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To my husband, Pete,

who stopped at that abandoned abattoir

just because

and who always helps me find

the words that are hiding








THE BLIGHT HARBOR HERALD


August 1

Dear Desdemona,

I have a paranormal conundrum: there are bones in my sunroom.

Not many, and I think they belong to a cat or small raccoon. I know what you’re thinking, Why are you writing to me? Just throw them out! Well, I did. I do! Every day. The thing is, it started with just a couple of bones in the corner of the room. Weird, but whatever. I threw them in an outdoor trash can. The next morning, they were back inside. In the same place. Except there were more of them! I keep tossing them, and they keep multiplying. Last week, a skull showed up, which is how I know it’s a raccoon or a cat. They’re not doing anything but piling up, and I don’t like it. I feel like this is all headed somewhere I don’t want to go.

I’m a rather clean person, and the idea of a bunch of filthy, supernatural, multiplying cat bones in my nice sunroom just isn’t sitting well. I throw a towel on them if company comes over because, really, what would the neighbors think? Then, of course, I throw away the towel. I have a lot of visitors. I am running out of towels.

Thanks for your advice.

Sincerely,

Bone Tired
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Dearest Tired,

What you are describing is actually quite common, but rarely occurs indoors.

I believe you have a case of animal reanimation in your lovely sunroom. Eventually, the bones will return as a cat. Unfortunately, as it has likely been dead for some time, you might only end up with most of a cat. It will not be pleasant. In the skeletal stage, this is a nuisance. When muscles and fur begin to manifest, it will be quite unsightly.

I believe you have a cat, and not a raccoon, as it was likely a pet buried in an unfortunate location. If the ground was tainted or unwell, the cat cannot rest easy and wants to return home. I am curious as to how long you have been in the house. Presumably the cat once lived there and favored the corner of the sunroom, as cats are wont to do.

I suggest you collect the bones, burn them, prepare a mix of equal parts ash and salt, and sprinkle the mixture in a large body of water. If burning is not an option, pulverization would suffice. I have, however, been surprised in the past by how many people are unwilling to burn or pulverize otherworldly animal remains. If that’s the case, you still have options.

As a last resort, you will need a few pounds of high-quality Himalayan sea salt and Ziploc bags. Do not scrimp and purchase store-brand iodized table salt or generic sandwich baggies—remains are particular about these things. Put each bone in its own bag and fill each bag with salt. Dispose of the bags in a way you can be sure the bones will not end up in the same landfill. My suggestion is to mail them each in a first-class envelope to natural history museums or university zoology departments across the country. I assure you, such organizations frequently receive far stranger mail. They will dispose of the bone and write you off as a crackpot (although we know better, don’t we?). Do not provide your return address unless you want to find yourself in the position of once again having to repeat the process. The cost in mailing alone should be a deterrent.

Follow my directions carefully, and you will find yourself with a sanitary, specter-less sunroom. Unless, of course, the cat had feline companions. In which case, we shall cross that bridge another time.

Kindest regards and happy burning, pulverizing, or mailing.

Desdemona Von Rathe

PS: As a reminder, please address all your questions regarding the paranormal to DesdemonaVonRathe@gmail.com. Sports Editor Jim Johnson received a large number of emails and phone calls following the incident at last night’s Blight Harbor High School Lady Barn Owl JV Summer Showdown. Jim does not know why it rained indoors, nor can he explain the smell many of you have reported. And we, like you, are baffled by the frogs. The official account of a gas leak, subsequent sprinkler malfunction, and coincidental amphibian migration does not seem to satisfy a number of our readers. While we appreciate healthy skepticism, the Blight Harbor Herald will continue to report the news based on facts available. If you want speculation regarding the supernatural, send your questions to Dear Desdemona.—Stu Stillwell, Editor in Chief
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For some people, bravery is a thing they have at their fingertips, ready and waiting to be called on.

I was not one of those people.

Every time I got done using my bravery, I immediately misplaced it and had to go looking the next time I needed it. And then, once I did find it, covered in cobwebs and dust bunnies, I’d have to remember how it worked all over again.

I was in bed staring at the ceiling, trying to remember how to use my bravery but so anxious that I was basically vibrating. I couldn’t even read, and sleep was totally out of the question. I hadn’t bothered getting changed and was still in the jeans and grey tank top I’d been wearing all day. Bird flew in nervous circles around my neck, and I kept patting him and rubbing the top of his head with a fingertip.

I needed Bird calm and sure, not fidgety and restless like me. When my little buddy was nervous, I got even more nervous, which was the opposite of helpful. Right then I needed all the calm and sure I could get, because I was about to do something that scared me a lot. Something I knew Aunt Des would never, ever let me do. Especially on my own. Which was why I hadn’t told her.

Which was also why, beneath the nervous bubbling in my chest, I was feeling the sludge of guilt settling in my stomach. I’d been dodging Des lately because I knew if I told her what I was planning to do she’d try to stop me or, worse, get hurt trying to help me. So I’d been spending a lot of time avoiding her because that was better than lying to her. We didn’t lie to each other, me and Des. And I wasn’t lying, not exactly. But I sure wasn’t being open and honest, either.

The familiar sounds of my aunt getting ready for bed drifted into my room. Then eventually nothing but the noises old houses make after a long day. By eleven o’clock, I knew Des had probably been asleep for an hour.

It was time.

Sitting up, I pulled on my black All Stars, slipped my backpack over my shoulder, and walked softly across the room to my dresser. The only light in my bedroom came from a small, moon-shaped night-light plugged in low on one wall. It was enough—I knew exactly where the Nighthouse Keeper’s necklace was: third dresser drawer, back right corner.

The brass chain was cold on the back of my neck as I slipped it on over my head. The black, stone, rectangular pendant—half the size of a playing card—hung heavy, just like I remembered. It had been a miracle I’d even managed to get the necklace—I’d thought I’d only managed to grab Portia’s long, greasy hair as she’d leapt through the window, chasing her own soul as it disappeared into the Radix. The memory of the bleak despair I’d felt that night washed over me like a filthy grey wave.

Sure you’re ready? Bird’s voice in my head, soft as it was, startled me in the quiet of the room.

“No, but maybe I never will be,” I whispered back.

Bird brushed my shoulder with a comforting wing. I thought for the millionth time how grateful I was to have my little buddy with me.

I’d used the necklace only once before. In my memory, the effect had been silent, and I was trusting it would be now. I held the black stone up to my mouth and spoke softly (but politely, as the Radix had instructed me). “I need a regular-sized door to the Dark Sun Side, please. Someplace safe where nothing can hurt me or eat me. And where I won’t get lost and can come right back home. Please.” I added that second please just to be safe.

The words were barely out of my mouth when I felt a shift in the air behind me. There was, thankfully, no noise. Just the sense something was there that hadn’t been a moment before.

I turned to find a door in the middle of my bedroom. It was a soft, honeyed brown with silver hinges and a fancy silver knob. When I laid my hand flat against it, warmth like spring sunshine radiated from the wood.

It’s the same, Bird said.

He was right, it was. This was the same door that had appeared the only other time I’d used the necklace. I’d called a door to take me and Lark and the stolen ghosts from the Dark Sun Side back to the Old School. Back to Blight Harbor. Back home.

It made me feel a little better—a little more confident—knowing this was the door that had taken care of me and my friends once before. The Dark Sun Side, with its purple sky and unpredictable logic, wasn’t a place I wanted to be stuck in again, so it was good to know that I could come home when I was ready.

“I’ll be right back, Des. I promise,” I whispered, hoping it was true.

I took a deep-but-shaking breath and opened the door. What I saw on the other side did not make me feel better or more confident.

A hallway stretched out past the doorway. It smelled of old wood and fresh dirt and was well lit but had no windows and no visible light source. The corridor was long, far too long to fit into our house. This was the same hallway Portia had taken me down when she’d first tricked me into following her to the Dark Sun Side. I recognized it immediately and nearly quit right then.

Except.

Except I’d finally worked up the courage to use Portia’s pendant and I wasn’t sure I could do it again if I closed the door now.

Except Portia was gone, and I knew it, and maybe this was just how the pendant worked.

Except I was tired of waiting.

It was time to find my parents.

Des didn’t know what I’d found in the Nighthouse—the glasses and the book that proved my parents were still alive. No one knew, because I hadn’t told them. I wasn’t putting anyone else at risk, and I knew that if Des or Lily or Lark knew what I was up to, they’d never let me go alone.

My parents are probably still alive, I reminded myself. Probably. You can’t know for sure.

My heart disagreed with my brain, but my brain was what I had to listen to right now. I couldn’t let my hope get too big or too sure of itself. If it did, and I was wrong, I didn’t think I could ever get past losing Mom and Dad all over again.

With another shaky-deep breath I stepped through the friendly door into the suspicious hallway. Like last time, the air wasn’t still, but there was no longer a cold, stinging wind ripping down the hall. Instead, a strong but perfectly pleasant rose-and-gasoline-scented breeze drifted through the threshold. And there was one other major difference this time around: the hallway was no longer lined with doors and paintings. Now there was only one of each—a door just a few feet down on the right-hand side, with a single painting hanging next to it.

Perched on my collarbone, Bird was tense and alert, his claws digging in just the tiniest bit. He was wary, but he wasn’t telling me to turn and run. That was sort of promising.

I made my way to the lone door, quiet as could be and ready to run at the first sign of a trick or a trap. My heart was in my throat and my hands were sweaty but, all in all, I was keeping it together pretty well. This door was just like the one I’d—called? summoned? politely requested?—from Portia’s necklace. It was made of the same warm wood, which I now realized was the same color as the walls of the hallway, with an ornate handle. Aside from being a door in a hallway that once belonged to a monster that had almost stolen the souls of my friends, there was nothing scary or suspicious about it.

Hanging to the right of the doorframe was a large canvas with a painting I couldn’t quite decipher. The whole thing was washed in irregular greens with bright spots of various colors scattered throughout. I stared for a while, leaning a bit closer, then stepping back, trying to get the perspective that would make it clear for me.

“What do you think?” I asked Bird. It felt strange to use my voice in that hallway, almost like I was announcing my presence. “It kind of looks like a field full of wildflowers except all blurry. Almost like you’re looking through a rainy window.”

Bird shrugged. He was clearly not an art enthusiast.

“You’re no help,” I said, but I wasn’t mad at him. I was pretty sure I was right. Or at least I was close. “Do we go through the door?”

Before he could answer, I added, “I know, I know. I have to decide. It’s my journey, not yours. Do it for myself, blah blah blah.”

He nodded and ignored my not-very-witty sarcasm.

I put my hand on the knob. It was warm—not hot, more of a sun-warmed-on-a-spring-day feeling. I was a half second from opening the door when something rattled the handle from the other side. My skin rose up in goose bumps and every part of me froze, including the hand on the doorknob. Before I could let it go it rattled again, harder this time, and then I did release it.

I stepped back so quickly I ran into the wall on the other side of the hallway. My breath caught in ragged little gasps.

“Run?” I asked Bird.

Run, he agreed.

It took just seconds to get through the door that led home. Back in my bedroom, I panted like I’d run a race. I waited for the door to disappear like it had done in the past, but it stood there, open, the hallway clear as day on the other side.

“Why is it still here?” My brain was in full panic mode. I thought of Des coming in and finding the door, confirming that I hadn’t been honest with her. I thought of whoever or whatever had rattled that knob following me through. I thought a whirlwind of worse and worse things until Bird interrupted me.

You have to close it and say thank you, he said.

Of course.

I swung the door shut, careful at just the last second to close it gently rather than slam it like I wanted to. “Thank you,” I whispered. “We’re done now.”

And with that, my portal to the Dark Sun Side was gone.

I dropped my backpack to the floor and then collapsed onto the edge of my bed, every part of me shaking.

If my heart was right and they were still alive, I had to find my parents.

But what if it was wrong—what if I was wrong? What if they weren’t alive and hadn’t been for the last four years? What if I went back to the Dark Sun Side and this time I couldn’t outrun or outwit whatever it was that would be waiting for me (and I knew something would be waiting for me)?

What if I couldn’t do this?

I couldn’t do this.

Not without more help.

I had to talk to someone, but everyone I could think of was out of the question. Des, Lily, even Lark—they would all try to stop me, and that wasn’t the kind of help I needed. I needed someone to tell me what to do. Someone with experience on the Dark Sun Side.

That’s when I noticed something shining on my discarded backpack. It was the round, black enamel pin I’d stuck on the fabric a few weeks earlier.

The pin that looked just like a black sun that hung in a purple sky.

The pin given to me by Irv, the unrememberable man who had apparently been to the Dark Sun Side and back more than anyone else, who had given me a strange sort of pep talk the last time I’d returned. Irv was hard to remember, but the words he’d said to me were etched in my brain: You need to trust yourself to know what is worth sacrificing for and how much you’re willing to give. And even the possibility of finding my parents was definitely worth the sacrifice.

I grabbed the pad of paper off my nightstand and left myself a note—it would be at least another day until I could see Irv, and I knew there was a really good chance I’d forget all about it.


Talk to Irv about the DSS.

He’s the one in the orange hat.

He might help.
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It turns out digging a grave is hard work.

Every time I thought we might be done, Lily would stand over the hole with her arms crossed, and then, after a few seconds spent peering through her glasses (so thick they made her big eyes enormous), she’d shake her head. “Wider, please, Evelyn. And deeper, too.”

I couldn’t help the frustrated noise that escaped my lips.

“That’s probably right,” Lark agreed. She stood close to Lily, who reached over and squeezed the ghost girl’s arm in response. That squeeze meant, Thank you. I appreciate your support. Evie can be so difficult, can’t she? I’m probably exaggerating about that last part, but I was hot and grumpy, and it felt like the two of them were ganging up on me.

I wanted to argue with them, to throw my shovel down and quit on the spot. But Lily was my friend and she’d asked for help. And if I’m being real, I was the last person in the world who could say no to a weepy, miserable Lily.

So, we were digging a grave on a scorching Sunday morning in early August. By we, I mean I—Lark was strong for a ghost, but she wasn’t much help with a heavy job like shoveling. And it was tough, rocky ground that made the shovel kick back in my hands every time I jabbed it into the hole. Worse than that, we’d had to carry Frank in a wicker basket strapped to the front of Lily’s bike while I balanced a shovel on mine to get there in the first place.

We’d ridden down twisty two-lane roads and across the Blight Harbor city limits to a forested place I’d never been before (but under different circumstances would have been super excited to investigate). When we came to a big pile of rocks that Lily called a “cairn” on the side of the main road, we were alone. Then I blinked, and Lark was there, waiting for us. She just sort of appeared the way ghosts sometimes do. I didn’t mind the surprise and was glad to have my friend with us even though I knew she wouldn’t be much help with the manual labor. Bird was clearly happy to see Lark as well and he fluttered a greeting.

Lily and I climbed off our bikes next to Lark, who punched me in the arm and said, “Hiya, Von Rathe” (it was her typical greeting and didn’t hurt much, her being a ghost and all). Then she turned to Lily and wrapped her arms around the witch in a tight hug. “Sorry, Lily,” Lark said.

Lily squeezed Lark back and then pulled away to wipe at her eyes for the seventeenth time that morning.

The three of us walked up a dirt trail that had almost been overtaken by forest until we came to a clearing. In that clearing was a long-abandoned church, complete with a dilapidated cemetery.

Lark whistled when she saw it and said, “It’s grown.”

I didn’t know what she meant by that but found out soon enough.

The church had once been white, and the lawn had likely been green, but now everything was the same grey color as the weatherworn headstones. Something felt wrong about the church, which was long and narrow with a sagging slate roof and arched windows that came to a mean point at the top. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but the building was just off, and it radiated a sort of sharp-toothed weirdness that made my skin crawl.

The little field where the building and graveyard stood was surrounded by a nearly perfect circle of fallen trees that stretched out to the tree line of the surrounding woods. According to Lily, trees were still falling—albeit slowly over time—so the clearing was forever expanding. She added that nothing new would grow in from that patch of ground. The whole place—church and cemetery and slowly rotting trees—was known by everyone in town simply as Deadfall.

The whole trip would have taken just a few short, air-conditioned minutes if we’d driven. That didn’t matter, because Lily wouldn’t bring Frank in her car, even though it would have made everything a whole lot easier. “He was terrified of the car,” she said. “It always meant a trip to the vet, and the vet was Frank’s mortal enemy.”

Lily refused to bury her rabbit in Blight Harbor. Which was why I was digging a grave in a creepy clearing near an even creepier old cemetery. Near, but not in, because our ultimate destination had been a cemetery beyond the boundary of the main one. Outside that fallen-down fence was another burial ground, but here the graves were much smaller and decorated with all sorts of homemade markers—stones and sticks and plastic toys and little wooden, painted crosses. Turns out we weren’t the first folks from Blight Harbor to bury a pet in Deadfall.

“I don’t want him coming back in the middle of the night, scratching at the door.” Lily shuddered, rubbing her arms to shoo away invisible goose bumps.

“That’s a myth,” I said, ramming the shovel into the ground so I could brush sweaty hair out of my face. “No one in Blight Harbor ever had an animal come back.”

Lily and Lark spoke at the same time:

“I would beg to differ,” said Lily.

“My brother had this friend—” started Lark.

“Have you ever seen one come back?” I interrupted. Lily was already heartbroken about Frank, and I didn’t want her worrying about this on top of it.

Lily didn’t answer. Not exactly. “I’m not taking any chances. I want my Frank back, but not zombie Frank.” Being a witch, Lily believed in everything, including pets coming back from the dead. Honestly, I mostly did too, but I wasn’t going to encourage her.

It was because Lily believed in everything, and because she was my second-best adult (after Aunt Desdemona), that I had gone straight to her after all the business with The Clackity and John Jeffrey Pope and the long day under a purple sky and black sun. As I’d hoped, she’d believed every word. And it was with her help that I’d gotten Aunt Des back.

So, I kinda owed her.

“It isn’t just animals that come back,” Lark said in a tone that gave me shivers.

Lily nodded in agreement and opened her mouth to say something.

I changed the subject. “The hole’s big enough. We could get ten Franks in here.”

This time, when Lily stood over the grave and crossed her arms, she nodded. “This will do. Thank you, Evelyn. Did you bring the supplies?”

Of course I did.

“Of course I did.”

We all said goodbye to Frank before Lily put the cardboard box in the middle of the hole. She patted the top of the box gently, whispered something I couldn’t hear, and wiped away more tears, leaving a streak of dirt across her cheek.

Memories of my parents’ funeral came hurtling to the front of my mind. I hadn’t cried that day as I’d held Aunt D’s hand—neither of us sure of one another yet, but neither of us willing to let go of the other. I’d cried so much in the days leading up to the service and would shed countless tears in the days and weeks and months after, but not on that day. I guess that was because I was all cried out, but it was also because, even then, in my heart, I knew. A gravestone and white flowers and people dressed in black didn’t make me any less convinced that my parents were still somewhere. Still alive.

I pushed the memories aside and focused on the sun and the heat and the blisters forming on my hands. I filled the hole back up, packed down the dirt, and then found enough biggish rocks to cover it with. That done, I sprinkled holy water from a little vial over the mound, then Lily used the cardboard container of salt from her kitchen to make a white circle around the new grave. Lark double-checked the circle, making sure we didn’t leave any gaps.

Lily brushed her hands off on her beige capris, then wiped her face one last time. “Okay. That part’s done.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“No, but it’s everything I know to do for a rabbit. You still have to say a prayer. I suppose God or the universe or whoever might be in charge of rabbits will be more interested in a child’s prayer than one from an old witch. Would you mind?”

I wanted to argue. But then she sniffed a sad, wet sniff before I could tell her that I wasn’t a child and she wasn’t old. I felt sorry for her all over again. I looked to Lark for help, but she just gave me the tiniest of shrugs and an I guess you sort of have to? look.

I sighed. Witches and ghosts were exhausting.

We bowed our heads under the bright yellow sun, and I began, “God, or whoever takes care of dead rabbits? Please watch over Frank. He liked alfalfa and blueberries, so if you have any, it would be nice if you gave him some. And make him drink lots of water or he’ll get constipated. And another thing? Please don’t let Frank come back as a zombie rabbit and scratch a hole through the door and get into bed with Lily. He was a good rabbit and deserves to move on; plus, that would be gross. Thanks. I mean, amen.”

It wasn’t a great prayer, but I figured it would do. I glanced over to Lark, who nodded. Good job, Von Rathe.

Lily patted my arm, which meant, Thank you. I’m glad you’re with me.

Bird fluttered on my back, which meant, Good job, now get out of the sun before we get burned.

“I know, buddy. Sorry I forgot the sunscreen.” My tank top wasn’t doing much to protect Bird—or me—from the sun, and I could feel my shoulders getting the kind of warm that meant sunburn for sure. Aunt Des would not be thrilled.

In most anyplace other than Blight Harbor, I wouldn’t be wearing tank tops at all—I’d have to keep Bird hidden. One perk of living in the seventh most haunted town in America (per capita) is that it’s full of strange and unlikely things, which meant a twelve-year-old with a living bird tattoo wasn’t exactly normal but wasn’t breaking news, either.

Maybe because she was a witch, or maybe because she knew me so well, Lily read my mind. “Yeah, that’s going to smart in a couple hours. I have some salve at home that will help. Let’s get you out of the sun and fix you up before Desdemona sees what I’ve let you do to yourself.” She took the shovel from me. “Oh, and did I tell you Martha and Jane are coming for a visit?”

I shook my head. “When? And is Grey coming?”

“Monday or Tuesday I expect. And, no, Grey had other business.”

Jane, Martha, and Grey were a trio of witch sisters I’d met when The Clackity—that awful, untrustworthy creature—had first sent me into the strange neighborhood of seven houses. Their home had been the second I’d visited. It turned out the witches were also Lily’s cousins. I liked them all, but Grey was my favorite.

“Wish she’d visit,” I said glumly.

“She will.” Lily squeezed my arm, which meant, She’ll want to check on you. You’re her favorite too, you know.

I started collecting our things. Lily’s cold lemonade and witchy salve for my sunburn awaited. “Lark, you coming with us?”

Lark, who had been studying the clearing and the forest beyond, turned toward the main cemetery. Sunlight streamed through her thin edges, making her look a little like stained glass. “Yeah, but can I show you something before we leave?” She cocked her head at me as she turned back around. “Geez, Von Rathe, you really need to find some shade before you combust. Your aunt’s skin burned just as easy.” She laughed and murmured, “Von Rathes.”

Thinking about the fact that Lark and my great-great aunt Mae had been friends a hundred years ago, long before she became a ghost in the Dark Sun Side, made me feel happy and melancholy at the same time. I rolled my eyes but otherwise ignored Lark’s teasing (even if she was right).

Lily begged off in favor of the shade I needed, and I followed Lark over the sagging fence, out of the pet cemetery and into the one for people.



It wasn’t a very big churchyard—you could stand in any one spot and see the whole thing—but finding a particular grave was complicated by the fact that all the headstones were badly faded, toppled over, or both.

This didn’t seem to bother Lark, who jumped ahead of me, bobbing and weaving through gravestones, appearing and reappearing faster than I could follow until she materialized with a “Found it!” from a slightly raised square of earth surrounded by a low, rock retaining wall and a grouping of headstones.

Lark reappeared right in front of me in her way that nearly gave me whiplash and started back toward the opposite end of the cemetery, her arm casually flung around my shoulder to lead. She talked as we went: “Folks were buried here for a reason, Von Rathe.” She was using her serious voice. “Either they were superstitious or the people who put them in the ground were. Like Lily said, there are plenty of people who worry that what gets buried in Blight Harbor doesn’t always stay that way.”

At that I rolled my eyes and started to interrupt but Lark waved me off. I grumbled under my breath, but she ignored me. “Listen, I’m not here to say what’s true and what’s not. I’m just telling you how it was. How it still is, by the sound of your aunt’s column.” Her eyes bored into mine. “And I’m not saying what I’m about to show you means anything, I just think that you’ll find it interesting.” Lark stopped walking and gave me an expectant look like she was waiting for me to react. “Or terrifying,” she amended, one eyebrow lifted in that way that meant, pay attention.

As hot as I was, I had to admit that I was interested. As long as the something terrifying wasn’t more digging, I was in.

At first, I couldn’t tell what that something was. We were standing in front of a big family plot, twice as full of headstones as the McCreary plot that Lark had shown me on the way in, the one where most of her family was buried. The markers there were tipped and bent, and we’d spent a few minutes straightening them out, Lark shedding a few tears along the way. But these markers were all organized neatly under a tall marble obelisk. On the obelisk were four names and corresponding dates followed by a short but strange inscription:


SAMUEL J.

GONE JUNE 1921

AGED 26 YEARS

MICHAEL K.

GONE JUNE 1921

AGED 27 YEARS

HOWARD F.

GONE JUNE 1921

AGED 29 YEARS

LEONARD P.

GONE JUNE 1921

AGED 31 YEARS

IF THERE WERE ANOTHER

HE IS NOT OURS NOW



The dates made me think all four men had died together. Maybe in some horrible accident? But I had absolutely no idea why Lark was showing me this.

“I have absolutely no idea why you’re showing me this,” I told Lark. The heat and the blisters I could feel forming on my hands from shoveling without gloves were not doing wonders for my mood.

It was Lark’s turn to be exasperated. “Von Rathe,” she said, “look down, would you?”

When I did, my blood ran cold despite the heat.

There was a wide, flat stone on the retaining wall for this plot, just like the McCrearys’. Only this one said POPE.

The fine hair on my arms raised despite the heat, a shiver snaking up my spine. “Those are his brothers,” I said, pointing at the obelisk. I meant Pope—Blight Harbor’s notorious serial killer, the man whose malevolent ghost I’d trapped on the Dark Sun Side when I bested The Clackity. Those dates on the obelisk made a whole lot more sense now, and I knew perfectly well that Pope’s brothers had not been killed in an accident. “And the weird little poem, that’s about him!”

Lark nodded. “John Jeffrey Pope was bad enough that his own people wouldn’t put his name on the family plot.”

“But where are they actually buried?” I asked, meaning Pope’s brothers. The longer I looked, the more apparent it became that there was no room for four graves under the obelisk. Other headstones belonging to other members of the Pope family told me those spots were taken.

“No idea,” Lark said with a shrug of her shoulders. “They disappeared just like he did. The family suspected they didn’t run off willingly, especially after everything came out about Johnny, so they gave them a marker to make sure they had a place to rest. A place to come home to.”

As Lark spoke, she looked anywhere but at me. She didn’t want our eyes to meet, and it felt like there was a lot she wasn’t telling me. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t push it. Sometimes, talking about her life made my friend sad. She’d already cried once that morning, and I didn’t want to be the reason she did it again.

I remembered being in Pope’s house. It felt like years ago, but it had really been only a few weeks. I thought of the photographs I’d found, and of the pennies covering his brothers’ eyes. With a shiver, for just a moment I relived being down in that too-big cellar with the ghosts of four men who had bought me time so that I could escape from their youngest brother. I would have kept thinking about that place, and everything that led up to it, if Lark hadn’t brought me out of my daze.

“You with me, Von Rathe?”

“Yeah, sorry. Just remembering the first time I was on the Dark Sun Side. I ended up at Pope’s house….”

Lark gave me a surprised look. “That house is just ashes in the dirt. The town made sure of it.”

“I’d actually like to see that,” I told her, and I meant it, “but it’s still standing over on that side. And John Jeffrey Pope—his ghost, anyway—was still living there, at least when I went. His brothers’ ghosts helped me out a lot that day.” I read the obelisk again. Michael, Samuel, Howard, and Leonard. It was good to have names for them. Names were important for magical reasons, but they were also just important.

Based on everything I’d seen in Pope’s house, I was sure all the way to my bones that John Jeffrey was the reason his four brothers had gone missing. And thinking about that—the hows and whys and what-ifs—made some pretty scary and dark stuff go through my head that I really didn’t want in there. When images like that worm their way into your brain, it’s hard to make them go away. I didn’t know what to do except do something else.

“Let’s go find Lily,” I said, wriggling my fingers and bouncing on the balls of my feet, trying to trick my brain into focusing on something different.

“Right,” said Lark. She didn’t argue with me, but her raised eyebrows said she knew I wasn’t telling her something. “When we get back, let’s… What’s that?” She was squinting in the direction of the obelisk.

“What?”

“There, in the grass.” She hopped up onto the retaining wall and over to the obelisk. My ghostly friend hunched down, and when she stood back up, something pinched between her fingers glinted in the sun.

My stomach dropped. Just by the way it reflected the light, I knew what she was holding.

“Here.” She reached out to hand me the glittering object, and even though I didn’t want to, I stretched out my arm and turned up my palm to take it.

“It’s old, but it looks brand-new,” Lark said. “Probably lucky. These days, anyway. You should keep it.”

The penny that fell into my palm was hot from the sun and felt greasy in a way I associated with the Dark Sun Side. It was, of course, a wheat penny. As bright and shiny as the day it was made.


[image: Image]


This penny was anything but lucky.

I hadn’t told Lark—I hadn’t told anyone—about what I suspected. What I knew. I’d been able to forget about it for a couple of hours, but now it was all crashing down on me like a wave of polluted water. Now I had this calling card in my hand.

The penny was a greeting. And a warning.

The Clackity was somewhere close by, and this was its way of making sure I knew.
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“I bet Lily’s gone inside to get out of the sun,” Lark said, meaning inside the old church.

I muttered an agreement, moving in a half daze as I followed Lark through the cemetery toward the old building. I found my eyes jumping to the tree line that surrounded us in every direction, scanning for a too-tall figure moving in the shadows. Or carrying its own shadow, I guess. A shadow, I’d discovered, made of thousands of black spiders. My hands were white-knuckled, holding the penny so tightly it would have been crushed if it had been made of anything but metal.

I knew Clackity was coming for me—had known for sure since I’d returned from the Nighthouse, when it left me a note on the Old School chalkboard in its chaotic handwriting:


We MaDE a gOOd, FAir DeAL, PreTty PeNNy.



I hadn’t brought Pope back to Clackity that night in the abattoir—hadn’t held up my end of our “good, fair deal” (which hadn’t been all that good and definitely not fair). And now Clackity was back. I didn’t know if it wanted me to finish the job or to punish me for cheating or something else I couldn’t even begin to guess. It didn’t matter what it wanted because whatever the Clackity had in mind wouldn’t be good.

Lark was giving me a chatty tour-slash–history lesson as we walked around the old church toward the front entrance. It was just as spooky up close as it was from a distance. The white paint was mostly a suggestion at this point and didn’t do much to hide the grey stone beneath. And there was a smell to the place. I’d first noticed it in the cemetery, but it grew stronger as we neared the building—a dry, dusty smell that could be explained away by the dry, dusty landscape. But there was something else too. A scent both ancient and familiar and, under that, a note like sour perfume.

Lily was waiting for us at the front door in the thick shade cast by the walls of the building. She’d found a wooden bench that had seen better days and was contentedly reading a large-print edition of a horror novel. She held it close to her face despite her thick glasses. Worry gnawed at the lining of my stomach every time I thought about Lily’s vision. It was normal for witches to have lousy eyesight, and for it to get worse over time, but I couldn’t help wanting my friend’s eyes to get better somehow.

“You girls find what you were looking for?”

Lark and I both said that we did, although Lark was more enthusiastic about it. The penny was still clenched in my fist, digging a sweaty hole into my palm. I slid it into my pocket and wiped my wet hand on my jeans.

You could tell them, Bird said.

No. Because once I start telling any of it, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop.

They would want to help, he replied softly.

That’s the problem.

Lily continued talking, which meant that Bird and I didn’t have a chance to get into a full-blown argument. “Good, then one more thing before we go.” She put her book into her oversized bag as she spoke.

“Can we do it next time?” I was ready to put serious distance between me and that place.

“Actually, two things,” Lily said, completely ignoring me.

“Fine.” I could see that she was gearing up for one of what I called her Lily Lessons, and there was zero point trying to get her to stop once she got going. The truth was, Lily Lessons were usually pretty interesting and often came in handy, but I wasn’t in the mood.

Lark, on the other hand, was enraptured. She thought Lily was the smartest person she’d ever met. I figured if she ever went missing, Lark could probably be found hanging on Lily’s every word.

“First, Deadfall. Do either of you know what it means?”

Lark and I exchanged I have no idea looks.

Lily didn’t miss a beat. “There are two definitions of deadfall. First, it means a mess of fallen trees and bushes and whatnot. You see it out there”—she gestured to the downed trees that covered the ground between the churchyard clearing and the forest beyond—“and that’s where most people will assume this place gets its name. But there’s another meaning and, I think, it is just as appropriate as the first.”

Lily rose from the bench and Lark and I followed her to where a large, flat rock and a foot-long, straightish stick were lying in the scraggly grass. They weren’t there by accident—knowing Lily, she’d been planning this lesson since before we even arrived and found what she needed while Lark and I were roaming.

Lily knelt in the dirt and lifted one side of the rock, which, based on the face she made, was heavy. Under that raised edge she propped the stick so that it supported the rock. Then she reached into her bag and pulled out a big, soft-looking dark purple plum and a coil of thin white rope. She placed the plum on the ground, centered under the wide, flat rock, and carefully tied the string around the bottom of the stick.

Satisfied, Lily stood, brushing her dusty knees with dustier hands. “A ‘deadfall’ is also a trap,” she said. “A very simple, very effective trap made of just four parts (not including the prey, of course): a weight,” she said, indicating the rock, “a prop—in this case, a stick. Our plum is the bait, and the last piece is a trigger, which today for the sake of simplicity is this rope.”

With that, Lily yanked her end of the rope, causing the stick to tumble and the rock to fall with a satisfying thud. A cloud of grey-brown dust puffed up into the air. When it cleared, Lily flipped the rock over and dirty bits of squished plum came up with it. The piece of fruit was demolished. It was easy to imagine what might happen to a living creature who got caught in a trap like that.

“So which definition is this place named for?” I asked.

“Depends on who you ask,” Lily replied. “Come on, time for the second thing I wanted to show you.”

We followed Lily to the church, and I was grateful for shade even if it meant being closer to that weird building. I was exhausted, dragging my feet across the brittle ground despite the dust I was kicking up. I’d never felt quite this combination of bone tired and gritty and sweaty before. Even Bird, stretched out over my shoulder, felt wilted. My friends, on the other hand, seemed just fine. Lily’s summertime tan was deepening, and Lark’s light-brown skin wasn’t turning red, nor were new freckles popping up on her face (but it made sense that ghosts couldn’t get sunburned, so that wasn’t much of a surprise).

At the front door, Lily fumbled around in the bottom of her bag until, with an “Aha,” she pulled out a jangly keyring. It wasn’t her usual set with car and house keys and a fob made of a jagged, smoky quartz crystal. This was a simple metal ring with keys of various shapes and sizes threaded onto it. She held the keys about an inch away from her nose and jingled through them until she found the one she was searching for—an oversized, iron key. It had the swirly, decorated look that old things often seem to have.

With some jostling, Lily fit the key into the oversized padlock hanging from a latch on the door, which was itself old-looking with its wide, weathered boards and rounded top. The lock fought her a little, but after giving it what Lark called some “elbow grease,” the key turned and the hinged padlock popped open.

The door was slightly ajar, and we were hit with a cold wash of air from inside the church. It should have been a welcome break from the heat, and it would have been if it wasn’t for the smell that came with the gust. Caves and graves and roses and gasoline all flowed together to strengthen the smell I’d already noticed, a smell that came from only one place I knew of—the last place I wanted to encounter unprepared—the Dark Sun Side.



I fought the urge to run back to my bike, to get as far away as fast as I could.

“I’m not going in,” Lark said sharply. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who recognized the smell.

“How about you?” Lily asked, looking at me.

“Nope,” I said.

“What gave it away?” Lily asked. “The temperature or the smell?”

Instead of answering her question, I asked some of my own, “You knew? You knew that door opened to the Dark Sun Side? And you opened it anyway?” I could hear my voice rising but couldn’t do anything to control it.

Of all the responses she could have had, to my horror and irritation, Lily laughed. “It doesn’t open to the other side. That door is well locked and sealed. You’re just smelling what seeps through its cracks. Now, do you trust me or not?”

I wanted to say no, but the truth was I did trust Lily. Of course I did. She was my second-best person after Aunt Des, and I knew all the way to my soul that she’d never knowingly lead me and Lark somewhere dangerous.

I locked eyes with Lark. Hers were big and nervous and seemed to be asking, What do you think, Von Rathe? I answered with a nod, which she returned. It was agreed. We were following Lily.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’ll go.”

Lily squeezed my arm, and that squeeze meant, Good. Glad you’re being brave. This is interesting stuff.

Stepping through the door, I expected the inside of the church to be dim and grimy to match the smell, so I was surprised to find a bright, clean space. It was only one long room, with three arched windows on each side and one at the far end over what looked to be an altar. The windows let in a lot of sunlight, which reflected off the bright white walls and ceiling. Everything looked like it had been freshly painted. Even the wooden pews on either side of the reddish-brown and off-white tiled aisle seemed mostly dust free. That tiled floor and the slightly fancy windows were the only ornamentation in the place.

The other thing I didn’t expect was to feel so disoriented. The longer I was in the building the worse it got. I wasn’t nauseous, but I would be soon if the sensation didn’t go away.

Lily mentioned it before I could. “What you’re feeling is the architecture. At least, that’s part of it,” she said. “If you measure all the walls and angles of this place—and people have many times over the years—none of them quite add up as they should. Always a tiny bit too short or—even weirder, too long—to fit together the way they do.”

It was weird, and Lily had been right, it was interesting, too. “Something else. This building is medieval Welsh in origin. It’s been renovated once that we know of and probably other times before that, but there are clues that tell us it’s from that era.”

I was trying to remember my world history lessons. “If it’s medieval, how old would that make it?”

“A thousand years old, give or take,” Lark said softly.

“That’s about right,” said Lily. “So the question is, how did a medieval European building show up in this little clearing—hundreds of years before any Europeans set foot here?”

Lark and I were glued to what Lily was saying, anxious to hear the explanation.

“How?” I finally asked.

“No idea,” Lily replied matter-of-factly. “It’s well and truly a mystery. But when you see what’s up near the altar, you may begin to understand a bit of the why if not the how.”

I felt maybe the tiniest bit better, but the place really was wrong, which meant that the uneasy caterpillars crawling all over my skin were there for a good reason and not just because of my overactive imagination.

As we approached the altar, the cool air moved so that it felt like someone had turned on the air-conditioning (impossible in this building with no electricity), and the cave-grave-perfume smell intensified.

There was nothing unusual about the front of the church. A low wooden rail separated the altar from the rest of the space, with a simple gate at its center. On the altar itself was an assortment of white candles, most burned down to nubs. There was a very simple, wooden pulpit that matched the pews. Aside from that, nothing.

Well.

Almost nothing.

There was a rug on the floor inside the altar rails, bigger than a kitchen mat but smaller than a dining room rug. I stepped through the gate to get a better look. Lark was right at my heels. The rug looked handsewn and was all shades of purple and black and silvery grey and white. At first I thought the pattern was constellations, but they weren’t ones that I knew. Still, there was something naggingly familiar about them. Upon closer inspection, I realized that the stars weren’t stars at all but strange symbols I had no reference for. My brain turned circles trying to figure out what I was missing. I would have stayed there, trying to decipher the mystery, except Lily yanked the carpet aside with a whoosh.
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