under the pillow. All three of them were standing beside my bed, gazing down at me with shadowed eyes. Hannah took a step forward, and I squeaked in terror, scrambling backward so I was pressed against the wall.

“Okay!” I panted. “I’ll join the damn gifted program!”

Hannah stepped back. All three of them retreated, finding places to sit or lean around the room.

Either there was something significant about this program or my ghosts were even more concerned than I was about my chances for a good college.
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My hair was still wet from my dawn swim when I got to school the next morning. The plunge had given me just enough of a reset to cope with Monday anxiety. When I dropped my weekend bag off in the dorm, I found a note on my door from Ms. Deering. Location and meeting times for the gifted program. They met twice a week, on Mondays and Fridays. I had to give up my cooking elective for it. Thanks to my ghosts’ coercive tactics, I would never learn how to make a soufflé. 

Fourth period was gifted class. I crossed the school grounds, scowling at the crows that cawed at me from the science block roof, and found the designated classroom. Did I say classroom? Try caretaker’s hut. It resembled the forgotten outbuilding of a farm: an ageing wood cabin on stilts, choked with ivy and climbing roses. It wasn’t like the other classrooms—it looked more like an afterthought. I knocked and got a “Come in, Mimi!”

Ms. Deering waved me inside. Six sets of eyes watched my entrance, and to my surprise, I knew every one of them. Gabe, Mona and Ed all wore welcoming grins, Cassie watched me coolly, practically exuding indifference; Patience nodded a greeting, her face expressionless. Beside her, Drew bent his white-and-green gaze back to his leather-bound book.

“Yeah, Mimi!” Mona sounded like she’d won a bet. 

“Welcome to the gifted program, Mimi,” Ms. Deering said. “I hope you’ll enjoy our meetings. There are some spare chairs near Drew.”

I tried not to react. Why had she said it that way? Some spare chairs, plural—for Mimi and her imaginary friends? Hell, I was being paranoid. I took a seat near Drew, who didn’t look up or move.

I took it all in. The room was lit by a single struggling globe hanging from a cable. Bookshelves covered one wall, packed full of what looked like a collection of vintage tomes—all tattered cloth bindings and the smell of mildew. Faded and peeling posters adorned the walls: chakras and tarot symbolism, and even some anatomical stuff resembling my own poster collection. Kinda fun.

“I think we’ll spend today just getting to know each other again, since we’ve got a new member.” Ms. Deering paused to look at the other six class members, and they all nodded like she’d given them a covert instruction of some kind. “Mimi, I doubt you’re keen on public speaking, but it would be great if you could tell us a little about yourself. How about we all go first, and then, if you feel okay with it, you can do your introduction at the end?”

Did I have a choice?

“My name is Bronwyn Deering,” she said. “I’m thirty-seven and I was born and raised upstate. I spent a lot of my twenties traveling around the world, working and exploring in other countries. I studied social work and teaching, and worked with homeless kids for a few years before I started work at Etherall Valley Academy. My hobbies: I love martial arts and camping.”

I tried to relax my rock-hard shoulder tension. This shouldn’t be too bad. Surely I could think of a normal-sounding hobby. I didn’t particularly want to admit to drawing anatomical art or my obsession with a band nobody had heard of. Maybe I could say I liked baking. Or skiing. There was no way they could check.

“I’m a sentry,” Ms. Deering added. “I have a calling to guide and protect young people with preternatural abilities.”

My mouth fell open. Six heads swiveled to see my reaction. 

Joke. It’s a joke. I checked Mona’s face, hoping to catch a glimpse of something—some hint of humor that would tell me this was a weird teacher prank. But Mona was nodding at me, eyes bright. Gabe had nothing but sympathy in his steady gaze. Drew was now giving off distinct powder-keg vibes.

It was perfectly clear they’d heard it before. This was an orientation. 

“Let’s see.” Ms. Deering looked around. “You can go next, Cassie.”

Cassie shook her curls back over her shoulders and shot me a self-conscious glance. “Cassandra O’Meara. I grew up in Pinetree Glades and went to school there until I came to EVA. I have three brothers and a chocolate Labrador. I’m into dance. Ballet and jazz.”

“Jazz hands,” Mona murmured.

Cassie ignored her. “I can control animals.”

My mouth was still hanging open. I closed it, swallowing with difficulty. I was trembling. 

“A beastmaster,” Ms. Deering supplied for my benefit.

“Beastmistress.” Mona made a whiplash dominatrix noise.

“Mona cracks jokes when she’s nervous,” Gabe explained, and she thumped him on the arm.

“Go ahead, Mona,” Ms. Deering said. “You next.”

“Mona Thomas, born and bred in Etherall Valley. I have one older sister and I like piña coladas and getting caught in the rain.” 

The others groaned, except for Patience, who had the blank look of someone who didn’t get the gag. And Drew, who remained stormy. 
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