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  PROLOQUE


  Aster shrieked as a huge wave struck the silver ship and hurled its prow toward the bleak sky, but her voice was lost in the howling wind and steady drum of thunder. Her feet slipped from under her, and only her grip on the handrail saved her from being flung over the side. The wave roared under them, and then her stomach went all strange for a moment and her body seemed to weigh nothing at all.


  Then they slammed back into the sea, and the rain-slicked deck was beneath her again.


  She saw him now, standing on the bow of the carrack, his red hair streaming like fire in the wind. He spoke words louder than the thunder. Dark things beat at him from out of the storm; sometimes they seemed to have faces.


  He had fought them before—in the glass city, in a forest of singing trees, on another sea, on another boat. And he had battled other things more terrible still. She didn’t remember all of the nine years of her life, but as far back as her memory went, he had been fighting something.


  But now he seemed to be losing.


  She struggled toward him, gripping the rail, trying to recall a Recondite Utterance, but all she could remember was a Whimsy for opening flowers.


  He stumbled to one knee and a hundred smoky fingers seized at him. From the clouds, gigantic wings appeared, supporting the coiling, sinuous body of a serpent that dwarfed their little ship. The monster gaped a mouth large enough to swallow a man whole.


  “Daddy!” Aster screamed, running toward him.


  The next wave struck, and the ship spun half around, and once again the few pounds her body possessed were taken from her.


  But this time she wasn’t holding on to anything.


  She saw her father’s face; it seemed far away. The silver ship, too, fell away—and then the sea swallowed her. Water pressed at her lips and nostrils, trying to fill her up. She flailed her arms and legs, but she didn’t know which way the surface was.


  Something gripped at her ankle and pulled. She turned, and in the murky light she saw the ill-shaped form of the thing and knew it wasn’t her father. She fought, but it towed her with awful strength. She needed air. Her panic was a cloud of bees in her.


  Suddenly she knew the surface because it blazed red-gold, like fire seen through beveled glass. The creature clutching her was a black shadow against it, and for a moment, all seemed still and quiet.


  Then the monster dragged her out of the water. It had something like a face, and it was grinning. Aster’s greedy lungs sucked in air that stank of sulfur and soot.


  Her captor stopped grinning when it saw her father, a yard away, still on the prow of the silver ship, no longer kneeling but standing tall as a tree. His eyes blazed with familiar fury.


  Her father spoke a word, and the thing split in half and each half into another. She fell again, but not far; her father seized her leg where her captor had been gripping it. As it turned into a mist of ash, he pulled her up.


  The storm was swiftly receding in all directions. They were in the center of a widening circle with blue sky above. Little yellow flames danced here and there on the waves and the ship, and on the broken and blackened body of the winged snake that was slowly sinking into the sea.


  Her father cradled her in his arms.


  “Streya, Streya,” he murmured. He smelled of lightning and whisky.


  “I told you to keep below.”


  “I wanted to help, Daddy,” she said.


  “I know,” he said. “But I cannot lose you, do you understand? If I lose you nothing I have done will be worth it. So when I tell you to keep below, keep below.”


  “Yes Daddy.” She smiled a little. “You beat them. I was afraid you were going to lose.”


  “I had hoped to win without the use of such an Utterance,” he said. “I had hoped to escape their attention, to put them off the trail. This—this will be noticed.”


  “I’m sorry Daddy.”


  “It’s not your fault, Streya,” he said. “Come below. I need a


  drink.”


  He was shaking a little; she could feel it. Whenever he did something really big, he shook.


  They went below, and she fetched him his bottle. He drank straight from it.


  “It’s no matter,” he said. “The curse is following close behind us. All we need to do is outrun it. I know a place where you will be safe.”


  “But you’ll be with me, Daddy, right?” she said. “You’ll be there too.”


  “Of course I will, Streya,” he said.


  He looked very tired now, and sad. She knew that could last for days.


  “I wish I knew more,” she said. “A Whimsy to lift your spirits. A Recondite Utterance to slay your enemies.”


  He took another long drink.


  “Where we go, Streya, I pray you have no need of such knowledge. And as for my spirits, I will not be satisfied until you are safe.”


  She nodded.


  “Do you miss it Daddy?” she said, after a moment. “Do you miss her?”


  He looked away from her.


  “Yes,” he said. “And yes.” He took another drink.


  “Do you remember that place?” he asked her.


  “I think so,” she said. “There was a garden, and peach trees, and my room was blue, with stars on the ceiling.”


  “Yes, that’s right,” he said. “And do you remember her?”


  She shook her head. “I try,” she said. “I only remember her voice, singing.”


  “She had a beautiful voice,” he said. “She was beautiful, just as you are.”


  Aster nodded. He had told her that many times.


  “Can we ever go back?” she asked.


  He was silent for a long time.


  “No,” he said. “No, Streya, we can never go back.”


  She felt the emptiness in him when he said that. And it showed in his eyes.


  “It’s just you and me then,” she said.


  “Just you and me,” he echoed.


  “That’s all I need, Daddy. That’s all we need.”


  He tried to smile, then nodded, and the little silver ship sailed on.


  PART ONE


  WAKING


  ONE


  MOSTLY DEAD


  The way he remembered it, Errol hadn’t set out to kill himself. That had sort of evolved after he found his father’s things, things his mother had hidden away in the attic. One of them was a bottle of scotch, which he started in on immediately. When he was a little drunk he found the painkillers. Even then, he only meant to take one or two, to feel better and forget everything for a little while. But after a few of the pills, forgetting forever sounded pretty good, and he took the rest of them. He thought he would fall asleep and just fade away, become a hole the universe would quickly fill.


  That’s not how it went. His body fought death and he got sick, very sick, and then he became scared and finally utterly terrified. He tried to dial nine-one-one—only by then, it was too late. The numbers were blurred and unfocused, his body was wracked with spasms, and he couldn’t get his fingers to cooperate. The numbers faded entirely, and all he could see was the glow of the phone, and soon that darkened, too.


  So he didn’t exactly remember dying. But he did remember coming back.


  The first thing he knew he was lying in his great-grandmother’s feather bed with the comforter pulled over his head. He knew that from the faint smell of cedar, the call of the rooster outside, the chirping of birds as morning came to the woods and pasture that surrounded her house. She would be in the kitchen already, making biscuits, and soon he would get up, eat the biscuits with butter and lots of jam and spend the day exploring the forested hills that went off what seemed like forever in all directions.


  He had spent a couple of summers here with Granny, passing his days in solitude and in her comforting, undemanding presence. Those days were the only times of pure contentment he had ever known in his seventeen years.


  He heard her calling him to breakfast, but he stayed in bed. He would pretend to be asleep until she came to wake him with a light, dry kiss on his cheek.


  She called again, but this time something didn’t sound right about her voice. It had a strange edge to it.


  The next time she spoke he was sure it wasn’t her.


  He tugged the covers tighter over his head, remembering the scotch and the pills and that Granny had been dead for years. Something grabbed the covers and yanked them back, calling his name again, and this time it didn’t even sound human and he screamed because there was nothing else to do.


  He had been screaming for a while before he realized he hadn’t yet drawn a single breath—and that he still didn’t need one. He also became aware that he was sitting up. His panic seemed to have washed every emotion out of him, and he felt oddly calm. The darkness was gradually lightening as well, and he began to make out that he was in a room he didn’t know, with dark blue walls and lots of antique furniture. And books, books everywhere.


  “What’s your name?” a familiar voice asked.


  “Errol,” he said, without thinking. “Errol Greyson.” The voice was behind him. He tried to turn, but the high back of the chair blocked his vision, and he couldn’t stand up—he seemed to be strapped into the thing. But he knew who it was, by her unmistakable and singular accent.


  “Aster?”


  “Yes,” she said. “That’s me. So you know who I am. That’s good. Now, try not to freak out.”


  “I’m pretty freaked out, Aster,” he said, as she stepped into view.


  “I’ve put a calming charm on you,” she said.


  Aster Kostyena had fine, flyaway hair which aspired to be red, but wasn’t quite. Her head was large and sort of onion-shaped. She had big, green eyes and long thin limbs and she had always reminded him a little of the Christmas elves in stop-motion TV specials.


  She had first appeared at Sowashee Elementary in fourth grade; rumor had it that her father had been a mafia boss in Russia and was hiding out in America because things had gone badly for him over there. Errol had had sort of a crush on her back then, because of her accent and because she was so different from anyone he knew. Of course he had never told anyone that, especially not her. They had been friends for a while, but by seventh grade they hardly talked to each other anymore. Even now he had the stray thought about her—at least before his thing with Lisa. But his friends all thought she was strange and didn’t think she was all that pretty, so there was no way he would have ever asked her out. She would have told him no anyway, most likely, just another rejection to add to his résumé.


  “Calming charm,” he repeated.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Kind of like magical valium.”


  Which just sounded crazy. Like the whole situation.


  “And you’ve tied me to a chair,” he said, glancing down.


  Looking down was a mistake, but now he believed her about the calming charm. Otherwise he would be screaming again instead of merely being very, very alarmed.


  Up until then he had been piecing together a scenario where Aster had somehow come into his house and found him passed out. For whatever reason, she had kidnapped him, tied him up . . .


  But no.


  What looked like his arms, legs and chest—what felt like them—were not. What he saw instead were limbs of carved wood, held together by bolts and wire. The hands were perhaps strangest, both delicate and strong-looking; some fingers were black, some white, as if they had been made from piano keys. The torso was built of slats, put together like a barrel with steel bands.


  He flexed his fingers. The digits moved.


  And he was tied up, with several coils of heavy rope.


  “This isn’t real,” he said. “I’m dreaming.”


  “You can believe that if it helps,” Aster said.


  He felt a little panic pierce through the unnatural calm. “Am I—am I dead?” He looked up at her. “Is this Hell? Are you really Aster?”


  She knelt down so their faces were level. She was wearing a denim jumper over black pants, an outfit she’d worn at least once a week since tenth grade.


  She looked him directly in the eyes.


  “This is not Hell, Errol—this is my house. You pass it every day on your way to school. And you aren’t dead. You are only mostly dead.”


  That was enough—suddenly he couldn’t take it anymore. Errol started jerking, trying to wriggle out of the ropes.


  “Get me out of this,” he demanded.


  “Don’t do that,” Aster said, but he wasn’t listening to her anymore. Whatever this was—hell, a bad dream, a drugged-out hallucination—he was done with it.


  The ropes were strong but, he realized, so was he. The chair began to splinter, and that loosened his bonds, and then the chair slammed to the floor. He got one arm out, and then the other.


  “Stop it, Errol,” Aster said.


  He didn’t, of course.


  “Svapdi,” Aster shouted, and everything went black.


  Thank God, was his last thought.


  The next thing Errol knew, he was flat on his back. The broken chair was all around him, and Aster stood a few feet away, looking a little vexed.


  And he was still a giant puppet. Apparently.


  “That was a perfectly good chair,” Aster said. “I have to say . . .”


  She stopped, closed her eyes, and drew a long breath.


  “Look,” she said, “I’m sorry I tied you up. But I couldn’t be sure I was going to get—you. I don’t summon up spirits every day, you know. Or ever before, really. If I had made a mistake, there’s no telling what might have showed up—a dhves or a leme or worse. Now I know it’s you, so I won’t tie you up again. But what you need to know—what you need to understand before we go any further—is that I can stop you with a word, anytime, like I did just now. I can send you right back where you came from.”


  “Back where?” Errol yelped, still on his back. “Where did I come from? What’s happening to me?”


  “You can get up,” Aster said. “I have something to show you. It might help.”


  Errol did get up, albeit clumsily. The wooden body was a little bigger than his real one, and it didn’t move exactly like a human body. That sent a chill through him because it made everything seem somehow more real. Details. In dreams things just sort of were. And they weren’t usually this consistent.


  Aster took something off of the table and handed it to him. It was a copy of the Sowashee Sentinel. It was folded, and an article was circled in red ink. There was picture of him, his last school picture. The caption of the article read, “Local Boy in Coma.”


  He read the article numbly. It described how his mother had found him, how by the time EMT’s arrived he had stopped breathing, how they had managed to revive him. How the brain damage had been too extensive. That it was unlikely he would ever awaken, and even if he did, he would probably never be normal. It mentioned that students at Sowashee High were being offered counseling to help them cope, and to hopefully head off any more such suicide attempts.


  Like anyone at school was going to have trouble “coping” without him. And he noticed it didn’t say anything about him being suspended.


  He went back and read the whole thing again. An awful sickness started in his belly, panic and terror and grief and everything else jumbling around together.


  “Oh my God,” he sobbed, and understood he was crying. He wiped at his face and found only wood—no tears, of course. But it felt like crying, and it wracked him from head to toe. Aster didn’t say anything, she just let him go. Her expression was unreadable at first, but after a while it became a bit impatient.


  “Okay,” she finally said. “Suck it up. It’s not that bad.”


  “Not that bad? I’m brain-damaged! This—whatever it is—is probably all just what happens when your last few brain cells die. You’re probably not even real. Jeez, like in that stupid movie—”


  “Believe what you want,” Aster said. “Rationalize it any way that works for you. But I’m going to need you to do some things, and so I can’t have you moping on about this forever.”


  “Moping on about . . . Forever? It’s been like five minutes! Are you insane?”


  “Yeah, I don’t know,” Aster replied. “I don’t have much to judge by, frankly. But just—listen. Yes, your body is in a coma, and yes you have brain damage. But you—the you who makes you who you are—your soul, if you wish—that’s right here, right in front of me. I summoned you here.”


  “You did this?”


  “I’ve said it twice now. Why else would you be here?”


  “Who the hell knows?” Errol said. Then it sunk in. “For God’s sake, why?”


  “Don’t be ungrateful,” Aster said. “Would you rather be trapped in a brain-dead body until someone decides to pull the plug? Or would you like to have another shot at life?”


  “In this?” he asked, shaking his hands to indicate his puppet-body. He didn’t want to touch it. “In this—what the hell is this, anyway?”


  “Call it what you want,” she said. “I prefer automaton. Sound’s scientific, although it soooo isn’t. Until a few minutes ago it was a bunch of lifeless junk. Now it’s you, at least for the time being.”


  “Time being?”


  “It might be possible to heal you,” she said. “To bring your real body back to life. If you want. Or I can let you truly die, if you prefer—”


  “Why would I prefer that?” he snapped.


  “Well, you did try to off yourself,” she pointed out.


  “It was an accident,” he said. “I didn’t want to die, I just . . . I mean I didn’t—” he paused and closed his eyes and was surprised how big and thick his lids were. He wondered what they were made of. He hoped to God his head didn’t look like that of a ventriloquist’s dummy.


  “Just—what are you saying? About healing me?”


  “Errol,” she said, “if you’re good, maybe one day you can be a real boy.”


  For a moment he didn’t have any response to that.


  “Oh my God, is that a joke?” he finally sputtered. “You think this is funny?”


  “Just trying to lighten things up,” she sighed.


  “Lighten—” he tried to get hold of himself. If he lost it, she would just send him back to nothing—or worse, to whatever that was pretending to be his grandmother.


  “Just for the sake of argument,” he said, “let’s say I believe all of this. You’re some kind of witch and you made—” he waved again at his body “—this, and took my soul out of the hospital. Why? In four years you’ve barely even spoken to me.”


  “Nor you to me,” she said.


  “Okay, whatever. Why?”


  “Ah, now we get down to it,” she said. “I need someone like you, someone caught between, not living and not dead.”


  “Why?”


  He wasn’t sure if she was even planning on answering that, but if she was, she didn’t get the chance. The whole house shuddered—not shook, but shuddered. The walls seemed to ripple like water struck by a stone.


  The lights all went out, and it was as dark as the inside of the water tower at night.


  “Zhedye,” Aster said. “Not now.”


  She grabbed his hand. It felt tiny in his palm, and distant, as if it was muffled in layers of cloth. But he shouldn’t have been able to feel anything.


  “Come on,” she said, pulling him along. He heard a door open, and then they seemed to be in a hall. For a moment it was quiet, but then the house reverberated with a dull booming.


  “The front door!” Aster gasped. “Quick.”


  She led him through a couple of turns, and just as they took the second one the house rattled and Errol heard a massive splintering sound. Moonlight flooded in through what had once been a door but which now lay flat in the foyer. A hulking shadow stood on it; all that he could make out were two faint green orbs, and although they didn’t have pupils, he knew they were eyes. He somehow had a sense of smell—although like his touch it seemed muted. Nevertheless, something stank to high heaven, like a dead animal in a blender with burnt cake.


  “Oh, zhedye,” Aster said, and for the first time she sounded scared. “How did he do that?”


  “How did who do what?” Errol wondered. Then the thing rushed them.


  Errol threw up his hands to protect himself, just as the shadow hit him like a battering ram. It hurt, but at least he didn’t have any wind to knock out. He heard Aster yell something, but he couldn’t understand it.


  All of a sudden, the fear blew out of him like a storm had come through, and for the first time since before he’d found the box of his father’s things, he felt like himself.


  Which was to say as pissed as hell.


  He balled up his fists and hit his attacker as hard as he could. And boy, did that ever feel good. He felt the crunch, like the time he’d broken Colin Fielder’s nose, but more and better. This little body was strong. Then he was just slamming the monster, over and over again until all of a sudden it—well, exploded. Now the smell was staggering. He heard Aster vomit.


  “The door . . .” she managed, between heaves.


  Another monster was already at the door. With a bellow, Errol charged it before it could come after him, striking it low and pushing it up and out. It was lighter than the first, and he forced it back through the opening. In the glow of a three-quarter moon, he saw horns and a long snout with bone showing through. It was four-legged, and ribs stuck through dry, tight skin.


  “Jesus, it’s a cow!” he gasped, heaving it back.


  The first two were just a warm up, because here came the herd—about twenty of them now breaking into a trot, at least those with four legs. Several limped on three, and one was dragging itself with only forelimbs. The whole back half of it was gone. And pushing through all of these was the biggest bull he had ever seen, probably six feet tall at the shoulder. It didn’t seem to be in a hurry.


  Zombie cows. It might have been funny, if it were in a movie he was watching. But in fact it was mind-meltingly horrible. It would have been better if they had been some sort of three-eyed monsters.


  One of these things he could handle. But a whole herd . . . “The door!” Aster repeated. “Pick it up!”


  “It’s broken,” Errol said, unnecessarily.


  “Just hold it closed,” she said.


  He did, bracing for the impact of the lead bull. Aster started muttering in a language he didn’t know, and then he saw her hand outlined in blue flame. She touched the door, and he felt it sort of harden in his grip. He stepped back and it stuck in the frame as if held by magnets.


  “That will hold for a while,” Aster said.


  “A while?” he said. “What the hell is going on? I just exploded a zombie cow.”


  “Animals bloat up with gas when they start to decompose,” she offered.


  “That is so not the point.”


  “Stay here,” she said. “We don’t have all night. I’ve got to stop him.”


  “Stop who?”


  “If the door gives, don’t let them in,” she said.


  Then she left.


  The door shook as one of the things outside banged into it. They were making a noise now, a low-pitched buzzing that sounded something like a swarm of bees and nothing at all like cows.


  TWO


  THE ELF-WHISPERER


  Screw this,” Errol muttered, but then the door cracked in the middle. He dithered for a second. If those things got in . . .


  Then what? He didn’t know. He didn’t know anything except that none of this was possible. He felt panic returning and he hated it. He loathed fear—it was the most useless emotion imaginable.


  He looked around for something to fight with, but nothing in the hall looked like a better weapon than his ebony-and-ivory fists.


  The door cracked further, and moonlight spilled through. He shoved his palms against it and braced his legs.


  Thoom, thoom, thoom.


  “Aster!” he hollered. “Whatever you’re doing, hurry up!”


  A horn came through the crack, nearly catching him in the face, and the door leaned in on him. He doubled his effort, and suddenly the horn was gone. The pressure let up.


  Finally, he thought.


  Then the door erupted in a thousand pieces, hurling him to the floor and back fifteen feet.


  The bull stamped in the opening. Its huge eye sockets glowed with flickering blue fire as it lowered its head, aiming its huge, curved horns at Errol.


  “Come on, then,” Errol snarled, standing up. He was tired of thinking, of trying to figure things out. Fighting he understood.


  It hit him like a freight train; braced as he was, he didn’t feel like he slowed the bull down at all. The horns missed him, but the head lifted him high and slammed him into the ceiling. He felt something in his body crack. Then he crashed down onto the monster’s back. He grabbed at it and wished he hadn’t, because his fingers tore through the stiff hide and into the putrid flesh beneath. He tried to get a grip on the backbone, but then it tossed him like a bad rodeo clown, and he smacked into a wall. He tried to get up, but one of his legs wouldn’t work. He watched as it backed up and took aim at him again.


  Somewhere something chimed, like a crystal bell, and the bull stopped. It stood for a moment, and then began to back up. It backed out of the hall onto the lawn and began to walk leisurely away. The rest of the dead cows followed it.


  Errol was checking out his leg when Aster returned. One of the wires had snapped, and his thigh had a crack in it.


  “Look,” he told Aster.


  “I can fix that,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”


  Once she had changed out the wire, he could walk, but she wanted to repair the thigh, so she led him toward the back of the house.


  The workshop was a big room with a skylight, but without the sun it was dim, lit only by a few fluorescent lamps. The walls were covered in odd contraptions; some looked like clocks and others like elaborate shadow boxes. One in particular caught his eye, perhaps because it was the largest and because he could see the parts moving behind the glass. In it a golden sun seemed to dance with a silver moon, while a glittering star moved alone, until the Moon moved to dance with it. When this happened, the metal disk of the sun spun to reveal a dark back. Then the moon also turned, to expose a reverse still silvery, but covered in dark blotches, like the real moon.


  Then the whole thing reset and began again. Below the action, the gears driving it were all visible.


  There were also all sorts of puppets, mechanical hands, and two life-sized manikins, built of what looked like found objects and worked wood.


  And there were loads of tools—a big circular saw, lots of hand tools, a lathe and plenty of things he didn’t recognize at all. The room smelled of sawdust and oil.


  “This where you made me?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she replied.


  “That calming spell still on me?”


  “No,” she replied, putting a c-clamp on the cracked leg and tightening it down. He felt the pressure.


  “See how calm I am?” he said.


  “You seem very calm. It’s a little worrisome. Reminds me of how you were just before you beat up Roger Bickle. You aren’t planning on beating me up, are you Errol?”


  “That depends,” he lied.


  She held up a bottle. “Wood glue,” she said.


  “You’re going to glue me back together?”


  “Dowel,” she went on, showing him a thin wooden cylinder.


  “So I’m really in a coma.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you really are a witch?”


  “I’m okay with that word,” she said. She held up something gun-shaped.


  “Electric drill,” she said.


  “Oh, no you don’t!” Errol yelped, drawing back.


  “Yeah, that’ll hurt,” Aster mused, chewing her lip.


  She smiled. “Svapdi,” she said.


  “Hey—” he began. But then everything went dark again.


  Aster finished her work on the automaton and regarded it for a long moment. She thought about calling Errol back, but he was scared and angry and full of questions, and she didn’t want the distraction. Not now, when she needed to think about what had happened.


  She should be feeling triumphant right now; not only had she successfully summoned Errol’s soul, her automaton also worked admirably well. And yet she somehow felt things hadn’t gone as they should. She supposed she had expected more gratitude from him, some thanks for at least giving him another chance. Instead it felt as if she hadn’t accomplished anything at all.


  But she hadn’t done it to save him, had she? She had done it because she needed him. So she shouldn’t be bothered that he wasn’t all brimming with appreciation.


  Anyway, all of that paled next to the appearance of the dead bull and his herd. She hadn’t even thought it was possible for a summoning to appear outside of the house. What if it was already too late? She had Errol, but not the others.


  She spent the next four hours cleaning up exploded cow, replacing the front door with one of the hall doors, and building stronger wards around the house to deter any future invasions, necro-bovine or otherwise. When she was done she glanced at the clock and saw she only had three hours before school.


  She went to her room, set the clock to let her sleep for two hours, and closed her eyes.


  Aster went over the whole thing again in second period. Mr. Watkins was droning on about ancient Greek poetry, which ordinarily she might pay attention to. He was the most interesting of her teachers, and he always seemed excited about his lectures, despite his audience. She pretended to take notes, but actually she was sketching and scribbling. Something about the lines emerging onto paper helped structure her thoughts, and today she really needed to come up with some answers. After years of nothing happening at all, suddenly it was all too quick.


  “The Elf-Whisperer is in rare form today,” someone hissed. She wasn’t sure who; a girl, but that didn’t narrow things down. But then another girl giggled, and she knew it was Jenna Morgan. Which meant the crack had come from Sara Carver.


  When Aster scribbled, sometimes her lips moved. She couldn’t help it. That had earned her several inventive nicknames— “The Girl Who Talks to Her Pencil” (in fourth grade) “Lip Reader” (fifth grade) “Psycho Scribbler” (sixth) and, of course, “Elf-Whisperer.” That one had stuck, right through to her senior year.


  She felt her face warm, but she kept her head down and pretended she hadn’t heard. It shouldn’t bother her at all, but it had been Errol who actually coined the “Elf-Whisperer” epithet. She had a tendency to depict dragons and hippogriffs and—well, elves. When they were younger, Errol had often asked her to draw pictures to go with the stories he wrote. They had even done a little comic book together. But now Errol didn’t write stories, and “Elf-Whisperer” still had a little sting in it.


  “Maybe she’s drawing herself a boyfriend,” Sara whispered. “It’s the only way she’ll ever get one.”


  Aster turned so she could just see Sara. Then she winked and blew her a kiss.


  “Oh, gross,” Sara said, a bit too loudly. “You can only dream.”


  “Ms. Carver?” Mr. Watkins said. “Is there something you would like to share?”


  “Not with her, Mr. Watkins,” Sara said.


  That got a pretty good laugh.


  “That will be enough, Ms. Carver,” Mr. Watkins said.


  Mr. Watkins called her over after the bell rang and asked to see her notebook. He thumbed through a few pages.


  “It amazes me that you never take any notes, and yet you ace all of my tests.”


  She didn’t know what to say to that, so she kept quiet.


  “There’s some interesting stuff here,” he said. “Do you read a lot of mythology?”


  “I guess I do.”


  “I don’t recognize some of these guys,” he said. “Are they from Slavic myth?”


  “They’re mostly made up,” she replied.


  He sighed. “Well, the drawing is really quite accomplished. You’re a talented young woman, Aster. I wish I could convince you to enter some of your work in the art fair this year.”


  She felt a little glow of warmth at that, and knew a smile had crept onto her lips. Mr. Watkins was pretty young, for a teacher, and he was nice-looking in a soft sort of way. And he was smart about the right things.


  “Well, I really just draw in my notebook,” she said. “I don’t know anything about framing, or matting, or any of that.”


  “If that’s the only problem, I don’t mind helping you with it.”


  “Right,” she said. “I just don’t think it’s my thing.”


  “It might help,” he said. “It might make people see you in a different light.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He scratched his head. “It’s hard to be different in high school. It’s hard to accept who you are when others don’t. I’m saying you need to take control of your talent. Make it a positive.”


  Now something in his tone made her uneasy, but she couldn’t put her finger on what.


  “I just scribble, Mr. Watkins,” she said. “I don’t think of myself as an artist.”


  “Well how do you think of yourself?” he asked, softly.


  She didn’t want to tell him the answer to that, so she just shrugged.


  “Look,” he said, “high school isn’t the real world. Some day—probably in college—you’re going to meet people who see how much you really have going for you. The real you.”


  He smiled and stared into her eyes with his big brown ones.


  Oh, my God, Aster realized.


  “Thanks, that’s good to hear,” she said. She glanced at the door. “Okay,” he said.


  “Okay,” she said, and started to go.


  “There’s something else,” he said. “Ms. Fincher wanted to see you before lunch.”


  “Okay,” she said. “Thanks.”


  “Think about what I said,” he told her. “And I’m here anytime you want to talk.”


  I’ll bet you are, she thought, but she just smiled and nodded.


  “Desvadanya,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  He looked flustered. “Did I say it wrong? I thought you were Russian.”


  “Oh,” she said. “No, not Russian. Lithuanian.”


  “Really?”


  The warning bell rang. “I have to go,” she said, and scurried off.


  Great, she thought. Another damn thing to deal with. How dumb does he think I am?


  And now she would have to learn some Lithuanian, for when he tried to “relate” to her in that language.


  Ms. Fincher stood up behind her desk and indicated a chair with an almost karate-chop motion. She wore a red dress—that, along with her small frame and darting eyes made Aster think of a cardinal—the bird, not the clergyman. She was pretty. Her father had flirted with Ms. Fincher once, when he thought Aster wasn’t listening.


  “Have a seat, Aster,” she said.


  She sat.


  Ms. Fincher smoothed her skirt and settled back into her swiveling chair. She adjusted her red-rimmed glasses with her index finger.


  “Aster, is everything okay at home?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.


  “Your father—I’ve been trying to get in touch with him. He hasn’t returned my calls or letters.”


  “He travels a lot,” she said.


  “I understand that. But I really must speak with him.”


  “What about, Ms. Fincher?” she asked.


  “About a number of things,” the counselor replied. “Things I’ve tried to talk to you about.”


  “You mean college,” Aster said.


  “Yes,” she said. “Among other things. If I can’t talk sense into you, maybe I can convince him.”


  “It’s my decision,” Aster said, “not his.”


  Ms. Fincher pursed her lips.


  “Is there some reason he might not want you to continue your education? Some cultural reason, perhaps?”


  “No Ma’am,” she said.


  Ms. Fincher looked doubtful.


  “Does your father ever take you shopping?” she asked. “Do you ever buy new clothes? What you wear is all but threadbare.”


  “Sure, Dad—well, I’m not really a clothes kind of girl. I just wear things until they fall apart, and then I get new ones.”


  “Most girls your age take some interest in their appearance.”


  “Most girls my age don’t think of much else,” she replied.


  Ms. Fincher smiled. “A new outfit or two won’t hurt you. If it’s a money problem—”


  “It’s not,” she said.


  Ms. Fincher was silent for a moment.


  “When your father is traveling, who takes care of you?”


  “I’m seventeen, Ma’am,” she said.


  “How often is he gone?” she pressed. “How many days a week would you say you’re alone?”


  “One, maybe sometimes two.”


  “Only one or two?” Ms. Fincher sounded dubious.


  “Some weeks he doesn’t travel at all,” Aster said.


  Ms. Fincher patted her desk. “Is there anything you would like to tell me, Aster? You’re safe here.”


  Aster didn’t feel safe. She didn’t feel safe at all.


  “There’s nothing, Ms. Fincher.”


  “Well,” Ms. Fincher said, with evident frustration. “Tell your father to call me. Soon. If not, we’ll be forced to look into your home life a little more closely.”


  Aster nodded and left. Her heart felt like a rock in her chest.


  Getting her father to make that call was going to be interesting, and not in the fun way. And even if that went okay, it wasn’t going to help for long.


  But maybe just long enough.


  THREE


  ACTUALLY DEAD


  Errol smelled wet leaves and soil, but he couldn’t see anything at all. Still, he knew he was in a forest. It was night and it had just rained. He reached out and took a step, felt the rough, damp bark of a tree. An owl hooted off in the distance, and now he remembered this: the night he’d been lost in the huge stretch of hills between Herbert and Bethel. He’d been scared at first, terrified, but as the night wore on, he had lost most of his fear and learned to love the woods in moonlight almost as much as he did in the day.


  But now he wasn’t so sure. The owl called again, and it sounded wrong, like his grandmother’s voice back before Aster woke him.


  He caught a bit of movement from the corner of his eye, something white, but when he turned to face it, all he saw was a slight haze. He rotated his head further and as the light moved back toward the edge of his vision, it sharpened a little. It seemed to move closer, not straight toward him, but sort of circling in.


  And then it—or rather she—came into view. At least he thought it was woman, because she wore a long white dress, and her snowy tresses fell the full length of her back. Her face was hidden by her hair, and all he could see was her chin. But as he continued to stare, she lifted and turned her head, and he abruptly knew he did not want to see her face, could not see her face. He spun and ran, smacking into a tree, feeling his flesh tear on the bark, and he heard her soft laugh.


  And he was looking at Aster again.


  “You there?” she asked.


  “Jesus,” he replied. “Oh, man.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I was just someplace,” he said. “Someplace bad. What are you doing to me, Aster?”


  “I fixed you,” she said. “See?” She pointed to his wooden leg. He could see where she had drilled holes and pushed in dowels to hold it together.


  He suddenly realized Aster had changed clothes—she now wore jeans and a brown t-shirt, untucked. And her hair was in a ponytail.


  “How long?” he murmured.


  “Well, the glue had to dry,” she said. “Plus, you haven’t been the best company.”


  “How long?”


  “Three days,” she said. Her brow crinkled. “What do you mean, ‘someplace’?”


  He wanted to be mad, but all of that was leaching out of him now. What he knew was that he could not go back in those woods, could never look in that woman’s eyes.


  “Aster,” he said, “I don’t understand what’s happening. But please don’t do that again. Don’t send me back there.”


  “What happened?” she persisted.


  “Just please don’t do it again. Whatever it is you want me to do, just tell me, and I’ll do it, and—whatever. But keep me here.”


  She regarded him seriously before responding. “I won’t send you back unless I have to,” she said.


  She didn’t explain what she meant by “have to.” He knew what she meant.


  “Anyhow,” she said, “I woke you up because we’re ready for phase two.”


  “What’s phase two?” he asked.


  “I’ll explain on the way,” she said. “Let’s get you dressed, first.”


  Errol regarded himself in the mirror. In jeans, boots, sweater and work gloves, he looked sort of normal, if a bit wide. But the face . . .


  He wasn’t sure how to take the face. The dummies in the workshop had had blanks with mere holes for eyes and mouth. But some work had gone into what he was looking at now. The light, fine-grained wood had been painstakingly carved into a semblance of his real features—his tapered chin, thin nose, high eyebrows and full lips—all there. The cheekbones were in the right place, and the expression was a little sullen, which he had to admit was probably right, most of the time. The eyes were glass balls, like big marbles, and didn’t look real at all. Maybe they were marbles. All in all, he thought it was creepier than a totally blank face would have been. At the same time, it was somehow comforting, although he couldn’t figure out why.


  He had an image of Aster, at her desk at school. She almost never looked up from it, was always doodling and drawing no matter what was going on around her. She filled notebooks with pictures of knights, elves, dragons, and weirder, made-up creatures along with strange symbols and letters that he was also pretty sure she made up. She got teased a lot for that, and he wondered guiltily if she was aware he had coined the nickname “Elf-Whisperer,” and hoped desperately that she did not.


  “And this should do it,” Aster said, sticking a baseball cap on his head.


  “I look like a scarecrow,” he muttered.


  “Oh, but you’re more like the Tin Man,” she replied.


  More with the jokes, he thought, but he held back saying it aloud.


  “So now what?” he asked.


  “Now we go for a little drive,” she replied.


  He recognized the battered old Honda; Aster had begun showing up at school with it a few months before. It started up after a few complaints, and she backed it out of the driveway and headed west on 293.


  “Keep low when we meet other cars,” she said, unnecessarily.


  “Where’s your dad, anyway?” Errol wondered.


  “Business trip,” she replied.


  He thought about all of the weird stuff in her house.


  “Does he know you’re into all this?” he asked. “Does he know about me?”


  She shrugged. “Yes and no.” She turned right onto Powers Road.


  “What does that mean?” He asked.


  “Means I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. “Eventually, but not now.”


  Errol digested that. He had only seen Aster’s father half a dozen times, always outside of the house. Even when they had been sort of friends, Aster never invited him over; she either came to his house—or more often, they wandered in the hills and pastures of Mr. Bound’s land.


  Jesus, he thought to himself. What if he’s dead? What if he’s lying on some bed in that house, just a skeleton? What if she . . .


  They passed a logging road, and Errol remembered parking there with Lisa, kissing her salty neck and fumbling beneath her shirt. The memory was so strong that for a moment it blotted out everything else, like being rolled under by an ocean wave.


  “Where are we going?” he asked, to try and distract himself.


  “Attahacha Creek,” she said. “Below the falls. How far, I’m not sure.”


  “Why?”


  “Okay,” she said. But then went quiet for a moment.


  “Okay,” she started again, “but when this starts sounding crazy, I want you to remember what I’ve done, right?”


  “You mean me,” he said. “This.” He touched his wooden face.


  “Exactly.”


  “Okay,” he said.


  She nodded. “Well, Errol, I’m on sort of a quest. And for that quest, I need companions, three of them, and I have to get them in order. You were first; the mostly-dead. I need you to find her.”


  “Find who?” he said.


  “The completely dead,” she replied. “Veronica Hale.”


  “I don’t know who that is,” he said.


  She turned left onto a dirt road that wound up into the hills. Toward the falls.


  “A girl,” Aster said, “a year or so younger than us. She disappeared somewhere around the falls. They found one of her shoes four miles downstream. But they never found her.”


  “I don’t remember hearing about that,” he said.


  “That’s because it happened thirty years ago,” she said.


  “Oh.”


  They turned on a logging road and reached the falls a few minutes later.


  The best thing about Attahacha falls was that they weren’t that great; the waterfall only dropped about six or seven feet, not like Bourne’s falls or Silas Creek, which were more impressive and always crowded in the summers. Pretty much only local teenagers went to Attahacha, to skinny dip, drink, smoke, and make out. You could hear a car coming for a mile, giving you plenty of time to reform your behavior or hide before the sheriff or some random parent showed up.


  Which meant that although they looked deserted as Aster pulled her car up, they might well not be.


  “What day is it?” he asked, suddenly.


  “Monday, October 4,” she said, climbing out of the vehicle.


  “You’re missing school? You never miss school.”


  She shrugged. “Come on.” She closed the door and began walking along the bank, downstream. After a reluctant pause, he followed her.


  “This quest of yours,” he said, kicking an old soda can from his path. There was litter everywhere, as usual. “What’s it about?”


  She smiled thinly. “Water,” she said. She reached into the bag she had across her shoulders and pulled out what looked like a little perfume bottle. It had a few drops of clear liquid in it.


  “I don’t get it,” he said.


  “The water of life,” she said. “You hear about it all the time in legends.”


  “Do you mean like the fountain of youth?”


  “That’s something else,” she said. “The water of life restores life to those who have lost it.”


  “You mean it brings people back from the dead?”


  “Sort of.”


  “Can it bring me back?” he said. “In my real body?”


  “No,” she said. “You aren’t dead. What you need is the water of health, which is an altogether different thing. And that’s what I need, as well.”


  “Why? Are you sick?”


  Aster’s thin brows pinched together, which he knew meant she wouldn’t answer that.


  “The point is,” she said, “our quest is to find the water of health, and for that we need this.” She held up the vial.


  “You’re going to bring a dead girl back to life?”


  “Not just a dead girl,” she said. “A special kind of dead girl. And I can’t find her by myself. That’s what I need you for. I won’t be able to see her. You should. When you do, take hold of her until I can sprinkle her with this.”


  Errol peered down nervously at the water.


  “You know all of this how?” he asked.


  “Well, Errol, I consulted a sort of oracle,” she said. “It’s supposed to be very reliable.”


  “What exactly am I looking for?” he asked.


  “I don’t know. But I’ll bet you know it when you see it.”


  Errol really didn’t like the sound of that. When he was younger, he’d had nightmares about skeletons coming after him, and he hated movies with zombies. If this girl had been in the creek for so many years, she was probably going to be pretty disgusting. Take hold of her?


  Aster reached for his hand, and he flinched away.


  “Don’t get any ideas,” she said. “I have to hold your hand.”


  “Oh,” he said. When she reached again, he let her fingers lace between his.


  It felt really strange, walking with her like that. Her hand seemed like an intruder in his. It sort of made his heart ache, because he ought to be holding Lisa’s hand. He didn’t understand how her feelings could change so quickly. How could you love somebody and then suddenly not? How was Brandon Alewine better than him?


  But that was a stupid question. Everybody liked Brand. He was smart and funny, a great football player—and his family had a house on Baybell Lake. And a motorboat. Now he had Lisa.


  And Errol was holding hands with the Elf-Whisperer.


  He was so intent on all that, that at first he didn’t notice anything strange. It got darker, but initially he thought that was just clouds overhead. But then he tripped on a root, a big one. He’d been down this path a hundred times and never seen that root.


  Or the tree it was attached to, for that matter, a huge oak that he was sure he would have noticed before. There wasn’t any more litter, either—no cans, bottles, or cigarette butts. Just ferns higher than his waist and a forest way more open than he remembered, without the understory of saplings, bushes, and brambles that had sprung up after the logging that had gone down a few years back.


  “What the hell,” he murmured. “This isn’t here.”


  “It’s here,” Aster said. “This is why they never found her. Because she got stuck here.”
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