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      Sorrow weighed down the lifeless morning sky and pressed heavy in the pit of Paige’s stomach. Five dark toenails tipped a porcelain foot at the end of leggings the same shade of black as the polish. She scrunched her fingers into her second grey sock, not quite able to advance putting it on from concept to action. Cloud shadows crept across the wall in front of her, over posters of two bands she’d forgotten why she ever liked. Melissa’s distant laughter at another one of Mom’s lame jokes brought on a wave of blah that made Paige flop back on her bed. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to go to a new school. She didn’t even want to leave her bedroom.

      “You’re gonna be late for school,” said Amber.

      Paige let gravity pull her head to the left and stared up through a tangle of jet hair at the sideways figure of her older sister and her Penn State sweatshirt. “So?”

      “So… You’re sixteen. You have to go to school.” Amber walked around the corner of the bed, her jeans swooshing. “Come on. Don’t do this to yourself.”

      “I don’t like it here. Why did Dad have to move us to Shadesboro? I miss Ardmore.” Paige let her grip on the sock loosen, and her arms flopped limp at her sides. “It’s not fair.”

      “How can you miss Ardmore? I don’t mean to sound harsh, but you didn’t exactly have friends. You hung out with my friends.”

      Paige sighed. “Yeah. They didn’t want me around after you left for college.”

      “Please. For me?” Amber leaned over the bed, her long brown hair draped free. “I hate seeing you like this.”

      “Whatever.” Paige sat up and pulled the sock on before reaching for a pair of gothy black boots with extra buckles.

      “Jesus… why did you get those?” Amber blinked.

      Paige stuffed her feet into them. “Because Mom wouldn’t let me get the thigh-highs.”

      “I mean… what’s with all the”—Amber waved her hand around—“dark eyeliner and morbid stuff lately?”

      “I dunno.” Paige zipped the boots and let her head sag into her hands, hiding from the world behind a wall of dense black hair. “Why do they have to start school so damn early?”

      From downstairs, Mom yelled, “You need to be out the door by six-thirty.”

      “Thank you alarm clock,” muttered Paige. She sighed. “Mom won’t let me dye my hair and I’m whiter than the damn Pepsi bear. Everyone thinks I’m Goth already; why not go all the way.”

      “It’s not you.” Amber reached to fuss with Paige’s mane, but pulled back. “You’re not this girl. And isn’t the bear Coke’s thing?”

      “I am now.” Paige looked up. “You see how Mom is… it’s like it’s only her and Melissa in the world, and Dad’s a damn zombie. I can’t believe they didn’t take his gun away.”

      Amber folded her arms. “Dad’s not the one who wanted to—”

      “No!” yelled Paige. “Stop. Fine. All right, I’ll go.” She covered her mouth with one hand and cried. A few seconds later, she sniffled. “Dump the guilt trip already.”

      “I’m sorry.” Amber stared at the beige carpet around her sneakers. “It’s my fault Dad’s being so distant and Mom’s gone off the deep end with Mel. I wish I—”

      “Will you stop?” Paige glared up at her. “It’s not your fault. Not like you wanted to die.”

      The door squeaked open as Mom peered in. The small, glossy pink backpack in her hand provided the perfect accent for her beige sweater and black yoga pants. “Get off the phone, Paige. Good grief. Who are you screaming at this early in the morning? You don’t have time. Get moving.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” Paige scowled at the wall, wiping away tears. Bet she’d notice Mel crying.

      Melissa appeared in the doorway, dolled up in a pink dress, purple leggings, frilly pink socks, and silver ballet flats. The girl’s long, wavy red hair made her look like a tiny version of Mom, only with green eyes instead of blue.

      She doesn’t even care we left our home. Paige frowned off to the side so her little sister didn’t see. How can she be so… cheerful.

      Melissa crept up to the door until the tips of her shoes almost touched the color change in the rug. “I’m not in your room.”

      Paige drew in a breath to yell ‘go away’ or something similar like she always did, but swallowed it at a baleful stare from her older sister.

      The little redhead bounced on her toes and swayed side to side. “Come on, Paige. We’re gonna be late. Don’t you wanna see the new school? Mom says my school is right next to yours. We can see each other at lunch.” Pure glee radiated from her face.

      “Yeah.” Paige bent forward and raked both hands up through her hair. Gotta deal with her at home and at school? Shoot me now. “Great. Be right down.”

      Melissa darted off. Seconds later, the thump thump thump of soft shoes on carpeted stairs faded to silence.

      “Don’t say it,” muttered Paige.

      “You know Mel looks at you the same way you idolized me.” Amber sat on the edge of the bed. Her arm settled like a cloud of cold mist around Paige’s shoulders. “Don’t take it out on her because Mom’s not coping well. It’s not Mel’s fault. She’s eight. She’ll grow out of it. Every time you scream at her to get lost, she crawls under her bed and cries.”

      More tears rolled down Paige’s face. “I’m sixteen and I still…” She tried to cling to Amber, but fell through her and wound up kneeling on the floor hugging the mattress.

      “I made a bad choice.” Amber let her arm drop. “I believed Eric when he said he was sober enough to drive. You tried to warn me, but I ignored you and… I’m sorry.”

      Paige sniffled and stood. “It’s not fair.”

      “Hey, don’t be like that. I’m here now, aren’t I? Not away at school.”

      “It’s not the same.” Paige tried to put a hand atop Amber’s, an intangible cloud of cold. “You’re like icy mist.”

      “Paige?” yelled Mom from downstairs. “Enough with the stalling. You’re going to be late. Move it, young lady. Right now.”

      Paige held two middle fingers at the floor, twisting them around like radio dials. “Ugh, the sound of her voice is like razors on glass.”

      Amber smiled. “Like the way she yelled when I got caught sneaking out for that party when I was seventeen.”

      Paige giggled despite tears. “Yeah. She was so pissed.”

      “Go on. I’ll be here when you get home.”

      “Yeah.” Paige sighed, grabbed her empty backpack, and trudged out into the hall.

      She pulled her door closed before plodding down the stairs to the living room, hooked a hard left, and crossed the dining room to the kitchen. Despite the grey outside, the décor had enough white and yellow to seem almost bright. Dad perched at the far side of the basic wood Ikea table, lost in something on his laptop. A plain white tee shirt announced his probable freedom from work today.

      “Morning.” Paige flopped into the seat across from Melissa.

      Her little sister attacked a bowl of Lucky Charms like a pink wood chipper. She paused a second to peer up at her with an adoring look while making an ‘mmm’ noise through a mouthful of cereal. The overabundance of cheer made Paige want to throw her into a closet.

      Amazing there isn’t milk all over the wall.

      Mom leaned over the sink, pouring water in a flowerbox outside the kitchen window. Paige glanced from the blank table in front of her to Mom, and grumbled. Her pet black cloud popped out and hovered over her head. She let the backpack slip off her shoulder, stood, and went about collecting a bowl for herself. You’d think a work-at-home Mom could spare ten damn minutes to make breakfast. She’s up at the butt-crack of dawn. A lump grew in her throat. Mom hadn’t cooked breakfast for ‘the family’ since the accident. Every so often, Melissa got pancakes if she begged. I can’t even get a ‘good morning.’

      Paige fell into the seat and set her bowl down. Melissa made funny faces at her. A tiny hint of a smile squeezed out from under the black cloud.

      “I’ve decided that I’m willing to help you get your own car when you turn seventeen, but there’s a condition.” Dad looked up from the screen. “I don’t want you riding in any car with a boy your age driving… If you can agree to that, we’ll talk car on your birthday.”

      “Wow.” Paige stared at him, frozen with a dripping spoon inches from her mouth. “That was… like actual conversation. To what do I owe the pleasure of existing today?”

      Dad frowned. “I don’t appreciate the snark.”

      She fumed. Melissa seemed to sense the mood in her eyes and shrank in on herself, staring at her cereal. Paige bit back the urge to shout for the second time that morning. “Snark? You’ve barely said six words to me over the past eleven months. Today I get a whole sentence. It’s not attitude; it’s shock.”

      Mom swooped around the table behind Melissa and fussed over her. “I forgot to do your hair… Oh, sweetie, it’s all over the place.” She set to the task of fiddling with every detail of her sister’s outfit. “You’re adorable. It will be nice when I have two daughters again, but your sister never much cared for pink… or frills.”

      Melissa un-shrank and glanced at Paige, as if asking for permission to smile.

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind.” Dad returned his attention to his computer. “We all have.”

      Paige stared at the pristine skin on the inside of her right wrist. How much could it possibly hurt?

      “Maybe someday your sister will outgrow all that doom and gloom nonsense.” Mom gasped. “Where are your earrings?”

      “I’m right here, Mom. Stop talking about me like I don’t exist.” Paige stabbed her spoon into the cereal, scowling when it didn’t cry out in pain.

      Melissa shrugged before grabbing her earlobes. “I dunno.”

      Mom zoomed down the hall, headed for the stairs. Paige turned away so the dagger-eyed look chasing her mother off didn’t stab her kid sister.

      “Well?” asked Dad.

      Paige munched three spoonfuls of Lucky Charms. “What if I don’t like boys? Does your condition apply to girlfriends?”

      “So you agree?” asked Dad.

      Wow. Not even a raised eyebrow. Paige gave Melissa the ‘just kidding’ wink, setting off a milk-spraying giggle fit. “Would you even notice if I died too?”

      Melissa went stone-still, staring, lip quivering.

      Dad looked up from the screen. Paige had expected no reaction at all, or anger if anything, but he looked… broken. “That’s not the kind of thing to ask, Paige. We’ve all suffered because of what happened. Can you please stop feeling so sorry for yourself? There’s more than you in this family, you know.”

      “Yeah.” She dropped her spoon in the cereal, no interest in finishing it. “I guess I’m being selfish for wanting, I dunno, maybe a ‘good morning’ once in a while… or a ‘hi.’ You should get the bolts on your neck checked soon. I think you need a recharge.”

      He grumbled and went back to whatever he was doing on the computer.

      Melissa focused a stare on her that seemed to say ‘please don’t hate me.’

      Mom glided in, her hair in a scrunchie she didn’t have before. She helped Melissa put on two cheap, plain gold earrings. Paige thumped her left elbow on the table and braced her head in her hand while stirring at her cereal. Black draped over half her face, blocking one eye. She teased at her naked earlobe, replaying several screaming matches her twelve-year-old self had with Mom over hating being too ‘girly.’ Her hair hid the scowl she directed at Mom as the woman doted on her little sister. She’d been almost as clingy with Amber since she was ‘the first,’ and now Melissa got special attention for being the youngest. Paige… well, Paige just was. At least Dad ignores Mel too.

      Melissa finished her cereal and Mom took the bowl to the sink, almost pulling it out of her grip before the child could slurp up all the milk. Paige forced herself to finish off the last of her breakfast, but didn’t bother drinking the sugary mess at the bottom. She stood and grabbed her backpack.

      “Don’t leave your dishes on the table,” said Mom.

      “Oh, so I exist when it’s nagging time.” Paige fired off a spiteful look and started for the hallway, ignoring the bowl on the table. “I’m gonna be late, remember?”

      “Give me a minute.” Dad flipped the laptop closed. “I’ll drive you two.”

      Melissa shivered. “I don’t wanna go inna car. I don’t wanna crash.”

      Mom rolled her eyes out of Melissa’s view. “Oh, sweetie. Your father’s a State Trooper. He’s not going to crash.”

      Melissa sniveled, lapsing into a pattern of breathing that preceded crying.

      “I was gonna walk, Dad. I can take her with me.” Paige paused at the door. “It’s not too far.”

      Melissa let out a squeal of glee. “Can I can I can I can I?”

      “Is it safe?” asked Mom. “That’s almost a half-mile of woods. She’s only eight.”

      “Along a road,” said Paige. “Dad moved us to East Bumblefart, but there’s still roads.”

      Melissa zipped out of her chair, grinning from ear to ear, and took Paige’s hand. “Mom? Please? Can we walk?” She bounced, causing her hair to fluff and fall.

      “Better get going now then.” Dad leaned back in the chair and stretched. “It should be safe, Andrea. The worst thing to happen in this place is a couple of kids spray-painting the stores downtown. That’s why I picked it.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.” Mom grabbed Melissa by the backpack. “It’s always the ‘towns where nothing happens’ where a little girl walking to school alone doesn’t come home.”

      “Alone?” yelled Paige. “What is wrong with you? I guess I am invisible. Fine. Drive her. Maybe I’ll disappear and you’ll find me in a shallow grave next month. Not like Mom would notice.”

      “Paige…” Mom reached, but Paige ducked her shoulder away from the grasping hand and ran to the door.

      She stopped at the bottom of the porch steps, where a gravel strip about fifteen feet long connected to a two-lane rural street. Dad’s State Police car, a white Ford, tucked up so close to the blue family Suburban the push bars on the front touched it. Walking alone? “I don’t believe you, Mom. Really? Say that right in front of me?” A quick glance back at the house revealed the animated silhouettes of a parental argument. Whatever they said, they kept too low for her to hear them outside.

      Melissa ran out onto the porch behind her. “Pay…”

      “What?” asked Paige, not looking back.

      “Can I still walk with you? I don’t wanna go in a car.” She bounced down the steps. “Dad said it’s okay.” Melissa bared her teeth in an expression part hopeful grin, part fear.

      Now I know how sharks feel with those little fish clinging to their ass. Paige looked away from the empty window. “Fine.”

      She took Melissa’s hand and crunched down the driveway until gravel met paving. The road running past their house formed a veritable tunnel of trees; to the left, it led downhill toward Shadesboro downtown, the other direction held about three or four more miles of houses before hitting open farmland. Mom’s worry something would happen to them precisely because this was the sort of town where ‘that kind of thing didn’t happen’ made her hesitate. She stared at the wavering brown-orange leaves while listening to the faint hiss of the breeze. Maybe Dad had a good idea for once; the place did strike her as peaceful. She glanced up and back at a second story window—the parents’ room—and made eye contact with Amber. Her older sister, her face half hidden behind a curtain, offered an encouraging smile, and faded away.

      Paige took in a deep breath filled with the fragrance of damp woodlands, pulled her backpack up on her shoulder, and set off down the road.
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      Fallen leaves crunched under Paige’s boots, disturbing the whisper of a breeze through the woods. She kept a tight grip on Melissa’s hand and guided her younger sister across the street to the right. Every so often, the girl looked up with a broad smile brimming with adoration. Did I give Amber that same face? Her black cloud crawled out of the neckline of her jacket and hovered a few inches to her left.

      For most of her life, Paige had worshipped the very ground Amber walked on. She’d spent more time trying to fit in with her older sister’s friends than finding ones her own age. Not that her parents noticed, but Amber’s death had gutted Paige. She hadn’t paid much attention to anyone—least of all Melissa—for the first few months after that night. As best she could remember, the little one hadn’t reacted much. For all she knew, her sister bawled her eyes out for weeks on end. It was hard to tell what went on when you’re curled up in a ball trying to wish the world away.

      Melissa shrieked and pulled back.

      The sudden noise on top of Mom’s suggestion of danger in the woods brought a yelp of fear from Paige before her brain shrugged out of her spiral of bleak. She looked around, seeing nothing threatening. “W-what?”

      Melissa pointed at the ground, and burst into tears. “It’s icky!”

      About three feet in front of them, a dead deer lay covered in flies. Six or seven feet of smear continued in the direction a car had been going. Paige waved at a pair of buzzing black dots checking out her face.

      “It’s roadkill, Mel. It won’t hurt you.”

      “It’s eww!” Melissa writhed in an effort to escape Paige’s grip on her hand. “It’s got like all the bugs!”

      Paige glanced back to make sure no cars approached, and strayed into the road to give the carcass a wider berth. Melissa continued squirming and making faces for a while after they’d passed it, until the trill of a distant bird distracted her attention into the trees.

      The road between their house and downtown went a little over a half-mile, past six other houses. Two sat so far back in the woods at the end of long unpaved driveways she’d only guessed at their presence due to mailboxes next to the road. At the approximate halfway point between home and Shadesboro, the hill leveled off and the opening at the end of the tree tunnel filled in with signs of civilization: parked cars, streetlamps, and buildings.

      “Are there snakes?” asked Melissa.

      Paige shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe copperheads or something.”

      Melissa whined and tried to climb her.

      “Get off.” She stopped short of shoving her away.

      Sniffles. “B-but Pay… snakes.”

      “Well, you wanted to walk. How long have you been afraid of cars?”

      “Since before.” Melissa kicked at an acorn. The pink ruffle around her ankle wobbled like a limp daisy.

      “How much did they tell you?”

      Melissa looked up, her gait slowed to a near standstill. “Amber got hurt inna car ‘cause she was with Eric and let him drive.”

      Paige squatted, holding her sister’s hand in both of hers. “Right. It wasn’t the car. Eric had too much to drink. He blew through a light and they got hit.”

      “Why did he blow up a light?” Melissa tilted her head.

      Paige couldn’t help but smile. “I mean he didn’t see it turn red. He drove right through it. Getting in a car isn’t going to hurt you. It’s alcohol that’s the problem.”

      “Oh.” Melissa looked down as they got underway again. “Daddy won’t talk about it. Do you think he’ll ever smile again?”

      “I dunno.” Paige decided to play kick-the-acorn as well. “I miss her too.”

      “Don’t go away,” whispered Melissa. “Please.”

      Paige cringed. How much did she hear? “I won’t. I don’t think I even wanna go to college.”

      “It’s okay if you don’t want me touching your stuff.” Melissa jumped at a snap in the woods and let out a gasp.

      A deer perked up, staring at them.

      Paige’s boot scuffed on the paving, echoing into the trees and spooking the critter into a sprint. Melissa squeezed her hand, looking around whenever a bird squawked or something made noise among the trees. A steady cascade of snaps, thumps, and rustling came from everywhere. It didn’t seem scary, but it made her imagine an army of invisible gnomes working on wrestling moves. Every so often, a squirrel appeared and raced up the side of a tree, though they couldn’t possibly have made the deeper thuds.

      Her sister kept quiet for the remainder of the walk into town. Soon, forest gave way to a row of small shops, a McDonalds, and a coffee shop with green and white signs that looked like an attempt to trick tourists into mistaking it for a Starbucks. They passed a Hess station on the right corner, across the street from a small First Fidelity bank. Beyond the gas pumps, a strip mall with clothing and ski supply stores stretched northward.

      Five blocks in, Paige felt like she stood in the center of the smallest town left in the US still large enough to have concrete buildings instead of something lame like log cabins. She kept waiting to see the creepy hillbillies or local cop who looked ninety-five years old, but most of the people running around appeared to be out-of-towners preparing to head south to go skiing. Not that Paige felt much like a ‘local’ yet.

      Melissa’s grip tightened on her hand as the pedestrian traffic thickened. Paige headed straight for the school grounds: four blocks in, left turn, three blocks down. She pulled her sister along a little too fast for small legs, but she wanted to beat the clock. Though she had only skimmed the paper Mom left on her bed, she remembered first period started at 8:00 a.m. According to her cell phone, she had about forty-two minutes.

      She brushed among a scattering of high-school students on the sidewalk rimming an impressive slab of concrete bearing silver metal letters: Emmet G. Waterford Memorial High School. Who the hell is that? Well, was…

      A channel of parking lot capped by a large grassy field divided a pair of buildings in the general shape of two Ls pointing their long ends at each other. The structure on the right was Shadesboro Elementary, as indicated by a smaller sign nearer the entrance. A pastoral spread of autumnal leaves shrouded the outer edges of both schools, rustling in a gentle breeze.

      Clattering came up behind them. Paige glanced over her shoulder at a boy, probably in seventh or eighth grade, in a deep squat on a skateboard. He jumped a mild incline at the edge of the parking lot entrance and careened on a collision path with Melissa, who screamed.

      The boy looked up, startled. He lunged forward and stomped the nose of his board, which flipped up behind him as his sneakers clomped hard on the asphalt. He caught the board at his side in what appeared to be a well-practiced maneuver, and came to a stumbling halt within arm’s reach of them.

      “Uhh, sorry.” He flashed a cheesy smile and ran off with the board tucked under his arm.

      Melissa seemed unable to decide if the near miss was worth an explosion of tears, and rendered a noncommittal sniffle. She kept quiet as Paige led her up the same steps the boy took.

      The office, walled in glass with thin aluminum strips, sat on the far side of a large atrium filled with sports trophy cases and paintings of boring, stuffy-looking old men in suits. She trudged over a six-foot circle bearing a grimacing cartoony goat in a football helmet, and shoved open a door that scraped with a sound like tearing metal.

      A pudgy, grandmotherly woman looked up from behind a counter tall enough to reach Paige’s collarbones. The woman’s glasses only half filled their frames and dangled on a beaded chain. She flashed an expression of mild disdain after her gaze darted between them.

      Paige smirked. “What? We just moved here. First day.”

      “Oh. I was just wondering where your parents were.” The woman’s apprehension faded away to the sort of smile that could give someone diabetes. “Name?”

      “Mine or hers?” Paige fidgeted.

      “Well, why don’t we start with hers? You look a bit old for this half of the school.” The woman winked. “I’m Mrs. Reinhardt.”

      “Melissa Thomas. She was in third grade back home.”

      Two other older women crept up to get a look at the little one. The usual chorus of ‘awws’ followed.

      Melissa tilted her head, grinned ear-to-ear and waved. “Hello. We’re new here. I’m Melissa, and that’s my sister Paige.”

      Mel’s gonna get carded when she’s thirty.

      Mrs. Reinhardt handed Paige some papers Mom needed to sign. “You can take her down the hall to Miss. Phelps’s class. It’s the sixth door on the left side labeled 3B. I’ll call ahead and let her know you’re coming.”

      “Thanks,” said Paige.

      Melissa waved again to the office grandmothers and followed Paige down the hall to the indicated door. The roar from a sea of third-graders left to their own devices prior to the start of class rumbled from within. Her little sister seemed as unfazed at the thought of walking into a room full of strange kids as she had at leaving their home behind to go two hours away.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      “Thanks for walking me.” Melissa raised her arms as if about to hug her, but flashed a sheepish smile instead. “Sorry.”

      Paige’s voice echoed ‘stop touching me!’ in the back of her mind. Okay, so calling Amber back from the dead wasn’t her only special power. She could make little sisters burst into tears at will too. She gave her a one-armed mini-hug. “S’okay.”

      Melissa’s pink dress flared as she spun to face the door and walked inside, glossy pink backpack gleaming in the overhead lights. Paige edged up and leaned on the doorjamb, smiling as quiet settled over the kids when they noticed a newcomer. Melissa marched up to a woman about Mom’s age with mouse-brown hair, who tended to something on the computer at her desk. The teacher smiled at her before casting a warm look in Paige’s direction.

      Melissa twisted around to grin at her. “That’s my sister, Paige.”

      Mrs. Phelps glanced at her watch and nodded in the direction of the high school.

      “Yeah, yeah,” mumbled Paige.

      She waved at Melissa and trudged down the hall, deciding to head through the long strut of the L, which would open closer to the high school. After she crossed the central atrium, rooms for the sixth, seventh, and eighth grade classes went by on either side, as well as a few doors labeled ‘Aux’ or ‘Music.’ The older kids seemed far quieter than those in the other hallway. Paige stuffed her hands in her jacket pockets and marched to the door with her head down. I guess I have been crappy to Mel.

      Sniffling echoed from somewhere nearby.

      Paige stopped. She lifted her head and pulled her hair from her face, twisting side to side. The quiet whimpering seemed to be emanating from the lockers on the left. Her gaze ran down a row of narrow metal doors devoid of padlocks, stopping on the only spot that had one. She crept up to the door.

      “Hello?” She leaned up to the vent slats. “Is… someone in there?”

      Two eyes and a pale face appeared in the slits.

      Paige gasped and jumped back. “Holy crap.”

      “Let me out,” whined a tiny voice. The door rattled. “They tricked me.”

      “It’s locked,” said Paige.

      “I know. I can’t get out.” The girl inside cried.

      Paige glanced down the hall toward the office. “I’ll get a teacher, hang on.” She grumbled, grasping the padlock. Who the hell puts a—

      A pall of dizziness swam around in her head. She braced her other hand on the lockers as her legs went to jelly. The wall of identical metal doors painted in pea green faded away to an enormous round combination dial, as if she’d held it up to her eye. The numbers rotated to thirty-eight, counterclockwise to nineteen, then clockwise again to eleven.

      Paige blinked and shook off the daze. She stared at the lock draped in her fingers. What the hell was that? The sniffling on the other side of the door grew louder. She cocked her jaw at it. “I’ve got a ghost in my bedroom. Hallucinating shouldn’t be this weird.”

      “What?” asked the girl.

      “Uhh, nothing.” Paige dialed in the sequence from the daydream. Her smirk evaporated to a startled gasp when the hasp popped free. Whoa.

      The kid rattled the door. “Help!”

      Paige twisted the lock and pulled it out. The door flew open, revealing a tween in a black dress and socks, black shoes, and long, straight black hair down to her waist. Red rimmed her brown eyes. She looked up at Paige as if seeing a ghost.

      “Who are you? You’re in high school, right? What are you doing over here?”

      “First day in town.” Paige took the girl’s hand and helped her unfold herself from the otherwise empty locker. “My little sister’s in third.”

      “Oh.” The girl wiped her face. “Thanks. I’m Sofia. I, uhh, gotta go. I’m late.” She started away, but stopped to check out Paige’s head-to-toe black. “Nice outfit.”

      “You too.” Paige chuckled and pocketed the lock. Mine now.

      Sofia ran deeper into the building, heading for a door marked 8A.

      Thirty-ish feet later, Paige pushed open a side door and went outside, squinting at a blast of autumn wind and leaf bits. By now, the parking lot had filled up, with the exception of a row of spaces nearest the street. Most of the cars looked like they belonged to kids taking auto shop, since no way would a responsible adult drive something in that condition further than walking distance from their house. Nearer the high school, a few looked newer. She jogged up another five-step concrete staircase littered with cigarette butts to a raised walkway that curved around a statue of some prig in an old-looking military uniform.

      The front of the high school had three pairs of double doors where the grade school had one. A similar layout contained a big atrium crammed with trophies, but these held larger awards… and more of them. Rather than pictures of old dudes, the walls held a shrine to past quarterbacks of the Goats. Paige sighed in her throat. Great. The whole place is football crazy. Her pet cloud had grown wider than her shoulders by the time she walked straight into the glass door for the office.

      A thin man in a grey tweed jacket with thick brown hair, glasses, and a dense moustache looked up from behind the desk and made a pulling gesture.

      She yanked it open. The door went the opposite direction from its counterpart in the grade school, but emitted the same squeal of grinding metal. “Funny. What genius reversed it?”

      “Sorry?” The man cocked an eyebrow.

      The four women at desks behind him seemed half the age of the grade-school clerks. Not one of them looked up.

      “Never mind… Uhh, I’m starting today. Do I have to, like, check in or something?”

      He moved to a computer terminal. “Name?”

      “Paige Thomas. I’m a sophomore.”

      The man typed for a few seconds. “Held back? Says here you’re sixteen.”

      “No. July birthday.” She sighed through her nose. “I was going to school in Philly, so I probably could jump right to junior year if you want in this place.”

      “Oh, here it is.” He tapped the screen and a laser printer whirred to life. “Your schedule’s already set. Looks like you’ve got a few minutes yet before the bell. Head to the cafeteria for now.” He handed her two papers with a class schedule, teachers, and room numbers on it.

      She glanced over the form:

      
        
        Thomas, Paige E (SOP)

        Locker A158-4

        Period  Subject  Room  Instructor

        8:00-8:45   Chemistry  204  Ruiz

        8:45-8:55   Travel   -    --    -

        8:55-9:40   Geometry   112   Pritchard

        9:40-9:50   Travel   -    --    -

        9:50-10:35   Art   131   Hollis

        10:35-10:45   Travel   -    --    -

        10:45-11:30   Gym   Aud   McDonnell

        11:30-11:40   Travel   -    --    -

        11:40-12:25   Lunch   Caf   -    -

        12:25-12:35   Travel   -    --    -

        12:35-13:20   English   216   Martin

        13:20-13:30   Travel   -    --    -

        13:30-14:15   Soc Studies   118   Serrano

        

      

      “What’s SOP?” Paige flicked a fingernail over the corner. “Standard Operating—”

      “Sophomore.” He chuckled. “Do you have a parent outside? There’s a few things we need signed.”

      “No, I walked. I can bring it home.” She held out her hand.

      “Sorry. I can’t release the documents to a minor. A parent will need to come in.” He seemed a little apologetic in his smile, or was it patronizing?

      “Yeah, okay. I suppose you get a lot of kids forging their parents’ signatures to attend school.”

      The man shook his head and sat back in his chair.

      Paige fished her cell phone from her pocket on the way out of the office and swiped her finger around, tracing the password glyph. Three taps later, she held ringing to her ear.

      “That was fast,” said Dad. “What happened?”

      “Nothing.” Paige trudged toward the cafeteria. “Mr. Flanders at the office says you or Mom has to sign some stuff. They wouldn’t let me bring it home.”

      “Oh.” He exhaled. “I’ll head on down there in a few minutes. Do you, uhh, need anything?”

      A dozen different answers swirled around in her head, but all that came out of her mouth was—“nah. Mel’s checked in. I got her paperwork for you.”

      “Okay. I might as well deal with that as well. I should be there in about ten minutes.”

      “’Kay. See ya.” Paige hung up and shouldered through a pair of green flapping double doors.

      The lower-grade hallway had nothing on the roar within the high-school cafeteria. Hundreds of students ranging from fourteen to some who looked nineteen crammed themselves into long row tables. Freshmen draped over book bags big enough to hide bodies in. Others appeared to be trying to sleep. The usual cliques: jocks, cheerleaders, misfits, and supernerds gathered here and there, interspersed among the invisible masses. Paige headed for the far end by a long window looking out on a narrow strip of parking lot behind the building, as well as the forest beyond.

      She avoided making eye contact with anyone, kept her head down, her hands in her pockets, and shuffled toward an open spot at the last table by the windows. Paige flopped on the end of the bench seat, within a three-step of a green door bearing an ‘emergency exit only’ sign. Judging by the condition of the push bar, it saw regular non-emergency use. A clock hung to her left above an empty section of wall where she assumed a queue of teens would assemble come lunchtime. About ten minutes to kill.

      The schedule printout included a basic map of the building, first and second floor, with room numbers. She plotted a route from the cafeteria to Room 204, where her day would start with chemistry. Ugh. Science first period? I should’ve had coffee.

      “Hey,” said a girl.

      Paige straightened in her seat enough to get a look at the one who dared invade her aura of solitude. A slim dark-skinned girl with a puff of frizzy purple hair and a plain blue shift dress sat opposite her, bundling a heavy coat on top of a green backpack. She looked at least a junior, maybe even a senior.

      “Mmm.”

      “New girl, right?”

      “You the welcoming committee?”

      “Ooh.” The girl grinned. “One of those days? Wow, are those real?”

      Paige stared.

      “Your eyes.” The other girl laughed. “I’m Renee, by the way. Wow, are they violet?”

      “Yeah.” Paige sighed. Oh, boy. Gonna be a month of that in a new town. “And yeah.”

      Renee reached for the schedule. “Mind if I see what they did to you?”

      “You’re gonna run off with it.”

      “No.” The girl made a pff noise. “We outcasts gotta stick together.”

      “Outcasts?” Paige blinked. “You look like a model outta Macy’s catalogue or something… well, okay, the purple hair.”

      “Thanks, but…” Renee gestured over her shoulder with a thumb. “Place isn’t exactly a varied gradient.”

      Paige lifted her head and swept a gaze over the assembly. True enough, Renee seemed to be the only black person in the entire high school. “Wow, Dad really did bring us out to the sticks.” She smiled. “I’m Paige. Sorry, that sucks. We just moved to Shadesboro on Monday.”

      “Eh, it’s okay. For the most part the people here are cool… just, well, awkward sometimes.” She seemed sad for a moment, but a smile sprang back onto her face. “I can’t get over your eyes. Anyone else in your family have ‘em?”

      “Neither of my sisters do.” Did. She looked down, flicking her thumbnails over the schedule.

      “What’s wro—”

      “Hey, who’s this?” Another girl took the chair to Renee’s right.

      Paige kept her head down.

      “Paige?” asked Renee. “What’s up? This is Santana, she’s one of ‘the guys.’”

      “Where’s Kenz?” asked the new arrival. “She’s gonna get crap from Mrs. Weems if she’s late again.”

      With the urge to cry swallowed, Paige looked up. The girl sitting next to Renee offered a curious look. A black tee shirt with a vampire Hello Kitty face peeked out from under a well-worn, long-sleeved blue flannel. She had dozens of bracelets on both arms, a mixture of cloth, plastic, and loose chains. Santana’s straight brown hair looked even longer than Melissa’s, down to her butt.

      “Hey,” said Paige.

      Renee snatched the schedule. Two seconds later, her eyebrows shot up. “Oh, damn. Sant, she’s got your dad first period.” She flipped to the other page and back. “Lucky girl. She didn’t get Powers for social studies. He’s such a douche. Ouch, she’s got Pritchard. That man’s so boring he could put Richard Simmons to sleep in two minutes.” She offered the schedule back.

      “Who the hell is Richard Simmons?” asked Paige, folding the paper into her coat pocket.

      “Powers isn’t that bad.” Santana pulled out a small compact and tweaked her dark eye shadow. “He’s only a douche if you don’t read and give him BS answers on quizzes. Oh, wow. Look at her eyes.”

      Paige crossed her arms on the table and let her head fall on them. “Ugh. Great. I get to have people freak out at me all year.”

      “Do you have to, uhh… You know.” Santana suppressed a giggle. “I saw on the ‘net that people with violet eyes don’t gotta deal with feminine issues.”

      “That’s so a lie.” Paige muttered into the space between her arms and the table.

      “Mackenzie should be here soon,” said Renee. “And if you wanna stick around, you’ll probably meet Sofia after school.”

      “Sofia?” Paige folded the schedule and tucked it in her jacket. “Weird.”

      “What is?” asked Santana.

      “I found a kid named Sofia stuck in a locker this morning.”

      The other girls exchanged annoyed glances.

      “Wait, you guys hang out with an eighth grader?” Paige scrunched up her face.

      Renee nodded. “She don’t fit in with kids her age. It was Kenzie’s idea. I kinda feel bad for her. She’s not at all weird and creepy.”

      Paige frowned at remembering herself three years ago. “Yeah.”

      A girl with shoulder-length blonde hair and model looks rounded the end of the table and swooped into the seat next to Paige like an eagle claiming the top branch. She set a paper carrier holding two cups of fake-o Starbucks on the table. Both had ‘PSL’ written in marker on the side. This girl had to be eighteen or close to it. Aside from the heavy black eyeshadow, overdone mascara, and spiked black leather choker, she looked like the homecoming queen, even down to a billowy white dress with a hem likely violating school policy.

      “Hey,” said the blonde. “New victim?”

      Santana took one of the cups. “You’re a lifesaver. Kenz, meet the new girl. Check out her eyes.”

      Paige wanted to implode into a tiny space. This girl was way too loud, and attracting stares from nearby tables.

      Mackenzie leaned over like a mother hen trying to coax a chick out of the coop. “She’s adorable. So Goth it hurts. You need a choker or something. Maybe some spiked bracelets, and someone needs to teach you how to put on makeup.”

      “I’m not wearing makeup.” Paige glared. “I am this pale.”

      Mackenzie blinked. “Wow. Purple eyes… contacts?”

      Kill me. “No.”

      The cafeteria hushed in an instant. Paige looked up. Dad walked in, in full Pennsylvania State Police uniform. Every eye in the room tracked him to the table of ‘outcasts,’ and a few whispers of ‘that figures’ or bets on who was about to get carted off circulated.

      Paige pulled the papers from the grade school out of her jacket and held them up as he approached.

      “Good morning, Hon.” Dad smiled, taking the papers. He nodded to the others. “Ladies. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” Oh, God. He’s doing the peacock thing. Now everyone knows my Dad is a cop.

      He thwapped the papers into his left hand twice. “I just had a nice conversation with”—he cleared his throat—“Mister Flanders in the office.”

      Mackenzie burst into giggles.

      Paige shrank. “You took that literally, didn’t you?”

      “Yep.” Dad’s expression remained neutral. “He didn’t find it too funny.”

      “Uhh, sorry.”

      “All right. See you later.” He saluted her with the folded papers and walked off.

      Mackenzie leaned up in her chair, staring.

      “Are you checking out my dad?” Paige grimaced at her.

      “He’s kinda cute for an old man. Gotta be the uniform.”

      “That’s nasty,” said Santana.

      Renee gazed down, picking at her cup.

      An electronic bell noise shredded the quiet, and the room erupted in chaos. Both Paige and Renee remained seated.

      “Hey,” said Mackenzie. “Meet up outside after school by the soccer field?”

      “Maybe,” said Paige.

      Renee sighed and stood. She walked past Mackenzie and joined the throng filing through the main cafeteria entrance.

      “Think about it.” Mackenzie leaned over to whisper. “I think you’ll fit right in with us.”

      Paige slung her backpack over one shoulder and stood as Kenz merged with the crowd. Out the door, cross the space with bathrooms, down the hall, upstairs, left, four doors. She traipsed along with the flow of students, gazing up at the drop ceiling tiles and three pencils someone had whipped into them like daggers. Her plans of dozing most of the day so she could rush home to stare at her bedroom walls rattled around her head. What kind of losers hang out with an eighth grader? The padlock weighing down her pocket made her think back to the strange episode in the hallway. While trudging up the stairs to the second floor, she took it out and held it, rubbing her thumb back and forth over the dial.

      The last time something weird happened… She made a fist around the lock as a tornado of grief swelled up out of nowhere. Dad thought she was having ‘separation anxiety’ after Amber had gone off to school. No amount of begging had convinced him to call her and order her to come home. Her mind swam with images of her old bedroom ceiling, the night she couldn’t sleep. Two in the morning, they’d gotten ‘the call.’ Amber had been killed in a three-car accident on the way back to the dorms from a party. Of course, the police hadn’t dropped the bad news on them until they got there in person. She drifted for a moment, feeling as though she’d gotten sucked back in time to that long, crappy ride in the middle of the night. Too tired to focus, too wound up in knots to dare sleep.

      Paige snapped out of it, finding herself alone in a hall full of lockers and doors. Her boot heel squeaked as she turned and backtracked to the classroom she’d walked right past. An energetic discussion about alkali metals skidded to a halt as twenty or so kids and one late-thirties Hispanic man in a dingy olive suit jacket paused to look at her. She caught sight of an open desk near the back and slouched, hair over her face.

      “Miss?” asked the teacher.

      “Sorry I’m late. First day. I got lost.” Paige hurried to the back of the room and slipped into the desk, clinging to the backpack in her lap.

      The teacher walked over and set a chemistry textbook down in front of her. “Welcome to Shadesboro. I’m Mr. Ruiz. You’ll be needing this.” He gestured at a wall of square doors in the back of the class. “Cubby 25 is yours. Apron, gloves, goggles for when we start our project for world domination.”

      Chuckling spread through the room.

      “Thanks.” Paige kept her gaze locked on the desk.

      Mr. Ruiz smiled, patted the textbook, and looked over the class. “I hated public speaking too at your age. Everyone, this is Paige. She’s new in town. Not going to make her stand up and introduce herself, since she’s probably going to have to do that five or six times today.”

      Some people muttered hi, some waved, and some ignored her.

      “Okay,” said Mr. Ruiz as he returned to the front. “Who can tell me what lithium, sodium, potassium, rubidium, cesium, and francium have in common?”

      “They all big words,” said a boy three desks to her right.

      Subdued chuckling spread over the class.

      They’re all boring. Paige slumped to the side, leaned back, and tried not to make eye contact with anyone.
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      Paige’s pet black cloud had grown to the size of an adolescent elephant in Mr. Serrano’s last period social studies class. The bearded, rotund man in green suspender slacks and round spectacles seemed jovial at first—she’d thought him a Puerto Rican Santa Claus—until she’d made the mistake of saying she didn’t think it mattered who started World War I since it was already over. ‘Archduke who?’ hadn’t gone over well either, and ‘whatever’ had brought full-on maraschino red to his face.

      Of course, she’d made friends with her classmates at that point since he’d spent the last forty minutes rambling on and on about why ‘young people’ needed to care about the past, and politics, and civic responsibilities. A diatribe about unmotivated youth couldn’t be put on a quiz.

      With the teacher engaging some of the more responsive students in the front row, Paige sank back into the obscurity she adored, and turned her attention to the giant old-fashioned clock over the door. The thing had likely been part of the building since it was first built—in 1950-whatever. Another four minutes and freedom. Her gaze locked on to the orange second hand, which wobbled each time it leapt forward in quarter-inch steps, an arduous march in an endless circle. The ticking crashed onto her brain with the weight of a hammer on an iron cauldron.

      Bzz.

      Paige jumped as her left thigh vibrated. Once sure Mr. Serrano wasn’t looking at her, she pulled her cell phone out and glanced at the screen.

      Mom: what time do u get out?

      Wow. First Dad talks to me and now Mom realizes I exist. She texted back ‘2 mins’ and put the phone away.

      When the bell rang, she stood and hauled her now-stuffed bag off the floor, swinging it up to her shoulder. It hit her back with almost enough force to knock her over, but she kept her balance on the way out into the hall. Mr. Serrano rambled on, hastily spouting off about the two chapters everyone needed to read for tomorrow. Paige started to get upset at getting even more homework on the first day, but this wasn’t the first day, only her first day.

      Couldn’t Dad have waited to move during the summer?

      After a brief stop at her locker to ditch the hardcover textbooks she didn’t need to take home and put her new lock to use, she followed the swarm out the front doors. Twenty or so feet from the door, she stopped in the shadow of an armada of gleaming school buses. At some point during the day, the sun had come out.

      Paige wandered across the grassy patch in front of the high school, avoiding the parking lot and eager seniors racing to get out of there. She held her phone, expecting it to ring any second.

      “Hey,” yelled Renee.

      Bright purple hair made the girl easy to pick out of the crowd. She jogged over, trying to control her laden book bag with one hand. Santana followed close behind with a huge hockey-style sack on her shoulder.

      “Damn, what’s in there? Sofia?” asked Paige.

      Santana rolled her eyes. “Books. If I wanna get into college, I need to get a scholarship.”

      “Wait, isn’t your dad a teacher?” Paige blinked at her.

      “Why do you think she can’t afford college?” Renee laughed. “So you gonna come to Kenzie’s?”

      “I dunno. I’m supposed to take my stupid sister home.” Maybe I can pawn her off on Dad today.

      “You gotta babysit?” asked Santana.

      “My sister is—” Paige’s phone rang. “Hang on.” She answered. “Speak.”

      “I’m picking Melissa up after school. You can probably see me at the end of the line. Good grief, this place needs a larger driveway. We’re going to the mall so I can get her some things she needs for her classes.”

      Paige scanned the traffic, spotting the shape of Mom’s navy Suburban about nine cars from the front of the grade school. Guess I’m disinvited. She scowled. “Whatever.”

      “Pay!” A missile of red hair and pink fabric zoomed across the parking lot and straight into her side. “You gotta see Miss. Peterson’s classroom. There’s so many hamsters! They’re adorable. One’s white and brown and his name is Hammy. I wanna take him home.”

      Renee and Santana made ‘aww’ faces at her.

      “Is that Melissa?” asked Mom. “Where are you?”

      “Look for the black cloud. I’m standing under it.”

      “Very funny, Paige. Oh, never mind. I see you.”

      The line dropped.

      Yeah, well, whatever. I didn’t wanna go anyway.

      Melissa chattered on and on about her day. Paige forced a smile, eager for the high-pitched needles to stop jabbing her in the eardrums. Renee grinned at the red-haired sprite while Santana looked about ready to break out the duct tape. Mom pulled out of the line waiting to get into the curved driveway near the grade school and rounded into the central lot.

      “Mom wants to take you to the mall,” said Paige.

      “We’re going to the mall?” Melissa swiveled at the squeak of the Chevy’s brakes.

      “No. Just you and Mom.”

      Melissa thrust out her lower lip and sniffled. “You don’t wanna go?”

      Paige shot a dirty look through the reflection of clouds on the passenger door window, Mom’s presence a dim silhouette inside. “I’m not wanted.”

      “Oh.” Melissa sulked. She bit her lip and glanced at the truck. “Do you have a bad feeling?”

      Paige scowled at her boots. “Nah. Not that kind of bad feeling. Mom just doesn’t want me around.”

      Melissa reached up, but again aborted a hug with a fearful glance. She backed up for two steps and walked over to the Suburban, dragging her feet with her head down. Paige rubbed her stomach in an effort to dispel guilt while the little girl hesitated at the open door, as if terrified to get in.

      “Guess you’re off the hook,” said Renee. “Your sister’s totes adorable.”

      “Is she always that hyper?” Santana shivered. “My brother’s easy. All it takes is an Xbox and he’s quiet all damn day.”

      Melissa looked at Paige and bit her lip, her leg twitching. After a long stare, she climbed in.

      Sofia trudged across the parking lot from the grade school. A smaller version of Paige’s black cloud hovered over her head. Her book bag dangled from two fingers of her left hand, straps scraping the ground.

      “What’s up Sof? You look like you’re going to kill someone.” Santana raised an eyebrow.

      A strange soapy-sweet smell clung to the eighth-grader.

      “Brett”—she made air quotes—“‘spilled’ chocolate pudding on my head. And Brittany started a rumor that I dyed my hair black, so the assistant principal almost sent me home for being out of dress code. She didn’t believe me. Said it was too black to be natural.”

      What the heck god did this girl piss off in a former life?

      “Hey.” Sofia’s glare softened when she noticed Paige. “Thanks for this morning.”

      “You met already?” asked Renee.

      Sofia’s face flushed. “Uhh, yeah. Stupid Michelle Porter dared me I couldn’t fit in a locker.”

      “That’s yo’ own damn fault for bein’ stupid.” Renee shook her head. “Locked you in, didn’t they?”

      “Yeah.” Sofia stared down. “With an actual lock too. Paige let me out.”

      A little beige Kia Soul with dark brown trim whirred up to a stop nearby. Mackenzie leaned over the passenger seat to yell, “Sorry it took so long.”

      “Kenzie likes coffee so much she drives a cappuccino.” Santana grinned.

      “So, you coming?” asked Renee.

      Paige shrugged. Going with them promised to be as boring and pointless as sitting at home. Nothing really seemed worth bothering with since the accident. Amber would probably want her to go… make friends… have fun. She always harped about how it pained her to watch Paige just ‘give up’ on everything. The out-in-the-sticks school only increased her feeling of isolation, even in a huge crowd. It bothered her how fast these people—well, okay, Renee—decided to be friendly. Granted, no one else seemed to be even looking at her. Tiny thunderbolts rumbled across her pet cloud.

      “You’re not, like, freaked by occult stuff are you?” asked Renee.

      “She’s a witch too,” said Sofia, in a tone as calm as if she had pointed out Paige’s hair was black. “She did magic on the lock.”

      What? Paige almost gasped, but managed to hide her surprise. “No idea what she means.”

      “Michelle said she put a new combination on it without even looking, so no one knew what it was. She said I’d be stuck in there all week until they had someone from the lock company come in to figure it out. They made jokes about having to cut food real small to pass it through the slots.” Sofia shivered. “But you opened it.”

      “It wouldn’t have been a damn week.” Renee threw an arm around the smaller girl. “The maintenance guy would’ve cut the lock off. They were only trying to scare you.”

      “Come on,” yelled Mackenzie. “Or you’re buying me gas.”

      Renee smiled at Paige. “Well?”

      “Sure. I guess it can’t be any more boring than staring at my wall.”

      Santana ran to the little cube on wheels and claimed the passenger seat. Paige wound up behind her with Sofia sandwiched between her and Renee. Mackenzie let off a cheer and pulled out. Paige stared at a bundle of green plant matter dangling from a bit of twine off the rearview mirror. The mass resembled an enormous joint.

      “Is that pot?” whispered Paige.

      Sofia covered her face in her hands and giggled.

      “Sage,” said Renee. “It’s for purification and cleansing.”

      “Wisdom too.” Santana yawned. “So, what’s this about the lock?”

      “I dunno.” Paige fidgeted at her hair. These guys believe all that stuff. Maybe they’ll think I’m cool… or nuts. “When I touched it, I sorta got this, uhh, daydream. I saw the dial turning to the numbers.”

      “Wow.” Sofia looked awestruck. “That’s wicked. I think she’s a scryer.”

      “Supposedly, witches have a specific area of magic they excel at,” said Renee.

      “Scryers see stuff,” said Sofia. “Past, present but somewhere far away… sometimes even future.”

      Paige clutched the top loop of her backpack in both hands between her knees. “I didn’t do anything but touch it. I’ve read a little about Wicca, but I didn’t like… invoke or anything.”

      “Maybe she’s like a clairvoyant or something?” asked Mackenzie. She leaned on the gas to beat a light.

      Sofia rolled her eyes. “Clairvoyant is psychic stuff, not magic.”

      “Easy.” Santana gestured over the seatback. “New girl’s dad’s a cop.”

      “Perfect. She’s like a living get-out-of-tickets card then.” Mackenzie sped up to seventy.

      “Slow down,” yelled Paige. “Please…”

      Mackenzie’s laughter lasted two seconds before the desperation in Paige’s voice got through. She backed off to sixty. “Uhh, whoa. What’s up with that? You sounded like Sofia.”

      “If a scryer tells your ass to slow down, you slow down,” said Renee.

      “Uhm.” Paige shivered. “My older sister died in a car accident.”

      “Oh, crap.” Renee grabbed her shoulder and squeezed. “I’m so sorry.”

      Santana mumbled something in Spanish. “Hope she’s at peace.”

      She’s in my bedroom. “Thanks.”

      Mackenzie drove north out of the main part of town and followed a street past about six blocks of relatively normal-looking suburbia before they once again rolled into a shrouded tunnel of trees. Paige jostled about, staring at the pattern of sunlight creeping across the seat in front of her, broken into random shapes by leaves. Ten or so minutes later, the Kia pulled into a long winding driveway composed of two dirt ruts separated by a raised channel of gravel. At least there, Mackenzie slowed to the car to a jog. Despite the crawl, every bump jostled the girls around.

      A quarter mile or so later, the jarring ride ended in a wide grassy lot in front of a huge powder-blue house that seemed far too upscale and modern for this part of Pennsylvania. A long triangular peak stretched upward from the front door with a massive rectangular window offering a view into all three stories. A chill spread down Paige’s back the instant she looked at the place.

      Mackenzie hit a button over her head and the rightmost door of an attached three-car garage opened. She parked next to a hot-pink convertible so small it looked like a real-life version of a Barbie corvette. Paige cringed away from it.

      “I agree,” said Renee. “Whoever did that to a car oughta be slapped.”

      “Leave Linda alone,” said Mackenzie. “She’s in her own little world. I keep trying to talk her into ordering custom white tires for that thing.”

      Santana laughed.

      Paige opened the door. The second her boot touched concrete, the same inexplicable coldness rose around her leg. She went still, barely suppressing a shiver as the sensation crept up and over her torso and shoulders. Something bad happened here.

      “Hey. You okay?” Sofia, stuck in the Kia because Paige had stopped, pushed at her arm. “You seeing something else?”

      “Uhh, no.” She followed Santana around the front end, past the pink atrocity and the empty third parking space.

      Sofia jumped down; her shoes striking the floor together made a crack like a small gunshot. Paige twitched. Two steps at the door led up to a hallway/chamber with a washer and dryer. Past a bathroom, it opened into an interior corridor connecting the front door atrium with both a stairwell going up and another corridor leading to a giant sunken living room with a grey sectional couch, fireplace, and television almost as big as the short wall of Paige’s bedroom.

      She paused in the atrium. Something upstairs didn’t feel quite right. Far removed from the panicky dread of ‘that night,’ it burbled in her gut with simmering unease. Mackenzie gave her a conspiratorial wink and shifted her attention to Renee.

      “I’m gonna go wash the school away. Be right back.” Mackenzie jogged upstairs.

      Renee, Santana, and Sofia bee-lined for the expansive couch. Feeling like the fifth wheel, Paige followed suit and sat on the near end by the recliner part. Left of the television, a cut stone fireplace stood dormant behind a black wire mesh shield. Wooden models of sailing ships adorned the mantle beneath a three-by-five-foot oil painting of similar vessels at sea. Sliding glass doors to her right offered a view of a deck big enough to play volleyball on, with an industrial-sized brushed steel grill tucked against the railing. Shimmery glow on a cedar fence in the distance hinted at a pool.

      Damn. Kenzie’s parents must own this whole town.

      A slim blonde in a white turtleneck dress that clung to her hips like spray paint glided in from an archway behind Paige. She padded over, smiling at the girls, and set a tray with glasses, a huge pitcher of iced green tea, and plain brown cookies on the coffee table. Fluorescent neon pink toenail polish glowed when she stepped into a patch of sunlight.

      Paige tried to melt into the sofa when the woman bent forward in front of her. If her boobs were any bigger, they’d pop. Damn, her sleeves are longer than the skirt on that thing.

      “Hi girls,” said the woman. “You planning on sticking around for dinner?”

      “Not sure yet,” said Santana. “Thanks for the snacks.”

      “You’re welcome.” The blonde smiled and waved with her fingers, clicking pink nail extensions. “Holler if you need anything, I’ll be in the rec room.”

      Renee helped herself to some tea, as did Santana. Sofia grabbed three cookies.

      “Wow. Kenzie’s sister is, uhh…” Paige scooted forward on the couch to reach an empty glass.

      Sofia giggled.

      “That’s her stepmom.” Santana bit a cookie.

      Paige covered her mouth. Amber looks older than her… and she’s nineteen. The eerie feeling radiating from upstairs peaked and fell. She glanced at the ceiling.

      “Kenzie’s dad’s a lawyer. He commutes to Philly, but only goes in three days a week.” Renee rattled ice around in her glass.

      “She’s had work,” muttered Sofia. “She’s like old. Almost thirty.”

      “Naw, she’s closer to twenty.” Santana shrugged. “We shouldn’t be talking about her like she isn’t right in the next room. She is nice, even if it’s beyond creepy to sleep with a dude old enough to be your father.”

      Paige shivered.

      “Why do you keep looking at the ceiling?” Sofia’s eyes widened. “Do you feel something?”

      “I dunno.” Paige sipped tea and grimaced at the realization it lacked sugar. “Gah!”

      Renee tossed her a little squeeze bottle of stevia extract. “Easy with that stuff. Three drops is super sweet.”

      “What the hell is ‘stevia?’” Paige held the bottle up and looked at the label.

      “Kenzie’s stepmom is all about the healthy and natural. Those cookies are probably made from hemp or wheat germ or something ridiculous.” Renee smiled.

      Santana grabbed another cookie, overacting her eagerness to swallow it whole.

      “Not that kind of hemp.” Renee chuckled.

      Rapid thumping down the stairs preceded Mackenzie flying into the room in a knee-length pink tee shirt bearing a cartoon rabbit with diamond-studded sunglasses and a pimp cane rendered in tiny silver discs, which glimmered in the sun. Her black eyeliner hadn’t survived the shower, but she’d added a pair of plastic skull earrings to compensate. She stopped to grab tea and two cookies before flopping on the left-most part of the couch with her bare feet up on the coffee table.

      “So…” Kenzie shot a pointed look at Sofia. “You’re up, kiddo.”

      Sofia shrank in on herself as if surrounded by bullies. “I dunno, Kenz. If I get caught, I’m gonna get grounded till I’m out of college.”

      “You didn’t seem too worried when you agreed to it.” Mackenzie bit a cookie in half. Her calm smile broke for a second as the flavor appeared not to be what she expected. “We’re counting on you, Sofia.”

      The thirteen-year-old wrung her hands in her lap. “I know, but… I’m afraid of getting caught.”

      “You promised… and you do want to hang with us, right?” Mackenzie flashed the smile of a Christmas elf. “My dad’ll smooth it over if anything happens.”

      “Promise?” Sofia looked up.

      “Swear.” Mackenzie drew an X over her chest.

      “What are you asking her to do?” Paige sniffed at one of the brown discs. It smelled vaguely of ‘sweet,’ but beyond that nothing. It didn’t taste bad, but it didn’t taste like much of anything.

      Mackenzie held her arms out, speaking like a fortuneteller. “All will be explained in due time.” She grabbed a remote, flipped on the TV, and hopped channels before settling on a movie channel showing the DiCaprio version of The Great Gatsby.

      Random snippets of conversation about the movie traded breaths with Santana and Renee grumbling about stuff they had to do for school—apparently they both had the same class schedule. Mackenzie, a senior, interrupted with comments here and there about tricks for passing Mrs. Wheeler’s English III class. Apparently, all her test answers followed either an ACDAB or BBCAD repeating pattern.

      “She hasn’t figured out that people know that?” asked Paige.

      “Well, I’m not saying you just run down the dots without reading the questions… but if you’re stuck, and it looks like the pattern is there, why not?” Mackenzie refilled her glass.

      Sofia’s head had gone back, mouth agape. Apparently, The Great Gatsby struck her as The Great Snooze. Paige studied her, trying to figure out why people teased her. She wasn’t too short or too tall. She looked on the thin side, and reasonably pretty for an eighth-grader. Maybe it’s the black? Paige had suffered the occasional random jab about being ‘Goth’ before Amber died. After, she hadn’t cared enough to listen to whatever they said behind her back.

      “So… New Girl.” Mackenzie put her feet down and leaned forward. “Tell me about the lock thing.”

      Paige rambled through the story again. At the mention of her name, Sofia woke up.

      “That’s pretty cool.” Kenzie tapped a fingernail on her front teeth for three clicks, her eyes contemplative slits. “You religious? Freaked out by spooky stuff?”

      “No, not really… to both.”

      “How do you feel about witchcraft?” Mackenzie refilled her tea.

      Linda poked her nose in. “You girls need anything? More tea? I can order a pizza or something if you get hungry.”

      “Thanks, Linda.” Mackenzie smiled. “I think we’re okay for now.”

      “What flavor are these cookies,” asked Sofia.

      “Green tea. Like the ice cream from a Hibachi place. I found a recipe on Pinterest.” Linda did the fingernail-clicking wave again and disappeared into the back of the house.

      A few minutes passed where everyone but Sofia zoned in on the movie.

      “Well?” asked Mackenzie.

      “Uhh. I never thought much about it really. I mean, I read a little. Guess I figured if I went pagan it might get a rise outta my dad, but he didn’t notice so I stopped.”

      “Not Wicca. I mean real witchcraft. Magic and spells and stuff.” Mackenzie gestured with her glass.

      “Uhh, aren’t they the same?” asked Renee.

      “What are you, Satanists or something?” Paige bit her lip.

      “Naw.” Kenzie waved dismissively. “No and no. Wicca’s like the Halloween version of what we do. It’s all new agey and like nature stuff.”

      “I know a couple of people back home who would seriously kick your ass for saying that.” Paige chuckled. “They take it pretty seriously, and they ‘do spells.’”

      “Well, whatever.” Mackenzie smiled. “Since you’re not looking at me like I’m nuts, I get the feeling your mind is at least open.”

      Paige shrugged. “I guess. I think there’s stuff out there we don’t understand yet.” Wow. They didn’t think I was crazy when I told them about the lock. Amber used to love to watch those ghost hunting shows with her. A bit of pre-accident Paige crept out, the little part of her fascinated by the paranormal. Maybe she could fit in here after all. She slid back on the couch and crossed her legs.

      “Uhh, boots… couch… Linda will go all Ghostbusters librarian on you if she sees that.” Mackenzie cringed. “Skin peeling off her face, mouth open like a snake. Ugly stuff.”

      “Sorry.” Paige debated taking off her boots, but decided to leave them on and sit normally. “I’ve got a ghost in my house.”

      “Really?” Sofia leaned to her right and crawled around the bend in the sectional to kneel right next to her. Between her dress, socks, and leggings, black fabric covered every bit of her except face and hands. “Who were they? Were they killed in the house? Are they mean?”

      Santana rolled her eyes until she got a good look at Paige’s expression. “Whoa, you’re serious?”

      Mackenzie grinned like a meth head staring at a fifty-pound bag. “Spill. Speak all the things.”

      It was Paige’s turn to knead her hands in her lap. “It’s… I haven’t told anyone yet ‘cause I don’t wanna get sent to a shrink. I’m not sure I believe it either.”

      “I believe you,” said Sofia.

      Renee’s eyes widened. “Oh, crap. What happened?”

      Mackenzie got up and moved to sit next to Paige, putting an arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay. We believe you. If it’s too hard, you don’t gotta say anything, but sometimes talking about things helps.”

      A tickle on her cheek made her aware of a tear she hadn’t noticed fall. Paige wiped it. “My older sister died in a car accident last November. She was nineteen… first year in college. We’d always been close.” Paige sniffled and blushed. “I like worshipped everything she did. I hated it when she went across the state to school.”

      Mackenzie rubbed her back, making sad, consoling faces. Sofia looked down at her knees and squeezed her toes through her sock. Renee offered a comforting sigh. Santana muttered something in Spanish that sounded like a prayer.

      “The night it happened… I was lying on my bed at, like, ten or so listening to one of her CDs, generally being pissed off that she’d moved out. Out of nowhere, I feel like this pressure on my chest.” Paige grabbed her shirt and pushed in on her ribs. “I couldn’t breathe. Then, all I could think about was Amber. I didn’t see anything, but it kinda felt the way I’d feel if I was watching her running at a cliff and she was looking back at me so she didn’t see she was about to fall and die. I freaked out and called her, but she said she was fine and had to go ‘cause some people were waiting for her.”

      Mackenzie squeezed her. “Wow, you’re shaking. You sure you’re okay telling us this?”

      Sofia reached over and held her hand. She seemed caught between an expression of sympathy and awe.

      Paige put both hands over her mouth and nose. “Yeah.” Deep breaths. Take deep breaths. She lowered her hands. “I remember running downstairs and asking my Dad to call her and order her to come home right away. He didn’t take me seriously. Thought I was just being melodramatic about her moving out. I think I even threw up. He carried me to bed like a little kid, but I couldn’t sleep. I called her myself three more times, but after the first one, she shut her phone off.”

      Mackenzie sniffled.

      “She is a scryer,” whispered Sofia.

      “I was still awake at 2:03 when the phone rang. State College police called. Eric, her boyfriend, had swerved into oncoming traffic. They hit another car head-on. Amber”—Paige crunched forward, crying. A few gasping breaths later, she got herself under control—“died instantly. So did Eric. Some other girl in the back seat survived, but she still walks with a cane.”

      “Oh my God,” said Santana in a near-whisper. “That’s awful…”

      Paige blocked out her memories of the two or three months that followed. “I was real close to her. Everything she did, I wanted to do. I didn’t have any friends my own age. I hung out with hers. I couldn’t believe she was gone. And one day, there she was… only a ghost. She’s been in my bedroom ever since.”

      “You like see her and talk to her and stuff?” asked Sofia.

      “Yeah.” Paige fidgeted with her sleeves.

      “Is she an oracle?” Mackenzie’s eyebrows went up. “Does she tell you stuff about the future or other people?”

      “No. She’s just my big sister. Says stuff a big sister would say. Talks me out of doing dumb crap.”

      Renee stared at her.

      She knows. Her too?

      “I didn’t… I mean… I thought about it, but.” Paige grabbed another cookie, trembling fingers pressing the bland treat to squeezed-shut lips.

      The girls sat in awkward silence for a moment.

      “What kinda spell are you trying to cast?” Paige nibbled on the cookie.

      Mackenzie hugged her, touching heads. “I think we have our fifth.”

      “Spells?” said Santana. “We cast numb-ass and the curse of pins and needles mostly.”

      Paige quirked an eyebrow at her. “Huh?”

      “She means we sit on the floor for two hours and nothing happens.” Sofia smirked. “Her butt fell asleep last time. She could barely walk to the car.”

      A spray of crumbs flew from Renee’s mouth as she laughed. Santana leaned over and punched her on the shoulder, which only made her laugh harder.

      “That’s why your part is important.” Mackenzie pointed at Sofia before smiling at Paige. “My grandmother had this old book. I found it in the attic.”

      “What, like a spellbook?” asked Paige.

      “Not exactly. It doesn’t contain ‘spells’ per se, just the rules on how to construct them. Symbols, circles, names of entities and elemental associations. The words don’t matter too much. It’s all about belief and desire. You have to believe you can make what you desire affect the world around you.”

      “We been believing and desiring a lot of crap, but all that’s happened has been us talkin’ to the floor.” Santana folded her arms.

      Mackenzie clapped Paige on the shoulder. “That’s because we’ve been trying to do things with four people. Now we have five… like the pentacle.”

      “Desire and belief?” Paige glanced up at the ceiling at another pang of unease. “I definitely wanted Amber back, but I didn’t believe I could do anything about it.”

      “You probably did and didn’t realize.” Mackenzie gestured to Sofia. “Did you want to help her get out of the locker?”

      Sofia’s eager stare fell to a glower.

      “Yeah. She sounded so… scared and small.” Paige stared at her hands. “I did want to help, but I didn’t believe I was gonna do anything but go get someone with bolt cutters.”

      “Interesting,” said Santana.

      Sofia blushed, refusing to make eye contact with anyone.

      “I think we’re gonna do something this time. You in?” Mackenzie grasped Paige by the shoulders, as if giving her a neck massage.

      Paige thought back to the hokey ‘druid priestess’ from that one episode of Ghost Investigations America. At the time, she’d been really into Wicca, yet that woman seemed unbelievably lame. Amber’s laughter at how ridiculous the televised ‘ritual’ looked echoed in her memories. Paige grinned. “Okay. Guess it’s better than dealing with Zombie Dad and Invisomom. What do we do?”

      “Oh, not here… and not now.” Mackenzie smiled at Sofia. “We need some things first.”
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