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“Shade is a hauntingly good story and an intriguing beginning to a new series.
Jeri Smith-Ready proves again why she is one of my very favorite reads!”
—P.C. CAST, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE HOUSE OF NIGHT SERIES


“The perfect combination of mystery, ghosts, and romance.”
—LISA SCHROEDER, AUTHOR OF I HEART YOU, YOU HAUNT ME
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“This sequel to Shade will not disappoint fans of paranormal romance with its
blend of action, star-crossed lovers, and entanglements, both dangerous and sexy.”


—BOOKLIST
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LIFE CAN CHANGE IN AN
instant, and no one understands that better than Aura. It’s been almost a year since her boyfriend tragically died. She’s finally letting go of Logan’s violet-hued ghost, but not her search to uncover the truth about her past.


As the first in a generation that can see ghosts, Aura is convinced that she has a connection to the Shift. She’s trusted Zachary, ever patient and ever by her side, with all that she knows. But when the government threatens his life in an attempt to learn Aura’s secrets, she will stop at nothing to protect herself and the one she loves . . . even if that means betraying her own heart.
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“A light began to glow and to pervade the cave . . . and to melt the earthen floor into itself like a fiery sun suddenly uprisen within the world, and there was everywhere a wandering ecstasy of sound: light and sound were one; light had a voice, and the music hung glittering in the air.”


—George William Russell, “A Dream of Angus Oge”





Chapter One



My phone glowed bright in the dusk-drenched cemetery. But the words on its screen filled me with a dark, heavy dread.


FLIGHT 346: NO STATUS.


I reloaded the web page for my boyfriend Zachary’s flight, then forced myself to look away. Calm down, Aura. But the black-on-white words left an afterimage floating in my vision.


NO STATUS. Blink. NO STATUS. Blink. NO STATUS.


To obliterate the image, I focused on Logan’s headstone beside me. His birth and death dates were etched in granite, seventeen years and one day apart. But the stone would never mark the date and time most important to me and to everyone Logan had haunted.


June 22, nine p.m., when he’d passed on for good. Five minutes ago. After eight months as a ghost, Logan had finally found peace.


A feeling I wouldn’t share until this stupid airline’s flight-status page started making sense.


The silence was getting to me. On this hot, still evening, no breeze stirred the trees. The two violet-hued ghosts wandering among nearby graves didn’t speak to me, maybe mired in memories of their own lost loved ones.


I plugged my earbuds into my phone, which automatically started the music player. It shuffled to a Snow Patrol song Logan and I had always adored: “Make This Go On Forever.” For the year Logan was my boyfriend, and for the last three months when we were just friends, Snow Patrol was always our band.


“The final word in the final sentence you ever uttered to me was ‘love.’ ”


My throat lumped as I realized that lyric was true.


“Don’t forget me, okay?” Logan’s golden-white glow expanded, erasing the violet from his ghostly form.


I laughed, because it was ridiculous. “I’ll never forget you. I’ll never forget your voice or your face or your dumb jokes. And I’ll never forget your love.”


He’d hushed me then. I’d thought it was because I’d gotten too cheesy, but now I realized it was because this song lyric had come to life.


Logan filled the silence with one last “I love you, Aura.” Amid a final ethereal embrace, his light faded, then winked out.


It already seemed like hours ago. Fear was replacing the peace Logan had left behind. Staring at the phone screen that gave me no answers, I felt more alone than ever.


The bouquet of white roses I’d brought seemed to glow against his dark gray headstone. I pulled out a single bloom to keep for myself. A stray thorn scraped my palm, leaving a thin red stripe but no blood.


The song’s last, quiet chord seemed to call to the handful of stars appearing above. They were a pitiful showing compared to the silver-studded sky blanket Zachary and I had lain under last night.


Hmm. Our star-gazing field was only a half hour from this cemetery north of Baltimore. I longed to return to the field, to feel close to Zachary. But first I wanted to be sure his flight had taken off.


My voice mail alert bleeped. I sighed at Aunt Gina’s half-hour-old message. Why couldn’t she nag me via text like everyone else’s mom did?


The music stopped while her message played:


“Aura, it’s eight thirty. Don’t forget we’re getting up at five a.m. for your DMP interview, and we still need to go over what you’re going to tell them about Logan’s concert. I don’t want to be rehearsing in the car on the way to headquarters.”


“Fine.” I deleted the message and returned to the browser, which I refreshed again.


This time nothing happened. The status page for Zachary’s flight was now blank.


“Damn it!” My outburst drew the attention of the nearest ghost, a boy near my age wearing an old-fashioned high-school football uniform, the kind with leather helmets. Since ghosts are captured in the happiest moment of their lives, this guy could’ve been older than his apparent seventeen when he died. I imagined his “best day ever”—winning the state championship while his favorite cheerleader shook her pom-poms just for him.


The song switched to the swelling opening strains of Arcade Fire’s “Ready to Start.” The drums slapped my brain and the guitar crunched my nerves.


Propelled by the music, my longing took on an edge. Zachary had been unofficially deported for causing trouble for the Department of Metaphysical Purity. We’d sworn to meet up in Ireland for our birthdays in December, in defiance of every obstacle. But I honestly didn’t know if I’d ever see him again.


Hell, I didn’t even know if his freaking plane had taken off. All I knew was that in the airport, he and Logan had met for the first and last time.


In a fresh browser window, I brought up the airline’s home page again, then thumbed in 346, Zachary’s flight connecting through London on his way to Glasgow, Scotland.


The site paused, searching, searching, searching. . . .


My grip on the phone grew slippery with sweat. I fidgeted with the seam of one of my worn black Skechers.


What was I worried about? Was I creeped out by the headstones’ lengthening shadows and the slow pacing of the ghosts? Like everyone in the world born after me, I’d lived with ghosts my whole life. They never scared me, unless they turned into the bitter, toxic versions of themselves known as shades, which were still pretty rare.


In the corner of my eye, something moved, dark and gray. I yelped and spun around, yanking out my earbuds. A squirrel skittered away to watch me from the top of a low-set headstone.


“I gotta get out of here,” I muttered. “This place is making me crazy.” Clearly, since I was now talking out loud to myself.


My phone buzzed, making my heart leap. Maybe it was Zachary with news about his flight.


But then it warbled the ring tone assigned to my best friend Megan. The screen said TIFFANY. I’d replaced my contact names with code versions after the DMP had confiscated my phone last week. Last night Zachary and I’d bought new phones, both red, to communicate solely with each other.


“Hey!” I answered. “Guess who I saw at the cemetery?” Everyone, including me, had thought Logan had passed on at his farewell concert two nights ago.


“Are you still there?” she blurted.


“I was about to leave. Gina’s bugging me to—”


“But you’re not driving now?”


“No,” I said impatiently. “Aren’t you gonna guess who I saw?”


“Aura . . . you don’t know, do you?”


“Know about what?” My laugh was nervous, even though Megan was known to go Maximum Drama over celebrity breakups and cafeteria gossip. “What happened?”


“You’re sure you’re not driving.”


“Megan! What?”


She paused for the length of a shaky breath. “What was Zachary’s flight number?”


The world stopped. Even the nearby ghosts seemed to halt in their tracks.


“Why?” I whispered with what felt like my last exhale.


“It just came on the news. A London flight out of BWI. It took off at eight thirty and—it went down. Flight 346.”


My body went numb. My eyes fixed on a stranger’s grave across the lane. A pensive angel stared back from her perch on a rose-marble headstone.


“Aura? Are you there? Was that his flight?”


I could barely feel my lips part. “Uh-huh.”


“Oh my God.” The last word was a squeak.


I swallowed, ready to topple. “Did they—were there any—” The word “survivors” wouldn’t come.


“They’re saying there was an explosion. It came down in—” Her voice broke. “Aura, I’m sorry. It came down in pieces.”





Chapter Two



I couldn’t breathe. I clutched the ridge of Logan’s headstone to keep myself upright.


Zachary. Zachary dead. Zachary gone forever.


Not possible. Not him, too.


A low drone began inside my head, like the buzz of distant bees. I squeezed my eyes shut, remembering the last I’d felt of Zachary—his soft, dark hair threading through my fingers as we kissed good-bye. Now my fingers felt nothing but the hard granite marker of death.


“Aura, don’t drive. I’ll pick up your aunt and come get you.”


“Unh . . .”


“Promise me!”


“I’m in the cemetery.” My voice seemed to come from a mile away.


“Just stay, all right? We’ll be there in fifteen.”


I hung up, then stared at the phone’s blank screen, where I would never again see Zachary’s name.


“No.” My tone was low and firm, as if this new reality was a naughty dog to be scolded. Zachary couldn’t be dead. It didn’t feel real.


But when Logan died eight months ago, it hadn’t felt real either, even with his body in front of me—and his ghost beside me.


I slid my hand along the front of his headstone, over the quote, FOR WHAT IS SEEN IS TEMPORARY, BUT WHAT IS UNSEEN IS ETERNAL.


Wait.


His ghost.


Zachary could be a ghost, like many people who died suddenly. But he could only haunt the places he’d gone during his life.


I had to see him.


I grabbed my bag and the white rose, then stumbled toward my car, weaving among the graves.


There was no one in the cemetery to stop me, so I drove fast, tires squealing. The car careened down the narrow lanes, banging its bottom on the uneven pavement.


My mind darted through all the places Zachary and I had been together. My house. His apartment. The Inner Harbor. Our star-gazing field. He had to be somewhere, wanting me to find him.


But if I saw his ghost, that would make it real.


I slammed on the brakes, skidding through the wide iron gates. The car came to a stop, a stone’s throw from the busy four-lane road.


I shifted into park, my right arm like jelly. Tremors swept through me, building in waves until even my teeth chattered.


“No. No, no, no, no, no, no, no.” My foot stomped the floor with every word. “No, no, no, no, no, no, NO!”


I pressed my forehead to the steering wheel. I couldn’t see, I couldn’t think, I could barely breathe. A flood of tears was dammed behind my eyes, waiting to drown me.


“Zach . . .”


My phone rang, as if in response. I grabbed it, seized by a delirious hope.


Which died when I saw the name on the screen.


I answered. “Dylan, it’s not—I can’t talk, I’m—”


The tears came at last, gushing like a cranked-up faucet.


Logan’s younger brother spoke slowly. “Oh my God. It was Zachary’s flight.”


I heaved a sob in response.


“Where are you?” he said. “I’ll come get you.”


“Cemetery. Megan and Gina—coming—”


“Logan’s cemetery? That’s here in Hunt Valley. I’ll be there in, like, ninety seconds.”


“Don’t hang up. Please.”


“I won’t.” There was a shuffling noise, then the jingle of keys. “Mom, I’m taking the car!” Then Dylan spoke into the phone again. “They don’t care, they’re so glued to the TV news about the crash. I don’t even have my full license yet. Where are my fucking shoes? Swear to God, I can never find anything after the maid people leave. It’s not their fault—Mom picks up everything ahead of time. Yeah, seriously, she cleans the house before the cleaning ladies come. Is that insane or what?”


I pressed the phone against my ear. Dylan’s rambling chatter felt like my last, thread-thin link to sanity.


“Here they are,” he muttered. “I’ll put them on in the car.” A door creaked in the background. “Hey, are you sure Zachary actually got on the plane? Like, did he call you or text?”


My phone. The red phone, our secret connection.


Dylan kept talking as my hands dove into my bag.


“ . . . my friend Rashid went to Disney World last week, and he sent me and Kyle and Jamal a brag-text when he was on the plane. Dickweed got to fly first class. Aura, are you there?”


“Hang on!”


Please, please, please, please, please. I yanked the zipper on the compartment that held my red phone. It stuck.


Shrieking, I tore the fabric. The phone tumbled out onto the floor, screen side down.


Dylan shouted from my other phone’s speaker. “What happened? You okay?”


“Just wait!” I lunged to grab the red phone, jamming the emergency brake into my gut.


I turned it over.


NEW MESSAGE, it flashed.


With a whimper of hope and fear, I jabbed the screen.


MISSED PLANE THEYR TAKUNG M


My hand covered my mouth. The message was marked 9:01 p.m. Megan had said that Flight 346 took off at eight thirty.


Zachary wasn’t on the plane.


“He’s alive,” I whispered to Dylan.


His astonishment barely registered as I used my other trembling hand to return Zachary’s message:


TKING U WHWRE? WHO?


I punched send and waited.


And waited.


And waited.


I waited, speechless, while Dylan told me which street he was on, described the cars he was passing, and yelled at the stupid driver who cut him off at the intersection. He kept talking, as if knowing I needed to hear a human voice.


I was still waiting, staring at the blank screen, when a car pulled in beside me. My red phone was set on silent mode—no ring, no vibrations—so I had to watch for Zachary’s reply.


It wasn’t coming.


Dylan opened my car door. “If he’s alive—” he said into his own phone, then realized what he was doing and hung up. “If Zachary’s alive, he’ll call you.”


“What if he’s hurt?”


“Then he’ll call from the hospital, or his mom will.”


His mom. “Zachary’s parents!” Did they get on the plane? Had he lost them? Wherever he was, he needed me.


I rattled the red phone hard, as if I could shake Zachary’s location out of the speaker. “Where is he?! What did they do to him?”


“Hey. Hey. Don’t break that.” Dylan crouched down and took my wrist in a soft grip. “It’s gonna be okay.”


I lowered my chin, dribbling tears onto the blacktop between us. I wiped my eyes and noticed Dylan still hadn’t put on shoes. His middle toe peeked out of a hole in his white sock.


Another car arrived, brakes squealing. I leaned on Dylan’s arm as he helped me up.


Aunt Gina lurched out of the passenger side, her pale face pinched in sadness. She looked like she’d been crying on the ride over but had dried her eyes, thinking she had to be strong for me. Again.


The full relief of Zachary’s escape hit me. I ran to her. “He’s alive!” My hug knocked her back against Megan’s car. “Zachary’s alive!”


“What? Honey, how do you know?”


“He sent me a text.” I shoved my red phone into her hands.


“He’s alive?” Megan was scooting around the hood, her long auburn braid bouncing over her shoulder.


“Yes!” I hurled myself into Megan’s arms.


“Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod,” she chanted, rocking me back and forth. “Dylan, what are you doing here?”


“Keeping me sane,” I told her. “It was his idea to check for a message from Zach.”


“Are you sure Zachary sent this?” Gina’s voice held lawyerly suspicion.


“No one else has this number. If he’d gone down in the plane, the phone would have gone with him.”


“Unless someone stole it from him before he boarded,” Gina pointed out.


I leaped to correct her, needing her to believe. “My number’s not on speed dial or in the contacts.”


“Besides,” Dylan said, putting on his sneakers, “why would someone text you that Zachary wasn’t on the plane when he really was? Airlines know who’s on board and who isn’t.”


My soaring mood plummeted at the thought of the people who had died. “What about Zachary’s mom and dad? You think they—”


“No way.” Gina shook her head emphatically. “No parent would leave their kid behind in the terminal.”


“Let me see that.” Megan snatched the phone from Gina. “Guys, it says, ‘They’re taking me.’ Not ‘They’re taking us.’ ”


“Oh God.” Gina pressed her fingertips to her eyes. “So his parents weren’t with him when he sent that message.”


My throat thickened with fear as I voiced the hardest questions of all. “Then who took Zachary? And where?”





Chapter Three



While Gina drove us home, zooming down the expressway, she told me who to dial from her contacts list. As a lawyer who specialized in wrongful death suits, she knew lots of people in law enforcement. Maybe one of them would know what had happened to Zachary and his parents.


But the cell phone lines were jammed. Everyone in the area must have been calling friends and family to talk about the disaster.


“Let’s go to the office,” Gina said. “I’ve got more numbers there, and maybe I’ll have better luck with a landline.”


She clicked on the blinker, then waved at Megan in the rearview mirror so she knew to follow. Dylan’s parents had made him come home, once they realized he’d taken the car.


The radio said that more than two hundred passengers had been in the crash, with no survivors found yet. One report claimed that planes had been grounded across the country in case Flight 346 was part of a coordinated terrorist attack. But another said the crash was due to a mechanical failure.


We slowed at a stoplight. A group of girls my age were crowded around a café’s outdoor table, laughing and pointing at a magazine.


Hadn’t they heard? Didn’t they care that the world had fallen down?


My pulse accelerated as I listened to more contradictory news reports. In one hand I clutched the white rose I’d taken from Logan’s grave, and in the other, an iced-tea bottle cap Zachary had given me months ago. A spiral design adorned the cap’s underside. I’d found Zachary a matching one, which he’d carried with him as obsessively as I carried mine. The spiral reminded us of the walls of Newgrange, an ancient passage tomb, which we were convinced held the secret to our very natures.


“I’ll call my friend in Immigration.” Gina was attempting a soothing tone. “Her home number is on my secretary’s Rolodex. Maybe she can find out what happened to the Moores.” She patted my shoulder. “We’ll get it all worked out, I promise.”


I nodded, wishing I was driving so I could get us there faster.


Dusk had turned to full dark, so ghosts were visible on the tree-lined sidewalk outside Gina’s Roland Park law office. None of these half-dozen violet-hued spirits could see one another. That’s why ghosts spend so much time haunting those who can see them—meaning, me and everyone younger.


Post-Shifters, they call us. My birth marked the moment of the Shift, though few people knew I was the first. Born a minute before me—but halfway around the world to different parents—Zachary was the last of the pre-Shifters. This was also top secret.


What no one but me and Zachary knew was why my birth caused the Shift and made ghosts visible to everyone born after—my own father was a ghost.


I was struck with a new, horrible thought. “The people on the plane,” I said to Gina as we got out of the car. “They died suddenly, so a lot of them will be ghosts.”


“Just what the world needs,” Gina sighed.


Unlike most pre-Shifters, my aunt didn’t hate ghosts. She pitied them, thinking it pure torture to be stuck on earth in a desperate search for peace. Many did want to pass on, but others shared Logan’s most fervent wish:


To live.


Flaming wreckage, one of several pieces of what was once Flight 346, floated in a Chesapeake Bay tributary. A sheen of jet fuel lay atop the river, so it looked like the water itself was on fire.


Megan and I stared in horror at the wall-mounted television in the law office’s conference room. Gina was phoning her colleagues from her secretary’s desk outside the door.


The shot switched to another burning airliner piece, engulfing the low, flat roof of a discount store in Dundalk.


“I wonder if the people on the plane knew what was happening,” Megan said. “And did they all die when it blew up, or did some live long enough to feel themselves fall?”


I closed my eyes and imagined it. The explosion, a sudden crack, the smell of burning metal and flesh. Then gravity having its way, the earth tugging its creatures into its hard embrace. People crying, screaming as they plummeted. Praying, as if that would break their fall.


Would lovers hold hands and kiss, or would each person be trapped in their own grief and fear? What if a mother had more than two kids—whose hands would she grasp?


Would Zachary’s last thought have been of me?


My muscles went rigid, as though bracing for impact. “Zach should’ve been on that plane.” My words were strangled by a sob. “He should be dead.”


“But he’s not.” Megan pulled me into a hug. “The universe would totally suck if it did that to you again.”


If it killed another boyfriend of mine, she meant. I clutched her back and wept for Logan, too. My grief for him and my fear for Zachary formed a double-stranded rope of misery that would surely throttle me.


My phone rang. Zero-one-one area code. United Kingdom.


I almost fumbled the phone in my excitement. “Zachary?!”


“Sorry, it’s Eowyn.”


My heart plunged. For a second, I’d thought a UK area code meant that somehow he’d gotten a new phone. Not that I didn’t want to talk to Eowyn Harris, our friend and mentor.


“Aura, what’s going on?”


“I don’t know.” I grabbed a tissue from the nearly empty box in front of Megan. “Zachary’s plane went down, but he wasn’t on it.”


“Oh, what a relief!” Her usually smooth voice turned ragged, making her sound much older than her thirty-four years. “What about his parents?”


“No idea yet.” I shoved back my chair to stand, though my legs shook. “And we don’t know where Zachary is, just that someone took him somewhere.”


“Let me know as soon as you find out.” Fear filled her words. I pictured her pacing, twisting her waist-length blond hair around her fingers.


“What about you? Are you safe? Can you tell me where you are?”


“Yes, I’m safe. And no, I can’t tell you.”


Frustrated, I dragged the tissue over my cheeks. Professor Harris had fled to England to keep the DMP from seizing her Shift research. I assumed the agency’s British counterpart, MI-X, was protecting her. Zachary’s dad, Ian, had been MI-X’s liaison to the DMP before he got lung cancer. Part of his job was to keep those jerks away from me and Eowyn.


Me, because I was the First, and Eowyn, because she’d been at Newgrange on the winter solstice nineteen years ago—the same morning as Ian and my mother were there. Eowyn saw the two of them light up from inside as they passed through the sunrise beam.


“Zachary called me last Friday,” Eowyn continued breathlessly. “He said you two didn’t get to read all of your mother’s journal. I’m so thankful I made a copy.”


“Me too.” Eowyn had left a trail of clues to locate my dead mother’s account of her Ireland trip. Desperate to know who my father was, I’d skipped to the end of the journal, skimming the middle. Then the DMP captured me and Zachary and tried to take us to a remote place in the Pennsylvania mountains called “3A.” We escaped, but the journal pages had been ruined as we crossed a river to cover our tracks.


“I told Zachary I’d give him my copy of the journal when he arrived in the UK,” Eowyn said, “but who knows when that’ll be?”


“Can you mail it to me, or scan and e-mail it?”


“It could be intercepted. I don’t trust anyone but you two. I promised your mother that even I wouldn’t read it.” She spoke more slowly. “There’s only one thing I worry about more than that journal, and that’s you, Aura. Please be careful.”


“I will,” I said, though it was the last thing I wanted to be. Zachary wouldn’t settle for “careful” if I were the one who’d disappeared.


We hung up, and I turned back to the television.


The news channel was interviewing a near-hysterical woman at the airport. The caption said her sister-in-law and niece had been on Flight 346.


They switched to a picture of one of the plane crash victims, a fourteen-year-old girl with a mop of dark, wavy hair and a soccer ball under her arm. Again I was swept with relief for Zachary’s survival, then guilt for being happy while so many others were heartbroken.


Gina stepped into the conference room. “Good news: Mr. and Mrs. Moore are alive.”


“Yes!” I went to pump my fist, then saw that her hands were locked together, white-knuckle hard. “What’s wrong?”


“Zachary and his parents have been detained.”


I stared at her. Maybe that word didn’t mean what I thought it meant. “Detained? Why? By who?”


“By the FBI. In case Flight 346 was bombed.”


“That’s insane!” I stalked toward her, almost tripping over the leg of an office chair. “They’re not terrorists.”


“The government doesn’t think the Moores actually put a bomb on the plane, if there was a bomb. Obviously their bags were removed after they failed to board.”


“But why didn’t they board? Did Ian get sick?” Between his disease and the chemo treatments, the poor man rarely felt well.


“No, it’s strange.” Gina scratched her head, mussing her short blond waves. “Zachary wasn’t at the gate on time.”


“That’s not like him,” Megan said. “He’s crazy punctual.”


“The authorities suspect he may have gotten information at the last minute. Maybe he was warned about a bombing.”


“If he was warned, he would’ve reported it!” My tongue stuttered with rage and confusion. “There’s—there’s lots of reasons he could’ve been late.”


“Maybe he had the wrong gate number,” Megan offered. “Or maybe he got distracted.”


I pictured Zachary in the terminal, checking out the aircraft, discovering fascinating facts about—


Oh no.


Zachary had been distracted, all right. By a ghost. He’d been talking to Logan—maybe even fighting with Logan—instead of getting on the plane.


Which meant . . .


Logan had saved Zachary’s life.





Chapter Four



Like most of America—and probably the United Kingdom—Gina and I stayed up late, watching our living room television, craving more news about the crash. The government remained silent regarding the cause, leaving the media to speculate.


One expert claimed that the explosion could’ve been due to a mechanical problem, maybe a spark in the fuel tank. Another expert argued that the pattern of debris was similar to past airliner bombings. The FBI’s tip line scrolled continuously at the bottom of the screen, promising a reward for information about the incident.


Nestled in the crook of the couch’s arm, I held close the red camisole shirt I’d worn last night. I’d purposely left it out of the laundry because it still smelled faintly of Zachary.


We switched to the local news, carrying live coverage of an impromptu candlelight vigil on Mount Vernon Place here in Baltimore.


Many people at the vigil held the American stars and stripes and the UK’s Union Jack, I guess as a sign of solidarity.


“Can we go to the vigil?” I asked Gina.


“You should lie low tonight, in case the media gets wind of Zachary’s detainment and your connection to him. Besides, I’m hoping my contact in Immigration will call me back. It’s best if I’m somewhere private when I talk to her.”


Under my breath, I cursed my powerlessness. I needed to do something other than sit here wallowing in tragedy and imagining what my government would do to suspected foreign terrorists.


I squeezed the balled-up shirt tighter to feel the spiral-adorned bottle cap tucked inside. It was a small, silly thing, but picturing the FBI confiscating Zachary’s bottle cap made my fists tighten and throb.


“Aura.” Gina broke through my misery. “Before you meet with the DMP tomorrow, we need to discuss what happened at the concert Friday night.”


I sighed, knowing I had to come clean. Over the weekend, reports had popped up online, on TV, and in the papers about Logan’s “miracle concert.” Videos showed him transforming from a ghost into a living person at the moment of the solstice, then singing his new anthem, “Shade,” and finally disappearing in a pyrotechnic burst simulating the glow of a ghost passing on.


I sat up, muted the television, and told Aunt Gina the truth.


First, at the moment of the spring equinox, I’d changed Logan from a bitter, dangerous shade to a benign ghost, something no one had ever done.


Second, for seventeen minutes after the beginning of spring and summer, including at his concert, I’d turned Logan human again.


Aunt Gina wasn’t normally a drinker, but she responded to my tale by pouring herself a huge glass of wine. She seemed too stunned to be mad.


She took a long sip. “Well, I’m glad to finally know the whole story.”


Or at least what she thought was the whole story.


Gina examined the glass’s crimson depths. “Do you think this power has something to do with you being the first person born after the Shift?”


“Maybe,” I replied. “But it probably has more to do with the connection between me and Logan.” If I steered her away from my uniqueness as the First, maybe she wouldn’t think to ask if Zachary had any corresponding “power” as the Last. Which he did, a secret I’d sworn to keep.


“What should I tell the DMP tomorrow?” I asked her.


“Tell them what you told me, and nothing more.” She tapped her pale pink nails against her lips, contemplating. “But let’s try to make them think that Logan is—was—the special one, not you. He’s gone now, so they won’t be able to use him to prove you wrong.” She went to take another sip. “He is gone now, right? He disappeared at the concert?”


When I told her that Logan hadn’t, in fact, passed on until a few hours ago, she refilled her half-empty glass.


“Why do I have to drag every detail out of you?” she snapped. “Why can’t you just tell me the truth without being interrogated?”


“Maybe it’s all the witness stands you’ve put me on.” I worked as a translator for ghosts in many of Gina’s wrongful-death suits. It was never boring, but often heartbreaking.


“You could be right,” she said sadly. She set down her glass, went into the adjoining dining room, and returned with green votive candles and a book of matches. “We can have our own vigil here.”


While Gina prayed, I stared at my candle’s fragile flame, holding my breath so it wouldn’t waver. The wax pooled around the wick, deep and green as Zachary’s eyes. I would never forget the way those eyes had searched for me before he passed through airport security. How they’d crinkled with his smile when he saw me.


And I’d never forget our last moments together in the terminal, playing a goofy game to distract us from our impending separation.


“A’right, then.” Leaning shoulder-to-shoulder with me against the wall opposite the security line, Zachary speaks in the low, smooth voice that gives me goose bumps. “Man with the gray backpack. Yank or Brit?”


We’re too far to hear people’s accents, but close enough to see which passport they produce. I suck at this game.


I check out the scuffed shoes of the guy in question. “Yank.”


Zachary shakes his head, a wave of dark hair drifting over his temple. “Definitely Brit.”


“He’s wearing sneakers.”


“Meaningless, these days. Look at the slouch of his shoulders, the way he moves forward, head down. He keeps his hand luggage close by, out of other people’s way. What does that tell you?”


“That you guys have bad posture and are paranoid about your stuff?”


He chuckles. “Maybe, but it’s more that we’re very conscious about personal space.” He tilts down his chin to gesture to himself, arms and ankles crossed, elbows splayed. “It took months for me to stand like an American. Casual, at ease in my skin, taking up more room than I need.”


Sure enough, the dude with the backpack pulls out a crimson United Kingdom passport instead of the navy blue design of the United States.


“Give me an easy one,” I tell Zachary.


“Blonde with the pink shorts.”


I laugh and jab my elbow against him. “Figures you’d be looking at her. Definitely Yank. She has a Phillies decal on her carry-on.”


“Good eye. Baseball definitely has no appeal over there.” He lowers his voice, serious now. “Promise me you’ll practice noticing small things about people.”


“So I can beat you in Yank or Brit?”


“So you can be safe. The DMP is always watching.” He takes my hand. “I wish I could show you more of the tricks I know. I wish I’d not wasted so much time.”


“We both did. I’ll be careful, and I’ll watch everyone. I promise.”


His lips tug into a hopeful smile, then he stands up straight. “There’s my parents in the queue. Almost time for me to go.”


I want to drag him away where his mom and dad and our governments can never find him. “Give me one more. Tiebreaker.”


“What about the next couple?”


I study the two people in their late twenties approaching the head of the line, fingers entangled. No wedding rings.


The woman bounces on her toes and tugs on the guy’s arm. He watches with affectionate amusement as she does a little dance, twirling her bright blue carry-on by the handle. Then he kisses her forehead and slides his arm around her back, touching her shoulder blade. His elbow doesn’t jut out, and he doesn’t place a possessive weight on her.


“Trick question,” I tell Zachary. “She’s a Yank, he’s a Brit.”


“Aye, I think so.”


My heart twists as I watch them pull out their passports and prove me right. “I think it’s her first time going home with him.”


“Aye, perhaps.” Zachary’s whisper is almost hoarse.


“I think they’re really, really happy.”


“Aye.” Zachary folds my hand between his large, strong ones, and his eyes fill with an unbearable sadness. “They should be.”


Gina blew out her candle and wished me good night. I left the television on a low volume, listening to the experts expound and the families grieve.


But I watched only the candle as its green wax dripped over the edge onto the white ceramic plate. I tried to think of nothing but Zachary’s eyes. Not the British guy with the sneakers, not the Phillies fan in the pink shorts, not the woman in love who’d never see London.


Somewhere out there, sleeping fitfully or staring at a bare ceiling, Zachary’s eyes were still full of life.


And one day, they would rest on me again.





Chapter Five



The next morning I dressed in my hideous navy-blue suit and straightened my hair, pulling it back into a sleek ponytail—sleek until it hit the late June humidity, at least. A night of heavy crying and light sleep had left my cheeks feeling raw and my forehead, thick.


“I ordered breakfast from Donna’s Café,” Gina said as I slumped into the passenger seat. “Can you run in and get it if I pull up in front?”


“It’s six freaking o’clock. My stomach hasn’t woken up yet.” I put on my sunglasses, though the sun had barely risen.


“We’ll hit DC traffic getting to DMP headquarters, so we won’t have time to stop later. We can not be late.”


“I know.” I raised my voice to make up for its rasp. “I don’t have to be happy about it.”


“Neither do I,” she snapped back.


“Fine.”


“Fine.” She clicked on the radio and pulled into the street. I slouched, fidgeting with my skirt’s pinchy waistband. Bickering with Gina distracted me from my rising panic.


Inside the usually cheery café, the staff were gathered in silence, watching the disaster news on the TV above the coffee bar. I wondered if the whole city had become as paralyzed as I felt.


As the hostess rang up my order, I caught a glimpse of long blond hair streaming by on the way out. The girl stopped short.


“Aura, hi! Wow, what a suit.”


“Thanks, I guess.”


Amy Koeller was Ridgewood High’s junior class president (and probably soon to be the senior class president). She looked her usual perky self, despite the brain-crunchingly early hour.


“Isn’t it so sad about the crash?” Amy crumpled the top of her brown paper to-go bag. “One of the victims was a freshman at Ridgewood, Tammi Teller.”


“I know. I never met her.”


“Me neither. We should hold a memorial service. Or raise money for her little sister’s college fund. Or start a circle of understanding.” She spied the cardboard March of Dimes fund-raising display on the counter in front of me, and started digging in her pocket.


“A circle of huh?”


“Understanding. So people don’t give in to the hate.” She slid a dime into one of the charity coin slots. “If it was a terrorist attack, whoever did this must belong to some marginalized group that needs our compassion.”


I blinked at her, feeling the full effects of a shitty night’s sleep. “Um, the memorial sounds good. But maybe not right away. Let the family have their time.”


“Ooh, I know—we’ll do it after school starts. That way everyone can come. Aura, you’re brilliant!” She hugged me, then gasped. “Sorry I wrinkled your suit. Good luck with your job interview.”


“It’s not a—okay, whatever.” I backed away with my coffees and bag of food, leaving Amy to jot something on a purple sticky-note pad she’d pulled from her pocket.


Gina and I spent the next half hour rehearsing everything I was going to tell the DMP. Once we were satisfied I was ready, I reclined the seat, hoping to nap. To tune out Gina’s humming along to classical music, I put in my earbuds, in desperate need of my de-stress playlist.


My eyes shut, and I drifted off.


In my dream, I was in an airliner seat across the aisle from Zachary. His parents sat on the other side of him, his mom in the middle seat and his father at the window, both asleep. All three wore dapper white clothes, like they were going yachting.


The plane began to taxi. The number 346 appeared above every window, in glaring red neon.


“No.” I reached for Zachary, but my hand slipped through his arm like he was a ghost. “Get off the plane.”


He didn’t look my way, only watched the flight attendant as she displayed the yellow safety card, like a kids’ librarian sharing a picture book. The front of the card showed a large picture of a plane cracking in half like a loaf of Italian bread.


We taxied faster. I leaped from my seat. “Stop! Get off! Stop the plane!”


The plane didn’t stop. It ascended.


Zachary leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and simply said, “Bye.”


The world ripped apart in fire and fear.


I jolted awake mid-scream, seizing the door handle.


“Bad dream, hon?” Gina peered at me.


“Unh.” I took a sip of coffee to clear my brain, not caring that it was lukewarm. We were stuck in traffic on the Capital Beltway. Ahead, the Mormon temple’s golden spire gleamed in the bright sunlight, but the dream dulled my vision with despair.


“—break in the case of Flight 346.”


My hand shot out to turn up the radio’s volume.


The newscaster’s voice was calm and smooth, as if reading a weather report.


“Scotland Yard has uncovered an online posting from one of Flight 346’s passengers, a British national. The post announced the young man’s intention to suicide-bomb the flight.”


My heart froze. Did they mean Zachary? Had someone framed him for this disaster?


“The suspect, aged sixteen, died in the crash.”


Oh, thank God. Not that he died, but that it wasn’t Zachary.


The newscaster continued, “The online announcement, which has been removed from its social networking site, indicated that the suspect had been convinced by a ghost to carry out the terrorist attack.”


“What?” Gina exclaimed.


“Shh.” I turned the volume up more.


“—intention was to create hundreds of new ghosts, thereby raising awareness among the living of their own potential for ghosthood. This in turn, he believed, would trigger compassion for the dead spirits among us.”


“That’s crazy,” I whispered. Get people to like ghosts by making more of them?


“A full investigation is underway, but local authorities have reported the suspect’s history of mental illness. Still no word on the name or exact origin of the suspected terrorist.”


“This is bull.” Gina said. “Get my phone. I need to call the office.”


I picked up her purse, my stomach somersaulting. If the FBI had another suspect, maybe they’d release Zachary and his parents. On the other hand, if a ghost supposedly inspired the terrorist, and it was revealed that Zachary had talked to Logan before avoiding Flight 346, it would look really, really suspicious. People could say Logan was the bomb instigator and that he’d warned Zachary for my sake.


I found Gina’s metallic-pink cell phone but held on to it. “If I tell the DMP that Logan was fully human at the concert, do you think they’ll make it public? Will they say an actual ghost could’ve planted that bomb?”


“No,” Gina said. “The last thing they want is hysteria. The DMP wants the public to be afraid of something they can protect them from.”


“You mean ghosts.”


“Ghosts as we’ve known them—harmless and incorporeal. They don’t want people panicking over something the DMP can’t protect them from—ghosts that can turn solid, even if only for a few minutes on four days out of the year.”


That made sense, I thought, as I gave Gina her phone and watched her speed-dial the law office. Such a revelation would take away the DMP’s illusion of power.


Still, I was more nervous than ever. It didn’t matter that there was no evidence against Zachary and me. Once the media and the DMP were done with us, the world would know our biggest secret:


As a pre-Shifter, Zachary shouldn’t be able to talk to ghosts. He actually repelled ghosts on sight, a unique power even his own father didn’t know about. But for a few hours after we kissed, he took my ability to see ghosts, and in return gave me his ability to repel them.


If anyone ever found out, Zachary and I would be permanent lab rats.


By the time we arrived at the DMP’s Arlington, Virginia, headquarters, Gina’s paralegal had called back with a list of ghost-inspired crimes.


Most were vandalism or destruction of property, post-Shifters removing or deactivating “BlackBox” technology. These layers of charged obsidian were installed in the walls of rooms or buildings to keep ghosts in or out. By destroying the BlackBox, sympathizers felt like they were “liberating” ghosts.


Some crimes were more serious, such as assault and battery, where the ghost had a vendetta against the victim. There were even a handful of post-Shifter murderers who’d been egged on by the dead.


But were ghosts a real threat to society, or were these criminals simply wackos who would wreak havoc anyway?


As Gina and I crossed the parking lot toward the dirt-brown DMP headquarters building, I had a sudden thought. “People never become ghosts after a suicide, right? Death has to be sudden and unexpected. So if this alleged suicide bomber becomes a ghost, that’ll prove it wasn’t him.”


“Good point. But if he didn’t become a ghost, that doesn’t prove it was him.”


True. Not everyone whose death is a surprise becomes a ghost, and some who do, pass on within seconds or minutes.


In the lobby, we showed our IDs and signed in to get our visitors’ badges. I noticed several names on the visitors list ahead of me, all from a company called “SecuriLab.”


“Aura!” came a familiar voice across the lobby.


Oh no. I tried to hide my dismay at the sight of Nicola Hughes, DMP flack.


She hurried over, her stylish heels clicking on the polished floor. I’d last seen Nicola on Friday night when she’d fast-talked the media into believing our story that Logan’s transformation had been nothing but a magic trick. As grateful as I was for her help, Nicola set me on edge.


She grabbed my elbow and squeed like we were long-lost BFFs. Nicola was maybe ten years older than I was, but sometimes acted like she was in high school. Her bubbliness felt out of place amid the tragedy and Zachary’s detainment.


“I’m so glad I saw you!” She tucked her flip-curled dark-brown hair behind her ear. “I’m on my way to a press conference. Things have been insane here since we found out a ghost was behind the bombing. Can you believe it?”


“No,” I said flatly.


Nicola offered Gina a wide, perfect smile. “How are you holding up? Things are going to get busy for you, I imagine.”


Gina gave her a suspicious look. “How do you mean?”


“At your practice, with this wave of ghost violence. But you probably have Aura to help out full-time this summer.”


Gina tensed. I’d tried to find a second job, rather than work forty hours a week at the law office. I got along with my aunt, but no way did I want to spend every day and night around her. In the end, my lack of a car kept me from finding nonfamily employment.


“Not quite,” I told Nicola. “Just thirty hours a week.”


“Oh! Well, as you probably know, the DMP has a limited number of paid summer internships for high school students. Most fill up by February. But my office will gladly open another internship under me for you. Because of your obvious value.”


Because I was the First, no doubt.


“Sorry,” I told her. “No car.” And no desire to be evil.


“Our Baltimore office is on the Light Rail line. And the pay is pretty sweet.” She delivered the last word in a singsong manner.


“Aura’s not interested,” Gina said firmly.


“Consider it and call me. About anything. I’m here to help.” Nicola gave me her business card as her grin faded into a more genuine expression. “Aura, I know you think the DMP is the enemy, and I admit, a lot of agents are pretty heavy-handed. But we’re not the bad guys. Our mission is the same as yours: to understand ghosts. If we work together, we’ll find the answers.”


I hesitated. The DMP’s theories about the Shift would always be imprecise, because they didn’t know my father was a ghost. But the knowledge they did have could be useful.


I tucked Nicola’s business card into my suit pocket. “I’ll think about it.”





Chapter Six



Though your interview was previously scheduled,” Agent Ritter said, closing the door of our sparse, claustrophobic interrogation room, “obviously there have been significant developments. Last night’s tragedy was a game changer.”


I tried not to show my disgust at his word choice. This wasn’t a game to me, or to the families who’d lost loved ones.


“Of course,” he continued, “with this morning’s news about the ghost-provoked terrorist act, we can no longer afford to take chances with the dead. The country is feeling a new urgency to protect the living.”


The DMP agent sat across the scratched-up linoleum table from me and Gina, heaving the kind of sigh that seems reserved for adults over forty. As he scanned my file, he tapped his ballpoint pen against his temple, where his sandy hair was thinning.


“So.” Agent Ritter set a small black digital recorder on the table. “Your aunt says you’re ready to discuss what happened at Friday night’s concert. We appreciate your cooperation, and we understand it’s not easy for you to reveal things about those you love.”


I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Pander much?


He clicked on the recorder, and I cut to the chase:


“Logan got his body back during the concert. At the moment of the solstice.”


Ritter nodded—he’d obviously seen the online videos. “Did you anticipate this?”


“No.”


“Then why was the concert held at that date and time?” He checked his records. “Ten thirty p.m. is very late. Was it a coincidence that the concert began just before the ten fifty-one solstice?”


“Not at all.” I kept my focus on the agent, feeling my confidence grow. “We scheduled the concert for that time in case something bad happened and Logan freaked out. We thought if he shaded near the solstice, he could turn right back to a ghost.”


“Why did you think that?”


I pressed my lips together to seem like I was revealing a big secret, though the DMP had probably figured it out. They were annoying, but they weren’t stupid.


“It happened before. Logan became a shade in January and was gone for months. But then just after midnight on March twenty-first, he came to me.”


“As a shade or as a ghost?”


“A shade, but then suddenly he was a ghost again. The next day I realized he’d changed at the moment of the spring equinox. It couldn’t have been a coincidence.”


I still got a pang of longing at the thought of that night. Logan had taken on human flesh for seventeen short minutes. His skin had been warm and sweet, and his eyes shone blue as they gazed into mine.


Ritter leaned back in his chair, which squeaked at the shift in weight. “Interesting.”


“Logan and I hoped he could make this change on the summer solstice, too.”


“Were you worried about him shading again?”


“A little. He thought you guys might end the show early.” I softened my voice. “His music and his band meant everything to him. Taking that away might’ve made him mad enough to turn shade.”


The agent sounded genuinely sympathetic. “Miss Salvatore, what were—”


“You can call me Aura.” I gave Ritter a slight smile. This interview was going so smoothly, it was making me nervous.
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