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      A drowned man stood at Keira’s window.

      Water dripped from his hair and chin. His fingers, splayed, pressed against the glass, and small flecks of frost bristled outwards from the touch.

      He opened his mouth and a gush of water drained free. Then, slowly, he turned his head to stare towards the graveyard’s entrance.

      “Understood,” Keira whispered. She stood in her dark cottage, holding a notebook. She’d been working when she felt the spirit’s presence, but she put the book aside.

      The ghost shimmered, then evaporated, like a wisp of mist caught in a chilled breeze. The only trace he left behind was the icy outline showing where his hand had touched the glass, and even that was beginning to fade.

      His presence had been a warning.

      Someone’s coming.

      Keira’s cottage, hidden at the back of Blighty’s cemetery, was hard to find if you didn’t know where to look. And she was grateful for it. She’d made some enemies who would very much like to find her.

      Six days had passed since she, with the help of her friends, had destroyed one of Artec’s power plants and untethered a batch of ghosts they’d been keeping chained. It wasn’t a fatal blow to Artec, but it would be a painful one, undoing years’ worth of work and freeing hundreds of trapped spirits in the process.

      But it came with a cost. Gavin Kelsey had died. And while he hadn’t endeared himself to many people during life, he’d been a resident of Blighty. His death was all but guaranteed to lead Artec to her town, and probably soon.

      She was taking whatever precautions she could. The groundskeeper’s cottage was already well hidden, but Keira kept the lights dim and the windows covered. Only one curtain had its corner pinned back, exposing a pane of glass.

      That was for the ghosts.

      Her ghosts.

      The denizens of Blighty’s cemetery were never talkative and rarely interactive, but she’d managed to earn a small measure of their trust over her time in the groundskeeper’s cottage. Without being asked, they watched the path leading into the graveyard and appeared at the window to warn Keira when someone approached.

      She wasn’t too worried this time. Mason and Zoe were coming to visit that morning to go over their plans. Keira checked the clock as she crossed the room. They were early, but—

      Keira leaned close to the window and felt her breath catch. A single figure strode through the maze of grave markers. Morning fog clung to it, turning the edges hazy, but it was clear the silhouette didn’t belong to either of her friends.

      A visitor? The cemetery had plenty of those, but they usually stayed in the section closer to the town and the parsonage. All the recent graves were there. Back near the forest, where Keira’s cottage was, were the old stone markers—cracked, faded, listing, and all but forgotten by everyone except Keira. It was rare to see a visitor make their way back here.

      And the figure was moving with purpose. They weren’t pausing to search the rows or read names on the stones. They faced forward, and their end destination was clear.

      They were coming for her.

      A faint, tense buzz built as Keira stepped back from the window. She was prepared for Artec to find her. She’d just been hoping for more time before they did.

      The window in the bathroom opened wide enough for her to creep through. That was a modification Mason had made; before, the only way out was through the front door. The new casing was a tight fit, but she’d practiced and knew she could slide through in less than three seconds. That gave her a way to leave the groundskeeper’s cottage and get into the forest without being seen.

      Next to the bathroom door was a backpack with spare clothes, toiletries, money, and a backup mobile phone. Zoe had planned the contents. Mason had bought them.

      Keira hooked her fingers through the backpack’s strap, her pulse fast, then hesitated. Some small glimmer of doubt drew her back to the window. She crouched, keeping herself hidden in the shadows as she peered through.

      The figure was on its own. Keira had been prepared for Artec to send in a whole squad, armed to the teeth, when they finally found her. They’d never used half measures before.

      It could be an ambush. There could be more of them in the forest.

      Except…her ghosts would have warned her if there were more figures creeping through the trees. The graves spilled in between the trunks, burrowing deep into the forest, and the spirits’ watchful gazes extended even further.

      Keira glanced behind herself. Her small black cat, Daisy, napped on the lounge chair, twisted so that her chin was pointed towards the ceiling, two little white fangs visible as her lips twitched. She didn’t stir.

      Through the window, the figure began to resolve in increments as it emerged through the mist. It was a woman, Keira realized. She looked at least fifty. A tweed skirt perfectly matched her tweed jacket, and a crisp, white blouse was buttoned high around her throat with a brooch. She clutched a small black handbag in both hands.

      Misdirection? Keira’s racing heart began to slow as confusion overtook any fear. Are they trying to lull me into a false sense of security?

      The woman stopped at the low stone fence bordering the groundskeeper’s cottage. She lifted her chin as she stared up at the building. Her nose twitched and her lips, flawlessly covered in a muted red lipstick, pursed.

      Keira let the backpack fall to the floor beside her. Whoever this woman was, she wasn’t Artec.

      The stranger set her shoulders, then stepped past the fence and up to the door. Everything was silent for a moment, then three quick, neat knocks echoed through the room.

      Keira glanced back at Daisy. The cat had an uncanny ability to sense when danger was about, but except for the flick of one ear, she didn’t move.

      “Okay,” Keira whispered to herself, then opened the door.

      Up close, the woman made a striking impression. Everything about her was so precise. Her hair—short, dyed a golden-brown, and permed—looked as though it had come out of a hairdressing tutorial. Her glasses were small and immaculately tidy. There wasn’t a single loose thread or stray hair on the tweed suit, let alone a wrinkle.

      She folded her hands, the small handbag hanging from the crook of one arm, and offered a restrained smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Good morning,” she said, and her voice was every bit as controlled and exact as her appearance.

      “Hey there,” Keira said in return, trying not to feel self-conscious in her secondhand clothes and with hair that was definitely overdue for a wash.

      “Miss Keira, I presume?” Eyebrows, tweezed into thin lines, rose expectantly.

      Keira couldn’t remember the last time someone had called her miss. “Yep, that’s me.”

      “Wonderful.” The woman drew herself up another inch, though she only came up to Keira’s chin. “Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Agatha Edith-Whittle, and I am the president of the Blighty Propriety Society.”

      “The…” It felt like the kind of tongue-twister people forced on young children.

      Then the implications of the name sank in. Keira felt hyperaware of her surroundings as she sent a covert glance towards the weed-choked, crumbling graveyard, then a second, even more covert glance towards her cottage and the dust bunnies she knew had to be lurking under the mismatched furniture.

      “The Blighty Propriety Society concerns itself with the respectability and overall wholesomeness of our lovely town,” Agatha continued, her smile resolute and unflinching.

      “Great,” Keira managed. She wished she’d picked something other than the garish polka-dot cardigan to wear that morning. But then, her clothes were all secondhand, and her other options included things like an out-of-season and extremely ugly Christmas sweater and a T-shirt that read Regional Halibut Preservation Society Team Camp 1989. Somehow, neither of them seemed likely contenders to measure up to Agatha’s flawless tailoring.

      At least she can’t see the ghosts. Silver linings, and all of that. The drowned man stood just a dozen paces behind Agatha, water trailing from his clothes as he watched her with sightless eyes.

      “As president, I felt obligated to pay you a visit,” Agatha said. “With, erm, the society’s apologies for not formally welcoming you earlier.”

      Here it comes. Keira forced a tight smile into place as she waited for Agatha’s verdict. Does she want the grass cut? Are the gravestones an eyesore? Am I going to be labelled a menace to the town’s reputation?

      Agatha cleared her throat and took a shuffling half step closer. She lowered her voice, glancing to either side, as though afraid someone might see her at Keira’s cottage. “Actually, to be frank with you, this isn’t a purely social call. I’ve come on a rather…delicate matter.”

      “Oh?” Keira waited.

      Agatha fidgeted with her bag. She swallowed uneasily. “I have heard… I have been informed…that you are known to have had correspondences with the deceased.”

      Wait, what?

      Keira’s ability to see the dead was a closely guarded secret. To anyone outside of her immediate circle, the official story was that she was niece to the pastor, Adage, and had been hired as the cemetery’s groundskeeper. She could count on the fingers of one hand the number of people who knew the truth, and none of them seemed the type to give it away so easily.

      “Is that true?” Agatha was peering up at her, her blue eyes shrewd behind her glasses.

      Keira felt too exposed standing in the open. She stepped back, opening the door wider. “Why don’t you come in?”
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      The cottage was kept dim to avoid attention; when she needed more than the half-open window provided, Keira would light a candle.

      It didn’t feel right to invite a guest into the gloom, though, so Keira reluctantly turned on the lights. She immediately regretted it as Agatha Edith-Whittle’s eyes fixed on a cobweb in the corner.

      “Should I remove my shoes?” the older woman asked, still in the doorway.

      “Oh, no, probably best if you don’t.” Keira kept her home clean, but she had a strong suspicion that she and Agatha held very different standards for the word. “Um, can I get you something? Tea or…?”

      Agatha entered with small, precise steps. She moved towards the couches by the fire before seeing Daisy and the fur she’d shed during her nap, and she quickly turned to the wooden seats at the small round table. “Thank you, but I shan’t take up much of your time.”

      She perched on the very edge of the seat, as though touching too much of its surface would contaminate her, and laid her handbag squarely in her lap before folding her hands over it.

      Keira sat opposite, crossing her legs to strategically hide a stain on her jeans.

      “It is true, then?” Agatha asked, her eyes strangely intense behind her narrow glasses. She leaned forward a fraction, her posture still rigidly upright. “That you have a gift to open dialogue with those not of our world?”

      This is the most bizarre conversation I’ve had in a long while. And that’s a high bar to hurdle over.

      She had no idea what Agatha wanted. Was this the beginning of some campaign to drive Keira out of town? A modern-day witch hunt? Instead of answering, Keira hedged. “Where’d you hear that?”

      Agatha’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “It came from…a somewhat reliable source.”

      Surely not Mason or Zoe. Would Adage tell one of his parishioners? No, he knows how important it is to keep this quiet.

      Keira tried another tactic. “Are you curious about the dead? Or…did you want to speak to someone who’s passed?”

      Agatha looked scandalized. Her eyebrows shot up and one hand fluttered over the brooch. “Of course not. I would never!”

      “Okay.” Keira sighed. “Look, I’ve got a lot of work to get through today. Maybe we could—”

      “You haven’t answered my question.” Agatha’s jaw quivered faintly. “Are you able to help me or not?”

      Keira had half risen from her seat, prepared to shepherd Agatha from her cottage. But that one word—help—hung in the air. “What kind of help do you need?”

      “I…” Agatha glanced aside, color rising into her face. “I have recently begun to suspect…to have some doubts arise…that there may be some…some…unworldly presence…tangentially connected to my residence.”

      It took a few seconds for the words to make sense.

      “Oh,” Keira murmured, and dropped back into her seat. “You’re worried that your house is haunted?”

      The color on Agatha’s cheeks was deepening into a flushed scarlet. “Please understand. As president of the Blighty Propriety Society, I absolutely cannot have any unwholesome connotations attached to my name. Something of this nature could call my entire character into question. This has been a source of great agitation to me. As it would be for anyone.”

      “Sure,” Keira said, pretending she couldn’t see the ghosts drifting around the graveyard through her window.

      “You’re the first person I’ve confided in,” Agatha continued, her words hurried. “Because I was advised that you may be able to help. Discreetly.”

      The Artec situation was already consuming all of Keira’s time and energy. As far as stakes went, they were about as bad as they could get. Artec was absorbing a near-constant flow of dead bodies into their cemeteries, and the ghosts of those dead, once interred, were chained there for an eternity: human batteries, condemned to writhe and scream and beg, without anyone ever seeing or knowing.

      Well…nearly. Artec knew. And Keira knew. And now they were locked in a deadly race. Keira, to destroy Artec and its cemeteries. And Artec, to get rid of Keira before she could do any more damage.

      She knew she should turn down the request. She couldn’t afford to spend her energy on anything else. She couldn’t even afford a distraction when every minute might be the one that made the difference.

      More than that, she wasn’t supposed to leave her cottage unless absolutely necessary. There was always the risk that Artec’s people were watching the town, waiting for her. She’d come too far to give her location away so easily.

      But there was emotion welling in Agatha’s eyes, even half-hidden behind the pristine glasses. To Keira, who was exposed to ghosts virtually every day, having a haunting in your house was extremely unremarkable.

      But Keira wasn’t Agatha. And, to Agatha, this was her whole life.

      “Okay,” Keira said, squashing down her reluctance. “I’ll answer both questions. Yes, I can see ghosts. And yes, I’ll come and take a look. I can’t make any promises that I can help, though.”

      Agatha drew a deep, stuttering breath. Some of the flushed color was fading from her face. “I’m very grateful. All I need is a professional to confirm whether there are…any…any…”

      “Ghosts,” Keira prompted.

      Agatha swallowed. “Yes. Any spiritual presences in the locality. I can pay, of course.”

      Keira waved the offer aside. “It’s fine. I don’t charge.”

      She hadn’t given much thought to the ethics of billing people who needed help with the dead, but it felt dicey at best.

      “Let’s schedule an appointment,” Agatha said, reaching into her handbag and bringing out a small, crisp business card. “I would be grateful to make it as early as is convenient. Does your work require a specific time of day?”

      “Uh…no, anytime’s fine.” Keira took the card and squinted at the address. The street name seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite picture it. She’d ask Mason or Adage for directions. “I have to meet up with some friends this morning, though.”

      “The afternoon, then. That will work fine for me, as well. My neighbor leaves at two every day for his chess club. Let’s set the appointment for three. It will be more discreet that way.”

      “Sure.”

      Agatha stood, bag clutched primly. She glanced towards the lounges arranged around the fire. “What is your cat’s name, may I ask?”

      “Daisy.”

      “Good morning, Miss Daisy. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Agatha said. Then she turned back to Keira. “And thank you, Miss Keira. I’ll see you at three.”

      Keira watched the older woman leave, walking carefully out into the cemetery. She was oblivious as she passed between the faint, shimmering specters dotting the overgrown grass. Keira looked down at the business card again. The printing was neat, modest, and very, very formal.

      She hoped the job would be easy. If she was very lucky, she’d arrive at Agatha’s house and find it completely empty. But, somehow, she suspected nothing about the woman would be simple.

      “If Artec could see me now,” Keira murmured, partially to herself and partially to Daisy.

      She was still growing comfortable with her newfound memories and her newfound awareness of who—and what—she was.

      She’d lost her memories while trying to destroy a power plant shortly before being chased into Blighty. The town had saved her. At first, physically—Adage, the pastor, had hidden her, and Mason, doctor-in-training, had treated her injuries. But it had also saved her in a far less tangible, and far more important, way. She’d found a home there. Friends. Purpose.

      For a long time, she’d thought her memories might be permanently erased. But, as it turned out, the small black cat that had followed her to Blighty was also carrying secrets. A part of Keira had become locked away in the feline. They’d just needed a catalyst to reconnect.

      Daisy was a paradox. Alive and yet not entirely. A cat but also harboring part of a human. Daisy and Keira were irrevocably linked, bonded together by the energy surge from Artec’s collapsing power plant, and Keira was still trying to figure out the extent of their entanglement.

      She crossed to Daisy, who was still napping, and gently scratched beneath her chin. Daisy shivered happily, her paws flexing and her whiskers twitching.

      “I thought I’d have more of this figured out by now,” Keira whispered, and even though Daisy didn’t react, Keira knew she was listening. “I’ve got my memories back, and still nothing makes sense.”

      She didn’t know what she’d expected in answer. The slow reveal of an eye, filled with knowing reassurance? Some sign that Daisy understood how she felt?

      Instead, the cat hiccupped, then fell back asleep.

      During the stretch of time Keira had spent without her memories, she’d believed that Old Keira had the answers, Old Keira would know how to deal with the ghosts, Old Keira would understand Artec. She’d been fully convinced that, if she could just unlock her memories, all her uncertainty and doubt would vanish.

      But now she had Old Keira back, and it turned out Old Keira had been scrambling around in the dark just as much as New Keira was.

      She had the runes, and she had a very small amount of knowledge about Artec, but that was it. There was no magic solution that could solve everything. No secret weakness in Artec she could use to break it apart.

      And, if she was prepared to admit it to herself, that had been a slight motivation behind accepting Agatha’s request, even though she technically couldn’t afford to lose the time.

      It was because Agatha’s job would be easy.

      Keira had been running into a metaphorical brick wall for days. There had to be a path forward—she knew there had to be one—but she just couldn’t find it.

      On the other hand, a potential haunting? That was easy. Cakewalk levels of easy, even. She just needed to visit Agatha’s house and feel for the telltale prickles of electricity, maybe take a look through a few rooms, and she’d have answers.

      To be fair, if it turned out there really was a ghost, removing it would be a whole other question. Sometimes it involved resolving unfinished business. Sometimes she had to physically untether them. The difficulty rating of that part of the process stretched from cakewalk to near impossible.

      But at least the first half of the job would be simple. And she was craving some feeling of progress. Even something small.

      Hairs on the back of Keira’s neck rose. The soft thrum of electricity ran through the air, both feather soft and unmistakable. Another ghost was at her window.

      She turned. This time, it was a woman. The right side of her face had been scraped away, revealing the white bone of her skull. The raw wounds held flecks of gravel, and Keira guessed her cause of death must have been a horrific car accident.

      There were still so many spirits in the cemetery she hadn’t yet talked to and whose stories she hadn’t yet learned. So many still waiting for help.

      One of the woman’s eyes blinked languidly. The other no longer had an eyelid. The woman tilted her head towards the driveway, letting her hair drift about her shoulders, then faded from sight.

      For the second time that morning, Keira checked her mantelpiece clock as she crossed the room. It was right on schedule for Zoe and Mason’s visit. She leaned close to the window, her breath fogging on the glass, and smiled as she saw their two familiar silhouettes weaving towards her.

      Mason carried a basket, and they seemed to be hurrying. They used their phones for any urgent messages, so she knew there wouldn’t be any news that was too dire, but she was on the alert for any signs of danger, and something had made her friends quicken their pace.

      She threw the door open before they even reached it. Zoe burst through first, her face bright and flushed and eager.

      “That was a Beeps!” she yelled, so loud that Daisy startled and tumbled off the couch. “I saw her leaving. Did you seriously get a visit from a Beeps?”

      “A…” Keira blinked rapidly, trying to catch up.

      “Hello,” Mason said, gentle and calm as he stepped in behind Zoe and closed the door. He set down his basket, then leaned close to Keira and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead.

      Zoe spared just a second to shoot them a disgusted grimace at the overt affection, then her earlier excitement flooded back in. “The lady from the Blighty Propriety Society. Did she visit you?”

      “Oh, right! Yeah. Agatha Edith-Whittle? I guess you know her.”

      “Know her!” Zoe threw her arms wide as she stalked through the cottage. “It’s the Beeps! Everyone in town knows her!”

      “Rewind a second: the Beeps?”

      “The Blighty Propriety Society. BPS for short. Most people call them the Beeps because they sound like an especially annoying alarm clock when they talk: beep, beep, beep, beep!”

      “Gotcha.” Keira moved to put the kettle on while Mason bent down to pet Daisy, who had trotted up to him to receive her obligatory dose of affection. “Yeah, she wanted to ask a favor. Are the BPS…” Keira scrunched up her face as she tried to figure out how to phrase her question. “Are they okay? I mean, should I be worried about helping them?”

      Zoe began pulling mugs out of the cupboards. “Babe, you’re infiltrating evil corporate lairs. Agatha should be easy mode for you.”

      “They’re actually not as bad as they first seem,” Mason said, still crouched to scratch around Daisy’s ears. “They’ll raise their eyebrows and clear their throats a lot if they see something they don’t like, but they’re not busybodies. They’re more worried about how the town sees them. What was the favor?”

      “She’s worried her house has a haunting.” Keira shrugged. “I’m going to check it out later.”

      “Her place is a short walk from mine,” Mason said, and Keira realized that was why she’d recognized the street name. “I can drive you there when you’re ready, but you can also get to it by following the trails through the forest.”

      “I love the idea of a lift, but honestly? I’m turning into a jittery mess being cooped up in here, so the walk’s going to be my exercise for the week.”

      “Fair.” Mason chuckled as he began unpacking the basket he’d brought. Keira was delighted to see scones, jam, and cream. “At least you’ll know I’m close by if you need any help.”

      “Do you think she’s actually going to have a ghost there?” Zoe asked.

      Keira could only shrug. “I didn’t get the chance to ask what was happening to make her worried. It might be a ghost. It might be rats. I’ll figure it out when I get there.”

      Zoe tilted her head, her owlish eyes turning shrewd. “Hold up. How’d she know you could talk to ghosts?”

      Keira grimaced as she began filling mugs. “Yeah. That was going to be my next question, actually. Have either of you mentioned the ghost business to anyone else? Even in passing?”

      “Never,” Mason promised, at the same time as Zoe said, “Over my dead body.”

      “Yeah.” Keira felt faintly warmer at how quickly and intensely they’d objected. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she could trust them. “I figured. But someone’s said something to someone, and I’m desperately hoping it won’t travel further than Agatha.”

      “Especially not right now.” Mason rubbed the back of his neck, frowning.

      “I’ve been keeping watch for any strangers passing through Blighty,” Zoe added. “Especially strangers who ask a lot of questions. But Artec either hasn’t scouted out the town yet, or they’re doing it very discreetly.”

      None of them needed to finish the thought: Even if Artec hadn’t visited the town yet, it was only a matter of time before they did. Keira might have a couple more days. Or she might only have hours. But the longer she waited, the more precarious her situation—and all their situations—became.

      “Why don’t we get started?” Mason suggested, beckoning them to the table.

      Keira felt her stomach twist. They’d been having daily meetings, and she dearly, dearly wished she had something to tell her friends that wasn’t an echo of “I’m still working on it.”

      Mason saw her expression. He reached out a hand, his smile warm and soft, and gently pulled her into a seat. “You’re not in this alone,” he said. “We’re here to help, remember?”

      “And that’s exactly what we’re doing.” Zoe pulled a notebook out of her bag and slammed it on the table. “Get yourself a scone while you can still appreciate it, because once you hear my plan, nothing will ever be the same again.”

      Keira raised her eyebrows. “Huh?”

      Zoe flipped open her notebook. “Get ready for Operation Obliterate Artec.”
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      “Come again?” Keira craned to read Zoe’s scribbled notes upside down. They were erratic, overlapping in places, and Keira was fairly sure the red lines scored through them were supposed to represent red string.

      “We’ve been approaching this from the wrong direction,” Zoe said. “All three of us just took for granted that you had to be the one to fix everything. On the surface, it makes sense: you’re the person who can see ghosts; you’re the person who can control the energy. But just for a second, let’s all revisit our ultimate goal: get rid of Artec.”

      She paused, waiting for her words to sink in, but Keira and Mason only exchanged a confused glance.

      Zoe jabbed a finger into her notebook. “Get rid of Artec. Not use our magical powers to get rid of Artec. Think about it—companies fail all the time and for a thousand different reasons. If we can trigger something to push Artec into a downward spiral, we can halt their expansion plans and maybe even close the company, all without Keira having to lift a single magical finger.”

      “To be completely honest with you both, I don’t think my fingers are especially magical,” Keira said.

      “But your magical fingers are the entire reason I’m dating you,” Mason said, grinning. “Entendre only slightly intended.”

      Zoe hunched, massaging her temples. “I swear I am going to quit the team if you two can’t figure out how to separate personal from business.”

      Keira chuckled, but her mind was whirling. Was Zoe right? Had she been coming at this from the wrong direction the entire time?

      To the best of her knowledge, she and Artec’s founder—a man named Schaeffer—were the only two people who could see the dead. They had both been exposed to enormous amounts of spectral energy: Schaeffer during his experiments and Keira before she was even born, as her mother worked on the project.

      She’d believed that was her one advantage. She could see the dead. She could interact with them. She could free them.

      But Zoe was right. Paring back all the distractions, she had only one purpose: to end the company. And a company could be killed in more than one way.

      “First, we get rid of Artec corporate,” Zoe said, raising a finger. “Then, make sure the connections to the cemeteries—the ones holding the ghosts there—are broken. Without guards and time crunches, that part should be easy.”

      “You’re right that a thousand factors can go into a company’s downward spiral,” Mason said, “but ultimately, there’s only ever one element behind a company’s closure: lack of revenue. And that’s a factor that will be very difficult to overcome.”

      “Not impossible,” Zoe said.

      “No. Not impossible. But Artec has dual streams of income. It earns money with every body it buries, since one of its branches is a legitimate cemetery service. Then it earns again from the energy those spirits generate. Artec has no direct competition for that structure. Its profit margins must be immense. At the very least, the company has enough money to begin expanding into international markets.”

      He was referring to Zoe’s discovery that Artec had registered its name and purchased land overseas. Nothing had been built yet, but it wasn’t far off.

      “And we don’t really have much time to play with,” Mason added. He sent an apologetic glance towards Keira. “A company of Artec’s size might be able to operate at a deficit for years by relying on loans and investors. And…even if we hopped towns and tried to hide, I don’t think we could stay off their radar that long. Not with how aggressively they’re hunting Keira.”

      “You’re right about that,” Zoe said. “We can’t wait years. Which is why we’re going with a much more immediate option: total reputation annihilation.”

      Keira plucked a scone from the towel-wrapped bundle, just so she’d have something to put her nervous energy into. It was still warm. Mason must have baked them right before coming over. “Talk to me,” she said.

      “Welcome to Operation Obliterate Artec.” Zoe grinned, then grimaced. “I’m a little devastated that Artec’s name doesn’t start with an O. The alliterative element would have added so much to this presentation.”

      “Focus,” Mason said.

      “Right. So. The plan here is simple: tank their reputation so thoroughly and aggressively that they’re drowned under a wave of public outrage. They’ll be so busy scrambling to put out that fire—and hold on to their business relationships—that they won’t even have time to hunt Keira. A normal dying business might need years. A public-shame campaign, when powerful enough, can functionally end them in a week.”

      Keira frowned as she leaned forward, picking at the edges of her scone. “Okay. I’m on board with that. But…what’s our angle?”

      “It’s so simple and so, so beautiful.” Zoe’s wolfish smile widened. “We tell people about the ghosts.”

      For a second, Keira’s cottage was perfectly silent.

      “No one will believe us, though,” Mason said. “We’ve grappled with this a few times. If people knew about the shades, of course Artec would be ruined. But no one else can see them. And we haven’t been able to find a way to prove they exist.”

      “Ex-act-ly,” Zoe said, stretching out each syllable. “You guys don’t get it yet because you’re part of the mainstream. But take it from me, if there’s one experience that’s universal among conspiracy theorists, it’s having your beliefs mocked.”

      “Are you referring to the alien sighting you had two years ago?”

      Mason turned grave as he leaned his chin on his folded hands, his elbows propped on the table. “Because I’m deeply sorry that no one took your experience seriously.”

      Zoe narrowed her eyes at him. “Leave it.”

      “I am also sorry your alien encounter happened on an extremely dark and foggy night.”

      “Mason, this is your last warning.”

      “I am even more sorry that a half-deflated metallic birthday balloon was later found in the tree where you for-sure, definitely, saw that alien.”

      Zoe swung towards Keira. “You need to dump him or else I’ll dump him on your behalf.”

      “We can negotiate dumping my boyfriend later. Right now, I want the rest of your plan.”

      “Fine.” Zoe groaned, then, with what appeared to be an enormous amount of effort, regained her composure. “Look, this just proves what I’m saying. No one takes the fringe stuff seriously. And what is more fringe than harvesting electricity from dead people? Think about Artec’s tower. Think about what you found there.”

      “The archives,” Keira said.

      “There was enough paper in that basement level to keep a moderate-sized bonfire going all winter,” Zoe confirmed. “All of it data and research on ghosts. If we got some of it and distributed it widely enough, Artec’s reputation would be toast. People would think they were some new-age cult. Or that they’re conning the public. At the very least, none of the respectable, science-based power suppliers who are currently purchasing, quote, renewable energy from Artec would want anything to do with them.”

      “Huh.” Mason frowned at his half-eaten scone. “There’s enough evidence to back up our claims. We can link the cemeteries to Artec.”

      “And I can make sure the documents aren’t ignored,” Zoe said. “I have networks everywhere. Including a couple of friends in news broadcasting. If we can leak Artec’s research, we have a way to make sure people pay attention.”

      “Getting the evidence is going to be the challenge,” Mason said. “Breaking into Artec’s tower the first time was difficult enough. Their security is going to be even tighter if we make a second attempt.”

      “I really wish I’d grabbed some of those papers while we were down there,” Keira muttered.

      She hadn’t left empty-handed. She had slipped something very precious into her pocket: the only known photo of her parents. It was currently being kept hidden at Mason’s house, where Keira knew it wouldn’t be lost if her cottage was burnt to the ground or if she was forced to flee without warning.

      “I’m working on the impossible-tower situation,” Zoe said. “But I need to know if you guys are on board before I take it too far.”

      “I actually am,” Mason said. He sat back, arms folded. “I’m impressed. I mean, if we can manage it right, it might actually work.”

      Keira’s mind had been ticking along as they talked. She tried to picture the future Zoe was painting: Artec, making every news headline in the country. The company that believed the dead walked amongst the living. The company that tried to extract power from graveyards.

      It was the kind of headline people would love to share. The company would become a laughingstock overnight. Late-night talk show hosts would do bits.

      Zoe was right. It would be enough to ruin the company. Artec could try to restructure and reemerge under a new name, but there would be no escaping the public scorn as long as Schaeffer, the owner, was still attached. And he wouldn’t leave the company. It was his life’s work. His obsession.

      Keira’s mouth turned dry. “We can’t do it.”

      “What do you mean?” Zoe was flipping through her notebook but fell still.

      “You’re right about everything you said. It’s a brilliant plan. But I made a mistake when I set our goal. I decided it needed to be destroy Artec, but it’s not—not really. The more important goal—the goal that supersedes all else—is stop ghosts from being harvested.”

      Zoe tilted her head, her owlish eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Artec has been pretty covert until now. For obvious reasons. They don’t want anyone thinking too much about what they do or where they get the electricity they sell. If we make Artec’s research public, they’ll be shot into the public eye. People will laugh at them, yes, but some people are going to start asking a different kind of question. Artec is selling power, so where is it coming from if not ghosts?”

      “Artec is lucrative,” Mason said, catching Keira’s drift. “And where there’s a lucrative business, others will want to dip their hands in too.”

      “Even if we cherry-pick the documents we release, we’ll still be dropping clues about how to replicate Artec’s model. And some people will try it for themselves. Not many. Maybe no more than a handful. But…if Artec becomes internationally known, it’ll be impossible to prevent copycats.”

      “Shoot,” Zoe whispered, slumping back.

      “Artec’s secretiveness is the only thing that’s stopped that from happening until now,” Keira said. “But if journalists start prying and if employees start leaking details of their experiments…”

      “There’s no way to put the lid back on the box once it’s open,” Zoe finished.

      “Yeah. For the remainder of humankind, ghosts will be subject to experiments. The average person might not be able to see a spirit, but the energy spirits can generate when harnessed correctly is real enough.” Keira shrugged helplessly. “I might—might—be able to stop Artec, but I don’t stand a chance against a dozen underground companies doing the exact same thing more stealthily.”

      Slowly, and with evident pain, Zoe closed her notebook.

      “Sorry,” Keira said weakly.

      “Not your fault.” Zoe sighed. “I didn’t think that far ahead. But you’re right. Getting rid of Artec isn’t enough.”

      “We have to destroy their research too,” Keira said. Her stomach twisted, and she put the half-nibbled scone down. “We have to make sure it’s so thoroughly buried that no one can ever revisit it.”

      “Scorched-earth policy,” Zoe said. “I’m on board with that.”

      Mason cleared his throat. “Keira, think about what that means. You’re not just talking about the paper trail in Artec’s tower. You’re talking about the scientists who worked on the research. What exactly does a scorched-earth policy mean for them?”

      They were silent for a moment.

      “Are we considering murder?” Mason prompted.

      Prickles built in the back of Keira’s throat. She wasn’t sure if she could speak, but she tried anyway. “I don’t know.”

      Mason shuffled in his chair, faintly agitated. “Please understand. I’m not…passing some kind of moral judgment. I understand the stakes, and I know the potential cost if we don’t succeed. But… I don’t think I’m capable of taking another human’s life.”

      “No,” Keira agreed. Mason was gentle. He was compassionate. He was not a killer.

      And, she was pretty sure, neither was she.

      How far would you go to save the damned?

      Her gaze drifted to the corner of the window she’d left uncovered. When she opened her second sight, distant forms bled into view. Trapped but not suffering. Not like the spirits contained in Artec’s graveyards. Or the countless others who would be trapped and experimented on if Artec’s work ever leaked.

      “Fine,” Zoe said, raising her hands in resignation. “I’ll take one for the team. But I’ll need to source a rocket launcher first.”

      It was enough to draw a laugh from Keira, but she shushed Zoe regardless. “Look, I’ll… I’ll figure something out. Somehow. I just need more time.”

      “Sure.” Zoe tucked her notebook away. “I’m going to see what else I can come up with. Maybe there’s some way to enact Operation Obliterate Artec but without using the ghost research. I’ll think on it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Well, my time’s just about up anyhow,” Zoe said, glancing at the clock above the cold fireplace. “I have a shift at the general store. As painfully mundane as that seems considering the circumstances, my boss is in crisis mode because the delivery of crunchy breakfast cereal is late, and I guess the whole town is going to turn feral if we don’t get it back on shelves soon.”

      “Wait, did your boss put you back on the roster already?” Keira asked. Zoe had taken time off from the store after her mother’s funeral, which had been just days before. Zoe was still deep in grief, even if she rigidly refused to talk about it.

      “Relax.” Zoe shook her head. “I put myself back on. I’ve already deep-cleaned my kitchen twice and fully revised eight hundred pages on the cryptid wiki I help manage; I’m physically going to explode if I have to sit at home for even one more day.”

      “Gotcha,” Keira said. “But—”

      “Put my needs first, I know, I know.” Zoe made a face. “This is gonna be good for me. Now, come here.”

      Zoe reached out a hand. Keira took it, and then Mason took her other one.

      “Remember where your escape bags are,” Zoe said.

      As well as the bag at the back of the room, Mason had left two others hidden near the town’s exits just in case Keira needed to go on the run while she was away from her cottage. “Find the stop sign past the parsonage, take five steps away from the road, look under a large rock,” Keira recited. “The second is at the Old Crispin Mill, hidden in the crates stacked at its back.”

      “Good,” Zoe said. “Remember your messages.”

      Those were the agreed-on texts they could send to each other in the event of an emergency. Just one letter per message, when the situation was too dire to waste time on a fully typed memo. “H for hide, suspicious figures spotted. R for run, they know where you are. M for meet up at the campfire in the forest. And E for emergency, I’m in danger, proceed with caution.”

      “Brilliant job.” Zoe squeezed her hand. “You’re a beast, girl—you’re going to get through this just fine. Same time tomorrow?”

      “Same time tomorrow,” Keira confirmed.

      “You coming, nerd?” Zoe asked Mason as she swung her jacket over her shoulders.

      “I’ll catch up to you later,” he said, beginning to stack their dishes and half-eaten scones.

      Zoe waved over her shoulder as she slipped out the door. Keira listened to the crunch of Zoe’s sneakers fading into the distance. Something small caught in the back of her mind.

      Zoe normally preferred boots over sneakers. She had a fashion style that was very uniquely Zoe—something that blended punk and theatre kid and sparkles and thrift-store finds that somehow all worked together.

      Keira had noticed less of it over the last few days. Zoe had been wearing sneakers and jeans. So was Mason, she realized, watching him stack the dishes at the sink. And they had both brought jackets, even though the day was relatively mild.

      They were dressed for travel, she realized. They were both ready to go on the run with her at a moment’s notice.

      “What are you thinking about?” Mason asked.

      “How grateful I am,” Keira said truthfully. “And how much I wish things were different.”

      Mason crossed to her. His warm arms wrapped around her, and he rested his head on top of hers. Keira leaned into him, breathing deeply. She’d never gotten much practice with close physical contact. But with Mason, it felt easy.

      “Sorry,” she whispered into his chest. “Your life would have been a whole lot easier without all of this.”

      “Worth it,” he whispered back.

      Keira tilted her head back to see his face. His smile infused his whole expression: it was not just his mouth, but it was also there in the tilt of his brows and buried in his eyes.

      She’d only just started to let herself get close to Mason. They should have been going to the café on dates. Cuddling up on his couch to watch cheesy movies together. Going on long drives just to enjoy each other’s company.

      Instead, with the constant threat of Artec hanging over them, they were snatching at precious moments spent together. A brief kiss here, the brush of a hand there. It was nowhere near enough for either of them.

      But then, without Artec pursuing her, Keira likely never would have stumbled onto Blighty. And she never would have met Mason. Those stolen moments wouldn’t have existed at all.

      Maybe, like he’d said, it was worth it.

      She rose up onto her toes to kiss him, and he bent down, meeting her halfway. He was warm and sweet and everything good, and Keira felt like she was being torn away from something precious when she finally broke off the kiss.

      “Time to get back to work?” he guessed, breathless.

      She could only nod miserably.

      “I’ll go back on watch,” he said, stepping back and finally letting her go. Following their last clash with Artec, he’d rented a car and spent large parts of his day looping around the roads surrounding Blighty, watching for any vehicles with Artec’s branding. “Text me after you visit Agatha Edith-Whittle so I’ll know you’re okay.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Mason sent her a final, fond glance, then gently closed the door in his wake. The cottage felt a fraction colder and a fraction smaller with him gone.

      Keira stood for a moment and let the emotions run through her. The burst of joy that came from being close to Mason lingered, but the doubts and anxieties and frustration were starting to bleed back in, smothering it.

      The small, lithe black cat appeared from seemingly nowhere to weave around Keira’s legs, and the darkness faded again. Keira chuckled, bending to scratch around Daisy’s head. “You’re ready to start, huh?”

      The cat’s only answer was to trot to the door and stare back at Keira plaintively.

      “Right,” Keira said. She set an alarm on her phone, then took up her notebook and satchel. “Let’s get this done.”
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      Even dampened by wispy clouds, the sun still felt good on Keira’s skin. She wished she could bask in it for a while longer. But that would have meant being more visible than she could technically afford.

      Instead of lingering in her front yard, Keira turned into the forest that pressed against the edge of the cemetery. Daisy frisked ahead, already distracted by the insects in the long grass.

      The trees were ancient and twisted. The ground was a maze of exposed roots and hollows, all hidden beneath the leaf litter. Grave markers, so old that the names were near unreadable, were barely visible between the trunks.

      It was a wild and unforgiving place to be, but Keira had taken that path a dozen times in the last week.

      She wove between the trunks until she reached her clearing. It was far away enough from the cemetery that no one would hear her and secretive enough that she wouldn’t be easy to find. The clearing was only about twelve paces across, and the trees at its edges showed signs of her experiments: small scorch marks and runes trailed across their surfaces.

      Keira came to a halt in the circle’s center. Daisy paused briefly at her side, then leapt for one of the fallen leaves, delighting in the way it crunched under her paws.

      For a second, they were alone in the space. Then faint, wispy mist began to bleed out between the trees’ roots. Keira pulled on the muscle behind her eyes that opened her second sight, and three ethereal figures swelled into view.

      “Hey, gang,” Keira said. “It’s good to see you all again.”

      She’d found their gravestones and learned their names on the first day she met them. They were Jayne, Emma, and Henry Tillson. Three siblings, all young adults, all deceased from a wave of influenza that had traveled through Blighty in the eighteen hundreds.

      As far as Keira could figure out, none of them had unfinished business. They didn’t seem able to explain why they stayed. She thought it was possible they simply didn’t want to be separated from one another.

      Keira had a trick to untether ghosts who didn’t have unfinished business. Each spirit had a delicate, tangled thread buried in their chest, close to their hearts. Keira couldn’t see it, but she could feel it when she reached into them. Pulling on that thread would untangle it, releasing them from the earth and letting them pass over peacefully.

      She’d offered to do that for the three siblings, but they indicated they weren’t ready to leave yet.

      Keira was grateful for that—because they’d also agreed to help her with her tests. And she really needed that help.

      The journal in Keira’s hands was small, but it felt like it weighed a ton. In the span of a week, she’d filled it two-thirds full with notes and sketches. In early morning and late at night, when she couldn’t sleep, Keira would light a small candle and hunch over the pages, preparing her next attempts. Then, during the day, she’d come out to her clearing and test them.

      Keira’s gift let her see the dead, but it also gave her the power to create and use runes. They were images that, when drawn just right and infused with a whisper of energy, would give her a small amount of control over her environment.

      She had a rune to unlock doors. A rune to quicken the speed she regained her strength when she was exhausted.

      A rune to dissipate or redirect a spirit’s energy. A rune that, when painted on her body, would help her see easier in low light. A rune that increased luck, by just a tiny fraction.

      She’d also discovered a new rune while trailing Artec: a symbol they attached to the deceased to tether the ghost in place. That was how they ensured the spirits didn’t dissipate naturally before they could be interred and turned into batteries. It had been an ominous discovery; it meant Artec had also been experimenting with the sigils. Keira dreaded what else they might have uncovered.

      Artec’s rune—the one that tethered ghosts—was the exact opposite of Keira’s mission, but she’d still dutifully copied it into the notebook.

      That little leather-bound sheath of papers had become her lifeline. There was no other preexisting list of runes or any guide on how to use them. Zoe had scoured historical records, looking for anything that lined up with Keira’s list and had come up empty. Every symbol Keira knew of, she’d discovered by accident.

      Which meant it was possible she might find more.

      Maybe even one strong enough to give her an advantage over Artec.

      Keira flipped the notebook to the latest entries and knelt on the ground. Using her fingertip, she traced shapes in the dirt, waiting for any prickle of significance.

      She could sense when a rune was working. Kind of. Just as she could sense electricity in the air that warned her when a spirit was nearby, she could catch a whisper of sensation when she hovered her hand over an active rune. It wasn’t much—nothing she would ever notice if she wasn’t focusing—but it felt almost like a soft breeze across her fingertips. And, for whatever reason, it was easiest to feel when drawn on organic matter, like the loamy earth in the forest.

      This strategy—trial-and-error testing to find new runes—was the best one Keira had. While Mason watched the town for Artec operatives and while Zoe worked to dig up more information about the secretive corporation, Keira spent her hours crouched in the forest, scoring lines and circles and arrows through the dirt.

      She was trying to work systematically. With each failed drawing, Keira would cross it out in the notebook. The pages were becoming covered with thick Xs.

      But not every test failed.

      Three days before, Keira had discovered a rune made of looping circles. Finding an active rune was only half the puzzle, though. She also had to figure out what it did. She’d spent twenty minutes on trial and error before thinking to draw the image on her forehead.

      The moment she did that, the three siblings spaced around the clearing’s edges glowed as though a lamp had been brightened.

      A rune to make ghosts more visible, she’d written in the journal. Keira wasn’t sure what she was going to use that one for, but it would probably come in handy if she needed to communicate with a weak spirit.

      In addition to the ghost-brightening rune, she’d found three additional active sigils. She just didn’t know what to do with them yet. She could feel the whisper-soft energy bleeding off them, and she’d spent hours testing every angle she could think of. She’d burnt them into the tree trunks, drawn them beneath and surrounding the spirits, and written them on herself.

      In the end, she’d had to conclude that they likely required a specific scenario to work, like the rune to unlock doors. It might take an entire lifetime to uncover their purpose. Frustrated, Keira had noted those signs in the back of the book for more testing, then moved on.

      Sometimes the spirits would drift nearer to Keira, as though they found her strangely curious. Sometimes they faded out of sight, as though wanting to have a rest. Most of the time, though, they simply stood and waited. Keira liked to talk to them when the work began to wear on her. They didn’t talk back. The dead were not especially chatty.

      Hours trailed by while Keira worked through the pages of options she’d lined up the previous night. Angle, angle, swoop, arrow. Angle, angle, circle, arrow. Angle, angle, circle, circle, arrow—

      A whisper of sensation brushed Keira’s fingertips as she hovered her hand over that latest rune. She froze, her breath held, as she made sure she wasn’t hallucinating.

      She wasn’t. The rune was active. She’d found another one.

      Keira quickly flipped to the back of her notebook. The final page kept notes of all her active runes. The ones with known abilities were at the top and the ones she didn’t yet understand were below. Keira carefully transcribed the shape, then turned back to the earth.

      “I think I have something,” she called to the spirits. “Stand by.”

      They didn’t react. But that was par for the course.

      Keira let her hand hover over the marks again, half hoping their purpose would spring to mind. She didn’t know if she was imagining it, but she thought the faint energy rising from the lines was different from the ones before. Stronger? More condensed?

      Or maybe she was just making herself more sensitive to the sensations by focusing on them so much.

      Over the course of that week, Keira had developed something like a routine set of tests for new runes. First, she tried standing on the mark. There were no new sensations. No increase or decrease in her tiredness or emotions. Keira stepped back, then began to draw repeat patterns of the rune in a circle.

      “Who wants to help this time?” she called to the watching spirits.

      There was a second’s pause as the ghosts seemed to consider, then the eldest sister drifted forward.

      She was the strongest and brightest of the trio that day. Keira moved back to give her room but still felt the faint wash of icy air coming off the specter as she took her place in the center of the circle.

      “How are you feeling?” Keira kept her voice to a respectful whisper. “Anything?”

      The ghost simply blinked once, lids closing gracefully over empty eyes, and Keira took that to mean no.

      “Okay. Let’s try…”

      Keira began to draw the symbol in looping patterns. One thing she’d learned about runes was that repeating them often made them stronger. She didn’t stop until she had nearly two dozen of the shapes, spiraling away from Jayne’s smokelike form.

      There was no response. The spirit simply waited, impassive and faintly unimpressed. Not for the first time, Keira got the sense that the siblings had expected the work to be a lot more exciting than it actually was. It wasn’t a good feeling to be a disappointment to the dead.

      “Right.” Keira stretched her arms, trying to loosen sore muscles, as she crossed to the trees. She’d started wearing a small satchel filled with essential tools: pens, charcoal, and a tiny flashlight Zoe had given her. It saved her from having to hunt for writing tools whenever the need to create a sigil arose. She’d already used her own blood to draw the marks a few times; the satchel, in theory, meant she wouldn’t have to bite through the sore skin on her thumb again.

      She took out a piece of charcoal and used the ash to draw a repeat of the symbol on multiple trees, in case the rune’s purpose needed something more solid than dirt to become apparent.

      There were no exciting results. No smoldering, no sparks, not even a faint glow.

      But Keira knew she was on the right path. She could still feel the soft, whisper-light touch of power when she pressed her hand into the drawings.

      That was the last layer of her experiments: to draw the runes on herself. She rubbed some of the charcoal onto her fingertips, then awkwardly re-created the shape on her own forehead.

      Nothing. No visions, and no change to the spirits’ forms.

      Come on, come on.

      She drew the marks on her hands, then on her chest, just in case.

      Still nothing.

      Keira was starting to feel desperate. When she’d discovered the rune that made the ghosts light up, it had felt like a euphoric victory. Everything since then had been a dead end.

      And she was running out of time. She couldn’t spend another week hunting for yet more runes that gave her no results.

      The alarm on her phone went off, and the sound was so loud and sudden that Keira nearly choked. She scrambled to turn it off, then checked the time.

      She’d set that alarm to remind her to visit Agatha Edith-Whittle. She’d figured tardiness would be deemed unacceptable by the head of the BPS. Almost as unacceptable as showing up to the woman’s house grimy. She glanced down at her hands, which were coated with charcoal.

      Oh, damn it.

      “Great job today,” she called to the ghosts as she snatched up her supplies. Daisy came loping back towards her, apparently ready to return to the cottage too. “A-plus, gold star. Did you guys get gold stars for your work when you were alive, or is this all nonsense to you? Doesn’t matter. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      The three siblings gave no response except to tilt their heads a fraction as Keira sprinted out of the clearing.

      There were no visitors in the cemetery, so Keira didn’t need to keep herself hidden as she jogged straight into her cottage and into the bathroom, where she quickly scrubbed the marks from her forehead, chest, and hands. Even with soap, they didn’t want to fully come off. She supposed Agatha Edith-Whittle would just have to deal with a somewhat grubby guest.

      Then she threw on a jacket that she hoped would make her halfway presentable, scooped out some fresh food for the small black cat that was circling her bowls impatiently, and then looped back out of her cottage and into the woods again.

      She was lucky that her intended address was on one of the roads that pressed into the trees; it meant she could avoid the main streets entirely. The forest was cool and quiet. It had begun to feel like a second home to Keira. She moved quickly and lithely, her paces long and near silent, until she saw the silhouette of houses through the trees.

      She fished Agatha’s card out of her pocket as she stepped between the trees and crossed to the street. House number 5. Though, as she lifted her head, Keira realized she could have found her destination even without the card.

      Agatha’s house was like a manifestation of its owner. The paint was so crisp and clean that it looked like it had been applied within the last week. The grass didn’t hold a single weed and was trimmed so strictly that Keira felt she could go through the lawn with a measuring tape and not find any variation. The shrubs were perfect cubes, except for the ones that were perfect orbs. And the path leading up to the front door looked uncannily clean, like it had been scrubbed just that morning.

      The nearby buildings were tidy but none to the obsessive extent of Agatha’s. It stood, small and prim and perfect, between sprawling estates. The street, which also held Mason’s house, looked to be one of the more expensive ones in Blighty.

      “Well,” Keira said to herself. “Let’s do this.”

      She grimaced, knowing her shoes were probably going to leave flecks of dirt on the spotless path, as she crossed to the porch. She only had the chance to knock once before the door swung open.
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