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CHAPTER 1ZUZU






Dear Jōurnal,


I hurt your feelings. I can tell.


When I opened you, your spine was stiff. Your pages have yellowed like an old man’s fingernails.


That’s how you get when you feel neglected.


And, yes, I did neglect you. For three whole weeks. And I’m super sorry.


But it wasn’t my fault.


Mōm and Dād made me spend every second of Thanksgiving break modeling the Jōhin Holiday Collection for their socials.


And before that, I was possessed.


Oh, you forgot that little detail?


Glance back at my November entries.


Start with the Sunday-night spirit-board sesh with the Graveyard Girls. You know, the one where Ginny Baker’s spirit slipped inside my body and wore me around town like a Zenati suit?


For, like, fourteen days?


It’s okay, Jōurnal. That time was a blur for me, too. I no-remember November, either.


But today is a fresh month and a fresh start.


Today is the first day of December.


And there’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here at good old Crimson Creek Cemetery, journaling under the full moon’s light—legs stretched out on the damp grass, back pressed against Ginny Baker’s cold tombstone, admiring my work.


I just decorated some plots.


A little holiday spirit for my favorite spirits, if you will. To wit:




	Silver tinsel on Helen Fulwig’s moss-coated obelisk. (Something shiny to help her forget how she was trampled to death by her horse in 1902.)


	Red-and-green twinkle lights for pro baseball player Boris Leadbetter. (A distraction from the ouchy memory of getting his skull cracked by a fastball pitch in 1983.)


	
A menorah with blue-and-white candles for Obert Starr. (Something pretty to erase the recollection of being smeared between the cars of a roller coaster in 1961.)



	Ornaments on the vines above Johnny Johnson’s tombstone. (Hopefully the shiny ornaments won’t remind him of the swarm of bees that stung him to death at summer camp in 1974.)


	Snowflake lights and a Santa hat covered in gold sequins on the angel statue cradling a sleeping girl that marks Ginny Baker’s grave. (Silas Hoke took her leg and then her life in the 1920s—but there’s nothing gold sequins can’t fix.)





Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to bestow Ginny with the special hat but, come on. We literally shared a soul last month. Annnd I kind of need her help.


I’ve been trying to summon Ginny for days, but that troublesome jane has been giving me the silent treatment ever since Gemma, Sophie, Frannie, and Whisper ganged up on her at the mortuary and whipped insults (and metal eye sockets) at her (us) until she left my body and returned to her grave. Let’s not forget that Ginny also had to sit through my math class for two weeks, which is even worse than Death by Hoke. So I get why she’s leaving me on “read.” But I keep trying. Old obsessions die hard.


You know what else dies hard?


Silas Hoke.


Or maybe he didn’t die at all. I have no idea what’s real anymore because I’m staring at a fresh patch of grass where his grave used to be.


His cracked rectangular tombstone? GONE! The graffiti that said: ROTTEN AND FORGOTTEN, MAGGOT FOOD, REST IN PIECES? GONE! The six-foot hole someone left behind when they recently dug up his bones? GONE!


Silas Hoke, town legend and Ginny Baker’s murderer, is enog. (FYI: Enog is gone spelled backward because everything feels backward right now, and I’m honoring that.)


Ginny, do you know why Hoke’s grave and all signs of it ever existing are gone? I keep whispering that into the fog because if anyone knows what happened, it’s Ginny. No one wanted Silas Hoke out of Crimson Creek Cemetery more than her. Would you want to spend eternity a few yards away from your murderer? Didn’t think so.


But Ginny didn’t answer.


I tried touching the stone angel above her grave. If she can’t hear me, maybe she’ll feel me. Now I can’t stop yawning. Maybe Ginny wants to rest.


Just tell me if you saw anything, and I promise I’ll leave you alone.


Nothing.


Ginny, please!


Nothing.


There’s zero info online. No one in town is talking about it. It’s as if Silas Hoke never existed, and I know you know what’s up.


Nothing.


What about the rest of you? I asked my Spirit Squad of Helen Fulwig, Boris Leadbetter, and so on.


Like Ginny, they are dead quiet.


I took out a compact mirror, hoping they’d cast a reflection that might give me a clue. I turned on Criss Borderlyne’s famous G-Tone ghost recording device in case my Spirit Squad is trying to communicate but can’t be heard. (It can’t be easy, what with their decomposing jawbones and all that rotten soil between us.) But all I hear is the tinsel rustling in the chilly breeze. And all I see is a cluster of fireflies two rows over and—


Wait.


Fireflies? In Misery Falls, Oregon? In December?


Come on, Jōurnal. We’re going to investigate.
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I know it’s just one line later, Jōurnal, but I’ve walked all the way over there already. And OMG. Get this. The fireflies? They’re hovering over Aimee Zwick’s grave. She’s the preacher’s daughter who got struck by lightning during Hoke Week two years ago. She was only a year older than us when—


Jōurnal, did you see that? A snap of yellow light just lit up the sky. Jagged as claw marks and quick as a whip, it just flashed—


There’s another one.


Technically, it’s lightning. But how? The sky is clear. Unless …


Gemma recently told me that electricity and spiritual energy have similar vibrational frequencies. That’s why some spirits communicate through technology, lights, and electronics. Since Aimee was literally killed by lightning … what if …


Another flash.


I lifted my face to the sky and called, Aimee, is that you? Are you trying to tell me something? Do you know where Hoke is?


Suddenly, the sound of bells chimed, and a distant girl’s voice began to sing: You can hear me in your mind … over and over again. Her tone was breathy and haunting. It trailed along my goose-bumpy skin like talons slowly scraping stone. You can hear me in your mind … you can hear me in your mind … you can hear me in your mind …


Oh. It was just my ringtone. NIVIRO’s “The Ghost.”


My hands were shaking when I pulled my phone from the pocket of my coat. Did, uh, Aimee Zwick have my contact info?


Turns out it was Gemma, which terrified me more than a spirit ever could. I totally lost track of time, Jōurnal. I was supposed to be at the Spirit Sanctuary thirty minutes ago!


I accepted the call, ready to blow Gemma’s mind with my creepy excuse, when ZAP!


A lightning bolt struck my phone.


My phone, Jōurnal. It flew out of my hand with a pop of pain and crashed right into Aimee Zwick’s tombstone.


Time to get out of here. For the first time in a long time, I’m actually freaked.
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CHAPTER 2GEMMA






Gemma Garrett wagged her phone in frustration.


“Straight to voicemail!” she reported to her friends, as if it were Apple’s fault Zuzu was thirty-seven minutes late for tonight’s life-changing event. Where was she?


“Smile!” Sophie trilled as she aimed her fancy-pants camera at Gemma’s scowl.


Gemma managed an expression that more closely resembled gas pain and searched the crowd of Criss Borderlyne fans gathering inside her mother’s shop. Zuzu was very good at hiding, so maybe she was hiding in the crowd? The Spirit Sanctuary hadn’t been this packed since, well, ever, and the place was on its last leg. Kind of like Silas Hoke.


“Ha!” she said, amused by her own joke.


“What’s so funny?” Whisper asked as she, Frannie, and Sophie continued stacking the final three G-Tone boxes on the precarious display tower to the side of the presentation area.


“Nothing,” Gemma mumbled as she straightened their boxes. She could easily picture the collapse of all those G-Tones, which had been nothing but trouble since all one hundred of them had arrived.


She shook her head, ridding herself of the negative thought. Unfortunately, her negative thoughts were as thick as the crowd inside the store. What if Zuzu got murdered on her way here? What if Criss Borderlyne doesn’t show? What if no one buys this stack of G-Tones? How will I repay Mom for accidentally ordering them on the company credit card?


Gemma shook her head again; this time, she shook it so hard she lost her balance and almost stumbled into the G-Tone tower. Maybe she wasn’t getting enough protein. It had been a month since she’d eaten any meat. Zuzu’s vegetarianism had inspired her. Partially, anyway. The other part had been the cadaver stink of the Ultimate Rest Mortuary basement. Focus on what’s in front of you, she ordered herself. Six rows of chairs, GhostQuest fans taking their seats, a podium to your left, the G-Tone tower on your right, your best friends looking at you with severe concern.


“What? I’m fine,” Gemma insisted, before taking a step back and admiring their architectural work. Then, with a genuine smile, she admired her friends. They were wearing purple eyeliner in honor of YouTube sensation (and purple eyeliner devotee) Criss Borderlyne, who was going to be at the Spirit Sanctuary any minute! Ex-clam-ation point! Beyond that, each of the Graveyard Girls looked exactly like herself, only better.


Instead of a beanie and running attire, Whisper’s tangle of brown hair had been wrestled into a (somewhat) tidy ponytail, and she was wearing a dress. Was it an oversize striped sweaterdress? Yes. Did she have jeans on underneath? Double yes. But A for effort! Surprisingly, Frannie, Queen of Drama and all things extra, was the one in running attire—if people ran in silver sequin joggers adorned with colorful stars and matching bomber jackets. As usual, Sophie had flat ironed her curls and held them in place with a preppy, plain hairband; her light blue button-down was tucked and belted inside dark denim jeans, and her chunky black loafers gleamed. She did, however, DIY the first-place ribbon she won at last year’s Misery Falls photography contest onto a camera strap in hopes that Criss would want pics of the event. It was both functional and stylish. If Criss wasn’t impressed, Zuzu definitely would be.


Worried, Gemma glimpsed the door again.


Click!


“I’m going to caption this one Stressed to Impress,” Sophie said. Then she ahem-ed.


“Gemma. Stop worrying. You look fab.”


Gemma glanced down at her long, turquoise beaded necklaces, white lace crop top, peasant skirt, and the hand-me-down moccasin booties from her cousin Luna. Her go-with-the-flow outfit was perfect. It was the rest of the night she was worried about.


Last she checked (exactly eighty-seven minutes ago), Criss Borderlyne had over four million followers, which was over four million more followers than they had at the Spirit Sanctuary. Gemma’s mother, who everyone in town called Layla, and Aunt Harmony, co-owners of the store, hated social media, technology, and anything else that separated them from cave dwellers. That’s why the famous ghost-hunting YouTuber’s appearance at their family’s teeny store was such a gigantic deal. It would surely supercharge their sleepy sales.


At the same time, Gemma resented Criss Borderlyne for not allowing her to return the G-Tones she accidentally bought. Tonight, she needed to put her resentments aside. Criss was coming all the way from Nevada.


Gemma gripped her delicate antique wristwatch for courage. It had belonged to her grandmother Cece, the strongest woman she had ever known. Even though it didn’t work and was stuck forever at 7:29, Gemma believed it connected her to the spirit realm. Not only because it had belonged to Cece but because, allegedly, angels showed people the number 729 to remind them to trust in the universe to supply them with what they needed. Right now, Gemma needed all the help she could get.


“I also need tea,” Gemma mumbled, craving a steaming cup of her favorite clove and orange-flavored Black Majik. She’d drunk an ocean of tea since going veggie. It helped the hunger pangs.


“Got some!” Sophie announced, brown eyes wide and arms flapping. “I was going to wait until Zuzu got here, but I can’t keep a secret this good for one more second.”


“I meant the drinking kind, but okay.”


Once the girls were huddled, Sophie checked the perimeter for eavesdroppers and leaned in. “My parents are taking my sister to Seville.”


The girls exchanged confused looks.


“Spain!” Sophie clarified.


“We know where Seville is.” Whisper pushed her sliding glasses back up the bridge of her nose. “How does that qualify as tea?”


“Because I’m not going!”


More confused looks passed among them.


“Why?” Frannie pressed.


“They’re going to meet the family Jade will be living with for her whole Spanish immersion thingy, and they don’t want me to miss school.”


“No,” Frannie said with a dismissive wave. “I meant why is that tea?”


“Because I get the house to myself !” Sophie announced. “Correction: we get the house to myself.”


Gemma giggled. She loved it when straight-A Sophie took breaks from sounding smart.


“No babysitter?” Whisper asked.


“No babysitter,” Sophie declared. “Just Grace.”


Grace was a babysitter, but Sophie preferred to think of her as the chill older sister—the kind her actual older sister, Jade, was not.


“They leave next Sunday,” Sophie added. “And you know what that means …”


“Grace comes next Sunday?” Frannie tried.


“It means the second they leave, we can have Graveyard Girls meetings at my house and eat snacks with high fructose corn syrup! Dane Jeremy and I can have band practice without Mom and Dad complaining about the noise. I can do my homework on the couch, I can—”


“Check your weather apps!” insisted a familiar voice outside the huddle.


They turned to find Zuzu offering up a cracked cell phone like a missing piece of evidence. She wore a purple coat with a rhinestone skull on the back, cutoff jean shorts over zebra-stripe tights, and a Meat Is Murder T-shirt. Unlike Gemma, who tried to look like a ghost hunter, Zuzu looked like a vegetarian ghost finder.


“You’re alive!” Gemma beamed.


“Barely.”


“I’ve been calling. Why didn’t you answer?”


Zuzu indicated her Jōhin phone case. It was nearly incinerated.


Sophie lifted her camera to her eye. Zuzu, the professional, peered through the curtain bangs that mingled with her eyelashes and sighed.


Click.


“Did you toss your phone into a fireplace?” Frannie asked.


“Check. Your. Weather. App!” Zuzu insisted. “Does it say lightning?”


Frannie shook her head.


“What about yours?” Zuzu asked Whisper.


“Clear skies, low of forty-two.”


Zuzu trained her panic on Sophie and Gemma. “What do yours say?”


“They’re apps,” Sophie explained. “They all say the same thing.”


Gemma placed a hand on Zuzu’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”


Zuzu folded a stick of cinnamon gum into her mouth and told them what had just happened at the cemetery—that Silas Hoke’s grave was gone.


“You mean Hoke’s bones were gone,” Gemma said. She just loved being near Zuzu. So she hated to correct her, but they already knew that.


“No, I mean his actual grave. The dirt, the hole, the cracked tombstone. All of it. Gone and grassy like it never existed.”


Sophie palmed the back of her hair. “How is that even possible?”


“Dunno. I asked the Spirit Squad. Aimee Zwick was the only one who answered.”


“The preacher’s daughter,” Whisper recited fearfully. “Killed by lightning. During Hoke Week.”


“I remember,” Frannie said. “She was a year older than us. Killed it in choir, no pun intended. She always sang the solos.”


“After she died, her parents used to come into the store,” Gemma said. “They bought spirit boards, séance books, stuff like that. It was really sad. I guess the memories became too much for them. I think they moved away.”


Zuzu popped her gum like an exclamation mark.


“So what did Aimee Zwick say?” Gemma asked. Criss Borderlyne suddenly seemed a million miles away.


“She zapped my phone with lightning—that’s what she said. Oh, and she sent fireflies.”


Excitement warmed Gemma’s insides. “Then it’s real! Spirits communicate through electricity. Madam Vera told me all about it.”


The girls nodded like bobbleheads. They already knew that, of course. Gemma had been parroting the otherworldly insights of the Spirit Sanctuary’s freelance fortune teller for years. But Zuzu had something Madam Vera never had: proof.


Tinnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnng.


A tuning fork’s song sliced through the mounting chatter. Conversations stopped as the vibrating hum drew everyone’s attention toward the open doorway, where a backpack-wearing female in her mid-twenties was lifting the U-shaped prongs above her head, Statue of Liberty style. Frigid December air rushed inside, but the woman’s flushed cheeks, white silk tank top, billowing white pants, and rope sandals seemed to think it was July.


“What in the …,” Gemma muttered as the stranger’s copper-colored hair whipped around her elfin face like wildfire.


Sophie, a classically trained pianist, cupped a hand around her ear. “Pretty sure that’s an A note. It’s the concert pitch most orchestras use.” Seeing Gemma’s confused expression, Sophie added, “It’s 440 hertz.” As if that helped.


“I don’t think it hurts at all,” Frannie beamed. “I like it.”


“You’re supposed to,” Whisper explained. “Tuning forks can be soothing. Sometimes my dad’s … I mean, sometimes Tina uses them in therapy sessions to calm anxious kids.” Gemma pouted in sympathy—Whisper still had difficulty calling Tina her dad’s girlfriend. Probably because it meant fully accepting her mother’s death. Though five years had passed, Whisper was still holding on.


Zuzu nodded at the strange woman. “I’m getting major Firestarter vibes.”


Gemma looked at her blankly.


“Seriously?” Zuzu asked. “Google it.”


Layla and Aunt Harmony hurried toward the stranger as the guests shifted awkwardly in their seats to watch. Just as the two were about to make contact, the girl silenced her tuning fork and stepped into the shop.


“Greetings. My name is Calliope Borderlyne,” she announced, her voice soft but certain. “Before we get started, there are a few things—” Her breath hitched at the sight of the audience members fumbling with their devices, ready to record her. “Stop!”


Calliope shimmied off her oversize white backpack and unzipped it with urgency. “The use of electronics of any kind is strictly forbidden. Their radiation interferes with my brother’s connection to the spirit realm and wreaks havoc on his immune system.”


Layla shot Gemma a told-you-so smirk from across the room. Gemma responded with an eye roll.


“Please power off your electronic devices and place them in my radio frequency–blocking backpack,” Calliope insisted as she made the rounds.


As she approached the girls, backpack open, the sweet, uplifting scent of honeysuckle enveloped them.


“Welcome to the Spirit Sanctuary,” Gemma said in a voice a few octaves higher than usual. “This is my shop. I mean, it’s my mom’s shop. And my aunt’s shop. Technically I’m too young to own a shop. But I work here.” She giggled nervously. “I’m the one who emailed Criss. I don’t know if he told you. I’m Gemma. The one who ordered—” She gestured at the G-Tone tower.


Calliope eyed the tower and smiled politely. “Spectral,” she said, the way other people said cool or awesome. Then she widened the mouth of the backpack like a greedy trick-or-treater.


Everyone powered down their phones and dropped them in the bag. Zuzu hesitated.


“It doesn’t work.” She showed Calliope the cracked, dead screen.


“Doesn’t matter,” Calliope insisted. “In the bag.” Next, the woman scrutinized the camera around Sophie’s neck. “Digital or film?”


“Film,” Sophie boasted. Then she sneezed. Gemma noticed the sneeze, just as she’d noticed, a few minutes earlier, Sophie clearing her throat.


Calliope closed her eyelids in approval (or disgust) and asked Gemma to shut off the electricity, light some candles, and get everyone to take their seats.


Once satisfied, Calliope stood before the audience, struck the tuning fork against her wrist bone, and faced the open door. The crowd turned and gasped as Criss Borderlyne stepped into the flickering darkness amid the vibrating hum.


Gemma and the girls squeezed one another’s arms in excitement.


As expected, Criss’s black hair had been combed at an angle across his forehead, eclipsing his left eye. The right eye, electric blue and lined in purple, had a magnetic lit-from-within quality that made Gemma think of a neon sign. Hands stuffed into the pockets of his white cargo pants, he surveyed the crowd and exchanged a nod with Calliope.


Tinnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnng. The tuning fork sounded again, and to Gemma’s surprise, yet another new character appeared beside Criss, a pale, bird-boned male wearing a white caftan over silk drawstring pants. Forget vegetarianism—this slight guy looked like he ate according to the rules of nothingism. Together, the two glided into the shop.


Whisper dug her jagged fingernails into Gemma’s forearm. “Is that …”


Frannie: “A …”


Sophie: “… Ghost?”


I think so, Gemma mouthed.


“Dang, this Criss guy is legit,” Zuzu said.


Without explanation, Criss and his ghost joined Calliope in the presentation area and began before Layla and Aunt Harmony could introduce them.


“I’m Criss,” said the famous one with the black hair and purple eyeliner, “and we are the Borderlyne triplets.”


Triplets?


The girls looked at one another in confusion.


A man’s hand shot up from the audience.


“Fraternal, not identical,” Criss explained.


The man lowered his hand.


“Together, we are the GhostQuest.”


Gemma drew back her head. Together?


“Twenty-two years ago, when we were in our mother’s womb, we realized that Cain could communicate with the spirit world but was too sensitive to take it on alone.” He gestured to the ghostlike figure standing beside him. “So we made a pact. I would be the public figure and Calliope would run the business. That way, Cain would have enough energy to interact with the spirits.”


“No way,” Gemma whispered.


“Way,” Cain responded softly.


Gemma gasped. “You heard that?”


Cain smiled shyly. “I hear at a canine level. Speaking of canine …” His voice was so soft everyone had to lean forward in their seats. “Did someone recently lose a dog?” He pressed a finger between his brows and closed his eyes. “A Yorkie … went by the name of … Marble … no Maypole … no … Mable!”


“I did!” a grandmother type called from the back row. Then with a sniffle, “My Mable passed last Tuesday.”


Calliope and Criss offered sympathetic frowns while Cain lifted his watery blue gaze to the ceiling. “Mable is here. And she has a very important message for you.”


Frannie whispered in Gemma’s ear so Cain’s powerful hearing couldn’t pick it up. “Bark. Bark-bark-bark.”


Gemma, though, was a believer. She watched avidly as Calliope handed him a G-Tone.


Cain powered it on. “Do you mind if I record it?”


“Not at all,” said Mable’s mom in an excited hush.


Gemma and her mother traded hopeful looks. If Cain could record Mable and play it back for the audience, the G-Tones would sell in minutes. Problem solved.


Cain lifted the G-Tone to the heavens and closed his eyes. His breathing, deep and measured at first, began to quicken as the lights on the ghost recorder started to flash. It was working. Better than it had at Ashgate Prison back in August. Cain’s lips started moving. He began to nod. “Mable, your mommy is here. It’s safe, Mable.”


Audience members sniffled back emotions. Whisper began biting her thumbnail. Sophie reached for Frannie’s hand. Gemma and Zuzu leaned forward.


“Yes, sweet girl,” Cain said. “Of course I can give your mommy a message. What is it you’d like her to know?”


Suddenly, a girl’s voice began singing: You can hear me in your mind …


Cain’s eyes popped open.


You can hear me in your mind …


He released his grip on the G-Tone. It crashed to the floor.


You can hear me in your mind …


The audience’s sniffles quickly turned to shrieks.


Was Mable the dead dog talking to them?!?


Is that your phone? Sophie mouthed in panic to Zuzu.


Zuzu’s squinted eyes, clenched teeth, and red cheeks said it all.


While Criss wrapped Cain in a silver Mylar blanket, Calliope pulled open her backpack and dug inside.


Seconds later, she was pinch-gripping the ringing phone, holding it in front of her like a moldy piece of cheese. Though it was cracked and burned, and its owner claimed it was busted, the ringtone played on as UNKNOWN CALLER flashed across the screen.


When the ring finally stopped, Calliope dropped the phone next to the fallen G-Tone. Her face was snarled with anger.


“I told you my brother was sensitive to technology,” Calliope hissed. “I told you to turn off your—” Too distraught to finish, she emptied her backpack onto the floor and freed an avalanche of captive phones. She wrapped a protective arm around Cain and guided him outside.


Criss shook his head with regret. “I’m sorry, folks. But tonight’s event is canceled. Stay spectral.”


As he glided out, devastated crowd members retrieved their phones amid desperate apologies from Layla and Aunt Harmony. Instead of rushing to purchase G-Tones, the way Gemma had hoped, they rushed for the exit instead, perhaps hoping for a final look at the Borderlyne triplets.
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