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I held my breath as it began, the last verse of the last song. Logan’s last playlist.


He’d left behind four years’ worth of musical messages. Like the ballad mix, Missing the Shit out of You, the punk/hip-hop compilation, Songs for Breaking Stuff, and the geek-rock study aid, How to Not Hate Calculus.


Some lived in the CDs stacked on my bookshelf, blue plastic jewel cases perfectly aligned. Others lived in the MP3 player crooning softly on my nightstand.


The one Logan created after he died, Sucks to Be a Ghost (Sometimes), was ending now, with a hushed acoustic tune. One voice, one guitar, the way he’d played for me so many times. The song was a bonus track—an afterthought for the artist, but a thread of hope for us.


I’d played all of Logan’s mixes, one each night for the last ten weeks. Waiting here at my open window, I’d listened to every note. Called his name. Watched my breath turn to steam in the bitter winter air.


They said he’d never come back. Once a soul transforms from a bright violet ghost—with all the thoughts and hopes of a living person—into a dark, raging shade, it’s over.


No hanging out with humans, except to make them sick and dizzy.


No settling scores or righting wrongs.


No passing on and finding peace. Ever.


Shading is a one-way trip to hell.


But what “they” didn’t know was this: Logan had already made that round-trip—from ghost to shade and back to ghost—right there in my front yard.


If he’d done it once, he could do it again. I just had to believe. And wait.


It was easy at first, when he’d been gone a day, a week, a month. I held on to the memories of his ghostly light: Logan in the confession booth, telling me how it felt to die. Logan on the witness stand, saying all he’d ever wanted was me. Logan in my bed, his violet glow illuminating my bare skin.


But as the icy winter slouched toward a slushy spring, the nightmarish memories took over. Logan sulking over my friendship with Zachary. Logan raving when I broke up with him. Logan turning shade when he tried to pass on to eternal peace.


My chest ached even now, remembering that night in the Green Derby pub. He’d said good-bye to those he loved—first with words, and then with music, singing “The Parting Glass” while his brother and sister played guitar and fiddle. The perfect finale before leaving this world forever.


But just as the golden-white light of peace pulsed within him, something went wrong. Darkness devoured Logan’s form, turning him into a shade before our eyes. He fled in shame and sorrow. No one had seen him since.


I tightened my grip on the windowsill as the singer whispered his last plea, striking a final soft chord. The silence was filled by the sounds of Baltimore at midnight—the hiss of a flickering streetlight, the rustle of a breeze in the trees, the wail of a distant siren.


I had no more music to lure him. Only words.


“Logan, where are you?” I ran my thumb over the spot under the sill where he’d carved our initials. It gave me the strength to steady my voice. “I know you don’t want to be like this. I know you want to come back. So please come back.”


Doubt and fear began to choke me. What if he didn’t want to come back, not even for me? I had to know for sure, no matter how much it hurt.


“Are you happy this way? Do you want to stay a shade? If you want me to give up on you, just say so. Show me a sign.” I closed my eyes, ready to wait one last time.


A soul-shredding shriek filled my brain. I wanted to cover my ears, but couldn’t pull my hands off the windowsill. I needed an anchor to keep from falling, keep my body and mind from flying apart in the face of Logan’s desperate wrath.


He surged through my window—surged through me—in a burst of black energy that stole my strength. I collapsed on the floor, quaking and retching.


“AURA!! I TOLD YOU NOT TO WAIT!!”


“I don’t—listen—to shades.” I forced out the words while I could still remember how to speak.


He screamed again, turning my world into a runaway roller coaster hurtling off its tracks. I clung to the edge of my bedroom rug, fighting to stay conscious.


As Logan keened, my mind seized on an image of him as he was five months ago, performing with his band hours before he died: his bleached-blond hair glowing in the stage lights, his sky blue eyes full of fire. My shooting star.


“You can’t fool me,” I spat through gritted teeth. “You burn too bright for this.”


Silence fell, as if a shroud had been dropped over the entire world.


He was gone.


I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, dreading the sight of my empty room. The whirl of vertigo and the weight of sorrow pinned me to the floor. I wanted to stay there forever.


But then a glow appeared, so bright I could see it through my lids. I gasped and opened my eyes.


“Wow.”


Logan’s soft whisper halted my heart. I looked up, past his high-top Vans, gleaming violet in the dark.


Up past his shirt, hanging open like on the night he died.


Up into his astonished face.


“Aura, it worked!” Logan examined his violet arm like he’d never seen it before, then looked down at me. “Oh my God, are you okay?” He dropped to his knees, then reached for me the way he had a hundred times, in and after life. “Did I hurt you? Did you hit your head? Should I get help?”


I shook my head and sat up, fighting the fading dizziness. My mouth opened, but tears thickened my throat so that I couldn’t say his name.


“Hey, hey, don’t do that.” Logan caressed my cheek with a hand only my heart could feel. “You know I hate to see you cry.”


My eyes raked his ghostly form. He was back the way I remembered him—the voice, the smile, the shimmer that seemed brighter than any other ghost’s.


It was really, really Logan.


My breath burst out, mixing a sob with a laugh. “I thought I’d never see you again.”


“You didn’t think that for a second. You believed in me.” He spoke in a soft, awed whisper. “I love you.”


“I love you, too.” I wiped the tears soaking my face, even as new ones flowed.


“I can’t believe I’m here. Let me look at you.” Logan’s hands shook as they carved out the space around me, as if making sure I was here, too. When his gaze returned to my face, his forehead crinkled in concern. “Aura, have you been sleeping enough?”


I rubbed my eyes, aware of the dark circles underneath. “I’ve been so worried.” I whispered so I wouldn’t wake Aunt Gina in the next room. “What happened to you?”


He let out a groan and dragged his palms over his temples. “I don’t even know where to start. My head still feels like a hurricane.”


“Take your time.” I patted the floor, for some reason fearing that if he didn’t stay put, he’d disappear again. “Start at the beginning. Why did you turn shade?”


He sat cross-legged in front of me, shoulders sagging as if from exhaustion. “I was going to pass on that night after the trial. That was the whole point of it, right?”


“Supposedly.” My aunt’s law firm specializes in wrongful death cases, on the “peace through justice” theory that winning a lawsuit helps a ghost leave this world, content and satisfied.


“I felt phenomenal after we won.” Logan smoothed the legs of his cargo shorts. “At peace, you know? Like I’d said everything I needed to say.” He clenched the pocket seams. “But by the time we were at the Green Derby for our farewell concert, I wasn’t so sure.”


“Dylan told me you felt tainted.” I cringed at the memory of the guilt on Logan’s younger brother’s face. “He blames himself for letting you try to pass on.”


“No! It was my fault. I was tainted, from that other time I shaded, even though it was just for a few seconds. And from all the crazy shit I was still feeling—about dying, about my family’s court case putting you through all that pain.” He looked away. “About losing you.”


I twisted a lock of my dark, wavy hair around my finger, fighting that familiar guilt. “But you seemed so happy when we said good-bye.”


“I wanted to be happy. I wanted to let go of you and my whole life here. I guess I wasn’t ready.”


It hurt that he had been able to share his doubts with Dylan and not with me. Logan must have known how much I wanted to move on myself.


“If you weren’t ready, why not wait?”


“I couldn’t let everyone down. That huge crowd had come out to watch me find peace. And my family—I’d hurt them so bad by dying. Passing on was the only way to make it better.” He put his face in his hands, fingertips creasing his cheeks. “Instead I made it worse.”


I felt sick watching him relive those moments. But I had to know. “What happened?”


Logan dropped his hands and seared me with his mournful gaze. “I was almost there, Aura. I could see heaven. The door was open, the light was on, there was music so gorgeous you’d die just to hear it. And then—bam!” He punched a soundless fist into his palm. “The door slammed in my face. Having that light ripped away from me was like dying a hundred times in one second.” He ran both hands through his hair, gripping the pale spikes. “I freaked. Ricocheted into shading, I guess. I’m so sorry.”


“You’re a ghost again now, that’s all that matters.” I fidgeted with the bottom button of my purple silk nightshirt, longing to soothe his agony with a touch. But that was still impossible. “What happened after you turned shade? Where were you all this time?”


“All what time?” He jerked his head to look around my room. “What day is it?”


“March twentieth.” I checked the clock on my nightstand, which glowed 12:08 in pale blue digits. “March twenty-first.”


“Holy shit, almost three months.” He took a moment to absorb this. “I couldn’t see day or night. All I knew was I had to stay away from the living.” He pulled his bare knees to his chest, folding in on himself. “I didn’t want to cause any more pain.”


Logan had shown more restraint than most shades. The mere presence of those bitter spirits can debilitate anyone who sees ghosts, which includes me and everyone younger.


Even though shades were still rare—I’d seen four in my life, including Logan—they were becoming more common. And after three kids died a few years ago from a shade-induced fall from a balcony, the Department of Metaphysical Purity created a special forces unit—the Obsidian Corps. While the rest of the DMP focuses on research and technology (supposedly), the Obsidians have one mission: eradicating shades.


But since shades can’t be captured or contained, the Obsidians try to prevent them by detaining “at-risk” ghosts who seem on the verge of shading. Unfortunately, detainment involves a one-way trip inside a little black box lined with obsidian to prevent the ghost’s escape. A lot of innocent ghosts get captured in the process—ghosts who need help, not punishment. Not a fate I wanted for Logan.


“How did you turn back into a ghost?”


“You called me, I came,” he said as if it were obvious. “You made it happen, Aura.”


I squinted at him, confused. “But I’ve been calling you every night since you shaded.”


“I couldn’t hear you until a few minutes ago. There was so much noise.” He put his hands to his ears. “It sounded like feedback from a million amps.”


“God, it must have been torture.”


“It was.” His voice shook. “Hell is real, Aura. I was there, and I’m never going back.”


“I won’t let you.” I swept my hand through his, wishing again that I could hold him close and keep him with me in this world. But he couldn’t stay forever. “Can you pass on now?”


“I don’t think so, not yet.” He massaged the hollow of his throat. “Too many shady vibes. I’ve gotta make some changes. I spent my whole two and a half months as a ghost either feeling sorry for myself or trying to get attention.”


“News flash—all ghosts are like that. And no wonder. You can’t go anywhere you never went when you were alive. You can’t even see other dead people.” The extreme suckage of being a ghost is why most of them pass on right away, unless they have something—or someone—to stick around for. “So what else could you do?”


“I can do lots of things. Get this.” Logan dropped his knees into a cross-legged position again, scooting closer in excitement. “When I was a shade, I held on to three hopes to keep my soul from ripping apart.” He extended his thumb. “Number one. Remember when I said I wanted to make a difference? I can make the hugest difference, now that I’ve turned from a shade back to a ghost. This has never happened before, right?”


“As far as people know.”


“Tons of witnesses saw me shade out at the Green Derby that night. If the world finds out it’s not permanent, maybe the Obsidians will stop locking up shady ghosts and find some way to help them.” He gestured between us with his thumb. “Maybe together we can figure out how.”


“Sure.” My stomach fluttered at the thought of another media circus. But it was time to stop forgetting the world—and time to start changing it. “By the way, they don’t call them ‘shady’ ghosts anymore. They call them at-risk ghosts. ARGs for short.”


“Since when?”


“Since you. The press totally skewered those Obsidian agents who tried to capture you.”


“Good. Especially after the way they roughed up you and Dylan. Were you hurt?”


“Just some bruises.” I rubbed my wrist, which had already been sprained before I’d hurled myself at the agent.


Logan cocked his head. “So I’m famous now?”


He looked way too pleased with himself, so I changed the subject. “What was your second hope?”


Logan’s face lit up, literally glowing brighter. “I want to make music again.”


“But Mickey and Siobhan are too old to hear ghosts.” His brother and sister were eighteen—twins, in fact—born before the Shift.


“I’ll sing with post-Shifters. It’ll be easier to rehearse if I can communicate with my bandmates.”


“What about the audience?”


“You’ll hear me, and so will everyone younger than you.” He grinned. “Prime market, right? We’ll be the first band that was made for you guys. The labels’ll be lining up to sign us.”


I stared at him in disbelief. The promise of a recording label contract was what got Logan killed in the first place. To woo him into signing, the A and R rep from Warrant Records had given him cocaine, which, mixed with copious amounts of alcohol, had stopped his heart forever.


The old Logan was back, and only a little wiser. I hoped a little was enough.


“I’ve been writing more songs in my head,” he said, “about being a ghost and a shade.” His face turned smooth and solemn. “How I’d die all over again just to touch you.”


He swept his ethereal hand over my solid one, and I thought I felt the motion of air against my skin. But it was just my imagination, juiced up by wishful thinking.


“Aura, you were my third reason. The only one that matters.”


My lungs tightened. Logan had come back for me, but was I still in the same place? The night he shaded, I’d pressed the pause button on my life.


But with the spring thaw, I’d lurched into slow-mo: a night out clubbing with my best friend, Megan, a shopping trip with Aunt Gina. An afternoon at Zachary’s intramural soccer game (I hated watching soccer, but I liked watching him, more than I wanted to admit).


Now that Logan was here again, I could hit the play button, move at the speed of life. But in which direction?


“I don’t know if I can do this.”


“Do what?” He kept smiling, but his voice cracked a little.


“Be with you that way.” The words seemed to shred my throat on their way out. “Like before.”


His smile vanished. His lips parted, then closed, then parted again. “Aura, I—” Logan stood up fast, radiating nervous energy. “I came back for you.”


“Not just for me. You had to save yourself.”


“You saved me.” He pointed at me. “You had the power.”


“We don’t know that. Besides, you told me not to wait for you, remember?”


“Well—yeah. But that was when I was a shade. And now I’m not.”


“We said good-bye before you ever shaded.”


“And all this time you’ve been trying to get me back.” He lifted his palms. “Doesn’t that mean something?”


“I didn’t call for you so you could be my boyfriend. I did it because you were suffering. I did it because I love you.”


“But if you love me—” He took a step back, then another. “Is there someone else now? Are you with that Scottish guy?”


“I’m not with anyone. But yeah, I care about Zachary.” I noticed I looked away when I said his name, just as I had once been unable to meet Zachary’s eyes when I spoke the word “Logan.”


“‘Care about’? You care about music, you care about football, you care about freaking awesome cookies.” Logan quieted. “What does that mean when it comes to him?”


“We’re friends.” A cold breeze swept my bare arms. My window was still open.


“And?”


“And we’re going out tomorrow night.” I rose on shaky legs and went to the window. “There’s an ancient-astronomy exhibit opening at the Maryland Science Center.”


“So it’s for school,” he said with relief. “That paper you’re doing?”


“Our adviser got us into this special preview reception. It’s kind of a big deal.” I slid the window shut, my fingers almost slipping. “We’re going out to dinner first.”


“With your adviser.”


I fastened the latch. “No.”


Behind me, Logan fell so silent, I would’ve thought he’d disappeared if it weren’t for his violet reflection in the window.


“Who’s taking you to the prom?” he said finally.


“No one’s asked.” No one I liked, at least.


“I asked you the day after Homecoming, remember?” He came to stand beside me. “Let’s go together.”


The idea should’ve made me laugh, but instead I wanted to cry at the memory of Homecoming. We thought we had all the time in the world together. Less than a week later, he was dead.


“Ghosts can’t get into my school.” I turned to face him. “Ridgewood is totally BlackBoxed.”


“Then we’ll dance together outside. It’ll be warm enough by May. Everyone’ll join us, and it’ll be a big—”


“Logan, you’re dead.”


He jerked back as if I’d slapped him. Then his face twisted into jagged lines. “You didn’t mind before. You didn’t mind me lying in your bed every night. You didn’t mind me whispering in your ear while you touched yourself.”


My breath froze in my lungs. Logan slowly covered his mouth, his eyes turning round and wide.


He staggered back. “Oh God. Aura, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I said that.”


I covered my burning face with my hands. The old Logan would’ve never been so harsh. What had shading done to him? “That was as much for you as it was for me.”


“I know, and I loved it. I loved you. I still love you so much.” He stepped forward, his glow shining through the cracks between my fingers. “I know we can’t have the future we wanted, but we can have now, right?”


“I can’t do this anymore.” My hands muffled my words. “Promise me we’ll just be friends, or leave me forever.”


“Fine. Friends. Whatever you want.” His voice shook with fear. “You know I mean it. Ghosts can’t lie. Aura, look at me.”


I lowered my hands. Logan was leaning over, eyes level with mine. With his shirt fallen open, I could see the planes of his violet chest—and my name tattooed over his heart. It would be there forever.


“Promise me,” I said.


“Better yet.” He lifted his left hand, palm down, fingers spread. “Spider-swear.”


I finally laughed. We’d invented the secret handshake, as serious as a blood oath, when we were six years old. Spider-swear had never been broken.


I spread my own fingers and slid them between his. We folded our palms down, extended our thumbs for the spider’s antennas, and wiggled our fingers for the eight legs.


“Spider-swear,” we said together, eyes locked, as solemnly as when we were kids.


A sudden heat gripped my hand. I ripped my gaze from his face, to the place where we had joined.


Logan’s whisper cut the shocked silence. “Whoa.”


My mouth opened but no sound came out. Impossible.


I could feel him.


A warm palm pressed against mine, the webbing of our fingers locked together. It couldn’t be real.


“Don’t move,” he breathed, softer than ever. Logan slowly wrapped his fingers around my hand.


Tears spilled down my cheeks as I realized it had to be a dream. Logan hadn’t come back to me. He was still a shade, roaming the world alone, poisoning post-Shifters with his bitterness.


He was still in hell.


I closed my eyes. “I don’t want to wake up. Please, God, don’t make me wake up.”


A gentle hand touched my face. I flinched away, expecting Aunt Gina, who would shake me out of sleep and offer comfort food.


The hand touched my cheek again. It wasn’t soft and cool like Gina’s. It was warm, with calloused fingertips like those of. . .


. . . a guitar player.


“Aura,” Logan whispered, “it’s not a dream.”


I opened my eyes. He was touching my face.


Logan. Touching.


My other hand brushed aside the edge of his soft cotton shirt and met the smooth flesh of his chest. Flesh that was no longer violet, but instead looked as it had when he was alive.


My heart pounded when its counterpart thumped beneath his skin. “How?”


“I don’t care,” he said, and kissed me.
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I kept praying.


I prayed while Logan locked the door and marveled that he could touch a solid object.


I prayed while he picked me up and carried me to the bed, like he had before he died.


I prayed while he kissed and touched me, urgent but deliberate, as if memorizing my taste and feel, as if I were the one who could disappear any moment.


I prayed this wasn’t some massive cosmic joke.


As I peeled off his shirt, Logan gave a nervous laugh. “I’ve been wearing that thing for five months.”


“And it doesn’t even smell bad.” He, on the other hand, smelled amazing. One inhale against his bare chest brought me back to October eighteenth, the night I’d last touched him. “Logan, you’re alive.”


“Definitely feels like it.” He grabbed my hand as it reached his waistband. “Hang on.”


I froze. Was he going to call me on the fact that I was pawing him like a nympho two minutes after breaking up with him?


“We don’t know how long you’ll be like this.” My fingertips dug into the lean muscles of his lower back.


“But—did you go on the Pill while I was gone?”


I stared up at him. “Are you kidding me?”


“Look, if I’m really alive, even if it’s temporary, what if I get you pregnant?”


“That’s impossible.”


“Ten minutes ago I turned from a shade to a ghost, which is also impossible. Then I turned from a ghost to . . . whatever I am now—and that’s even more impossible. And if you get pregnant and I’m not really alive, what would the baby be? Half-ghost? Half-dead?”


I clenched my fingers around his arm. Logan, of all people, was thinking about consequences. Shading had changed him more than I thought.


“I’m not on the Pill. I don’t have anything.”


The corner of his mouth quirked. “I’m kinda glad you didn’t need it.”


“Hey, it’s not like I was saving myself for the day you had a body again, so don’t get excited.”


“Too late.” He curved his fingers around my jaw and kissed me, hard enough to turn my limbs to liquid fire.


It was easier then, just to make out. Like old times, before the do-we-or-don’t-we question. Before I worried I wasn’t enough for Logan. Before I worried about losing him to his groupies.


I waited for my old anxieties to come crashing in. Now that he was back—and solid—wouldn’t other girls be all over him again?


Maybe. But he’d proclaimed his love for me under oath. He’d clung to thoughts of me while he was a shade. And there was that tattoo. So I wasn’t worried anymore.


Not about his feelings.


He pulled away, just an inch. “This changes everything, right?”


Lying beside him, I soaked up the sight of his face in full color, the way I thought I’d never see it again outside of photographs.


“I never stopped loving you, Logan. I never will.”


His thumb traced the edge of my lip. “Even if I become a ghost again? Or a shade?”


“I meant what I said.”


“But you didn’t say that you changed your mind about breaking up with me.”


I pressed my palm to his stubbled cheek, wishing I could freeze time. The future meant nothing compared to this.


“Aura, I don’t need an answer this second. Whatever happens . . . right now, I’m happy.”


A single tear slipped out of my eye, rolling over my temple like hot wax down a candlestick. Logan caught it.


“Hey, look.” He held up his wet fingertip. “I finally wiped away your tear.”


I smiled despite my doubt. “Thank you.”


“It’s the least I can do, considering I cause most of them.”


The sadness in his eyes stabbed at my heart. The twitch in his jaw twisted the knife.


I pushed him onto his back and kissed him hard, my hair falling in dark curtains around his face.


Groaning deep in his throat, Logan slid his hands down my back and over my hips—hands that were strong and solid for the first time in five months.


“Don’t make us stop,” I pleaded. “I don’t care what happens later. I want to be with you now.”


“Now,” he echoed.


When our clothes were gone, Logan coaxed me back on top of him. “It’ll hurt less this way. I wish I’d known that the first time. Then—”


He cut himself off, and as we stared into each other’s eyes, we silently filled in the rest.


If it had hurt less the first time, then I wouldn’t have made him stop. Then on his birthday he wouldn’t have been so nervous and gotten so drunk, and then I wouldn’t have yelled at him for almost passing out, and then he wouldn’t have taken that cocaine to wake himself up for sex.


And then he never would have died.


I closed my eyes. “It doesn’t matter now.”


“Yeah. Let’s pretend we believe that.”


I kissed him softly, ready for this at last.


Suddenly my face hit the pillow, crushing my nose against the warm sheet. I turned my head and opened my eyes.


I was surrounded by violet.


I shoved myself up and saw Logan lying beneath me, but he might as well have been invisible.


“Aura, what happened?” He grasped for my arm, but his hand went right through me. He gaped at his body, which was clothed again in his baggy shorts and open shirt. “Oh God. No.”


“Logan?” I clawed at him. “Logan, come back.”


“I don’t know how!”


I stuck out my trembling hand. “Spider-swear, like before.”


He slid his fingers between mine.


“Spider-swear,” we said together, but our hands passed through each other like they were made of air.


Like Logan was made of air.


“No . . .” I jammed my hands against my eyes. “Why?”


“I don’t know.” He rolled off the bed. “Goddamn it! God-fucking-damn it!” As he paced, the edges of his form started to darken and ripple.


“Logan!” I rushed to block his path, not that I could stop him. “Calm down or you’ll shade again.”


He clutched his hair. “I was alive, Aura.” His voice crackled with static. “And God, you look so beautiful.” He reached for me, then recoiled. His hand was shot through with black lightning.


“Logan, look at me.” I waved my arms, though his shady energy made me dizzy. “Look at me!”


“I can’t look at you!” He turned away and hunched over, covering his face. “I want you so much, it makes it worse.”


I stood helpless as he tried to contain himself. The black streaks zipped over his body, following the lines of his muscles and bones, as if a thousand invisible knives were carving him up.


“Logan, you can fight this. Stay with me. Please.”


For a moment the black lightning zoomed faster, stronger. Then, just when I thought he would disintegrate, the streaks slowed and faded until he was all violet again.


A knock came at my door. “Aura, are you all right?” Aunt Gina called. “I heard you yelling.”


“Shit.” Logan straightened up. “I’ve gotta get out of here.”


“No!” I grabbed my nightshirt from the floor. “If someone else sees you, they might report you to the DMP. Then the Obsidians will trap you in one of their little boxes forever.”


Aunt Gina rattled the doorknob. “Are you on the phone at this hour? Why is your door locked?”


“Just a second!” I called to her as I slipped on my nightshirt, then turned to Logan. “I’ll only tell her you’re a ghost again, none of that other stuff.”


He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Put on some pants.”


I did as he asked, for his sake as much as my aunt’s. Then I opened the door.


Gina stood with her hands on her hips, her short blond waves flat on one side from bed-head.


I smoothed my own hair, hoping it wasn’t too tousled.


“Logan’s back.”
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They call them the loudest band in New York!” Megan shouted over the gut-bending bass and distorted guitars as she accelerated toward another yellow light. “Which makes them the loudest band in the world, right?”


The car hit the intersection a split second before the light turned red. “Yes!” Megan hissed, bobbing her head and pumping her fist. The section of dark red hair not pulled back into her tombstone barrette swung against her cheek.


We weren’t late for school. Megan tended to drive to the tempo of her music—which was always fast. This morning it was her latest discovery, A Place to Bury Strangers. I’d laughed at the name, until I heard ten seconds of the first song and fell in love.


I closed my eyes and let the drum machine’s driving beat and the singer’s dreamy monotone soak my brain. They were loud, for sure, but not angry. Frustrated, maybe, even defeated.


“I’m definitely getting a copy.” They seemed like the kind of band I’d listen to alone, letting the earbuds trap the noise inside my head. I’d crank up the volume until I couldn’t hear my own thoughts.


“They’re Mickey’s new favorite band.” A slow, ponderous song began, thumping out of the speakers and turning the sunny morning’s mood as gray as fog. Megan lowered the volume with a few taps of her green-lacquered nails, then pulled a stick of gum from the pack on the dashboard shelf. “But I’m not sure he should be listening to this stuff right now. He’s broody enough as it is. You saw him last Saturday at Black Weeds, just sitting at the bar, not dancing, barely looking at the band. Definitely not looking at me.” Her voice curdled with hurt, reciting the details of their latest fight.


I frowned as I checked my makeup in the visor mirror, and not just because of the puffiness under my dark brown eyes. Megan’s words reminded me of the pain Logan had brought his family. More than any of us, his older brother, Mickey, blamed himself for Logan’s death, which had dumped him into a giant vat of self-hatred that threatened to drown Megan, too.


Then after Logan shaded and disappeared, it got worse for all the Keeleys. Not only had their son and brother fallen into what they considered hell—which, according to Logan, turned out to be correct—the entire tragedy had happened in public.


Megan interrupted herself to ask me, “You’re coming to the gig tomorrow night, aren’t you?”


“Of course.” So she wouldn’t see my smile, I looked out the passenger window at a hawk perched on our school’s wrought-iron fence. I was dying to blurt out the news that would turn everyone’s life right side up again: Logan was back.


But until Aunt Gina made sure Logan was safe, I couldn’t tell Megan, because she’d tell Mickey, whose sudden happiness would make everyone suspicious. The Keeleys would find out tomorrow night anyway, after Mickey and Siobhan’s acoustic show at the Green Derby.


Gina was probably at the courthouse right now, asking a judge for Logan’s order of protection against the Department of Metaphysical Purity. That way, the DMP agents—or “dumpers” as we often called them—couldn’t touch him unless he was close to shading, and even then they’d have to get a warrant.


Megan took a sip from her Lollapalooza water bottle as we pulled into a parking space. “Listen to me, I’m practically hoarse from bitching about Mickey. You must be sick of it.”


I gave her a sympathetic look. “Probably not as sick of it as you are.”


I started to get out of the car, but a horn blasted before my door was open an inch.


“Bitch alert,” I said as a sleek black BMW convertible glided into the space beside us. Becca Goldman glared past me from the driver’s seat.


A surge of loathing gave me the courage to get out of the car instead of cowering like I wanted to.


“Put a leash on your friend, McConnell,” Becca snapped at Megan, ignoring me. “Next time I won’t honk, and you’ll be missing a door.”


“Try it, and you’ll be missing a tooth.” Megan cracked her gum in Becca’s direction.


“Hmph.” Becca tossed her long sable hair in a motion straight out of a shampoo commercial. Then she strutted down the walkway toward the school, followed by her three minions, Hailey Fletcher, Chelsea Barton, and Rachel Howard (Megan and I joked that Becca required her friends to have names with the same number of syllables as hers).


Maybe two minions was more accurate, I thought, as Rachel hung back instead of following the other girls. She was a senior, like them, but we’d been friends since I moved to our Charles Village neighborhood when I was two.


“Hey,” she said, falling into stride with Megan and me. “I heard you and Zach are going out tonight.”


“That’s the plan.”


“Do us all a huge favor and hook up with him? Becca thinks she still has a shot. Maybe she’ll find another obsession if you mark your territory.” When Megan and I laughed, she said, “Okay, that sounds totally vile. But you know what I mean.”


I nodded, but the thought of having dinner with Zachary, much less, um, marking him, made me too nervous to answer.


Besides, I had to figure out how I felt about Logan. My gut clenched at the memory of his hands, his body—his real, solid weight—against me. This morning when I woke I’d almost thought it was a dream, until I found Logan pacing my living room like a stray tomcat.


We approached the Ridgewood front courtyard, where the sunlight bounced off the water burbling in the fountain. The area was full, as usual, since our school was totally BlackBoxed to keep out ghosts. Unfortunately, the thin layers of charged obsidian in the walls also blocked cell phone signals.


At the courtyard, Rachel returned to Becca’s entourage, and Megan and I went to join our friends near the fountain.


Zachary stood facing away from us at the center of the small crowd, which seemed to be passing an object around as he told them a story. As usual, he was curbing his native Glasgow accent enough to be understood. But not enough to curb the hotness.


“I stayed on the right side the entire way this time,” he said. “It was a bloody miracle.” His remark was met with laughter and a round of what looked like mock applause.


Jenna Michaels spotted us as we approached. “Aura, Zach has a surprise for you.”


He started at the sound of my name, then grabbed a small card out of Christopher’s hand and slid it into the back pocket of his own jeans.


Zachary turned to me, green eyes clouded with worry, a frown erasing his usual dimples. “Let’s talk for a second, aye?” He led me to the side of the courtyard, where we sat at one end of the slate-topped stone wall.


I wondered what was wrong, and if it involved the DMP again. The agency had followed me ever since they’d figured out I was the first person born after the Shift. And Zachary? He was the last person born before.


But it was no coincidence we’d found each other. Zachary’s dad, Ian, was an agent for the DMP’s British counterpart, MI-X. Exactly a year before our winter solstice births, Ian and my mother each visited Ireland’s Newgrange passage tomb (an ancient megalith like Stonehenge, but older and cooler). Something cosmically huge happened the morning they were there, something that led to the Shift itself a year later. Zachary and I swore we’d be the first to know what it was.


He curled one leg onto the wall to face me straight on. “You know how you were going to fetch me at six to have dinner before the reception?” He scratched the back of his neck and the soft dark waves of hair that brushed it. “There’s a bit of a change in plans.”


I should have been relieved. Now that Logan was back in my life, I needed time to sort out my feelings for him and Zachary. Still, my stomach sank with disappointment.


Zachary placed a white laminated card on the wall between us. “Instead, I’ll fetch you at six.”


I grabbed his driver’s license. “You passed?”


“No, I gave up and had a false one made. See, it says I’m twenty-five, so I’ll save on car insurance, too.”


I examined the birthday on the license—same date and year as mine. I laughed at his joke anyway. “Congratulations!”


“And our dinner destination is now a surprise, since I am in total control of our travels.”


“Ooh. What should I wear?”


“I dunno.” He regarded me from under long, dark lashes. “Something stunning?”


I twisted the strap of my book bag with sweaty fingers. “So is this a real date now?”


His face turned serious. “Do you want it to be?”


As I met his gaze of cautious hope, my own desire and fear arm-wrestled for my answer. It ended in a draw, so I waffled.


“Didn’t your dad say the DMP would freak out?” The First and the Last, the agency called me and Zachary. They tried to keep us apart so we couldn’t—I don’t know, rupture the space-time continuum or whatever. MI-X was a lot less paranoid.


“Since when do you care what the DMP thinks?” Zachary asked.


“I care if they start chasing us again like they did back in December on our first date. Our last date.”


“Our only date.” He took his license back and slipped it into his wallet. “It wasn’t all bad, was it?”


My face heated at the memory of our one long kiss. “No. It wasn’t.”


“Besides, my father’s doing a good job keeping them out of our lives. We’ll be fine, so long as we don’t do anything reckless, like dance naked in the street.”


The heat spread to my neck, which I started rubbing. How could I go out with Zachary after all that had happened last night? Then again, he’d be leaving when school was out in June. He’d waited patiently for almost three months while I mourned Logan’s shading, and now, just when I’d been ready to move on with my life, Logan had reappeared. Did that mean I had to keep denying my chance to be with Zachary?


“If anything,” he said, “I think the DMP is losing interest in you, since there’s been no sign of—you know.”


I knew who he meant. “Actually,” I whispered, unable to look at him, “Logan’s back.”


Zachary’s breath caught, and he leaned closer. “As a shade or a ghost?”


“A ghost.”


He went completely still and silent. I imagined the scientist in him thinking, This is bloody incredible / it’s never been done before / must theorize and investigate and solve this mystery.


Meanwhile, the guy in him was thinking, That fucking bastard.


“Why now?” he said with a mix of amazement and annoyance.


“I don’t know. Logan said that last night was the first time he could hear my voice.” I picked at a loose slate chip on the wall beside my knee. “He said it was torture.”


“Who knows about this?”


“Aunt Gina. I don’t trust anyone else yet.”


His voice softened. “But you trust me?”


I wanted to tell him the rest, but definitely not while we sat here in front of our friends and enemies.


“I thought together we could figure this out. Any ghost weirdness might have something to do with the Shift.”


“Especially if you’re involved.” He nudged my knee with the toe of his sneaker. “And if you’re involved, I’m involved.”


A grateful smile warmed my face. I couldn’t tell if he meant we were linked because of our births, our research project, or something much more. Whatever the connection, he was on my side, despite Logan’s reappearance.


But would he still feel that way after he knew the whole, impossible truth? I hoped I had the guts to find out.
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Zachary came to my house at 5:59.


Peeking through the blinds of my bedroom window, I watched him stride down the sidewalk, his steps swift and fluid with athletic grace. He twirled his key ring around his fingers, consciously unselfconscious. Maybe he knew I was watching him. I turned to Logan.


“I gotta go.”


He was sitting on my bed, arms crossed tight over his chest, as if he were literally trying to contain himself. “Thanks for not asking me to zip you up.”


This was a whole new realm of awkward. I clicked on my MP3 player, nestled in its docking station. “My pre-exam playlist. Four hours of de-stress songs.” A haunting acoustic tune trickled out of the speakers.


Logan breathed in deep through his nose—not that he needed to breathe, but the simulation seemed to calm him.


I tucked my phone into my tiny black silk purse. “Aunt Gina says she’ll come up and say the rosary a few times.”


“That’s nice of her.”


Gina and Logan were a lot more Catholic than I was. I didn’t know any post-Shifters who followed organized religion faithfully. We knew too much about death and the afterlife to fit into any set of unchanging, centuries-old belief systems.


From the living room below, I heard Gina exclaim, “Well, look at you!” I couldn’t hear Zachary’s response, since unlike my aunt, he was using his inside voice.


I quickly put on my necklace, a garnet pendant my grandmom had given me that once belonged to my mother. As the silver chain slithered over my neck, I realized I had worn it for Homecoming—my last big date with Logan before he died.


I opened the bedroom door, then paused. “I’ll be home by midnight.”


“Whatever. I’m not your dad.” Logan cringed a little. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—you know what I mean.”


“It’s okay.” I wasn’t sensitive about losing my father, since I’d never known him. Only my mother knew who he was, and she’d taken that knowledge to the grave when I was three.


As I crossed the threshold, Logan said, “Who is this playing?”


“Great Lake Swimmers. You like it?”


“It’s pretty.” He smiled at me. “Have a good time.”


“Thank you.” The music was definitely working, I thought as I started to shut the door.


“Don’t get laid,” he added.


I pretended not to hear.


When I arrived downstairs, Zachary was standing in the living room, sporting an ivory dress shirt and a dark green tie with light green flecks that brought out his eyes.


Eyes that devoured my approach like I was a Popsicle on a hot summer day. Damn.


“Special occasion?” Aunt Gina asked him, smiling so hard I thought her jaw would cramp. “You two are awfully dressed up for a trip to the museum.”


“Aura agreed to a date,” Zachary said, “so that makes it special. Unusual, at least.”


“Well, with any luck, it won’t be special for long.” She cleared her throat and swept aside her blond bangs. “Unusual, I mean. It won’t be unusual for long.” She grabbed my wrap off the dining room chair. “Maybe you should go before I make more of an idiot of myself.”


“Oh, you couldn’t do that.” I kissed her cheek. “Bye!”


I was at the door before realizing Zachary wasn’t right behind me. I turned, then followed his incredulous gaze into the dining room.


On the end of the buffet, in a bud vase, sat a dried rose, one of six red roses Zachary had given me in December. The only one I hadn’t given back. Evidence of how much he meant to me, even after all these weeks of waiting for Logan.


I hoped the feeling was still mutual. Now that my vigil was over, I was ready to think about moving on. Slowly.


Outside on my row home’s covered porch, I tried to put on my wrap against the chilly breeze, but it got tangled around my arm and the strap of my purse.
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