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PRAISE FOR RIVER OF SPIRITS



“The Underwild: River of Spirits masterfully captures the delicate balance of life and death and hope and grief in a luminous story set in the Underworld. Senka, the Apprentice Ferryer of the Dead, will spirit you away on a thrilling adventure rife with myth, magic, and monsters that will break your heart, then mend it.”

—JENNA LEE-YUN, author of The Last Rhee Witch

“A heart-pounding adventure that celebrates the enduring powers of friendship, love, and memory in a Greek-myth inspired underworld. Engrossing, thought-provoking, and fun.”

—ALYSSA COLMAN, author of The Gilded Girl and The Tarnished Garden

“Lyrical, voice-y, and equal parts hilarious and heartbreaking, The Underwild: River of Spirits is the middle-grade debut you’ve been waiting for. Shana is an extraordinary talent, and she has written a spellbinding adventure that kept me hooked till the very last page.”

—LAURA NOAKES, author of the Cosima Unfortunate series

“Steeped in Greek mythology, Shana Targosz’s tale is sure to keep readers entranced as twelve-year-old Senka faces dragon chimera, Titans, and all manner of mythical beings, dead and alive, on her journey across the Underworld. But be sure to hold on to the seat of your ferry because this twisty journey is sure to be a ride you never forget!”

—GEORGE JREIJE, author of the Shad Hadid series

“Whimsical, fast-paced, and a touch bittersweet, River of Spirits is an unforgettable voyage through an Underworld populated by strange and wicked creatures, lost souls, and trouble-making immortals. Readers will be captivated by this vibrant, fantastical adventure packed with mysteries, mythology, and lovable characters.”

—ROCHELLE HASSAN, author of Nox Winters and the Midnight Wolf

“Pulse-pounding and profound—a wildly creative adventure exploring grief, friendship, and family. I laughed and cried and couldn’t put it down.”

—JENN REESE, author of A Game of Fox & Squirrels and Puzzleheart

“A magical debut. Senka’s bold, funny, and pragmatic inner voice makes The Underwild shine.”

—HOPE LARSON, author of Salt Magic and A Wrinkle in Time: The Graphic Novel

“Deeply clever and achingly heartfelt, The Underwild: River of Spirits is a crash course in Greek mythology that will delight both long-time fans of the genre and those just falling in love with the old myths. Targosz has gifted us with a book both wildly adventuresome and poignantly tender; it is one that will linger with me for years to come.”

—JULIANA BRANDT, author of Exit Nowhere and Monsters in the Mist

“An unforgettable tale that ferries you into the dark heart of the Underworld, where myths are wonderfully (and wickedly) real, hope counters grief, and perilous adventure abounds”

—HEATHER KASSNER, author of The Bone Garden
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FOR CORY AND CALDER—THE FAMILY I CHOSE, THE FAMILY WE MADE. YOU ARE MY HOME.
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THE LAWS OF THE RELICS

LAW NUMBER ONE:

The thunderbolt may never be wielded by anyone but Zeus himself.

LAW NUMBER TWO:

The relics of Olympus must never be destroyed or altered.

LAW NUMBER THREE:

The relics of Olympus are only for the gods and may never be used by mortals.

LAW NUMBER FOUR:

The Keys to the Realms shall never be used to transport anyone other than the Keeper of the Keys.

LAW NUMBER FIVE:

Th theft of a relic is a criminal offense, and Law-breakers will immediately be hunted by the Furies and brought before the judges of the Underworld.

THOSE FOUND GUILTY OF BREAKING THESE LAWS WILL BE DOOMED TO REMAIN IN TARTARUS FOR ETERNITY.
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PROLOGUE


WHO KNEW A SPLOTCH OF raspberry jam could accurately predict my doom?

It has been three hours and forty minutes since I learned gods and monsters from the old Greek myths do exist, and I now know for certain that stealing a set of magical keys from the goddess of ghosts is an epically bad idea that can lead to your ultimate downfall. And by “your” I mean mine. I really hope I’ll live past this so I can look back on all the weird and terrible things that have happened and laugh about them with my best friend, Lizzie.

Or scream. Screaming would be good.

First, I need to find Lizzie. I kinda screwed up and got her trapped in the depths of the Underworld, where she’s being held prisoner by Hades himself. I swear it was an accident.

The raspberry jam did warn there would be disasters and epic struggles to overcome once the Laws were broken. At the time I didn’t know what Hecate was talking about when she stared into the jam and spoke of the future. If I’d known the Laws she mentioned were ones set by the gods, or if I’d had some hint that I was about to break one of the most important Laws of all, I would have done things differently.

Lesson learned. But there’s nothing I can do about it now.

Right now I’m just trying to stay alive. Kinda hard to do when there’s a massive beast of darkness chasing me across the realms of the gods. But I’ve gotten this far, so maybe—and this is a very slim maybe—I’ll survive. Honestly, chances are not looking good. Not when I can feel the fiery breath of the beast huffing at my back while I run through a mist-filled labyrinth.

But if there is one thing I’m good at, it’s running, with hiding coming in at a close second.

The smartwatch on my wrist beeps, and I frantically slap it quiet.

“Keep running, Anya!” the freckled girl beside me cries.

Three hours and forty-one minutes. That’s how long it’s been since this whole odyssey started. But to tell the full story, I’ll have to start from the beginning, when Lizzie told me she was moving away, and my world shattered to pieces.
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CHAPTER ONE THE ENCHANTED GARDEN


Time stamp: Four days earlier

I SLIP THROUGH THE CROWD, gripping the strap of my backpack as I make my way to my locker. Head down, I walk around the girls who cluster together like cackling witches, then sidestep the group of kids who form an immovable island within the rushing stream of students, their booms of “No way!” and “Yeah, dude!” making me flinch. I merge with the flow of other kids circumventing them, dodging the elbows of those frantically shoving things into their lockers, then hopping aside when someone pushes their way through the crowd in their haste to rush home.

It’s always like this—me, trying not to bump into any of my classmates as they do their best to make it impossible for anyone to walk around them. Sometimes I wish I could glide through crowds like a ghost. I’m already practically invisible to them, so it wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to become a ghost entirely. I shrink a little more and squeeze through the gaps between my classmates. The scent of vanilla lip balm wafts by me as I pass by the popular girls, followed by the foul stench of forgotten gym socks as I walk past a boy’s locker.

I meet eyes with a girl I used to be friends with—Lauren. She quickly looks away, then turns her back to me while her friends give me the side-eye. My cheeks burn. I don’t blame Lauren for not wanting anything to do with me, not after she left my house shaking and in tears a few years ago. That was the last time we ever spoke.

Someone screeches and my shoulders jump to my ears. Heartbeat rabbiting in my chest, I glance around. The sound came from the group of people behind me—it is only a girl laughing at something her friend is showing her on her phone. Someone jostles me, and I snap out of it.

I tell myself it is okay, everything is okay.

A locker crashes shut. I jump, clutching onto my backpack straps as if they were a lifeline. My muscles lock as more kids shout around me, slamming their locker doors as they rush off to the bus or to wherever they go after the final bell rings. I stand, trembling, a tiny boat tossed in a sea of running kids, and try not to shrivel into myself. It’s all too loud, too fast, too much.

“Hey, Anya! You okay?”

I latch onto my best friend’s voice and turn to see her hurrying to my side. Her blue-tipped hair falls across her eyes as she reaches out, cupping my elbow. The ice holding me in place melts a little. Lizzie, my best friend since second grade, smiles at me, her silvery braces gleaming in the fluorescent lights.

“Yeah.” I uncurl my fingers from my backpack strap. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“Come on, let’s get our stuff and walk home.”

I focus on the enamel pins on her denim jacket as she presses close to my side. There’s one with the name of her favorite K-pop band, and a pin of the band’s youngest member wearing his signature floral blazer. Next to these is a lavender heart pin with the word borahae that I bought her for her birthday. Lizzie had once told me that borahae is a phrase coined by one of the band members. In Korean, it translates to “I purple you,” which means “I’ll love you until the end of days.” I thought it was the perfect gift.

I take in these familiar things as she guides me through the trio of boys standing like roadblocks in our path, then past a girl with ink-dark freckles, her head bent toward a Black girl holding a stack of what looks like sheet music as they chatter away.

“Coming through!” Lizzie crows. Amazingly, everyone steps aside. Lizzie has a knack for making people see her. I wish I had that skill. Well, no I don’t—I’m perfectly happy remaining invisible.

Invisibility means they won’t notice me at all.

I am glad to have Lizzie, though. One of us needs to be able to function around others. And that definitely isn’t me.

Lizzie’s locker is right next to mine, which is yet more proof that the universe brought us together for a reason. It was kinda the same in second grade. When Lizzie first moved to Portland, Oregon, our teacher placed her at the desk next to mine. During reading time, Lizzie pulled a book from her backpack, and I couldn’t help myself from blurting out that The House of Haunts was my favorite book. I had it with me that day too, so I held my copy up to prove it. Lizzie said she’d already read it three times, and I admitted I’d only read it twice. Still, we grinned at each other as if we shared the biggest secret in the universe.

We’ve been best friends ever since.

“Do you want to go to our park today?” I swing my backpack to my front so I can stuff my English Language Arts folder into the biggest pocket—we’re studying Greek mythology and all the handouts have added about two extra pounds of weight. My heart is still racing, but the panic has dwindled. Now that Lizzie is by my side, I feel like everything will be fine and I’m exactly where I need to be. I touch the battered notebook I have hidden in the same pocket, tucked beside a library book—it’s a secret notebook I’ve been filling for months, and I just finished writing the last story in class. Lizzie doesn’t know about this notebook, not yet. I take a deep breath, telling myself that today is the day I’ll show it to her—but not right now. School is completely the wrong place to share what I’ve written.

Lizzie glances at me from the corner of her eye. “What is it?”

I realize I’ve been standing with my hand in my backpack for far too long. I quickly withdraw it and zip up the pocket. “Oh, well, I found a book on trees at the school library today, so we can look up what kind of tree shades our park.” We’ve called the park located halfway between Lizzie’s house and mine “our park” since we were little. “Did you know that dendrology means the study and identification of woody plants, while botany is the study of all types of plants?”

“Huh, that’s cool,” Lizzie says distractedly.

Glancing at her, I catch her mouth dipping in a frown. “What is it? Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?”

Lizzie looks at me, her lips hooking up at the corners, but there’s a wobble to them. “No, of course not. Sorry, I’m just thinking about something.” She shuts her locker quietly. It is really hard to close a locker without making noise, but I know she tries just for me. “Hey, how about we just walk the long way to my house today? I kinda need to get home, but I can take a little more time getting there.”

“Oh.” I blink, mentally checking that it is Monday, and Mondays are the days we can spend our after-school hours hanging out at our park. My stomach twists a little, wondering why the sudden change—Lizzie would never normally back out of plans without telling me first, and it’s not like her to get serious like this. “Um, sure, of course.”

With minimal clanging, I close my locker and sling my backpack onto my shoulders. Then I follow Lizzie, dread rising with every step.

The other kids have cleared out, so it is much less of a battle to exit Mountain Heights Middle School. We take up the whole sidewalk, our shoulders bumping as we walk together. I fiddle with my friendship bracelet as I wait for her to say what’s on her mind. Lizzie has a matching bracelet—we made them together last summer. As the silence stretches on, the books seem to weigh more heavily in my backpack, as does my worry.

Soon, Lizzie diverts from the concrete sidewalk and onto a grassy trail. It’s the little-known path we take as the “long” way to Lizzie’s house—both to avoid our classmates who stick to the main sidewalks and also to see if we can catch a glimpse of the local witch who lives in a cottage down the lane.

None of the other kids dare take this path because of the rumors about the witch. It makes me like it even more.

The lady isn’t really a witch, I don’t think. But Lizzie and I would like to believe she is—the good kind, I mean. Who else would have a seemingly enchanted garden filled with pumpkins, fruit trees, and cabbages as big as my head? When we were in second grade, we’d pretend we were part of the witch’s coven, and with a single spell we could banish our problems and turn those who had done us wrong into frogs. In those days, my brother was often the frog, but I never told Lizzie why. She never asked. She has a younger sister who annoys her sometimes, so maybe she understood in her own way.

I’ve never seen the witch-lady up close, but I have caught a glimpse of her. Lizzie wasn’t with me that time, though. It was an evening when Lizzie was already at home, having dinner with her family, and I needed to get away from mine. At my house, my parents’ shouts rattled the walls and my brother was looking to take out his anger on someone…. But never mind about that.

That night, I’d been walking down this same path. When I approached the gates to the garden, I saw a sudden flash of light from the corner of my eye. I scuttled into the shadows of a nearby tree, worried that it was my brother out looking for me. It wasn’t him, though.

Instead, the witch stood in the middle of her garden. I was surprised to see that she wasn’t old-old, and she had long, dark hair that fell to her waist. There was a gleam surrounding her, as if moonlight had been caught in a jump rope at its highest point. In a flash of brilliance, she was gone. Vanished, like something my mind made up to nudge out all the problems I wanted to forget.

When I told Lizzie what I’d witnessed, I could tell she wasn’t sure if she should believe me. It’s okay, though, I barely believe it myself.

Even though I’ve never said it out loud, I love walking past the garden, where Lizzie and I can make up stories about the witch-lady who lives there. We used to wonder if she’d bake us in her oven or brick us in a tall, tall tower if we dared eat her greens. Once, Lizzie went right into the garden to see if the giant, glossy pumpkins were real. I was terrified she’d get caught, but even more terrified of what would happen to her if she did. I couldn’t abandon her, so I shout-whispered for her to come back to me while I stood with my sneakers firmly outside the fence line. Lizzie did scramble her way back to me, eventually. We ran away shriek-giggling, while I thought my heart would burst from my chest. I was so scared for her, but also so proud? I could never be as bold as Lizzie. Ever.

As we ran home, her eyes were wide as pancakes, shining with wonder. “The pumpkins, Anya! They sparkle, like they’ve been dipped in glitter!”

She told me of all the wondrous things she saw up close in that enchanted garden. Things I knew in my heart I would never see for myself.

Lizzie has always been the brave one. I’m the coward.

I follow Lizzie, kicking up dirt with my faded sneakers while the nearly-autumn breeze runs its fingers through my hair. This is my favorite time of year, when the heat isn’t too horrible and you can feel the promise of coolness coming on right before the sun sets behind the trees, letting you know that fall is tiptoeing ever closer. I shoot side-glances at Lizzie, wondering what it is that’s weighing on her mind right now. Are her grandparents okay? I know Lizzie had said she was going to visit them soon, so maybe that plan changed? It wouldn’t explain why she needs to go home so early today, though. As I wrangle the courage to ask her what’s going on, she gestures at something and says, “Do you think I’ll finally get to see her today?”

Swiveling my head, I look in the direction she’s pointing. It’s the witch’s house, the garden as green and vibrant as a painting. Before I can stop her, Lizzie is walking right up to the witch’s property line.

“Lizzie, no! Wait!” I’m already breathless, fear squeezing my chest as she strides up to the gate.

But she doesn’t go through it. Instead, she leans against the little fence surrounding the garden and stares at the swirling leaves of lettuces and curlicue vines from the bright orange pumpkins. “Please come out so I can meet you, before it’s too late,” she whispers, staring longingly at the house. “I need you to grant a wish or cast a spell, or… or something.”

I stand next to her, shifting from foot to foot. I’m not sure I want to get any closer to the garden, or to the witch. I glance nervously at the house, with its white curtains hiding whatever’s inside. “Lizzie, what’s going on? Why do you want to see the witch so badly?”

She inhales slowly, as if preparing herself for whatever words she’s about to unleash. “Because it’s my last chance.”

I stop fidgeting and squeak a nervous laugh. “What do you mean? We can try again on a different day.”

“No, Anya, we can’t. I’m moving.” Lizzie lays her cheek against the fence post. Her blueberry-tipped hair falls from her eyes, exposing the tears now rolling down her cheeks. “My parents are getting a divorce, and they’re both moving back to California. Mom is taking me to my halmeoni’s early while they settle some things here. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

A buzzing sounds between my ears. I could swear she just said she was leaving for her grandma’s house, which is in Irvine, California, and so very far away. “No. You can’t.” The words slip from me before I think them through. “I mean, what?”

If I was writing this story, I’d have Lizzie turn to me and laugh, saying it was a joke, that she said it to see how I’d react, as if my misery would prove to her how much I care. But this isn’t one of my secret stories, and I don’t have the power to change Lizzie’s future, much less my own.

I watch, breathless, as Lizzie’s eyes fill with truthful, heart-wrenching tears. She snuffles and wipes her nose on her jacket’s sleeve. “I know, right? My parents only told me this morning. Apparently, they didn’t want to ‘upset me too soon.’ ” She claws out the air quotes, then lets her hands fall to her sides where they swing, defeated. “Like that went over well.”

I didn’t know her parents weren’t happy together. It makes no sense at all—they never fight, are always there for Lizzie and her little sister, and her dad makes pancakes on weekends. From scratch! So why are they getting a divorce and making Lizzie move away? Heat builds behind my eyes. My instinct is to run and hide, to get away from the overwhelming pain of it all. Lizzie will be gone and I will be alone and I’m so, so scared, but I can’t find any words to express my feelings and they all seem too big anyway. I’m afraid if I open my mouth to let them out they will squeeze together into one big, long wail.

But I can’t run from Lizzie—I’ve always run to her whenever I needed her. And right now, she needs me. So I press all these feelings deep inside me, clamping them down where they can’t be seen or heard, and reach for her hand.

Before my fingers graze hers, Lizzie straightens up. “Anya, look!”

I dart a glance at the house, where Lizzie is laser-focused. I’m not sure what she wants me to see, but then I notice the curtain on the front window twitch. Hovering lights glow behind the gauzy fabric. I blink, and the lights disappear.

I back into the shadows of a nearby tree. “Was it her? Did you see her?”

“I saw…” Lizzie blinks. “No, it couldn’t have been, I’m imagining things.” Her phone buzzes. She pulls it from her pocket, and when she reads the screen, her face falls. “Ugh. It’s my mom. I have to get home, like, now.”

She straightens up and hooks her arm through my elbow. “I know this is really sudden. I would have told you earlier but I was so angry, and I hoped my parents would text me to tell me that they changed their minds. I didn’t want to say it aloud and make it true, but I know that I can’t stop it.”

I have no words. They clump together, forming a sticky ball in my throat. What can I say, anyway? No mere words can make this situation any better. Instead, I throw my arms around her and hug her as tightly as I can, wishing I never had to let go.

Lizzie huffs a laugh, then leans her cheek against my forehead. “I’m gonna miss you so much, Anya. I promise, we’ll talk on the phone every night.”

I nod, but my tongue turns to ash. I don’t have my own phone, and there’s no way my parents would let me use one of theirs to talk to Lizzie for any length of time. Deep in my heart I know this is a real goodbye, one that lasts forever. I would do anything to keep her close, but I can’t rewrite this story so we can spend every day together.

“Walk me home, okay?” Gently, Lizzie pulls me along beside her. “I know my mom wants to say goodbye to you too.”

I curl into her, my best friend, my only friend. My friend who is leaving in the morning. I don’t know how I’ll hold myself together, but I know I need to, for Lizzie’s sake. I’ll be a blubbering mess tonight once the lights are out, once I’m alone. I’m always alone whenever Lizzie isn’t around, and even more invisible than usual.

I thought the Curse of Anya had finally been broken, that enough time had passed that my friendship with Lizzie was safe. Oh, I was so wrong. It was just biding its time, waiting for the moment when it would crush me the most.

As we stride away, I look over my shoulder at the witch’s house, squinting against the sun’s glare. For a heartbeat, I swear I see someone peeking out from the curtains.

It’s a girl with ink-dark freckles, and brightly glowing moths surrounding her.
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CHAPTER TWO STRING CHEESE AND CURSES


LIZZIE HAS BEEN GONE FOR sixty-eight hours and eighteen minutes, and I don’t know how I will survive the rest of the day, let alone the rest of the school year.

Pushing through the doors to our school’s library, I walk up to the checkout counter, then reach into my backpack for the book I need to return. As I search for it, my fingers brush the notebook full of my secret stories—the notebook I never had a chance to show to Lizzie. I blink, forcing the pricking behind my eyes to stop, then grab out the library book and zip the pocket shut.

As I hand the book over to our school librarian, I avoid glancing at the cover. It hurts too much to look at it.

“Returning this so soon?” Ms. Lee-Yun asks, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “Did you already read the whole book?”

“Uh, not quite.” I rub my elbow, my gaze focused on the counter between us. Ms. Lee-Yun sets the book down, right in my line of sight. I wince. It’s the book on tree identification I was so excited to show Lizzie, but instead of us going to our park and finally figuring out the type of tree that canopied over us while we escaped the world, the world crashed around us. From what I did read, I learned what dendrology meant (and determined I don’t want to study trees when I grow up), but I never did discover what kind of tree spreads its branches above our special place in the park. And I don’t have the heart to find out, now that Lizzie is gone. I’ll most likely never return to our park. It would be too painful to be there without Lizzie.

Usually I love when Ms. Lee-Yun asks me about the books I check out—she’s a big fan of the House of Haunts series, just like me and Lizzie. I almost gasp with the pain of remembering Lizzie won’t be here when the next book in the series comes out. A pressure builds inside me, forcing my shoulders to hunch up to my ears.

“Oh,” Ms. Lee-Yun says. “Anya, do you want—”

At that moment, my stomach growls loudly, enough to startle Ms. Lee-Yun into silence. “I have to go—it’s lunchtime and I need to go to the place where I can, uh, have lunch.”

Before she can say another word, I pivot and run-walk out the door.

As I escape the school library, my belly howls again. Rushing into the hallway, I clamp a hand over my stomach. Mom forgot to pay off my lunch account again this week. The last thing I want is to keep racking up charges and have the lunch lady remind me to tell my parents that there’s an outstanding bill as she ladles lumpy potatoes onto my tray. Both of my parents had already left for work by the time I woke up this morning, so I couldn’t remind them.

So for lunch today I scrounged a few things from the very back of the pantry and bottom of the fridge. I’d shoved a couple snacks into my pockets where my brother wouldn’t find them. But I hadn’t had time to hide the peanut butter sandwich I made from the very last pieces of bread—he yanked it out of my hand the moment I placed it in a plastic bag. My shoulder still hurts from where he gripped me, threatening to make me pay if I told Mom or Dad.

Instead of heading to the cafeteria where the rest of my classmates are, I turn left and head to the art room, the only place I can go to escape the noise and eat alone. Well, almost alone—Ms. Erwin is there, but she’s the kind of teacher who doesn’t try to start a conversation with me. Not anymore, anyway. The first few days I ran in here she asked, but now that she learned about Lizzie moving away, it seems she’s perfectly happy to sit with me in silence. It is its own kind of comfort to have a place like this to escape to.

Opening the art room door, I poke my head in to make sure it’s just Ms. Erwin in the classroom. I don’t know if I can handle any parent volunteers or other kids finishing their projects in here today.

My knees nearly buckle in relief—Ms. Erwin is alone. Her dark hair is up in a messy bun, and her big white earphones are trying their best to cover up her dangly feather earrings completely. She spots me right away and waves me in, gesturing with a pair of scissors to an empty chair across from her at the circular table. I nod gratefully, then pull a wilted apple from my bag along with a lukewarm stick of string cheese.

I hide the fact that there isn’t more food by keeping my backpack on my lap, reaching in to break small pieces off a stale granola bar before pressing them into my mouth. My stomach stops its bellowing after a while. Luckily, whatever Ms. Erwin has been listening to has covered up the worst of its complaints. After a while, she stands up, then returns with a couple packs of cheese sandwich crackers.

She places them in front of me. “These are for the art reception this weekend, but we have far more than we need. One of the parents donated an entire cart’s worth of snacks from Costco. I don’t want anything to go to waste. Think you can help me out?”

I nod, then squeak out a “Thank you.”

She smiles and resumes her cutting-shapes-out-of-paper project. As I sit, listening to the quiet snip-snip of Ms. Erwin’s scissors, I can’t help but be lonely, even though I’m not completely alone.

Lizzie is gone, and I’ve been left here, without her.

The door creaks open. I halt, a cheesy cracker halfway to my mouth. Turning, I see a girl with ink-dark freckles and long braids enter the room.

The same girl I saw standing inside the witch’s house.

I choke on cracker crumbs as every muscle in my body locks up. Then I realize I’ve seen her before—this befreckled girl was also in the hallway by our lockers the day Lizzie told me she was moving away.

Who is she? And why was she in the witch’s house?

Clutched in her hands, her knuckles white, is a thin black case of some sort—it looks like a briefcase but much wider and only about an inch thick.

“Ms. Erwin, do you think the painting I finished yesterday is dry?” the girl asks, stepping into the room. “I’d like to hang it up at the art show with my other pieces.”

“Let’s check. I think it should be ready by now.” As Ms. Erwin stands to help her out, I shove the rest of the crackers into the pocket of my worn-out blue hoodie. Tossing the uneaten apple and the warm string cheese into my backpack, I stand up. I don’t bother zipping it up—I’m a little freaked out that this girl seems to turn up on my worst days, and I’m too upset about Lizzie being gone to find out why.

“Anya, you can stay if you’d like,” Ms. Erwin says as I sling my backpack onto my shoulder and stride toward the door.

“N-no, I need to go.” I stumble to a halt, otherwise I’ll slam into the girl. Somehow she shifted to stand right in my path.

Maybe she is the witch, taking on the form of a twelve-year-old girl so she could infiltrate the school, trap me in the art room, and curse me. I swallow down a panicked laugh.

The girl eyes me strangely, as if puzzling out where she’s seen me before. She opens her mouth to say something, but I quickly avert my eyes, hunching my shoulders into the universal sign for Don’t even think of speaking to me, and wind my way around them both.

At the doorway I pause, because the last person I want to offend is Ms. Erwin. I’d hate for her to be upset with me for being rude. “Thanks for the crackers, Ms. Erwin.” I bolt out the door, letting it creak-slam behind me.

I stand in the hallway for a moment, eyes squeezed shut, and will my mind to stop whirling. All day long I’ve done my best to avoid the ghost of Lizzie—she isn’t a ghost, obviously, but I can feel her non-presence as if it were a thing haunting me. I expect to see her in the hallways between classes, or waving at me as she enters the classroom next to mine. But she isn’t there.

She won’t be here ever again.

You’d better not cry! My brother’s voice rasps through my mind. If I see a single tear, I’ll give you a reason to cry harder.

The door creaks behind me. My eyes snap open and I whirl around, only to come face-to-face with the befreckled girl.

“Hey, this fell out of your backpack. I thought you might—oh. Are you okay?”

Horrified, I scrub at my burning eyes. In her hand sits the limp package of string cheese. It must have fallen out when I rushed to the door.

Her gaze flits from my face to my shaking shoulders, then down to the fist at my side. The stricken look on her face softens as she reaches out to me.

I drop my gaze and take a quick step back, out of range of that too-gentle hand. “Keep it. I don’t want it.”

I pivot to break free of her searching gaze and rush away, my face hot as fire.
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CHAPTER THREE THE WITCH’S FAMILIAR


AFTER THE SCHOOL BELL RINGS at the end of the day, I hide in the bathroom until the hallway clears out completely. Once the school spits out the last straggling group of students, I head to my locker. Opening it, I wince at the high-pitched shriek of the hinge. It’s louder than ever since there aren’t kids shouting and laughing around me.

My interaction with the strange girl outside Ms. Erwin’s classroom has been playing in a loop all afternoon. Guilt swarms in my stomach. She had asked if I was okay. The only other person my age who has ever asked me that is Lizzie, and I don’t know how to react when the question comes from someone else. I know I was rude and that running away was probably not the best choice, but I needed to get away. I hate when anyone sees me like that—mostly because questions about why I’m upset always follow.

Grabbing my backpack, I go to shut my locker, then pause as my gaze snags on the photo Lizzie tacked up in the corner last month. It is a photo of us together at our park, the mysterious tree shading us as we grin at the camera. Both of us are holding up our wrists to show off our newly made friendship bracelets. Lizzie’s arm is around my shoulders, pulling me close. I rub my shoulder where her arm had rested, sadness spreading through me like spilled milk. I’d taken the photo with Lizzie’s phone and she printed it out for me, to remember that we would stick together, always. We didn’t know at the time that we could get unstuck. It never even crossed our minds.

I shut the locker door slowly, quietly, not wanting to break the spell that photo cast over me. I can kinda still feel her with me, in a way. The notebook in my backpack holds all sorts of memories from our years together, recreated in a story set in a fantasy world we spun long ago. I wanted to share the notebook with her, but I missed the chance. I’d planned to hand it to her when we got to our park that day, to finally tell her that I’ve been secretly writing a book, and that I was writing it for her.

Sorrow burrows in my chest. I don’t want to go back to our park ever again.

Nobody would ever want to read your stories. They’re garbage!

I squeeze my eyes shut, pushing my brother’s voice from my head. He found my notebook two months ago and tore out a fistful of pages, then told me how terrible my writing was as he ripped every paragraph into pieces.

I didn’t write for weeks after that. Not until Lizzie and I returned to our park and I felt safe in her orbit once again. She has a way of making me feel brave enough to face the worst. That night, I gathered up those ripped-up pages from the shoebox I’d stored them in and painstakingly taped them back together. Then I picked up my pencil once more.

I’ve changed my mind—I do want to go to our park, even though Lizzie won’t be there. I want to stand under that same tree and remember what it was like to have a best friend who’d throw her arm around me and grin while leaves rustled above our heads, protecting us from everything. Where we used to pretend to be heroes embarking on dangerous quests, then as we grew older, it became the place where we’d whisper our wishes about our future lives.

With the memory of Lizzie’s touch on my shoulders, I leave the school and set off for that very place.

I set one dirty sneaker in front of the other, then step off the sidewalk and onto the grassy path that winds past the witch’s cottage. It isn’t until I’m halfway down the path that I hear voices. I stop, listening. The voices grow louder. In a heartbeat, I’m off the path, ducking behind the wide trunk of a nearby tree.

The voices are coming from behind me, and they’re getting closer. I scrunch down as small as I can, then peek around the tree’s trunk.

It’s that girl again—the maybe-witch with her dark freckles and long, swinging braids. She’s carrying that same black case I saw her with in the art room. And this time, she isn’t alone. A huge man walks beside her, wearing a long, fuzzy dark coat and tall black hat. A giant feathery beard covers his face, with only a shiny, beaky nose sticking out from it. He looks as if he’s dressed for winter, but it is a warm, nearly autumn day.

“Do you think Charon will have to work late tonight?” the girl asks the man as they walk, the black case bumping against her knees. “I brought my darts, just in case he wants to play after dinner. Do you want to play too?”

The man squawks an answer. I blink. It wasn’t as if he said “Yes” or “No” or “Could you repeat the question?” It was an actual squawk, the kind of sound the crows near our house make.

I look at them again, really look, squinting hard as they pass by my hiding spot. I bite back a gasp as the man shimmers, and I see that he isn’t wearing a heavy coat and hat like I’d originally thought. His back is an oil-slick rainbow of black feathers, his feet not clad in boots, but ending in actual bird feet.

My hands shake as the man—no, bird—opens his arms—I mean his wings—and places one around the girl’s shoulders. I startle when he caws again and slap a hand over my mouth to muffle my shriek.

The girl leans into the giant bird’s embrace. “Sounds good. I’ve missed you, too, Mortimer.”

The giant bird—Mortimer—clacks his beak and leans his feathered head on the top of hers as they continue down the path.

What is going on?! I know I have a big imagination, but people don’t usually turn into birds before my eyes! I’ve read about witches having familiars, animals they’ve captured in their thrall and who are sent around to do their bidding. I wrestle between wanting to run far away from the potential witch-girl and her giant bird familiar and wanting—no, needing to follow them.

I thought that magic didn’t really exist, that fantastical things only happened in stories—but how can I deny what I witnessed with my own eyes?

Even though part of me is screeching to run the other way and write off what I saw as my imagination flaring up because I’m upset about Lizzie leaving, there is a bigger part of me that demands to know more, and maybe prove that magic is really real.

So I wait until the girl and the giant bird turn off the pathway and enter the gate to the witch’s cottage, then I follow in their footsteps.
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CHAPTER FOUR ZUCCHINI MUFFINS AND THE GODDESS OF GHOSTS


I WATCH FROM THE SHADOWS as the girl and the bird-man wind through the witch’s garden and enter the little cottage. Once they are inside with the door closed firmly behind them, I stop at the fence line, shifting from foot to foot.

Do I dare pass through the gate? What if the witch is home and this is an elaborate trap to capture me? Worse, what if the girl is the witch and she catches me spying? Would she turn me into a bird-person too? Maybe that’s her plan, to create an army of bird-people to fight at her side. Although, the bird-man, Mortimer, seemed to really care for the girl, so maybe he wasn’t a human who got turned into a bird at her whim.

“Stop it, Anya!” I chide myself. I won’t get answers by being too afraid to get closer. The characters in my stories always summon their bravery in the scariest moments—and Lizzie would never hesitate to forge ahead to find out the truth. And I want to discover the truth too.

So I take a deep breath and swing the gate open just enough to squeeze through, then oh-so-quietly shut it behind me. A thrill jolts through me—I’ve never been this far into the witch’s garden, and never dreamed I’d ever step foot through the gate. Now I’m here and scared and sweaty and deeply uncertain if I’m making the biggest mistake of my life.

Gulping, I force myself to tiptoe through the garden and keep my senses alert so I’m not discovered trespassing. But it is really hard to focus as I walk past the same plants Lizzie and I would stare at from afar, wondering if there was some magic that was making them grow so large and colorful. Up close, I can confirm everything growing here is a lot more vibrant than anything I’ve ever seen at the grocery store. The pumpkins seem to shine as if they’d been dipped in superfine glitter, just like Lizzie said. And the cabbages are almost as big as Lizzie’s bean bag chair that I’ve coveted since second grade. The smell is incredible too, so earthy and fragrant I want to fill my lungs with it all. It is both surreal and almost hyperreal, as if this is what fruit and vegetables were always supposed to look like, but everything outside this garden pales in comparison. I force myself to keep going rather than gaze longingly at the plump ripe tomatoes that look as if rubies would spill from them if bit into, and stride toward the house.

I head for the closest window—the same window where I saw the girl peering out only a few days before. My gut wrenches. Lizzie was with me then, and if she was here right now she’d be the one pulling me across this garden to find out what’s going on. I focus on how brave Lizzie would be—how she is always so brave—and pretend she’s right beside me, encouraging me to keep putting one foot in front of the other. It’s easier to sneak through the witch’s garden if I tell myself I’m doing this for Lizzie.

I’m only a few paces away from the window when I hear someone humming. It takes me a heartbeat to realize it isn’t coming from the house. I dart a glance over my shoulder—someone is walking up the path and I am out in the open, without even a giant cabbage or ginormous pumpkin to hide behind. Panicking, my muscles lock, refusing to move.

The humming grows louder.

Finally, my body realizes the danger I’m in. My joints unlock, and I rush to dive behind a berry bush right below the windowsill. It is barely big enough to squeeze behind, and its branches catch on my shorts and leggings. I flatten against the siding of the house, my heart drumming against my ribs.

The gate squeaks open. Peeking out, I see the witch approaching, a basket swinging from the crook of her arm. That was way, way too close. I hide in the shadows, hoping she won’t spot me.

As the witch gets closer, I see she’s younger than I thought. She’s about my mom’s age, with long, shiny black hair and warm brown skin. She wears gold-and-silver earrings that clink-clink as she moves, and her skirt is a patchwork of deep blue silks with hints of silver embroidery. There’s a pattern of moons and half-moons woven into the fabric amidst a background of silvery swirls. Multiple bracelets circle both her arms, each one gleaming gold and silver. As I peer at her through the leaves, she almost seems to glow.

I never thought a witch could look like this, like someone straight out of a fantasy.

The window above my head opens, and I nearly pass out from fear.

The girl leans out the window and waves. “Hey, Hecate! Mortimer made us muffins!”

“Muffins?” the witch, Hecate, responds. “Which kind?”

I scrunch as small as I can get. If the girl looks down, she will absolutely see me.

“Zucchini with cream cheese frosting!”

“Ooh!” Hecate quickens her pace and waltzes through the front door.

The window above me stays open. I hear the girl chattering to Hecate, telling her all about her day at school.

The smell of freshly baked muffins swirls from above, and my stomach rumbles loudly. Apparently, a pack of cheesy crackers and a crushed granola bar do not a satisfying lunch make. Now that the witch is inside, I study my hiding place, noticing tiny clusters of deep purple berries covering the bush. What kind of fruit is this? I’ve never seen anything like them before. I’m tempted to reach out and test one, but I know that way lies to possible poisoning, so I keep my fingers tucked against my sides.

Hecate says hello to Mortimer, and he caws in return. Curiosity wrestles with my fears, and curiosity wins. On shaking legs, I stand and peer through the window. There, at the other end of the kitchen, is the bird-man. Well, not really a man at all, now that I’m getting a good look at him. Mortimer stands at least as tall as the tallest basketball player ever, and has shiny black feathers. Across one of his eyes sits an eye patch with a bejeweled skull decoration. I wasn’t mistaken, Mortimer really is a giant raven.

The raven caws and turns toward the window. I dive before he can spot me. The bush rustles as I hit it with my elbow and I swear my soul leaves my body—I am so getting caught.

“Senka, would you like a cup of tea?” the witch asks. I hear liquid being poured out into something.

“Yes, please! I’ll grab plates for our muffins.”

Senka. I mouth the girl’s name. It is strange—I don’t think I’ve heard her name before, and yet it seems familiar. I wonder if Lizzie had mentioned Senka before she left. The first time I saw Senka was the day Lizzie told me she was leaving. I remember seeing Senka in the hallway with Poppy, another new girl who is in my English Language Arts class, and how their faces turned toward each other like flowers drawn to their own, personal suns. I know Poppy’s name because it reminds me of The Wizard of Oz and the field of poppies Dorothy falls asleep in. I really like that movie—I used to watch it at my grandma’s house whenever I stayed there.

My parents only sent me to Grandma’s when they had things to “sort out” between them, which was usually after a massive fight where they screamed at each other until way past midnight. But since Grandma died, I don’t have a place to go to when their fights grow more intense.

The clink of plates and utensils is followed by the sound of chairs scraping the floor as the three of them settle at the kitchen table.

I sneak another peek through the window. Thankfully, none of them are facing my hiding place. I watch, amazed, as Mortimer delicately pecks at his zucchini muffin, the jewels in his eye patch glinting. If only Lizzie were here to see this too—it’s like something straight out of the stories I wrote for her.

The sadness hits me again, cramping in my stomach.

I should have known something was up with Lizzie. A few months ago we were at our park, lying on our backs and staring up at the tree’s canopy shading us, when Lizzie asked abruptly, “Where would you go if you could run away to anywhere?”

My breath had snagged in my chest. I thought Lizzie had suddenly gained the skill to read minds, because I was dwelling on the wall-shaking fight my parents had the night before. When I crawled into the darkest corner of my closet, I could still hear their shouts. There, in the darkness, I pressed my hands to my ears to muffle their words and wished to be swept away elsewhere, to a place where nobody could scream in anger.

“Um, could it be somewhere imaginary?” I asked.

“Sure, why not?” Lizzie’s laugh held a tone of sadness.

“Then I’d want to go—” The imaginary place I’d dreamed of the night before suddenly sounded flimsy. Besides, putting words to it might prompt too many questions. “You remember the stories we used to pretend?” I rushed out instead. “Like, the one with the goblin king and his army of ravens?”

“And the rebel ravens led by their own queen, who fought against the goblin king’s evil ways?” Lizzie’s eyes crinkled into a smile. “How could I forget?”

She held her hand to the sky, the dappled light falling across her skin and illuminating the blue in her hair so it shone like sapphires. “I wish we could go there for real.”

At that moment, I wanted to give Lizzie the world, so she could go wherever she wanted. But since all this world had done was disappoint her, I wanted to give her a better one—I decided I’d write our make-believe world out for her so she could escape into its story whenever she needed.

That night, I pulled out a clean notebook and wrote, starting with everything I could remember from the stories we’d pretend when we were little, then building up from there. I wanted to give Lizzie a realm full of magic and possibility, for the times when this world felt like too much, and not enough.

My backpack sits on the toes of my shoes, and I realize that same notebook is still inside the pocket—I could write out what I’m witnessing, and maybe I can share it with Lizzie someday.

“Are you ready for this weekend, Senka?” Hecate asks, dabbing the corner of her mouth with a napkin.

As quietly as I can, I kneel and unzip my backpack, drawing out my notebook and a pencil.

“Mmm,” Senka answers. “I’m excited to tell Charon all about my first week of school!”

I peer through the window again and start writing down what I’ve seen so far: a giant man who turned into a raven in broad daylight. Zucchini muffins with cream cheese frosting, and a witch with a possibly enchanted garden.

Senka finishes chewing and reaches for another muffin. “We’re gonna try to get a few games of darts in, and Charon promised I could help him with Ferryer duties after the art show.”

“He’s going to be so proud to see all your paintings on display.” Hecate beams.

My pencil halts on the page. I can’t help but feel a twist of jealousy—I’ve always wanted someone to smile at me like that. I rub at the ache in my chest, scrubbing away the wish for someone to be proud of me for something I’d done, and to show they care about me. My brother’s sneering voice rises in my mind once more, telling me I have no talents whatsoever.

The words I’ve written in my notebook start to blur.

Stop crying! I feel the phantom pinch of my brother’s fingers and push those awful feelings away.

“I know you can’t go to the art show because of your duties, but that’s okay, because you’ve seen most of my paintings already!” Senka hastens to add.

Hecate’s chin dips. “I’m sorry I’ll miss your big event. This task is proving to be more difficult than we originally thought.”

Senka’s face flickers with an emotion I can’t read. She stares into her tea, as if drawing courage from the liquid within. “That bad, huh?”

Setting her teacup down, Hecate reaches over to squeeze Senka’s arm. “Turns out, returning stolen memories is a monumental task. It will take a long time to sort them out and return the memories to their owners. And that’s if I can find them in their Under-Afters. But I promise I won’t give up until every memory is returned.”

Stolen memories? Under-Afters? I jot these things down before the words slip away, and wonder at the strangeness of them.

Senka seems to deflate. “I thought it might be easier for you, since you’re, you know…”

“The goddess of ghosts?”

The tip of my pencil snaps off. I quickly pull a sharpener from my pencil case and resharpen it.

“Well, yeah,” Senka admits.

Hecate’s mouth quirks in a half smile. But there’s a little sadness in the way she looks at Senka. “We all thought the same, but this task is tricky. Not all the ghosts want to be found—and without their memories, many can’t remember who they were in life or recall what was important to them.”

“Oh.” Senka lets out a small sniff and rubs her eyes.

My chest gives a little tug. From the way Senka curls in on herself, I can tell she’s hurting, and it seems to be a pain she’s carried for a while. Part of me wants to reach out and squeeze her shoulder, to let her know I’m here.

I shake my head, flicking away the thought. She doesn’t know me. And even if she did, she wouldn’t want to be friends with someone like me, with my mountains of problems. It’s better to keep my distance, to not let anyone near me in case they see I’m hurting too.

“It won’t help to dwell on the issue.” Hecate pats Senka’s hand. “I’ll get back to work soon enough. And I’ll be counting on you to tell me all about the art show when you return.”

“Yeah.” Senka clears her throat. “Honestly? I’m a little nervous about it.”

I pause my scribblings, cocking an ear to the window. She sounds uncertain, and so vulnerable. Looking at my notebook full of unshared stories, I understand that feeling perfectly.

“Whatever for?” Hecate swirls a spoon through her tea. “Your paintings are wonderful, Senka! I’m certain everyone will be amazed by your talent.”

Senka shrugs one shoulder. “I don’t know. I’m worried something will go wrong… Like, the lights will all go out once we get there and nobody will be able to see anything, or a storm will hit and the building will flood and my paintings will be ruined. Maybe paper-eating bugs will descend on the room and nibble everything in sight! Or—”

Mortimer clicks his beak while Hecate hides a laugh behind her hand.

“Senka, I’m sure none of those things will happen,” Hecate says soothingly.

“But how do you know?” Senka wails, then drops her head onto her folded arms.

Mortimer reaches out a wing to stroke her braids. “Brrr?”

I feel the imaginary touch of a soft wing on my own tangled hair, and long so much for it to be real. My heart breaks a little, and I slide down the wall. Slowly, I drag my backpack toward me and put my notebook and pencil away. Nothing I write will make me feel seen or loved.

“Wait!” Senka says.

My hand freezes on the zipper. I look up, worried that I’ll find Senka staring down at me. Only the gauzy curtain flutters at the window.

“Hecate, could you do a foretelling for me? Just to see if the show will be a success?”

A foretelling? Curiosity pulls me back to my feet.

“I’m not sure…” Hecate answers.

“Oh, please!” Senka clasps her hands, her eyes wide and beseeching.

Laughing, Hecate smiles wide. “All right, a foretelling it is.”

There are so many questions pinging around my skull and all I want to do is blurt them out. I know I shouldn’t be lurking outside this window and really should be doing something else in a faraway place, but I can’t help but be drawn to the little scene playing out before me. There’s a coziness to the room—a warmth and comfort that is completely alien to me, and I find I want to linger here as long as I can. My own home is cold, sad, and not empty enough.

I decide to stay.

Besides, how else am I going to find out what a “foretelling” is?
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CHAPTER FIVE RASPBERRY JAM AND DANGERS FORETOLD


SEVERAL THINGS HAPPEN AT ONCE, and I duck down to avoid being spotted. I hear the rushed clinking of plates being cleared away, then the rattling of what sounds like a drawer opening. I’m proved right about this assumption because at that moment Senka calls out, “Do you want a spoon or a knife this time?”

“Spoon!” Hecate answers. “Mortimer, could you bring me a jar of raspberry jam? One from the batch Senka helped me make last week.”

I hear the flap of wings (Mortimer).

The jingle of bracelets (Hecate).

And a not-so-delicate sneeze (Senka).

Then comes the crunch-crinkle of something being removed from a package. I dare to peer over the windowsill and see Hecate pulling out half a loaf of bread from its paper wrapping. She sets it on a cutting board and slices off a piece from the end. Then she pulls a candy bar wrapped in a yellow package out from a kitchen cupboard. I blink, surprised to see something as ordinary as a Butterfinger in this place.

With great ceremony, Hecate sets the plate with the bread and the wrapped Butterfinger bar on the table in front of Senka. “Drink up your tea,” Hecate commands. “Swirl the dregs twice clockwise, then thrice counterclockwise.”

Senka does as she’s told and places the teacup in front of Hecate.

“Now then.” Hecate reaches for the cup. “The past.”

I press closer to the window opening, my nose scrunched against the sill.

Hecate turns the cup counterclockwise, squinting into its depths. “I see troubled waters, and danger nipping at your heels. But there’s a light in your life you turn to every day—someone close to you, who will always stand by your side.”

“Poppy,” Senka says.

“Lizzie,” I whisper, then press my fingers to my lips.

“It seems so.” Hecate flashes Senka a smile, then returns her focus to the tea leaves. “There are now obstacles that lie in your path, separating you from those you rely on.”

This draws a squeak from Senka.

“Unbeknownst to you,” Hecate continues, “you’ve already taken steps to elevate your skills so you can survive what’s to come.”

Her words send a shiver through me.

“Survive?” Senka’s voice turns shrill. “What will I have to survive? Oh, I knew something bad was going to happen! What is it? A plague of frogs? A lightning strike?”

I have to admit, I also don’t like the sound of “surviving” what’s to come. If I were in Senka’s place I would find somewhere to hide until the danger had passed.

Hecate huffs a laugh. “Nothing like frogs or lightning. Well, not that I know of.” She frowns into the cup. “I see dangers behind you that may yet resurface. And—oh.” She sets the cup down and gives an almost-convincing breezy smile. “It really isn’t very clear, I’m afraid.”

“Dangers?!” Senka screeches. “Okay, fine, the past isn’t being clear! What does the present say?”
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