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A fog poured inside the cemetery gates, rushing in like a ghostly tide. Over mounds and gullies the white vapor rolled, swallowing up markers and swirling around monuments, all the while pursuing a girl with straight blond hair. Striding unknowingly ahead, she held her hand up to her ear, black raincoat swishing as she tromped over the untold number of souls buried beneath her.


Stopping suddenly, she broke the deathly silence.


“I already told you where I am, Marty!” she yelled. From within her curtain of unnatural-looking hair, a hidden phone appeared—an expensive model, tucked into a pink leather sleeve. Holding out the device, she began yelling directly at it. “Thanks to you, I’m in some disgusting graveyard in the middle of nowhere, that’s where!”


The girl put the phone to her ear again as a voice could be heard pleading with her. Listening, she nodded impatiently for a while before suddenly shaking her head furiously.


“I know it’s in my contract!” she shouted. “But that’s your job, isn’t it—to get me out of things? Otherwise, why even bother having an agent?”


The tiny voice began speaking again, this time with a noticeably stern tone. As the girl listened, the fog began circling her ankles, then swirling up around her legs like a supernatural flood.


“Marty, I don’t care!” she finally interrupted. “Right now I should be at home, getting ready for the Teens Say Awards tomorrow night! But no. Instead I’m on the other side of the country, taking promo pictures for a movie that doesn’t even start shooting for another month!”


A crow landed atop a nearby monument, a tall granite obelisk covered in luminous green moss, as the voice on the phone continued speaking. With beady eyes the bird watched the girl as she began shaking with rage.


“No. You listen to me, Marty. I’ve had enough of this treatment! I’m the one working here, making all the money! But do you care? Do my parents care? No. Instead everyone is bossing me around, telling me what to do all the time!


“Well, I’m sick of it. Do you hear me? I’m sick of it! And this time, I swear, I’m really running away. And then we’ll see how you all get along without me!”


Before the tiny voice could say another word, the girl stabbed the phone with her finger and cut off any reply. She then looked up at the perched crow.


“What do you think?” she asked the unblinking creature. “Do you think they’ll learn their lesson?”


The cemetery rang with a woeful caw.


“Well, that’s just your opinion, birdbrain.”


There was a black blur as the crow took flight. The girl glanced back at the dead screen on her phone. Maybe it was a bad move. Her phone connected her to everything: her friends; her parents; her publicist; her stupid boyfriend, Jacob; and her even stupider agent, who did at least sometimes call with good news. But she had to make a point, she decided. Let them all sweat it for a bit. Maybe then they would start appreciating her more, instead of taking constant advantage.


The girl dropped the phone into the black depths of her large purse. Flinging the heavy bag over her shoulder, she began looking around for the photographer. Was he mad at her? Probably. But who cared.


He was nowhere in sight, nor were his assistants or the makeup artist. And where was her bodyguard? Just because he had the flu didn’t mean he could spend the whole day sitting in the limousine.


By now the fog had reached up to her waist. “Did somebody forget to switch off the smoke machine?” she shouted into the gloom. “Hello?”


There was no reply.


Looking around, the girl spotted a stone angel holding a sword. It wasn’t the slightest bit familiar to her, she decided, so she headed off in the other direction, careful not to stumble over any hidden headstones.


Before long she came across a large stone vault with its heavy iron door hanging open. There was some sort of light inside. Was this the next location they were supposed to shoot in? How gross!


Whatever, she told herself. The sooner they got it done, the sooner she could get back to the airport. With a loud theatrical sigh she disappeared through the narrow opening, her purse barely able to follow.


“Hey there, puppy dog! What are you doing in here? Are you going to be in the photo with me? Come here. Come here, boy. . . .”


There was a terrible clang as the iron door swung shut behind her.





CHAPTER 1


It was always the same dream, night after night.


She was a pilot—the aviatrix—slim in an olive green flight suit, looking beautiful despite her leather flight cap and goggles. Climbing up the ladder alongside a silver propeller plane, she paused to wave to the crowd gathered nearby beneath a string of colorful fluttering flags. With a cheeky wink she then hopped into the cramped cockpit and took her place at the controls.


To cries of delight the aviatrix then opened up the throttle. Casting an eye toward the red and white wind sock, she noted it was blowing a stiff northeasterly. She then released the brakes.


Twin propellers roaring, the gleaming airplane began pulling away. Above the noise came more hearty huzzahs. But before long the cheers turned to gasps as she hurtled down the runway. “Pull up!” someone shouted. “Pull up!”


But the aviatrix just frowned. Squinting at the instruments through her grimy goggles, she saw something she didn’t like, a gauge against which she repeatedly tapped a fingertip. Nevertheless she roared onward. Glancing up, she finally pulled back hard on the yoke and, with only a foot of runway remaining, left the ground. Wings shuddering, the airplane began climbing, higher and higher until it appeared to onlookers like a silver dagger slicing through the sky.


From her position at the controls, the aviatrix looked out at the world. Far below, the carpet of swaying palm trees became shadowy reef and then an endless expanse of glittering turquoise. High above, the yellow sun burned brightly in a cloudless sky.


She smiled, blissfully alone in this singular universe. Alone she would remain until, many hours later, a sandy landing strip appeared out of the twinkling infinity.


Except it never did.


The dazzling blue turned to darkest night as Joy Wells yelped in fright. Arms out, she sat up in bed, still braced for impact with the great blue sea that had an instant ago been rushing up to meet her.


It had all seemed so real.


Joy could still remember every detail. From helplessly watching the fuel gauge dip until the needle shuddered below empty, to hearing the engines sputter and die. With nothing more to be done, she had then closed her eyes, tracking the plane’s descent by the sickening sensation in her stomach.


The shattering impact had awoken her.


Fortunately, it was only a dream, Joy assured herself. It was late at night and she was in her bedroom, she confirmed by the soft glow coming from Fizz’s aquarium heater. From down the hall she could hear her father’s snoring, and the familiar scratching of a branch against the shingles of her home at Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue.


After flipping over her drenched pillow, Joy lay back down. As her heart slowed its thumping, she stared up into the black nothingness until she finally fell back into a fitful sleep.


The next morning Joy arrived at the breakfast table looking shadowy-eyed and exhausted.


“What’s wrong, dear?” her mother asked upon witnessing the haunted look she had given her piece of toast. “My, oh my. You look absolutely awful today.”


If the repulsed expressions on their faces were anything to go by, Joy’s brother, Byron, and her father both appeared to agree.


Joy flopped forward over the table, her long blond hair trailing in the butter dish. She grumpily relayed how she’d been suffering from the same recurring dream for the past few weeks, a terrible one that felt curiously real, as if she had been somehow witnessing events that had actually transpired.


“Ah,” Mrs. Wells replied once her daughter had finished. “They’re called night terrors. I used to get them too when I was about twelve,” she confessed. “They’re basically nightmares but a lot more vivid and much, much harder to wake up from.”


“Can you die from them?” Byron inquired, his mouth ringed in raspberry jam.


“From what?” his mother asked.


“From a night terror.”


“No, Byron,” Mrs. Wells assured her son.


“Are you sure?” the boy asked. “Because Gustave says you can actually die if you dream you’re falling but don’t wake up before you hit the ground.”


Horrified, Joy turned to her mother, awaiting a confirmation or denial of Byron’s friend’s claim. Because when it came to medical facts, Mrs. Wells was considered the authority in the family. Although not a physician, she did have a PhD in philosophy, which meant she was still allowed to call herself a doctor. Which, she boasted, meant she could get dinner reservations just as easily as any practitioner of actual medicine.


“That is complete nonsense,” Mrs. Wells informed her children. “A dream is nothing more than the processing of memories and subconscious information,” she recalled vaguely from an article she’d once read. “It’s absolutely impossible to get physically hurt from things that just exist in your imagination.”


“Yeah, but what if the shock of going splat gives you a heart attack or something?” Byron persisted. “That could happen, couldn’t it?”


“Well, I guess so,” Mrs. Wells admitted. “But I’m sure it’s really, really unlikely. Especially when it comes to healthy young people like you and your sister.”


“Phew,” Byron said, exhaling. “Because sometimes I like to dream I’m flying, and I go pretty high . . .”


Joy shook her head wearily. Having slammed into the sea at least a dozen times now, she probably had nothing to worry about. “Anyway, I never used to get bad dreams,” she continued. “So why now?”


Actually, the statement wasn’t strictly accurate. Having spent many nights reading horror stories by flashlight, Joy was pretty accustomed to nightmares. Usually they featured terrifying creatures bristling with claws and fangs, or mind-bending supernatural occurrences that defied both sense and reason. However, these were the kinds of dreams she enjoyed most. They were like cool little movies where she got to be the star.


“Night terrors can start at any age, dear,” Mrs. Wells explained. “They’re usually caused by exhaustion and anxiety. To be honest, since you’re so sensitive, I’m surprised you didn’t start getting them earlier.”


“Sensitive?” Joy shrieked. “Me?”


“It’s not an insult, dear. It’s just a statement of fact. Wouldn’t you agree, Edward?”


“Your mother’s right, pumpkin. You are very sensitive,” Mr. Wells mumbled from behind his newspaper. “Is there any more coffee, Helen?”


“That was the last cup.”


“Oh shucks. Really?”


“You guys are out of your minds,” Joy protested. “I am not sensitive! Actually, I’m the total opposite of sensitive!”


“You’re completely insensitive?” her mother offered with a wry smile. “Well, true enough. Sometimes you can be like that, too.”


Joy stomped a foot, rattling the breakfast dishes on the table. Why did everyone always feel so free to comment on what sort of person they’d decided she was? And of all things to accuse her of—being sensitive? How ridiculous! If anything, being forced to go to school down in Darlington had given her a pretty thick skin, she had always reckoned.


But why bother arguing? So long as her parents didn’t start dragging her down for more therapy sessions at Darlington General, they could pretty much say whatever they wanted.


“Well, I’m sorry you feel that way,” Joy said, regaining her composure. “I just don’t agree.”


“And I’m sorry if you took my observation as a criticism,” Mrs. Wells insisted. “Really, these discussions are only meant to illuminate, my dear, to help you develop and refine your own personal philosophy. I think you might be wise to take a note from the great thinker Michel de Montaigne: ‘Of all our infirmities, the most savage is to despise our being.’”


Joy bristled. Out of all the dusty catchphrases Mrs. Wells had seen fit to shake out over the years, few got under her daughter’s skin quite like those of this particular dead French dude. Each one seemed to come out of the blue like a little nuclear missile that, despite her best defenses, Joy could never knock out of the sky. Even the man’s very likenesses were annoying. She had discovered this while looking him up on the Internet, his portraits all capturing the same sad face perched atop a white ruff as if on a serving plate.


Maybe it was time for Joy to change up her tactics a little bit.


“‘My life has been full of terrible misfortunes,’” Joy quoted, using her best impersonation of a cockatoo. “‘Most of which never happened.’”


“Another great thought from Monsieur de Montaigne!” Mrs. Wells squealed with delight. “And perfectly recalled. As I keep saying, your mind is a steel trap, my dear. Please do yourself the favor of putting it to good use.”


“Uh-huh,” Joy replied, unsure whether or not to be pleased with the results of her experiment.


“Anyway, perhaps I’m being hard on you, sweetheart,” Mrs. Wells admitted. “For once you do have a pretty good reason to feel a bit anxious.”


Joy’s eyes snapped open wide. Why the sudden turnaround? “What do you mean?” she demanded.


“Well, you are about to graduate, darling. That has to be fairly upsetting.”


“Upsetting?” Joy laughed, whacking a spoon off the table and snorting on top of it. “I’m graduating from Winsome Elementary, a dump I can’t wait to get out of.”


Mrs. Wells rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. Everyone knows how much you hate your school. But look at it this way: At least at Winsome you already know your enemy. In junior high who knows what will happen?”


“What do you mean?” Joy demanded to know. “What could happen?”


“Oh, probably nothing,” Mrs. Wells answered. “In fact, I’m sure everything will be fine. That said, what if you end up feeling just as unpopular and persecuted as you did at elementary school? Or what if it’s even worse—”


“Hey, wait a minute,” Joy interrupted. “I thought you told me that junior high is when all the teasing stops, when everybody starts getting really serious!”


“Did I really say that?” Mrs. Wells put a hand over her mouth to cover a laugh. “I’m sorry. Maybe that was just wishful thinking. Anyway, all I am saying is that it is enough to give anyone in their right mind nightmares.”


That was just great, Joy thought, glaring at her mother. It was bad enough that she was having night terrors, but did such dread have to come out in the full light of day? Were there any hereditary family illnesses her mother thought she should know about while she was at it?


Now Joy was scared. What if whatever new world lay ahead of her turned out to be even worse than the current one? She had been so excited about finally leaving Winsome Elementary that she had never really considered what possible horrors could follow.


“Speaking of nightmares, Edward,” Mrs. Wells said, turning her attention to her husband. “Are you going to mow the lawn today?”


“The lawn?” cried Mr. Wells. “What on earth for?”


“I thought we decided last night that we would have Byron’s birthday party in the backyard this year.”


Eagerly anticipating his ninth birthday, Byron somehow managed to smile around the third piece of toast stuck in his mouth. There was just something about the number nine that was so much less lame than the number eight. At least in his opinion.


“Well, sure, but that’s not for another two weeks,” Mr. Wells replied. “What’s the big rush?”


“Have you looked at the state of the lawn lately?” Mrs. Wells demanded. “A herd of buffalo could be living in there and we would be none the wiser. In fact, I don’t think it’s been mowed once since last summer, if I recall correctly.”


“That’s because we had a really rainy fall,” Mr. Wells explained, folding his newspaper irritably. “You can’t mow wet grass. It just clumps together and clogs up the blade.”


“Well, whatever. I just wouldn’t leave it to the last minute, Edward. You know it’s always much more work than you expect. Better to get it under control now and then do a quick pass before the party.”


Mr. Wells took a swig from his mug and once again discovered it empty. Grumbling, he then turned to his son. “I think good old Byron here is getting more than old enough to add mowing the lawn to his growing list of skills,” Mr. Wells said, ruffling the boy’s dark mop of hair. “Hey, would you like to start earning yourself a bit of pocket money, Son?”


“Not really,” Byron answered honestly.


“Honestly, Edward, are you even being serious?” cried Mrs. Wells. “There is no way a seventy-pound child can push a thirty-pound mower through four-foot-high grass.”


Tuning out her family, Joy looked down at her breakfast. She was feeling a bit hungry now and took a bite of cold toast. As she chewed, her thoughts returned to her night terrors. Even if her fears about graduating were the cause, it still didn’t explain the dream itself, she decided. What could plummeting into the sea possibly have to do with heading off to junior high?


On this matter Joy decided not to further consult her mother, who had fortunately given over her full attention to the upcoming gardening duties of Mr. Wells. Having already heard enough about how alternately sensitive and insensitive she was, Joy didn’t need to listen to a bunch of lame metaphors involving fears of crashing and burning, and how you had to sink or swim in life.


Anyway, Joy felt pretty certain that she had already worked out the most important part of her dream: the identity of the person in whose body she kept finding herself trapped. Her name was Ms. Melody Huxley. And for the past two weeks, Joy had been reliving the last moments of her life.


Joy had first learned about Melody, who was one of her greatest idols, while rummaging through the forgotten old trunks in the cellar. Joy had been instantly fascinated by the woman who, like her, had once occupied 9 Ravenwood Avenue. With her knees going numb on the cold cellar floor, Joy had spent hours piecing together what she could of the woman’s extraordinary life. Rifling through old possessions and examining faded photographs, she had marveled at the contradictory images of the beautiful socialite and blood-thirsty game hunter, traveling the globe wherever wildlife and wet bars coexisted.


But that was before Joy had finally learned the full extent of the woman’s amazing life.


For it had turned out that the former resident of Number 9 was in fact a famous female aviator. And what was even more startling, just like Joy’s other idol—legendary horror writer Ethan Alvin Peugeot—the pioneering airwoman had also infamously vanished without a trace.


The revelation had come curiously enough via a special bulletin from the E. A. Peugeot Society. A huge fan ever since having been bequeathed a first-edition compendium of his work, Joy had been a proud member of the literary fellowship for the past year, during which an unshakable belief had taken hold of her. Finding uncanny similarities between the setting of Peugeot’s stories and Spooking itself, Joy had become convinced that he had once lived in her hometown.


But as the notorious recluse’s whereabouts were uncertain even in his own day, no one appeared to know much about him. He would appear unexpectedly at his publisher’s office before disappearing again. And when he eventually failed to resurface, an entire century would pass without the mystery ever being solved.


So it happened that Joy had decided to take the case for Spooking directly to the Society itself. By documenting the considerable evidence, she would prove once and for all that the town was once home to the great author. But despite her best efforts, Joy had been unable to deliver her arguments before a stunning revelation from the Society brought everything into question.


According to the special bulletin, the startling discovery had been made in Steadford Mines, a popular tourist town a few hundred miles away. Plucked from the basement of an old lakeside cottage, a bundle of correspondence and an unpublished manuscript had been discovered bearing the distinctive handwriting of the author.


The correspondence itself, the bulletin had explained, consisted exclusively of love letters penned to someone known as “My Sweet Semiquaver.” Joy had been delighted to learn that the previously unknown manuscript was entitled “The Crimson Pool.”


But even more astoundingly, further investigation had revealed that the cottage was once the summer residence of another celebrity—the world-famous female aviator Ms. Melody Huxley.


The shock had been so great, Joy had immediately passed out. Upon regaining her senses, Joy had believed the connection to be too much of a coincidence. How could the former resident of 9 Ravenwood Avenue have come into possession of the private writings of Ethan Alvin Peugeot? Joy had promptly ransacked her house looking for any clues, but had found nothing.


Unfortunately, there were few leads to follow. Ms. Huxley’s own disappearance proved equally baffling. She was presumed lost at sea when her propeller plane failed to arrive at a small island in the middle of the Pacific. With no wreckage recovered, some sort of tragic error of navigation or mechanical malfunction was presumed by her many mourners and admirers.


But as often happens in such cases, some people began offering more outlandish explanations. A few even began suggesting that Ms. Huxley had in fact survived by crash-landing on a remote island. Some claimed she had lived out the rest of her days in complete solitude, while others said she had been adopted by a tribe of natives who’d revered her as a goddess.


The latter theory was later supported by the discovery of a small camp on a remote island, with a nearby altar of worship fashioned from the remnants of an aircraft of the same era. But arguments had quickly raged over whether or not Ms. Huxley’s airplane had possessed sufficient range to reach the site.


Still others maintained that she had secretly been a foreign spy and had slipped away on an enemy submarine to escape justice. Some even argued that a series of lights spotted in the sky by rescue teams suggested that the airwoman might have been abducted by aliens.


After reading all the evidence, Joy had not initially been able to decide which theory she believed. Each had its merits—especially the one about the UFOs, in whose existence she most definitely believed.


However, that was before her night terrors had started. Now she felt in her heart that Ms. Huxley had simply run out of fuel and slammed into the ocean.


Still, it was a horrible notion. Somehow the idea of her idol living out her life as a tribal queen, in secret exile somewhere, or even hurtling through the vastness of space alongside a bunch of almond-eyed abductors seemed much more comforting to Joy than the thought of her lifeless body slipping silently into the briny depths of the sea.


Equally upsetting, it also meant that Melody’s secrets had sunk to the bottom of the ocean with her, the most important of which was her connection to Ethan Alvin Peugeot—a man last seen alive when she had been but a mere girl of seven. It was a mystery that weighed not only on Joy’s mind, but on those of everyone at the E. A. Peugeot Society.


However, just because Peugeot had stopped appearing in public didn’t mean that he had stopped existing. Joy speculated that he could have easily lived out the rest of his days in secret on her very doorstep and at some point met Melody here.


Unfortunately, no one was interested in this possibility, nor in any other of Joy’s many theories. Not her parents, nor her teachers—nor even her usually loyal brother, Byron, it seemed lately. But what did it matter? It was the truth, Joy knew, and all she had to do was prove it.


Unfortunately, no one seemed the slightest bit interested in her latest belief that Melody Huxley had once lived at Number 9. Even Joy’s own parents were unable to properly assess clear photographic evidence, having been already driven to the edge of sanity by her Peugeot obsession.


“I’ll agree, the woman does look a bit like her,” her father had conceded, scarcely able to contain a yawn. “But from my work on old deeds with Pennington, Plover & Freep, I can tell you that Huxleys once positively abounded in this area. Now, if this person really was the Melody Huxley like you think, why are there no pictures of her at the controls of an airplane?”


To that question Joy had no good answer. But now tormented by night terrors over the mystery, she felt more determined than ever to find out.


But first she had to go to school, she knew, looking up at the clock. Which unfortunately was yet another realm of nightmare—Winsome Elementary.


Groaning, she got up from the table and shuffled off to brush her teeth.





CHAPTER 2


Hunched like a buzzard, the clerk perched on a stool behind the shop counter. He yawned—an overlong gaping-mouthed demonstration—before violently ruffling his own black hair in an effort to revive himself. But it was no use. Propping his pallid face on his hands, he closed his eyes. As he breathed slowly, a calm expression began washing over his sharp features, until his tortured face transformed into what looked like a waxen death mask.


Just at the moment the clerk began snoring, a wild high-pitched squealing rang out. Leaping up in a panic, he threw out his arms in self-defense. Eyes wide, he searched frantically for whatever was making the terrifying sound.


The source was a figure holding a guitar up to the twin speakers of a massive amplifier.


“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?” the clerk shouted, somehow cutting through the earsplitting noise.


A red-haired teenager turned around, causing the screeching to immediately cease. The young man then shrugged. “I was just wondering if this amp does feedback.”


Even at this point in his short retail career, the clerk was accustomed to indulging moronic questions, and perhaps in another mood he might have explained the theory behind what he knew was properly known as the Larsen effect. However, having been startled from a brief but dead sleep, the man’s thread of patience snapped instantly. “It’s a sound loop, you idiot. You can do it with any input and output!”


Towering full height over the counter, the clerk’s slender frame was nevertheless menacing. Thrown into shadow, the teenager shuddered by the amplifier. “Sorry,” he all but blubbered. “I didn’t know.”


“Well, you do now! So knock it off or I’m banning you from the store!”


“I said I was sorry,” the young man replied sullenly. Nevertheless, he respected the demand, dutifully flicking the amp’s standby switch before carefully removing the patch cord and returning the guitar to the wall where he’d found it. Trembling, the red-haired boy then began leafing through a book entitled 101 Head-Melting Riffs! A Hands-on Tutorial.


Glaring, the clerk sat down again. It must be four o’clock, he guessed—the hour when the high school students started drifting in. The darn kids never bought anything, but instead tried out every guitar in the store while waiting for turns on the infernal dance machines at the arcade opposite. The clerk assumed that teenage girls must prefer good dancers to good musicians these days.


How depressing, he thought. But that was the way of things now.


Still, there was one upside, the clerk thought as a few more kids entered. The appearance of the spotty-faced slouches marked the final hour of his shift. Which meant that within the hour he would escape the cramped confines of Electric Eddie’s House of Shred in its far-flung corner of the Darlington Mega Mall.


He returned his head to the comfortable cradle of his upturned palms. The clerk sighed, however, to see a grownup customer entering the store. Sitting at attention, he then watched the man navigate the guitars hanging like stalactites from the ceiling. The man sported a business suit, the clerk noticed. Hmm, perhaps he might end the day with a decent sale after all, he mused. Which would shut up the store’s manager, Collin, at least.


But suddenly the man’s cherubic face came into view. The clerk gasped and then ducked to the side, desperately trying to conceal himself.


The effort proved useless.


“Phipps?” the customer called out in an uncertain voice. “Is that you?”


Emerging from behind a display case of harmonicas, Octavio Phipps tried to adopt a dignified posture. But he failed, hunching over instead like a black question mark.


“Hello, Mayor MacBrayne,” he said, cringing as his ex-boss stared at his name tag in disbelief.


It had been three months since Phipps had been fired from the mayor’s administration, during which time his anger and resentment had not diminished in the slightest. How could he have deserved such treatment, especially after everything he had done for the city? Using the limited power and influence of his modest post, Phipps had been nonetheless shaping a bright future for Darlington—from a position of complete shadow! All this he had done, not only at great risk to both his liberty and safety, but while simultaneously covering up the mayor’s incompetence. And to what credit or recompense?


None.


Nevertheless the effort had felt worth it to Phipps. For he’d had a greater purpose—to completely undermine Spooking, to redevelop and remodel it until its very likeness was wiped utterly from the earth.


But then had come the disaster at the town’s old asylum.


Phipps’s original plan had been ingenious enough—to evict the asylum’s operators and remodel the property into a combination health spa and plastic surgery clinic. It was his firm belief, and he had convinced the mayor, that such an exclusive facility would transform Spooking, leading to all sorts of interest and opportunities in the otherwise scabrous old town.


It was with this plan in mind that Phipps had connived to admit his old bandmate Felix as a patient to the mysterious asylum. By spying on the asylum’s activities, the mayor’s assistant had been certain he could manufacture a case for closing down the operation.


But when the hospital administrator, Dr. Warshaw, and his staff had turned out to be themselves criminally insane, Phipps had received a desperate call from his inside man, Felix. Despite rushing to his aid, he had been too late and found himself taken prisoner. Only moments away from being surgically turned into a brainless robot like his poor friend, he had narrowly managed to escape—just before some inexplicable force destroyed the property.


Even months later Phipps could not explain what he had seen that night as he’d fled across the grounds. He’d witnessed great flaming missiles arcing across the sky and exploding against the brick building. In a matter of minutes the projectiles had leveled the structure and set fire to the property.


And so it happened that the once glittering investment opportunity—and a venture eagerly anticipated by a close personal friend of the mayor’s—had been reduced to a worthless ruin, the bulk of which had been swallowed up by the earth itself.


Touring the aftermath, Phipps had found himself at a rare loss to explain what exactly had happened.


So Mayor MacBrayne had promptly fired him.


After a month of sitting around in his underwear, Phipps had finally been forced to look for another job. However, with his reputation apparently preceding him, he’d discovered that he could secure no interviews, at least not for any positions at his previous level of endeavor.


Despairing, Phipps had begun hoping that his curse would finally take him, and like his father he would simply vanish without a trace. Like all males in his family, he had been thus afflicted since birth, for some crime of an ancestor’s. Soon it would take him, and he would be gone from the earth forever. But his body cruelly remained in the material world. Starving, he had soon become desperate.


Phipps had finally accepted a retail job selling musical instruments. Having helped out for years at his father’s store, it seemed a fairly logical option and somewhat less odious than being reduced to flipping burgers or folding sweaters. Besides, he was an accomplished musician whose extensive training and expertise would surely make the work mere child’s play. But most importantly, who from his past life would he ever run into, working at a place like Electric Eddie’s?


“So how are you, buddy?” the mayor asked in a tone that made Phipps feel like he was being visited in a home after suffering massive brain damage.


“I’m fine, sir, thank you.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” the mayor said. “Er, so you work here?”


Phipps looked down at his oversize T-shirt emblazoned with the store’s logo—the silhouette of a shaggy-haired dude wailing on a guitar—and then looked back up at the mayor. “Yes, sir.”


“Wow. I mean, I remember you saying your family had a music store up in Spooking once upon a time, so I guess it makes sense.”


“My father was a luthier,” Phipps replied haughtily. “He made fine handcrafted stringed instruments. These items are slapped together in the hundreds of thousands by mindless drones who work for ten cents an hour.”


“Really?” said the mayor, looking around the store in admiration. “How amazing. They all look pretty sharp.”


“Is there something I can help you with, Mayor?” asked Phipps. “I never knew you were an axe man.”


“No, no.” The mayor laughed, looking at the guitars like they were indeed fierce weapons he might injure himself on. “I’m just birthday shopping for my nephew. To be honest I don’t know why I’m bothering. The spoiled kid’s already got two of everything. His mother—my sister-in-law—is a real piece of work, lemme tell you. But my wife says guitar is his latest thing.”


“Ah. Well, then, can I help you pick something out?”


“Yeah, sure.” The mayor’s stubby fingers picked at a price tag dangling from a candy-apple red instrument. Letting it go with a snap, he made a face. “You got anything for under fifty bucks?”


“I’m sure we can find you something,” replied Phipps, gesturing to the glass counter between them.


The mayor approached, staring dumbly for a moment at the variety of accessories. Watching him, Phipps was about to make a suggestion when the man suddenly thumped his palm against the counter.


“So, I’m going to come out and say it,” said the mayor. “I made a mistake, firing you like that. And I want to make it up to you.”


Phipps didn’t answer, but instead squatted down and began rifling around the accessories. He could feel his face going red. What was the mayor’s game now?


The truth was that for the first time in his life, Phipps was finally accepting his lot. Approaching his fate, he found himself almost reveling in each fresh humiliation that life threw at him. It was kind of funny after all, he now saw, in a darkly humorous way. So funny that lately he even woke himself up at nights, cackling madly over it.


“Why? Isn’t my replacement working out?”


The mayor frowned. “Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly. Miss Sparks is a very good assistant—very conscientious, organized, reliable . . .”


“Miss Sparks?”


“Yeah, I know, I know. I hired a woman,” the mayor said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking either. Well, that’s not totally true. I was arguing with the missus at the time and thought a lady assistant might shake her tree a bit. Or at the very least get her off my back about the golfing for a couple of months. But anyway, it didn’t work out that way.”


“No?” replied Phipps, putting a box on the counter.


“In fact, it blew up in my face!” said the mayor, scowling. “The two of them are practically best friends now! My wife calls the office all the time, and Miss Sparks puts her straight through every time. I can’t get a moment’s peace these days!”


Ah,” said Phipps, remembering the various excuses he used to offer the mayor’s wife when the man didn’t want to be found. He’s currently chairing a budget meeting. He’s currently in session, tabling a motion. He’s currently ensconced in arbitration. It was no small skill to make the mayor’s activities sound so boring that there was no chance he would be quizzed on them later.


“But that’s not the worst of it. Her priorities are completely out of whack,” the mayor groaned. “She has me going everywhere these days—to press conferences, to council sessions, to budget meetings. . . . A mayor’s job isn’t in the details; it’s in the overview. You knew that, Phipps!”


Nodding in time to the man’s complaints, Phipps felt an evil spark of joy. Perhaps this was the best revenge he could have hoped for; that his termination had led to the mayor actually doing some work for a change. The corners of his mouth turned up at the thought.


“You knew what I was best at,” said the mayor, not noticing. “Meet and greets. Cocktail parties. Getting people interested in spending their money around Darlington. That’s the sort of thing I should be doing, right?”


Unable to come up with a polite response, Phipps just shrugged.


“Anyway, the thing is that I can’t get rid of her. She’s the daughter of my best buddy at the club,” the mayor whined. “But if I could, I would, Phipps, my boy. And hire you back in a second.”


Phipps glanced at the heavy wood-encased metronome to the immediate right of his hand, considering whether or not to bounce it off the top of the curly head now inclined toward him. But it somehow didn’t seem worth his job. “I appreciate the sentiment, Mayor,” he said.


“Thanks.”


“Now, your nephew. Do you know whether he plays electric or acoustic guitar?”


“Electric, I’m guessing, because it’s really loud, according to his fat-faced mother,” said the mayor. “So, what do you think? Do you have anything in stock that makes it even more painful?”


Phipps raised a thoughtful eyebrow and pointed to the box on the counter. “Mayor, let me introduce you to your new best friend, the Fuzzinator 5000,” he said.


“Is it loud? Is it ugly?”


“Oh yes.”


“Done deal,” said the mayor, pulling out his credit card. “Listen, Phipps . . .” The mayor paused, his wide forehead crinkling under his curls. “Are you sure you’re happy here?”


“Quite,” his ex-assistant lied.


“All right, then,” replied the mayor. “But look, if there’s anything I can ever do for you, let me know, okay?”


After completing his purchase, the mayor then departed. At the exit he paused and fixed a look on his old employee. A look of pity.


Phipps grimaced.


Still, at least Phipps had finally sold something today, which would hopefully make Collin less grumpy. Unlike the mayor, his new boss was an unflagging taskmaster, Phipps had discovered, who was never satisfied with any amount of effort. Besides delighting in reminding Phipps that if he had time to lean, he had time to clean, Collin took great joy in pointing out that his three-month probation was far, far from over.


With this thought in mind, Phipps fetched some spray and began removing the mayor’s greasy fingerprints from the counter, until the surface was shiny enough that he could see himself reflected back in it.


He stared at the shadowy eyes set in his narrow face. What was he doing? he asked himself. He had once been on track to be someone—a musician, an artist. And in doing so he had been certain he would eventually leave some enduring legacy to the world, no matter how small.


But instead here he was, wearing a name tag in the middle of a mall.


“Hey, Octavio!” barked a voice. “What’s the deal-i-o?”


Phipps looked up and saw the portly figure of Collin, who now stood before him eating a limp-looking burrito wrapped in wax paper. In the crook of his arm was a drink the size of a paint can.


“Pardon me?”


“You’re on cloud nine, and there are customers in the store.”


Phipps glanced over his shoulder at a group of teenagers gathering around the red-haired boy, who was now back playing an appalling hammer-on at high volume. “Customers?” Phipps repeated. “You call those kids customers?”


“Are you kidding me? Those little brats are loaded. Now, go over and see if you can’t sell them something before they head off and blow it all at the arcade.”


“Yes, sir—”


Phipps stopped, staring at the man cramming a burrito into his face. Addressing his superior as “sir” was a habit dating back to his days at City Hall. The mayor’s appearance had obviously triggered the reflex.
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