
  
    [image: Inspired by Frost]
  


  
    
      INSPIRED BY FROST

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ALICIA RADES

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2016 Alicia Rades

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any matter whatsoever without written permission from the author except in brief quotations used in articles and reviews.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Published by Crystallite Publishing.

        Produced in the United States of America.

        Edited by Emerald Barnes.

        Cover design by Clarissa Yeo of Yocla Designs.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my mother-in-law Deb, who constantly encourages and inspires.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      My fingers quivered as I reached for the dress’s zipper and a wave of nausea hit me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, hoping the dizziness would pass. The dressing room spun around me, and I braced myself against the bench in the corner for support. I opened my eyes and fixed them on a spot on the floor. Then the realization of what was happening hit me.

      Not again, I thought. Not now.

      The last few months had been fairly passive as far as my psychic abilities went. I had been practicing how to use them in case something like this happened again, but to have it happen now of all times was a bit of a shock. I was becoming a better psychic, and I had almost fully mastered the little things, but I still didn’t know how to control my body when a ghost came around.

      I lowered myself to the bench. The lavender dress still hung loose around my shoulders. I took a deep breath to steady myself, and when I looked up, there she was.

      I could tell she was dead, partly due to the feeling I was getting. The other reason I knew she was dead was because I could see straight through her like she wasn’t entirely there. Judging by how transparent she was, I knew she didn’t have much time.

      She had long brown hair, but nothing about her was particularly striking. I probably wouldn’t remember her if I saw her on the street.

      “Crystal?” she asked.

      I didn’t know how, but whenever a ghost came to me for help, he or she always knew my name and could tell that I could see them.

      I wanted to help her. I always wanted to help anyone who came to me, but I was hoping I could enjoy a day of shopping with my mom for my maid of honor dress without any interruptions. Now that she was here, though, I couldn’t push her away, not when she needed my help.

      “What?” I managed breathlessly in almost a whisper so no one else would hear.

      “My name is Melissa,” the girl said. “And I need your help.”

      I swallowed. “How? How can I help you?” I tried to keep my tone as friendly as I could, but it came out sounding more urgent than I wanted it to.

      “You need to save her.”

      “Save who?” Ghosts always had this way of telling me what to do without actually telling me what to do.

      “Sage.”

      Sage? I didn’t know any Sage. How could I help someone I didn’t even know? I knew that fact alone would make this mission difficult.

      “Sage Anderson,” Melissa clarified.

      “How? How can I save her? What’s wrong with her?” I kept my voice to a low whisper.

      Melissa blinked and shook her head in sadness. “She’s too young. I don’t want her to suffer the same fate.”

      “Huh?” was all I could say.

      Then Melissa’s eyes locked on mine. “If you can’t save Sage, she’s going to die. She’ll take her last breath the next time you wear that dress. That is, unless you can save her.”

      My breath caught in my chest the same moment Melissa vanished. Something about her words, the way they seemed so final, told me she wasn’t coming back. That was the first and last time I would see her.

      A million questions raced through my head. Who is Sage? How is she going to die? How can I save her? Will I be able to save her?

      A knock at the dressing room door startled me from my thoughts.

      “Crystal, are you okay? What’s taking so long?” my mother asked.

      “Yeah,” I called back, my voice wavering. I took a quick breath to calm my nerves. “I’m fine. I just… I can’t reach the zipper.” I unlocked the dressing room door and held it open a crack. “Can you help me?”

      My mom pushed her way into the dressing room. It was a tight fit, but we were both small people. She was dressed in her regular jeans and tee since she’d already picked out her dress weeks ago. Now, with only four weeks left until the wedding, it felt like we were getting down to crunch time. It’s not like the wedding was going to be huge or anything. It was just going to be family and close friends at one of the hotels here in the city.

      My body shook slightly as my mom zipped up my dress and I thought about a girl whose life supposedly depended on me. I tried not to let it show, and even though I was always bad at hiding things, I didn’t think my mother noticed my unease.

      “How does that feel?” she asked once she had my zipper up.

      I smoothed down the fabric and took a look at myself in the mirror. The dress had a tank-style lace top with a ribbon around the waist. The skirt fell just above my knees. It looked so good on me that I hardly noticed my nonexistent hips and flat chest. Best of all, the lace top complemented my mother’s gown.

      “I love it,” I told her, but Melissa’s words still echoed in my head. She’ll take her last breath the next time you wear that dress. That meant that if we went with this one, I had until the wedding to save a girl I didn’t even know. A mere month’s time didn’t seem like enough. “But, I don’t know,” I added. “Maybe we should keep looking.” It didn’t seem right to wear this dress and seal in Sage’s fate.

      “Well, come on,” I heard Sophie’s voice from outside the dressing room. “Let’s see it on you!”

      My mom and I emerged from the changing room. I glanced through the shop windows. The sun hung low in the sky. Since Mom ran a business with Sophie and Diane, her two best friends and bridesmaids, we had to go shopping when their shop was closed and everyone could get together away from work. On a normal day, the setting sun might bring thoughts of Robin to my mind and make me wonder how much time I would have to spend with him tonight before my curfew. But today, the setting sun only made me feel like time was already running out to save a girl I didn’t even know.

      Sophie and Diane were wearing the same dress I was. I eyed them and couldn’t help but wonder if they could somehow assist me before it was too late for Sage. Like me, mom and her friends were all psychic. It’s how they became friends in college and ended up opening their Halloween-themed shop, Divination, in my hometown.

      Maybe, I thought, they can help me figure out what Melissa meant and who she was talking about. The thing was that in the past when they’d tried to help—like when I’d found a little girl named Hope who’d been abducted—they couldn’t see anything about the situation. It was like the universe wanted me to do it all on my own.

      “I like them,” Diane said, twirling around in her own dress. She was a bigger woman, but the dress still looked great on her. In fact, it looked fantastic on all of us.

      “It looks like we’ve found the one,” Sophie agreed.

      They both admired their new wedding attire in the full-length mirrors on the dressing room doors. I followed their gazes and noticed my fallen face. We couldn’t choose this one, could we?

      She’ll take her last breath the next time you wear that dress.

      If I never wore this dress again, that would mean she wouldn’t die, right? I tried to put on a smile, but I wasn’t sure how successful I was at it. Should I tell them? Is it worth ruining this special day?

      Sophie turned to me. “Crystal, are you okay?”

      I was never good at hiding my emotions with anyone, but it was impossible to hide behind a smile in front of Sophie. She was an empath, which meant she could feel other people’s emotions and influence them.

      I felt the tears stinging at my eyes already. I bit my lip to hold them back, but I couldn’t help it. I flung myself into Sophie’s arms and let a tear fall down my cheek. I shook my head. “No,” I answered. “I’m not okay.”

      Suddenly, everyone was at my side. I didn’t know where the lady who was helping us earlier went, but right now, it was just me, Mom, Sophie, and Diane, and I was grateful for that. I needed the privacy.

      “Sweetie, what’s wrong?” my mom asked.

      Everyone went quiet for a beat while I composed myself. After I released Sophie, she led me over to one of the nearby chairs and sat me down.

      I took a deep breath. “It’s happening again. I—I saw someone in the dressing room.”

      They all exchanged glances, looking for something to say. My mother knelt beside me and took my hand. “It’s okay. You can tell us.”

      I nodded. I knew that much. It was a secret we all shared together. The thing was that I was the only one of all of us who could see ghosts. It felt like an overwhelming responsibility.

      “She said her name was Melissa. She warned me that someone was going to die and that I needed to help her. I really don’t want to see someone die if there’s something I can do about it.” I didn’t add what I really wanted to say: I’m terrified.

      “Sweetie, you know we’re always here for you, right?” my mom said.

      I nodded again, but I knew there was meaning behind those words that she wouldn’t voice aloud. They were there for me emotionally, but their abilities couldn’t help me.

      “Did she say anything else?” Diane asked.

      I nodded again and spoke so softly that even if someone was close by, they wouldn’t overhear. “She said that the girl who needed help was named—”

      “How are you ladies liking that dress?” a voice interrupted. The woman who was helping us before returned.

      We all shifted to look at her. A girl a little older than me with dark red hair, pale skin, and freckles across her nose stood next to her.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” the lady said, “but I have a family emergency. If you need anything, you can ask Sage.” The lady gestured to the young woman beside her.

      My heart stopped.
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      I forced down the lump in my throat. This had to be the girl Melissa was talking about. I mean, how common is the name Sage, and why would I meet this girl here immediately after I received a warning if it wasn’t her? I knew it was her and that if I didn’t do anything, she was going to die.

      Sage put on a friendly smile and introduced herself to each of us. I wasn’t as good as Sophie was at it, but I could get feelings about people’s emotions if I touched them. When Sage held out her hand to me, I rose from my seat and put on my best smile. I shook her hand, hoping to learn something from it.

      I must have thought I would get all my answers right away, like how she was going to die, but all I got was a feeling of terror—her terror—when I touched her. She was afraid of something or someone, only I didn’t know what or who.

      How are you going to die, Sage? I wondered. How can I help?

      But what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t tell her she was going to die and hope she’d let me know how. Surely, she wouldn’t believe me, and it would only make things worse as far as my involvement went. I had to find some way to get close to her so I could investigate her impending death, except I had no idea how to do that.

      Sage complimented our dress choice and made a few suggestions for accessories before I had a chance to fully process the situation. Diane seemed suddenly interested in what Sage had to say and led her over to a rack of sashes while asking questions. Diane shot us back a glance that said she was giving us privacy.

      I returned to my chair, and my mom and Sophie stood on either side of me. “That’s her,” I whispered, stealing a glance at Sage. “The girl in the dressing room said Sage was going to die. That has to be her.”

      Sophie nodded in understanding. “I can feel her fear. She’s afraid of something.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “Only, I don’t know what.”

      Sophie bit her lip. “Me, either.”

      My mother rubbed my shoulder sympathetically. “I’m sorry, but maybe I can give a bit of advice. She’s about your age. Why not try making friends with her? You might find out a bit more.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know what to say to her.” I pressed my lips together nervously and peered at Diane and Sage again. Diane was successfully keeping her preoccupied.

      “Mom, Melissa—the ghost girl in the dressing room—said I have until the wedding to save Sage. Well, what she said is that I have until the next time I wear this dress. I don’t think we should get these ones. Then maybe Melissa’s prophecy won’t come true.”

      Sophie shook her head. “I don’t think it works that way. I don’t think it will matter what dresses we get. The good news is that you have a clear timeline.”

      “And you know who the girl is,” my mom added. “We’ll try to help you the best we can, but when it comes to interfering with another psychic’s mission, the rest of us are just normal people.”

      I understood all too well what she was saying. Each time the universe had picked me for a mission, none of them saw what I saw. Sure, they’d been helpful, and I’d learned a lot about my abilities from them, but I knew any new piece to the puzzle would have to come from me.

      Then I realized something. They had all helped me with a séance before, and it had worked. What if we tried contacting Melissa to get more answers?

      That seemed like a good idea, so I mentioned it to them. They both agreed that we could try contacting her when we returned home. I smiled, mostly to reassure myself I could do this but also because I was glad to have their support.

      “Why not try to get some answers from Sage first?” my mom suggested.

      “Okay,” I agreed. “Just give me a few minutes.”

      I took a deep breath and rose from my seat. I casually strolled over to the jewelry and tried to make it look like I was interested in the earrings. What I was really doing was stealing glances at Sage and Diane. When it seemed like they were finally done talking about accessories, I cleared my throat.

      “Um, Sage?” I asked.

      “Yeah?” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “I’m curious if you have any suggestions for jewelry.” My voice wavered a little, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Oh, sure.”

      “I’m Crystal, by the way.”

      “Crystal. That’s a pretty name.”

      I tucked a long strand of blonde hair behind my ear. “My boyfriend says my name is really special because it’s like my first name is an adjective and my last name is a noun. Crystal Frost is my full name.”

      Sage tilted her head slightly. “He’s right. That is really cool.” She held out a pair of earrings to me. They dangled and were adorned with a purple gem atop a pearl. “These would look great with your dress. We also sell a matching necklace.”

      I lightly touched the owl necklace hanging around my neck. It was the one Teddy had given me when he proposed to my mom. I rarely took it off. I knew it was kind of dumb, but I felt like it gave me good luck.

      “I already have a necklace in mind for the wedding,” I told her, “but I really like the earrings.”

      “Do you want to see them on you?” she offered.

      “Really?”

      “Sure.” She held them up to me.

      I placed them in my ears and looked into the mirror next to the jewelry. “I really like them.”

      Hopefully I was connecting with her on some level. I wanted to see some indication of how I was going to save her, but I knew I couldn’t push it. The universe had a way of showing things to me when it thought I was ready. Still, I couldn’t help but want the answers right away.

      “So, uh, this must be a pretty cool job, huh?” I asked. “You help women pick out dresses and accessories. It’s like every girl’s fashion dream.”

      Sage gave a light laugh. “Not really. I’m just saving up money for after high school. It’s kind of tough since I only work on the weekends, but it’s something.”

      “Well, you’re lucky your job probably pays well,” I said. “All I have is a babysitting job that pays only a few dollars an hour.” I didn’t bother mentioning that I loved babysitting Hope and would probably do it for free, but I was mostly aiming to find a common element between us. Perhaps that would give me a reason to talk with her more and learn more about her predicted death. When she didn’t say anything, I tried another route. “Apart from that, I’m usually busy with extracurricular activities. Do you do anything fun at school?”

      She shook her head. “No, not really.”

      “I play volleyball in the fall, and I’m in the band. I play clarinet. You don’t play anything?”

      She shook her head again. “I, uh, used to, but not anymore. But I still like music.”

      Disappointment washed over me. How much more could I say before I only pushed her away? Maybe I could fake a dress emergency during the week and come back here. Wait. That wouldn’t work because she said she only worked on weekends.

      But music… I might be able to work with that. “My boyfriend is in a band. Not the school band like me. They’re more into pop, but they write their own songs. You should check them out sometime. They’re actually going to be playing at my mom’s reception.”

      Sage shrugged. “There are some local bands I’ve been meaning to check out, but I don’t know. I don’t really have the time.” She bit her lip nervously like she wasn’t telling me the whole truth. I got the feeling it was about whatever she was afraid of.

      “Maybe you could give me your number and I could text you when their next performance is,” I suggested.

      “Oh, uh, I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t really give out my number.”

      “I understand,” I said as kindly as I could, but I was actually disappointed.

      “But you seem really nice,” she said with a shy smile. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to actually get out once in a while.”

      I grinned, perhaps too excitedly. I would be able to see her again and maybe get some more answers! At the same time I got excited about getting her number, I realized that it was too easy. I could only wonder what would go wrong later.
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      My first indication that something was wrong happened when we got in the car. We had purchased our dresses, and Mom had even bought me the pearl earrings. I slipped my phone out of my pocket and opened the Facebook app, hoping to learn more about Sage on her profile. I found a few other Sage Andersons online, but based on the profile pictures, none of them were her. I tried Twitter, Pinterest, and Instagram but didn’t find a single profile matching the girl I’d met in the bridal shop. I even turned to Googling her name, but all I came up with was the social profiles of other girls whose pages I already looked at.

      How could a girl about my age not have a Facebook account? Or maybe her profile was buried beneath all the other results. I hadn’t realized Sage was a common name, let alone that there was more than one Sage Anderson in the world. I tried narrowing my search but still couldn’t find her.

      Then a thought hit me. What if the Sage I met at the bridal shop wasn’t the girl I was supposed to save? What if her last name wasn’t Anderson and I was focusing on the wrong person? What if one of the Sage Andersons showing up in my search was the girl Melissa warned me about?

      No, that didn’t seem right. It had to be the girl in the bridal shop. No matter how long I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with a clear answer.

      Robin and I had planned to hang out after my shopping trip since I was already in the city and that’s where he lived, but I called him disappointedly and told him I couldn’t make it. I didn’t tell him about Sage yet because I hoped I would have more answers after we tried contacting Melissa.

      Robin and I had been dating since our trip to Florida last Thanksgiving when I rescued Hope and learned about Robin’s car accident that led to his prosthetic leg. Our relationship was somewhat odd because his uncle Teddy was engaged to my mom, so in a few short weeks we’d technically be step-cousins, but we’d long gotten over that fact, and no one else seemed to mind since we weren’t blood related.

      But I couldn’t hang out with him right now, not when a girl’s life depended on me. He didn’t ask me why I couldn’t come over, but he did ask if I was alright.

      “I’m fine,” I told him honestly. “After we finished shopping, we realized we had something else to do, and it’s not something that can wait until the wedding.”

      He seemed to understand even though I wasn’t telling him the whole truth. I wasn’t exactly lying to him either, but I didn’t want to worry him.

      After I ended my call with him, I found Emma’s number in my contacts. She was my best friend and knew about my abilities, too. Emma had even been trying to channel her inner psychic over the past few months and was getting really good at it. The way my mom put it, Emma didn’t have a natural connection to the other side like I did, but since everyone is mildly psychic, the work she’d put into practicing had made her a bit more psychic than the average person. I told her briefly about Melissa and Sage and that we were holding another séance.

      “That’s so cool,” Emma raved. She was always excited when I brought up anything related to the paranormal, and she had taken it upon herself to research the crap out of anything supernatural. We even had regular practice sessions together. I knew Emma probably wanted Derek to join us, but even after all this time, he was still a bit of a skeptic.

      When we arrived home, the house was empty. Teddy had said that since we’d be gone anyway, he might as well work the weekend at the station. Even though Mom and Teddy weren’t married yet, he’d completely moved in a few months ago.

      I hung up my lavender dress in my closet, which felt oddly depressing thanks to Melissa’s warning. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Picking out my maid of honor dress was supposed to be fun. I lingered at my closet door for a few seconds, staring at the dress. But it will be worth it, I thought, if I can save her.

      I forced my gaze off the dress and headed back to the living room. On my way out of my room, I caught a glimpse of my crystal ball on my dresser. I made a mental note to try that later if the séance didn’t work. Sadly, crystal ball gazing was one of the skills I still couldn’t quite get down.

      Mom already had candles placed around the kitchen table. When I walked into the room, I made a note of how there were six chairs around the table but there would only be five of us conducting the séance. I wondered briefly what it would be like if Teddy filled that empty chair.

      When I first found out about my—and my mom’s—abilities, Teddy didn’t know either. I’d helped Mom tell him, and he seemed accepting of it. Only later did I find out that he had a heightened sense of intuition, a type of psychic power, although it wasn’t as strong as the rest of ours. I wasn’t entirely sure what Teddy was capable of, but the way I understood it, he and Emma were at about the same level. They were both believers with mild abilities.

      I still couldn’t pinpoint why there were so many psychic people in my life. Part of me wondered if it was just more common than I thought and that everyone who was psychic thought they were a freak and tried to hide it. Another part of me wondered if maybe it was the universe’s way of helping me learn to accept my abilities.

      Emma came in the door just as my mom lit the first candle. She was my best friend, so there was no need for her to knock. She dropped her duffel bag and pulled me into a hug that sizzled with excitement.

      “I know hosting a séance usually means bad news for someone,” Emma said, “but it’s so cool to be a part of it again.”

      I smiled. Her enthusiasm lifted my mood slightly. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Sophie and Diane shuffled around the house to shut the shades. We definitely didn’t want anyone to see what we were up to. We still didn’t know how the community would react if they found out the town’s Halloween and herbal gurus had real powers.

      I eyed Diane as she lowered the shade above the sink, and I wondered something out loud. “Do you think we’ll ever tell people?”

      “What?” my mom asked in confusion.

      I pulled my eyes off Diane and looked at my mother. Drawing out a chair at the table, I sat down as I spoke. “I was just wondering what would happen if the community knew about us. Do you think they’d accept us?”

      My mother shook her head in amusement. “Crystal, I don’t think you realize how lucky you are. We weren’t lucky enough to have a network of psychics at our fingertips when we were growing up. My grandma was psychic, but that was it for me. Sophie did have a big family of psychics. But even so, we’ve all learned that not everyone is so accepting of the paranormal. I think it’s best if the town went on believing Divination was based off the make believe. The ones who understand the true nature of some of our products will seek us out. Other people don’t always understand.”

      I let her words sink in for a moment. Maybe I had been too lucky lately.

      “Okay,” I nodded and left it at that, but her words only made me wonder when the time would come for a friend to turn away from me because of my gift.

      My mom flipped off the lights, and everyone situated themselves around the table. Emma and I had only been to one séance before, the one we held to contact Olivia Owen’s ghost, which ended in me rescuing a classmate from an abusive relationship. Even though I was fairly inexperienced in séances, I was confident that if we could contact Melissa, I had the best team of people to do it sitting in my kitchen.

      “Last time, we all held hands,” I said, “so I think that’s what we should do now.” I gripped onto Emma’s hand to my left and my mom’s to my right.

      “Remember, Crystal,” my mom said, “this is your ghost, so you’ll have to lead the séance.”

      I nodded. Even though I’d been doing my best over the past few months to confront my abilities and get better at them, I wasn’t entirely sure about doing this. Is there another Sage out there I’m supposed to meet? Will Melissa make contact?

      I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. My mind told me to rush through this to get the answers that might save a girl’s life, but I also knew that nothing would come if I hurried.

      I spoke softly and gave a gentle reminder to everyone to clear their minds. I tried to let go of any uncertainties I had. When I met Melissa in the dressing room and she faded, it seemed like she wasn’t coming back. Would a séance work, then? I didn’t know.

      I also couldn’t help but notice that none of us knew anything about Melissa. All I knew was her face and her name. I didn’t even have a last name. How could the rest of them focus on someone they couldn’t even put a face to? Last time, we had something that belonged to the ghost: Olivia’s volleyball jersey. This time, we had nothing.

      Luckily, I’d practiced enough over the past few months that I was able to push these thoughts aside and clear my head. I opened my mind to the other side and encouraged everyone else to do the same. I could feel a heightened energy in the room, one that told me we were doing everything right, but I couldn’t feel a spirit anywhere nearby.

      “Melissa,” I called out after a few minutes. I wished I had gotten her last name so I had more to go by. “You told me to help Sage. I need more answers. I need more so that I can help her.”

      We sat in silence for several long minutes. Nobody moved or spoke. We were all so concentrated on the spiritual realm that if someone was listening in on us, they wouldn’t hear a thing. Even the breathing around the table had slowed to hardly make a sound.

      “Melissa,” I called out several minutes later. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      Was it my uncertainty in this task that made it impossible? Was it because I had very little to go on to get her to come to me? All I could do was call her name.

      So that’s what I did. Another half hour must have passed. Every few minutes, I called Melissa’s name. I periodically reminded everyone to clear their minds. Even with all the thoughts racing around in my own head, I felt confident in my connection with the other side. I knew I had cleared my mind enough that I should come up with something, but nothing happened.

      After what must have been 45 minutes of silence, I finally broke the circle. “She’s not going to show,” I told everyone. Hadn’t I already known that since she disappeared in the dressing room? I knew she wasn’t coming back to help me, and that fact scared me, like I was all alone on this. Then I gazed around the table and remembered I wasn’t alone.

      “Even though Melissa probably isn’t going to show up again, we can still save Sage,” I told them with confidence. “We have until the wedding.” A shiver traveled down my spine when I realized how little time that truly was.
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