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      This is for Catherine Rosenbaum, my spirit sister and friend. 

      She’s always believed…

       

      And, as always, for Sara Jo.
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        Many of the things I have seen have challenged my faith and my belief in an ordered universe, but this uncertainty has only strengthened my need to know, to understand, to apply reason to those things which seem to defy it. 

        
          — Dana Scully, The X-Files
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          The devil is an angel, too.

          
            — Miguel de Unamuno
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Scully Residence 
Craiger, Maryland 
April 1, 1979, 7:29 P.M.

      “I want to believe,” said Dana Scully.

      Melissa Scully looked at her sister. Dana sat a few feet away, red hair tangled by the wind, blue eyes fixed on the darkening sky. Above the canopy of leaves, the first stars of a brand-new April were igniting. The waxing crescent moon was low, slicing its way into the steeple of the empty church across the street. Deep in the tall grass, a lone cricket chirped, calling for others who were not yet born.

      “Believe in what?” asked Melissa. She twisted a curl of her own auburn hair around one finger.

      “Everything,” said Dana. She sat with her knees up, arms wrapped around her shins, cheek on one knee. “The stuff you keep talking about. The stuff Gran always talks about.” She shrugged. “All of it.”

      “So,” said Melissa, giving her own shrug, “believe. What’s stopping you?”

      Dana said nothing for a long time, and the cricket was the only sound. Twilight’s last fires were burning out, and the streaks of red and gold and lavender that had been painted across the sky were thickening to the uniform color of a rotting plum. Dark, purple, and ugly. A tidal wave of storm clouds was rolling in from the southeast, and there was the smell of seawater and ozone on the breeze. Although it was unseasonably warm for early spring, the storm was pushing cold and damp air ahead of it.

      When Dana finally spoke, her voice was soft, distant, more like she was talking to herself than to Melissa. “Because I don’t know if they’re actually visions or only dreams.”

      “Maybe they’re the same thing.”

      Dana cut her a look. “Really? ’Cause last week I dreamed that Bo from Dukes of Hazzard picked me up at school and we went driving in that stupid car of his and then we made out like crazy in the church parking lot.”

      “You never made out with anyone.”

      “That’s my point. And when I do… if I do… are you going to sit there and tell me it’ll be with some grown-up guy on a TV show? He’s old. He’s like twenty or something, so it would be illegal, too. You can’t tell me I’m seeing my own future.”

      Melissa laughed. “Okay, so maybe not all dreams are prophecies, but some are. And sometimes those dreams are really important.”

      “How do you know that?” Dana asked.

      “Everyone knows that. Dreams – okay, some dreams – are our inner eyes opening to the possibilities of the infinite.”

      Dana sighed. “You always say stuff like that.”

      They sat and watched the bruise-colored sky turn black. Way off to the south there was a flash of lightning that veined the inside of the coming storm clouds. Thunder muttered far away. The first breezes came spiraling out of the night, whipping at the leaves and lifting the corners of their blanket. Melissa closed her eyes and leaned into the wind, smiling as it caressed her face.

      The wind faded slowly and then it was still again, except for the lonely cricket, which was beginning to sound desperate.

      “Maybe if you tell me what the dream was about,” said Melissa, turning to glance at Dana, “then I could help you figure out whether it was a dream or a vision.”

      Dana shook her head.

      “Oh, come on… you’ve been in a mood all day long. It’s clearly bothering you, so why not tell me?”

      High above, somewhere in the dark, invisible against the sky, they heard the sudden flap of wings and the lonely, plaintive call of a crow. Dana shivered.

      Melissa reached out and put her hand on her sister’s arm. Dana’s skin was covered with goose bumps. “Jeez, you want to go in and get a sweater?”

      “I’m not cold,” said Dana.

      Melissa frowned.

      Dana finally said, “I dreamed… I saw… something bad.”

      Her voice was small. It was younger than her fifteen years. Melissa moved closer and put her arm around Dana’s shoulders.

      “What did you see?” she asked.

      Dana turned to her, and the moonlight revealed two pale lines on her cheeks. Silver tear tracks that ran crookedly from eyes to chin.

      “I dreamed I saw the devil.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              CHAPTER 2
            

          

        

      

       

      
Outside Scully Residence 
10:07 P.M.

      The car crouched quietly at the curb, lights off, engine off.

      Two shapes sat in the front seat. There was a chill in the air and they had collars turned up and hats pulled low. The street was silent and a light rain fell, pattering on the hood of the car, plinking in puddles, hissing in the grass. The wet asphalt looked like a river of oil as it wound up and curved around the darkened houses.

      The two shapes watched the Scully house, first in darkness and then lit by a last flash of distant lightning.

      “She’ll do,” said the passenger, breaking the long silence.

      “You’re sure?” asked the driver.

      “Time will tell.”

      There was a sound from the backseat, and both men turned to see another shape there. Bulky and soaked from the rain. The third figure, a big man in a dark blue uniform, sat hunched forward, face in his trembling hands, sobbing quietly. “Please,” he whispered. “Please don’t…”

      The two men in the front exchanged a look and turned away.

      Lightning flashed once more, tracing the edges and lines of the house with a blue-white glow.

      The man behind the wheel smiled, his teeth as bright as the lightning.

      “She’ll do.”
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Scully Residence 
10:09 P.M.

      Dana prayed she would not dream again that night.

      She prayed hard, on her knees, hands clasped and fingers twisted together, trying to concentrate on her prayer despite the music from the next room.

      Melissa’s bedroom was on the other side of a thin wall. She was in one of those moods where she played the same album over and over again. Tonight it was the self-titled Fleetwood Mac record that came out four years ago, when Melissa was thirteen. Sometimes her sister played whole albums without pause except to flip the disk over; and then there were long stretches where she’d play and replay the same song. Lately it was “Rhiannon.” Melissa was rereading Triad: A New Novel of the Supernatural by Mary Leader, the book that inspired the song. Melissa believed that she, like the character in the song, was the reincarnation of a Welsh witch.

      That was Melissa.

      Dana took a breath, pressed her eyes shut, touched her hand to the small cross she wore on a gold chain – an exact match of the one Melissa wore – and tried again to recite the prayer to the Virgin.

      “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”

      Dana was not as diligent as she wanted to be. Faith, like belief in anything that was part of the spiritual world, took effort for her, but at the same time it interested her. She liked the orderliness and structure of the rituals and prayers; they were like formulae to her. She went to church, but not as often as her mother wanted her to. There were answers there, she knew, but maybe not to her own questions. Or maybe it was that her instincts told her that church wasn’t going to answer all her questions. She wasn’t sure.

      She finished the prayer, rose from her knees, sat down on the edge of the bed, and opened her Bible to where she’d placed a feather as a bookmark. It was a crow feather she’d found on the bottom step of the porch. Dana used the soft, gleaming tip to brush the words as she read the passage. Second Corinthians, chapter eleven, verse fourteen. “ ‘And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.’ ”

      Those words troubled her.

      Since moving to the town of Craiger, Maryland, a few months ago, Dana had begun having more vivid and frequent dreams. Back in San Diego, her odd dreams had been strange but kind of fun. She’d dream the ending of a movie before the family went to see it. She’d know someone’s name before being introduced. The dreams were like a freaky kind of déjà vu, because she usually only remembered them when the substance of her dreams became the reality of the moment. Not that she ever had many of those dreams. A few, scattered through the months. They’d only turned strange and dark here in Craiger. And she was having them much more often. Maybe it was the town. Maybe it was that Dana felt more like an outsider here.

      She had no friends yet. No real friends. Melissa, who was two years older and a senior, could make friends anywhere. She was that kind of girl. Dana wasn’t. She knew she was a difficult person to like because she was inside her own head a lot of the time. The switch from nine years of Catholic school to tenth grade in a public school wasn’t helping. Dana was unnerved by the lack of structure here – she was used to everyone being in uniforms and everyone following the rules. She was struggling to fit in at school, while Melissa acted like she’d been freed from prison.

      Dana set the Bible aside and got up feeling stiff and sore, so she unrolled her yoga mat. That was something new to try. Melissa had gotten hooked on it back in San Diego and swore that yoga was a pathway to enlightenment. Dana was just happy enough to have something to untangle the knots in her muscles. The mountain pose was an easy place to start. She stood tall with her feet together, shoulders relaxed, weight evenly distributed through her soles, arms at her sides. Then she took a deep breath and raised her hands overhead, palms facing each other with arms straight. She reached up toward the ceiling with her fingertips. And held them there, concentrating on breathing and letting her muscles relax.

      Yoga was probably another thing the girls in school would think was weird.

      There was a definite animosity in school that everyone accepted as normal. It was some kind of invisible dividing line between military brats like themselves and townies. She’d seen it in San Diego and it was definitely here in Craiger – although it never seemed to touch Melissa. Her sister was always able to go back and forth between those groups, and people just seemed to accept her. And like her. It was never that easy for Dana.

      If anyone at school here knew what Dana was dreaming about lately, they’d really stay away. They wouldn’t just treat her as a stranger… They’d know she was a freak.

      That was why she’d kept the dreams to herself.

      After all, how could she ever explain that she’d seen the devil?

      She hadn’t told Melissa the whole truth tonight, either. She hadn’t told her that she’d been having these dreams ever since they’d moved here – not just once but almost every night. There was something about the town. It wasn’t right in some way that Dana simply could not describe. Or understand.

      She tired of the mountain pose and got facedown on the mat to do the cobra. She placed her hands flat with her thumbs directly under her shoulders, legs extended with the tops of her feet on the mat. Then she tightened her pelvic floor – an action that always made her feel a little weird and self-conscious – tucked her hips downward, and squeezed her glutes. Then very slowly and steadily she pushed against the floor to raise her head and shoulders and upper torso while keeping her lower stomach and legs in place. At the point of maximum lift, she tried to push her chest toward the opposite wall. The idea was to do the movement, relax, and repeat, but she held it, feeling the muscles in her lower back unclench. There were two small pops as something in her spine moved into place. That shift deflated a ball of tension that had been sitting in her lower back all day.

      Okay, so maybe there was something to the yoga stuff after all.

      She relaxed, and repeated, again holding the pose.

      Through the wall Melissa sang along with the raspy-voiced lead singer. Talking about being taken by the wind. Talking about being promised heaven. That triggered another flash of the dreams Dana was having. The dreams were different and they came in fragments, like she was trying to adjust an antenna on a TV station just out of range. There were bits of images, snatches of words, but no real story in any of them. One thing was constant, though, and it made Dana feel strange, confused, and even a little guilty: in her dreams, the devil always looked like an angel. So pure and handsome. Dana knew that Lucifer had been the Angel of Light. It was confusing, because in Catholic school she’d always imagined the devil as hideous and ugly. What if he wasn’t? What if he was beautiful? Maybe, she thought, that would explain why it was easy for some people to fall under his spell.

      The angel she dreamed about had kind eyes and gentle hands and a smile that was a little sad. He sat on the edge of her bed and whispered secrets to Dana, secrets she could not remember when she woke up.

      But she knew it was important to the devil that she believed him. That she believed he was not evil. That he was misunderstood. That he was really good.

      Deep in her heart Dana wondered if there was even such a thing as evil. After all, if God created the universe and everything in it, then he had to have created evil and the devil, also. And why would he have done that? Didn’t it make more sense that the devil was helping God by chasing confused people in the direction of faith and salvation?

      She was sure the nuns in her old school would be furious with her for that kind of thought. 

      Dana realized that she had been holding the pose too long, and now the released tension in her back returned. She lowered herself to the floor, then rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. Outside there was a rumble of thunder that sounded like laughter. Not raucous party laughter or her own dad’s deep-throated laugh when he was in one of his rare happy moods. No, this was different. Darker. It was a mean little laugh. As if the night were laughing at a secret it didn’t yet want to share. Wind hissed like snakes in the trees.

      In the next bedroom, the song started again and her sister sang and the clock ticked its way deeper into the night.
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Craiger, Maryland 
11:59 P.M.

      “It’s okay,” said the man. “I won’t hurt you.”

      He had the face of an angel, and he had been that to her for months. Her angel. As real as any angel she’d ever believed in.

      His voice was soft and young, but his eyes were old, and they made the girl cringe. The girl’s head hurt, and the room seemed to stagger and tilt. There was something wrong with her head – she knew that much, though she couldn’t remember exactly what had happened.

      The car? Something about the car? Yes, no… maybe?

      Was she even driving?

      The girl remembered leaving the party, remembered not liking the way one guy was pawing at her. Or the way the other boys looked at her and laughed. She felt like a piece of meat on a barbecue spit, turning and turning, being cooked on the hot flames of their smiles.

      The girl tried to think, to clear her head, but it was so hard. Thinking hurt. There was a dull, constant ache, as if hands were squeezing the sides of her skull, and a heavy throb behind her eyes. It was almost as bad as a migraine, but it felt different. She felt different. Not sick to her stomach the way she was that time she had cramps so bad they’d triggered a migraine. This was as bad, but the pain felt raw; it felt new. Sharper.

      With a jolt she realized that her thoughts were sliding away from the moment, and she jerked out of a semi-daze. She was in the corner, with nowhere else to go. Her shoulders bumped against the wall, and it was cold. There was dust and trash on the floor.

      “It’s okay, little sister,” said the man – the angel – and she had to blink several times to clear her eyes so she could see him. See his weirdly old-looking eyes and his mean smile.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, and her voice was a rusted-chain creak that didn’t even sound like her. Her throat hurt, too. Had she been screaming? Was that why her voice sounded like that? Maybe. Screaming seemed like something she wanted to do. Something that maybe she should do.

      “I’m not doing anything,” said the angel. “It’s you who offered this gift to me. It’s you who are helping to bring about the dawn of the Red Age.”

      “N-no!” she barked.

      “The arms of paradise are open wide to embrace you, to thank you, to accept such a wonderful gift so freely given.”

      “Please…,” she said, and then she realized that her legs were bending, that her traitor knees had buckled. She sank down before him as he approached. Behind him, through the cracked window glass, she could see the glare of headlights. Fixed. Parked. Her mom’s car? Had he brought the car here or had she driven here? The girl wasn’t sure. All she knew was that if the car was here, then she was in so much trouble. It was too late.

      Not by the clock, though it was late enough there, too, she had no doubt.

      No. It was too late for anything.

      The angel squatted down in front of her, reached out, took her hands. He pressed her palms together and held them in front of her chest as if she were praying. Then he bent and kissed her fingertips. Very lightly, his eyelids fluttering closed.

      “Thank you,” he said in the softest of voices.

      “Please,” she begged.

      It was her last word.

      Then all she could do was scream.
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Scully Residence 
April 2, 12:01 A.M.

      Dana woke with a scream.

      Small, strangled, painful. It punched its way out of her chest and past the stricture in her throat and then died in the dark, still air of her room.

      It had not been a random, meaningless scream.

      It had been a word.

      “Please!” 

      Cried out with all the need and horror and desperation that any single word could bear to carry.

      She sat up, panting, bathed in sweat, watching fireworks burst like magic in the shadows around her as the sound of her own cry faded, faded, faded…

      … and was gone.

      It took the memory of the dream with it.

      Most of it. Not all.

      She saw a flash of light on metal. She felt a burn in her own skin. Not one, but several, but when she dug and probed at her wrists and side and head, there was nothing. No cut, no lingering bruise, no trace of the warm wetness of blood.

      Nothing.

      Except the memory of the knife.

      Except the feeling of dying.

      Except the feeling of being dead.

      And something else. A face. A teenager or young man. Tall, she thought, though he was squatting down. Broad-shouldered. Strong. But his face was unclear. Not hidden by shadows, not exactly. It was more that it was shadows. That he had no real face. That there was only darkness where a face should have been.

      Please… 

      She tried to recapture the word and listen to it again, because she was absolutely certain it had not been spoken in her own voice, even though it had come from her own mouth.

      The night grew quiet. The flashing lights faded, taking with them the shapes and sounds and strangeness, leaving only her room. She swung her feet out of bed and studied the darkness, trying to feel it, but it was like trying to coax a spark from a dead battery.

      As the dream faded, so did her belief that it had ever happened.

      Dana sat on the edge of her bed for a long time, wondering if it was a dream or a nightmare. Wondering if it was a vision.

      Wondering if maybe she was just a little bit crazy.
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Scully Residence 
6:29 A.M.

      “Jeez,” said Melissa as she shrugged into her denim book bag, “what’s with you this bright and sunny Monday morning?”

      Dana stuffed her math and science textbooks into her backpack, which was pink with blue piping, and avoided her sister’s eyes. “Nothing. Why?”

      “Um… have you looked in a mirror lately? You don’t just have bags under your eyes; you have matching luggage. Didn’t you get any sleep at all?”

      Dana zipped the bag shut and pulled it on. The backpack was heavy, filled with schoolbooks, the white gi she used in jujutsu class, and some stuff she knew she probably did not need. She adjusted the straps, but it still weighed a ton. Melissa’s looked like it was nearly empty, because she almost never brought her textbooks home unless she had to cram for a test the next day. Dana liked to read ahead and get ready for whatever the teachers were going to throw at her. One of her greatest fears was being unprepared for a pop quiz. The thought of it gave her actual cold sweats. Not that the teachers here in Craiger bothered much with them, not like the nuns back in San Diego.

      That hadn’t been what kept her tossing and turning all night, but she didn’t want to talk about her dreams. 

      “The thunder kept waking me up,” Dana lied. She flicked a glance at her sister out of the corner of her eye, saw the skepticism.

      “Uh-huh. Thunder.”

      “It was loud.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      There was a sound like a motorboat revving in high gear, and a blur came shooting past them. Dana had a quick glimpse of the reddest hair in the family, freckled cheeks, a striped shirt, and well-worn sneakers as the youngest Scully blew past her, burst through the door, jumped off the porch, and vanished. Ten-year-old Charlie was like that. He was almost a ghost in the family, rarely interacting with anyone, constantly in his own head and lost in whatever solo fantasy he was playing out. He added sound effects and even occasionally hummed a music score to his internal adventures. Dad disapproved of Charlie’s daydreaming and deep devotion to comics and science fiction movies. Mom tolerated him with loving exasperation but no real understanding. Melissa and Dana loved him, but almost never actually had conversations with him. And their older brother, Bill Jr., treated Charlie like a frisky pet puppy.

      Life was complicated at the Scully house.

      Dana went out on the porch and saw Charlie leap into the school bus. He never walked anywhere. He ran, leaped, jumped, hopped, dived, and tumbled. As the bus passed, she caught a brief glimpse of his pale face grinning at her from one of the windows. He held two fingers up in a peace sign, which she dutifully returned.

      She stood on the top step and looked at the big church across the street. It was an awkward blend of red brick, gray stone, and faded black tar-paper shingles. Tall, weathered, Gothic, and empty. It creeped her out and made the post-storm morning chill feel colder.

      And not what she wanted to see after dreaming of fallen angels.

      It was unnerving to see a place of worship standing purposeless, filled only with shadows. The neighbor, Mrs. Cowley, had said that it used to be St. Joan’s, a Catholic church, but there had been a bad fire two years ago. Several people had died there, including two nuns, the priest, and five people from the congregation. The building had been partly restored, but Mrs. Cowley said that it wasn’t going to be St. Joan’s anymore. Another group was moving in. That was how she put it. Another “group.” No one in the neighborhood seemed to know whether they were Catholic or Protestant, though Mrs. Carmody down the street said she heard it was some kind of nondenominational group. 

      Dana’s father had sneered at that idea and dismissed it as probably one of those “Jesus freak” hippie things, and when Mom had pointed out that the hippie days had been over for years, Dad only grunted. That was how a lot of conversations went at the Scully house.

      Dana adjusted the straps of her backpack and thought about what it meant for a church to be empty. If the Catholics weren’t coming back, then the church would have been officially deconsecrated, which meant that it was no longer a house of God. The thought frightened Dana, and it made the building look not just empty but abandoned. By people and God. She never saw the construction workers who were supposed to be restoring it. Sometimes she heard hammering and electric saws, but never people. So weird. So scary.

      You’re an idiot, she told herself. Stop it.

      Melissa came out on the porch. She wore an electric-blue sweater that made her red hair catch fire. “Bus?”

      “Not today, Missy,” said Dana. She wore a heavy cream-colored Irish cable-knit sweater she’d gotten for Christmas. Even though it was the beginning of spring, she felt cold. She always felt cold, but this morning there was a deeper chill she couldn’t seem to shake. “We have time.”

      It was about a mile to school, and although there was a bus, they both liked walking.

      Craiger was an odd town. The total population was small, but it covered a large area because of vast farms. It was crowded during the day and a ghost town at night. Field hands who worked the farms came by the hundreds in buses every morning from Baltimore and other cities and then left at sunset. The high school and middle schools were magnets that drew in students from all over the county, but most of the students vanished in fleets of yellow buses every afternoon. The small “center” of town was moderately busy, but at night and on weekends, Craiger might as well have been on the dark side of the moon.

      It was, however, a very pretty little town. Very green. San Diego had been all succulents and palm trees but not much grass, and very few leafy plants. April in Craiger was lush with ten thousand shades of green, from the purplish Bahia grass to the vibrant bluegrass to the dark green ryegrass. Dana had read a book on the flora and fauna of Maryland when her dad announced that he was being transferred all the way across the country. Identifying plants, flowers, trees, birds, and insects was fun for her. Anything that was orderly and precise kept her steady, helped her find solid footing no matter how weird her dreams got.

      She wondered how Melissa managed it, because floating above the grass and drifting on the breeze seemed to be how her sister coped with everything. With the constant changes of towns and schools and friends, with being navy brats, with the fights at home and the long, silent meals. With never being able to put down roots.

      “You had another dream, didn’t you?” asked Melissa as they crossed Elk Street, past a ranch-style house whose garden was an explosion of columbines and bluebells.

      “It was the storm – ” began Dana, but Melissa cut her off.

      “You. Had. Another. Dream,” said Melissa, punctuating each word with a poke to her sister’s arm. Hard, too.

      “Ow,” complained Dana. They walked half a block. “So, okay, I had a dream. Big deal.”

      “So, tell me what it was.”

      It really annoyed Dana that her sister seemed to think this was all something delicious and wonderful. As if it were fun.

      Dana did not want to talk about her dream. She looked over her shoulder and could see the steeple of the empty church silhouetted against the morning sky.

      “Come onnnnn,” wheedled Melissa. “You know I’m just going to badger you until you tell me everything.”

      They crossed the street and walked around a pair of grade-school kids trudging toward the bus stop.

      “If I tell you,” said Dana carefully, “you’re going to have to promise not to make a big thing out of it.”

      “When do I ever?”

      Dana gave her a frank stare.

      “Okay,” said Melissa, “fair enough. But I won’t now, okay?”

      “You promise?”

      Melissa actually crossed her heart and held up a hand. “May lightning strike me.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      Melissa shook her head. “You are weird this morning.”

      “I know.”

      Melissa took a lollipop out of her backpack, put it in her mouth, and began to suck very loudly. “Tell me.”

      Dana did. And she surprised herself by telling her sister all of it. Every single detail. Melissa did not laugh. She didn’t make fun of Dana. Nor did she make a big thing out of it. Instead, two small vertical lines formed between her eyebrows, and she lapsed into a thoughtful silence. They walked for three blocks without saying a word.

      When the silence went on a few moments longer than Dana thought it should, she turned to Melissa and asked, “Missy… do you think I’m losing it?”

      “No,” Melissa said at once. “I really don’t.”

      “Then… what do you think it means?”

      Melissa crunched the lollipop, attacking it with enthusiasm. She did that when she was happy and she did it when she was nervous. She wasn’t happy now.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe it’s —”

      Before she could finish, someone yelled, “Hey, Red and Redder!”

      They turned as two other students from school came trotting across the street. The one who’d spoken was Dave Minderjahn, a junior who was one of the legion of guys who wanted to go out with Melissa. He was with his sister, Eileen, who was a sophomore and in a few of Dana’s classes. They were both trim, athletic, with dark hair and brown eyes. Eileen was a very pretty cheerleader, but not one of the nasty stuck-up ones. She was a bookworm who also did sports. Dave was on the school’s soccer team. They wore identical FSK High sweatshirts. Dave wore his over green corduroys, and Eileen wore hers over new and very tight designer jeans. Dana had no idea why Melissa never went out with Dave. He was cute, and she didn’t mind his nickname for the Scully sisters – Red and Redder.

      “Wow,” said Dave, “that’s so messed up, isn’t it?”

      “Huh?” said Dana.

      “About Maisie.”

      “Who?”

      He gave her a funny look. “Maisie, from school? She was killed last night.”
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Craiger, Maryland 
6:42 A.M.

      “What?” 

      Dana almost yelled it.

      Dave and Eileen stopped walking for a moment and stared at her in surprise.

      “Was she a friend of yours?” asked Eileen, suddenly looking concerned, and then she shot her brother a stern look. “That’s your problem, you goon. You drop stuff like that on people with no warning.”

      Dave put his hands up as if trying to back away from her rebuke. “Whoa! How did I know Dana and Maisie were friends? Jeez, Red, I’m so sorry.”

      “No,” said Dana, “it’s all right. I… it just caught me off guard.”

      Eileen touched her arm. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Dave quickly. “Were you guys close?”

      “No,” said Dana. “I… I didn’t know her at all. It’s just…”

      Melissa stepped in. “It’s fine. I doubt Dana ever met her.”

      “No,” said Dana. “I don’t know who she is.”

      “Maisie was a senior,” explained Melissa. “I have – had – gym and social studies with her. It’s just such a shock, you know? Someone in our school being —”

      “How did it happen?” demanded Dana. “Where? Did they catch who did it?”

      “Wait… what?” said Dave, still off balance. “Catch who? For what?”

      “Did they catch the guy who killed her?”

      Eileen shook her head. “Oh… no, it wasn’t like that. Goon squad here said it wrong. Maisie wasn’t killed killed. Not like you mean. God! It wasn’t like that. She was killed in a car accident.”

      “Oh…”

      Dana wasn’t sure if that was a relief or not. It didn’t feel like one. Then she realized everyone was staring at her.

      “Oh,” she said again, changing the emphasis. “That’s awful, I mean. What happened?”

      They began walking together, Eileen on her side, Dave over next to Melissa.

      “From what I heard,” said Eileen in a confidential tone, “she was high.”

      “High?” said Melissa. “Maisie Bell? No way.”

      “You knew her?” asked Dave.

      “Not very well, just saw her in class. But she didn’t seem like the kind of girl who’d be out doing drugs.”

      “Well, that’s what I heard,” said Eileen primly. “That she was at some party outside town and had her mom’s car. She left late and smashed into a tree.”

      “Single-car accident,” said Dave, nodding. “No one else to blame. Just her and a bunch of bad choices.”

      Dana wondered if he was quoting someone. Probably. It sounded like the sort of thing a parent would say over breakfast at home.

      “It’s so sad,” said Melissa. “She must have had a karmic debt to pay off, and once she was done, she lifted off the planet.”

      No one commented. Few people ever did when Melissa said things like that. Dave and Eileen nodded soberly as if they agreed with the substance of what Melissa said, but Dana caught the brief look that flashed between the siblings. Amused, tolerant, affectionate, and a little exasperated, and clearly disbelieving. Dana could relate to a degree. While she shared some of her sister’s new age beliefs, Melissa seemed to go further and further out, talking a lot about spirit journeys, channeling ancient entities, astral guides, and that sort of thing, all of which made it hard to keep up.

      “It’s so weird,” said Dave.

      “What?” asked Dana. “Her dying like that?”

      Dave shook his head. “Not just her. Seems like a lot of people are checking out lately. Maisie’s, like, the fifth this year.”

      “What are you talking about?” asked Dana, shocked.

      “You and Melissa are pretty new here, Dana,” said Eileen. “You moved here, what, around Christmas?”

      “After Thanksgiving, but we didn’t start school until after the Christmas break. Mom homeschooled us for a while and —”

      “And so you don’t know what’s been going on,” interrupted Dave. “See, Maisie wasn’t the first teenager from Craiger killed in a car accident. Maisie makes five.”

      “What?” Melissa and Dana gasped at the same time.

      “Yup,” said Dave, nodding. “Five teens since the school year started. Two from FSK and three from Oak Valley High right over the county line.”

      “What? That’s horrible!” whispered Melissa.

      “Think about how we feel,” Eileen said.

      “I only knew Maisie and Chuck Riley, ’cause they both went to FSK,” said Dave.

      “I’m so sorry,” Dana said, not knowing what else she could say.

      Eileen said, “They said that all of them were high. Drunk or high, whatever.”

      Dana frowned. “You sound like you don’t believe that.”

      “Maybe with Chuck,” said Eileen, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “He hung out with his older brother and some frat guys, but Maisie? No way. I’m not saying she was Miss Goody Two-Shoes, but when it came to that sort of stuff, she was straight. No one is ever going to tell me different. And I’ve heard people say the same about the others. No one else believes they were stoned, either. At least, none of us do. It’s just what the cops say. And the teachers.” She sighed. “Which means we’re going to get another of those stupid assemblies about the danger of drugs, blah, blah, blah, but it’s all crap. Maisie definitely didn’t get high. No way on earth.”

      “It’s the whole being-dead thing that’s messing with my head,” said Dave. “I’m seventeen, and we’re not supposed to have a sell-by date, you know?”

      “Everyone dies,” said Eileen, matter-of-fact as always.

      “Death is a doorway,” countered Melissa.

      Dave shook his head. “Maybe it is. But if so, what’s on the other side?”

      “We transform and reincarnate,” said Melissa. “We return to source and then take a new form in order to continue our journey to enlightenment.”

      Dana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Eileen looked away for a moment, and Dana figured she was rolling her eyes.

      “Maybe,” Dave said again, “but that’s just a theory. And, hey, I try to keep an open mind and all, but none of us really know what it’s like to be dead.”

      “I guess we’ll all find out,” said Eileen.

      “Doesn’t make it any easier to process what happened last night,” said Dave. “Maisie went to our school, she lived in this neighborhood. We knew her. Not real well, but enough. Enough for her to be alive in our world… if that makes sense.”

      Dana glanced at him in surprise and walked a few steps in silence, reappraising him. She did know what he meant, and she knew that it was a very deep question. It was a frightening question, too. When she was little, she’d believed in the Sunday school version of heaven. Her beliefs had evolved as she’d grown older, read more, thought more deeply, and considered such matters with a serious mind.

      The conversation continued, and she drifted along with the others but tuned them out as she listened to her own thoughts. Dave had struck a nerve. None of us really know what it’s like to be dead. Was Maisie’s consciousness, her soul, still out there, up there, wherever, remembering the crash, the twisted metal, the pain, the dying? It was a horrifying thought.

      They talked about Maisie all the way to school. To Dana it felt like Death was walking right beside them the whole way.
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