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1: Old Habits Die Hard

[image: ]




Students thronged the halls of Milltown High School, and the noise and the crowd kept Constance Jerome on the sidelines, pressed safely against her locker. She felt her left eye twitch, and she just managed to keep her fingers from fidgeting. But one voice sliced through the roar.

“Constance, you have to talk to him for me.”

Constance couldn’t believe the words coming out of Seline Thomas’s mouth. Yes, that Seline Thomas. And here she was, asking Constance for favors. Boy how the mighty had fallen—and how quickly. Seline looked impeccable, like always: meticulously straightened white-blond hair, icy blue eyes, and eye makeup that could have been applied with an artist’s touch. The disdain for the entire student populace of MHS that etched the smooth planes of her face hadn’t completely disappeared, and there were other emotions written there as well: paranoia for one (you can’t rule the roost, lose that spot due to a little extra-curricular necromancy, and then expect everyone to welcome you back with open arms), not to mention disgust (having to ask Constance of all people was probably the last thing she wanted to do), and, most surprising of all, complete despair that Seth Gossman was slipping further and further away from her.

Constance tried to melt into her locker, out of the reach of the ebb and flow of students in the hall, trying to somehow, miraculously, disappear from sight (would her mother be too angry if she made a gate to Limbo here?), but Seline just ignored her obvious discomfort and cornered her, hands on her hips. The gaggle of girls that used to follow Seline around wandered by, and Seline’s ears perked when she heard her name and the malicious giggles that followed. She could try to look like it just slipped off her shoulders, but Constance could see the blood rush to her cheeks; and though Seline carefully rearranged her face, she couldn’t hide the shame that swept over her for just a moment.

“So are you going to talk to him?”

“Why should I?” Constance asked. She almost felt bad with the belligerent attitude—despair of Greek-tragedy proportions threatened to take over Seline’s face after the girls sashayed down the hall—but this was Seline Thomas. And then the despair on her face hardened as Seline crossed her arms.

“You do know that I told Ransom that Homecoming was all my fault, right?”

Constance nodded. “Sure.” Yes, she knew. Of course, the principal and most of the student body had no idea what had really happened with the football team below the bleachers that night, but something had happened, the game had been forfeited, the dance cancelled, and all anyone knew was that somehow Seline—she who was elected homecoming queen because, let’s face it, everyone was afraid not to vote for her—was responsible. And that was why Seline was now the object of ridicule and fascination the school over. No, she hadn’t fallen quite as low as Constance, but she wasn’t much above her, either. Constance would have found it gratifying if there weren’t that sneer ready to break out across Seline’s face.

The sneer blossomed. “And you know what that means, right?”

“Um, no?”

Seline leaned close, and Constance could smell her minty breath. “I’m the one who’s protecting your secret.”

Constance closed her eyes. Constance was grateful that fall break fortuitously fell right after “the incident” and she didn’t have to deal with the stares for five drama-free days. During that magical time in October, the oppressive Arizona summer officially gave way to the cooler weather of fall, and her mother had taught her more and more about what it meant to be a necromancer. Constance in turn had been filling in her best friend, Greta, not only because it was kind of fun to see what shocked reaction she could get out of her with each new revelation, but also because it was just nice to have someone to tell. But her mother had warned her: Greta and no one else. Knowing about this was a dangerous thing, and Constance hadn’t dared tell her mother that Seline knew as well. Constance wondered if it would come to this, and here it was. Blackmail. She suppressed a laugh. No, blackmail wasn’t just for primetime crime dramas; it was also, apparently, for high school students.

“And who would you tell?”

Seline tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked around. “Oh, him. Her.” She pointed to random students. Then she lowered her voice. “Mr Ransom maybe. I’m sure he’d love to know that you were just as much a part of what happened as I was.”

Constance tried to hide the flash of fear that the thought of Mr Ransom knowing her secret brought. Then the anger flared and she narrowed her eyes. “Just as much a part? I had nothing to do with you deciding that the football team needed a little extra help in the form of demonic spirits.” Constance glanced around and lowered her voice. “I had nothing to do with the way you let them get out of control and they hurt people. I had nothing to do with it. That was all you.”

The flush faded from Seline’s face, but she didn’t back down. “I could tell Seth exactly how much of a freak you really are.”

Constance blinked. Well, that one was unexpected. And also unexpected was the pang she felt at the thought of Seth thinking her a freak. Constance sighed. Greta would chastise her when she found out that Constance hadn’t told Seline to stuff it, but the alternative was Seline shouting from the rooftops about what Constance did in her spare time. Her mother would be furious.

Constance pinched the bridge of her nose and then stopped. Totally something her mother would do. “What do you want me to do?”

Seline’s sneer softened, a broad smile opened up her pinched face, and she jumped up on the balls of her feet and clapped her hands. “Oh, I knew you would see things my way.”

Constance looked up and down the hall. Seline was drawing more attention, and that was probably exactly what she had wanted in the first place. “What do you want?”

“Oh, right. Could you please call Seth and tell him how wonderful I am and how much he’s missing out by this little ‘break’ we’re taking?”

“Don’t you think that will sound just a bit set up?”

“No, not at all.”

“Why haven’t you asked Dante or Ty or any of the other football players?”

“Have you even been paying attention for the past two weeks? They are definitely not talking to me.”

“I can’t imagine why.” Constance had continued tutoring Seth over the break, and she had asked him a little about his friends; it turned out that while possessed, the football players could see and feel and remember everything, but were powerless to do a thing about it. Tyson White especially was quieter and more reserved than usual these days.

“So you’ll call him?”

“Just call him? Out of the blue?”

“Sure. I know you two talk.”

Constance laughed again, and this time she actually found the situation funny. “Yeah, not like that. I tutor him in calculus. That’s the extent of our relationship. I have never hung out with him when we haven’t had a textbook open.”

Seline waved her hand airily. “Then whatever. Just talk to him, okay? You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure something out.” Then her expression hardened, and Constance could read her eyes: And do it soon, or your secret won’t be such a secret anymore.

Seline looked both ways as if she were watching for oncoming traffic, and then she joined the flow of students. Constance sagged back against her locker; she had survived the encounter. Well, survived might be a bit of a stretch. She had just agreed to help Seline Thomas on her own diabolical terms.

A girl with short brown hair opened the locker next to her, and Constance turned to her own locker to retrieve her books.

“What was that all about?” Greta asked, and Constance’s eyes widened.

Constance had known Greta since the seventh grade, and in those five years, she had never seen Greta’s hair cut shorter than her shoulders. But now, her honey brown hair was cropped into a pixie that framed her lightly freckled face and delicate features.

“When did you cut your hair?”

“Well last night, duh. You would have noticed yesterday.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Greta laughed. “Because the look on your face right now was well worth the secrecy. Do you like it?”

“I love it.” And Constance meant it too. “But why did you cut it? Just the other day you were extolling the virtues of—what you termed—‘luscious locks.’ Am I right?”

Greta peered at herself in the small mirror inside her locker door and slicked on another layer of lip gloss. “I don’t know. I just felt like I needed a change, felt like it would look sassy. That’s what I told the stylist, anyway. I went to the stylist my mom goes to, and I didn’t think she’d have it in her. But I said I want something bold and different but still feminine. She pulled it off. Do you think it looks sassy?”

“Definitely. Though I don’t think you need any help meeting your daily quota of sassy.”

“True. But you know, when we’re out fighting the forces of darkness, you’re the one who’s going to get dragged off to some vampire’s lair by your ponytail, and I’m the one who’s going to be saving you because I have the cool new haircut.”

The mood instantly sobered. “There’s no we in that situation.”

Greta turned to face her. “Come on, Con. I know what you’re going through. I know what’s going on and how crazy it is out there. Look around you. Not one of these people know any of that or where the spirits go. Why can’t I be your cool sidekick?”

“More like I’m your cool sidekick.”

“What?”

“You have a ravishing new haircut and better social footing and a command of the arena we call high school. All I have is necromancy. There’s not a lot of glamour in that.”

The warning bell rang, and Greta slammed her locker. “There’s more to life than high school, Con.”

“And there’s more to life than necromancy,” Constance mumbled, clutching her books to her chest.

“So what did Seline want?”

“Oh you know. To spread her usual sunshine.”

Greta smirked. “Well, I want a full report come choir time. Deal?”

“Sure.”

––––––––
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By the time Constance made it to calculus, she was practically buoyant with the lack of whispers and stares. Not because she still wasn’t drawing them, but now she was just one of the choices of whom to stare at: Constance, with her air of general ookiness; Greta, who had trespassed into Seline’s backyard to spy on her and then faced her wrath; the random handful of students who had done something over break to defy the social norm (though Constance for the life of her couldn’t guess what—ever since Greta fell from grace, she didn’t get all the gossip she once had, though she was working her hardest to rectify that); and then Seline herself, who had ruined homecoming by somehow losing a football game and then showed back up on the field with her dress covered in dust and her makeup streaking down her tearstained face, and then dared to try to claim her crown. Constance hadn’t been there—she had gone straight home, but Greta had stayed for a while and told her about it. Apparently the blank incomprehension on Seline’s face when Ransom tried to explain to her that there would be no homecoming court was worth enduring the traffic home.

Constance tucked her hair behind her ears and sat down in her seat. She even smiled at Seth when he walked through the door until she remembered that she needed to talk to him for Seline, and suddenly the sight of his face was not quite as welcome. He sat down behind her and tapped her on the shoulder.

“You’d be proud of me, Jerome. I did the homework all by myself last night. I’m a big boy now.”

She turned around and couldn’t help the smile that crept back on her face. Seth was easy to look at—dark curly hair, blue eyes, dimples in his cheeks—but it was his confident, infectious smile that got Constance smiling in return. “So does that mean you’ve graduated from my services?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I did it by myself. What I didn’t tell you was that this simple half-hour review assignment? Yeah, it took me two hours.”

There had been a time two months ago when her gut reaction would have been a snarky comment, and old habits died hard. She forced such a remark down and instead said, “When do you want to meet this week?”

Seth looked down and sighed. “Well, football is over. After the mess of the homecoming game, coach decided we needed to forfeit the rest of the season.” Seth leaned across his desk to whisper in her ear. “So for the record, I think it’s wrong what Seline did to the team, but we did win a lot of games.”

“Are you mad you’re not getting the senior season you hoped for?”

Seth let his pencil roll down his desk, avoiding her eyes. “Nah. It’s just a game.” Then he did look at her, and she could see the regret and relief warring in his eyes. “Yeah, I do love this game, but it’s not like I had scouts coming to watch me play or anything. Though Ty did, and after some of those things he pulled the last few games, I don’t know if anyone’d be interested in him.”

Mr Mason hadn’t come in the room yet. Constance blew out her cheeks and then plunged ahead.

“So how are things with Seline?”

Seth’s eyes iced over. “Why?”

“I just wondered. You both seemed kind of distracted lately.”

“Heh. Distracted. That’s a good word for it.”

“So what’s up?”

Seth slumped back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. “You know, I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”

This was going to be harder than Constance thought. She frowned as Mr Mason came through the door. He was out of breath and the sweat circles under his arms had already grown to alarming proportions.

“Sorry, guys,” he said, putting his books and laptop on the desk. “Mr Ransom wanted to have a last minute meeting with a few of us. Thanks for sitting tight.”

And for the rest of class, Constance felt Seth’s eyes on her back, and she chose to take copious notes instead of turning even once.
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2: BO That Won’t Wash Off
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“So what did Seline want?” Greta sat in one of the cushy leather chairs in the bookshop. Her homework was spread around her, but she was ignoring it to lick up the drips from her pineapple paleta.

Over fall break, Constance had worked full-time at her father’s bookshop as a kind of peace offering—to show her father there was still some normalcy left in their lives and that she wanted to spend time with him. Now that school was back in session, she had agreed to work for two hours after school. Two hours at the bookshop meant that necromancy was reserved for the evenings after homework. Constance knew she would soon feel ragged with the lack of sleep, but she refused to change the schedule when her mother suggested an adjustment during school days. And she refused to change the schedule even after finding three beautiful, full-color folded brochures on her father’s work table in the back of the shop. Brochures for colleges, colleges that were close: California, Colorado, and here in Arizona. She had sighed and furtively swept them into the trash can. Yes, getting away—farther away than Colorado—had been a dream for years, but there was no time to revisit that dream right now. Finding balance was not something she excelled at.

With her new schedule, the only time Constance saw Greta was at school, when Greta dropped in to say hi at the bookshop, and for a few hours on the weekends. Her father offered to cut down her hours to an hour every day after school, but he wasn’t open to negotiations for less. Constance knew he needed that time with her—a sacred hour every day when he knew exactly where she was and that she was out of harm’s way.

Now Constance’s eyes flicked up to see if he was in ear shot. He wasn’t behind the counter or between the stacks at the side of the shop, so he must be in the back. The red velvet curtain was drawn across the doorway, so it would muffle at least the content of the conversation (or so Constance hoped).

“You know, one might think you were avoiding the question,” Greta said, setting her popsicle stick on a napkin.

“Well, it’s not like I could talk about it with Bearded Bishop asking me to sing a solo.” Constance had tried to avoid eye contact with their hirsute choir teacher today, but no amount of avoidance could get her out of singing.

Greta’s jaw dropped. “You’ve never, ever called Mrs Bishop that. What’s going on with you today?”

Constance set down the books she was supposed to be shelving and sat in the chair opposite Greta. “Sorry. Just edgy, I guess.”

“Seline Thomas?” Greta asked, a sage expression on her face.

“Yes, wise one. Seline Thomas.”

“So are you going to tell me already?”

Constance sighed and wiped her hands down her dark green apron that read Jerome Booksellers: Rare and Used Books. “She told me that if I didn’t talk to Seth to help make it right between them, she’d blab to the whole school about the necromancy thing.”

“Is that all?”

“What?”

“Seriously, in the scope of threats, it’s not that big.”

“Necromancy is not that big?”

Greta laughed. “Do you think anyone would actually believe her?”

“It’s not the students I’m worried about. It’s Ransom.”

“Is he still giving you the creepy vibe?”

Constance nodded. “You know, I haven’t even talked with him since that one time after homecoming, but I just can’t shake it. He’s like . . . like . . .” and she struggled to find a comparison. Finally she said, “Like BO that just won’t wash off.”

Greta clutched her sides and threw her head back and laughed. Constance’s father stuck his head through the curtain. “What did I miss?”

“Oh, your daughter just comparing Mr Ransom to the need for a shower.”

Paul frowned. “Speaking of Mr Ransom, I meant to tell you, Connie. He wants to meet with you, your mother, and me tomorrow after school. Does that sound alright?”

Constance’s mouth froze in the middle of her laugh. “What for?”

“I don’t know.” Her father looked down at a clipboard in his hand, and as soon as he was otherwise occupied, his voice started to muffle. “He assured your mother you weren’t in trouble. He just wanted to introduce himself. Oh, and once you get those books shelved, you can go on home.”

The phone rang, and her father rushed to answer it. “Jerome Booksellers, this is Paul speaking.” He disappeared behind the curtain again, the phone resting on his shoulder.

Constance put a book on the shelf and then turned to Greta. “Has Mr Ransom wanted to introduce himself to your mom?”

Greta shook her head. “No, that’s creepy.”

“Exactly.”

“No, not because he’s creepy, but because—ew—she’s my mom. It’s almost like a blind date or something.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “But right after homecoming? Why didn’t he want to meet my family in September?” Maybe she was making too much of a fuss out of it, but every time she thought about Mr Ransom, she wanted to go wash her hands five times.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3: From Tragic to Tantrum in No Time Flat
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The next day, Seline stopped Constance as she was stepping into the cafeteria.

“So did you talk to him yet?”

Constance clutched her lunch bag closer to her chest. “I tried.” I tried. She sounded pathetic. She fought vampires and spirits and undead things. What power did Seline possess to reduce her to this?

Seline’s eyes narrowed. “Tried? What does that mean?”

Constance cleared her throat and tried a more assertive tone. “It means I tried to bring it up, but Seth didn’t want to talk about it.”

A look of worry flitted across Seline’s face before she replaced it with aloofness. “Well keep trying. I’m going to have to put a deadline on this or something.”

Constance sighed and waved her hand. It wasn’t worth it. Would it really hurt things if Mr Ransom knew she was a necromancer? If he was the big bad guy—like she kind of suspected he might be— maybe they could have a necromancer showdown. A duel at high noon, right in the cafeteria. Get it over with. Did necromancers even do that kind of thing?

Constance found Greta at their usual table, back in a quiet corner where they wouldn’t be overheard and the people watching was prime. Constance had just unfolded the top of her lunch bag when a hush settled over the cafeteria. Her eyes were already looking up, searching for whatever had disturbed the peaceful hum of lunchtime conversation, when Greta seized her arm and gasped.

“It’s happening. It’s really happening.”

“What? What’s going on?” Constance looked across the sea of students, but couldn’t see anything amiss.

“Seth and Seline. I told you, didn’t I?”

“I don’t see—” and then she fell silent because she did see. Seth and Seline were standing by the double doors leading from the cafeteria, which by itself wouldn’t have meant a thing. But Seline’s crumpled posture and Seth’s face white with furor spoke volumes. What had happened in the mere minutes since Constance had left Seline in the hall? Her face was tear-stained and streaked with mascara, and she wasn’t even bothering to dig a tissue out of her bag, which was strange enough. Seline never let her mask slip. But Seth’s face was what disturbed Constance the most. The easy-going confidence was gone and was replaced by such anger that Constance couldn’t keep herself still in her seat. Constance could only hear their rasping whispers, but then their voices rose and blasted across the room, and although only the students were openly staring, Constance could tell that even the cafeteria workers’ ears were tuned to the spectacle unfolding before them.

“You had no right to do that, Seline, and you know it.” Seth’s arms were crossed over his chest, and Seline’s hand gripped his clenched arm and then dropped away when he didn’t budge.

“I did it for us. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“There was everything wrong with it. That’s your problem—you just don’t know when to quit. Or how to be a human being. Or just how to be sane.”

“So what? Being passionate about something is a crime now?”

“It is when you take away people’s choices. Jeez, Seline.” Seth shrugged her away and then ran a hand through his hair. The perfectly gelled curls poofed up around his head. “I thought everyone else was wrong about you. But you know, Jerome was right.”

Why was Seth bringing her into this? Constance froze in her seat as dozens of eyes swiveled to look at her. How did they all know exactly where she was sitting? She thought she had been inconspicuous. She slid down into her seat as low as she could.

Seline’s face morphed from tragic to tantrum in no time flat, and her eyes narrowed. “Constance?” she spat. “What about Constance?”

“This is exactly what I’m talking about. You’re crazy. You’re jealous of nothing.”

“You’re right, I am jealous of nothing. Because she’s nothing. Nothing next to me. Don’t you see? I’m the best thing that ever happened to you, and you’re throwing it away!”

Greta leaned closer to Constance. “I wish someone would bring her down a notch. You’d think homecoming would have done it, but nope.”

Constance felt a brush of wind behind her back and wondered who dared to leave their seat and draw attention to themselves during such a scene. Seline curled her hands into fists, her arms ramrod straight beside her body; the tears were completely gone, and instead sheer rage seethed off of her. Seth took a step back, his hands up and placating like he was facing a wild animal.

“Whoa, Seline. We can talk more about this if you like.”

“I thought we were talking about it, but you—”

But Seline never got to finish her sentence because a cup of jello with whipped cream on top splatted right in the middle of her face.

Constance thought the silence in the cafeteria had been complete when Seline and Seth had stumbled in with their argument, but she was wrong. A palpable hush descended, and she could have heard a mouse scurrying at the other end of the room. Red jello cubes oozed down Seline’s cheeks, leaving streaks of whipped cream in their wake. Seline blinked in shock, and even Seth stood stock-still, unsure how to react. Then Seline spoke, and her voice was a hoarse whisper.

“Does this mean we’re over?”

Constance wasn’t sure how the logic worked—did red jello signify the end of a relationship?—but there was something final about their argument sealed with jello. Seth couldn’t speak, but only nodded. All the color had drained from his cheeks.

Seline turned and fled through the double doors, and as soon as she was gone from view, a laugh started up on one side of the cafeteria. Nervous titters followed it. Seth whirled around, and the anger surfaced again.

“Who threw it?” he demanded, staring down the students at the nearest table. No one met his gaze. “Who threw the jello?”

The students were cowed by the flint in his eyes, and there was no more laughing.

“That was a stupid thing to do,” he called over the whispers. “I’ll find out who did it.”

Constance glanced at him with his arms folded, his eyes roving over the students to find someone who looked guilty. His eyes finally met hers, and she couldn’t smile at him, couldn’t wave, couldn’t even nod her head to acknowledge him. Not with the betrayal and hurt roiling in his eyes. He held her gaze for just another moment before his head and shoulders fell, and he pushed his way out of the cafeteria.

“Are you going after him?” Greta whispered.

“What is this, some predictable movie? I wouldn’t go after him in a million years.” Constance sighed and leaned back in her chair. Just as she did, she glanced to a table below the windows. A freshman sat there with his shoulders hunched, his hands shaking, a dumbfounded look on his face, and a glob of red jello and whipped cream on his thumb.
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4: Charmed
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Constance squirmed in her seat. She had squirmed for the past five minutes, and she wondered if squirming became more severe the closer one got to Mr Ransom’s office. Mrs Trimble, the office assistant, peered up at her and smiled. She still had that squicky look just like the last time Constance had been here—that look of stupid hero worship glazing her eyes and a too-sweet smile pasted on her lips. Constance glanced up at the clock. It was already three fifteen, and her parents were late—her parents who thought that being late was unethical—and so Constance had to sit here with this woman who idolized Mr Ransom, and it gave Constance the willies.

“Don’t worry if your parents are a few minutes late, dear. Mr Ransom is finishing up some other business, and he said it was just fine.” Mrs Trimble leaned forward conspiratorially, and her ample bosom lurched on her desk. Constance tried to suppress a dry heave. “He’s very understanding, you know.”

Constance nodded, but her stomach roiled and she couldn’t bring herself to look pleasant.

“You know, you look a little green, dear. Are you sure you don’t want to lie down in the nurse’s office until your folks arrive?”

Constance shook her head, and gasped a sigh of relief as her mother and father walked through the office door.

“So sorry we’re late, Connie,” Paul said, standing beside her and putting a hand on her shoulder. “There was terrible traffic on Main Street. The police officer directing traffic said something about malfunctioning traffic lights.”

Veronica tipped her head once. “My apologies, Mrs. Trimble,” she said curtly.

Constance couldn’t help but smile. It was impossible for her mother to gush—Constance had just never seen her do it before. That was one of the things that Constance admired about her mother: she was strong and that was that. Veronica could be sorry, but she wouldn’t grovel. Seeing her mother and father here helped settle her stomach, and she stood up with them.

“Well, now that you’re all here, why don’t you go on in to Mr Ransom’s office?” Mrs Trimble said, motioning toward the closed door to her left, that sickly beatific smile still on her face.

Paul opened the door and held it for Constance and Veronica. Mr Ransom looked up from some paperwork on his desk and smiled at them, his long white teeth gleaming in the light.

“Please, have a seat.” He gestured to the two arm chairs across the desk from him. Paul motioned for Constance and her mother to sit. “Would you like me to have another chair brought in, Mr Jerome? It won’t be a problem.”

“No, no. That’s fine. You did say on the phone that this wouldn’t be more than a few minutes.”

Mr Ransom frowned and then smoothed his face. “So I did.”

Constance put her backpack on the red rug. Blue and green flowers swirled across the rug, and it looked old and antique in a way that said it could be valuable. She lifted her backpack and put it on her feet and then moved it to one side and then the other. Why could she just never get comfortable when she was within a ten foot radius of Mr Ransom? As soon as she settled back into her chair, the shadows that had plagued her for the past months started to darken the edges of her vision. She had thought about complaining to her mother about the shadows, but there was no pain associated with them. And she couldn’t go to an optometrist—the timing of the shadows was so random; she never knew when they would appear next. She rubbed her eyes, but her vision didn’t clear. The shadows just remained in the background of everything, small curls of black fog fingering along the edges of her sight.

Seeing Mr Ransom sitting at his desk with his hands steepled under his chin set her on edge, and the shadows wouldn’t lie still and they reminded her of things she would rather forget. Every time Constance closed her eyes, she saw the vampire dressed in the dead girl’s bones. The dark necromancer had done that: had reanimated the little girl’s corpse with a spirit from the Lower Plane, had given it an insatiable thirst for blood, had set it loose on Milltown, and she and her mother had chased it all the way to her father’s bookshop. She still shuddered as she saw her father standing feet from where the vampire fell, this close to becoming the next victim. And here Mr Ransom sat as if this were just another meeting with just another student. Constance squirmed again.

Mr Ransom smiled and just the tips of his teeth showed. “This really is just an informal meeting. As I’m new to the school, I wanted to get to know the families of my students.”

Veronica smiled. “Well isn’t that nice. Mr Clark never did anything like that while he was here. I don’t know if I would even have recognized him if I saw him on the street. Thank you.” And if Constance didn’t know any better, she could have sworn she heard a slight gushing in her mother’s voice. She blinked. Surely Mr Ransom’s spell extended only to scatter-brained secretaries and not to her warrior of a mother. Right? Right?

But there it was—a goofy expression on her mother’s face. Veronica’s eyes sparkled and she smiled warmly at him, as if they had cozied up and become best friends already. The panic started in Constance’s stomach then, and she turned to her father. To her relief, her father’s expression had hardened, and he gripped the back of his wife’s chair. Good. At least one of her parents was immune to whatever charm Mr Ransom was selling.

“Now, Mr Jerome. Constance tells me that you sell books for a living?”

“That’s right.” Her father’s voice was tight. “I own the used bookshop in downtown Milltown.”

“Ah, yes. I’ve driven by that a few times. It looks very intriguing. I’ll have to stop in and see if I can’t add to my considerable collection.” He gestured to the row of bookcases that lined one wall of his office. Among the obviously old books were an assortment of knick-knacks: photographs browning with age, pottery, and an old fountain pen propped in an empty jar of ink, and an entire shelf held labeled jars of dirt.

Paul’s eyes wandered to the books. “You have some nice editions there, Mr Ransom. I also do bookbinding in my shop, if any of those older ones ever need repair. Some of them look a little worse for wear.” He was being conversational, but Constance could hear the wariness that laced the rise and fall of his voice. She watched Mr Ransom and wondered if he could hear it as well.

“That would be most helpful. I do have one that needs some attention. I’ll stop by soon.” Then he turned his gaze to Veronica, who had been watching him the entire time. “And you, Mrs. Jerome. What is it that you do?” His eyes narrowed, and Constance was sure there was another layer to his words than what lay benignly on the surface.

But Veronica just smiled. “I help Paul when he needs an extra hand in the shop, and I stay at home with Constance and our son Kyle.”

“Ah, splendid. And how old is Kyle?”

“Ten.”

“So I won’t be seeing him for another a few years yet.”

“It would be sooner if he could do anything about it. He wishes he were old enough to run with Constance and her friends.”

Mr Ransom steepled his fingers together and peered at Constance over the tips of them. “And who are your friends that you run with, Miss Jerome?”

The question was innocent enough, but it was laced with something dangerous. Constance saw her mother’s grip on the arm of her chair tighten for just a moment before relaxing. Her smile stayed perfectly in place. Her father, however, couldn’t hide anything, and Constance could hear the effort it took him to keep his voice in check.

“I’m sorry, Mr Ransom, but I don’t think it’s appropriate that you know everything about my daughter’s personal life.”

“Oh, don’t worry, don’t worry.” Mr Ransom waved a hand as if dismissing the entire conversation. “I mostly ask that question to see which of the trouble makers keep company together. I think I can depend on Constance to not keep company—” and he paused as if implying he knew that she didn’t have many friends and was gloating over the fact, but then he continued, “—with that sort of crowd.”

Veronica nodded happily, and Paul eyed Mr Ransom warily before giving a curt nod. Constance’s neck was tiring from whipping back and forth between the three of them. It was like watching a chess match play out on a giant board, only she couldn’t quite grasp the players’ strategies and she didn’t know who was winning. And most befuddling of all was her mother’s strategy—there was her mother who should have been the queen in any chess match placed before her, and instead she was sitting there like a dopey sacrificial pawn.

“Well, then. If you don’t have any questions for me?” Mr Ransom lifted his eyebrows expectantly.

“Actually, I do.” Veronica raised her hand apologetically, as if she were sorry to interrupt such a wonderful voice. “Constance told us that you came from Wisconsin. I have family out that way, and I wondered which school you came from?”

Mr Ransom smiled, but it was too sharp to be comfortable. “Of course. I was principal for several wonderful years at a high school in Madison.”

Constance glanced at her mother, and she could swear there was another question on the tip of her tongue, but she gave a minute shake of her head and smiled warmly at him again.

“My family is in Green Bay, so I doubt they’re familiar with the high schools in Madison.”

Constance looked back, and Mr Ransom’s expression relaxed and he returned the smile. “Alas, this small world proves to be just a mite too large. Is there anything else I can help you with before we end our appointment?”

“No, I think that’s everything,” Constance spurted before either one of her parents could say anything more. She couldn’t handle another moment of her mother looking at Mr Ransom like he was manna from heaven, or her father looking like he could barely contain his temper. What in the world was wrong with these people? Sure Mr Ransom gave her the creepy-crawlies like no other, but this man had the singular power to make her scholastic life miserable, and here her parents were: acting like two polar opposites in a very disturbing equation. Constance tugged on her mother to get out of her seat. Veronica stood, and as she put her purse over her shoulder, she waved her fingers at Mr Ransom. A little wave where just her fingers moved in a flirty little jiggle. Constance wanted to gag. Her mother waved like Greta had to the boy with braces in choir. What was wrong with her? Since when did her mother act like this? Constance only had to look once at her father to realize that he was wondering the exact same thing. There was a storm brewing in his green eyes, and he was working very hard to keep his composure.

“Thank you, Mr Ransom, for everything,” Veronica said, leaning toward him. “I’m so glad to know that Constance is so well taken care of here.”

“My pleasure, Mrs Jerome.” He nodded to Paul. “Mr Jerome.”

“Thanks, Mr Ransom. We’ll see you later.” The words were clipped, and Mr Ransom’s eyes glittered.

“And I will be stopping by the bookshop soon.”

“Fine. We’re open ten in the morning to seven in the evening every day but Sunday,” he said as he shepherded Constance and Veronica from the office.

As soon as they were pulling out of the parking lot past the small pond with the fountain, Constance turned on her mother.

“What in the world was that?” Constance could feel the blood rising to her cheeks with her anger, and she tried to ease the constriction in her chest and will her heart to stop drumming against her ribs, but she couldn’t help it.

Veronica glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “What?”

“The wave, the intense gushing, the groupie behavior, all of it. What were you thinking?”

“Why shouldn’t I have acted that way?” Veronica sounded sincerely puzzled.

Paul wiped his hand across his eyes. “She has a point, Veronica.”

Veronica glanced sidelong at him. “What exactly are you two trying to say?”

“Mom! I think he’s the other necromancer. You know—the powerful one we’re trying to save Milltown from. Or did you forget that while you were batting your eyes at him?”

Her mother let out a sigh that sounded more like a growl, and she gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Of course I know what he’s doing. I’m not a naïve teenager, Constance. But I want him to believe that whatever power or influence he thinks he can put on everyone else works on me too.”

“It was an act?”

Veronica gave a curt nod.

The anger eased its way out of Constance’s chest, and she blew out a breath. “So you agree with me? About him being the necromancer?”

“Maybe. Do you know why he has all those jars of dirt in his office?”

Constance shook her head. “When I met with him after homecoming, he said it was all just souvenirs from places he had traveled.”

“And that does make a lot of logical sense, doesn’t it? People collect stuff like that all the time. So to anyone else, it would seem like a perfect explanation.”

“So if he were a necromancer, then what could they be?”

Paul slammed his hands onto the dash of the car. “Are we really talking about this now? You’re talking about Constance’s principal being a necromancer. You should hear yourselves. Granted, he’s just as creepy as Constance made him out to be, but that doesn’t mean he’s doing anything supernatural. I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

Veronica sighed and sat back, quiet—she had been trying harder to respect his wishes about leaving necromancy out of his life—but Constance crossed her arms.

“No.”

Her father turned to look at her. “What did you say, young lady?”

“I said no.” She leaned her head on the window and watched the shops of downtown slip past. “I’m so sick of trying to skirt around what I am and what Mom is when we’re around you. It’s who we are, Dad. You knew that when you married her, and you need to start accepting it whether you like it or not. You’re my father, and you’re supposed to love me.”

His eyes softened. “I do love you, Connie.”

“Really? I thought after homecoming that maybe this would get easier, but now you’re being all weird again.” Constance closed her eyes and took a breath, trying to even her tone and not show her anger. “I didn’t know you could choose to love just this part of me or that part. Aren’t you supposed to love me unconditionally? Isn’t that what a father does? That means you don’t put conditions on your love for me. It’s not like I’m out doing drugs or seeing boys or failing out of school. I could understand if you didn’t like that kind of behavior, but that’s not what this is like at all. I’m a necromancer. It was something I was born with—and you knew it the day I brought that duckling back from the dead when I was little—and it’s not something I’ll just decide to give up. I’m trying to save the freaking world. Give me a break, okay?”
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