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For Hank and Charlotte






CHAPTER 1 Goth Girl


[image: Image]

Icouldn’t remember how many times I’d been called “Haunted Helena.”

I’d been hearing it my whole life. Practically an eternity. So it was pretty much a given that the minute I rode into town with my folks that morning, it would start up again.

Everyone in Forlorn calls me haunted. And sure, I spend a lot of time at the cemetery. I have my reasons. I also know more about the afterlife than any of my sixth-grade teachers. But I never really wanted to see an actual ghost until my grandma died. Not really.

“I think we’re all ready to head into town. Jacket, glasses, keys—where are my keys?” Mom patted her heavy-duty bib overalls in her usual state of morning chaos, unaware of my plans. “Adam? Do you have the tugboat keys?”

Dad grunted from beneath his graying beard that foggy Saturday morning. He’s tall, like my grandmother was, and they had the same eyes. My dad’s a salvage diver, and my mom pilots their tugboat while he dives off the coast.

As he buttoned a flannel shirt over his black wet suit, he gestured toward the coffee table. “Truck keys.”

He wasn’t big on talking. Divers didn’t need to say much underwater.

“No, the tugboat keys,” Mom said, making a little boat shape with her hands. “Am I having a conversation with myself? Hello? Self? How are you?” Mom made talking-head shapes with her hands and answered in a goofy voice: “I’m great, but no one listens to me. How ’bout you?”

“Mom, they’re on the peg by the door,” I said, standing on the toes of my red rain boots to retrieve the keys while two shaggy dogs watched. A third dog was asleep in the corner. “See? Right here, under this helpful sign that says ‘Keys.’ Imagine that!” I tossed them to her.

“Eww, I don’t like sassy Helena.” Mom scrunched up her nose as she caught the keys. “Go fetch sweet Helena, wouldya? I want to play with her instead.”

“ ‘Sweet Helena,’ ” I mumbled while slipping into my black storm jacket. “Sounds like a cursed porcelain doll that comes to life at night and terrifies people in their beds.” I didn’t feel very sweet that morning. I was too anxious about what I was going to attempt that day and hoping she didn’t notice what I’d stashed inside my inner jacket pocket. If she did, I’d have to tell her what it was for, and she’d ground me. That couldn’t happen today of all days.

Because here’s the thing. When people call you haunted all your life, you start to wonder what’s possible. Life, death, and all things supernatural… I thought about them a lot. And I really wanted to see my dead grandmother again.

Just for a moment!

And yes, I was talking about seeing her honest-to-goodness spirit from the afterworld, not some hokey vision of her face briefly appearing in the melted butter on my pancakes like some people “see” their long-lost uncle or an angel.

No, I wanted to talk to my actual grandma again. And according to everything she’d told me while she was still alive, I should’ve been able to do just that….

“If you need me, talk to me like you’ve heard me talking to your grandfather,” she’d told me last year. “Talking to the dead only requires a memento and a special summons.”

Grandpa Novak had died before I was born, but that hadn’t stopped my grandma from chatting with him every night in her bedroom using an old army photo of his. So, yeah, I guess you might say that my entire family was a little strange.

I’d been called worse.

So had my Babi—that’s short for “babička,” which means “grandma” in Czech—aka the best grandma in Oregon. But the truth is, not everyone loved her like I did. She’d been a florist who’d specialized in funeral arrangements and had had a reputation for being what my mom politely called “stern” but what our next-door neighbor Mrs. Whitehouse impolitely called “a holy terror.” My Babi had had a rough life. I guess that had made her a little cranky sometimes.

But never to me. I was her sweet Helenka, and she was my fierce and loving protector.

We were a team. She was my “person.” We shared a bond that couldn’t be broken.

Not even in death.

So I did as she’d instructed: every day, I went into her bedroom, sat before a framed photo of the two of us together, and spoke the special summons out loud:

Together before, together again.

And I waited for her to appear. I waited and waited…. I waited to see her crooked smile (some would say “snarl”) and to hear that croaky voice of hers that I loved so much.

But… no ghost. Ever. No cold spot in the hallway where my father was currently dragging his oxygen diving tanks. No moving shadow in the corner under the key rack near the front door. Just a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that something wasn’t right.

But there was also something very important I needed to talk to Babi about that I hadn’t gotten to tell her before she’d died. I’m talking highest level of concern. Which is why I decided to do something drastic.

Something desperate.

And because it was so extreme, I didn’t dare tell my parents. Even if they had shared my enthusiasm for talking to ghosts—and they did not, I promise you—they wouldn’t just have grounded me. They’d have forbidden me to ever go to the cemetery again if they knew what I had planned.

Which made me so anxious, I’d had to pee three times already.

But that morning, Mom was oblivious to the reason for my uneasy mood. “Well, daughter of mine, you’re going to have to take your scary-doll routine on the road if you want a ride into town this morning. Move your buns! That goes for people and dogs.”

Herding the dogs was my responsibility, so I called them, and we headed through the stained-glass front door. First outside was Ike the Third, my grandma’s old dog, a big midnight-black mutt. She’d named all her dogs Ike. The other dogs that followed I’d named by size. Big. Little. Tiny. Those three we were only fostering until someone adopted them.

Ever since Babi had died, I kept finding shaggy stray dogs, so I kept bringing them home.

The house was getting full, but they were good company, and I didn’t have many friends.

Just the one, to be honest. Ben. My best friend since forever. But things had been a little weird between us lately.

My phone buzzed with a text from him: Ubarube yuboubu stubill cubomubing?

That was our secret SOS code from when we were both Junior Coastal Rangers. It was really just Ubbi Dubbi, but I was nearly positive my parents didn’t know what that was, so we continued to use it for texting.

I texted him back: Ubon my wubay

All settled. I was glad he’d agreed to do this with me. It was hard to coordinate stuff with him lately, him with all his clubs, and me with all my… glooming around. I pocketed my phone and herded the dogs toward the driveway.

“Let’s go, Shag Pack,” I told them, and they hopped into the back seat of our muddy and very dented family truck, squeezing around oxygen diving tanks while Mom started the engine. I crooked one arm over my jacket, acting natural, hoping my parents didn’t notice what I was hiding inside. Then the truck rolled along the driveway, away from our two-story Victorian house, and we drove down winding, foggy streets that all sloped toward the Pacific Ocean.

It was a gray day. The anniversary of my Babi’s death.

A good day to call up her spirit from the afterlife.

What I had stashed in my jacket was just part of what Ben and I would need to accomplish that task. We’d already prepared some things in secret at the cemetery. Everything was ready but the last few details, which would be handled when we met up this morning. I exhaled a long breath and tried not to think about all the things that could go wrong.

When it came to ghosts, I didn’t trust that anything would be simple.

Everyone knows that my hometown of Forlorn is a historic West Coast fishing harbor, our waters once filled with whales and orcas. But local legends say it’s also chockablock with old ghosts. I’m talking jam-packed, right here on our dangerously rocky shoreline. Ghosts of pirates and explorers. Ancestors of the local Chinook Indian Nation. Lost pioneers.

They don’t call this area of the Oregon coast “the graveyard of the Pacific” for no reason.

Ships crash here because our fog is so thick. Locals call it the Grum: a little gray, a little glum. Grum. It’s why we have not one but two lighthouses, Calamity and Blunder.

The Grum does not mess around. It’s a ghost maker.

All these ghosts, but no Babi? How could that be right?

Mom turned onto the main road by the harbor, and though the Grum was still too thick here for us to see the ocean, I could smell the salt water, even with the windows up. Our tugboat was docked at a pier a couple of blocks from here, near Lighthouse Blunder. When the weather’s clear, I can see it from the cemetery on the hill above the harbor.

Museums and private buyers pay my parents to search underwater shipwrecks off the coast, and even though Mom and Dad claim to have never seen undersea ghosts, they’ve found plenty of old skeletons. Some of what they discover—skeletons not included—ends up belonging to the state or military, even other countries. Sometimes they get to keep stuff. Our attic is filled with rusted swords, a carved mermaid figurehead, and old coins. Jayne Jackson won’t spend the night because she says my house smells like whale pee. Like she’d know.

At the end of the block, Mom pulled into an empty space at the curb in front of an old convenience store that was painted with black and white stripes to mimic a lighthouse. Beacon Corner Shop.

Being a two-minute jaunt from Forlorn Middle School and offering a superior imported candy selection made the Beacon a hot spot for everyone who walked to school. Being a couple of blocks down the hill from the house of Granny Booker, my best friend’s grandma, also made it the perfect meet-up place for what we were planning today.

“I’m so glad you and Ben are hanging out,” Mom said. “It’s like the good old days.”

“We see each other at school every day,” I reminded her. But I knew what she meant.

“It’s nice for old friends to do things together. Hey—don’t buy a bunch of bubble gum in there,” Mom warned me as I waited for the Shag Pack to exit the truck onto the sidewalk.

“Gum? Pfft. I’ve learned my lesson.” I cracked my jaw to one side, causing a popping noise. A recent visit to the dentist had diagnosed me with a painful jaw condition called TMJ. That meant no chewy foods, and a night guard when I slept to stop my teeth from grinding. “So, when will you guys be back from the dive? That is, if the fearsome Forlorn Worm doesn’t get you.”

Dad rolled his eyes in the rearview mirror. The Forlorn Worm is our local legendary sea serpent—a big white devil that supposedly lives deep under the waves and takes down ships in the Grum. Every year, a blurry picture of the creature makes the rounds on local blogs.

“We’ll be back before dinner,” Mom assured me. “Forlorn Worm or not. Pick you back up here around four? Your dad promised to make us something tasty.”

“In Hades?” I asked.

Dad had built a brick pizza oven in our backyard after Babi had died. He’d named it Hades because when he fired it up with wood, it got as hot as Hades. So far, we’d eaten approximately three thousand wood-fired pizzas made in Hades—no complaints from me, but Mom said she was having nightmares about us turning into flaming pizza people.

“No pizza,” Mom said, and he agreed with a disappointed nod.

“Welp, see ya later, exterminators,” I said. “And text me if you find any skeletons during your dive.”

As I scooted across the seat, Mom peered at the bulge under my jacket. “What you got there?”

“Huh?” I felt my ears getting warm, but my dark bobbed hair was just long enough to cover them. Whenever I get embarrassed, my ears turn lobster red, just like my dad’s. I couldn’t let her see that. I was so close to freedom!

“Helena?” Mom said, reaching through the seats for my jacket collar.

“My sketchbook, nothing important,” I mumbled, wiggling away. And before she could demand evidence, I pulled my jacket tight to my body, snapped my fingers to call the Shag Pack, leaving Ike the Third behind with my folks, and slipped out of the truck. “I’ll be careful. Promise. See you at dinner.”

Whew! That was close.

“Helena?” Mom called through the door before I could close it, a little worry in her tone. “Don’t bring any cursed dolls home. Or stray dogs. Vaccination bills are bleeding us dry, hon.”

“No more shaggies,” Dad agreed.

“Don’t forget to ask if your dog adoption flyer inside the shop has had any interest, okay? Then the two of you go straight to Granny Booker’s,” Mom added. “And don’t go near the cemetery! Hear me? Cool it with the spooky stuff, okay?”

“It’s not easy being this Goth, you know.”

“Try wearing pink,” Mom encouraged.

I sighed heavily. Funny that neither of my parents seemed to remember what day it was, anniversary-wise. If they had, they’d have been visiting Babi’s grave themselves. For now, I was thankful for their forgetfulness.

And before they could remember that or anything else, I made like a ghost and disappeared into Beacon Corner Shop as fast as I could.






CHAPTER 2 Creepy Birds
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Inside the shop, the sweet scents of waxy chocolate and overripe bananas filled my nostrils. I quickly scanned the narrow shop aisles for my best friend’s face, but he wasn’t inside the Beacon. The clock above the door said I was a few minutes late, so that made me feel panicky.

“He was already here, Miss Helena,” the gray-haired man behind the counter said, waving his hand to get my attention. Mr. Beacon himself, the shop owner.

“Ben?” I asked, stepping up to the old-fashioned register.

“He said to tell you to meet him at his grandmother’s house.” The shop owner gave me a little smile, his face wrinkled and kind. “Sounded like he had an errand to run. Nothing amiss. Hello there, Shag Pack,” he added, peering down at the wagging tails near my legs.

I relaxed a little and checked my phone. He hadn’t texted again. Maybe he’d had to run off in a hurry? It was just that I didn’t want anything to go wrong today. I needed some sugary courage. A familiar display box of gum stared up at me from the counter, each red-wrapped piece printed with the word PEDRO and a tiny smiling boy in a sombrero. Babi’s favorite gum, imported from Europe. “I’ll take ten of these,” I told Mr. Beacon.

As I gave him the last of my pocket change and asked if anyone had inquired about adopting the Shag Pack—nothing yet—a couple of boys and a girl from school walked through the shop door. I turned away, but they spotted my dogs.

The first boy was Jake, a tall, scruffy blond with a tiny red rubber ball that he bounced continually in front of him as he walked, catching it in his palm. By his side in a hoodie with a gold zipper was his dark-headed friend Dip, who used to be on the chess team—and a lot nicer—until his sister got sick. Then Dip started hanging around Jake. Trailing both boys was our school’s track star, Mikki, a brown-eyed girl who moved on long legs. Her gaze caught mine, and it was filled with mistrust.

“Haunted Helena!” Jake called out, bouncing his red ball.

“Haunted Helena and her hounds from hell,” Dip said. “Woof, woof!”

Mikki elbowed Jake and said, “Cut it out. She might curse you, or something. I heard she’s the reason Annie Casado was in that car wreck.”

What? Distress made my throat feel tight. Is that what people were saying at school? “I don’t even personally know Annie Casado. Why would I do that?”

“But you could?” Jake challenged. “Isn’t that what happened to your scary old hag of a grandmother?”

I froze.

The red ball bounced.

A terrible ache squeezed my chest.

Sure, Jake was being the lowest form of scum right now, and I knew it, but that didn’t stop it from hurting. I mean, of course I hadn’t tried to curse anyone. Wouldn’t know how to start. And Babi? Why would I hurt the one person I loved more than anything else in the world?

When I didn’t answer, Dip squinted at my jacket and said, “Hey now. Are you shoplifting, Haunted Helena? Mr. Beacon, I think she’s shoplifting.”

I glanced down to where I was holding my jacket, and felt heat spread over my ears and down my neck. “This is… mine. I came… in here with it,” I explained haltingly to the shop owner, frustrated that I sounded so guilty. That I felt guilty.

It didn’t matter now. What I had in my pocket was only a worthless household item. I just didn’t want to show the entire store that I’d stolen something from my own home.

Please don’t make me, I whispered inside my head like a prayer.

Mr. Beacon nodded and lifted a hand to absolve me. “You’re fine.”

Thank goodness! Relief loosened my grip on my jacket. But I still felt tightly wired and anxious inside.

“I don’t know, Dip. Even still, I think we should call the school and report her for missing her detention,” Jake said, bouncing his ball higher.

Ashamed that Mr. Beacon was hearing all this, I responded, “It’s not weekend detention. It’s just lunchtime. And it’s completely unfair!”

Basically, I got in trouble for reading at school. About ghosts. Not that it should matter, but tell that to fussy Ms. Lovejoy. She gave me lunchtime detention for (1) Unexcused Tardiness (I’d been reading outside school and had lost track of time). (2) Failure to Obtain a Hall Pass (I’d been rushing to get to homeroom). (3) Inappropriate Reading Material (Death Magic for Beginners).

An institute of education shouldn’t punish me for trying to learn. I wasn’t even interested in the chapter about using magic to strike down enemies. I was trying to figure out why Babi’s ghost wasn’t appearing to me. But whatever. All that mattered at that moment in the Beacon was that these three were trying to punish me all over again. Which was extra unfair. And it was three against one.

Ever since Babi had died, it had felt like the entire world was against me. Like no one understood what I was going through. Like I was more alone than I’d ever been in my entire life.

I needed my best friend. Why couldn’t Ben be here? I felt heavy in my heart.

One of the Shag Pack barked at Mikki—the smallest dog, Tiny. It was enough to startle the girl. Jake jumped a little too, then shook it off and laughed at Mikki. “Now you’ve got me spooked. Come on, gang. Better move before Goth girl puts a spell on us.”

They all chuckled and headed toward the back of the shop, Mikki careful to give the dogs a wide berth. As Mr. Beacon gave me a pitying look, I stuffed my bubble gum into my jacket pocket and quickly exited the shop with the dogs.

Outside, it took a few moments for my throat to relax and my bad feelings to shrink. But I couldn’t just stand there like a lump and risk another confrontation. I needed to get away from the shop. So I hiked up the sidewalk with the dogs, huffing out quick breaths.

Hoping this wasn’t a bad start to my important day.

I did my best to concentrate my thoughts on my surroundings, not the trio in the shop. When I glanced behind me, I already couldn’t see the black and white stripes on the side of the building because the Grum was too thick. That made me feel better. The fog in Forlorn could be comforting, in a strange way. It clung to streetlights and swirled around tsunami evacuation signs: IN CASE OF EARTHQUAKE, GO TO HIGHER GROUND.

The last tsunami we’d had was in the 1960s, caused by an earthquake that had started in the Cascadia fault line. But we can get waves from distant earthquakes, far away under the Pacific.

Mostly we just get fog and more fog, like today. The entire block was blanketed. But the farther up the hill I hiked, the less of a comfort it was.

In fact, I had the feeling that someone was a few steps behind me on the sidewalk.

I just couldn’t see them.

Were the kids from the store following me? That thought made my heart drum against my chest as a sour feeling settled in the pit of my stomach.

“Hey, Big, Little, and Tiny? You keep an eye out, all right?” I told the Shag Pack. “I know we’ve only been friends for a few weeks, but I’ve fed you pretty decently. You’re living your best lives, lounging in front of our fireplace. All I ask is that you watch my back.”

Tiny and Big were peeing on a bush. Little just panted up at me. So much for that.

I sped up, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being followed.

I was on full alert now.

In the distance, the waterfront trolley’s bell dinged, and if I listened hard enough when traffic stopped, I could just make out the funny barks of the sea lions that huddled under Pier 13.

What else?

Huh. Not footsteps following me. Maybe it was a single voice. An animal noise? Something caught my eye….

Across the street, a tufted black-and-white puffin stared at me from where it huddled near someone’s mailbox, its thick orange bill moving as if it were talking. Was that my stalker?

A little relief warmed me from the inside. Not the kids from the shop. Just a bird.

And yet, it was strange to see a puffin this far up in the city streets. Forlorn has a lot of puffins that live on the harbor rocks down by the lighthouses, but they never come into the neighborhoods.

I was too far away to see its eyes, but this one’s head turned to watch me as I walked, fog swirling around webbed feet that matched its brightly colored bill.

Babi had said birds were too smart. She’d always shooed them away.

Looking at this odd seabird, I understood why my Babi hadn’t liked them.

“It’s just lost,” I whispered to myself. I was being paranoid.

Best to keep moving and not obsess over it.

Just a bird. And I was only shaken up by what had happened inside the Beacon.

So why couldn’t I shake this feeling that something was… off?

Trying not to be scared, I flicked one last look at the orange-footed bird and hiked double-quick up the hill toward my destination.

The Booker mansion. Safety!

Forlorn was filled with old Victorian houses that used to be fancy but were now just drafty and creaky. Granny Booker’s was yellow and had an iron gate out front. The best thing about it was that it had a huge wooded backyard that led straight into the Whispering Pines Cemetery.

If you knew the right path. My best friend, Ben, did. And he was waiting for me.

A weight lifted. I was so thankful to see his friendly face.

“High,” Ben called out in greeting, one hand cupped around his mouth.

“Low,” I responded to the tall and lanky shape behind the front gate.

Dark corkscrew curls stood out every which way atop his head in the fog. A T-shirt printed with a Loch Ness Monster wanted poster (HAVE YOU SEEN ME?) was half tucked into his jeans beneath a naval peacoat with three small golden letters stitched on the front, BPC, which stood for Booker Packing Company. Ben’s dad ran the only Black-owned tuna cannery in North America, and his mom was a French Canadian who came from a family that owned a fleet of fishing ships.

They were all about the fish.

Ben looked behind me and counted, “Big, Little, and Tiny… Still got all three, huh?” His mouth lifted in amusement as I hurried toward him with my shaggy dog posse. “Whoa, Helena. You running from the law or something? Slow down.”

“Don’t freak, but something might be following me. I mean, maybe? I might have been followed.”

“What?” He pushed open the front gate and glanced over my head, a nervous gleam in his squinting brown eyes. “Where? Who?”

If I was the school weirdo for my interest in ghosts, then I was in good company. Ben Booker was a devotee of anything cryptozoological. The yeti, the Forlorn Worm, Chupacabra, Mothman. Any unexplained creature in the woods, water, or air? He’s into it.

“What do you mean, followed?” he whispered. “Human or beast?”

“Don’t know,” I whispered back.

He picked up a stick from the ground, a little terror widening his eyes as the three dogs circled us, pacing. Together we listened, peering into the Grum. Nothing.

A flock of noisy crows scattered from a nearby tree, making us jump.

“See!” I said to Ben. “Told you something is following me.”

But Ben wasn’t rattled anymore. His shoulders relaxed as he lowered his eyes and said flatly, “Birds? Really?”

“Not just any birds. What’s a gathering of crows called again?” I said. “Oh, that’s right, a murder of crows.”

Ben’s eyes darted from the tree to the sky to me. I knew that look. Pretty sure he was peeved I’d freaked him out for what he thought was no good reason.

“What does your Mammoth Book of Cryptid Tales say about crow warnings?” I asked.

He gave me a hurt look, tossed his stick aside, and said, “I agreed to do this today because I thought you were taking it seriously. But if you’re just gonna fool around and make fun of me, I’ve got a Bigfoot Enthusiasts Club meeting to prepare for this afternoon.”

“Hey,” I complained, offended that he thought I was making fun of him. Sure, some of his theories about wild crocodile men living by the river were a little… out there. But that was okay. Out there was good. “I always take this stuff seriously. You weren’t at the Beacon today when I needed you. We set a meeting time.”

“You got my message, right? My granny asked me to help her move some chairs for her nursing meeting—why do you think I’m covered in sweat? I wasn’t lying, sheesh.”

“And I wasn’t lying either! You should believe me when I tell you something, and I just told you I was being followed!”

“I repeat, by birds?”

“There was a puffin down the street. Why would a puffin be all the way up here?”

He shrugged his shoulders high. “Doing whatever birds do, Helena. You’re starting to sound like your grandmother used to, and”—he held up a single finger—“not in a good way. Babi Morana was great, but she could be… paranoid.”

My ears got a little warm. I made sure my hair covered them so he couldn’t see. I hated that he could embarrass me. I hated fighting with him. I was butt-hurt and I wanted him to feel the same way, so I snapped, “Whatever! No one can see in all this fog—it’s not my fault that I got spooked. And if I’m so irritating to you, I can go to the cemetery by myself, you know. No one said you had to come along. You can run off to your dumb ol’ Bigfooters. Just give me the booklet. I can do it all myself.”

That wasn’t true. I mean, I probably could. But I didn’t want to.

Today was a big deal. We’d been planning it. Researching it in secret.

It’s one thing to say you want to raise the dead by yourself. Another thing to do it.

He gave me a perturbed look and sighed. “I get that things have been gloomy for you lately. But I’m here, you know. You don’t have to do it alone.”

I was secretly glad he said that. I really didn’t want to fight. Not with him.

“You’ll help me… in the cemetery?” I asked.

“Friends don’t let friends dabble in necromancy by themselves,” he said with a hint of a smile before closing the front gate. He took something out of his pocket and dangled it just out of reach. “Besides, I’m the one who found the graveyard booklet.”

“You’re better at finding stuff than I am,” I admitted.

“And you’re better at naming things. ‘Bigfooters’ is a much better club name,” he said, grinning. “Now come on. Let’s get to the cemetery before your creepy puffin finds us.”

Thank goodness. I was so glad to have peace between us, but there was a little worry behind his smile as he glanced toward the trees.

At least he believed me now.






CHAPTER 3 Grave Robbery
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The graveyard booklet that Ben rolled up like a telescope to fit into his jacket pocket was ten pages long and bound together with red string. It looked as if someone had made it by hand—like, a hundred years ago. It was titled How to Talk to the Dead. No author. No publisher. No date of any kind. Just some brief old-timey instructions that had been written in neat handwriting along with a few antiquated line drawings.

Ben had spotted it in the cemetery a few days ago, left behind on a bench.

At first we thought it was just a novelty, like a Ouija board. Something that was more or less a party trick, for goofing around with friends and having fun scares. Nothing serious. But the more we looked into it, the more we became convinced that the instructions inside How to Talk to the Dead might actually conjure up spirits from beyond. Briefly. Possibly.

Hopefully.

If it worked, I could talk to Babi. Even for a moment, it was worth a try. After all, the special summons that she’d taught me wasn’t working. Time for plan B.

Plan B just happened to involve a little dark magic among the graves.

Nerves on edge, I followed Ben on a path that led around the side of his grandmother’s house and meandered through some dense pine woods. The Shag Pack trailed behind us. Granny Booker was a retired midwife, but she sometimes spoke with nursing students about her experiences delivering babies, which is what she was doing in the big yellow house that morning. That meant we were on our own until lunch. I hoped it was enough time.

The farther we walked, the more I forgot about the creepy birds, and the more anxious I became about the task ahead of us. At a fork in the path, you could go left, and it would lead you down some cliffs to the harbor. To the right, if you slipped behind a big rock, you would find an old rusty gate covered in ivy. And that led into the back of the cemetery.

Whispering Pines Cemetery is the oldest, largest burial ground in the state. It’s so big that it would take hours to walk through it, and plenty of people come from all over to take tours of all the old graves and marble statues. That morning, however, it was quiet and foggy.

Legend says that the first body buried here was the loyal dog of a famous English explorer who, locals believe, managed to land on our rocky shores without wrecking his ship in our dangerous waters—pretty amazing, especially back then with no lighthouses to guide him. Anyway, his dog was named Winnow, and the dog’s grave is near the section of the cemetery right next to Granny Booker’s backyard.

Winnow the cemetery dog is one of a few popular ghosts said to haunt these grounds. But that’s one more hope that I’ve had crushed. First of all, Ben and I have yet to see a single ghost. And we’ve been looking for months. And second of all, I find it hard to believe that in all the thousands of years this land has existed, and the hundreds of years the Chinook have hunted and fished here, that an English explorer was the first to bury a body in the woods.

But that’s not Winnow’s fault, I guess. Dogs want to be loyal and helpful. It’s humans that cause all the trouble.

Whispering Pines Cemetery is divided into quadrants that spread out like a wheel. The Heights is where the rich are buried. The Flats is for regular folk. The Cliffs is where the nameless lie, like sailors who drown at sea. And the Wilds is the wooded area that Ben and I were walking through that morning, where pets were buried.

No one’s allowed to bury pets anymore. Ike the First is buried there—my Babi’s first dog—but ever since the 1980s, that part of the cemetery is just historical. However, rich people are still buried in the Heights.

My Babi had been buried in the Flats.

“You brought what we need for today, right?” Ben asked as we headed down gravel paths that wound around old and new graves. “Like the booklet said? Want to make sure we have it all.”

I pulled out a paper tube of fireplace matches from my inner jacket pocket to show him. I’d had to sneak it when my parents weren’t watching. Night before last, I had to stealth around the house like a common criminal so I could creep into my grandmother’s old room to get the framed photograph of me and her. The one I’d tried to use to call her with the summons so many times without success.

Yesterday I came to the cemetery and placed the framed photo of me and Babi on her grave. It was a good photo of us. Three of us, actually, because Ike the Third is in the picture too.

Babi loved dogs. She addressed them as “Mr.” and “Mrs.” because she said they deserved the same respect as people—sometimes more. If she’d known there were so many stray dogs roaming the cemetery, she would have brought them home too. So along with the framed photo, I’d left a lot of drawings of Big, Little, and Tiny on Babi’s gravestone. And some lily of the valley flowers that she loved.

Mementos. Tokens.

Whispering Pines was filled with tokens left behind on graves. Sometimes mourners left flowers or small crosses. A lot of military people left coins on the graves of their fellow soldiers. Some people believed rocks held the soul down or kept demons from getting inside the coffins. I kept a few good pebbles on Babi’s grave, just in case.

Ben and I ducked under the sagging branches of an old tree and stopped in front of my Babi’s gravestone. As far as graves went, it was fairly simple: just a headstone standing above a slab of granite on the grass with a little alcove for candles and flowers. At the moment, it was covered in fog, but I could make out the engraving on the front, just as she’d requested in her final will:

MORANA NOVÁKOVÁ

MESS WITH MY FAMILY, AND I WILL HAUNT YOU

Way to give me false hope, Babi, I said to myself.

Babi had been born in Prague after the Second World War. Some of her Czech family had had to flee the Nazis, and after the war, Babi had been orphaned. She’d bounced around Europe until an American war journalist had rescued her and brought her to the U.S. That’s how she ended up in Oregon. Her dead husband had a grave next to hers. He’d been Czech American too, and his gravestone was carved with a symbol for Vietnam vets. His ship had gone down off the coast near here after his tour of duty had ended in the 1970s, when he’d been coming home for the birth of my dad… which he never made.

Like I said, Forlorn is the graveyard of the Pacific.

My Babi had had a rough life. I just hoped that she wasn’t having a rough life in death, too. Maybe I was about to find out. Butterflies fluttered inside my stomach, a sensation that was washed away by a low unease.

“You ready?” Ben asked. “If we wait too long, someone might show up….”

I let out a long exhale. He was right. Now or never.

It was time.

Even though we’d been there the day before to set everything up, it hadn’t been the right date. Today was the anniversary of Babi’s death. It was also gray and cloudy, which was apparently good for ghost summoning? The booklet said not to attempt this under a sunny sky.

“Tell me what the rest of the ritual says again?” I asked, even though we’d been through it a million times. I glanced around at the cemetery rows nervously, making sure we had privacy. Nobody but us and the Shag Pack.

Ben flipped through the pages and ran a light brown finger over the passage. “We need a likeness of the departed—did that yesterday when we placed your photo at the grave. And a candle, which I brought from my granny’s today.” He fished around in his peacoat and brought out a long taper candle, the kind that’s used at a formal dinner table, or in a candelabra. “This is all I could find,” he mumbled.

“A candle is a candle, right? It’s wax and it’ll burn with these,” I said, shaking the long tube I’d nabbed from the fireplace back at home. “What’s next? The symbols?”

He nodded. “Trace the summoning sigil onto the grave with a finger dipped in grave dirt.”

We looked at each other, and I could see the same sinking feeling reflected in Ben’s eyes. “Grave dirt,” he mumbled. “Does that mean dirt from right here, on top of the grave? Or…”

“Dirt from inside a grave?” I finished, grimacing.

“Why would you need to dig up a body to talk to its spirit?” Ben argued. “What’s the point of a magic ritual if you’re just going to spend all your time shoveling contaminated dirt? No way.”

“Total agreement. The drawings in the booklet don’t show anyone digging up a body… right?” One of the shaggy dogs whined. None of us wanted to dig up a body.

Ben flipped to the next page. One twisting lock of hair fell over his eye as he concentrated on reading. Rereading. Then he looked up at me and nodded briefly. “No bodies are dug up. Just use the dirt on top of the grave. Here is the sigil we need to draw….”

Not a complicated symbol. Just a circle with a triangle that overlapped it halfway, and a few lines around the outside that may have been letters from an ancient alphabet. Or maybe they were just squiggly lines; who knew? But the ground around my grandmother’s grave was wet with morning dew, so it was easy enough to gather up a fingerful of clay and trace the sigil onto the stone.

“You think that’s right?” I asked Ben when I was finished.

He surveyed my work and nodded. “Looks right to me. Now the next step. In order to establish a connection to the departed, the living should sit in front of the grave and hold the candle over the sigil.”

I knelt on the cool granite in front of the headstone, the toes of my shoes sticking out into wet grass. My pulse was racing, and I was becoming a little dizzy. I forced myself to take a deep breath to try to relax.

“Now we light the candle,” Ben said. “And when the flame is lit, you speak the summoning word in front of the photo to call up your grandmother. Ready?”

Not really. My heart felt like a trapped rabbit. Maybe we shouldn’t do this. Who did I think I was, anyway, fooling around with dark magic? An image from the Beacon Corner Shop popped up inside my head, of Jake’s mistrustful face when he was accusing me of cursing my grandmother.

What if I caused some irreversible damage to Babi’s soul by summoning her up like this?

But… what if she was trapped in some terrible plane of existence, being tortured?

“Ready?” Ben asked.

That snapped me out of my thoughts. I needed to do this. If I didn’t, how would I ever get a chance to talk to Babi again? To tell her what I needed to tell her?

Fumbling the candle and the fireplace matches, I awkwardly managed to retrieve a long match. I struck it… and struck it… and finally! Fire! I lit the candle and blew out the match.

“Say the summoning!” Ben told me frantically as the wind picked up and threatened to blow out my candle flame.

Right! Oh God! I hoped for my grandmother’s sake that I was saying this word correctly.

“Nostos!” I shouted while gripping the candle.

Nostos, I repeated inside my head, just in case the shouting wasn’t enough.

Breath coming fast, I stared at the dancing flame, waiting for something to happen.

The candle went out.

Ben yelped.

And before I could panic fully, my eyes darted everywhere all at once as the fog briefly cleared… from the wisp of smoke near the snuffed-out candle, to the muddy sigil I’d drawn on the stone, to something that was very wrong inside the little alcove on my Babi’s grave.

I squinted at what was in front of me. It wasn’t a ghost. A ghost would be right.

No ghost.

No anything.

In the shifting fog, I could see now that the little alcove in Babi’s grave was clean. No smooth pebbles. No framed photo, no dog drawings tucked beneath. No lily of the valley flowers. Nothing that I’d left for her.

They’d all been there yesterday.

The framed photo of me and Babi. We needed it for the summoning!

Was everything all messed up now?

“How did I not notice it was gone before we started the ritual?” I said, more to myself than to Ben. But he was panicking too.

“I could have sworn it was…,” he mumbled, glancing around wildly. “All your mementos? Are you sure?”

No. I wasn’t sure about anything, frankly. I just felt like crying. I looked at all the other plots nearby, thinking that maybe Whispering Pines had hired a new caretaker who’d cleaned up all the graves. They aren’t supposed to throw away personal mementos—only wilted flowers or things that get in the way of mowing the grass. But all the graves around my Babi’s were filled with the normal trinkets.

No wind could have blown them away: Babi’s grave had a little sheltered place in the front where I stashed the mementos.

Ben was just as puzzled as I was for a moment. We split up and raced up and down the rows of graves to see if my mementos had been moved, checking a couple dozen nearby graves. Maybe some shrimpy toddler had been fooling around while their parent wasn’t paying attention.

Nope. Not in the nearest trash can, either.

“They’ve been taken!” I told Ben. “Stolen!”

He didn’t answer, but his silence said everything. What else could it be?

We walked back to Babi’s grave together in disbelief.

“Why would someone do this?” I asked, feeling panicked. Angry. “They weren’t even worth anything.” But the photo was irreplaceable. It was a printout—the original file had been accidently deleted!

Plenty of graves in the Heights had expensive flowers, sometimes jewelry. I didn’t even keep coins on Babi’s grave. Why would someone steal my stuff?

Grave theft was the lowest of crimes. Wormy. Slimy. This was sacred ground. What kind of scum steals from the dead? From the people mourning them? I blinked at the headstone.

Where I’d drawn the sigil in mud on the granite…

It was gone. In its place, written in dried clay in an unusual, old-fashioned script, were three words:

Follow The Bird.

A prickling sensation raced up my spine.

Ben made a low noise. “Do you see that?”

“I see it,” I whispered. “I told you that I had a bad feeling, but you didn’t believe me.”

“I believe you now,” he said. “I just don’t understand.”

I didn’t either. We both looked around but didn’t see anyone. No people. No birds.

My first thought was that we’d made those words appear with our magic ritual. But then I wondered if someone had written them on the grave while we were momentarily distracted, running up and down the rows, looking for the stolen mementos. If so, that someone would’ve had to have been waiting for a chance to scribble those words… watching us.

Just like I’d thought earlier.

Who would be trying to scare us?

The kids from the corner shop?

But if it were them, why hadn’t the Shag Pack noticed? None of them had barked. They acted as if nothing were wrong. That made me worry more.

Ben snapped a photo of the vandalism, and then I quickly wiped it away with the edge of my jacket sleeve. It felt wrong, disrespectful to Babi. But when I stood up from the grave, there was that same odd feeling I’d had earlier on the walk to Granny Booker’s house. Now I was convinced.

Someone really was watching us.

Ben felt it too—I could see it in the small line of worry that grew between his eyebrows. “Helena…? What’s happening?” he said nervously.

I wanted to tell him that Jake, Dip, and Mikki must have followed us here through the secret shortcut from Granny Booker’s house. If that were true, though, then how come it was so quiet? I’m talking silent. By all appearances, there was no one around this part of the cemetery. No tourists. No mourners. No people at all.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered to Ben. “It seems like we’re alone here.”

Or maybe I spoke too soon.

Something rustled in the tree branches jutting above the row of graves. We both peered into the swirling fog to see something that made all the hairs on my arms stand on end.

A giant vulture with a bright red head was staring down at us.

A vulture…

With empty sockets where the eyes should have been.

We did the only sensible thing you could do in that situation. We got the ever-loving heck out of there.
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