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  Dear Diary,


  I’ve been dead for more than thirty years.


  I’m laughing, because the last time I wrote in a diary, it was the day before I died. It was something about a cute boy, but I don’t remember his name.


  Anyways, I spent most of that “dead” time luring men to their doom at the bottom of a forest pool. I loved to play with their bones. But then Aster and Errol woke me up and put flesh and skin back on me.


  They didn’t do it to be nice. Aster is a witch. She’s from another place called the Kingdoms of the High and Faraway, a place where miracles are commonplace. It’s separated from the normal world—where I was born—by a border called the Pale. It’s hard to get to from here. There are hundreds, maybe thousands of kingdoms, each weirder and more magical than the last. Castles of gold, cities of glass, seas with tides but no water, boats of silver, howling dark monsters in deep, black swamps. Curses and spells. Everyone born there has a light in them called elumiris. Another word for soul, I guess. When they die, they’re born again in another Kingdom, sometimes higher and further away, sometimes nearer to the Pale, depending how bright they shine inside.


  Aster’s father brought her to the town of Sowashee, where I’m from. It’s in the normal world, which she calls the Reign of the Departed. It turns out my world is where souls go when they’re all worn out. When they don’t have enough spark to be born again in the Kingdoms, they’re born here, live their very last life, and then disappear forever.


  Aster’s dad is a witch (warlock?), too, and a really strong one. He brought her to the Reign to protect her from something, though he never told her what. But he was sick. He couldn’t remember things for very long, and he couldn’t learn new things. He thought Aster was still a little girl, even though she’s seventeen. He was trapped in his house, and Aster was afraid he would get out.


  She had an idea how to cure him. There was this stuff called the “water of health,” but to find it she needed help from three guides—the Mostly Dead, the Completely Dead, and a giant. The Completely Dead was me. But to catch me, she needed someone Mostly Dead, and that was Errol. Errol was someone she knew from school. He’d tried to kill himself and ended up in a coma. Aster took his soul and put it into this sort of wooden Pinocchio/ Tin Man body she’d made of odds and ends. When he came to find me, I tried to kill him, like I did the others, but he didn’t drown. Then Aster put my skin back on and all, and they dragged me off on an adventure to find the third guide, the giant.


  Before we could start, though, two people showed up at Aster’s house. One was her teacher, Mr. Watkins, and the other was the school counselor, Delia Fincher. They were checking up on her, but her dad turned them into smoke and put them in a liquor bottle.


  Diary, that was not the strangest thing that happened, not even that day.


  Since she needed someone to watch her father while she was gone, Aster got her dad to fetch Mrs. Fincher back out of the bottle. Then she put a necklace on her that kept control of her, and the school counselor had to follow any instructions Aster gave her.


  After a little dust up or two, we went off through the Pale, me leading the way to the High and Faraway, because I could see the path they couldn’t. But someone was following us; a guy who called himself the Sherriff. Seems like doing what she did, Aster had broken some rules that he reckoned she needed to be punished for. And as for Errol and me—well, we weren’t supposed to exist at all, to the Sherriff’s way of thinking.


  In that first Kingdom, right at the border, we got a new friend—a woman named Dusk, just a little older than Aster. She said she would help us find the giant Aster was looking for. We also learned about the curse; all of the grownups in the High and Faraway had turned into monsters or just . . . gone away.


  The kids had to learn to fend for themselves.


  The Sherriff was still following us. He deputized some bad boys and brought them along. We didn’t know that at the time. We also didn’t know Aster’s father had sent her teacher, Mr. Watkins, after her, and put a spell on him that let him sense which direction she was in and forced him to follow her. He took up with the Sherriff.


  The deeper we got into the Kingdoms, the more powerful Aster’s witchery grew. But I got stronger, too. I could feel the creeks and rivers and deeps, talk to the creatures of the water. Do things. And sometimes, I still got hungry, like when I was a nov. And sometimes I wanted to be one again.


  We made a new friend named Billy Noname. Nobody knew where he’d come from, least of all him. But Aster started getting sweet on him right away.


  And yes, I was taking a fancy to Errol. Me, the living dead, him a walking puppet. The perfect couple.


  Except Errol also had doe-eyes for Dusk. When I figured that out, I went off to sulk, and the Sherriff caught me. And the teacher, David, was there. When I touched David, I suddenly knew—he was the guy who murdered me all those years ago. Surprised? Me too. But back then he’d had a different name, and a different face. Now he had his sights set on Aster.


  Diary, they buried me head-down in a rocky shaft. Errol found me and pulled me out, and off we went again, until we came to the Mountain of the Winds and some folks who allowed they had a giant problem.


  Boy, did they. It was huge, and we didn’t have a chance against it. Until Billy turned into a giant, too. See, Billy was the giant we were looking for. He had shrunk down, years before—for a vacation, sort of—and had forgotten what he was.


  After that, he put us in his palm and walked off into the High and Faraway, until we came to a golden castle. He shrunk back down, and we found the water of health, a dose for each of us.


  That’s when Dusk turned on us, froze Aster and Billy with her magic sword, cut off one of Errol’s legs, and sliced my neck clean through. Then she took all of the water of health and left us there.


  I hate to use profanity, but Dusk really is a—well, it rhymes with witch.


  What she didn’t know was that Aster had already given me my share of the water of health. Errol used half of it to stick my head back on. Aster and Billy unthawed, just in time for us to fight the Sherriff and his boys. And David.


  I took care of David. Unfortunately, the thing in him, the dark soul—it didn’t stay down. It wandered off.


  Aster killed the Sherriff. But Errol—they broke him to pieces. His soul slipped back to his dying body in Sowashee.


  I didn’t like Aster at first, but by then she was growing on me. I didn’t envy her the choice she had to make.


  Billy could take us home, but if he stayed a giant that long, he would forget her, and stay a giant. And by that point Aster was in love with him. If she used the half-potion she had left, she could restore his memory. Or she could save it for her father.


  Or she could heal Errol.


  She picked Errol. And when he got to her house, we found her father was gone anyway. Dusk had come along, pretended to be Aster, and whisked him away.


  And me? The water of health did more than just sew my head back on. During the day, I’m alive now. Heartbeat and all. Of course, at night, all of that stops again. But I’m better than I was.


  Now I’m off to plot with Aster. We’ve got to get Errol out of the hospital, find her father, and cut off a certain person’s damn head.


  Until later, dear diary, I am yours,


  Veronica Hale.


  PART ONE


  PLACES KNOWN

  AND STRANGE


  ONE


  A KISS THROUGH THE BARS


  That hot July night, in the grey hours before dawn, Errol’s dead girlfriend came for a visit. She swam up Gallinger Creek and into the storm drains beneath Sowashee, under the wall around Laurel Grove Hospital, emerged from the old cistern near the orchard, slipped past the bored night watchmen, and scaled the century-old wrought-iron downspout to the ledge beneath his second-story window. The sash was propped open with a stick, but iron bars prevented her entering his room. Fortunately, there was space for her to press her face through. Her kiss was cool and wet, and tasted slightly of algae, minnows, and crawfish. He brushed a leaf from her long hair which—even wet and in the dark—still had a golden glint.


  For a while Errol was conscious only of her lips, her luminous, half-lidded eyes, the night symphony of frogs and insects, the sultry atmosphere redolent of mimosa and woodbine enveloping them.


  “I hate I’m all soaking wet,” Veronica confided, after they finally parted long enough to talk. “It’s hard for a girl to look her best after a swim. But I can’t figure out any other way of getting in here without being seen.”


  “I don’t mind,” Errol said. “You were soaking wet the first time we met, remember?”


  “Well, I do remember, Errol, if you must know. And naked. And I think I may have tried to drown you.”


  “Not the greatest first date,” Errol admitted.


  Her eyes dropped a little.


  “Hey, I’m kidding,” he said.


  “It’s just . . . you’re all normal now,” she said. “A regular boy. And I’m still . . .”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Not to me anyway. I hope it doesn’t matter to you.”


  “You’re sweet,” she said. She kissed him again.


  “How much longer do you have to stay in this . . . place?” she asked, when they parted once more.


  “Until I can convince them I’m not going to try and off myself again, I guess,” he said.


  “That shouldn’t take long,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he said. “You would think.”


  Suicide, as it turned out, was not without consequences.


  Of course, the doctors called it “attempted suicide” because technically he had never quite been dead. But Errol knew better. He had seen death coming for him, and if it weren’t for a good friend and a literal miracle, he wouldn’t be alive today. Nor would he be an unwilling resident of the Laurel Grove State Hospital, a dumping ground for the mentally ill, drunks, drug addicts, and depressed teens.


  His mom liked the place because it didn’t cost her anything and because it took him off her hands. In his lower moments, he thought it would have probably been easier for her if he had gone ahead and died. But despite what most everyone thought, he had no intention of dying anytime soon, not if he had a choice in the matter.


  “So what are you and Aster up to?” he asked.


  Veronica hesitated. She squeezed his hand.


  “It’s kind of a mess,” she said. “What with Aster’s father disappearing and that teacher, Ms. Fincher.”


  “And Mr. Watkins,” Errol said.


  Veronica’s small brow creased and a nasty little smile spread her lips.


  “Yeah,” she said. “That guy.”


  Mr. Watkins had been an English teacher at Sowashee High. He had also been the vessel occupied by an evil spirit who had a thing for raping and murdering girls before stealing their souls. In an earlier incarnation—thirty years before—he had been Veronica’s neighbor. He had killed her, but hadn’t managed the raping and soul-stealing part.


  Errol squeezed her hand. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to bring that up. It’s only—have the police found anything? How is Aster explaining all this?”


  “I’m not quite sure,” Veronica said. She glanced away, as if looking at something behind him, but he knew there wasn’t anything back there but a blank, beige wall.


  “What?” he said.


  “The police sort of took her off yesterday,” she said. “She hasn’t been back.”


  “Oh,” he said. “That’s not good.”


  “I know,” Veronica said. “She was working on a plan of some kind to get us all back to the Kingdoms, rescue her dad, kill Dusk, find Billy—all that stuff.” She smiled. “We were gonna break you out, if they hadn’t let you go by then. But now . . .”


  She shrugged.


  “Do you know where they took her?”


  She shook her head. “They were in a car,” she said. “I couldn’t keep up. And besides, she told me to stay hidden.”


  “Yes!” he said. “Definitely stay hidden. The police—no one—should know about you.”


  “Too late for that,” she said. “They’re looking for me already. I heard them asking Aster about me. I guess somebody noticed me at the hospital.”


  “That’s bad,” Errol said.


  Veronica had been dead for decades. If anyone figured out who she was—and that for some reason she only appeared to be sixteen or so—it could lead to further questions. Like why her heart didn’t beat at night. He imagined her being hauled off to a lab somewhere, never to be seen again. He didn’t care for the image.


  “You shouldn’t even be here now,” he said. “It’s too risky.”


  “Oh, hardly,” she said. “They’re not so much worried about people getting in here as they are about people sneaking out. Who breaks into a loony bin?”


  “Yeah, that’s a good point,” Errol said.


  “Not that I think you are loony, dear Errol,” she said.


  “Thanks,” he said. “We need Aster, though. I need to get out of here.”


  Veronica caught his gaze and held it.


  “Errol,” she said. “You don’t need Aster or the Kingdoms. You’re cured. You don’t have to go back.”


  “What does that have to do with it?” he said. “Veronica, you were better off there. We both know that. You came back here for me. And Aster, she gave up Billy to save my life, and I know she loved him. So maybe I am cured, but I have lots of reasons to go back there. And anyway, what do I have here?”


  “You don’t have to fight everybody’s battles for them, Errol,” she said.


  “Maybe I don’t have to,” he said. “But I want to.”


  “We might be able to go back, just the two of us,” Veronica said.


  “Maybe,” he said. “But I’m not half-dead anymore, and you’re not exactly what you were. Without Aster, we’d have no idea what we were walking into. Anyway—”


  “I know,” she said. “We can’t abandon her. I was thinking aloud.” Veronica patted his hand. “Always Errol, aren’t you,” she said. “That’s what I love about you.”


  Veronica didn’t have a heartbeat, but he did, and he felt it go funny.


  “What?” he said.


  “Don’t get all weird,” she said. “I love you, that’s all.”


  “Oh.”


  Veronica wasn’t the first girl who had told him that, but that first girl had been lying. That was a big piece of what had nearly killed him.


  “It’s okay,” she said, softly. She looked behind her, at the sky. Her smile faded a little. “It’s almost dawn. I better swim out of here before I start breathing again.” She stroked his face with the tips of her fingers. “I wish I could come here in the day,” she said. “And kiss you with warm lips.”


  “Warm enough for me,” he said, and leaned through the bars.


  “Oh, Errol, you old sweet talker,” she said.


  He remembered the first time they had kissed. Their first real kiss, lying beneath the stars in a distant and exceedingly strange land. It had been an unexpected moment of confused delight during a difficult, disorienting situation. At the time, his soul had been confined in a body of wood, steel, and ivory; he hadn’t even had lips—but he had felt hers, all the way to his timber toes.


  It was even better now that he was in the flesh. Now if only she had a pulse . . .


  He knew he should tell her he loved her too. But as he fought his way toward saying it, Veronica reluctantly pulled away.


  “I’ll come back tomorrow night,” she said.


  “Be careful,” he said, feeling like a coward, but also a little relieved. It was too hard. He could tell her next time.


  “You know me,” she said.


  “Yes,” he said. “That’s why I want you to be careful.”


  After Veronica left, Errol couldn’t sleep. It was oppressively hot, and the mosquitos were fierce, but he was used to that. His thoughts lingered on Veronica; kissing her, the nearness of her face to his, the remembered feel of holding her against him.


  Did Veronica really love him? Did she know what that meant? When they’d first met, she had been a kind of monster—a nov, the spirit of a drowned virgin. She had lured countless men to watery deaths in a forest pool for three decades, her earthly life forgotten. She had tried to do the same to him, but thanks to the fact that automatons didn’t breathe, she had failed. Aster had restored her soul and her human memories. Now, thanks to the water of health they had found in the Kingdoms, she was alive by the light of the sun, although at night her heart and breath stopped again. In the Kingdoms, she had been scary powerful and sometimes hardly seemed human at all.


  So when she told Errol she loved him, what did that mean?


  And there was the other thing nagging at him, the problem of Aster. He had been known her since third grade.


  And Aster was crucial. It was Aster who had taken his soul when his body lay in a coma and placed it in what she called her “automaton.” Aster who had known where to look for Veronica and how to bring her back to almost-life. Aster who knew how to reach the Kingdoms, where miracles happened with alarming frequency. She had needed Veronica and him to reach the Kingdoms, to find the water of health, and cure her father’s insanity. But when they returned, she had found her father was gone, kidnapped by a woman they once believed to be their friend.


  If something bad happened to Aster, he might someday get out of Laurel Grove, but he would still be stuck here, in Sowashee, in the world of his birth, the world that had taken his father and nearly killed him, too. A world that someone had once told him was the last stop for souls on their way to oblivion.


  Did you see that new girl?” Robbie McElroy asked, as he cut back weeds with his hoe. Robbie was brown-haired, reed-thin, and highly talkative. He had some problems with drugs which had landed him in Laurel Grove. He was sixteen, a year younger than Errol.


  “No,” he said.


  “She weren’t no crow-bait,” Robbie said. “I wouldn’t mind gettin’ up with that, you know? Hey-howdy!”


  “Yeah,” Errol said, only half paying attention, concentrating on the row of beans he was weeding. Laurel Grove had gardens, a dairy farm, and orchards thanks to the “idle hands” philosophy of its founders. Errol didn’t mind, although physically he was still very weak. While he was off having adventures in the Kingdoms, his body had been lying in a coma for close to three months.


  Robbie kept on going about the girl, but Errol wasn’t really listening until he said something about her talking funny. Then he perked up.


  “What do you mean, she talked funny?” he asked.


  “She had a goofy accent,” Robbie said. “Like maybe she’s from Sweden or some place. You know, like yurgen, burgen, glurben.”


  Errol stopped hoeing and sat down for a moment, listening to the whirr of cicadas and feeling the sweat run down his face. “What did she look like, this girl?” he asked.


  “I done told you, man,” Robbie said. “Sort of red-headed, you know. And a funny mark on her head, like a star.”


  “What was her name?”


  “Didn’t catch it,” Robbie said. He grinned. “I think I’ll call her Honey Baby.”


  “Was her name Aster?” Errol asked.


  “Man, what did I just tell you?”


  But it had to be. Who else in Sowashee would have a star-shaped birthmark on her forehead? Aster hadn’t had that when he first met her—her father had hidden it with some sort of spell. But when they were in the Kingdoms, the spell had come off. When he last saw her, she had smeared make-up over it, but you could still see it if you knew where to look.


  Did they think Aster was crazy? Probably, if she tried to explain a tenth of what had happened to them. He had been very careful not to say anything at all about what he had been doing while in his coma; if he did, he would be in here for the rest of his life. What was Aster thinking?


  He had to figure out some way to see her. The women stayed on the other side of the campus, but there was a social hour coming up when they could mingle, assuming she wasn’t in a hard-case room strapped into a straitjacket. They would have to watch what they said to one another. But now, at least, he knew where she was. And with Veronica’s help, they ought to be able to come up with an escape plan.


  He picked up his hoe and went back to work, mind spinning out possibilities. It felt good to have a problem to work on.


  Dr. Reynolds barely looked up from whatever he was reading when Errol came in. He gestured for him to take a seat in the brown, cracked leather chair in front of his desk.


  After a few moments, Dr. Reynolds peered at Errol over his wire-rimmed glasses.


  “How are you today, Errol?” he asked.


  “I’m doing okay, sir,” Errol said.


  “I’m glad to hear it.” He took his glasses off and cleaned them on his blue button-down shirt. He was frowning, which Errol did not take to be a good sign.


  “Ah, Errol,” the doctor finally said. “We admitted a young lady yesterday. She has asked repeatedly to see you. Are you aware of this?”


  Errol didn’t see any reason to lie.


  “Robbie McElroy mentioned her, sir.”


  “This young lady. Would you say you’re good friends?”


  “Yes, sir,” he said. “I guess I would.”


  “Would you mind telling me how you know her?”


  “Well—from school,” Errol said. “I’ve known her forever. Since third grade. I mean, look, she may be acting a little weird right now, but she’s really okay.”


  Now the doctor was staring at him with an even stranger expression.


  “School,” he said. “You mean your school?”


  “Yes, sir,” Errol said.


  Doctor Reynolds paused again, then tapped his intercom button.


  “Carol,” he said. “Have Sam and Mason bring the young lady from 139.”


  Then he looked back up at Errol. “Errol, when you were asleep—in your coma—did you have any dreams? Do you remember anything?”


  Crap. What had Aster told them?


  “No, sir,” he lied. “I don’t remember anything. Just, you know—passing out, and then waking up. It was the biggest mistake of my life, sir.”


  “Yes, so you’ve said,” Reynolds replied. “But I’m curious. The doctors say two young ladies were present when you awoke. One was your friend, Aster. The other, however, no one seems to have known. Nor has anyone seen her since. Little blond girl.”


  “I’m not sure who you’re talking about, sir,” he said. “It was all hazy.”


  “One of the nurses saw you kissing her,” he said.


  “Oh,” Errol said. “Yeah. Her.”


  “Would you like to change your story?”


  “It was some friend of Aster’s, Dr. Reynolds,” he said. “I think maybe her mom works at the Dew Drop Inn. I guess I was just so happy to be alive I had to kiss somebody. But I don’t know her name, or anything.”


  “Are you aware that Aster’s father has gone missing?” he said. “Along with one of your teachers and the school guidance counselor?”


  “No, sir,” he said.


  “No.” He picked up a pencil and ticked it against his desk. “Your friend Aster is in a bit of trouble,” he said. “If you know anything about this, you aren’t helping her by holding back.”


  “Dr. Reynolds, I was in a coma, remember?”


  Reynolds nodded.


  At that moment there was a rap on the door.


  “Bring her in,” Dr. Reynolds said.


  Errol turned as the door swung open, wondering exactly what Aster’s game was, how he was supposed to react. Sam and Mason were there, two of the biggest, toughest orderlies in the place. Between them stood a girl with auburn hair and a star on her forehead.


  But it wasn’t Aster.


  “Holy crap,” he said. “Dusk!”


  TWO


  MERRY-GO-ROUND


  When the earliest light of the sun sorted through the trees, Veronica took her first breath in many hours. It was morning dew, honeysuckle, cut grass, and the faint gassy stink of a papermill. She sat on the banks of the creek, letting her clothes dry, watching water-skaters dimple the stream, listening to cicadas whirr as the day grew warmer. It was a nice place she’d found—a gorge nestled amongst the streets and houses of the town, a little wild spot in the city.


  She hadn’t known such a place existed in Sowashee—in fact she didn’t know much about town at all—or if she ever had, she had forgotten. She had grown up in the county, and in her time since returning to the world, she had stayed mostly with Aster, who also lived outside of town. When the police took Aster, they went toward Sowashee, south on 292, so she had hitched a ride in after dark in the back of a battered pick-up. She had been planning the trip anyway, to see Errol, but Aster wouldn’t let her go, so she had decided to kill two birds with one stone—see her boyfriend and find out where the police station was. She found both on a map she took from Aster’s bedroom, but decided Errol had priority. She found Laurel Grove without much trouble. After leaving the hospital, she had let the creek guide her, and it had brought her here.


  Upstream, some boys were stirring the remains of a campfire back to life and checking the trotlines for the morning’s catch. They hadn’t noticed her, but the two boys skinny-dipping in a deep pool in the stream did pay mind to the little group of girls who came down the steep slope a few moments later, dashing from the water in search of clothes.


  It reminded her of the place she had spent so many years, but with no Creek Man to lord over her. She nursed a brief, fond memory of her cache of bones, nestled down in the muck. She eyed the boys a little differently now, but none of them suited; they weren’t old enough, and what cruelty she smelled on them was of the ordinary sort, common to most children—nothing that deserved special treatment.


  She turned her mind from that. She was different now, wasn’t she? Reformed. A nov no longer.


  “Hey.”


  She looked up, a little startled. It wasn’t easy to sneak up on her, but someone had, a curly-haired girl who looked about ten or eleven dressed in rolled-up jeans and yellow shirt.


  “Hey yourself,” Veronica said.


  “I ain’t never seen you before,” the girl said.


  “I’ve never been here before,” she said. “What’s this place called?”


  “Massey Canyon,” the girl said.


  “It’s nice.”


  “You from around here?”


  “No,” Veronica said. “I’m from out of town.”


  The girl nodded. She seemed like she was about to say something else, but instead she focused off past Veronica’s shoulder. Veronica turned to see why.


  He was tall, sixteen or seventeen. He wore long pants but no shirt. His stomach was flat, his arms thin but corded with muscle, and his black hair hung almost to his waist. He had big, dark eyes and an olive complexion. For lack of a better word, he was beautiful.


  He didn’t look exactly like he belonged with the other kids, who shied away from him a bit.


  And he was staring at her in a way that made her belly go all light.


  “Who is that?” she asked the girl.


  “That’s the Gypsy,” she said. “He comes down here sometimes.”


  The Gypsy waded into the water and took a few steps toward them.


  “You,” he called.


  “Yeah?” she said.


  “Come here, please.”


  Part of her wanted to, but the fine hairs on the back of her neck pricked up. Something wasn’t right. He wasn’t a Creek Man, but he was something, and despite her earlier nostalgia, she really did not want to end up captive in some in-between place again.


  “What’s the quickest way out of here?” she asked the girl.


  She grinned. “You sure?”


  “Yes,” Veronica said.


  “Come on, then.”


  The girl ran along the bank about twenty feet before starting up the side of the gorge along a well-worn rut in the red clay using tree roots as handholds. Veronica followed, fighting down a weird mixture of panic and longing.


  She spared a glance back down to see if he was following her, but he was just standing in the creek, watching her leave.


  “What’s your name?” he called out.


  She didn’t answer. By that time, she had reached level ground. The girl had gotten ahead of her and was running; Veronica followed the flashes of yellow through the trees. A moment later, she burst from the woods onto grass.


  She realized she was in someone’s backyard, and that the someone was there. She was old, with more grey than brown in her hair, hanging up laundry. The girl in the yellow shirt was no place to be seen.


  “What are you doing?” the woman demanded. “Girl, you gave me a fright.”


  “I’m sorry ma’am,” Veronica said. “I guess I got lost.”


  The woman was looking her up and down, now, seeing the jeans and T-shirt she had borrowed from Aster, still wet and dirty from the creek.


  “Looks like you’ve been lost for a couple of days. Where did you come from?”


  “Down there,” Veronica said. She looked back nervously, but no one had followed her.


  The woman frowned. “Down where?” she asked. “Ain’t nothing down there, at least not anymore. Used to be Massey’s Canyon, but they filled that in before you were born.”


  She paused and clipped a shirt to the line.


  “I’ll go on,” Veronica said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”


  But the woman fastened her with her gaze.


  “You know, I was just thinking about Massey’s Canyon. Daydreaming, really. We used to have quite a time down there when I was a kid, especially in the summers. Kids now don’t have it good like we did back then. We used to leave at dawn and not come home until the sun went down, and nobody worried about us. Sometimes we camped and spent the whole night. Now I guess it’s just too dangerous to let your kids run around like that. It’s a pity.”


  Veronica thought back to that day at the falls, her new tennis shoes, the neighbor she had trusted.


  “I bet it was dangerous back then, too,” Veronica said. “People just didn’t notice as much.”


  “You might be right,” the woman said. “Anyway, bless you. Have fun and stay out of trouble.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Veronica said.


  When Errol had last seen Dusk, she had been clad in armor and carrying a sword; now she wore the loose, light green pants and smock most of the patients dressed in when they were indoors. But no matter the costume change, Errol wasn’t likely to forget the woman who had decapitated his girlfriend and chopped off one of his legs.


  Dusk smiled. “Errol?” She said. “Is that really you?”


  He realized he’d gotten out of his chair and was backing up.


  “Valyeme,” Dusk said. Something about her changed—the set of her shoulders, the way her clothes hung on her body.


  “Doctor—” he started.


  He didn’t get much further before Dusk started moving, fast. She punched Sam in the throat and kicked Mason right in the propers. Then she grabbed a nearby chair and smashed it over Mason’s head before delivering an uppercut to Sam’s chin that sent him sprawling on his back.


  “Oh my God!” Dr. Reynolds sputtered, as Dusk sprinted toward him. He fumbled at his desk drawer, but whatever was in there he never got out. Dusk dropped him with an elbow and then kicked him a couple of times after he fell. She bent over and came up with a chain of keys.


  “Let’s go, Errol,” she said. “We have things to do, you and I.”


  “Are you out of your mind?” he said.


  She took hold of his arm. Her fingers felt like they were made from steel, and she dragged him a few steps, as if he didn’t weigh much at all, before he started digging in. He knew Dusk was tough, and a great fighter, but she had never seemed this strong before.


  His brain had been chewing at the word she’d said. Valyeme. May I have strength.


  As he struggled against her, she turned.


  “Errol,” she said. “Sekedi.”


  She let go, and he watched her walk away. Then, suddenly, one of his legs moved. His body shifted forward. His other leg jerked along.


  Sekedi. Follow.


  So, he did. He didn’t want to, but he did.


  She didn’t go straight out of the building, but went instead into the wing where temporaries were held. She broke down a door in the interview room and a moment later came out with the padded clothes she usually wore under her armor.


  “Turn around, Errol,” she said.


  It wasn’t a spell, like the command to follow, but he did it anyway. But then he turned back around, quickly.


  He had been hoping she would start by taking off her pants. Then her legs would be half tied-up when he jumped her. Unfortunately, she had begun with her shirt. She hadn’t turned away from him, and it was pulled up just enough so he could see her belly. He jumped anyway.


  He hardly saw the blow coming. It didn’t knock him out, but it sure knocked him down. His vision whited out and his ears rang.


  “I am sorry,” he heard her say. “I hit you too hard. That body of yours is very weak. Not like the one you had before. Please do not fight me.”


  He came up slowly to his hands and knees. By then she had on the gambeson and padded leggings. He noticed they were different from her last outfit, newer-looking, with different patterns.


  “New outfit,” he said. “Where’s your armor?”


  “I hid it,” she said. Then she laughed.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I didn’t want to attract attention,” she said. “I did anyway.”


  She started walking again, and his body followed, dizzy head, weak knees, and all.


  Alberto was at the front door. He was nearly as big as Sam, and he had a night stick.


  “Don’t fight her, man,” Errol warned.


  But of course Alberto did, although it didn’t last long. As he stepped over the guard’s prone body, Errol hoped Alberto was okay. He had always been decent to Errol, and most of the other inmates liked him.


  Moments later, they were through the gate, and Laurel Grove Hospital was behind him. He heard sirens in the distance.


  “Constables,” she muttered. “In strange chariots. Yes?”


  “You’ve met them before, I guess,” Errol said.


  “Yes,” she replied. “I was not prepared last time. They subdued me.”


  “This time they’ll shoot you,” he said.


  “As with arrows?”


  “Bullets,” he said. “You remember bullets?”


  She smiled slightly. “Yes,” she said. “I remember you saved my life after I was shot with one.” Her mouth quirked to the side.


  “I think we shall avoid the bullets,” she said, and started running. Then he was running, too.


  They tore across a couple of yards, over a fence, crossed a couple of streets, and ran into Threefoot Park.


  Errol had grown up in the country, about twenty miles outside of Sowashee, but he had an aunt who lived in town, near the park. In summer he had spent a lot of time there—taking swimming lessons in the public pool, catching soft-shelled turtles under the footbridges over the creek, watching fireworks on the Fourth of July. But the best, the coolest thing about Threefoot Park was the carousel.


  His father had told him it had been built in the eighteen-nineties, and that it had been designed by a strange old guy from far away. That it was magic.


  It had been magic to him. It was housed in a big white building that reminded him of a circus tent and always smelled like cotton candy. The carousel took up most of the building; horses hovered over its wooden deck on gilded poles, horses of all kinds—Appaloosas, bays, black stallions—but there were also tigers, lions, antelopes with twisting horns, giraffes, stags—all manner of beasts, all posed as if about to pounce or take flight.


  After a bit of violence to one of the windows, he and Dusk stood in front of the carousel. But now it was dark, the animals in shadow.


  “Come along,” she said.


  She led him past the empty ticket booth and onto the platform, then swung herself up on one of the horses. He had always liked riding the tigers and had started toward them when she called him back.


  “Get up behind me,” she said.


  He was still compelled, so he did as she said. The animals were large, not kid-sized like some he had ridden in carnivals, but it was still uncomfortable sharing the rigid saddle with her. That was offset somewhat by . . . well, sharing the saddle with her. Dusk was beautiful, and at one point—before she chopped his leg off—he’d had kind of a thing for her. Now he was pressed against her. She was warm, nearly hot, and he couldn’t help liking it, even though he knew he shouldn’t.


  She was the enemy.


  “Put your arms around my waist,” she said. “But take no liberties.”


  “Okay, I won’t,” he said, trying to cram as much sarcasm as he could into the words. “But listen, would you mind telling me what’s going on?”


  “Later,” she said. Then she said a word or two he didn’t catch, and the platform beneath them suddenly lurched into motion. Lights came on all over the carousel, and music started up as the calliope chuffed to life, whistling out a familiar melody, its little mechanical drum beating in time.


  The calliope hadn’t worked in years. The park had substituted a tape player. But now the ancient machine was going full blast, as it hadn’t since he was five or six. He remembered riding the tiger, his dad standing by him, grinning, holding onto the pole as it went up and down, his mother ahead on the gazelle, laughing.


  They had been happy then, hadn’t they? Before his dad got sick. He believed they had been.


  He was shaken out of his reverie as the pace picked up; the music, the spin of the deck. He was sure it was going faster than he had ever known it to, way quicker than it was supposed to go.


  Yet it continued to speed up, until he started to get sick and dizzy. He realized he had a death-grip on Dusk because the ride was trying to fling him off.


  Then they did fly off—the wooden horse, Dusk, him—the whole package. He closed his eyes, bracing for impact, but instead felt his belly go light. Wind streamed against his face, and the smell of cotton candy was gone.


  He opened his eyes, but closed them again immediately when he saw the rapidly receding ground below them. Then he cracked them again, cautiously.


  Here we go again, he thought.


  Because they were not in Sowashee anymore.


  Things had changed in the years Veronica had been dead. The clothes were odd and sometimes just weird. Nobody wore real hats, although she saw the occasional cap. There were a lot more cars and they were all ugly. Everything was brighter and tackier and moved too fast.


  But downtown Sowashee was a lot like she remembered it. Most of the buildings had been built long before her birth, and although they looked more worn and rundown, they still retained a certain dignity and—in many cases—mystery. The Obelisk Theater still looked like something out of The Arabian Nights. Twin sphinxes in Egyptian headdress still flanked the steps of a building she had no name for but knew had something to go with Shriners and their fez hats. The Trevis Building—the tallest and only skyscraper in town—was still embellished with fantastical motifs that seemed at once sort of Biblical and utterly exotic.


  She had a little money from Aster, so she ate lunch at a diner—meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and butter beans, followed by apple pie and ice cream.


  Food was one of her favorite things about being alive.


  As it grew dark, she made her way back toward Laurel Grove. She climbed up into the branches of a magnolia to watch the sunset.


  When the light began to fade, and her heart stopped, she went to see Errol again.


  THREE


  JAIL BREAK


  Well. Ms. Kostyena.”


  Aster glanced up from her doodling to regard the woman in the rumpled gray suit who had just come through the door of the interrogation room.


  “I don’t know you,” Aster said.


  “No, we’ve never met. My name is Lisa Pierce. I’m your lawyer.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Aster said. She wrote the name on the already heavily marked paper in front of her in a script she’d learned from her father’s books. “I was wondering if you would ever show up.”


  “I’ve had a busy day,” Pierce said, taking the chair across the table from her. “Not enough public defenders to go around.”


  “I’m sure,” Aster said. The lawyer looked young, probably no older than her mid-twenties. Her black hair was cut to her shoulders.


  “You mind if I ask you a few questions?”


  “I’ve already answered a lot of questions,” Aster said. “But sure, go on.”


  “The police asked you questions? In here? Without me?”


  “That’s affirmative,” Aster said.


  “They shouldn’t have done that. Did you ask for a lawyer right away?”


  “Yep,” Aster said. She didn’t point out that that had been more than a day ago, and that she had spent most of the intervening time in a cell.


  “Okay,” Pierce said. “We’ll see about that.” She opened a folder and leafed through it.


  “Until recently, you lived with your father, is that correct?”


  “Yes,” Aster said. She tore the paper from the legal pad and added it to the others.


  The lawyer noticed. “Did they give you that to write a statement?”


  “Probably,” Aster said.


  “Is that Russian you’re writing in?”


  Aster shrugged.


  “You and your father are from Russia, right?” Ms. Pierce said.


  “That’s what Dad said,” she replied.


  The lawyer frowned, then returned to her notes.


  “It says here you went missing a few months ago.”


  “I didn’t go missing. Dad sent me to stay with relatives in Boston.”


  “A teacher from your school also vanished about the same time, after he and the school counselor paid a visit to your home. The counselor—Ms. Fincher—called in and requested an extended leave of absence. But nobody has seen her for months. Then you returned, and now your father is missing. Is that all correct?”


  “That’s what the police told me,” Aster said. “What they haven’t told me is exactly what I’m supposed to be charged with.”


  “You aren’t charged with anything,” Pierce said. “But you’re still a minor. Your father is missing, along with two other people last seen headed toward your house on the day you—went out of town. I think they’re concerned about you.”


  “Concerned?”


  “There are rumors that your father was involved in the Russian mafia. That he came here to hide out.”


  “I see,” Aster said. “So I’m here for my own protection?”


  “I think the police see it that way, yes. Is there some other way to see it?”


  “Sure,” Aster said. “My father is a sorcerer. He’s under a curse, and he can’t remember anything for more than about fifteen minutes. He still thinks I’m nine. I went off to another world to try and find a cure for him. While I was gone, someone came here, tricked him into believing she was me, and took him away. I guess he took Ms. Fincher with him. Mr. Watkins, the teacher, he was a sort of spook who liked to do nasty things with young girls that wound up with them dead, and he basically got what was coming to him, so he won’t be back no matter what. Does that cover it?”


  The lawyer frowned. “There’s no need to be sarcastic, young lady. I’m sure you’re scared, and you’re just acting out, but I’m here to help you.”


  Aster leaned forward.


  “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “I don’t need your help. And you didn’t close the door all the way.”


  She picked up the last piece of paper. “Lisa Pierce,” she read.


  “What—”


  That was as much as she got out. The paper flew out of Aster’s hands and stuck to Ms. Pierce’s face. Aster quickly read the names on the other sheets, standing up as they, too, sailed off. She hurried past the eight employees of the sheriff’s office, including the sheriff, who were all now—like Ms. Pierce—grasping at their faces, their shouts of surprise and panic muffled by the yellow legal-pad pages plastered across their features. She stopped only to collect her backpack from the receptionist and then was out the front in the heat of the evening.


  She nearly ran headlong into Veronica.


  “This saves me some trouble,” Veronica said. “I was coming to bust you out.”


  “I told you to keep out of sight,” Aster said.


  “You did,” Veronica acknowledged. “But Errol is gone, and I thought we’d best go look for him.”


  “Gone?” Aster said. “What do you mean, gone?”


  Veronica looked over her shoulder at the sheriff’s office. The commotion inside was getting louder.


  “Maybe I should tell you later?”


  “Follow me,” Aster said.


  Veronica did explain, on the way. How she had seen Errol the night before, but when she went tonight he hadn’t been there. How she had snooped around and heard one of the guards joking about how some girl on PCP or something had beaten up three guards and a psychiatrist before busting out of the place, taking Errol with her. A crazy girl with a star on her forehead.


  “I thought it might be you,” Veronica said.


  “Not me,” Aster said. “Dusk. Or another relative of mine, maybe.”


  “There was more about it in the paper today,” Veronica said. “It said there was also a break-in at the carousel in Threefoot Park. That’s close to Laurel Grove, and the police think there’s a connection.”


  By that time, they were across town and it was well past midnight. Police cars were on the prowl, but it was a simple matter to hide in the shadows and do a Whimsy of Secreting.


  “The carousel,” Aster said. “That might be a way through the Pale—to the Marchlands.”


  “You mean, like where you found me,” Veronica said.


  “Yes. There are lots of ways into the Marchlands, if you have the power. But most of them are dead-ends or go off to pointless places. The trick is finding one that goes through to the Kingdoms.”


  “You think Dusk kidnapped Errol and spirited him off to the Kingdoms?”


  “It might not have been Dusk,” Aster cautioned. “If she and I have the same birthmark, there are probably others. Maybe everybody from wherever I’m from has one.”


  “But why would they want Errol?”


  “I don’t know,” Aster said. “But I’m going to find out.”


  FOUR


  THE GYPSY


  The door to the carousel was padlocked and decorated with yellow police tape, neither of which presented Aster with much of an obstacle. The alarm that went off was much more of a concern, so she tried to size the situation up quickly. She could feel the itch of magic on her skin.


  One of the animals was missing—one of the horses, she thought. And beyond the empty space, in the shadows near the calliope, something glimmered, something familiar.


  She bent and picked it up. It was an iridescent orb of silver about the size of a large marble.


  “What’s that?” Veronica asked.


  “It’s mine,” Aster said. “Remember when Errol and I came to get you from the vadras? He chased us, and I threw this at him. It slowed him down.”


  “Some of that is a little fuzzy for me,” Veronica said. “After all, I had just gotten my skin back. It was all a little confusing.”


  “I thought it was gone for good. And now here it is.”


  “What a wild coincidence.”


  “Or not a coincidence at all,” Aster said. “A message. Whoever took Errol wants us to follow them.”


  “Sounds dangerous,” Veronica said. “Let’s go.”


  “Right,” Aster said.


  “But, um—how?” Veronica asked.


  Aster turned back to the merry-go-round.


  “I think we ride it,” she said.


  “I remember this thing,” Veronica said. “Mom and Dad brought me here—well, I guess it was a long time ago. It’s hardly changed.”


  “That’s the point,” Aster said. “Pick an animal. Quickly.”


  She ran through the Whimsies she knew, trying to figure out which one might work, and settled on the most obvious.


  “Geiyese,” she said, the Whimsy of Brief Life.


  Nothing happened.


  She heard sirens in the distance. Veronica was sitting up on one of the tigers, looking pleased and not at all concerned.


  It struck her, then. It wasn’t life the carousel needed.


  “Zemeryese,” she said. Suddenly all of the lights came on, and the music started blaring.


  Not life, but remembrance.


  She swung up onto the nearest beast, a giraffe, as the carousel picked up speed. Through the door, blue lights of police cars were flashing, but Aster knew it didn’t matter anymore.


  Veronica woke to find herself riding a tiger. The last she remembered, the merry-go-round had been whirling wildly, and she had laughed, and then she had become very, very sleepy, closed her eyes for a moment . . .


  Also, the tiger had been made of wood. Now it was not. Its fur was stiff and warm; powerful muscles pulled beneath the beast’s skin as it padded along, very quietly, apparently unaware it had an entrée on its back. The stars were out and a sliver of moon, so she could see they were on a dirt street with houses on either side.
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