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      FOR EVERYONE WHO’S BEEN TO HELL 
AND BACK


   

      

      

      


      

      

         How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer,


         

         Son of the morning!


         

           

      


      

      —Isaiah 14:12-15
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         The Devil

went down to Georgia, he was


         

         lookin’ for a soul to steal.






         He was in a bind, ’cos he was way behind;






         he was willin’ to make a deal.


         

      


      

      —Charlie Daniels, “Devil Went Down to Georgia”
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      The Kids Are All Right
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      WHEN the final bell sounded at Bryce Hamilton, Xavier and I gathered our things and headed out onto the south lawn.

The weather forecast had predicted a clear afternoon, but

the sun was fighting an uphill battle and the sky remained a

cheerless, gunmetal gray. Occasionally the watery sunlight

broke through and fingers of light danced across the grounds,

warming the back of my neck.

      


      

      “Are you coming over for dinner tonight?” I asked Xavier,

linking my arm through his. “Gabriel wants to try making

burritos.”




Xavier looked across at me and laughed.


“What’s funny?”


“I’m just thinking,” he said. “How come in all the paintings,

angels are depicted guarding thrones in Heaven or

taking out demons? I wonder why they’re never shown in the

kitchen making burritos.”


“Because we have a reputation to uphold,” I said, nudging

him. “So are you coming?”


“Can’t.” Xavier sighed. “I promised my kid sister I’d stay

home and carve pumpkins.”








“Shoot. I keep forgetting about Halloween.”


“You should try and get into the spirit of it,” Xavier said.

“Everyone around here

takes it very seriously.”


I knew he wasn’t

exaggerating; jack-o’-lanterns and plaster headstones already adorned every front porch in town in

honor of the occasion. 


“I know,” I said. “But the whole

idea creeps me out. Why

would anyone want to dress up as ghosts and zombies? It’s like

everyone’s worst nightmares coming to life.”


“Beth.” Xavier stopped walking and took hold of my shoulders.

“It’s a holiday, lighten up!”


He was right. I needed to stop being so wary. It was six

months now since the ordeal with Jake Thorn and things

couldn’t

have been better. Peace had returned to Venus Cove

and I’d grown more attached to the place than ever. Nestled

on the picturesque Georgia coastline, the sleepy little town

in Sherbrooke County had become my home. With its pretty

balconies and ornate shopfronts, Main Street was so quaint

it could have been an image on a postcard. In fact, everything

from the cinema to the old courthouse

exuded the Southern

charm and gentility of a long-forgotten

era. 


Over the past year the influence of my family had spread

and transformed Venus Cove into a model town. The church

congregation had tripled in numbers, charity missions had

more volunteers than they could handle, and reported incidents

of crime were

so few and far between that the sheriff

was forced to find other things to occupy his time. Nowadays

the only disputes that happened were

minor, like drivers arguing

over who saw a parking space first. But that was just human nature. It couldn’t

be changed and it wasn’t

our job to try

and change it. 


But the best development of all was that Xavier and I had

grown even closer. I looked across at him. He was just as breathtakingly

beautiful as ever. His tie hung loose and his blazer

was slung casually over one shoulder. I could feel his taut body

occasionally brushing against mine as we walked side by side,

our footsteps falling in time. Sometimes it was easy to think of

us as one entity. 


Since the violent encounter with Jake last year, Xavier

had hit the gym even harder and thrown himself into sports

more vigorously. I knew he was doing it so he’d be better

equipped to protect me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t

enjoy

the perks. Xavier had more definition in his chest and washboard

abs. He was still slender and perfectly proportioned,

but I could see the muscles in his arms rippling beneath the

fine cotton of his shirt. I looked up at his refined features: his

straight nose, high cheekbones, and full lips. In the light of

the sun, his walnut-colored

hair was streaked with gold and

his almond-shaped

eyes were

like liquid blue topaz. On his

ring finger he now wore the gift I’d given him after he had

helped me recover from Jake’s attack. It was a thick silver band

etched

with three symbols of faith: a five-point

star to represent

the star of Bethlehem; a trefoil to honor the three

persons of the Holy Trinity; and the initials IHS, an abbreviation

of Ihesus, the way Christ’s name was spelled in the

Middle Ages. I’d had an identical one made for me and I liked

to think they were

our special version of a promise ring.

Another person who’d witnessed as much as Xavier had might have lost all faith in Our Father, but Xavier had strength of

mind and spirit. He’d made a commitment to us and I knew

that nothing could persuade him to break it. 


My train of thought was broken when we bumped into a

group of Xavier’s friends from the water-polo

team in the

parking lot. I knew some of them by name and caught the

tail end of their conversation. 


“I can’t

believe Wilson hooked up with Kay Bentley,” a boy

named Lawson snickered. He was still bleary-eyed

from whatever

misadventure had taken place over the weekend. I knew

from experience it probably involved a keg and willful damage

to property. 


“It’s his funeral,” someone muttered. “Everyone knows she’s

done more miles than my dad’s vintage Chrysler.”


“I don’t care so long as it wasn’t

on my bed. I’d have to burn

everything.”


“Don’t worry, man, pretty sure they were

out on the back

lawn.”


“I was so wasted, I don’t remember a damn thing,” Lawson

declared. 


“I remember you tried to hook up with me,” replied a boy

named Wesley in his lilting accent. He contorted his face into

a grimace. 


“Whatever

…it was dark. You could do a lot worse.”


“Not funny,” Wesley growled. “Someone posted a picture

on Facebook. What am I gonna tell Jess?”


“Tell her you couldn’t

resist Lawson’s ripped body.” Xavier

thumped his friend on the back as he sauntered past. “He’s

really built from all those hours on the PlayStation.”



I laughed as Xavier pulled open the door of his sky blue

Chevy Bel Air convertible. I climbed in, stretched out, and

breathed in the familiar smell of the leather seats. I loved the

car almost as much as Xavier did now. It had been with us from

the very beginning, from our first date at Sweethearts Café to

the showdown with Jake Thorn at the cemetery. Though I’d

never admit it, I’d come to think of the Chevy as having a

personality of its own. Xavier turned the key in the ignition

and the car roared to life. They seemed to move in sync–as

if they were

attuned to each other. 


“So have you come up with a costume yet?”


“For what?” I asked blankly. 


Xavier shook his head. “For Halloween. Try to keep up!”


“Not yet,” I admitted. “I’m still working on it. What about

you?”


“How do you feel about Batman?” Xavier asked with a wink.

“I’ve always wanted to be a superhero.”


“You just want to pretend you drive a Batmobile.”


Xavier gave a guilty smile. “Damn it! You know me too well.”


When we reached number 15 Byron Street, Xavier leaned

across and pressed his lips against mine. His kiss was soft and

sweet. I felt the outside world fall away as I melted into him.

His skin was smooth beneath my fingers and his scent, fresh

and clean as ocean air, enveloped me. It was mingled with

a touch of something stronger–like

vanilla and sandalwood

combined. I kept one of Xavier’s T-shirts, dowsed in his

cologne, under my pillow so that every night I could imagine

he was with me. It was funny how the goofiest behavior could

feel perfectly natural when you were

in love. I knew there were

people who rolled their eyes at Xavier and me, but if

they did, we were

too absorbed in each other’s company to

notice. 


When Xavier pulled away from the curb, I snapped back

to reality, like someone waking from a deep sleep. 


“I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning,” he called out with a

dreamy smile. “Usual time.”


I stood in our tangled front yard watching until the Chevy

finally turned off at the end of the street. 


Byron was still my haven and I loved retreating there.

Everything was soothingly familiar, from the creaking steps

on the front porch to the large and airy rooms inside. It felt

like a safe cocoon away from the turbulence of the world. It

was true to say that while I loved human life, it scared me

sometimes. The earth had problems–problems

almost too

large and too complex to fully comprehend. Thinking about

them made my head spin. It also made me feel ineffectual.

But Ivy and Gabriel had told me to stop wasting my energy

and focus on our mission. There were plans for us to visit other

cities and towns in the vicinity of Venus Cove to expel any

dark forces residing there. Little did we know they would find

us before we had a chance to find them. 


Dinner was already underway when I got home. My brother

and sister were

out on the deck. They were

each engaged in

solitary activities; Ivy had her nose in a book and Gabriel

was deep in concentration, composing on his guitar. His

expert fingers massaged the chords gently and they seemed to

answer his silent command. I joined them and knelt down to

pat my dog, Phantom, who was sleeping soundly with his head resting on his giant, silky paws. He stirred at my touch, his

silvery body as sleek as ever. He looked up at me with his sad,

moonlight eyes, and I imagined his expression to say: Where

have you been all day?


Ivy lay semi-recumbent

in the hammock, her golden hair

flowing down to her waist. It looked resplendent in the light

of the setting sun. My sister didn’t quite know how to relax

in a hammock; she looked too poised and reminded me of a

mythical creature who had somehow found herself unceremoniously

plonked in a world that made no sense to her. She

was wearing a pastel blue muslin dress and had even set up

a frilly parasol, to protect her from the fading sunlight. No

doubt she’d found it in some vintage shop and couldn’t

resist

buying it. 


“Where did you get that?” I laughed. “I think they went out

of fashion a while ago.”


“Well, I think it’s charming,” said Ivy, laying down the novel

she’d been reading. I took a peek at the cover. 


“Jane Eyre?” I asked dubiously. “You do know it’s a love story,

right?”


“I’m aware,” said my sister huffily. 


“You’re turning into me!” I teased. 


“I highly doubt I could ever be as swooning and silly as you

are,” Ivy replied in a matter-of-fact tone but her eyes were

playful. 


Gabriel stopped strumming his guitar to look over at us. 


“I don’t think anybody could outdo Bethany in that department,”

he said with a smile. He put down his guitar carefully

and went to lean against the railing, staring out to sea. As usual Gabe stood arrow straight, his white-blond

hair pulled back

in a ponytail. His steel gray eyes and his sculpted features

made him look like the celestial warrior he was–but

he was

dressed like a human in faded jeans and a loose shirt. His face

was open and friendly. I was pleased to see that Gabriel was

more relaxed these days. I felt as if both my siblings were

less

critical of me, more accepting of the choices I’d made. 


“How is it you always get home before me?” I complained.

“When I take a car and you walk!”


“I have my ways,” my brother replied with a secretive smile.

“Besides, I don’t have to pull over every two minutes to express

my affection.”


“We do not pull over to express affection!” I objected. 


Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “So that wasn’t

Xavier’s car

parked two blocks from school?”


“Maybe it was.” I tossed my head nonchalantly, hating how

he was always right. “But every two minutes is a slight exaggeration!”


Ivy’s heart-shaped

face glowed as she broke into a laugh.

“Oh, Bethany, relax. We’re

used to the PDAs by now.”


“Where did you learn that?” I asked curiously. I’d never

heard Ivy use abbreviated colloquialisms. Her formal speech

usually sounded so out of place in the modern world. 


“I do spend time with young people, you know,” she said.

“I’m trying to be hip.”


Gabriel and I burst out laughing. 


“In that case, don’t say hip for starters,” I advised. 


Ivy leaned down to ruffle my hair affectionately and changed the subject. “I hope you don’t have plans for this

weekend.”


“Can Xavier come?” I asked eagerly before she’d even had

a chance to explain what she and Gabe had in mind. Xavier

had long become a fixture in my life. Even when we were

apart, it seemed there was no activity or distraction that could

keep my thoughts from straying back to him. 


Gabriel pointedly rolled his eyes. “If he must.”


“Of course he must,” I said, grinning. “So what’s the plan?”


“There’s a town called Black Ridge twenty miles from

here,”

my brother said. “We’ve been told they’re experiencing

some …disturbances.”


“You mean demonic disturbances?”


“Well, three girls have gone missing in the last month and

a perfectly sound bridge collapsed onto passing traffic.”


I winced. “Sounds like our kind of problem. When do we

leave?”


“Saturday,” Ivy said. “So you better rest up.”
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      Co-Dependent
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      THE next day Molly and I sat with the girls in the west

courtyard, which had become our new favorite hangout.

Molly had changed since the loss of her best friend the year

before. Taylah’s death at the hands of Jake Thorn had been a

wake-up

call for my family. We had not foreseen the extent

of Jake’s powers until the day he’d slit her throat to send us a

message. 


Since then Molly had drifted away from her old circle of

friends and out of a sense of loyalty, I’d gone along with her. I

didn’t mind the switch. I knew Bryce Hamilton must now be

full of painful memories for Molly and I wanted to support her

in every way I could. Besides, our new group was more or less

the same as the old one. These were

girls we’d hung out with

on occasion but never become close with. They knew all the

same people and gossiped about the same things, so becoming

integrated into their group was easy as pie. 


Things were

strained in the group that had once included

Taylah, and I knew Molly couldn’t

really relax with them.

Occasionally, out of the blue, conversations would come to

an awkward halt. The kind of pause where you knew everyone was thinking the same thing: What would Taylah say right

now? But no one had the courage to speak her name out loud.

I had a feeling things would never be quite the same for these

girls. They’d tried to make things go back to normal, but most

of the time it felt as if they were

trying too hard. They laughed

too loudly and their jokes sounded rehearsed. It seemed that

whatever

they said or did, they were

constantly reminded

of Taylah’s absence. Taylah and Molly had been at the very

core of the group, self-appointed

authorities on so many

things. Now Taylah was gone and Molly was completely

withdrawn. The other girls had lost both their mentors and

were

completely adrift without them. 


It was hard watching them struggle collectively with their

grief; a grief they couldn’t

articulate for fear of unleashing

emotion they couldn’t

control. I so badly wanted to tell them

not to see death as an end but as a new beginning and explain

to them that Taylah had simply crossed to a new plane of existence,

one that was unencumbered by physicality. I wanted

them to know that Taylah was out there still, only now she

was free. I wanted to tell them about Heaven and the peace

she would find there. But, of course, sharing any of that knowledge

was impossible. Not only would I be breaking our most

sacred code and exposing our presence on earth, but I’d also

be instantly kicked out of the group for being a lunatic. 


Our newly adopted friends huddled around a cluster of

carved wooden benches beneath a stone archway that they’d

claimed as their own. One thing that hadn’t changed was

their territorial nature. If any outsiders accidentally strayed

into our area, they didn’t linger long. The glaring looks of disapproval that flew in their direction were usually enough to

drive them away. Gray clouds rolled ominously overhead, but

the girls never went inside unless there was absolutely no alternative.

As usual they sat with their hair perfectly coiffed and

their skirts hitched up, soaking up the weak rays of sunlight

that dipped and wavered behind the clouds, washing the courtyard

in a soft, dappled light. Any opportunity to work on their

tans could not be missed. 


The Halloween party on Friday had served to lift everyone’s

spirits and generate a lot of excitement. It was being

held at an abandoned estate just out of town that belonged

to the family of one of the seniors,

Austin Knox. His great-grandfather

Thomas Knox had built the house

in 1868, several

years after the Civil War ended. He was one of the town’s

original founders

and although the Knox family hadn’t

visited the place in years, historical landmark laws protected it

from demolition.

So it had remained vacant and uninhabited

over the years. It was a run-down,

old country homestead

with deep porches on every side, surrounded by nothing but

fields and a deserted highway. The locals called it the Boo

Radley House—nobody

ever went in or out—and

Austin

claimed he’d even seen his great-grandfather’s

ghost standing

at one of the upstairs windows. According to Molly, it was perfect

party material; nobody ever passed that way except for

people who’d taken a wrong turn on a road trip or the occasional

trucker. Plus, it was well enough away from town that

nobody could complain about the noise. It had originally started

out as a small gathering, but word had somehow gotten out and now the whole

school was talking about it. Even some of the

better-connected

sophomores had managed to score an invite. 


I sat next to Molly, whose titian curls were

wound on top

of her head in a loose bun. Without makeup she had the face

of a china doll with wide sky blue eyes and rosebud lips. She

couldn’t

resist a slick of lip gloss, but aside from that, she’d

pared everything back in her attempt to win favor with Gabriel.

I’d expected by now she’d be over the hopeless crush she had

on my brother, but so far her feelings for him only seemed to

have intensified. 


I preferred Molly without makeup; I liked the way she

looked her age rather than someone ten years older. 


“I’m going as a naughty schoolgirl,” Abigail announced. 


“In other words you’re going as yourself?” Molly said with

a snort. 


“Let’s hear your great idea then….”


“I’m going as Tinker Bell.”


“As who?”


“The fairy from Peter Pan.”


“This isn’t fair,” Madison whined. “We made a pact to all go

as Playboy Bunnies!”


“Bunnies are old.” Molly tossed her head. “Not to mention

trashy.”


“I’m sorry,” I interrupted, “but aren’t the costumes supposed

to be scary?”


“Oh, Bethie,” Savannah said with a sigh. “Have we taught

you nothing?”


I smiled sheepishly. “Refresh my memory?”


“Basically the whole

thing is just one massive—,” Hallie

began. 


“Let’s just say it’s an opportunity for us to mingle with the

opposite sex,” Molly cut in, shooting Hallie a sharp look. 


“Your costume needs to be scary and sexy.”


“Did you know Halloween used to be about Samhain?” I

said. “People were

really scared of it.”


“Who’s Sam Hen?” Hallie looked baffled. 


“Not who… what,” I said. “It’s different in every culture.

But essentially, people believe it’s the one night of the year

when the world of the dead meets the world of the living;

when the dead can walk among us and possess our bodies.

People would dress up to trick them into staying away.”


The group stared at me with newfound respect. 


“Oh my God, Bethie.” Savannah shivered. “Way to freak

us all out.”


“Do you remember when we had that séance in seventh

grade?” Abigail asked. The others nodded enthusiastically as

they recalled the event. 


“You had a what!” I spluttered, barely able to disguise my

disbelief. 


“A séance, it’s when you… ”


“I know what it is,” I said. “But you shouldn’t mess around

with that stuff.”


“I told you, Abby!” Hallie exclaimed. “I told you it was dangerous.

Remember how the door slammed shut?”


“Yeah, only because your mom shut it,” Madison hit back. 


“She couldn’t

have. She was in bed asleep the whole

time.”


“Whatever.

I’m thinking we should try it again on Friday.” Abigail waggled her eyebrows mischievously. “What do you say, girls? Who’s in?”


“Not me,” I said resolutely. “I’m not getting mixed up in

that.”


The looks they exchanged suggested they were

unconvinced

by my refusal. 






“THEY’RE so childish,” I complained to Xavier as we

walked to French class together. Doors slammed, announcements

rang over the loudspeaker, and chatter flowed freely

around us, but Xavier and I were

locked in our own world.

“They want to hold a séance and go dressed as bunnies.”


“What kind of bunnies?” he asked suspiciously. 


“Playboy, I think. Whatever

that means.”


“That sounds about right.” Xavier laughed. “But don’t let

them talk you into anything you don’t feel comfortable with.”


“They’re my friends.”


“So what?” He shrugged. “If your friends walked off a cliff,

would you do it too?”


“Why would they walk off a cliff?” I asked in alarm. “Is

someone having problems at home?”

Xavier laughed. “It’s just an expression.”


“It’s silly,” I told him. “Do you think I should go as an angel?

Like in the film version of Romeo and Juliet?”


“There would be a certain irony in that,” Xavier said,

smirking. “An angel posing as a human posing as an angel. I

like it.”


Mr. Collins glared at us as we arrived and took our seats.

He seemed to resent our closeness and I couldn’t

help but wonder whether his history of three failed marriages had left

him a little jaded about love. 


“I hope the two of you will descend from your love bubble

long enough to learn something today,” he sniped cuttingly

and the other kids snickered. Embarrassed, I ducked my head

to avoid eye contact with them. 


“It’s all right, sir,” Xavier replied. “The bubble’s been engineered

to allow us to learn from within it.”


“You’re very amusing, Woods,” Mr. Collins said. “But the

classroom

is not the place for romance. When it all ends in

heartbreak, your grades will pay the price. L’amour est comme

un sablier, avec le coeur remplir le vide du cerveau.”


I recognized the quote from the French writer Jules Renard.

Translated it meant: “Love is like an hourglass, with the heart

filling up as the brain empties.” I hated his smug certainty, as

if he knew for a fact our relationship was doomed. I opened

my mouth to protest, but Xavier touched my hand under the

table and leaned across to whisper in my ear. 


“It’s probably not the best idea to get fresh with the teachers

who’ll be grading our final papers.”


He turned back to Mr. Collins, putting on his best class-president

voice. “We understand, sir, thanks for your concern.”


Mr. Collins looked satisfied and went back to writing subjunctive

verbs on the blackboard. I couldn’t

resist poking my

tongue out at his back. 


Hallie and Savannah, who were

also in my French class,

caught up with me at the lockers. They looped their arms affably

through mine. 


“What have you got now?” Hallie asked. 


“Math,” I replied suspiciously. “Why?”


“Perfect,” Savannah said. “Walk with us.”


“Is something wrong?”


“We just want to talk to you. Y’know, have a girl-to-girl chat.”


“Okay,” I said slowly, wracking my brain to think what I

might have done to warrant this strange intervention. “About?”


“It’s about you and Xavier,” Hallie blurted out. “Look,

you’re not gonna like hearing this, but we’re

your friends and

we’re

worried about you.”


“Why are you worried?”


“It’s just not healthy for you guys to spend so much time

together,” Hallie said expertly. 


“Yeah,” Savannah chimed in. “It’s like you’re joined at the

hip or something. I never see you apart. Wherever Xavier is,

you’re right behind him. Wherever you are, he’s there …all

the frigging time.”


“Is that that a bad thing?” I asked. “He’s my boyfriend; I

want to spend time with him.”


“Of course you do, but it’s too much. You need to get some

distance.” Hallie emphasized the word distance as if it were

a

medical term. 


“Why?” I looked at them dubiously, wondering if Molly had

put them up to this or if it truly was their personal opinion.

I’d been friends with these girls all through summer, but it

still felt a little early for them to be dispensing relationship

advice. On the other hand, I’d only been a teenage girl for less than a year. In some way, I felt I was at the mercy of their

experience. It was true that Xavier and I were

close, any fool

could see that. The question was, were

we unnaturally close? It

didn’t feel unhealthy given everything we’d been through

together. Of course, these girls could never know about our

struggles. 


“It’s a researched fact,” Savannah broke through my train

of thought. “Look, I can show you.” She reached into her bag

and yanked out a well-thumbed

copy of Seventeen magazine.

“We found a quiz for you to take.”


She opened the glossy cover and flipped to a dog-eared

page. The image showed a young couple sitting in chairs facing

opposite directions but bound together by chains around their

waists and ankles. The expression on their faces was one of

confusion and dismay. The quiz was called, “Are you in a co-dependent

relationship?”


“We’re not that bad,” I protested. “It’s about how we feel,

not how much time we spend together. Besides, I don’t think

a magazine quiz can measure

feelings.”


“Seventeen gives pretty reliable advice—,” began Savannah

hotly. 


“Okay, don’t take the quiz,” Hallie cut in. “Just answer a

few questions, okay?”


“Shoot,” I said. 


“What’s your favorite football team?”


“Dallas Cowboys,” I said without hesitation. 


“And why’s that?” Hallie asked. 


“Because it’s Xavier’s favorite team.”


“I see,” Hallie said knowingly. “And when was the last time

you did something without Xavier?” I didn’t like the way she

sounded like the prosecutor in a court case. 


“I do plenty of stuff without Xavier,” I said dismissively. 


“Really? So where is he right now?”


“He has a first-aid

training session in the gym,” I said

brightly. “They’re going over CPR, but he already learned it in

ninth grade during a water-safety

program.”


“Right,” Savannah said. “And what’s he doing at lunch?”


“He has a water-polo

meeting,” I replied. “They have a new

junior

that Xav wants to train to play defense.”


“And dinner?”


“He’s coming over to make barbecue ribs.”


“Since when do you like ribs?” The girls raised their eyebrows. 


“Xavier likes them.”


“I rest my case.” Hallie put her face in her hands. 


“Okay, I guess we do spend a lot of time together,” I said

grumpily. “But what’s wrong with that?”


“It’s not normal is what’s wrong with it,” Savannah declared,

enunciating every word. “Your girlfriends are just as important.

“It’s like we don’t even matter to you anymore. All the

girls feel the same, even Molly.”


I stopped short. Finally the fog lifted and the purpose of this

discussion became clear to me. The girls were

feeling neglected.

It was true that I always seemed to be declining their invitations

to go out in favor of spending time with Xavier. I’d always

thought I just preferred spending downtime with my family, but maybe I had been insensitive without realizing it. I valued

their friendship and on the spot vowed to be more attentive. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. “Thanks for being honest with me. I

promise I’ll do better.”


“Great.” Hallie beamed. “Well, you can start by joining in

the girls-only event we’ve

got planned for the Halloween

party.”


“Of course,” I agreed, eager to make amends. “I’d love to.

What is it?” I had the sense even before I’d finished the question

that I was on the brink of falling into a trap. 


“We’re going to commune with the dead, remember?”

Savannah said. “No boys allowed.”


“A séance,” Hallie said brightly. “How awesome is that?”


“Awesome,” I reiterated flatly. I could think of plenty of

words to describe what they had in mind, but awesome just

wasn’t

one of them. 
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      Unholy Night
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      FRIDAY came around faster than I expected. I wasn’t

especially looking forward to the Halloween party. I’d much

rather have spent a night at home with Xavier, but I didn’t

think it fair to impose my reclusiveness on him. 


Gabriel shook his head in surprise when he saw my costume,

which consisted of a white satin sheath dress, gladiator

sandals borrowed from Molly, and a pair of short, fluffy synthetic

wings I’d rented from the local costume shop. I was a

parody of myself, and Gabriel, as I’d guessed, was unimpressed.

It must have seemed like some kind of sacrilege to him. 


“It’s a little obvious, don’t you think?” he asked wryly. 


“Not at all,” I replied. “If anyone suspected us of being superhuman,

this should throw them off the scent.”


“Bethany, you are a messenger of the Lord, not a detective

in a B?grade spy movie,” Gabriel said. “Try to remember that.”


“Would you like me to change?” I sighed. 


“No, he wouldn’t,”

Ivy said, patting my hand. “The costume

is lovely. After all, it’s just a high school party.” She gave

Gabriel a pointed look designed to bring the discussion to

a close. Gabriel shrugged. Even though he spent his days disguised as a music teacher at Bryce Hamilton, it seemed

the machinations of the teenage world were

beyond him. 


When Xavier arrived he was dressed as a cowboy in faded

jeans, tan boots, and a checkered shirt. He even wore a leather

cowboy hat. 


“Trick or treat?” he said with a grin. 


“No offense, but you don’t look anything like Batman.”


“Ain’t no need to be nasty now, ma’am,”

Xavier said,

adopting a heavy Texan accent. “Are you ready to go? Our

ride’s

awaitin’.”


I laughed. “You’re going to keep this up all night, aren’t

you? 


“Probably,” Xavier said. “I’m driving you wild with desire,

aren’t I?” My brother coughed to remind us of his presence. He

was always uncomfortable with outward displays of affection. 


“Don’t stay out too late,” Ivy said. “We’re leaving for Black

Ridge early tomorrow morning.”


“Don’t worry,” Xavier promised. “I’ll have her home by the

time the clock strikes midnight.”


Gabriel shook his head. “Must the two of you embody every

cliché  in the book?”


Xavier and I looked at each other and grinned. “Yes,” we

replied. 


It was a half-hour

drive to the old abandoned homestead.

The black stretch of highway was dotted with the headlights

of other partygoers, and nothing but open fields surrounded

us. We were

strangely elated that night. It was an odd feeling,

like the whole

world belonged to the students of Bryce Hamilton.

The party marked the end of an era for us and we had mixed feelings about it. We were

all on the cusp of graduating

and shaping our futures. It was the start of a new life and while

we hoped it would be full of promise, we couldn’t

help but feel

a degree of nostalgia for all we’d be leaving behind. College

life with all its associated independence

was just around the

corner. Soon friendships would be tested by distance and some

relationships would not survive. 


The night sky seemed vaster than usual and a gibbous moon

drifted between wisps of cloud. As we drove, I watched Xavier

out of the corner of my eye. He looked so at ease behind the

wheel of the Chevy. His face was free of anxiety. We were

cruising now and he steered with one hand. Moonlight fell

through the window, illuminating his face. He turned to look

at me, shadows dancing across his even features. 


“What are you thinking about, babe?” he asked. 


“Just that I could do so much better than a cowboy,” I

teased. 


“You are really pushing your luck tonight,”

Xavier said in

mock seriousness. “I’m a cowboy on the edge!” I laughed, not

fully understanding the reference. I could have asked him for

an explanation but all that mattered was that we were

together.

So what if I missed the occasional joke? It made what we had

even more intriguing. 


We swung into the winding, overgrown driveway and

followed a battered pickup truck full of senior

boys calling

themselves the “wolf pack.” I wasn’t

sure what that meant,

but they were

all wearing khaki bandanas and had painted

black war stripes across their chests and faces. 


“Any excuse to get their shirts off,” Xavier joked. 


The boys were

lounging in the back of the truck, chain-smoking

and working their way through a keg. Once the truck

was parked, they let out a wolf cry and leapt out, heading

toward the house.

One of them stopped to throw up in a

nearby bush. Once he’d expelled the contents of his stomach,

he straightened up and kept right on running. 


The house

itself reflected the Halloween theme. It was old

and rambling with a creaking porch that stretched across the

length of the front. The house

was badly in need of a paint job.

Its original white paint was cracked and peeling, revealing

grayish weatherboards underneath and giving the whole

place

an air of neglect. 


Austin must have enlisted the help of his female friends as

decorating crew because the porch was brightly lit with jack-o’-lanterns and glow sticks, but the windows on the top floor

remained in darkness. There was no other form of civilization

in sight. If there were

neighbors, they were

too far away to be

seen. I understood now why this house

had been chosen as

the party venue. We could make as much noise as we wanted

and no one would hear us. The thought made me a little

uneasy. The only thing separating the house

from the highway

was a collapsing fence that had seen better days. I could see a

scarecrow propped on a stick in the middle of the yard about

a hundred meters from where we stood. Its body was limp

and its head lolled eerily to one side. 


“That’s so spooky,” I whispered, drawing close to Xavier’s

side. “It looks so real.” He wrapped a strong arm around me. 


“Don’t worry,” he said. “It only goes after girls who don’t

appreciate their boyfriends.”


I elbowed him playfully. “That’s not even funny! Besides,

the girls think it’s healthy for us to spend some time apart.”


“Well, I disagree.” Xavier wrapped an arm around me. 


“That’s because you’re such an attention seeker!”


“Watch out, I think he can hear you….”


Inside the house

was already crowded with guests. It had

been vacant so long that the power had been disconnected

and the whole

place was lit with lanterns and candles. To

the left was a sweeping staircase. It was obvious Austin’s parents

had let the house

go because the stairs looked worn and

rotted through in places. Someone had put a candle on the

edge of every step and now the wax dripped down, pooling

like frosting on the wooden boards. Empty rooms spilled off

the wide hallway. I knew drunken couples probably occupied

them, but the darkness was still unnerving. We made our way

down the corridor, weaving past bodies all decked in various

outfits. Some had gone all out in terms of costumes. I caught

flashes of vampire teeth, devil

horns, and plenty of fake blood.

Someone really tall and dressed as the Grim Reaper glided

past us, his face completely concealed beneath a hood. I saw

Alice in Wonderland (the zombie version), Raggedy Ann,

Edward Scissorhands, and a Hannibal Lecter-inspired

mask.

I gripped Xavier’s hand tightly. I didn’t want to ruin his night,

but I found the whole

scene slightly unsettling. It was like all

the characters from horror stories suddenly coming to life

around us. The only thing that took the edge off the eeriness

was the constant flow of chatter and laughter. Someone plugged

in an iPod dock and suddenly the house

was filled with music

so loud it shook the dusty chandelier above us. 




We picked our way through the crowd and found Molly

and the girls in the living room, ensconced in a faded tapestry

club lounge. The coffee table in front of them was already littered

with shot glasses and half-empty

bottles of vodka. Molly

had stuck with her original idea and come as Tinker Bell in

a green dress, tattered at the hem, ballet flats, and a pair of

fairy wings. But she had chosen her accessories carefully and

in keeping with the spirit of Halloween. She wore silver chains

around her wrists and ankles, and her face and body were

smeared with fake blood and dirt. She had a plastic dagger

protruding from her chest. Even Xavier looked impressed, his

raised eyebrows indicative of his approval. 


“Gothic Tinker Bell. Solid effort, Molls,” he complimented.

We took a seat on the divan next to Madison, who, true to

her word, had turned up as a Playboy Bunny in a black corset,

fluffy tail, and a pair of white bunny ears. Her eye makeup

was already smudged so she looked as though she had two

black eyes. She downed another shot and slammed the glass

victoriously on the table. 


“You two suck,” she slurred as we squeezed in next to her.

“Those costumes are the worst!”


“What’s wrong with them?” Xavier asked, sounding as if

he couldn’t

care less about her opinion but was merely asking

out of politeness. 


“You look like Woody from Toy Story,” Madison said, suddenly

unable to suppress an attack of the giggles. “And, Beth,

come on! You could’ve

at least come as one of Charlie’s Angels.

There’s nothing scary about either of you.”


“Your outfit isn’t exactly terrifying either,” Molly said in

our defense. 


“Don’t be too sure about that,” Xavier said. I smothered a

smile behind my hand. Xavier had never liked Madison much.

She drank and smoked too much and always gave her opinion

when it wasn’t

wanted. 


“Shuddup, Woody,” Madison drawled. 


“I think maybe someone should lay off the shots for a while,”

Xavier advised. 


“Don’t you have a rodeo or something to organize?”


Xavier jumped up, distracted from responding by the

entrance of his water-polo

team, who made their arrival known

to everyone present by letting out a collective and uninterrupted

war cry. I heard them greeting Xavier in the hall. 


“Hey, man!”


“Dude, what’s with the outfit?”


“Did Beth put you up to this?”


“Man, you are so whipped!” One of them straddled his back

like a chimp and tackled him playfully to the ground. 


“Get off me!”


“Yee-haw!”


There were

a few more hoots of laughter and the sounds

of a friendly scuffle. When Xavier surfaced he had been

stripped of everything but his jeans. His hair, which had been

smoothed back neatly when we walked in, was now ruffled.

He shrugged at me as if to say he couldn’t

be held accountable

for the behavior of his crazy friends and slipped on a fitted

black T?shirt that one of the boys tossed him. 


“Are you okay, Huggie Bear?” I asked, protectively reaching

up to fix his hair. I didn’t like it when his friends played rough.

My attentiveness raised a few eyebrows among his friends. 


“Beth.” Xavier put his hand on my shoulder. “You have got

to stop calling me that in public.”


“Sorry,” I said sheepishly. 


Xavier laughed. “Come on, let’s get something to drink.”


After grabbing a beer for Xavier and soda for me, we headed

out to the back porch and settled down on a deep sofa that

someone had dragged out. Pink-and-green paper lanterns hung

from the eaves, casting the withered yard in a soft light. Beyond

it, the fields stretched out to the edge of the dense, black

woodland. 


Aside from the rowdy antics of the partygoers inside, the

night was still and tranquil. A rusty tractor stood abandoned

in the high grass. I was just thinking how picturesque it looked,

like a painting from a forgotten time, when a lacy undergarment

floated out of the side window coming to land at our

feet. I blushed deeply as I realized there was a couple inside

and they weren’t

engaged in deep and meaningful conversation.

I quickly averted my gaze and tried to imagine what the

old house

might have been like in the days before the Knox

family let it fall to rack and ruin. It would have been grand

and beautiful back in the day when girls still had chaperones

and dancing consisted of a graceful waltz played on a grand

piano, nothing like the gyrating and thrusting going on inside

right now. Social gatherings would have been stylish and tame

compared to the havoc being wreaked upon the old house tonight.

I imagined a man in coattails bowing before a woman

in a flowing dress on this very same porch, although in my

imagination it was polished and new and honeysuckle wound

around the quaint posts. In my mind’s eye I saw a star-studded

night sky, the double doors flung open so the sound of music

trickled out into the night. 


“Halloween sucks.” Ben Carter from my literature class broke

through my reverie as he flopped down beside us. I would have

answered him, but Xavier’s strong arm encircled me and made

it difficult for me to concentrate on anything else.

Out of the

corner of my eye I could see his hand hanging loosely over

my shoulder. I liked seeing the silver faith ring on him—it

was a sign that he was taken, unavailable to anyone but me.

It seemed oddly out of place on an eighteen-year-old boy so

beautiful and so popular.

Anyone else

seeing him for the first

time would take one look at his perfect form, his cool turquoise

gaze, that charming smile, the shock of nutmeg hair falling

across his forehead and know that he could have his pick

of girls. 


They would simply assume that like any normal teenage

boy, he would be out enjoying the perks of being young and

attractive. Only those close to him knew that Xavier was completely

committed to me. Not only was he breathtakingly

gorgeous, he was a leader, looked up to and respected by everybody.

I loved and admired him, but I still couldn’t

quite believe

he was mine. I couldn’t

fathom that I had been so lucky. Sometimes

I worried he might be a dream and if I let myself lose

focus, he might fade away. But he was still sitting beside me, solid and secure. He answered Ben when it became apparent

that I had zoned out. 


“Relax, Carter, it’s a party,” he said, laughing. 


“Where’s your costume?” I asked, forcing myself back to

reality. 


“I don’t do dress-ups,”

Ben said cynically. Ben was the sort

of guy who thought everything was puerile and beneath him.

He managed to maintain his contemptuously superior persona

by engaging in nothing. At the same time he always turned

up just in case he might miss out on something. “My God,

they’re sickening.” He wrinkled his face in disgust at the lacy

underwear lying on the porch. “I hope I never fall for someone

so hard that I agree to have sex in a tractor.”


“I don’t know about the tractor,” I teased. “But I’m betting

one day you’ll fall in love and there won’t be a thing you can

do about it.”


“Not a chance.” Ben stretched out with his arms crossed

over his head and shut his eyes. “I’m too bitter and jaded.”


“I could try and set you up with one of my friends,” I

offered. I quite liked the idea of matchmaking and was fairly

confident in my skills. “What about Abby? She’s single and

pretty and wouldn’t

be too demanding.”


“Dear God, please don’t,” Ben said. “That would have to

be the worst match in history.”


“I beg your pardon?” Ben’s lack of confidence in my abilities

was disappointing. 


“Beg all you want.” Ben snorted. “My decision is final. I

won’t be set up with a cooler-drinking,

stiletto-wearing

bimbo.

We’d have nothing to say to each other except bye.”


“It’s good to know you have such a high opinion of my

friends,” I said crossly. “Is that what you think of me?”


“No, but you’re different.”


“How so?”


“You’re weird.”


“I am not!” I exclaimed. “What’s so weird about me? Xavier,

do you think I’m weird?”


“Calm down, babe,” Xavier said, eyes twinkling with amusement.

“I’m sure Carter means weird in the most flattering sense.”


“Well, you’re weird too,” I hit back at Ben, realizing at the

same time how petulant I sounded. 


He chuckled and downed the rest of his beer. “Takes one

to know one.”


The sound of raucous voices coming from inside drew our

attention. The screen door was thrown open and a group of

boys from the water-polo

team appeared on the porch. It was

amazing, I thought to myself, how much they reminded me

of young lion cubs, jostling and tumbling over one another.

Xavier shook his head in gentle admonishment as they

stumbled toward us. I recognized the faces of Wesley and

Lawson among them. They were

easy to pick out; Wesley with

his slick, dark hair and low-set

brows and Lawson with his

white-blond

crew cut and hooded blue eyes. They were

a dull

blue, I noticed, they didn’t sparkle like Xavier’s. Both boys

were

shirtless and striped with war paint. They acknowledged

my presence with a curt nod in my direction and I thought

fleetingly back to a time when men would click their heels

and bow in the presence of a lady. I returned their acknowledgment

with a smile. I couldn’t

bring myself to do what my friends called the “s’up nod”—it

made me feel as if I were

in

one of those music videos Molly watched on MTV where men

in hoods rapped about “homies” and something called “bling.”


“Come on, Woods,” the boys called. “We’re headed to the

lake.”


Xavier groaned. “Here we go.”


“You know the rules,” Wesley called out. “Last one there has

to skinny-dip.”


“My God, they really have discovered the pinnacle of intellectual

stimulation,” muttered Ben. 


Xavier got up reluctantly and I stared at him in surprise. 


“You’re not going, are you?” I said. 


“The race is a Bryce tradition.” He laughed. “We do it every

year wherever we are. But don’t worry, I never come in last.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Lawson crowed as he leapt off the

porch and pelted toward the woods at the rear of the property.

“Head start advantage!” The rest of the boys followed

suit, shoving one another unceremoniously as they ran. They

went crashing through the overgrown shrubs and headed for

the open fields like a stampede. 


Once they’d disappeared, I left Ben to his philosophical

brooding and went inside to find Molly. She and the girls

had moved and were

now huddled secretively in a little cluster

by the foot of the stairs. Abigail had a supersize paper bag

tucked under her arm and they all looked very serious. 


“Beth!” Molly clutched my arm when I joined them. “I’m

glad you’re here;

we’re

about to get started.”


“Get started with what?” I asked with curiosity. 


“The sé ance, of course.”


I groaned inwardly. So they hadn’t forgotten about it. I’d

hoped the plan would be abandoned once the girls started

having fun. 


“You guys can’t

be serious?” I said, but they were

looking

at me with complete sincerity. I tried a different technique.

“Hey, Abby, Hank Hunt is out back. He looked like he could

really use some company.”


Abigail had been crazy about Hank Hunt since junior

high

and hadn’t stopped going on about him all term. But tonight,

not even he could distract her from the plan at hand. 


“Who cares about him,” Abigail scoffed. “This is heaps more

important—let’s

go find an empty room.”


“No,” I said firmly, shaking my head. “C’mon, guys, can’t

we find something else

to do?”


“But it’s Halloween,” Hallie said, pouting like a child. “We

want to talk to ghosts.”


“The dead should stay that way,” I snapped. “Can’t you go

and bob for apples or something?”


“Don’t be such a party pooper,” Savannah said. She got up

and began to drag me up the stairs after her. The others followed

eagerly. “What could go wrong?”


“Is that a rhetorical question?” I said, pulling away. “What

couldn’t

go wrong?”


“You don’t actually believe in ghosts, do you, Bethie?” Madison

asked. “We’re only trying to have some fun.”


“I just don’t think we should play around with this stuff.” I

sighed. 


“Fine, don’t come,” Hallie snapped. “Stay down here

by yourself

and wait for Xavier like you always do. We knew you’d bail anyway. We’ll have fun without you.” She shot me a betrayed

look and the others nodded in support of her. I wasn’t

having

any luck impressing upon them the danger associated with

their plan. How could you tell children they were

playing

with fire if they’d never had the experience of being burned?

I wished Gabriel were

here.

He radiated authority and he’d

know exactly what to say to change their minds. He had that

effect on people. Here

I was sounding like nothing more than

a wet blanket. Some ministering angel I was turning out to be.

I knew it wasn’t

within my powers to stop them, but I couldn’t

let them go without me. If anything happened, at least I could

be there to deal with whatever

they encountered on the other

side. They were

already climbing the stairs, clutching one

another’s arms as they whispered in excitement. 


“Guys,” I called out. “Wait up …I’m coming.”
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      Crossing the Line


      [image: image]


      

      UPSTAIRS the house

smelled musty and stale. On the

landing the striped ivory wallpaper was peeling away in sheets

from the rising damp. Although we could hear the party raging

on below us, it was preternaturally still on the second floor as

if in anticipation of some paranormal experience. The girls

lapped it up. 


“This is the perfect setting,” said Hallie. 


“I’ll bet this place is already haunted,” added Savannah,

her face flushed with enthusiasm. 


Suddenly my concerns seemed disproportionate to the situation.

Was it possible that I was overreacting? Why was I

always assuming the worst and letting my conservative nature

bring down the mood of everyone around me? I scolded myself

mentally for always jumping to dire conclusions—what

were

the chances of these fun-loving

girls actually making a connection

with the other side? It had been known to happen,

but it usually required the guidance of a trained medium. Lost

spirits generally didn’t appreciate being called on as a source

of teenage entertainment. Anyway, the girls would probably

get bored when they failed to get the results they anticipated. 


I followed Molly and the others into what had once been

the guest bedroom. Its tall windows were

opaque from a fine

layer of accumulated dust and grime. The room itself was

empty except for an iron bedstead pushed up against a grimy

window. It had a rickety iron frame that had once been white

but had tarnished to a buttery color over time. There was

an equally faded quilt scattered with pink rosebuds. I guessed

the Knox family didn’t even visit the old country house

much

anymore, let alone invite guests down for the summer. The

window frames looked weathered by the sun and there were

no curtains to block out the moonlight. I noticed the room

faced west and overlooked the woods at the rear of the property.

I could see the scarecrow standing guard in the field,

its straw hat flapping in the breeze. 


Without needing any prompting the girls arranged themselves

cross-legged

in a circle on the threadbare rug on the

floor. Abby reached into her paper bag carefully as if she were

withdrawing a priceless artifact. The Ouija board she unpacked

from its green felt cover was so well-worn

it might have passed

for an antique. 


“Where did you get that?”


“My grammy gave it to me,” Abby said. “I went to visit her

in Montgomery last month.”


She placed the board with exaggerated ceremony in the

center of our circle. I hadn’t seen one before other than in

books, but this one looked more decorative than I’d expected.

Around its perimeters, the alphabet was scrawled in two

straight lines along with numbers and other symbols I didn’t

recognize. In opposite corners and surrounded by curlicues



were

the capitalized words YES and NO. Even someone who’d

never seen a Ouija board before couldn’t

miss its association

with the dark arts. Next Abby withdrew a fragile,

long-stemmed

sherry glass wrapped in tissue paper. She tossed

the paper aside impatiently and placed the upturned glass on

the board. 


“How does this thing work?” Madison wanted to know.

Aside from me, she was the only other participant not brimming

with anticipation. I suspected it was more due to the

lack of alcohol and boys in the room than any concern about

our safety. 


“You need a conductor like a piece of wood or an upturned

glass to communicate with the spirit world,” Abby explained,

enjoying her role as resident expert. “Strong psychic powers

run in our family, so I actually know what I’m talking about.

We need everyone’s combined energy for it to work. We all

need to concentrate and each put our index finger on the base

of the glass. Don’t press too hard, or the energy gets clogged

and it won’t work. Once we make contact with the spirit, it’ll

spell out what it wants to say to us. Okay, let’s get started.

Everyone put your fingertips on the glass. Gently.” I had to

hand it to Abby. She was pretty convincing considering I was

quite sure she was making everything up on the spot. The

girls complied eagerly with her instructions. 


“What now?” said Madison. 


“We wait for it to move.”


“Seriously?” Madison rolled her eyes. “That’s it? What stops

everyone from just spelling out whatever

they want?”


Abby glared at her. “It’s not hard to tell the difference



between a joke and a real spirit message, Mad. Besides, the

spirit will know things, things no one else

could.” She tossed

her hair. “I wouldn’t

expect you to understand. I only know

because I’ve had a lot of practice. Now, are we ready to start?”

she asked in a solemn voice. 


I dug my fingernails into the rough carpet beneath me,

wishing there were some way to slip out of the room unnoticed.

When Molly struck a match to light the candles someone had

arranged on the floor, I jumped. She brought the flame to the

wicks and the candles sizzled to life. 


“Try not to make any sudden movements during the

séance,” Abby said, glaring pointedly at me. “We don’t want to

alarm the spirit. It has to feel comfortable with us. ”


“You know from experience or from what you’ve seen on

the John Edward show?” Madison asked sarcastically, unable

to help herself. 


“The women in my family have always been very connected

to the other side,” Abby said. I didn’t like the way she emphasized

the words other side, as if she were

telling a ghost story at

school camp. 


“Have you ever seen a ghost?” Hallie asked in a hushed

voice. 


“I have,” Abby declared, deadly serious. “Which is why I

should act as medium tonight.”


I didn’t know whether Abby was telling the truth or not.

People sometimes caught flashes of the dead as they crossed

between worlds. But most of the time ghost sightings were

the

result of a rampant imagination. A flash of a shadow or a trick

of the light could easily be mistaken for something supernatural.



It was different for me—I

could sense the presence of spirits

all the time—they

were

everywhere. If I focused, I could tell

who was lost, who had just passed on, and who was searching

for their loved ones. Gabriel had told me to tune them out—they

weren’t

our responsibility. I remembered when my elderly

friend Alice had come to say good-bye

after she’d passed on

the year before. I’d seen her outside my bedroom window before

she faded away. But not all spirits were

as gentle as Alice; the

ones that were

unable to let go of their earthly attachment

lingered for years, becoming more and more twisted, driven

mad by the life around them that they could never be part of

again. They lost touch with humans, came to resent them, and

often acted out in violent ways. I wondered how keen Abby

would be if she knew the truth about what was really out there.

But there was no way of telling her, not without giving myself

away completely. 


The girls nodded in agreement, happy to relinquish rights

to the role of medium. I felt Molly shiver beside me. “Now join

hands,” Abby said. “And whatever

you do, don’t let go. We

need to form a protective circle—if

you break the circle you

set the spirit free.”


“Who told you that?” Savannah whispered. “Doesn’t

breaking hands just end the séance?”


“Yes, and if it’s a harmless spirit then breaking hands will

send it back to rest, but if it’s vengeful then we have to be

careful. We don’t know what we’re

summoning.”


“Well, how about we just summon a nice friendly ghost,”

Madison said, prompting Abby to give her a contemptuous

stare. 


“What, like Casper?”


Madison didn’t appreciate being mocked, but we all knew

Abby was right. “I guess not,” she conceded. 


“Then it’s luck of the draw.”


I bit my tongue to refrain from commenting on Abby’s foolproof

plan. Conducting a séance on the one night of the year

when it was actually likely to work was stupid in the extreme.

I shook my head and tried to banish my doubts. I reminded

myself this was nothing more than a childish game; something

most teenagers dabbled in for fun. The sooner we got it

over with, the sooner we could go downstairs and enjoy the

rest of the night. 


Molly and Savannah, who were

sitting on either side of me,

each took hold of one of my hands and gripped them tightly.

Their palms were

clammy and I sensed a combination of fear

and excitement. Abby bowed her head and closed her eyes.

Her blond hair flopped inconveniently

in front of her face

and she interrupted her invocation to tether it into a loose

ponytail with the Day-Glo

hair tie she wore around her wrist.

Then she cleared her throat theatrically, cast us all a meaningful

look, and began to speak in a low voice that sounded

like a chant. 


“Spirits that walk the earth, we invoke you to come forward

and dwell among us! We mean you no harm; we only

want to make a connection. Do not be afraid. If you have a

story to tell, we want to hear it. I repeat, we will not harm

you; in return we ask that you do not harm us.”


The room swelled with a deadly silence. The girls exchanged

uneasy glances. I knew that some were

now regretting



expressing so much enthusiasm for Abby’s project and wished

they were

downstairs drinking with their friends and flirting

with the boys. I gritted my teeth and turned my thoughts

away from the distasteful ceremony that was taking place

before me. I had enough sense to know that disturbing the

dead was not only unwise, but insensitive too. It went against

everything I’d been taught about life and death. Hadn’t they

ever heard of the expression rest in peace? I wanted to pull my

hands away and leave the room, but I knew Abby would be

furious and I’d be wearing the label of buzzkill for the rest of

the year. I sighed heavily, hoping they would soon get bored

when no response was forthcoming and abandon the game.

Molly and I exchanged dubious glances. 


Five long minutes elapsed with only the sound of our

breathing and Abby periodically repeating her incantation.

Just as the girls were

beginning to get restless and someone

complained openly about a leg cramp, the crystal glass began

to wobble. Everyone sat bolt upright, each girl’s attention

fully restored. The glass shook for a moment longer and then

began to teeter its way across the board, spelling out a message

as it went. Abby, as self-appointed

medium, called out

each letter the glass touched until it had spelled out a clear

message. 






          Stop. Stop now. Leave this place. You are all in danger.




       

         

      




“Oooh, that sounds exciting,” Madison said mockingly. The

others looked at one another uncertainly, trying to determine

the person in the group who was behind the prank.



With everyone’s fingers on the glass, it was impossible to tell

who was moving it. I felt Molly clutch my hand tighter as

another message began to be spelled out. 








          Stop. Listen. Evil is here.




       

         

      






“Why should we believe you?” Abby asked boldly. “Do we

know you?”


The glass now seemed to move in giant swoops, entirely of

its own volition. It swam across the board and came to rest

defiantly on the word YES.


“Okay, now I know this is a joke,” said Madison. “Come

on, own up. Who’s doing it?” Abby ignored her protest. 


“Shut up, Mad. No one’s doing it,” Hallie snapped. “You’re

breaking the mood.”


“You can’t

honestly expect me to believe …”


“If we know you, tell us your name,” Abby insisted. 
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