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To my sister, Georgia,

because without her, there

wouldn’t be a Blight Harbor

to return to
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I’m writing this down because someone has to. And I’m writing it now before I forget too much and my brain starts making up pretend memories to fill in bits I don’t remember or understand.

Only a few people know what really happened in Blight Harbor last summer—the summer of 1921. Just me and my friends, and a few other folks who weren’t friends to anyone. And none of us are ever going to tell. Not all of it, anyway. And we each have our own reasons for that, I suppose.

But just because folks don’t know what happened doesn’t mean it didn’t matter.

Because it did. It mattered a lot.

Me and my friends couldn’t fix all the bad stuff that happened up until then, but we sure did our best to make it stop. And writing it down makes it a part of history, even if it’s a little quiet bit that no one will ever read about in schoolbooks.

First thing you need to know is I’m not going to lie. Even when lying might be easier. I’m not proud of everything we did that summer, but I’m going to tell it all. Just here and just this once.

Second thing you need to know is there’s magic in the town of Blight Harbor—big magic and small magic. And everyone who lives here knows it. If you’re already shaking your head and saying, “This girl’s making up stories,” then you might as well stop right now and go read something you do believe. A newspaper, maybe. Or a dictionary.

If you’re still reading, there’s a third thing you need to know: Magic is just a thing. It isn’t good or bad, dark or light. It just is. It’s like a tool, and tools can be used to fix what’s broken, or they can be used as weapons. All depends on whose hands they’re in.

Last summer started the way all summers start, with bright blue skies that seem like they’re bigger and higher and more than regular skies. And like summers always do, the days stretched out so far ahead of us that we couldn’t see the end of them. Summer is just one big promise of time without schoolwork or folks telling you how to fill lazy afternoons after chores are done. I suppose the warmest days of the year have their own sort of magic, the kind made up of sunshine and freedom and adventure.

But this one would end up being different from any summer before and—I hope—different from any summer I’ll ever have.

Not that it was all bad. There was plenty of good that summer too.

And all that bad and good started with a hole in the ground.
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“I found another one,” Lark said, her voice low, even though we were deep enough into the forest next to her family’s property that we couldn’t see her house and far enough away from the closest adult that we could’ve had a shouting match and no one would come running.

“Another door?” I asked. It was interesting but not unusual. It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing we had to tell hushed secrets about. Doors popped up in Blight Harbor from time to time. In fact, for both me and Lark, it was the family business: Lark’s papa found them and my daddy covered them up for safety. Every now and again someone new to town—or someone with too much curiosity and not enough sense—got the notion to sneak through one of those doors to explore the world on the other side. I related an awful lot to those curious folks, but the problem was, most of them never made their way back to tell us what they’d discovered. Or what had discovered them.

“Yeah, but something else, too. You all need to see it so we can decide what to do.” Lark looked from me to Claret to Brigid, probably trying to size up our appetite for adventure that bright June morning.

“Are you going to get us in trouble?” Claret asked, pulling the collar of her cloak up around her pale jaw. It was a reasonable question to ask Lark. Claret was a lot of mostly wonderful things, but she could also be as levelheaded as an adult and sometimes had to be nudged into shenanigans. Not that we ever had to nudge her all that hard.

“No. Maybe.” Lark’s small size, her big eyes, and the freckles across her light brown face were a disguise. She looked innocent enough to fool most people, but she was always on the verge of finding mischief if she wasn’t already in the middle of making some.

“Lark McCreary, I’m not getting a punishment the first real day of summer,” I told her. Lark’s ideas had landed us all in hot water more than once (but they were usually enough fun to make the punishment a price we were willing to pay). Like that time we’d found a nest of little garter snakes and managed to get yarn leashes on them. We’d brought them home as pets, but it turned out snakes only wear leashes for as long as they want to and are pretty good at hiding in kitchens and sock drawers and beds and whatnot.

“Mae Von Rathe,” my most troublemaking friend said, “there won’t be a punishment if we don’t get caught. Are you girly girls coming or not?”

“I’m not a girly girl,” huffed Brigid, which made us laugh a little. With her raspberry-colored curls and skin like the pink inside of a seashell—not to mention her tendency to read books with lots of kissing and her refusal to wear anything but dresses even on days with no school or church—she was the girliest of us all.

“Fine,” Lark sighed. “Brigid isn’t girly and Mae isn’t a stick in the mud and Claret isn’t going to find a way to make everything feel like homework. Are you all happy? Can we go?”

“Where?” Claret asked. We were in the protective shade of the dense woods. I knew she’d avoid going out into the sun a little longer if she could.

Lark knew it too. “Halfway between here and Brigid’s, and a little deeper in the forest. Lots of shade.”

After pausing a moment, Claret agreed. “Fine.”

“Aren’t we going to the fort? I brought some new things for it,” said Brigid. Our fort was only a few yards away but so well hidden in the trees and brambles that it might as well have been invisible.

“After,” said Lark.

My friends all looked at me. I nodded, making the call.

“Let’s go, then,” Lark said.

We followed her as she made her own path through the woods.

As we walked, I wondered at how I always ended up casting the final vote. We’d all grown up together—friends for longer than I could remember—and it had always been that way. Why did the others look to me to make decisions? I wasn’t as strong or insightful as Claret. I wasn’t as well-read or fearless as Lark. And I wasn’t as beautiful or as kind as Brigid. It was almost remarkable how unremarkable I was. But somehow I always ended up deciding. It wasn’t a question I’d ever asked out loud. Maybe my friends hadn’t caught on to how ordinary I was, and I certainly didn’t want to hang a light over it, because I knew that was going to change. The world was full of adventures to have and discoveries to make, and in my head, I was already exploring it all—I just hadn’t done it yet.

I pushed those loud thoughts away and focused instead on our trek through the trees—something I always enjoyed no matter the reason. The deeper we got, the better the air smelled, cool and damp and earthy. That morning the woods smelled like adventure.

Brigid lifted the hem of her dress off the forest floor and Claret kept her hood down, not needing it in the safety of the thick limbs and leaves (it was direct sunlight that was a problem, owing to the vampire blood she’d inherited). In my boots and overalls, I didn’t have to worry about anything but stumbling over a tree root.

There were no clear paths where we were going, and the walking was slow, but there are worse ways to spend a summer morning than trampling through the forest. We’d spent our share of days doing just that.

At an especially thick clump of trees, Brigid started to ask how much farther we’d have to go, when Lark shushed her (which was unusual, because it was often Lark who needed shushing).

Claret looked at me from under raised eyebrows.

I shrugged. I had no idea what Lark had found or what she was getting us into or why we needed to be quiet about it.

We walked around the thick growth of trees, and there it was.

A new door had indeed opened up. It mostly looked like a regular hole in the ground, maybe seven feet across. What gave it away was that it was perfectly round, like it had been sliced out of the earth by a giant cookie cutter, and the emptiness that remained was pitch-black. Lark had explained that for folks like her papa, the doors tugged at a person like they had a string right in the center of their chest. Lark could feel it a little sometimes. I never did, no matter how much I wished I could. The door in the forest floor was bigger than any that had been found recently, at least the ones my daddy had told me about, and that was definitely enough to make it kind of interesting.

But there was more.

Secured to one of the giant pine trees a couple of yards from the hole was what I first took to be a bunch of rope. Someone had thrown a few leafy branches on top of the coil in a half-hearted attempt to hide it, probably not expecting anyone to come across the tangled heap.

When Lark stepped silently toward the pile and pulled up a handful to show us, I saw that it wasn’t exactly a rope, but a rope ladder. And a really long one, judging by the size of the pile on the ground.

Claret scanned the forest around us, and I knew she was looking and listening for any sign of company. It wasn’t just the sun that affected my friend—all her senses were a little better than the average person (who usually didn’t have even a tiny bit of vampire blood in their veins).

Brigid inched a little closer to my side, worry radiating from her.

I had eyes only for the door. Someone had found a new one. And instead of reporting it, they planned to use it. It was the only explanation for the rope ladder.

Jealousy ran through me like bright electricity. I wanted nothing more than to explore—to climb mountains and walk the bottom of the ocean and sail to both poles on wooden ships. And maybe even more than all that, I wanted to meet the ghosts of those who had died exploring those places. I wanted to learn all the languages I could and talk to those fallen adventurers, hear their stories and write them down so they’d no longer be lost to time. But all those dreams were miles and years away. There were plenty of ghosts to talk to in my own hometown (Blight Harbor was one of the most haunted towns in the nation, according to just about everyone). And there was plenty of exploring to be done right on the other side of Blight Harbor—a whole uncharted world. Only it was completely and totally off limits. To everyone. What I knew about the place beyond the doors was just from stories told and rumors spread to keep the curious away.

I stepped with careful feet to the edge of the hole.

Brigid hissed at me, but I waved her off.

I got down on my knees. I ran my hands around the inner edge of the chasm, smooth like polished stone, then reached down. My arm disappeared at the elbow into the black like it had been cut off. I didn’t dare reach farther for fear of toppling in. If that were to happen, chances were good I’d never find my way back out. Even I knew it was a bad idea to fall in unprepared and unarmed.

Anything could be on the other side.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t take a look.

I lowered myself to my stomach and gestured for Claret.

She nodded and joined me on the ground.

Claret grabbed both my legs at the ankles, and I pulled myself headfirst over the edge of the hole.

I bent at the waist, half of my body lowered into the dark.

Inside, it was black. Blacker than any moonless night or windowless room. There was the damp earth smell, stronger now, but also something else. Like roses, but sharper and more dangerous, a familiar smell that came with all the doors. The air wasn’t cool or warm or anything else. It just was. I couldn’t see anything in any direction as the hungry black swallowed my vision and pushed the summer light away. I was grateful for Claret’s strong grip on my legs as I reached down into the hole as far as I could, my fingertips grazing the glassy wall, feeling for the other side. It went farther than I could grasp. This wasn’t the first door I’d investigated, not by a long shot, but it was the deepest. I reached, stretching as far as my body would let me. My heart thrummed in my chest. I was so close to getting through to the place beyond the door—I could feel it, a gentle tug on my bones.

Even though I couldn’t see it, I knew what waited on the other side. Part of it, anyway: A landscape of black grass and purple sky with a big, dark sun hanging over it all. But that was just the start, just the stuff that was always there, according to folks who claimed to know. On the other side of the doors scattered around Blight Harbor was a world we’d only just begun to explore, and I was determined to be one of the first to really investigate it. To map it out and maybe even understand it. My pulse was pounding in my temples—partly because I’d been upside down for a while, but mostly because I was thrilled to be this close to adventure.

I lifted an arm and waved back toward Claret to lower me. For a few seconds nothing happened. I could almost see my friend’s face as she thought it through, deciding if it was a good idea. Then I felt her squeeze my ankles twice. She was telling me no.

Dang it.

Claret pulled, and I came up out of the hole and back onto solid ground. Even the dim light of the forest made me squint after the perfect black of the chasm. Stars danced in front of my eyes, but that was just because I’d been hanging wrong side up in the dark.

“It’s deep,” I told them softly. “Real deep.”

Claret glanced at Brigid (whose arms were crossed tight over her chest as she tried to chew a hole through her bottom lip), then whispered to me, “She’s nervous. And I might have heard someone. Far away, but still…”

“Could just be the boys roughhousing?” I asked loudly enough for Brigid to hear too.

Claret shook her head, and that was good enough for me.

“Let’s go.” Lark jerked her head back the way we came.

We started retracing our steps. Quieter now. And faster, too.

We didn’t need to talk about what we did next. We split up. We’d meet at the fort, but we’d each take a different route to get there. If any of the neighborhood boys had followed us, we’d make it as tough as we could for them to find our hideout.
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I was the first to reach the fort. Not including Graham, of course. Ghosts don’t really count, since they’re pretty reliably found wherever they’ve decided to haunt.

It was usually that way—my being first to get anywhere. Making people wait for me made me nervous, and when I was nervous, I was bound to get cross with someone and have to apologize later. Apologizing was nearly as bad as making people wait, so I tried to avoid both.

It was a toss-up who would show next, Lark or Claret. If Lark was next, she’d be whistling or humming or singing to herself, so I’d hear her coming. Lark (no one—not even the teachers—dared call her by her given name, Loretta) would saunter up all nonchalant so that if anyone was watching, they’d think she had nowhere in particular to go and no time in particular to get there. Claret, on the other hand, would show up sudden and silent, like a stalking cat. To this day, I’ve never met anyone who makes less noise than Claret, and that was when she wasn’t even trying to be quiet. When she was trying, Claret might as well not have been there at all.

Brigid would be last because, well, because she was Brigid. She would arrive after the rest of us, flushed extra pink and full of stories about how her shoe fell off and she managed to lose it or how she’d gotten turned around and walked two miles when she should have had to walk less than one. But that was just Brigid, and it didn’t make us love her any less.

I didn’t mind waiting, only being waited on. Besides, it gave me a chance to try to talk to Graham before the others arrived.

Ghosts can’t speak, at least not in a way the living can usually hear. They can, of course, still find ways to communicate, which is why most houses in Blight Harbor—the houses that are haunted and those that receive occasional visitors—always have a slate and chalk at the ready.

Having a haunted fort hadn’t been in the plans when we’d built it on the edge of Lark’s property that spring, back where the fields gave way to the woods that surrounded most of Blight Harbor. We’d scavenged boards and tin sheeting from the junkyard east of town and dragged them back on trailers hitched to the bikes Claret’s grandpapa let us borrow.

What we hadn’t realized at the time was that the house our building materials had come from had been haunted, so when we built the fort out of its remains, Graham found it not long after. He seemed happy to have his home back, even if it was a whole lot smaller and leakier than before.

The summer sun warmed my shoulders and back as I approached our meeting spot, and the air smelled like all the things growing and rotting in the forest. I slipped into the narrow space between some thorny bushes, checking over my shoulder first to make sure no one was around. There in the clearing stood our fort. It was a good foot taller than Claret (we used her to decide how high to make the walls since she was the tallest of our group) and mostly square shaped.

[image: A black-and-white illustration of Mae standing in front of a small wooden cabin surrounded by dark, eerie trees.]

Before going in, I reached into the wide pocket on the front of my overalls and pulled out the handkerchief I’d taken from Daddy’s supply to wipe the sweat off my forehead. If he ever missed the occasional rogue kerchief, he never let on any more than when his tools disappeared briefly, only to be returned in almost the right place a day or two later. Daddy didn’t talk much more than Graham, but his regular shoulder pats and occasional hugs told me everything I needed to know about where I stood with him. He trusted me, and I made it a point to deserve that trust. So I always returned his things, and did my very best not to lie to him much if I could help it.

Sky the color of robins’ eggs peeked through a ceiling of green leaves where the branches of the tall trees shook hands with one another. Soon enough, those leaves would get heavy with the gold and bronze of autumn and then disappear entirely, leaving only black stick fingers clawing into a winter sky. But that was all weeks and months away, and summer still stretched out before me, wild and full of potential.

I pulled the sheet metal away from the fort’s entrance (a proper door was on the running list of upgrades we had planned for our hideout), just enough so that I could squeeze through without getting scratched or catching my shirtsleeve on its ragged edges.

I slipped through and breathed in the smell of old wood and earthen floor. It was cooler outside than in, thanks to the shade cast by the ancient trees all around. At roughly eight feet by eight feet, the fort was bigger—and sturdier—than any the boys had made. While the boys thought they’d hidden their forts well, we’d found them one by one. And not a one of them measured up to ours. As much as we might have wanted to, we never disturbed those other hideouts. But it was an option we kept in our back pockets. Last summer Lars and Jimmy and their bunch got the smart idea to paint our old fort the brightest yellow they could get their grubby hands on. The lemony color made the little structure impossible to hide, and even worse, they’d done a terrible job of it. We’d had to find a new location and start all over again, but the boys had accidentally done us a favor—our new hideout was the best in Blight Harbor by a mile.

There were no real windows in our fort, but a window-shaped opening on the south side was protected by an oversized shutter with peeling black paint (another lucky find in the haunted rubble), and when opened, it let plenty of air and sunlight and sometimes bugs through. I threw the shutter wide, knowing I might have to close it again when Claret arrived, depending on how much light was coming in. Claret could, of course, wear her hood or keep her parasol open to protect herself, but Brigid had thoughts about opening umbrellas indoors. She claimed it was not only rude but also bad luck. I wasn’t sure if that was due to Brigid’s witch lineage or if she was just being plain old superstitious.

Two walls were lined with benches that had been liberated from the elementary school when it had upgraded to proper desks. Only the south wall was without a bench. Instead, shelves had been added to either side of the window. On the shelves were our treasures: a partially collapsed globe, three mismatched vases filled with dried wildflowers, and assorted books and maps we figured might come in handy. The decorating was all Brigid’s idea. She insisted Graham’s home should be a nice one.

Our ghostly companion sat on the bench on the east side of the fort, close to the window. He smiled and waved hello while I opened the shutter and checked the corners for fresh spiderwebs (I’d have to shoo out any critters before Brigid arrived or we’d all have to hear about it until she was convinced the invaders were well and truly banished).

“Mornin’, Graham.”

“Hello, Mae,” he mouthed. I could hear ghosts some of the time—not always, like my daddy could, and usually not for very long—but I couldn’t hear him today. I gave a sad shake of my head. I knew Daddy was proud I’d inherited his gift by the way he told folks about it. He said it would get easier over time, just like it had for him and other people in our family. And then he’d teach me how to focus so I could hear the dead when I wanted to and shut them out when I didn’t. His momma had taught him, and he said it was a good thing to learn, because if there was too much ghostly chatter all the time, it was hard to think your own thoughts. My own momma had lots of gifts of her own, but none of them were the otherworldly sort. My older brother, Ben, took after her, but he had the worldly smarts and bookish brain to more than make up for it. There were days—like when I struggled with math or an essay—that I would have happily traded talents with Ben. But most days I was glad I’d taken after Daddy, even if I had to wait a while to get good at using those gifts.

I looked at the slate that sat next to the ghost boy. On it was written a series of Rs, the rows all slanting down a bit as they went left to right.

Graham looked at me with big eyes as I picked up the slate and studied it.

“They look real good. You’re learning fast.” I wiped the slate clean with my sleeve. “Now how about you write all the letters you can remember, in order, starting with A?”

Graham nodded and got to work. He picked up the chalk and began scratching out his letters, tongue poking between his lips as he focused. The sun coming from the south illuminated Graham’s thin edges, and he glowed gold with it.

It got me thinking—not for the first time—that it was a shame a boy his age had stuck around after dying. Graham had been only seven when he passed, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what kind of unfinished business a child that age might have. More than once, me and the girls had invited Graham to come home with us, where he could at least be around other people. Graham always politely refused and just kept on drawing his surprisingly good pictures of birds or bugs or squirrels on his slate, making it clear he preferred his little home in the woods and the company of the critters there.

I was inspecting Graham’s work (he’d forgotten F and his L was backward, but he was improving), when low, musical whistling filled the air. For a split second I thought it was Lark, but the whistling was all wrong, and Graham’s brow furrowed in concern.

I stepped to the makeshift window to look out and Graham caught my sleeve, tugging it the best he could, mouthing, “Get down. Hide.”

I did as I was told, crouching so only my eyes and the top of my head peeked over the window frame. I caught a glimpse of a man walking through the woods, maybe thirty yards away. He was too deep in the shadows for me to tell who he was. The whistling faded as the man made his way farther into the forest.

“It’s just someone out for a walk, Graham.” The woods were a shortcut to lots of places, and it wasn’t unusual to see people moving through them to get from one place to another. Besides, I couldn’t think of a single soul—living or otherwise—to be afraid of in Blight Harbor. Sure, there were some folks who were grumpy or standoffish, but that didn’t make them dangerous.

Graham shook his head, returned to his slate, and wiped it with the scrap of cloth he kept for that purpose. He drew with quick, violent strokes, then, with some effort, tilted the slate up so I could see it.

Graham had drawn something sort of person shaped with sharp teeth and claws. It looked like this:

The picture made my skin crawl, and the blood inside me felt cold and sluggish. It was a scary picture, but it wasn’t what I’d seen out the window.

[image: A childlike drawing of a person with sharp teeth and claws in a sunny outdoor setting.]

“Stop it,” I told Graham. “It’s just a man. You’ll give yourself the willies for no good reason.”

And me, I thought. You’re giving me the willies too.

A soft voice just behind my right ear said, “Well, isn’t that a lovely drawing.”

I whipped around so fast, my elbow hit the wall, but at least the pulsing pain got my heart going again. It had stopped ticking when that whisper surprised me. I suppose I really was spooked.

“Dang it, Claret,” I said, rubbing my elbow. “How about you stop sneaking up on folks like that?”

“How about you learn to listen?” she said with a half smile as she pulled the hood of her black cloak off her head.

I rolled my eyes and punched her in the shoulder.

Claret brushed the punch off with her long fingers. I knew it hadn’t hurt her—I wasn’t strong enough.

Claret was taller than me by half a head, and that head was covered with long, raven-black hair. She was thin in a way that would look skinny on other kids, but on her it looked elegant, which is a word I usually would have saved for grown-ups, but it fit her just right. In fact, to look at Claret, everything about her was elegant. Even the pants and shirt she wore. Us girls who wore pants all made do with hand-me-downs from our brothers or boy cousins. Claret’s clothes were made by her grandmother, and tailored to fit her just so.

But looks weren’t everything, and behind Claret’s dark eyes and skin so pale it was lavender in the shadows was a girl tougher than anyone I knew. Claret was strong, for a start, and fast. She moved like a wild predator, silent and sure. Her whole family was the same way. Some folks were scared of the Mordelles on account of their vampire lineage. I was once too, but that fear went away as soon as I got to know them.

Graham smiled up at Claret. She leaned her black parasol against one wall and knelt next to him to study his artwork. Now that my friend was with me, the picture didn’t spook me quite as much. It was only a creepy drawing by a kid who happened to be unusually good at drawing.

It was just a man, I told myself, just a man taking a walk. Not some monster out there in the woods with my friends.

“I’m not sure I’d like to run into this one at night,” Claret told Graham solemnly.

Graham began to talk, but he was going too fast, and I couldn’t read his lips.

Claret glanced up at me. “Can you hear him today?”

I shook my head.

“Shame. I’d love to know what this is all about.”

“Little boys, big imaginations,” I said with a dismissive wave, ready to talk about something else.

More whistling wound through the cracks and seams of the fort, but this time it was familiar. Lark was coming. My heart sped up the way it always did when I knew Lark was on her way. Waiting for Lark to show up was exciting, the same sort of exciting as that first tug of a fish on a line. She had a knack for finding adventure where no one else could see it.

The whistling stopped as Lark eased her tiny frame past the makeshift door. She was a few months away from twelve—Brigid and I already were, and Claret, well, I’m not quite sure exactly how old Claret was—but she could have passed for ten. She used her looks to her advantage, and they’d gotten us out of a pickle more than once. She might have looked like a little kid, but Lark was as smart and wily as anyone I knew.

When she saw the three of us (Graham included) in the fort, Lark shook her head. “Why are you all just sitting around here being boring? We’ve got important stuff to discuss.” Her words were tough, but the gold and green flecks in her brown eyes sparkled.

Graham scowled and pointed a small finger at his slate.

Lark cocked her head, a question in her eyes.

“There was a man walking in the woods,” I explained. “Gave him the willies for some reason.”

“Can you—” Lark began.

“Not today,” I interrupted, not wanting to talk about it. How was I supposed to travel the world and collect the untold stories of the bravest of ghosts if I couldn’t have a conversation with them? Daddy promised I just had to be patient, but I was tired of waiting.

Lark nodded, picked up the slate, and looked at it thoughtfully. “Did you see a boogeyman, buddy?”

Graham nodded. The look on his face said he was grateful to Lark for taking him seriously, which made a shamed flush crawl up my neck. I probably should have been more patient with him.

“Hmm. Might be your eyes played a trick.”

Graham scowled again.

Lark sat down next to him on the bench. “Or maybe you do know what you saw. What if I promise to keep an eye out for him? And if I see him, I’ll tell my papa. Or Mae’s daddy. They’ll know what to do.” Lark had a way with kids—even ghost kids—and she knew when they needed someone to take them seriously.

A look of gratitude crossed Graham’s face and he threw his arms around Lark, giving her the tightest hug a ghost could give.

“Okay, okay, kiddo. You’re welcome.” Lark shook him off, but gently. She looked to me and Claret. “Still waiting on the princess?”

“She’ll be here soon,” Claret replied. “She always shows up. Eventually.”

Lark rolled her eyes, but it was all for show. “We’ll wait for her to get here before we talk about all… that out there.”

I knew she meant the new door. I was already itching to make a plan to use that rope ladder, but we had to wait for Brigid. The four of us were a team.

Lark turned back to Graham. “Brought you a present.”

The ghost boy sat up straighter, and even though he did his best to compose his face, there was no missing the excitement that peeked through.

Lark took her leather book bag off her shoulder and opened it up. Inside, as always, were enough books to make it heavy, but there was something else on top of the pile of reading.

A stuffed bear emerged from the bag. Its fur was well worn and its paws were threadbare, like it had held hands with a child on countless long, dark nights. The bear’s grey fur surrounded bright black eyes that had the knowing, thoughtful look of all stuffed things that have been loved by a child. “Harold was mine, but I’ve been thinking he needs a new home since I don’t play with him like I should. I’m worried he might be lonely, but my brothers would just tear him to pieces. Could you take care of him for me?”

Graham nodded and, although he didn’t need to breathe, looked like he was holding his breath.

Lark placed the bear on Graham’s lap. The boy hugged it as tightly as he’d hugged her only a minute before. He buried his face in the fur, and when he looked back up, there were ghostly tears in his eyes. Seeing his reaction wrung my heart like a dishrag in my chest.

It was getting awfully uncomfortable in the fort with all those feelings floating around, when the clang of sheet metal and a string of unladylike curses filled the air.

Brigid had arrived.

“Can we please fix this? I’m going to ruin another dress,” she said, gently pulling the fabric away from the sharp metal so she wouldn’t tear it. Brigid looked up at all of us and furrowed her pink forehead. “What in the world are you all so sour about? Have you sorted out what to do about that door? Oooohh, Graham, look at your bear! Lark, I thought you couldn’t sleep without Harold?” She was a flowery tornado, all twirling skirts and tangled-up thoughts that turned into equally tangled-up words.

Brigid sat next to Graham and kissed him on the top of his head. I can’t say for sure the ghost blushed, but he wore the biggest smile I’d seen on him all morning. Maybe his biggest smile ever. She put her soft, round arms around the little boy and squeezed. “I love your bear. And look, I brought you presents too!”

Lark shook her head and waved a hand at the almost-full shelves. “Isn’t there enough in here already?”

Brigid ignored her, stood up, and reached into the pocket of her dress. From it she pulled a book with a picture of two children on the front. I recognized it as a school primer we’d used when we were little. “To work on your letters,” she told Graham as she placed it on a shelf.

She reached down into her pocket again and brought out a large glass canning jar with a lid poked full of holes, which she set next to the book. “For fireflies! And I left the top mostly unscrewed so it will be easy for you.”

Brigid reached into her pocket a third time, almost to her elbow, and felt around for something. Then she really leaned in to dig around, so deep that her arm was in nearly to her shoulder. “Aha, sneaky thing,” she said. Then, using both hands so as not to get the hook caught on the edges of her pocket, she pulled out a smallish fishing rod. “Do you know how to fish? I don’t, but I bet Mae or Lark can teach you. Do you like it? I hope you like it!”

Graham ran his fingers along the fishing rod and beamed at Brigid. It was clear he liked it very much.

“When is your mother going to make me one of those magic pockets?” Lark asked. We’d all asked the same thing more than once.

“When you start wearing dresses. Mimi says special pockets are for dresses, mostly because dresses don’t have proper ones in the first place, and since everyone needs a pocket she just makes them extra special out of spite.” Brigid smiled patiently like she’d been explaining how to boil water instead of why her witch momma made her magic pockets.

“We’re all here now.” I said it to all three of my (living) friends, but it was really Lark I was speaking to. I was already tired of talking about dresses and witch pockets (even though I wanted one of my own). My hands were fidgeting and my feet wouldn’t stop pacing. I wanted to talk about the door.

Lark grinned. “Didn’t think you’d be able to wait much longer. Yup, I found it yesterday before supper.”

“Have you told your father?” Claret asked.

Lark gave Claret a withering look. “Of course not. I wanted to investigate first. Besides, Papa’d just tell Mae’s daddy and they’d cover it up.”

“Which they should,” said Brigid, sounding every bit like a prim schoolteacher. “So folks don’t get too curious and end up lost on the other side. The doors are dangerous.”

“We don’t know they’re dangerous. Not for sure.” I was pacing around the fort. “We don’t know much about the Dark Sun Side at all, and that scares folks.”

“We know people get lost there,” said Claret.

“Only if they don’t have a good anchor here.” I could feel my cheeks burning. I was sick of hearing how risky it was to go through the doors. Everyone knew all you needed was something to bridge one side to the other—even a length of yarn would do—and the truth was that no one had been lost in a long time. Granted, as far as I knew, there weren’t many people gallivanting off to that strange otherworld in the first place. “Folks are scared when all they need to do is not be careless.”

“Someone else agrees with you,” Lark said. “When I found the door, the rope ladder wasn’t heaped up against the tree.”

That stopped me in my shoes even though my hands and brain wouldn’t stay still. I should have been as nervous as Brigid looked, but I wasn’t. All my fidgety energy was on account of my being excited.

“Then how did you know the ladder was there?” Claret narrowed her eyes at Lark.

“Because it was there, but not bunched up. When I found the door, the ladder was hanging down in it.”

“And now it’s not,” I said. Not only was there an unreported door out in the woods, but it was safe enough that someone had gotten through and then back again.

“Which means…,” Lark said, looking right at me.

“Someone got in there and got back out.”

“Which means…” Lark was smiling.

“We can too.”
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“You promised we’d ride bikes today,” Brigid said, changing the subject. I knew she really wanted to—we all did—but I was also keenly aware that my friend was trying to distract us from the door in the woods.

“We did promise,” Claret agreed. “Grandpapa said he’d be waiting for us.”

None of us, aside from Claret, had bicycles of our own. I dreamed of having one—I think the other girls did too—but they were a luxury our families couldn’t afford. On the other hand, Grandpapa (we all called him that) had a whole garage full of them. The man was many interesting things, but being an eclectic collector was at the top of that list. The eldest Mr. Mordelle had all sorts of things: boxes of old hand mirrors, an array of antique silver coins, and the one that most interested me and my friends—bicycles.

Fortunately for the four of us, Grandpapa was as generous as he was odd, and almost always willing to let us borrow bicycles for the day (provided we brought them back cleaned up and still functional).

“Fine. But we’re not done with this,” Lark said to the group, though I knew she was really talking to Brigid.

I caught Lark’s eye and nodded slightly. She returned the gesture. She and I would be plotting our next trip to the forest door as soon as we had time alone. Chances were Claret hadn’t missed the brief interaction, but that was fine. She’d likely go along with us, and it was Claret who’d be able to convince Brigid to join us when the time came. As different as they were, there was a special bond between those two.

“You coming with us?” Lark asked Graham, who was busy watching out the window.

Graham shook his head and squeezed Harold the bear. Then he pointed toward the woods and tapped his slate. I was happy to see he’d wiped away the monster. It meant he’d soon be drawing his woodland friends again.

“All right, then,” Lark told him, “but we’ll be back later. You take good care of Harold for me.”

Graham’s face was serious. I will. I knew he’d protect that bear with his life if he still had one.

We said our goodbyes. Brigid gave Graham another big hug, which sent him grinning shyly all over again. Claret retrieved her parasol and pulled the hood of her cloak up so it hid her eyes and protected her face.

Then we were off.

We left the fort and crossed the field toward Lark’s house.

As tall grass gave way to a tidy yard, I glanced over my shoulder, admiring our handiwork. Even from this short distance, our hideout was practically invisible. Between the thick brambles and the close-growing trees, you had to know it was there to spot it. There wouldn’t be any yellow paint pranks this time.

Lark’s house was a nice one, wide and white with cornflower-blue shutters and a backyard with a covered swing and deep chairs for sitting and talking. As we approached, her momma, papa, and auntie Meredith were there doing just that.

Lark’s momma had been a Hansen before she married into the McCreary family, and the Hansens had lived in Blight Harbor for generations. She was small like Lark, with skin that burned in the summer and thick, dark blond hair. Mrs. McCreary was as smart as she was nice, never missed a thing, and worried too much.

Lark’s papa was a tall man with dark brown skin and the kindest smile you ever saw. Her momma liked to tell anyone who’d listen that she’d fallen in love with that smile on the same day he moved into town.

Lark’s auntie Meredith was her momma’s sister, but you wouldn’t know they were blood relatives if you met them on the street. Meredith was tall and narrow and looked mean and sickly all the time. Not that she’d ever been mean to me, but it was in the way her smile looked like it hurt and her eyes never lit up. Lark used to defend her aunt if I brought her up, but recently she’d been doing less and less of that. I didn’t like being around the woman, and of late, it seemed Lark didn’t either.

“Where you girls off to?” called Mr. McCreary with a wave.

“We’re gonna visit Grandpapa and ride bikes,” Lark replied.

“Good enough. Y’all remember to say your thank-yous and take care of those bikes.” That was really directed at me and Lark, as we were the most likely to ride our bikes into a ditch or crash them trying to jump the creek. “Mae, your daddy ready for some work come next week?”

“Yes, Mr. McCreary. Daddy said he’s expecting you anytime now.”

Daddy and Lark’s papa were business partners. Mr. McCreary had a knack for finding weak places in Blight Harbor—like the door in the forest—and Daddy was skilled at covering them up with pretty—but strong—wrought iron covers. Those places could be hard to find, and harder to fix, so the two of them stayed pretty busy. It occurred to me it was odd that Lark’s papa hadn’t sensed the door we’d found that morning, as it was awfully close to his own house, but I pushed the thought away to ponder another time.

“Mind you be careful, girls,” said Mrs. McCreary. Her eyes and her tone made it clear that she wouldn’t be tolerating any nonsense from us.

Lark’s aunt Meredith harrumphed loud enough for us to hear, and it was all I could manage not to roll my eyes into the back of my head.

“Yes, Momma. Besides, it’s daylight for hours.”

“You’re home for supper or I come find you myself.”

“Yes, Momma.” Lark’s folks might have been too far away to catch the irritation in her voice, but I heard it loud and clear.

“Folks can disappear in the daytime, too, Loretta,” said Auntie Meredith in a too-sugary voice from under the shade of a big oak tree.

“Wish you’d disappear,” Lark said under her breath. Louder, and honey sweet herself, she said, “Yes, Auntie.”

Auntie Meredith wasn’t exactly wrong. It was true that people had been disappearing from Blight Harbor for a couple of years. Not often enough to cause much more than a lot of talk, and it was mostly the types prone to up and leave a place—folks without any real ties to anyone, who had come to Blight Harbor only to move on without a forwarding address.

Most visitors were drawn to my hometown by its reputation—the reputation it had for being haunted, the reputation it had for welcoming most any kind of folks, or both. They’d come in on a wind and a whim and leave the same way. Maybe a dozen all told. And never—we reminded all the adults who got to fretting—did any kids go missing. The way we saw it, there was no good reason for these grown-up worries to interfere with our summer.

But Lark’s momma was a worrier and her aunt was a busybody, so we had the same conversation most times we crossed paths. I could only imagine how often Lark had to hear about it, living under the same roof as both of them, and that was without their knowing about most of the mischief we got ourselves into.

We made our way off the McCreary property and headed toward town. Claret’s family home was on the other side of Blight Harbor, just north of our little downtown.

As we started to cross Derry Road, a now-familiar whistling drifted from the side of the diner on the corner. I knew then who the mystery man in the woods had been.

Brigid turned pinker than usual and made a show of narrowing her eyes at the man leaning against the wall of the building.

“Keep walking,” Claret said.

“He’d better hope I keep walking,” Brigid huffed.

“Get ’im, Bridge,” Lark stage-whispered.

“Not helpful,” said Claret.

I didn’t bother saying anything. We all knew what was about to happen.

Brigid couldn’t help herself. She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, grabbed her skirts, and flounced them for maximum effect as she turned sharply toward the whistling man.

“Good morning, Miss Littleknit,” said Johnny Pope. A tooth-filled smile stretched across his face. His too-long sandy hair shadowed his eyes, making them unreadable. Johnny should have been on his family farm, turning the soil with his brothers. Instead, he was dressed in clean pants and a bright white shirt with brown shoes shined so the sun glinted off them, looking like he didn’t have a thing in the world to do aside from holding up the wall he was leaning against.

“Don’t you good morning me. You know what you did, Johnny. You’d best go find Emmi right this minute and apologize. She’s heartsick.” Nothing in Brigid’s tone indicated that she was speaking to a man at least ten years her senior. Pope and Brigid’s favorite cousin, Emilia, were an on-and-off item, and every time things were off, Emilia would be inconsolable for days. Brigid, who loved Emilia like an older sister, couldn’t bear to see her upset by a no-account rascal like Johnny.

“Me and Emilia’ll make up. We always do.” Pope’s smile stayed put and his tone remained too pleasant for the conversation. Most grown men wouldn’t respond kindly to being chastised by a twelve-year-old girl, and in public, for that matter. But Johnny Pope didn’t seem to care at all. I didn’t have any reason to think he cared about much of anything, what with his lazing around town and working the occasional day at the slaughterhouse when he needed some pocket money. All the while his four brothers, hard workers and respectable, toiled long hours to keep the family farm alive.

“I hope you don’t make up. No, you know what? Don’t apologize to Emmi. Just leave her alone, Johnny,” said Brigid in a hot tumble of words.

“I think I’ll do what I like. Might be I’ll even marry her, prettiest girl in town and all.” Pope reached a hand in his pocket and pulled out four shiny copper pennies. He began running them back and forth across his knuckles like he was bored with the conversation and needed something to do, but when his eyes cut back Brigid’s way, they were hard.

I flinched, even if Brigid didn’t.

“And when are you going to start calling me Mr. Pope?” His tone was teasing but his eyes were serious.

“When you start acting like a man,” Brigid retorted.

My eyes widened. Even for my fiery friend, that was bold.

The look on Lark’s face said she was loving every minute of it.

“Enough,” said Claret, taking Brigid by the arm as she tried to pull our friend across the street and away from Johnny. “You said your piece.”

“You and your girlfriends ain’t worth a nickel put together,” said Johnny to Brigid. His eyes were still hard, but his mouth turned up in a self-satisfied little smile. “Ain’t nothin’ but pennies. I’m not concerned with a few cents here or there. Don’t mean a thing to me.”

He caught the pennies he’d been running over his knuckles in the palm of his hand and then, without looking away from us, dropped them in the street. They rang out against the pavement. Some kid was going to find them and have a good day at the candy shop, but not one of us was about to pick up that tainted copper.

I thought for a moment that Brigid would keep going until her mouth got her in real trouble, but she took a deep breath and looked at Claret, who wore a kind but stern expression. It was near impossible to get Brigid stopped once she started going. Only Claret seemed to have that ability.

Brigid took a deep breath. Her shoulders sat high and squared, then sagged a little.

“Just… just be better,” Brigid said softly to Pope.

The man didn’t respond but looked to be on the verge of laughing.

We left him there, flipping fresh coins between his knuckles and whistling like the conversation had never happened at all.



By the time we reached Claret’s house, Brigid had mostly cooled off.

I stared up at the enormous three-story Victorian house. It always took my breath. The entire structure was painted the darkest grey and surrounded by a neat garden full of flowers in every shade of magenta and fuchsia you could imagine.

The Mordelle home really was a family home, with at least four generations living under its very generous roof. I loved the house, with its many rooms and beautiful old objects and art. I’d mentioned to Claret once how lucky she was to live there, but she’d just shrugged and said, “A lot of dusting.”

That day, we weren’t headed into the house—we went straight to the garage, set back deep in the expansive yard. The garage was painted the same color as the house and was the size of most folks’ homes, with two sets of double doors in front. There were windows placed high in those doors and a couple on either side of the building, but they were a smoky grey rather than clear glass, allowing Grandpapa to work without risk of being blistered by the sun on even the brightest of days. The Mordelles weren’t full vampire by any means, but there was enough of that unusual ancestry concentrated in their blood—especially the older generations—to make them careful in the daytime.

We went to a single door on the far side of the garage and Claret knocked, three sharp taps and two slow ones. Grandpapa would know it was us.

We didn’t wait long. It seemed the ancient man really was expecting us.

Grandpapa pulled the door open. As always, he was too neatly groomed and too well-dressed for a garage. “Come in, girls. No need to ask—I know why you’re here.”

It was the same every time: we never had to beg to use the bikes, but we did have to get permission.

Grandpapa stepped aside into the shadows to let us in.

Each of us said polite good mornings as we walked inside, all except Claret, who lowered her parasol and hugged him tight. Grandpapa closed the door behind us to keep out the pesky sun. We didn’t need it to see, because unlike most garages (and half the houses) in town, this one had three electric lights spaced out evenly across the ceiling. The building was full of the wonderful scent of metal and oil and dry, dusty air.

A collection of bicycles was waiting for us. They filled the garage, standing on the floor and hanging from the walls. Claret had her own shiny scarlet Schwinn parked there, complete with a bell, a basket, and a neat black shade that kept the sun off her when she was riding during the day.

All the rest of the bicycles were Grandpapa’s, and there were a lot of them. Typically, Brigid, Lark, and I would each take bikes that were already a little dented and dinged. We didn’t want to mess up the nicer ones.

But, it turned out, this morning was different.

“Not so fast today, girls,” Grandpapa said as he strolled over to stand between us and the bikes. The old man was tall, easily a half head taller than my own tall daddy, and thin as a rail. He had a head full of white hair and small round spectacles that sat on the end of his sharp nose. He was dressed as casually as I’d ever seen him (but as well as most men were for church): a pressed ash-grey shirt, crisp black pants, and suspenders. He was holding a white handkerchief he’d clearly been using to wipe black grease from his hands, although some of it had made it onto that nice shirt.

My heart sank. Lark and I had ridden pretty hard the last time, and I figured we were at best about to get a lecture and at worst be told we were no longer allowed to borrow the beloved bikes that we secretly pretended were ours, even if only for a short while.
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