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[image: CHAPTER 1: ZUZU]



I can’t sleep, Jōurnal.


My legs are restless, and my blood feels electric. No, carbonated. Both, actually.


It’s like tiny lightning bubbles are filling my veins, trying to burst through. Oh, and get this: I just pinned my long hair to the nape of my neck because I’m suddenly bob curious. I’m even contemplating bangs.


Yep, I just said nape.


When did I become the type of jane who says nape? Hold on. When did I become the type of jane who says jane?


Something weird is happening.


Today began like any other Sunday. I had brunch with my parents at La Roux and went shopping with Paisley Pollard and Miranda Young. When it got dark, I met the Graveyard Girls on the roof of the Spirit Sanctuary for a Ouija board session.


Fine. That last part is not Sunday typical. But things have kicked up a notch over the past three weeks. Ever since we discovered Silas Hoke’s empty grave, Gemma, Whisper, Sophie, Frannie, and I have been obsessed with contacting him. We searched the cemetery for clues. We set keyword alerts on our phones. We fired up that useless Borderlyne G-Tone. We even asked Madam Vera for help, but the psychic refuses to, and I quote, “meddle in the occult.”


So tonight Gemma borrowed a Ouija board from the shop. We put our fingers on the wooden planchette and began with some simple yes and no questions.


“Are there any spirits around us?”


The planchette moved to YES.


“Do you want to talk?”


YES


Now, Jōurnal, I know you’re thinking we pushed it over to YES. That’s the trick of the Ouija board, right? With so many fingers involved, it’s impossible to know who is doing what. But I know these girls, and the terror on their faces looked real to me.


Gemma got back to work.


“Do you know Silas Hoke?”


YES


“Are you Silas Hoke?”


NO


“Will you find him for us?”


NO


“Why not?”


The planchette started dodging around the board and spelled out:


BECAUSE


Gemma began biting her bottom lip. Whisper’s eyes were wide and darting. Sophie wiped her sweaty hands on her leggings. Frannie was practically panting. But me? My skin tingled with excitement. This was too good! So I asked:


“Because why?”


YOU JANES TALK TO ME


Hearts pounding, we lifted our fingers off the wood and looked up at one another, silently asking if we were bold enough to pose the next question and brave enough to receive the answer.


I put my fingers back on the wooden planchette.


One by one, the other Graveyard Girls did the same.


I asked the next question.


“Who are you?”


The planchette zipped across the board as it spelled out the spirit’s name.


G


I


N


N


Y


Whisper gasped. “Ginny Baker!”


In case you forget, Jōurnal, Ginny Baker was the girl who Silas Hoke, her school’s PE instructor, killed one hundred years ago right here in Misery Falls. We’re not talking about a nice, tidy, pushed-down-the-stairs type of murder, either. Ginny Baker mocked Hoke’s missing leg one too many times. He cut hers off, nailed it to his stump, and then took out Ginny with his wooden prosthesis.


In the few seconds it took us to recall that unpleasant tale, the planchette jerked again, lurching across the board ten times.


BE BACK SOON


That was end of story for Whisper. She bolted up, accidentally kicking the Ouija board off the roof, and ran inside screaming. Her screams, naturally, got everyone else screaming, so they ran inside, too, squirming and squealing as if they were covered in maggots.


Everyone except me.


I felt . . . different.


Occupied.


Like I wasn’t alone in my body.


I got out my phone and looked up the term janes. Turns out it’s slang from the early 1900s. Stylish party girls, called “flappers,” had all kinds of weird expressions.


And when was Ginny Baker murdered?


In the 1920s, of course.


My chest felt tight. Breathing got harder. Not because I was afraid but because it suddenly felt like someone was sharing my lungs.


I didn’t tell the Graveyard Girls. They were already super freaked, and they probably wouldn’t have believed that I had been possessed by Ginny Baker’s spirit anyway. I mean, you have to feel it to believe it, and I was feeeeeeling it.


It’s been about five hours since the Ouija incident, and I can hear Ginny’s voice as clearly as if I were wearing earbuds. She sounds like a super-wild sixteen-year-old who wants to get all dolled up (her words) and go hotfooting (her words again). I told her it’s a school night and I’ll get killed if I sneak out.


Don’t ever spit to me about getting killed, ya follow?


“Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking.”


It’s all jake.


“Thanks, bunny.”


That’s right, Jōurnal. I called her bunny!


I mean, she called me bunny. Or she called herself bunny?


I mean, I honestly don’t know what I mean. Or if I’m even me. All I know is that Ginny Baker has moved into my body and is trying to take over my brain. And this jane couldn’t be more excited to see what happens next.
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[image: CHAPTER 2: SOPHIE]



“Idea!” Sophie Wexler said with the spontaneity of someone who hadn’t been scheming for the better part of Wednesday morning. “Let’s eat lunch outside!”


Typically, November in Misery Falls, Oregon, had two things to offer: a bone-rattling chill and fog so thick you could hide in it for hours. But today the sky was optimistically blue, and the temperature was pushing seventy degrees. Not that Sophie’s scheme had anything to do with the weather.


Frannie ditched her orange cafeteria tray. “I’m in. This cafeteria smells like a dead pig’s butt.”


“A pig’s butt is bad enough,” Whisper said. “You had to add dead.”


“Undead,” Gemma muttered.


“You had to add un?” Frannie said. “You’re actually going there?”


It was impossible not to. None of the Graveyard Girls could hear the word dead without adding un. And they couldn’t think undead without remembering Silas Hoke’s dug-up grave and missing corpse. A missing corpse that had yet to be un-missing.


“Yeah,” Whisper croaked. “Fresh air would be good.”


As they left the cafeteria, Sophie glimpsed Zuzu Otsuka.


Last month, Zuzu had begged Sophie, Gemma, Whisper, and Frannie to let her join the Graveyard Girls, their very exclusive, top secret scary-story club. But Zuzu had yet to tell the also very exclusive Paisley-and-Miranda Club that she had made new friends. Because the Graveyard Girls were top secret? Hardly. Zuzu’s omission was far less honorable. As it happens, the horror-obsessed “it girl” was afraid.


Why?


Sophie had five theories:




1. Paisley and Miranda weren’t into new friends. New friends took attention away from them.


2. Paisley and Miranda wouldn’t approve of Sophie (academic overachiever), Whisper (loud-voiced, beanie-wearing track-star environmentalist), Frannie (future superstar of stage and screen), or Gemma (incense-scented believer in all things otherworldly) because, according to Paisley and Miranda, girls like them weren’t “post-worthy.” And if you’re not post-worthy, you’re not . . . well . . . you’re just not.


3. Getting on the bad sides of Paisley and Miranda was like hurling yourself into an active volcano. It burned.


4. All the above.


5. See number four.





Because of this, Zuzu—Misery Falls Middle School’s style icon—was afraid to show off her new friends. Yet she was oddly comfortable showing off today’s strange new look. A rhinestone headband pressed down hair that Zuzu must have bobbed herself in the middle of the night. Coils of pearls hung down the front of her shapeless dress, and she had silk gloves all the way up to her elbows. Sophie thought of her older sister, Jade’s, Great Gatsby–themed birthday party, but she stopped there.


How could she possibly judge Zuzu after last night’s Ouija board experience? The Graveyard Girls were rattled and not in their right minds.


Outside, they settled on a brick embankment near the bicycle racks and set out their lunches.


“Zuzu’s acting a little weird, don’t you think?” Whisper said.


“Hadn’t noticed,” Frannie said. “Doesn’t everyone shout ‘Hot socks!’ when they get an A on their history quiz?”


Gemma laughed. “She shouted that?”


Frannie lifted her palm. “Swear on Ginny’s undead soul.”


Whisper pulled her green beanie a little lower. “Can we not talk about corpses and spirits while we’re eating?”


“Something’s not right,” Gemma said.


“Frannie’s breath?” Whisper suggested.


Frannie breathed into her hand and sniffed. “What’s wrong with my breath?”


“Onion rings is what’s wrong.”


“What if we imagined it?” Gemma asked, determined to stay on track.


“Frannie’s breath?” Whisper asked.


While the others laughed, Sophie crunched a celery stick and recalled the night they’d stumbled on the open grave. It wasn’t that long ago, and yet so many details had gone fuzzy. She knew why.


For the past few weeks, Sophie had been distracted. And by distracted she meant obsessed with the boy she’d code-named “Danger Me”—which is what Dane Jeremy’s name sounded like if she said it fast, which Sophie did, over and over, to herself.


All.


The.


Time.


Was that pathetic? Absolutely. Sophie’s crush had possessed her like a malevolent spirit from one of Zuzu’s favorite horror films. Sophie felt out of control in ways she never knew possible. Honestly, it was glorious.


She’d met Danger Me at JAM, aka the Julian Academy of Music—if met was the right word to describe making faces at each other through the soundproof window that divided Sophie’s piano lessons from Danger Me’s guitar lessons. After Danger Me AirDropped his number, the two had started texting.


A lot.


No one knew how intense it had become. Not even the Graveyard Girls.


There was another secret, too. Because of this delicious distraction, Sophie’s A-plus average was starting to resemble Antonín Dvořák’s Cello Concerto—a solid score in B minor.


Was Sophie proud of these secrets? Obviously not. Keeping secrets felt like hauling around a backpack of stolen books: a heavy burden that no one could help carry. At the same time, Sophie wasn’t making any efforts to lighten the load. After years of intense studying, endless pressure, and overscheduling, texting with Danger Me felt like a vacation. A flirtation vacation. A flircation.


Sophie’s phone chimed.


Yes! This was really why she’d wanted to eat outside.


Principal Vazquez had recently instituted a no-phones-in-the-cafeteria-unless-you-want-them-confiscated rule. No chance Sophie was going to risk that. Her phone was the only way she could communicate with Danger Me. And not communicating with Danger Me was not an option.


Casually, Sophie angled her body away from the girls and returned to her flircation location—a faraway island full of belly butterflies and coconut-scented secrets. A place she wanted to stay forever.


She eagerly read Danger Me’s text:




Bet you’re having more fun than me today.





It’s “having more fun than I today,” Sophie thought. But that was the thing about flircation texts: spelling and grammar didn’t count. A vacation indeed!


Her thumbs went to work.




What emoji sums ur day so far?





[image: ]


Sophie grinned. Of course Danger Me was bored. He was a free thinker who believed his school was a prison filled with “soulless robots.”


Sophie had just started texting back when—splat.


A greasy onion ring landed on her phone screen.


“Ew, Frannie!” She flicked it onto the wheel of Mason Groder’s bike.


“No, ew is you texting while we try to figure out if Ginny Baker knows what happened to Hoke’s body,” Gemma snapped.


“Assuming that was really Ginny Baker.” Sophie pushed back not because she was skeptical about being contacted but because she was tired of everyone busting her butt for sending a few texts.


“Don’t you remember the story Whisper told last month about Agnes the overtexter? Your thumbs are going to detach from your hands and murder you.”


Sophie cleaned her oily onion screen on the grass. “I’m tired of everyone comparing me to Agnes! And what’s your problem with Danger Me? Is it because he wears black nail polish? Because he speaks his mind? Because he thinks there’s more to life than grades, sports, and after-school clubs?”


“It’s none of that,” Frannie said softly.


“Then what?”


Frannie took a deep breath and, on behalf of everyone but Sophie, said, “Danger Me is using up your phone’s memory—and you’ve never even hung out with the guy!”


“Facts,” Whisper said.


Gemma tapped her grandmother’s antique watch, the one she insisted kept her connected with the spirit world. “It’s time.”


Sophie drew back her head. “For what?”


“A real-life hang.”


Frannie and Whisper nodded in agreement.


Sophie’s stomach turned over. “Nah. I don’t want to rush things.”


“We do!” Frannie said as she swiped the phone from Sophie’s hand and tossed it to Gemma. “We want to know what it’s like to fall in loooooove.”


Sophie’s blood ran cold. “Give it!”


Gemma held the phone out of reach, typing, while Whisper and Frannie launched a Relax Attack against Sophie with playful pinches—the opposite of relaxing.


“There,” Gemma said as she finished typing. She held the screen in front of Sophie’s face for approval. It read:




Hang Sat afternoon?





Gemma’s message wasn’t some humiliating prank. To the contrary, it was simple and appropriate.


It was also terrifying.


Missing-body-of-a-deranged-killer levels of terrifying.


What if she met up with Danger Me and he didn’t think she was cool? What if they had nothing to talk about? What if he thought she was a soulless robot?


Success was easy in school. All Sophie had to do was regurgitate what she was taught and—bam!—a perfect score. But the real world was different. It didn’t come with study guides and practice quizzes. Just a free-spirited brunette boy with a blond streak, a wild side, and a half smile that could twist a girl’s intestines. How was she supposed to prepare for that?


“What’s the worst that could happen?” Whisper asked.


Sophie raised her eyebrows. The Graveyard Girls had been telling one another horror stories for years. They knew all about “the worst.”


“Fine, forget I said that,” Whisper said. “Just do it.”


Frannie beamed. “And then tell us everything, of course.”


“If you leave out any details, we’ll know it,” Gemma said, “because you, Sophie Wexler, are a terrible liar.”


Sophie’s racing heartbeat began to slow. If she met up with Danger Me, she would be the first in their group to hang out solo with a boy!


Her finger hovered over the screen. If she sent the message, there would be no turning back. If she didn’t send it, there would be no glory, no bragging rights—and none of the life experience she so badly wanted.


Don’t be a soulless robot, Sophie told herself. Find your own wild streak. She scrunched her eyes shut, held out her index finger, and tapped Send.


Seconds later, Danger Me texted back:


[image: ]


Sophie’s heart raced all over again.


Now what?
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[image: CHAPTER 3: GEMMA]



Business at the Spirit Sanctuary was no longer dying. It was dead.


Hoke Week was over, and the tourists had gone home, leaving the metaphysical supply shop as empty as Silas’s grave.


Fun is dead, too, Gemma thought as she continued filing three months’ worth of store receipts. The mindless task was perfect for a zombie—not a nearly thirteen-year-old girl who dreamed of taking over the family business. If it were up to her, the store would use an accounting app, and all the receipts would be organized in a single second! But nooooo. Scribbling in a ledger like Ebenezer Scrooge was the only method allowed.


The store’s co-owners—Gemma’s mother, Layla, and aunt, Harmony—had major issues with technology. Not the typical parents-don’t-know-how-phones-work sort of way, either. Their issues had to do with “radio-frequency radiation” and how “prolonged exposure can misalign the body’s chakras.” Thus, it was paper receipts, ancient filing cabinets, and old-timey cash registers for the Spirit Sanctuary. Not that they could afford an upgrade even if they’d wanted it. They hadn’t made a sale in days.


The G-Tone was supposed to have changed all that. To have saved the Spirit Sanctuary from financial ruin. To have secured Gemma’s future in the family business.


Instead, it was ruining everything.


Designed by internet paranormal megastar Criss Borderlyne, the G-Tone was programmed to detect and record moans, groans, and messages from the restless dead. Last month, when the Graveyard Girls snuck into Ashgate Prison, the site of Silas Hoke’s execution, the G-Tone’s lights went wild. Gemma had been filled with hope—and vindication. Someone (or something) had tried to communicate with her, and if that someone (or something) was Silas Hoke, her problems would have been solved.


Everyone in Misery Falls would buy a G-Tone from the Spirit Sanctuary.


Her mother would stop stressing about money.


Maybe she’d even stop shaming Gemma for accidentally charging one unit of nonrefundable G-Tones to her mom’s credit card.


Yes, accidentally.


How was Gemma supposed to know that one unit did not equal one G-Tone but rather one hundred G-Tones?


She wasn’t! Gemma aspired to read fortunes, not minds.


But first things first. Gemma retrieved the G-Tone from her backpack. She had to figure out how to upload (or download?) the Ashgate Prison recording to the G-Tone app. Or was it the Borderlyne website? Or the password-encrypted device interface? Having grown up with amethyst healing rods and crystal prism suncatchers instead of smartphones and tablets, Gemma’s technological growth had been stunted, too.


Layla poked her head into the cluttered back office, aka Gemma’s Ashgate Prison cell, where Gemma had been forced to do time ever since the “one unit” incident.


“Receipts almost done?”


Sure, her mother might have appeared playful in her purple-and-orange scarf, yellow tunic, and bell-bottoms, but her green-eyed glare told a different tale.


Gemma casually slid the G-Tone under a hill of receipts. “Getting there,” she lied.


“Doesn’t look like it,” she said with the lifted eyebrow and wry smile of someone who enjoyed watching their daughter work off an enormous debt. “I’ll be in the front changing the window display if you need me. Good luck.”


Luck? Gemma would need more than luck to get out of this jam. As the office door clicked shut, she reached for the paperweight on the edge of the desk—a hand of blue glass implanted with a gemstone eyeball. It read [image: ] REACH YOUR MILESTONE [image: ] across the palm.


Hamsa hands were supposed to banish evil energy. Why not give it a try? I wish my mom would forgive me and stop giving me mindless jobs at the shop. Gemma placed her thumbs on the hand’s cross symbols.


“Spirit guides,” she whispered, “please send a solution that will solve all my problems.”


“I don’t know about all your problems, you daffy tomato,” a voice replied, “but I can help with the G-Tone.”


It worked! Gemma whirled around.


Striking a pose in the doorway was a petite girl who’d traded her pearls and rhinestone headband for a bugle-bead dress and ostrich-feather cloche hat: Zuzu Otsuka. At least, she smelled like the old Zuzu—Jōhin Classique perfume and confidence.


“You came.” Gemma exhaled in relief.


“I told you I’d help,” Zuzu replied in some jangly new voice that seemed borrowed from another era.


Daffy? Tomato? Ostrich feathers?


“I have no idea what you’re saying,” Gemma replied, “but I’m glad you’re here. Even if it did take you a month to show up.”


Some last-minute “crisis” always kept Zuzu away, usually having to do with Paisley and Miranda. But why dwell?


“Scooch over,” Zuzu said, like sharing a chair was something she and Gemma always did.


In seconds, Zuzu had her Jōhin sticker–covered laptop open on the desk and the G-Tone plugged into it. She began clicking through the device’s folders, then pulled back her fingers and paused to study the keyboard as if seeing it for the first time.


“Is everything okay?”


“Sure, bunny. Sure.” Zuzu shook her head and went back to typing.


“Excited for Saturday night?” Gemma asked, filling the silence.


“Are we going dancing?” Zuzu pushed the laptop aside, jumped out of the chair, and began humming some old-timey tune. Arms pumping speed walker–style, she stepped forward, then back, her legs kicking wildly and her dress’s fringe fluttering.


“Are you okay?” Gemma laughed nervously.


“Peachy!” Zuzu reached for Gemma’s arms and pulled her up to stand. “I’ll teach you. You don’t want those cute boys thinking you have two left feet, do you?”


“Cute boys? At the cemetery?”


Zuzu stopped dancing. “Cemetery? Why would we blow a Saturday night on a cemetery? Unless . . .” Her face brightened. “Is Cemetery the name of a new dance joint?”


Gemma cocked her head and took in Zuzu’s hopeful expression. Maybe unpredictable fashion choices and horror movies weren’t Zuzu’s only passions. Maybe she loved old people’s dance moves and weird expressions, too. It was possible. Zuzu had joined their club only a month ago; it’s not like they knew each other super well or anything. Gemma patiently reminded Zuzu that the Graveyard Girls were meeting at the cemetery Saturday night and that it was Sophie’s turn to tell a story.


“You love it there,” Gemma reminded Zuzu. “The fog is thick. The tombstones are creepy. We’ll have our cloaks, our candles, our chant. And Sophie will have two stories to tell. A made-up scary one and a real one about her date with Danger Me. Unless the date goes badly. Then she’ll have two scary stories.”


Zuzu pressed a finger against her temple and squeezed her eyes shut.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, totally.” Zuzu sat. “Where were we?” she asked the screen of her laptop.


“You were trying to upload the recording from the G-Tone—”


Zuzu waved her hand in front of Gemma’s face. “Yeah, got it.” She tapped the keyboard for a few more minutes and then leaned back in her seat. “Done!”


Relief washed over Gemma like sound waves in a singing-bowl meditation. “Play it!”


They clutched each other as a sinister hiss began crackling through the laptop’s speaker. Static slithered out like rattlesnakes and snapped like old bones.


“What is that?” Gemma muttered.


“Shhh. I hear a voice!”


Gemma’s heartbeat quickened. Sweat bloomed across her forehead. This is really happening! “Turn it up!”


Zuzu clicked a button and the voice came in louder. It was distant. Male.


Most of the words were garbled, but what the girls could make out sounded like “Well to . . . be burn . . . I take you or . . .”


“Or what?” Gemma’s sweaty forehead went cold. Her spine stiffened. It was Silas Hoke. It had to be. They’d made the recording in the prison, on the hundredth anniversary of Hoke being fried in the electric chair.


“It sounds like he’s saying, ‘I take you or . . . death!’ ” Zuzu’s rouged cheeks turned pigeon gray.


Gemma nodded. “Play it again.”


Zuzu did. The girls held their breath as they strained to listen.


“The voice is talking about being burned,” Gemma said. “It has to be from Silas Hoke’s soul during his execution. And now he’s going to take us to our deaths!”


“Not again, he’s not!” Zuzu cried.


Her fist came down with such force that the hamsa hand shot off the desk and crash-landed on the floor. Glass scattered everywhere.


Gemma gasped and leaped to her feet. “What’s up with you?” she asked, suddenly more afraid of Zuzu than of the recording.


“Nothing,” Zuzu said. “It’s all jake.”


“ ‘Jake’?” Gemma blinked in confusion. “How is breaking my mom’s favorite paperweight jake?”


The office door flew open. It was Layla, her eyes wide with panic. “What was that sound?” she shouted.


Then she discovered the glass. Her tensed shoulders slackened into the disappointed slouch Gemma knew all too well. Layla picked up a chunk of glass; it had half the slogan: [image: ] REACH YOUR.


Layla sighed. “Another broken item, huh?”


“You don’t understand what happened,” Gemma cried. “Zuzu downloaded the audio file and—”


“Uploaded,” Zuzu corrected.


“Loaded,” Gemma compromised. “The point is, we heard what’s on the G-Tone! Mom, you have to listen to it!”


Layla turned to leave. “I’ve heard enough for one day, thank you very much.”


“What about the G-Tone?”


“What about my hamsa?” Layla snapped as she shut the door behind her.


“Wow. Did you see the face on that jane?” Zuzu huffed as she packed up her things. “I better ankle it before she calls the fuzz.” She hooked her bag over her shoulder and hip-swayed her way out the door.


Too emotional to chase after Zuzu, and way too confused—what the heck was “the fuzz”?—Gemma began tending to the broken glass.


She stopped cold.


The part of the hand that held the remaining slogan had impacted so hard that the pieces were jumbled on the floor. What once said MILESTONE [image: ] now read: LISTEN [image: ]O ME.


[image: ]


Petrified, Gemma considered running after Zuzu, but something wasn’t right with that girl—or that jane, as the new Zuzu would say. Gemma thought about telling her friends. Would they accuse Gemma of staging the whole thing to scare them? Telling her mother certainly wasn’t an option.


Gemma stared at LISTEN [image: ]O ME through a blur of tears. She had no idea what supernatural force was responsible for this message or what it needed to say, but she did know how invisible and alone it must have felt.
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