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The Sweetest Sorrow 
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I checked for bystanders, but hardly anyone ever came to this part of the school. The cottage-turned-classroom Etherall Valley Academy allocated to its gifted program sat nestled among shrubs and trees in a forgotten corner, looking like a place where you’d keep your rakes and fertilizers. Hence its nickname: the garden shed.

A massive ivy vine grew over this side of the cottage, all but holding up the veranda. Its leaves were so thick, it might as well be dusk when you stood underneath it. A crow sat on the vine-choked veranda railing. It was starting to get embarrassing, the way crows followed me around the school.

“Go away,” I said, and it cawed at me like I’d made a good joke.

I shoved my cold hands in my jeans pockets, and my fingers met a folded note. Since we were no longer allowed to say anything about our gifts on email or Collabor8, the school’s chat system, the seven of us had resorted to a system of handwritten notes. It was like being back in the 1990s. 

This morning, Drew had passed me a slip of paper in English class.

Can we meet for a few minutes before you leave? The garden shed at 3pm.

Drew

The sound of hurrying footsteps coming toward the cottage made me go still and hold my breath. He was up the three steps and standing in front of me in a single jump. Drew’s serious gaze ran over my face. My body rhythms went weird.

It had been two weeks since we promised Ms. Deering we wouldn’t cross the friendship line. You and your gifts must be all in balance and connection, she’d told us both separately. My intuition tells me that you need to have equal relationships, nothing more intense with any single individual. Twice since then, she’d taken me aside to check how we were doing.

We were trying. Truly. But how could I be not into him? How could Drew’s lean, angular cheekbones not be incredibly attractive to me? Could he make his hair flop over his face in a slightly less sexy way? And while he was at it, could he get those green eyes to hold off on the smoldering?

Not to mention the fact that I’d seen inside his soul and it was burning with love for me in there. If there was a way to stop feeling these things, neither of us had found it yet.

“You came,” he said, looking at me as if he couldn’t believe his luck.

“Of course I did.”

He stepped a little closer. The shade that was with him at all times loomed behind him, oil-black. I hadn’t found the right moment to tell Drew about it yet. 

“Are your parents waiting?” he asked.

“No, my aunt is driving me home. She doesn’t live far from EVA. She’s picking me and Patience up. I can’t stay long—she’s probably wondering where I am.”

“I’m glad Patience is going with you. I was worried about her being stuck in the dorm for Thanksgiving break.”

“It was Ms. Deering’s idea, really, but I’m glad she’s coming, too.”

Drew frowned slightly. “What’s Deering’s motive, do you think? Is she trying to help you and Patience connect, or something?”

I gave him a half-smile. “It’s part of Ms. Deering’s strategy to get my parents comfortable with me staying at the academy. If they see me with a friend like Patience, they’ll feel better about me being at EVA—because she’s so wholesome, you know?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’d think a full scholarship and an award for bravery would be enough for them.”

“You don’t know my parents.”

He watched me, apparently forgetting to speak. In the distance, the clamor of students calling their goodbyes and the roar of cars navigating in and out of the parking lot had begun to quieten down.

“I really need to go, Drew,” I said unwillingly.

“I know. I’m just trying to memorize your face.”

My heart went to goo and I tried to memorize his face in turn. “It’s only five days.” But my heart ached, too.

“Closer to six, if you’re counting hours.”

“Stop,” I begged. “You’re being so sweet, and I’m not allowed to kiss you.”

It was as if the word switched his focus to my lips. He stared at them until my insides were wriggling like a preschooler offered some candy. I stepped closer again. Not too close. Ms. Deering wouldn’t be able to say a thing about it. We were maybe a foot and a half apart—enough room for an extra-long Twizzler. Then he moved closer. Now we’d only be able to fit the regular eight-inch Twizzler. Ms. Deering would probably say something about it now.

“I’m going to miss you,” he said, his voice so soft I almost didn’t catch it—which made me lean closer again. I tilted my head up to look at his face, and he bent down slightly.

And suddenly we were so close, I could smell that clean, piney fragrance he had, and the only thing that would have fit between us was one of those Bites variety of Twizzlers, and they’re less than an inch long. We didn’t touch. We both froze and somehow ... somehow didn’t kiss. Drew’s eyes were boring into mine, darkened and intense. His shoulders were heaving like he’d been running. His lips parted and I could practically taste his breath in my mouth.

After a moment of stopped time, we both backed away. We hadn’t done anything wrong. We hadn’t broken the rule. 

But if I had to be honest, we might as well have kissed. My body was hot all over, and my heart was going like a rabbit’s.

“I’ll miss you, too, but at least we can chat.” I gestured with my phone. “And we don’t have to mention the gifts. We can just ... chat.”

“Yeah.” His gaze didn’t lose any of its intensity. “Let’s chat.”

***
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I walked fast around the school these days. The shades gave me the creeps—enormous, hulking shapes; human yet inhuman. And just for me, because nobody else could see them. They’d never harmed me, but they didn’t exactly seem benevolent. There were always one or two in the quad, some of them lived in the classrooms and there were even a few in the girls’ dormitory.

I had a proper ghost, too—well, almost. It was currently around twenty feet away, a blurry shape in red and navy-blue. It had been coming toward me for a week now, getting closer every day. I had a feeling it was a woman. Another few days and she’d be through the veil and in my life. I was excited to meet her. It had been lonely without any ghosts.

I passed the Smithsonian-esque admin block, also covered in ivy, lugging my weekend bag. Patience was already at the black iron gates. My aunt, who’d asked me to call her Aurora a couple of years ago (her real name was Dawn), was waiting in the parking lot beyond. She was standing beside her little green car, frowning at her phone. I ran the rest of the way.

“Sorry!” I puffed when I reached Patience. “I had to finish up some stuff.”

“Art stuff?”

That’ll do. “Yeah. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” I waved at Aurora. She waved back energetically, then beckoned.

“That’s your aunt?” Patience asked.

“Yes. She’s fun. You’ll see.”

Mel Borgen appeared, directing a hard look our way. She’d decided to hate us—all seven of us gifted program members—for whatever reason. Probably because she hated anyone who wasn’t one of her sycophantic loyalists. Patience dipped her head a little at the sight of her, but I didn’t care.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go.”

“Oh, wow—are you two staying together for Thanksgiving?” Mel was smirking. “That’s perfect. I hope you’ll be under supervision.”

Mel had gotten hold of the story we made up for Axel before he went all psycho killer on me last month. He’d bugged us so much about wanting to join the gifted program, which was just a cover for our paranormal talents, that we were forced to come up with a story. We told him it was a mental health support group and we all had “conditions.” It felt a little disrespectful to people with actual mental illness, but to be fair, there was a lot of angst that went along with gifts like ours. I mean, I lived with ghosts. Drew saw future flashes. Gabe felt everyone else’s feelings. We had our fair share of issues.

But Mel had been awful about it ever since. We didn’t report her to the teachers because the way she was spreading our cover story was proving helpful. That didn’t mean her bullying wasn’t annoying. I mean, I didn’t think there was such a stigma attached to mental illness in this millennium. But Mel had twisted the story, sending out the message that we weren’t just suffering from mental health conditions, but actively psychotic—even sociopathic. Some of the other students had withdrawn their friendship since she’d started the rumormongering.

None of it particularly bothered me. I was so secure in my place among my six best friends that Mel’s taunts felt like acid rain on a Teflon suit. Patience, however, was more sensitive. She’d grown up in a fundamentalist community where the bullying had a more religious flavor, so she didn’t know how to take this vitriolic barrage. Her brow crumpled a little at Mel’s words.

“What do you mean, Melita?”

“Well, you shouldn’t really be out in the community.” Mel’s ponytail always looked so tight, I felt bad for her pressurized hair follicles.

“Why not?”

She rolled her eyes. “Because people like you are normally kept locked up.”

I tugged Patience by the arm. “Why do you keep giving her openings?” I murmured as we crossed the parking lot. “You know she’s only ever going to say something shitty.”

Patience flushed pink, although I wasn’t sure if it was because she’d realized her mistake or because I’d used a curse word. “I was raised to answer when someone addresses me.”

“She’s only fishing for more material to judge you, you know.”

“Ghostling!” my aunt cried loudly, as if judgmental enemies were simply things that happened to other people. “I’ve missed you! Come here.”

When I’d been hugged (Aurora was a long hugger and always kissed you several times all over your face) and Patience had been introduced and also hugged, we put our gear in the car and hit the road. My aunt had dark, springy curls bundled into a topknot, flyaway eyebrows, and always wore clothing made of flowy materials in natural colors. She had gemstone pendants and beads in a big stack around her neck, and her car smelled like essential oils.

“Mimi tells me you live in a religious community, Patience,” she said when we were on the road.

I died inside on Patience’s behalf.

“Yes, Miss Morgan, in a manner of speaking,” Patience answered. “Our faith is important to us.”

“Please call me Aurora. How often do you go to church?”

“Oh, only once a week and on special occasions.” Patience was keen as ever to downplay the eccentricities of her fundamentalist village.

“Well, I’m glad you were allowed to come and stay with us heathens for Thanksgiving.” Aurora laughed merrily. “Did Mimi tell you I’m a witch?”

Patience didn’t answer. I checked, and she’d gone completely still in the back seat, the color draining from her face.

“Not a satanic witch,” I hastened to explain. “She’s an earth witch. A Wiccan. You know, herbs, candles and full moons.”

Patience didn’t seem much comforted.

“Ghostling told me you all went camping at Blackmere Pool recently—now there’s a place with some Wiccan history! I’ve been to loads of esbats there—”

“Loads of what?” I asked.

“Esbats. Witch parties. I was there for an epic Halloween party only last month!”

Patience had curiosity written across her face. “What did you do?”

“Oh, it was the full shebang, honey! We call it Samhain”—Aurora pronounced it sow-win—“and start by building a huge bonfire. Then we have a silent supper where we set out chairs and meals for the dead so they can join us. Samhain is when the veil is the thinnest, you see—the veil between the dead and the living.” Patience shot me a glance. I pretended not to be listening with all my might. “Then we had a divination ceremony. I got a very spooky message from some random soul, and then we drank mulled wine and danced around the bonfire for hours. I had quite the hangover.”

I said nothing, so Patience asked. “What message did you get?”

“It was from a female spirit. She spelled her initials out as D.P. and wanted to speak to the reaper.” Aurora gave me a wide-eyed look. “I mean, I don’t know how to read the runes like Warlock does, so I suppose this D.P. woman could have been saying anything, but I can’t see any reason for Warlock to make it up.”

It sounded like “Warlock” was taking my aunt and her friends for a ride. I sent Patience a glance that was meant to be reassuring. She repaid me with a wobbly smile.

“Did you see the stone circle when you were there?” Aurora asked. “Oof! Power. That’s where we were sitting when the message came through. That thing buzzes with energy.”

I knew which stone circle she meant. The seven of us had sat in it together during camp, and, well, I had to admit that weekend at Blackmere had catalyzed our powers. Maybe there was more to Aurora’s witching than I’d realized. Dad always scoffed when we talked about it, but Aurora seemed to think it was as ordinary a hobby as birdwatching or crochet.

It was a three-hour drive home to Perry Ridge, so we stopped on the way for dinner. I didn’t love the roadside diner Aurora chose. There were big shades hulking in the corners that made it hard for me to enjoy my burger. And there was a family with teenagers sitting in another booth who stared at Patience as she walked to the bathroom. Patience had no control over her money or clothing because of her parents’ strict rules, so she had to wear crew-neck pastel t-shirts and these hideous grandpa jeans. I glared at the girl and her brother. How dare they judge her?

We got back on the road and drove the final hour. Seeing Mom and Dad was unexpectedly emotional. I got teary and Mom made a fuss, interrogating me about how things were going at school. She had no idea of the truth: I was happy, deliriously happy, at Etherall Valley Academy, for the first time in years. But I’d been murdered by one of my classmates just a few weeks earlier. It was only because of my psychically gifted friends that I’d found my way back from death. They were the reason I was here today, celebrating Thanksgiving with my family. So yeah, I got a little emotional.

I checked my house for shades under the guise of showing Patience around. I even took her down into the basement where Mom had all their laundry hanging up. All clear. Yay, my house wasn’t haunted—well, only by my parents’ damp underwear. There were so many shades at school that I’d come to expect them everywhere. But it was probably the academy’s history as a quarantine station that concentrated them there. That place would have seen a lot of death.

The next thing my mom did was sit me down like she had the most serious of news to break. She asked me if I minded spending Christmas with Aurora.

“Your dad’s work friend has a family member with a chateau in Provence.” Mom wore the face she always got when she was incredibly excited about something but trying not to seem like she cared. “It’s available over Christmas and they said if we want to change our travel dates, we can have it for a week. A whole week. For free!” She attempted to control her voice, which had edged into ecstatic territory. “The catch is, we’d have to leave on the twenty-first of December instead of the twenty-sixth, which means we wouldn’t get to be with you for Christmas.”

I hadn’t done Christmas without my parents before, but this was such an opportunity for them that I didn’t hesitate. “Of course you should go! Lucien and I can hang with Aurora. It’ll be fun.” I smiled at my aunt, who beamed back.

“Oh, but Lucien is going to stay in Québec with Collette,” Mom said, fidgeting with her collar. “He says it’s not worth coming over if we won’t be here, and they’re saving for the wedding anyway.”

No parents and no brother. Okay. “That’s fine, Mom. What a score—a chateau in Provence over Christmas!” I held up my hand for a fist bump, and Mom gave it joyfully.

Of course, she then had to check I really meant it so many times that I was obliged to become stern and order her never to ask me again or there’d be trouble. We had snacks and played a card game, and pretty quickly, Mom fell in love with Patience’s beautiful manners and gentle way of talking. My parents were both fascinated when they discovered she was from Dale’s Run.

“I’m surprised your family was okay with you coming to stay with us,” Dad said tactlessly. “I mean, we’re not exactly hardened criminals, but we don’t go to church at all.”

“I attend a chanting circle every week,” Aurora said helpfully.

Patience and I avoided each other’s eyes. Ms. Deering was the singular reason we’d been able to smuggle Patience out of the school for Thanksgiving break. Truth was, if Patience’s family knew where she was spending the holiday, they’d probably hose her down with holy water.

Not even kidding.
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Rules Are Made to Be Bent
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“Here.” I passed the remaining chocolate to Patience. “Take it away from me before I make myself sick.”

She took it obediently. We were side by side on the mattress Mom had dragged into my room. My pajamas were Hello Kitty and hers were blue plaid flannelette. I was holding my phone so Patience could see it while we messaged with the other five, and she was brushing her flaxen hair. I’d never seen her wear it down before, and it was glorious—just how I imagined straw spun into gold would look whenever Mom read me “Rumpelstiltskin” as a kid. But after brushing it for ages, she wove it into two plaits again.

A private message popped up from Drew: Still thinking about this afternoon.

Patience saw it before I could whisk the phone away. She turned her ice-blue eyes onto me, her cheeks growing pink. “This afternoon?”

“We didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “We just said goodbye.”

She nodded solemnly. I texted him a quick reply, phone tilted away from Patience. Me too. Probably going to dream about you.

Patience said, “Drew’s much happier since you came to EVA.”

How could I not want to hear more about that? “What do you mean?”

“He was unhappy for such a long time. He was in pain, in his heart. Then when you came, it all changed in an instant. Even when he was trying not to spend time with you, I could see how much more joy he had in his soul.”

I snorted. “Come on, even I could see Drew was miserable. He was like a localized monsoon in the corner of homeroom every morning, and that was after I arrived.”

She shook her head. “He was conflicted, of course. I wasn’t sure why, because he didn’t tell me at first that you were the girl he’d had the vision about. But before you arrived, he was hopeless. Weary. He might have been worried and uncomfortable after you turned up, but at least he wasn’t sad anymore.”

Drew messaged: I do most of my dreaming about you while I’m awake.

I glowed, inside and out, from Patience’s words and Drew’s message. I reached across her for another square of chocolate.

What are you doing right now? I asked him.

“I was worried about him but didn’t know what to do about it.” Patience was staring unseeingly at my bookshelf now. “He would sink into these gloomy moods and nothing I said helped. He told me he wanted to leave the school.”

“Why?”

“To punish Ms. Deering and split us up. He thought it was dangerous, the way she was bringing us together and encouraging our gifts.”

I thought back to that period when Drew had blamed himself for the deaths he foresaw. My heart hurt for him—for both of them. “That must have been tough on you, too. You were bearing the burden of his pain as well as your own.”

She gave a small shrug. “He was the only person who accepted me for who I was. The others were nice to me, but they didn’t understand me like Drew did.”

I experienced a twinge of jealousy and couldn’t help asking, “You two are so close ... Was it ever anything more than friendship?”

She met my gaze. “I don’t think of him that way.”

I studied her face. Cannot relate. “Do you think of anyone that way?”

“No. I don’t like any boys—romantically.”

“But didn’t you say your father has some guy lined up to, um, what was it? Court you?”

She was going pink again. “I’ll come to love my husband, I’m sure, when I marry him.”

“Don’t you want to love him before that? You know, to feel a spark?”

“I don’t think I’m made that way,” she said softly, picking at the blanket between us. “I don’t feel”—she dropped her voice to a whisper—“aroused when I look at any boy.”

A message came through from Drew: Trying to write. It’s hard to concentrate, though.

Me: I’ll stop distracting you.

Drew: I want to be distracted by you.

I smiled, clutching my phone, and realized too late that Patience had seen the screen again.

“I don’t know why Ms. Deering is stopping you and Drew from being more than friends, and it must be awful,” she said, breaking off a chocolate square. “But I suppose you should probably do as she says.”

***
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In the morning, while Patience was showering, I crept into my parents’ room and clambered in between them in bed. Dad was still dozing but Mom was sitting up doing a word puzzle. I helped her solve it, then she put down her phone and opened her arms. I snuggled in happily. I was slightly taller than her, so I scooched down in the bed so I could pretend I was small, resting my head against her chest.

“Tell me what’s going on at school,” she said. “Are you still friends with that Mona girl? And are you dating that boy who took you to the dance?”

I confirmed that Mona was one of my dearest friends—and Gabe, too. She seemed a little disappointed to hear I wasn’t dating anyone, and I contemplated telling her about Drew but decided against it. Thanks to Ms. Deering’s weird ruling, after all, we weren’t dating. If Mom had asked if I was in love with anyone, the answer would have been different.

“I suppose you don’t get a lot of time for socializing, with all your schoolwork,” she said.

“We have free time in the common room every night,” I told her. “We can hang out and watch a documentary on the TV or do the giant jigsaw puzzle. It’s got five thousand pieces. I work on it with my friend Olivia sometimes.”

“Do you often use those weekend passes your dorm supervisor told me about? I know you did once or twice last month because I got messages from you on the weekend.”

“Yeah. We go out for a few hours sometimes. There’s a cool market in Etherall Valley. They do a killer gozleme.” I smiled to myself, thinking of that day I’d spent with Drew. “And I’ve been to the botanical garden.”

“Have you?” She was surprised. “I didn’t know that was your thing.”

“It’s not, but it was really nice. I’m expanding my horizons.”

“That’s brilliant, honey.” Mom squeezed me. “It all sounds perfect. Is there anything ...” She paused. “I mean, I don’t want to be negative, but are there any problems? Has anything ... difficult been happening?”

“No,” I said quickly.

She was silent. I glanced up, and Mom wore a skeptical face.

I relented. “Okay, I skipped PE one day and nearly got a warning. But that was just after I started at EVA. I’ve been good ever since.”

“Oh, I knew about that,” she said with a laugh. “Your dorm head notified me.”

I shook my head. “There are no secrets at EVA.”

“She also told me about an incident with an old well ...?”

I tensed in Mom’s arms. “Really? That was just a random accident. No one got hurt.” My thoughts drifted back over the time I’d tried to help Axel retrieve his library books from the broken grille on the old well in the school grounds. I’d crashed through the grille and Axel had to save me, dragging me out. A week later, he tried to kill me. Why hadn’t he just allowed me to fall into the well that day? Then he wouldn’t have been a murderer. A sinister asshole, yes, but not a murderer. Maybe he needed to cause my death to claim my power.

“I was very concerned. I wrote to the school’s board about it.”

“Mom! The school had the grille repaired the very next day. You can’t send me to school at a renovated quarantine station and expect there to be no dangerous historical structures there.”

“Well, the board assured me that they’d discuss filling in the well in future. They were very responsive.”

You think you’re living an independent life away from your parents, but in the background, they’re communicating with staff about you in minute detail. I sighed. It was a good thing our dorm head Ms. Samvedi didn’t know some of the other things that had gone on in my life recently. I pictured my mom’s face if she heard the real story, trying to decide whether she would be proud of me for surviving murder or just freak the hell out. Could I ever tell her the truth?

I imagined myself at college someday, home for another Thanksgiving, sitting on the porch with Mom, telling her the complicated truth of what really happened to me in high school. Telling her I’d discovered a circle of friends who also had psychic gifts, and we were guided by a sentry who protected us—beneath the ruse of a gifted program led by a wellbeing mentor. That our powers had grown stronger since we’d united.

That it turned out that the ghosts who’d haunted me since I was little were there to protect me. They occasionally summoned all their energy to touch something in the physical realm simply so they could help me. Then they blinked out of existence.

That there was a secret society called the Order of Aster in Menoa County, and the Asterions knew about the seven of us. That there was a breakaway group of Asterions who’d gone rogue, who called us the Transcendents and believed we would guide them to an ancient lost city in the time of a great flood. That they would stop at nothing to use our gifts to save their asses from this prophesied natural disaster.

That some of them even believed our powers would pass into them if they killed us. That a rogue Asterion had attempted to abduct one of our group. That another, Axel, had been inserted into the student body at EVA, where he befriended me and eventually drowned me in a local water hole to steal my gift. That it hadn’t worked, and my friends had united their powers to save me and I’d found my way back from death with the help of my ghost, Hannah.

That we’d then learned that our principal, Mr. Boxe, was an elder in the Order of Aster, and he’d conspired with a psychiatrist to gather us at his academy so he could watch over and protect us from the rogue Asterions. That the psychiatrist, Dr. Mayer, had seen five of us at various points in our adolescence, and had manipulated our parents so we were all enrolled at EVA.

It was a lot.

I looked up at Mom and found her gazing absently at a framed photo of me, her, Dad and my brother Lucien. They were all beaming at the camera; I was glowering. There was a long period during my teen years that I never smiled. I was too isolated and anxious. A lot of the time, I couldn’t even leave the house.

Mom glanced down at me. “I’m so happy with how things have turned out for you, honey. I never would have imagined, if someone had told me six months ago, that you’d be thriving at your new school, with some lovely friends—and perfectly happy for us to leave you with your aunt for Christmas.” She frowned. “You’re still okay with that, right?”

I laughed. “Yes, Mom!”

Her features relaxed and she squeezed me again. “I’m so grateful. So grateful that things are uncomplicated these days.”

Yeah. I wouldn’t be telling her the complicated truth anytime soon.

***
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It was a good day. I spent a lot of time messaging with Drew, playing board games with Patience and my family, and eating. My mom’s love language was feeding people, and she loved me a lot. It became clear that she also loved Patience quite a bit.

Patience relaxed as the day wore on, and, during the games at least, the excitable and super-competitive side of her came out. But aside from that, she was so polite and reserved that it startled my parents and aunt. She was first to help clear the table or offer to load the dishwasher. First to fold the washing or sweep the kitchen floor (we had a robot vacuum cleaner, but Patience regarded it with mistrust and preferred the broom). And she did it so quietly and efficiently, it was like having a servant. I could see it made Mom and Dad uncomfortable.

And she didn’t understand the Alston-Morgan brand of affectionate torment. That night, tidying up after dinner, I gave my dad an epic butt whipping with a twisted tea towel. He howled so loud, it left Aurora, Mom and I crying laughing. Then I noticed Patience standing with her back up against the kitchen counter, watching my dad with big, horrified eyes. She was waiting for him to turn on us, I realized. It twisted a blade deep inside me to see how her father had conditioned her to fear authority figures. My dad was trying valiantly to get retribution, and I couldn’t even engage in battle properly because Patience looked totally traumatized.

Aurora noticed, too. I caught her watching Patience from time to time, a little frown between her wild eyebrows.

“Is your friend okay?” she asked me softly before bed, while Mom and Patience were rinsing the hot chocolate cups.

I knew what she meant. “For now. Our teacher is looking out for her. That’s why she’s here.”

A look of comprehension came over Aurora’s face. “How long until she’s eighteen?”

“Just a few weeks.”

“Good. I hope she leaves home as soon as she can.” My aunt retied her topknot. “Maybe I can come and take you both for an outing sometime, on a weekend during semester. What do you say, Ghostling?”

I smiled at her. “Let’s do that.” 

Patience’s family would hate it, but as far as I was concerned, she needed some heathen feminist role models in her life.
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Regretting Our Choices
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I woke in the middle of the night and realized we’d left my bedside lamp on. And there was a woman in the corner of my bedroom.

I repressed the instinct to scream and scrambled into a sitting position. “Hello,” I breathed, trying not to wake Patience.

“Hello, dear,” she responded, lips motionless.

The ghost wore a red cardigan buttoned over a white blouse, with a navy pencil skirt, stockings and low-heeled shoes. Her hair was elaborately styled into dark blonde curls that sat on her shoulders, her mouth lipsticked to a shiny red. Her eyes were, as with all my ghosts, in shadow. She looked like she was from the 1950s, but not the rockabilly chic some people wore nowadays. This was authentic, somehow—something about the worn-in look of her cardigan and the delicate lace on her collar.

“I’m Mimi,” I whispered.

“Mrs. Doreen Patrick,” she said in a pleasant, poised voice with the hint of a Southern accent.

Now I was over the initial shock, I was bouncing with excitement inside. I kept it under wraps so I didn’t spook her, which was kind of ironic.

“What should I call you?” I asked.

“I suppose, if we’re going to be spending a lot of time together, you ought to use my Christian name. My friends call me Dorrie.”

“Thanks. Will you tell me about yourself?”

She came to sit on the edge of my bed and smoothed her skirt. I picked up the faintest hint of perfume: something with orange and jasmine notes. She told me how she was thirty-one years old when she died. She’d lived with her salesman husband, Morris, and had three children: a girl and two boys. She loved to give dinner parties. Her husband was becoming good friends with his boss, who sometimes took them out on his boat during weekends. Her mother lived on the same block. They’d been talking about a trip to California during the summer, but that was before the accident.

“My neighbor, Shirley—well, her husband Arthur, really—had just got a brand spanking new car. A Dodge. Gosh, it was lovely. A beautiful, sparkling blue, with chrome trim. My Morris said it was pure extravagance on Arthur’s salary, but I thought it was grand. Well, Shirley said to me one morning, after the children had gone off to school and we’d done our housework, ‘Dorrie, come with me into town. I need a new frock for my brother’s wedding and want your opinion. We’ll take the Dodge.’

“Of course I said yes. I put on my nicest skirt, and off we went. What a fine car.” She sighed. “Shirley wasn’t a very good driver. How we giggled over all her near misses! Then she was trying to change gears and couldn’t get the clutch in; I looked up, and there he was, a tiny little fella on the road, right in front of us. I screamed, and Shirley looked up and screamed, too. She pulled the steering wheel as hard as she could to avoid him. We went right into a milk truck coming the other way.

“It was a terrible accident. I looked over and saw Shirley hanging half out of the window—dead. I was crushed in my seat but I don’t remember any pain at all. I slipped out and stood there beside the Dodge for a time, looking at myself, dead in the car, and Shirley too. And the truck driver, out cold, lying across his steering wheel. Smashed glass and broken milk bottles everywhere. I checked on the little fella, but he was fine, thank heavens.”

She sat back, her story complete. I wasn’t quite sure what to say. Did I offer my condolences?

“You’re alive?” Dorrie asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “But I can speak to the dead.”

“Oh, yes. I’m well aware of that.”

Because she was talking to me now? Or was I becoming famous among the departed?

Dorrie seemed to be inspecting me. “You remind me of my cousin, Elsie. She claimed she had the second sight and used to go around yammering to people we couldn’t see. I thought she was plum out of her mind until I died and realized some of us stay around. Funny thing is, Elsie couldn’t see me. I went to visit her on purpose, and it was as if I didn’t exist. Made me wonder if she’d been playacting all those years.”

I liked Dorrie. “When did you die? What year?”

“Mimi?” It was Patience’s sleepy voice. “Are you talking to me?”

I opened my mouth to say I’d been talking in my sleep, then stopped myself. Why hide it from her? Patience knew the truth about me. A rush of liberation made me smile and reach over to grab her hand.

“A new ghost has come through. This is Mrs. Dorrie Patrick.” I indicated her.

“Oh!” Patience was wide awake in an instant, staring at the wrong spot on my bed. “Hello, ma’am.”

Dorrie went and sat on the chair in the corner, the one I hung my semi-clean clothes over. She sat very upright, with excellent posture, and rummaged in her purse. Maybe the ghosts preferred not to chat while I was communicating with the living? If Mona were here, she’d have written that down in her secret notebook.

“Why aren’t you frightened of them?” Patience whispered.

“I used to be terrified. They scared the hell—the heck out of me. But then I realized they’ve got my back.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Dorrie’s on my side. And the ones I had before. Albert, Marvin and Hannah. The shades ... I’m not so sure.”

They all knew about the shades. It was a tough habit to kick, but I was trying not to keep secrets from the gifted group these days. Mona had speculated that the shades had come back with me from the other side—the gray place. She thought they were an evolution of the little shadows that used to swirl in my peripheral vision—patches of darkness that reacted to my mood.

“What do the shades do?” Patience asked me now.

“Nothing. They just hover around. There’s one in the gifted class cottage and a bunch around the school.” And one that hung around Drew constantly. That was the only one I’d never spoken about, although I wasn’t sure why. “Mona thinks the playing field might have been a graveyard for the quarantine station, once.”

She couldn’t repress a shudder. “I’d faint from fright, Mimi.”

I smiled at her. It felt good to think I was brave enough to deal with the dead. Patience lay back down but kept her eyes on me.

“How old you when your first ghost came through?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. The first one I remember seeing was when I was four. That was Walter—the one who gave me this.” I held up my hand to show her the stump where half my middle finger was missing, and Patience’s eyes widened. “He didn’t mean to—he grabbed on to my fingers to stop me running across a bridge that was about to collapse. The finger got frostbite and had to be amputated.”

“What did you think when you first saw him coming through from ... the other side?” she asked.

“Well, I didn’t actually notice him until he was in the room with me. I wasn’t as observant when I was four. I know what to look for now: a blurry shape. It’s like they’re standing behind a frosted window that slowly moves closer to me. It usually takes a few weeks for them to come into focus, but Dorrie came through quicker than normal. It only took her a week.”

“Because your gift is stronger now. Since Blackmere Pool—the stone circle your aunt talked about.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. What about you? When did you first realize you could conjure?”

I thought it would be a pleasant memory for her. I had visions of her as an adorable, fair-haired five-year-old, bringing a teddy bear into existence or maybe conjuring a crayon to draw with after finding there was no red in the box. But Patience’s face dimmed.

“I was nine. I’d felt the conjuring happening before that, but it always stopped before anything formed. This time was different. My brothers had borrowed my father’s pocketknife without asking. They lost it. Father was looking for it all over the house and he was growing suspicious that one of us had taken it. I overheard Matthias whispering with Samuel, saying, ‘You tell him!’, ‘No, you!’, and I realized what had happened. I went into a panic. I knew how much trouble they’d get into when Father found out. Then a little cloud of sparkly dust started building above my hand and it gradually turned into a pocketknife just like Father’s. I was so happy—I thought it was a gift from the angels. I ran up to Father and gave it to him, and it disintegrated before our eyes. I’ve never seen him so frightened. Then he was angry. He told me I’d been making deals with the bad man.”

I stared blankly.

“Lucifer,” she whispered.

I scowled. “Way to scar a nine-year-old, Mr. Rose.”

A tiny smile quirked Patience’s mouth. “Don’t worry. I don’t believe that anymore. I think our gifts are from God.”

I tipped my chin up. “Even mine?”

She laughed. “Even yours. I think they’ve come from Heaven, your ghosts.”

“And the shades?”

A flicker of doubt crossed her face, but she kept up the smile. “Yes, even the shades.”

***
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To my disappointment, Dorrie didn’t say much after her official introduction. She hung around, appearing in the yard while Patience and I made a gigantic leaf pile to jump into, or inspecting the cabinet that housed a fancy tea set my great-grandmother had bequeathed to Mom. During dinner, Dorrie sat in the empty chair at the table.

She didn’t speak to me again until the night before Thanksgiving, while I was up late exchanging messages with Drew. Patience was asleep nearby.

Drew: I was thinking. On your birthday weekend, you should get a day pass and I’ll take you to the gallery in Etherall Valley. I mean, your art is way better than anything in there, but you might find it interesting.

Me: That would be amazing! And you’re obviously not much of an art critic if you think my stuff is better than things in an actual gallery.

Drew: I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like.

Me: I don’t know much about galleries, but I know I like visiting them with you.

Drew: That’s an untested theory because we’ve never visited a gallery together before.

Me: True, but it’s a strong theory, based on reliable data.

Drew: Which is?

Me: That I like doing anything and everything as long as you’re there, too.

Drew: You are far too easily pleased. What’s your favorite food?

Me: Why?

Drew: Because I want to make sure you at least enjoy lunch, just in case the gallery is terrible.

Me: Granny Goopy waffles, I think. Or gozleme.

Drew: Done. You’re going to be so carb-loaded by the end of the day, you’ll be able to take on an endurance event.

Me: Is the endurance event kissing?

Drew: Mimi, don’t do this to me.

Me: Come on. It’ll be my birthday!

Drew: Well, I guess the birthday girl gets what the birthday girl wants. That’s the rules, right?

Me: You were way too easy to convince.

Drew: Hey, I don’t make the rules.

The inane flirting continued, only getting more and more personal and thrilling, until it was ridiculously late and Ms. Deering would have hit the roof if she’d seen what we were saying—after hitting me with a fire extinguisher because I was practically en flambé inside my Hello Kitty jammies. 

Orange and jasmine tickled my nose. “That’s enough, child.”

I’d forgotten Dorrie was there, and my head snapped up. “Huh?”

“Put your telephone down and stop your nonsense.” She shifted in her chair and gave me what I could only assume was a stern and direct look through those shadowed eyes.

Wow. That was a mood killer.

Dorrie spoke again on the day before Aurora was due to drive us back to school. Thanksgiving morning. I woke up late and checked my phone for messages from Drew (always the first thing I did) and was alarmed to discover six missed calls from Ms. Deering. I called back immediately, but it went to voicemail.

Patience had obviously been awake for ages. “Look.” I showed her the string of missed calls.

“That’s strange. I hope everyone’s all right.”

I jumped on the group chat and checked in with the other five, but everyone was fine.

Mona: Maybe she’s got some information for us? Something about Dr. Mayer or the Lydenburg papers.

Cassie: Or “White Fox.”

This was a jab at Mona, who’d been low-key obsessed with White Fox since we were invited into an anonymous chat with someone using that pseudonym a few weeks earlier. White Fox had had the gall to say we should split up, go to different schools and stay away from one another, something we were totally not going to do. Mona loved speculating about White Fox’s identity. For her, the puzzle was often more interesting than the solution.

Mona: If Ms. Deering heard anything about White Fox or the papers, I think she’d be trying to call me, not Mimi.

Drew: I wonder if it’s something to do with Patience. Is there a chance her parents could be heading to Etherall Valley to visit her for Thanksgiving?

I chewed my lip and looked at Patience, who was obliviously reading a fairy romance novel she’d found on my bookshelf. Her cheeks were a little pink. Maybe she’d found one of the spicy bits.

“Take care, child,” Dorrie said. “Stay meek.”

“Meek?” I echoed, but she just went back to sitting in silence.

Gabe: I can almost feel you fretting across the county, Mimi. I’m sure Ms. Deering will be in touch again soon.

A loud conversation had begun out in the entrance hall, so I put down my phone and went to check what was going on. I paused at the threshold between the bedrooms and the living room. There were men’s voices: my dad’s and someone else. Someone who sounded pissed.

“Excuse me.” Aurora’s voice rose high and clear. “You can’t come into our house and start ordering us around!”

“Why don’t I put the kettle on?” came Mom’s plea. “We can have a cup of tea and get to the bottom of this.”

“I don’t want any tea,” said the unknown man. “I just want my daughter.”

“Father.” Patience choked out the word at my shoulder. I jerked around and found her standing behind me, her face stark white.

“Shit,” I whispered and made a dash for the entrance.

Adam Rose, big and red-faced, was standing in our house. His glare was fixed on my father, who stood opposite him with a wary expression.

Dad saw me. “Mimi, help us out. I think there’s been a misunderstanding somewhere along the line. Adam here thinks Patience has run away from the school.”

“No,” I managed. “No, she’s fine, Mr. Rose. I just—I didn’t like to see her staying at school for Thanksgiving break, so I invited her to come here.”

“She didn’t ask our permission,” Mr. Rose rumbled.

“No, I told her not to.” I had to take full blame to protect Patience. “I nagged her and nagged her and told her not to say anything to you because you might say no, and I really wanted her to stay with us—”

“Mimi!” Mom said in dismay. “Is that true?”

“Yes. I didn’t think her parents would agree, so I pushed her to organize it in secret.” Mr. Rose looked like his forehead veins were going to burst. “Sorry,” I added.

“Mimi,” Dad sighed.

“No, it was my fault.” Patience’s voice came behind me. I whirled around, trying to tell her not to say another word just using my eyes. She ignored me. “Mimi invited me. I wanted to come, so I said yes. I ought to have told you, Father. I’m sorry.”

He stepped toward us, and I scooted sideways, suddenly scared. But he reached for Patience and took her by the arm. She flinched, although it wasn’t a rough movement.

“Get your things,” he told her, his voice hard. He released her and she went back to my room. Instantly.

“Wait,” I said to Mr. Rose. “I know you’ve come a long way, sir, but please can she stay for one last night? We were driving back to school tomorrow anyway. She’s been amazing here—so good. Right, Mom? She does everything—all the chores—and she prays before bed every single night and she’s like an angel. She’s such a good influence on me! Right, Mom?”

My mother was too flummoxed by the situation to catch on, but Aurora attempted to help me out. “That’s true. Patience is a very good girl, Mr. Rose.”

He cast her a look that took in her flowy pants, pentagram pendant and Witch, please t-shirt. “She’s my daughter and she’s coming with me.”

There was a truly horrible two-minute wait in the entrance hall while my parents made a vague attempt at small talk and Aurora did the best thing she could have done—went back into the kitchen. Patience appeared with her bag and gave me a small nod.

“Thanks, Mimi.” She turned to my parents. “Thank you for having me, Mr. and Mrs. Alston.”

My mom went by Ms. Alston-Morgan but she let it slide. She stepped toward Patience to hug her, but Patience made the tiniest movement backward, her gaze dropping and cheeks turning pink. Mom realized her mistake and kept her arms at her sides. Mr. Rose held the door open and Patience went out without looking at him.

The door swung shut behind them and I stood in desperate paralysis for a few moments, then raced out, following them down the driveway to where Mr. Rose and Patience were climbing into his farm truck.

“It really was my fault,” I called.

He didn’t even look around. He slammed the door, started his truck with a clatter of old engine parts and reversed out. They roared away down the road.
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Two Down
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I spoke to Ms. Deering on the phone straight after the Roses left. She said Adam Rose had turned up at the academy, demanding to see Patience, and had learned where she was from the staff. She also said she would drive to Dale’s Run to talk to the Roses and told me I shouldn’t worry. That it wasn’t my fault.

My parents weren’t pleased with me over what had happened, but more than anything, they were worried about Patience. “I don’t like seeing kids stuck in fundamentalist communities like that,” Dad grumbled for about the twentieth time over our subdued Thanksgiving lunch. “She’s going to grow up with warped views of herself and her role in society. I mean, she probably thinks her whole life’s purpose is obedience to men and popping out babies.”

“Preaching to the choir here, Kevin.” Aurora was caustic.

Dad looked at the three of us and laughed sheepishly. “Yeah, sorry. I’m just ...”

“Worried,” Mom finished for him.

“Ms. Deering will sort it out,” I said. “Adam Rose is no match for her.”

But when Aurora drove me back to school on Wednesday afternoon, she made me promise I’d contact her if I thought Patience needed help. “I’ve got a friend in Child Protective Services,” she said. “I can report the situation if you think it’s necessary. I did not get a good vibe from that man. His aura was all over the place.”

That momentarily distracted me. “Can you really see auras?”

“Of course.” She flicked me a smile. “You were never very open to my witchy stuff before, Ghostling. You’ve changed.”

“You think?”

“Well, you’ve changed in the obvious ways. You know, like you actually seem to enjoy life again. And you’ve started wearing colors other than shades of doom.”

I laughed. “Yes, the academy saved me.”

“I’m so glad. I was extremely worried about you for a few years there.”

“I’ve got friends now, and they like me for who I am, no matter what.” I studied her profile. “What does my aura look like?”

I might have been wrong, but it seemed like a touch of discomfort crossed my aunt’s face. However, she sounded normal when she answered. “It’s unusual. White light, with dark spikes leading out into a gray fade.”

“That sounds like a unique hairstyle.”

She smiled. “Patience’s is unusual, too. Multicolored sparkles. Not what I would have expected from an oppressed member of a fundamentalist cult.”

A tiny pang of jealousy hit. Typical. Patience had the psychic presence of a My Little Pony while I was over here like Gloomy Bear. Sometimes it would be nice to be the sparkly one.

At school, I hugged my aunt goodbye and went through the spiked iron gates. I passed the giant, bare-branched oak tree that sat in front of the admin block and made my way to the two-story girls’ dormitory with its spires and grinning gargoyles. Crows cawed like they were cheering my return. I ignored them, pretending it was perfectly normal for crows to hop along the ground after a person as they crossed the school lawn.

Cassie was already in her room, talking to her bat. Patience had conjured a roosting box for her oak wardrobe last month and I found Cassie entreating the bat to stay in there for the day. All Sir Percival wanted to do was live in Cassie’s hair. She always had to wear her thick red curls down nowadays to conceal her little sidekick. I wondered what color a beastmaster’s aura would be. If I had to guess, I’d say brown. And furry.

“Mona and Patience aren’t back yet,” she told me, laying out a puppy accident pad on her wardrobe floor.

Mona was a weekday boarder who lived locally, so she probably wouldn’t come back to school until the morning, but I’d hoped Patience would be back in the dorm by now. Obviously I’d already told everyone in our chat group what happened, but I sat on Cassie’s bed and gave her the full, unabridged version, describing the look on Mr. Rose’s face when he turned up at our house. She went quiet and stared at her bedroom wall, finger-combing her curls.
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