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To my parents,

Marie and Stan Hecht,

who worry that every time | write about negligentabusive parents,
I'm secretly talking about them. | would like théounderstand,
once and for all, that in the world of literatuagtentive, loving,
and responsible parents are just plain boring.
To two of the most wonderfully boring parents d gould ask for,

with love and respect.



Chapter One

| dreamed of spider webs, and of clawing hands fanidrers made of light.

A circle of standing stones gleamed dully throtighnight like crooked, mossy
teeth. Though the moon skulked in a far cornehefsky, all the long shadows fell
equally inside the circle, and the overlapping lsyrmed a central point of complete
smoky blackness. And in that point of absolutemzs&, something terrible hid.

Frozen on the outer edge of the circle, | wantedutointo the shelter of the trees
surrounding the clearing, but my legs would nopasd. | looked down, and my head
moved in slow motion, as though | was underwateer@ were roots twisting up from
the shadowy ground; | could see them wriggling bked earthworms as they wound
themselves slowly around my feet.

It was Dad who had suggested that | spend the biagyrof the summer in
Wicket's Folly. He was trying to decide what towlith me after | was 'asked to leave'
school.

| sat quietly through the whole meeting in Mr. Sexé office, studying my hands
crossed in my lap, trying to look as innocent assgale. | had dressed so carefully that
morning, in ballet flats and a pink blouse withfedfsleeves. | had even braided my hair
into two pigtails and worn my glasses, but neitbad nor Mr. Seaver even glanced my

way; they were too busy talking about me as thdughasn't there.



At first, | thought Dad was standing up for me. tcan't expel her for something
that she didn't do," he said angrily. "Bitlesteal the test? No."

Mr. Seaver spoke over him in that annoying higlcgaf his. "It's not this one
isolated incident, and | for one certainly donlidee that she is blameless. Shtked
that boy into stealing the test for her."

"Is talkingillegal now?" Dad yelled. "Why aren't you expellitige boy who
actuallystolethe test?"

Mr. Seaver's nostrils flared. "This — tlgsl — is consistently at the edge of
everything that goes wrong in this school. Thedeat with the water fountains — that
disgusting prank in the men's locker room — nahémtion that poor freshman boy —"

| forgot about looking quiet and demure. "I hadhmag to do with that one!"

"So you admit to the others,"” Mr. Seaver said tphantly.

| shut my mouth with a snap.

"Megan was never involved with any of those thih@ad said, but he didn't
sound so sure.

Mr. Seaver huffed. "You have no idea how many titnggsestioned the
perpetrators to find that the idea was not théatsomeone-" he glared at me "- talked
them into it."

Dad glanced my way. | carefully examined the cgiliBlue paint in the
principal's office. Perhaps they meant it to bentag. If so, it wasn't working.

"But still," Dad said weakly. "You have no proohé&never actually did anything

wrong. Please think about this. If she's expeilechuld ruin her entire future.”



Mr. Seaver's lips twitched. He liked that idearg@gjht. "Megan Breelie will come
to a bad end,"” he said. "She's either a buddiniggath or a con artist, though for the life
of me, | can't tell which. But whatever she is, eome like that has no place at this
school.”

He gave me a choice. | could leave the school obwmy free will, or | would be
expelled, and it would go on my permanent recomt. idally much of a choice.

sk

Voices swirled around me, tumbling over each otfegting in and out, and then
disappearing entirely.

— she isn't the one — the time draws near — | rastroy her —

—she's only a child — please, please don't hurth&he's too dangerous —

— Megan? — please answer me — did her hand jusefme\wCan you hear me? —

— Megan? — wake up — please —

sk

"He totally has it out for me," | told Dad on thewto the car, lugging the
contents of my recently cleared locker. "Whateeggens around here, he just blames
me."

"You," Dad said forcefully, "do not talk right now.

| had never seen him so angry. It was dumb of npust my luck on the way
home, and tell him that I'd rather just get my GiBBn repeat eleventh grade.

He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. "So h&dpGod, you are going to

finish high school.”



Since the school year was almost over, | couldsteat somewhere new until
September, so | would have an extra-long summeativac That idea at least was
attractive, until Dad said that, honestly, rightwvade didn't want to even look at me.
After he confiscated my phone and my laptop, | tald that | didn't want to look at him
either. So that night he called Uncle Bennet anmhdoout that Aunt Alicia had broken
her arm. What a perfect excuse. Someone neededpdook after all those poor
children.

He bought me a plane ticket that same night. | ddel leaving in one week's
time, on Sunday night. | told him that if | wasueding, he would have to give me my
phone back. He responded that he was aware ofaiét,by the way, you're grounded.”

The stones began to warp and bend impossibly inwidrdy moved so slowly that
| saw double, the glowing edges of residual imdnesed into my eyes. The stones were
being pulled toward the central darkness, curlimgund to be sucked down into the long
maw of a black hole that was somehow alive andmlsith malice.

As the proud heads of stone bowed down and weréosweal, the trees around
me began to bend their trunks as well. A dirty anoéailver in the night sky was all that
remained of the moon. The edges of the black Ippéad the more it consumed, 0ozing
outward like rolling, ink-dyed fog, and after whatuld have been moments or hours, |

felt the pressure, inescapable and undeniable,itupat my body.



| dragged desperately at my feet, but the air veasthick, my movements too
sluggish. It was going to swallow me, mind and baahyl when it did, there would be
nothing left.

On Thursday night, | made dinner, a pot pie thateaut beautifully. It was
meant to be kind of a peace offering before | Mfhen my father complimented it, |
held up my hand, wiggling the fingers, and saikridw — magic, right?" and we all
laughed. It was our family joke, that everythingliched turned out perfectly, and no
matter how many times we said it, it was alwaysfun was relieved. Maybe the air of
inquisition was finally dying down.

After dinner, | went to my room to pack for my tripvasn't leaving until Sunday,
but | was looking forward to being elsewhere. Iswéjust that my name was mud
around there. After a week at home, | was becormypgraware of the presence of my
father and older sister. | considered myself a f@epprson, but the three people | had the
most trouble with were, unfortunately, my motharot thatshewas around anymore —
my father, and my older sister. Normally, | was olithe house a lot, but now that | was
grounded, | kept noticing my family’s presence. {¥iere alwaysaround,my father
shuffling back and forth in worn slippers, mumblitoghimself, and Gwen being her
usual peculiar self.

| had finally narrowed it down to five colors taifg from my box full of nail

polishes — Glitter Goddess, Luscious Pink, CrimQoreen, Purple Dazzle, and Golden



Glint — and was trying to decide how many pairstodes | could get away with bringing
for a one-month trip, when Gwen poked her headtimaroom.

“What?” | said, without looking up from the jumbd¢ shoes on the floor of my
closet. Flip-flops and sandals were mandatoryshould | take hiking boots as well?
Clogs? Pumps? Would there be anyone there whotaletes? Sneakers? Was the East
Coast still cold in May®Bomeday I'll be rich and then I'll be able to affatesigner
clothes and shoes, not this Ross and Target crap.

“Mom’s on the phone for you.”

“What?” | turned to stare at her. “Is it my birthday?"

“No."

“It's not some kind of holiday?”

“Megan —"

“Then why is she calling?”

Gwen sighed. “I don’'t know. She just did. She shid wants to talk to you.”

| turned away. “Well, | don’t want to talk to her.

| leaned away from the darkness creeping towardsomy, holding up my hands
uselessly. My heart thumped slow and heavy asiteary chest. | squeezed my eyes shut

and turning my face away as | was dragged down.

*kk



It was astonishing how the mere mention of my radghname could ruin a
perfectly good mood. | hated being angry. All thasgative emotions would make my
skin break out.

Gwen pressed the cordless phone into her borittgriedown blouse as though
she was afraid that Margot might hear. “You shdwéchappy,” she said. “We haven't
heard from her in months, and she wants to talloto Talk to her.” She held out the
phone, smiling.

| hesitated, studying Gwen’s face. My sister sthadl the time, no matter how
she was feeling — a nervous, hopeful, friendly emiknew her very well, but I still
could not always read the real emotion under tlxatfsmile. This time was not difficult.
Gwen’s mouth might be stretched in a smile, butdyes were miserable. | took the
phone.

“Hi, Mom.” | tossed myself down on the bed, hopthgt she would hear the loud
creak.

“Megan, | need to talk to you.”

The voice was the same, breathy and rushed. Heam@hwvays brought on a mix
of conflicting guilt, anger, and longing, that wagpossible to control. | settled for
keeping any outright hostility from my voice. “Véee talking.”

“In person. We need to talk in person. | needive gou thestory.We can’t talk
over the phone.”

| rolled my eyes at the ceiling. “I'm sure it'1:8, Ma. The government only taps

phones in the movies.”



“Not true. How do you think they got the ideagpuat it in the movies?”

“Whatever. What do you want?”

“I need toseeyou,” she said. “Megan, please. T$tery.You'll need it."

| squirmed.*Okay, okay. When?"

“As soon as possible. Tomorrow. You'll know where.”

“What? No | don't —” | started to say, but Margpaid already hung up. | tossed
the phone to the end of my bed.

“What'd she want?” Gwen leaned against the door&asmiling unconvincingly.

“She wants to see me tomorrow,” | told the ceiling

“Oh,” she said softly.

“Wouldn’t even tell me when or where, as usuaoh’t know what she thinks
she’s...” | pushed myself up on my elbows and letvoige trail off. Gwen was fiddling
with one earring, smiling resolutely, but there gv&zars in her eyes. “Hey, I'm sure she
wants to see you, too,” | began uncertainly.

“No,” Gwen said briskly, brushing at the skin bglber eye as though it was
itchy. “Forget about it. I'm sure she’ll call meaher time.” She backed into the hall and
disappeared.

| flopped over on my side and hugged a Hello Kikixow pillow to my chest. |
hated feeling like this, and somehow, it just maskeangrier. Great. Gwen was mad at
me. Probably. And now | had to go see Margfotcould find out where she wanted to
meet me. | glared at my pale yellow ceiling, whidtad chosen because it was supposed

to be a cheerful color. Wouldrthatbe a fun visit. Anything to do with my mother made



me feel angry, resentful, guilty, and desperatddee and approval all at the same time.
Sheleftyou | reminded myself. Hassues, not yours$t had nothing to do with you. You
were just a kid. She didn’t leave because of sangtou did; sheabandonegou
because she’s crazy and refuses to get help. Wies dashe never calls again?

| dug my fingers deep into Hello Kitty's fadedo.

An eternity passed, and | cracked open one eye.

Nothing. Pitch-black, darker-than-night, can't-ev&e-your-own-hand nothing. |
was nothing but an invisible body, floating in emess.

Am | dead? Is this hell?

| kicked my legs over the side of my bed and satN@matter how | felt about it,
| had agreed to see my mother. | slouched dowhahewishing there were a few doors
| could slam along the way. Instead, | took a degmdying breath, knocked softly on
the door of my father’s study, and stuck my heaide. “Good time, Dad?”

He looked up from the map on his desk, a pushpisegdan one hand. “What?
Yes, yes, of course.”

Phew. No more shouting, then. Perhaps we were alpagk to normal. My bad
mood vanished as | noticed with affection that wiias left of his graying hair was
standing on end. He always ran his fingers thratghsentmindedly when he was

excited. It surely hadn't helped his hair loss. WiHare they doing?” | asked.



“The Saxons may conquer Northumbria if the weaktzdds.” My father was an
accountant by day, and a closet anglophile by nigatwas obsessed with anything that
had to do with Great Britain, especially the medigeriod. He even went to work each
day carrying an umbrella — in California. All ofshiree time he spent researching ancient
and medieval English history, reenacting battlefignaminated maps, and following the
decisions of old bygone kings as though they caffiekct modern-day politics.

“Actually,” he said, pushing his reading glassesnpo the top of his head and rubbing
his eyes, “there was something | wanted to talkoio about too.”

“Oh, okay, you go first,” | said politely, hopingetwas not going to bring up the
situation at school again.

“No, you.”

“If it’s about your girlfriend, we already know.”

He knocked a pen onto the floor and quickly benetaeve it. “You do?”

“It's kind of obvious — the late nights, the receate in dressing....”

“Oh.” He could not seem to think of anything eleesaly, so he said it again. “Oh.
Now | know how King Canute felt after he married dBanof Normandy in 1017.” He
lowered his voice conspiratorially. “It wasn’t muoha secret that he had left a wife back
in Denmark.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” | said. “So when were yoing to tell us?”

“About...? Before you left, naturally. | wouldn’t de¢r you, | never bothered you
about any of the others, but she’s really — it gating —”

“Wait; other®”

10



He was flustered. “I thought it might upset you,awvtvith the indisputable fact
that your mother and | never officially divorced...”

“Dad,” | interrupted. “Mom left us years ago, amete’s no reason you have to
become a hermit because you can’t pin her down éoogigh to get her to sign divorce
papers.”

“That’s not exactly — | still care for your mothamgreat deal. God knows she has
her own difficulties — she needs help.... Pass msehiops over there.”

“Dad!” | could feel my irritation bubbling up agaiand it wasn’t because of the
obscure history obsessiotwhydid he always do this? He forgot everything impatrta
and then when he finally did start telling me, hedled it and ended up talking about
something else.

“Sorry. Let’s just say I'm glad you approve.”

“I didn’t say that. | haven’t met your...girlfriendll I'm saying is I'm fine with
the idea of you dating.”

“Thank you for making that distinction.”

| gave an exaggerated shudder. “Though it is kingtass, at your age.”

He glanced at his posters of Stonehenge, WestmiAbteey, and the Tower of
London, as though they could give him strength.

A thousand voices whispered around me, speakingsatbat touched my ears,

but were not absorbed. | could not understand vitney were saying. It might have been
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threats, it might have been moans of despair, onght have been a single non-sibilant
word, repeated over and over like extras did inrtiwvies.

There was something behind me. A great loomingepieEswaiting to envelop me.
It hung, huge and heavy, pressing down on me, iaggit my attempts to get away.

sk

“Now what was it you wanted?”

“Actually, it's about Mom.”

“Oh?”

“She called today. She said she wants to see nprion. Tomorrow.”

“Did she now? How odd.” He leaned back, brows drévgether in thought.

“Do you think I should take advantage of that? Agk to sign those papers once
and for all?”

Dad shifted in his chair, his expression almoskguiNo, there’s no need — |
mean, the situation is much more complicated thaa,-€on’t bother.”

| raised an eyebrow, but decided not to commenelf{dnyway, she didn’t tell
me when or where she wanted to meet.”

“In the past,” my father said, clearly relievedtthavas not going to push the
topic of divorce, “when she wanted to see you gsle pushed a letter under the door. |
expect that when you go down to breakfast tomomawning, there will be a letter on
the doormat.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks, Daddy.” | stepped backward ihi hall.

“Oh, and Meggie — can you send Gwen along?”

12



“You going to spring yousurpriseon her? She already knows.”

“Yes, but | should tell her myself, so she won't -~

“Hear about ‘the others’ from someone else? Goad,dad. Good night.”

On the way back to my bedroom, | leaned around Gagwor. “Dad’s a player.
Go yell at him,” I announced, before heading intpawn room and leaning against the
closed door.

My head felt too full, and I shook it franticallgs though | could knock loose all
the unwanted thoughts and images. | could hardapwmny head around the fact that my
father had a girlfriend. Mfather.My balding, gray-haired, paunchwyiddle-agedather.
The man who could recite every significant dat&umopean history, but could not
remember his own daughters’ birthdays. And how tiarget so mad at me wheaewas
more or less committing adultery? That was ondeffteaking ten commandments!

Shouldn't that trump what | had done?

| could see something glowing in the darkness thiowas a great expanse of
spider web, shining silver in a light that did rcmme from any source. There were webs
all around me, stretching into the distance, resomagently from the whispering voices.
Or was it the web itself that was producing thesplirs? With one finger, | reached out
and twanged a dully gleaming strand of web, anetibut a low, mournful chime.

With that small noise, everything shattered. |l #hd the interconnected strands
of web vibrated like guitar strings as they twirtledmselves around my wrists and

ankles.
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| was trapped.

Hands reached for me. The fingers were tipped glilwving white claws.

14



Chapter Two

Forcing open eyelids heavy as tar, | saw a strémeeb right in front of my face.
| reached out a weak hand to push it away, buinasvied, the web moved too. My eyes
churned along its dizzy downward twists; it ended isharp point that was taped down
and embedded in the back of my hand. | recoiledluntarily, which set the web
shaking again — but it was not a web, | realizedy that the dream was fading away. It
was a long thin plastic tube.

Holding as still as possible so the world woulddhsiill too, | looked around. My
contact lenses were gone, and | could see onlfet circle around myself, the rest
blurring into unsettling patches of blotchy colArplastic rail barred off my bed. |
squinted upward to see a white ceiling. It did maitter that the white panels were
randomly patterned with tiny holes of varying sizth® same white ceiling found in
thousands of hospitals all over the country. lyanhttered that it was white, and
definitely not yellow, which was the color | hadrpenally painted my room after a long
argument with my father about what color walls dd@nd should not be. White walls
plus railed bed; | must be in a hospital.

| sniffed experimentally and wrinkled my nose. Yilipere was that slightly
burning smell of industrial-strength disinfectant.

My head felt funny. Not painful, or stuffy, or hgayust funny, as if the fluid in

my ears had gone off-kilter and | felt movement rehitaere was none. | shook my head
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gently, blinking to clear my eyes. It didn't helphe fuzzy objects in the room shone in
harsh afternoon sunlight that made them appear mnoza unreal.

“You're awake!” said a male voice, its tone relidvéturned my head, but saw
only a blur of color. | tried to ask who was thdvat my voice seemed to have gone, and
nothing came out but a faint croak. A humanoid shdgtached itself from the larger blur
that was the opposite wall, and as it came withynperimeter of sight, resolved into a
young man.

| had hardly registered his blond hair and handsfaoe, and was starting to
wonder who he was, when he bent over and kissed me.

"Gr-r-awk!" | said. | shoved him away and sat upodél rushed to my cheeks,
accompanied by a swift roaring in my ears that gedrlike the ocean. | held up one
hand to fend him off, and clutched my forehead \thih other.

"Are you okay?"

The blood was draining away from my face, and i$ v&king with it the cotton
wool that had been packing my brain. | looked ugftaly. Everything seemed to be
holding still.

The young man was watching me, looked concerneganzed, and a little hurt.
| squinted at him guardedly, wondering whether las an orderly. He wasn’'t wearing
the uniform, but he might be a plain-clothes orgldaflthey had such things. His presence
wasn’t helping me to think, and | had a lot to figwut. “You just randomly kiss people

when you're glad they're alright?” | demanded. Myice felt rusty, but it was getting
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stronger. “Are you an orderly? Where’'s my dad?” Mguth tasted awful, like | hadn’t
brushed my teeth in days. Gross. How could he etard to kiss me?

“What? Megan, it's me.” He was beginning to souadrsed, and that worried me
as well.

“I don’t know who you are,” | told him.

He took a step backwards as though | had physisallgk him, his blue eyes
pained. "Maybe — maybe you have amnesia."

"Who asked you?" | said, but he was already innthlvay, yelling for help.

“Oookay, my dear, just say your name for me.” Thetdr bent over me, shining
a flashlight in my eyes. Two crisply uniformed reshovered nearby. Frightening as the
situation was, | kept having to fight off the stgast urge to laugh. As the doctor leaned
over me, | was staring straight up his nose, whiak sprouting an impressive amount of
thick dark hair, much like the underside of a mosinn.

“Can you say your name?” he repeated patientlywtige coat was lightly
stained, as though he hadn’t taken it off to eathu It looked like he had been having
egg salad.

As | opened my mouth, | could not help a tiny geggbkcaping. “Megan Breelie.”

“What a pretty name,” said the doctor, in a tora tbld me that he was sure |
was on the verge of hysteria and was trying to keegalm. He probably would have

said exactly the same thing if | had announcedrthahame was Hepzibah.
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“I got it from my mother,” | said, wondering if hgot his hairy nose
from his mother. This forced me to suppress another buisiughter, and | wondered
what on earth was wrong with me. | was in a ho§pit@re was &bein my wrist, and
they were saying | had amnesia, but | couldn’t seefeel the appropriate emotions.

"And you are how old?"

"Seventeen."

The doctor finally took his nose away and stooahksig his chin as though he
was attempting to look wise. “Okay, Megan — do koow where you are?”

“I'm in a hospital,” | said, choking back anotheggle that was trying so
desperately to escape. Welf,coursat was a hospital.

“Correct,” said the doctor kindly. His calm demean@s only making it worse.
Beneath the thin pink waffle-weave blanket, | gradbiny thigh with my free hand and
dug in my nails, focusing on the five tiny half-nmsoof pain to keep my face straight.
“You are in a hospital. The Edward F. Jameson M&h@iinic. In Wicket’s Folly. New
York,” he added helpfully.

The smile that | had been failing to control slffiray face. New York? | had
gone to sleep last night in my own bed in Los AegeWhat the hell was | doing in New
York? Then something registered. “Wicket’s Folly?alve an uncle who lives there — |
mean, here.”

“Yes, your uncle stopped by to see you earlierpkeefou woke up. He told us

you have been staying with him.”
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“No, | was going to visit him later this summer. Mynt broke her arm, and | was
going to go help out.” I wasn't about to tell tbgg-stained doctor than | had been 'asked
to leave' school.

“And when were you supposed to be going?”

“Um...next week. The 6th. Well, | wdsavingon the 5th.”

The doctor frowned. “And what day is it today?”

“Well yesterday was Thursday. That was the 2ndpday must be the 3rd. May
3rd.”

“So the last thing you remember is going to sleephe 2nd of May?”

“Yes,” | said apprehensively.

The doctor took off his glasses and looked me énetye. “Honey,” he said.
“Today is May 18th. Saturday.”

“What?” | was starting to feel truly afraid now. lfat's not — how is that possible?
Have | been in a coma?”

“No, no, you've only been here since about two dms. morning.”

“Then what happened to all that time since yestelay 2nd?”

“It's possible that it's an effect of the accidérie began polishing his glasses
with careful attention.

“Accident?”

“You were found by the side of the road, next fwaa of truly impressive skid
marks. You were hit by a car.”

| surveyed myself. “But I'm — all in one piece.gdl fine.”

19



He sniffed, and the nose hair rustled, but | wadifig it less funny now. “Yes,"
he said dismissively. "By the length of the skidrksait is likely that the car was able to
slow down a good deal, and merely bumped you. Yustasned only a few bruises, and a
bit of a cut on your palm, but otherwise, no maquries. You must have hit your head
when you fell over, and as a result, lost the fiastweeks.”

“Oh,” | said, slightly awed. “Is that usual?”

“Yes, patients are often unable to remember thelant”

“But the —" | did some quick mental calculationstivo — weekdeforethe
accident?”

“Well, it's not common, but it does happen, espikgcifithere’s been a recent
change in routine.” He was staring out the windamwnas though he would rather be
doing anything other than looking at me. “And laysapart from the memory loss, that
you're a very lucky little lady. Even so, we’d like keep you here tonight, for
observation. Just in case.” He turned to leave wihfoyou'll excuse me, I've got other
patients to see.”

Don't you call me 'little lady." And don't just Weadway.“Sir," | said quickly.

"Will I get my memories back?” | widened my eyelttée, so that | would look younger,
more vulnerable.

It worked. A little. He paused briefly to smilerae. “It is always a possibility,
yes. But | doubt it. I would advise you not to woabout it. It's best to just carry on with
your life as usual.” With that, he filed from th@om, leading the nurses like a one-man

procession.
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“Great,” | muttered to myself. “Thanks for the gooews, Doctor Nose-hair.”

“Uh...”

| looked up. The handsome young man was standisiteindy by the door.

“I guess | do know you after all,” | said slowly.

He pulled a chair up close enough kleatuld see him clearly, sat down, and
crossed his arms over a T-shirt which read Wickedky Community College. | studied
him, now that he was holding still without makingyassudden movements suggestive of
kissing. His handsome face was alntostperfect, and it made him less interesting. Still,
he had possibilities — the T-shirt said that he aasllege student, which was good, but
it also said that he wascammunitycollege student, which was less good, though e wa
old enough that he might have a car.

His blue eyes stared at me worriedly. They haddthsort of glow about them —
of sincerity, maybe — as if they were letting peodighow that everything was all right,
they were safe, they could trust him. For someareathose eyes gave me an uneasy
prickle at the nape of my neck.

“Do you go to WFCC?” | asked, when h@nd say anything.

“Yeah, just finished my first year.” He smiled seadly, an easy, open smile, that
seemed to touch his eyes just a little too lat&isTs weird. | remember you asking me
that just a few weeks ago.” He shook his head. “Weally don’t remember me?”

“No.” His accent was unfamiliar. Peredgidwestern — though | didn’t have

much to compare it to.
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“Not the picnic in the park? Not even that time wwek the paddle-boats out to
the lake?” When | didn’t answer, he let out a safjinegret. “Right. Okay, then, let's do
this. Um... my name is Michael, but my friends ca# Mick. I'm nineteen, | go to
WFCC — majoring in theatre arts — and I'm from @ewnd. What else do you want to
know?”

| wondered briefly what he was doingnoag to the middle of nowhere to attend
a community college, but instead asked the questianwas most on my mind. It was
difficult to get the words out. “So we were, likel mean — you kissed me.” My cheeks
and ears were hot — they must be bright Yédat iswrongwith me? | can't even talk to
boys now?

“Well, yeah, we were, sort of,” saiddj shifting a little in his chair and staring
at his denim knees. “But obviously, as you donheenber....” He trailed off, leaving a
rather uncomfortable silence. The guy gave meamgé# feeling of unease, but on the
other hand, he was pretty handsome, in a generccdfiway. And | had recently split
with that idiot Luke. Maybe he was my rebound.|Sdilrelationship in two weeks was
fast, even for me.

| was extremely glad when at that momery Aunt Alicia clattered in and
swooped down on me. She flung her huge leatheemmnshe chair as Mick jumped out
of the way, and tried to hug me. So exuberant ammdaerdinated was she that, while she
succeeded in hugging me tightly, she also smaclednmrthe chin with the cast on her

left arm.
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“Megan! They told me you had woken Hpw are you feeling? What a horrible
thing to happen! And after you've been such a gadiseo, helping me with the boys!
You really can't remember them? How dreadful -n'tcavenimaginewhat you're going
through. Michael, what are you doing here? Youaknaust be over by now."

Mick had started backing away the sdcsime walked in. “I was just on my way
out, Mrs. Breelie,” he said and hurried out, neadiliding with a nurse, who was on
herway in.

| watched him go, rubbing my chin and fighting tivge to smirk. It was nice,
seeing other people react to my relatives in thgswavas too polite to.

“Oh, Mrs. Breelie,” the nurse said. “Wanted to get your approval — we’d like
your niece to stay the night, just so we can keepy& on her.”

“Aunt Alicia,” | said hurriedly, sensgran opening for escape. “I'm fine.”

“Yes, of course,” said Aunt Alicia, kalg over me. “Whatever you think is
necessary.”

As the nurse went out, Aunt Alicia tedhback to me. “I can't stay, dear,” she
said as she settled herself into the visitor’'sicliahad to leave Archie in charge, and
you know what those kids will get into on their aivn

| opened my mouth to point out that no, | had newet them, but | didn’t get a
chance.

“Oh, look at you, you poor thing! | don’t know what you wehenking, out at
such a late hour and in the middle of the road.ht®licia was leaning forward in a

cheerful, conspiratorial manner that meant somewsegossiping was about to occur.
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“We were all sitting around at breakfast when wartle- and we were in such a good
mood because it seemed like the power had fixetf itp for good — no more of those
peculiar blackouts, isn’t it wonderful — oh, of cee, you don’t remember — but anyway,
we had just got around to wondering why you wereaihing up for breakfast, because it
was getting a bit late and the boys had to goass;lwhen we got a call from the
hospital would you believe it! They were so horribly seiso saying you had been hit by
a car and could someone come down and see youllamat the forms and whatever else
you have to do — so, of course, Bennet went runaffjgand then he called me fifteen
minutes later to say it warle. | nearly had a heart attack, | can tell you — indiknow
whatwe were going to tell your father — but Bennet sdid

“Did you tell him?” | interjected quickly.

“What? — oh, of course, we told him not to worhgy said you'd be fine. Really,
he was ready to get the next flight out, but | tioilch that it wasn’t anything serious, just
a minor accident. Theoctorsaid so, so it must be true!” She gave a littlghaul really
have to go now, but Megaplease you have to remember it's dark around here, sweetie
This is thecountry.We don’t have too many streetlamps, and you catytan people to
see that bright hair of yours at night. If thatenyoung couple hadn’t found you
wandering in the road, | don’t knowhatwould have happened.”

She sniffed loudly and began fishing around inthege purse. | seized the
opportunity. “Nice young couple?’ But the doctotd me....” | frowned. He had told

me something different. What had he said?

24



“Oh yes,” Aunt Alicia said. “Suchicepeople. | do hope they stay — I'm sure I've
got the perfect little house for them! See, | bitwugpu your glasses. | know, | know, you
usually wear contacts, but there were just so ntigtteybottles and cases | didn’t know
what to bring, so I just thought this would be easiShe handed over the case. There
was something fuzzy stuck to it.

“But what —?”

“I'm sorry | can’t stay, dear — you know | wouldlitould. I'll call your father
right when | get home, all right? You get some,raat I'll see you tomorrow.” She
swooped down, kissed me once more, and swept out.

| was left aloneHoly hell, whata day, | thought wearily, as | slid my glasses onto
my bedside table. There was just too much to psydes much to take in. | knew | ought
to feel grateful | was alive, and worried about whad happened to me, but really, | just
felt tired. All the worries and confusion wouldlkskie there tomorrow.

-
| was awoken some time during the nighén incessant faint beeping noise. It
was not loud, but it was shrill enough that | coé&r it clearly, and it was slow and
steadily paced, so that every time | tried to $iakk into warm dreams, | was jolted back
into wakefulness.

| lost track of the times | turned over, mutterbognyself, but finally it became

clear that the damn Chinese beeping torture wagaing to let me go back to sleep.

So | got up.
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The IV was gone, and | wondered vaguely when itdiadppeared. There was
still a bandage around my palm, luminous in thé&mwlss. The contrast reminded me of
something briefly, but | couldn't think what.

The tiled floor was icy against my feet, and | €ned, the tiny hairs on my arms
standing on end. | put on my glasses, bringingdloen into focus, and set off, hugging
my arms around the skimpy hospital gown and robe.

| opened the door, and the faint beeping got loudgrbare feet made a tiny
sticky sucking noise each time they were pulledyairs@m the cold floor of the hall.

It was unusually dark and quiet for a hospital. Tiaways were almost entirely
shadowed, except for the few flickering fluoresdegtits that made everything an eerie
blue color.Aren't hospitals supposed to run around the clddeybe small town clinics
are different.

All the doors lining the hallway weresed as | ghosted by, but as | progressed, |
saw that the one on the end was open. The slowrggempw fairly loud, was coming
from inside. | crept up to the doorway and peerediad the corner.

The room was dark, but the curtainsensggen, and moonlight streamed in,
creating alternating patches of bright silvery tighd long grey shadows. A shadowy
shape lay in the bed, zigzagged with jagged shadimnsthe many machines to which it
was attached. One of the machines was beepingystowd steadily. Perhaps it was
measuring the figure’s heartbeat.

A woman sat in a chair pulled up closéhe bed, slumped over, with her head on

the blanket beside the patient’s leg. Her faceiwatiadow. A blanket was wrapped
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around her shoulders, but it hung loosely, asnfiesone else had placed it there without
the woman'’s noticing.

If not for the beeping, it would have seemed liksith photograph — a moment
frozen in time. A woman keeping vigil by the bedsaf a loved one, praying for them to
wake. But the moment moved on, and the world wjthut the woman didn’t notice,
because she was still frozen, waiting. She probdiolyot even know that the world had
moved on without her. Or maybe she did, but didate.

The woman shifted slightly in her sleep, and theklaz her head moved into a
patch of moonlight streaming in from the window €eTllght struck her hair and made it
gleam silvery blonde, the same color as my mother’'s

Unsettled, | turned around and crept silently backy bed. The holes in the
ceiling looked like burns caused by someone fligkimatches in the air, and | counted

them until | fell asleep.
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Her eyelids flutter gently as she sleeps. Sheslgokinger like this — the gaudy
earrings and whorish clothing gone, the vain painiged from her face. Her skin is
paler now, by the light of the moon, the frecklestoldhood still visible across her
cheeks. The bright hair, tangled as she never allbwo be by daylight, dresses the
pillow in a tide of red-gold. One hand, wrappednhite, rests by her cheek, the slender
fingers curled lightly inward. She looks so fragse helpless, so young.

I long to sink my fingers into her throat. To sgee the breath from her body.

My hands reach out, almost of their own accord,témse fingers flexing. But no
— not tonight. I draw them back. No matter howrigdo do it, | have given my word. Her
father begged me not to harm her. He made threatarying and impotent, until |
agreed to take only her memory.

She will finish out her stay, and she will leave promised. Ignorant of all she
has learned, she will no longer be a threat to you.

Very well, | told him. But be warned. | will haneercy only this once. If she
should cross me in the futurewill kill her.

He bowed his head. So be it.

| did not know why | felt such a strong desirsmaiff out her life. By taking her
memory, the threat she posed was neutralized, Wwaslunprepared for the desire. The
longing. There among the standing stones, | lorigetestroy her with the full power of
my own hands. | might have done it too, if sherd@tdun. It went beyond anger that the

ritual — all those long years of planning — haddai. | ached to tear into her flesh until
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my fingers stifled the beating of her fragile hunm@art. How amusing, to match her
crimson painted nails with my own, daubed red inbieod.

Standing over her sleeping form, | feel that uagain.

| turn away from her, leaving the temptation —fiow, yes, at least for now — and
wend my way through the silent hospital. Machingzlat me; | can feel the constant
pain of them on the surface of my skin. | will béedo think more clearly once | am
outside.

The Doctor has done his part. He told her allttharote into his sleeping mind.
According to the Charmer, my golden boy, she betiet In truth, he told me, she
remembers nothing. | should have no reason to fear.

Still, as long as she lives, there is risk. Wdteh | told the Charmer, get close to
her. Do what you do best. See that she remaingsaghantil the day she leaves my
domain. If not, | will claim her life.

The machine doors will not open for me, and | amdd to let myself fade in
order to pass through them. It makes me ache. BEvagyin this world makes me ache,
even in this haven that | have created.

But not much longer. | have waited so long, amshslowill have what | want.

| turn my face to the sky, letting the cool ailmnecahe burn left by a house meant
for healing. The solstice is coming. A little mtinan one month. It will work this time,
no matter the cost. It must.

My strategies have failed one by one, and it Isaxne a single, desperate option.

Long ago, my heart might have quailed at the thooflcausing such devastation, but no
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longer. | am through with waiting. The lives of feople of this place will be the price,
and my desiravill be mine.
Soon, | tell the stars. Soon.

If | must become a monster, then so be it.
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Chapter Three

Samuel Wicket knew that he was going to die. It was not in the
same way that people are generally aware of their m ortality, but a
knowing — a certainty, a feeling in his bones — tha t the end of his life
was near.

He was not a particularly old man, nor was he part icularly
unhealthy. In fact, he was extremely wealthy, havin g made a fortune in
the stock market, and he was accustomed to living w ell. And yet, he
still found himself certain, in March of 1935, that he was going to die.
Refusing to speak to anyone, Samuel Wicket sold all his shares, packed
his bags, and relocated to his summer home overlook ing Oneida Lake, the

"thumb" of the Finger Lakes in upstate New York.

| had thought that the hospital would want to dadle of tests on me after a head
injury, but they left me alone all morning. Truthjuy | was slightly disappointed. | had
never been in a hospital before, apart from docappointments, and that one trip to the
ER after | had ripped open my knee falling off nistex's bike. It might have been nice to
bask in all that concerned attention for oncepag las they were making me stay
overnight.

But instead of an army of nurses and doctors tegnainmy every ache, | was
lying forgotten in my bed, idly tapping my fingeagainst the plastic breakfast tray no
one had come back to collect. The sounds of thpitabdeaked in through my closed
door as | waited for someone to come and get mexelilvas no urgency or excitement in
the air, no sounds of doctors rushing to save li@ésourse, this was a rustic town
clinic, so their most exciting cases probably imeal three people getting the flu a year,
but did it have to be dooring? There wasn't even a little TV monitor in the corner

God, | must look awful.had no makeup, my ugly old glasses, and my has &

messAnd these hospital gowns amet flattering.| sighed, and tried to at least comb
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through my hair with my fingers. It was full of kisp and | found more than one dead
leaf.

| wanted to get in touch with my friends, tell thevhat was happening, and see
what they thought about all thigha, | thought.There will probably be a ton of old texts
on my phoneThey would create a little timeline to tell me whdtad been up to for the
past few weeks. Genius.

My thumbs twitched reflexively, longing for the leelpeneath my fingers, but my
phone must be wherever the hospital had taken atlged and possessions. The absence
of the little pings from my phone made the hushers®vere — it reminded me of how
isolated | was.

| wondered if Melissa had finally gotten her licensshe had already failed the
test twice. May 19th...So school wasn't over yet arBlon and Angela would have so
much to tell me. How had Seandra’s date with thgtfgom the football team gone? |
had been noticing the guy myself — | would look radide walking around in that
oversized letterman jacket — but he was a littteegmbby for my tastes. And besides,
Seandra had staked her claim, and | would neveayatfriend like that.

| need to talk to Jackiddy BFF, my best friend in the world since kindertgar—
we swore we wouldn't lose touch after | got expkleven if | never saw any of the rest
of our group again. She would help me work throwtiatever had happened to rik.
call her as soon as | get my hands on my phone.

Around ten, | decided to go for a little walk arauthe hospital. | didn't want

anyone to see me in my ugly glasses, but | waséoed to stay put. | brought my tray
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along with the vague notion of returning it, usthg flat side to tap a hollow, plasticky
beat on my thigh. The hallways were nowhere nedeasrted as last night, though the
place still couldn't be called busy. There wasiaofacalm purposefulness about the way
people moved around. The door at the end of tHevémalwas closed, hiding the room
where | had seen the woman keeping vigil. Or atldaghought | had. The eerie silence
and darkness of last night seemed impossible itigheand noise of day. Was it only a
dream?

| found the cafeteria easily, since it took up mufshe second floor. | slid my
tray onto a stack by dodwell, that takes care of that. Now what?

There was a littlgirl — maybe eight years old — sitting at a tal#&trio a
snoozing old lady, looking mournful. | guessed tinaty were here visiting someone, and
whoever it was that was sick, the kid was upsetiatboGrandma certainly wasn't
helping, snoring away there. | wiggled my eyebratvthe girl until a reluctant smile
broke out on her face. Crossing my eyes, | flappgalbows like a chicken, and she
began to laugh.

"What in heaven's name do you think you're doirig@tned to see a nurse giving
me that stern, nursey look, eyebrows drawn ands$iandips.

"l just escaped from the mental ward," | told Heéhave to build a fort out of
lunch trays for Alvo the Wonder Slug."

She didn't even crack a smile, though behind herlittle girl had doubled over
giggling. "Why don't we go back to our room, deasfé said, her overly sweet tone

making it clear that this wasota suggestion.
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| let the nurse lead me out of the room. Marchisgh@ugh | was a soldier
captured by the enemy, | waved over my shoulddrealittle girl, who waved back.

At the door of my room, the nurse suggested stxotigit Istay putuntil someone
came to get me. | threw my hand up in a smart sasitshe walked away.

Kicking my heels on the edge of the bed, | survepedsurrounding area through
my window. Boy, was it boring. There was a gardeth & few patients hobbling or
wheeling around with their visitors, and beyond tti@e edge of an unpaved road and a
whole lot of trees. It was very different from whavas used to. For one thing, if | had
been looking out a window of Cedars-Sinai Hospitdlos Angeles, | would have been
about fifteen stories higher in the air. Down below | would have seen a mass of
asphalt and concrete, and then again above mevas iteflected off the shining windows
of the surrounding office buildings. There woulddigy a few trees, highly managed,
poking through their neat designated holes in ithevealk, like the rods of ice fishermen.
There were so many trees here, sprawling and nagbyncontained. They lined the
hillside as far as | could see.

There was also something wrong with this scenejghd could not put my finger
on it. Something about the way the trees grew? Sungeabout the way they crested the
hill, their many pointed tops blurring into a solide? Maybe it was something that was
notthere. Something that was missing? | spent fiffte@mutes staring at the garden and
the trees, trying to figure it out, before | gaye u

To pass the time, | tried to focus on what | cagichember. There were no

fragmented images of a car's hood lunging at meyen of my time in Wicket's Folly. It
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was as though | had simply jumped forward in tig@ng to sleep one night, and waking
up two weeks later. | carefully reviewed the ldmhgs | could remember.

| had nearly one whole relaxing week at home belfftuad to leave, but even after
the inquisition calmed down a bit, my sister andfather kept getting on my nerves. All
the calls | received had to come through the hpheme, and | had no privacyat. |
was in a more irritable mood than usual because Loy boyfriend of almost two
months, had called the day after | was expellgéltane that he thought we should take
a break over the summer. | could tell he was uglsetit that whole test thing, even
though Itold him that that boy didn't mean anything to me.

"Why did you even do it?" he demanded. "I mean,rgopretty good at math."

"I don't know," | said. "Because | could?"

Trying to hold onto his pride, he told me thatdmel a few friends were going on
a long ‘college tour’ around the country, and tinging to maintain a long-distance
relationship would just leech everything good duivbat we had. It would be better to
call it quits for the summer, and then, if we bstifi felt the same way at the beginning
of the school year, we could start dating again.

“So let me get this straight,” | said. “You wantlieak up because it's not worth
the effort of maintaining a long-distance relatioips”

“Only temporarily,” he said quickly.

“Fine,” | snapped. “Then you're not worth the effof dating.”

What irked me most about the whole thing was thetd been going to break up

with him anyway, before he had beaten me to ievem dated a boy for more than two
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months. Two months seemed to be the average arabtimte that | could enjoy the
perks — cars, prestige, lecture notes — that articpkar boy had to offer, before they
started expecting something more than kissingturme When that happened, | simply
moved on to someone else. | never had to worrytalord getting around. Wonderful
things, teenage boys and their pride — they liedutjh their brace-encrusted teeth. Of
course, | had a bit of a reputation, but that didather me. It only made them want me
more.

After a week at home, | had to admit that | didsrliske. It wasn’him | missed.
Hewas an idiot. | missed having a boyfriend who wogpend time and money on me.
But Luke had had a full set of AP biology notesdAmpool.

Still, 1 would try to make the best of things, lddackie over the phone, my dad
sitting in the corner, arms crossed and foot tagppiackie would be going to Hawaii with
her family for the summer. Oh, that was nothinpld her sarcastically. Wicket’s Folly
might be impossible to find on a map, butould be spending my vacation as a glorified
babysitter. Although, perhaps | could find some mesnb guy to exploit shamelessly.

Well, thathad gone well. And here | was in a hospital, mgsirchunk of
memory. | picked idly at the bandage on my hanckriahing should have been
completely ordinary, as far as getting expelled sent away could be, except for one
thing.

My mother's phone call.
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It hadn't seemed more than strange at the timendwtthat | was on the other
side of the country, lying in a hospital after acident | couldn't remember, it seemed to
take on a new significance.

Margot had left us when | was four and Gwen wag n8he gave us no warning
and took nothing with her. She must have made dn&rogh her essays to support
herself wherever she went, although | found iticadhat a woman who made her living
as an essayist did not bother leaving a note whemslked out on her family. She
called from a pay phone that night, when we wdrdedperate with worry, and told us it
was too dangerous for her to be with us, that "theyuld find her. It was safer for her to
keep moving, she said, and that she would call vehencould. And she did, but not very
often. Sometimes she even arranged brief meetmggark or a shopping mall, and
though she seemed happy to see us, she was alisageted and nervous.

For years, | was sure that my mother had left bezaf something | had done
wrong. It took a long time to get over the guielt every time | looked at my sister’s
desperately smiling face, every time | thought gfmmother. Instead, | adopted anger as a
less painful way of dealing with my mother’s abamah@nt.lt washerproblem not
yours,| told myself repeatedly

That night, the last night | could remember, &bt wanted to do was stop
thinking about everything. | wanted to go to sleepfprget about school, my father’s
girlfriend, and my sister’s pained grin, and madsalg that tomorrow | had to go see the

woman who had abandoned me. | didn't even put opajamas before crawling into

37



bed, didn't even take out my contact lenses, thdkglew my eyes would hurt in the
morning.
| had the strangest, most vivid dream of my lifer@eam of spider webs, and of

clawed hands tipped with light.
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Chapter Four

| wanted to be huffy with Uncle Bennet when he liyngicked me up. | had been
left alone all morning until Dr. Nose-hair showeulto stare out the window while he
admitted that he had made no medical breakthroungttsno revelations, or even
personal epiphanies over the extra night that klenimade me stay in the hospital. Then
the nurses returned my possessions, and my celieplvas not among them. | all but
accused them of stealing it, but they steadfasttyetl that | had had one when | was
admitted, which was impossible, because it wentysvieere with me, and then we all
glared at each other for a while. | was so hapmetmUncle Bennet, with his graying
mustache and receding hairline, that | instanttgdd my bad mood.

“Welcome back to the Folly,” Uncle Bennet saichadooked over his shoulder to
back his minivan out of its parking space. In tharview mirror, | could see that the back
seat was a mess of cracker crumbs and stains wigtit or might not have been apple
juice. “You really don’t remember any of this?”

| shook my head.wish everyone would stop asking me that.

As we pulled out of the lot, | bade a loud goodiadce to Edward F. Jameson
and Dr. Nose-hair. Uncle Bennet gave me a puzakzkgn the mirror.

“They stole my phone,” | explained.

“Oh, I'm sure they didn’t do that.”

“Then where is it?”

“You must have left it at the house. No one habgtebnes around here.”
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| shook my head incredulously. No cell phones? Vbt of hick town had |
wandered into? Or...did Dad know that when he senhene?

We drove in silence for a little while, and | wagchthe unfamiliar surroundings
fly by. Wicket's Folly was no Los Angeles, and lulded that | would have much trouble
learning my way around, especially as | had alreahe it once before.

The road seemed to cut through an endless foréistrees thick on both sides. It
was as | was looking out the window that | finakalized what had been bothering me
about the scenery the day before. | was used tchivaet the swoop and rise of telephone
wires lining highways through the windows on loniyes. These roads were
unaccompanied by poles or wires. | hadn't seerfrany the window of my hospital
room, though | clearly remembered phones ringirtgida my room.

“Weird,” | murmured. Maybe New York had torn dowrettelephone poles in
favor of a more modern arrangement that had ndbvgen introduced in California. Or
maybe, far worse, they had no connection to theideitworld at all.

“What's weird?”

“Huh? Oh, Ijust kind of feel like you should beamy me all the ‘family update’
guestions.”

Uncle Bennet smiled. “Oh, | did,” he said.

We stopped at a red light. “Um, do you mind,” IcgdJust running over what

went on last time?”
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Uncle Bennet looked at me quickly in the space teefioe light turned green. “Of
course not, Megan,” he said. He drummed his fingarthe steering wheel. "Now, let's
see....

"It was last Monday. The sixth, | think. | drove $gracuse specially to pick you
up, and | was worried that | wouldn't make it batkime to open the store. | didn’t
expect your flight to get in late.”

“l always do,” | told him. “Fact of Life Number 5,748irplanes and Buses Are
Always Late. Subdivision of Anything You're Waitirigr Won’t Happen.” | thought for
a minute. “Trains are usually on time, though.”

"Well, regardless ofvhyit was late, | was starting to worry that | woutdmake
opening time, or that | would have to call Aliciado do it. My assistant doesn't have the
keys, you know, so | was —"

"Um, Uncle Bennet," | interrupted. "I meant moreli you knowgenerallywhat
happened. Anything important | should know, thaidkof thing."

"Oh." His shoulders sagged slightly. "Yes, of ceygardon me. | picked you up
at the airport, and we drove back to Wicket. Onwlag, we talked about how your
family was doing. | believe you told me you wer&exsto leave school.”

"No need to get intthatagain,” | said quickly.

Uncle Bennet smiled. "Then there's really nothilsg ¢o tell. You've just been
taking care of the kids."

“That’s all?” | asked, disappointed.
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“Hmmm...” said Uncle Bennet. "There is one more thirnge shifted a little in
his seat, and cleared his throat. "It clearly didimk in the first time, or you wouldn't be
in this situation, but perhaps it bears repeat®yyour first day here, | warned you that
it was not really a good idea to go wandering adoafter dark."

| would have thought he was joking if his tone was$ so deadly serious. "Why?"
| asked, when he didn't elaborate.

He shrugged, as if he wasn't really sure what hentmé&Sometimes, things just...
happen...here." He sounded almost confused. "Somepeaple just.... Well, better not
to put yourself in the way of anything...." His wortdlailed off, but | could have sworn
that he wanted to finish them with 'dangerous.’

We drove along winding roads that made my stomaddt.tNo lanes, no painted
demarcations. There was barely any room, so whemetears coming in the opposite
direction, all parties had to hug the sides tobyetl put my hand over my mouth, just in
case that nasty hospital Jell-o decided to reemé&rgass freeways. These roads are
awful."

“I like it,” said Bennet. “No airport. No bus stati. No noise, no smog. Now you
see why | don't visit more often.”

“Because it's so hard to get out of here?”

“Yes, yes, very funny. But it's really a lovely pla I'm sure you'll like it.”

“I'm sure | will.”

"Oh!" He snapped his fingers. "l just remembereaeihing."

"What?"
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"On our drive back from Syracuse, | asked about yoother."

My stomach twisted even farther, and it wasn't beeaof the road.

"You said that she called you up out of the bluanting to see you before you
left. You sounded pretty upset about it."

“Um...so | didn't tell you what happened when | wémsee my mother? Or, if |
really did, even?”

“No, but | wish you had,” Uncle Bennet admittedwids terribly interested.”

“Yeah, me too...”

“You mean you don’t remember?”

“That’s about the size of it.”

"But that happened before you came to Wicket'syr@licia said the doctor
fellow said that you had only lost things that wesith the change in routine.”

| nodded. “I lost half a week of the tinbeforel got here too. Including that visit
to my mother.”

“I wonder if it was important?”

“I doubt it,” | said, and turned my head to watble grass whipping by on the side
of the road.

“You don’t remember the house?” Uncle Bennet asked.

| peered through the windshield at the small, meaiden building at the end of
Mallard Lane. It did not even evoke the slightesise of déja vu. As | got out of the car,

| turned slowly to take in the dirt roads and widspaced houses half swallowed by
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greenery. In the distance, | could see the top@hbspital over the heads of the trees.
“It's right over there?” | wondered aloud. “But 8pent like half an hour in the car.”

“The roads around here are exactly as long as ged them to be,” Uncle Bennet
said cryptically, and headed towards the house.

Aunt Alicia was waiting for us on the lawn by thatg. She was wearing a
slightly wrinkled charcoal gray pantsuit that diok guite fit her broad shoulders, the
jacket buttoned around the bulky cast on her aren.iair was swept up in what should
have been a neat bun, but brown strands were gltEsginning to escape, even though it
only early afternoon. | got yet another hug antighly awkward kiss on the cheek.

“Welcome home, sweetheart,” Aunt Alicia said. “alg must run. I just waited
until you got back — I didn’t want to leave the Bayn their own again! — I'm so glad
you’re alright! Bennet will show you around — agdisuppose. I've got to go — I'm
going to be late for my meeting. I'll see you tdmigsweetheart!” She gave Uncle Bennet
a quick kiss, hurried over to the car, and sped off

“How can she drive with her arm like that?” | asked

“Very carefully,” said Uncle Bennet. “Shall we go?’

| followed him up the winding brick walkway to atme surrounded by shrubbery
and flowers in varying stages of water deprivatida.held the gate open for me — very
gentlemanly.

A jumble of toys was strewn around the walled yardluding a red wagon

whose paint was chipped, and a few faded baskstlyaily half-hidden under bushes.

44



Three little boys were sitting on the steps betbeefront door, watching me
warily.

“Do you remember any of the boys, Megan?” askedéJBennet, stopping
beside me.

| shook my head. | knew the oldest one had to lwhi&r but | had last seen him
when he was around three years old, and he hagl ab Ibast nine by now. Uncle Bennet
had brought him to L.A. for a cousin’s wedding, dinéhd met him there. | had never
seen either of the other boys.

The boy who must be Archie had large protruding,eaurly dark hair, and a
freckled face. In fact, all the boys had dark laad frecklesPerfect. I'm never going to
be able to tell them apart.

“You met Archie once before,” Uncle Bennet saidstgeng at his oldest son.
“This one is Eric —” he pointed out a boy with véilye eyes — “And Freddie -’ the
youngest boy, who was clutching a stuffed bear rd'#hat’s Freddie’s teddy bear, or as
we call it, the Freddie Bear. Well, now you knovegxbody — again.”

“Hey,” | said, giving an easy wave that would engass them all.

“Let’s go inside,” Uncle Bennet said. The boys r&een where they were sitting
on the steps, and parted to let me through. Asntweo the house, pushing open the
door that had been left slightly ajar, | heard @Bknnet say, “Now boys, remember
what we discussed.”

“Megan hit her head and doesn’t remember being Ihei@re,” said one young

voice smartly.
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“And we shouldn’t say anything to her, becauseighthupset her,” said another.

“Be helpful and polite.”

“Or?” prompted Uncle Bennet.

“Or you'll sell us to the orphanage.”

“Right,” Uncle Bennet said cheerfully, and theyiéeéed me into the house.

ok

Uncle Bennet explained that he was staying homa fmork that day to look
after the boys so | could rest. Mick was perfecipable of looking after the hardware
store on his own for one day, he told me, but hald/pop over occasionally to see how
things were going.

"Mick works for you?" | asked, surprised.

"You remember him?"

"No, he was at the hospital when | woke up."

Uncle Bennet frowned. "Now what was he doing there?

So was | dating Mick or not? | was never secretiveut my relationships, but |
couldn't think of a good reason why | would not é@&wld my uncle. Unless he was under
strict orders from my father to keep me away fraygs "Why don't you give me a
tour?" | said, before he could start making asswompt

Uncle Bennet was only too happy to show me arobhadbuse where | had
apparently been staying for the last two week&al very small, only one storey, though

it had a large backyard; not the fenced- off sgaiafd_os Angeles, but an open hillside
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sloping away into a thicket of trees. | lookedred trees warily; they looked like they
would containwildlife.

When the tour reached the living room, we foundidbgs. They had decided that
| was no longer of interest, and were all groupediad an ancient computer. On the
screen of the huge, boxy monitor, | was surprisesee nothing but scrolling white
letters. They were playing one of those old texddabgames.

“You know they make ‘em with pictures now, right?”

All three boys turned to look at me. “Why would yido that?” asked the oldest
one. Archie, | reminded myself.

“Um.” | had never really wondered that before. ‘¥ can visualize it better, |
guess.”

“I can viz'lise it just fine,” said the middle onEric.

“You have to use your imagination this way,” saictie.

“Isn’t that hard?” | asked.

“No.”

“I mean,” | turned to the smallest one — Freddi€an you read?”

He shook his head cheerfully.

“Then how...” but all of them were looking at me hstigh | was crazy now, so |
let the question trail off.

“Let’s continue our tour,” said Uncle Bennet. Higsl were curling slightly, as

though he was suppressing a smile.
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There were just two bedrooms in the house, theanhstdlroom and one with
bunk beds where all three boys sl@io bunkbeds equals four beds. Three little boys
plus one extra bedid that mean | was sharing a room with the boys?

"No, no," Uncle Bennet assured me. "You were slegpi the basement. Don't
worry," he added, seeing the expression on my féttefurnished Andyou get your
own bathroom. No sharing with the slobs."

The largest room by far was the kitchen, wheregherg was made of wood or
colorful ceramic, rather than the stainless stesl t was used to. Despite the lack of
phone lines, there was a wall phone made of yetliiastic next to a large rectangular
whiteboard with “Shopping List” written on it. |aied my father's number on the wall
phone. As it rang, | twirled the cord around mygen. It felt so old-fashioned | could
have laughed. “Daddy?”

“Hi, Meggie, how are you?” It was strange hearingfather’s voice buzzing
over the phone, when | was so sure that | hadgad night to him in person just the
night before last. And yet, the static distorting Words was real, as was his concerned
tone. | shuddered to think what it must have bdenfbr him, getting the phone call that
his daughter had been hit by a ddthough...it must have erased all thoughts of my
expulsion from his mind....

“I'm all in one piece,” | said. “Just a little digented.”

“Yes, Bennet told me. And you really don’t remembnaything?”

“No. | feel like I just jumped forward in time.”
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“I'm sure you’ll be able to handle it. You're a yetapable young woman.” Dad
didn’t really know how to be reassuring, but | kneevcared.

“I don’t know,” | said. “Have you heard of anythitige this before?”

“Well, no...but I'm not a doctor.”

“Yeah...”

“Oh yes, what's-his-name called.” My father madsoant of never remembering
the names of any of my boyfriends, since he claithegt changed so frequently. |
thought that this was a bit hypocritical of himyegn what | had recently learned about his
own romantic history. “He said he heard you weranraccident and wanted to make
sure you were all right.”

“Huh. I'm surprised he even went to all that traabliStill, | was pleased. It was
nice to know that one more boy would not be gettingr me so easily.

There was a bit of an awkward silence. | read alfeadlines on the copy of the
Wicket's Folly Gazette on the kitchen table, whidnfirmed that it was indeed the
19" of May. Dad had never been very good at talkinghenphone. “Well....if you're
sure you're alright...” he said finally.

“Dad —" | said, before he could start saying goaglb¥id you — have you told
Mom?”

There was a long pause. “No...” he said slowly. “Ewfdrcould reach her, |
thought it would be... unwise. But if you want me-o

“No, no,” I cut in. “I just wanted to know — it dem’t matter, though.” | hesitated,

then plunged ahead. “She called before | left, 'tisime? | remember that much, at least.”
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“Yes.” His voice hardened. “She wanted to see you.”

“And did | go?”

He paused, thinking. “I'm not sure. | got my hamdsa new article that weekend,
a real doozey on the inheritance traditions ofAhglo-Saxons, so | wasn't really paying
attention....”

Of course. | picked at the edge of the gauze bandagny left hand.

“It was fascinating. You see, the Anglo-Saxonsrt practice traditional
primogeniture as one might think —”

“Ahem,” | said loudly.

“What? Oh, right. You should ask Gwen, I'm sure’dheow.”

“Yeah, I think | will. Is she there?”

“No. She must still be at school.”

“At — ? Oh, right, the time difference. When wilesbe back?”

“I never know. She never tells me -

| almost pointed out that Gwelid, we both did, and he just wasn'’t really
listening, but | stopped myself.

“— s0 it's probably best if you try tomorrow.”

“Okay, | will. Thanks, Daddy.”

“You're welcome.”

“Bye.”

“Oh, and Meggie? Stay safe.”

*kk
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| learned that | had been staying in one cornéh@basement that had been
walled off into a guest room. It was tiny, onlyrard the size of my room back home, and
| had to edge around the washer and dryer to getliat on the plus side, as Uncle
Bennet had pointed out, | did not have to sharathrbom with three little boys.

“I guess I'll leave you to it,” said Uncle Benné&tll be upstairs if you want me.”

Inside, the air was slightly dank, and the dim gty illuminated exposed pipes
in the ceiling. A tiny window near the top of thelgave me a close-up of the plants
along the side of the house. There was a campdmadst the far wall, a night table
between the bed and the door, and a little de#ikeropposite corner. A small stack of
very thick books sat on the bedside table. Thelgdddo be at least five hundred pages
each. What nerd was living her®h, | thought, feeling foolishRight

On the table next to the books was my cell phoseatched it up gleefully,
stroking its scuffed yellow plastic case. Freeddimé tiny little gadget that connected me
to everything in the outside world. | turned it dieould finally talk to all my friends,
find out everything | had missed.... The screen tlatéd between one bar and ‘no
signal,” and the feeling of elation sank back awaet the phone back on the table with a
sigh. Oh yeah, | had accused the nurses of stealynghone. Sould | feel guilty about
that? Nah, they must be used to it.

My suitcase sat in the only unfurnisleerner. It was by far the most colorful

thing in the dingy room. It had fake alligator skiandles, and was covered in leopard

spots, with bright pink posies of roses splashed bad there. It had been a birthday gift
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several years ago from Aunt Alicia. She obviousgswt used to buying for girls, and
she had overcompensated.

| closed the door after me, crossed the room indigps, and lay down on the
lumpy mattress that, on closer inspection, turnéd@be egg crate foam rubber. | knew
| must have been here before, but it all felt s& aad strange to m&@woweeks|
thought, staring up at the pipes in the ceilMthat the hell? Nothing. Not even a hint of
déja vu?

How horribly disorienting it was, to have somethingny mind which | was sure
was the truth, but to have everyone around me pgosonstantly to me that what | knew
could not possibly be right. Who did I trust thevi¢ own eyes and ears, or everyone
else’s?

And, of course, all this made me think of my mothémew she had wanted to
see me for some reason. | had even told Uncle Beon¢hough | hadn't said whether |
actuallydid go. | knew that | wouldn’t have shared such privafermation, but for a
moment | was angry at my past self for not tellmg exactly what had happenédiad |
really gone to see her? If so, had my mother tadamything important? Well, | could
rule outthat possibility, but still...it was very strange....

It was frustrating. | had so many questions thatled answers, but the only

person who truly knew could not answer back: myself
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Chapter Five

| stayed in my room until after four. Part of meslnthat | should be getting up
and getting on with my uncomplicated babysittirig,land another part demanded that |
try to think things through logically, and yet arthpart wanted to just lie around and let
the world pass by while | felt sorry for myself.

| took the last option.

If only I could talk to Jackie and see what sheutiht about all this. At home, |
would have been online at this very moment, chaittiith all my friends at once. But the
computer upstairs did not have internet accesseaed my trusty cell phone complained
that there was no service. | was cut off from & of the world, trapped in my own
body. It was suffocating.

I clomped up the stairs and used the number listeay cell phone to call Jackie
on the phone in the kitchen.

She answered on the fourth ring. "Why are yourggiine during class?" she
hissed.

Huh?My cell phone said it was 4:30. Oh, right...the tidierence. It was only
1:30 in California. "Why are yoansweringduring class?"

"l snuck out when | saw it was you. | barely hizgam you in like,weeksand
then you call me out of the blue. You better hagead story, and I'm willing to miss bio
for that.EvenAP prep."

| gave her a quick rundown of what was had hapgeAs far as | knew.
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"O-M-G," she said slowly. "O-M-F-G."

"l know, right?"

"Wow. | almost forgive you. So why didn't you caile before now?"

"How should | know? But there isn't any cell phaaeeption or anything. I'm
calling from a phone with eord.”

She put on a pompous, snobbish voice. "My, my. ldoaint."”

| could hear a toilet flushing in the backgroutée you in thebathroon?"

"Relax,I'm not peeing while I'm on the phone. I'm wayp classy for that."

"So what have | missed? How was Seandra's potfyar

"Oh, oh!" Jackie said. "Boy-Taylor and girl-Taylomally made out!"

"l totally called it!"

"It was weirdly creepy though. Like incest or sdhmeg."

"Hey, Jackie, can you tell me what | talked abshéen Icalled you?"

Jackie was silent for a moment. "You only calleel omce or twice, and honestly
you were being a real bitch. You told me that yad made some awesome new friends
and you all had big plans, but you couldn'’t tell bezause it wassecret.Totally all
like, 'well | don't needouanymore.Sonot cool.”

"You know I'm sorry about that right? Do you forgime?"

There was a long pause. "Maybe if you beg for dewh

I laughed. "I will when | get back. | promise."

"And don't you ever stop calling me again."
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| sighed dramatically. "What are you ever goingltowhen | start my new
school?"

"Kill myself?"

"Don't joke about that."

"Jesus, chill."

"l know, | know, it's just...that whole Eden thing."

"Yeah.... Listen, | should get back to class. | knioday they're gonna tell us how
babies are made."

"Ooh, wouldn't want to miss that."

"Call you later."

"You better."

The phone settled back into its cradle with a aytable click. That was one
noise that cell phones just could not replicate.

It was so nice to talk to Jackie without my fatleming over my shoulder. Now
if only my cell phone was working, we would be atdéhave real privacy. | had joked
that she wouldn't know what to do without me onaled to my new school, but the
truth was that it would be me who would be havimg hardest time. It had taken Jackie
and me a long time to claw our way up to the posgiof being two of the most popular
girls in school, and now | would have to do it agand on my own. That would take
time — time that really ought to be spent studyorghe SATsShit, the SATs. Not

looking forward to that.
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| found Uncle Bennet reading a book in the livingm, and offered to make
dinner.

“l was rather hoping you would,” he said, “but g sure you're up to it?”

“Sure I'm sure,” | said. “I'm just fine, and | riéathink | should start moving
around and, you know, doing stuff again.”

“Well, if you insist...” | could tell he wasn’t gomto fight me on this. He was
perfectly happy not to have to make dinner. He tmekto the kitchen, and showed me
where all the pots and pans were kept, and theasidalmon in the refrigerator.

Uncle Bennet hovered around silently as | coll@¢kes ingredients that | would
need to make a tasty fish stir-fry, but he begataltowhen | asked him to update me on
what | had been doing for the past three weeks.

“I'd like to just...pick things up where | left offf possible,” I told him. “I'll cook
and babysit or whatever.”

“Are you sure you don’'t need time?” he asked. ‘Bese it would be fine if —”

“Where do you keep the spices? | keep telling qmuyust fine. | need talo
things.” If | acted like an invalid, | was going $tart feeling like one.

“Well, if you think it's best, I'm not going to gue. That's the last back-talk
you’ll get from me.” He opened a cupboard and sltbme several shelves of spice
bottles.

| chose some ginger and garlic. “Great, thank Buutell me what my routine

entailed. Entails.”
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There was a loud thumping as one of the littlesoggiloped into the room,
bounced lightly off his father, and circled twic®and me. He pulled a chair out from
the table and used it to climb up to the count@anding on the tile in his bare feet, he
opened a cupboard, took out a cup, and climbed demoticed me gaping at him and
tried to copy my expression, widening his eyes @pehing his mouth. "Glorp," he said,
and skipped out of the room.

"That reminds me..." Uncle Bennet said. He leftriihem, and a few moments
later | heard a loud chorus of complaints. Appdyeie had turned off the computer. He
came back and leaned against the counter as | edofggetables for the stir-fry.

Since they were no longer distracted by the cosrptite three boys trouped into
the kitchen, sliding on the linoleum in their sockbey seemed to be acting out some
sort of bizarre game. The oldest one, Archie, wesing the middle one, snatching at
him while he dodged and giggled. | wasn't sure wlilee smallest one was until | turned
to grab the soy sauce bottle from the counter @adiyfell over him. He had crouched
behind me to run a toy car over the lines in theléum.

"Why don't you play somewhere else, huh, buddy?"

He raised his eyebrows at me. "But thadis here."

“Let’s see,” Uncle Bennet mused, rubbing at his imealmost exactly the same
way my father did. “Alicia would know better obvisly, but | think you served as an all-
purpose babysitter. Mostly you took the boys taortharious activities and picked them

up. Archie has got some sort of young scientisgm up at the college, which meets
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every day except Friday from ten to two. Eric ameldéie have got swimming lessons in
the morning —”

"Wait, don't they have school?"

"Their school got out at the end of April."

"Wow, | wishl had gone here."

"As | understand it, you don't go anywhere anymdceyou?"

| shut my mouthEveryone just loves to bring that up, don't they?

"Now as | was saying, swimming lessons —"

“I think you’d better write this down,” | interruptl before he could get any
farther. “There’s no way I'll be able to remembteotherwise.”

"No fair launching from the chair!" a boy screeclsthind me. Eric? Yes, he
seemed like the whiny one.

“Way ahead of you,” Uncle Bennet said over the sisunf the oldest boy, Archie,
taunting his brother by blowing a loud raspberiywfote it down for you the first time
around. It's still on the calendar.”

“Okay, thanks. Ah!” | gasped as the knife slippedny hand. A slightly
throbbing line of bright red appeared on the tipmyfleft index finger.

“What is it?” The boys crowded around me.

| stared at my finger in surprise. “I cut myselhdvercut myself.” It must be the
knife. | just wasn’t familiar with the knife.

"You stepped on my car,” Freddie said. | was wadrtfeat he was about to start

crying, but instead, he just said, "now I'll be ta," and got down on the floor.
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“Oh, don’t you worry. That doesn’t look bad at aflaid Uncle Bennet. "I'll get
you a band-aid. He stepped over Freddie and headeaf the room.

Archie threw up his arms in dramatic claws andeglIl'l vand to suck your
blood!"

| held out my finger. "Well, Dracula?"

"Ew," said Eric, wrinkling his nose.

Archie squirmed. "Um, | beleef | have left my fangsny other jacket.”

"l would suck your blood if you were a lemon," Fdeéglannounced from the
floor.

Uncle Bennet returned and handed me a band-aeklég it free and wrapped it
around my finger.

“I'm sorry about the pattern,” he said. A line ofyt Snoopy dogs paraded across
the band-aid.

“No, it's not that,” | said. “It’s just that nowlbok even more like some sort of
disaster victim.” | indicated the white hospitauga wrapped around my palm. “And
Snoopy really doesn’t match.”

“Do you want me to finish the chopping?”

“No, I got it.” | turned back to the cutting board.

"Will dinner taste like blood?" Eric asked.

"Why don't you monsters go set the table?" Uncler@¢ suggested.

Archie pulled Freddie up off the floor. "C'mon, ivd®."
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They wandered around, taking time off between $obishoving each other to set
the table one plate or utensil at a time. Oncealllbaged for a younger brother or sister.
Maybe | didn’t want one after all.

| slid a mound of chopped cabbage into the frygag, and the oil sizzled and
spat. A searing droplet landed on my thumb, amidkigd my hand out of the wayhat
is going on with me today®hat were you saying about the schedule?”

“Um, right. Archie has science, Eric and Freddigehawimming lessons
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings. Eric haartdass at the museum Tuesday
and Thursday mornings. Archie and Eric have soicctre afternoon three days a week,
and then they all have music lessons on Thursdaynafons."

"Pow-pow-pow," yelled Archie.

"No fair," said Eric.

"Pwop," said Freddie, and giggled.

Uncle Bennet scratched his head. “That’s pretiigimit. | think you were taking
an art class at the museum too, since they havéooteens at the same time as Eric’'s.”

“An art class?” | had never done anything like thefore, but it did seem like
there wasn’t much to do for fun around here. Thatiley certainly explain all the books
on my bedside table.

“Yes,” Uncle Bennet said. “I think it was a paimgiclass. You used to talk about
it at dinner. Apparently you were enjoying yoursglite a lot, working on something

special.”
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The more | heard about the things | had been ddegmore | felt like the Megan
| had been during the missing two weeks was a cet@lyl different person, one who
read books, went to art classes, and looked aftaesne else's kids without a fuss. |
shook my head, nudging vegetables around the fiyamy

There was a loud crash as a chair got knocked évehie picked it up and
shoved Eric into a different chair, which fell o\as well. Eric head-butted him in the
stomachThud!went a third chair.

"Boys, boys," Uncle Bennet said vaguely. "Pleas@tdio that to the chairs."”

"He started it," said Eric quickly.

"It was Freddie," Archie said.

"What was Freddie?"

"I'm Freddie!" said Freddie. Archie and Eric chwd each other and snorted with
laughter.

"So | just take them there and pick them up, hule#ked. How hard could that
be?

"Oh, don't you worry," said Uncle Bennet. "The\ateexcited because you're
back, so they're going a little wild. They shoutdback to normal tomorrow. | hope. It's
really not too hard. And, some of them will needdies, and you make those too. You
were also doing the shopping and running errantdsthe library — we’ve got aery
good library here — or whatever else Alicia ne€ateddie doesn’t have as much to do as
the other boys, so he likes to accompany you om goands. Oh, and you also do the

cooking."
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"Uh-huh."Sure, pile it on. It's not like I'm on vacationamything here.

"We weren’t going to have you do it, but you off@rand you'’re a very good
cook.”

“True,” said | simply. “I am. | have magic handsdfything | touch turns out just
right.” I was only partly joking. When | was yourrgend my father was attempting to
cook after my mother left, | had loved to help hlil.had my hand in the preparation of
the food, my father soon joked, it would somehowmeamut looking exactly like the
picture in the cookbook and tasting of perfectdhen | helped, even if all | did was
slide the pan into the oven, the food always tabgdter than when | was not involved.

“I think that’s everything,” he said. “Mmm, thatdarting to smell good. Let's
eat.”

"Ewww," Eric said.

Uncle Bennet frowned at him. "Eric, that's notifgol

"Thefoodis not polite," said Archie.

"No, no, it's just...unusual."

"A fish diedfor this."

If there's one thing worse than cooking bad fotslwhen people try to pretend
that they like itMy cousins were right. The food was awful. | pokey fork into my
helping of stir-fry, stabbing at a piece of blackdrish. If only it was alive so that it
could feel pain. The fish that should have turniedt pand tender instead disintegrated

into black ragged bits stuck to the bottom of tly@nly pan. The vegetables were
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overcooked and salty, even though | hadn’t add&dA#unny, sour-cabbage smell hung
over the whole thing.

| pushed my plate away. My appetite was gdt'esupposed to be perfect. It's
always perfect. This isn't evgood

The front door opened, and Aunt Alicia came in togsed her purse down on the
counter. "One more house nearly sold!" she saitl.y, that does look delicious." Her
voice sounded almogbo cheerful, and | looked at her carefully. She wasrigd about
something, and she was trying to hide it.

Eric wrinkled his nose. "It's gross."

"It's got a lovely dark, burnt flavor,” Uncle Begtrinsisted.

"It tastes like dog food," said Archie.

Ouch.

Aunt Alicia nodded. She wasn't really listeninBehnet, can | talk to you for a
minute," she said quietly.

"Of course." He wiped his mouth on his napkin atabd up.

Archie shoved his plate away. "Man, your food utede good. Maybe you
forgot how to cook when you hit your head."

Eric gasped, his eyes wide. "Dad told us notltodhout that."

"Do you ever wonder," Freddie said thoughtfuliy,ionkeys have belly
buttons?"

| tried to ignore them. My aunt and uncle werendtag in the hallway, and as |

strained my ears, | could just hear what they vgaseng.
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"...The Gillmans' little boy," Aunt Alicia said.

"How long had he been gone?" Uncle Bennet asked/dice low and serious.

"Theresa said he was playing outside, and whemvehéto call him in for dinner,
he wasn't there. They're organizing a search party.

"I'm sure they'll find him. He probably just wamdd off."

"l know, | know, it's just...he's only seven. | damlp thinking...what if it was
one of ours?"

Uncle Bennet said something, but | didn’t hedreitause at that moment, Eric
yelled, "Who took the last tater tot?" He glareduard the table. "You had six and | only
had three! The last one was mine!"

Freddie began humming to himself. Eric lookediat suspiciously.

"l took the last one." Aunt Alicia had come bankoi the kitchen. "You're getting
a little pudgy-wudgy there, sweetie." She pinchisdcheek.

"Mo-om...."

She sat down and helped herself to some food. héwe to give thenexactly
the same number of everything or they'll fight,e ¢bld me in a kind, it-wasn’t-your-
fault sort of voice. "My, this is certainly aninterestingflavor.”

"Hey, where's Dad?" asked Archie.

"Oh, he was done eating and he has some thirdys, 't@&unt Alicia said casually.
"Now who wants watermelon for desert?"

| could tell that she was trying to redirect thaitention. Uncle Bennet must have

gone off to join the search party for the missiog.b
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When the boys had run off to play after dinnern®Alicia did the crossword
puzzle at the kitchen table as | washed the dishveatched my hands rubbing the
sponge into the dishes, the one normal hand andni®andaged disaster victim hand.
My fingers were just as long and thin as usual, taedoacks of my hands were as
freckled as always, but they felt like someone’slkands. They certainly weren't
behaving as mine normally did. “I don’t know what/song with me,” | said quietly.
“That’s never happened to me before.”

“Oh don't worry if you feel a little overwhelmedsaid Aunt Alicia,
misunderstanding what | meant. "They take a lgdéing used to. But they’re good
boys, really.” She thrust her fingers as far aschad into her cast and scratched at her
arm.

| didn’t bother correcting her. | had always akted any task set me with the
supreme confidence of someone who knew that it evrh out perfectly, simply
because almost everything | did turned out that wayight joke about having ‘magic
hands,’ but all | meant was that | was talentech@st manual skills. My hands weren’t
really magic, of course, because there was no thilep as magic. It was nothing more
unusual than my father's memory for dates not &f ¢kentury. | had never thought my
hands could fail me. But once again that nighty ithe. A cup | was drying slid between
my slick fingers and fell to the floor with a loedack.

“I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry,” | repeated, as AuAlicia got a broom and calmly

swept up the pieces.

65



“Megan, stop apologizing,” she said. “There are¢hboys in this house — you
think nothing ever gets broken? Our record is fdates in one week. And this is a clean
break in the handle. A little glue, and it's goadreew! Oh, it rhymes!”

Listening to Aunt Alicia singing her new motto ried to allow myself to be
reassured. Never in my life had | received an infbat was self-inflicted. | fell off my
bike when | was learning to ride, got smacked loloaing gate, or bitten by the class
hamster, but | had never cut myself before. Wherclagsmates got paper cuts, it always
seemed to me that they were being careless andgyglum

| had never broken a dish before. | had never lwifoed. What was wrong with
me?It’s just stressl told myself.You're stressed out by the weirdness and the actide
you can’t remember. Everything will be back to nartomorrow.

-

| couldn't sleep that night. There was a nervo@sgnin my legs that made me
want to pace for a while, maybe go jogging. It @olly came from spending too much
time in bed.

There was no reason for sleep to hold out on nveastlate. | had played a board
game with my cousins that they kept insisting éatty knew how to play, but at least |
was starting to feel comfortable in their presemdest of the game consisted of Archie
saying things like, "You can only move that pieeeehif you roll higher than a six but
lower than a ten, or else you skip your next turd draw a card to give to someone
else,"” and Eric agreeing that "Green cards arédiseif you're going on the trading

route; any baby knows that."
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"Any baby didn't just have a head injury,” | poithteut.

After they were forcibly put to bed, | read a cteaf one of the bedside table
books that looked like it might not be that badmsthing about a hidden garden.
Usually when [ felt the inclination to read, | wdupen up a volume of the beautiful
encyclopedias that my father had given me for nmyanth birthday. | would close my
eyes, pick a random volume, and a random articiea$ exciting because | never knew
what | would be reading about, and | liked to thin&t someday | would know
everything there was to know in the world.

| had thought that | might not be tired, due tottivee hour time difference, but
my body knew that it had already adjusted. | wiegtil just couldn't sleep. So | got up.

| threw on jeans and a UCLA sweatshirt that | hagkfowed" from my sister. No
one to impress at this hour; it didn't matter hdaoked. Uncle Bennet's warning about
not going out after dark slipped briefly through mind before disappearing again. It
was just one of those things that parents saytmtkeep their teenage daughters in the
house so they wouldn't go out and get pregnanimadke matters even easier, the
basement where | slept had its own side door,|ddatl to do was open it as quietly as
possible and climb the steps up into the shadowi garden.

Man, it was dark outside. The only light came fribra moon and the hundreds of
stars overhead. So many stars! | stood for a whéek craned up, staring in awe at the
sheer number of tiny glowing lights overhead. BawckA, the many streetlights meant
that nighttime was never truly dark, and you coadly see maybe five or six stars a

night. But here, the sky was absolutely stuffechwitem. They glittered overhead like
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polished gemstones. Maybe this was why people ligdide out in the country. They
could see the stars the the smog and lights @fsclitid.Someday, | want to find someone
who will look at the stars with me like this. N&pecting anything from me, not asking
for anything, just...being there.

| smiled to myself. It was a wish | knew I'd neve@ve, but sometimes, | still
caught myself making it.

There was a crick growing in my neck, and reludyamiooked down. The night
air was chilly, and | stuck my hands into the kanggpouch of my sweatshirt.

| didn't want to go too far, since getting lost veaieal possibility, so | just walked
in a straight line along my cousins' street. Mall#/ay, wasn't it Or maybe Mallard
Road? Whatever.

It was completely quiet except for the rustlingoenches and the chirping of
crickets. The hush managed to be both peacefutim®py at the same time. | was so
rarely out by myself. | missed the chatter and ldegof my friends. Jackie liked to loop
her arm through mine as we walked, smiling at pabse daring them to think we were
lesbiansGod, | miss her. What am | going to do when | dfagtnew school?

There was a loud rustling in the trees, and | tdieelook. | thought | caught a
glimpse of something — glowing yellow orbs — eyedfut it was quickly gond.take it
back. This place isay more creepy than peaceful.

| hunched my shoulders in and sped up.

Far down the road, | could see a few streetlampsigh. There were other lights

as well, flashlights and — were thdaaterns?— being hurried about to and fro. People
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out looking for the missing boy. They still hadiwtind him. | was surprised that there
were no flashing blue and red lights of police c@igarly, this was a civilian-organized
searchl hope they find him.

A pair of flashlights were bobbing my way. Oh, skithat if it was Uncle
Bennet? He would be mad if he saw me wanderingnarati night thesame daye told
me not to. | slipped into the cover of the trees.

The narrow beams of the flashlights showed me agodage boys walking slowly
along the road. Neither of them looked to be in Imoica hurry, and they weren't even
bothering to play the beams of their flashlightemthe trees. They were talking to each
other in low voices, and as they got closer, | ddwéar what they were saying.

"...just don't see what the point is," said one.uldaot distinguish either of their
faces, but I could tell that he was tall and tHive should just go back."

"You gotta at least make the effort, yeah?"

"Oh, come on. We both know exactly where he is,\@adoth know he's not
coming back from there." Abruptly, the speaker swvbis flashlight into the trees. |
dodged behind a thick trunk and crouched down,ihglchy breath. A branch jabbed
into my shoulder.

Wait. They're not looking at metried to follow the beam of light with my eyes,
but it was lost among the trees, and a second ofdter, its owner pulled it back. The
crunch of gravel told me that they had resumed iglk

"You don't know that for sure,” said one of the oy

69



"Oh, come on," said the other one again. "We'ven beeking all day and we
couldn't find him. Where else can he be?"

Gravel skittered into as though someone had kigkéthate this."

"l know."

"Well, we've put in our time."

"Yeah, let's go back to the Dorm." The crunchingvet faded away, and their
voices were swallowed into the night.

Out from the trees and back onto the road | cy@pting each of my feet down
softly. I squinted into the darkness, trying tatidiguish what the boy's flashlight had
been pointing at. The roads were not well lit, afid could see by the light of the moon
and stars was a hill that looked like it was uptestd in black velvet. Not knowing what
was out there kind of made it worse. The safetymwpfbasement bedroom suddenly
seemed very appealing.

| hurried up the road the way | had come, tryintpecas quiet as possible. On the
steps leading down to the basement's side doeméd and squinted back at the line of
the trees.

| saw them clearly this time, a pair of large, rdwyes, reflecting yellow light as
they stared right at me through the branches. Rrozplace, | stared back. A moment

later, the eyes vanished, winking out as thougi tiael never existed.
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| feel a stirring in the town below. A mutteringaase that consumes the human
souls. | close my eyes, reading them, waitingtHeritnages to become clear.

A child. There is a child missing.

Not again.

The first time it happened, | was overjoyed beeauseant that the portal
worked. But it did not work for me, and since thast as in every time that this happens,
| want to shriek and scream, claw at my face apdmy hair out of my head. | want to
laugh and laugh until I weep because once agastupid human child has managed to
do what | cannot, and leave this place.

My hands clench themselves into clubs, nails dmgygito my palms, and | flail at
the wall. Stupid, stupid child.

My fists pass through the wall, and my own mommerdarries me forward until |
nearly smack my face. There is no tearing of papeigrumbling of plaster. My hands
passthrough,fading away and reappearing as | pull them back.

No! No. This cannot be happening.

| stare at my shaking fingers. My time is runnog.

The buzzing comes back into my head, just agd tesin the worst times, when |
was a child in London, and | could barely shieldseif/from the pain it brought. | would
not let it take me then, and | will not let it take now.

Calm, | tell myself, calm. | must not let it ge¢ better of me. Not when | am so

close.
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| will have to take some more souls, though fiissooner than | expected. The
Girl's presence is throwing everything into confusi

The Charmer makes his report. The Girl has beemdeang around at night.

Still snooping around in things that do not conckanr. One would almost think the Girl
wants me to take my vengeance.

He followed her, snuck after her, he tells me gipualthough he thinks she may
have seen him. He did not realize that the lensésdinoculars would reflect so much
light.

Oh, my golden boy, my foolish Charmer. Stalkinglike the prey she is will only
strengthen her suspicions. Far better to draw hario daylight, to smile and stay close.
To charm.

He bows his head and promises that he will dcebeixt time.

Yes, | say, letting the threat linger in my wordsu will.

After he leaves me, | examine my hands carefutlyncentrate, take a breath of
icy calm, and send my fist crashing into the wall.

The pain! The beautiful, gloriouphysicalpain! The ache in my bones sings out,
| am still here!

Soon, the searchers will return home, sad andodissiged, worry and fear etched
in their minds. At last they will sleep. | musteergach slumbering mind, and whisper
away the worries and doubts that hide there. Justhnaweeks more, and they will never
have to worry again, and neither will I.

But first, there is work to be done. There isglmight ahead.
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Chapter Six

He spent his time reading the books that he had nev er gotten
around to, enjoying the meals of his cook, and goin g for long solitary
walks in the foothills. Accompanied only by his tho ughts, he listened to
the crunch of pebbles under his shoes, the snap of twigs, and the calls
of birds. He felt as though he were tiny, insignifi cant, an insect

crawling over the enormous mountains.
He did not like the feeling.

The next morning, | woke up feeling relaxed. Aftey excursion of the previous
night, | had thought | would be too wired to slelbpt | was wrong. | had drifted off
listening to the creaks and groans of the houseeabw® and slept long and deep, with no
memorable dreams at all.

Everything was back to normal now, | was sure .dfwould get back into the
swing of things as my normal, confident self, amdrgthing would turn out fine, just as
it always did. | stretched, rubbing the crust dutny eyes, and sat up.

There appeared to be a round grey cushion at ttefany bed that | did not
remember seeing the night before. Apprehensivgdpked it. It let out a faint squeak.

| was drawing my feet slowly away when the lumpetlover and sat up. It was a
large grey cat. It stared at me, and | stared badk

“Hello, cat,” | said at last. | held out a cauticusnd, and it rubbed its head
against my fingers. “I didn’t know they had a cdttdld it. “And you would think it's the
kind of thing they would mention, especially if te&s a possibility that you could wake
up and find it sleeping on you.” The cat purredk&a®, cat, I'm getting up.”

| chose out cutoff denim shorts and a pale pink tap, with a light jacket in case

east coast May mornings were cold.
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It felt strange getting dressed with an animalistpat me. | had never had a pet
before. | had never even particularly wanted oegphd the usual childhood whining for
a puppy. | turned my back as | fastened my bray tak silly and turned around to face
the cat as | put on the rest of my clothes. | neschave bothered, because it had a leg up
in the air and was licking its tail.

“Have you no shame?” | asked it. “Oh, of course hoan see you're a boy.” |
fastened my sandals and stood up. “I'm going ufeakfast, cat. Do you come with
me? Is your food upstairs?”

As if in response, the cat turned its back on neecamled up again.

“Okay, you stay here.” Pity. A cat might have beemice distraction for the
attentions of three wild little kids. “If I'm notdzk in ten minutes, go for help, boy.” It
flicked an ear at me, but did not turn its head.

“I will never understand why people like cats soamt | muttered. | edged out of
the room, past the washer and dryer, and wentigpsta

The whole family — besides for Uncle Bennet, whostralready be at work — was
in the kitchen eating breakfast.

“Good morning, Megan,” said Aunt Alicia cheerfultpid you sleep well?”

| nodded.

“Wonderful.” She held up the cup she was drinkirgnf, and | realized it was the
one that had been in two pieces on the floor thbtrbefore. “See? Good as new.”

“Do | have time for breakfast?”
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“Of course. There’s dry cereal, or you could ma&argelf an egg. You've got
plenty of time; Archie’s program starts at ten. Qdoe fooled by my rush. My first
meeting is in half an hour.”

“Business is good?” | asked, wandering over toréfiegerator. As | opened the
door, the fridge let out a loud creak that sounaleabst exactly like a person groaning. |
took an involuntary step back. “What was that?”

“Oh, the refrigerator has back pains. Never mhrat.t

“What?” | said, but Aunt Alicia wasn't listening.

“You'd be surprised how many people are lookingptiy a home in Wicket. This
is wine country, you know. Quite a few of them arefairly short notice too — Archie,
chew with your mouth closed. They drive throughi,ifalove with the town, and just
decide to stay!”

“Huh, | didn’t know that actually happens.” | stagppaying attention. This
morning felt like an omelet kind of day. Yes, déity omelets.

“Oh, it absolutely does! It happened to Bennet muedall those years back when
we were on our honeymoon, and it almost happengduomother —”

| suddenly focused on the words. “What? My mothas \vere?”

“Oh yes,” Aunt Alicia said. “You didn’t know? Ericlo not blow bubbles into
your cocoa, you're making a mess. It was — goodrnetsme see — fifteen years ago?
Maybe more? She was scouting for a home in thetopand she judbvedit here, but

in the end she decided against it. | suppose Lagks was better for you girls.”
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“Yeah,” | said, unsettled. | didn’t quite like thieought that | might be following
in the footsteps of my mother, no matter how maegry separated us.

“Time to go,” Aunt Alicia sang, not noticing my epgssion. “l got you a map of
the town, sweetie, so you’ll be able to find yowrywaround. | made the lunches last night
just in case you wanted to sleep in. The scheduba ithe calendar and the shopping list
is on the white board. Would you stop at the storé pick up the groceries?”

“Of course,” | said, trying to focus.

“There’s money on the counter over there, see? Badlarlings!” She got up
and went around, kissing each of the boys, wharstgd away from her lips. “Have a
good day!”

| hurried after her out into the hall. "Aunt Ali¢id said quietly. "l wanted to ask
you — did they find that boy who went missing yedag?"

"Hmm?" she said, searching for her keys. "What boy?

"You know — the missing boy. | heard you and Uridénnet talking about it last
night."

"Missing...boy?" Her brow furrowed for a long momeamid then cleared. "I'm
sorry, sweetie, you must have misheard me. Thatfteagy missing boy."

"Sure there is. What was that name — Somethingn@nP"

"Oh, no, dear, the Gillmans don't have a son."

What the hellMy confusion must have showed on my face, becausg Alicia
laughed and poked my forehead gently. "Everythiaditle scrambled up in there, huh?

But I'm sure it'll get better."
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"But - "

"I have to go, dear, I'll see you later.”

| rubbed my forehead where she had touchdgititer she's trying to shield me
like her kids, or she seriously has the worst mgmneoer.

Back in the kitchen, | gave my full attention tettreation of my omelet.
Normally, without any thought at all, my omeletsrevéght, fluffy, golden half-moons.
This time, even with complete concentration, thg styick to the pan and ripped in half
when | tried to flip it, so that | ended up withnsething more akin to scrambled eggs
with sauce and cheese.

When it was finished, | tasted it apprehensivelyds edible. It was fine. But it
wasn’t perfect. And it should be perfect. And whg the oozing cheese, mixed with
tomato sauce, make me think of blood seeping framew@nd? | wolfed it down as fast as
| could so | wouldn’t have to think about it. Whaaswrongwith me?

| thought it best to give myself plenty of timeghmorning, just in case | got lost,
and at nine-fifteen, | was ready to go. My contaatse in, and my glasses abandoned on
my nightstand. | would never wear those ugly thiogsside. They distorted the middle
of my face and made my eyes look too small. | @reanmy hair, and rubbed sun-block
over any exposed skin. My father did not have @&uheaded relatives that he could
remember, but he was sure that they needed tosmeablock at all times, and he had
made sure to ingrain this behavior into me whema$ & child.

As part of my morning ritual, | examined myselfeaily in the mirror.

Appearances were important. They affected how eeloplked at me and how they
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treated me. When | looked good, it made people wadb things for me, and | liked
that.

My face was just the same as always — frecklaghthyi upturned nose, eyes set
just a bit too far apart. My eyelashes were tobtlags well, though it was nothing a little
mascara couldn't fix. Jackie was the one who ffiesped me put on my makeup, since
my mother was not in a position to, and my sistarem wore any. This summer should
have been just like all those past ones, the twesdying on her rug, painting each
others' toenails and reading beauty tips aloud Vague.If only | hadn't gotten
expelled, | never would have ended up here in tonies.

| packed the lunches and money into a canvas aggednd copied down the
shopping list onto a piece of scrap paper. Somgmobably one of the kids, had
changed the heading on the white board to ‘Shoplpisyg’ and amended all the Ss into
'th's.

| went to call the boys.

In the end, | was lucky to get out of the housealmparter to ten. When | went to
the boys’ room, | found that not a single one @nthwas ready. Archie could not find
matching socks, and Freddie had somehow lost ohesslandals. Eric had broken the
strap of his goggles, and we had to staple it bag&ther. By the time that was done, and
we found the missing sandal in the garbage canldi@dhad managed to lose biber
sandal. The instant one boy was ready and depdsytéte front door, something would
come up with another one and | would have to g w#h it, and by the time that issue

was resolved and | got back, the first boy had veaed off.
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When we finally did get out the door, | knew | steboount myself lucky. We
only had to run back once, this time for Eric’s swuit. Still, we made it to Wicket's
Folly Community College only five minutes late, lthis was because Archie got
frustrated with me trying to read the map, tookrgkeaand led the way. He seemed
surprised that we were late, and | could not helpembering Uncle Bennet’s words
about the road being as long as it needed to ler Ahad given him his lunch and told
him I would be back to get him at two, Eric led thay to the campus pool.

| waited outside the men’s locker room, wonderingooked like some kind of
pervert.Nah, only men can be perverfie air was heavy and warm, and | shrugged off
my jacket and fanned myself with my hand. When Bnd Freddie came out, wearing
matching blue bathing suits, | smeared them all @ith sun-block until they seemed to
shine faintly. They squirmed and complained, beyttolerated it.

“Okay,” | said, rubbing the excess lotion onto nigna, “Your class starts in three
minutes, so you can go over and wait by the edgleeopool. I'm going to go for a walk,
and I'll be back at noon to pick you up.”

They scampered off. | watched them go with a feetiddly like pride inflating
my chest. | had done it! | had managed to get thkmvhere they were supposed to be,
and more or less on time. Now | had an hour opdallt so | decided to familiarize
myself with the town. | dug Aunt Alicia’s map out my bag, and sat down at a
umbrella-shaded table outside the campus cafértseét.

| had never been very good at reading maps. Itamaghing to be able to follow

a line from one place to another on a piece of papere North was always up, and
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another to do it on the stre®¥ell, there's an easy way to solve this problemy Wit
myself when | can get someone else to do it for me?

There was a guy sitting at the next table over froe writing away in a
notebook. Every once in a while, he would look nd aquint into space. He had a lot of
acne scars, and his chin was poorly shaven. | knewype. Girls never gave him a
second look. He would be desper&terfect. This shouldn't take long.

Every time he looked up, | gave him a little snated then quickly lowered my
eyes as though | was shy. | fiddled with my hairjiag it around my finger, pretending
to be reading my map whenever he looked at meditttdake long. He got up, collected
his things, and headed in my direction. Sucker.

| was all set to simper and ask for his help regqunns nasty confusing map, when
he walked right on by me! The jerk! And after &lat work.Either he's blind, or he's
gay, | thought grumpily, smoothing out the m&me. I'll do this myself.

Muttering angry nonsense words under my breathgdted myself on the campus
of the community college, and set off.

| had assumed that everything in such a small t@auld be close together and
easy to get to, but this was not the case. The teasmvery small, but it was shaped like a
crooked, meandering sunburst, with all the stonestausinesses lining a few blocks at
the center of town. Long rambling lanes spiralddlofed with private buildings and
widely spaced wooden houses, and none of the tdabmads connected to each other.
If you wanted to get from my cousins' house todbmmunity college, you would have

to walk down to the center of town, and then upfflerdnt long winding road. It was like
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taking both legs of a triangle rather than the hgpose. Ostensibly, | saw, one could
take the hypotenuse and shorten the journey caasilde but no one did, because that
would involve crashing through trees.

The tangential roads were not paved in any wail,a&imply packed dirt, but at
least they were not sprouting undergrowth. Thereewa&ewalks and roads only on the
streets that made up the center of town, and ak waved with cobblestones, rather than
asphalt or cement. It couldn’t be that dangeroasgh, because there was hardly any
traffic, and many of the pedestrians were walkimghie middle of the street. Still, | could
understand Aunt Alicia’s desire to have her chidaecompanied on all their excursions.
Unless she could be worried that something mighpaa to them. Like that boy who she
wouldn't admit was missing.

Wicket's Folly was certainly a very pretty placeeduld see hills rising over the
town, emerald green with the summer foliage oftthes. As a mountain range, they
weren't even as impressive as the Hollywood Hiélskbhome. Well, they might make for
good hiking sometime, and perhaps | could get @& wakthe Finger Lakes, which my
father claimed were some of the most beautifuldakehe country.

Halfway up the hillside, there was a winding roadding to a solitary house
partially hidden in the trees. My map told me tthas was the Old Wicket House,
presumably the home of whoever had founded the.tdWa place looked unfriendly and
aloof, perched away on the hill.

The whole town was surrounded by the same foredéep green trees that | had

seen out the window of the hospital, with the umegeund leading up to them
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blanketed with coarse grass and purplish plantd th@ught might be heather or gorse,
or something like that. Once, | spotted a familyleér through the trees, and for some
reason, this made me laugh. “Of course,” | said@ldYou can’t have a quaint little
town without Bambi and friends in the background.”

According to the map, there were three sprawlingeteries just out of town, so
that the place was almost entirely surrounded byep. | shivered a little, despite the
warm sun shining down on me. A tiny town would h&wvée pretty old to fill three
cemeteries' worth of graves. Unless somethingyé&altl had happened there.

| walked all around the center of town, examining shops and buildings. Most
of them seemed arts and crafts related, and | vgappbinted to see that there was no
mall. How could a tiny town have its own schooltsys, even a community college, but
no mall? | kicked at a loose pebble in the str8ké&wed priorities. Disgusting. They did
have a little clothing store and a shoe store,landde a mental note to examine both in
greater detail in the future. Surprisingly, thereravtwo inns, so perhaps this was a
vacation destination, though | could not see whiyleAst | was not the only person on
the street reading a map. | could see a young eaughkide one of the inns, perusing the
map together, cheerfully pointing out landmarksach other.

Once, | thought I felt eyes watching me, and | shed as | remembered those
glowing eyes of the night beforéhere is absolutely nothing thelgpld myself firmly.
And last night, | hadn't really seen anything aitfidat was the kind of thing Margot
saw, and | wasothinglike her. There hadn't been anything there, atitkeife was, it had

probably just an owl or something.
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There were a few bright, open-air restaurants wheople sat having unhurried
brunches, a town hall, and a large public libréayt, no post office. And — | thought of
the scene the night before — no police departnidrte was not even a single church or
house of worship of any kind. | had grown up iramily that was so atheist that they
didn't celebrate Thanksgiving, and | didn’t evemkrnwhat religions my parents had
been raised with, but | enjoyed looking at churdhesause their stained-glass windows
were pretty. | saw a little grocery store whererhmded myself that | had to go later, and
felt a surprising wave of homesickness for a gaedent-sized supermark€h Ralphs,
how | miss you. You too, Trader Joes, | could néwegyetyou.

| passed my uncle’s hardware store, but decidedongd in. Mick was probably
there, and | didn’t really want to see him. | codmwithout the drama. At intervals, |
pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and checke8till no signal, no matter where |
took it. What a backwoods place. | was completelyatf. No wonder | had turned to
books.

It took me only a little over an hour to stroll ar@ the whole main town,
excluding the residential streets, and | was bat¢keapool in plenty of time to pick up
Eric and Freddie. | watched the end of their swingriesson, remembering my own
days of learning to splash around in an unheatéiqpool in the park near my house. |
waited while they changed, and met them by the dbtre locker room. Their hair was

still wet, and they smelled of chlorine.
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We ate our bag lunches at the small park nextegtiblic library. The lunches
were nothing special; each paper sack containediadé plastic bags of peanut butter
sandwich, carrot sticks, cookies, and juice box,they made for a nice picnic.

"You used to make the best lunches," Eric said mfaly.

"Thank you," | said, "that's very sweet."

"It sucks you can't cook anymore. You used to lm.¢to

"That's less sweet."

"You also used to buy us ice cream every day," dieegaid hopefully.

"Nice try."

Eric and Freddie ate very fast, and when they \ireighed, ran off to play on the
jungle gym. | finished my own lunch more slowlyggeng an eye on them to make sure
they didn’t manage to hurt themselves or any ofotiner small children in the park with
their rambunctiousness. It gave me a strangelymmaltéeeling. But | did not want to be
their mother; | wanted to be their cool cousinassoon as | finished eating, | went over
to play with them.

It was surprisingly fun. | hadn’t climbed on a juagym or built a sand castle
since | was a little girl. | pushed Freddie on angjyand helped Eric bury his feet in the
sand. | tried to build a little sand castle ovex toes, but it quickly crumble®eally? |
can't even build sandcastlasw?

| had almost forgotten what it felt like to have kryees rubbed pink from
kneeling on rough sand grains. It hurt, but in adgavay; a way that reminded me of the

days when | myself had played in the sand with idgrosister, both our parents looking
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on. At a quarter to two, | was just as reluctarieeve as my cousins. As we exited the
park, Freddie slipped his hand into mine, and letdnup at the sky.

We met Archie as he came out of his science céambhe led the way along a
side road to the athletic field of the buildingtthaused both the middle school and the
high school. He told us happily about a scale mofldie Golden Gate Bridge that his
group was building out of popsicle sticks and ptastraws. Despite the long hot walk, as
we approached the school, | could see the collegbaa just left off through the trees.
What numbskull had designed this stupid town?

Freddie and | left Eric and Archie at the field tbeir soccer practice. Freddie
looked a bit mournful as he watched his older lFiscampering off across the grass.

“You're too little to play, huh?” | said sympatheily.

“Yeah, but I'll be big soon,” Freddie told me. “laka camel.”

A camel. Right. Well, maybe | could take him to thekery and buy him a cookie
to make him feel better.

Freddie perked up right away when we passed therthdlue and red striped
awning of the little bakery. He bounced over to gleess display cases, and proceeded to
examine every cookie in the place as though heweaghing the pros and cons of each.

| breathed in the smell of fresh bread and pastaied sighed. Perhaps | should
have known better than to let him choose his owattr

“Kids, huh?” said the girl behind the counter. Shéon a high stool, slouching
over the counter, a textbook open in front of Is#re was a few years older than me, but

she was also red-headed, which gave us an ingitanéection.
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“Hello, fellow ginger,” | said.

“Tamara,” the girl corrected me.

“Megan.”

“And that’'s your brother?”

“Cousin. Say hi, Freddie.”

Freddie looked up from where he was drawing padtarrnis misted breath on the
display case. “I can count to a godzillian,” hedsai

Tamara suppressed a smile. “That’s very impressive.

“You have brothers and sisters?” | asked. In LAadl never really spent time
talking to shopkeepers, but you had to keep up donteof conversation while your
cousin was trying to lick every cookie in the bak#irough a thick sheet of plexiglass.

“Nah,” said Tamara. "Only child." She leaned heosback on two legs, looking
bored.

| wondered how she didn’t fall over. “Uh, you gosichool here?” | asked,
wishing | had something more interesting to talktb

“No.” She held up her textbook so that | could 8ezspine. “Studying for the
LSAT.”

“Oh.” That meant that she must already be at le@stty. Old enough to drink,
probably. She must see me as closer in age to ieregdldo was now sniffing at the

display case. “So have you lived here long?”
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“Well, | was born here, but my parents got divoreed | went to live with my
mother in New Haven. | come up to see my dad mosnhsers, though. It's quiet here —
good place to study.”

“I feel like it's too quiet here, you know?” Finally, a topic of smallktto latch on
to. “No cell phone service, no internet.”

Tamara nodded. “It's like a dead zone."

"A dead zone," | repeated slowly.

"It really forces you to do other things, thouglak& up a hobby. Study for your
exams... get a summer job and make a bit of monéwe”igdicated the bakery around
them. “Unfortunately, in the case of my fathemyés fooling around with other women,
but | suppose we all have to fill the time.”

“‘Um...." Way too much information. | hardly knew haw respond to the
forthrightness of this statement. It had beendlittito get Tamara talking, and now it
seemed like it would be difficult to get her togsto

“That’s why my mom divorced him. Of course, | tdidr that she should have
expected it. Hes a politician — my dad’s the mayor of this place thg way — bushe
said she wasn’t going to hang around with a smaktex on her face like all the other
first wives who know that they're being cheated amd that everyone else knows it too. |
believe her exact words were ‘keeping up appeasmg ass.”

“How about this one, Freddie?” | said quickly, poig out a basic chocolate chip
cookie.

“Okay,” he said, shrugging. “l was a frog for a Vehiso | like flies.”
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“Um... that's good?” | turned to Tamara. “We’ll takeat one.”

She kept talking while she selected the cookie@acded it in a small white paper
bag, telling me way more than | wanted to knowaited for a break in the flow of
words, and jumped in to say that unfortunately had to leave.

“Oh, okay,” Tamara said. “Come back and visit mmebme.” Her voice
sounded almost wistful, and it made me feel sligathamed. She was probably just
lonely.

“Now, weget to go to the store,” | told Freddie as he mexdobn his cookie, and
he gave me a crumb-filled smile like | was offerimgn the greatest treat in the world.
All the way to the store, he held my hand, and ameavere inside, he hopped around,
helping me find the items on our “shopping lisp'tAsugh it was a scavenger huwitho
says you couldn’t buy kids’ affection?

“It says we need ingredients for ‘thalad’,” | sal@vhat goes in thalad besides
lettuthe?”

“Acorns!” said Freddie. His wide grin revealed asging front tooth.

We wandered around the little market, loading upaaut, joking and horsing
around. The chilled air of the store was comfoeaditer the heat outside. We were
having a great time, until we got in the checkas.| It took a while, because there was
only one teller, a spotty, gangly teenage boy déterminate race. The thick, shaggy
dark hair that nearly hid his eyes shone in a greas/ that told me that it hadn't seen
shampoo or comb anytime recently. He moved lethaligi as though he didn’t

particularly care that he was making people watdusdiehad all the time in the
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world. | made the time pass quickly by playing achgame with Freddie where | tried to
catch a finger he darted into the center of my palfas it just my imagination, or had |
once been so much better at this game?

As we drew closer to the front of the line, | coskk that the teller wore just one
black glove, which disappeared into the long slezas shirt. His clothes were all
black too. Great, a wannabe goth. Well, at leastethvas no guyliner around his eyes.

When it was my turn, the teller’s lazy movementsdmee agitated and jerky. He
shatched each item from the conveyor belt and skanbdown so hard on the far
counter that | was surprised nothing broke.

“What are you doing?” | demanded, as Freddie pebsaself against my side.

“Bagging,” he snapped.

| tried out the innocent victim routine: wide eysgieet slightly high voice. "Are
you mad at me? Did | do something to upset yowe?Had an accident, so I'm sorry if |
don't remember you.”

He let out a laugh entirely devoid of humor. “Hétgt’'s a good one. It's always
got to be about you, isn't it? Megan Breelie andrhagic handsl told you not to do it, |
told you not to go there, and now look what's haygok”

“What?” | said sharply. “How do you know my nameh&Vdo you mean?” An
elderly woman behind me began clucking disapprdying

He talked over me. “I told you it was a bad ideat, fo,youwouldn't listen to

me.”
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That's it. I'mdonebeing nicel leaned forward to sound out the name on the tag
pinned upside down to his faded black shirt. “Ocitn? Octavian!”

He stopped in midsentence, taken by surprise.

“Look, Octavian” | said. “I don’t know what the hell kind of stigoname that is,
and | don’t know who the hell you are or why youehme so much. | don’t remember
anything, but if | did anything to you, | apologifm it, andget over it!

His mouth snapped shut, and his thick eyebrowsimat angry V. He pounded
each key into the cash register as though he waoteause it pain. “Twenty fifty-one,”
he said grudgingly.

| handed over the money with icy disdain, slappingto the palm of his gloved
left hand. He probably wore it so he wouldn’t h&w@ouch people. What a jerk. When
he handed me the change, | collected my bags,thavahtest one to Freddie, and
stalked out of the market. At the door, | lookedlbto find Octavian still glaring at me.

“Get a haircut, hippie,” | yelled. It sounded stoipidonce | had said it, but it was
the first thing that sprang to my lips. My cheeksxed red with embarrassment and
anger, and | left before he could retort.

| tried to keep things light on the way home, beeakireddie was looking
mournful. Of course, | was starting to realize tiwalim, this could be because the
squirrels were keeping secrets or something. Iccoat help thinking obsessively about
the incident at the market. Octavian was cleafiys&class moron, but he had said

something about going somewhere | shouldn’t havdpong something dangerous. No
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matter how I tried, | couldn’t remember his exactrds, but they did tell me something
for sure.
Somethindhad happened during those two weeks that | couldemosember.

Maybe even something bad. And | was going to fintivehat.
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Chapter Seven

Mick called that night, while Uncle Bennet was nrakdinner. "Howare you?"
he asked, the concern audible in his voice. "l wwasme whether or not to call yet. |
wanted to give you some time to get back into thjdmyt Imissedyou."

Somehow, his concern grated at me. "I'm fine,'id.séAside from a slight case
of scoliosis, but nothing we can do about that,4iuh

He made a noncommittal noise. "Look, | know you'timmember it, but our
relationship was really special, and it meant dadane. It may never be what it was, but
I'm willing to try again. If it's okay with you, afourse."

His presence had had a much stronger affect dtabyeital. Over the phone, he
was just a voice, easy to dismiss. "You know, just got so much to figure out right
now," | said. "I've already got too much to hanakeit is."

-

Dinner went much more smoothly this time, mostlgdaese Uncle Bennet had
made it. | had told him that | was feeling tireteafall the activity of the day, and he
offered to cook right away. It wasn't entirely a # Iwastired — but it was not exactly
the truth either. The real reason was that | wae sure that if | cooked, the food would
be terrible. Somehow, it was connected to whatkadrhappened during the missing
weeks. And if | found out what had happened, eteng would go back to normal.

The meal was much less intimidating than the previght’s dinner, because

now | was comfortable in the presence of my cousiteased them gently, told them
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silly jokes that made them laugh into their milkgdgoined in a little ‘sword-fight” with
blunt table knives. When Aunt Alicia came home, slas pleasantly surprised to see that
none of the boys were arguing or crying, becaussllgiven them eadxactlythe same
number of French fries.

After dinner, | called home. My cousins were playin the other room. | could
hear loud thumping footsteps and shouting. It sektiney got along just fine without
television, though | wasn’t sure how the floorb@acauld take it.

“Dad?” | said when Dad answered the phone.

“Hi Meggie — better make it fast, | have plans giti”

“You mean you have a date,” | said, lowering myceoso that Uncle Bennet
would not be able to hear me over the clatter efgbts and pans he was washing. |
wasn’t sure my father wanted his romance to bergékaowledge yet.

“Yes. Yes, | suppose | do. Fancy that. | have a.d&te chuckled to himself.

“Yes, hilarious. Does shienowyou’re married?”

“Well, um, | -

“Because technically that means you’re having &airaf

“Please, Megan, | would appreciate if you could Jasthis be.”

| could tell from his voice that he was getting aped. “I'm sorry, Daddy. Look,
you go enjoy yourself. Can | talk to Gwen?”

“Of course. I'll go get her.”
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| tested the phone cord to see how far it wouletskr. Not even past the
whiteboard, whose heading now proclaimed “Stopiast.” How did anyone manage to
have a private conversation in the days before @harere cordless?

“Megan?” came my sister’s voice through the phone.

“Gwen, hi!” Surprisingly, it was much easier to agdo Gwen long-distance,
when | didn’t have to see that perpetual false smibid you hear about my crazy
accident?”

“Yes, | did. And you’re okay?”

“I am. Hey, | need to ask you something.” | hesitatl could hear thumps and
bangs from the other room, where the boys wereoubtddoing something destructive,
and in the kitchen, the water was burbling noisilyhe sink. That would probably be a
good enough cover. It had become clear, througlegfic questions at dinner, that my
aunt and uncle did not know anything about whatd heen up to, and if it was really as
bad as | was beginning to suspect, then | did rasttvihem involved. If | had told
anyone, it would be Gwen. “Um, have we talked, ¢hesst few weeks?”

“Sure,” said Gwen. “I mean, nthatmuch. We're both busy and all. But you
mostly talked about how much you were enjoying getfr and you told me about an art
class.”

“Oh.” Was it good or bad that | hadn’t told Gwen®éll, remember a couple
weeks back, when Mom called?”

There was a brief pause. “Yeah.”

“Did I go to see her?”
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“You did. We found a note from Mom in the mail stbat morning, with the
address of some run-down motel in Pasadena. | drawvehere.”

“And did | tell you what happened during that meg#”

“Only a little.”

At last, something to go on. “l need you to tell exactlywhat happened.”

—

According to Gwen, everything was perfectly finghwour trip to see our mother.
She had driven me to lovely Pasadena and waitdteinar while | went into the
adorable little motel to have a deep heart-to-h@dlctwith our mother. | came out
beaming with joy, and then we held hands and skifgaek home, singing along with the
radio.

She was lying.

| didn't have to remember the visit to know. "Omepon, | know it didn't happen
like that."

There was a long pause. "Fine," she said. "It Wkatthis."

Her account still felt white-washed, so as | lig@nl tried to piece together the
real version of what had happened. Gwen did driedaorPasadena, but | was sure the
trip was awkward and tense. Each of us would belgéest in our own complicated
feelings concerning our mother. At least | woulddaeen. Gwen, | wouldn't be so sure
about. Her face would be stretched into that urmadgrin that hid whatever she was

feeling.

95



We parked in the lot of the Motel 6 that the nat¢hie mailbox had specified, and
Gwen pulled the keys out of the ignition. “I'll vidiere,” she said.

“Aren’t you coming?” | asked.

“She asked to see you,” Gwen said, holding desglgrah to her smile. “You go.
Have a nice talk. I'll be waiting for you.”

| left her in the car, and climbed the stairs to imother's room. Once | was out of
sight, Gwen probably let the smile slide off hezdat last and allowed herself to be
really angry.

It wasn't fair, she would be thinking, that Mom wead to see me and not her. |
had been only four when Mom had left, but Gwen baeh nine. She remembered what
it had been like before Mom had left, back when gaBreelie had been a devoted,
attentive mother. And then, in the weeks beforelsfieshe got nervous all the time,
looking over her shoulder for spies who weren’réhgumping when people spoke to
her, turning off the radio suddenly when she heardething she thought was addressed
specifically to her. She didn’t sleep, and her ayese shadowed with ugly grayish
yellow.

"You should have cut her some slack,” Gwen said,@oceeded to tell me (by
not quite telling me) of the things that she hathessed that | was too young to
remember. Gwen would often wake up at night tosthends of Mom moving around the
house, and she'd go downstairs to find her traaifigger around all the cabinets, or
blacking out all the letter Ms in the previous dagewspapers. Gwen wanted to go and

hold her and tell her everything would be all righst like Mom used to do when Gwen
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was sick, but she didn’t. Instead, she got a pelhhatped her mother with the
newspapers, or helped her touch everything in thusé that was made of metal, and
wished everything would be okay again.

She was sure thatwould be okay again, because this was not the first ktam
had started acting strangely. She could just renee@long time ago, back before | was
born, that Mom had gone on a trip, and when shesdaaxk, she was nervous all the
time, looking for people who were watching her. Bytassed, and everything was fine
for a few years, and then it had all started agaid, Mom had left.

| couldn’t remember my mother’s fear; all | rememdzewas the abandonment
and the odd behavior on visits, and | had reactddanger. Gwen, however,
remembered the woman, the one who was always afraidhe one who wasn't, and she
missed Mom all the time. But she kept smiling, sacne would know how much she
was hurting inside. She was always the one wholkeptg our mother, and Mom
wanted to see me, not her.

When | returned to the car, Gwen told me, | lookadsually grim, and it didn’t
look like | was going to start sharing.

At last, Gwen could take it no longer. She neededhbw. “So,” she said, “how
did it go?”

Somehow, | told her, Mom had found out that | woloédgoing to New York.
"She was rambling mostly," | said. "Going on abthunigs | didn’t understand and telling

me to be careful, like she thought Hicksville cob&ldangerous. And then she gave me

97



this.” | showed her a small blue notebook held etbwith a piece of elastic. “She more
or lessbeggedme to take it with me.”

That was the worst part for Gwen. That Mom had igiree a gift.

“A small blue notebook?” | repeated. | didn’t remaen seeing anything like that
in my basement room.

“That’s what | said.”

“Hmm, that’s interesting. Thank you Gwen, | thitiat helps.”

“Sure. Is that all?”

“Yeah.” | hesitated for a moment. “Look Gwen, abdMdm...| know you're

upset —”
“I'm not upset,” Gwen cut in. Her voice held thairhbly artificial cheerful note.
“No, really.”
“I don’t know what you're talking about. | have ¢go. Good night, Megan.” She
hung up.

| stared at the phone in my hand, impressed. I'didmk my sister had ever hung
up on anyone before, not even telemarketers. \§@did for her.

Thoughtfully, | put the phone back on the hook, ameht down to my room. The
grey cat was sprawled on top of my desk this tinue,as | began to open drawers and
rifle through them, it got up and stalked out af thom.

“Not going to help, huh?” | said to its retreatitagl. “Right, then get lost.” |

looked through all the desk drawers, emptied apdaleed my suitcase, examined every
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book on my nightstand, and even felt around undefaam rubber mattress. There was
no small blue notebook anywhere.
Frustrated, | raked the hair back from my forehédbthat sisterly resentment,

just for a dead end.
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Chapter Eight

What, he thought, was he in the face of all time? T he mountains
had been there for millennia before his birth, and would be there for
millennia after his death. His life was fleeting, a brief flash of light
in the darkness of all the ages. Who, when he was g one, would even
remember that there had once lived a man named Samu el Wicket?

He became obsessed with leaving something behind. If he could not
live forever, then he would at least create somethi ng that would, or as
close to forever as possible. It would be something huge and permanent,
something that would stand proud below the heavens and proclaim, Sanuel

W cket was here!

When | woke up to bars of slanting sunlight on mgef, the cat was once again
curled at the foot of my bed. “You really oughtiang out somewhere else,” | told it.
“It's probably rude for a guest to take over theasts' cat.”

It blinked at me.

"I mean, they are family and everything, but I'ml $heir guest. And | probably
shouldn't really have gone searching through tteiif either."

My room was still a little disheveled from last htts ransacking. | had tried to
put everything back the way it was, but everythiemgn the furniture, had a rumpled
look about it.

| considered the mess that was my suitcase, ttgimigcide what to wear. | would
be going to the art class today, so | didn't wanivear anything that might get ruined by
paint, but | would also be meeting a bunch of kidsown age, so | wanted to look nice.
In the end, | settled for my oldest pair of jearthe-ones with the ragged hems — and a
scoop-neck lavender T-shirt over a sky-blue carigbld enough to be disposable, but
not frumpy.

“Something’s happening to me,"” | told the cat gstidressed. "Or happened, |

should say. Something happened to me, cat, and'i klow what. I'm sorry | keep

100



calling you ‘cat,’ but | forgot to ask them whatwaame is.” | paused by the door. “Are
you coming?”

The cat yawned, its mouth stretching wide to retiealtwo little fangs of its
canine teeth.

“Dracucat!” said I. “Fine, I'm off. Don’t wait up.”

Things went a lot more smoothly this morning. | \wknagow that | had to leave
plenty of time for mishaps, and | sent the boygdbready well before we actually had to
leave. | felt like a pro as | spread jam on santiescand filled paper lunch sacks four in a
row. When my canvas bag was packed, | oversawrtighimg of teeth, the donning of
shoes, and managed to avert troubles promptlyegsatose. As we stepped out of the
house right on time, | felt quite proud of us all.

After we had dropped Archie off at the communitylege, | let Eric lead the way
to the museum. | spotted Mick sweeping the flagssasutside my uncle's hardware
store. He waved at me, grinning broadly, and beed#lars over. If only we didn't have to
pass by him to get to the museum. | would havelglagladed in the other direction.

| pulled Freddie along a little faster, and as Migened his mouth to speak, |
called out cheerfully, "Sorry, can't stop, we'réngato be late!" He frowned as | sailed on
by. Ha, take that, sucker.

| was a bit nervous at the prospect of reacquajmigself with an art class when
| had never been to one before, but this was tlerdd | had juggled three little boys

and come out ahead. | could certainly handle aolass.
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The ‘museum,’ it turned out, was a wing of the tdwedl, little more than a
corridor lined with historic artifacts of the towafounding. Eric scuttled off into a large
room full of hyperactive eight-year-olds, and Fredand | entered the adjoining room,
this one full of teenagers. The kids in this rooad lneen milling around, chatting with
each other before the start of the class, bussspped into the room, they all fell silent,
then started talking at once, as though to hide thaction. So it was true that news
traveled fast in a small town.

Freddie was completely unperturbed. He headedybtrto a little table in the
corner where two other small children sat drawiritipwrayons. | grinned; obviously |
was not the only one on babysitting detail. | taotteep breathYou can do thisTime to
turn on the charm.

| quickly scanned the room and pinpointed the m@®tgirl there. She was a
statuesque black girl with cornrows and impossibhg legs. She was beautiful and she
knew it. It was in the way she dressed, in the slagytilted her head at the world. She
could either be a good friend or a terrible rival.

“Hi,” | said, smiling broadly. “It's a bit embarrasg — I'm sure you’ve heard all
about it — but can you point me to my — easel? '$hdtat it's called, right?”

Instead of answering, the girl simply pointed asrttee room. She didn’t smile,
didn’t acknowledge my attempt at camaraderie, pogtted, and then looked away.

“Um, thank you?” | walked over in the direction dted pointed, and then asked

another person for help. This girl had shiny brdvair and freckles, just like Jackie's, but
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the similarity stopped there. She just as unfrigradl the first, simply pointing and saying
brusquely, “There.”

“Okay,” | murmured, confused. | was good at makimgnds, and good at
keeping them. People were easy; all they reallytecawas for someone to be nice to
them and at least pretend to care about what théydisay. It was surprising that |
would be met twice in a row with such outright hidgt Perhaps this was not going to be
such a good day after all.

| took my place quietly behind the easel and sat/tiiere was a painting on it
that made me catch my breath. | stared at the insaged. Had | painted this? | turned it
over and looked at the back, and yes, there wasamge, the large, widely spaced letters
the same as always.

Even though the painting was only half finishecsatmehow managed to capture
an incredible intensity. It was of a circle of bigbwhite things — stones, pillars? No, that
wasn’t quite it. | could not tell what they weregppsed to be. A brilliant orange sunset
cast the objects into sharp relief, making thenmsgespring from the canvas. Even
though the shading was not fully complete, thekémbpowerful and lofty. They were
only three inches tall, but the long shadows madentappear somehdwngry.There
was something at the edge of my memory, nigglingelike a sore tooth. Why did this
white circle look familiaraVhy?

| was still trying to remember, when the teachdyakling middle-age man,
entered the classroom. There were splashes of gainits faded pants, and yup — those

were socks and Birkenstocks. He took role quickhd | learned that the unfriendly girls
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were called Sasha and Natalie. Natalie was themroelooked like Jackie. How could
someone who looked so much like my best frienddoergriendly? | could see them
whispering and giggling with the kids around th&o.it was just me they hated. Well,
screw ‘em.

| turned my attention to the painting. | had neneally tried any real artwork
before, but | had always been very good at drawargcatures and cartoons of my
teachers. Drawing was just another of the things¢ame naturally to me.

| mixed a pale gray color to put in the shadowsh@n— stones? — and dipped my
paintbrush in. As my hand with the brush reachddl®uddenly experienced a strange
sort of double vision. There was my hand with taafbrush, but there was also another
hand, the hand of a child, reaching out to touahmushroom?

| stared at the painting, no longer seeing it, mgrhbumping in my head. |
looked right through the canvas to another warmmsanday, but now | was four years
old. It was so real that | could smell the clovethe warm air, hear the bees buzzing
around lazily. My family was just getting readyléave on a trip to the zoo. My father
and | went outside first, and we discovered a eicdlmushrooms growing on our front
lawn.

Dad knelt down at my side. “Look, Meggie,” he tofe. “A fairy ring.”

| squatted down and edged my new pink strappyssbloser. With one small
chubby hand, | reached out and felt one of the moash caps. It was soft and supple,
like leather.

“If you stand inside the fairy ring and make ahyig’ll come true,” said Dad.
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“Promise?” | said.

He stroked his chin wisely. “Well, | should thiakgood little girl like you would
get anythinggshe wants. Within reason, of course.”

Yes! | hopped into the circle and squatted down.

My mother came up behind us, carrying a picnikbgasine-year-old Gwen
trailing after her. “What’s going on here?”

“Look, Mommy, Daddy found a fairy ring,” | told he

A sudden, horrible change seemed to come over atgan She grabbed my
hand and pulled me out of the circle. “They’re josishrooms,” she said shortly. “They
grow in a circle because that's how their rootsdah There’s no such thing as fairies.”

“Mushrooms don’t have roots, Margot,” said DadntRwhat’s the harm in
letting a four-year-old make a wish.”

“They’re just mushrooms,” she whispered. “Theyust mushrooms.” | wasn’t
sure who she was talking to anymore. Her eyes denténg around, as though she was
trying to find who could have left the mushroomsham lawn. “They're always
watching,” she muttered, her words too fast, tmgpover each other, “with their beady
little eyes — no they’re not! they’re just mushraomjust mushrooms.”

“It's okay, Meggie,” Dad said, frowning at her. 64 go ahead and make your
wish.”

“Megan,” said my mother forcefully. “You leave $®nasty mushrooms alone.”

I looked from my father to my mother. This had eelappened before. My

parents were usually so calm. My mother’s face pidled tight and masklike, her eyes
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narrowed meaningfully at me as though she wasdrprtell me something. But | was
only four years old, and the mushrooms called mewath promises of a wish. | pulled
free of my mother’s hand and stepped into theeircl

Two weeks later, she was gone.

The room came back into focus with a jolt, anddldped at my easel to keep my
balance. It rocked on its three legs, and a coofptdéean paintbrushes fell to the floor. No
one even noticed. | could hear the buzz of evergise around me chatting happily as
they worked. It made me feel small and isolatedalode.

There was a thick, ugly streak of grey across tietmg. | sighed, and began
trying to work it in.

| can't believe | forgot about those mushrooRa. a while, | was sure that
Margot had left because of the incident with theyfang. | played the scene over and
over in my mind, sure that if | had done somethdifterently, she would have stayed. At
first | felt guilty because | had clearly wisheda ftbe wrong thing. Instead of wishing for
the new doll for myself, | should have wished foy mother to stay. To be all right
again. | hated myself for having made that wishvds stupid. Wishes weren’t real, and
fairy rings certainly weren'’t real; they were, ag mother said, just mushrooms, nothing
special about them. But | had been just a stupiéish little girl who wanted my wish,
and it was too late to do anything about it anymtir@as even worse when, later that
year, Dad bought me the new doll for my birthdayeVer even took it out of the box; it
was still in my closet somewhere, forgotten, budeep with who knew what other

undisturbed memories.
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The painting was not going well. No matter whaitd, sho matter how much paint
| added, it only made everything look worse. Thetevehapes lost their imposing nature,
and they didn’t even seem to be resting on the gdame anymore. The painting had lost
the powerful feelings of guilt and pain and andetthad given it the presence that it had
evoked before. Now it was nothing more than anamdiguration of shapes that made
up a wobbly circle.

As | worked, | could feel tears of frustration $itag in the corners of my eyes,
and finally | could take it no longer. The paintingd been beautiful with the rawness it
had had before, and | was ruining it. My magic reawere failing me one more. | flagged
down the instructor as he passed by, and he hetgechrefully dab off all the paint | had
added that day.

“There,” he said kindly. “That’s that. We all hawar bad days, even one as
talented as you.”

“You think I'm talented?” | said, feeling a bit ltet, even though the compliment
was coming from a man wearing socks with sandals.

“Untrained, of course, but you have a very good ayel a steady hand.”

| found myself unable to look him in the eye. “ljost going through something
right now,” | said quietly. “I can’t seem to do ahing right lately.”

“It will pass,” said the instructor. He startedrgach out a hand towards my
shoulder, but drew it back again. “It is just ori¢lmse things that happens even to the
best of us. Famous opera singers find themselvaisl@to vocalize a note, a

neurosurgeon’s hands shake for no apparent reasdrgn artist cannot set the spirit into
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the paint. The thing to remember now is quantitgrayuality. Just keep painting, even if
it's no good. Keep exercising your painting musdiegou keep working at it, eventually
you will regain what you lost."

| glanced around the room, at everyone trying ttctvane surreptitiously over the
tops of their easels. "l can't."

"I'm sure you —"

"No." It was part of whatever was wrong with my Hanl would fix it. I would.
And when | did, | would show them all. "I can't. Neet."

He nodded. "Very well. Come back when you think goe ready.”

His understanding somehow made everything worseuldn’t be ‘just one of
those things.” Things like this just did not happemMegan Breelie and her hands that
were so quick and clever that they seemed magidadd to be something else.
Something that had happened to me. Something dlidd be blamed on somebody or
something else.

| went over to the sink, my eyes on the floor. Agalshed the paint off my
fingers, | could feel the eyes of the whole roommonback. They whispered to each
other, and | hear stifled laughter.

Ears burning, | toweled off my hands, rubbing hairthe last smudges of pain.
Even though this had been my first and only atteatp@inting, | couldn’t help feeling as

though | had suffered a great loss.

108



| helped Freddie collect his wonderfully uncompliezhcrayon scribbles, and
together we walked out of the room. | knew theyenat watching me go, reveling in my
defeat. “What did | ever do to them?” | murmured.

“Who?” said Freddie. “Your art friends?”

“Sasha and Natalie and all of them were my friehds?

“Uh-huh,” said Freddie. “I'm bored, can we go now?”

| glanced at my watch automatically. “No, we’ve gmtvait for Eric. We can go
look at the museum if you want.”

“Ok,” he said reluctantly. “But only for a little kile. Museums are boring. Like
olives. You know," he clarified. "The ones that @®m jars."

“l agree,” | said. “Just for a bit.”

We wandered through the hall, looking at all thekjin the glass cases. There
was the town compact, signed by the founders irytlae 1936. There were pictures of
men clearing trees and building houses. In theekrglass case, there was a display
devoted to the town’s namesake, a man called Sawiogket. There were several sepia-
toned photographs, and two of them immediately baogy eye. One was of a house
halfway up the mountainside, the same one | hadetbbn my tour the previous day,
and the other was of a circle of upright white s®nThe circle looked a lot like the
painting | had just abandoned. | felt again thargde sense of deja vu. Weird. There was
a little pamphlet by the side of the display.

"Oh, look Freddie," | said. "It has a story. "Theunding of Wicket's Folly." I'll

read it to you while we wait."
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Once upon a time, there was a very rich man naraetu8| Wicket who was
afraid to die. When he passed his fiftieth birthdasy left his home in New York City and
moved upstate to his summer home by Oneida Lakek Bahose days, the land was
nothing but forest, and he could survey it all froie house on the hillside.

One day, Samuel Wicket began to make calls, toenasilders and artisans and
stonemasons. He had had a dream, he told thenadheden granted a vision from a
beautiful spirit, of the way that he would live émer. Somehow, he had gotten it into his
head that he would build a circle of standing ssome his land, similar to the ones that
had peppered the landscape of Great Britain fardands of years. No one ever knew the
purpose of the ancient stone circles in England,thay drew thousands of visitors every
year to wonder at their beauty and mystery. It Wda€¢ his own monument to stand for
centuries, a funeral marker to immortalize his naHeewould call it ‘Wicket's Circle.’

It took the workers months of hard labor, but Sanwieket insisted that
Wicket's Circle must be finished before the wirdelstice. He kept giving them peculiar
specifications as well, looking over their shouklas they worked, rambling on about a
spirit, an angel, who was telling him what to dendng themselves, the artisans began
referring to the structure as 'Wicket's Folly.’

At last, the structure was complete, and the warkesnt to the mansion to
receive their last payment. They were now convirtbatlthe man was mad, and
demanded to be paid in cash, rather than by cWaket agreed, but told them they

would have to wait for him to get the money.
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They never did. On the morning of December 21, 1S$a6nuel Wicket went out
walking and never returned. The common assumptesthat he had had a heart attack
out in the hills. His body was never found.

Despairing of payment, many of the workers left, dthers stayed. They had
grown to love the beauty of the land around them,taey too had seen glimpses of a
spirit that took the form of a beautiful young wamaeckoning them to stay. Since they
had never been fully paid for their work, they thiey had a right to the land. They sent
for their wives and children and began to consthacttses. Thus the town was born, a
community of master artisans and craftsmen.

Even though Samuel Wicket's body could not be faorok buried in his circle
as he had wished, he did gain a bit of the immitytae had so desired. His former
construction workers named their new little townckét's Folly," after the crazy old man
who had hired them.

“What a strange story,” | said when | had finislmedding. “That’s not a history.
It's like a — myth, or a legend, or something.”

"I liked it," said Freddie. He had sat perfectly $he entire time, listening with
his head on one side.

“The founding story?" said Eric, coming up behusd "Isn't it creepy?"

| had to agree. “Yeah, that thing about the spirit...

“I'll tell you what’s even creepier,” said Erigdning forward conspiratorially.

“People still see her sometimes.”
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| could feel the hair on the nape of my neck stagdip. Literally standing up. |
tried to laugh. “That’s silly,” | said. “A ghostaty. A local legend. People seeing what
they want to see.”

| helped my cousins gather up their things, andaeft the hallway, | looked
back over my shoulder at the display case.

“That’s silly,” | murmured again.
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Chapter Nine

| was actually glad to be having a quiet nightdesfor once. Normally, being
cooped up with Dad and Gwen back in LA made metidbe elsewhere, and | had to
spend hours on the phone with Jackie, or chattinig® with everyone. | was still rattled
from that fiasco of an art class. Those two bitghis must have upset me more than |
thought, because as | walked home with Eric anddteg | kept feeling as though people
were staring at me. Now | was used to attractitension, but this was different. These
eyes felt distinctly unfriendly. Instead of straighing my back and tossing my head a
little to make my hair bounce and shine like coppee in the sunlight, | had to fight the
desire to hunch my shoulders and stare at the droun

It reminded me of one of the times that my mothias in town, and we went out
to eat at a Chinese restaurant. Everything wasggast fine, until Margot broke open
her fortune cookie, and let out a horrible shriBke sound ripped at our ears while she
screamed and screamed. She just wouldn't stoglt like everyone in the entire world
was staring at us, the family who couldn't stoprtbeazy mother ruining everyone else's
dinner. My face burned and | wanted to sink dowdeurthe table and keep going
through the floor. It was probably the most hoejl@mbarrassing experience of my life.
That was what it felt like to walk through WickeEslly.

Was two weeks eveenoughto turn a popular girl like me into a pariah? What
could I have done to make everyone my own agerna®Those kids in the art class,

that one-gloved goth guy in the market — the mitléy saw me they acted like they
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hated me. Except for Mick, of courdde couldn't seem to leave me alone. He called once
while Uncle Bennet was making dinner, and once ewvd were washing the dishes.

Both times, | told him quickly that | was busy amahg up as quickly as possible. What
waswith all the people in this town? There was not a siogle of them that behaved like

a normal human being. | was starting to feel likeoatcast, and | hated it.

On a beautifully warm night like this | should haween out with a large crowd of
friends, and instead, | was inside, losing at cévdsfive-year-old.

"Uno!" Freddie said, so excited he could barelypkkes butt on the rug. Eric and
Archie were having an intense game of checkersoye#irwasn't really the best idea to
play checkers on the couch — the pieces kept glioihthe board — but it didn't seem to
bother them.

"l give up,” | groaned, tossing my cards down. "Youst be cheating.”

"Nah, you're just dumb," said EriccVeryondn the whole world knows better
than to play the Uno Monster."

Archie quickly moved a piece to the other end efloard while Eric wasn't
looking."Yeah, that's mean, Freddie. You're taladgantage of her brain thing."

"You mean we've done this before and you didr'itel?" | said. "You little
creeps!"

"Hey!" Eric yelled. "How did your piece get all theay over here?"

"It slid," said Archie.

Freddie smiled at me slyly."Wanna play again?"

| flung my arms out dramatically and sighed. "Whog#
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He shuffled the cards by mashing them around iressnon the rug, and | leaned
back on my hands to watch. Half of the cards engeficing the wrong way up, and it
took him a while to sort through them. Finally, ieed a misshapen deck to deal from.

My bandaged palm had some kind of nasty carpetdistick to it from the rug,
and | rubbed it against my shorts while he de&ley," | said. "I'm sorry to be
monopolizing your cat."

“Monopoly?” Freddie said, confused. “We’re playibgo.”

| laughed. “No, | mean, I'm sorry that your cahsnging out with me all the
time.”

The puzzled expression did not change. “My cat?”

“Right, your cat. You know, meow, meow?”

Now Archie and Eric were looking up. “We don’t haareat,” they said, almost in
unison.

| rolled my eyes. “Ha, ha, very funny, now will yplease stop it?”

“No, we really don’t have a cat,” Archie said. “ABkad if you don’t believe us.”

| hesitated. On one hand, | knew that boys likeplé&y practical jokes, and |
didn’t want to be taken in by them, but on the otiend, | was starting to feel a sense of
unease stirring in my stomach. “Okay, I'll bite.pushed myself to my feet, my knees
protesting painfully at being folded under for foag.

Uncle Bennet was washing the dinner dishes in iticbdn, Aunt Alicia doing the
crossword at the table. It seemed to be their nbafter-dinner routine. How dull. “Do

you or do you not have a cat?” | asked bluntly.
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Aunt Alicia looked up. “A cat? No, we don’t haveyapets. Eric is allergic.”

Uncle Bennet turned off the water in the sink amtiéd to look at me oddly.
“We’'re all a bit off cats at the moment anyway. Te&ow Alicia broke her arm, you
know. Tripping over some cat in the street.”

She nodded. “It was like it just appeared underfeey.”

“But every morning since getting back from the htadpl’'ve woken up to find a
cat on my bed. It's even there at other times todky didn't someone just sagychand
get on with it? This was a joke, right?

“We don’t have a cat,” Aunt Alicia repeated.

“I bet it's there now,” | said. | was starting tedi desperate. “Come on, I'll show
you!”

They exchanged a look. “Okay, Megan,” said Unclersz calmly, drying his
hands on a dishtowel. “Lead the way.”

As | opened the door to the basement, all three Bogimpered up to join us,
curiosity written as thickly as the freckles onitiaces. They clattered down the stairs
and squeezed around the washer and dryer. | opkeeebor to my room, and everyone
tried to force his or her way in at once. Freddeig first, because he was the smallest.

“I don’t see any kitties,” he announced.

| looked around uneasily, my shoulders jammed betwsunt Alicia's cast and
the wall. The room was empty. Had | just been imiag the presence of a cat? Had my
accident rattled my braithat much?

And then Eric began to sneeze.
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Even though he was close enough that | could fitlel tiroplets of moisture on
my cheek, a flood of relief washed through me. IEkras having an allergic reaction,
then there must have been something for him td teac

“Let’s discuss this upstairs,” Uncle Bennet saitm“being squashed.”

Everyone trooped back upstairs to the living roéwumt Alicia sat down in an
armchair. “l don’t think | like the idea of a stigananimal in my house,” she said.

“It is friendly,” | said. “It sleeps on my bed. Hasnfett to kill me in my sleep or
anything.” 1 didn't have all that much experienaghweats. Jackie had an enormously fat
white cat that | had rarely seen awake, but | aa$yfcertain that | knew when a cat was
friendly or not.

“Can we keep it, Mommy?” Freddie asked, hangingloéfarm of his mother’'s
chair. “It could sleep on my bed, and | would t&ker walks, and feed it, and call it
Spot, and -~

She smoothed down his hair. “I'm sorry, sweetieulYlorother’s allergic,
remember?”

“Yeah, but’'m not allergic.”

"Me neither," said Archie. "It would be cool to leaa pet. Eric could just sleep
outside."

"Hey!" said Eric.

“It's a stray," Aunt Alicia said firmly. "It couldhave diseases, or fleas, or

something worse, and | don’t want it in the house.”
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“It must have been getting in through the windolgut in quickly, because it
looked like Freddie was preparing to hold his breattil he got his way. “I'm sorry. |
just assumed it was your pet.”

“Don’t worry, Megan, it wasn’t your fault,” Uncledhnet said.

| nodded, even though | knew that it really wasnibuamnesiac Megan would be
letting burglars into the house next, if they thit they belonged. “I'll close the window
tonight, and that’ll be the end of the problem.”

sk

Aunt Alicia came down with me when | headed to beel pretext was that she
wanted to do a load of laundry, but really, | kngve wanted to take another look for the
mysterious cat.

"I wouldn't mind it being here if it wasn't for Ef$ allergies," she told me as she
peered into every corner of my room.

"Hmmm?" | yawned.

"And they do have a habit of just turning up. Tbaé | tripped over — we were
heading back from the bonfire last month — andasdark out, but it was as if it just
appearedunder my feet. Cats are uncanny creatures. | rdaliyt mind them — I'd just
like to know.."

It seemed like she was talking more to herself thame, so | went into my little
bathroom to remove my contacts and take a showereébbed. When | returned, dressed

in my favorite summer pajamas, my hair cocoonea @armen Miranda towel
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arrangement, my aunt was gone, and the washingingaatas humming loudly. The
floor vibrated gently beneath my feet.

Flushed warm from the hot shower and ready to sleek one step over the
threshold of my room and immediately tripped ovansthing. | staggered into the room,
my towel flopping open and wet hair slapping itskfvn into my eyes.

"Dammit!" Pushing my hair out of the way, | snatdhmy glasses from the
nightstand and rammed them onto my nose. "Whahehe"

| scanned the floor around my doorway and spottedse power plug. | had
tripped over the cable. It must have been knockeelfvhen everyone was crowding into
my room earlier.

| rewrapped my hair more securely and got down grhands and knees to
follow the loose plug back to its source. | crawdéedfar into the corner as | could get.
Ick, ick, ick, so much dust! | tried not breathe eTihose cable led back to the washing
machine. Which was humming merrily, warm and aliMeoked from the cold metal
plug in my hand to the washer. What — the — hell?

My body shouted for me to get as far away from #esrdness as | couldVait,
wait, my mind saidYou can figure this out.

| stuck the plug into the outlet right next to thasher. It didn't want to go in, but
| pushed, and it did.

Nothing happened. The machine kept on vibratingnasgany side.
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| grasped the plug firmly, ready to pull it out agah please don't let me be
electrocutedBracing my knees against the concrete floornkega the plug out, half
expecting to see an arc of blue-white light, betr¢hwas nothing.

The washer juddered to a halt.

| stuck the plug back in, and stood up, brushinipatgrime on my knees. When |
pressed the start button on the washer's contrai ptlhe machine jumped to life once
more.

| shook my head. Weirder and weirder.

| had to take a second quick rinse because dhaltiist graying my hands and
knees, and by the time | had finished blow-dryingmair, it was pretty late. | almost
tried to turn on the hairdryer without pluggingntfirst, but | couldn't face any more
craziness for one night.

| hated to close the window, because | liked td tiee cool night breeze when |
slept, but | did it anyway. When | poked at theeger, | discovered that it was loose. That
must have been how the cat was getting in. | cltisedloor of my room too, just for
good measure, and went to sleep feeling confidexttwhen | woke up the next morning,
| would be alone.

| was wrong.

When | opened my eyes to the morning light shimmthrough my window, |
immediately saw the cat curled at the foot of mg.léhe usual morning sleep haze

vanished immediately, and | sat up. Both the window the door were still closed.

120



“Okay, Spot” | said, “Fess up. How did you get in here?”

The cat merely rolled over and stuck all four legthe air, as though he wanted
me to rub his belly.

“I'm not touching you. | bet you have fleas.” | aonbled out of bed and opened
the window. “Go on, get out.”

The cat didn’t move. | loosened the screen. “Laakt, now it's easier for you to
get out. Why don’t you go?”

“Mew,” said the cat.

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way."

“‘Mew?”

“The hard way it is. But just remember, Spot, yoought this on yourself.” |
went over to the bed and gingerly picked up thelcaung limply in my hands, its fur
soft and warm, and | could feel its heart thrummniegeath my fingers.

| held the cat out far in front of me as | crossethe window, pushed the thing
through the loose screen, and quickly refastenedoitk. Some fur was stuck to the
gauze wrapped around my left hand, and | brusheffl &nd watched it float through the
sunlight along with tiny dust motes. Both the dand the window had been locked from
the inside. Hovhadthe cat gotten in?

When | went upstairs for breakfast, Aunt Alicia irediately asked, “No cat last
night?”

“Nope,” | said brightly. As | went about gettingdakfast, | tried to think of a

plausible reason why | had lied.
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When | had gotten my cousins off to their scienog swim classes, | suddenly
realized that | had absolutely nothing to do. | wasny own, no string of little boys
trailing after me like a row of ducklings. | hadeddy toured the town, and the only extra
errand | had to do today was to get a gallon okrindm the market. | was kind of
reluctant to go back there without a buffer of gosdpetween me and that unpleasant boy
with the weird name. | considered going back toungle's house, but it wasn’'t even
worth the time it would take to walk thei@ah! | hate having nothing to do.

| found myself wandering through the center of topausing now and then to
decide whether or not to go into one building oother. | stopped before the shoe store
and then kept going. | had been thinking half-resiiyt of looking for a new pair of flats,
but didn’t even feel like shopping. That might hdezn what they had put in the
yearbook for the "world will end when..." page. Thawill explode when Megan
Breelie doesn't want to go shopping.

Was it just my imagination, or were people in tlreet staring at me? | was sure
they were. There was a prickling in my scalp treftrdtely meant that someone was
watching me. | whipped my head around quickly almigsed a pale woman with light
hair, but a group of chattering people passedantfof her, and when they moved, she
was gone.

There were plenty of people on the street, and Wi@wked at them, | could tell

that they were just looking away, which meant thaly had been staring at me. It was
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just like the art class yesterday, when all theeo#ids stared at me when | left. | could
feel the eyes on me, hating me through my backskity crawled with it.

| needed to get away from them. There was at @asplace | hadn't visited yet.
The Folly's three cemeteries. There wouldn't beoaathereto stare, except for any kids
who might be there to make out, but they woulddmevirapped up in each other to
notice me. It would be just me and the dead pe@pbel, | was getting morbid.

As | crossed the street by the Folly's one stigigtliout of the corner of my eye, |
saw — oh my god, the light was purple! | stoppdd #tere in the middle of the street,
and whipped my head around. The light was red.| Roew what | had seen. | knew it.
Traffic lights aren't purpld told myself And the unplugged washing machine last night
wasn't onlt's just your imaginationThis wasn't really the kind of thing | told mykel
frequently, because | didn't really think | evgad an imagination. But Margot saw
things too, and she believed they were r€ah you still be crazy if you can tell yourself
that the things you're seeing aren't real?

| defied the roundabout roads that looped arourtdeéa@emetery, and went
straight through the trees. The ground was roughittered with thin dead branches and
decaying leaves that crunched underfoot. All thistiave been completely buried in
snow not too long ago.

Small bushes and short ferns scratched at my &gkl wished that | had worn
pants and closed shoes. Now | knew why everyonkettalonger roads, instead of

going through the woods.
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Soon the trees thinned, and | broke through imaréially cleared cemetery. The
graves were crooked and overgrown, arranged haphigteere and there. The ground
was twisted up by tree roots, and the gravesites Walf buried in dead leaves, as though
no one tended them, no one even visited. Therentereen any kids making out. The
shadows cast by the trees kept the area fairly alaall times. It was quiet except for the
twittering of birds chatting with each other. Pdate

| trailed slowly through the graves, stopping tamine a stone here, to trace
carved letters there. They were all pretty plain.ddulptures of angels or other religious
figures. Not even any crosses. Just names and dates

There was something incredibly solemn in the@raveyards always make you
feel your own mortality. Well, at least no one'arglg at me.

It was as | was trailing my fingers over the carmembers that | realized that |
had seen this date before. Many times. Decembet98E.

| walked back through the graves, really lookinhig time. A lot of people shared
the same death date. At least ten of them. Sonak gaiculations told me that they had
been all different ages, but they had died on #meesday.

Now that | was really noticing the dates on thavgs, | began to see more
patterns. Six people had died June 21, 1991. Fadidied December 21, 2009. Always
on June 21st and December 21st. What could podsdely happening on those days?
June 21st was less than a month ausagomething going to happen. Are more people

going to die?
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As | neared the edge of the cemetery, | heardranmming of voices. | peered
around a tree and saw a slice of the neighborintetery. A few people were grouped
around a grave, speaking quietly, the pattern@if thords sounding almost like
chanting. | couldn't see their faces, so | crepset.

"We remember you," they were saying. "We remenybear John Falconer. You
died on December 21st, 1976, and we remember you."

As | drew nearer, a branch snapped under my Tdw.group looked up. All of
them were my age. One of them was Natalie, theadnd looked like Jackie. The girl
who hated me.

| hitched a smile to my lips. "Hi. Watcha doing?"

Surprise registered on Natalie's face. "Spying,yau?" she said.

Whywouldn't these people make allowances for me?sémy, | don't remember
you. Perhaps you heard about my accident. Wouldhyiod telling me what's going on?"

"No," said a girl with a long horse-face and thgtasses. "Go away. Bitch."

| gave her me best murderously sweet smile. "& lpour hairstyle. It's a shame
it's not the 1920s or you'd be perfectly in styldtirned back to the others, dropping all
pretences of politeness. "l want to know what yeodwing."

A boy next to Natalie had a confused look on htf and as she muttered
something into his ear, it was quickly replacedhbg of disgust. "You," he said.

"What's going on?" | asked again. | was too clgitmube deterred. "I've been

looking at the graves here, and half the peoplé drethe same days."
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"You noticed, did you?" the boy said. He had ai&niaccent. "Not quite the
usual sheep then, are you?"

‘Bitch' | could handle. | would even consider t@npliment. But not 'sheep'.
"What did you just call me?"

"Hey, bitch," said horse-face, "see over therd® §estured over her shoulder, to
two graves where the fresh dirt was heaped up.s@&laoe my parents. If you had never
come here, they would still be alive.”

"What?" | gasped. Was she being serious? Shelmusying to mess with me.
But she didn't look like she was joking.

"Shut up,” Natalie hissed at them. On second thygie didn't look that much
like Jackie. Jackie would never be caught deatlosd striped leggings. And that lipstick
was completely the wrong color for her. "Just ghé told me. "You're not part of this,
and trust me, you don't want to be."

| crossed my arms. "I'm not leaving until you tek what's going on."

Natalie looked down at the ground. "We're rememigathe dead,” she said.
"Because no one else will." Two of the other kuagged at her arms, and she shut up.

"Could yoube any more cryptic?" | said.

"People die all the time here," she said, ignothgyshushing of the others, "and
no one notices. Except us."

"l noticed," | said softly. It was a dumb thinggay. A weak 'won't you let me be
part of your group,' and | hated the hopefulnesmpioice. Like Tamara, like all the

girls that my friends and | ignored back home.
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"Okay, okay," Natalie said to the other kids, #mely stopped dragging at her.
"Just stop noticing," she told me. "Stop noticiagd at the end of the summer, just leave.
Because you can." Her voice was bitter.

They all turned and walked away, leaving me stagth an empty graveyard.
Well, empty of course, if you don’t count all theages.

My knees shook as | made my way back to town, bsidimbled several times
over trees roots. What could | have done? Coulehilly have been bad enough to get
people killed? And what wasgp with this place?

As | broke forth into the bright sunlight of Mairtr&et, the eyes pinned me again.
And this time, it was so much worse. | don't kndwt was the incident in the graveyard,
or if I just hadn't felt how strong it was befobeit it felt like | was hit with a steamroller.
| staggered where | stood.

There were people in the street — ordinary peopieggabout their ordinary lives
— just taking a little time to stare at me. Thejeg were narrow, shining like beads,
glittering like sharp pins. | was standing in a Bpotlight made up of the judging eyes of
everyone around me. Sweat pricked on my foreheeal)ld feel it under my arms,
slicking down my breastbone. What had | ever dortaém? Why did they hate me?
Why?

Oh god, | was starting to sound just like my motkkaim down | told myself.
Calm down. It's just your imagination. It's not thoad.

But it was.
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| needed an ally. A friend. Someone outside my famho could remind me that
not everyone in the world hated me. Across theestieeould see Uncle Bennet's store.
Hadn't it been on the other side of the libraryobe? | shook my head rapidiyhoa,
starting to sound a little crazy theri.didn't matter where the store was. Mick worked
there. Mick liked me, didn’'t he? He wouldn't stagling, so he must like me.

| smoothed my hair and tried to rub away some efstheat-shine from my face. |
took a deep breath, trying to gather the shreasyos$elf-confidence. This used to be
second nature to me. A bit of hair-twirling, widges, and flirty smiling was all it took.
But just in case, | tugged the neckline of my did®sn a little moreYou can do thid,
told myself, and entered the shop.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the lighthe store after the brightness
of the sun outside. | could immediately smell teevnmubber and wood scents that
pervade hardware stores. It smelled the same amteback home, and it comforted me
somehow. | picked my way through narrow aisles pdakith gardening hoses, different
varieties of nails, and all sorts of gadgets. Thess nobody else shopping today, and |
wondered briefly how a store like this survivedgucth a small town.

Mick was at the front desk, bent over so he coeiahlhis elbows on the counter.
He straightened quickly once he saw me. “Megan!s&id. “How nice of you to come
visit me! Can | get you something to drink?" Hisidleyes seemed to ooze gallant
concern. This looked like the face of a guy who waspable of lying.

Even though the circumstances were completelyreffitethis time, | still could

not help feeling that there was something aboutthem | just did not like. | could not for
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the life of me tell what it was, but it was likgust knew was something off about him. It
was like a sour smell — so nasty that | could alexste it in my mouth.

“Megan? Are you okay?”

“What — oh, yeah.” | realized | was staring at hmse wrinkled, and looked
quickly away. | should be flirting like a pro, gety him to do whatever | wanted. |
played with a display of miniature keychain measgitapes to stall for time. Even with
the distance, it was like there was something aboutthat was trying to draw me in — to
be touched, to be held. | had never in my life &alything like this before. My body was
sopresent so solid and motionless. Every drop of sweat anned itself to me.
Disgusting. His body was so close, just the cotopelbetween us. | could almost feel the
heat radiating from it.

Is thislove?!l wondered, my heart beating falstthis what it's supposed to feel
like when you are really attracted to someoieé&s that why he made me feel so weird?
Did | lovethis guy? Well, wénadbeen dating.

A shock shot through my body. My head whirred, #ralkeychain display
jangled loudly. The only reason | had thought | Wasng him was because he haldl
me that | was dating him.

“What?” he asked, leaning toward me and tryingitorpe with his eyes. “What
is it?”

“N-nothing,” | stammered, my mind still reeling. Was — um — just looking for
my uncle.”

“He’s doing inventory in the back. Do you want nogget him for you?”
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“No, don’t bother. I'll talk to him later.”

As | turned to leave, he reached out a hand arltbgchmy wrist over the
counter. “Megan, wait! What's wrong?” His words weyo soft and concerned, and his
hand on my arm was gentle, but for some reasoerritied me. | couldn’t think clearly,
and | needed to get away.

“It's nothing, it's nothing,” | said, trying to lagh. “Got to go.” His fingers
tightened, and | pried them away from my wrist andttled backwards.

He started around the counter. “Let me at leask wali home.”

“No, no,” | said hurriedly. “I just need to —” | dano idea what | was going to say
next; | just knew that | had to get away from hlrpractically ran from the store, and
when | looked back over my shoulder, | was relietcedee that he was not following.

My ears were burning red with from disgusting dagpll had always prided
myself on being able to handle guys — keep thejusathe right distance as long as
possible — getting whatever | wanted out of thermauit really having to commit. Even
Jackie thought | was just being a slut at firstjlurtold her that | never actually did
anything with them, and the truth about why | did8he was the only person who knew,
the only person among all my friends that I'd té¢hat would she think? Megan the man
manager, running away from a guy she couldn't leariitiful.

| dialed Jackie's number from a pay phdPlease pick upl begged silently,
clutching the warm, slightly sticky plastic. Nothibut empty ringing in my eaDammit!
It's like nine in the morning there; she must belass.| slammed the phone back onto

its hook, and the head cracked.
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Shit | looked around carefully to make sure no one watching before easing
the phone gently home and hurrying away.

Even though I still had time before | had to cdllEdc and Freddie from their
swimming lesson, | went back towards the collegapmas. | could still feel eyes on me
from all directions, and there were goose bumpsiegmout on my arms.

| collapsed onto a bench where my cousins wouldlbe to see me when they got
out of the pool. The bumps had still not subsidedny shoulders, and | hugged my arms
around myself. | suddenly felt very exposed, waasuch a flimsy sleeveless dress, even
though the delicately crocheted bodice made itadmay favorites.

If only I could talk to Jackie. What would she say@ll, it had to happen at least
once she would console m&here's got to be one creep that even you cantawund
your finger.Would she understand how frightening it was, & seich a lack of control,
to feel real fear that he could actually harm me.

Was everyone in this horrible little town out tad gee? Some people hated me
and some people wanted to get way too close taNhg.would Mick tell me that we
were dating when | knew that | would never flirthva guy like that more than once. |
could tell that he was a player too, and he muse Iseen through my tricks like a snap.
And yet he was still practically stalking me. Wag®yone in this place crazy? And why
did so many of them seem to hate me? Was it jesttlor had | actually done something
to deserve it?

Margot would blame the other people for sure. Sk dlways talked about her

unknown 'them,’ the 'people’ out to get her. Siveingeemed to consider that it might be
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her mind playing tricks on heBut if you carseeit happening, is there still nothing you
can do to stop it? pressed back a slightly hysterical giggle dsolight of the saying
'you're not paranoid if they really are out to get.'

Without the responsibilities that | had towards mehatives, | would probably
want to curl up in my bed down in the dingy basenae wait for this whole thing to be
over. At least there was one good thing about tpsiro weeks. It brought the end of my
'vacation' in Wicket's Folly that much closer. Isascheduled to leave on a Wednesday,
exactly two weeks from today. | could make it tfaat couldn’t 1? Just fourteen days,
thirteen-and-a-half really, and then | could getafithere. | would just have to endure the
watching eyes and the hatred coming at me fromyediegction until then. It wouldn’t
matter if | never found out exactly what had hapmekm the time | was missing. | just
couldn't stand being bombarded by so much hatrednted to go home to my crazy
normal family and never have to think about anyhag ever again.

When Eric and Freddie joined me, cheerful and ddrtred hard to pull myself
together. It was an effort to enthuse over thaiitaéof the new stroke they had learned
and the number of rings they had managed to wihardiving game.

We walked to the park for lunch as usual. Thereaveecouple of teens mooching
around a picnic table, and when | tried to smiléhatn, they turned their backs on me. |
ate my lunch quietly, finding it hard to swallowoand the lump in my throat.

Instead of letting Eric and Freddie play after veel finished eating, | took them
to the market. Just a quick stop, | told them, duath they could go home and play on the

computer. All we needed was a gallon of milk. Argbé&fully, with the two of them
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there, | wouldn't get yelled at this time. Yes, dswsing children as a shield. But | was
starting to be beyond caring.

To my surprise, instead of glaring at me in hatileelthe rest of the damn town,
Octavian hurried over to me as soon as | enteredntdirket. He still wore all black, with
just one glove. How pretentious would a guy havedpto dress all in black on a hot day
like this?

“Look, | need to talk to you,” he said over the amof complaints from the
people that he had left waiting for him to ringthpir purchases. “I'm really sorry for the
other day. | was upset and angry, and | shouldwehshouted.”

| was completely taken aback. When | grabbed &hend to stop him from
poking Freddie, the movement was automatic. | reshlall set to withstand another
vitriolic diatribe, and here he was, looking likdapeful puppy pleading for forgiveness.
Well, more of a hopeful stoop-shouldered stork ghleg for forgiveness.

“Oh. Okay,” | said unwillingly. | didn’t really wainto forgive him for yelling at
me, but | was more than happy at the thought teatdmsn't going to yell at me.

His shoulders sagged with relief, and | realizeat tte had not been so much
stork-like as tense. “We need to talk,” he saitn“Working now, but —”

| shook my head. “Just because | forgive you fdling at me in front of a whole
bunch of people doesn’'t mean we’re suddenly besids.”

“But -

“Please leave me alone.”

"Go to the cemetery," he blurted out.
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"What?"
"The cemetery," he repeated. "You might find sonmgflinteresting.”
"Gee, thanks for all your help," | said sarcashcal'll scurry right on over

there." | took hold of one hand from each of mysins to keep them apart and led them

away.
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I'm lying on the sofa when the Charmer rushes @nmounced. The buzzing in
my head has not abated, and I'm starting to feektbid eating into my bones. | begin to
fear that | will not last until the solstice.

| clutch the blanket around my shoulders and ask@harmer why he dares think
he can just barge into my presence.

I'm sorry, he says, hanging his golden head irtreioon.

Well? Do you at least have something to report?

No, he says. I've been trying and trying, butjsbewon't let me near her.

I sit up, and my head is filled for a moment wtité fluttering wings of moths. You
came all the way up here to tell me that yotryeng?

I, he says. Please. | need your help.

How about this, | say. Try harder. Do not comeehagain without my
permission. It would behoove you to have sometbhétigr to tell me next time | call on
you. Now get out.

He gives me a puzzled look and leaves. | standysknd cross to the window,
holding the blanket around myself like a cape asich him wend his way down the hill.

Unlike all the other inhabitants of my town, thiea@mer is here of his own free
will. He tracked me down three years ago and offdris services, in exchange for one
request: that when | leave this place, | take hitinwwe. | assented, attracted by the
notion of having a servant that | did not have ¢otrol, and more than a little charmed
by his beauty. It reminded me of my own people,cihohg ago. His help lets me

conserve my energy, though his free thought makesimpredictable.
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As the Girl grows stronger, | grow weaker. She fs@1 me watching her. Once, |
believe she saw me. | have tried to enter her dseainmight to play with her mind, but |
can barely stand it. She is one of the ones thitasware, and her mind is the most
confusing and painful that | have ever been iwds like crawling through broken glass
in the dark, never knowing what might suddenly neawt to sting and slash. It was too
painful, and | could not stay for long; | do noteevknow what affect | have had.

She must be neutralized before things get wéfrsaly | had not made that
foolish promise to her father.

| should not antagonize the Charmer. | will neésiftelp in dealing with her.
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Chapter Ten

Night after night, he dreamt of a river winding thr
dusted with a thin layer of snow. The sun sparkled
frost crystals, and a road led away to a circular d
surrounding an enormous monument of stone. A perfec
stood upright, a round of curving crosspieces on to
something that resembled a ring of men clasping arm
the stone circle was a horseshoe of 5 larger sets o
standing free, like the disembodied legs of giants.
with a similar configuration of smaller stones, and
the center of the arrangement. As Samuel’s sleeping
sun began to set, moving quickly, as though time ha
The sun fell, moving along the line of the road and
touching the top of the central stone before sinkin
legs and disappearing into the earth.

Samuel dreamed the same dream every night, althoug

slightly different each time. Sometimes the sun ros
although it was still on the same line. Sometimes t
whole, but partially destroyed. Standing stones lea
were half-buried, and lichen crept over the faces o
every morning, Samuel awoke with a feeling that he
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f the stones. And
was seeing something
omething that he
ember.

Octavian might have found it in his heart to apate for his behavior, but no one
else did. Over the next week, | felt the spotlightme at all times, hating me, judging my
every action. Every morning, | took my cousinstteit various activities, and then found
somewhere quiet and out of the way where | couldks&round without being seen. |
wore dark colors and didn't linger over my makeumg hair. It was like | didnvant
people to notice me. Well, there was a first timedverything.

| didn't even have Jackie to talk to. AP testsengght around the corner, to be
followed quickly by finals, and she was freaking.dshe limited our calls to no more
than five minutes each, and then cut me off sacsléd go back to studying.

"What is this, prison?" | said grumpily, when sherrupted me in the middle of
complaining about stalker Mick.

"No," she said. "You got kicked out of prison, ember?"
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| didn't go back to the art class. Mr. Socks-aadtals had told me to persevere,
to just keep working, and my gift would return owiene, but | couldn't make myself do
it. It was a double whammy — people who hated mé,aapainting that reminded me that
my hands had lost their skill.

You're letting them wirthe old Megan whispered, but | didn't care. | dadbgick
and get the painting eventually, and | proppegbiba a corner of my desk. Every
morning it reminded me of what | had lost, but aldwat | was trying to get back.

Uncle Bennet took over the cooking with no comnertomplaint. | didn't mind
— eating his food was better than facing the hashmw that | knew | would produce.
Only once did | ask my aunt and uncle about théhdea the town. Neither of them
seemed to know anything about it. Instead, thelgddaat me all concerned, like they
thought maybe my head wasn't right after my acdidemere was definitely something
weird going on, and | was not willing to accepttthanight be just me. Maybe there was
something in the water.

There wasn’'t much for me to do except play withaeoysins. | chased them
around the house and the backyard, or led thernandbogames. Sometimes they asked
me to tell them stories, so | told them about nignids back in Los Angeles, and the
cleaned-up version of past high school hijinks. Wkeic asked me why | had been
expelled from school, | told them | wasn't expelledad simply quit. They got very
jealous. Sometimes | listened in on Uncle Bennadireg them fairy tales. “Don’t you

think,” | asked him later, “that those stories makehard for them to tell what's real?”
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“Who are we to say what'’s real?” was all he replied

Every night, | locked my door and window beforergpto sleep, and every
morning, the gray cat was on the end of my bed agyws | shoved it through the
window each morning, | could not explain to myselfy | felt such a great need to keep
it out. It was perfectly friendly, and seemed cle@ine only answer | could come up with
was that | did not like that it could enter in amar that seemed to defy logic. It made
me very uncomfortable.

And it wasn't the only thing. Once | had noticed Weirdness with the washer, |
couldn'tnot notice more things. | wished | could have ignoteeht, but they would jab
themselves into the corners of my eyes, insistimga&ng noticed, and then when | took a
closer look, behaved completely normally. There w#amp that worked even when the
plug was knocked out, and the freezer that stag&tlafter one of the boys left its door
open all day.

"How is this possible?" | muttered aloud, pullingvhole, solidly-frozen chicken
from the freezer. It was hard as a rock, and th&t seared my fingertips. | quickly tossed
it back in and closed the door behind it.

"Freezers freeze things," Archie told me, as tholughs being incredibly stupid.
"That's what they do."

"Not when you leave them open all day. All the caidescapes and things
defreeze.”

Archie and Eric pounced on this. "They do?"

"Why?"
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"How does that work?"

"Um." | hadread the article on freezers in my encyclopedias] didn't
remember the technical stuff. "Um, | know they utebe called iceboxes. And, um...
something about freon coils? Go ask your dad."

After they bounded off, | turned around, and fotmat the whiteboard had
changed itself once again. It now read 'FloppirghFiVhat the hell? | just looked at it.
Who is doing this?

| was getting thoroughly freaked out.

Maybe this was the reason that | was no longepshg well at night. | usually
slept deeply and soundly, with dreams that weredana and instantly forgettable upon
waking. But now | had difficulty getting to sleegmd when I did sleep, my dreams were
disturbing. There was a recurring dream of mushsowith teeth, and then one where |
was slowly being dissected alive on a stage intfoban audience of thousands of people
all staring at me in silence while a woman's veidbe same one every time — told me
that | should not stay where | was not wanted. \gsdtched with tiredness every time |
put my contacts in. | wished | could leave themibéhbut | couldn't let anyone see me
in my glasses. They made me look plain. Drab. Ugly.

| started going for long walks at night. | fellitle guilty at first, but | quickly
forgot Uncle Bennet's warning that | should notogt after dark. The solitude of the
empty town was comforting after the ordeal of dgiylj plus the more worn out | was,
the easier it was to sleep when | got back. Octéviords that | should visit the

cemeteries kept running through my mind, and sévienas | returned there. The
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moonlit cemeteries were incredibly creepy. The wardstling through the branches
sounded like moaning, as if the graves around nre fudl of unquiet spiritsThat's
ridiculous, I told myself over and over, but it didn't stop mgart from thumping
nervously every time | was there. | didn't staydpand | never found anything beyond
what | already knew.

For the first time in my life, | didn't want to Imeticed. During the day, | stayed
inside as much as possible. Libraries back home yust places to get free wireless
internet, but when | set foot inside the Wicketdly=public library, | immediately felt
safe. The place was quiet and dim, and the pedfilegsat the tables were so engrossed
in their books that they didn't even notice me.rethee woman at the front desk was busy
reading. It was the perfect place to hide fromdhes of the town. | found a quiet corner
and settled down. Might as well read. There wasnything else to do.

| was surprised to find that the library had nafiction section, not even a set of
encyclopedias, so | was forced to find the leagtailmnable of the fiction. Looking at
the rows of books covered in pictures of elvesamdorns and mystical symbols made
me long for my beautiful encyclopedias back at howiby hadn't | even takemme
volume? Sure they were heavy, haatthingwould be better than vampires and
werewolves. | could not stand books that had angthbnormal happen in them, so |
started in on the historical fiction section. Thes&s one about the French revolution

which wasn't so bad, until it turned out to havagidms in it, and | had to put it back.

*kk
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Whenever | had to go outside, | walked with my hdadn, not making eye
contact with anybody. Even though | couldn't sesrthl knew they were staring at me.

Maybe it wasn't everyone in the town that was coimgpto hate me, though,
even though | felt like it was. It was just all theople who were my own age — the ones |
would have been friends with otherwise. Tamarallgarounted. The girl seemed so
desperate for companionship that every time someisited her, she overcompensated
and shared way too much personal information. Sisechearly one of those sideliner
oddballs that | had been happy to ignore back inllould not stoop so low as to
befriend someone like Tamara. Overly dramatic fegsliof abandon kept swooping over
me, and though | knew it was dumb, it also mademauet to cry.

Once, | ran into Sasha and Natalie on the stagetwhen | tried to greet them,
they both glared at me.

Why do | even keep trying, | thought. "Hey? Whgtsir problem?" | demanded,
too tired of dealing with this crap to bear it angre.

They didn't answer, just turned away.

"Oh, great!" | called after them. "So now we'rémthe silent treatment, huh?
Well, screw you."

| tried to keep a pretense of happiness when Iwidsmy cousins, but | knew
that my uncle and aunt could tell that there wasetbing wrong. Fortunately, they
assumed that my depression was due to simple hoknesis, and their solution was to
pretend that everything was normal, which was lipene. | did not want to burden them

with my troubles, so | had no one to talk to. Ilcbaiot reach any of my friends, and my
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phone conversations with my father and sister sbogt and strained. Gwen was still
mad at me, but covered it up with a veneer of faleerfulness, and my father assumed
that | was angry with him because of his extra-tahrelationship. Mick, on the other
hand, kept calling, but | did not want to talk iehl had never felt more alone. | counted
off the days until | could get away from this platevould go home and talk to my
family face to face, and make everything right aghknew I could, if | could just see
them. Ten more days...Nine more days....

The blackouts started on Sunday. The whole famég w the kitchen, eating
dinner, when all of a sudden, the lights went out.

"Oh, no, not again!" Aunt Alicia said. There waslatter. Some silverware must
have fallen to the floor.

"This happened before?" | asked. The pitch slowdgalved into deep gloom as
my eyes adjusted.

"Ow!" yelled Eric.

Uncle Bennet tapped his fork on the table. "Arclhés is not an excuse to hit
your brother."

"I'm not! He's faking."

"I'm a bat," said Freddie. "Chirp. chirp."

"Brat, more like."

| felt my way over to the window. "The houses othei side of us have power. |

can see their lights. It's just us."”
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"Don't worry, the lights will come back on in a rate,” Uncle Bennet said. As
soon as he had spoken, they did.

| blinked and squinted at the sudden brightnessu"should probably have an
electrician over to look at the wiring," | told hjmeturning to my seat. "If it didn't affect
anyone else it means it's a problem with this hduse

"I don't think that's going to help," Aunt Aliciaurmured as she started gathering
up the plates.

"Why?" | asked.

"We don't have a power company?"

"What? How is that even — ?"

"What's an electrician?" asked Eric.

"Mommy," said Freddie. "What makes the lights wdrk?

Aunt Alicia gave me a now-look-what-you-did lod#ow is thismy fault?

"Oh, don't you worry about it," said Uncle Benrd@ie whole thing will sort
itself out, just like last time."

-

The whole thing did not sort itself out. It got wer As though our house had
some sort of contagious disease, the blackoutsltegspread, first to the houses closest
to ours, and then, as far as | could tell in theidess, to the entire street. There was
generally just one a night, and they only evereagor a few minutes, but still, the whole
thing was very peculiar. Stranger still was thabne was trying to fix it. Even if they

didn't have a representative of the power compangwn, | didn't see why they couldn't
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call and ask for one to be sent out. No one woivd me a straight answer when | asked
about it. Instead, | got all manner of cryptic amssvand confused looks.

Wednesday night found me in the cemetery, sittimghe grave of someone | had
never met. | had cleared away the fallen leavesanshed off as much of the dirt as |
could. Not just because | didn't want to sit somengldirty, but also so the grave
wouldn't look so neglected.

| couldn't really see the name of the grave's owmar| traced it over and over
with my fingers until | got the idea. "Eden?" Ida@loud. A shiver crawled down my
spine, and | swatted at my back, just in case ttivaiea spider in my jacket.

"Really? 'Eden'? But are you a boy or a girl? OQh,dorry.Wereyou? | knew an
Eden. He was a boy. But he's still alive. Not BmH of trying though."

| leaned forward, hugging my arms around my kn&€hank goodness for the
darkness. The whole Eden thing was still eatinp@&tHe was the reason (among other
things, admittedly) why | was expelled.

Eden was a freshman at my school when | was a sopt®o one of those little
genius kids who was allergic to peanuts, dairytegluand who knew what else. He had
skipped a few grades and ended up in high schdbkage of eleven. He was absolutely
tiny, and not just because he was still young. Witghsmall stature and his weird name,
he might as well have had a target on his back. Wendias in love with me.

| never meant anything bad to happen. He was taycaite, and | thought it was
harmless. So I let him carry my books for me, saeeseats at assemblies, and get me

food from the cafeteria. | teased him gently allosthame, in an easy, flirtatious way. |
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didn't stop him from doing things for me, thougkcause | was pretty and popular, and |
was entitled. It was just an infatuation that wopéss in time, but why not take
advantage of it while it lasted? But then, he agkedo the prom, and that was just too
far. | mean, | had boyfriendat the time. Kyle, | think it was. Or maybe Chiasti

It hadnothingto do with me, when he tried to kill himself. | doMr. Seaver as
much when he called me into his office to accuseFst of all, Eden was bullied a lot —
his size meant he was trashed on pretty much g blagis. And secondly, there was no
way to prove that he hadn't eaten those peanusdgient. Maybe it was Mr. Seaver
blaming me, but | couldn't quite shake the feebhguilt. When | got some kid to steal a
test for me, that was just the pretext. Eden wasehl reason that | was expelled.

What a crazy coincidence that | would find a torohstwith that exact name. But
this was Wicket's Folly. Nothing should surprise ab@ut this place.

"So, Eden, how did you die?" | asked. "Under mystex circumstances, | bet.
Everythingaround here seems like mysterious circumstancé® &, for instance. Here
| am, in the middle of a cemetery at night becawsyone hates me and | can't go out
during the day. I've got a ton of friends | candhareach, and | can't stand being alone,
so here | am, going out every night so | can tald¢ad people. No offense, Eden.

"You know, normally, this should creep me out. Alkdapooky cemetery. Is that
logical, Eden? That | can still be afraid of belmege? Why are people afraid of the dark?
We hear something we can’t see and we allow ougimadion to tell us that it's ghosts,
when just a little investigation will tell us thiéis really just wolves. Not that wolves

would be any better."
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"Why are you talking to a dead guy?"

| nearly careened out of my skin. Octavian the vedsengoth kid stood just behind
me. His all-black clothing made him nearly impossiio see in the darkness. "Don't
sneak up on me like that!"

"l didn't.” He sat down on the stone slab besidemsebony form hunched over.
"You were getting pretty into it with the dead duy.

"Or girl. Eden," | jabbed a finger at the stongyuld be a guy's name or a girl's
name."

"Sounds like a girl's name to me."

"It can be a guy's name too. Trust me."

"Who cares?"

| smoothed my skirt over my thighs. He wasn't wdlitting with, but I didn't
want anyone to see me looking bad. "So whayausloing here, then?"

"Nothing," he said evasively. "Went for a walk. Tight | might have a talk with
someone who wouldn't listen."

"Just shut up about that already."

He yawned, not bothering to cover his mouth. "Sbydiu figure out my hint?
About the cemetery?"

"Of course," | said loftily. "I figured that out reglf. Beforeyou even told me to
go here."

"Oh." He sounded disappointed. "l guess you'reasatumb as | thought.”

"And you're way dumber than | thought."
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"So whatare you doing here?"

"I like it here. It's quiet."

An owl hooted somewhere nearby, a long, low, mauméte, and | couldn't help
shivering slightly.

"Uh-huh." Octavian sounded like he didn't believe at all. "You shouldn't be
out alone after dark."

"God, why does everyone keep telling me th&b@'reout after dark. | can take
care of myself. What's so dangerous around heneay®/

He lowered his voice. "Only your worst nightmares."

| could tell he was enjoying himself. "Does yourratanightmare involve being
beaten up by a girl, 'cause | think that one'dyike come true."

"Okay, okay. It's just that sometimes people gesmis A lot of these graves —"
he gestured at the cemetery around us — "a I¢tephtare empty."

"That boy who went missing was taken during the.'tay

He nodded somberly. "And he won't be the last.”

"Do you enjoyspouting cryptic nonsense?"

"Well, yes." His mouth twisted into a half-grin.d®etimes people just drop dead
for no apparent reason. Whttrat happens, it's usually at night."

Though he wouldn't be able to see in the darkresied my eyes. "You think
there's some sort of monster that comes out at todtll them?" The owl hooted again.
Damn bird. It was as though it waited for the motaen our conversation when its call

would have the greatest creepiness level.

148



"No..." he said slowly. "Not...exactly. People say theyaken by the spirit of
the Folly. That she takes them to a better placel then they forget really fast." He
shrugged. "But | don't know about that. | thinkile darkness, peoples’ imaginations run
away with them, and sometimes, they can't findrtivaly back."

| sighed. "See, there you go again. What doesetfextmean?

He waved a hand in the air, but it was the oneeaglan black, so it was hard to
see. "Sorry. Just being morbid."

"What, you?" | said sarcastically. "No!"

"Still. Do you want me to walk you home?"

"I'm no damsel in distress." | got up, brushing ot leaf and dust from the back
of my skirt.

He rose too. His knees clicked. "I'll walk with ypart way."

"l told you | don't need your help."

"Jesus, would you get over yourself already? I'mngogo home too."

"Oh. Okay."

Though | hated to admit it, his talk of strangetleand disappearances had
unnerved me. | was secretly glad to have company.

When we reached the lights of the town, he gava sigent, ironic salute, and
headed off along one of the side roads. What ag#rguy. | watched him until he was
out of sight, and then turned onto Mallard Lane.

| walked quickly, hugging my arms around my liglentm jacket. There was a

rustling noise in the trees lining the road, astbpped to take a look around me. |
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couldn't see anything. No glowing yellow eyes omstoous things that could frighten
people to death. Stupid Octavian and his scaryestoAnd why hadn't | accepted his
offer to walk me home3ust because a girl isn't a damsel in distress dbo@sean she
can't take help when it's offered.

More rustling, and | turned to peer behind me.thlymping heart sounded just
like footsteps following meéWhy, oh why aren't there any streetlamps® only light
came from the moon, and it barely let me see theadd gravel road under my feet and
the menacing silhouettes of trees.

A twig snapped somewhere behind me, and my heaggd. Menacing
silhouettes? What was | thinking? They were justdr | was allowing my fear to control
me. | made myself slow down to a quick stroll toy® that | was not scared. Still, | was
happy to see the lights of houses coming closer.

| bent to work a small sharp stone out of my sgralad as | straightened up, |
heard swift footsteps behind me. Before | could taround, a hand grabbed my arm, and
something solid and round jabbed into my back.

“Scream and I'll shoot,” said a low, gruff voice.

| froze, my knees locked into stone. Inexplicalbliglt a moment of pure, crazy
relief that this was a solid human man, not sorgatmare creature of myth.

The feeling didn't last.

My heart began to drum impossibly fast in my firtges. A sick feeling clawed

its way into my stomacihat’s it. I'm dead.
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The man released my arm momentarily, and a caragsvis pulled over my
head. | could see from the handles that it wasisat@e shopping bag, and for a moment,
this gave me the insane urge to laugh.

The iron grip on my arm returned. “Walk,” the vos&d shortly, and | complied.
Was the voice familiar? He had spoken only a fewdspand it was so hard to tell
through the panic.

| could see under the edges of the bag that we wawing the road and re-
entering the woods. Twigs and bracken cruncheddibraur feet and scraped my bare
legs. Once, my captor nearly bumped into me asnhisted over a dead log, and | saw
below the edge of the bag that he was wearingjblres and generic dun-colored hiking
boots. He jerked me upright wordlessly.

Stumbling through the woods, a gun pressed to ml,ddried to control my
panic Oh God. This is really happening/hy hadn't I listen to Uncle Bennat?hy
hadn't | listened to Octavian? Why did | keep ganugy even after that boy disappeared?
Why did | always have to know better than everyeise?

| should have seen it coming. These sleepy littkens were never as safe as they
seemed. They always had a crazy serial killeraonihal, or pedophile, and people from
the town who went missing never be seen or heard &gain. It happened all the time
on TV. | suppressed a sob. | at least would nat bivn the satisfaction of knowing how
scared | was.

| could see cobbled streets now, beneath the edfe shopping bag, but we

quickly reached a door, which the man pushed ddershoved me through and into a
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dark open space, and | could smell clean rubbeflandwax, which was somehow
familiar. There was a wrench of metal as anothaxveoor opened, and a shove on my

back sent me sprawling. The door slammed shutaicha key turn in the lock.
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Chapter Eleven

Shaking, | sat up and pulled the bag off my hea@. rBbom was dark, but thin
slivers of moonlight came through sealed windowsear the ceiling. | examined my
body and found that | was all in one piece. ThdleWascratches on my arms and legs
had stopped bleeding. | pressed myself into a caneé hugged my arms around my
knees, shivering. It was not very cold, but | foungself bizarrely wishing that | had
worn pants today, rather than a skimpy skirt. @nar Girls who were kidnapped in the
movies always seemed to have a sixth sense that thbg got dressed that morning,
they should wear pants and comfortable shoes. Tlesethe proper clothes for a daring
escape. But here | was, in a short skirt, light jeket, and sandals. Just like the clothes
of the movie girls who got murdered and whose l®diere never found.

| had heard stories about men kidnapping teenatgeayid keeping them locked
in the basement for years as their 'brides.' Watswhat was going to happen to me? Or
would this one just kill me? Would he torture nmstf? Would he rape me? | was starting
to hyperventilate, and | made myself take sevesapdoreaths.

Relax Megan| told myself.You're a smart girl. You can get yourself out a$th
stayed pressed into the corner until | managealhno down a little. The man had left me
here, and | could hear no signs of his return, Wwinmeant that | could take stock of my
situation.

| pushed myself to my feet and walked shakily acbtire room. It was tiny, lined

with laden shelves — it must be a storage clodetrd was still a scent of new rubber and
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varnish in the air, and | bent close to the neagleslf to examine its contents. | found a
nest of hosepipe behind a tower of paint cans. Wlasomeone’s tool shed? No,
everything in here was too new, too uniform. A heace store? Was | in myncle’s
hardware store?

Someone would surely find me in the morning, | gitwuwith a flash of relief,
until it occurred to me that the man might onlykdeeping me here temporarily, intending
to move me somewhere else before the night was. done

| found myself starting to panic again, and | stethlown and put my head
between my knees. They always showed this in th@eaoThe poor helpless girl
trapped in a room, and you watch her and feel dorrjzer and at the same time you
want to strangle her for not noticing that she dayét herself out of there if she just
stopped having a panic attack.

Paintcans | thought suddenly. | stood abruptly and wentrdeehe neat stack. |
hefted one in my hand. The thin metal handle pcesge my palm with a reassuring
weight that meant it was full. If | could climb tipe metal shelves, maybe | could break
one of the narrow windows with a paint can, andapsedhat way.

It was difficult to climb while holding a heavy paican, but | found that if |
transferred the can to a higher shelf and cleangtbot and handholds before climbing
up to meet it, | had very little trouble. The shedwobbled beneath my hands. Well, if
the shelf collapsed on me, at least it would propkitl me before the maniac could.

Hmm, | thought, with a strange sort of clarityhe word 'man’ only needs three

more letters to be 'maniac.’
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| was nearly at the top of the shelves when a tapding almost made my lose
my grip. Clenching my fists on the metal bars &adly myself, | looked up to see the dim
face of Mick.

For once, | was pleased to see him. “Mick!” | sdadrely feeling the metal mesh
of the shelf pressing into my knees.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice mufflgdhe glass.

“I'm locked in,” | said. “Can you help me?”

“Sure. You just wait right there.” His face disapped from the window.

Carefully, I climbed back down the shelf, my knee=sak with relief. | wondered
how it was that Mick could have found me so quicklyt decided that it was best not to
guestion my good fortune.

Soon | heard the sound of a key in the lock. Thar davung open, and Mick
stood in the doorway, smiling. “I'm here to resguweal,” he said.

| didn't care how corny it was. Despite all the aseand dislike he had
previously affected in me, I felt like could havieded him. | had never before felt such
gratitude towards anyone. | hugged him tightly, aechugged me back enthusiastically.

| pulled away at last. “C’'mon, let’s get out of dyefore he gets back.”

“Right.” Mick took my hand, and began leading meotigh the darkness of what
was, | realized, definitely my uncle’s hardwarerst@ brief, laughable suspicion crossed

my mind. | looked down. He was wearing dun-coldnédng boots.
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We left through the back door of the store, whmbktus right to the edge of the
woods, and then curved around to get back to tméydit streets of the town square. We
paused briefly in front of the library, and | whéspd, “Take me home.”

Thoughts were flying wildly through my mind like zing, swarming bees. The
boots — the swift rescue — how had he known | \Wwesetunless he was the one who had
kidnapped me? A finger jammed in the back can gasilmistaken for a gun, and who
else could have gotten the keys for my uncle’seshaut someone who worked there? It
had to be. Butvhy?Was he that desperate to get into my good graeehéhhad staged a
phony kidnapping so that he could heroically reso@®How despicablgl thought with
a flash of disgust.

| had actually opened my mouth to start beratimg When a thought occurred to
me. If he would go so far as to kidnap me, woulchbebe willing to go farther? If
rebuffed again, who knew what he would do the tiex¢. There was something about
him that definitely scared me, and there was rimtgWwhat he was capable of beneath
that shallow fagade of a handsome, kind young mrch better to play along.

We were nearly to my cousins’ house now. It wasiogmp fast as we walked,
and | was relieved to see that, despite the late, ltlhe lights in my aunt and uncle's room
were still on. Good. That would give me an excusgdt away.

| turned back to Mick. His eyes gleamed in thetlighthe moon as though they
were trying to devour me. His body was calling toen pulling me in. But | was wise to
his game. And if he was playing the role of thedater, | could certainly fool him into

believing | was playing the role of the prey.
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“l can't believe you saved me,” | said softly, tngito fill my voice with
admiration. “That was the bravest thing I've eveers What if he’'d gotten you too?”

“It was nothing,” Mick said modestly.

Tooright. “Of course it wasn’'t nothing,” | said. “Yausked your life to save me.
You're my hero.” And since we were now on my frgorch, | murmured, “How can |
ever thank you,” and kissed him.

It wasn't as bad as | had expected. From the avetse usually caused in me, |
had thought that kissing him would be nauseatimaf, lhis lips would taste somehow bad,
like rotten fruit. But | needed him to think thaslttle game had been successful, and it
turned out to be no worse that kissing someonesliea attracted to in a school play.

| broke away from him before he could get too imt@and said regretfully, “My
aunt and uncle are home. I'm sorry | can’t ask yoto thank you properly, if you know
what | mean.”

He stroked a finger down my cheek. “That's all tiggdome other time maybe?”
He pulled me in for another kiss.

| wanted to squirm away from his lips, but | fadamyself to kiss him back. “I'll
be looking forward to it,” | murmured, hoping | wasoverdoing it. | reached behind me
and turned the doorknob as | broke away from hi@odd night.”

| slipped inside and closed the door behind nheaned against the solid wood

and took a deep, steadying breath.
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Chapter Twelve

He was pacing through the house in frustration one
wishing he could be outside as usual, trying to rem
that he had forgotten. He stormed into the kitchen
to eat, and stopped dead as he saw a child, a littl
six years old, sitting on the kitchen floor and bui
of wooden blocks. He had stood some of them upright
crosspieces on top of them to form a circle. He was
erecting a horseshoe of trilithons in the center.

"What is that?" Samuel demanded, his voice too lou
you to build that?"

"One of the housemaids," the child whispered. "She

But Samuel was already striding away.

"Get up, get up, get up!" Freddie sang.
"Wha — ?" | croaked.

"We have to go soon."

"It can't be morning. My alarm didn't go off."
"There was a blackout last night,” said Eric's @ol®All the clocks went blinky."

| allowed my eyes to slit open a tiny bit. Theyt fgbated, and the light tore at

them. "What, you're here too?"

rainy day,
ember what it was
to demand something
e boy no more than
Iding a structure out
, and laid
in the midst of

d. "Who taught

"And me," said Archie. "Mom said we should wake yqu"

| gave a mock roar of rage. "Get out of my room!"

There was a confusion of giggling and thumping $teys.

Silence returned, and | rubbed weatrily at my elslate walk-turned-

graveyard-visit-turned-fake-kidnapping adventurd ledt me so tired that | fell asleep as
soon as | got into bed. Unfortunately, my body mekfdr more sleep than | had given it.
My head throbbed with a sleep-deprivation headache.

| sat up, and saw that Freddie was still in my robi® was crouching down at the

foot of my bed, staring into the eyes of the graly tHi, kitty," he said.
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"Mrow," said the cat.

Freddie beamed at me. "He says his name is Spot."

| yawned. "Well, isn't that a coincidence? Justcélyadhe name you said you'd
give a cat last week."

"I know!"

The floor felt unsteady as | stumbled over to miycaise. What to wear today?
Maybe | should wear jeans and tennis shoes, jusise someone was planning on
kidnapping me again. Ah, what were the chancdbaithappening twice?

In the end, | decided on jean shorts and vest-ankl-tombination. Still stylish,
but far sturdier than a miniskirt. And | would need-etouch my nail polish where it had
gotten scratched the night before.

| turned around, clutching the bundle of clothesmiyhands, to find Freddie still
gazing at the cat, his eyelids drooping sleepie Wants me to follow him," he
murmured.

"Mm-hmm, that's great, buddy. Look, why don’t you @n upstairs so | can get
dressed? You can follow the cat some other time."

"Okay." He stood up, shaking his head a little &gl stretched. His little baby-fat
potbelly peeked out at me from under his shirt.

"l give you to the count of three," | said, puttiog the sneering voice of a villain.
"And then...I will tickle you."

He shrieked and ran from the room, laughing. "Séé4ld the cat. "Kids are

easy."
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| felt like | was sleepwalking the entire day. $aly, it made me impervious to
the staring eyes, mostly because | was tired tieetthem. But tiredness brought with it
its own depression.

By the time | took my cousins to their music lesdonas feeling so down that |
thought I'd just sit around and wait for them, &tthan finding something to do on my
own. If | didn’t go outside, no one would glarena¢, no one would hiss at me.

When Mrs. Wilkes the music teacher led the boys In&r living room and told
me | could pick them up after five, | asked if ubd wait inside. Mrs. Wilkes looked
surprised, since this would be a wait of over twars, but eventually she brought me
into the kitchen and told me | could wait there.

| flopped down into a chair. Two hours. Time wasgao drag on and on in that
awful way it did when you were just waiting arounih nothing to do.

Mechanically precise scales began drifting in frttve other room. | rummaged
through my bag, looking for something to occupymwyd. Sunblock. Juice boxes.
Tissues. Some dried fruit. My useless cell phomapG nothing at all. Well, at least |
was not outside.

| looked up at the sound of shuffling footsteps. @ man stood in the kitchen
doorway, staring at me in surprise. “Virginia?” $ad. His voice was slightly strained
and hoarse, as though he had lost it once aftéidgparty in his youth and it had never
come back.

“‘No. I'm Megan.”
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The old man nodded sagely. “Oh, that’s right. \Argis daughter.”

“No — Megan. Megan Breelie.”

“You can't be Virginia’sgranddaughter?”

“Look,” | said slowly, “I am no relation to Virgiai at all.”

“Whew,” said the old man. “Thought | was gettingl.6IHe went over to the
cupboard. “Have some coffee, Wilkes. Oh, don’t minddo.” | watched him puttering
around the kitchen. Wilkes, he had called himd¢df.couldn’t be the music teacher’s
husband. Mrs. Wilkes hardly looked more than foByt it wasn't impossible. | asked
him if he was, and he nodded. “Yes,” he said. “lier father-in-law.”

“Oh,” said I, confused and relieved.

Wilkes sat down with a groan in the chair opposite He stirred his coffee,

examining me unashamedly. “Now,” he said. “We’veabkshed who | am. Who are

you?”

“Megan,” | said again. “Megan Breelie.”

“Breelie...Breelie....I knew a Breelie once. In the Wacottish bastard. You
Scottish?”

“I'm not sure. | don’t think so.” Datbvedgenealogy. He was probably trying to
prove that his ancestors were Celts, or relatéittam the Conqueror or something. |
never paid attention when he talked about it.

“Pity. Fine fellow. What was your name again?”
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| suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. | was net tis old people. My mother's
parents were both dead by the time she was ingmlnd my father's parents retired to
Florida years ago. For all | knew, this guy wasilsehtold him my name again.

“Ah, yes,” he said. “You would be the girl they fadion the side of the road two
weeks ago.”

“Yes,” | said, surprised that he would remember.

“So what happened to you?”

“They told me | was hit by a car.”

Wilkes tasted his coffee and made a face. “Yecchn¥\o.” He began adding
sugar to his cup. “That’s far too mundane.”

“The coffee?”

“Virginia won'’t let me have too much sugar, you kndNorries too much, that
girl. But what she doesn’t know won't hurt her.” kéested his coffee again and smacked
his lips. “The story’s too mundane.”

| could not help feeling that talking to this oldamwas like taking part in a
pentathlon when no one had told you what the spegte. “What story?”

“Girl goes to new town and loses memory. Turnsgadtwas hit by car.” He
shook his head, his lower lip protruding like aypat child’s. “Nah, nah. | don't like it.
It's far too simple. Too mundane. Not to worry tgbuWe can improve it.” His eyes
narrowed in concentration, nearly disappearing msownrinkles. “How’s this? Girl

witnessed something terrible and lost her memorghgowouldn’t have to face it. Or
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alternatively, girl withessed something she wassugiposed to see and had the memory
extracted from her by force.”

“But that’s not what happened,” | said. “You cacftange what happened. | was
hit by a car. That's it.”

“l thought you said you lost your memory,” said thld man shrewdly. “How
would youknow what happened to you?”

“I know whatdidn’t happen,” | shot back. “And besides,” | dredged wgnmaries
| didn’t know | had kept from Dad-lectures whenaldhbarely been paying attention,
“isn’t the simplest answer the right one? Someb®dsgzor, or something like that?”

“Ah, the right one, but not necessarily the oné’shaost interesting. And in my
opinion, life could stand to be a little more irgsting.”

“I think it's fine the way it is.”

Wilkes regarded me silently for a few moments.i tuly sorry to hear that,” he
said at last, his face fully serious. | shifted emdéortably in my seat. “Perhaps Wicket's
Folly and Opal can help you.”

| wanted to demand what he meant by this staterbenhthe words got trapped in
my mouth as | remembered my father’s directionltags respect my elders, so | simply
asked who Opal was.

“Ah, lovely Opal.” The old man leaned back in higag. “She’s a spirit, an angel,
call her what you will. She watches over Wicketdlfz Makes this place what it is. |

used to see her sometimes, especially when | Wak &grew up here, you know. | don’t
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know her name really, but her hair is white, sledught ‘Opal’ would do just fine.
Maybe, if you let the Folly work on you a while -agbe you'll see her too.”

| suppressed a shudder. “I don’t think | want tadidn’t like all this talk of spirits
and angels. It was the kind of thing my mother &lchys denied just a little too
emphatically. Then something occurred to me. "Ymwgup here? Can you tell me
something? What's with all those cemeteries ardb@down?"

"Cemeteries?" he said slowly, scratching a gndriegkr deep into one of his
ears. "I'm not sure | -

"There are three cemeteries surrounding this tolsgid impatiently.

He looked confused, as though this was comingrtoflom somewhere very far
away. "People get old, don't they?"

"They weren't all old."

"You know..." his bushy eyebrows drew together inaantration. "l think there
was a fire. A long time ago. People died."

"It wasn't just once. People kept dying, year afear, some recently, always
around June and December 21st."

"The solstices?"

Aha! Those dateweresignificant. The summer and winter solstices. Bhatdid
it mear? "Yes?" | said eagerly.

But the look of concentration and awareness wasdadnd he was once more a
cheerful, slightly crazy old man. “Give it time, Mgaret,” he said, nodding sagely. “I'm

sure everything will be just fine in the end. Mvals is. Let Opal open your eyes to the
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world around you. You may like what you see. Comthe park this Friday evening,” he
said, abruptly changing track. “Every other weekbuéd a bonfire, we eat, we tell
stories. Sometimes,” he lowered his voice, "magigiggs happen.”

“Well — | -

“At the very least, there will be free food.” He igma at me winningly. Wrinkles
bunched on his cheeks so that his eyes nearlypbsagd. “Ah, would you listen to
that?” He closed his eyes at the methodical musigcking forth from the piano in the
other room. “Do you remember, Marguerite? That dand”aris?” He rose shakily to his
feet and held out a large, wrinkled hand. “Shalldaece once more?”

If I had been eating, | probably would have chok&@s he senile or not? Was he
just teasing me?

He took my hand and drew me out of my chair. “Haynor me. I'm old.”

"l think | kinda had a date with an old man todaydld Jackie on the phone that
night.

She laughed. "Oh, shit! You are such a slut!"

"What?It was totally his fault."

"How old is he? Is he rich? I'm thinking — gold giigg!"

"Listen, I've got some more to tell you about Mick.

"Ooh, creepy stalker guy, do tell. Shutting up now!
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| glanced around quickly. There was no one in tkehkn. The dishes were
washed and dried, and all the food was put awaguld hear my aunt and uncle in the
other room, playing a loud game with my cousinsfdee

My voice low, | related the story of the previought's kidnapping. It took me a
good fifteen minutes to recap everything — why swat at night, how | had nearly
managed to escape by myself, how | told him whav&eted to hear so he would leave
me alone. Jackie said nothing, but she was jusgleeigood audience and not
interrupting. "l don't know what I'm going to do @il see him again,” | finished. "I
don’t know how long | can keep leading him on."

Jackie said nothing.

"Well?"

Still nothing.

"You better not be online while I'm talking to youJdackie?....Hello?"

At that moment, all the lights went out. There waashorus of complaints from
the other room.

| sighed. The phone must've died tbmay just have spent the last fifteen minutes
talking to myself.

This time, it took two hours before the lights cabaek on.
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The town lies like a sea of pitch below me. Theret a single light to be seen.
It's growing, spreading, getting worse each andgtene. My control is slipping.

| clench my fists in my hair and drag until the biag turns into a physical pain
in my scalp. Real pain | can handle. The blanknégsemptiness, tHaizzingthat eats
at my mind — made tenfold worse by the Girl's pnese- that is much harder to
withstand.

So close! | am so close and her vprgsencavill ruin everything!

| will have to take more souls, or it will all fgway like dust on the wind.
Already, | feel as though | am trying to capturetevan my cupped hands. Nothing | do
will keep it from slipping away.

There is nothing more to be done. | need more smulsvill no longer even be
able to keep myself from fading away. | must miatethe solstice, and for that, others
must dieShemust die.

| feel a smile pulling at my lips. Yes, she must dhave reached the bounds of
my agreement with her father. No matter what treui# makes for me, it cannot be
worse than she is already causing, with her cortgjaestions, and her doubts that seep
into peoples' minds, so that | cannot dispel thenmatter what | do.

| search out the mind of the Charmer in the darkriesow. Before | can even
speak, he starts chattering like a cocky squiredling me proudly of how his plan
gained him the Girl's trust. The tiresome boy wanyspraise.

There has been a change of plans, | tell him. Sigetting too dangerous. It is no

longer enough to mislead her. She must be dedit wit
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All that work, his disgruntled mind whispers. Alduglsays, you don't expect me
to do it, do you?

Of course not. | will take care of it.

All that work for nothing, he thinks. | know heuset. His whispering mind
betrays him. Why should | listen to you, he wonders

Stay away from her, | tell him bluntly.

Fine, he says. His mind mutters mutinously.

| need his help, but | do not have time to wheadbtcoax. He is loyal, and he
will remain so. | have other matters to attend to.

Soon she will be dead. | feel better already.
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Chapter Thirteen

Though he usually did not take any notice of the co mings and
goings of his servants, he looked through every roo m in the house until
he found a maid dusting the curtains in the parlor. "You," he said
curtly. "You know about the circle made of stone?"

She turned slowly, lowering her duster. "l do," sh e said. Her
voice was low and soft, her tone almost languorous. At first he thought
she was an old woman, but he quickly realized that only her voice was
old; she could not be more than eighteen. He had be en fooled by her pale

blond hair and eyes light enough to seem colorless.
"What is it?" Samuel said impatiently.

A slight smile seemed to twitch at the corner of h er mouth. "It is
Stonehenge," she said.

"Stonehenge," he breathed. No wonder it had looked so familiar.
Why did he dream of Stonehenge? What did it mean?

‘Do you want me to tell you about Stonehenge?" Her words sounded
almost lazy.

He hesitated, then went over to sit in a comfortab le chair. "Tell
me," he said.

On Friday morning, my uncle drove me to the clioitave the stitches in my
hand removed. My stomach squirmed when the grubbgdége was gone and | saw the
black twists like spider legs in my skin, but wiée stitches were out, it looked much
better. All that remained of the accident was g,theat line of red across my palm.

“Will it scar?” | asked.

“Just think of it as a souvenir from Wicket's Fqilgaid Dr. Nose-hair.

This was not very reassuring, but at least | ngéoriooked like some sort of
invalid.

| didn't want to go to the bonfire thing that nighuit apparently, it had been a
summer ritual for as long as my cousins could rebamVhat's more, they told me, |
myself had enjoyed the one | had been to beforacoident. That didn't sound like me
at all because storytelling wasn't really my stilat, | shrugged, and went along with it.

We set off just as dusk was falling. | walked wtiile boys, and Aunt Alicia and

Uncle Bennet strolled behind, arm in arm. Uncle iggrcarried a picnic basket full of
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corn bread that he had whipped up rather hurriadtyhoped would be edible. It really
ought to have been me who made the cornbread vioag how afraid to make anything
more complicated than peanut butter sandwiches.

As we reached the center of town, we began to sepl@ trailing in from all
corners of the square. Many of them carried baskadscovered platters. They nodded at
each other, waving and smiling. They all knew eaitier. They were all friends. It made
me ache inside. No one was going to greet me wagthang more than sullen stares and
cold glares. My only options seemed to be betwegnght hostility and indifference.

There was already a small crowd of people in th&.pghey had set up a
centrally located picnic table as the buffet, andgle were helping themselves to
mounds of potluck food before they went over ta jisiends and family at other tables.
Some ate standing up, balancing their plates he#arflaces. Others sat cheerfully on the
ground, or swiveled gently back and forth on thengveets. There was a buzz of happy
conversation mingling with the chirping of cricketsd the whirring of cicadas. As |
watched them, | felt a strange mixture of awe a@adousy. Everyone seemed to know
and like everyone else, no matter their race, etynior age. Were all small towns like
this, or was this one just weird?

| waited quietly while my family greeted their fnds. There were a lot of them. |
noticed a couple of the unfriendly art class gier by the food, and | looked down at
the ground so | wouldn’t have to make eye contattt any of them. Unfortunately, this
was the point at which my family went over to fileir plates, and | had no choice but to

go with them.
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There was an instant scuffle as all the boys taegrab for the food they wanted
most. Eric and Archie started an arm wrestling cetitipn to decide who would get first
pick, and Freddie got shoved under the table, whenemained, watching the
proceedings placidly.

| tried very hard to pretend that | could not sest# and Natalie as they helped
themselves to potato salad alongside me, but apihatbey were done with giving me
the silent treatment.

“What areyoudoing here?” Sasha hissed. “You should just go.”

“Trust me,” | mumbled. “I'm getting out of here ason as | can. I'm going home
on Wednesday, and then I'll be out of your life §mod, so just leave me be 'til then.”

Sasha’s eyebrows bunched together, and her moetiedpas though | had just
insulted her terribly, and she was not about te iakying down. Natalie looked around
nervously and tugged at her friend’s arm. Sashadlat me briefly, and then allowed
herself to be drawn away.

| sighed, and watched Uncle Bennet and Aunt Aligrang to persuade Freddie to
get out from under the table.

“They don’t like me either,” said a voice by myesjénd | turned to see Tamara
standing next to me. “I don’t know why. | didn’t @mything to them.”

“Neither did I,” | said morosely. “I think.”

“Maybe they don't like redheads.”

| shrugged. It made sense that they didn't like &erand her desperate-to-please

attitude, but | was popular. Had been popular.
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“Well, | guess | better get back to my dad,” Tamsai&d. Her voice sounded
hopeful, as though she wanted me to ask her to stay

“Yeah, see you,” | said in the falsely sincere edileat | had been cultivating for
years to deal with people like her. “I'd better gatk to my people too.”

"Oh Megan, there you are,"” Aunt Alicia called to el walked by. "l want you
to meet Steve and Jeffrey." She indicated two yauag who were standing by her side.
"They're the ones who found you after your accid€hey got you to the hospital.”

So this must Aunt Alicia's "young couple." Both wevell dressed, in neat,
stylish, well-fitting clothing. Add to that the bglthat Steve was balancing on his hip,
and | was ninety-nine percent sure they were gayome around us seemed to think it
was strange at all that two men walking around witfaby. Back in LA, the only openly
gay kid at school was despised and ridiculed. Mdlgbee were some godhdings about
Wicket's Folly, too.

"Glad to see you're doing all right." Jeffrey helat his hand to shake. It was
warm and solid.

"This is Marcie," Steve said, and the baby gurgleche.

"You were in such a state when we picked you ugherroad." Jeffrey looked at
Steve, and they smiled at each other. "We thoughtyust've escaped from a mental
institution!"

They expected me to laugh along with them, butIrdit find it funny. "Why?" |
said. "What did | do?"

Steve cleared his throat and started playing viaghidaby's hand.
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"Oh, no reason," Jeffrey said lightly. "You were'ally coherent — just rambling
on about stones, and ghosts, and something abautryather."”

As he spoke, | felt a strange bubbling in my headthough something invisible
was trying to rise to the surface of a mental ladkemembered images, sensations,
distinct and unconnected — running — staggeringptjabbing into my ankle, pain — the
world twisting and turning around me — running enfrwhat? no idea — blood on my
hand — head thick and swimming with popping light car — waving it down, world
tilting — a baby chuckling at me from a carseatrtal car smell — new leather against my
cheek — and then nothing more.

| must have had a funny expression on my face,usec&teve said that they had
better go get some food before it was all goneyMere so glad | was all right, they told
me, and hurried away.

My family had a picnic table to themselves, andrtéd a cheerful expression
onto my face as | joined them. My head ached faigl | tried to follow along with the
multiple conversations of my cousins. This timayas just too difficult. Instead, | let my
head clear of all thoughts, and watched the effafrtiree men who were building a
bonfire on a platform of bricks nearby. | focusedtbe small things, like the way they
were layering the wood so that it would have roorbreathe.

The tiny glows of the fireflies flitted around ihe purpling sky. It was really
pretty, for something that was actually nothing enttran the glowing asses of bugs. The
sky was growing quickly darker, and it made me &e®nymous and invisible. Darkness

meant safety, and I lifted my chin a little.
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When the bonfire was going strong, one of the ntienghtened up, brushing a
forearm over his sweaty forehead, and called attttie storytelling would commence in
ten minutes, once the sky was fully dark.

“That’s our mayor,” Aunt Alicia told me. “Mayor Sthan. But he also goes by
Robert. Or Bob.”

So this must be Tamara’s father. His face lookaghgan the firelight that made
the rims of his glasses glint gold. He probably mitasven fifty, though his curly hair was
completely gray.

“Why do we have to wait until it's dark?” | asked.

Aunt Alicia tried to force her fingers under thagler of her cast to scratch her
arm. “God, this is driving me crazy! To give peoptee to finish eating, | guess.”

Uncle Bennet leaned over her. “Nighttime is thet tiese for telling stories. Less
to see. More to imagine.”

All around us, people were getting up, cleaninghgir tables, and making their
way to the fire. They sat down around it in a @rttiat filled out as more people joined
them. | wondered how many people there were. Thikgaybe more? Most sat on the
ground, with only the older people and one or tw&gpant women occupying chairs. My
cousins went over too, leaving their parents tarclep. Is was incredible that the
prospect of a story could keep them and all therdtlyperactive children quiet and well-
behaved. The air of the gathering had changed &aimeerful dinner to quiet, excited,
and expectant. | sat down cross-legged next toougias, the short stiff grass tickling at

my shins. The warm smell of burning wood spicing #ir.

174



When everyone had joined the circle, Mayor Stradtand up again. “Welcome
again to another summer bonfire,” he said. “Befeeebegin, | would just like to remind
everyone that there is a booksale at the librarilonday, so we should all take
advantage of that. Um, let me see....All-you-canbeanch at The Mill and Forge on
Sunday. The Solstice Festival is coming up in fiste weeks, and this one promises to
bespectacular talk to Debbie Glass if you want to host a bamtfust help out.

“Last week we heard a wonderful yarn from Jay Wslkdout one of his World
War Il adventures in Prague. I'm sure we will @hrember that particular story for years
to come.” There were a few titters from the croangd someone wolf-whistled. | could
see old Mr. Wilkes, leaning back in his chair anoking pleased with himself. “We hand
our storyteller's hat this week to a younger hédigs Nina Liu.” A young woman next
to him stood up and acknowledged the crowd witlker@ia) wave of her hand. There was
some brief applause. “Let us hope,” the mayor veentvith a wry smile, “that this story
will be more suitable for children.” More laughteslls ofno way.“And now,” he
lowered his voice dramatically, “Let the storytedlibegin.” He took Nina Liu’s vacated
place on the ground, and she sat down in his efofating chair.

| probably would have been at least a little nesvibul were about to speak to
upwards of thirty people, but Nina's face was cahd serious. She swept her short,
shiny black hair behind her ear, and leaned forwtelfirelight flickering on her face.

“Tonight | am going to tell you a story that hagbgassed down in my family
for many generations.” She spoke slowly, her vbigghed, and though there was no

microphone, | could hear every word. The circle @whsolutely silent. Even the babies
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seemed to be listening. Children as young as Mamndier fathers' arms held still, their
eyes not even drooping.

“This story is not the only thing that women in fiaynily pass down to their
daughters."” Nina bent down, slipped her foot freenfher sandal, and extended it out
towards the fire. Everyone leaned in to see. Ttedidght turned her skin golden and
outlined the six toes on her foot. Her foot did loatk misshapen in any way. All six of
her toes were perfectly formed and proportionaexbuld not have said which of them
was the extra.

“Yes,” said Nina, slipping her foot back into isnglal. “Every woman in my
family along the direct maternal line has six toasher right foot. The daughters of my
uncles do not have it, the daughters of my brothdisot have it, but the daughters of
my aunts have it, and some day, my daughters @aieht as well. My mother told me
this story when | was a child, and when my daughdsk, | will tell them this story as
well.”

Maybe this would not be so bad. Medical thrillemsrgvalways good, especially if
there were hot young doctors involved. Perhapscitugd be interesting after all.

“This story takes place many, many years ago. Whgmother told it to me, she
had no idea how many years ago it was. She digei &now the name of our
ancestress, or how many generations had passedsiadived. She just used the term
‘Wai Po,” meaning simply ‘grandmother,” which wasvihher mother had told it to her,

and on and on.
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“Long ago in China, my many-times great-grandmothas a young woman. Her
family was recently fallen from grace, but she \abke to make a good marriage, to a
man who was above her station. However, the downsak that the man already had
two wives, and she now found herself in the posibbbeing the third wife in an already
established household. Because she was new, shmavasnteresting to her husband,
but more hated by the other wives. The other whagsnever much liked each other, but
they put aside their differences to heap abuseseodh on the new object of their
husband’s affection.

“Any other woman might have become meek and suhdiggdring to the every
demand of the first two wives to try to curry faybut my grandmother was not this kind
of person. She was just as jealous and petty astiiee wives, and she chafed at her low
position in the household. She strutted aroundgiyouefusing to take any abuse, telling
the other wives through her every action — look, lausband prefers my company to
yours.

“And yet, time passed, and the husband lost inténdss new wife. He was a
man born to wealth and privilege, and he could amhuse himself with a new person or
toy for so long before his attention was caughaliyight new object. When he began
pursuing a beautiful village girl, my grandmotheasienraged. Here she was, newly
pregnant with his child, and he had the gall tachasing after some lowly, big-footed
peasant girl!

“The other wives were so very smugpok at that they said to each other.

Couldn’t keep him interested for long, could she?
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“My grandmother could forgive her husband’s phdaring because he was only
a man, foolish and spoiled. But she could not ferdhe vicious hissing of the other
wives.You will seeshe told theml. will win back his attention, and | will have alf it.
There will be nothing left for all of you.

“At first, it was an empty threat, because sherditknow what she would do. All
her efforts to gain her husband’s attention weminticed, and the other wives sneered
more than ever. Finally, in desperation, she soaghthe advice of an old wise woman
who lived on the edge of a nearby lake. The old wonvas blind, but she had seen and
heard much in her youth, and she had learned frath She listened patiently to my
grandmother’s story and then asked what consigtaettl her husband’s attention.

“Him? said my grandmother disdainfulle flits from skirt to skirt like a hungry
moth. The only thing that keeps his attention doigl are the village cats!

“The old woman nodded slowlizong ago, when | was as young and headstrong
as you, | too tried to win a man's affection thrbugagic and trickeryshe saidl learned
from a wise woman how to make a special tea, ataytd will make it once more for
you. When you get home, brew your tea with theae$eand drink it — only yourself — no
one else. This is how you will keep the attentiosuch a man. To end the spell, drink the
remains of the tea when it is cold.

“My grandmother thanked her and turned to leaveéthmiold woman called her
back.Aren't you going to ask me if the magic workedrief?she askedf | got what |

wanted?
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"My grandmother did not really care, and said scee ®ld woman scowled and
shook her heade careful she saidBy getting what we want, sometimes we lose
something irreplaceablédy grandmother was not much interested in cryp@ecnings,
so she took her packet of tea leaves and went liacie.

“That afternoon, she boiled water and made teakuhg it in her own room and
hiding the half-empty cup behind her bed where m®would be able to find it. The tea
made her very dizzy, and she fell to the floor enlands and knees. After a moment,
the dizziness passed, and she looked around herytBing seemed much larger than
usual. Her neck could now turn more easily, andetanined herself to find that her
body was covered in fur. She had become a smatewht with dark paws and tail — a
Siamese.”

| looked around. The people in the circle werdiadd on Nina’s words with rapt
attention. No one seemed disturbed that the mairacker of the story they were
listening to had just turned into a cat. In fattat for the firelight flickering on their
faces, they would have seemed frozen, completehomess. They seemed not to
notice, as | did, the grass prickling their legsthe ground pressing into their ankles and
backsides. No one had changed positions sincegdhelsegan. They certainly didn’t
seem to care that the story that had started capasfectly respectable soap opera
medical drama had just turned into an impossibdeedamagic.

The only one not fixated on Nina’s words was Mickould see him staring at
me, making no attempt to hide it, the bonfire dreyw dancing bead of gold in his

reflecting eyes. It made him appear eerie, wolfish.
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“My grandmother now understood the intent of theawvoman’s spell. Her
husband'’s attention could be kept only by cats,sredwas now a cat, a beautiful
Siamese queen. She went into her husband’s roomiadéndeed taken with the new
cat. He exclaimed over her milky white fur, the itgfal ash gray tint of her face, her soft
paws, her silky tail, and her eyes as beautifull@nd as a lake on a sunny day. He
delighted in carrying her around with him, strokimgy fur, scratching her chin, and
tickling her belly.”

All the people in the circle were staring into fire as though hypnotized. My
elbow nudged Freddie’s arm, but he did not moveials as though they had all chosen
the focal point of the fire so they could let therds surround them, disembodied — as
though they were living the story, not listeningttd had never been able to enter a story
in that way. My English class reading projects hleays been a pain, but at least they
weren't fantastical. They tended to stay more anrgmmlm of ‘classics’ by dead English
men. lhadhad to read th®dysseyn ninth grade, but all that nonsense was easily
ascribed to the superstition of the time. | stantd the fire too, wondering what it would
be like, just once, to experience a story withruateandon.

“And so it went on like this for weeks. My grandrhet would brew her tea in
secret, hide the remainder and turn into a catlaeal spend all her time with her
husband. Indeed, she spent more time with himcas$ #than she even had when she was a
woman. She became smug and contented once moplyhapnune to the taunting of

the other wives, who could not understand what lvgggening, or where she kept
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disappearing to. Soon she would have a child, wivahld give her the most favored
status of mother of her husband’s son. It seemedhal everything she wanted.”

| stared into the fire like everyone else, focusingt as | listened to Nina’'s
words. The dancing flames burned themselves inteyeg, bending and twisting
impossibly, taking a shape that was not naturéités. Against the bright, orangey gold
tongues of flame, | could see something darkerentike amber, in the fire’s heart. The
amber flames took the shape of a man in some Kifidwing, flaming robes, sitting on
the ground as a small cat made of fire frisked agdadum. The flame-man reached out a
hand and the cat nuzzled its head against him.

| shook my head rapidly, blinking and rubbing megyand when | looked back,
the images were gone. There were only the snagmdgrackling logs at the heart of a
normal, dancing fire. Despite the heat, | shivere@luntarily.

“One day, when she sat, as a cat, purring in hebbdnd’s arms, a sudden pain
stuck her. Terrified, she jumped down and ran lhadier own room. Another pain
struck, and she realized that her baby was tryrgetborn, even though she was only
three months pregnant. Too late, she realizedlleagestation period of a cat is much
shorter than that of a human being. Her unborn I@mgformed into an unborn kitten
when she transformed into a cat, and now it thotldtthis was the proper time to be
born — which it was — for a cat.”

| glanced around incredulously. People were actumlying this crap? It was one
thing for the children to believe it, but there werbunch of adults and old people in the

circle, and they were drinking in every word. Theesl been a few kids like that at my
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school, kids who sat around reading during eveagsbreak. Jackie and | teased them
mercilessly, though when they were reading, theaeneeemed to hear us.

“My grandmother hurried back to her room, but fdua her dismay that the tea
was gone! One of the other wives must have comesng into her room and removed
it. If she wanted to turn back into a human, shelddave to brew another cup of tea,
something that is incredibly difficult to do withbopposable thumbs at the best of times,
and much more so when you are in labor. Wracked pain, she tried to drag herself to
the chest where she kept the tea, but collapstwtioor.

“Soon she gave birth to a single female kittenfgumty formed except that it had
six toes on one of its feet. My grandmother resteil she felt better, then went about
making another cup of tea. If was very difficultit oy using her claws and mouth, she
was able to do it. She drank the tea and turnekl ibé@ a woman, but her daughter was
still a kitten. Desperately, she dripped some efdbld tea into the tiny mouth, but
nothing happened. Her daughter had been bornemkand it seemed that she would be
staying that way. Far too late, my grandmother ustded the wise woman’s warning.”

| couldn't take it anymore. | couldn’t listen taghidiculous story, couldn’t watch
these people drinking it in and believing it. A tthing with the fire — that hadn’t
happened either. “Need to go to the bathroom,” ttemed, but no one seemed to hear

me. | stood abruptly and left the circle and themta of the firelight behind.
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Chapter Fourteen

The picnic benches were empty now, and | sat daveme that was too far to
hear the rest of Nina’s story. This also took may¥vom the warmth of the fire, and the
air felt very cold without it. | scrubbed my harolger my bare upper arms to try and
warm up. Whatvasit about Nina’s story that was so upsetting? Itniigsist the story
itself, ridiculous as it was. That was just like bdyssey- an old myth from back in the
times that people were less enlightened about #yes whe world really worked. Or in
this case, a family story to explain a their ganptedisposition for polydactyly. | could
forgive it for that, even as | preferred not tadis to it. No, what bothered me most was
the way that Nina told the fantastical story asutitoit were fact, and all the other people,
including the adults who should know better, seepexfictly willing to accept the story
as fact.

| watched the people in the circle, feeling supetacthem because | did not share
their gullibility, but also slightly jealous of the because once again, | was being left
out. True, lhad leftthem,but it still hurt a little.

A shape detached itself from the circle and cam@atds me. Golden firelight
glinted on golden hair. Ugh. Mick.

He shrugged off his light jacket and offered inte. “Cold?”

| shook my head. “No thanks.'Wascold, but | did not want to accept any help
from him. He sat down beside me, and | watchedvkanily. “You didn't like the story?”

he asked, all kindness and caring.
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“Mm, not really my thing.”

“You've just got to give it a chance. This placespecial — different. It's like —
here, the things that don’'t matter, just don’t matyou know?”

“Huh?”

“Well.” He thought. “It’s like there’s someone coraething else watching over us
— taking responsibility. You can do whatever yountvawhateveryou want, because she
worries about the other stuff for you.”

The way he said it made me think he was includingd®ar and violence in the
things that he 'didn't have to take responsibildy’ “She?”

“The Folly. The spirit. She knows what's best; diwylisten, maybe she’ll talk to
you. She takes care of the little things, so if yant to kick back sometime, you can.
She makes sure it's okay.”

He must be talking about the same spirit that Willkad described to me the
other day, but Mick’s idea of it seemed a littlemnsinister. “But | thought =" | began.

“Shh,” Mick whispered. He reached out and placesdiand on top of mine, and a
wave of revulsion shot through ni@on't you touch me, you credpvanted to jerk
away, but at the same time | was unable to mogeyall rabbit crouching, heart racing,
before a calm, watchful predator — the wolf thab\s that all it has to do is swipe out a
paw lightning fast, and the rabbit will be lyinggak broken, before it. It had to be the
combination of the isolation, the darkness, anditieéght that made his weird

magnetism so much stronger.
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He leaned towards me, his breath warm on my ets.dkay, Megan. This is the
place. The Folly is watching over you. You can jasax. Let go sometime. Live on
impulse for a change. Give in to what you wantdnpise you, it's the best feeling in the
world.” He let go of my hand at last, stared intg @yes for what seemed like a full
minute, then strode away from me, away from thdibmrand out of the park.

| watched him go shakily. What on earth had jugpesed?

It was like he became a different person at nigbihe- who had that strange
dangerous allure of a predator. It was like — anduld have laughed at myself for
thinking it — it was like he was some kind of werdfivgiven the wolfish qualities of the
hunter by the light of the moon.

The chill of the night breeze hit me, and | shivedd@aybe | should go back to the
fire. Even if the story was still going on.

| got up, crossing my arms tightly across my stdmaed gripping my goose-
pimply elbows. As | neared the circle, | could htta murmur of Nina's words over the
crackle of the flames, and see that all the peaple just as frozen as when | had left.
The fire still burned high, and — was it bigger?

Oh my god.

The fire was growing, getting bigger and biggeresging slowly across the
bricks, even though there was nothing to biifmat's not possiblgfrozen, | shook my
head sharply back and forth, unable to believe wWhats seeing.

The brightness of the flames was incredible; &drio consume the entire sky.

The fire swelled out over the bricks, spreading graving as it went, getting brighter
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and hotter as it crept towards the people. Angptaple — the people didn't move! They
sat as still as statues, staring blankly aheatesfitas the fire crept closer and closer.

Thoughts charged through my head at super s@&dd911 — no cell phone — pay
phone? — no money — no fire department — no time!

| hurried towards the people and stopped as | waagitih an almost unbearable
wave of white heat. It dried the backs of my eyklbdlhe ends of my hair crackled and
tried to stand up. "Move!" | screamedAdve!

Not one of them so much as twitched. Sweat beadddags and slid down skin,
but their eyes were glazed over and empty.

| grabbed my aunt's shoulder and shook her, pragi@ggod | had never spoken
to in my life. Her head wobbled limply back andtfolike those ridiculous dolls. Archie
slumped a little against her side.

"Wakeup," | screamed in her ear. She didn't move. No odeThe fire was
nearly upon them; it licked at the shoes of thsesb one, a fat, middle-aged man, but he
didn't even react.

What should | do? What should | d@h god, oh god, | don't know what I'm
supposed to darhirty people — my aunt, my uncle, rogusins -were all going to be
burnt to a crisp because they were hypnotized atyatvful story.

The story! | gasped, and the air was hot and sawimgy lungs. Nina was still
telling the story!

Every instant stretched into an eternity. | vault@dugh people, heat tight and

aching on my skin, sweat streaming down my neadlkally tripped over someone's
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motionless outstretched leg, righted myself on swraeslse's shoulder. | teetered to a
halt in front of Nina and slapped her, hard, inféee.

She stopped talking. Blinked. Slowly, she raisédad to her flushed cheek.

There was a scream. Not Nina. Not me. People wareng back to themselves
to find that an enormous fire was roaring nearlgruthem. All around they were
jumping to their feet, scrambling backwards, trigpover one another away from the
flames. The heat quickly dried out my throat aaulghed a half-crazed laugh. It was
beautiful.

| pushed with them, gasping hard like | had jusedi a boulder. There was a mass
of people everywhere, so much noise, so much sangaiMothers calling for their
children, people calling for their friends, othéemanding to know what had happened,
and what they should do.

But everyone was out of range. Everyone was safd.thAe fire was not getting
any larger.

"We should put it out," someone called.

"Somebody get some water!" yelled someone else.

"No one brought water, but there's cranberry juice!

"There's water in the bathroom, dumbass."

"Where's Bob?"

"Have you seen the mayor?"

"l think he went home, yeah?"

187



| joined the people running back and forth to thel bathrooms, grabbing half-
empty plastic serving bowls off the table andridjithem with water to throw on the
flames. It seemed useless, futile in the face ol suhuge fire, but there was nothing else
we could do.

"Why don't you people have a fire department,"rmptained as | was bumped
along. No one heard me. It didn't matter thouglsgdite the sawing in my lungs, | was
buoyant. | had saved them all! If | wanted to, Wilkcbput out this fire by myself!

The flames went down surprisingly quickly. Becaitskdn't succeed in killing
anyone, | thought before | could stop myself. il Im® more reason to burn.

“We missed the end of the story,” Uncle Bennet gguampily.

"What? | croaked. | couldn't believe my ears. We were wagjlhome, Freddie
clutching my hand tightly as we walked. We werecaltered in ash. It had stuck to the
drying sweat on my body and still-damp clothes, boould feel it grating around in my
lungs. It still fell from the sky like warm, dirtghow. "We're all nearly killed by a huge
crazy fire, and you're mad that you missed thedrlde story?"

The boys giggled.

"No, Megan, I'm not mad at you," Uncle Bennet said.

"But thefire," | more or less squealed.

"Oh, don't be so dramatic," he said. "It wasn't treed."

| opened my mouth to remind him that yes, it hadrbthat bad, that they all

would have been burned to death if it hadn't beemfe, that | had saved them all, but
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instead, | started coughing. My throat scraped ewtéry breath. There were surely
cinders stuck to my eyelashes; | could feel themttygn the corners of my eyes.

"Bye, Ben," someone called.

"See ya, Craig," Uncle Bennet called to a grouphafdowy people heading past
us. "So sorry Beth couldn't make it. Say hi tofeemus."

| shook my head incredulously. These people hadstidied. If not for me, they
would bedead — just another group of tombstones in thesadly crowded cemeteries —
but they were acting as though nothing had happeanati.

“We only missed the very end, anyway," said Auntiél "You missed much
more when you left."

"Hmph," | said.

"Don't you want to know how it ended?”

| gave up and sighed a ragged siginat's the point? can guess. She was able
to turn her daughter back into a human.”

“How did you know?” yelped Freddie.

“Nu-uh,” said Eric. "She couldn’t turbackinto a human if she wasn’t a human to
begin with.”

“Thank you, Mr. Semantics,” | said.

Aunt Alicia smiled. "She had to go back to the wiageman to beg for help. The
wise woman didn't want to help her. She said thattoman had paid the price for her
desire, and this was her lesson. But the womandakggd begged, crying because her

daughter was a cat, and at last the wise womantegleShe set her three tasks, and if she
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could complete them, she would prove that she wathw of getting her wish. She was
just about to complete the third task when you sopNina telling it. We were worried
she wouldn't be able to do that last one, becadusedlved an act of complete
selflessness, and she was so vain. It was veryimxci wish we could have found out
what happened.”

"Well, of course she did it," | said. "That's alvgadyow those things end."

She brushed absentmindedly at the soot on herarasthen looked at her hand
as though she couldn't understand why it was ¢iéhat's hardly the point. It's about the
story.Not getting to hear the end of it."

“Yes, it was a lovely story. All the women in hamnfily have six toes because of
their female ancestor who was born a cat.” Unclerigéé spoke simply, with no trace of
irony in his voice. | wanted to ask him whetheraagually believe that, but | bit back the
qguestion. | did not think | would have liked thesarer.

My cousins discussed the events of Nina Liu’s stbity one even mentioned the
fire at all. | said nothing.

Back in the basement, | took a long, long showat wWashed off enough soot to
turn the white tiles dark gray. | coughed out adbash too, enough to finally feel like
my lungs, though scraped raw, were at least clear.

“What a night,” | murmured to the cat curled uproy bed. My voice was hoarse.
“I know, | know. Just another ordinary night in Wat’'s Folly." It yawned, stretching out
its front paws. Five tiny claws extended and regdanto the fur. | thought of the cat

from Nina's story. "Well, at leagbu’re just a normal cat.”
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Or wasit?

"Well that's it. I'm going crazy." | was amazechatv calmly | said it.
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| stand among the ashes that might as well beghwams of my dreams. The fire
was supposed to kill the Girl, to take new soulthsd | might retain my power. But not
only did she survive, she saved the rest of thewelislt makes me sick to my stomach.

| kick at a few stray plastic forks on the grouadd my foot passes through them,
barely even wrinkling the grass on which theyNi. bitter laugh sounds too loud,
hollow in the night air. | should be screaming nage for all the world to hear, but
instead | feel oddly contemplative.

Creating that fire took almost everything | haddahen it took everything else to
convince the minds of those sheep that it had apéned. | feel weak as a blind baby
mouse. But not powerless. Oh no, not powerless.

Clean up, | tell the Mayor curtly.

What? He gapes at me. You broke your promisetngxito kill them all, and
now you want me tdeanup?

| want you to do as you are told.

Why should I?I can't trust you to keep your waawhy should | do what you
say?

Of all the times to grow a backbone! But he dagsknow how weak | am. | raise
my hands, allowing the fingertips to glow as | freatowly, menacingly towards him.

No! he cries, backing away. Don't!

I lower my hands, and he bends over and startsegatg up bits of rancid
leftover food in a napkin. His mind mutters withtimy, just like the Charmer's. | should

not have to concern myself with the minds of mgsall
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Things are spiraling out of control. | can see theeads in front of my face, but |
cannot reach out to touch them. If I do, my hantlssimply pass through once more.

Now is not the time to fight, though that timeasing all too soon. Now is the
time to retreat, to watch from the shadows, to negay strength. So let her gain some
ground. Let her learn dangerous things. | will barning dangerous things about her,
too, things that | will not hesitate to use.

When she tries to destroy me, as she surelythait,will be the time to act. | will

strike like a hidden snake, swift, silent, and dgad
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Chapter Fifteen

On Saturday afternoon, | took my cousins to thé&.planad barely slept the night
before. Perhaps | was in shock — the fire — theystdhe pictures in the fire — and Mick —
it was just too much. And then, when | had mentibtie fire at breakfast, no one
seemed to remember it. | couldn’t even feel suegkis couldn’t feel anything. But it
didn’t matter. Feelings were overrated.

This time, instead of joining in my cousins’ gamkesat on a bench and pretended
to watch them. Just yesterday this place was a ofessh that fell everywhere like snow,
blackened bricks, and trampled trash. Now theremeesign that anything at all had
happened. Sure there were scorch marks in theifirbut nowhere beyond that. The
bricks, the sand, the grass — all perfectly cl&amsoot, no trash, no mess.

But it hadhappened. My throat was still sore, and my eye®werdry that |
couldn't put my contacts in this morning. Now thieole world would see me looking
like a nerd. Well, what did it matter? What did afyt matterWVhat's the point? |
should just give up. Nothing | do matters anyway.

| smiled and waved dutifully when my cousins looletane, exclaimed in mock
amazement when they came over to show me rockshtietyound, and realized what |
was doing was not all that different from the bebawef my sister. She was pasting a
fake smile on her face to hide how much she wasnguirom the people she loved.
Could Gwen also be so terribly unhappy? | had nesa@ty considered it before. | had

always just assumed she was peculiar.
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The crunch of footsteps behind me made me turn@ag hOctavian. He wasn’t
wearing his store apron or nametag, but he stileveoglove on his left hand. What was
that material? Lycra? cotton?

He looked at me apprehensively. “Do you mind it dewn?”

| sighed wearily and shrugged. Why even botherd¢inger seemed to hate
me openly, and he didn’t make me feel uneasy byneie presence, so it seemed that he
was about as good as | was going to get around here

He sat, stretching long skinny legs in black jeantsin front of him. He had the
look of someone who had grown a lot very recently had yet to fill out or get used to
the new length of his limbs. “Nice glasses, foueey

“Who asked you, jerk-face?” There was no fire bdlnmy words, because | was
simply too tired to be angry, but he grinned, sthpps that was the right way to talk to
him.

“Yeah,thereshe is.”

“Shut up.”

He did not shut up. "I hear there was a bit of &xuent last night.”

| didn't answer.

"A great big fire, almost killed everyone. Ring aosfls."

| turned to him quickly. "You were there? You renten?"

"l was not there, but | heard through the grapevima | do remember."

"Then why doesn't anyone else?"

He sighed, staring up at the sky. "This is WickEtdy."
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"That's not an answer."

"Well it's easier than saying | don't know. Andwand here, they mean more or
less the same thing."

| shook my head, a lump growing in my throat. '$tjdon't get any of it. | don't
get how no one remember can something like that."

He shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throabudid save a lot of lives."

As ifthat'ssupposed to helpEveryone in this place hates me,” | told my knees.
"I'm pretty sure I'm going mad. I've lost two weeMsmy life, and | can’t seem to cook,
or draw, or any of the things | used to be ablédavithout even thinking about it.” |
didn’t know why | was telling him, but perhaps | sviaeyond the point of even caring.

“Right, your ‘magic hands,” he said.

“How do you know about that?”

“You told me.”

“We were friends?”

He shrugged. “Maybe more like friends in the wayg@ieone you enjoy trading
friendly insults with.”

| managed to laugh a little. “Well, I'm sorry, blutlon’t even feel like insulting
you, tempting as it is.”

“That’s okay.” He hunched forward to rest his ellsoon his knees. Greasy hair

fell over his eyes. Gross.
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We watched the boys play for a little while. Arckes trying to build a sand
castle, Freddie was the attacking monster, andvi&agthe knight fighting him off. Their
lives made such simple sense to themonder what that's like. | think | used to know.

Eventually, | said softly, “I can’t wait to get oaf here.”

Octavian gave a bitter chuckle. “You and me both.”

“You don't live here?”

“Not technically.”

“What do you mean, ‘technically’?”

“It's a long story.”

“So whereare you from?”

“Phoenix.” There was a note in his voice that sashlike longing.

“Arizona? Then what are you doing here?”

“Thatis part of the very same long story.”

“Which you aren’t going to tell me?” God, he wafuimating.

“It's not that. | just don’t think | should. Andven if | wanted to, I'm not sure |
could.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

He simply shook his head, and we were back tagiiti silence. Eric knocked
over one turret of Archie’s tower and a small sleuffegan. | considered going over to
break it up, but decided against it. They were plgying. Once, sandcastles were the

most important thing in the world to me too.
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“You know what the worst part is,” | said at la8tthink I'm going crazy. | feel
them staring at me, hating me, telling me thingd #ren’t true but | don’t remember that
they aren’t, and also telling me things that ame tout | still don’t remember. | can’t
stand it. | just can’t. The only thing that’'s keegime going is the thought that on
Wednesday I'm leaving.” | hated the sob that | dottlkeep from my voice, and | tried
to swallow it down. | was not one of those sissysgiho cried all the time. It was a sign
of weakness, and | hated it.

Octavian was silent for a long time, his brow fuveal in thought. “You need to
stay,” he said abruptly.

“That’s not funny.”

“No, | mean it. Change your flight.”

“Are you kidding? Did you not hear the part abooth’m desperate to get out of
here?”

“Look, you need to figure out what happened to Ybe,said. “If you don't, it
will hang over you for the rest of your life. Andyr hands will never get their power
back.”

“I hardly think of it as ‘power.” More like a talén

“Whatever you want to call it. You need to figuhgstout. It's the only way to fix
everything,” his voice was low and urgent now.

“And you can help me,” | said skeptically.

He nodded, glancing around, as though checkingdafsanyone could be

listening in. “I only know some of the story. Buthink together we can figure it out.”
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“Why should I trust you? You could be lying to me.”

“You have to trust someone,” he said simply. “Andeast I'm moderately
friendly.”

“Um....” Much as | hated to admit it, | knew Octanigvas right. | was the girl of
supreme confidence. | was the girl who always aadeperfection in everything | did,
for whom anything less was unthinkable. If | léftyould be running away. Giving up on
a challenge. Two things | had never done beforetterest of my life, | would be
wracked with self-doubt. Constantly looking over shpoulder to see who was following
me. Like my mother.

| sighed. Normally when choosing male friends, Wwdowant a better-looking
guy, one who could be arm candy, or at least easdlgipulated by charm. It grated at me
that Octavian was merely willing to help me becauséelt sorry for meGuess | have
no choice:Fine. I'm not saying I trust you, or that I'll stabut I'll hear what you have
to say.”

He nodded. “Great."

Condescending bastard. As thougiwas doingmea favor! | did not accept
favors | got people to do things for me. There was aehdifferenceBesides, he should
be grateful that I'm allowing myself to be seerhvkiim. Maybe | can still turn this
around.

| smiled and placed my hand gently on his arm, lovgemy eyelashes coyly.

"Thank you so much,"” | purred. "You must$esmart.”
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He jerked his arm away. "Don't you try that on mi$ ears turned bright red,
and his eyes narrowed to angry slits. "l aotone of your little slaves!"

"Okay, okay," | said. "I'm sorry."

"I'm helping you out ofriendship because | want to help, not because you
manipulatedme into it."

"l said | was sorry," | snapped. Secretly, | wapiessed. Men were usually so
easily taken in by a pretty face and a little atten

“Okay, this is going to take some careful plannifgg muttered. “How about...
no, that wouldn't...but if we went... yeah, it can'trbiHe stood up, his body bowing
backwards as he stretched. | got a glimpse ofchsibmach and a few dark hairs. No
muscles at all. "We need to go to the library."

“What, you’re not going to tell me now?”

He shook his head. “It has to be there.”

"l can't." | gestured at my cousins. "I'm babyaiti And then I'll have to take
them home."

"Fine. Meet me in front of the campus library irotiwours.”

"I still don't get what's so secret that you celltme now."

“You'll see,” he said vaguely, and walked away, ¢ti&m his pockets.

-

| almost decided not to go meet Octavian. He haghlse cryptic that | wasn’t

sure anything he said could really be of any usaed¢oBut in the end, | went. Something

about having an ally, even one as strange as Qctalearly was, bolstered my
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confidence. | could work with him. No act, no show, manipulation. Maybe it would
make up a little bit, for my small part in what ha@ppened to Eden.

Besides, it was nice to know that not everyondéetown hated me. | even
thought | felt fewer eyes staring at me in theettrand the ones that still did were not as
sharp. | didn’t think that it was all in my mindjtd was starting to feel that it might be
possible. No matter whether it had been paranorofrl was feeling better, more
confident. Perhaps | could do this after all. ltuigbnot hurt to at least hear him out. |
could make a decision about staying afterward|iked what he said.

Since my aunt was home that afternoon, | did neeha take my cousins with
me. | left them running around the backyard, plgydome kind of a freeze tag game that
was fine in theory, except that none of them cdwdldl still very long.

It was a few minutes before four when | arrivedh& community college library,
but Octavian was already there waiting for me. “@awn, let’s go inside,” he said. He
kept glancing over his shoulder, as if to make $hia¢ no one was watching. Margot
used to do that too. | began to toy with the ided he was just as nuts as she was.

| followed him into the building and up three flighof stairs. “So why
‘Octavian’?” | asked. “That means you're the eigkith in your family, right?”

“No, it means that my last name is Smith, and nmegpis wanted me to have a
unique first name.”

“Ah. Can | call you ‘Tavey?”

“No.”

“Party pooper.”
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“Here we are.” He ushered me into a small readoagrr lined with books.

“Good, it's empty.” He flopped down into a cushidmeading chair and indicated the
chair next to him.

| sat down carefully on the edge of the seat. “Whaye?”

“This is the place where all the science booksap.”

“But why —?”

“I don’t think she can go in here,” he said withsdriousness. “For some reason,
it's like she’s not allowed.”

“Skating right over whathatmeans,” | said, “can you start at the beginning and
explain clearly whatever it is that is going onward here? And none of that cryptic
stuff.”

“Okay,” said Octavian. He settled back into hisichdve actually been thinking
about how to do this since yesterday, and | thinkve to start with the founding of the
town.”

“You can skip that,” | said. “I read the storyatliwent with that exhibit in the
museum.”

“Oh.” He seemed surprised. “What did you think?”

“Cute that this place has got a founding myth,ds6 kind of creepy.”

“Creepy, right,” he repeated musingly. “Okay, saymow the town was founded
by the workers who were hired by a rich loner tddba monument, but they were never
paid, so they never left. Right, and you rememberspirit from the story?”

“Yeah.”
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“Well, she's real. And she never left either."

“l told you to stop with the cryptic!” | said, anyed.

“Sorry.” Octavian scratched his nose with his glb¥and. “It's cooler that way.
Anyway, the spirit from the story is a real persder name is Lysandra, and she was the
one who actually orchestrated the whole thing. gdhe Samuel Wicket a slight hope of
immortality, she gave him the idea for his finahémal marker; she used him and his
money to get what she wanted: a stone circle.”

“Because...?”

“She believes that she can use the stones asal fmsbmeplace that she's trying
to get to. Another world.”

“Well that’s just silly,” | said.

“It doesn’'t matter if it's silly, or if it's true pnot, becausshebelieves it.”

“Wait,” | said, trying not to laugh. “You sound &kyou think it could be true. Do
you actually believe that you can get to anotherldvioy using a circle of stones? Do you
actually believe theris another world?”

“Let me finish,” said Octavian, annoyed at beintgrrupted. “Lysandra failed
before, but she believes that she can still getwork. She believes that the way to get
the gate to open for her is by bringing the twold®rcloser together. ‘Thinning reality,’
she calls it. Over the years, she’s created thegeznvironment for reality to be as thin
as possible. She’s gathered people who have sardeokunusual talent, something just
a little bit beyond the norm, and she keeps thera.t&he keeps the outside world out —

technology and science, things that belong entiethe real world don’t belong here.
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And likewise, things belonging to the unreal waaltbund here — the unusual, the
strange, the stuff that’s just beyond normal. Takynteract and magnify each other, and
somehow, impossible things happen here. | don'tkiiggou noticed, but there’s no cell
phone reception around here, no nonfiction sectighe public library. The only
computers are ancient clunkers, and there’s nighestelevision in the whole town.

“There are a few more modern things, all desigiddetp people from leaving.
We have our own school system, our own hospitanekough our town is so small
we’re not even on the map — and | have my own thabout that too. There’s no easy
way to leave, and for the most part, people ddriey don'’t realize that she’s keeping
them here. Because she has some kind of poweHergower involves somehow
controlling people and keeping them here to usetidost of them don’t even see it.
But there are those of us who do, and we try teddaut we can’t. And she doesn’t even
try to keep it secret, because she has power @vand there’s nothing we can do.
Sooner or later she will collect enough people witinsual talents to bring this world
closer to the other one. And when she does, sheviesishe’ll be able to open the gate at
last.” He took a deep breath. “Now what do you kRin

“That,” | said, “is the most ridiculous thing I'ever heard.” | had kept quiet
during Octavian’s lecture, mesmerized by his wobds,now | did not want to listen
anymore.

“Maybe,” he said. “But it’s true.”

“Right. Magic powers and secret doorways to otherlas,” | said sarcastically.

“Are there also fairies and talking animals? Arelyeally a vampire?”
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“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no such thing.” | dduell that he was getting angry
and trying to control it. His hands were clenchedis lap, the knuckles of the ungloved
hand white. “Is it so hard to believe that thegsnething more? And you're one to talk,
after going on about how your hands were magic.”

“That was just a joke!” | said. | didn’t know whywas getting so upset. “It's just
a talent.”

“Exactly!” Octavian said angrily. “You have a tatehhave a talent, everyone in
this miserable town has a talent. On our own wedthing special. Nothing more than
unusual. We can’t fly, or turn invisible, or — @ad minds, or whatever. We're just really
good with animals, or at art, or cooking, or tajlistories, or fixing cars. There are people
like that all over the world — we just call thentetated. Green thumbs — prefect pitch —
it's how we try to explain things that don’t makense to us. But you bring us all
together — a whole bunch of people a little moenthormal, and suddenly you have a lot
more than normal — and we’re being used!”

“I don’t even know why I'm listening to you,” | s&j shaking my head. “This is
absurd; it can't be true. It just can't.”

“Why not?” Octavian demanded. “What happened tothat makes you so
unwilling to — to have an imagination?”

“Because this is the real world and things like fbat don’t happen!”

“Yes they do,” he shot back. “They happen all iheet There are things all over

the world we don’t understand — like, like, homigeons — and — geysers — and until
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we understand exactly how they work, they will ayjwde not quite part of our rational
world.”

“It's not like homing pigeons!” | said. “We’re taikg about freakingnagichere.
It happens in movies and in books, but not in & world.”

“Exactly.”

“What?”

“It's not magic, weren't you listening? But it calbe, if it gets that far. It
happens in books. Bring together a whole buncleopfe who read and believe those
stories, and anything can happen. Believing isxgedielieving is creation!”

| jJumped to my feet. “I am not listening to thisyamore. I'm leaving.” | headed
for the door.

“Wait,” Octavian said. His voice was calm now, qotied. “I can prove it.”

| turned around slowly, my hand on the doorknobedk? How?”

In answer, he held up his left hand and slowlyguuibff the glove.“Watch this.”

My knees suddenly felt weak, and | let my bodyeskibwn the door until | was

sitting, crouched against it. “Oh my god,” | whispe.
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Chapter Sixteen

She sat too, perched on the wide windowsill, the gr
the glass panes behind her. "Long ago," she said so
ago, long before the first books of history were wr
of the tin island came to this world from their own
place where they came through became weaker than in
it was a cemetery, a place where spirits hover betw
crossing of the gods weakened the separation betwee
when they came over, and the stuff of the other wor
through.

"On the place that is now known as Salisbury Plain
a henge, a bank of earth, to contain the power, and
a circle of stones to warn the humans not to enter.
in a while, a lost sheep or a child would wander in
ignorant of its meaning, and were never seen again.

ay rain lashing
ftly, "Long, long
itten down, the gods
. The fabric of the
other places because
een worlds. The
n worlds even more
Id began leaking

, the gods built
marked the spot with
And yet, every once
to the circle,

| sat on the hard floor as Octavian told me hisystbowas aware, as if from a

distance, of the floorboards pressing into my batt ankles, and the door trying to

flatten my spine, but | couldn't make myself moogo back to the comfortable chair.

My body was as limp and shivery as severely ovekedmoodles. All | could do was sit,

gape, and listen.

Octavian had never meant to end up in Wicket'syi-tlé told me. His parents

had dragged him along on a wine tour they had @ddaor their twenty-fifth anniversary.

They flew to New York, rented a car, and drove acbthe Hudson Valley with little or

no consideration of maps, stopping whenever theggrhsomething interesting. And

when they drove by Wicket's Folly, his parents dedi to stay for the night, and then for

the week. He couldn’t understand it. There was laibasly nothing of interest in this little

town, and yet his parents were acting as thoughvleze ready to start building the

homestead.

After a week had passed, and they showed no sigiawnting to leave, Octavian

began whining as only a fourteen-year-old couldyineling them that he was bored, and
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he wanted to be anywhere but here. He nagged Yorata finally they gave in. He felt a
deep sense of relief as they drove out of the Fblly it was short-lived. There was a
deer in the road, and his father swerved to avadd lost control of the car. The last
thing Octavian remembered was wondering vaguely avirge was flying towards him
far faster than a tree had any right to move.

He awoke three days later in the Edward F. Jamikonorial Clinic, very
groggy, with a feeling that something was despérateong. When he surveyed his
battered body, he was horrified to discover thatldiit arm was now a bandage-wrapped
stump that ended just above the elbow. It was badighed in the accident, the nurse
told him, and there was nothing they could do teesa

“Try to find the bright side,” advised a doctor v prodigious amount of hair
growing from each nostril. “At least it was youftlarm.”

“I'm left-handed,” Octavian said, and turned hisdaaway.

For a while, he was very depressed. Due to theeasfghe crash, his parents had
both survived the accident relatively unscathed, they came to see him every day.
They tried to cheer him up, talking about going legand the wonderful advances in
prosthetics, but he couldn’t bear to listen to theta was already bullied at school for
being a runt and having a weird name, and now segeag to be mocked for being a
cripple.

Everything was made so much worse by the presdruaroble pains in his left
hand. He could feel it as if it were still thers,though the hand was clenched so tight

that its very bones ached. The doctor told him hieadvas experiencing something called
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‘phantom limb syndrome,’ that it was common withpartees, and that it would either
pass with time, or that he would get used to ital$® prescribed strong pain-killers.

One night, Octavian woke up woozy and thirsty fritv@ drugs. He reached for
the plastic cup of water on his bedside table auihhalfway to his mouth before he
noticed that he was holding it in his left handeTtand that wasn’t there. As soon as he
realized this, the cup slipped through nonexisfiegers to the floor

The next morning, he was not sure whether or ndtaugedreamed the whole
thing, but he had a very vivid memory of a pool@ter spreading silently across the
tiles, silver in the moonlight. The drugs made ltomfused, so he stopped taking them.
And that night, when no one was around, and itt@aslark for his eyes to tell him that
obviously there was no hand at the end of his amtoncentrated his entire being on
reaching for that glass of water. He groped blindgrefully, in the darkness until he felt
the tiny dimples of the plastic under his phantamydrs. Pure joy swept through him as
he brought the cup to his lips and drank. The tqald slid down his throat and told him
that yes, this was real. It had really happened.

Over the next few days, he forgot that he was ssggto be depressed. He was
focusing too hard on training his phantom arm.efconcentrated to keep it in place, he
could reach out with his right hand and feel thie sk his left palm, the tiny hairs on his
arm. And then, if he let his concentration slideagiwhis flesh disappeared from under his
fingers.

By the time he was released from the hospital,duédcmaintain the solidity of

his phantom arm with minimal concentration. He dause his left hand as usual, but try
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as he might, the force of his will could not make arm visible. So he took to wearing
long-sleeved shirts and a glove on his left hanbeit was covered, no one had to
know his left arm was not really there.

His parents were confused but happy, and soonhmohantom arm in stride. In
fact, they even seemed to forget about it. Theyabeagaking plans to leave, and while
they were loading up the rental car, his father#attoke. It must have been a delayed
reaction to the accident, the doctor said. Somegtimiernal injuries could take a while to
manifest.

Now Octavian’s father was the one lying in the hiadpHe had been in a coma
for a little over two years now. Octavian’s mothented a little apartment where they
could stay, but spent all day and many of her siglter husband’s bedside. She seemed
almost not to notice what her son was doing. Thegeuiving on their savings and
insurance now, so Octavian took a part-time jothatgrocery store to help cover the
bills and to feed himself.

When school started at the end of the summer, fadles himself in the local
high school because he felt that he probably shétiklmother had forgotten all about it.
Over the next year, he grew almost a foot tall@whronic, he thought, now that he was
finally as big, or bigger, than his bullies, he ket get back to see the looks on their
faces. He desperately missed the dry heat andfRimo@nix. When the winter started, he
thought he would die of cold, but he made it thitoug

He became friendly with a few kids at his schotthere were only twelve in all in

his class — and was surprised to find that mangwethe same situation as he was. They
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had come through the Folly, never even intendingtap, and had ended up living there.
Many of them had come without their parents, amy #l lived together in a building
known as the Dorm. Most were unaware why they wexe living there, and didn’'t even
seem to mind. But some told Octavian that theyatell someone was keeping them
there, and when they tried to leave, that sometopped them. They even knew who it
was.

They were understandably bitter. They knew who stapping them. They even
had some idea why. But there was nothing they cdaldbout it.

They told him what they knew about Lysandra, thenan who was keeping
them there, and her dark plans. Much of it wasexdnfe, and all of it was strange, but a
lot of it seemed like it made sense, especiallyhwibat had happened to him. They told
him about their gifts — Sasha had been a tracknstarOlympic dreams, Evan could play
piano by ear, Natalie was good with animals. Thay been stopped when they came
randomly through the town, and found themselvedlen® leave. Octavian’s story about
his father merely reinforced their fears. Lysanges willing to hurt people they cared
about to get them to stay.

Octavian did not tell his new friends about hisdhafor some reason, he did not
want them to know about it. It was much more mdditat any of their gifts, and the
mere fact of its existence forced him to make sdiffeeult conclusions about his
situation; namely, that maybe Lysandra’s goal afigg to another world was not as
crazy as it sounded. He didn’t quite trust his rieands. There was a feeling about them,

a desperation that told him that they might willingell him out if they thought that it
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could somehow get them free. When they asked whajifh was, he claimed he had a
photographic memory. He told them that his arm Ieeh scarred in the accident, and he
wore a glove because he was self-conscious ahautdtthey accepted this story without
guestion. He was quiet and solitary by naturehsg tidn’t notice when he didn’'t hang
out with them that often, or when he didn’t spepkmuch when they talked.

He had been in Wicket's Folly for two and a haléyenow, and his strange life
had taken on a predictable familiarity. His fatekapt, his mother waited, he went to
work, he went to school, he missed his home in Riltxpand he waited for something to
change.

“I don’t believe it,” | muttered. “I don’t believé.” | pushed myself off the floor
and stood shakily. Maybe | was in shock. Suddenhyarld was no longer the same,
and | did not know how to deal with it. | inchedev\closer to Octavian, who sat in his
armchair with his left sleeve rolled up, holding@ok with his nonexistent hand.

| began reaching out, and then stopped. “l want¢an | touch it?”

He nodded, and the book moved closer to me.

I moved my hand blindly until my fingers met thesh of his arm. It felt like a
normal arm — warm, covered in tiny hairs. | follahié down and traced the outline of his
fingers on the book that seemed to be floatingish-air. They felt like normal fingers.

| trailed my fingers up his arm until | came ta lelbow. Slowly, wondering if he
would stop me, | gently lifted the sleeve of higtsand saw the stump of his arm, the

flap of skin sewn over to cover the bone. The wowad long healed, and incongruously,
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| could see the ropy muscles of his upper arm wetatrophied as | had expected,
because, of course, the arm still got plenty of useok my hand back, feeling almost as
if I had intruded on his privacy, as if | had séém naked.

His face was slightly flushed, as though he wasamalssed as well. “Watch
this,” he said. He took my hand and guided it ttselaround his left wrist. | yelped as the
wrist vanished from beneath my fingers. The bodkidéethe floor, and | bent to retrieve
it. “If I pinched you,” | mused, “would you feel pe”

“Yes,” he said. “I've banged a funny bone | ddméve, and it still hurts like hell.”

“And um — if you cut it, would it bleed?”

“l can't be sure. I've never seen it.” He rolkesl sleeve back down and replaced
his glove, and suddenly everything was normal anoee.

“I think,” | said slowly, “I'm going to have to badve you. There are only two
options here — I'm crazy — or your arm is invisib@¥ the two, I'd rather take the second
option.”

“Well, that’s nice.”

“I think we need to start over. And this time, | miscoff.”

He shoved the book back onto its shelf. “I'm ngigating myself.”

“Fine, I'll ask questions, you answer.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t do that." | sat back down in the other ahdkFirst, why are we meeting in

the library? Why couldn’t you have told me all big yesterday in the park?”
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“You remember how I told you that there aren’t mémyngs that belong solely to
the rational world here, but there are some, spleeton’t leave? It gives us an
advantage to exploit. In order to have a collegpesuple don’t leave to go somewhere
else, there needed to be a science library. Foe season, she has no control over the
newer things in this world. She’s very old, andihk it's because she can’t understand
them. She doesn’t go here, and she doesn’'t wateh) &ied that's why she can't see us
now and try to stop us.”

“It can’t be to stop people leaving, though,” I&dil've seen people leaving
They go in and out all the time. My uncle even ceraerd visits us in LA sometimes.”

“I have a theory about that,” said Octavian. “Rerbemhow | told you that some
people don't realize that they're being kept hahésll those people can leave, because
they’ll always come back.”

“Huh.” | scratched my head, thinking. “So this ‘palt thing. She’s collecting
people with unusual abilities to bring the worldisser together, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So what happens when they’re close enough? Th&lsdrmean. How does she
do it?”

Octavian shook his head. “That, | don’t know. EYaought she was looking for
one more person, the right person, who could opemate for her. He seemed to think it
was some sort of blood ritual.”

“Is there any possibility that all this is justher head? That she’s just some old

loon?”
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“l did think that for a while,” said Octavian. “Antthere is that possibility, of
course, but | don’t think so.”

“But why?”

“Because | saw her.”

“You sawher!” | exclaimed. “What? When? Could you tell stxas evil?”

“Slow down,” Octavian said. “It was when | was deliing groceries up to the
mayor’s house — you know, the old Wicket manortanhill. While his housekeeper was
paying me, | spotted her going down the hall.”

“But how did you know it was her?”

“Because | got a paper cut on the receipt. Andcsimee right over, took the
receipt without so much as one word, licked my dlo# it, stared at me for a minute,
and left.”

“Eww,” | said, but | was looking down at my hand tlae new red scar across my
palm. How had | gotten that cut? Was it alreadydlefore | was hit by the car? Had |
even been hit by a car at all, or were peopletglbhg me | was? | pushed the thought
from my mind. It was getting too strange.

“She looked just like they people told me,” Octamimay saying. "You can't tell
how old she is until you realize she’s young —edr and her eyes are both really light.”

“Oh,” said | quietly. “I think I've seen her.”

“Where?”

“In the street one day. But | tried to look closed she was gone.”
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“Yeah, people see her all the time. She’s liketoun’s resident ghost story, but
she’s not a ghost. Evan says she's a witch." Heggled. "l don't know. She doesn’t age
though, which makes me think she has power. Andomaie knows what she’s doing,
and she’ll open her gate eventually.”

“What do you think will happen when the gate opénsked. “Something can
come through? Or go through?”

“I don’t know.”

“And why do you think she’s trying to open it?”

Octavian shook his head. “Again, | don’t know, bdbubt her intentions are
good. I'm pretty sure the old standards are poweregdernal youth.”

"Doesn't she already have those?"

"How should | know what she wants," he said iriyabshe's a power-crazed
witch lady."

He's got a short fuse cleared my throat and adjusted the fall of peoidered
peasant blouse. "And your hint about the cemetéhg?people who die?"

He squirmed a little. "I don't really know. It wasst the strangest thing about this
place | could think of, and | wanted you to noticause you wouldn't talk to me."

"But the days it happens on. The solstices."

He glanced at his watch. "Not just the solsticesew on other days too.
Equinoxes. Halloween. And other ones. But the pextis the summer solstices. That's
in three weeks."

"That means she's gonna do it again, doesn't it?"
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"Not if we stop her."

"Great. Now, if we can just figure out how to lkalh ancient angry spirit in three
weeks or she's going to kill us all.”

"Whoa." He held up a hand. "Who said anything alkdlihg her?"

| fingered the ends of my hair. The layers werdisigito get uneven. Maybe |
should have it trimmed soon. "Isn't killing her ilepl?"

"In books, the heroes always struggle with whetrerot they should kill the
villain."

"Why? The villain would go right ahead and kill thef he had a chance."”

He bit his lip. "l don't know. Something about stdoping to their level. Being
the better person.”

| snorted. "Oh come on, then they can just comé& bacvengeance in the sequel.
If one person has to die, and another person hgettineir hands dirty, it's for the greater
good. It saves a lot of people in the long run."

"People have used 'the greater good' to justifynalevliot of horrible things."

"Yeah, but that was eugenics, or slavery, or geleod his is just killing one
person who is plainly and simply evil, so save atre town."

"And the thought of actually in-cold-bloddlling her doesn't bother you at all?"

"No. Should it?"

Octavian opened his mouth, thought for a momert,then closed it again.

"So it's settled, then. We kill her. Assuming we,oaf course."
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"She's powerful, but | think we can do it," he ssdliously. Now he was back on
familiar territory. "Something's up. All these pawmitages, and then she went off
schedule with that fire last night. She must bedrill figure this could be our chance. We
can do this."

"Or we'll just get killed."

"Stop being such a pessimist.”

"No, I'm being a realist."

"Well whatever you're doing, stop it."

| glanced at the darkening sky outside the windine,bellies of the clouds tinged
with deep lavender and orange. “So now the sixtg-thousand dollar question,” | said.
“What does all this have to do with me?”

“That’s the thing,” said Octavian. “I'm not surieig has anything at all to do with
you.

“That’s not possible,” | said. “There’s got to emething, | know it. The way
everyone is staring ate watchingme.l feel like | must be important to this whole thing
somehow.”

“Little superiority complex you got there?”

“Shut up and talk. What did you mean that time ffvau yelled at me? You told
me not to go, not to do something. You were pratigry.”

He nodded. “l was. | warned you that something maght happen, but you didn’t
listen to me.”

“Right. About what?”
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“We used to chat at the market sometimes, andiagg/ou told me that you had
become friendly with a couple of girls in your aeldss who were very interested in you.
Do you remember my friends, Sasha and Natalie?”

“Yes. But even if we were friends before, theyllseseem to hate me now.”

“They have good reason.”

“What!” | said, aghast. “Are you saying thatléservelo have everyone hating me
like that?”

“No, no,” Octavian said quickly. “I'm just sayirthat from their perspective, you
do. See, Sasha and Natalie took one look at yowyaumdgift and saw exactly what they
had been waiting for. A gift that seemed to manifes way that was more than just
unusual — you yourself called it magic.”

“Yes, but -

“Shut up, woman, I'm talking,” he said.

| kicked his ankle. "That sounds a lot more Mairhand if you ask me."

"It can't be; she tasted my blood that time, remanlso Sasha and Natalie they
told me and Evan that you were the one Lysandrawedting for, that they were sure of
it. They were absolutely convinced that the poweronr hands would be enough to get
her where she wanted to go, which would in turavalls to go free. | made a few
arguments about not knowing what was going to hajfjpghe opened the gateway, etc,
etc, but they weren’t interested in listening to. filkey were going to convince you to go
to Lysandra somehow, and then they would be free.”

“But it didn’t work out that way, did it?”
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“Obviously. | have to admit that | was pretty coctiéd about the whole thing. On
one hand, there was a strong chance that | cotldug®f Wicket, and | desperately want
to get out of Wicket. On the other hand, | haddeaiwhat might happen if they took you
to Lysandra, but after my own experiences, | dadiiiteould be good. It was really hard
for me, but | couldn’t — | mean, | =" he staredwbard at his knees “— in the end |
warned you not to go, that it was dangerous, aatsbmething bad might happen, but
you didn’t listen to me. You were so sure of thieswf your rational world, and you —
you laughed at me.”

He had chosen my safety over his own freedom. Itaiashed, and a little
humbled. “Octavian, I'm sorry =" | began.

“You think | care?” he shot back. “Well anyway, yment, and clearly you
weren't the one, because something bad did hagpgoutand we're all still stuck. And
they all hate you now because they thought you wesie salvation and you weren't.
And | hated you for a while too, because | realpnted to get out of here, and | almost
did, and then | chose the ‘noble’ route, and it ath$or nothing.” He took a deep breath.
“And then | felt bad and apologized, and that’s vehwe are now.”

“So why did you decide to help me like this?”

“Well, you're not as awful as | first thought.” Heoked away from me and
grinned, letting his greasy hair fall over his eyes

“What a compliment! So you don’t know what exaatlgnt wrong with
Lysandra?”

“That’s as far as | know. | wasn’t there when whatat was happened.”
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| slumped back into my chair. “Oh. So how do welfout what happened?”
“We'll have to ask someone who was there. SasiNatalie or one of the others,
but -’

“I know, | know,” | said. “They hate me.”

221



Chapter Seventeen

My family ate their dinner as though nothing wasmg, and | removed the meat
from my chicken bone and cut it into smaller anchsen pieces.

“You have to cut down some of the trees if youchbe space to build,” said
Aunt Alicia. “But the rest of them will still be dre.”

“Which would you rather have to fight," said Arehbits of mashed potato and
gravy leaking out of his mouth. "A lion, but youutd have a baseball bat, or a snake, but
you couldn't have anything.”

"How big a snake?" asked Eric.

"A python." He chewed for a moment. "But, it's isifale."”

Uncle Bennet picked a bit of lettuce out of hisstaghe. "I just don’t see why
they have to cut down more trees when we couldgushouses in between the ones we
already have. I like the trees where they are.”

"l think the snake," said Eric. "No! The lion."

“l think” Freddie mused, “that potatoes are mydate fruit.”

Aunt Alicia said, “Then it would turn into one didse cramped, crowded cities,
which | for one — Eric, chew with your mouth closeavhich | for one, would like to
avoid.”

"I'd have to say the lion too," said Uncle Benri€he snake's invisible, and at
least with the lion you get a weapon."

Aunt Alicia nodded.
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Archie grinned triumphantly. “You'rall wrong. | never said you couldn't just run
away from the snake.”

"What?" Eric said so loudly that he practicallyegked. "That's cheating! Dad,
tell him that's cheating."

“Do you ever think about leaving,” | blurted o&veryone stopped talking and
turned to look at me. “I mean, do you ever thinkw@hmoving away?”

“Moving away?” Uncle Bennet repeated over the kdagof the boys. “Why
would we move away — we love it here.”

“It's quiet, it's safe, and it’'s beautiful, quajmicturesque,” Aunt Alicia recited as
though she was trying to sell me a house. “Whatencould you ask for?”

At that moment, the lights went out, and everysighed.

"Working electricity, for one thing," | muttered.

Aunt Alicia went to get some candles, and we fie$ the meal by gloomy,
flickering candlelight.

Were they being kept here too, | wondered. | ddimgy mashed potatoes around
my plate so that they formed a gray sticky lumghe darkness. Was there someone, or
multiple someones, in this family, who had a difaittwould be useful to Lysandra’s
project? Uncle Bennet was good with cars, | knaw,none of the others seemed to have
an obvious talent, and Freddie seemed to be a pemheesident of five-year-old la-la
land. Obviously, they didn’t realize what was goorg What if | told them and they tried
to leave? Would something bad happen to them|tlikad happened to Octavian's

father?
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No. | would not allow it.

| wasn't sure that | believed Octavian’s crazy gt@nd in fact, most of the reason
that | was going along with him was that | neededirtd a logical, rational explanation
for what was happening. | could accept a phantarb that was more than phantom; at
least that was only a little more than normal. Manyputees still felt pain and sensation
in their missing limbs, and the fact that Octavsaoould go a step further to solidity only
made it very unusual, but still firmly of this wdrlBut wild stories about gateways to
other worlds where magic abounded — that coulgnssibly be true, and | needed to
prove it to myself. If there was not, there wouérimthing left in my world that | could
be sure of.

When | called my father after dinner, I told hihat | wanted to extend my trip.

“I was under the impression that you were realbking forward to coming
home.” He was surprised, and | thought he soundgtiieshurt.

“It's just that I'm having such a good time herégaid, hoping to emphasize that
| liked it here rather than let him think that I didn’t want tethhere “I get along so well
with the boys, and Aunt Alicia could still use mglp — and my art class isn'’t finished
yet.”

“l thought you were going to get ready to startiynew school. And you still
have to study for the SAT.”

“I' will. I've still got time before school starts.”

He sighed. “Very well. I'll move your flight forwal Is four weeks enough?

You'll leave on —” | could hear papers riffling the background “— July 3rd."”

224



July 3rd. That would mean that | would be herevibatever was going to happen
at the solstice. | opened my mouth to ask Dadduld leave a little earlier, but | forced
myself to stopDon't be cowardly and selfishfold myself sternlyYou're in this too
deep to leave. And you can't just run away anddehem to die.

"Are you sure Bennet and Alicia won’t mind havinguyaround?”

“Of course. They said they’'d be happy to have mierg as | want to stay.”

“Very well, then. I'll change your flight later taght. Is that all, Megan? I've
guite a lot of work to do.”

“Actually, there is one more thing,” | said, wonohgr how he would react, when
it was clear that he already did not want to talke. “I kind of wanted to talk to Mom.”

“You know she won't talk over the phone.”

“What if you persuade her? | really need to talkéo.”

“You read the letter?” he asked. “I told her notltwit, but she insisted, and you
know how she gets. But | need you to know that —”

“What letter?”

“She said she sent you a letter after you visggg)aining...things. I'm sure you
should have gotten it by now.”

“Oh that letter,” | said quickly. “No, | haven't read it ebut | will.”

“Do me a favor. When you read it, whatever your iedmate reaction, | want you
to remember that this you mother we're talking about, and call me first.

“Um, okay. I'll do that.”
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When | had hung up, | went to tell my aunt and arnbht | had decided to stay
until the beginning of July. They were thrilled,dafiunt Alicia suggested that maybe |
might like to start doing the laundry too. Thendm downstairs to toss my room again,
this time, to search for a letter.

| wasn't particularly surprised when | couldn'tfii.

My reflection in the mirror stared back at me &sushed my teeth. So now there
was a missing letter to go along with the missiatebhook. Some things were becoming
clear to me now, through the haze of confusionweiddness that covered everything
else. Two things that my mother had given me haggoissing. Margot had been in
Wicket's Folly before, and she must know sometlahgut what was going on. Of
course she would never explain it over the phone;rad probably even thought that she
was not supposed to say it out loud, in case hi&l hmom was being bugged. Why had
she even asked to see me?

| spat out a glob of toothpaste and straightenedigybe Margot was right.
Maybe there actually was someone watching her.nbbebook wasn’t in my room, and
it wasn't in the suitcase. There was only one folgsi remaining: someone had stolen
the notebook, to keep me from finding out whatevesmas that Margot had to say.

| shook my head slowly. | couldn’t adjust to thesgibility that my mother might
not be as crazy as | had imagined. But no, henbehaas too erratic for that. But what
if she was right about some things? What if slagsbeing watched? And whatlifvas

being watched too?
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The cat was curled on the end of my bed, thougtoofse, | had no idea how it
had gotten in. | narrowed my eyes at it. What ifaydra had animal accomplices and the
cat was really a spy@h my god] told myself.You're going crazyJust in case, | shoved
it out the window anyway.

That night, | dreamt of my mother’s voice tellinggraver and oveiThink

Megan think. You’re missing something.
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Chapter Eighteen

As soon as | had dropped off my cousins at thenconity college, | went to the
grocery store to find Octavian. He wasn't in then; so | combed the aisles until | found
him sticking price stickers onto cans of green lsearvacant expression on his face.

“I need to talk to you,” | whispered, althoughthevas no one around. “I think |
might have something.”

“Herpes?”

| punched his shoulder.

“Ow. Okay, okay, but I'm at work now.”

“What time do you get off?”

“Five.”

“So we’ll meet back at the library.”

“It closes early during the summer. Probably ag¢ fiv

“What if | get a bunch of sciencey books out andsetthem out around us?”

“You know, | never thought of that. You certainlsge some good ideas
sometimes, for a girl.”

“Um, thank you?’

“You'll need a card from someone who's a studepteti

“Oh no!” | knew Mick was a student at WFCC, but dsh definitely did not want
to talk to him. At least he had stopped calling fhésten, my cousins are taking summer

classes at the college, but they're only kids. ay get books out?”
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“Probably. They get student ID numbers when theplerdon’t they?”

“I'll ask them.”

“Well, if it doesn’t work, you can use your femiminviles.”

| gave him a dirty look. “You're really a jerk, ydanow that?”

“Ah, but at least I'm joking. Now get out of herefbre you get me in trouble.”

As it turned out, my cousins were allowed to talielmoks from the school’'s
library, even though their student status was tertyporary. | chose out ten nice thick
books from the science collection, picking onehwebmplicated titles and words | didn’t
understand, and my cousins helped me carry thekhmane. As they walked, Freddie
and Eric having a skipping contest, | decided Hedping me carry things was as far as |
wanted them involved in what was to come.

"We really shouldn't need these," | grumbled to etfySAnything really
scientifically advanced looks just like magic anywa

| packed the books into a backpack and a canvasabdgat four-thirty, | wrote
Going out, back later — Megamder the heading on the whiteboard that now read
“Chopping Floss,” and staggered down to the matk&as nearly bent double by the
weight of the books, and so | could not really logdkere | was going. Though | could
still feel eyes staring at me, they felt more cusithan hostileThat's right,| thought,l

saved you from that fire. You should be grateful.
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“Need a hand with that?” someone asked. | looketbisee Mick heading
towards me, the sun shining brightly on his golderis, a wide smile on his face, and
eyes that would make ice cubes look warm.

“‘Don’t bother,” | stammered, but he had alreadsfdped the canvas bag and was
walking alongside me.

He peered into the bag. “Lots of big books in h&@u planning to read the
whole library before you go home?” He chucklediatdwn joke.

“Yes,” | said shortly. “That is exactly what I'manning to do.” The initial terror
had worn off, and now | felt only a general irnitett at his presence. Why would he not
leave me alone?

“You're so smart,” he said admiringly, not a hiritderision in his voice, yet it
made me want to hit him.

We were outside the market now, and | said, “T&iad far as I'm going,” with
some relief.

He didn’t give me back my bag. “Look, | was wonaderif you wanted to go out
some time. Get a drink, maybe.”

“Oh, | —um -"

“Hello, Mick.” Octavian had joined us.

“Octavian.” There was a certain frigidity to Mickigords.

| saw an opportunity and seized it. “I was juslitigl Mick that | couldn’t go out

with him because we’ve got plans. Because we'rmgdtl added.
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Octavian shot me a quick bemused look, but annalri@&at’s right, we're in
love,” and threw an arm around my shoulders.

“Excuse me?” Mick said. “I have no idea what youatking about. Megan and |
have been seeing each other since she got here.”

“Yeah,” said Octavian sarcastically. His fists welenched. “I bet.”

The prospect of having two boys fighting over meswhailling, but | didn’t want
anyone to get hurt. Well, I didn’t want Octaviangeet hurt. “Stop it!” | said sharply, and
they both looked at me.

“What?” said Mick.

“But he —” said Octavian.

“Look, Mick, I'm with Octavian now." Knowing whatehwas capable of, | spoke
gently. "Just please leave me alone.”

He stood still, a confused expression on his farsemouth working as though for
once in his life, he did not know what to say. “Bui—"

“You can go now,” | said helpfully. He did not maVv&o if you could just give
me my books back...” | linked my arm through Octaigan

Irritation showed momentarily in Mick’s face, bug hecovered quickly. He held
out the canvas bag and I took it. “Well. I'm hagdpy you,” he said, and headed away
from us down the street.

Octavian had a curious half-smile on his face. “Wdwe said. “You just kicked

ass.”
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“That was exhilarating,” | said. “And terrifying.think I'm still shaking. He isn’t
going to drop it. | can tell. He’s not going to giup that easy.”

“Just stay close to me,” he said. “I'll protect you

We both laughed at how ridiculous the words sountieshlized that my arm was
still linked to Octavian’s, and | quickly let goThanks for playing along,” | said.
“Although | do think you overdid it. ‘We’re itove™?”

He shrugged. “Think nothing of it, darling. You waa tell me what all that
was?”

| sighed. “You wouldn't believe me if | told you."

"Try me."

"He fake-kidnapped me so he could rescue me."

"Holy shit! That ismessedip.”

"But the weirdest part is that he’s so nice alltihee, but he makes me feel like
he’s...wrongsomehow. Like...inside. | don’t know.”

“Our Mick is a charmer,” Octavian said. “And I'masting to think that it's
literally. He can win over almost anyone he wants.”

“What do you think he wants with me?”

“Probably another conquest. He can get any giwaets, and now he wants you.
But you're resisting, so that makes you interesting

"But to go to suckextremes | shuddered. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Where did you want to go?”

“Not my uncle’s house. Let’s go to your house.”
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“It's kind of...messy.”

“I don’t care.”

“Okay, my house it is.”

"Here, hold this for a minute." | passed the backpnd the canvas bag to
Octavian so | could pull my hair into a ponytaitlitin't take them back, and he didn't
even notice. | smirked to myself.

Octavian led the way through the center of town amd&Rambling Rose Lane.
The houses were smaller here, closer togethereactl had a cluster of mailboxes in
front. | guessed that these houses must be diwdedpartments. Back in Los Angeles,
most apartment buildings were tall and imposing emoccomplexes.

“That’s it,” he said, waving at a house near thd.éiVe live in apartment 3,
which was formerly apartments 3 and 4 until somésweere knocked down, and so
sometimes we get mail for 4, or someone lookingdfand we get to have the fun game
of explaining that it doesn’t exist.”

“l thought there wasn’t any post office around here

“There isn’t. We've all got PO boxes in Camden.”

“Why not just build a post office?”

“Too much of an anchor to the outside world. Itallenough we have
telephones. It's up this way.”

| followed him up two flights of winding, crealgrstairs and waited while he
unlocked the front door.

“Here we are,” he said, ushering me inside. “Homeet home.”
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The apartment was small and messy, and the flqueaapd to be on a slant. A
woman sitting slumped on the sofa looked up andl ‘Savey, you're home!” at almost
the exact moment that Octavian said, “Mom, youoenk!”

While Octavian was introducing me, | regarded tloenan curiously. She looked
familiar somehow, but | could not place her.

She got up to shake my hand. “You’ll have to exausg’ She said. “I just came
home to get something to eat. I'm on my way bacth&hospital.”

The hospital! That was it. | had seen this womanndumy brief stay in the
hospital, when | went roaming around at night.d lzought she looked like my mother.
| was relieved to see that from close up, Mrs. Brditl not look anything like Margot.
She was at least fifty for one thing, short andesgtfaced, and her gray-streaked hair
was brown. It must have been the moonlight thatemadppear blond when she bent
over an unmoving figure that | now realized hadrb@gtavian’s father.

“You'll be along later, won't you?” said Mrs. Smittivou should visit him.”

“I will,” Octavian said quietly. “Bye, Mom.”

| stood awkwardly by the couch, feeling like | waguding as Octavian kissed
his mother and she left. “So,” | said, fishing avxddor something to say. “You don’t
look anything like your mother.”

"You mean because she's white."

| stammered a bit, until Octavian interrupted nigs ‘okay. I'm adopted.”

“Do you ever think about finding your birth pare?itd asked curiously. | had

friends with single or divorced parents, friendsowtad been born via surrogate mother,
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friends with same-sex parents, friends with spermegg donor parents. It was a bit of a
novelty to find someone who was just plain adopted.

His eyebrows slammed together briefly, but thegiened. “Not really. In all
probability, my biological mother was a sixteen4yell junkie who couldn’t remember
who it was knocked her up.” He shook his head oti'tineed to know. I'm happy with
what | got. In time, | may even forgive them for mgme.”

| laughed, but I didn’t think | could have beenmaschalant in his situation. To
not know who my parents were would mean not knowvhgre | came from, or who |
might become. | wouldn’t know if | was predispogediiseases, or if my talents were
inherited. "What if you wanted to marry someone arturned out she was really your
cousin, or worse, your sister? ” | asked. "Whatuloollege applications? “What will
you put when it asks what race you are?”

“You're not seeing the beauty of the thing,” hedsél can put anything | want,
and no one can contradict me. There isn't a seledtox for mixed race, so | can claim
White, Asian, Hispanic, Filipino, or Native Ameritd've been taken for each in the
past. I've even been taken for black before — sdineasked me why my hair was
straight. I'll probably just go with Indian on mypglications and get into whatever
college | want. I'm sure it makes me eligible fhikands of scholarships too.”

“That’s got to be dishonest.”

“How?” When | could not think of an answer, he sdkekactly.”

"So how old were you when you were adopted? Dohaue any memories of

your birth parents at all?"
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He hesitated, and his eyebrows drew back togetNer' he said shortly. "You
are really nosy. I'm going to go clean up my room."

Well, that could have been much worse. Dad alwalgsre it was rude to
mention race, but Octavian seemed okay with ibuldn't imagine what it would be like
to be adopted. To not even be sure what race yoe. \Wew could he be so well-
adjusted? Or at least, hetedlike he wasl'm not sure | buy it. Althoughwasbeing
nosy.

We set up a base by surrounding the room with iangéer of the science books
from my backpack. We placed two books on each wirsilh two by the door, and
spread the rest around the walls.

“That should do it,” said Octavian, and sat dowossrlegged in the middle of the
floor.

| joined him. “It smells funny in here."

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” he said. “You saidu had something?”

| explained about my mother and the notebook, badetter. | left out the
specifics of my Margot’s iliness, simply explainihgw the fact that both had gone
missing had to be significant.

“Wow,” said Octavian. “Your mother was in Wicketfbee? There mighibe
something in that letter that could help us. Hawve ried asking her about it?”

“You don't just...ask my mother about things. And evieyou do, you can’t
believe the things she says, and you can’t alweaga enderstand them. It's

complicated.”
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“Do you think that maybe she got trapped here lbad she got away? It could be
the reason for her...um, condition.’

“Oh my god,” | whispered. “What if the way she st her fault? What if it was
caused by this place?”

“By Lysandra.”

“All this time, and I've =" | shook my head franalty. “No, we can’t jump to
conclusions. We need to find that notebook.”

“Okay. You think it was taken?”

“Yes.”

“Then it will be up at the old Wicket manor. Witlysandra.”

"l thought that's where the mayor lives."

He rolled his eyes. "He's in cahoots with her, dbetly’

“Great, both of them,” | said. “How on earth are gang to get it?”

“That’s easy. All we have to do is break in to tragon’s den.”

“It’s ‘lion’s den’ and you could jussayit’'s impossible. We have to kill her in
order to get the letter that might tell us how ilbher.”

“That's not exactly what | had in mind. It's goitagtake some planning. But | was
thinking more of sneaking in and sneaking out efdre knows what's happening.”

"And she's just going tiet us?"

"l didn't say we shouldn't take some weapons alduasgt in case.”

"Great," | said sarcastically. "l always carry aket launcher with me, how about

you?"
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Chapter Nineteen

Wednesday marked the day that | would have beanyoway home, had | not
decided to extend my stay. | had had my windowpgfastunity to escape, and | had not
taken it. If things turned out badly, | would have one to blame but myself.

Octavian had eventually decided that the best wayet into the mayor’'s manor
was to be as straightforward as possible. He wotfi&t to take the next grocery delivery,
and we could just walk in the front door. “It tog&u three days to come up with that
plan?” | said. "We've only got a week and a hdif datil the 21st!"

“Oh hush,” he said. “Like you could have done hette

"And what makes you think she won't just kill ussasn as we walk in the door?"

"Look, I've made deliveries there a hundred tinaesl I've seen her a grand total
of exactly once. She's probably not home duringdtne Too busy wandering around and
snooping."

The next delivery was Friday morning, so we hahpl of time to kill until then.
| got my cousins to their various activities likp@ and helped my aunt around the
house, though 1 still did not touch the cookingnsiés. | knew it would be useless.

| had been spending every afternoon at Octaviapéstment. We didn’t do nearly
so much planning and plotting, but instead talkedlayed games. It was a new
experience for me, hanging out with a guy who digiant anything from me, and that |

wasn't trying to manipulate. It was nice, like whem stop in your busy schedule of
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swimming laps and just float for a while. Octaviaas teaching me how to play chess.
He nearly always won, because | did not have tliemze to plan moves far in advance.

“You'll never be a criminal mastermind.” Octavigathered up the chess pieces,
shaking his head with mock regret. “Real villaing always fifteen moves ahead —
building wild patterns of the moves they are gaimgnake, planning years in advance,
like spiders in their webs.”

“I'll let you do the planning for me, and thenl ithke the credit,” | said.

“But that would make me the power behind the terdn

“That’s okay — you need a figurehead that peoplefellow because they're
charismatic and beautiful, and I'm sorry, but yastjdon’t cut it.”

He yawned and lay back on the couch. “Well attleasn’t have to dress up.”

It was a particularly hot day, and the east coastitity made me feel sticky and
sweaty all the time. | missed the dry heat of Lagéles, which at the very least did not
make me feel like a sausage trying to burst omybwn skin. Octavian too was used to
the extreme dry heat of Arizona, but he had beéfNicket's Folly for two summers
now, so he was at least partially used to it.

We were in the living room of his apartment, a# thindows open and two fans
going on full power. The air was warm, but at laastas moving. Octavian had rolled up
his sleeves, and the glove on his hand seemedftodimg in midair at his side.

| lifted the heavy hair off my neck and let the fagm the fan play over it. "Why
don't you ever wear shorts?"

He gave an upside down shrug from the couch.
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"l bet you have chicken legs!"

"l do not have chicken legs."

"Then why don't you wear shorts?"

No answer.

“I'm bored."

He covered his eyes with his hand. "Shh."

| rifled around in my bag until | found a pen andrampled receipt. | smoothed
the paper out onto the kitchen table and heldlwipen.

“Here, write something,” | commanded.

“No."

"Aw, come on, please?"

"Stop whining," he said, but he sat up and peefétis glove. The pen pulled
itself from my hand. Its tip touched the paper, armegan moving in the familiar loose
loops and sharp turns, although it appeared thaheavas guiding it. Since he was left-
handed, his hand should have blocked the words ¥iem, but | could look right
through it and see the words he was writing.

“Ha, ha,” | said sarcastically. He had writteook, I'm a ghost:‘Why do you
keep the glove on even when you're at home?” |dskeiously. “There’s no one here to
see.”

“It's not for you, it's for me,” he said. “I careél my arm, but | can’t see it. It's
hard to grab things with a hand you can’t see.dssiwhen it's covered, I'm less likely

to suddenly remember that it can’t possibly bedghand then it isn’t.”
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“Iwonder...” | said slowly. “Let’s try something.”

He wiggled his eyebrows at me. "You want to...expent."

| smacked his arm.

I had him lie on the floor, his right shoulder &ed behind the edge of a bookcase.
“Now reach your left hand out as far as you caeally stretch.”

“I don’t know why I’'m going along with this,” heagd, but he complied.

| placed the pen a few inches out of reach, theéleg off his glove. “Now see if
you can pick up the pen.”

“You know | can’t, you put it too far.”

“Just try to forget how long your arm is. Justkoup the pen.”

He strained for a while, and the pen did not mbgat quietly, arms around my
knees, watching. Eventually, he took a deep breddsed his eyes, amdached- and
suddenly the pen sat comfortably in midair.

“You did it!" | exclaimed.

“Do you know what this means,” Octavian said exdly, sitting up. “I can
change it.”

| shook my head. “It can’t be possible. You mustdjust stretched farther this
time. That's the only explanation."

“But this whole thing was your idea.”

“I didn’t think it would actually work!” | snappedn fact, | had been expecting it

not to.
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He shook his head. “I just don’t get you sometinmed, Why are you so sure that
everything has to have a logical explanation? Cgottjust take some things on faith?”

“No, That's superstition.”

“But it's okay to — to have an imagination and &tuf

| thought this over. “When | was little,” | saidostly, “my mother saw things that
weren’t there. If anyone made so much as a referem8anta Claus, or the tooth fairy,
she would get really upset and tell me that theyn'diexist, they were just myths or
collective folk belief. Sometimes it was like shasatrying to convinceerselfthat they
weren't real too, because | think she could acyusdle them. | decided, when | was
growing up, to believe only what | could see andermstand.”

“So you understand quantum mechanics and stuftHée”

“No, | mean stuff that there's an explanation fahat | could understand if | took
the time, or did the research.”

| stayed for dinner that night, which was warme@dvozen meatballs. Octavian
explained that his mother was rarely home for l[dng,when she remembered, she
cooked a large amount of food and then froze helfan out of that, he ate waffles three
meals a day.

While we ate, we continued our argument about tifemgths of my viewpoint
versus Octavian’s. He claimed that not understaneirerything in life was what made it
interesting, while | stubbornly held out that | vieth my world to be as rational as

possible. When people do not understand the woodral them, they allow themselves
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to be led by superstition and fear, which couldilealynchings, inquisitions, and
genocide.
“So what you're saying is that in your perfect vehrévery question has an
answer, every puzzle has a solution, every blaakepbn the map has been filled in?”
“It sounds kind of bad when you say it like thaif lges. | guess that'’s true.”
Octavian shook his head. “I'm not sure I'd wantit@ in that world with you.

Me, I like a little bit of mystery.”
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Chapter Twenty

"Where did they go?" Samuel asked. "These people w ho disappeared.”
His voice was hushed, enraptured by the words of he r tale.

"To the other place," she answered. "The place whe re the gods had
come from. Some say that it is the place of magic, the place where

stories come from, and where men live forever."
"And children ended up there?"

"Perhaps. She smiled, showing small white teeth tha t seemed almost
sharp. "If they did, they must have liked it there, because they never
came back."

Octavian suggested that we take Thursday to ddeHiking in the hills, or
‘reconnaissance,’ as he called it. He had theradtar off, and with my cousins at their
music lesson, | was free as well.

After lunch, | changed into jeans and sneakersaantite long-sleeved layering
tee. This time, | was going to be prepared for wagjkhrough the woods. Uncle Bennet
had told me that in this part of the country thesze ticks that could give you lyme
disease, so | wanted to keep my arms and legsdailgred. It might be hot, but at least |
wouldn't need to slather more than my face withisiack. | packed a bag with a bottle
of water, extra sun-block, and some snacks in tgeehungry.

After taking the kids to their various lessong] #imen back home, artdento the
house of their music teacher, | already felt likeat walked at least three miles today. |
made Octavian wait while | took my time cooling offfront of the fan.

He too was dressed for a hike. | surveyed him,ihgldack the hair that the fan
was trying to whip into my face. “Something’s diééat,” | said. “Oh | know! You
washed your hair!”

“Very funny,” he said sarcastically.

"You want sun-block?"
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He indicated the olive skin of his ungloved armo"Dook like | need sun-
block?"

"Sheesh, | was just asking."”

“Can we go now?”

As we walked back to the center of town, we hadbthe luck to see Mick across
the street. Octavian immediately threw an arm adlaug waist. To complete the picture,
| reached around his waist too, and took his harmdine. | must have taken him by
surprise, because for an instant the hand vanisheéd was left holding an empty glove
before it solidified a moment later.

Octavian let go of me as soon as Mick was outglftsil was glad. On the one
hand, it was very awkward to have Octavian touchmglike that, but on the other hand,
it was also sort of nice. It made me feel thingsabn't used to feeling, things | was sure
that | was nevegoing to feellt was all too confusing, and | greatly preferrea@then
things were simple. | made a mental note to telkigalater and see what she thought.
Assuming the phone was still working.

Octavian led the way out of the center of town, hledked over my shoulder to
see a sign reading “Welcome to Wicket's Folly.”

“Are we leaving?” | asked. “I thought you werenlloaved to leave?”

“We’'re not really leaving,” he explained. “Thisjisst the town. The whole
surrounding area belongs to Lysandra — the wobésyianor, maybe even some of the

lake. As far as | can figure out, it's everythingto where the paved road starts — the
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highway. There's no sign for the Folly there, usé of those food-gas-hotel signs. |
think that's how a lot of people get trapped here.”

"Carb-heavy food?"

He shook his head. "No. It's because there isg'gan station. People come
looking for it, but they don't find it, and theretjire stuck."”

"But people drive cars around here. They must lingegas somewhere."

"Yeah, but not from here."

The cobbles gave way to a wide dirt track with greoves on either side. The
road was flanked by two shallow grass-filled ditthé/as it here, | wondered, in one of
these ditches, that | had lain after my accidenti2d to imagine myself lying sprawled
on a mashed bed of grass, but imagination had e my strong suit.

“What happens during the winter?” | asked. “Withtaht rain and snow, do the
roads turn to mud, or ice? How can cars get thratigh

“People try to stay home during the winter,” Octavisaid, kneeling to examine a
tiny lizard scurrying under a rock. “We get snowéhkke you wouldn’t believe. And
there’s no plows or anything. People shovel thein evalks, and if they have to go out,
they ski.”

“They ski to work?” | said incredulously.

“Well, it's either that or wade through snow knesegd or higher. It doesn’t get
too messy though, because the ground freezes paditly You wouldn’t believe how

cold it gets. Be grateful that you don’t have t@ydtere for the winter. You got here
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pretty much right after it got warm and all the snoelted. Right, here we start
climbing.”

We turned onto a narrow dirt track that led ofbithe trees. The trail did not
appear to be maintained in any way, and the grewasicovered in a thick blanket of
dead leaves that crunched underfoot. In placesentherfoliage was thick, the usual light
dappling of shadows became the full beam of a gftivhere the sun managed to break
through the leaves. | wondered how these individagdied, spiny and sometimes sparse
trees could look, from a distance, like smooth sbégreen velvet covering the hillside.

There were soft crunches and snaps around us thatl\we frightening at night,
but during the day, they were immediately recognlizas the comforting sounds of a
natural setting going about its business. Birdg sard the squirrels chattered, and a
family of wild turkeys scattered in fright at thewnd of our footsteps. The leaves of the
trees rustled in the breeze as though they werspghing to each other, and I felt for a
moment as if | was intruding on a place where Irthtl belong. But that was a silly
thought, | chided myself. No one owned the woods.

“This place is really something in the winter,” @eian said eventually. “White
snow everywhere like everything is muffled and egléSometimes you feel like you
should talk in whispers or you'll wake it up. Yohnauld see it, you'd like it.”

| smiled as a rabbit darted across the path irt wbos, its white tail bobbing as it
scampered away. “How do we know,” | said slowlydt I'm allowed to leave? Maybe
I’'m just as stuck here as you are.”

“I thought you didn’t believe all that.”
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“I'm just saying. What if?”

Octavian thought for a while. “If | were her, Imbthink | would want you,” he
said at last. “You're too much of a skeptic.”

We walked in silence for a long time, each of & lo our own thoughts,
speaking only to point out an interesting treeamianimal off in the distance. | was
thinking about Margot and her need to deny thetemce of the unreal things she could
see. The past few weeks had proven to me that Wesesomething more than usual in
the world around me. Could it be that it was jhss tveird place with its resident witch,
or did it mean that the world as a whole was noatwinad once taken for granted? | had
seen things and heard about things that couldepbbsible, and yet people believed
them, and | had seen those things too, and | hadlteve them because there was no
alternative. But did it just mean that there waggplanation and | didn’t know it yet, or
did it mean that when | tried to rationalize, | isehaving like my mother?

Octavian certainly believed that things were beyonadnal in Wicket's Folly.
What else could he do, with an arm like his? Bualse seemed to believe that there was
more to life than met the eye, that there was seoneof deeper mystery in the way
things worked, and he seemed completely comfortalifenot understandinghy. |
definitely could not live like that, so here | wagading a thin line between a quest for
reason and utter insanity, trying to find answehew! wasn't even sure of the questions.
But | needed to know, and | reassured myself thaduld, and it would all make some
kind of sense eventually.

“We're here,” said Octavian, his voice hushed.
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We stepped out into a clearing in the trees, aralght my breath. A circle of
magnificent and weathered grey stones stood tdllbaoud, the afternoon sun casting
their long shadows behind them. What had once baked Wicket's Circle. The Folly
itself.

It looked just like it did in the painting that wasting on the desk in my room,
except that | had painted them with their shaddWsliing to a central point, which
made them eerie and foreboding. Up close, theytdidwe that dangerous feel.

The stones felt powerful and eternal, even thougtelv that they had not even
been there for a whole century. Their surfaces wetavorked smooth, and they were of
slightly varied size and thickness, but despitér thabtle differences, they appeared part
of a perfectly matched set.

From up here, | could see the lake, its water dipayll clear, and the town,
almost hidden in the trees, the little people cnagvhlong like insects. From this lofty
position, it seemed like the stones could watchr everything happening below.

“You know what | heard?” said Octavian. “I hearditlf you count them, you'll
come up with a different number every time.”

| took a long drink from my water bottle. It haddmea hot climb, and | was
sweaty.“Not possible.”

“Let’s try. You stand here, and I'll go around.”

| complied, mostly because | wanted to see hisrthpmved wrong. While he
wound around the circle, touching each stone aohated, | placed my hand on the

surface of the pillar closest to me. My fingersked so long and thin, the skin too pink
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against the gray-white stone. My gold nail polisksvehipped and scratched. When was
the last time | had painted them?

The surface of the stone felt rough, slightly funrigh lichen, and warm from the
sun. | traced a crack along its side with my finger

“Seventeen,” announced Octavian, coming up by mg.si’m going around
again. Don’t move.” Off he went.

Below, on the lake, | could see some people in timght colored kayaks. | had
never been kayaking. If only I hadn't been expelleduld be planning summer
expeditions of kayaking and swimming with my frisndot a care in the world, instead
of here in Wicket’s Folly, trying to recover misgimemories that would disprove the
existence of magidf | could take it all back, go back to the begimmof the summer and
tell myself not to come here, would | do it?

“Nineteen,” said Octavian, coming up by my should8ee, | told you.”

“That’s not possible."

“I can count very well. In fact, I'm known for it.”

“Go again. Now I'm paying attention.”

He shrugged and headed off, this time counting frlmeninside of the circle. |
watched carefully this time, counting quietly toseif as he went. Was it just my
imagination, or was he getting smaller as he wié¥¢Pe the stones getting bigger? No, it
seemed as though he were getting farther awaythatitvasn’t possible, was it? He was
getting farther away, but he was still inside tirele and there was nowhere to get

farther away to.
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“Octavian,” | called nervously, but he didn't tumidn’t even seem to hear me.

Something like panic broke inside me, and | stepptthe circle, screaming his
name. He turned, surprised, and saw me. “Come bhcklled.

He walked back towards me, and it was a much lowgdk than it should have
been. When at last he was close enough, | gralbdthhd and pulled him out of the
circle.

He looked at me, confused. “What is it?”

Now that we were both outside the circle, everygrseemed normal again,
laughably so. | shook my head. “I thought — nothing

“You know something weird?” he said quietly. “Theme | was up to thirty-six.
But that's way too many. Much more than the finstet.”

“I'm sure you just started going around a seconeff | said. “Can we go now?”

He scratched his head, not really listening, a f@azexpression on his face.
“Yeah. Wait, what about reconnaissance?”

“Let’s not bother,” | said. “I want to go.”

Octavian shrugged, and we began the long windisgetd back to the town.

| was glad when the stone circle disappeared hdrees behind ugvhat the
hell just happened?

It seemed like my world was getting complicatedeontore.
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Chapter Twenty-One

As if we had agreed upon it, Octavian and | ditlspeak about what had
happened at the stone circle. | was still too ulegkby it, and Octavian was deep in
thought. We spoke only of our plans to retrievertbebook and my mother’s letter the
following day, and parted company until then.

It felt as though | was preparing to go into mattldid not know what was going
to happen or how things were going to turn out, @watl made me nervous. | liked things
to be predictable. But | had to know what thatdletiaid, even if it was nothing but
nonsense.

| spent the evening playing with my cousins, tegkérom thinking about things
too much. They were antsy after having to sit atil behave at their music lessons, and
were, if possible, even rowdier than usual. Weanaund in the backyard before dinner,
and then build a large, lopsided pyramid out otk#o | sat in for the reading of their
bedtime story, even though it had talking animals.

“Aren’t you going to tell me that animals don’tkd” Uncle Bennet said when he
had turned out the light.

“l don’t know what | believe any more,” | answered

“Are you alright? You sound strange.”

“It's just this place — it does things to you.”

“Yes | know,” he said. | could just make out higlevglazed smile, too bright in

the darkness. “It's wonderful isn’t it?”
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| waited for Octavian by the market’s rear loaddogk. Because of nerves, | had
not slept well the night before, and now | kept pawg with jawbone-cracking fatigue. |
had only barely managed to get Eric and Freddibew swimming lesson on time, and
then had almost forgotten to pick them up agalrad left them all at home under
Archie’s care, with the understanding that | wolbédhome soon, but just in case, if | was
not, their mother would be back by four.

Mick had spotted me on my way to the market, whiels almost inevitable due
to the problem of having hair so bright that it made recognizable from miles away.
Maybe | should buy a widjthought, while | smiled and told him truthfullizat | was in a
hurry. He accepted this excuse with no outward dfimtritation.

| pulled a crate into the shade and sat, rubbingy®g, glad that | had decided to
forgo the contact lenses. My glasses might be tiaflag, but at least they didn’t itch. |
fingered the solid wooden handle of the small lgttknife in my pocket. It was the same
one that had cut my hand when | tried to cook thveeks ago.

When Octavian showed up at last, | surveyed hiblaltk clothes and said, “We
aren’t robbing the place you know.”

“We kind of are.”

“Not like burglars. We're just trying to get badcirsething they took from me.
You look suspicious like that.”

“Shut up, | like black. It matches the color of sgul.”
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“Of course it does.” | myself was wearing my stestijeans-and-sneakers
combo, the same ones from yesterday. | really shioave brought better clothes. While
packing skimpy summer outfits, | hadn't planneddainting, or getting kidnapped, or
for breaking into houses.

"Did you bring a weapon?"

Wordlessly, | pulled the knife from my pocket andalded the washcloth | had
wrapped it in.

"Excellent." He showed me a boxcutter that he hraddht with him from work.

| had thought that we would drive the produce trupko the mayoral manor, but
Octavian admitted, rather shamefacedly, that hédamat drive, and we could not ask
anyone to drive us because someone might wondeavgimple delivery was going to
take so much longer than it should have.

“I can’t drive either,” | told him reassuringly.’¥le just got a permit. I'm going to
take my test soon though.”

“I would have got mine by now, but we don’t havBllV here, and | can't leave
to go to one.”

He was pressing the issue too much. It obviouslganassed him. “So what do
we do?”

“We take the wagon.”

“Which is...?”
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Octavian pointed, and | looked over to see...a chitdd wagon. | could have
laughed. “Don’t tell me we’'re going to walk all thexy up to the manor dragging that
thing?”

“Nope. We’'re going to ride all the way up to thermoa” He showed me how the
wagon hitched up to a bicycle. “And now you see wHgn’t go to make deliveries by
myself.”

| shook my head. “You've got to be joking.”

Together we loaded up the wagon with big papersteit Octavian stapled shut
and then secured with string.

“I don’t suppose there’s room in there for me tbertoo?” | asked doubtfully.

He shrugged. “Hop in and we’ll see.”

| shifted the bags over as much as possible, trenrmaed myself into a corner
with two bags on my lap. Octavian climbed ontobile and strained to work the pedals.
We rolled forward a few yards before stopping. “Veidie said. “You weigh a ton. This
will be murder going uphill.”

“You've never had a girlfriend, have you?” | sanldly.

“There’s only one way to do this. One of us wilvkeao walk.”

“Fine, | feel ridiculous sitting in this thing anwy.” | climbed out of the wagon.
“I'll walk for now. We can take turns walking quilskand riding slowly.”

He nodded. “Fine. And if we end up having to leava hurry, you can ride in the
wagon. The extra weight will be positively usefulvie’re going downhill.”

“Just shut up,” | said wearily.
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The system of riding and walking worked very welhg trifle slowly. The journey
was also less creepy when we kept to the roadadsiegoing through the trees.
Octavian creaked along on the bicycle with | wadkat his side, and when one of us was
tired we switched places. | contrived to spend tese working the bike contraption,
though I did help.

The road curved around the town, so we could wiatglowing smaller below us.
My uncle’s house shrank steadily below us, andd plaased to see it was still standing.
| probably shouldn't have left the boys on theingwut it could not be avoided. Archie,
as the oldest, would have enough sense to keepisiohief to a minimum. Hopefully, |
would be back home before Aunt Alicia, but if someg§ went wrong....I put it from my
mind.

When we reached the Wicket house, | was surprizedé that the place was
silent and somewhat rundown. The paint was faddddaty, and several lathes of the
shutters were missing. One of the windows was eweld taped over. It did not look
like the home of an important man like a mayor.

Octavian climbed off the bike and wiped the sweattnf his forehead. He rang the
doorbell. “Here goes nothing.”

We waited, and the door was soon opened by a malgd woman that |
assumed had to be the mayor’s housekeeper. “Ytaigg she said, but she did not
sound annoyed. Her voice carried no emotion whatsoe

“Truck broke down,” Octavian lied. “We had to tatke bike.”
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She shrugged. “Too bad.” Again, her voice was esgiomless. “Put the bags in
the kitchen.”

Octavian and | carried the bags into the hall. Asstepped over the threshold, |
felt like a sheep walking into the lion’s den, guaey fly voluntarily entering the spider’s
web. | eyed the shadowy stairs as | followed Oetadnd the housekeeper through a
huge dining room with a long table that was sehwliisty plates and tarnished
silverware, and into a large kitchen. As we setoffet the next round of bags, Octavian
gave me a significant look, jerked his head overshioulder, and mouthed, “I'll stall.”

| nodded, and touched the knife in my pocket fasseirance. “I think I'll just go
use the bathroom,” | announced loudly . There wareaction from the housekeeper, so
when Octavian headed out to the wagon for the loaxk of bags, | went upstairs. The
steps were covered in thick dusty carpet, but gtidlycreaked quietly at my step.

The second floor of the house seemed just as rtedles the first. It was very
dim, considering the bright sunshine outside, asdthielled musty, as though the
windows were never opened. There were splotchesotif on the carpet, and a thick
coating of dusk choked the corners where the wadisthe floor. Ugh. What on earth
was that housekeeper here to do if not to clean?

Doors lined the hallway, and most of them were ofiémough one set of double
doors partially ajar, | could hear voices talkingedly. | resisted the urge to listen; my
primary objective was finding the notebook.

A quick tour of the half dozen doors lining thelthay showed me that they were

mostly bedrooms, though the blankets of the fancy-poster beds were dusty enough
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that | could tell they were never used. | hesitatedhe threshold of one, feeling daunted.
Where was | supposed to start? Crap and double kraybe this wasn't such a good idea
after all.

Would the notebook be lying around in plain sigitRat about the letter? What if
they were hidden? Should | be feeling behind msdtre and looking behind paintings?
How could | have been so foolish, thinking | cosithply traipse up the hill, help myself
to the notebook, and then skip off honwgRayhadn't we thought things through?

| could still hear the distracting murmur of voiagaming from the study. | could
feel them drawing me in, the lure of secrecy amgh| wasn't supposed to know, like
listening to people who thought they were alonk itathe ladies' room. What was the
harm in listening for a bit? They could be sayingething interesting or important, and
they might stop soon. | could start my searchtie liater. Back through the muffled
hallway | crept, cursing silently as the floor dred. | paused by the double doors and
stood, completely still, listening.

| could hear a man’s voice and a woman'’s. The wosnarice was too quiet to
decipher clearly, but I could hear the words ofrien almost entirely. | wondered if this
was Mayor Strahan.

“l would do the same, if it were me,” he was sayiHg words were swift, almost
pleading.

The woman murmured something, her voice hissinthefss.

“Haven'’t | always done what you said? You command bBobey. Can’t you

allow me this one?”
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“Kindly do not meddle in my affairs,” the woman daher voice rising so | could
hear her words. “Child of yours or no, this canbpetallowed to continue. Not when I'm
so close.”

Was she talking about Tamara? Had Tamara beensgniething that was
dangerous to Lysandra? The man muttered sometluiogldl not hear, and the woman
said, “Threats now, is it?” Her tone was amuseduYnay try if you like, but you know
that | will not...allow it. Let me remind you —"

There was a low sobbing cry of despair from the ybaih | had not heard the
woman say or do anything. | hovered on the thresghould | run in and help the man?
The moment passed, and | did not move. | could tieaman crying quietly now.

“Remember this, Megan Breelie,” said the woman hpud

| froze, my heart pummeling my ribcage. The doewflopen of its own accord. |
could see a figure curled on the floor, shakingetiyi but there was no one else in the
room. My gaze flew back and forth over the desk emdless bookshelves, but | could
not see the woman who had been speaking. | grifhpekinife in my pocket and drew it
out.

"My, my," said the woman's voice. "Isn't this agise? And you've brought a
gift. A kitchen knife in a washcloth? How very téymg."

Where is it coming fromPraked the room with my eyeldow can there be
nothing? This isn't possible.

A flash of white burned momentarily before my eyas] the woman appeared

right before me, her nose three inches from mine.
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| jJumped backwards with a shriek, the knife sligpfrom my hand so that | held
nothing more than a little green washcloth.

Hair and clothes billowing around her in an invisilwvind, she stared directly into
my eyes. The pale face was surprisingly youngthoeibrittle, floating white hair and
faded eyes were those of an old woman. Her smatpdeeth bared themselves in a
smile that was far from friendly. "Boo."

"Ly-lysandra," | stammered.

“Oh you know my name?" Her lips pressed into a thark smudge on her ashy
face. "And | know yours. Remember what happengtte girls who cannot mind their
own business, Megan Breelie. Your voice offendseans.” Her outline seemed to
shimmer. She reached out an arm that stretcheddewae, glittering and insubstantial
and impossibly long.

| pulled at my feet but they had rooted themsetedabe spotRelax, focus|, told
myself, but my mind had other idedise been here before. Tree roots — stones — the
moon — | can see it! Stop it — not now! Why canibve?

"Megan!" A thundering of footsteps announced O&n'\d arrival. He was
clutching his boxcutter in his gloved left hand.etack," he said bravely, but his voice
shook.

Lysandra smiled. "And it brought a friend." Shentenl to me. "You really could
have chosen better. Can't you see this one is sSmgnmth insecurities. He carries them
with him everywhere; they're mosquitoes, stingingd atinging at him. He isn't even sure

who he is. And he wonders, doesn't he? Oh, yesonelers."
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"Shut up!" Octavian's cheeks were a deep darkHedaised the boxcutter, and
there was a rapid clicking as he extended the kdadar as it would go.

"What, you think that puny toy can actually harrehMy dear, don’t you see? |
have ancient and powerful magic, and you havdla khife."

She lunged in an instant, faster than my eyes doaidt. Her hands flashed into
pure white light and shot towards ntiecoughme. Instantly, the world shuddered
violently. For a long moment, my stunned eyes caglel nothing but bright white.

Color swam back into the world. The walls bled perpnd then throbbed to
green. | could hear my heart thundering in my eéansadows dripped like ink down the
pulsating walls and crept up to engulf the grourtte floor beneath my feet was
stretching thin, and | was sinking into a pit df.in

"There will be no escape,” Lysandra's voice whisgen my ear. "You're mine."

| couldn't breathe. | gasped and gasped, and ngeoxgassed into my lungs. Pain
exploded in my chest, as though my ribs were tryinfpld in on themselves. My neck
tried to telescope, while my head was floating alile/a parade blimp. The world
twisted and swirled, crawling with flashing, pixgal slime.

“No!” cried a man’s voice suddenly. The mayor. Liydea gave a cry of surprise
and rage, and the world snapped back into plaagdrme with such violence that |
reeled and nearly fell. | clutched the wall to r@cae my balance, gasping in air. Before

the floor was fully solid again, | snatched Octagarozen hand and bolted.
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All thought of finding the notebook fled from my nal. | didn't care that the
mayor might be harmed for interfering, that he kmbd up for me and might be hurt.
All I cared about was getting away from that hoasd that evil woman.

| did not know how we made it down the stairs withfalling. Octavian stumbled
along behind me. His stride was much longer thamemand he kept bumping into me,
stepping on the heels of my shoes, and trippingodis up.

"Let go!" he yelled as we picked ourselves up atlibttom of the stairs. "Let go!"

His words finally got through to me, and | unlockag fingers from around his.
We hurtled out the front door, and | barely registiethe robotic housekeeper standing by
the door, her hand clutching a wad of cash stifflthe air.

“Never mind," Octavian yelled over his shoulder.éWhill you!"

“We've got to get out of here. She's coming af®f Where is that damn wagon?

"What happened?” he asked urgently. “All of a serdglou looked like you'd
seen a ghost, and then you just grabbed me."

“I'll tell you later,” | gasped. | climbed into thempty wagon. “Go, go, go!”

He hopped onto the bike and we shot away downadhe. ISeveral times we
nearly careened into a tree, but that wasn't nearlyightening as what we had just left. |
looked over my shoulder many times, but it seerhatino one was going to follow us.
And why should they? Lysandra controlled this enfilace. There was nowhere we

could go that she could not get us.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

"Time passed," she went on, "and the gods decided t
earth. The days of magic were ending, and it was ti
Before they went, they built a monument of stones i
circle as a testament to the end of an era. They us
three men together, too heavy for any but a god to
see it and always remember the power of their gods.
last stone fell, they said, the two worlds would no
would be forever separate, even for the gods. From
mankind would have to learn to take care of himself
his own hand."

o leave this
me for them to go.
n the center of the
ed stones larger than
lift, so men would
Moreover, when the
longer overlap, but
that point on,
, to live or die by

My heart did not stop galloping until we were backhe leisurely bustle of the

Wicket's Folly afternoon. In the bright sunlightdaordinary proceedings of the town, the

idea of terrifying visions in a dark and spooky sian seemed laughable. And yet,

inexplicable as it was, | couldn't deny that it egpened.

The bike screeched to a halt back at the loading dbthe market, and Octavian

pretended to fall dramatically to the ground. “Aly lags,” he groaned. “I'm dying.”

| had to unlock my legs before | could make mys#dive, and as | climbed out of

the wagon, | found that my knees were shaking.

“S0?” Octavian sat up. “You going to tell me whappened?”

“Lysandra saw me,” | said shortly.

“But you got the notebook, right?”

The notebook! The whole reason for our ill-advis@al and | had not even

looked for it. “I couldn’t find it,” | said, not loking at him.

"What about the letter?"

"Nope."
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“What? All that planning — all thiking — and you didn’t find it?” Octavian said
indignantly. “Then what was the point of all — wiaaé we supposed to — what about my
legs?”

“I'm not giving your legs any consideration at ‘allsnapped. | felt guilty and
foolish, and it made me want to lash out at hiniridd to find it and | couldn’t. End of
story, okay?”

He stood angrily. Clearly his stupid legs didn'tttao much. “Yeah, | bet you
triedreal hard.”

“And if you ask me, I think your little plan was —hy brain flailed around for the
proper word but couldn’t find it "— severalydeplanned’

“Oh yeah?" he snarled. "l didn't hgayusharing any brilliant ideas. | notice
you're perfectly happy to let me do all the hardkydut when it comes time for you to
do something, you give it five minutes and give’up.

“What” said | outraged. “That is so far from — | dorwwho do you think you
are, Mr. High-and-Mighty?l‘understand what’s going on around héteaow
everything, angou’re too stupid, so leave the thinking to me.”

“l do not sound like that!”

“Hey kid!” someone called, and we both turned te aeman in a blue apron
standing on the loading dock. “You were supposdaktback half an hour ago. I'm not
paying you to stand around and argue with youfrgarid.”

“She’snotmy girlfriend,” said Octavian angrily.

“I don't care. Get back inside and get back to work
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“This isn’t over,” Octavian hissed at me. He folleavhis boss back inside.

It seemed | had lost my only ally, but | was togto care. As | walked home, |
kicked at pebbles, thinking of all the ugly wordatt| would have liked to call him if |
had had the chancede was angry ame?How could he have thought that stupstypid
plan was a good idea? How could he gsstthose things to me? Trod Even boys |
broke up with still wanted me.ownedthem.

And how did that work out for Edeasneaky voice whispered in my mig&hut
up! | yelled.Why am | arguing witimyself?

| saw Sasha jogging on the other side of the staget when she glared at me, |
glared right back.

| was stewing with resentment and grumpiness whetrhyself into my uncle’s
house. My cousins materialized as though from negaashing in to skid to a halt in
front of the door. They stood in a row, like a siniddree-person live barricade. | tried to
dispel my dark mood. None of this wir fault.

“You didn’t want to come in, did you?” Archie asked

“Well, 1 was thinking of just sitting on the dooegt for a few hours,” | said.

“Oh, good,” said Eric.

Archie elbowed him. “She’s being sarcastic, dodfus.

| examined their too-innocent faces. They werertjdading something. Great,

something else | could feel guilty for. | had lefy cousins alone unsupervised while |
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ran off on an errand that turned out to be a wastene, and while | did, they had gotten
into trouble. I sighed. “All right, what did you @b

“Doo-doo,” said Freddie, giggling.

“Nothing,” said Eric.

“An experiment,” said Archie.

| shoved my way through them, and as | passed,l¢telyed on to my arms and
legs. | struggled along as though | were a corofictid, complete with iconic ball and
chain.

“Don’t go in there,” Eric squealed.

“Shut up, moron,” said Archie.

“I love you,” Freddie announced, hugging my knees.

“The kitchen, huh?” | said. | grabbed onto the divame to pull myself and my
retinue into the kitchen. There was an odd bursmell, and | sniffed repeatedly to try
and locate its source. | turned towards the mick@vaOh my god, what did you do?”

“An experiment,” Archie said softly. All three bolet go of me and cowered
down onto the floor, as though they were tryingnake themselves as small as possible.

Gingerly, | popped the microwave's door and haabé.| The back of the door
was covered in green splotches, and thin wispshoke issued gently from inside. “A
marker? Amarker? Why on earth would you microwave a marker.”

“We didn’t do it,” Eric wailed. "Please don't tdélommy!"

Freddie scratched his ear placidly. “Sometimesnktithere’s dirt on my arms,

and then I realize it’s just my freckles.”
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“It was dry and it wouldn’t color,” Archie said. “Wenever the food is dry, Mom
puts it in the microwave and —”

“Only with food,” | said. “No markers in the micrawe.”

“We would have asked permission, but you wereeitli said Archie. His tone
was slightly accusatory, and | had to admit thab&e a point. | should not have left them
alone. Really, it was lucky that microwaving a naarwas all they had done. All of them
were still alive, no one was harmed, and the hewasestill standing.

| sighed. “Get me some paper towels and we’ll skatwe can do.”

-

Only Gwen was home when | called that night. Thataint that Dad was probably
out on a date with his mystery girlfriend. | thotiglcould sense that my sister did not
want to talk to me, so | joked around, telling Gvedaout our cousins’ latest escapades.

“Luckily, 1 was able to get most of it off,” | séi “The microwave is still a little
bit green, but | don’t think Aunt Alicia noticed.”

“That’s nothing,” said Gwen. “When you were fiy@mu broke Dad’s camera
trying to see how the pictures got in and out.”

| laughed. “Really?”

“Yeah. And then you told him that elephants frorarslhad done it, not you.”

“Well if | said it, it must have been true.” Extait. She was relaxing. We had
found something to talk about that was not a sometgor either of us.

“So why did you leave them alone anyway?” GweredsKkEveryone knows not

to leave little kids alone if you value your fuumié. Got a new boyfriend, huh?”
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“What?” | thought of Octavian, that stupid knowait jerk. “As if. | had to go
looking for something I lost.”

“What'd you lose?”

| hesitated. Did | really want to bring up Margatien things were going so well?
| bit my lip, then plunged ahead. “It was the nateb Mom gave me. | must have put it
somewhere before the accident, and now | can'’tifitd

“Did you look everywhere?”

| thought of my expedition to the Wicket house. éavhere.”

“Have you tried all the places you might have leialdt?”

“Yes.” | could hear my sister’s footsteps througk phone. There was a rustling,
and then a brief silence.

Finally Gwen spoke, and the was hostility in heiceconce more. “And you
didn’t, | don’t know, leave it right here in younam?” | could imagine my sister’s
perpetual smile pinched tight with anger.

What | had put so much time and effort into findingtthotebook, risked so
much, probably stirred up a hornet’s nest by dishg Lysandra, and then it turned out
that | had simply not taken the notebook to Wické&lly?

| swallowed down my frustration. "What's in it?"

There was a pause while Gwen flipped a few padeldks like pretty old," she
said. "It's the first draft of one of her essayd, Ibm pretty sure she's never published this
one. Actually...l think it may be a story. Maybe sha&sn't comfortable with fiction, so

she didn't publish it."
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"You've been following all her publications?" | wasrprised. Margot published
her essays under several false names. Gwen musbleawn keeping tabs on each one.

"You're not?"

Hmm. There was just a story in the notebook? Wyl mother must have wanted
me to have it for a reason. “Can | ask you a favbsaid apprehensively. “Can you
check and see if there's a letter too?"

"There isn't."

"Oh, okay. And um...can you send the notebook to me?”

That did it. Gwen exploded. “I just can’t believeuysometimes! It's not just that
Mom gave you that notebook, asked you to taketh wou, and you didn’t. But now you
want me tosendit to you?”

“Uh...yes?”

“You can't just — change you’re mind about whaangl isn’t important — Mom
asked you to take it with you. That should havenbe®ugh. You owe her that.”

My temper rose. “I don’t owe her anything, and hertdo you. Look, will you
send the notebook or not?”

“Fine,” said Gwen, her tone unwilling.

“Ship it express, okay?”

“Fine.”

“Good.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah. Oh, there's someone at the door. | gotta go.
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| hung up on Gwen's sarcastic "yeah, right." Howldshe think so little of me?
Sometimes | can't believe we're related.

| sighed and opened the door to find... Migkd the fun just keeps on coming.

| took an involuntary step backwards.

He held up his hands. "Wait," he said. "Truceright? I'm not here to try
anything." There was no glow about his eyes thiefino magnetism, nothing. He just
looked tired.

"What do you want?"

He glanced over his shoulder and then pulled a plesinenvelope out of his
pocket. "l came to give you this."

| took the envelope. My name was written in green pbove a PO box number.
Could it be my mother's letter? "Why do you havet?h

"Someone gave it to me to keep. | no longer waketp it."

"But why are you giving it to me?"

He bit his lip. "I don't know. | got...carried awayore than | thought possible.
More than | thought | would. I'm sorry — for evdrytg." His hand reached out to touch
my hair, and | stepped back out of his reach. W adot of myself in you. And the other
day, when | saw you with that guy....Sometimes welwaso blind to our flaws until we
see them in someone else."

What? Did he just insult me?

"You're an extraordinary woman, Megan Breelie. Ghmdt." He sighed and

turned away.
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| watched him trudge down the path, his shouldarsched and his hands in his
pockets. He seemed like a completely differentgrefsom the charming, commanding
presence he had had before. He walked like a miaug ¢ his doom, one who was
resigned to his fate.

| couldn't bring myself to open the letter. | watht@ctavian's support when facing
my mother's words, and | was pretty sure he woeldenbe talking to me again. Back
home if I lost a friend, | could easily just get se{f a new one, but out here, Octavian
was all | had. How pathetic.

“At least it's Friday night,” | told the cat as hanged out of my sweaty sneakers.
“At least | don’t have to go out.” | folded the tiet carefully, and tucked it into the back
pocket of my jeans.

| had been looking forward to spending the nigktda and having a good sulk,
but | had forgotten about the bonfire.

“You don’t think it's going to rain,” | said hopelly as we were packing up to
leave.

Uncle Bennet turned and regarded the gray sky ¢irdloe kitchen window. “I
don't know....I know that where you come from, whesrahe sky’s not blue, that means
it’s going to rain, but around here, it's a littteore unpredictable.”

“So can we go?” Archie asked.

“We’ve been very good,” Eric added.
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| could have easily cancelled the trip by bringupthe subject of how the
microwave had attained its faint green tint, bdidl not want to get my cousins into
trouble.Besides| thought.What if Lysandra's so angry that she tries to ireefire to kill
everyone again? | should be there, just in case.

| stuck close to them all throughout the picnicrgin avoiding the eyes of all the
people who hated me, or who | was currently figiptivith. Perhaps it was just the
weather, but there were fewer people at this welstrdire, and they seemed less
cheerful than they had last week. The circle waallemthis time, though it could have
been because people sat closer together. | wondeseche part of them remembered the
enormous fire that had almost killed them two wes}s.

Even the story was darker tonight — this | knewdertain because | stayed for the
whole thing. There were so many people | didn't itarsee — Sasha, who glared at me,
Tamara, who kept trying to catch my eye, Octawamy was studiously looking
anywhere but at me....At least Mick wasn't thetteell instead to focus on the story,
even when | thought | saw images in the fire again.

Mayor Strahan seemed unusually tired, but no wiansevear after the events at
the Wicket house. His hands were slightly unsteadgn he held them up for silence.
After the usual reminders about the upcoming smdtstival, he announced that he
himself would be telling tonight’s story.

He told a tale of a man who was very superstitious

This man had been unusually lucky in life — he aagbod lob, a lovely wife, and

many children. He had never had any major tragedibs life, and he believed that he
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had gotten as far as he had with as much as hedtwadise so far, the evil eye, the eye of
the devil, had failed to notice him. He was alwagsy careful never to brag or to boast
about anything, because he knew that this is wéilé the devil’s attention, and the devil
always takes the things that you love most. He doelver even tell people how many
children he had, for fear of calling the evil eyetbem.

Years passed, and eventually the man lost evegytiernad. He was fired from
his job, his income dried up, and he was left egbegA terrible illness struck his
children and many of them died. His wife took teenaining children and moved away.
The man was left, destitute and lonely, for theamer of his short, unhappy life.

When he died and finally met the devil face to fdweaskedhow did you know
where to find me? | was so careful. | did everyghiight, and still you took everything
from me.

The devil answered,did not see you for a long time until | noticédt there was
a man trying so very handotto be noticed, and then you seemed to stand ow& than
everyone else around you.

Do you meansaid the marthat by trying not to be noticed, | called your
attention to me?

Yes,said the devil.

If I had not tried to hidesaid the despairing mawpuld you still have taken
everything from me?

The devil smiled at him and saidguess we’ll never know.

273



The story ended there, leaving me feeling distynetisatisfied. If | was going to
sit through a whole story, it should at least haywod ending. Not even necessarily a
happy ending — just one that made sense.

Well, that was a waste of time. There was no morigeethis time to save people
from. But perhaps | could still salvage one goadghrom this night.

| sat down next to Octavian. “Hey."

He hunched his shoulders over and put his chini®hkrtees. “Hey.”

Wordlessly, | pulled the letter out of my pocketlaahowed it to him.

His back straightened. "Is that...?"

| nodded.

"Where did you get that?"

"Mick gave it to me."

"What? But | thought — "

"Yeah. | know."

"Have you read it?"

"Not yet. | want to wait until | have the noteboo. My mother said she sent me
the letter to explain things. It feels like theygbtito go together.”

He tossed a few blades of grass at the smoldesgeydf the bonfire. They fell
short. "And did Mick give you the notebook too?"

"No. Um. Turns out | left the notebook at homeevear brought it here after all.”

“Nowyou tell me?”
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“Yeah, but my sister’'s mailing it to me. | shouldtgt Monday. We can read it
then, okay?”
“I can't believe you're going to make me wait sagd he complained.

| smiled to myself. Peace offering accepted.
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| am surrounded by fools and traitors.

| pace the hallways of my home with a nervousg@neévly home! Myrome!This
place | made my own after that fool Wicket died] #at cow has the gall to walk right
in. And far worse, in my pitifully weakened corattil could not see her coming.

She was right before me, open, unprotected, aodld not kill her. Intervening
traitor! | will punish him sorely for this.

So. That Girl has found a companion, the ganglyksboy. I've listened to them
planning, thinking | will not be able to hear. Hedws much, but he has misinterpreted
it. | allowed myself to grow complacent, thinkingself safe. And then this — timsult of
an invasion

No matter. The Stork-boy is clever, but he wilebsy enough to break if the
necessity arises. He is weak, though he hidedllit Mis father's life is a powerful trump
card.

| pause at the window and survey the gatheringasooutside. My fingers touch
the glass lightly, and to my joy, it is cool andigddo my touch.

How ironic. The Girl's ill-thought assault had tédts than | could hardly have
hoped for. The show of cheap tricks that | putaadare her has worked surprisingly
well. She is shaken, her footing uncertain, anddmver weakens because of it.

And as her power weakens, mine grows.

| can feel my strength returning to me, slowly $wrely. It is only one week to the

solstice, and already | can feel the mists drawmgbscuring edges, showing me the
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way. The doorway will open this time. | am surd.ddhe will be powerless to stop me,
paralyzed by her fear.

When | visit the Charmer, | know immediately th@nething is wrong. He
doesn't greet me, doesn't fawn and smile. He senggsesence and wheels around from
stuffing possessions and clothing into a trunk. filee® shows panic for a moment before
settling into a stony mask. He simply says, | derethe letter.

Youwhat? | scream. My calm is slipping away from me. Tingés of my mind
groan from trying to contain my anger.

I'm done, he says. | looked at her and | saw ryaed it disgusted me. | just
don't want to do it anymore. I'm going home.

Traitor! Traitor!

| forget everything, the buzzing in my head, thestant ache of the world. My
rage bursts from me, far greater than anything véé&elt before, greater even then when
| first felt the urge to kill That Girl. | am nothg more than its channel. It flies from me,
wild and venomous, and | can't stop it.

Through the boiling, seething mass of red obscuniy vision, | see the terror in

the Charmer's eyes.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

"Time passed, and outsiders came to the islands of
to conquer the land, tried to make the people follo
believe in their gods." She looked down. "Some did.
Some fought...and some left." She looked up, straig
eyes. "Some reasoned that if they could not be allo
land and follow the old ways, they would leave. Som
through the Stonehedge circle, and perhaps they got
because they were never seen again. Some were unabl
because of the fighting. And so the priests searche
where reality was thin, where the worlds overlapped
They marked the spots with circles of stone so thos
follow in the future could find them, and they led
through."

tin. They tried
w their customs,
And some did not.
ht into Samuel’s
wed to live in their
e of them went
where they intended,
e to make it south
d for more places
just a little bit.
e who wanted to
their people

"...As for the maid who knew so much about the olgsgahe disappeared,
though she did not leave — but that's a differ¢otys"

"That," | said, "had got to be the creepiest swrgr. | mean, how would my mom
even know half that stuff.”

Octavian looked up from the notebook. "Does it Br&t he said hoarsely. He had
decided to read the entire thing aloud, to make gt we wouldn't miss anything.

"It matters to me."

"l thought it would tell us more,"” he said, disapyed. He closed the notebook
and handed it to me.

My fingers slid gently down the creased and ageaveover. Rough edges where
pages had been torn out showed above the spinendityer's notebook. It shouldn't
matter to me, but somehow it did. | slid the notboarefully back into the padded

envelope Gwen had sent it in.
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Octavian stretched, twisting his back, and it geereral loud pops. He had been
sitting, hunched over the notebook on his bedrdowr ffor nearly three quarters of an
hour. "So it tells us a little bit about Lysandraiotivation, but — "

"Wait, where — ?"

"Wow, you can be really dense sometimes. Lysan@stive maid. She
convinced Samuel Wicket to build her her own peatpseudo-Stonehenge, the stones
on the hill, and now we know why. She wants toitise get to the 'other place,’ where
the gods came from. It must be a place of greaepdw

| yawned. "Didn't we already know that? A lotibounds pretty familiar to me."
| had had to get up very early that morning to ginwncle Bennet into Camden to pick
up the package. Beyond his complaining about Mmtg hadn't shown up for work and
wasn't answering the phone, and the amusing caatvans with people who seemed
unaware that Wicket's Folly existed, the trip hadib completely without incident.

"Well, not exactly...."

"How did you know?"

"My friends told me."

| drew my legs up and tapped my fingers impatieatlymy knees. "So how did
theyknow?"

"Um. Well, it was more, um, guess-work, | guess He'scowled at me. "How
did your mother know?"

"The letter," | said. "Dad said she sent me thietgb explain things." | pulled it

from my pocket and smoothed out the envelop ag#uestight gray weave of the carpet.
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"You read it out loud this time." He coughed intolased fist. "I'm out of voice."

"I'm not reading anything out loud." | ripped opée envelope and unfolded the
pages within. They were completely filled with mytiner's small, dense handwriting

Octavian scooted closer to me. "Fine, we'll readgether.”

To my daughter Megan.

This is a letter | had hoped never to have toevietter you think that your
mother abandoned you than that you should knowrtitle.

When your father told me you were going to thate] | knew | had to see you.
To prepare you, to tell you the truth. But | ddahink | managed it too well. | am often
confused about my time there, and | think that @pshl rambled too much. You didn't
believe me.

| don't blame you for hating me. | left you. | ainit be around you and your
sister any longer; it wasn't safe. | saw the sigmerywhere, and | knew that if | left, they
would follow me and leave you be.

“Are you sure | should be reading this?” Octaviakeal.

| looked up from the letter. “It doesn’t matteknow why my mother abandoned
me, and | don’t mind saying it — she’s nuts. We&ading it for the information about the
Folly, and you need to read that too.”

He checked the position of the science books aadimg his room. “I keep
feeling like someone is going to burst in and &ttas or something.”

“She hasn't done anything yet. Maybe she isnthgdoo.”
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“Shealwaysdoes something. She’s just trying to decide what.”

“We've got less than a week before the solsticer&\funning out of time."

"Don't be such a worrywart. This'll help us. | knd."

We both bent back over the letter.

That morning, | walked you to preschool, and thkept walking. | disappeared.
Details about the time get muddled in my mind sonast, but | am writing this letter
while things are clear to me, so that when the cayes that you have a need to
understand certain things, it will be there for you

It happened in the year before you were born. Yatirer and | were happy with
where we were in life. We had comfortable jobshaa a beautiful young daughter; we
had nothing more to want for. Still, there was anderful opportunity at Cornell
University in Ithaca, New York. An opening in thgyish department for a tenure track
professor to teach expository writing. My essaysevmet particularly well known, but
they had always been well-received in scholarlgles. It was too good to pass up. It
was down to me and one other candidate, so | plhnmgself a little vacation and went
to look at the area. | know we should not have lmemting our chickens before they
hatched, but we were young and confident, and wegtit it was a sure thing.

But my visit to Cornell is not the important paggpecially since, as you know, |
did not get the job. I'll skip ahead. After | Idthaca, | drove around upstate New York in
my rental car. The area was so lovely that realnjoyed myself just driving around,

and | was planning out an essay about my travels.
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Eventually, | stopped in Wicket's Folly to visituydather's brother, Bennet. | was
completely charmed by the town. It was so beauifidl rustic. | imagined that once we
moved to New York, we could drive up there on wekker stay there for the whole
summer. | decided to stay a bit longer, to reably g feel for this place that felt more like
home than any place | had ever been. | met pebphade friends. Everyone there was
wonderfully kind. The mayor was completely accéssidthe people; he walked around
with his adorable little redheaded daughter ridiog his shoulders and knew everyone
by name. The whole town participated in picnics bartbeques, and story-telling circles.
There were no religious factions arguing, no crime,racial unease. In fact, there were
a surprising number of mixed race people and irgeial families, and no one gave each
other any trouble at all. It was like a paradise.tBshould have known that there is no
such thing as a utopia, and the most beautiful agka hides the ugliest secrets.

| was there for a few weeks, that much | know. thed things become very
muddled in my head. | can remember only snatch#srgjs that fade away the instant |
try to focus on them. Sometimes | remember imagesrele made of stone that is really
a door, a girl with white hair who is somehow vergry old and very, very powerful —
and these images frighten me.

The next thing that | can remember clearly, | wasning, soaking wet, through a
forest during a rainstorm. My car was gone. My case was gone. | had no idea where |
was. | stumbled across a highway and followed & town where | was able to get help.

| spent a few days in the hospital recuperating] trere | learned that | had been
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reported missing the week before, and also thad pregnant, which was simply and
utterly not possible.

Any child cringes at the details of their pareritsie lives, so suffice it to say that
your father and | had decided that to contribute skiare to the effort to reduce global
population, we would take measures to ensure teawvauld only have one child.

| am so very sorry to have to tell you this, Medaut Keith Breelie is not your
biological father. | do not know who your biologidather is. That is part of the
whirligig nightmare of images that is all | can rember when | try to think back to most
of my time in Wicket's Folly.

| think about it too much, | know. | obsess oveDid | cheat on my husband, or
did I have no choice in the matter? When | tryigare it out, | just see the sneering
smile of that white-haired girl, and | know thatwas because of her — it was all
according to her plans. Somehow, she got me to @amfidelities, and then she took my
memory of what had happened. But somehow, | martagget away from her.

The only thing | had in my pocket when | was fowad a little blue notebook, the
same one | used to jot down ideas. There was gresne in it, a complete draft of a
short story, not the usual notes and bits of esdaygs in my handwriting, though | did
not remember writing it.

It told a story that was similar to the foundirade of the town that | remembered
reading, though it was in far greater detail. | caidt know whether it was to be my first
foray into fiction, or whether | was expanding twe story | had read. Something about it

had a feeling of truth to me, though | do not kriew | could have known any of the

283



things that were said and done behind closed dawrs) the minds of others. | have
never before, and never since, written anything iikif it were not in my notebook, and
in my handwriting, | would not believe | had wriite: at all. The mystery of its origin
frightened me, but | could not bring myself to thrib away.

When | got back home at last, | was scared fohdexhat the nightmare woman
would come after me. | thought | saw her everywhgue time passed, and nothing
happened, so | relaxed. | gave birth to a daugbktght months later. | said nothing to
Keith; I'm sure he knew that the baby was notli$ he said nothing. He has been a far
better husband than | deserve.

And then, four years after that escape that | cdmamember, | started seeing the
signs again. Unnatural things springing up, follogime around. | saw them
everywhere, and | knew that she was coming folShe.wanted my daughter, but | was
not going to allow it. | would leave my family @y could be safe. She would follow
only me, and if | kept moving and did not see tiesd loved, she would not find them.

| gave you that notebook so you could read they stathin its pages and
understand the truth behind the woman who is cahedspirit' of Wicket's Folly.
Because | realize now what she wanted with meisStreeding people to have magic
powers, to create an army so powerful that theyaamguer the world for her. | see her
everywhere, in everything that is unreal. | canydgrall | want, but | cannot escape the
truth. She wants my daughter back, and | can gwbsgs but she won't get her. I've

raised her so she won't believe, and she will He.sa
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When you read this, Megan, | don’t expect thatwdubelieve it. In fact, maybe
it is better if you don’t. But | need you to undarsl one thing, and | hope that when you
do, you will explain it to your sister so she wiliderstand as well. | did what | had to,
not out of fear for myself, but because | love you.

The letter ended with no signature.

“I need to call my father,” | said. | felt shaketizzy.

“You can use our phone.” Octavian was looking atapprehensively, as though
he was afraid that | might blow up. “It's in thedhen.”

| pushed myself to my feet and stumbled slighilgtavian’s shoulder was
closest, and when | grabbed it for balance, he’dmrsh me away.

The phone's ringing seemed to go on forever, amgwed my nails, spitting out
bits of the old glittery polish that I still hadm&done. | hadn’t bitten my nails since |
realized how beautiful my hands were when | wah.eig

“Megan, this isn't really a good time,” my fatheaid. “I was just about —”

“Did you know?” | cut in.

“Sorry?”

“I read the letter. Mom’s letter. You asked me#dl you when | did, and now |
am. Did you know what it said?”

“l can guess. It says I'm not your father, doe#®t

“So are you?”

There was a long pause. “As any writer of yourhmds caliber will tell you, the

answer is both yes and no.”
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“Dad,” | said curtly, “My entire existence and iday is hanging on the verge
here, and | would appreciate if you didn’t starixmng academic.”

“Yes, yes, I'm sorry. | just meant that while | arat your biological father, | am
still your legal father, the one who raised you &nwkd you, and that means something
important, Megan. It does.”

“But you knew? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know for sure,” he said slowly. “I guetise truth is that it really didn’t
matter. It didn’t change how I felt about you, dnorried that it might change how you
felt about me. And your mother — | didn’t want ytmublame her.”

“You didn’t — how could | not? How coulgbunot?”

Dad sighed deeply. “When she got back from hprtriNew York, she was a
nervous wreck. Scared all the time. She claimedmbe able to remember what had
happened to her there. | suppose that was theetr@gdher illness. She felt so guilty
about her affair that she blotted it from her meynoonvinced herself that it hadn’t
happened or that it was somehow inflicted uporbdyesomeone else. And when the fact
of her pregnancy forced her to face that somethadyhappened, she convinced herself
that it was mine. But when the baby — wiyeniwere born — with that little mop of red
hair....There are no redheads in my family, and d@ teahave come from somewhere.”

“You should have told me,” | said quietly.

“Perhaps | should have.” His voice sank too, thensl over the phone wispy, and
| wondered if he was crying. "Forgive me, Megarmwdis out of selfishness that | did not.

| love you so much, and | wanted you to be mine.”
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| found that | was suppressing tears of my ownasabout to reassure him that
he had been and would always be the only fathemyiife, but he ruined it by launching
into a discourse: “Nowadays, familial bonds are enmynfusing than ever. There is a
woman in my office who was a surrogate for heresiahd is now an aunt to a child she
gave birth to. A friend of mine who donated speias ht least three children out in the
world, probably with different mothers. The lesb@yuple down the block is having a
baby with donor sperm, but only one will be biokagly related to the child. Now,
following the precedent...”

| began to laugh. Gales of shaky laughter toreobute so that | could barely
breathe.

“Hmm? What?” said my father.

In that moment, | felt closer to him that | hadkebeen before | knew that he was
not really my father. I loved his paunch, his bas his forgetfulness, his lectures, his
constant distraction. All the things that had oanaoyed me now made him more fully
mine. He was just a man who did his very best ta fsherl wish | knew how to say it.
| wish | could give him a big, tight hug

| cleared my throat, getting control of myselfast. “So, any idea who my sperm
donor is?”

He laughed as well, though it sounded a bit ra¥ggne at all. | thought for a bit
that your mother's intense guilt might be caused bging my brother -~

“Uncle Bennet?” | said, shocked.

“But we run into the same problem of impossible balor with him too.”
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“Hair color....”

“Megan?”

| didn’t really hear him, didn’t feel the phoneegsed against my ear. | was
thinking of Tamara, the redheaded girl from thedsgkthe daughter of the mayor, and of
Lysandra’s voice through a study door, threatetimegmayor’s child. The mayor’s child,
who was not Tamara, but m@h, shit.

“Megan?” Dad said again.

| forced myself to relax. “Yes?”

“I dislike using this phrase because of the gratrsabinconsistencies, but in this
case | feel it's justified. Are we good?”

“We're good.”

"Excellent, now if "

“Hey Dad, have you heard of ‘the tin island’?”

There was a pause where | was almost sure tloatld bear him scratching his
head, and he said, “You actually want to talk aliestiory?”

“l do. I've been doing a lot of reading, and I'nterested.”

“You've been reading?”

“Yes, | know, impossible to believe — can you gkegust tell me?”

“Hmmm, ‘the tin island.” That's a literal transian of Cassiterides — the name
that the Romans called the British Isles. Tin viasriain export — very useful, since it is

highly malleable, and can be used to make brondecapper.”
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“Uh-huh,” | said, trying to pretend that this wiaseresting. “And what do we
know about the people that lived there? The on&sd¢he Romans, | mean.”

“The thing about prehistoric people,” said my f&tHis that they’re prehistoric.
They have no system of writing, so the only thingscan say about them are conjecture,
and therefore highly suspect. This is not exactyarea of expertise, but as far as |
know, the earliest accounts we have of them artemrby the Romans who first tried to
invade — oh, I think the first time was around 50.But even those are suspect, because
they are the notes of an invading nation who degbttried to demonize the people they
were trying to conquer — savages, communal wivesiam sacrifice, that kind of thing.

“Earlier than the Romans, no one knows, because’ttwritten down. Besides,
Great Britain was very much a country shaped bgsion after invasion, and now no
one knows who, if anyone, were the original peoplef it even had an indigenous
population.”

“So there aren’t any of them left, huh?”

“The thing about constant invasion is that you nagstpt and intermarry, or you
die off. The ones who did not accept the new rudeevsurely wiped out.”

“What about Stonehenge? And the stone circles? Biibthem?”

“For some time it was thought that they were bojlthe druids, but that theory
has gone out of favor. There is no evidence thaxetlverweredruids in Britain before
the Romans arrived, and even if there were, tleggroonies didn’t involve stone. There
are quite a few crazy theories as to how the stgoethere and what they were for —

aliens, Merlin, the devil, that sort of thing." Highed, as though this was his idea of a

289



hilarious joke. "I think the current prevailing thg is that the stone circles are
monuments of some kind — war monuments, or fumaeakers. I've been reading about
quite a number of fascinating experiments condutdedy to determine how the stones
were erected, but as of yet, nothing is definite.”

“Interesting....Thanks, Daddy.”

“Is there anything else you wanted to ask mesti'sice to see you taking an
interest in history.”

Maybe | should let him blather on about history moften “No, that’s all for

now.” | hesitated, then plunged ahead. "Daddy, ljust want you to know | love you."
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Chapter Twenty-Four

By the time | got back to Octavian’s room, | wasationally drained. It wasn't
every day that a girl found out her father wase't father and then reaffirmed bonds of
love. | sat down on the end of Octavian’s bed and, sny voice expressionless, “My
biological father is Mayor Strahan.”

“Huh,” he said. He was perusing the letter onceano

Gee, thanks for caring. He probably didn't evengehow long | was gonéVly
dad seems to think my mother had her first psychwtak out of guilt from having an
affair. It makes sense. | mean, a lot more sereettie breeding people thing. That’s got
to be crazy.”

“Maybe not so much,” said Octavian slowly. “Mayke

“Don’t tell me you believe her!” | cut in.

“Shut up, I'm trying to think.” He had drawn bolis knees up and was clasping
his head in his hands, muttering to himself. “ledanake a certain kind of sense....If you
mix two talented people, then logically, their chwould be even more strongly talented.
So itwasyou... Sasha was right. You were different from&secial. Lysandra thought
you would be the one who could open the gate becstus made you to be that way. She
bred you.”

“Stop talking about me like I'm a dog!”
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“But you failed,” Octavian continued, talking ouwae. “So what is Lysandra
going to do? If | were her, I'd try again.” He laadk up. “I'd try to breed further in, with
another person with a strong talent — a secondrggoe might be the key.”

“Are you saying she wanted to ‘breed’ me too,fjuawked.

“Maybe she already did. Maybe that's why she wbatm you. You were
uncooperative, so she took your memory, just ke did to your mother.”

“Oh my god.” | drew my legs in and curled up oe tied. “Oh my god. Oh my
god.”

“Are you pregnant?” Octavian asked.

| sat up. “How should | know!” | screamed.

“Aren’t girls supposed to, you know, keep tracklodse things?”

Right, right, calm down.had my last period — when? — oh god, when? Two
weeks ago. Relief flooded giddily through my bobfpoked at Octavian and shook my
head.

“So you're not pregnant? Well there goes thatrtheo

Was he actually upset that he was wrong? And hienade me believe, even for
a moment, that | could be pregnant! “Octavian Spiim going tcill you.”

He backed out of arm’s reach. “I'm sorry, okayoldtyou what | thought could
be possible.”

“You jerk! You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“l said I'm sorry.”
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| scrambled off the bed, grabbed the nearest seibaok, and threw it at him. He
tried to dodge, but it hit his shoulder.

“Okay, okay,” he said, rubbing the spot, “I'm safry

"Anyway, it's not possible,” | said, talking mdeemyself than to him.

"Why not?"

My ears glowed with heat. "Because I'm — I'm —"

"A virgin?"

| nodded.

The corner of his mouth twitched. "Really? You?"

"This is not funny,"” | snarled.

"Okay, okay, being completely serious now."

"Still. It's not possible."”

"Why not?" He raised his eyebrows. "Are you gay?"

"No." I said. "I thought | might be for a whileubl'm not — not anything."

"Huh?"

| sat back down and tucked my legs under me. ittngay, not straight. I'm
nothing. I've never been physically attracted tother person in my life. Male, or
female."

"You mean like — you're asexual?"

| nodded. Looking away from him, | mumbled a fefntlee details that | had never
told anyone but Jackie. | had my first real boyfden eighth grade, and at graduation,

during the after party in the gym, we had slippe@ato find someplace to make out.
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My boyfriend had stolen the key to the science &t it was perfect, quiet and
shadowy. We made out for a while, and then he vaatatgo farther. | was fourteen, and
| thought | knew everything. | thought | was an lhdRlenty of my friends had already
tried things, and though | didn't really feel angthfor him, | thought | was ready.

His hands began working their way under my clotieke kissed me harder and
harder. I tried to relax, tried to get into it, Bdelt nothing. The more his hands moved,
the more | couldn't help noticing the smells of slseence room. Our very last science
experiment had been soaking the shells off eggtutdy the insides, and it seemed
nobody had bothered cleaning up. The sour smefingigar insinuated itself into my
lungs, soaking the back of my throat with its acigliminess. Nausea churned in my
stomach and clawed up my esophagus. | pushed thaviay.

"Ever since then," | finished. "If | ever evéy to go too far, | smell that smell
again." | swallowed, remembering the slick greassnsoating my throat.

"Wow," Octavian said. He gave me a long appraitmod, as though he was
reevaluating my worth. "I really thought that yoene — "

"I know." Jackie had told me that it didn't hawematter, that | didn't have to end
up as some lonely old cat-lady crone. Just beckigdeno attraction didn't mean that |
couldn't have boyfriends. Since | would have nogitel urges affecting my judgment, |
could use my relationships to any advantage | could

"Wow," he said again. "Maybe it just hasn't beetinthe right person. I'm

available for a little experimentation if you warle wiggled his eyebrows at me.
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"Ew. Shut up!" We both laughed, though the toadlgaguality of the sound felt
uncomfortable. | couldn't believe | had just shased of my deepest, darkest secrets.
And with a boyno less.

"Oh!" said Octavian suddenly. “Mick!”

“I haven't seen him since he gave me the lettehblight. "Actually, Uncle
Bennet was complaining this morning that he disinéw up for work. What about him?”

“His weird behavior. That he would go so far to toywin you over. He must be
the one who's supposed to — to breed with you.ddwde he’s still trying to, um — that
means he hasn’t been able to do it yet.”

We looked at each other and then said, at exdetlgame moment, "Eeeew."

| was exhausted that night when | got back to nugteis house. What a long day
it had been. | wanted nothing more than to curnumy basement bed and go to sleep.
But | had one last thing to do.

“Gwen,” | said when my sister answered the phoheetd to tell you
something.”

“So shoot.” Gwen sounded impatient.

“I read Mom's letter. It told me that Dad is not tmglogical father.”

“Wha®” Aha. Now she was paying attention. “How —"

“We've talked it out and it’s true, but it doeschange anything.”

“Is — is hemyfather?”
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“What? Yes, of course. But the letter — it explaimdout Dad, and also about
why she left.”

There was a long pause. “So why did she leave?Vbiee sounded casually
curious.

You're not fooling anybod{She wasn't well, Gwen. She was convinced that she
was being followed by people who wanted to hurtdieidren. So she left us, so they
wouldn’t be able to find us. She thought she wadggating us. She left because she loved
us. She never told us anything because she thdugas safer for us not to know. Do
you see?”

Silence. Finally, “Yes,” Gwen said, her voice veujet.

“So please stop blaming yourself. And it's okaytupset. You aren’t
singlehandedly responsible for holding our famdgedther. We’re going to be fine.”

More silence. Then a whispery “okay.”

| thought of the words my father had said earli®n we’re good?”

“Yeah, we are. Megan, you've really...”
“What?”

“Changed, | guess.”
| smiled. “Take that back.”

“Never. | mean it.”
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| weep for the Charmer, my beautiful golden bajidinot mean to do it. | was
wild with rage, and | struck blindly. Before | knéwhe was dead. My tears stroke my
lips with their salt, a particular taste that stia@f a remorse | thought | had forgotten
long ago

He lay at my feet, unmarred and unmoving, even inea@tiful in death than he
had been in life. In that moment, everything flgdmind — the solstice, the stones, the
Girl — and | wept for my Charmer.

| weep for him still, though his death was his dauit. He betrayed me, drew
forth my vengeance on himself. The blame lies lwith | will not be drawn down by it; |
have too much to prepare for.

That Girl and her Stork-Boy will not be a threatmt®. Though they have
recovered the mother's notes, they still careahéwrong direction, wasting time with
wild theories. They deserve no more of my attention

My power seeps back to me, not nearly as strongase was, but enough to
make the journey through the stones. The Girl'sli@a strengthened me, as has the
energy released by the Charmer's body. His saerifidl not be ignored. | will use the
power he leant me when I finally destroy this t@md leave this pitiful and painful
world at last.

Just a few more days. Borders fade, and limns hies®he grey shadows
lengthen. The solstice is nearly here.

A monster | may be, but a monster who will fintdiste success. Taste it, and

devouir it.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

The sky was very dark the next morning, the suowgded in heavy gray clouds.
The cool, heavily humid air whispered that a steras coming. It gave me a distinct
feeling of foreboding. “Something bad is comingtdld the cat. “She’s angry, and she’s
going to make us pay.” | shook my head and laugtasten to me. | don’t know what
I’'m saying.”

The dreary sky seemed to be affecting everyoneissspMy cousins ate their
breakfast quietly, not even bothering to show eztbler the half-chewed food in their
mouths.

To my surprise, Uncle Bennet showed up while | wasing my cereal bowl. He
always left for the hardware store early in the mnay, and we generally didn't see him
until the evening. His eyes were wide and agitdtié'd.Mick," he told us. "He didn't
show up for work again, so | went to his place, hfaind —"

"Hm!" said Aunt Alicia loudly. Her lips were pressento a thin line, and she
jerked her chin towards the boys.

"Oh." Uncle Bennet's shoulders sagged. "Well, setbthe store for the day, and
the um, the service is going to be this afternda.should go. He did work for me."

She nodded. "Megan, you'll be here to watch thes®by

Oh God. | can't believe he's."Yeah, | can be here."

"Will you take us to the festival on Friday?" Arehasked.

"Of course," | told himlIf we live that long.

298



*kk

| paced back and forth in front of the bakery.

| had shepherded my cousins along to their clastgshing the hands of both
Freddie and Eric. Mick was dead. The guy who weigind was working for Lysandra,
and right after he had given me my mother's lettenywas dead. No one was séffe.
anything at all happens to these little boys, I Wil her. Although...we're planning to
kill her anyway....Well, if she hurts them, I'll Kikér really slowly. And I'll enjoy it.

Mick had said that he saw a lot of his own charactenine. Was | really that
controlling, that self-serving and manipulativé®s whispered a tiny voice in my head.
Maybe Mr. Seaver was right about me all alongoutyht of all the boys | had used, and
of Eden, that poor little kid who thought he wadawe with a girl who cared only for
herself.I'l never do it again.

| stopped by the market briefly to tell Octaviaattive would have to meet at my
house.

"No problem. Hey, did you hear?" He leaned fornwandhe counter. "Mick's
dead. They found him in his apartment, not a markim. But | think we both know
what happened.”

| bit my lip. "It was because he tried to help me."

He glanced around, making sure there was no onméye#re you having
second thoughts about this?"

"No, no. It's just....Is it my fault?"

Octavian looked down at his hands. "It was hissleni" he said finally.
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| went back to pacing.

Every time | passed by the bakery, | consideredgm. Should | tell Tamara
that we shared a father in common, that we weresigters? | walked back and forth
down the street, trying to decide whether or natdat.

After lunch, | went so far as to go into the bake&rypuy a cookie for Freddie. He
had just lost a tooth, and | had promised him klheduld. | had plenty of time while he
examined every cookie in the place again. As Tardlaastered away, | tried to figure out
how to say itSo, how ‘bout them dodgers. By the way, I'm yoli-$iater. It sounded
horrible, even in my mind.

“Crazy weather, huh?” Tamara remarked. “I keep iwgifor a major storm, but
nothing happens.”

“Yeah,” | said, biting at my lip.

“Is something wrong? You seem kind of distracted.”

| opened my mouth and tried to form the woids. your half-sister, which means
that your father had an affair in order to createnfm the reason that your parents got
divorced.l couldn’t do it, couldn’t destroy someone else@rid. “Just planning my
errands,” | said lamely.

| bought Freddie the cookie that he eventuallflestton, as well as a croissant for
myself. | gave Tamara a five-dollar bill and tolerho keep the change. She gave me a

strange look in return, but it was the least | dadi.

*kk
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I was still feeling guilty when Octavian showedatpmy cousins' house later that

afternoon.

“It feels like there’s a storm coming,” he saichperely, brushing past me into the

hall. “But this isn’t natural. It's like a — a perit or something. Something big is coming.

But we've still got 'til Friday. Maybe it's buildyrup to it.”

know.”

“Maybe | should just tell her,” | said.
“She’s going to punish us for what we did.”

“I should, shouldn’t I? | know | hate it when tleé&s something that | don’t

“Wait, what?”

“But it only bothers me if | know there’s sometgihdon’t know. If | don’t know

that there’s something | don’t know, then I'm petfe happy.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I should leave well enough alone. | won't tellriie

“You'’re not even listening to me are you?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

“l was just thinking about maybe telling Tamarattive're half-sisters.”
“Oh. Do you know that for sure?”

| squirmed. “No. Not for sure. But | think so.”

“So if you don’t know for sure, don’'t say anythih@ge said shortly.
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Archie leaned around the door of the kitchen sbalave could see were his
eyes. "You work at the market," he said. "Whatyare doing here?"

"Tag!" Eric cannoned into him. Both of them tumblatb the room, landing in a
scuffling heap.

Freddie wandered in after them. He regarded Oatasilantly for a moment, then
said, "Tadpoles grow up to be frogs."

Octavian raised an eyebrow. "Not always."

| clapped my hands to get their attention. "Whw'tlgou boys go play on the
computer for a bit."

Archie and Eric immediately jumped to their fé@&ibs my turn first!" Archie
crowed and darted off.

Eric tried to grab the back of Archie's shirt, bussed. "No calling it. | go
second!" They galloped from the room.

Freddie yawned. "Can | go say hi to Spot?"

"Sure," | told him. "I'm not sure he's there, ati can go look."

"He's my friend."

"Of course he is."

Octavian watched Freddie trotting away. "Funrd/'kHe crossed into the living
room and flung himself down on the couch. His fagheir big dirty sneakers went up
on the coffee table.

| winced at the dirt he would no doubt be getimgthe varnished wood. "Hey,

get your feet off there."

302



He sighed and straightened up. "Can we get battettopic at hand?”

| planted myself in the armchair next to him. “\Hniis?”

“This weather. Even you must have felt it.”

“l did,” I admitted. “It feels like something big gathering power, getting
stronger and stronger. Something bad is going ppém.”

“Wow,” said Octavian. “I thought you were goingdtart lecturing me about
weather patterns and whatnot and how this was girfieormal.”

“I'm surprised myself. Can we not make a big daal of it?”

“Fine — but first Mick, and then this. We're rungiout of time. The question is:
what are we going to do?”

"Did you ever tell me what happened last time?"

"Last time?"

"You know, the last solstice or equinox or what&Ve

He looked up at the ceiling. "One time, a treédala couple people. They
thought it was struck by lightning, but it didrook scorched. And then there was an
outbreak of mysterious food poisoning. And then...eqreople on life support at the
hospital flatlined. All at the same time."

He looked most serious at this last one. He maishimking of his father, so
vulnerable and unprotected in the hospital

"So it's only ever a few people,” | said.

He flared up immediately. "So it's okay if we daucceed? It's only a few

people? | can't believe you!"
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"What, | never said —"

"It's going to be so much worse this time. Shit'sled up; can't you feel it. It's
gonna be much, much bigger this time."

"Sheesh, okay."

Freddie came back into the room. "Spot had to lge told me. "He said he'll
come back later, and then he'll take me someplaeaa."” He climbed onto my lap and
slumped back against my chest.

"Oof," | said, but I didn’t mind really. He had &® so quiet today. He was
normally such an oddly exuberant, weird little Kitiat when he got quiet, it made me
worry. It was the darkness of the weather, thdrigedf the storm in the air. It was
getting to us all.

His body was warm and solid, and so small. | pytamms around him and rested
my cheek on the soft mess of his hair. It smellestrawberry shampoo and bubblebath.
He stuck his thumb in his mouth and his eyelidsabeg droop. Had my mother once
held me like this? My dubious origins aside, | wase my mother loved me.

Octavian smiled at the sight of Freddie fallagleep on my lap. It softened the
sharp angles of his grim, bony face, and made bok &lmost nice. "Should we not talk
about this now...?"

"It's okay," | said quietly. Freddie was fallingleep. "So you were saying this is
the big one?"

"It has to be. | know it. There's never been aimgthike this. | can feel something

coming a mile off."
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"Yes, butwhatexactly?"

"What, do you mean 'what?' A catastrophe. Sometéwful."

| smoothed Freddie's bangs across his foreheadwhat do we do? She trounced
us last time, when we snuck into the mayor's h8use.

"l know. | was there," Octavian said grumpily.

“What canwe do about it? There’s only just the two of us.”

“Maybe,” he said slowly, “it's time to call in theeinforcements.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six

"Years passed and the islands were invaded again an d again. The
people were pushed back farther and farther, into t he corners of the
island that had once been their home. But such is t he way of things. New
people and ideas come in, and the old must make way for the new or be
destroyed or forgotten. But still, always, the peop le resisted the march
of time. Some of them fought and some of them left. Each time, there
were fewer and fewer of them left behind. As far as I know, today they
are all but gone. And the stones lean, and they fal I." She fell silent,
and for a long time there was nothing in the room b ut the battering of

raindrops on the window.

| barely saw Octavian the next day. He was gonograd town, talking to
everyone he knew that was aware of Lysandra anglaes. As he told me later, they all
claimed that they could feel something coming tmg, it took some convincing to get
them to agree to do something about it. Since moreally knew what to do, Octavian
called a grand meeting for the following afternodune 20th, which he called a ‘war
counsel.” It would be in the science library at Wéts Folly Community College, the
place Octavian was sure was safest from Lysandra.

He and | arrived first.

The room was dark because almost no light canfremn the grim sky outside the
windows. Occasional fizzles of lightning shot thgbuhe clouds and disappeared. The
storm looked like it was ready to break, but stibthing was happening.

| switched on the light and surveyed the empty rammbtfully. “Are you sure
they’'ll show up?”

He nodded confidently. “Of course. You may not erstiand just how desperate
some of these guys are to get out of here. Theyangthing,and I really mean that.”

"I still think we're cutting it close,” | mutteretiThe solstice isomorrow for

crying out loud."
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"It was the soonest | could manage, okay," he isatdbly. "Stop nagging." He
was rubbing at his arm — the left arm, the onewssn't there.

“Does it bother you?” | asked.

He nodded. “It’'s this weather. The pressure indinel feel it in the bones | don't
have, and it aches.”

| wanted to say something cheerful or comfortimgf, couldn’t think of anything.
It was easy to snap back a retort when he wasgokiat when he was being serious, |
didn't know what to say. | wasn't generally in Husiness of comforting others.

People began arriving soon after four. All of thesere young, around high
school age or a little older. Maybe only the yourgsople were aware of Lysandra’s
activities, or maybe these were the only people@wavian knew. | spotted Sasha and
Natalie right away. They threw me unfriendly lo@k®l took the chairs farthest away.

The room was a strange mix of people. There weys o looked like they
would be on the football team, and boys who lodkezlthey belonged on the chess
team. There were girls who looked like the popualagerleaders, and girls who looked
like they were the quiet wallflowers. They all crded into the small room that housed
the meager collection of science books. There aboait twenty-five people in all, and
there were not enough chairs to go around, so people were sitting on the arms of
friends’ chairs and on the floor.

To my surprise, Tamara showed up. She enteredtme with a bemused

expression on her face, looked around, and sat dmwhtrusively in a corner.
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“Right, | think that’s everyone,” Octavian said. Beunded nervous, but | didn't
know if it was because of what he was proposingotoor if it was because he was
speaking in front of so many people.

“Yeah?” said Sasha. “What &hedoing here? She’s not one of us.” She jabbed
her thumb at me.

| looked down at my knees and adjusted my glas$exin't taken the time to
choose a nice outfit this morning. And | really slibtake off my nail polish if I wasn't
going to bother redoing it. Well, there were bigtiengs to worry about.

“She is one of us,” Octavian said. “She’s an int@otr piece of all of this. You'll
see. Now we’re all together, and we’re going tokahiis through, and we’ll figure out
what we can do to stop Lysandra, because she’srapak something big. I'm sure you
can all feel it.” There were nods around the room.

People kepsayingthat. Things like ‘there’s something bad comindiad even
said it myselfBut when you try to ask them exaetlyatis coming, they just give you
confused looks. Kind of like when no one could rebes that huge fire.

“First of all, there are some of us who are notlsame page as everyone else
information-wise, so | think we’d better start bygbing our resources. Evan?”

A short, thick boy with one brown eye and one ldye stood up. “Right,” he
said. “Lysandra is the town’s resident ghost stergept she’s real. She’s a very old and
very powerful witch who is trying to thin realitylzollecting people with unusual
abilities. When she has the world the way she wiargbe’s going to open a gateway to

another world through the Wicket’s Folly stone @raVho knows how long that’'s going
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to take, but until then, she’s keeping us herewtle ago, | might have scoffed at this
story, might have stormed out so | wouldn’t havéear it, but now | simply sat,
listening quietly. | wasn’t sure of anything anyraor

“We can't leave. Some of us get as far as the haghand are simply unable to go
any farther. Some of us” he nodded at OctavianéHaeen punished, or have had people
they cared about punished for escape attemptshige out up at the manor, directing
the whole town, controlling all our lives from afaHe sat back down. “That’s all I've
got.”

Octavian opened his mouth, but to my surprise, Tarspoke up. She had been
sitting quietly, listening to what must surely e strangest story she had ever heard in
her life, but she did not ask any of the questidmsd thought she would. Instead, she
said, “When you say ‘the manor,” do you mean thgaria house? As in, my father’s
house?”

Every head in the room turned to look at her. “VPhahe said. People were
whispering to each other in rustling voices, asdddenly realized why Octavian had
brought Tamara along.

“Your father is the mayor?” asked one of the fottbays.

Tamara nodded. “I live with my mother though. | @to visit him every
summer.”

“Visit like live with?”

“Yeah.”

“Whoa,” said Sasha. “You're living in the lion’®d. What's it like?”
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“Do you, like, eat breakfast with Lysandra everyrmog?” asked a Hispanic-
looking cheerleader.

Tamara shook her head. “I don’t know anyone by tiaame. What's she look
like?”

There were murmurs of surprise. “Scary,” said ohnghe chess-club boys. “Light
hair, light eyes. She looks completely normal,s@hehow at the same time, she’s really
scary.”

That's how they knewthought suddenly. Octavian had never bothesithg his
friends where they had gotten the information tkiegw about Lysandr&ecause
they've seen her. Evepokento her. Who's side are they on here?

Tamara shook her head again. “I've never seen anlyjka that.”

“Thank you,” Octavian said over the whispers afdilief. “That’'s very
interesting. | think that may be important.” | leakat him carefully. There was an air of
barely controlled excitement about him. Somethipgua what Tamara had said was
exactly what he had been hoping her, but for tieeoi me, | couldn’t understand what.

“Let’s pick up our story again,” Octavian said. “§#n and | have been doing a
lot of homework on this, and here’s what we’ve g@dthy was he was including me in
this? | didn’t know anything. “I think that for s@mreason, Lysandra is not capable of
opening the gateway for herself. For a while | gilwiuthat she was waiting for the right
person to show up, but it goes a bit farther tima. tThis place is already right where she
wants it. | think she’s trying to breed someone whibbe able to open the gate for her.”

There were murmurs of shock and disgust aroundoibw@. “And this is where Megan
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comes in. This is where she gets important. Buethestill something that | don’t
understand. Sasha —"

“Who, me?”

“We need you to tell us what happened on the nyghttook Megan to
Lysandra.”

Sasha squirmed.

“It's okay,” said Octavian soothingly. “We undemstawhy you did it. We aren’t
going to judge you. We just need to know what happé’

It wasn't that Sasha wanted to get out of WickBtdly more than anyone else,
she told us, though she implied that she feltwhas certainly the case. It was just that she
had the most going for her back in the outside dvd@@he had been her high school’s
track star. In her two years on the team, she hakeb six state records, and she trained
with driven determination every single day, becalsknew she was going to make it
to the Olympics. If only she hadn't wandered awaynfthe team's bus as they stopped at
a gas station on the way back from a meet.

No one else in the Folly had skills as useful as.hdatalie, her best friend there,
was only good with animals, a talent that would dag make her a great vet. But Sasha
would have been famous. Every day that she wak stuicket was another day that
she was not out in front of the cheering crowdsp Wwad surely forgotten her by now.

But if she could just get out of here — if she couist make it back — she would remind

them.
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So when | showed up in the Folly, Sasha thoughthsldefound her ticket out. |
joined an art class that Sasha and Natalie wenegas&nd right away, they could tell that
| was special. My hands were magic. | made no setie | told them so. | said smugly
that everything | touched turned out perfectly. iEtl@ough | was only joking, they took
it seriously. They could see that there was poweny hands, maybe even enough to
open a certain gateway that would get rid of aawemvitch.

Sasha and Natalie befriended me, letting me thiakthey were not interested at
all in my special power. They went about it vergvaly, one day hanging out with me
after class, and then later telling me that theme &woman up on the hill who might
want to meet me, that she would be so very impdeasth my skills. | thrived on
coaxing and flattering, and finally, they got themy. On a Friday night, flushed with
excitement by that evening's story-telling bonflragreed to sneak out at night and go
with them to meet Lysandra.

On the way up the hill, Sasha was very nervoussbethid it. This was it, she
was sure of it. Finally, she would get out of h&tho cared if someone else got hurt in
the process? So many other people would be freadsl collateral damage.

Lysandra opened the door before they we knockethcagih she were expecting
us. The house behind her was dark and silent.

When Sasha told her my name, Lysandra went asstdl cat on the prowl. The
three of us followed her as she silently left tbe$e and began walking through the
trees. She made almost no noise as she passedhhtheudark woods, and the only way

we could keep up was by following the hair thatrehseilver in the moonlight.
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She glided through the trees like a wraith, andlinee of us stumbled after,
trying to keep up. Except for the crunching of taotsteps, the forest seemed unusually
quiet, as though it was waiting for something.

Eventually we came out into a clearing in the treesl Sasha could see by the
light of the moon the circle of standing stoned 8e®med almost to glow in the silver
light.

Lysandra instructed Sasha and Natalie to restrainl started to protest, but it
was already too late. They grabbed my arms, holdiagn place. | tried to jerk away,
but Sasha held fast. She threw a look at Natale, mad a pained expression on her face.
She wished that she could remind her friend tbanatter what happened, it would be
worth it, if they could be free.

Lysandra drew close to them, staring into my ekfes.teeth gleamed in a
sudden, sharp smile.

| stopped fighting against my captors, and stdibid Svaying slightly, as though
mesmerized.

As though words were whispered in her mind, S&sleav what she had to do.
There was a glint of metal on the ground, and stieed up a small, sharp knife.

She hesitated a moment. At Lysandra’s impatiesg,t$asha grabbed my left
hand, and the knife sliced across its palm in glsiswift movement. | gasped in pain,
seeming unable to speak. Sasha guided the bloadi/tbahe nearest of the standing

stones and pressed it against the cold, roughcur&omehow, she knew that this was
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what she was supposed to do. She held the unngsisind there for a moment, and then
let it drop.

Lysandra turned and faced the stones. She saidlsmgé¢hen, though Sasha
could not remember exactly what. Something aloedittes ofif there once were words
| do not know them. Please let me pass thoSle stepped into the circle and closed her
eyes. Arms akimbo, she stood, waiting.

Sasha watched, heart pounding. What was happeWiag?anything happening?

Lysandra’s eyes suddenly snapped open. Her faceavaisrted with rage. She
threw her head back and let out a wordless waldlegpair that sounded oddly like a wolf
howling at the moon.

The sound washed over Sasha, and for a momergashenages of pain and
despair. She was hit with a barrage of emotionatdahie same time. Longing,
desperation, hopelessness, loneliness, rage, amdi ladl fought to take control of her
body. The world spun around her and she found Hensdner hands and knees. She
looked over and saw that Natalie too was downgchiag the grass as though she might
fall away from it if she let go. | was gone.

Lysandra screame@o after her — she’s getting away!

Sasha pushed herself to her feet and ran with@akpeed of her former track star
glory. She could hear me crashing through the mbead of her, and Natalie through the
trees behind.

| had a head start, but Sasha was born a runnemaskd through the forest like a

dear, her toes inside her shoes gripping and tiatpas though she was running barefoot.
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She didn’t know why she was chasing me down; tbedbf my so-called magic hands
had clearly not been enough to open Lysandra’s gate

She caught up with me just as | ran out into ttaeldoack to town. Sasha gave a
flying leap and crashed into my back. We both wkwn, rolling over and over, small
stones digging into our skin. Sasha pulled hefsedf and jumped to her feet, ready to
grab, but I lay still. Perhaps | had struck my hewsthe fall. A horrible thought crossed
Sasha’s mind for an instant, but no — she couldsemy chest was moving slightly up
and down.

Sasha bent over and put her hands on her kneashimg deeply.

Natalie caught up a moment later, gasping raggedts and pulling leaves from
her hair, and suddenly Lysandra was there toogihshe looked completely unruffled.
She advanced on my inert body with dark, bitteppse in her eyes, but as her pale hand
reached out, something seemed to occur to hertenbesitated. She touched my
forehead. Her fingers appeared to shimmer and isamkny skull. Then she stood
abruptly, walked a few feet, and faded from sigist pefore reaching the line of the
trees.

Sasha and Natalie were left, standing over a body.

Even though she knew | was not dead, Sasha stiiftdivant to be found there.
She lifted my shoulders and dragged my limp bodyéoside of the road. Her task
accomplished, she began walking away, back to gren@hat seemed like it would be
her home for the rest of her life. She thought ingly of her parents. Would she ever see

them again? What did they think had happened t® her
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She felt like crying, not because she was sadhécause she was angry. She was
livid. She had been so sure that | was the onesamgra had seemed think so too — but |
was not. All that planning, all that kissing upstach a smug bitch like me, all that hope,
and it was all for nothing.

She almost wishedhad been killed.

"l was right!" | said. "Youhavebeen working with Lysandra. That's how you
knew all that stuff."

"We didn't,” Natalie said. "She only told us tha would be free when she went
through the stones! And, um,” she looked down,t"teshould bring you to her."

"l could have died!"

"So what?" Sasha snapped. "You were such an égfi,land the rest of us would
have been free!"

“Thank you, Sasha,” Octavian said loudly. Sashdaek in her chair and folded
her arms defiantly, as though daring anyone tdktbedly of her. “That tells us a lot. It
tells us that this is about blood. Lysandra hemdeds not have the right blood, so she’s
trying to create someone who does. And Megan wagased to be that someone.
Eighteen or so years ago, Megan’s mother was heiddket’'s Folly, and when she left,
she had lost part of her memory and she was prégnan

One of the jocks and guffawed. “What, Lysandralgatpregnant?”

“No. She bred her with a man she chose.”

“Who was...?”
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Octavian glanced at me. | gave him what | hopedamasncouraging smile. “We
aren’t sure. Suffice it to say that Lysandra médagan to be the key, and she was not.
We should not blame Megan for what was obvioushlyes fault.”

“Okay,” said Sasha impatiently. “Fine. So now weWn But why did you call us
all here? What are you planning?”

“It's obvious that Lysandra got really upset tha¢dan wasn't her key, and she’s
all set to punish us for it.”

“Wait. | fail to see how all this —” she gesturddltee sky outside “— is still not her
fault.” Several people nodded and muttered in gisayal.

"You're welcome for saving you from that fire, hetway," | said loudly.

“I called you all here,” said Octavian, talking owes, “because | think we can
find a way to get rid of her, or at least weakendrugh that we can leave. | think that’s
worth it.”

There were hesitant nods. People obviously likeddka of escape, but were
unsure if it was worth the price. "l don't suppske's the kind of witch that melts when
you throw water on her," someone said hopefully.

Octavian shook his head. "Megan and | had a htttein with her last week. I'm
pretty sure she's way too powerful for us to takelivectly."

Stunned silence. "All that just to say she's toorg} for us!" said Natalie. "Sorry,
everyone, go home?"

Octavian held up his hands. "No, no. That's nottwhzeant."

“So what did you have in mind?” Evan said at last.
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“Well there are some interesting things about Whele situation,” Octavian said.
“Lysandra lives up at the manor, but Tamara hagmnseen her. The way she gets other
people to do her dirty work for her — she had Widkald her stone circle, and we just
heard how she had Sasha do the knife action. Tlyeslk@manages to appear and
disappear. | don’t think she’s solid. The way saiel she wanted to gback | think she
really is a ghost. A witch who died a long time a§be’s dead, and now she’s trying to
get back to the — the 'other side' or something:sS#till incredibly powerful, but she
can't touch anything.”

“But she looks so — so solid,” said Natalie, unaaned.

“Call her whatever you want. But the circle waslbomn an old battleground, and
that sure sounds like a gateway to the spirit wtrlche. But it got me thinking. She can't
touch anything, and yet she’s still so powerfule’'Shgot to be getting it from
somewhere.”

“The stones,” | said slowly. Everyone looked at m&though surprised that |
would even care about any of this, and | blushed.

“Yes, the stones,” Octavian repeated. “I think bhd Wicket build it so she could
use it as a portal, but also so she could harhessdwer of a special place. So all we
have to do is -~

“Destroy the circle,” Sasha finished.

“That should break her power, and we’ll be abléete.”

“But what if she gets to us before we can destrdyasked one of the wallflower

girls.
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“That’s a risk we’re going to have to take.”

“I don’t know....” the girl said slowly.

“Look,” said Sasha impatiently. “Do you want to geit of here or not?”

“Yes, but — she’s capable of some pretty nastygshin

Sasha looked ready to retort angrily, so Octavaaa guickly, “We’ll put it to a
vote, okay? Those in favor of destroying the st@hes

More than half the kids there raised their hanududing me, much to my own
surprise. | still didn’t know whether or not | belied Octavian’s theory of ghosts, but |
knew | wanted to help.

Octavian nodded gravely. “So it's decided. Thosgaf who don’t want to be
involved, you don’t have to come. The rest of ymeet by the welcome sign after dark.
Let's say ten p.m. tonight. Bring any kinds of weagp that you can.”

The war council filed from the room until it wassjuOctavian and me. Sasha and
Natalie hung back by the door. Natalie said, “Lolok,I'm sorry for what we did. And
how we've been treating you.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Sasha looked like it was the hardestg she had ever had to say.

| would have liked to see her squirm some more] Buhply nodded, and Sasha
left.

"You didn't tell them everything," | said. "You ditl say anything about the

solstice. And the fact that itemorrow."
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"I know." He looked down at his shoes. "l just tighti..why incite panic? They
know something bad's coming. Why tell them that mmmber of people they care about
could die tomorrow?"

"Maybe it would motivate them."

"Trust me, they're already motivated. You don'twrnwhat it's been like, being
trapped her for so long. The kids living in the Bor some of them haven't seen their
parents iryears"

"Can't they just call?"

"And say what exactly? 'l can't come home becausé&r&pped in some
mysterious town'? Then their families come to gent, and voila, you've trapped your
entire family too."

"Oh."

We left the stuffiness of the library and begankiveg back through town. “So
how does it feel not to be hated anymore?” Octaasked.

| inhaled deeply. | felt lighter, as though onenof heaviest burdens had been
lifted. “Nice,” | said simply.

“Are you sure you want to come tonight? You dordvé to, you know.”

“I know,” | said. “But | want to. I'm going to sethis through to the end.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

"Tell me," Samuel said at last. "Do you believe all this?"
"l believe only what | know to be true." She stood and walked from
the room, disappearing before Samuel realized that she had not really

answered the question. He stared out the window as if in a trance, not
really seeing the rain and the glowering gray skies .

It wasn’t hard to sneak out of the house thattigh

The basement where | slept was also the placeawhgruncle kept his tools, and
| selected a long-handled shovel. As | crept oatdide door, | considered that | could
have told my family that | was going to sleep oaka friend’s house or some such other
fabrication, but | thought it would be best if thegre as minimally involved as possible.
If things did not go as planned, they would be siaieat way.

| had dressed in sturdy clothes in dark colorarkdvashed jeans, a black long-
sleeved shirt, and contact lenses for the besilgesssion — feeling as though | were
preparing for something illegal. And in a way, Isvdy friends and | were going to
deface and destroy a Wicket’'s Folly monument tlaak Ibeen standing watch on the hill
longer than the town had been around. A ski cegpore kind of hat would have been
useful to cover my bright identifying hair, butadin't bothered to bring any. My hair was
probably my best feature, and | didn't usually couéAs | pulled it into a ponytail to
keep it out of my way, | addealitfits for vandalisnto my mental list of clothes that |
really should have packed.

| rested the shovel on my shoulder as | made mydweayn Mallard Lane and to

the center of town. The old-fashioned streetlamerewit, but there were hardly any
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people around. The place was nearly deserted hanlights made it look like a ghost
town, all lit up and waiting for people who wouldver come.

A small group of people huddled by the sign thatir@NVelcome to Wicket's
Folly.” Like me, they had dressed in dark, mutetbo Many of them carried gardening
tools as well — shovels, hoes, even one or twoggiek. Though there was a lamp trained
on the welcome sign, the people were hanging hastkout of the circle of its light, as
though they did not want to be seen, even by ettwr.oThey were nothing but shadowy
shifting shapes in the darkness.

One long narrow shape stepped forward, and aftesraent | recognized
Octavian. “Did you have any trouble getting awaki@"asked. His voice was low, barely
more than a whisper.

“No,” | said, my voice low as well. There was sdmeg about the heavy
clouded sky and thick air that discouraged noise Whole world was hushed, as though
poised expectantly, waiting for something to happen

Octavian was looking around, counting people. “E#gh,” he said softly. “Does
anyone know if anyone else is coming?”

There was a pause in which people shook theid$iand then realized that they
could not be seen. “No one else, as far as | kneanyfieone said. Maybe Natalie. | peered
around, looking at shadowy faces. All the peopl®séginames | knew had come back,
including Sasha, Natalie, and Evan. Again, Tamaasa tere, though | had not expected
her.

“Okay then,” Octavian said. “It's time. Let's go.”
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The group set off down the road that led out offbly and around to the
mayor’s house. We walked quietly and swiftly, npeéaking to each other. The only
sound was the crunch of dirt and gravel under baes.

| fell back and walked next to Tamara. “I didn’trtk you would be here,” | said.
“I mean, this isn’t your fight. You're free to leav

“l could say the same thing to you,” she said.

“I know.”

“But it’s not entirely true, what you said. Thiski of is my fight. Because if what
all of them are saying is true, than my fatherasght right in the middle of it.”

You mearour father.“Do you believe them?” | asked curiously. “Aboul thiis
ghosts and witches stuff?”

She shrugged. “Actually, I think it's kind of cobl.

“You're alone there. | don't like it. Any of it.”

“So why are you here?”

| didn’t answer, because the real reason was tthiat ot know. So much had
changed for me in the past few weeks. Perhaps liwag out the new course of my life,
or maybe | was still clinging to the notion thatduld disprove it all. Maybe it was
curiosity; | needed to see where it would all éddmaybe | was just going to help out a
friend.

As the group left the road and started crunchimgugh the trees, | sped up until |
could walk with Octavian. | could not see his fdoet his voice was quiet and grim when

he said, “You understand that this might be dangeto
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“I do. Don't tell me to go back.”

“I wasn’t going to.” There was no trace of the uduting humor in his voice. |
tried to look at his face, but could not see iadigin the darkness. He had become a
leader. It was cool the way he could take contnol make difficult decisions, but | found
myself missing the old Octavian, the one who h&ischame and defensively claimed to
be okay with not knowing who he really was, whassteghme, and who always had to
have the last word.

“I'll be glad when all this is over,” | said, “arelerything goes back to normal.”

He sighed, rubbing at his phantom arm. “I'm notesiiiever will.”

The stones rose before us, bleak and white inghé of a moon that was just
barely forcing its way through the thick curtainabduds. The group stopped, as one
person. There was no noise in the air at all. Nehdhe chirping of crickets broke the
silence. | cleared my throat surreptitiously, jitstnake sure that | had not gone deatf.

“All right,” Octavian said softly. This was a pkevhere one should speak
quietly, reverently. This was a place of power.Wl dig underneath them on one side,
we should be able to push them over.” Even his pdrisounded loud in this unnatural
silence.

He approached the nearest stone and placed the di&is shovel against the
thicket of weeds that grew around its base. Evexyeaned forward slightly, as though

they were waiting for something to happen. The bélafdthe shovel sank into the
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reluctant earth with a scrape, and Octavian starmpatuntil he was able to turn over a
small mound by the base of the stone.

| realized that | had been holding my breath and lgut in a slow rush of relief.
Not that | was expecting something to happen otrang.

The rest of the group spread out, two or three lgeggch sharing a stone. The
ones with hoes tried to break up the earth, andties with shovels moved it away from
the bases of the stones.

| found myself working with Sasha and Tamara. S&sttha small gardening
fork, which she thrust into the earth repeatedliptsen it. Tamara had a rake, with was
not really much help, but she tried to clear awallpes and bracken. | was left to do
most of the heavy work, and | was soon sweating filee exertion, the humid air, and
my heavy black clothe#f. only | could make some guy do this for iidought over the
ache in my arm$ut no, I'm not doing that any more.

| wished working with Octavian, rather than Sashd &amara. | felt like talking
to relieve some of the tension brought on by thisanving reverent silence. All | could
hear was the soft scrape and crunch of shovelgliito rocky earth. It made me focus
on my aching arms, my hands blistering on the wodddle of the shovel, and the
sweat painting my face and soaking my shirt.

The other two girls said nothing. Sasha had, waténtly, been vocal in her
dislike of me, and Tamara still did not know thiag snight have a half-sister from her

father’s affair. It wasn’t only that | was wary tifeir feelings towards me. | found myself
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missing the days when it had just been Octaviama@dazing around in the afternoon
heat, arguing amicably about the virtues of onéogbphy versus another.

“I think we’'ve got it,” Evan called softly from wie he and Octavian were
working together.

“Come on,” said Octavian. “We need help pushingver.”

Glad of the excuse to leave Sasha and Tamarappdd my shovel and hurried
over to him. We were joined by one of the big bdefytball boys, whose name, |
thought, was Tyler. His arms and shoulders werernsoos. Now this was the kind of
guy who would have been perfect for talking intgging for me. If | was still doing that.

We grouped together around the stone, leaning@mbined weight against it.
Several of the other people put down their tool @ame over to watch. | found myself
squashed between Tyler and Evan, and | tried te adgy from them a little. They stank
of sweaty teenage boy. Yuck.

The stone was huge and heavy, and we strainedsagfaiFinally, | felt it give a
little bit, and one of the boys exclaimed in excignt and triumph.

At that very moment, there was a high screamllstnd furious, from away in
the distance. Everyone jumped.

“She knows!” a girl said breathlessly. “She’s caml’

“What are we going to do?” said another.

“She’ll kill us!”

They were starting to panic. Some of them werenedgway as though eager to

run.

326



“Stop!” Octavian yelled. “We have to push it ovefore she gets here. If we can,
there’s nothing she can do. It'll break her power.”

There was a panicked rush towards the stone, aad suddenly crushed against
it by the weight of so many people trying to héy. vision was completely obscured,
and there were people pushing and shoving agaigshstead of the stone. | could
barely drag air into my lungs.

A drop of moisture hit my fac&w, is that sweatPcraned my neck to see around
the mass of people against me, and as anothehdroyy face, | realized that it was
raining. The storm had broken over us at last.

The drops fell thick and fast, heavy and cold, mondre violently than anything |
had ever experienced in California. The parts oftima¢ were not covered with people
were instantly soaked. The loose dirt that we hiaced up turned immediately to a sea
of mud. | could barely see. The world was completdiscured by bodies and rain, and
the stone we were trying to topple was slick andisg with water.

A flash of lightning turned the world white for aoment, and someone gasped,
“She’s here!”

The horrible scream of rage came again, but this it was nearby. The sound
echoed in my head, sending a wash of panic ancedssm over me. | pushed at the
people around me, but now they were moving awakef own accord. There was
terrified screaming, and a rush of bodies tryinfptce their way past each other. |
couldn’t see what was scaring them so badly. It wwagark, and there was too much

water hemorrhaging from the sky.
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| was scrambling around the stone to the insidd@tircle, sliding in the mud,
when | caught a glimpse of wild, panic-stricken®yEyler the huge football player
barreled past me and knocked me back againstdhe.st

My head hit something hard, and for a moment | @oat think. What was going
on? There was shouting everywhere, and runninghorg footsteps. Something shot
past my face, and | saw that, oddly, it was a glde head suddenly clear, | reached out
and grabbed it, and Octavian fell to the grounddseme.

His eyes were wild, darting from side to side,l®ds moving to fend off things
that | could not see. His free hand shot out analcked my shoulder, and | grabbed that
too, trying to control his spasms.

“What's happening to you?” | gasped, spitting dlié water that was running into
my mouth. “What am | supposed to do? | don’t knolaatto do.” What did he see?
What had they all seen? Had they had all run afflaft me, or were they too lying,
twitching, on the muddy ground around the stond&2k‘to me!” | pleaded, but Octavian
did not answer. His head jerked back and fortthaadh he was trying to dodge away
from something.

A jagged fork of lighting stabbed down somewherarhg and momentarily
blinded me. | shook my head violently, trying t@ $krough the darkness and the pouring
rain.

As my eyes cleared, | could see something hugeyknwdng white pulsing in
front of me. It seemed to be floating in midairf bo — that was not possible — it was on

the ground. It was Lysandra, a phantom wind whiggiar gauzy dress and her hair
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around her. She stood in the center of the cicdmpletely dry despite the rain, her pale
face contorted with rage. She looked impossibly-bggpale and shining malevolent
angel. Thunder peeled, crashing against my eardramasl jumped. Mud squelched, and
| could feel myself sinking a few inches.

“You,” she said, and though her low hissing voibewdd have been inaudible
over the racket of the storm, | heard every woltbd. Always, always, in the way. But
no longer.”

Her hands shot out, her arms and fingers elongattoghin lines of glowing
light that twisted like the branches of stuntetheotvorldly trees. | tried to dodge out of
the way, but the struggling Octavian was an andnagging me down. The shimmering
hands shot towards me too fast, and | could notaniovan instant they were upon me,
they wenthroughme, and then everything was gone.

| could feel heavy chains locked around my ankdesgging me down to
someplace deep and frightening. A nightmare of esagpun around me. There were
beasts with too many legs and glowing red eyestelWwerethingswith slimy tentacles
and mouths dripping with green acid. There wergewho seemed normal, but who
fell to bits as they lurched towards me, rottindobe my eyes.

| tried to clutch my muddy hands to my face, deafeeto block it all out, but the
images were not in front of my eyes. They were ynmind.

“It's not real,” | whimpered. “It's not real.” Foa moment, the oozing monsters

before mdlickered disappearing for an instant and then reappeaaimd| briefly saw
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rain and mud, and huge wet stones. | was so satptigt | almost forgot to be scared,
but the fear returned, stronger than before, tryingrush me down out of existence.

A caldera of lava swirled below me and turned thiok, dark blood. An
enormous beast burst forth from the sickening soupclawed other terrifying beasts to
bits as bloody rain fell from the sky. A delugefioé and ice reduced everything to a
twisted mess of flesh and smoke.

My mother’s voice whispered in my ear, speakirgords that she had written
in the letter!’ve raised her so she won’t believe, and she belsafel heard also the
words that Octavian had spoken, even though it eddikke ages ag@8he doesn’'t want
you — you're too real.

The words danced around me, echoing in my hiéaglraised her so she won'’t
believe, and she will be safe. You're too reale Ifaised her so she won'’t believe, and
that will keep her safe.

Something deep in my heart grew stronger. “It'snead,” | whispered
experimentally, and the images flickered agains ‘fiiot real,” | said, my voice bolder.
“It's not real. It's not real!”

| screamed it out to the world, and the suddendyitlages were gone, and | was
looking out into the real world. | sat in cold mui)l clutching Octavian’s hands. His
eyes were closed, and he had gone mostly limphisliody twitched occasionally.
Lysandra stood in front of me, but somehow, shengglesmaller, and her clothes did not

float and billow around her. They were just as agmine.
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She gave another shriek of rage and hurtled towarsjshands outstretched, this
time for real. | threw up my arms and tried to leavay, but my back was against the
unyielding pillar that was the stone.

Her fingers were around my neck and face, and wesg solid, wet and icy. She
wasn’'t a ghost. Octavian had been wrong. “ 'It'sneal’, is it?” she said, hatred shaking

in her voice. “I'll show you real.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

The world was gone again. But this time, the imagee not a hodgepodge of
nightmares. This time, they were so much worseyTere not the stuff of bad dreams —
they were a window on reality — a waking nightmare.

In one moment, | saw every war that had ever beeght over all the ages of
history. | saw every battlefield that had ever bdged red with blood and corpses. | saw
murder, death, and starvation. There were plaga@égandemics, oozing pustules, and
people drowning in the blood of their own lungsaiv genocides, piles of emaciated
corpses of all colors who shared in common thefaciethat they had been just a little bit
different and had died for it. | saw lynching, raperture, and it made my soul ache. |
saw people crammed together like cattle for thegdiger, and then | saw them being
slaughtered too. | saw bombs exploding and peapietdgrated by the cold fire of
radiation. | saw people dying in car wrecks, imglavrecks, in floods, in earthquakes,
killing each other and then dying themselves. | saages of smoke and fire, of people
burning alive, the skin on their faces bubblingelikater in a pot cooking over a volcano.
Their bones blackened and turned to ash until twasenothing left but the echoes of
their screams of pain in the air, and then it @tted all over again.

| tried to cover my eyes, but could not. Here, d In@ eyes. My hands were
invisible, and my eyes were invisible as well.mply saw everything, experienced
everything. | could not make it go away, because\wlas reality. And reality was too

real to face.
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| saw buildings crumbling, and a sky turned grathvaish. | saw children choking
to death on gas. | saw a world poisoned and slawilyg, a world whose inhabitants
were killing themselves, a world that cried outt bould not be heard.

“Oh god,” | whimpered. “Make it stop. Please, pleamake it stop.”

A naked child with dark limbs like sticks and thstdnded belly of starvation
turned to look at me. “Isn’t this what you wanted? child said softly. “This is reality.
The reality of your world. Not so pretty, is it? Neorth saving.”

“There’s good too,” | choked out. “I believe thesel balance. An equal amount
of good for the bad that's happened.”

The child raised one sarcastic eyebrow over pads #yat didn't fit with her
dusky face. “Do you really believe that?” She gesibehind her, at an entire city
destroyed, still-blazing bodies littering the steeéDo you really believe that there’s an
equal amount of good for all ¢his?”

| shook my head. “No,” | whispered. “No.”

“So why do you deny me the opportunity to leaveYitt don’t even want to be
here yourself.”

“I — 1 =" I was unable to speak, didn't even knowaw| would say if | could.

The little girl that was Lysandra stepped closeenng into my disembodied eyes
as behind her, a group of men on horseback laitletasa village. “The world is full of
people killing each other. Horrible, selfish, mualés people,” she said, “and | rather
think you're one of them.”

"I'm not like this!"
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She closed her eyes. "Oh? | can see the guiltun lyeart. What was the name of
that boy, the one who almost died because of yblg?'eyes flew open, and she smiled.
"Eden?"

No. How could she know about that? It wasn’t mytfdiwasn't!

"You try to convince yourself, but you know it'si¢r. He may not have died, but
he'll never be the same again, thanks to you. Yestrayed him — his innocence, his
goodness- he'll be broken forever more."

It wasmy fault.l led him on for a whole year, teased him, used, ldlioin't protect
him from his tormenters, and then discarded himmiHelt like it. | taught him that you
can pour your soul into love and get nothing immetout empty promise8ut I'm not
that person anymore.

| found a tiny thread of my voice left. “It's notal,” | whispered.

Lysandra laughed. “Haven't you been listening? T$isore real than anything
in your pathetic, sheltered life that you've evees.”

She was right, | knew, but she was also wrong.ififages might have been of
real people and events, but they were still ontyyses, a fabrication. “It's not real,” |
said, more boldly, and the world flickered againeTittle girl turned back for a moment
into the pale woman.

| rocked back and forth, and felt the mud far avshyfting wetly beneath me.
“It's not real, it's not real,” | repeated, as tlgbul were chanting a mantra, and each time
| did, the real world flickered in and out of exaste. | could not force things back to

normal completely, but even when | stopped chantimgworld continued to shift back
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and forth. Bloody battlefields became sodden gaassmuddy earth before reverting
again, and the figure before me switched betwemwiagy child and pale woman.

Lysandra leaned towards me, and | could see ieyes that the time for taunting
and sharing pictures was over. | was too troubles@nd her control over me was
waning. She meant to kill me right then and there.

The claw-like hands reaching for my throat flicketkeetween small and dark and
long-fingered and white. Before the fingers cowdadh me, | lunged forward, reaching
out hands | could not see, and grabbed Lysandrekefing face.

My invisible fingers clutched, and | felt real frescold and damp beneath them.
With every atom of my being, all of my divided msdhe parts of me that needed things
to be as clear as possible, to deny things thdtndyossibly exist, and also to study
them obsessively until | understood how they workeith every ounce of will I could
muster, | screamed “You're not real!” | called upgbe missing talent of my hands, and if
there was anything at all magical about them, ledabn that too.

Lysandra shrieked in anger and fear. If | couldydsmmething unreal and make it
disappear, perhaps | could deny something reahaaick that disappear too. She was
secretly afraid of me, | realized, and maybe thas the reason that she hated me so
much. Just as she had the power to create falggesnahad the mirrored power to see
through and destroy them.

Her raging voice tore at my eardrums, and | letawy voice rise to a scream that

| could barely hear. “You're not real!”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

The other place, the place where men live forever.. It might be
nothing more than nonsense, but if it wasn't...And even so, he could
build a stone circle, something tangible to leave b ehind, that would
stand for ages after he was gone. He could even sti pulate in his will
that he be buried in the center of the circle, and it would be a grand
funeral marker. He would call it ‘Wicket's Circle.'

Goaded by his dreams of Stonehenge every night, Sam uel Wicket
began to make phone calls. He hired a contractor wh 0 was a master with
stone and charged him with choosing a team of the b est laborers that he
could find. He gave the man free reign to purchase as much equipment as

necessary, and told him he would foot the bill.

Everything dissolved around me. Lysandra’s nightsidy real world faded away
into floating white mist, taking with it the raimyght sky and stone circle. | could not
feel her face beneath my fingers anymore. | cooldeel my own body. | was helpless.
All'I could do was watch.

There was no more confusion of nightmares, reatloerwise. The white mist
cleared, and the world was calm. It didn't flickeror out, or shift pictures with wild,
raging pressure.

| was bodiless, floating above the world like audol could look around and see
the entirety of the world, even the parts that &hte on the other side of the globe. |
could see for miles around, and at the same tioog, dlown and see the world below me
up close. Somehow, | knew where | was meant to,lko&w what | was meant to see. |
was powerful, all-knowing.

The outline of the country was familiar to me frgeography lessons, and | could
have figured out its name from the shape of itstioe, but at the same timekrnewthat

it was England, and the time was several decadesebe industrial revolution.
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| saw a group of pale, cloaked women standing at@uaircle of stones at sunset.
This one was different from the one at Wicket’sl{zdt was made up of several
concentric circles of free-standing stones andhohs. This one was Stonehenge, but not
half-fallen as it stood today. The circle was stdmplete.

The women stood, each with one hand on one ofttmes, chanting in a strange
and ancient language. As the sun set, touchingpfhef the central stone, all but one of
the women began to file through the circle one hg.d hey walked for much longer than
should have been possible, growing smaller andlemato the distance, and then they
were gone.

The remaining woman was older than the otherssaedtood looking after them
until the sun had fully set, an expression of loggbn her worn face. Then she turned
and began to walk away to the road, where thereavgasall cart hitched up to a hobbled
donkey. The bed of the cart was filled with swesf,land there were several infants
bundled in blankets, sleeping peacefully. The wolmam wearily to unhobble the
donkey, and then began leading the cart slowly avwpathe road.

She would raise the children in a small cottagignéwilds of Wales. There were
five of them this time, three boys and two girleeSvould keep them away from prying
eyes as much as possible, because they did natsagackly as human children. The

rules of this world were not quite the same fomhe

*kk
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As years and decades passed, the children sloely gider. They were allowed
to run free in the hills, but they were not allowtedjo near normal people. Someone
might have noticed that they hardly aged, and dmsequences would have been
unimaginable.

The woman who was their guardian told them stabesut their homeland every
evening, so they would understand where they hatedoom, and who and what they
were. She called it Olemarca, and though it was thee home, they would hear of it
only in stories until they were old enough to ratu8he wove for them an image of a
land where magic was plentiful, that was beautifudl dangerous, and where a great
people called the Olemar lived forever. Time did affect the denizens of that world,
and though they could be killed, they could noténekildren. How would one have
children if time was immaterial?

There was far too much free magic around, and dex@lemarca beautiful, but it
also kept everything constant. Time passed, bundicffect anyone. The world was
lovely, but it was not perfect — people died, eyt could not be replaced, because they
could not reproduce. No one knew how the Olemans®dves had come to be there, and
there was much argument on the subject — some ethilhat they had been created by
the intensely concentrated magic itself, othersttiey had come from a different world,
or that their own world had once been more mundéhis. last philosophy suggested a

theory.
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A council of wise mages proposed that if the pedaleeled to a different world
where magic was not so strong, they might be abtefroduce there. And so they built
the first gateway, marking it with a circle of sémn

An expedition of men and women went through thegay and found
themselves in a different world. Or perhaps it Wessame world, but taking up a
different space in reality. Whatever it was, thierld was less magical, and the people
found that time there affected them, even thoughatved slowly because of their origin.
The women of the expedition were able to conceiaeyy, and bear children, and they
began to use the world as a breeding ground, the say that a salmon must swim
upstream before it may lay its eggs.

At first they had no contact with the local prinaéipeople that inhabited the
island that was named for its tin. But the nativesld not help but notice the tall,
beautiful people, and in time the Olemar were amusdind that the native humans
thought they were gods. Though there was littleiantbmagic in that world, the
collective belief of all the natives gave the peogieat powers anyway. The natives were
sure that the Olemar were gods, were sure they paverful, and so they were.

The Olemar built a stone circle around the gat@ennew world too, to keep the
indigenous people from crossing over accidentdlhe natives became sure that terrible
things would happen if they entered the circlenef gods, thus laying the groundwork for
deep and varied superstition. Still, occasionatimals and children wandered into the
gateway and vanished. They were never able tatfienl way back, and the people called

them sacrifices to the gods.
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And so it went on. The Olemar went back and fdntough the gate as easily as
one goes through a door. They were able to bearasel children, who grew up over
several centuries in the other world before beiegcamed home to their own land.

Thousands of years passed in this way. The Oleadstarted out intending to
find a breeding ground, and had instead become. gadver time, things began to
change. Outsiders came to their makeshift islanddom, and there was fighting and
bloodshed. Some of them wanted to interfere — wexg not the gods of this island? —
but the wisest of them dissented. Conquest, warése change were both the natural
order of this barbaric world, and it was decideat tihey should not interfere for their
own selfish devices.

Some of the human natives were killed, some intaratawith the invaders, and
some clever ones were so bold as to build gatdseafown and leave their island for
worlds unknown. Their beliefs thinned as did thdood. There were fewer people that
believed in the old ways, and as that happenedtémar found that they were losing
their power.

Without the beliefs and superstitions of the najyewas as though the worlds
were drawing farther apart. It became harder andendo get through the gateway.
Eventually, the wise leaders of Olemarca decidatifgerhaps this was the way things
were intended to be as well. They were ancientsaigaicious, men who had seen
thousands of years go by in many a world, and kmeyv that they must not interfere

with what was meant to be. They built a great stonaument and told the natives that
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when it fell, the worlds would be completely separ#hus instilling one final
superstition. And then the ‘gods’ left the islandrthey appeared to.

They continued to send very small groups througihgditeways. The Olemar
would reproduce, and when the children were bdwey tvould be left in the care of a
single woman who willingly went into exile to raifee young, and the others would
return home. This way, the woman could raise hargds in anonymity, and indeed, as
belief continued to wane, they were seen just dmary humans. As long as they stayed
inconspicuous, no one would notice how slowly thidecen aged.

And so it went for many years. As the centuriespdshardly any of the humans
believed in the old gods. There were new ways,revd superstitions, and there was
science. As belief and trust was placed more ane incscience, the caretaker of the
children found that it was harder and harder fartbédoe in this world. They were a
product of magic, in which no one in the world be&d any longer. She and her charges
did not belong, and the world was trying to tetrithat. She could feel it's rejecting her
as a physical pain, a constant whine in the badleomind.

When the Industrial Revolution began, the counegdme a soot-drenched
frenzy of iron machines with furnaces that whinedstantly to be fed, as though they
were new deities demanding tribute. The humansasawtheir hungry machines, and no
longer saw their one-time gods. The world becanmreaagnizable to the children so
quickly that they scarcely saw it happening.

And then their caretaker died.
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She was trampled by the iron wheels of a carraageday as she was walking to
the market. The driver never stopped, acted agythbe could not even see her, and in
truth, he had not. The young children were lefaédhe to fend for themselves. And they
soon found that in this horrifyingly real world eghthemselves had become unreal. It was
often hard for the humans to see them. When pewgtieed them, it was only for an
instant, as though their presence was just a tfitke light, something that could be
spotted from the corner of an eye, but on closgpection, was not really there.

The children learned quickly to dodge away fronrieges and horses, to be
careful around the heavy machinery that were insmtial to them, just as they appeared
insubstantial to the people around them. A machimgit pass through them most of the
time, but all it took was instance that it did natter two of the other children died in
sudden horrible accidents, the remaining threenghto be alert and wary at all times.
They raised themselves on the streets, stealingtivbp needed easily from under the
noses of unknowing humans. But they felt so teyrddbne in this huge, frightening
world, and they sustained themselves on the sttreasremembered of the ones their
guardian had told them about their homeland.

They aged very slowly, and it took them over a hhaddyears to reach the point
of young adulthood, and these were miserable loyedys of constant danger. As soon as
the children considered themselves old enoughttorréiome, they traveled to Salisbury
Plain, but found that the Stonehenge gateway woatapen for them. They tried
everything they could think of, visited every coetgl and partial circle of stone in Great

Britain, but they could not get the magic to wdgither they were missing some words
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or rituals that their guardian had not managednaeirt to them before her death, or the
worlds were now too far apart.

The three of them argued constantly about what sheuld do, and eventually
had a falling out and separated. The young man graddor a long time, and eventually
found peace as a walker of the world. He thouglmimiself as a guardian, a caretaker,
walking unseen, but seeing everything. He wouldycdre memories of this adopted
world for all the long ages of his life.

One stormy night, one of the two girls took refuig@ school for the blind, and
found that the young students could sense hermees&hey could not see her, but since
they could sense her, they believed that she veas,thnd this made her more real, gave
her body substance. Eventually, she married a ybling man even though she knew
she would far outlive him. His love kept her reslid and visible, and though she was
not human and could therefore not have a humanswidren, she led a happy, normal
life. But the last girl never found peace.

She saw only the evil of her adoptive world, ane afanted desperately to get
back home to a land that seemed increasingly tashiémough it must be paradise. There
she would live forever, people would be able tolseealways, and she would have
power, such great power, from the naturally ocagrmagic in the atmosphere. She
wanted to be there. Sheededo be there.

She could never live in a world were she felt sigendt belong. She might have
been born there, and she might have grown up thatet would never be her home. She

could feel the world eating away at her. Over thary, it had caused her to fade — her
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skin lost all color, and her dark hair slowly tudn&hite. If she did not get out of this
world, she would fade away entirely, and she waodder allow that to happen.

Her name was Lysandra.
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Chapter Thirty

The images from the past dissolved away in twgstibbons of mist, and | was
back in the real world. The rain had stopped, awdd sitting, my back against an
uncomfortably solid stone, in a puddle of chilly anilhat made a nasty squelching noise
as | tried to move. Octavian still lay beside md, ite now appeared to be sleeping
normally. Of the rest of the group, there was gmsirhey had all fled.

In the center of the stone circle, a pale younghao sat, watching me watrily.

| could end this right nowMy head whirled with dizzying power. | knew
everything about her, every detail of her past.IAlhd to do was tell her, with all the
force of my new power and conviction, that she Widxrist.

Lysandra no longer looked huge and glowing anmifyeng. Now, she was just a
girl, pale and thin, who appeared to be only a yeao older than myself. The
diaphanous gown of before was now just an old-tastd white nightgown that was
plastered to her body and streaked with mud. Sivergd from the cold, and her teeth
chattered faintly.

| could destroy her so easily. She already dioglbng here, and it would be so
easy to get rid of her for good. We had decidedosg ago it seemed, that she should be
killed. But now she crouched there, water drippaffgher pointed chin, so small and
fragile.

In the moment that had lasted two hundred yedradIseen the real Lysandra,

had finally gotten my wish to trulynderstandStrangely, | was relieved that her origins

345



were not human. Since she was not from this E#rét,meant that the rules wfy world
were as they should be.

We sat, regarding each other silently, each waiiom the other to make the first
move. My muscles were tensed, ready to springantion at the slightest hint of an
attack from her. The silence stretched long andosbetween us, and | didn't move.

Octavian groaned and sat up. “Ugh,” he said, ¢rymwipe at the mud that was
smeared over one side of his face. He looked dirstethen followed my gaze. “Who're
you?” he asked.

“That," | said, "is Lysandra,”

He cocked his head, looking the pale girl oveefidly. “You are,” he said at last,
his tone wondering. “But you’re solid. And you'retr- scary or — evil, or anything.”

She gave a soft, ironic laugh. “Don’t be so quizkudge.” Her voice was low,
and now that she was no longer screaming, her woeds rounded out by an unfamiliar
accent. She had grown up in Wales, so perhapschenawas Welsh. However unhuman
she might be, she looked so —@dinary. She just wanted to get honi2o | actually feel
sorryfor her?

“Look,” | said. “We’re not going to get anywherg bitting around in the mud.
Let’s call a truce. | say we go inside, wash ug,qgrusome clean clothes, and then we
can get back to trying to kill each other.”

Octavian nodded, and Lysandra said, “That is debép.”

We all rose slowly and stiffly. My knees were simakslightly, and | wasn’t sure

if it was out of cold, or because | had been gttmthe same position against a rock for
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so long. | stretched, and my bones creaked likeldémvoman's. The mud squelched
unpleasantly beneath my shoes, and my clothes sueedy ruinedHow do you get mud
out of clothes? Is it even possible, or is thidibgbne for good?

Octavian and | turned to begin our long trek badctn to the town, which, due to
the condition of the roads, was likely to be madra slog than a walk.

“Wait,” Lysandra said. “You can come back with mneghe manor.” When
Octavian and | exchanged a skeptical look, she Sanbn’t try anything; | swear it.
Truce, right?”

“Well, it is closer,” | said.

He gaped at me. "Are you actually considering —"

“I'm freezing,” | said shortly, and that decidgd\iVe turned to follow Lysandra.

“Would you like some tea?” Lysandra asked politely

“Yes, please,” | said. Beside me, Octavian singblsugged. He had a rather
bemused expression on his face. | could hardly élaim. He had been terrified of this
woman for two years, had decided to fight agaiestat all costs, and here he was in her
house, being asked if he wanted tea, as if thisansacial visit. Perhaps he believed he
was still dreaming, still caught in whatever nighmavisions she had showed him
before.

Lysandra went off to the kitchen, and Octavian bwere left alone. We huddled
close to the fire, luxuriating in the warmth floadiover us. There were no showers in the

house, but there were multiple bathrooms, so weshati taken a hot bath. | wore a thick
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bathrobe over a white nightgown much like Lysarglrahd Octavian had a pair of
flannel pajamas that probably belonged to the mayor

The house had been eerily silent while | scrubdbedpasty mud off my body. It
seemed that both the mayor and the robotic houpekeeere either deeply asleep, or not
at home. Perhaps they switched the housekeepfardlffe night. Tamara was not there
either. She had run away from the proceedingsdrstbne circle. She was probably
staying with someone in the town.

Octavian leaned close to the fire, looking arowadlily. “What’s with you?” he
asked. “You don’t seem scared at all.”

| was about to tell him what | had witnessed o$aydra’s past, when the woman
herself returned. “Can someone help me with theeStbshe said apologetically.

| got to my feet immediately, and ignoring Octawsaconfused look, followed
her out of the room. “So, can you not see the §&tolvasked curiously.

“It's... blurry. I can tell it's here though.” Shexended her hand and groped
around. | watched, captivated, as her fingers appea briefly gahroughone of the
dials before she managed to touch it. “It won’t kvtor me, though. Nothing new does.”

“So when we surrounded ourselves with science $o06K

“Yes, it made you hard to see. But | could telliyoere meeting secretly, and that
was all it took.”

“Huh.” Strangely, this seemed not to matter so Imaicymore. All that was now
marked in my mental file folder af the pastl turned the knob, and a blue fire sprang

up beneath the kettle. There was a moment of awksitence, and then | said, “Is it
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okay if I tell Octavian your story?” Lysandra’s lestiffened, with anger or wounded
pride, | could not tell which. “He’s really smatithink he may be able to help.”

At last, Lysandra nodded.

-

There were no clocks in the Wicket house, but majctv read two-thirty a.m.
when | placed my empty teacup down at last. Lysahdd sat quietly throughout the
whole tale, listening as her own story was reciEagentually, she said, “The skeptic has
turned storyteller.” Her tone was amused.

“So you're actually from the world through the g&tOctavian said. He kept
shaking his head in amazement.

| smiled. “Crazy, no?”

“That actually makes quite a bit of sense.”

“Better than your ghost theory.”

“Shut up.” He turned to Lysandra. “I have a fevestions for you.”

“And | should answer them because...?”

“I think I may know how to open your gate.”

She leaned forward, a sudden hungry look in hes,egnd | reminded myself that
despite the recent show of contrition, this womas wtill very dangerous indeed. “Tell
me how to open it.”

“First, | want to know —”

“Tell mel”
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Octavian shook his head. “This isn’t how this wsrkKou've done some pretty
horrible things, and I'll tell you how to open thate if and when I'm satisfied with your
explanations.”

“I could Kill you with a single stray thought,” kandra said, her tone soft and
menacing.

His eyes widened, but | said, “Hmm...no, | don’tthiyou can do that. In fact,
I'm absolutely positive that you can't.”

Lysandra shot me a look of loathing, then leanazk o her chair, a slight ironic
smile twisting the corner of her mouth. “Very well.

“Fine, now that we've got that settled....How cowtil do that to my father?”
His voice rose suddenly in anger, and it sounded loeid in the silent house.

| expected her to laugh and mock him, but inssfeeljust said, “How could | do
what?”

"Are you joking?" Octavian was taken aback, buerged his accusation.
“You've kept him in a coma for two years to keepfnaen leaving here!”

“l did nothing of the sort. | do not have that &iof power.”

“But — but —" He seemed unable to form words.

“He tried to leave,” | explained, while he mouthstgntly like a landed fish. “The
first time, there was a car accident, and the sgtiome, his father had a stroke or
something.”

“Ah.” Lysandra nodded. “| remember now.”

“So you did -!”
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“l did not.”

“Then what —?”

She leaned back, clasping her hands around heskB&e looked impossibly
childish, and it did not fit with her upright postuand white hair. “I tried to stop your
family from leaving, true, but you were able to emte your parents to go, and my
power over you was ended. On your way out of toyan, had an unfortunate accident,
and once again, | say that | had nothing to do withhave no power at all over
machines. Your father must have simply had a delagaction to the accident. A slow-
moving blood clot, perhaps. Or perhaps he had ntedmdve a stroke at that moment, no
matter the cause. An unfortunate coincidence, ngthiore. | am sorry for your pain,”
she added. She didn't look sorry at all.

“But you got what you wanted anyway,” Octaviandsatcusingly. “You got us to
stay.”

“You were unnecessary. | had plenty of people yntown already. One or two
could hardly make a difference.”

At last he nodded, and | said, “So all those pedpht you keep here...?”

“Most of them stay because they are happy heresdhgra said. “There are a few
who are not, but | have carefully sewn the behafti can stop them, and since they
believe it, it is true, and | can.”

“Wait,” said Octavian slowly. “Wait. If | believéhat you didn't put my father into
a coma to stop us from leaving, then the thingshaeping him from waking up is =?”

Lysandra nodded. “Yes. It is you. | simply helmgthance your belief.”
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“Oh my god.” He put his head in his hands.

“It's okay,” | said, trying to comfort him. “If yo don’t believe that any longer, so
he should wake up soon, right?”

“But | kept him there fotwo yearg’ he said, his voice muffled. “It was all my
fault. What if he’s never the same? Oh my god, noyivar. All this has almost killed my
mother.l could have killed her. | could have killed thenthd

I laid my hand tentatively on his shoulder. “| &drelieve you could let this go on
so long,” | said to Lysandra. “How could you lehdappen? And he’s not the only one.”

She lowered her eyes and looked away. It wasittstesfgn of uncertainty in her
that | had seen. “Belief is a powerful thing,” stgd quietly. “My ancestors knew that
well. It has effects both good and bad. | canneat® only the good true belief without
causing some negative superstitions as well.”

“And my mother too,” | said. “You drove her mad.”

Lysandra shook her head. “I — your mother’'s mesitatie was delicate to begin
with. When | took her memory, | admit that it mast have helped, but her problems
were always her own.”

I nodded. | knew that this was true. Lysandra e@sirming just what | had had
to work so hard to convince myself after Margot, lpfst what | had recently managed to
convince my sister.

"So why this place?" | asked. "Why here? I've sgmir past, but not your

present. | get what you're trying to do, and why, ldon’t get the how."
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"Are you sure you want to know?" She shifted unfmtably, as that she would
rather not be talking about this.

Yeah, it doesn't portray you in the best light,slid@ | never liked to talk about
why | got expelled either.nodded firmly.

Lysandra clasped and unclasped her hands, lookihgia as she spoke. "In the
early 1900s, | crossed the Atlantic Ocean to Anaeriicthe stone circles in Britain were
useless to me, | would start fresh. | was not gaingust to the power of chance and
nature. This time, | was going to take matters mtoown hands."

Octavian looked up, his eyes red. "So you begangdexactly what the old leader
guys of your people decided they should never amu Were interfering with the natural
order of things."

She sighed. "Yes. | traveled the country untilurid a likely spot. It was a place
with a heritage that gave it dark power, a batdegd whose soil had drunk the blood of
many soldiers. | drew upon its power, and it wasugih to keep myself visible and fully
solid for short periods of time. It was very diffilc— sometimes the effort to keep myself
real felt just like trying to hold my breath for ins.

"There was a rich man who lived nearby, and | iregemyself, unseen, into his
household. Generally no one saw me but childremsemminds are not yet set firmly in
the real world, so | could easily pass for a mbgent the rich man dreams every night-"

"Wait, how did you do that?" He had regained his\posure, and now had the

eager attitude of one faced with a most fascingtiumygle to solve.
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"When humans are sleeping, their minds are mordegito accept the fantastic,
because they are safe in the knowledge thatutsisg dream."

"Okay, go on."

"l sent the rich man dreams every night, dreamiswioald make him obsessed
with the recurring image of a stone circle. Evetiyy&e sought me out. | told him a
slightly embroidered version of the truth. | coglee in his eyes that | had ignited the
spark. He would build me the stone circle thatddesl.

"But it did not work for me. Wicket died in the cle and vanished, and | thought
perhaps that he had made it through. It workedhiior, but it did not work for me.
Perhaps, | thought, the worlds were too far apawt.rBut | would bring them closer.

"l took possession of the rich man’s house and egawing people towards me.
The first ones to come were some of the buildeasttie rich man had hired. They built a
town for me, and | used it to draw people in, dmehtto keep them here. | had almost no
power at first, but their belief gave me strengiisi as it once had to my ancestors. |
could stay visible easily now, or go unseen whesamted to. It was easier still, when |
gave up trying too hard to understand the techncddghings that were not real to me. |
could only barely see them, and often they evesqahthrough me as though | was not
solid.

"I tried to keep technology as much as possibleobuaty realm. Too much of it,
and the town would be anchored irretrievably inréed world. Still, | allowed what my
people needed. | even considered allowing thenate hhouses of worship, but decided

that it was best that their belief not be dividedween myself and anything else.
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"It took a long time, but | was patient. | slowlglected people whose blood
remembered the old ways, and the space that theitdwabited started to become more
fluid. It was not unusual for strange things to pexp, and people took them in stride
when they did. It became an in-between place, aibé geal, but not quite unreal either,
one of the last left in that world. The townspeoptre very happy. For them, this place
was like a utopia.”

"Only because they didn't know about you. You kewssing with their minds,’
Octavian said. "How do you do that anyway?"

"I have always been able to enter dreams. Withrntrease of my power, | could
see into a waking mind from afar, even implant sfigns. Not actions, not anything
concrete, but | could encourage beliefs alongngtteen the ones that were already there.
It was very difficult, very tiring, but over timécould persuade people to think what |
wanted them to think, to breed as | wished, nd¢&ve. | convinced them that | had more
powers than | actually had, and when they belieyddjained those powers."

“Did you ever try to mess with my mind?” | askedjnkling my nose in distaste.

“Well, yes,” Lysandra admitted. “I did take youemory. But | could not get to
you from afar, not even dreams. There was sometiogt your mind....”

“That’s why you were so afraid of me!” | said, atie other two looked at me in
surprise. “If | truly believed that nothing you hddne was real, then it wouldn’t be. |
almost ‘didn’t believe’ you out of existence.”

She nodded. “I am very lucky that you strugglethwhat you did and did not

believe.”
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"But it didn't work on everyone, did it? My friea@nd |, we've always been able
to see through you. | mean, figuratively. We di#dn'déw about — um —" he trailed off.

"Yes," she said. "A small minority of the townspéopould tell that | was here,
could sense me, could keep me out of their mindsy T¥anted to leave, but if they were
powerful enough to be aware of me, | needed thestatyp They were afraid of me, and
believed that if they tried to leave, | would stbpm. If they believed it, then it did not
matter what | could actually do. | had no such powat | could use their superstitions."

"But you can't deny you do kill people," | said.

"l didn't kill anyone." She swallowed and rubbest hands against her snowy
white nightgown. "I...help circumstances align sa tih@y die. | have never directly...."
Her voice trailed away as she stared at her paddshd he fingers trembled slightly.
"After a number of years had passed, and | wastkatdhe worlds were close together
again, | tried to open the circle. | tried anddribut still | could not get through. It was
too late to turn back. | knew | would have to takere drastic measures. | hesitated to do
it the first time, but | had no choice. At the tisnef greatest overlap between worlds, |
ensured that a few people died. Borders are alfwengy at certain time —"

"The solstices!" | exclaimed.

"Yes. Midnight is not quite day and not quite rtighsolstice is not quite one
season, but not yet another. A few spirits crosbetgveen worlds makes the borders
more fluid than ever."

Octavian leaned forward. "But it still didn't wotk
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Lysandra smiled. "Though the fluidity of the sg@titrossing did give me a great
deal of power." She seemed to remember that we hgéeaing, and carefully rearranged
her face into a serious expression. "l should aethkept on, but the power was
intoxicating. It is in the indefinable nature of @lossroads and graveyards."

"And the people who disappear?"” | said. "l suppaseweren't involved in that
either?"

She curled her lip. "Why would | want others teseed in the crossing where |
have failed?"

"Did you mean Megan to open the portal for youeta®ian asked.

"l did. Eventually, | came to the conclusion thabuld not open the gateway
because | was not human. It made perfect sensk/-en@ stone circle had been built by
my people, long ago, and they no longer belongetisowvorld. The other circles,
including my own, had been built by humans, foruke of humans. | needed someone
whose blood was strong, whose bones rememberaddiveays. The stones would know
their blood, and they would open.

"And so | created my key. | found that the mathwie strongest blood and
caused him to breed with a woman of equally sttdngd who was passing through.
This woman was the most promising, but she prowdzktdifficult to control.”

| grinned. "She got away from you." But then shergghe next eighteen years
living in fear for her life. My smile sputtered adéd on my lips.

"And | could not follow after her. By that timewlas just as enmeshed in my

schemes as the people she had brought there, Waedeen guarding a jail with no doors.
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Without the warden, the prisoners would all escapas like a spider that had become

tangled in its own web."

Lysandra sighed and brushed her hand over her '&y@s.was the first point that
| took a step back and really examined what | wargdl | had started out trying to find a

way to get home, and | had become a monster. Bdstfar too late to turn back."
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Chapter Thirty-One

At last, Samuel had his circle. It was finally comp lete. He had
left his mark on the landscape of the Earth. And as for the other
thing....He walked to the monument every day, throu gh it and around it,
but nothing happened. He sent for the maid again, t ook her down with him
to the circle. She walked through it with a strange , reverent expression
on her face, but still nothing happened.

She turned with a look that was half bitterness and half
resignation. "I knew it would not work," she said s oftly, as though to
herself. "The worlds are too far apart now." She wa Ilked away.

Samuel refused to give up. He came to the circle ev ery day with
increasing desperation. He was certain that his tim e was almost up. He
was right.

“You can't just use people like this,” Octaviands&We aren’t just — belief
batteries or something — to be used to your adgarita

“l didn’t mean to at first,” Lysandra said. “| ditt mean any of it to happen. |
should have understood that | was meant to fatleetanargins of the world, like my
brother did, like my sister will. It was wrong toeadle, but at first | didn’t see the harm,
and it was just a little. But then it got to be ma@and more, and | couldn’t stop without
losing it all.” She bowed her head. “I just wangmhome.”

It must be so lonely for hekplayed with my empty teacup, clinking it gently
against its saucer. Lysandra had been so caughthgy schemes that she had lost
perspective. But it still didn’t excuse the thirglge had done. | knew that now.

| had been hated too, even though at the timér'dknow why, and | hadn't done
anything to cause it. It was the loneliest feeimghe world. Would | too have eventually
lashed outAnything is better than being hated, except beatgdhwith good reason.

“It's not just that,” Lysandra was saying. “ltasiother negative effect of the
power of belief. | myself am not immune. When manel more people believed that |

was evil, | became so. They believed my powers wekevolent, and so they were. |
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had such trouble thinking straight sometimes. Ragehatred took control of me, and |
admit that | did not try hard enough to fight agaii.”

“Is that how you show people those pictures?” @eataasked. He shivered
slightly, and | wondered if he had seen the sanmgshl did. “How did you do that?”

“The superstition...it increased my powers ten-falsldid the crossing souls.
People saw me as they wished, and | used theif fear

"Stop calling them that. 'The crossing souls.ti&sugh it was their own idea. You
killed them."

She bit her lip. "I killed them," she said softhg though tasting the shape of the
words. "I killed them."

"Here’s something I've been wondering,” | said. H\Wdid you go through so
much trouble to stop me from learning the truth?”

“So much trouble’? All | did was take a few menes. Your father asked me
to.”

“My father...?”

“Your real father.”

“Oh...”

“He asked me to let you go, so I took all memoties would lead you to me,
starting with a certain conversation with your nesthYou knew nothing about me, and
So you were free to go.”

“Did you mean for Megan to breed with Mick, tho@jlOctavian asked.
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She laughed. “Of course not. | told him to keepega on her. Our charming
friend was not the most scrupulous of charactetink he went rather overboard.”

“So he was working for you." | said. "But you kitl him."

She looked down at her hands again. “I...did notmteaHe betrayed me and |
could not control my anger. | didn't mean to.”

“Are Megan’s hands really magical?” asked Octav@@early he didn’t feel too
bad about Mick.

Lysandra was about to answer, but | cut in, “Ckndw! | don’t believe they are,
so they aren’t. But | was always sure they werent&ld, so they are.”

“You're getting the hang of this,” she said.

“But why did | lose that power?”

“You were unsure of what you knew to be true. Yware unsure of yourself. And
that uncertainty manifested itself in the loss ofiyskills — with your hands, and with
people too, | suspect.”

| smiled. “I bet I'll get it back now.”

“Are you so sure of the world now?” Octavian ssadcastically.

“No. But I'm sure of myself. | bet that tea we jusank was the best tea you ever
had, because | made it.”

There was a slight pause while they consideredlzemadmitted that yes, this
was true. “Don't let it go to your head,” Octavisaid. “You're insufferable enough as it

is.
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“I make no promises." | smiled, but | knew thaeewvith my 'magic hands' back,
| would never be so arrogant again.

“Are you finished with your questions?” Lysandeadsabruptly. “Are you going
to tell me how to open my gateway?”

“Not quite,” said Octavian. “I need to know whaitliappen if you open the
portal. Some cosmic backlash? Some horrible moostaes through?”

She shook her head impatiently. “I am fairly certhat nothing of the kind will
happen. | copied my people’s original design ofttbage, which should prevent the
leakage of power. As far as | know.”

“So you'll just go through, and that will be th&®ad of story?”

“Yes.”

He leaned forward. “So what's the world like? Thghuhe gate?”

She stared off into the distance, as though Iapkinough an unsurpassable
window at paradise just on the other side. “I d&mow for certain. There were the
stories of my guardian, but | was very young whies died, and my memory is not
reliable.” She spoke slowly, her tone full of longi “I know that it is a land full of
magic, and people live forever because time doeaffect them. | know that it is
beautiful and wild, and sometimes frightening aadgerous. But all good things are, |
think. | believe that there are many more worldisg@nected by that gate. | don’t even
know if | will get to the right one. But | have try. Because no matter what, it is my

homeland, and it is where | belong.”
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“More than one? Wow,” Octavian said softly. Hisa®was hushed as well, as
though he too could see that beautiful image jusbbreach. | looked at him curiously.
“Okay,” he said at last. “I think | believe you.”

Lysandra leaned forward, her body very still,ikat|“So you'll tell me?”

He glanced at me, and | shrugged. “Fine,” he saithn open it like this.” He
pulled the glove off his left hand and held his mtioan arm aloft.

No reaction. “How?”

Octavian looked rather disappointed. Obviouslyh&eé been hoping for a better
reaction. “My hand,” he said. “My arm.”

“l see nothing unusual about it."

“Oh!” I said. “Your arm isn’t real, so it looks @éto her.”

Finally, Octavian got the reaction he wanted. Ingga gasped, and jumped to her
feet. She hurried over and began feeling his alinhodks so real,” she said wonderingly.
“Are you sure it's not there?”

Octavian nodded.

She examined the arm closely for a few momenés) thturned to her seat,
disappointed. “Most interesting, but | don’t seaviibcan help me. | have tasted your
blood. It's not the right mix.”

“But I'm learning to change it,” he said. “I've be practicing. | can make it
longer or shorter.” | saw Lysandra’s eyes widen arade to follow something | myself
could not see. | watched carefully, and though @atadid not move, a teacup on the

table three feet away lifted and moved around.d t@th impressed and a little annoyed.
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He had been practicing, and he was getting quitelgéut why hadn’t he told me? Did
he think | couldn't handle it?

“I bet,” he went on, “That | could change the blandny arm to fit whatever
requirement the stones have. But it may not evemelbessary. | think | opened the stones
once before, and | almost went through, but Megdied¢ me back.”

| thought back to that day that we had hiked odtone circle, when | had gotten
so frightened as Octavian had almost disappeattsitrtie,” | said. “He can open it.”

Lysandra’s eyes gleamed with excitement. Sheesgtstill, but her shoulders
were tensed. “So open it. Let me go through! | wdl’er bother you again.”

Octavian nodded. “I will.”

She leapt to her feet. “Then let's go!”

“Wait. | have a few demands first. And a request.”

“What is it?” She looked ready to begin pacingkbacd forth like a caged
animal.

“First,” said Octavian, “you stop meddling witlegple.”

She looked confused. "But they're happy."”

"Only because you take their memories of anytlhiad. People deserve to keep
their memories whole, goahdbad. You've done enough damage already."

She nodded and motioned for him to keep talking.

“Second, you let everyone who wants to leavefgoy dad’s okay, I'm going to
finally go back to Phoenix.”

She hesitated.
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“You said yourself there are enough people whoalstwvant to be here to keep
the worlds close together.”

“It's not that simple. They are kept here by theim belief. Even if | stop
encouraging and enforcing that, they still beligve

“We can spread the word,” | suggested. “We’ll takm we defeated you in
single combat or something, and they’ll believant they’ll be able to go.”

She shrugged. “Very well. What else?”

“Third,” said Octavian. “You wait one year befageing through the gate.”

“What?” she demanded angrily. “Why?”

“Because that's my fourth demand. Or request|yelalvant to go with you.”

“What?” Lysandra and | said together, and themtinooed, each trying to talk
over each other.

“You do not belong in the other world," she said.

“Why would you want to go there?” | demanded.

“You are tempted by the lure of immortality?”

“What's wrong with this world?”

“You wish to exploit my world for its magical ras@es?”

“Calm down, everyone,” Octavian said loudly. “lreeé explain!” He lowered his
voice. “l don’t want to be an earthling expatriate pe immortal, or exploit a whole
world. It's just that... all my life, I've read abouather worlds in books, and | wanted to
be there for real. And now I find out that theraisother world, maybe more than one,

through a door not a mile away, anldave the key to open it.” His eyes were shining
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with enthusiasm. “I could visit other worlds, exggdhem, have adventures....You think
I’'m going to pass up an opportunity like that?”

“So that's what this is about,” | said. “The aduee.” For some reason, | felt like
there was a thin knife of betrayal twisting in mytgHad our summer adventure in the
real world not been enough for him? It had eveenak turn for the magical, and he still
needed more.

Lysandra was regarding Octavian silently.

“I swear,” he said. “No exploiting. | don’t everawt to stay. I'll come back here
afterwards, | just want to visit.”

Finally she nodded. “Fine. You may come. But doexpect me to babysit you
once we are on the other side.”

‘I don't.”

“Why do you want to wait a year?” | asked.

“Because on the off-chance | get stuck in a daffierworld, | want to be eighteen.
Legally an adult.” He thought for a moment. “I waatfinish high school, too. No one’s
going to call me a dropout.”

“In this Phoenix?” Lysandra asked.

“I'm certainly not staying here.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “How do | kyow will return in one
year’s time?”

“Because | will,” he said. “I want to go throudiat gate as much as you do.”

“Very well,” she said. “One year’s time. We godhgh the gate.”
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He nodded.

"Do not forget your part of our bargain,” she ssadtly. “If you double-cross me,
you will find that my vengeance will be far greatiean anything you can possible
imagine.” As though this was her way of saying gugit, Lysandra yawned and
stretched. She was surprisingly graceful, despaéwoluminous old-fashioned
nightgown. “It seems we are done here. It is vatg,land | think now | would like to
sleep. It has been a long day. You may sleep berght if you wish, or you may see
yourselves out.” She rose, and turned to leave.

“Wait,” | said. “One more request. | think — mayb& might want to come too.”

Both of them looked at me, stunne¥ot” said Octavian.

| didn’t know why | had said it, didn’t know thatvas going to say it until | had
opened my mouth and started to speak. My face duee and | didn’t dare look at
Octavian.What on earth are you thinkingasked myself.

Both of the others were still staring at me, wajtpatiently. “I guess,” | faltered,
“I've seen that there’s a lot more to this worlthese worlds — than | knew, and though |
don’t really want to know it, | caniinknowit, you know? | guess | — | just want to see
what else there is.”

| risked a glance at Octavian. He was smiling.
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| return to my bed just before dawn.

I hardly thought, when | was tugged from it in theldle of the night by the
intense feeling that my stone circle was in dantiext | would be returning to it with
such a feeling of success.

In fact, when the Girl finally realized her danges power and turned it on me, |
was certain, there in the soaking wet and the caldl, that | was going to die. So much |
had lost in this mad quest, and now my life wo@@dded to that list.

But instead, the Girl did not kill me. She sawpagt unfurled before her, and she
did not act. She saw my desire to return home,shredpitied me.

| cannot stand her pity. Still the hatred of heaws at me, strong and deep as
iron ore biting at the earth. But she and the béfgred me a way to get what | want, and
| was desperate enough to stoop to taking theip.hel

We talked late into the night. | told the trutimestly — and it felt nice for a
change, not to have to scheme and control. | hatbat forgotten what it was, to speak
freely.

As usual, the blankets take too long to warm tdading body. But soon | will be
home, and | will be whole once more. With a dedyalex | release my holds on every
single soul in the town. Something drains away froe) and for the first time in years |
feel light, so very light, as though | could fl@atay. | never realized how taxing it was,
how heavy and tired it made me feel, trying to larido all that power.

My mind is floating gently away. Even the worleéslmot hurt me so much

anymore.
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I do not know how | will be able to stand anotiear of waiting. They dangle the
promise of home before my nose like an apple befti@se, and make me swear to be a

good little girl, to wait. If only there was a way hurry things up....But wait | must, and

wait | will.

| can put up with her, with them both, for thedibeing, at least until | have what

| want. And after that, we shall see.

| smile to myself as | slide softly into sleep.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

| didn't take Lysandra up on her offer to sperenight. | remembered how dusty
those beds were. The sun was just barely staicgrme up as | trudged home in a
stupor of exhaustion. The ground was still soft agdishy under my feet, and as |
walked, | watched the sky turn pink and orange whthsunrise. The sleeping town
below me was unharmed by the night's stdtimthe solstice. We did it. We're safe.

Despite the early houthe lights were on in the kitchen. | peeked arotned
corner to behold Uncle Bennet at the kitchen tabfming from a chipped mug and
reading a book. | judged that he was probably thgihty engrossed, and was preparing
to crawl by, when he said, without looking up, “Ce&m, Megan.”

Down on all fours, | froze, then stood guiltilycaantered the kitchen.

He regarded me quietly for a moment, then hel@igpnug. “Tea?”

| gave an unhappy chuckle. “Just when | think irntrouble, people keep
offering me tea.”

“I'm not sure what you mean by that, but I'll taites a no.”

He looked back down at his book, and | said, “Argau going to ask me where |
was?”

“No.” He marked his place with a finger and closiee book. “I'm not even going
to remind you that the last time you snuck outightyou ended up in the hospital, or
that | asked you not to go out after dark. | amymatr father, but | just want to remind

you that | am responsible for you. | don’t have tigét to try to control your actions, but
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please take into consideration, the next time fmktof sneaking out, that if anything
were to happen to you, your father would kill me.”

“I know, and I'm sorry."Well, what do you know, | actually mean it!

“Is this a habit for you? You don’t have the bieatk record, you know. You
sneak out, you get hit by cars, you come home yatir clothes all muddy....”

| considered telling him that | had been kidnappede too, but instead, | glanced
down at my clothes. They had dried well enoughugfinothey were stiff and
uncomfortable, and the remaining mud was flakifgrobrownish pieces that reminded
me of fish food.

| drew up a chair and sat down wearily. | was ested, and | ached all over.
“This is the last time. | promise.”

He nodded, but his expression was skeptical.

“l was off having an adventure,” | told him, "atis over for now.”

“For now?”

“Yes. Can | come back next summer? To visit again?

He smiled. “I guess you decided you like it hefteraall.”

“Well, maybe this crazy place isn't as bad asouht. Maybe | even like it here
a little.”

Uncle Bennet nodded wisely. “It does grow on y&nd you're welcome to come
back.”

“I may not stay the whole time,” | warned. “Sonmeeihds and | — we may be

going on a — a road trip.”
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“We’d be happy to have you as long as you wastag.”

| yawned hugely and considered going down to lieskemed like a very long
way to go. “How did you know | snuck out?” | askadepily.

“ESP.” At this point, | was willing to believe atiyng, but he went on, “No, |
didn’t know. I couldn’t sleep because of the stoamg | couldn’t get back to sleep when
it ended, so | just got up. | was rather surpriséén | saw you trying to sneak by.”

“Some storm, huh?”

“We get them up here sometimes. | remember awhkan there was a
thunderstorm every day at exactly 3 pm. Everyorenkto be back home and to take the
laundry in before it started.”

“Did it feel like a =" | tried to remember the wbOctavian had used — “a portent
of something bad to you?”

He laughed tiredly. “A portent of evil? The bodetting to you at last, eh?”

“Yeah, maybe." For him, last night had been nghmore than a fierce summer
thunderstorm. That proved that he was in WicketByFbecause he wanted to be there,
not because he was being kept there. He and hify/fditt not need rescuing. And
perhaps the storm really had been just a stormyrbtut of proportion by people who
believed that it meant something bad was comingl idra way, it had. They had run off
in terror from frightening pictures of monsters emsters that we wouldn’t have seen if
Lysandra hadn't been able to use our fear in theeplFunny things, paradoxes. | yawned
again and pushed myself to my feet. “I think I'mgpto drag myself down to bed.”

“So how was it?" Uncle Bennet said. "Your advee®ir
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Hmmm, howwasit. | had never really thought about it while it sviaappening.
Finally, | said, “Surprisingly normal, | guess. Semparts of it were scary, and some were
weird, and some were confusing. | learned whatnakand what wasn’t, and what was
kind of in the middle. There was a lot of stufftthaas sure of that turned out to be
wrong, and a lot of stuff | was wrong about, anaifhed out to be okay in the end. Made
some enemies; made some friends. Lost some menhoveaged; gained some more |
didn’t want. Nothing too weird.”

Uncle Bennet gave a little half-smile. “And did ymarn any important life
lessons along the way?”

| yawned. “Nah. Don't think so.”

-

Spot the cat was not on my bed when | got dowrsstAnd on the first night
when | wouldn't have felt compelled to shove hin the window! | still didn't know
how he got in and out, but | had an idea. He wA&cket's Folly cat; he probably walked
right through the wallsBut | don’t really need to know. That's what Octavwould say.
Nothing wrong with a little bit of mystery.

| peeled myself out of my muddy clothes and cravue¢o bed in my underwear.
My head sank into the pillow and | floated away.

It felt like only minutes later that | was awokiey screaming.

-
| woke up in the confusion of sound, my arms amys karashing in surprise.

Who's screaming? What the hell's going on?
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My eyes were still bleary, and | had to squinteée sny watch. Just before eight.
Shit, not even two hours of sledjlere was another scream from upst&dis, right.

| threw on some clothes, slapped my glasses ontnasg, and ran upstairs.

Aunt Alicia was slumped over the kitchen table, head in the crook of her
elbow, sobbing. Uncle Bennet was pacing back arttd,fmuttering wildly to himself.

| looked from one to the other. "What's going on?"

"F-Freddie," Aunt Alicia choked out.

My heart sank down into a leaden lunNot my Freddie. Not my strange, silly
little buddy.l stumbled on numb feet to the boys' room.

Two ashen faces stared at me with wide eyes. Bddfachie were huddled
together on one of the bunkbeds, and for oncewergn't hitting each other. Both were
still in their pajamas. Freddie was nowhere todens

"What happened?"” | whispered.

Archie clutched his arms around his knees. "Fresidiene." He seemed stunned,
like he wasn't sure what was happening.

"How long has he been missing?"

Eric shook his head. "We don't know. Mommy cameéie us up and then she
just started screaming.”

"Have they looked for him?"

Both of them stared at me, their eyes wide.

"Have theylooked"

Archie shook his head.
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| ran back to the kitchen. "Why aren't you looking him?"

Uncle Bennet turned to me, his eyes wild. "Theyrgssing," he said. "They
never come back."

The words were like poisoned darts to my heartwide remembering. Lysandra
wasn't blocking their memories anymore. Just likad asked.

"What if he just wandered off?" | said loudly. "Wave to go look. Form a search
party. Somethind

He shook his head. "It's no use," he whispered.

"He's gone!" Aunt Alicia's voice rose into a waihey were remembering
everything that had happened in the town, all #agpte who had died, all the children
who had gone missing, and they were giving up.

"What is wrong with you?" | yelled. "He may not gene yet!"

Uncle Bennet sat down and put his arms around Alicia.

"Fine! I'll look for him myself." | stamped downétlstairs to get my shoes. My
bed was a mess. The sheets were in disarray, idrzhstess.

| froze in the doorway, staring at the empty beda guspicion formed in my
mind. | remembered Freddie, crouched in front ef¢at one morning, murmurinige
wants me to follow him.

Oh no.l slumped down onto the rumpled covers. Why hddistened to him?
How could I have been so stupid? Cats were uncanthe best of times, but a Wicket's
Folly cat that could walk through wall$tAvas waiting for him all along. He's gone. My

little boy is gone. Why didn't | listen?
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"Lysandral!" | screamed, and jumped to my feet. dngra! | know you can hear
me.Lysandra!"

What?Her testy voice projected itself directly into mynah. You woke me up.

My brain buzzed and | grabbed my ears. "Ow!"

Now you know how | felt.

"Freddie is gone. Did you do this?"

| swear to you | did not.

"Then get him back!"

| can't. Children sometimes wander into the stoftdsas nothing to do with me.

"He's there. He's on the other side, all alones Hasly five years old!"

I'm sorry, she saidWe can find him though. When we go through. I'nagemwe
will. Though -she paused we will have to go through sooner than your friend
stipulated. As soon as possible, | imagine.

Yes. Relief flooded through me. Yes, we would gotigh the stones, and
Freddie would be there. We would find him and bimg home safely. But it would take
us time to find him. | remembered, all those yeays, when my mother had disappeared.
It was agony — the horrible waiting to see if shfeuld come back, wishing you knew
what to do; not knowing, until she called, if shasaeven alive. Every second stretched
into an misery of uncertainly and self-loathing.viHimng would my aunt and uncle have
to wait before they knew? What would it do to them?

"Take their memories," | said suddenly. "Make tHenget."

| thought you said | was not to do that anym&k&as her tone slightly mocking?
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"Just this once more. We'll bring him back. | knew will. But | don't want them
to suffer until we do.

Very well,said Lysandra, and she was gone from my mind.

My legs trembled as | paced back and forth, thaafing too fast through my
mind. We would have to go through the stones as as@ossible. What was | going to
tell Dad and Gwen? Jackie and the rest of my fs@nd&hat about school? College
applications? Getting my driver's license? | wasmén sure Wantedto go through the
stones. | was counting on that extra year to makeny mind.No, | told myself sternly.
None of that matters. The only thing that mattersnding Freddie.

I've got to tell Octavian. Where will he be?

The festival. The solstice festival was today. d lal but forgotten in all the
planning we had done to face Lysandra. We had beevorried about making it to the
solstice. It had never seemed like there wouldriyghéng to think about afterwards.

| showered quickly to get rid of any remaining lasflsleep stupor, as well as any
mud | had missed last night. After | dressed, lasat distractedly that my shirt didn't
guite match my pants. | couldn't go out like tl@d habits die hardl thought, as |
changed into a blue sundress. With no makeup anpewelry, there was no need to
worry about what didn't match. | buckled on my sdaénd ran a comb quickly through
my hair.

The stairs creaked as | ascended slowly, apprerensiWould there still be

crying and screaming?
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There was nothing. Everyone was gone. The houseovapletely silent except
for the ticking of the large grandfather clock. andered into the kitchen, looking around
for anyone and anything at all, and spotted a woitteen on the whiteboard under the
heading ‘Whopping Fist.” The note readegan, we thought we’d let you sleep in. We've
all gone to the festivall Meet us there if you gegin time.

It seemed like Lysandra had kept her promig®t's good. Right?
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Chapter Thirty-Three

His household began to worry when Samuel did not re turn home on
the evening of December 21st. They searched for him for two weeks,
combing the hills, the forests, even the stone circ le, until they were
forced to conclude that he was dead. But they never found his body.

As for the maid who knew so much about the old days , she
disappeared, though she did not leave — but that's a different story.

The world outside looked like it had been reboterahe storm. | took a deep
breath of sweet fresh air. Was it the end of Lysaisdnfluence, or did the world just
seem moreight than usual? The sun had returned, bright and wamoh] leaned my
head back for a moment, closing my eyes and siahpiking it in. The ground was soft
but sturdy under my feet, and the leaves and dpaged as if they had been painted in
brighter greens overnight. Tiny droplets of watdl slung to the leaves, making them
seem as if they retained their fresh morning dew.

The day would be perfect, if Freddie was here.

The solstice festival was in full swing all over M&treet, which had been
blocked off for the purpose. All the stores wereseld, but people had set up stalls where
they sold all kinds of things, from food to bookshiandmade jewelry. It was still early in
the morning, but the place was packed with happpleeand laughing children running
around and getting in the way of everything. Mahthe stalls went unmanned as their
owners wandered around looking at things and tgltartheir friends. Nobody was
worried about thieves. This wasn'’t that kind oflace.

There were tables piled high with different fruatsd vegetables from people’s
gardens, and cookies and cakes from their kitchEms air smelled of buttery pastry and

chocolate. There was one table that had nothinglbomit seventeen different kinds of
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apple. My stomach rumbled. | was in such a huray tihnad not bothered to eat before
coming down. No sense going hungry.

Munching on a French crepe slathered in chocolates| looked around for
Octavian.Where are you, you jerk?

| spotted Tamara at the bakery’s stall, idly wauiligs away from the piles of
cookies and desserts as she leaned across théadablle to her father. My feet tried to
turn away Last night you almost single-handedly took on LgsanYou can do thid
crumpled up the crepe's empty paper wrapper.

“Hello, sir,” | said, holding out a hand to my higjical father. He regarded me for
a moment, then took my hand. “It's nice to finaihget you.”

“You as well,” he said softly.

| wasn't sure what to say. How did you acknowledgaan who was your father,
and you were both thinking it, but were afraid &y & out loud because you were
standing in front of his legitimate daughter? “Isure my father would like to meet you
as well,” | said at last, hoping that he would wistind all the things that | meant by this
— that | was grateful for everything he had donenfie, that | had a father already, that |
was open to getting to know him even though the &t father had already been earned
by someone else, and that | would not say anyttaniigamara without his permission.

He held my eyes for a moment, then nodded and Waliey.

“That was...odd,” Tamara said.

“What?” | said, pretending to look around for someg out of place.

“Never mind. Hey, about that stuff last night...”
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“Yeah?”

“One minute | was digging, then the next | saw geaonsters, and | was running
away as fast as | could. | stayed in the Dorm beedwvas too scared to go home. But on
the plus side, I think I've made some new friendsst!”

Oh, right. In my concern over Freddie, | had alnfogjotten that | was supposed
to be spreading some new rumors. “Well you canguoéinow, there’s nothing to worry
about,” | said, thinking quickly. “The witch summexhthose monsters to kill us, but in
the end, they turned on her and killed her.”

“Oh,” she said. “Crisis averted then. | guess etreng’s okay now.”

| was surprised to see that she looked slightlggpsinted.

| tried all of the free samples, bought a bunchawfkies and a large, beautifully
luscious heirloom tomato. | wanted to zoom arowgndb Octavian from wherever he was
hiding and charge off through the stones, but hktteat was a bad idea. If that trip to
search the mayor's house had taught me anythimgsithat you should never rush in
without thinking things through fully and considegiall possibilities. And Freddie was
an extremely relaxed sort of kid, | reassured niystd took pretty much anything in
stride. | could just imagine him looking calmlyanthe eyes of an enormous wolf and
remarking, "Your tail is pretty. Do you know howftg?" The wolf would immediately

adopt him into its family. He would be fine untievgot to himl hope.
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Still, 1 couldn't help feeling guilty as | wanderadunching, from stall to stall,
inspecting all the merchandise. | found that | kreelot of the people at the stalls, and |
had to stop and greet them.

Wicket's Folly was a place full of talented peoed there were so many
extraordinary expressions of creativity. | bouglpiaar of intricately beaded earrings from
my cousins’ music teacher, Mrs. Wilkes, and saitbite her aged father-in-law, who
was resting in a lawn chair under their booth's«fal striped awning.

"Would you look at that," he said, gesturing asv8tand Jeffrey walked by with
their baby. "In my day two men would never —"

"Dad!" Mrs. Wilkes admonished him, but she was eg¢ghem askance as well.
And she wasn't the only one, | realized, lookinguaid.Is this another effect of Lysandra
taking away her mind control? | guess Margot wahti There is no such thing as a
utopia. Well, it's better this way. People are gpto have to actually find ways to deal
with each other now.

“I met your town’s resident myth,” | told Mr. Willseas | hooked my new earrings
through my lobes.

He smiled happily. “I knew you would eventually.6Slvas magical and
mysterious, yes?”

Not particularly. | was about to tell him exactiyhat she was, but | reconsidered.
Why not? “Yes, she is,” | said. “Very mysterious.”

The old man winked at me. “I knew it.”

| gave him one of my cookies.
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My family at the next booth, admiring a collectiohlittle hand-carved figurines.
Archie and Eric were tugging at their parents asidreg repeatedly a variation of, “Can |
have one, Mom?”

“I didn’t think you guys played with dolls,” | said

“What?” said Eric, enragedDolls?”

“They’re not dolls,” said Archie scathingly. “Theg wooden figurines. Models.
Action figures.”

| nodded. “Very manly.”

If Freddie were here, he would have sditiKe dolls.” | couldn't stop my mouth
from twisting in a small, sad smile.

"Are you okay?" Uncle Bennet asked.

"Are you?"

His eyebrows drew together as though he was ttgimgmember something. He
scratched his head. "I think so," he said slowly.

Guilt clawed at my heartt's better this way. It is.

“I give in,” Aunt Alicia said, throwing up her hantlyou can haveonedoll — |
mean model — between the three —" she stoppedtrtnerfurrowed. "Between the two of
you,” she finished slowly.

My throat felt thick, and | swallowed har8verything will be okay again. I'll fix

“I see you found our note,” said Uncle Bennet.

“Yeah,” | said. “l wasn't asleep though. Althougtvas pretty exhausted from —”
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“Reading so late," he interrupted. “You know howsit- you get so caught up in a
good book and you lose track of time!”

“Hmm,” Aunt Alicia agreed, and went over to buy thetion figure that had been
agreed upon by a contest of shoving.

“Why did you do that?” | asked Uncle Bennet.

He shrugged. “Alicia would be horrified if she laad you were out by yourself
all night. I may be able to recognize my niecetdependence, but I'm afraid she will
continue seeing you as a child until you're atti¢lasty. | don’t know what she’ll do
when the boys grow up and leave home,” he wentemisigely, “but | suppose there are
always grandchildren to look forward to.”

But not from Freddie. If we don't get him bakckhook my headDon't think like
that. | tried to pull myself back together. “A mother whotuallywantsto care for her
children. Weird.” At one time, | might have spokiée words maliciously, as a barb
against my own mother, but not anymore.

“Oh she may seem flustered and absent-minded sm@®ti Uncle Bennet said
fondly, smiling at his wife’s back, “But she lovd®se little monsters, and she worries
about them all the time."

She should be worrying a lot moiMy stomach squirmed with guiltve gotto
stop talking to him. | can't stand feeling likesthi

"Her cast comes off in a few days," he went ond"dren you’ll see her really get
to work.”

“What?” | said. “So you mean that I'm free?”
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He smiled. “Now you can go have a real summerti@taHave all the
adventures you want with your friends.”

If only it were that simple. “You know,” | said. think I've had all the
adventures | can stand for this summer, but agdofing off with my friends, I think |
see some of them now.”

“Ah, well, go ahead.”

“I'll see you later.” As | went off to join Octavig | looked over my shoulder at
them. Eric and Archie were arguing over who gdtaéd their new action figure. | was
not really related to any of them, but it didn’tttea. | would risk whatever it took to get
Freddie back to them.

Octavian looked up guiltily as | came over. Thesmafor this soon became clear,
because the booth he was standing by sold jewelry.

“You should definitely get a nose ring,” | said.

“Hmm,” he said. “I was thinking of something morea tongue piercing, but I'll
consider it.”

“Why stop there? You can get some eyebrow rings too

“Are you done?” said Sasha, her voice dripping 8omne. She was running the
booth. | gave her a tentative smile, and she notdet.

“Did you make all of these?” | asked, examining dnplay of jewelry. “They're
really pretty.”

“Nah. I'm just helping out.” She lowered her voit®o, what's the score with

Lysandra? Should we be singing ‘ding dong the wiscthead?’”
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“Oh she’s dead,” said someone, but it wasn’t Oetiavi turned to see a pale
young woman, looking completely normal in a whit@dress covered with tiny
embroidered flowers. “Completely and utterly gorteég girl repeated.

Sasha blinked at her. “Do I...know you?”

“Yes,” said Lysandra.

“That’s Liz,” said Octavian loudly. “You rememberz,.don’t you? She was there
with us last night.”

Lysandra nodded. “Yes. | mean, yeah. Ilam That is my name. | was there, and
| saw the whole thing.”

“The monsters that she called —" | cut in. “Thegned on her, and killed her.” |
thought we’d better keep our story consistent, ijjusase any of the people we told
compared notes later.

“Oh,” said Sasha. “But | thought she was alreadadde

“Um," | said.

“They were phantom monsters,” said Octavian. “Satdetter way to kill a
ghost?”

“l suppose....” said Sasha. “So this means....”

“You're free to go,” said Octavian.

A look of disbelief crossed her face, followed bemf complete and utter joy. "

can goFinally! Natalie! Hey, Natalie!” She ran off.

386



“l do like a happy ending,” said Lysandra, watchBasha tugging at her best
friend’s sleeve. She turned to face us. Her maadnanged, and she was once again
ancient, otherworldly, and slightly unnerving. “Tight is the night,” she said.

"What?" said Octavian.

"My cousin's gone missing." | quickly filled him on what had happened. "We
need to go after him as soon as possible," | fedsh

Octavian said nothing. He was eyeing Lysandra simgly. "That seems a little
bit too much of a coincidence if you ask me," hie.sa

She raised her eyebrows. "I told you that if | krieaw to send people through |
would already have gone myself," she said smoothly.

"Still...."

"Can we not argue about this?" | said. "The fattd's gone, and we need to go
after him."

He hesitated, conflicting emotions crossing higefapenly. Why was this taking
so long?0f course] thought suddenlyHe has another reason for wanting to wait a
year. Adopted kids can find their birth parents whigey're eighteen. Mr. Well-adjusted,
my ass. He wants to know who he is.

| understood where he was coming from, but we tltiwve the time. "Octavian,
it's Freddie He's only five."

He tried to hide his disappointment. "Okay, okagoh't think we'll be ready by
tonight though."

"Why not?" demanded Lysandra.
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"Narnia."

"Huh?" | said.

"It was eternal winter on the other side. What'& winter in the other place too?"

"So, we'll bring jackets," | said impatiently.

"And what if it's too hot? What if there's no food/hat if there's no shelter?
What if there's wild animals? What if —"

"Okay, okay, stop, | get the picture.”

Lysandra waved a hand. "Do your planning. But bened. | will be watching
you. If you try to leave without me, my vengeanak e truly terrifying."

“Enough with the threatening already,” Octaviardsaearily.

“Sorry,” she said, and | was surprised to seeghatreally did look sorry. “Old
habits, you know.” She gave us a small, ironic eraitd walked away. She slid between
people with impressive grace, as though she reall/a ghost walking through a crowd
as insubstantial as smoke.

| watched her go. “You know,” | said thoughtfullyt's amazing how much you
can be wrong about someone, and still be right.”

“Are you saying | was wrong?” Octavian said. “Besau don’t remembeyou
making any theories that turned out to be right.”

“What? | was right all along, about almost evemygit

We began strolling through the booths togethepmsta here and there to watch
little children getting their faces painted, or pkoplaying ring toss games.

“If you can claim to be right, then | can claimlde right too,” said Octavian.
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“Oh yeah? In what universe?”

“Maybe one of the ones through the gate....”

“Shut up.”

He paused to watch a man twisting balloons interegting shapes. “I'm just
saying... | could still be right about some stuff.efé's parts of it we still don’t
understand. Like how this whole thing works — bimggthe worlds closer. See, it could
be that Lysandra’s right, and it's about blooctduld be that I'm right, and it's about
creativity and talents. And it could be somethitgggelike blurred boundaries — I've been
giving this one some thought — all the mixed ragepgbe, the things in this town that are
not quite one thing, and not quite another. | thirkts this town be not quite part of the
real world, but then it's also not part of the athrld. It's kind of unclear — somewhere
in the middle. That makes it nowhere, but at theeséime, it's part of both places, and
that makes it the perfect bridge.”

“Blah, blah, blah, " | said. "Maybe it doesn’t m&ttvhich reason is the real one.
Maybe it's part of all three. Another blurred boangl You said it yourself. Maybe it
doesn’t matter whether or not there’s a specifasom. Maybe it's the mystery of the
thing that allows it to be what it is. What?”

He was looking at me with an almost awed expressiohis face. “You know,”
he said slowly, wonderingly. “You really -~

“What?”

“Nothing. Stop fishing for compliments.” To my guise, he blushed slightly.

“Hey, did I tell you my father's awake?”
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“He is? That's fantastic!”

“Yeah. We were making plans to go back home.” e, "Thwarted again.”

“But at least this is on your terms.”

"It wasn'tmyidea."

"Are you saying you wouldn't go after my cousin lifadn't asked you?"

"Hey look, cotton candy."”

"Answer me."

He shrugged. “Plenty of kids have gone missing fgefo

“l cannot believe you!” | jabbed a finger into lokest. "And you thinkm
selfish!"

“Ow." He grabbed my hand with his gloved one anld litsfor a moment against
his chest, right over his heart. "We'll find hinhg said, his eyes looking straight into
mine. "We'll find them all.”

| pulled my hand away. My heart was beating &littio fast, and my cheeks felt
hot. "What if we get stuck too?" | said abruptlWHat if there's hundreds of worlds.
Thousands? That's like looking for a needle in ale/luniverse full of haystacks. How
are we supposed to find the right one?"

"We will."

"Yeah? How do you know?"

He smiled. "It's like a quest. And the heroes akvaycceed.”

"You know that doesn’t really happen,"” | said, bamiled too.
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We walked in silence for a little while, stoppingeey now and then to tell the
people who had accompanied us last night that ldrsawas dead. Most of them reacted
like Sasha, but a few of them seemed almost disafgab

"It does grow on you, this place," | mused.

Octavian sighed. "Yeah, I'll almost be sorry tovked."

"I'll be sorry to leave this wholorld."

“Here,” he said. “I got you this.” He felt aroundhis pocket and pulled out a
thin black leather cord with a small green stonegllag from it. “It's a bracelet.”

| smiled, and it wasn’t just at the prospect offa gheld out my left hand, and he
tied the cord around my wrist. The green stonepvabably jade, | decided, holding my
arm up to admire the effect. It was carved in thepe of a tiny owl. “Oh, it's beautiful.
Thank you, I love it.”

“Ah, it's nothing,” he said gruffly, but he lookgaeased.

“Are you implying that I'm wise, like an owl?’

“No. I just like owls.”

| opened my mouth, and closed it again, my heantyrthroat. With every other
boy, | knew what to say, but not with this onentide things confusing sometimes, and
more than a little awkward, but it was kind of nitore genuine. “I like owls too,” |
said finally. It sounded so stupid once | had saidut it also felt right.

As we wandered off together through the fair, Ifdunyself thinking that
everything would be all right. Sure, we were gadingpugh a stone gateway into the

complete unknown with a murderous alien girl weldoli really trust and who might kill
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us at the slightest provocation, and we had to Firetldie and a group of other children
who might be spread out over myriad worlds, butaoow, | knew we could do it.

Just for today, | could let all my worries go. @hén laughed and ran nearby, and
the warm air smelled of cotton candy and cinnanh@ipped the little owl charm around
on its cord and smiled as it sparkled milky greethe sunlight.

Things made sense again.
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