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			To Ginjer Buchanan. It’s been a joy to work with you these past several years. Here’s to your future travels and adventures!

		

	
		
		
			In the Beginning . . .

			Amanda Lee Minter found the ghost-hunting team in the dark woods precisely where her vision had told her they would be.

			She quietly took a stand by one of the clawing oaks, its branches twisted so they barred most of the afternoon’s early summer sun. There wasn’t anyone else in the area—only the two camerapersons recording the online show’s star while she spoke about the haunted history of Elfin Forest: the witch who supposedly wandered the woods, the White Lady, and a twenty-three-year-old girl named Jensen Murphy who’d gone missing in the 1980s and had never been found.

			Naturally, it didn’t take long for the team to see Amanda Lee watching, waiting, her long skirt billowing in the slight wind, almost as if she were a ghost herself.

			The show’s star, dressed in all black, with a pair of thick-framed hipster glasses, gave her crew a cutthroat signal to stop filming and nodded to Amanda Lee.

			“Can we help you, ma’am?”

			Very polite, Amanda Lee noted, looking the young woman over: twenties, with long, curly dark hair, cocoa skin, sin-colored lipstick, and arm muscles emphasized by a sleeveless shirt. Lovely and tough. But Amanda Lee’s vision this morning had been painted with possible trouble, red and shocking, and that was why polite might not be the best word for this guerrilla ghost-hunting crew.

			Nonetheless, she smiled as the young woman ambled away from where she’d been filming and approached. The camerapersons looked on with their brows furrowed.

			Amanda Lee held out her hand. “My name is Amanda Lee Minter. I’m a psychic and medium.”

			The woman didn’t balk at the way Amanda Lee pronounced her name. A-MAN-daley. Just a faint habit from her lost Southern upbringing, really.

			“Sierra Darque.” They shook hands, then the hunter stepped back. “Sorry to be rude, but we didn’t announce that we were shooting here on our social-media outlets, so . . .”

			Amanda Lee laughed softly, gesturing to herself—a fiftysomething eccentric in a ruffled skirt with Southwest patterns, a roomy white shirt, a chunky turquoise necklace, and red hair with wicked gray streaks in front.

			“Psychic, remember?” she said.

			Sierra laughed, too. “I get it. You see everything, right? Even a filming location.”

			“Oh, I don’t quite see everything.” She normally got a little help from her friends for that, but, unfortunately, her spirit acquaintances were otherwise occupied today. Even Jensen, her closest ally, had more pressing business, so Amanda Lee had come alone. . . . Though she could already feel the vibrations of other, unknown spirits nearby.

			In back of Sierra, the team shuffled, glancing at each other. Amanda Lee recognized the cameraman as J. J. Marriotte, the cocreator of Spirit Stalkers, a fledgling Web show that aired on a YouTube channel. He took up as much camera time as Sierra when they did their bare-bones investigations, but it was obvious who the real boss was.

			“So,” Sierra said, taking off her fashionable glasses and polishing them on her shirt. “You a fan?”

			“Certainly.” A fan of getting to the real point of this visit.

			“Sweet. If you want, I can give you an autograph, since you came all the way out here. It’s just that shooting can be real boring, and I’m sure you don’t want to hang around to watch.”

			“I’d love an autograph, but there’s more to my visit than that.”

			“There is?”

			Amanda Lee smiled at the small crew of people who were hanging on every word, their equipment at their sides. J.J. narrowed his eyes at her; she could feel that he wanted to get on with the shoot.

			“Yes,” she said, staying friendly, “I’m here to meet you for professional purposes, although I must say that my clients usually come to me, and not the other way around.”

			“Clients? Us?” Sierra slowly put her glasses back on.

			“Ms. Darque, forgive me for driving straight to the point, but I have more than a few spirits who need my attention, and there’s no use beating around the bush with this case.”

			So many spirits who’d been coming to Amanda Lee and her partner, Jensen Murphy, ever since they’d started to seek justice for the dead and living alike. A constant, exhausting flow of spirits who haunted Amanda Lee day and night, even though she wouldn’t ever be able to help all of them.

			But, even if it killed her, she would get to as many as she could.

			As Sierra sent a subtle look to her team, Amanda Lee added, “You see, I’m very familiar with one of the spirits you’re investigating here in the forest. You’ll need my expertise on her.”

			A tolerant smile from the young woman. Her team was grinning, too, staring at the ground. Clearly, they’d dealt with oddballs before.

			Amanda Lee went on. “This morning, a vision revealed to me that you and your team have been studying Southern California ghosts, and you settled on the Elfin Forest area to explore in detail. You were trying to find evidence of the White Lady and the witch at first, then any specters who might have appeared after the fires last year, but then you were more intrigued by another spirit who was said to dwell here.”

			“A lot of people ghost hunt in this place,” Sierra said. “But Elfin Forest hasn’t been exploited by other paranormal shows yet, and we’ve been looking for a big break to—”

			“Give our show some huge buzz,” J.J. said, finally speaking, still keeping an amused gaze on Amanda Lee.

			Sierra shrugged. “We need to stand out from the others, do something a little different. We’ve had some interest from a cable channel, and this is our time to show them that we can pull in some numbers.”

			In the near distance, an invisible spirit cried out softly. “Heeelllp . . . ?”

			It sounded like static from an old radio, just like some spirits did to Amanda Lee.

			She folded her hands in front of her before they started to shake with impatience. She was used to the plea, but could never resign herself to how many ghosts she heard it from.

			“I already know your background,” Amanda Lee said.

			Sierra pointed to her head. “Psychic. Right?”

			Before the team could say anything else, Amanda Lee continued. “I’m here because you’re the first show to concentrate on Jensen Murphy and how she went missing here over thirty years ago, and I have a vested interest in that story.”

			Sierra gaped. “What kind of interest?”

			“A personal one.”

			The random, invisible spirit’s voice was closer now, bringing electricity with it that ran along her spine, making her skin clammy.

			“Heeelllp . . . ?”

			Amanda Lee still couldn’t see it, but, then again, she couldn’t see all of them. She couldn’t hear all of them clearly, either, and, for all she knew, they could be around her, gathering, begging.

			J.J. and the other cameraperson—another young girl, this one with braids all over her head—walked forward, coming to stand by Sierra.

			Ah, now they’re listening, aren’t they?

			“So, you came here out of the goodness of your heart?” J.J. asked, his eyes just as blue as they were on a computer screen.

			“Among other things.” Electricity was clicking through the air, and she heard the buzz of the pleading spirit as it floated nearby, listening in. Since there was no bad energy surrounding it, she didn’t acknowledge the entity yet. Bad energy would mean danger, and there was a dark spirit in particular she wanted to avoid.

			Jensen Murphy’s anonymous killer, on the loose somewhere.

			Anywhere . . .

			Amanda Lee fixed her attention back on the humans. “To save you precious production time, I’m offering my services to you. I can guide you to the truth about Jensen.” She tilted her head. “Unless you would consider stopping this investigation altogether . . . ?”

			The team shook their heads, and Sierra said, “I’m afraid we won’t do that, Ms. Minter.”

			Amanda Lee sighed. So much trouble ahead if she couldn’t stop them from investigating Jensen. She’d seen it, felt it. But the future could be changed.

			And she would make sure it was.

			The nearby spirit devoured the excitement from the ghost team. Its zzzing hush raked over Amanda Lee’s body, making her slightly nauseated and chilled.

			“Just how well do you know Jensen Murphy?” Sierra asked, looking at Amanda Lee with a dabbling hunter’s skeptical gaze.

			“Well enough to know what really happened to her.”

			The team’s grins only grew as Amanda Lee shut out the images she’d had from her vision this morning: the impending tears scarring so many faces . . . the rage that would build and build to a hazy red climax she knew was coming because of this investigation. . . .

			The unknown spirit brushed by Amanda Lee, sending a shudder through her as it kept whispering, never leaving her alone.

		

	
		
			1

			As the Talking Heads would’ve said back in my era, today was totally same as it ever was . . . same as it ever was . . .

			What I mean was that I, Jensen Murphy, was once again haunting someone who’d turned out to be guiltier than hell after all the investigating we spirits had done on her.

			This human’s name was Julia, and right now I was hovering over her head as she sat in her home in front of a computer, which was on the fritz. She was dressed in a silk robe that kept falling off one shoulder, and she was madly pecking at the keyboard. Also, she hadn’t combed her hair since my two spirit friends and I had been keeping her awake these past couple of days and nights with spooky sounds, ambient smells, and creepy sights, pushing her to eventually tell us the truth about the crime she’d been suspected of.

			Murder. Yup, I could definitely call her a killer now, seeing as I’d also gone into her thoughts and her dreams to see what her psyche could show me. And it’d been totally telling.

			While I hovered, my friends Louis and Petty Officer Randy Randall came to float on the other side of her. The computer went even more staticky because of all the ghost energy. It was obvious that she could sense us by now; I could hear her heartbeat slamming through the room while she typed, accessing the Internet about—what do you know?—ghosts.

			What were the signs that your house was haunted? What should you do?

			Um . . . probably run?

			But she was standing her ground, like a lot of human dipthwacks who committed murder. Thank God it was time to close this case right now, before she found out how to call in a cleaner to chase us off.

			“Ready to end this?” I asked Louis and Randy.

			“You jus’ go ’head,” Randy said lethargically.

			Louis was just as rah-rah. “The honors are all yours.”

			Dammit, I’d brought the guys along to cheer them up and get rid of the ultraboredom that’d been weighing them down. Haunting had always been a rush for us, but not so much lately.

			Since I didn’t have time to dwell on their lack of oomph, I pulled energy from the atmosphere, concentrating, filling the room with the aroma of a phantom dinner coming from the kitchen. And this was just the windup for what I ultimately wanted from Julia.

			A confession to the killing.

			The room smelled like meat loaf, the kind Julia’s sister, Rosilee, used to make one weekend a month when Julia and their brother, Victor, used to go over to Rosilee’s for family time. But that was before Julia had dosed their water with hard-to-trace ricin and quietly “nursed” them herself until she “found” them both at Rosilee’s home and hysterically brought them to the hospital, only too late.

			Poor Julia. She was now the only sibling alive and in line for a modest family inheritance that’d be released from its trust next year.

			Now, as Julia sat up in her chair and sniffed the meat loaf in the air, Randy changed his mind about getting in on the action and settled on top of a piano near the computer, at least trying to put some effort into the haunting.

			“Thass right, lady, take a good whuff of what we got for ya.”

			His eternally drunk slur only added to his comic appearance, what with his 1940s sailor hat tilted on his head and his white uniform touched with ghost gray. He was smiling in that endearing crooked-toothed, pug-nose way he had, too. But it wasn’t the smile that’d grown on me over the past few months, after Amanda Lee had pulled me out of my time loop in Elfin Forest, where I’d been in a perpetual state of shock ever since being murdered there. It was goofy, fun Randy himself.

			Louis, who was still floating aimlessly, seemed even extra–bummed out today. Just at the sight of him, my pseudo-heart sank. A black man in a World War II–era factory uniform, still on the fringes of the group. His complexion was wan from the sun that struggled through a window and permeated his form.

			At least he was engaged enough to have a faint smile on his face as he watched Julia frowning and gazing around the room. It was like he was thinking, Yes, you piece of filth. Remember that night when you served meat loaf along with that ricin cocktail?

			Oh, I was sure Julia was remembering, all right. I’d told her dead sister and brother when they’d come to me and begged for help that I would get her to this point. As new ghosts, they’d suspected her of the crime but hadn’t known all the tricks to find out for sure. Also, they hadn’t exactly wanted to put her through a haunting themselves if, for some reason, she was innocent.

			All they wanted from her was a confession and the promise of justice, and then they could rest in peace. Lucky dogs.

			Julia slowly got up from her computer chair, her hand to her chest, her fingers clutching the robe shut. She warily walked to the kitchen, where the smell was coming from.

			Randy glanced at me, and I jerked my chin toward her. Go for it!

			I could see his decision—to keep haunting or not to haunt? That was the question—play out on his expressive face. And it dragged me down again, because Randy and Louis had never been like this. Not until they’d been attacked by that dark sprit—

			Without warning, Randy zoomed away from the computer, catching up to Julia, and I almost did a fist pump. But Louis stayed put, resting his chin in his hand and going to float-sit on the top of a recliner.

			I gave him a defeated look, and he sighed. The sound traveled through the atmosphere like a vibrating cuff of wind. Near the kitchen, Julia whipped around to see what was going on. Randy was right behind her, hesitating again.

			Could my partners be bigger wastoids right now?

			Julia was starting to get scared, so I guessed that meant I could start feeding off her fear. Finally.

			I culled her cold emotion, and added more energy from the air itself. I put both together, creating a sound that was sure to scare her. . . .

			A person gasping for breath, like someone in the room was dying.

			As Julia grasped the counter next to her, I added a wail that resembled her brother’s voice for good measure, then spread my hands out to my friends.

			“Seriously, you guys?”

			“I jus’ don’t have it in me,” Randy said.

			Louis merely sighed again.

			Julia was starting to shiver. “Hello? Who’s there?”

			Almost as a consolation to me, Randy halfheartedly groaned behind her, and she spun on her heels toward him, her hand to her throat. Randy was this close to being his old, perky self, and I motioned for him to sound off again.

			He complied. “Groooooaaan!”

			Awesome! Her fear was tickling me.

			I turned to Louis. “Now your turn. Let’s finish this!”

			Julia was peering around like a frightened bird.

			Louis ran a hand over his short dark hair. “You’ll get this done without me. Go on.”

			Randy stopped groaning. “Shame here, Jen. I jus’ need . . .” He slumped toward the ground. “Shome rest.”

			“Oh no, you don’t.” I sped over to him, creating a whoosh of air that lifted Evil Julia’s brown hair off her back. She squeaked and fell to the linoleum floor.

			“Hello!” she said again, fright sawing her voice.

			Out of patience, I gestured toward the TV near the computer, drawing more energy from the air and making the screen come alive with a fleeting image of Victor’s and Rosilee’s faces, just a flash of horrifying mouths opened in silent screams.

			It disappeared with an electric whine, but it was enough to make Julia gasp and huddle into herself.

			“Come on, you duds!” I yelled at Louis and Randy, on a fear high now. “Let me see the justice-seeking ghosts I’ve come to know and love!”

			“I . . . dunno,” Randy said, sinking to the counter, where he hovered just over the surface. “This is takin’ a whole lot outta me.”

			“So exhausted,” Louis added. “Inside and out.”

			I balled my ghost hands into fists, wishing I could lash out at the dark spirit that’d attacked Louis and Randy when it’d reached into their forms to rip out a slice of their essences. They’d been weak ever since, but, even worse, it was like they’d lost more than energy. They’d lost hope, too.

			Unfortunately, the dark spirit was more than just your average nuisance—he was actually my unknown murderer who’d been let in through a portal during a séance led by Amanda Lee, and he was out to scare the shit out of me in this dimension. Attacking my friends was only a part of his campaign of continued pain for me.

			Great, huh? And all I could really do for my friends was try to liven them up. But, clearly, that wasn’t working so well today, so I decided to pull a card from the bottom of my deck to get my partners going.

			“You’re really going to make me do all this myself?” I even added moony eyes as the guys made that male aw-damn expression that told me the girly act was halfway working.

			At the same time, I could see that Julia had started to crawl toward the TV, where she’d witnessed the faces of her victims. She was making sounds like an animal might make when caught in a trap.

			Finally, Louis said something. “Knock it off, Jensen. Don’t make us feel guilty about leaving this to you.”

			“But I need your help.”

			Randy let out a restrained guffaw. “Tell us ’nother one, toots.”

			Well, at least I’d tried, but they were so depressed that a dose of superpouting hadn’t even worked on them.

			Back to haunting, then. I waited until Julia got a little closer to Louis and the TV, then gestured to him.

			I just had to give it one more try. “Please, Lou?”

			When he hung his head, then muttered something I didn’t catch, I knew I had him.

			Bitchin’!

			He shook his head once before lifting a hand to the TV, causing a burst of screaming and an explosion of gaping mouths and blazing eyes to fill the screen, before letting it go black again.

			As I clapped in appreciation, Julia screamed, speed-crawling away from the TV until she was behind a chair, taking in chopped breaths, sobbing.

			“It’s now or never,” I said. “Finish! This!”

			Louis lifted his head so that his dark eyes fixed on me. “Closing is your area of expertise.”

			“Amen,” Randy said from the kitchen. His shoulders were slumped, his hat dipped over his brow as his short legs dangled from his seat on the counter.

			“My God,” I said. “Well, can you two at least tap into the air to make a call to Amanda Lee while I do this? And make sure you draw a couple neighbors over here pronto. I want them to hear Julia spill her guts.”

			Our hauntee was still quaking behind that chair, so I whizzed over to her, ready to close the deal. I lay what passed as a hand for me on the bare skin of her neck, reaching past her flesh and going in for the mental kill.

			Hallucination time.

			As I zipped into her superficial thoughts like a greased lightning bolt, I froze her with electricity, lowering her melatonin level and causing a mini seizure while I joined with her fuzzy mind.

			I could only slightly guide her thoughts from this point on, and I couldn’t control her reactions to them. After introducing a scary image to her, I wouldn’t be able to control what she encountered next. I would think what she thought, see what she saw, and I had no idea what was in store for me now—

			

			We can’t get up from the floor. Sitting here, shaking, unable to move . . . Can’t get up, no matter how hard we try, we just . . . can’t . . . move . . .

			What was that?

			Sounds from the hallway. Gasps for breath. Nails running over the walls. And . . .

			We see them emerging from the hallway—Rosilee and Victor, dressed for our monthly dinner. She’s holding a pan of meat loaf as she walks into the room, her tongue hanging out, flapping and coated with blood, her eyes rolled back into her head. Victor, too, except he’s clawing his face with one hand, trying to breathe, grasping out with his other, looking for something to cling to as he dies . . .

			Rosilee’s eyes roll around as she drops the pan. The meat loaf wetly smacks to the carpet, throbbing there. But then the throbs grow stronger, like a blood-topped heart. It squirms.

			Slowly, it swivels around to us, just like it can see us.

			Slither . . . It wipes over the floor, toward us, leaving a trail of red on the carpet.

			Rosilee and Victor groan together, and we hold back a scream, biting down so hard that we can taste our own blood.

			“Did you do this to us?” they say in their dead-tongue-mumbled, slick voices while blood gushes out of their mouths. “Was it for the money, Julia?”

			Bile rises in our throat. We can taste the sourness along with the tang of blood, both so thick that they start to choke us.

			“Just for the money, Julia?” they sloppily repeat, their voices rising.

			The meat loaf keeps throbbing like a heart that won’t shut up. Liquid, a poison, oozes out of it, reminding us of the poison we used on our brother and sister.

			They begin to lumber toward us, and we still can’t move, even though we’re trying to, dying to. Our fingernails dig into the carpet, scratching at it. . . . Got to get away from the ghosts! The nails tear away from our fingers, embedded in the shag, but we still claw.

			We cry. “I’m sorry! I needed the money, and you pigs were only going to waste it! I told you I was in debt, but you didn’t care. You’d rather see me go down in flames than help!”

			“Murderer,” they whisper thickly, blood still tumbling from their mouths.

			Our heartbeats echo the throb of the meat on the floor. Our fingertips bleed, raw and scraped, as we try to get away.

			“Murdering bitch!” they chant, their tongues lolling and making their words nearly unintelligible. “Murdering . . . bitch! Just say you killed us, loud and clear, and you’ll never see us again, murdering, murdering, murdering bitch!”

			“No . . .”

			More blood, streaks on the floor. Can’t . . . move . . .

			“Say it!”

			The corpses stumble nearer to us, and fear gouges us like the claw marks we’re leaving in the carpet.

			Then—

			In a jarring flash, brother and sister are suddenly in our face, their mouths wide open, stinking of rotting flesh and rancid meat loaf. In a replay of what we saw on the TV screen, they roar at us, but their screams aren’t silent. The sound tears through us, shattering our head, ripping our nerves apart.

			We scream, too. “Leave me alone! Please!”

			Their mouths slam closed, their eyes only an inch from our face. Stink. Death.

			Say it, we think. Say it and they’ll go away.

			“I killed you both, okay? Brother and sister—both of you dead, and good riddance. Now go. Leave me alone, you assholes!”

			“No,” they say. “We’ll be back unless you tell everyone . . .”

			Our brother and sister smile, their teeth stained with red; then they fade away. . . .

			
			After easing out of Julia, my energy was at a lower ebb. Hallucinations did that to a ghost, but her fear made my energy level spike.

			I floated over her head. She was crouched on the floor, shivering, her fingers digging in to the carpet. A couple of fake nails had come off. She’d also scratched her skin, leaving streaks of blood on her just like the ones in the hallucination, except the red wasn’t on the carpet.

			It was obvious that Julia had made some noteworthy noise, because a couple of neighbors were in the doorway, staring at her in clear shock. Right behind them, I saw the ghosts of the real Rosilee and Victor, looking as healthy as they’d been before they were poisoned. They smiled grimly.

			Louis’ satisfied but tired voice interrupted. “The neighbors heard everything.”

			“Yup,” Randy confirmed.

			And when one of the neighbors got out her cell phone and dialed 9-1-1 while tripping outside, the other stayed in the doorway.

			“Just calm down, Ms. Lincoln,” he said, his gaze running over the fake fingernails in the carpet and the bloody streaks on Julia’s flesh. Her hair was messed up even more now, and she was wild-eyed, so he probably wanted to stay a million miles away from that.

			She started to cry, never moving from her finger-gnarled hunch.

			None of the humans noticed, but in the doorway, ghostly Rosilee and Victor faced each other. Behind them, two gray shapes descended, falling from the sky.

			The wranglers resembled time-worn brides with ragged veils covering the upper halves of their bodies, and with graceful, ethereal efficiency, they lifted the material, taking Rosilee and Victor underneath the gauziness. As the veils floated back down, there wasn’t a trace of the ghosts anymore.

			The reapers slowly looked over at Louis and Randy.

			My essence buzzed. Did those looks have something to do with the pieces of Randy and Louis that the dark spirit had stolen? Were they half real-dead already, and the wranglers were ready to escort them to a glare spot with just a yes from either one of my friends?

			When Louis and Randy didn’t say anything, the wranglers reversed course and flew backward into the sky, their veils fluttering.

			For a few seconds, we ghosts didn’t speak to each other. Not until we heard cars pull up in front of the house. Probably the cops.

			“Well,” I said. “There go two more ghosts who’ve broken their tethers. Hooray for them.”

			Louis and Randy exchanged unreadable glances at the word tethers. Was it because they were questioning whether their own binds that kept them here on this plane mattered anymore?

			Damn my unknown murderer for taking a part of them. Damn him for also promising to haunt the shit out of me and, obviously, my friends, too.

			Wherever you are, I thought, why don’t you just come and get it, huh? I’m waiting for you. . . .

			But as soon as I thought it, I felt guilty. Maybe I could just save my friends by breaking my own tether, calling on my wrangler to pick me up and take me to a glare. If I was gone from this plane, my killer would have no reason to rain down more trouble on everyone I hung out with.

			Here was the thing, though: none of us had any clue what the real afterlife held, and I had to say that this scared me ever so slightly. Yeah, even ghosts get scared, believe it or not. But I also had so much more to do here in Boo World, and that included finding out who my unidentified killer was, plus helping Amanda Lee banish him from this plane, since she was the one who’d let him in during that séance. Cosmically, she was responsible for putting him back where he belonged, as his wrangler had already fulfilled its official duty by taking him to a glare once, after he’d died. It was Amanda Lee’s fault he’d found a way here again.

			God, I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to leave this plane, anyway. I mean, I also had Amanda Lee’s whole save-as-many-spirits-as-possible attitude. There were so many ghosts like me who had unfinished business here, but some of them didn’t have the guts to face their own pain. Just look at Rosilee and Victor, for crying out loud. They hadn’t been able to deal with the truth of their sister being a murderer, so they’d begged me and Amanda Lee, the girls with a reputation, to find justice for them.

			Then there were the ghosts who might not even know how much danger they were in, and I needed to save them, too—like the other girls who’d been murdered by the serial killer who’d gotten me with an ax in Elfin Forest. Some of those girls had probably gone into a glare with their wrangler already, and rest in peace, I say. But I suspected our killer was, even now, tracking down victims who’d stayed here in Boo World, haunting them, too, just because it got him off.

			Truthfully, I’d been a waste of life when I’d been living, smoking lots of dope, giving up on college graduation, and giving into depression after my parents had died, but at least I’d found some purpose here in Boo World. I couldn’t just leave.

			As a patrolman entered the house, the neighbor reported what he’d heard Julia confess, and a suddenly very helpful Julia began babbling about poisoning Rosilee and Victor because she never, ever wanted to see them again.

			And that was that for now.

			“Job well done,” I said as me, Louis, and Randy drifted past the humans and out the open front door. We did it so subtly that they never even felt our chill.

			“Ish a job well done for you,” Randy said, looking more hangdog than ever.

			“What?” I asked. “If you wanted to have the honor of extracting a confession, I gave you a chance. Don’t bitch about it now, Randy Randall.”

			“I know.” He perked up slightly. “Maybe next time?”

			The boy killed me. He really did. But, darn it, I had a soft spot for Randy, seeing as he’d been the first to teach me the ropes of Boo World.

			“Yes,” Louis added from the other side of me, sounding a little more oomph-y now that we’d exposed another creep. Well, maybe not oomph-y, but somewhere in the vicinity. “Maybe next time.”

			I smiled at both of them, until I saw Amanda Lee’s Bentley pull to the curb down the street, under a palm tree. Through the windshield, I could see she was dangling something.

			It was the wad of cash that Rosilee and Victor had directed us to. They’d hid it from Julia, burying it in a metal box in Rosilee’s backyard at the house Julia still hadn’t sold. Rosilee had had the foresight to protect some of her assets from Julia, the executor of their parents’ will, after Julia had started showing signs of greed. But Rosilee and Victor had no clue that their sister would kill them eventually.

			Good old money. As far as Amanda Lee and I were concerned, neither of us needed the fee we’d started requiring for our services. Amanda Lee had made good investments over the years, and I sure as hell couldn’t spend any moola. But she’d been anonymously dropping off the bucks we made from each case to the best friend I’d had before I’d died, Suze. I refused for Amanda Lee to give her charity money—I felt good earning it for my friend.

			As we flew toward her car, a cascade of other spirits gathered about a hundred feet down the street. Amanda Lee either couldn’t see or hear them, or she was just so used to our freakin’ fan club that she’d learned to block them out.

			Louis shook his head. “Any minute, they’ll be jostling to be the first in line for our next case.”

			I turned to them and tried to be polite about this. “Not now, okay? We need to recuperate!”

			“Aw,” said one spike-haired boy ghost who looked like he wasn’t more than ten.

			“You’ll be first in line soon, kid.”

			He stomped away.

			Like it was cool to send a little ghost away, huh? I only wished I could help them all, but there were my killer’s other victims who had to come first, and Amanda Lee already had her own pet cases backlogged. And those were just the pro bono ones.

			After I gave Amanda Lee a sign that the spirits had dispersed, she rolled down her window and said, “It never ends.”

			“Ain’t it the truth?” Randy said but, unlike me and Louis, Amanda Lee couldn’t clearly see or hear him, so she didn’t react.

			I nodded toward the money she was still holding. Now that Rosilee and Victor had gone to the great beyond, we were free to cash in.

			“Can you slip that into Suze’s mail slot today?” I asked.

			Amanda Lee tucked the bundle into a pocket in her artist’s shirt. “Certainly. Before I get to that, though, we have another crisis to avert.”

			Both Louis and Randy sighed this time.

			“You don’t need to deal with this, guys,” I said. “Scram?”

			Randy gave me a half-mast salute. “Don’t mind if we do.”

			He conjured a travel tunnel, a big circle of artery pink hanging in the middle of the air. With a snap of speed, he flew into it. The thing swallowed him, then closed behind him and disappeared.

			I looked to Louis, who had his hands in his uniform pockets.

			“Off to a library?” I asked.

			It was his favorite place to be, reading over shoulders, learning everything he hadn’t had time for while he’d been alive. Total brain.

			“I was thinking of it,” he said.

			“Enjoy. Thanks for your help today.”

			“What there was of it.”

			Before I could console him, he brought up his own travel tunnel, dove into it, and whooshed away to his stacks of books and knowledge.

			Amanda Lee rested her hands on the steering wheel. “I don’t know what to do for him. I wish . . .”

			“We could help.”

			Our gazes locked. We’d been through a lot together, Amanda Lee and me. Things like her manipulating me into haunting a confession out of the supposed killer of her girlfriend, Elizabeth. Things like enduring how my own murderer had tossed major havoc into our lives only a few weeks ago.

			As she gestured for me to squeeze over the gaping window and into the car, I had the feeling that this crisis she’d mentioned wasn’t our usual haunt-to-confession case.

			So I didn’t go anywhere. Not yet. “Tell me about it.”

			Now she sighed, clutching the steering wheel and getting straight to the point in a very Amanda Lee–like way. “I’m afraid we’ve got some ghost hunters who’d like nothing more than to, as you would say, go all Rambo on you, Jensen. How is that for our latest round of trouble?”

			All I could do was laugh and listen to the Talking Heads start up their song in my head again.

			Same as it ever was . . . Same as it ever was . . .
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			As usual, Amanda Lee had put a car battery on the floor so I could recharge, and even though I knew that having it lying there made her feel like she was driving around in a junker from Sanford and Son, it was the cost of our purpose in life. . . . It was also because of my need to juice up again after each haunting.

			She’d already given me the basic scoop on the ghost-hunting team, but she wasn’t done just yet. “These kids are . . . What would they call it nowadays?” Amanda Lee said as the car rolled west, toward Elfin Forest. “Fame whores. Yes, I believe that’s the term.”

			“I’ve seen people call each other that on the Internet.” The battery was giving me a raging buzz, so I was trying not to sink into a stupor.

			“Then with all the TV watching and Web surfing you’ve been doing in your attempt to ‘get with the times,’ you’ve noticed that everyone these days will do anything for their fifteen minutes of fame. Except those fifteen minutes everyone used to get are more like a week these days. You’re not very much of a somebody unless you’ve got a Twitter account with a million followers, or even a YouTube show, such as these kids do.”

			“So, you’re telling me that fame whores are pretty much . . . everybody who’s alive today?”

			Amanda Lee thought about that for a sec. “Not everyone. But close.” She shook her head. “In any case, these ghost hunters are hungry for exposure and a chance to have a show on a ‘real’ TV channel, and they’re using your story to get there. But you know what my thought is on that?”

			“Let me psychically try to guess.” I held a hand to my head and closed my eyes, and said, “Ohmmmm . . .”

			When I opened my eyes, her brow was cocked.

			“How adorable you are, Jensen. Sincerely. But I’d like to give this team just enough information about you so they will wrap up their investigation and go on to the next spectacular ghost story on their agenda. That way, we control the information they feature on their show, and then they leave us in peace as soon as possible. You don’t want any more media attention than you’ve gotten in the past, and this is our chance to have the final say on your case, as far as the public knows.”

			I let that sink in. Amanda Lee’s reasoning for keeping the hunters out of our businesses sounded simple, practical. But something gnawed at me about having the hunters around, something bigger than inconvenience.

			I didn’t want my murder used as entertainment, and, believe me, I’d seen enough modern shows to know that death wasn’t as sacred as it used to be. Sure, people were still afraid of it now, but they didn’t respect it. Back in my day, we didn’t have CSI cameras diving into the guts of a victim for everyone’s viewing pleasure. We didn’t watch court trials on TV and root for someone who looked like they might be guilty. The fact that some ghost hunters were poking around my murder made me feel kind of like I was being victimized in a tabloid way.

			And I didn’t want to be remembered on earth as a victim. Being a missing person without a gruesome death story was way more dignified.

			Amanda Lee might’ve felt my vibes on this, because it was like she was veering away from the deeper part of our conversation.

			“Meanwhile,” she said, “we’ll be keeping our eye out for your killer in Boo World—and we’ll take all the time we need to accomplish that. No one will force our hand.”

			That was pretty clutch, but . . . “Are you also afraid that these ghost hunters might draw my murderer back to me again? Is that why you came up with this grand plan?”

			“The notion did cross my mind. It’s also occurred to me that he might have already forgotten about you and become obsessed with his other victims who still might be in this dimension, and that’s the reason he’s hasn’t come back.”

			“Oh, he will.” I covered the car battery with my essence, absorbing all the juice I could. “He will.”

			Amanda Lee had set that jaw of hers, and I knew she’d already begun to construct the throw-them-off-the-scent story she wanted to give the hunting crew. It was like her determination had already doubled.

			I asked, “So, you didn’t give the crew the details about my murder when you met them this morning? They still think I just went missing and was never found?”

			“Jensen.” She sent me an indulgent smile. “First, you know I’m discreet. Second, didn’t anyone ever tell you ‘Don’t give away the milk for free’?”

			“Ah.” I’d heard my mom tell me that when I was little, but it’d been about boys, not ghost hunting. Still, I got what Amanda Lee was saying.

			She continued. “I negotiated a small consultation fee for your Help Suze Fund. In exchange, I’ll be doing an off-camera interview this afternoon, after they complete some more research. I assume I’ll be portrayed as one of those shadowy, mysterious figures who knows all about you because of my psychic skills. The team was quite excited, because my story should add some weight to the show. They told me they were going to hire a psychic, anyway, but I showed up first.”

			I was still back on the consultation fee, already adding up the money in my mind. Maybe Suze won’t have to reach into her savings again for rent this month! Excellent.

			“There is one slight issue, though,” Amanda Lee said.

			Isn’t there always? “And that would be . . . ?”

			She cleared her throat. “I have a strong sense that they don’t take me as . . . seriously as I’d like them to. They think I’m rather daffy.” She looked miffed at that. “But they’ll be persuaded soon enough. All I need you to do is listen to how the interview is going and guide me through it, should I need some assistance.”

			I lifted a hand from the battery, pointing at Amanda Lee. “This had better not be another séance situation, where we’re putting on a fake show for the humans. You remember how that turned out.”

			“For heaven’s sake, it isn’t remotely the same. I’m not trying to get any information out of them. I’m trying to push them away from you.”

			Well, she should’ve been dismayed by my comment. She’d let my murderer out of his limbo and into my dimension during that séance.

			The tires grred over the road just long enough for the sudden tension in the car to expand until it almost made the windows bulge. Then again, Amanda Lee and I were always traveling over some kind of rough patch.

			She tried to smooth this one over. “Just so you know, this interview shouldn’t last for more than a few hours. Afterward, I’ll be going to Ruben’s. He’s still under the weather.”

			“That man needs to get to a doctor. He’s been sick for weeks.” Thank God we had something else to talk about now. Good old Ruben.

			“His machismo won’t allow a doctor’s visit.”

			“Men.”

			Amanda Lee nodded. She wasn’t so much into the male variety, but she appreciated how tough they could be to deal with. Not that I’d had a ton of experience in life myself, seeing as my own flesh-and-blood boyfriend had gone off to college, unknowingly leaving me behind to wallow in a growing depression. He was in his fifties now, not the boy I’d fallen in love with, but it still smarted to think about him. . . .

			Eh, enough about Dean. Next thing, I’d also probably be groaning and moaning about another boyfriend I’d had more recently . . . or, should I say, the spirit who used to visit me, pretending to be the young version of my real Dean from the eighties? That jerk had left me behind, too, after manipulating my emotions with his masquerade. Even now I didn’t know who or what fake Dean was—I just knew he’d rejected me when I hadn’t literally given him my soul.

			Both of them could stay in the past, as far as I was concerned.

			My almost heart thudded dully, while Amanda Lee slid me a look. “Men.” She paused. “You said that word as if—”

			“We are totally not going to talk about boyfriends.”

			She lightly braked the car, probably at a light or stop sign. “All right, Jensen. But if you ever need to talk . . .”

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			Okay, that had been weird. Like Amanda Lee fancied herself my big sister or Mommy Dearest now.

			She went back to what we’d been talking about, which was much safer, thank you.

			“You do realize that Ruben still has your bracelets. Do you want me to pick them up for you while I’m there?”

			“No, I don’t need those anymore.” I had a total love-hate thing with the rubber Madonna-type bracelets that I’d been wearing on my murder night. Turned out that my killer had taken them from my dead body and planted them in my friend’s car in Elfin Forest, where we’d been having a party. They’d found the bracelets in the vehicle, not realizing what part the jewelry had played in my murder. As far as they knew, I’d gone missing only that night, and they had no idea that a killer had been playing a sick game with them by sneaking into their car and leaving a demented taunt after he’d made me dead meat.

			I’d thought that those bracelets might be some kind of big clue in my murder, but it turned out that we didn’t need them now. Ruben, who’d been hired by Amanda Lee to look into my case, had worked some ex-cop PI connections of his to test the jewelry. Bummer that they hadn’t been able to find any DNA evidence on them after all.

			It wasn’t that I needed to identify my killer to eventually send him to hell or whatever there was waiting for bad men like him. But if I knew his name, then I could’ve researched him and maybe used what I knew about his personality against him. You know, like a know-your-enemies kind of thing?

			It’d been a good idea while it’d lasted.

			I could tell by Amanda Lee’s silence that she was already past the bracelets, thinking again about those other girls my killer had murdered. I’d tried to find them in Boo World, just like I’d tried to look up all of my dead relatives, and especially my parents, but it wasn’t like we had Ghost Facebook here. We had to rely on the spirits we met in passing for info, and, in this case, there were none.

			We’d now entered the road that went through the forest, and all I could see from my place on the floor was the cavern of oak branches arching past the windows. Into the woods, I thought. Toward the ghost crew.

			I could feel that we were also near the abandoned, sweet little cottage I’d started living in . . . er . . . haunting recently. Amanda Lee felt it, too—I could tell by her stiffening body language. She was so not stoked that I’d moved out of her Rancho Santa Fe casita to strike out on my own.

			We passed the entrance to the road that led to my place, and, eventually, she pulled the car to the shoulder. I drifted up to peek out the window.

			Trees guarding on both sides of the blacktop. A road leading to what seemed like nowhere.

			When I glanced at Amanda Lee, she was still stiff. I wondered if she was about to ask me if I’d mind giving her a peaceful hallucination so she could relax before the interview. It wasn’t like I would, though—it was too much like giving her drugs, and I’d done her that favor only once. The woman totally needed therapy, for sure.

			I slipped out of the cracked window, waiting for her, already feeling the lure of my death spot nearby.

			Had the ghost crew discovered the place where I’d been murdered?

			“How did they find out where I died when the police couldn’t even do it?” I asked.

			“As far as I know, they haven’t. But they’ve certainly come close.” Amanda Lee began walking into the woods. “They’ve done their research, so they guessed at the vicinity.”

			Her boots crunched through the leaves and shuffled small rocks as we wound through the pygmy oaks, whose branches wormed over the ground and burst into thick fingers of wood. Higher branches made it darker, weaving over the June sky more with every passing minute.

			As we walked, I saw something straight ahead near a large rock shaped like an arrowhead. I paused, hovering, trying to detect any awful energy nearby, because that was what I felt every time my killer’s dark spirit was near. Caution was always a good idea these days.

			But the air was just as swamped with normal energy as usual. Phew.

			Had I even seen anything behind that rock, anyway? Was it the witch of the woods? Because I didn’t want to ever meet that chick, to tell you the truth. She had a bad rep, riding around on a ghostly black stallion, darkness surrounding her with a cloak. Rumor had it that she cursed anyone who entered the woods, and bad things would happen to you if you ever returned. She and the so-called White Lady had cornered the market on ghost stories here in the forest—I’d know, too, because my friends and I had come to the woods that night to scare each other silly by telling tales to each other over a bunch of beer and loud music from a boom box.

			I steadied myself, then crept closer to the rock.

			As a flash of gray filled the air, I swore that something was ducking around the rock. Zinging with nervous electricity, I darted ahead.

			“Jensen!” Amanda Lee said in a ragged whisper.

			Just as I was almost at the rock, I caught a glimpse of long, light hair flying in the wind and the smell of rusty blood. . . .

			I screeched to a stop in the air and held up my hand to Amanda Lee. “Wait.”

			She was smart enough not to question me about what I was doing as I inched toward the rock’s jagged tip. If I’d had breath, I’d have been holding it, but as it was, I could only feel my phantom heart beating, mostly because I’d once remembered hearing it and my mind wouldn’t let go.

			One, two, three . . .

			I surged over the top, only to find leaves and dirt below me.

			But then I felt a twinge. A scratch that ran down the back of my neck to the top of my would-be spine—

			I turned around, expecting the witch, the dark spirit, something . . .

			Yet I saw only Amanda Lee standing there, holding an iron dagger. Poison to any ghost—especially one who might be stupid enough to attack her.

			“Did you feel that? Smell that?” I asked.

			She shook her head, and I blinked. Was I off my game? Maybe I needed to charge up even more after today’s haunting.

			“What scared you?” she asked.

			“I’m not scared.” Ha! I took one more look around, but the only indication of other life or death that I got was a few birds sounding off at me.

			I backed away from the rock, totally cool now. “There was blood in the air. And a gray shape with light hair. At least, I thought there was.”

			“Stay alert, then.”

			Amanda Lee put the dagger back into the pocket of her boho skirt, but even though she’d hidden it, she kept her hand cupped nearby. We kept on moving through the woods.

			Okay, so I’d heard and smelled something in the big, bad forest. Big whoop. Time to just mellow out from the thrills and chills of today’s haunting, I guessed. Obviously I was still too keyed up to function right now.

			When we heard a female voice in the near distance, I knew that we’d come across the crew. But as we got closer, I realized I was only half right.

			A bunch of lookiloo ghosts surrounded the filming area, the glare from two cameras like beacons for them. Or maybe it was just the life force of the show’s hostess, who was the aura-haloed center of attention.

			Amanda Lee had already told me that the girl with long, curly black hair, dark skin, and thick-framed glasses was named Sierra Darque. What a superdorky name for a ghost hunter. But the spirits hung on every word she said, drawn to her.

			“Can you see the crowd here?” I asked Amanda Lee.

			She whispered back, trying not to act like she was talking to me. “I only sensed spirits around her earlier, but now I actually see a few.”

			“How many exactly?”

			“Three. All of them are Native Americans.”

			“There’s a hell of a lot more than that. By my count, at least fifteen.” And I knew a couple of the intelligent or interactive ghosts already—Milo, with his plaid shirt and whiskery face and stroked-out grimace, and Daniel Ashbury, a modern-day hiker who’d died from a heart condition in the woods. I wasn’t sure who the Native Americans were, but the rest were known as anonymous spirits—confused and frightened ghosts who refused to come out and play with the rest of us. These particular anons seemed to be the gypsies who’d supposedly been slaughtered in Elfin Forest because they wouldn’t leave their homes here in the 1800s. Now they hid behind trees, shyly peeking at the hunting crew, and when they saw Amanda Lee approaching, they disappeared behind the trunks altogether.

			Amanda Lee never noticed. Her gaze was on Sierra.

			“She’s a poltergeist agent, isn’t she?” Amanda Lee said in wonder. “Now that the team has been here for a while, I see that she excites the spirits, and that’s the reason they surround her.”

			“So, her show’s not fake? They don’t have to pull a bunch of stunts to supposedly make contact with us?”

			“It seems so.”

			Sierra had spotted Amanda Lee by now, and she cut off the cameramen. One was a guy Amanda Lee said was named J.J. She’d forgotten the other girl’s name, but she had blond braids threaded with beads and reminded me of a khaki-wearing Bo Derek.

			Sierra waved Amanda Lee over. “Good timing! Are you ready to be grilled, Ms. Minter?”

			Amanda Lee’s body was giving off a hum. I’d never noticed one coming from her before, but then I realized what was happening: she thought Sierra was attractive.

			Like we needed that kind of complication if we wanted to be in and out of this situation in a hot-potato minute.

			I thought of touching all three crew members, just to see if they had any dark agendas, but now wasn’t the time. Amanda Lee would’ve already superficially vibed them. Besides, empathy could wear a human down if a ghost wasn’t careful, and I didn’t want to alert them to my presence. There might not even be a need for empathy if these ghost hunters left as soon as Amanda Lee wanted them to.

			Sierra was shaking Amanda Lee’s hand and pulling her toward the humongo oak tree where she’d been standing. It had an awesome hole in it that provided a spooky background.

			I followed, taking my place next to my spirit acquaintance Daniel and his hiker-Jesus beard. The Native Americans stuck with each other a few yards away, floating over a log, nodding at me. I took a moment to observe ghost etiquette.

			“I’m Jensen Murphy,” I said. “Murdered by a serial killer with an ax to grind against me.”

			They’d probably heard the story before, like every other ghost in the Elfin Forest area had seemed to. I had to admit, it was a doozy.

			“Johnny Eagle,” one young Indian said, dressed in what looked like white man’s garb—denim pants and a work shirt, with a kerchief around his neck. He pointed to his group, speaking for them, too. “Hanged from a grove of trees.”

			Daniel talked. “I’d always heard that Indians feared ghosts, but these guys can’t fear what they are.”

			Johnny Eagle and the others accepted that.

			And this concluded ghost etiquette—the exchange of death stories instead of human-type handshakes. I didn’t even stop to wonder why Johnny Eagle and his friends didn’t show any signs of being hanged, because I knew enough about Boo World by now not to bother thinking about why we didn’t carry death marks. A Ghost 101 class would’ve come in handy to explain all the quirks of our existence, but we were all shit out of luck. I was just glad that I’d died with only the ton of Mello Yello I’d poured into my system before I’d gotten snuffed out.

			No wonder I was a halfway happy camper in this afterlife.

			After I turned back to Daniel, he said, “How’s it been going, Jensen?” He didn’t bother to hug me or shake my hand, either. Ghosts could harden themselves and touch each other, but we didn’t feel anything from it, so why do it?

			I chanced a smile at him because the last time we’d seen each other was when our mutual friend Cassie had chosen to go with her wrangler. Sad stuff.

			But leave it to a social idiot like Milo, the plaid mountain man with the wandering eye, to crap on the delicate moment. “Shut up in the cheap seats. A man can’t even listen in his own backyard without being interrupted by trespassers.”

			“Relax, Milo,” Daniel said.

			Behind us, the group of Native Americans chuckled. They had to already know about Milo’s infamous grumpiness, too, and maybe even about my own history with the old fart. He’d been a person of interest in my missing-persons case, and he didn’t exactly like to be reminded of that whenever he saw me.

			Still, I couldn’t resist poking fun at the dude. “I can’t believe something pulled Milo out of his shack. You really that bored, sir?”

			He grumped at me, facing front. A few feet away, a curious gypsy popped his shaggy head from behind a tree, then disappeared again.

			Daniel shrugged. We all knew that boredom was a ghost’s worst enemy, and Milo—or anonymous ghosts, for that matter—wasn’t exempt.

			“Were you here earlier?” Daniel asked.

			“Amanda Lee was. Why?”

			“There were ghosts I’ve never seen before hanging around when I got here, looking for you two, asking for help.”

			“What’s new?” I sighed.

			“Come again?”

			“Nothing. They left?”

			“Johnny Eagle and his friends chased them off. Their whining was enough to give us bad mojo.”

			While we’d been chattering, the Bo Derek chick—hell, I was just going to call her 10—was fitting Amanda Lee with what Daniel told me was a microphone pack. The wired box stuck out of her back like a parasite, if you asked me. They tested the sound, just before Amanda Lee went to her purse on the ground and pulled out a picture.

			I didn’t have to wonder whose it was.

			Daniel leaned toward me. “These show people seem especially interested in you, Jensen. Better watch out, or the witch of the woods will get pissed that you’ve stolen her spotlight.”

			I shot him a that’s-such-bunk! look, and he laughed.

			“You think I’m joking?” he asked.

			“All the more reason for Amanda Lee to finish up her interview ASAP,” I muttered, glancing around. No ghosts here but us.

			When Sierra got out a makeup bag and offered a brush and powder to Amanda Lee, she refused.

			“I won’t be on camera,” she said. “That’s what we agreed on.”

			Sierra shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying. But you sure I can’t change your mind? It’s such a rush to see yourself on camera.”

			She said it like she was . . . flirting?

			Daniel laughed again, but I don’t think any of the other alpha males around us got the context. Duh. Maybe Sierra swung that way . . . or maybe she just knew how to get what she wanted from people.

			Amanda Lee shook her head in an emphatic No, thank you, and Sierra smiled, then told Amanda Lee what to expect from the interview.

			Daniel talked over her. “I’m surprised you’re trusting these people.”

			“Trusting isn’t the word,” I said, but I didn’t explain Amanda Lee’s little plan. We’d be here and gone—that was the deal.

			“You do any research on them?” he asked.

			“No time. Why?”

			Milo turned around and sent us a shut-up death stare. We played it cool until he faced the other way, then started talking again.

			Daniel said, “I’ve heard through the ghostvine that this team has committed crimes against the spirit world.”

			“Huh?”

			Daniel gave me a you-still-haven’t-been-around-the-block-much glance. “They say that, on their show, this team accused a ghost in New Orleans from the early 1800s of a murder she didn’t do. Something about her being a prostitute who gutted one of her clients with a knife.”

			“Whoa.”

			“Yeah, that’s an understatement. It’s real bad karma to pin a crime on a ghost who can’t defend herself. She went into a glare spot half a century ago, so she can’t tell her own side of the story to a medium or anyone else.”

			“Are you saying that this team made up the story, then?”

			“Or they got some bad information and perpetuated it. Either way, not kosher.” He frowned. “There’re other stories about them, too. Other ghosts say these people are . . .”

			“Fame whores?” Courtesy of Amanda Lee.

			“Exactly. So be careful about what they air about you, because I don’t trust them as far as I can throw them.”

			That was all I needed to hear, and I flew over to Sierra Darque, who was fussing with her own microphone. I laid my ghost hand on her toasty-skinned cheek just lightly enough that I wouldn’t shock her. Unobtrusively enough to get an empathy reading so I could see her true intentions . . .

			Frissons of excitement . . . Ghosts, so close; can feel them . . . Is one here right now . . . ?

			Then her voice: Help you. I can help you! Believe me, work with me!

			Then a flash to another thought . . .

			Through the eyes of someone young, tiny, sitting at the side of a bed. A woman . . . Mother? Sick, her dark skin chalky . . .

			“You’ve got a gift, Sierra. Use it for good. Promise me . . .”

			I floated out of Sierra’s thoughts, finding Amanda Lee giving me the stink eye. She’d seen me connect with the hunter and didn’t think it was appropriate right now, because she’d already gotten her own reading.

			I’d bet she had.

			Sierra rubbed her arms, her eyes wide. But not wide in a creeped-out way. She was actually . . .

			Smiling?

			“Jensen Murphy?” she whispered euphorically. “Is that you?”
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			Well, hell. This Sierra Darque girl seemed to be for real.

			I didn’t answer her, but I did notice that J. J. Blue Eyes had activated one of his devices—an EMF meter. Sierra lunged toward her backpack and brought out what looked like a recorder.

			J.J. waved his toy around the area with one hand as he rested the camera on his shoulder with the other. “Ghosts are made of electromagnetic radiation. They’re a part of the energy in the air, can manipulate it—all that. This detector helps us measure the electromagnetic fields and sense them.”

			Was he telling this to Amanda Lee? Uh, then no shit, Sherlock. She already had the true scoop on what ghosts were.

			I’d even been in the presence of what I thought was a temperature gauge once, and I’d been in dire straits at the time, my energy at a low ebb, so I hadn’t reacted to it then. But this EMF reader? Different story. It felt like a probe, like needles in my essence.

			Actually, it wasn’t a bad feeling. Kind of like a spiked version of one of those twenty-five-cent massage machines in motels that my family would use on summer vacation trips. Those had been niiiice.

			“Shit!” J.J. was walking closer to me. “We’ve been taking readings all day, but this one’s off the charts!”

			He sounded like a kid who’d just bought Sea-Monkeys and was watching the fishbowl to see them frolic. As the needling sensation got worse, gnawing at me now, I slid away from him.

			“You feel any of this?” J.J. asked Sierra.

			She was still rubbing her arms. “Yeah, I do.”

			Amanda Lee was doing her best to stay composed, her hands folded in front of her, never giving me away, not even when J.J. held out that meter and stalked me with it. Sheez, he was persistent, until I floated up the trunk of a tree, too high for him to reach.

			“The uptick in energy’s gone,” J.J. said, his hand falling to his side.

			Amanda Lee interjected. “You should know that it wasn’t Jensen. She’s not here.”

			The other spirits started laughing as 10 dutifully kept filming Sierra, who held up her recorder. I was no genius, but I guessed she was planning on taking an EVP, electronic voice phenomena, analysis. So I shut my big mouth, not giving her anything to record.

			But the other spirits decided it was time to rock and roll.

			Johnny Eagle let out a playful bird-of-prey cry that didn’t materialize to the other dimension. The other Native Americans followed with fervent animal calls. I didn’t know where the gypsies had gone. Maybe they were still behind the trees, giggling to themselves.

			“These hunters are so minor league,” Daniel said, stroking his Jesus beard, shaking his head at J.J., who was using his meter again. “They’ll be like kids who just got laid for the first time when they review these recordings.”

			But the ghosts didn’t stay entertained for long. Milo grunted and flapped a dismissive, I’m-bored hand at us, then stomp-wandered off. Within a minute, the Native American guys stopped their animal calls and went their own ways, too. Major ghost ADD.

			Amanda Lee clearly knew that we’d be here forever unless she took things in hand, so she gave Sierra my photo while J.J. and 10 continued measuring and filming.

			I was sure the photo was the one that’d been plastered over old newspapers and on the Internet, with me and my strawberry blond hair, light freckles, green eyes, and beach-baby smile. And in one of those stupendously bad choices that just kept paying off, I’d put on some clothes that night that I wouldn’t have exactly chosen as the outfit most likely to be awesome for eternity. Nope, I’d gone casual, in Levi’s, a long-sleeved blue boy’s shirt tied at the waist and worn over a white tank, and, best of all, white freakin’ sneakers. Oh, and then there were the supercool rubber Madonna bracelets. I’d put them on earlier in the night, before I’d driven my friends to the forest for some legend tripping and a campfire scene right out of Friday the 13th, except I hadn’t known that I’d have my very own special murderer included in the good times.

			Sierra stopped recording and took the picture from Amanda Lee.

			“I’ve seen this before,” she said, “during our research. Jensen seems sweet, like everyone’s best friend.”

			Amanda Lee lifted a brow at the word sweet, then took the picture back.

			Hey, I was sweet. When I wanted to be.

			She gazed at the photo, her expression . . . softening?

			“During your research,” she said, “you must have run across speculation as to what happened with Jensen that night. I’m curious . . . What have you discovered so far?”

			Sierra kept looking around, like she was expecting to find me, no matter what Amanda Lee had told her. “We interviewed some hikers who came to the forest to do a little small-time ghost hunting of their own. There’s lots of speculation that goes beyond Jensen being MIA.”

			“Really.”

			Sierra only smiled.

			Hmm.

			By now, J.J. had put away the EMF meter and had started filming again. I drifted down from the tree branches, toward Sierra, for no good reason. Sometimes I did that with humans. Actually, more and more, I liked feeling the warmth they put out, and Sierra had a lot of it.

			But there was a little bit of ambitious coolness to her, too, as she glanced at J.J.’s camera, knowing she was in its eye. “Before we get to the nitty-gritty, why don’t we hear some background about Jensen Murphy? The audience always likes to know the spirits as people before they became legends.” She leaned closer to Amanda Lee. “This is where the drama comes in, so give us some buildup.”

			Then she winked.

			Amanda Lee widened her gaze, but then raised her chin. “I’m off camera?” she confirmed.

			“You bet,” Sierra said.

			J.J. gave a thumbs-up as he squinted and filmed. 10 kept rolling, too.

			Amanda Lee turned her back to the cameras like she was making one hundred percent sure she’d be anonymous. “Jensen was what you might call an Everygirl. Popular in high school, liked surfing and playing volleyball, and had a bright future ahead of her. But a few years after she graduated, her parents died in a boating accident, and she never quite recovered.”

			Oh, this was going to be fun, hearing my life spewed out in front of me for posterity.

			“She went into a tailspin.” Amanda Lee gazed at my photo, sympathy on her face. Suddenly, I saw the same Amanda Lee I’d first met—a woman who’d invested a lot of time trying to connect with a spirit who could cross into the ghost world to help her find the killer of her Elizabeth. I’d always felt like her tool, but looking at her now told me that she’d actually gotten attached to me somewhere along the line. I hadn’t just been an idea to her. I’d been a person and I’d never even known it.

			As she went on, I pressed my lips together, holding back a blip of emotion.

			“She became . . . I suppose you could say a shadow of herself.” Amanda Lee glanced up, meeting my gaze. Her eyes looked shiny. “She went through the motions of life, dropping out of college, waiting tables at a pizza place, shutting herself away in her apartment, and numbing herself with marijuana and beer. It was terrible enough to lose her parents but, not long before that, she also had a boyfriend who left her to go to school across the country. She was very alone.”

			I shook my head at Amanda Lee. Don’t bring Dean into this. Please.

			She gave me an apologetic expression. It was just that I didn’t want to think about how the love of my real life had left me behind. Before I’d died, it’d seemed like that’s all anyone had ever done to me.

			Now that she’d brought the crap up, I had to try extra hard to shut out how that fake spirit who called himself Dean had abandoned me, too, a few weeks ago.

			Screw him.

			Sierra had crossed her arms over her chest, a casual pose, her head angled. Her glasses made her look brainy and interested.

			“That’s sad, knowing she was in such isolation.” Genuine empathy poured from her. “You’ve been able to divine these emotions from her, and you, more than anyone, know how she was feeling on the night she . . . disappeared.”

			“You could say that.” Amanda Lee’s smile was faltering at the way Sierra seemed to be leading up to something.

			J.J. spoke up from behind the camera. “Can you tell us more about the fateful night?”

			I sensed Amanda Lee stiffen. She liked Sierra’s questions better.

			“Certainly,” she said, addressing Sierra and not J.J. “When she came here with her friends, she only wanted to forget her woes with some good company. You should know, however, that there was more to that night than a missing-persons case. . . .”

			Okay, here it came—Amanda Lee’s grand plan.

			Sierra held up a hand to J.J. “Wait! Mark that for editing, would you? It’s a perfect place for us to show Jensen’s profile through pictures. We’ll reveal who she really was besides just a story.”

			Who I really was?

			Almost unconsciously, I held a hand over my heart, but I didn’t feel a true beat, only a memory of it. I didn’t think I’d ever known who I was before I’d died. It was only after Amanda Lee had brought me back that I’d felt any real purpose or identity.

			Funny, but it seemed that Spirit Stalkers was going to feature the Jensen Murphy I never was. Huh.

			Now excitement was waving from Sierra Darque, and I grasped some of it, taking it in, letting it feed me.

			“Let’s go back to that night,” she said in a dramatic tone. “Jensen was feeling alone. . . .”

			Amanda Lee sighed, probably because she was dying to get this over with. “Her friends wanted to cheer her up, so they invited her out to ‘party.’” She used air quotes with her free hand. “But Jensen had indulged too much the night before, and she told them she’d be the designated driver.”

			Once again, I thought of how lucky I was that I hadn’t been tanked when I’d died, just like Petty Officer Randy Randall. I would take too much Mello Yello over being a stumbling, slurring, adorable mess any day of the eternity.

			“And so,” Amanda Lee continued, “Jensen and her friends came to the forest, as so many others have done over the years.”

			Sierra interjected. “Elfin Forest is known to attract kids looking for ghosts and adventures, but they don’t end up like Jensen. The police said there was no body and, really, no trace of evidence to give them a direction in finding her. From what you’ve divined, would you say that Jensen never made it out of Elfin Forest? That she died here?”

			Amanda Lee paused a long time.

			Sierra used her hand to prompt some actual words.

			“There’s something I’d like to explain first,” Amanda Lee said, trying to bring the interview back around to her advantage.

			Both J.J. and 10 stirred. In the background, a gypsy darted from one tree to another. Daniel was watching him, not the interview.

			At any rate, Sierra seemed to have her own agenda, and she breezed past Amanda Lee’s request.

			She looked into J.J.’s camera. “How did Jensen find herself alone, away from everyone else? None of her friends knew how she disappeared or what happened to her.”

			Oh, don’t say it, I thought, as I shook my head at Amanda Lee again. Don’t tell them that I scampered off to take a wee.

			“The party broke up for a time,” she said instead, retaining my dignity, bless her. “And that brings us to her disappearance . . .”

			That’s when Sierra Darque went all P. T. Barnum on me.

			“During my interviews with hikers around here, I heard that Jensen Murphy committed suicide in the forest, and that’s why she haunts it.”

			You know those cartoons where a character’s eyes go Beee-boo! out of their sockets? I was pretty sure that’d just happened with me. And from the way Amanda Lee widened her own eyes at me, I thought it was about to happen to her, too.

			Luckily, the woman had Control with a capital C.

			She raised her voice only a little. “I can assure you there was no suicide.”

			J.J. and 10 had gone tense with enthusiasm, but I wasn’t so much focused on them. Not when Daniel was in back of me, shouting, “What’d I tell you, Jensen! Lying fame whores!”

			Without thinking, I joined him. “Bullshit!”

			The leaves on the nearby trees flinched roughly, just like I’d cuffed them. J.J. and 10 pulled away from their cameras.

			“What was that?” Sierra asked.

			Amanda Lee’s voice was tight. “The spirits around us are upset. They don’t like when idle gossip is spread.”

			J.J. was almost beside himself as he whispered to 10. “You caught those leaves jumping, right?”

			“Boo-yah,” she said, filming like a Bo Derek robot that’d been programmed to record through even the apocalypse.

			Sierra plunged ahead, stepping closer to Amanda Lee in her verve. “The hikers said that Jensen hanged herself from a tree, and her friends never found her because a forest hermit took her down and her body was never seen again.”

			“For heaven’s sake,” Amanda Lee said under her breath, closing her eyes, holding on to her control.

			Daniel was laughing heartily now. “Yup—bad, bad karma for the ghost crew!”

			I started to circle them, my dander up. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but it had to be subtle, so I wouldn’t tip off the team to my presence—something that would fly in the face of what Amanda Lee was clearly trying to accomplish here. Yet even as I tried to contain myself, the air crackled with my anger.

			Sierra lifted her arm so the cameras could focus on it. “Check it out, guys!”

			Even from my vantage point, I knew that her arm hair was standing on end. Same with the camerapersons’.

			Amanda Lee’s voice rang out over the noise. “I’m glad you’re interviewing me, then, because it gives me the opportunity to clear the air.”

			The crew stared at her.

			She unfisted her hands and smoothed down her skirt. “Those hikers have it wrong. Jensen Murphy did not commit suicide. Your sources are mixing up her story with those who say the Native Americans were hanged here.”

			“And they were!” I yelled, causing a tree branch to crack above the crew.

			They hopped out of the way, laughing nervously.

			“Shit’s happening!” J.J. shouted as he aimed his camera up there, just as 10 did.

			Whoops.

			“Jensen!” Sierra said. “Is that you? Are you upset? Why? Please tell us about it!”

			“Damn straight I’m upset,” I said, still itching to uncork some ugly bubbly on them.

			During all the hoopla, Amanda Lee gazed up at me, her teeth gritted.

			You’re giving them exactly what they want, she seemed to be saying. Let me handle this!

			Ugh. She was right. So I chilled out, bobbing in the air, easing my temper. And I chilled some more. By the time I chilled enough to be a calm cookie, the hunters realized that they weren’t getting any more out of me.

			Sierra fanned herself, letting out a happy, “Whoo!” then turned to Amanda Lee. “All right. If the suicide story isn’t true, then what is? I really think Jensen wants us to know.”

			Nope, Jensen actually doesn’t.

			“Jensen’s not here,” Amanda Lee repeated. “She ran away that night.”

			Come again?

			Amanda Lee forged ahead, now that she was finally able to launch her grand plan. “She didn’t want to be found, didn’t want anything to do with her old life, so she ran away that night and left everything behind.”

			The looks on the hunters’ faces were priceless. I mean, seriously, I would’ve paid beaucoup bucks to see those expressions on rewind. Even Daniel was amused, laughing his hippie ass off.

			“She . . . ran away?” Sierra asked.

			“I only want to put her legend to rest,” Amanda Lee said. “When I said I was in contact with her, I didn’t mean what you think I did. It wasn’t as a medium. I used my psychometric abilities to get readings from some of the items she left in her apartment. That’s how I know she’s not here.”

			Amanda Lee was goooood.

			“She doesn’t haunt this forest,” she added. “She died from complications after a bout with pneumonia in a Mexican village years ago. The friends she had there never knew her real name, but they quietly took care of her body, and now she’s resting in peace.”

			Oh my God. Yup, even I was stunned by Amanda Lee’s chutzpah. She’d totally erased all the salacious details of my death story in one fell, swooping lie: how I’d been chased down by my masked killer in the woods. How I’d hidden from him, praying he wouldn’t find me. How he had found me, appearing out of nowhere in that horrifically shriveled granny mask, swinging that ax down at me as my world had gone dark . . .

			I’d found out later, when he’d reappeared as the dark spirit, that it wasn’t an ax cut that’d killed me. I’d inadvertently moved and gotten the blunt side of the blade just at the right spot on my head, dying a far less grotesque death than he’d intended. Sure, he’d chopped me up afterward, just like he’d done to his other girls, but I’d been spared that terror while I was alive.

			Even though I’d relived those last few awful moments of life over and over again in a time loop, knowing my true fate made everything relatively okay now. I might’ve even still been a noninteractive spirit haunting my death spot if it wasn’t for Amanda Lee.

			“Pneumonia?” Sierra finally said.

			Amanda Lee flashed her an oh-well smile. “Pneumonia. Aren’t you glad that you’ve solved one mystery of the forest?”

			Laughter came from behind the trees. Or at least I thought it did. Were the gypsies entertained?

			Daniel sure wasn’t. He yawned, then, with a wave at me, took off, his backpack slung over his shoulder. Better things to do in Boo World.

			J.J. had lowered his camera, speechless. But Sierra had started smiling.

			“Good,” she said softly. “It’s good to know Jensen Murphy is at peace.”

			At first I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. What about the drama? But then I remembered what I’d seen when I’d gone into her thoughts: her mom on her deathbed, saying, “You’ve got a gift, Sierra. Use it for good. Promise me . . .”

			Did she only want to contact spirits and then find a resolution for them? Was that what made this team’s show different from the other ghost hunters out there?

			Curious, I flew to J.J. to see what he was about, and just before I touched him, his bright blue eyes seemed to find me. I wasn’t sure, though, because the next thing I knew, I was inside his thoughts. . . .

			View from a child’s height . . . in bed, nighttime, sounds . . . whispers?

			A voice from the darkness. “Help me . . . ?”

			Over and over the whispers came, no sleep . . .

			Then, another night.

			A woman in a nightgown standing by the bed, watching, her head angled in sadness, reaching out . . .

			Pointing to the floor.

			Out of bed. A door in the floor. Opening it, finding the remains of a tiny skeleton in a blanket.

			A cry from above, and the ghost woman floating, diving down to join the baby and disappearing . . .

			I pulled out of J.J.’s thoughts with a pop, and his blue gaze searched around him.

			“Did it just get really cold?” he asked everyone else as he shivered.

			Amanda Lee was giving me the look. She’d seen me empathizing with him and was wondering what the story was.

			“They’re misguided,” I said, “but I don’t think they’re bad, Amanda Lee. J.J. and Sierra have had paranormal experiences as kids, and I’m not sure, but it seems like they’re trying to do good.”

			She nodded, but I couldn’t read her.

			Sierra laid a hand on Amanda Lee’s arm, and that hum I’d felt from my psychic medium earlier intensified.

			“There’re a lot of other spirits here that need a peaceful last chapter,” Sierra said, “and I’m going to provide it to whoever I can. Do you think you can help me find the truth with them, too?”

			As Amanda Lee hesitated, clearly reading Sierra’s thoughts through touch, I veered over to 10 to do one more round of my own empathy. Hell, maybe I’d even learn the girl’s name if I touched her skin.

			Then I heard a familiar voice behind me. And it wasn’t Daniel.

			“Of all the haunted joints, in all the towns, in all the world, she walks into mine.”

			I turned around to find fake Dean with his thumbs hooked into his belt loops, same as he ever was.
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			Every time I saw him, I went weak.

			Sappy, I know, but true.

			Fake Dean was just so beautiful, in a way that memories make your first true love beautiful. Unlike a regular ghost, he was all color, not even a touch of gray and, even though we were standing in the middle of the murky woods, I could still see the real Dean as he’d been on the beach so many years ago, his chin-length, straight, sun-blond hair and tanned skin sparkling with sand from the water, his light brown eyes smiling just as easily as his lips.

			Yeah, those had been the days . . . back when I’d really had my true Dean and not this mysterious spirit who kept imitating the human version for sheer entertainment value. He also drew energy from watching me run around, trying to find killers, and, whatever he was, he’d lived a long time—long enough to go to extremes so he could avoid boredom.

			I was pretty sure that another way he staved off the boredom was to give me a body whenever he was around. That’s right. My heart was beating, my skin heating, my lungs filling with breath. But I wasn’t dumb enough to believe this was anything more than an enchanted body. Something about his higher powers made my form humanlike again, even though the ghost hunters still couldn’t see me. And that was only a part of fake Dean’s arsenal of seduction.

			“First off,” I said to him sharply, “this isn’t your joint. My death spot’s nearby, so I’ve got bragging rights, remember?”

			“The whole world is pretty much mine,” he said. “Don’t you remember?”

			Since he wouldn’t even give me his real name, I didn’t know what he did or didn’t own.

			I ignored his answer. “Second, didn’t you dump on me not so long ago?”

			In back of me, Amanda Lee cleared her throat, and I looked at her. She’d seen me talking with someone, and I doubted she could detect fake Dean, since he wasn’t exactly One of Us—a real ghost. I was sure she wasn’t about to ask me what was going on, though, seeing as the hunters were still here.

			But when she actually glanced at fake Dean with a what-gives? expression, I almost shit a glazed doughnut.

			“You can see him?” I whispered.

			She raised a brow. Yes. You might recall, Jensen, that I can see some, but not all, ghosts.

			Not a ghost! I wanted to shout. But I was too shocked already from realizing that Amanda Lee could see beyond the beyond. I’m not sure she’d even realized she could do that.

			“Amanda Lee,” I said, gesturing toward the grinning spirit in the T-shirt and blue jeans, “finally meet fake Dean.”

			Ah yes, she knew just who he was. Her gaze widened ever so slightly.

			He gave her a respectful nod. “Happy to meet you, ma’am.”

			“Oh. My.” Amanda Lee didn’t often lose her composure, but there it went.

			To her credit, she tried to recover as she walked over to me, leaving a confused Sierra behind midsentence so she could take a better look at the powerful spirit I’d told her about on more than one occasion.

			While she gave him a thorough scan, she whispered so only I could hear. “I can’t see him very well, but now that you say it . . . He does look like the old pictures I found on the computer of the real Dean.”

			As if he wouldn’t hear that.

			He gave her one of those casual jerks of the chin. “Thanks, ma’am. I appreciate that. I take pride in all my appearances.”

			Amanda Lee gave a slight nod, but she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

			Sierra interrupted. “Ms. Minter?”

			“A moment, please.” Amanda Lee had turned her gaze to me now, surveying my colored-up, Dean-influenced body. Then she talked halfway over her shoulder to the crew, still inspecting me then fake Dean. “I thought I felt a negative spirit present, and I wanted to clear my head over here.”

			The excuse was good enough to make J.J. pull his EMF meter like a Colt .45. He started waving it around.

			Sierra laughed. “Nothing but positive energy for me, Ms. Minter! So, what do you think about staying on as a consultant . . . ?”

			With a frustrated frown—I was sure Amanda Lee wanted to continue her microscopic surveillance of me and fake Dean—she turned around to go back and continue the private conversation.

			Naturally, fake Dean had one more thing to say to her. “I’ll have Jensen home at a decent time, after we have ourselves an intimate talk. Catching up. All that.”

			“Not intimate,” I called to her. “It won’t even be close.”

			Amanda Lee sent one last look behind her as I rolled my eyes, then walked over to him, my arms crossed over my chest. If he wanted a talk, he’d have it. Might as well get it over with.

			I actually walked right past him, and he chuckled and followed me into a thicker copse of trees.

			“Feisty as ever,” he said. “You’d never know that you invited me.”

			Keep walking. “I did not.”

			“I believe you did.”

			“Give me a break.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned, then.”

			I could hear his footsteps slow to a halt in the leaves, and I paused. My heartbeat was fluttering the veins in my throat, adrenaline twirling through me. Part of it was the fight-or-flight response he always brought out in me. Part of it was just him.

			God, I hated having a body that could betray my better instincts, even while I loved having skin again, blood, breath, and goose bumps.

			When I glanced back at him, he was leaning against a tree, idly tracing a finger down the bark. My temporary skin tingled.

			“Wait,” he said, snapping his fingers and tapping his forehead. “I know why I got called down here.”

			“Enlighten me.”

			And . . . yes, the smug grin returns.

			“You were thinking of me. And not with only a fleeting wisp of memory, either. You had a moment of strong emotion, and I was enticed by it.”

			“Oh, because we’re connected or something.”

			“More than you’d like to admit, Jenny.”

			The real Dean had called me Jenny. He’d been the only one, and hearing it made my chest feel like it was caving in.

			I started walking again, aimless, until I realized that my death spot was about a hundred feet to the right. This would be an excellent time to charge up and block him out. “Consider yourself uninvited, okay?”

			“I know. You’ve got places to be, ghosts to save, mysteries to solve.” His deep voice was like the light touch of fingertips down my back.

			“Listen, I thought you cut me loose, Replica. Why’re you desperate for my attention again?”

			“Replica? Ouch. Right in the heart. We’ve had some moments together that weren’t so false, wouldn’t you say?”

			I clenched my teeth to keep from answering. And to keep myself from blushing at his comment. Before he’d cut me loose, we’d gotten a little . . . carried away with each other. But, jeez, he could be so persuasive, especially since his main goal seemed to be getting me to become a willing part of his ghost collection up in his star place. At first I’d thought he was a reaper, but, in reality, he was what you’d call a keeper.

			My death spot waited, ghoulishly close to a long, thick oak branch slithering nearby over the dirt and creating what looked to be a tree chair. The ground started drawing me in, welcoming me while revolting me at the same time. It was like it knew that the farther a ghost got from the place she’d croaked, the easier she’d get drained, and it only wanted to nourish me with its bad memories.

			“Home, sweet home,” fake Dean murmured. “But wouldn’t you rather hang out at the home I gave you to haunt?”

			My little cottage. “Seriously—are we talking about homes? Because you kicked me out of your star place, and now you’re acting like it never happened. Stop being weird.”

			“Who’s the one making up odd fairy tales to tell that ghost team? You know that your killer’s not going to like that when he hears about it.”

			Ten feet away from my death spot, I stopped, realizing that there’d be no peace from fake Dean unless I did more than give lip service to the conversation he was so obviously panting for.

			“Why even bring up my killer?” I asked, turning to him. My heart blasted against my chest all over again—his blond hair, laughing eyes, hormones. Gah. “It’s not like you’re ever going to help me find him or even give me an iota of information that’ll ever help.”

			He started to respond, but I interrupted, mocking his voice.

			“‘But, Jenny, I am a cryptic, sexy thing who cannot lend you that sort of information. The big events must take their course, and I am not to interfere.’”

			“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” He ambled over to the seatlike branch near my death spot, bracing his foot against the wood, then leaning an arm on his leg, as he lazily smiled at me.

			I wouldn’t even bother asking him where my killer was right now or what other ghost he was terrifying out in Boo World. Sure, there was a remorseful shadow in fake Dean’s eyes about his so-called inability to help me, like he truly wanted to protect me by telling me everything his all-seeing gaze could spare. But he said the rules of his own world just wouldn’t let him. That didn’t mean I couldn’t still despise him because of it.

			The guy wouldn’t even tell me his real name—something about how it’d take his power away. Whatever.

			The spot where I’d died—hit by that ax, never to regain consciousness—pulled at me even harder, and fake Dean was watching me resist the lure.

			“Jenny,” he said. “I know you need to juice up, but don’t tell me that you’d rather go through the trauma of reliving your death over refusing what I could easily give you . . . if you’d just come on over here.”

			I shook my head. Like I’d let him, Mr. I Can Give You a Charge, juice me up instead.

			“Jenny . . .”

			He crooked his finger at me, and my feet almost started moving, even while my brain was screaming at them to stay put.

			Fake Dean’s low, smooth voice didn’t exactly do wonders for my willpower, either. I was starting to ache in my belly, and even lower. Dammit.

			He laughed at my stubbornness. “It wasn’t that long ago you offered me one night with you.”

			Oh yeah. That. “And if you’d helped me save the life of the human I was working with a few weeks ago, you could’ve had it.” Shame—and the thought of what that night might’ve been like—burned me. “But you didn’t come through for me, and you didn’t want a thing to do with me after I pulled my offer.”

			How could he forget that he’d kicked my ass out of the star place, the spot where he kept all those “collectible” spirits hanging like fluorescent stars, feeding off their dreams and giving them eternal happily-ever-afters?

			“So you’re being extra difficult with me because I changed my mind about seeing you again,” he said. “Why should women be the only ones who have that prerogative?”

			Yeesh. “Have you ever experienced a woman’s temper after she’s dumped?”

			“How do you know I wasn’t just testing your feelings for me?”

			I let out a sharp laugh. “You’re just full of the funny today, aren’t you? And full of lies, but that’s nothing new. You got bored, Replica, and that’s the only reason you’re here again. Aren’t all the stars you’ve collected enough to interest you anymore?”

			Even while I was tossing vinegar at him, my body was still alive with need. Every move he made, every word he said—they were undoing me second by second, and I didn’t know how much longer I could withstand him.

			The jerk knew it, too. His grin told me so.

			“Jenny,” he said softly. “Just step away from your death spot and get over here.”

			No. No. No.

			Yes.

			Crap.

			Suddenly, I was pulling myself away from the lure of my death spot, a long, silent groan tumbling through my body, scratching through me with heated, raw yearning. I took the first step toward fake Dean.

			Then another.

			He didn’t wait for me to get there on my own, and moved away from the oak branch to close the distance between us.

			His gaze burned with urgency, and I hauled in a short breath, while my pulse banged. Then he tugged me to him, sending a blast of electricity through my body.

			He crushed his mouth down on mine, hungry and needy, his hand gripping my hair. As my body nearly exploded with his infusion of energy, my knees turned to ether, taking me down. But he caught me with his other hand at the small of my back, bringing me toward him to feel just how much he really had missed me.

			I sucked in a charged breath, surprised and not surprised. And my body . . . Man, I’d missed having one—missed how it could throb in places that reminded me of how much I’d always wanted some bad boy in my life, how I’d wanted my real Dean to drop all his tender, gentlemanly rules and kiss me dirty, running his hand from my back to my stomach and making my muscles jump with small, sharp shocks as he crept his fingers underneath my tank top.

			And, idiot me, I was kissing this Dean just as hard as he was kissing me, both my hands in his hair as he trailed his fingers down, between my legs, pressing up and against the piercing ache there, circling and making me go hotter and dizzier.

			Dirty.

			Exciting.

			I stumbled backward, toward my death spot, which was still grabbing at me with its dark attraction, but fake Dean yanked me back to him. He turned both of us around, making me fall backward until I felt the trunk of a tree behind me.

			I pressed against it, angling my head away from his mouth so that I could breathe again—one gasp after another as his hand kept working me, bringing out a moan here, a wince there. He kissed my neck, nipping at it with sparking kisses, making me slide down the tree.

			My head went misty, and instead of seeing the darkness of my death, lightness came, turning black into purple, forcing pinpricks of starlike illumination to bleed into me. . . .

			Before I knew it, fake Dean had duped me again.

			The bastard had transported me to his star place, just like he’d done on more than a few occasions, tricking me every single time with seduction.

			The thing was, right now I didn’t give a shit if I never learned my lesson. Right now he was still sucking at my neck, giving me a pulsing hickey that imprinted on me. It’d never last, though, so I let him do it.

			Hell, yeah, I let him.

			We were floating in his star place, and I cloudily took it all in, clinging to him, inhaling his soap, salt, and skin smell while my head spun at the endless purple sky around us, the glare coming from the lotus pool on one side and the so-called stars everywhere else.

			Not stars, I thought as fake Dean lowered me toward the invisible floor. Spiritual bodies, suspended and glowing, all collected by this thing that calls itself Dean.

			And he wanted me to be one of them, mindless and happy, numb to how I’d died and instead brimming with the pure happiness that he fed off of.

			“No,” I whispered. “I can’t . . . won’t . . .”

			“Jenny . . .” he breathed against my neck, sending fritzing shivers through me. “Don’t make me beg.”

			Such emotion, such wounded desire. But if I knew anything about fake Dean, it was that he was a liar through and through.

			I grabbed his hair, looking into his blazing eyes. They’d turned dark, and fear crashed through me. He’d shown me what I thought was his true face a couple of times, and I didn’t want to see it now.

			Beastly.

			Roaring.

			Sublime . . .

			“Never,” I said, my voice strengthening.

			Instead of getting angry, he closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against mine. He couldn’t force me to be one of his stars, and he knew it.

			But why would he expect me to change my mind this time?

			We drifted down to what there was of a floor, but instead of being held up by the invisible ceiling, we seeped through, falling into the sky, floating and floating . . .

			Another trick. He was full of them.

			In the next flash of a second, we were on the earthly plane again, except not in the woods.

			Definitely not in the woods.

			One of those red San Diego trolleys flew past us on its tracks, so close that it ruffled my hardly-a-ghost skin and lifted my hair.

			I pushed off fake Dean, who casually strolled away from the windy chaos toward a sad apartment complex. In the near distance, I could see the downtown skyline, coated by the beginning of dusk. But we were definitely on the wrong side of the tracks from the Gaslamp Quarter. An abandoned shopping cart littered the complex’s driveway, and red and black graffiti had been sprayed over the walls.

			“Are you tossing me out here like a soda can because you’re pissed at me again?” I yelled after him. Even my voice sounded like it was loaded with color, thanks to him.

			He talked to me over his shoulder, his hands in his pockets. “Not quite.”

			Was he ticked off or just . . . bummed?

			Nah. I didn’t have the power to break fake Dean’s heart. He had to be setting me up for another try at the star place. If anything, he wasn’t a quitter.

			“I’m not playing along this time,” I said as a wino with a bottle wrapped in a paper bag staggered toward me. I didn’t bother to move out of his way, and even though I had what felt like a body, he walked through my left side.

			He sucked in a breath and shivered, drawing his tattered shirt around him and clutching his bottle as he made his way toward the corner.

			Dean kept walking through the complex’s small parking lot, and I gradually realized that I knew this place. I’d visited it when I’d first become a ghost and looked up the people I’d known. But it wasn’t until I saw a vintage silver Corvette waiting in front of a stairway that I realized fake Dean had brought me here for something other than seduction.

			Gavin Edgett owned a car like that. Gavin—the first human I’d haunted. A suspect in Elizabeth Dalton’s murder, and Amanda Lee’s object of revenge, until we’d found out he was innocent.

			Even from here, I could feel his life force. It fascinated me. He fascinated me. And fake Dean knew it.

			Was this his true reason for coming down to see me again? So he could persuade me to be with him by using Gavin this time? But how would he manage that?

			Cautious and curious—and knowing the last one could be my downfall someday—I jogged to catch up with him in the parking lot. The buildings themselves weren’t as grungy as the outside of the walls near the street. Someone had made an attempt to pretty up the downtrodden place with bushes and flowers, and there was fresh paint on the doors, the brass mail slots shining.

			Dean had stopped at the foot of the stairway, looking straight ahead at a first-floor door.

			Without an explanation, he motioned with his hand, and the front wall of the apartment disappeared to reveal a modest living room with an old TV, a case full of books, and a couch from my best friend Suze’s childhood home.

			Dean glanced at me. “This’ll be better than looking through a window, just like you did at first, when you wanted to see where Suze was these days, how she was doing.”

			Suze’s voice rang out before I even saw her. “How many times can I say it? I can’t afford a nicer place.”

			I turned to find her walking into the room, two glasses of lemonade in hand. It was like she was surreally moving around in one of the dioramas I used to make when I was a kid, using scraps of material to design bedrooms where people slept and never had nightmares.

			And Suze did look like she’d been sleeping better these days. Her curly brown hair, which she’d dyed recently, was up in a bouncy ponytail, making her seem younger than her fifties, and she was dressed in summer shorts and sandals with a white work T-shirt.

			I smiled, just because seeing her did that to me. After I’d revealed myself to her for the first time a few weeks ago, I’d started visiting Suze regularly at the bar where she worked. Good friendships never died.

			But then the one thing that had started to test our friendship—at least for me—walked into the room after her.

			Gavin.

			I tried not to react to him, but how could I help it? In his white button-down, with its sleeves rolled over his thick forearms, he wasn’t handsome in the usual way guys in their early thirties can be, but there was something about his rough face with the pale blue eyes. His brown hair was short, his arms crossed over his bulky chest, giving him an edge. He was gentle and hard at the same time, like a wrestler who was constantly beating down and subduing monsters for everyone he loved while protecting their secrets, too.

			And I knew one secret he hadn’t told Suze yet. Years ago, he’d killed his asshole, abusive dad before he could inflict himself on Gavin’s little adopted sister, Wendy. I used to think that it’d be a good idea to keep Gavin away from Suze, him being a murderer and all, but I couldn’t deny that his father had deserved what he’d gotten, and Gavin wasn’t a killer at heart. That’s why I didn’t even mind that he’d gotten away with it.

			As Suze put the lemonades down on a couple coasters that were waiting on the coffee table, he said, “I hate that you live here when you know I can help.”

			She laughed. “I’m not going anywhere until I can afford it, Gav. I know you think my apartment’s déclassé, but it’s mine. Know what I mean?”

			“You’re being stubborn.”

			“It’s one of my virtues.”

			She touched his hand like she wanted to avoid an argument, and he uncrossed his arms, resting his fingertips over hers. They stayed like that, two people who hadn’t had much experience touching each other yet and were just starting to get used to it.

			A visceral punch knocked me in my stomach, and I turned on Dean.

			“Great. So you actually graced me with your presence today to show me how close they’ve gotten and that I have no hope of ever being with him. Big wow.”

			He barely smiled. “They haven’t gotten that close, Jenny. Not yet.”

			He meant sex. I tried not to be relieved as I struck back at Dean.

			“If you think that he’s the reason I won’t be one of your stars, you’re insane.”

			“Isn’t he?” Dean said quietly, his voice gritty.

			No. I wanted to tell him that I knew I had no chance with Gavin, even if there were sketches of me hanging on the walls of his room in his palatial condo. Pictures he’d drawn. Monuments of his own obsession that he hadn’t told Suze about. But I hadn’t told her, either. Why ruin her happiness at the beginning of a relationship that had so much potential?

			Dean said, “I know you go to him some nights, hovering above his bed, longing to enter his dreams so you can feel close to him and he to you. But it’s been weeks since you’ve gone into his psyche, because you know your best friend’s feelings have gotten stronger for him and you don’t want to betray her.” He jerked his chin toward the apartment. “And here’s proof of how far they’ve come—from talking at the bar to being here, in her sanctuary that she’s tried so hard to maintain and afford.”

			I didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see any kind of intimacy between Suze and Gavin, even if it was innocent. They’d come together over me when Gavin had been looking into my past, wanting to know about the ghost who’d haunted him. I’d been their common bond, but I could feel that it’d only grown into something deeper since then.

			There was one bottom line, though, and it was that Suze was still my best friend, so I had to stay away from him. Even if I couldn’t.

			“Well, damn,” Dean said, watching the scene in the apartment. “They’re still hemming and hawing with each other. I expected more.”

			“Shut up.” But, damn me, I’d looked, anyway. Gavin was quickly drinking his lemonade, like he had somewhere else to be. Suze looked disappointed. She also looked something else, though, like she hadn’t let go of what he’d said about her apartment yet.

			I knew Suze well enough to tell.

			I started to walk away from the scene, but Dean grasped my arm, keeping me in place. His hand left another imprint on my bare skin, claiming me, heating like buzzing rays coming out of a dark sun.

			“Just forget him,” Dean whispered.

			The intensity of his words rattled me, and I fought it.

			“You only want me to forget him so you can make me your star puppet.” I tugged my arm away from him. “And you know what? You’re so twisted that I wouldn’t put it beyond you to just be fooling with me right now. This little scene probably isn’t even happening. You’re just conjuring it to make a jealous point.”

			He was a creature who didn’t live by a strict sense of time, so what I was suggesting was definitely within his powers. But when the door opened behind me and I felt Gavin’s life force rush over every inch of my body, I knew I was wrong.

			I hauled in a breath and turned around to find him walking out to his car, a light smile on his face. A smile Suze had put there.

			Dean laughed softly, but when Gavin slowed down on his way to the Corvette and glanced around him, his expression turning into something dreamy and curious, like he was feeling me, I sent fake Dean a victorious smile.

			And it would’ve been so satisfying if he hadn’t already disappeared, leaving an empty spot behind that felt even more hollow than it was.
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			I put a hand to my chest, feeling how unexpectedly hollow I was now that fake Dean had left. But that only had to be because my body had gone back to ghostly form without him around.

			Airy, floaty, not really there. Yup, that was Regular Me. Still, I did have more energy now. Fake Dean’s touch always did that to me afterward: colored me up, charged me like I was one of those new cell phones I was still getting used to seeing everywhere. I guessed he’d juiced me up so much that Gavin couldn’t help but feel it in the atmosphere.

			“Is that you, Jensen?” he asked, his keys in hand as he stood by the car, still looking around.

			It took me a sec to debate whether to reveal myself or not. I could just fly away, get back to Elfin Forest, stay out of trouble. . . .

			God, what harm would just saying hi do?

			I noticed his gaped passenger’s-side window and slipped into the car through the crack. Who wanted to have a ghost conversation in the middle of a parking lot?

			Since I hadn’t answered him, Gavin took one more glance around, then unlocked the Corvette, sat down, shut the door, and reached over to start the engine.

			I was so juiced up that I didn’t even have to access the cigarette-lighter socket before I materialized.

			“Boo?” I said in greeting.

			He froze, his pale gaze wide, his pupils expanding. But then he leaned back in his seat, planting his hands on his thighs.

			“Thought it was you.”

			I mentioned his life force, didn’t I? He was and wasn’t like my death spot: he pulled me in, just like it did, but not so he could darken me with bad memories while giving me energy. Gavin Edgett filled me with light, and maybe something like hope.

			But, seriously, how dumb was that? Like there was any sort of hope whatsoever for a future with him.

			He was running his gaze up and down me, making me vibrate.

			“You here to see Suze?” he asked.

			“I figured I’d drop by.” He didn’t need to know about fake Dean’s part in this. “Nice of you to visit her, too.”

			He merely nodded, his arm hair standing up from my nearness and his skin goose-bumping, his fingers fidgeting with his key chain like it’d suddenly become really interesting. But what did he have to be awkward about? He and Suze were two cool people who deserved to be happy together. Yeah, Suze was totally older, and that was a strange setup, but people seemed way more open nowadays to different kinds of relationships. Why shouldn’t I be, too?

			“You’ve been seeing her a lot, away from the bar?” I asked.

			Gavin blew out a breath.

			“What?” I asked. “It’s just a question.”

			“I don’t know. For some reason, you’re the last person I want to be talking about this with.”

			This was so human. This tension between us in a closed space . . . It reminded me of middle school, when I’d be interested in a guy and I’d oh-gee-whiz my way around him, wondering if he liked me, too. The thing was, back then, I hadn’t had a fake Dean who was probably watching from his place on high, seeing all, knowing all, maybe even getting more jealous of me and Gavin than ever. And none of my guys had been getting closer and closer to my best friend.

			Time to erase that tension. “You’re still uncomfortable around me. I know that. Someday maybe you’ll forgive me all the way for haunting you and we can be . . .”

			“Friends?”

			Gavin ran a rough hand over his face, then laughed, shaking his head. He seemed relieved that we weren’t talking about the real reason for the awkwardness between us, though. The attraction, the fascination.

			“If someone would’ve ever told me that I’d be sorting out a relationship with a ghost one day,” he said, “I would’ve feared for their sanity.”

			Relationship? Red alert.

			I swerved away from that topic. “I would’ve done the same thing if anyone had told me that, one day, I’d be a ghost.”

			We barely smiled at each other, still at a weird distance. Those goose bumps kept running over his arms, my high electric buzz making me sizzle.

			Then his smile faded. “Jensen . . .”

			I stopped smiling, too. I even dematerialized a little, ready to disappear altogether if things got too intense. Was he about to say something that neither of us should be saying?

			When Suze’s apartment door opened and she walked outside, sending him a quizzical look through the windshield, I sighed in relief.

			Moment broken. And thank God. What was I doing, anyway? Suze and I had never liked the same guys. We’d been perfect, supportive best friends until I’d gone into my postparental death funk. Then we’d drifted apart, only to get strong again when I’d appeared to her in this afterlife.

			She squinted, then saw what there was of me and waved. I wasn’t at the same materialization level I’d been at when I’d first appeared to Gavin.

			As I waved back, Gavin rolled down a window and leaned out. “Look who I found in the parking lot.”

			“I was wondering why you were just sitting here.” Suze walked over to the window, then bent to lean her arms on the sill. Cleavage galore spilled from her top. She still had it.

			“First time you’ve come to my digs, Jen?” she asked. “Or am I wrong?”

			Was she talking about the money Amanda Lee had been dropping off? Was she asking me if I was responsible for putting it through her mail slot?

			“First time indeed,” I said, avoiding the truth about the money. Suze would only get all proud and tell me that she could take care of herself, even though I knew she appreciated the cash. “You like it here?”

			She half laughed. “It’ll do in a pinch. The neighbors are great. So’s the landlord. He’s spearheading a movement to clean up the neighborhood.”

			Gavin stiffened in his seat. “Good for him.”

			They exchanged a glance that wasn’t meant to include me, because he was clearly talking about the slight disagreement I’d seen them have about her staying here. A supposedly private moment.

			I felt myself lose a little of the color I’d gained from fake Dean’s touch. Or maybe it was because materializing, even halfway, took a lot of energy.

			Just then, I felt something happening to my essence. A solidifying. A . . .

			A sense that fake Dean was around, because my almost-body was back.

			Had I accidentally invited him by thinking about him?

			Like the joker he was, he strolled into sight from the rear of the car. I could see his lower half through the window while he ran his hand over the Corvette’s sleek body. He whistled in appreciation, like any guy would’ve, then stopped next to Suze, who had no idea he was there.

			She was frowning and peering at me. Gavin, too. Usually, people couldn’t see my Dean-body, but I guess materialization took care of that this time.

			“Wow, Jen,” she said. “Did you eat your Wheaties this morning?”

			Dean leaned right down next to her, arms on the sill, too. Suze still had no clue.

			“Just tell her, Jenny,” he said. “You had a different kind of sustenance. Me.”

			I ignored him. Like I needed to ask him why he’d come back. It was because he wasn’t done messing with me for the day. Dummy me, thinking he’d had his fill.

			Instead, I talked to the sane people nearby. “My energy level’s been a little . . . off lately. Surges of power, all that.”

			“Ghost problems,” Suze said. “But I say more power to you if you’ve found something that works and makes you stronger and happier.”

			Oooh. That sounded like another reference to the apartment disagreement between her and Gavin. It didn’t take a genius to come to the conclusion that their light talk about the issue hadn’t even touched on something that ran much deeper. It was almost like Suze’s pride had been poked by his wanting to pay for her to move out, and she hadn’t let go of the insult.

			And guess what—she’d keep holding on to it forever. One time I’d told her that a pair of short overalls she liked were too “Old McDonald Romper Room,” and she’d kept bringing it up every time I wore a questionable outfit myself. And this apartment thing left the overalls in the dust.

			Gavin hadn’t said anything this entire time. He was just looking at the steering wheel. Dean, however, had no qualms about contributing.

			“Trouble in paradise . . . ?”

			Suze unknowingly interrupted him. “Jen, what do you think? Am I in grave danger here?”

			Crap, she was bringing me into this. “I . . . uh . . . I’m not familiar with the area, Suze. It’s changed since I was alive. Not that I hung around here in the first place . . .”

			“But right now,” Gavin said to me, finally breaking his man silence, “just from a quick look, does it seem like somewhere a single woman should live without a security system or even a firearm?”

			“I don’t get a sense of any evil vibes or evil spirits around.”

			“I meant in general,” he said.

			Oh. Well, who could blame me for thinking like a ghost?

			Dean sighed. “Maybe a higher-powered spirit like me needs to step in and help them make up. What do you think, Jenny?”

			It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that if he couldn’t interfere with murder investigations on earth, he sure as hell wouldn’t be able to touch this.

			His laugh told me that he’d been teasing me, but I went on ignoring. Suze was launching into her next line of defense, anyway.

			“I don’t do guns, Gavin. And we have a neighborhood watch.”

			“Suze, there’s no need for this show of independence. Not when I can—”

			Just before Suze zinged him with a glance and backed away from the window, fake Dean held up his hands and retreated, too.

			“Now he’s in for it,” he said. “Looks like their first argument. Historical—don’t you think?”

			I barely refrained from answering and tipping everyone off to fake Dean’s presence as Gavin opened the car door and got out.

			Suze was already to her apartment. “Sorry, Jen. Evidently there’s something we really need to hash out. You don’t mind, do you?”

			“Oh, no worries! Later!”

			I waved, but they were already sparring in low voices on their way across her hellhole threshold. He shut the door tightly behind them, and this time fake Dean didn’t bring down the front wall so we could see what was going on.

			He only hooked his thumbs in his jeans belt loops. “Are you sure I can’t play Cupid here? Or maybe I could fetch the real deal from wherever he is.”

			“Ha, ha.”

			“What, you don’t believe in Cupid?”

			“Of course not. Stop mocking them and me.”

			Fake Dean gave me a long look I didn’t understand. Totally exasperated, I dematerialized, then almost flew through the driver’s-side open window until I remembered that I had my Dean-body again. So I had to reach over and actually open the door. Different rules with this guy around.

			A neighbor from the top floor looked over the balcony, her mouth gaping as she saw the door opening by itself. Oh well.

			When I shut it, the lady stared, then slowly said, “Miguel . . . ?”

			I could feel her fear even from here, and I let it flow into me.

			“Smooth move, Jenny,” Dean said. “Now the neighborhood watch is all over the ghost infestation here in the complex.”

			“You’re really in prime shape today, you know that? You just couldn’t resist hanging around to see what happened with me and Gavin, and you had to offer your lame color commentary as a bonus while the shit hit the fan with them.”

			“Always at the right place at the right time—that’s my MO.” He strolled to the curb and sat on it, all casual surfer grace. “I’ll admit it. I knew you wouldn’t interact with Gavin if I was still around, and—”

			“You wanted to watch.”

			“Yes, that.”

			Ugh, he was impossible.

			Above us, the neighbor and a guy who had to be Miguel were leaning over the railing, arguing about what she’d seen and hadn’t seen. It was just white noise to me, before Miguel pulled her inside their apartment.

			“Do you want to know what’s happening inside Suze’s place?” Dean asked. “Because I can accommodate you again.”

			“No, thanks.”

			He might as well have not even asked. “Then maybe I should just tell you that I can hear them arguing, and it’s a rager. And why wouldn’t they eventually disagree like this? Gavin always had money; she didn’t. He’s young; she isn’t. Also, their relationship is based on getting sympathy from one another, since they’re both emotionally involved with a dead girl, but in different ways. Yet there’s good news in all this.”

			“I’m sure it won’t be all that good, coming from you.”

			“Depends on your point of view.” He cocked his head toward the apartment, like he was listening. “Oh, she’s got a temper, your Suze, and no matter how much she likes Gavin, that pride of hers is going to win out. She’s calling him controlling, says that her ex-husband was the same way, and she won’t stand for it.” He grinned, chuffing. “Oooh, and there she went. She just mentioned the phrase, Maybe we should take a break.”

			“From each other?” What was Suze doing?

			“Right. She’s saying they need to cool off. Could it be because your friend has zero trust in men and she’s pushing back from Gavin at this slightest provocation? Or do you think she senses an even bigger problem between them?”

			“The age difference?”

			“No. Deep down, she intuitively knows that Gavin is much too interested in you.”

			His eyes had gotten dark during those last few words, and something perverse inside me thrilled at that. I wasn’t sure if it was because there was a terrible part of me that wanted Gavin to be interested, or if I liked fake Dean’s jealousy. Either way, not good.

			His voice went darker, too. “How does it feel to know that he might be free for the taking, Jenny?”

			“How is it supposed to make me feel?”

			“Ecstatic . . . if you’re a shitty friend.”

			But I wasn’t—or, at least, I didn’t want to be.

			I stared at him. Who was he, this special spirit? What was his game?

			Then he pulled out the big guns: his face began to melt into another face, his body turning inside out.

			He was switching shapes, like he’d done with me before when he’d replicated my dad and, once, even Gavin.

			I braced myself. The only spirits I knew who could shape-shift were this one and my killer, who’d gained abnormal powers as a dark entity. He could imitate ghosts he’d stolen a piece of essence from, like Louis and Randy, which was way better than casting a material image of a ghost. I could tell the difference between a materialization and an essence switch real easy.

			I shuddered to think what else he might’ve been picking up from the darker places in Boo World these past few weeks. . . .

			But screw my killer. I had something more immediately worrisome right in front of me, and it had finally assumed the shape of a girl with her fists defiantly planted on her hips as she sat on the curb, green eyes fired up.

			He’d turned into me.

			“I saw Gavin first,” he/I said in my voice. “I was the one, not Suze, who got to know him—no, who was attracted to him first. Yeah, what we have with each other isn’t exactly healthy, but it’s sooo romantic. He’s my Byron, my off-limits, star-crossed crush. And Suze is the one who found him second. Shouldn’t she be the one to give him up to me?”

			Hearing him talk like that made me realize what a whiny little Betty I sounded like deep in my soul. Because those bitchy thoughts had actually run through my mind before, and I didn’t want them to be there.

			The spirit transformed again, his face swirling, his body waving in and out before resettling into the golden image of Dean. Then he lifted his face to the darkening sky as a parking-lot light went on.

			“Ghosts. If all of you could only learn right away that humans and you don’t make for a happy household, you’d be so much more content in this afterlife.”

			“But we don’t learn,” I said.

			He raised his gaze to mine, and a quiver racked me. Yearning, wanting . . . not understanding why I had to be so difficult when all he was offering were stars and a dream-induced paradise.

			“If it’s the last thing I do,” he said, low and dangerous, like a growl, “it’ll be to make you learn, Jensen.”

			His voice . . . it hadn’t been Dean’s at all.

			The unknown, lethal tone still dragged through me, like it’d reached inside and was trying to take me over, and I stepped away from whatever this entity was, finally realizing that I was playing with more than fire. This creature was something I didn’t understand. Something that was quickly becoming way beyond my control.

			My essence began to flutter, and I was pretty sure it was because I’d never been so scared. Not even of the witch of Elfin Forest.

			“I never want to see you again,” I said, backing away, ready to conjure a travel tunnel and get out of here.

			He lowered his head, then looked back up. “So you say.”

			“No, I mean it. Don’t ever visit me again. I . . .”

			“What?” His eyes were full black now. “You what, Jensen?”

			He started to rise from the curb, but it wasn’t just any normal person standing up. He almost seemed to unfold, and, for a second, I thought I saw him turn into a wolf that balanced on two legs. But in the next splinter of time, he grew taller, his face taking on the sheen of another face—this one with high cheekbones, a filmy white glaze over his skin, and slashing eyebrows.

			With every stumble I took back, he strode forward, and the ground seemed to flinch under each footstep.

			“What will you do to me, Jensen?” he said in what was now a black-velvet voice, caressing me through and through.

			I fought it. I mentally raced through my mind for an answer. Then my thoughts snagged on something a human friend of mine had done once to chase away the dark spirit when it’d attacked me and my friends.

			Wendy Edgett, Gavin’s adopted little sister. The wannabe cleaner who’d saved a lot of ghost ass with a simple prayer.

			“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle!” I whispered.

			At first, the entity seemed petrified, and my form eased up on its electric shrilling. Was the prayer working?

			Then he laughed and held up his hands, making fun of me. “Oh. Not that! Not the prayer of Saint Michael!” And he started to fall to the ground. “Help me—my heart, my soul, going, going, gone . . . ?”

			He choked playfully, holding his neck.

			Something told me to keep trying. Just keep trying . . .

			I searched for the words, finally remembering. “Be our protection against . . .”

			He started laughing, bent-over, clutch-his-stomach laughing.

			Shit.

			Between breaths, he rose back up to his full, glowing height and said, “Christian prayers don’t work on me, darlin’.”

			Desperate, I just spoke what was in my heart, my soul. “I don’t ever want you to come around again, whatever you are! Stop interfering. I erase you. I banish you—”

			I’m not sure what part did it, but he got a stricken look on his face, reached out for me, then simply shimmered away like a million pieces of glowing dust that pooled on the ground.

			Just like that.

			As my ghostly body returned to me, I stared and stared, the vibrations that had been shattering me calming, cooling now. And when a breeze came by to blow the dust into the air, carrying it up, up into the darkening sky with all its emerging stars, I backed up some more, past the stairway.

			How had I made him go? And had it been for real, or was it just another one of the spirit’s tricks?

			My thoughts ran around inside my skull, eventually slowing, settling, allowing my form to go back to its normal state, fizzing in the parking lot’s quiet.

			But something was still wrong. I could feel it . . .

			Was I being watched?

			I glanced up to the top of the stairway, finding another ghostly image looking right back.

			A strawberry blond girl, dressed in a flowing white nightgown that blew in the same wind that’d taken the fake Dean spirit away. And everything about her looked just like me except her face.

			Because she didn’t have one.

			As I opened my mouth in horror, she reared back her head and let out a scream that shook the windows on Gavin’s car and all the others in the parking lot. I covered my ears, but I could still hear her as the scream turned into a plea.

			“Stop! Please! Why’re you doing this?”

			It sounded like me, begging for my life at my death spot while my killer raised that ax—

			Lights turned on in apartment windows as the ghost’s scream died and she reached up to her hair, grabbing it at her forehead and . . .

			My form shuddered as she peeled off her scalp, the wet, sticky sound of blood and gore filling the atmosphere.

			This time, I screamed, even as she collapsed into a heap of nothing.
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			“That makes two times today that I’ve seen a creepy, unknown blond girl!”

			I was restlessly stalking the one-room Rancho Santa Fe casita that Amanda Lee used to house me in before I’d started haunting my Elfin Forest cottage. The curtains that covered the shuttered windows stirred every time I passed them.

			Amanda Lee was sitting on an antique love seat, her hands folded in her lap. “Then let’s talk this through to find any commonalities between them. One spirit was hiding from you behind a rock in Elfin Forest. The other—”

			“Was screaming exactly what I was screaming at my killer right before I was murdered.” My form jittered, just like I’d downed more cans of Mello Yello. “I think my killer’s back, Amanda Lee, and he’s keeping his promise to haunt me by stirring up images of me in distress.”

			I’d come to this conclusion shortly after speeding out of Suze’s parking lot and jamming straight here. I didn’t usually hang out at Amanda Lee’s these days, but I wasn’t about to go to my cottage in Elfin Forest after fake Dean had pulled his stunts today. I wasn’t so sure I’d banished him all the way. Not even. Especially not after that blond phantom girl had scalped herself right in front of me.

			I hadn’t told Amanda Lee yet, but if it wasn’t my killer haunting me with the blondes, was it fake Dean? But he hadn’t even been angry at me earlier in the day, so why would he have conjured the first blonde?

			“Jensen,” Amanda Lee said, “let’s not jump to conclusions. Boo World isn’t the most rational—”

			“Neither is a dark spirit with a vendetta!” Or a psycho cipher like fake Dean.

			She pursed her lips, then said, “If your murderer is back to haunt you, he’s doing a pretty quick and easy job of driving you crazy. And you know nothing would give him greater pleasure, so keep your head about you.”

			“Easy for you to say when you didn’t just see a chick who almost took her own head right off.” I shivered, setting the computer screen at a nearby table to seething. “If I’d felt any kind of dark vibes from either blonde, I could be surer about what’s happening. Bad energy would mean a bad spirit was around, but I didn’t feel any of that today, in either case.”

			I couldn’t believe that our only warning system telling us my killer was near was the vibe he left. Shouldn’t my ghost skills be more awesome than that?

			“All right, then,” Amanda Lee said. “Maybe we need to think about calling in a cleaner for advice.”

			“That’s just inviting trouble. A real cleaner’s going to want to help every ghost she meets to cross over to the other side, and I’m a ghost.”

			“Not if we contact Wendy. She’s learned a lot these past few months, and she could help us explore our choices.”

			“I really don’t want to bring her into this.” Gavin would throw a fit if we included his fifteen-year-old sister, and I couldn’t blame him. Sure, she’d started getting heavy into the paranormal after my haunting, and she was probably the most capable kid—or adult—I’d ever met, but she’d been through enough in her young life. I just liked the thought of Wendy sitting tight, as snug as a bug in a rug right now, away from the action, guarded from any darkness by another one of my spirit friends, Scott.

			I’d thought about using a cleaner for fake Dean once, though, so maybe it wasn’t that bad of an idea, if we had no other options. . . .

			A rap sounded at the door, and I jerked, my energy zinging. The computer hissed energy over in its corner, but good old Amanda Lee stayed calm. She went to the door and asked who it was.

			A young female voice came through.

			“Like, it’s Molly Ringwald and Ally Sheedy. We’re just looking for the rest of the Breakfast Club, don’t you know?”

			Oh, yay. I definitely needed Twyla in my business right now. We’d both died in the eighties, but she was a true Valley Girl and I most certainly was not. Mostly.

			“It’s Twyla and Mrs. C.,” I said to Amanda Lee, since Twyla’s voice was one of those she couldn’t clearly hear in Boo World. She’d gotten to know the new ghost’s, Mrs. C.’s voice, though.

			After Amanda Lee opened the door, two whooshes of charged air entered, then expanded into the grayish forms of Twyla and Mrs. C., or, as she wanted us to call her, Marg.

			Amanda Lee shut the door, and Twyla planted a hand with black-painted nails on her petticoat-covered hip, checking out all the color I had because of my interlude with fake Dean. One side of her was all Cyndi Lauper, with rubber bracelets and her hair mostly shaved, the long part lightened and teased out. The other half of her was all long black, straight Goth hair. She’d put so much mascara on both her eyes that she came off like a raccoon. She’d died this way because the dumb-ass had fried herself with a hair dryer in a full sink during a fatal makeover in which she’d been comparing looks in the bathroom mirror. Genius, right?

			Marg was her opposite, a middle-aged cougar, or whatever they called older women who attracted younger men these days. She’d died in her bathing suit with only a mesh cover-up to mask her hard body, but there was one feature that made her more horrific than Twyla: the big, dark X on her chest. The mark of a cursed ghost who’d gone against the rules and had actually killed a human being. Not that any of us were sure just what was ultimately in store for her, but even wranglers seemed to think she was naughty, judging by how I’d seen one tsk-tsk her after she’d killed the man who’d murdered her. He’d deserved to croak, though, seeing as he’d been the killer my friends and I had been trying to stop during our last big case.

			“So, tell us,” Twyla said. “What’re the raised voices about? We could, like, hear you from outside.”

			Marg hung back, still learning the ropes, taking everything in.

			“Twyla,” I said, “just because you’re on guard for Amanda Lee tonight doesn’t mean you’ve got supersecret, awesome clearance to everything.”

			“Excuse me, but if I’m spending my time here, protecting Amanda Lee from that dark spirit you two brought into this plane, I deserve some R-E-S-P-E-C-T. Marg and I could be Jungle Boy-ing at a party right now instead of hanging here, totally watching that boring shade of paint outside dry.”

			I translated for Amanda Lee, who had taken a seat at the computer. The screen flickered with all the ghost activity while she tapped away on the keyboard. When I finished, she said, “I myself have no problem letting Twyla and Marg know what’s happening. We were only having a conversation about your exciting day. As usual.”

			“Oh my Ga-od! Amanda Lee, like, sort of attempted a joke,” Twyla said, floating over to the love seat and hovering just above the back of it. She sat and swung her fishnet-stocking-covered leg.

			“Jokes happen occasionally with her,” I said.

			Marg laughed over in Student Ghost Land.

			Twyla said, “So, we could hear you talking about some chick trying to scalp herself?”

			“I’d say she was pretty successful.”

			I told her and Marg all about it—except for the fake Dean and Gavin parts. A girl needed some privacy.

			“Tubular,” Twyla whispered, looking at Marg. “We’ve got another case!”

			Marg smiled slightly, but she was still bummed out, having that X on her and all. “I suppose some excitement is always welcome.”

			Twyla pumped her fist. “Damn skippy it is!”

			Never mind that we were dealing with some bad stuff. It was exciting! “The blondes aren’t our only concern right now.”

			“There’s more?” Twyla asked.

			“Damn skippy.”

			The computer dinged, and Amanda Lee brought up a smaller text screen over the Spirit Stalkers Web site she’d been looking at. “Sierra just let me know that the team is still combing the woods and shooting footage. She hasn’t said if it’s for Jensen’s sake, though.”

			Great. Now I had to tell Twyla and Marg all about the whole ghost-hunter situation. Sometimes being a translator was a pain in the keister.

			Afterward, I asked Amanda Lee, “Do you think Sierra and the rest of them really believed what you said about my death?”

			“I do. I felt it. And as Ruben told me when I ran by his house, they sound like trusting, optimistic amateurs.”

			“Other ghosts in the forest were calling them amateurs, too.”

			Twyla laughed. “Those meddling kids!” She glanced at Marg and then me, seeking validation for her Scooby-Do humor.

			I couldn’t stop a smile. Twyla had her moments.

			Then I spoke to Amanda Lee again. “Shouldn’t you be with the ghost hunters in the forest right now, seeing as you’re consulting on the other legends they’re looking in to?”

			“They’ll be doing the footwork,” Amanda Lee said. “I’ll be doing my job in my own way, in my own time. That’s understood.”

			Marg settled by the window, looking out of the crack between the glass and shutters, which were drawn to keep out any lookiloo spirits. “I like Amanda Lee’s philosophy. Set your own terms. Be strong.” She leaned her head by the wall. “I would be that way, too, if I were in her shoes. If I had shoes anymore.”

			She glanced forlornly at her bare feet.

			“Aw, buck up,” Twyla said. “I keep telling you that Boo World is, like, so crunk. But it’ll take more than a few weeks for you to get the hang of it.”

			Another wan smile from Marg.

			I tried to shut out the image of her getting strangled by her killer. I’d been there for it, and even though it made me want to throw up, every day made the memory a little fainter. When it came to one another’s deaths, ghosts just dealt.

			It became increasingly clear that Twyla had only busted her way in here because she’d gotten dreadfully bored outside, because she drifted up and toward the computer, watching Amanda Lee try to negotiate the suddenly snowy screen.

			Coolly, Amanda Lee looked away from it. “Who is that refusing to honor my space bubble?”

			“Oops,” Twyla said, backing off. “Sorry, Grams.”

			Amanda Lee probably only heard static from Twyla, but it didn’t seem to matter, because her screen was back to being more readable, at least.

			Another rap sounded at the door, and Twyla immediately scooted over to it. “Who’s there?”

			Another rap.

			Twyla glanced at me, her brow wrinkled. Even Marg and Amanda Lee paid attention. Usually ghosts IDed themselves right away.

			But then the raps turned into that knock-knock pattern everyone does. Bump, bump-ba-bump-bump . . . bump-bump.

			“Randy?” Twyla asked.

			“In the flesh!” he said through the wood.

			When I called for him to come in, he slowly seeped through the tiny, slim crack on the side of the door. Since I was a ghost and I’d lived here for a while, Amanda Lee couldn’t spirit-proof the house, so we were a polite sort who respected her and my rules about knocking.

			His sailor hat was tilted as he expanded into regular form, hovering and grinning crookedly at us, Marg in particular. His gaze seemed to rest on her X a moment too long before he looked around the room at the rest of us.

			“What’s shaking?” he asked.

			Twyla pointed to him. “Looks like you are.”

			His form was oddly quivery around the edges. I hadn’t noticed, because I’d been concentrating on his grin. It was a welcome sight, because I hadn’t seen it for . . . Well, too long.

			“You’re happy,” I said.

			“So?”

			Marg floated away from the window, toward Amanda Lee, for some reason. Maybe it was the same one that was making me frown now. I’d never seen Randy quiver like this, as if he were expending more effort than usual just to hang out.

			Twyla even came to my side. “So what gives, Randy? You’ve been such a bummer lately, and now you’re geeked.”

			“Isn’t a guy allowed to smile?”

			There was something about the way he said it. The proper, sober grammar . . .

			A jagged tremble nudged through me. I felt one go through Twyla, too. At the computer, Marg was blocking Amanda Lee with her near transparency, like she was intuitively . . .

			Protecting her?

			Amanda Lee stiffly got out of her chair, like she felt our electric wariness, and if I still had skin, the hairs would surely be standing at attention on it, too. But I didn’t have skin. Just buzzes and hums racing around me like tiny screams in the night . . .

			When Randy looked straight at me, pulling back his lips in a grotesque smile, I knew. And when he raised his hand, hardening his form so that it turned into an ax, I was sure.

			“It’s him!” I screamed, just before Randy’s form melted away to reveal the dark, formless blob of my killer lifting his bladed weapon to murder me again.

			A flash of terror enveloped me: that night, cowering on the ground, my breath stabbing my lungs as I held up my hands to shield myself.

			“Stop! Please! Why’re you doing this?”

			Before I knew what was going on, Twyla had hardened her own arms into blades and was zooming at the dark spirit.

			He swung back his ax hand, ready for her. . . .

			Just as I was hardening my arms into blades, too, a jumbled cloud surged from the left, turning into a thousand swirling needles, all aimed at my killer—

			Is that Marg?

			But then something rushed through the thick of her, and I realized Amanda Lee was running toward the blob, holding a real weapon, long and pointed. She yelled as she swung it through the dark shape, cutting it in two.

			Iron?

			“Out!” she yelled, swinging again, making it go misty. “I cover myself with the blood of Jesus! Out!”

			As he rose to the ceiling, shying away from Amanda Lee’s protective invocation, his laughter filled the air, like he wasn’t at all surprised to find someone packing an iron ghost-poison pipe. But he wasn’t attacking, even as he kept dissipating, forcing Twyla, Marg, and me away, since there was nothing to cut through anymore.

			“Anytime, anywhere,” said his screechy, disembodied voice as all the separated wisps of his form sucked to the ceiling, almost like severed limbs trying to find their ways to each other. “I’m eating your beautiful fear minute by minute, Jensen Murphy, and I’ll keep at you until I’m too full to want any more. You just keep being afraid!”

			Then he exploded, filling the room with the stench of sulfur, like gunpowder and death. Some of it sprayed on me and Twyla, and we zipped back before it completely shrouded us. Still, its wet, burning darkness ate into me. Twyla let out a disgusted sound, like she was feeling the exact same way.

			The rest of his falling blackness swirled toward the door, tendrils reaching through the cracks and leaving silence, except for Amanda Lee’s labored breathing.

			She was still holding the sharpened pipe she’d been wielding, and, I swear to God, at that moment, she was Wonder Woman, especially when she charged toward the small kitchen and opened a cupboard. She started tossing out salt and sage from the supplies she’d always kept handy. There was a stash in her ghost-proof house, too.

			“I should’ve used Saint Michael’s prayer, as well,” she said, shaking her head like she hated herself.

			I was blipping, feeling drained from my killer eating my fear. I also felt like I’d been dragged through mud, heavy and gross and dirty. Had his darkness gotten to me a little?

			“He’s gone, Amanda Lee,” I said. “You chased him out of here.”

			“But he’ll be back.” She took the salt and sage in her hands, coming toward us. “Next time I see him, it’s going to be on my terms. I’m sending him to the infernal place he came from. It’s all my fault he’s here.”

			Marg was on her tail like a bodyguard. Her X made her look like a superhero, too.

			Twyla had reverted back to her regular form, her sword arms normal again. “Jen, remind Amanda Lee that salt won’t do anything but sorta trip up a ghost. It’s, like, a myth that it makes us go owie.”

			“She already knows about the salt.”

			As Amanda Lee put down the sage and grasped the salt container, she said, “Yes, I know about it, and I know what they say about its effectiveness on ghosts. But this thing . . .” She finally slowed down, pushing back a fall of gray-red hair with her free hand and blowing out a breath. “This thing isn’t just a ghost. I don’t know what it’s been picking up tips from, so I’m going to try whatever I need to.”

			She didn’t have to say that a cleaner should be called in. And she was right. “I’ll get the group to come back here to guard you, Amanda Lee. Needless to say, I can’t be in this casita anymore.” Not after she finished spirit-proofing it.

			“Randy and Louis . . .” she said.

			“I’ll explain that they can’t be on guard duty for you, not if the dark spirit can imitate them with the essences it stole.”

			Then I thought about those blond spirit girls I’d seen today—the one who’d dove behind a rock in Elfin Forest and the scalped girl.

			“Shit,” I said. “Do you think my killer stole some essence from two of his victims, and that’s why he could imitate them to haunt me? They were both blondes, just like me, just like the profile of his other possible victims.”

			Everyone stared at me, not answering, which was answer enough.

			Twyla was by the door, like she was ready for him to come back. “We never even felt his bad vibes to clue us in.”

			I laughed, but not because I found anything funny. Or maybe I did. “He learned. Somehow, somewhere, he learned to disguise himself. He keeps learning.”

			Then Marg spoke up. “The haunter is now the haunted.”

			A moment of silence, just before Amanda Lee lifted her chin and started to spread salt at the foot of the door. “We’ll see how long that lasts.”

			I looked around at my friends, feeding off Amanda Lee’s determination at the same time.

			It wasn’t enough to chase away that slimy blackness I felt on me, but it was enough for now.
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			After Amanda Lee had ghost-proofed the casita and retired to her protected main house, I made sure that Twyla and Marg were ready to look out for her.

			We were hovering outside Amanda Lee’s lit kitchen window, the Mediterranean architecture totally devoid of charm under the current circumstances.

			Twyla went first. “We could recruit some lookiloos to work with us.” She pointed at the gaggle of random ghosts who always seemed to be around. Either they were curious about what we were up to or they were waiting for a chance to ask for our help in their own cases.

			“And what if one of them turns out to be the dark spirit in disguise, and we’re only inviting him to get close to us?” I asked.

			No answer to that one—not even from me.

			“Don’t trust anyone, you guys,” I said, feeling more paranoid than I ever had. “And don’t let each other out of sight, because that’ll mean you can’t trust each other.”

			Marg, the ex-teacher, was all leader. “Right. You think the dark spirit might attack one of us, steal our essence, then come back pretending to be Twyla or me.”

			I nodded.

			Twyla said, “There’s got to be another way to ID him if he’s, like, hiding his nasty vibes from us.”

			“I’m hoping to find a way to do that tonight.”

			With that, I brought up my travel tunnel, pink and swirling in the darkness. I flew past the lookiloo ghosts and into the arterial pulse of it, knowing just where I was headed.

			The tunnel spit me out in the Edgetts’ luxury-condo courtyard, where the fountain trickled happily and hydrangea draped over the high walls, where you could catch a glimpse of trees and fancy statues among the dim walking paths.

			Wendy’s second-story light was off, which told me she probably wasn’t home, so I headed for the next-most-likely place she’d be.

			And . . . bingo. There she was, sitting outside a coffee shop in a swank little village shopping nook that had a health-nut food store, a high-end pet grooming place, and a dry cleaner. She was a petite Asian girl in a black sleeveless top, skirt, and combat boots, and had a temporary tattoo of Hello Kitty on her arm. Her dark hair, with its pink stripe flowing down one side, was draped over her face as she bent over a sketch pad, penciling madly.

			Her subject, Scott, a spirit teen dream who’d died in the fifties, floated just above the table next to her, resting his chin in his hand, his greased-back hair eternally slick. He watched her with a hazy smile, totally enamored. Because of all the paranormal trouble I’d brought to her life, he’d become her lovelorn bodyguard, and Wendy didn’t exactly mind being watched over by her ghost crush.

			In fact . . . Had I interrupted a date of sorts?

			My chest felt hollow again, just from looking at them. Everyone seemed to have someone, and the temptation to swallow my pride and call fake Dean back to me in case he could protect me and my friends was overwhelming.

			Would he have ended up helping me if I hadn’t banished him, though? I couldn’t say—he might’ve used the dark spirit’s aggressive haunting as an excuse to shut me into the star place, telling me it was for my own protection. Yeah, I knew how he worked.

			That didn’t mean I couldn’t wonder if he really did like me enough to cast aside all his rules for me, though . . .

			“Jen!” Scott called over in greeting.

			Wendy glanced up, unsurprised, totally used to seeing me pop up every once in a while. She was even more sensitive than Amanda Lee when it came to seeing and hearing ghosts, and we’d only found that out while I’d been haunting her former house.

			Since there were other humans around at other tables, slowly drinking their fancy coffees, Wendy didn’t call out to me, but she smiled, angling her sketch pad so I could see it.

			Like her adopted brother, Gavin, she was a pop artist, except instead of designing video games like he did, her thing was what they called manga. She’d drawn a punk-haired, big-eyed version of Scott in a plaid shirt over a tee, rolled-up jeans, and high-top sneakers.

			I didn’t miss the swelling heart she’d drawn next to his image, either. Was it time for a ghosts-and-the-bees talk with Wendy? Yikes. Like I’d even know what to say.

			As I floated to them, Scott lost his grin.

			“Uh-oh, there’s trouble on her face again.”

			“Oooh,” Wendy said, putting down her pad and pulling out her smartphone. She pretended to dial it and held it to her ear. Since she was a sensitive, she had no problem seeing me and hearing me, but for someone like Suze, I had to talk to her through a Bluetooth device when other people were around and I hadn’t materialized.

			They both used a ghost seer’s trick, though. Wendy was going to “talk on her phone” so she could chat with me without looking like a basket case to the other people. Not that I would’ve blamed her for being a nut job in general—it hadn’t been more than three months since her adopted sister had been exposed as the murderer of Elizabeth Dalton, plus Wendy’s other brother, Noah, who she’d killed during her own suicide. That’s some dark shit, and I was pretty sure Wendy had pushed aside depression and grief to focus her mind on the afterlife instead.

			“What’s up?” she asked.

			“Scott was right,” I said. “I bring warnings and scary stories with me.” I’d get to the so-would-you-consider-helping-me-out part in a bit.

			Scott butted in. “The dark spirit’s back, isn’t it? It even looks like it . . .” He paused. “Did it get ahold of you, Jen?”

			What a strange question. “No. Why would you ask that?”

			“I dunno.” Scott gestured at me. “You’ve got this . . . How would you say it, Wen?”

			“Attitude?” She cocked her head and laid her sketch pad on the table, quickly drawing while still holding the phone to her ear with one hand. When she slanted the paper toward me again, I was on it, a manga version of Jensen with those wide eyes, bouncy hair, and . . .

			Wow. She’d shaded part of my face and half of my chest, like I had been dirtied.

			I flashed to the moment the dark spirit had swept some of his essence over me, and I touched my face to feel if there was any difference there. But all the contact did was make a zzmming sound. I looked at my hand: no darkness, even though it’d lost some of the color I’d gotten from fake Dean earlier.

			“My murderer didn’t reach into me to steal my essence, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I said. “He was pretending to be Randy and he came into the casita, just to let me know that he’s back. He’s not even putting out bad vibes anymore to let us know that he’s around, so I came here to tell you guys to be alert.”

			Wendy was still pretending to be on the phone. “He cloaked himself from you?”

			“That’s a good word for it. He must’ve run into a mentor who taught him how to do it, too. That’s all we can figure.”

			Scott stood, floating over the table. “What a bringdown.”

			“Unfortunately, that’s not all there is to it,” I said. “Amanda Lee and I are pretty sure he’s haunting me by showing me images of blondes in trouble. And that’s probably just the start of what he’s planning.”

			“Ghosts can haunt each other?” Wendy asked.

			“This one has no trouble doing it. He wants to feed on my fear.” I smiled bitterly. “He did that as a human, too, except this time, it’s literal. In life, he killed women because it kept him going mentally and emotionally. Why not continue the pattern in Boo World?”

			“And since he can’t kill you again,” Scott said, “he’s getting what he needs this time by terrorizing you. What a sicko.”

			Wendy turned to Scott. “You’ve been around awhile. What do ghosts do with other spirits like this? Isn’t there some kind of social rule of order to keep him in line?”

			“Not that I know of. Before Jen got here, I wasn’t involved with this stuff. I hung with happy-go-lucky spirits and amused myself with dumb hauntings. You know, a boo here to a group of kids I’d find wandering through a graveyard, a boo there to someone eating at the diner booth I was at when I choked to death. That was getting old, though. I never knew what I was missing with all this crime fun.”

			Wendy looked at me, her dark eyes sympathetic. “Is there a way to stop feeding your killer with your fear?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Stop being scared. And I’m getting there, believe me.” Ever since I’d seen the dark spirit at the casita, my anger had started taking over. Hatred for this creature who hated me right back.

			Scott shifted on the table. “Does this mean Wendy will need to stay inside again?”

			“No!” she said. “I just got out of house jail!”

			We’d been keeping her safe and sound because we’d thought that the dark spirit was her dead jerk father. But that was before my killer had revealed himself to me. He’d only been using Wendy to draw me out.

			“I know it’s summer and you’ll be going back to school jail soon enough,” I said, “but it might not be a bad idea to stay inside until we get this situation under control. Make sure your condo is spirit-proofed enough to keep everyone out, though—except me and Scotty here.”

			“Oh man.” She rested her elbows on the table, all teenage drama.

			Scott narrowed his gaze at me. “But the dark spirit is after you, not Wendy.”

			“And I’m going to do everything I can to make sure it stays that way. I just wish I could barricade myself somewhere to keep safe.”

			Too bad my own ghost-proofed shelter would mean that I wouldn’t even be able to get into it.

			“Maybe . . .” Scott started to say.

			My anger and frustration reared up faster than it usually did. “Wendy just needs to do this, okay? Stop maybeing!”

			He raised his hands against my bitch blast. “I’m only sayin’ . . .”

			My outburst had made me fritz, and I calmed myself down. I gave Scott a sorry look as my voice trembled. “I’m not cowering from this bastard, because that’s what he wants from me. And I won’t give him what he wants anymore.” My tone rose. “I won’t.”

			The leaves hanging from the nearby trees rattled, making other people at the tables glance up. A few seconds later, they went back to their coffees and phone screens. I was pretty sure that these days, it’d take a freakin’ Godzilla attack to get a rise out of modern people, and even then, they’d sit there and take pictures of the monster trying to eat them so they could post the first comment on social media.

			“Well,” Wendy said, pulling her gaze away from the leaves and not commenting on my temper as she sat up. She left behind the drama and focused on shutting her sketch pad with purpose, and tucked it into the crook of her arm. “That’s that, then. Off we go.”

			Scott cocked an eyebrow. “Where?”

			“Home, to my computer. Admit it: I can help. I rock at helping.”

			I tried not to look guilty for coming here just for that purpose. Scott was no dipwad, though.

			He lasered in on me. “You were gonna pull her into this mess even though it has nothing to do with her?”

			“Amanda Lee suggested it, too.” What did they call that these days—throwing someone under the bus? Sad, but true.

			“See?” Wendy said. “Other people know I rock, too. They actually trust me to be awesome. Let’s go.”

			She “shut off” her phone, scooped up her empty coffee cup, then marched off, tossing her trash in a can along the way.

			Scott flew in front of me. “She’s not a cleaner, Jen.”

			“What—does she need a license or something? She knows her ghost stuff. She’s been studying up with Eileen, and also that shamanistic healer in that online class.” Going to school on a computer sounded way too weird but . . . whatever.

			“What is it about you that gets everyone into trouble?”

			He took off after Wendy, leaving me to consider that. Ghosts could be so bitchy. I mean, didn’t Scott used to love having fun by tweaking bad people and bringing them to justice? I knew he had an emotional investment in Wendy now, but jeez.

			I shot off after them, in kind of a pissy state myself. It was like the dark spirit had left me in the bad mood to end all bad moods, and I wasn’t about to let Scott’s comment drop.

			“Get back here,” I said to him, catching up as Wendy power-walked onto a path that wound through her condo complex’s gardens.

			He zoomed around like a hot rod, no doubt knowing it was making me angrier. I accelerated, too, chasing him until I cornered him by a Greek statue—a chick with her boobs hanging out of her robes.

			“Should I remind you that you were only too stoked to sign on with me during Elizabeth Dalton’s case?” I asked.

			He bobbed in the air. “That was then. Now I just wish you wouldn’t involve Wendy anymore.”

			Ha! I was right. “Why, Scotty, are you getting a little possessive? Are you, as a greaser might say, on the hook for her?”

			Wendy spoke from ahead. “Can you guys please embarrass me more?”

			“Sorry about that, Wen.” Scott shot me the look of Volcano Heat Death, and took off to her.

			We made it through the gardens without any more sparring, then went around to the front of Wendy’s massive, Italian villa–like condo to see her through the front door. We followed to her room, keeping our distance when she sat at the desk, typing on her small computer like a maniac. Around her, prints of comic-book art reigned, competing with her princess furniture.

			Scott kept his gaze on the window, ready for any trouble.

			“While we’re at this, Jen,” Wendy said as she did her thing, “are you still having problems with that other spirit?”

			Fake Dean. “No.”

			“You’re sure he has no part in those blondes haunting you? Because what if he and the dark spirit have joined forces against you?”

			I had to say that, in the back of my mind, the notion had surfaced. But fake Dean had never wanted to scare me like this. In fact, whenever I told him about the dark spirit, he’d seemed to coil up with tension, like he wanted to do something about him.

			“Fake Dean’s gone,” I said. On to the next subject, please. “When it rains it pours, though. Besides this haunting, Amanda Lee’s been dealing with a ghost-hunting team in Elfin Forest who wanted to get to the bottom of my death. But she put an end to their investigation in a snap by giving them an alternate version of my story. A false version.”

			Wendy stopped typing. “Ghost hunters?”

			She didn’t seem to notice the part about Amanda Lee lying about me. Wendy had some issues with that, too.

			“Yeah,” I said. “They have an Internet show. Spirit Stalkers.”

			“OMG.” She stood. “Seriously? Spirit Stalkers?”

			“Looks like someone’s a fan.”

			“Um, yeah. J.J.’s only totally hot.” She glanced at Scott, stifled a nervous giggle, then sat down. Her hair fell over her face, and she didn’t push it back.

			Scott floated next to me, crossing his arms as he kept watch at the window. But he was totally listening for more J.J. comments.

			“Anyway,” Wendy said from behind her hair, “Sierra Darque is the empress of cool.”

			“There’s a third girl on the team. She does the camera.”

			“I never remember her name, but . . . Sierra and J.J. for-evah!” She typed one more thing, and from across the room, I could barely see that she’d brought up a text screen. “Do you think the dark spirit was drawn because the Stalkers were stirring up your memory in Elfin Forest?”

			“It’s possible.”

			“I only say that because malevolent spirits are attracted to negativity, like the kind of bad death you had. I hope you don’t mind that I’m texting Eileen to tell her the situation.”

			Scott asked, “Didn’t Eileen say that she’s not knowledgeable enough as a cleaner to handle Jen’s problems?”

			“That was with fake Dean,” Wendy said. “She recommended going to more experienced people, like the church.”

			Or like a higher, benevolent being that was more powerful than the fake Dean spirit I had been dealing with. But I didn’t know any purely positive, superpowerful spirits. Besides, even with all the hocus-pocus fake Dean liked to do, I wasn’t entirely sure he was that bad. Then again, was he that good, either?

			“Okay,” Wendy said. “While we’re waiting to see if Eileen answers, let’s put our heads together. We know the dark spirit isn’t a demon, right? Demons were never human, and your killer was. He’s definitely just a malevolent spirit.”

			Scott and I waited for more.

			Wendy was surfing around the Internet like her hands had a life of their own. “You don’t have to tell me that Amanda Lee smudged every corner of her property already. That’ll keep the spirit away for a little bit, but it won’t last that long. Your jerk is gonna return when the energies that come from the ritual wear off.”

			“She was going to look into something more long-term,” I said.

			“How about orgonite?” Wendy asked, turning her snowy screen toward us. “I just learned about it a week ago.”

			On the computer, there was a picture of a pyramid layered with wild and crazy colors. It reminded me of a trippy seventies album cover.

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			“Well, do you know what Reiki energy is?”

			Scott and I shook our heads.

			“How about prana?”

			Nope to that, too.

			“Jensen,” she said, “you lived in SoCal during the eighties and you never soothed your prana while you did yoga?”

			I pointed to myself. “Beach rat here. Gnarly waves and volleyball had nothing to do with prana or whatever.”

			“And I thought you were supposed to be the granola generation.”

			“And I thought that Madonna would stay young forever and that Boingo would never drop the Oingo from their band name. We’re both wrong.”

			Before she could ask what an Oingo Boingo was—sacrilege!—she pulled the computer screen toward her again.

			“To make a long explanation short,” she said, “orgonite is composed of what they call catalyzed fiberglass resin and nonorganic metal shavings. They’re put together in, say, a pyramid shape. A quartz crystal goes into the middle, and all of that acts like an antenna that absorbs negative energy and clears it out of the area.”

			“The kind of energy that makes up a bad spirit?” I asked.

			“That’s what I’ve heard.”

			“So, it’s like Ghostbusters.” The flick had come out after I’d died, so I’d had to catch it on Amanda Lee’s TV. “Orgonite is like that trap they used to contain the ghosts they were hunting?”

			“Not really, but . . .” Wendy rolled her eyes, as if she didn’t feel like explaining anymore. “I guess that’s close enough.”

			“That’s boss!” Scott said. “I say you make some of those things to put in this house and Amanda Lee’s.”

			It was a start, but we needed a plan B. And C. And Z. This spirit was too persistent, and who knew what else he’d learned out there?

			“I’ll call Amanda Lee about it,” Wendy said. “I’m sure she knows about orgonite already, but it wouldn’t hurt to see for sure. She can also use good-luck items like horseshoes and cinnamon sticks posted above the door to keep her houses clean. There’re also bad smells and energy machines that some cleaners use, but Eileen can guide me more on that.”

			“But those objects would just ward off the spirit, right?” I said. “We need to know how to send this one back to where it came from through a portal. It sounds like the orgonite wouldn’t do that, because Amanda Lee herself needs to be the instrument that banishes him.” Fake Dean had actually offered that handy hint to me, and, for better or worse, I believed him. Call it female intuition.

			“Told you: I’ve got this.” Wendy sent us a confident smile and went back to typing away on her keyboard and waiting for Eileen to return the text.

			“You just watch,” Scott muttered to me. “When this is all over, we’re gonna end up with an exorcist in our faces.”

			And once we invited one into our midst, would he want to make us decent ghosts go away, too?

			“If an exorcist can coach Amanda Lee on how to banish my creep,” I said, “then I might not mind.”

			Cocky words. But I’d never imagined this nightmare that was happening. I was prepared to go to just about any lengths to get rid of my tormentor.

			The sound of a travel tunnel blasted through the air from outside, and when I flew to the window, I was just in time to see a pink circle behind . . .

			Louis?

			Even if we were inside, Scott and I started to harden our arms into weapons, but Louis was ready.

			He held up his hands outside the window, his dark-skinned glow at a gray ebb. “It’s me!” he said, muffled by the glass.

			“That’s what Randy wanted Jensen to think earlier,” Scott yelled.

			I yearned for this spirit to be Louis so badly, and my mind searched for a way to be sure. Then inspiration struck on a huge duh.

			“How many kids did you have in life?” I shouted, hoping that a ghost’s stolen essence didn’t come with any kind of memory. But since my killer hadn’t been able to correctly imitate Randy’s speech patterns, I thought this might work.

			Louis seemed taken aback for a sec, but then he got it.

			“Three. Jacob, Martin, and Rebecca. My wife was named Cynthia, and—”

			“Okay,” I called, relaxing a little. But only a little.

			Louis stayed hovering outside, and I could feel Wendy just behind me and Scott, peering out at what the new excitement was about.

			Louis floated closer to the window. “I’ve looked for you everywhere.”

			Was I that predictable that he’d found me here? Time to vary my routine.

			He added, “I know I’m not the most welcome person around right now—Twyla made that clear when I dropped by Amanda Lee’s earlier. But she did mention some ghost hunters in Elfin Forest and how they’re trying to exploit your death. So I went there, following them around, seeing if I could help you all out in any small way.”

			Something inside me sank. The last thing I wanted was to make Louis feel like an outsider. He’d had enough of that in life, being shut out of the military because of a heart condition and generally shifted aside because of his skin color. I couldn’t add to that.

			He kept his voice raised. “The hunters detected some wicked energy on the opposite side of the woods from where you died, Jensen. Something—a voice from an intelligent spirit—was caught on one of their recordings, and it’s trying to communicate with them.”

			“About what?” Gooseflesh rolled over my phantom arms . . .

			Louis paused, then came out with it. “It sounds like the spirit’s trying to tell them how you really died.”
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			Louis didn’t have to elaborate.

			“My killer’s the one on that recording,” I whispered.

			Had the dark spirit been lurking around Amanda Lee and me when we’d been talking about how we were going to keep my death private from the ghost hunters? Had my murderer figured out that by revising my story into one where I wasn’t a victim, I was giving myself the opportunity to feel like less of a victim someday?

			This was just another way for him to harass me, to take power away from me and devour that, too.

			“Jensen,” Louis called, his travel tunnel still open in back of him, “I’m not sure if it’s your killer giving them the information.”

			Cautious as always. This was definitely Louis I was talking to. “Who else would it be?”

			“Maybe you need to hear the recording, then decide.”

			“You know what his voice sounds like. Was it him?”

			He had a sorrowful cast to his gaze, like he was remembering the day when my dark spirit had taken a slice of his essence. “The recording made whoever it was sound warped.”

			“He is warped.” I turned to Scott and Wendy. “Louis is right. I need to hear this for myself because I’ll know his voice.” It’d been in my nightmares for a long time.

			Scott shook his head. “Not that I don’t trust Louis . . .” He sent a sorry-man glance to him outside. “But I don’t all-the-way trust him. What if this is a setup, Jen? What if your killer’s trying to get you back to the forest so he can trap you in some way?”

			“Yeah,” Wendy said. “What if he’s watched a ton of torture porn, and since he missed his chance to do terrible things to you before he killed you, he’s bent on doing it now . . . ?”

			She stopped herself. I didn’t have to ask what torture porn was. I could guess that I’d barely escaped it myself the night he’d killed me, but the girls who’d come after me hadn’t. And I was sure all bad spirits had their own version of it.

			Louis’ tone was resigned. “They do have a point. What if I’m not who I say I am and I’m taking you to a hellhole I’ve designed, just to feed off your fright until there’s no more left in you?”

			“You’re asking me to doubt you?” I chuffed. “Why would I do that when you were able to answer those personal questions?”

			“But what if?” he asked.

			He only wanted me to be more careful. But it’d be just like my killer to play this sort of mind game. And even though I was pretty sure Louis was Louis, my thoughts scurried around in my head like they were caught in a black-webbed maze with no way out.

			A verse from a Kinks song came back to me, even though I hadn’t thought of it in a while. Paranoia, the destroyer . . .

			Who could I trust? The sad answer was probably no one. Any of my ghost friends could be robbed of their essence by my killer and ghost-impersonated. Fake Randy had proven that tonight, catching me stupidly off guard.

			Just as something heavy covered me—almost like the depression I’d felt as a human after my parents had died—I realized that there were beings he couldn’t imitate.

			Humans.

			He hadn’t shown us that he could replicate the living yet; sure, he could influence them—he’d done that with Marg’s killer—and he could possess a person who was willing to let him in, but I knew some people who wouldn’t let him do that. Wendy, Gavin, Suze . . . and Amanda Lee.

			The last name on the list almost made me laugh. Funny, but I hadn’t been able to trust her much in the past. But now she was one of my only choices, and she was the one who would have to put him away for good, anyway.

			“I understand everyone’s arguments,” I said, “but I’m getting Amanda Lee, and we’re going to the forest. Scott, you’ll stay here with Wendy?”

			“Yes, but I’m not for this at all, Jen. Your killer really could be baiting you with the possibility that he’ll reveal your death story to the hunters.”

			Wendy said, “Don’t mind me, but I don’t even understand why you have to rush off like this. Why is it such a big deal if the hunters uncover your mystery? Isn’t that what you want to happen?”

			Scott made a face. He understood where I was coming from on this.

			I floated closer to Wendy’s window. “There’s nothing I want more than to give my killer his just deserts.” Thoughts of revenge . . . needling me, prodding me. But I chased them away. I’d experienced how damaging impulsive revenge could be with Gavin and Wendy during the Elizabeth Dalton case. “I’d love for that asshole’s name to be known far and wide as a murderer’s. But I’ve asked myself what good that’d really do if he’s already dead. And if he has family that’s still out there, would exposing his name end up hurting them instead of him?”

			“What about the victims’ families?” Wendy asked, her voice breaking. “What about closure for them?”

			“There’re ways of letting them know personally that the killer has been taken care of. I’d see to that.” Just like I’d done for Amanda Lee with Elizabeth. Thinking of her murder made my anger churn. “I want payback for him here, in this dimension. I want to know his name. I want to see his true face, unmasked, and look into his eyes when Amanda Lee sends him back to wherever he came from.”

			My voice was quavering with electric trembles. “But here’s the thing: he knows that if he tells the ghost hunters how I died, he makes me even more of a victim than I ever was. I become a new notch on his bedpost that the cops never gave him credit for.”

			My words hung in the air, almost like they had the power to haunt, too. Boy, I was righteous. Maybe it was the paranoia mixed with the anger, which made me feel victimized all over again.

			Scott spoke softly to Wendy. “Amanda Lee has been searching for this guy’s identity for a while. That’s why she hired a PI/ex-cop like Ruben. We don’t need no ghost hunters.”

			Wendy was biting her lip, getting emotional. Was it because she thought I’d get caught by my killer and trapped? Nah. That couldn’t be it. It wasn’t so long ago that she’d hated me for the part I’d played in her family’s haunting. Or was she finally seeing me as someone who cared about her?

			I reached out to touch her—a human habit of comfort that hadn’t left me yet—but I drew back when she shivered at my ultranearness.

			I backed away, embarrassed, sad. And it wasn’t just because I couldn’t touch Wendy. It was like that with everyone, including her brother.

			“Things’ll be cool,” I said, holding back my own roiling emotions. “Don’t you worry.”

			“Yeah,” Scott said. “Jen’s got this made in the shade.”

			He’d sure changed his tune, probably for Wendy’s sake. And when she spun away from us, shoving open the window a crack so I could leave, he didn’t glance at me while he spoke.

			“Just don’t disappoint the girl, ’kay?”

			That must’ve been his way of telling me to be careful.

			I flew outside, where Louis was waiting for me by his travel tunnel. Since he hadn’t turned into my killer yet, it looked like my belief in him was paying off.

			“Just so you know, Randy’s leaving you alone until this is over, just like I am, but he’s watching over your best friend, Suze, downtown. If you need me, I’ll be in that forest, Jensen.”

			The urge to touch his shoulder, just to thank him, welled up in me, but I didn’t do it.

			“Thanks, Louis.”

			He merely nodded with that sad-eyed, stolen-essence gaze, then dove into his tunnel, disappearing with a slam of pink in a night that was only growing darker.

			*   *   *

			“Amanda Lee!” said Sierra Darque in a loud whisper when she saw us—or, rather, just Amanda Lee—approaching from where we’d parked down the deserted country road. The ghost hunter was sitting in the open sliding doorway of a black vintage van, her warmth drawing me. The moon made her skin and long, curly hair even darker, and it made her glasses shine.

			J.J. and 10 were with her inside, surrounded by camera equipment and electrical devices that gave me a buzz, even from many feet away. The vehicle’s lights were off, like the team wanted to stay in the dark.

			It was after one thirty a.m., and Amanda Lee had texted Sierra to tell her we were coming to them because of the new recording. When Sierra had texted back, asking how Amanda Lee had information about the new evidence of ghosts in the Elfin Forest area, Amanda Lee had pulled the psychic card.

			As for Louis, he was off in some other part of the woods, knowing that Amanda Lee and the rest weren’t comfortable around him.

			Twyla and Marg floated far behind me and Amanda Lee as she murmured a greeting to the ghost hunters and stood at the side of the van. I was hovering above her shoulder, half protector, half potential victim.

			Phantom nerves ran through me. How much had the team found out from that EVP about me?

			After taking a gander outside, around the curved road and the branch-shadowed woods, Sierra adjusted her trendy glasses. “Always on the lookout for the cops. We’ve heard that residents around here get touchy when it comes to people they think are trespassing and causing mischief.”

			“Mischief.” J.J. took a seat at the front of the van, in back of the steering wheel, his blue eyes bright in the slant of moonlight that invaded the paneled interior. I guessed I could see why Wendy thought he was hot—he kind of looked like Simon Le Bon in the “Hungry Like the Wolf” video. Hot.

			“I haven’t heard the word ‘mischief’ in ages,” he said, ‘but my grandma used to say I caused a lot of it when I was a kid.”

			Toasting that with her water,10 tipped her head back to drink, her beaded braids shifting.

			Sierra slid back over the carpet and to the far wall, making room for Amanda Lee. She grabbed a palm-sized recorder from 10, and the braided woman retreated past the stumps of equipment and to the rear of the van, then leaned against the door.

			As I lingered outside, trying to stay unnoticeable, I whispered to Amanda Lee. “What’s on that recorder already?”

			She slid me a glance. Patience, Jensen.

			Yeah, that was a request that went along real well with Ghost ADD and the rotten mood I was in tonight.

			Twyla meandered over with Marg. “Well?” she asked.

			“Slowest ghost investigation ever.”

			“Well, eat me raw. Fuck that shit.”

			Me and Marg flinched. Twyla cussed every once in a while, but not like this.

			She shook her head, like she was clearing herself out. “Gawd, it’s like I’m on the rag tonight. Don’t even mind me.”

			I looked extra hard at her, but J.J. started talking.

			“This just might be the Shining-est case we’ve ever encountered.”

			From the corner, 10 agreed. “Boo-yah.”

			Amanda Lee gestured to the recorder. “May I listen to the EVP?”

			“Sure,” Sierra said. “I won’t tell you what we think this spirit is saying until we get your feedback. Just so you know, we’ll also be meeting up with an audio expert we work with to analyze the recording more, but even without analysis, I say we’ve hit the jackpot.” She adjusted her glasses again. “Ready?”

			“Doy,” Twyla said.

			Sierra turned on the recorder. Feedback fuzzed out of the speaker, and we ghosts backed off until it got better.

			Of course, Sierra smacked the machine, blaming it instead of us. She glanced around, like maybe she knew we were here, then offered the device to Amanda Lee.

			“I’ve fast-forwarded to the middle, where I was in the process of asking questions to the spirits, trying to get them to answer me. That’s how we get evidence—through gentle encouragement.”

			Indeed, Sierra’s taped voice came on. “Is there anyone out here tonight? I really want to talk to you . . .”

			There was a hiss, soft, like a snake that’d just been disturbed.

			Shit. It was him. My murderer. The hiss almost sounded like the beginning of his laughter.

			“What’s that?” Sierra’s voice asked on the recording.

			In the van, she smiled at the whole group, like she was a preteen who’d just gone through a fake haunted house and she wanted everyone to have as much fun as she’d had.

			Then the spirit voice materialized on the recording, scratchy, low, almost like it was embedded in the night air.

			“Blooondddie . . .”

			Sierra pointed at the recorder, nearly hopping up and down. Amanda Lee swallowed heavily. All I could do was restrain the electric shivers that’d started to push at me from the inside out.

			Twyla was quaking, too, like she’d felt what was happening to me and her own form was echoing it. For some reason, Marg didn’t seem to be affected. She only stared at the scene in front of her.

			The dark voice came again, this time in two jagged bursts. “Death spot—Near—”

			This time it was like recorded-Sierra had heard him. “Hello? Is someone here?”

			I should’ve known the next part was coming, especially when Sierra held her hand over her mouth in glee, and 10 and J.J. leaned forward.

			A surge of static mixed with screams that were somehow mine.

			“Stop! Please! Why’re you doing th—?”

			A shudder ripped through me at my raw, terrified voice, right there on the recorder. It’d been bad enough to experience that moment again and again in my head, but hearing it out loud . . .

			I tried to back away from the van, but utter fear froze me from my ghost feet upward, inch by snapping inch. When I tried to move again, my entire form cracked, like I was made of energy-ridden ice.

			With a violent shudder, I burst into tiny splinters. Pieces of me. Shards that sparked and trembled as I fell to the ground, lying there, unable to look at anything but the dark sky.

			“Jen!”

			Twyla’s voice. She was staring down at me, trying to find me in all those jittering splinters.

			Her Lauper/Goth face was frozen in horror. “Get yourself together!” she said. “Jen!”

			Marg was suddenly next to her, and her teacher voice was calm. “Shhh, Jensen. Come on. Just think of being in one piece.”

			Easy for you to say.

			What the hell was wrong with me? I was weak, almost like I’d been shocked back into near-imprint mode, numb and close to living my death moment over and over again. Was I about to fade into a time loop?

			God, no . . .

			“Come on, Jensen,” soothed Marg.

			Twyla’s form was shaking again, her gaze filled with rage. “I’m gonna kill that motherfuckin’ noob hoser son of a bitch.”

			“Shh.” This time, Marg said it to Twyla. “You need to calm down, too, honey. You’ve told me about how ghosts can return to their residual haunting phase if they’re drained of energy. If this is what’s happening, then . . .”

			“It can’t be. Jensen!” Twyla still quaked above me, even as Amanda Lee appeared, too, her gaze wide.

			I remembered the night she’d pulled me out of my imprint time loop. Hers was the first face I’d seen, just as a rush of electric comfort had consumed me at being back among the interactive world. It’d been a glorious and wonderful moment. But now, with her gray-streaked red hair falling into her face and her eyes fearful, I didn’t exactly feel reborn.

			But I should’ve never underestimated Amanda Lee. She laid her cell phone and another electronic device—was it a handheld camera she’d taken from the van?—in the center of me.

			They felt like tiny hearts, giving me slight pulses of energy. Pumping me and strengthening me, even a little.

			Marg and Twyla looked like they wanted to high-five her.

			“Sensing another spirit out there?” Sierra asked in that loud whisper. “I sure am.”

			“I’m not certain,” Amanda Lee said.

			J.J. spoke. “You know how to use that camera?”

			“I can manage.”

			Sierra laughed. “J.J., don’t forget she’s psychic. She can figure out anything.”

			As they talked, I allowed the electricity to flow through me. I wanted to get just enough juice to go to the van’s battery, where I could really charge up.

			Minutes passed as the hunters enthusiastically talked about which Elfin Forest spirit might be on that recording. When I finally drew enough energy, I dragged my nearly glued-together self under the van, toward the engine. I seeped up through the mazy parts, reaching, reaching for the battery. . . .

			I made contact, and in a growling rush, came all the way back together—still weak, but better. So much better.

			Twyla and Marg were under the van, staring up at me.

			“You’re Jensen again,” Twyla said.

			“Guhhh,” I answered.

			My friends sighed, then pressed their lips together when they realized that their sounds had materialized into the air.

			Sierra’s voice came from inside the van. “What was that?”

			“Nothing,” Amanda Lee said. It sounded like she’d sat back down. “Just the wind. Is this camera working properly?”

			Was she asking about the device I’d probably just drained?

			The sound of someone fooling with machinery. J.J.’s voice. “Battery’s dead. Huh. Maybe Amanda Lee did feel something outside and it sucked the life out of the camera.”

			Sierra laughed. “Wow, Amanda Lee, you’re a lightning rod.”

			“More than you realize.” Amanda Lee went back to business, just like I wasn’t out here having an intimate moment with a car battery and getting my shit back together from a hellacious scare.

			“As far as I can tell on that recording,” she said, “a spirit is trying to get you to see its location of death. But that must have been obvious from the start.”

			Amanda Lee was lying to them again, trying to protect me, and I wanted to give her a big old kiss for it.

			Marg spoke up at me from the ground. The big X on her chest was so prominent that I had to drag my gaze away from that and her bathing suit cover-up and to her face.

			“Would you say that your killer laid those subtle audio clues for a reason, Jensen? He never said your name.”

			She was trying to get me to think again. To get out of the dark funk I was feeling right now, even while charging up. “You’re right. He didn’t identify me except as a blonde.”

			“What about, like, that obscene imitation of your death cries? That pretty much identified you,” Twyla said.

			“Not to anyone who doesn’t know the details of her death.” Marg furrowed her eyebrows. “He was only imitating you, right? I know we can use our energy to create other voices.”

			I was so much stronger now, but I still pressed against the battery, the rest of my form snaking through the engine. “Right. Amanda Lee pulled me out of my time loop, so it couldn’t have been my voice on that recording. My imprint was erased, so it was him on that tape.”

			That left an interesting question: was my killer threatening me with this recording, letting me know that he had the power to demean me even more by exposing my most harrowing, private moment to the world?

			While I’d been talking with my friends, I could hear Amanda Lee analyzing every moment of the recording for the team. But now I caught Sierra offering her own take, and it brought my own conversation to a standstill.

			“Jensen Murphy was a blonde . . .” she said.

			“Jensen didn’t die here.” Amanda Lee was full of steel. Bitchin’.

			Even though I felt ripped apart and put together again, I squiggled out of the engine and back outside, where Twyla and Marg were already floating.

			“Like, thank God,” Twyla said. “You’re almost in good enough shape to gut that dark spirit. And I’m not just saying that because he had a hand in Marg’s death.”

			Marg’s mouth hardened. My killer had influenced her own killer, driven him toward murdering her. She had a stake in seeing my tormentor put away, too.

			J.J.’s voice came from the van, continuing with their business. “Let’s show Amanda Lee the grace note on all this. Proof for our audience that there really was a spirit out there while Sierra was making that recording and we’re not doctoring the audio.”

			I strayed toward the van to see him holding a small camera, and Marg and Twyla followed. We stayed back enough so that we wouldn’t interfere with the electronics.

			Amanda Lee’s back was to us as J.J. gave her the device, turning it on. She watched its grayish screen while Sierra offered commentary.

			“We were filming in night vision, so things look glowy, especially our eyes. Oh, here we go. Did you just see that tiny circle of light flying through the air and disappearing?”

			“I believe so,” Amanda Lee said.

			“Those aren’t bugs or dust. I’ll show you examples of what both look like in night vision in a minute, but we’ve seen these orbs of light before. They can indicate the presence of a spirit.”

			Sierra reached over to rewind the images, and I watched the screen as a little speck of light darted past her.

			Was that my killer? A speck of glowing snot?

			Snot or not, I was more aware than ever that he still had major power over me.

			“He’s planned this all out, hasn’t he?” I said to my friends. “He’s going to give the hunters hint after hint about how he murdered me, and they’re going to broadcast it, feeding his ego. It’s going to feel like I was slaughtered all over again. ”

			Marg glanced over, and it was almost like she was fully checking me out. “Then don’t let it matter, Jensen. Don’t give him your fear or anxiety. Don’t give him anything.”

			She was right.

			I stared at the hunters, one by one, wondering whose side they would be on in the end. I’d empathized with Sierra and J.J., and I wanted to believe they were in this for good reasons. But what about 10?

			It was like Marg read me. “Do you have enough energy to go into the braided girl?”

			“I sure do.”

			Amanda Lee had heard Marg, even while Sierra was still talking about the orbs. Giving a slight nod, our psychic helped us out, putting 10’s mind where we needed it to be for some empathizing.

			“I’m curious . . . How did you all begin ghost hunting?” she asked.

			I wasted no time as Sierra answered first, describing the story I’d seen in her thoughts when I’d empathized with her earlier. I crept into the van, knowing I’d bring cold air with me, so I stayed toward the roof for as long as I could.

			Sitting below me, 10 fiddled with her now-empty water bottle, hopefully thinking about what had brought her to ghost hunting. But then she cocked her head, sensing something.

			Sensing me?

			Before she could react, I touched her cheek, going into her thoughts. . . .

			Bam!

			As soon as I was in, I got slammed out, tumbling through the air until I used what energy I had to stop my momentum and paste myself against the roof. My form rang with the aftermath, making me feel like I’d opened a wound that’d just healed.

			“What happened?” Twyla asked.

			“I think she emp-blocked me,” I whispered.

			From her corner, 10 hugged herself, shivering, sending a narrow-eyed look around the van.

			Just like she’d known what we ghosts were gonna do to her.
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			“She’s onto us,” Twyla said.

			“Why don’t you try empathizing with her?” Marg asked. “Maybe Jensen is still too weak to do it properly.”

			“Hey! I’m charged up.” There went my temper again. But that was kind of par for the course tonight.

			“Sorry, Jensen,” Marg said in her reasonable way. “The odds are that it’s true.”

			Whatever.

			Twyla waited until 10 looked a lot less wary over in her corner, then eased into the van. Meanwhile, Amanda Lee kept her eye on us while listening to Sierra wrap up her Mom story.

			“The bottom line,” the girl was saying, “is that my mom came to me a lot after she died. She kept me company on the nights I needed it the most, like if a boyfriend broke up with me or if I got a bad grade on a test. She’d entertain me with stories about other ghosts she’d met and how confused they were and how they could really use a guiding hand. It wasn’t until years later, when she finally told me good-bye, that I realized she meant that I could be that guiding hand. I’m comfortable with them, and she’d been getting me to realize it. Even without her really saying it out loud, she wanted me to suck my guts up and explore the world around me more. She’d been with me so much that I already knew spirits weren’t scary or bad, just in need of some instruction and attention. So that’s why I’m here. To untangle the confusion so many of them have—”

			Sierra stopped, then tilted her head. This whole time, Twyla had been lying in wait against the roof, biding each second with 10.

			“Do you guys feel that?” Sierra asked, rubbing her arms.

			J.J. went for one of his meters just as 10 sat away from the wall, like she was about to scramble out of the van.

			But Twyla moved first, lengthening her arm until she touched 10’s neck. Right away, Twyla’s eyes turned an eerie, deep, shining blue, a stream of the same intense light coming out of her open mouth after she froze, color waving through her while she read 10’s thoughts.

			Or maybe not reading them, because after a split second, she snapped back to regular Twyla and zoomed backward, out of the van.

			She stopped her trajectory in midair. “Fuck it!” she yelled, punching the emptiness in front of her.

			The van’s windows rattled violently, and all the humans dove out. Except for Amanda Lee, of course. She just sat there, and I swore she would’ve been shaking her head if it wouldn’t have given us ghosts away.

			“Brrr!” 10 bellowed as she scuttled away from the van. She pointed to it. “There’s something in there.”

			Twyla came over to me and Marg. “That 10 skank blocked me, too. Threw me right out of her thoughts before I could read anything.”

			Sierra went to 10. “Landry, you okay?”

			A name! Finally. Or at least we had half a one, because it sounded like a last name.

			“It’s nothing,” 10 said, pushing back some braids from her face. “Just freaky, you know? I think there’s a real shitty ghost around.”

			Times three, and minus the shitty, I thought.

			Twyla assessed her. “That chick blocks like she’s on the Chargers.”

			“You already know some humans are capable of that,” I said. “For me, there was Amanda Lee, then Gavin Edgett. Every time I’d try to go into them, they resisted. In his case, he was highly suspicious, always had his strange-o alarm on.”

			“Until you, like, stopped haunting a confession out of him.”

			I didn’t mention that he was also subconsciously protecting that secret about his killing his abusive father. As for Amanda Lee? She’d wanted to keep the truth about her searching for Elizabeth Dalton’s killer from me, thinking the lack of truth would make me do what she needed me to.

			At first I’d been rattled by both of their cryptic ways, especially Gavin’s. But I didn’t pass judgment on them now. If there was one thing I’d learned in ghost life, there were times when killing was necessary, because it saved the ones who didn’t deserve to hurt. And because there were some humans who didn’t deserve to live, because of the misery and damage they brought with them.

			As my anger stirred up again, I looked at the X on Marg’s chest, then at 10, who was moving her shoulders around like the creepy-crawlies had gotten to her. Was she hiding something from us?

			It was just another thing we’d need to find out.

			*   *   *

			The Spirit Stalkers ended up asking Amanda Lee to come with them to wander the woods and see what kind of vibes she’d get from some of the more interesting places they’d visited after she’d left earlier. They’d used some research about the White Lady and the witch of the woods to track down a few possibly haunted locations that were connected with the legends, so I gave Amanda Lee my blessing to scoot.

			Before they set out, though, she took me aside to the front of the van. She gave me a real long look, like she was worried about me.

			“What?” I asked.

			“You’re being pulled in a thousand directions, Jensen. You have been for a while.”

			“It keeps me busy.” And not bored. Or maybe that was the Mello Yello in my death system talking.

			“I always tell myself,” she said, “that someday I’ll bring another ghost like you into my confidences as an assistant, to help with the workload.”

			I gaped at her.

			“That’s not good news to you?” she asked.

			I didn’t know how to feel about that. Amanda Lee had so much on her plate, too, and my own death investigation, not to mention other assorted issues, had chipped away at our time for investigating my killer’s other victims, plus the dead people Amanda Lee had tried to raise before me to help her out with Elizabeth.

			She must’ve sensed my feelings because once again she softened the blow. “Hearing Sierra talk tonight . . . It reminded me of how much good I could do, as well, if I had more resources.”

			Sierra. Hmm. I hoped Amanda Lee wasn’t thinking with the ghostie between her legs.

			“Amanda Lee, we’ll get this situation taken care of and we’ll be back on track with the other cases. Wait and see.”

			She didn’t comment, just said, “Will you at least go to your death spot for some genuine rejuvenation? You need it after that scare you endured from the recording. Twyla and Marg will stay with me while you recuperate, and we’ll meet up tomorrow afternoon, after I’ve slept.”

			For some reason, it sounded like I was being brushed off. Touchy, touchy.

			She held up a finger to me, cutting off any protests. “You’re cranky, you’re tired, and I can’t blame you. The dark spirit pulled a couple nasty ones on you. Come to think of it, after you go to your death spot, you might also want to find someplace safe to relax even more.”

			“That’d be okay with me. Hearing my dying words out loud was . . .”

			“Shattering?”

			“Good word for it.”

			She got a second-thought look on her face. “Maybe Marg should stay with you. I’m sure Twyla will be enough of a bodyguard for me. After all . . .”

			“My killer’s not out to haunt you. I know.”

			In the end, I did go to my death spot with Marg. It was in the opposite direction from where the hunters were headed with Amanda Lee, Twyla in tow.

			When we got there, I took in the looming oaks, the silence, and the faint dirt-and-leaf smell of nature that wasn’t as intense as it’d been when I was human. Immediately after that, I began to resist being pulled to the ground where I’d breathed my final breath.

			As if that wasn’t bad enough, I was resisting the emotions coming at me, too, because the last time I was here, fake Dean had showed up.

			That shawl of depression weighed over my shoulders again as I thought of how he’d ultimately turned on me, how much I missed the good times with him. Dammit, though, why’d I have to miss him at all? It made no sense.

			Marg hovered nearby. “I haven’t been back to my own place. Not yet.”

			She was talking about her death spot, where she’d had the life choked out of her. It’d happened in her own house, her own family room.

			“It’s not so bad to go back,” I said, still holding out against my own home, sweet home. “I mean, at least you’d get a huge rush out of it. Twyla told you that the farther you go from your death spot, the easier you get drained?”

			“Yes. It was one of the first things she mentioned.”

			“So you know you’ll have to go back soon or you’ll start to fade into an imprint.”

			“I will.”

			Ugh, this was so very fun. But not. That depressing heaviness really had its thick threads around me now, suffocating me while pulling me to my death spot. I didn’t want to go to it yet, though, not after Marg had brought up this sensitive topic. I wanted to be a mentor, too, dammit.

			“I hear that even ghosts like Jim Morrison have to go back,” I said. “He and some of the higher-profile ones supposedly haunt more than one location, but there’s always a final resting place, like a bathtub for Jim, waiting for them.”

			Marg surveyed my spot—just a piece of ground with dirt and leaves under an oak tree. Tens of people had probably walked right over it, never knowing I’d died there.

			She said, “A death spot sounds like a bad boyfriend who tells you he loves you and won’t let go, even while giving you nightmares. Is that what it’s like to go back for you? Twyla said it’s that way for her.”

			“Well, it is a sick, dysfunctional relationship. It’s gross how something so bad makes you stronger.”

			I couldn’t battle the force—the trembling, the noise—anymore. My whole essence was crying for my death connection.

			“Don’t worry, Jensen,” Marg said. “I’ll make sure nothing gets you while you take a rest. I’m here.”

			And I believed her, just like so many students had no doubt believed her before she’d retired into her cougar years.

			I let my spot haul me to it, the white noise fading into a black hole as it embraced me like it had long, dark, spindly arms, hugging me to my murder and submerging me in it. . . .

			Running, hiding, praying that he won’t get me. Then . . .

			The mask. Shriveled skin, long nose, blue eyes behind the grotesque grandma-face rubber.

			The ax, swinging down at me—

			Over and over I saw it, but I when I eventually pulled myself out, I was whole again, humming with energy, revitalized.

			And still pissed off at my killer, except a million times worse.

			The sky was paling as I escorted Marg to where we heard the ghost team trampling through the leaves and twigs less than a mile away. Just before I left her with Twyla and Amanda Lee, she started to hug me with compassion from seeing me go through my death-spot renewal, but her arms passed right through my form, making us both fritz.

			“Oh,” she said. “I keep forgetting.”

			“Me, too.” I sent her a small smile, then nodded at Twyla. “Amanda Lee wants me to go somewhere and rest until late morning rolls around. You good with that?”

			Amanda Lee, who was nearby listening to Sierra chat about the legend of the forest gypsies, who I could feel hiding behind those trees again, subtly cleared her throat.

			“That’s a yes,” Twyla said, floating back and forth, like she was pacing, eager for the hunting team to finish for the night. “You need to be as strong as you can so, like, we can get that bad-turd spirit put down.”

			“Ten-four,” I said.

			Then I whipped up my travel tunnel. But before I dove into it, I realized that I had no idea where I should be going. My little cottage here in the forest was out of the question, since fake Dean had given it to me, and there was no telling what kind of kooky traps he could’ve installed in it. Amanda Lee’s casita, my old haven, was spirit-proofed now.

			I thought of Gavin. It’d been only half a day since he’d had that tiff with Suze, and something perverse in me turned over in excitement. I tamped it down, but whatever was dogging me was impulsive, insistent, pushing me toward the travel tunnel.

			As I hopped into it, I told myself that, hey, I was actually on my way to the Edgetts’ so I could check on Wendy.

			Yeah. Wendy.

			After I tumbled through the pink, I flew out of the tunnel just in front of her second-story window. Scott was lounging near the ground, his pronged fingers plugged into an outlet while he charged up.

			Waves of slight color danced through him as he opened his eyes, seeing me.

			“Everything okay?”

			“Uh-huh. I thought I’d just check on Wendy.” Erm-erm.

			“I already got that covered, sis. You bored or something, then?”

			He was watching me like . . . Oh, right. Like I was the dark spirit imitating Jensen.

			“Just ask me a spy question,” I said. “You know, like I did with Louis earlier.”

			And, yup, he’d clearly been dying to. “Once, you told me your favorite surfboard. What was it?”

			Easy. “A 1980 Ocean Pacific short board. Next?”

			He was already satisfied. “So, did you hear the recording Louis was talking about?”

			“Yup. Pretty sure it’s my killer talking on it, and he’s doing it to boo me.” Bored now. “So, uh, how is Wendy?”

			He sent me a suspicious look. “She’s just grundy.”

			I thought that could mean either good or bad.

			“Say,” he said, “you’re not really here for her, are you? I think you’re just wondering about her brother.”

			I bluffed. “Like, no way.”

			I’d been around Twyla too much tonight. And it wasn’t just my speech that was telling me that. Some of her rash behavior had clearly rubbed off also, and it was prodding me to do a flyby of Gavin’s window, just to see if his curtains were open.

			Scott closed his eyes and relaxed again as he charged up. “He’s not even home, so forget it.”

			Hmph. So where was Gavin, then? On a beach, throwing stones into the water and nursing a broken heart? Or was he at a bar, drowning his sorrows?

			“Already forgotten,” I said, settling to just above the ground next to him.

			I hovered. Do-do-do-do-do. Hovered some more.

			“What’re you doin’?” Scott asked, his eyes were open, his gaze impaling me.

			“Amanda Lee told me I should get some downtime.”

			“Could it be somewhere else? Your downtime is a drag on my downtime, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			“But I—”

			I thought I heard the sound of a sports car.

			Darting up from the ground, I flew to the alley where the downstairs garages were. Sure enough, a silver Corvette was making its slow way toward the entrance.

			I fizzed, I fluttered, I frittered away my time in the air, wondering what to do next. Then guilt struck me, because I had no business here. But, dammit, wasn’t Gavin sort of my friend now? And wasn’t it a friend’s responsibility to make sure he was okay after a breakup?

			That impulsive urge made me fly down and into his garage just as the door was closing and he cut the engine. No spirit-proofing down here.

			The overhead light sputtered at my presence as I got too close, but I didn’t mind it as I waited for his door to open.

			And . . . his door wasn’t opening.

			I lowered to the driver’s-side window, where he was still in his seat, slumped, his eyes closed. He had the longest lashes. . . .

			I stopped right there. Like thinking about his lashes was cool. Why wasn’t I at Suze’s right now, checking on her and her own lashes?

			What was wrong with me?

			Trying to sort out my cluttered head, I moved toward the tiny gap between the garage door and the wall, thinking now would be a great time to get out of here. But I couldn’t resist one more look behind me.

			Gavin still hadn’t gotten out of the car. Something was wrong.

			I inched over to his door again, peering in the window. The guy was asleep, and he had a pained look on his face, too.

			He was hurting, even unconsciously, and my chest twisted into an agonized shape for him. Thing was, I had the power to affect moods just with a touch, and I’d given people happy thoughts before, not only scary ones. But that was when they were awake and susceptible to hallucinations.

			Still, I’d also gone into sleeping people and interacted with them in their dreams.

			I backed away from the idea, fidgeting. The top of his window was cracked, just as it’d been when I’d entered his Corvette in Suze’s parking lot. And Gavin . . . he was already having a bad dream. I could tell by how he flinched every so often.

			I couldn’t help it—I slimmed myself into a line, sliding through the window crack.

			He smelled of whiskey. Had he been driving drunk? Shit.

			On a streak of impulse, I touched him hard, right at the neck, and, with an electric whoosh, I tumbled into his psyche, spinning and spinning endlessly. . . .

			I landed somewhere. Then, slowly, like time was bent and weighing me down, I righted myself, getting my bearings, feeling the body that I always had in dreams, just like I did whenever fake Dean had been with me. I could feel like a human here, and could be hurt like one, too. Dreams could be beautiful but dangerous.

			Months ago, I’d done some dream digging with Gavin to see what lurked in the depths of him, to find out if he was capable of murder. His mindscape had been full of a video-game designer’s creative genius: fire, dragons, flying machines, and spidery monsters. After he’d been cleared of Elizabeth Dalton’s murder, there’d been blue skies, oceans, and Suze.

			Now, as a draggy wind blew, caressing my neck with my hair, I found myself standing on a colorless floor with emptiness all around me, except for a simple stand to my right.

			A . . . fruit stand?

			And who was waiting behind the rows of shining red apples, raspberries, and pomegranates but Gavin himself.

			I would’ve laughed at the randomness if I hadn’t known that most things in dreams were symbolic. And over the past few weeks, I’d been putting in a lot of time studying dreams because they’d been so important to solving our cases.

			“You’re selling fruit,” I said in a stretched dream voice, as Gavin negligently leaned on the counter behind his wares. I was pretty sure he wasn’t drunk, because I’d been inside the head of someone who was tanked before. The scape usually swayed like an out-of-control ship. Not this time.

			“Give the girl a prize,” he said in his own deep dream voice. He sounded jaunty, but definitely not drunk enough to have fallen asleep the second he’d pulled into the garage. His button-down was even crisp and neat, not like a shirt belonging to a guy who’d been slumped at a bar all night.

			“You smelled like whiskey outside this dream,” I said, still fishing for information.

			“What can I say? I went to a bar, nursed a shot for an hour or two, got some booze spilled on me from a passing waitress. I’m all about good luck today.” This was so surreal, the seconds passing like minutes. “I’ve also been awake for about twenty-four hours, so I was only going to shut my eyes in the car for a second, just before going in the condo, and . . .” He lazily motioned around him.

			This happened.

			I could buy his explanation, but that brought us to the other strange fact in front of us.

			“You’re selling fruit,” I pointed out again.

			“It appears I am. Wanna buy some?”

			Very cute. But I had a good idea of what this symbolism meant. “I don’t think you want me to do that. Do you know what fruit can mean in a dream, especially red fruit?”

			“Why don’t you tell me, Jensen?” His smile was charming, but a little hurt around the blurred edges. Hurt because of Suze?

			I’d find out. Meanwhile, I liked hearing him talk. It was comforting, and that’s part of the reason I’d really come to him, right? Because I needed something familiar, and his life force was it, for better or worse.

			“Selling fruit,” I said, keeping my distance from him, “can mean that you feel like you’re wasting your time in a fruitless pursuit.”

			“Literally?” he laughed, sounding lackadaisical and carefree until it skidded to a stop.

			With a dream flicker of passing time, he suddenly picked up an apple, polished it on his shirt, then offered it to me.

			For a second, I nearly took it. Took everything that came with it. But . . . Suze.

			I shook my head, refusing the apple, and he chuckled, barely hiding the hurt. Neither of us had to say, even in a dream, that I was his fruitless pursuit, and it made my dream heart crack.

			After another flicker of time, he bit into the apple, made a face, then leisurely tossed it away. It arced up and through the air before it disappeared.

			“Bitter?” I asked.

			“Real bitter.”

			That means a relationship that’s ended before its time, I thought. And remorse. He was spelling everything out for me without knowing it.

			In front of him, the stand started to fade, leaving nothing between us. All the fruit ponderously dropped to the bland floor, spreading out in bursts of juice that painted the ground.

			He grinned, deliberately crossing his arms over his chest. Now it was just him, me, and the creeping splatters. But there was a passive sound somewhere nearby that I couldn’t identify yet. Some kind of lethargic crackling.

			He talked over it. “Why are you here?”

			I answered as simply as I could. “Because you and Suze were fighting. You . . . took a break from each other. Is that true?”

			“Yeah.” He raised his chin, looking at me from beneath half-lowered, defensive eyelids. “Who told you that?”

			Fake Dean, and he clearly hadn’t been lying, either. “I heard it through the spiritual grapevine.” I paused for a taut, long moment. “Are you all right?”

			“I will be. Suze is just . . . Damn, she drives me crazy with her pride. It makes no sense to me that she’d live in that apartment. . . .”

			I’d heard all this before, but as he trailed off, I knew there was more. I dreaded the more.

			Maybe it was because we were in a dream and it wasn’t real. Maybe it was because he thought we’d both forget it. But he went and said what I didn’t want him to say.

			“I can’t forget you.”

			I wanted to push my hands over my ears, blocking him out. I wanted to tell him that this wasn’t right, that I should’ve never come here, and a good friend would be at Suze’s right now instead of hanging out in her best friend’s ex’s dreams.

			But I was nearly melting with his naked words. They’d been so red with need, desire; the same yearning I’d seen in the pictures he used to draw of me looking like a floating angel of justice.

			The slow crackling sound got louder, and when I dream-looked behind me, I found out why.

			Two houses were on fire.

			When I turned back to Gavin, it was clear that the dream was asking him to go to one of them. But these weren’t just any old houses. Uh-uh. Fire meant passion. And two houses meant Suze and me.

			His gaze rested intently on one of them, and I told myself not to turn around again, not to look at whose face might be peering out of the window and asking him to come and submerge himself in the fire with her.

			He walked forward, and I held my breath. Then he lengthened his strides, closing the distance between us, even if it seemed to take forever.

			Before I knew it, he was touching my face, sending trills of pleasure through my solid body, nearly bringing me to my knees.

			A sob caught in my chest, because I’d wanted this ever since I’d first seen him. Taboo need. Unrequited affection. It all came out as I touched him, too, my fingertips against his cheek. Skin and heat, wanting more.

			“Jensen,” he whispered, moving his hand to my neck, pressing lightly against my vein to feel how fast my pulse was beating, making me groan low in my chest.

			Warmth, affection, everything . . . it all mixed with the guilt.

			A voice from one of the houses cut in. Then a loud dinging noise like a phone signaling a text message.

			Time flickered again, and the next thing I knew, I was looking behind me, but the person I saw in the window of the first house was the last face I expected.

			Dean?

			His hand was against the windowpane as flames burned around him, making his hair a burnished blond. His expression was filled with all the longing I felt for Gavin.

			“Jensen . . .” Gavin said.

			That dinging sound came again, and I closed my eyes, feeling pulled away from him, toward fake Dean, who was laughing quietly now, like he’d always known where I’d end up.

			And he was right, because I wasn’t fighting it.

			When I heard Suze’s voice calling Gavin from the second house, that sealed the deal. I pulled all the way back from him, not knowing where to go now, as another ding—

			Zoom!

			I startled out of his psyche, zipping away from him until I stopped my momentum just before my back hit the windshield.

			I materialized. He blinked at me, discombobulated, his eyes reddened from exhaustion.

			His phone was dinging again.

			It looked like he wanted to apologize for something, or maybe take up where the dream had left off. Did he remember any of it?

			I wasn’t sure. And I couldn’t move until I was sure . . .

			But that phone kept making noise.

			He cursed, digging into the passenger’s seat where he’d obviously put the phone, then checked the screen.

			He sent me a troubled glance. “Amanda Lee is sending me and Wendy texts.”

			Did I want to ask why?

			I slumped against the door, feeling pummeled by sexual tension, by questions, by . . . everything. “What do they say?”

			He held up his phone, showing me a screen that jumped with static. Still, I could read Amanda Lee’s message.

			Is Jensen there?

			Then . . .

			Send her to my house!

			But it was the last message that shocked the hell out of me.

			Ruben thinks he found the name of the man who murdered her.
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			I don’t think I’ve ever moved faster in my afterlife.

			I figured Gavin would call or text Amanda Lee to see what gave, so after a Talk to you later to him, I wound out of the gaped window, then through the crack on the side of the garage door. From there, I burst into the blush of morning, zapping open my travel tunnel and diving into it.

			Soon, I was flaring out to the front of Amanda Lee’s. She was standing on the porch next to Marg and watching all the lookiloo ghosts cluttered around the edges of her property. Twyla must’ve heard my travel tunnel open and close because she streamed toward me from the back of the main house, where there was a garden and a pool.

			“You hear the news?” she shouted.

			Amanda Lee probably couldn’t hear her, and she interrupted. “I had no idea where you were, so I took a chance on contacting the Edgetts.”

			I skipped to the important part. “What’s my killer’s name?”

			“I don’t know, but we’re going to Ruben now. He’ll tell us everything when we get there.”

			As she ducked into her house, probably to get her purse and keys, I noticed some new decorations over her door. There were the lucky horseshoes and cinnamon sticks I’d talked about with Wendy, plus an intricately etched tube and what looked like a rowan branch bound with red thread into a cross.

			When Marg saw me trying to figure out the tube thingie, she said, “That’s a mezuzah, from the Kabbalah. There’s parchment in the container with Hebrew verses and a prayer on it. It denies evil and destructive agents.”

			“Jewish mysticism, you know?” Twyla said, just like no one was in any kind of hurry. “Amanda Lee put all this stuff above the casita’s door, too. Could be totally working, because we haven’t seen dip from the dark spirit so far.”

			This small talk was boring a hole in my brain. “Amanda Lee!” I called.

			“Coming!”

			She walked quickly and efficiently out the door. It was pretty clear she hadn’t gotten any sleep, because her eyes were reddened as she strode to her Bentley, which she’d already pulled out of her standalone garage.

			Her windows were down, so after she swept inside, we ghosts did, too. Then she started the car and rolled up the windows as Twyla and Marg settled in the backseat and I huddled on the front floor with the car battery. I hadn’t realized until now that Gavin’s dream had sapped a little out of me.

			“So, Ruben didn’t tell you anything?” I prodded.

			Amanda Lee shook her head.

			“Just chill, sparky,” Twyla said. “Ruben’s been busy on some stakeout in front of a romantic beach motel in Del Mar. Like, some guy is cheating on his wife, and there’re PI pictures to be taken. That totally still happens in life, can you believe?”

			“Talk-talk, blah-blah-blah from the backseat,” I said.

			Like Twyla was going to let that go. “Wow. Jen-Jen’s totally on the ghost rag.”

			“If I hear you talking about rags one more time . . .”

			“Girls.” Amanda Lee had already pulled out of her driveway, onto her affluent Rancho Santa Fe street. Palm trees kissed the clouded pale sky as we drove past gated houses with ritzy homes behind them. “All I know is that Ruben’s research might have truly paid off this time. Ever since I hired him, he’s been in constant contact with law-enforcement friends across the country. They have clubs and forums online that make it easy to exchange information these days.”

			“And . . . ?” I asked.

			“He’s been researching the areas where blondes who fit your profile disappeared in the eighties, then using his contacts to cross-check that information with any persons of interest who might’ve been interviewed around those locations at that time. A retired deputy near Midland, Texas, e-mailed in response to a query Ruben posted. Back when he was on active duty in the mid-eighties, they had a blonde in her early twenties go missing, and they never found her. She was a neighbor, so he was always bothered by her case and how it went cold.”

			“And . . . ?”

			Amanda Lee was driving fast, taking a curve with tire-squealing verve. “Ruben didn’t get into details on the phone, and knowing this person of interest’s name isn’t going to matter without the information that comes with it, anyway. Ruben’s on two different cases today, but he’s going to take a break from one of them and meet with us.”

			“Crap.” I wanted it all right now.

			“So, I suppose,” Amanda Lee said, “that since there’s no more to say about that for the time being, I should let you know what happened after you left the forest.”

			Screw the woods.

			Amanda Lee didn’t seem to agree. “I tried to read Ms. Landry after you left, while we were wandering the area.”

			“You’re talking about 10?” I asked.

			“Whatever you want to call her.” Amanda Lee already had us on Del Dios Highway, the road winding toward the beach. “I came up empty when I touched Ms. Landry, as well. But I’ve never gotten much of a reading from her, because Sierra’s life force is so strong that it overwhelms everything around it.”

			Twyla pretended to sneeze in the back. “Crush!”

			Judging from Amanda Lee’s nonreaction, she didn’t catch that.

			“However,” Amanda Lee continued, “I’ve asked Ruben to look into all the members of the hunting team to get better knowledge of them. Sometimes there’s only so much my talents can give.”

			“Good idea.” Still, I mentally grumbled. Why did it feel like we were always one step behind on everything?

			Silence spun by for a sec until Amanda Lee said, “One more thing. After we meet Ruben, I’d like you to go to that ghost house you told me about a while ago where you first met Twyla and Louis. Where the spirits like to, as you would say, hang out and conjure different music in the air.”

			Twyla popped off. “The happy house!”

			Yes, the happy house. I hadn’t been there for a while. Too busy. “Why?”

			“I don’t know. I had a . . . feeling about it. Truthfully, with every passing moment, it’s nagging at me, and I can’t put my finger on the reason. Not exactly. Perhaps I only need some thinking time . . .”

			“Barf—more thinking,” Twyla said.

			Both Marg and I shushed her so Amanda Lee could dwell. Maybe she was vibing that the happy house would be a safe place for me to veg, since there were so many ghosts around there, but I didn’t know for sure. No ghost seemed safe right about now.

			She dwelled while she drove for about fifteen more minutes, and by the time we pulled into a diner that wasn’t too far from the Del Mar shoreline and within sight of the racetrack, she still hadn’t clarified what her vibe meant.

			So I focused on the situation at hand, remembering this particular restaurant because the real Dean and I would stop here every once in a while after an early-morning weekend surfing session—or what he’d call a surf sesh.

			The place hadn’t changed all that much. Still the same wonderful, greasy food tracing the air outside of it, still the same vinyl-upholstered booths, and the plastic menus that I could see people holding through the windows.

			“Biscuits and gravy,” Marg said as we all got out of the car. “There’s something I’m never going to taste again. It was my favorite breakfast.”

			The dark X on her chest seemed to ooze with the sentiment, and Twyla blew out a breath, obviously not in the mood for the weepies. When a guy opened the glass door and entered the restaurant, she raced in behind him.

			That meant she found Ruben Diaz, a short man with brown skin seated in a corner booth, his back to a window, first. He was downing a mug of coffee, his Padres baseball cap pulled over his forehead just enough to hide his gray hair, a wad of napkins on the table, like he’d been blowing his nose all morning. He was wearing a Padres jersey, too, which wasn’t anything new, seeing as he was an ultimate sports nut.

			Around him, surfers and truck drivers and hit-the-road-early tourists mingled, and when Ruben saw Amanda Lee, he waved. It wasn’t tough to pick out the gypsy-skirted, gray-and-red-haired, boho-rich chick in this crowd or anything.

			We ghosts knew what to do, since Ruben hadn’t ever been officially told we existed. Twyla and Marg headed toward the ceiling, leaving me a spot to the left of Amanda Lee, near the window.

			Ruben had already gestured for the waitress, and she brought a little silver teapot with a tag and string hanging out of it.

			“You know just what I need.” Amanda Lee smiled at him, her chunky turquoise necklace clicking as she leaned over and poured the tea into a mug.

			“That’s what friends are for,” he said with his slight Spanish accent.

			“Speaking of which . . . I notice that your invoices reflect what seems to be a friend discount lately. You don’t have to do that, Ruben. I can afford you.”

			“Eh, I’m only reimbursing you for all the chicken soup you’ve been bringing me.”

			“Man,” Twyla said from near the ceiling as her petticoats waved. “Too bad Amanda Lee likes girls. They’re pretty sweet together, don’t you think?”

			I was ready to pop. “Amanda Lee, can you just move on?”

			If she could’ve nudged me to shut up, she would’ve. Instead, Ruben saved my sanity by reaching down and placing a file folder on the table.

			“Sorry I didn’t tell you I had a lead before, but I didn’t want to let you know anything until I could talk to my online friend and get the most information possible.”

			He slid the file over to Amanda Lee, just as the waitress returned to take their orders: bacon, eggs, sausage, and pancakes for Ruben; waffles with strawberries and whipped cream for the lady.

			Meanwhile, the surfer boys in the next booth were complaining about how cold it was in here. Little did they know.

			After the waitress left, Amanda Lee opened the file, and I craned over for a gander.

			A color copy of a photo stared back at me, and for a sec, I thought that there was no way the guy in the picture could’ve been a person of interest in my killing. He looked like he was in his thirties, with wavy, dark blond professor hair and a wiry, nonthreatening body. He was standing in a manicured yard, holding a hose and watering the lawn. It was like a neighbor had shot a photo of him while he hadn’t been aware. It even seemed like he’d looked up at the last minute, and . . .

			I reared back when I focused on his eyes. Blue. The kind of blue that stood out from behind a wrinkled, shudder-inducing old hag’s mask?

			“Meet Franklin Anson Bruckner,” Ruben said, nodding at the picture. “This was from Bruckner’s boss, an apartment-complex landlord who took a candid photo of his maintenance guy one day.”

			“What is his background?” Amanda Lee said, touching the picture. I doubted she’d get any vibes from it, though, seeing as the guy had most likely never come into contact with the paper.

			“My friend from Texas told me that Franklin was a person of interest because he showed up to volunteer at a community gathering to comb the area and find his neighbor, Tammy Harlow, the missing girl I told you about. The authorities were filming the crowd, keeping tabs on people, looking into everyone who showed up.”

			“Because killers are often drawn to searches like this or make themselves useful in an investigation?”

			“True, but they weren’t sure they were looking for a killer at that point. They still aren’t sure what happened to Tammy, but they were trying every avenue possible to get leads.”

			I kept watching that image of Franklin Anson Bruckner. It seemed weird that he had a name. Killers like him weren’t real enough to need one.

			Had this been the freak that’d chased me down and ended my life, then had gone on to ax fifteen more blond girls, like the dark spirit had bragged to me about?

			I couldn’t help it—something a little insane made me reach out and harden my ghost hand, making it into a rake so I could brutally scratch the picture, just like I was erasing this son of a bitch’s face.

			Amanda Lee guessed my intentions right away, and she shut the top of the folder over the photo, leaning her arms on it. Damn.

			Twyla piped up. “I would’ve given the fucker a nail facial, too, Jen.”

			Marg only sighed, creating a strange, airy sound above us. Ruben looked up, and Twyla shushed her. Marg shrugged an I’m sorry. She hadn’t dropped those human habits yet.

			“What else do you know about this man?” Amanda Lee asked Ruben, her voice low, even a little disgusted.

			“I know a fair amount. My Texas friend had a chat with him during the search party all those years ago. Just a casual talk, but he took good notes about it afterward, because he had that gut cop instinct about him. Tex also asked around town about Bruckner, and I took the liberty of doing some Internet surfing during my cheating-husband vigil today, too. Not that I got much on my end so far.”

			“Does he match the profile of an organized, thrill-seeking killer?” Amanda Lee asked. “The type who would’ve murdered Jensen Murphy?”

			I was still staring at that folder, wanting Amanda Lee to open it up again. It was like going to the snake house at the zoo: I hated the creatures, but whenever I’d seen them, I couldn’t tear myself away from staring. But this Bruckner thing was worse than a snake.

			“Based on what you said about your latest vision, his profile is looking good so far,” Ruben said. Amanda Lee had told him that the information I’d gotten from my killer when he’d attacked me was from her own psychic vibes. She’d successfully helped him out on a case or two in the past, so even though he was a healthy skeptic about the supernatural, he always kept an open mind about her input.

			“From what my friend Tex thinks,” he said, “Bruckner was a loner. He didn’t stay in one place long and worked at low-profile, menial jobs as he traveled across the states. There’s a possibility he even worked for money under the table, so he wouldn’t be documented everywhere he went.”

			Amanda Lee sat up. “Please tell me he can be placed at some of the areas where other blondes like Jensen went missing.”

			“I’ll be working on that angle, but I know Bruckner spent some time here in San Diego County, back when Jensen disappeared.”

			A ragged jolt flew through me. I glanced up at Twyla and Marg. They were just as wide-eyed as I was.

			Ruben kept going. “Tex said that he found out Bruckner was an ‘author.’ Wrote these loco pulp crime novels that he would share with coworkers. Lots of gore. Lots of women dying. When people didn’t exactly give him the Pulitzer for them, he’d let them know that they just didn’t understand his craft.”

			“A misunderstood artist,” Amanda Lee said.

			I interjected. “Right. They didn’t appreciate his smarts. Sounds like one mark of a psychopath.”

			Amanda Lee went on. “What else, Ruben?”

			“Tex got some information about Bruckner’s school days. He had the typical bad grades of a punk who refused to apply himself and was also aggressive with the other students. He’d get in trouble for ditching school, but he never did get arrested while he was an adult.”

			“Maybe he knew enough to stay under the radar when he got older,” Amanda Lee said. “That’s a sign of an organized killer. Does he have a family?”

			“Sounds like he was estranged from them. His parents are dead now, and his brothers couldn’t care less about him. From what Tex said about his younger life, there was an older brother acting as head of household, because the dad had a drug problem and the mom was MIA at the time. They had a couple cousins living with them, too, and the school counselor suspected that there might’ve been some sexual abuse when he was younger from one of those cousins. An older girl in her early twenties.”

			I froze. “A blonde?”

			Amanda Lee didn’t say anything at first. I could hear her heartbeat hitting the air. Then she asked Ruben the big question.

			“Blond?”

			“I’m not sure what color her hair was,” he said, “but that occurred to me, too. I’ll be looking into it.”

			The waitress came by to refresh Ruben’s coffee, then told the humans their order would be right up.

			He continued. “Are you ready for the most disturbing piece of news about him?”

			“Always ready.”

			Damned straight.

			Ruben nudged back his ball cap. “Once, Bruckner was suspended because he was caught in the restroom during class, masturbating.”

			Why did it always seem like places went quiet at exactly the wrong time? That’s what happened when Ruben had said masturbating, and the word echoed in the air. The surfers in the booth next door snickered.

			Ruben didn’t give much of a crap, but he lowered his voice, anyway. “He was using a magazine to . . . um . . . aid him. But it wasn’t your average . . .” He searched for a way to say it.

			Amanda Lee to the rescue. “Stimulant?”

			“Yes, thanks.” Ruben pulled his hat bill back down and coughed. “He’d been tearing up pictures of blond women and piecing them back together.”

			Shit. Major, hellfire, what-did-I-just-hear shit. I mean, didn’t it make perfect sense that Franklin Anson Bruckner grew up to ax women to death?

			Amanda Lee sat back in her seat, taking it all in.

			I talked to her, my form panic-flickering. “If that got him off, does that mean he did . . . things . . . to my body after I died and he cut me up? He didn’t tell me he raped me or the others, Amanda Lee. Wouldn’t the dark spirit have bragged about desecrating us like that, just to see my reaction?”

			Marg’s voice traveled down to me. “Do you really want to know that, Jensen?”

			I wasn’t sure. What I really wanted was to throw up, but my damned form wouldn’t release any bile.

			“Here’s the biggest thing, though,” Ruben said. “When Bruckner was a senior, there was a girl at his high school who went missing.”

			“A blonde,” all of us ghosts said, just as Ruben did, too.

			He looked around, but Amanda Lee pushed the file folder to him, attracting his attention.

			“He sounds like a good candidate to me,” she said, back to being utterly calm. “Is there anything I can do to help? Any items he left behind that Tex has possession of? I can do a touch-read. And I’ll travel out there if I need to.”

			“I’m afraid not. But here’s the good news, if you want to call it that. He was found hanged in his shithole of a Kansas City apartment in 1987, so if he’s our guy, then the disappearances and killings would’ve stopped then. Looks like he would’ve put an end to his murderous rampage all on his own.”

			Wait. He’d killed himself?

			“That can’t be right,” I said. “The dark spirit I’ve been talking to wasn’t depressed enough to end his life. He’s too full of himself, confident. And he told me that he was killed.”

			Amanda Lee picked up on my despair. “Was there any evidence of someone hanging him, Ruben?”

			“No. It was ruled a suicide. He even left a note, and it didn’t say anything about murdering women. He got fired from his last job, and it seems he couldn’t take any more rejection. But I’ll look into that, too. Otherwise, he fits our bill, and I’m not going to give up just because of one roadblock.”

			The waitress brought the food, and the conversation tapered off.

			My sense of violation didn’t, though. The dark spirit had told me that I’d been one of his first girls, and I almost felt responsible for the rest of them. What if I’d been strong and smart enough to escape his attack and hurt him back? How many blondes would still be alive?

			I could imagine just how it’d gone with his other victims—him watching, hiding in a secret place with his mask on, his breath humid against the rubber. He would’ve held his ax the whole time, waiting for the perfect moment, when each of us inevitably went off by ourselves, never knowing it was a terrible idea.

			After that, he erased us, disposed of us in a pile of limbs and lye, just like we were torn pictures from a magazine that could be thrown away.

			I shivered and glanced out the diner’s window, like something was there, just waiting and watching. But I saw only parked cars and a morning that was gathering more summer clouds.

			Soon, Ruben announced that he needed to wrap up yet another case before he started full throttle on our new leads tonight, and we said good-bye.

			After we got to the car, Amanda Lee didn’t start the engine right away. She just sat, staring out the windshield. “Ruben’s going to find us answers,” she said. “I can feel it.”

			I wanted to hold on to her optimism, but depression nagged at me. We sort of had answers, but mostly we didn’t. Would we ever?

			Marg spoke. “Don’t lose hope, Jensen. Maybe we can even find this Franklin Anson Buckner in Boo World to question him ourselves.”

			Twyla glanced at her, then looked out the car window.

			Fat chance of finding Bruckner in this plane. I’d tried to track down other ghosts before, and it never panned out. The place was as big as the real world, and a reaper might’ve already moved him on from this dimension, anyway.

			Amanda Lee started the engine, the Bentley purring as she backed out of the parking space. Something caught my eye.

			A little girl in a pink-flowered sundress, like I used to have when I was ten, sitting on the curb, her head down, her long hair blowing in the wind. She reminded me of myself when I was little, before all this junk had started.

			I looked at her for a few seconds, smiling, wishing life—or death—could be that innocent again, with my hair blowing in a wind, my only worries having to do with whether I’d play kickball that night or watch a rerun of Gilligan’s Island.

			Then I realized that there hadn’t been any wind outside. And the girl’s hair . . .

			Blond.

			When she jerked up her head, a skeleton face leered at me, crazy-eyed and hysterical, mouth opening in a wide screech.

			Twyla and Marg screeched in the backseat, too, especially when the little girl rushed to my window, plastering herself to it, pink ooze running down the glass as she gnawed at it with her toothless gums, trying to get to me.

			I was beyond scared. So beyond that I could do only one thing.

			Laugh.

			Then laugh harder.

			And I was still wildly laughing at her when Amanda Lee put pedal to the metal and sped away, leaving only phantom trails of pink on the glass, like macabre rips in time that were never, ever going away.
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			Amanda Lee took charge right away, driving crazily as Twyla freaked out in the backseat, her essence fritzing as she glued herself to the roof.

			“What the freakin’ frak was that! What, what, what?”

			I was still just laughing and laughing, and I couldn’t stop because I knew what’d been outside: another haunting by my killer. And he wasn’t going to stop doing it. Not until I laughed myself into a place where I wouldn’t care what laughter sounded like anymore.

			It was one thing to see a phantom scalp herself in Suze’s parking lot, like last night’s haunting, but this had been a kid. A little girl who’d reminded me of myself when I’d been all innocent. It was almost like the dark spirit was attacking my good, pure memories now, trying to violate a time in my life that had no touch of evil to it.

			He was taking everything away from me, little by little.

			“Jensen?” Amanda Lee asked. We were on the freeway by now. “You’re pale.”

			Marg’s voice rammed into Amanda Lee’s. “The car battery, Jensen. Use it! Don’t crack up on us like you did when you heard your killer on that recording!”

			Car battery. Floor.

			Right.

			I managed to slide down until I was against it, hugging it, hiding my face. I couldn’t get the image of that little girl out of my head: her desiccated skin, her gums eating at the window in a slimy, pink mess. This was never going to be over. Not as long as he was still out there somewhere.

			Twyla was still cussing and fussing, until Marg raised her voice.

			“Stop this right now! What’s gotten into you, Twyla? You’ve seen all sorts of ghosts before.”

			Teacher voice. And Twyla shut right up, probably because she was thinking the same thing I was: Marg wasn’t scared. Was it because of that big X on her chest?

			I guessed nothing would scare you if you knew you were damned.

			Amanda Lee just kept putting her foot to the pedal, the floor shuddering underneath me. I wasn’t sure where she could take me that mattered—even the happy house. He was here, there, everywhere . . .

			Twyla was giggling in the backseat now, and it was getting me angry.

			“Would you stop!” I yelled.

			Silence.

			Then Marg’s voice, a shredded whisper. “Oh God.”

			Amanda Lee lifted her foot off the pedal for a sec, like she was shocked at Marg’s tone, but then she sped on.

			Marg continued. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before. Do you know what’s happening here? Just listen to you two with your bad tempers and how you fly off the handle. The dark spirit got to you.”

			Of course he had. Over and over and over again, with scalped women, death-bitch little girls . . .

			“Last night,” Marg said, “when he appeared as Randy and changed into a misty form and then brushed against you, he found a way into your emotions. That’s why your tempers have been so foul—because of him. I was on the other side of the room, so he didn’t touch me, but . . .”

			“Then if he’s in us, get him out of us!” Twyla bellowed.

			Amanda Lee put a hand up to her ear, like Twyla’s staticky voice had gone to a higher frequency.

			“Calm down,” Marg said. “If you don’t, then I’m going to get you out. And I mean straight out of this car.”

			Twyla clammed up again, but I almost wanted the noise, the distraction. The more Twyla raved, the less I might have to think about the hauntings.

			But those were nothing next to what Marg was telling us. My killer had found a way into me and Twyla? Was that why I’d been feeling extra crabby and impulsive ever since my murderer had reappeared—because he’d affected me?

			Was that why I hadn’t been able to stop myself from going into Gavin’s dream, even though I’d known damned well it was a bad idea and a slap in the face to Suze?

			Marg had more to say. “It’s all starting to make sense. The dark spirit didn’t take your essence last night because he found a new game to play with you, Jensen. And he keeps finding new games because he needs more fuel to keep going. He needs to keep upping the ante so he can fill up all the emptiness inside him.” She paused, then said, “That’s what he did—upping the ante—when he coached my killer on how to kill me.”

			I felt the car taking a turn and, for no good reason at all, I wanted to start laughing again. Laughing like a crazy ghost in an attic.

			Twyla’s voice was softer now. “So, what should Jen and I do about this?”

			“Embrace the crazy,” I whispered, holding back another laugh. Little blond girl in a sundress, skeleton, gums, a dark mist that’s inside of me . . .

			Amanda Lee spoke. “What we do is find a way to catch him. Or, at least, I do.”

			I didn’t know what the hell they talked about the rest of the way—I was too busy dealing with a late rush of shivers and holding on to the battery, trying not to fall to pieces again. And I was too busy worrying about what my killer was going to throw at me next.

			He’d gone after a memory of myself. Was he going to go after other precious recollections, like the ones I had of my mom and dad? All I had of them were memories.

			Please, just not that.

			When we pulled to a stop, I didn’t move, not even when Amanda Lee opened her door and let Twyla and Marg out. Not even when I heard the familiar, joyful sounds of a ghost music war.

			Odd how I could feel the spirits all around, laughing and enjoying themselves, just like they were a world away.

			“Jensen,” Amanda Lee said quietly. “It’s time to let go of the battery. I feel strongly that you’re safe. Believe me.”

			I wasn’t even sure there was much juice left in the battery. I’d bled it nearly dry, so what was there to do but let go?

			Since I was stronger now, I drifted upward, until I saw a cabin come into view. Smoke peeled out of a chimney, floating above the surrounding oaks in a remote corner of this music-war world. Lights flashed in the windows from ghosts playing around with electrical devices like cameras and lamps. A song switched from something with mellow voices—did they call it New Age?—to something romantic from the forties, while the ghosts inside manipulated energy and summoned past tunes, just to amuse themselves.

			“Back at the happy house!” Twyla said with relief, right before she zoomed toward the door, which was opened just a crack.

			The next second, Billy Idol snarled through the air. Twyla had taken over the music war.

			Marg glanced over her shoulder at me as I kept peering through the car window. She waved at me to follow her, then went inside, too. She’d looked comfortable, and I guessed she’d been here before.

			I wondered if Amanda Lee could hear the music. She wasn’t reacting, so I wasn’t sure.

			“Go on, Jensen,” she said. “This is a good place for you.”

			“No lie?”

			“The moment that little girl showed up, I knew why I’d had a psychic vibe about bringing you here earlier. Here I feel . . . hope.”

			I almost didn’t know what the word meant anymore. “And what if your vibes are wrong?”

			She knew I was talking about her whole Elizabeth Dalton thing. She’d had vibes that Gavin was the killer, but I suspected that it’d been her emotions telling her that, not her psychic visions. Those were pretty accurate in other cases.

			Could I count on that right now?

			She wearily pushed back the gray streaks from her face. “I only wish I could tell you something beyond a vague instinct. But, in any case, it’s clear that being around all these kindred spirits will keep you safe.”

			“Or maybe the dark spirit’s already been here, stealing essences and imitating these ghosts and somehow sending you visions that this is the place you should bring me.”

			She looked at me like I was Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver, mohawk and all.

			“From what we’ve seen, Jensen,” she said, “your killer can imitate only one ghost at a time, so don’t be paranoid.”

			“But he’s split himself into different parts before, like when he’s fought us.”

			“And those parts have always looked the same—like dark blobs. Don’t let your mind take you to ridiculous places.”

			“Like where? Someplace with a zip code of L-O-O-N-Y?”

			“Jensen.” She pointed toward the cabin, where Billy Idol was still rebel yelling. “Try to help yourself. Don’t be a . . . a wussy about this.”

			Oooh. A wussy. Fighting words. And they did make me feel pussified. When had I ever been this ridiculous before?

			It really did need to stop.

			“Okay,” I said. “Maybe I’ll look for hope in there, then.”

			“That’s a girl.” She offered a maternal smile. “I’ll stay outside in the car so I can call Wendy. We’re going to find a way to get this bastard. And you can ask your friends here if they know any way to help us out, too.”

			Hell, I wasn’t sure how successful I’d be in the getting-help-from-these-guys department. I mean, these were ghosts who liked to have a good time, and that was about it. They’d told me not to get involved with human matters, and look where it’d gotten me. . . .

			When a travel tunnel opened next to the house, I turned to it, on guard. Daniel the hiker from Elfin Forest burst out of it with his Jesus beard and backpack, and he smiled at the sight of me.

			“You tired of hanging around the ghostbusters in the forest, too?” he asked, closing his tunnel.

			I only nodded at his question, checking him out, not willing to give him information about anything. What if he was on the bad side?

			Amanda Lee had already gotten back into the car and shut the door. She didn’t acknowledge Daniel.

			“Wow, Jen,” he said to me. “Your tone’s really not good.”

			Was I that transparent?

			He waved at me to follow him as he slimmed himself so he could slip through the gap between the door and its frame, then disappeared inside.

			I still hesitated. Either I needed to believe that Amanda Lee was right about bringing me here or I would have to give in to total paranoia. And that was what my murderer wanted. Superstar Crazy Barbie.

			Well, screw that. If I couldn’t handle another ghost, I sure wasn’t much of one myself.

			Sucking it up, I went inside, and the first thing that hit me was the smell of wood smoke and Mary Jane in the air. I immediately traced the first aroma to a fire in a sunken pit surrounded by stairs, where a few ghosts hung out, chatting. And I found the reason for the ganja smell over in the corner, slumping in a chair with a bunch of long, shaggy dark hair covering his face.

			This was McGlinn, the owner of the house and the only human in the room. He didn’t move except for the smoke leaking through a couple openings in his hair, and he was holding a joint in his hand, numbing himself to the ghosts around him, goose-bumping at our presence, even with the fire going and the heat on.

			As a seer, he knew every one of us who was here, too.

			Others in the room weren’t shy about yelling out to me, though.

			“Jensen!” said a group of ghosts from the corner. Yul, Lee, and Feng had died in a fire in downtown San Diego more than a hundred and fifty years ago, and, like the gamblers they’d been in life, they were playing a game now. It was casually called How Long Will It Take for Me to Piss Off McGlinn by Lobbing Pillows at Him?

			When Feng hardened his ghostly arm and batted a throw pillow from the floor toward the hairy human in the corner, he lost that round. It took a lot to get a rise out of a stoned person, and, based on human experience, I’d sure know.

			I waved to them cautiously, then looked around more. Since this house was built over an anonymous nineteenth-century graveyard, there were a couple Old West spirits here, too. A pioneer-looking woman I’d met once—Penelope, who’d died during childbirth—and Juan Lopez, a foreman who’d worked on Old Seth’s ranch and gotten trampled by a bronco. Old Seth was even here, lounging by a lamp that’d fallen on the floor and taking electrical hits off its frayed wire. He waved to me, too, and I slowly waved back. I hadn’t seen him for a while—he’d gone out of town or something, and I guessed he’d come back to the site of his burial to chill.

			As for Daniel the hiker, he’d taken a hovering seat over a couch across the room, next to McGlinn’s grandparents, who were together in death, smiling and watching over their ancestor. They weren’t dancing cheek to almost-cheek tonight, what with Billy Idol still on and Twyla zipping around the room in a frenzied spaz dance. When she spun out of control and whooshed through McGlinn, who flinched and then took another toke, Daniel applauded dryly, a quiet, amused smile on his face. Grandma and Grandpa just shook their heads like, Oh, these youngbloods.

			Meanwhile, Marg was sitting all alone at the top of the fire pit stairs, probably because most of the fun-loving ghosts didn’t want to be bummed out by a spirit with a doomed X on her chest. She was watching Twyla recover and straighten out her petticoats, laughing off her boo-boo with McGlinn.

			“Hey!” she shouted to the room. “Anyone here know what to do about a couple of cracked-up ghosts! Ha-ha!”

			That did get a laugh from the Chinese crew in the corner. But then Feng went straight-faced and took advantage of the situation to wipe his hand through the air, erasing Billy Idol and bringing up some cheeky fiddle music, like he was hoping Twyla would start madly kicking up her heels to that.

			No dice.

			I hadn’t realized it, but Old Seth had sidled up to me, with his gun belt, boots, hat, and cowboy beard. I started to think of questions to ask him just to see if he could be the dark spirit.

			“Good to see you again, Jensen,” he said.

			“Haven’t caught you for a while.” Mind . . . still thinking of a question.

			“Just got back from Temecula,” he said. “Boy, that place has grown since my time. But that’s neither here nor there. I was on my way to Amanda Lee’s ’cos there’s someone I’d like to introduce her to, if she can see or hear her.”

			“Amanda Lee’s just outside.”

			“Well, fancy that. It’s a fine day all around. Me and my guest just stopped here because she wanted to pay respects to the ghost upstairs.”

			McGlinn’s uncle Kevin, who was in a time loop, repeating his last moments as a kid dying of cancer.

			I inspected Seth. He sure looked like the cowboy I knew. Talked like him, too—and my killer hadn’t even managed that with Randy when he’d imitated him.

			I burst out with, “What was the name of the woman you almost married in life?”

			Totally normal and not weird, right? But he’d told me the answer in passing once, when he was in a thoughtful mood, so it seemed to be as good a question as any.

			“Come again?” he drawled.

			“Humor me.”

			Then he got an ahhh sort of look on his face. Chances were he’d heard about the circumstances of my killer’s raging return.

			“Jessica Allsworth,” he said. “A widow who could bake a pie like the devil but sing on Sundays like one of God’s own.” He had a fond gleam in his eyes.

			I didn’t think you could fake that because the gleam looked like memories—the kind I wanted to keep away from the dark spirit.

			Old Seth’s gaze narrowed under the brim of his hat. “What’s with Twyla? She’s a mite more . . . energetic . . . than usual.”

			“It’s a long, ultrafun story on my end, and Twyla just happened to be around for the extra ultrafun part.”

			“And this ultrafun story of yours . . . Is it about your killer?”

			I nodded.

			Old Seth took that in while stroking his beard. “So, was Twyla talking about you when she mentioned being cracked up?”

			I nodded again, then took another scan around the room without even thinking about it. As I wondered if my killer had done an essence switch with at least one ghost in this room, I sure felt cracky.

			“Yup,” Old Seth said. “I can tell Twyla was talking about you, all right. You need some positivity, little girl. And here I thought that Amanda Lee was the only one who might benefit from talking to my friend. Ain’t life grand?”

			My alarms were going off. “Who’s this person you want us to meet?”

			“She has what we used to call good medicine. I know Amanda Lee’s been bothered by all this murder and mayhem, so I wanted to see if I could help her out.”

			Whoa. Amanda Lee’s vision. Had she felt this good medicine through her vibes and brought me here to benefit from this visitor, too? Heck, she was good.

			But had she been feeling hope for her or for me?

			“Come on,” he said, gesturing toward the direction of the stairs.

			“Seth, I’m not going anywhere with anyone alone.” Even if he’d already given me hope that he was himself.

			Ha. See? Hope. Just what Amanda Lee had predicted I’d find. We were halfway there.

			Old Seth was patient. “All right, Jensen. Ask me any question you want, and I’ll show you that I’m not some coot pretending to be me.” He opened his arms, welcoming the challenge.

			I still had that hope, because he’d done really well answering the first question. And if Seth was leading me to whatever Amanda Lee had felt in her vibes, I had to go with him.

			I felt someone looking at me from across the room. Marg. She was keeping an eye on me. I motioned to her, and being the sharp cougar she was, she got Twyla’s attention and meandered over.

			“I don’t go anywhere without these two nowadays,” I said.

			Old Seth frowned through his dusty beard. “Is this a female thing?”

			“Yes, Seth. A very female thing.”

			He shrugged.

			Marg leaned toward me. “What’s this about?”

			Old Seth said, “I’ve got a friend visiting, and I think she’d be good for the long lip Amanda Lee’s been wearing. Now it appears Jensen needs some light in her life, too.”

			I looked at Marg, then nodded, and we followed him up the stairs. When we got there, the party wasn’t as loud, and the silence only drove home the fact that the last time I’d been up here, it’d been with Randy. That made my heart area hurt. I missed him and Louis. Missed everyone. Missed being able to trust that the ghosts I was with weren’t going to turn on me.

			We were heading toward a room where the door was always kept closed. McGlinn’s uncle Kevin had died in there years and years ago, and I was pretty sure that the sight of him wasn’t about to cheer me up.

			But, in the hall’s darkness, I could make out the gray, glowy form of a woman ghost sit-hovering in front of Uncle Kevin’s door. She was thirtyish, had dark, shiny hair that streamed down her back like Rita Coolidge’s, and she might’ve even been Indian, too. Like, down-from-India Indian. Oddly, though, she also had on a bike helmet.

			And she was meditating.

			Twyla’s loud whisper hung over the music from downstairs. “What gives, Seth?”

			“This is Kalli.” He whispered, too, hitching his thumbs over his gun belt, just like an Old West slinger. “When I went to pay respects to an associate in Temecula, I met her. Being as friendly as she is, she said yes to coming down here with me until she needs to recharge back at her death spot.”

			Twyla wasn’t appeased. “Like, how do you two even get along?”

			Seth chuckled. “Are you asking me how I tolerate her if she isn’t a gingham-wearing girl from the graveyard under this house?”

			“Ghosts mingle,” I said. “Yeesh, Twy.”

			Instead of barking back at me, Twyla smiled a little with her dark-lipsticked mouth. So did Marg. They were glad that I was showing some life, not cracking up. Congrats to me.

			As Kalli kept meditating, Old Seth whispered her death story to us. “She died a year ago in a bike accident on her way to work. Caregiver for the elderly.”

			Affection rode his voice, and Twyla loudly cleared her throat, not even being obvious about pointing out a possible attraction between Seth and Kalli. It’d been a long time since he’d courted the widow Allsworth, after all.

			Kalli folded her hands in front of her chest, then bowed from the waist toward the door, her hair streaming over her shoulders. When she floated to a stand, she pushed back both sides of her hair until they trailed down her back, then smiled at us.

			Wow. I’d never seen such a shiny, nice smile.

			“Hello,” she said. “Sorry I didn’t say that sooner, but I was in the middle of putting out good energy to Kevin.”

			Twyla butted in. “If you’re, like, trying to get him out of his time loop, good luck. Ghosts have tried everything for that kid.”

			“Oh, I know.” She didn’t take offense to Twyla’s brattiness at all. “It’s my first time in this house, and I thought I would give it a go.”

			First time here. It was like Twyla, Marg, and I had hackles that had stood up all at the same time. Trust no stranger.

			Trust no one.

			She frowned at our vibes. So did Old Seth, even while he was giving Kalli our names and death stories in introduction.

			Then he said, “I wanted them to meet you, Kal. This gal here,” he jammed a thumb in my direction, “is going through a rotten time, and I figured if anyone could lift her spirits, it’d be you.”

			Again, I thought of Amanda Lee’s vision.

			Kalli’s laugh chimed. “First you want me to meet your depressed human friend Amanda Lee, and now you’re looking out for a ghost friend? You’re very sweet, Seth.”

			She turned to us, smiling some more. I had the feeling she was taking measure of how shitty my day had been, just by vibing me.

			Old Seth said, “Tell them more about what you do, Kal.” He didn’t even wait for her to talk, he was so excited about the chick. “She won’t even leave this plane because she says it’s her summer land. She likes being a spirit guide for the loved ones she left behind. How’s that for a purpose in Boo World?”

			That was her tether—being a spirit guide? Interesting. Would a dark spirit even be able to take the essence of someone so positive and corrupt it for himself?

			I was starting to like Kalli more and more. It’d be great to find a sort of haven here, even if that haven was another ghost and not a place.

			“Maybe I should explain,” Kalli said in that light voice. “I believe in living life in the present, no matter where I am. I believed that on the earthly plane, too.”

			Twyla went for it again. “So why’re we talking to you? Are you gonna be our spirit guide who gives us some happy-happy-joy-joy?”

			Old Seth laughed. “She mentors humans, not ghosts. Guiding is a part of her religion. Isn’t that right, Kal?”

			“You could say that.”

			She winked at him, and the manly man ghost-blushed.

			Marg got in on it. “Oh? Which religion?”

			“Wicca.”

			No reaction from any of us. I had expected her to say Hinduism or something.

			“Holy crap,” Twyla finally said. “You’re a witch! Did you guys hear that? Seriously, where’s your broomstick?”

			Kalli laughed, just like she was used to this kind of bozo question.

			“Do you cast spells?” Twyla again.

			I almost cringed, except for the fact that this question was actually a good one. What if Amanda Lee could use somebody like Kalli as a mentor and learn a Wiccan spell that’d send my killer back through his portal?

			Was this what she’d foreseen in this house?

			Old Seth leaned by the wall, his hands on his hips. “Kalli’s educated me enough so that I can even answer that one.”

			“Pussy whipped,” Twyla coughed.

			And maybe he was. Old Seth sure seemed to be incredibly open-minded today.

			In his verve, he didn’t hear Twyla. “She doesn’t have her magickal tools on this plane, so she can’t cast spells.”

			Kalli took up where he left off. “There’s also the tiny fact that, even if I had my tools, it seems a ghost can’t cast spells. Not as far as I’ve tried. Then again, I was the new witch in the other dimension, so maybe I hadn’t learned enough for magick to work well for me here. I haven’t found any other ghost Wiccans to talk to about that, either.” Kalli turned to Twyla. “But here’s a question for you and your friends. You asked me about spells as if you have a problem that needs solving. Do you?”

			“We totally do.”

			Kalli’s smile dimmed, and she seemed sincerely apologetic. “I’m so sorry to disappoint you, then. But even if I could cast spells on this plane, it’s only after we’ve used all our nonmagickal means that we turn to magick.”

			Twyla let loose with a string of curses, but stopped short at the truly shocked look on Kalli’s face.

			“Like, sorry,” she said instead.

			“It’s all right.” Now Kalli looked at me, and I had the feeling that she was still assessing what my deal was. “If you were human, I could guide you in protecting or healing yourself, but . . .”

			“I wish it was that simple,” I said. “The psycho who killed me is haunting me in this dimension.”

			“Oh my.”

			Marg sighed. “It’s good to know you can possibly help Amanda Lee, but there’s really nothing you can do for Jensen? Because she’s trying to act for the good of all by righting wrongs in this dimension and yours, and that’s what Wiccans believe in, isn’t it? Acting for the good of all?”

			Kalli held up her hands. “If Jensen were human . . .”

			“If, if, if,” I said, that anger coming back to me. But now that I knew it was there, because the dark spirit had put it in me, I fought harder against it.

			I straightened out my voice. “The thing that’s haunting me is evil, through and through. There’s nothing you or any earthbound friends would be able to do about him?”

			She hesitated, then said, “Well, I don’t believe that evil is inborn. I don’t even believe in Satan. But maybe there would be a way for someone human to turn his negativity into good . . .”

			“Maybe,” I said, “there’d be a way to ask one of your humans that you’re guiding to help out? Or to train Amanda Lee?”

			“Truthfully, we’ve never tried to protect a ghost before. I’m wondering if that’s even possible.” She frowned. “In the year I’ve been in Boo World, I’ve stayed away from negative forces.”

			Frustration ground at me. It seemed like every ray of hope we met sputtered out. This witch wasn’t prepared for the type of evil my killer brought. Wendy wasn’t prepared, either. Neither was her mentor. So who was prepared besides exorcists or high-level cleaners who might want to exterminate me, too?

			“So,” Twyla said, almost like she was reading my mind, “what you’re saying is that you’re kind of useless in Boo World.”

			Marg shushed her.

			But I was still deep in thought. If Amanda Lee had gotten a psychic vibe about bringing me to the happy house and Kalli was the reason, why wasn’t she offering any solutions, except for maybe the possibility of networking with some Wiccans on the earthly plane?

			There had to be something big here, a ghost lesson that I still had to learn, just like my killer had obviously learned from some other entity out there.

			I floated to a resting spot near the floor, and the whole group followed my lead, knowing we’d be here for a while.

			“If you don’t mind,” I said to Kalli, “I’d love to know everything you can tell me about spells and healing and protection, even if you think they don’t apply to ghosts.”

			Because sudden hope told me that maybe there would be a way.
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			So Kalli went on to tell us about casting spells in the real world: how she used to concentrate, gather the energy in and around her, then send that energy at the object of the spell by pointing a finger. She told us about how Wiccans were in harmony with nature, and how everything you did would come back at you threefold, including what you did with spells.

			Most important, she told us that if Amanda Lee did try to connect with a Wiccan on the earthly plane, it’d have to be for the right reason, for the good of all.

			During the conversation, Marg had meandered toward a window down the hall, staring out of it while she listened. And surprise! Twyla had followed.

			Just as Kalli finished giving us an example about a health spell she’d done on one of the elderly, suffering arthritic women she’d known in a retirement home, Marg spoke.

			“Amanda Lee has gotten out of her car and she’s looking at the house as if she wants to find you, Jensen.”

			“She’s not comfortable coming in here,” I said, “not with so many ghosts pulling at her energy. Maybe I should go to her and see what she needs.” But I was getting a lot out of listening to Kalli, and I didn’t want to put the kibosh on our flow of discussion.

			Marg nodded, still staring out the window, the X on her chest dark against the white of her bathing suit cover-up as sunlight twisted through her.

			I spoke to Kalli. “I think ghosts drain Amanda Lee more than she lets on. She might not see or hear every one of us, but our energy affects her all the same.”

			“I can talk to her about how to live with that,” Kalli said, perking up. “There’re ways to lead her in a more positive, stronger direction. I was trying to get through to McGlinn, too, but . . .”

			“Stoned out of his gourd,” I said. “We know.”

			Next to her, Old Seth looked very pleased at the helpfulness of his woman. Or whatever she was to him. It was actually none of my beeswax.

			Marg pulled away from the window down the hall. “What if Amanda Lee can’t understand Kalli?”

			Twyla had her hands on her hips. “Way to sit around talking about Amanda Lee. What if she got some scoop from Wendy or Ruben, and we’re in here, just vomiting words? Let’s get truckin’ already.”

			I was torn. Part of me wanted to go down there and see what was up with Amanda Lee, but part of me still needed to pick Kalli’s brain.

			Marg was as perceptive as always. She headed toward the stairs. “I’m going to check in with her. If she needs Jensen, then we’ll come back.”

			I agreed, but then paranoia crept up on me again.

			Don’t leave Marg alone. What if the dark spirit is watching, waiting, hoping for one of us to veer off from the crowd so he can pounce on us and steal our essences, ghost by ghost?

			Even in a house of possibly friendly shades, I couldn’t help thinking my killer would find a way to get all of us.

			“Twyla,” I said. “Will you go with Marg?”

			“Whatever.” She zipped over to her buddy by the stairs, and I could tell that she was secretly thrilled to get a move on again. Even tubular witches could become boring when you had a heavy case of Ghost ADD.

			Marg gave me a look of total understanding, then motioned for Twyla to follow her downstairs. I could tell when they arrived on the first floor, because the music changed from Mozart to the Cure, just like Twyla wanted everyone to know she was there before going outside.

			Old Seth shifted next to Kalli. I thought he wanted to be alone with her and he’d had no idea what sort of can of worms he’d opened by wanting to introduce me to her. Kalli winked at him, and he aw-shucksed in that silent way he had.

			I glanced toward the window where Marg had been.

			Kalli said, “You want to make sure they get to Amanda Lee safely, don’t you?”

			I’d told her all about my killer, so she wasn’t exactly being a major psychic with that guess.

			“Yeah, so I’m just gonna sit where I can see her,” I said.

			“Sure.”

			I floated down the hall and toward the window, while Kalli and Old Seth stayed by Uncle Kevin’s door. Even in the dimness, I could see their faint outlines, plus Kalli’s stark white bike helmet.

			When I returned my attention to Amanda Lee outside, Marg and Twyla were approaching her. Even if she was a sensitive, she was looking around her blindly, like she knew ghosts were close but she wasn’t sure who they were or exactly where they were. When Marg started a discussion, Amanda Lee relaxed, turning toward her voice.

			Kalli broke in to my thoughts. “You have more questions for me?”

			“An unending supply.” Since everything was normal outside, I looked at Kalli again. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about how you witches do good for all. So does that mean you could ask your human friends to protect human victims from my killer? Like, what if he starts to haunt the families of the other missing girls with images of their blond daughters dying?”

			“I don’t see why I wouldn’t be able to guide someone in defending them,” Kalli said.

			Good. Because there was a lot of psychological damage my killer could do to more than just me. What would it be like to wake up in the middle of the night, seeing the image of your blond daughter or sister getting scalped or cut up by an ax?

			Damned monster.

			My voice was flat. “You know, I think my killer has a mentor somewhere in Boo World. Something more powerful than any of us, and it’s been teaching him some very bad things.”

			“That wouldn’t surprise me,” Kalli said. “We’re surrounded by power.”

			“Like the Force.” Couldn’t help it.

			“Yes, something like that.” I could hear the smile in her voice.

			“What exactly is it that gives Wiccans the power to cast spells and work with nature, anyway?” Maybe if I knew, I could get to the bottom of my killer’s strengths.

			“People call it different things,” Kalli said. “Once I heard someone talk about the Tao in Buddhism being similar. Then there’s Old Seth here, who still believes in God and all His powers.”

			“Amen,” Seth said.

			“But,” Kalli said, glowing even more now, “my friends and I called it the All. I still do, as a matter of fact. Before anything, the All existed. She was composed of silence, stillness, and knowing.”

			“She?”

			“The All was a female spirit who created her counterpart—a he. They came together and forged two parts of one whole. And as two parts of a whole, together they made the universe. They made everything.”

			“Even Boo World?”

			“Now that I’m here to see this dimension, yes, it seems to me they even made Boo World.”

			Seth spoke. “Don’t forget heaven and hell.”

			Okay. I hadn’t exactly been a church girl in life. I didn’t know the difference between dogma and catma, but when I’d been on the beach or in the water, under the endless sky, I’d known there was something out there besides just us. I was cool with every name people called it, too. I’d never gotten around to discovering what it was, though. Looked like I was still far from it.

			Kalli continued. “The God and Goddess chose symbols to represent themselves—he wanted the Sun and she the Moon. One symbol burns hot; the other is cool. They balance. That’s what I’ve always strived for in my life, too. Balance. And I center everything I do around paying homage to the Lord and Lady. I feel more of a kinship with the Goddess, though. There’s something about her nurturing essence that always soothes me.”

			Old Seth floated to his feet and then traveled over to me. Interesting. Maybe he hadn’t come to terms with this part of their relationship yet. He stood in front of the window by me, his hands on his gun belt as he watched Amanda Lee, Marg, and Twyla talking by the car.

			Kalli didn’t seem to mind his sudden distance. “To make a long story short, the Goddess is everywhere, in everything. She’s the female part of the All, just as much as the God is the male part.” She laughed softly. “Seth, are you ready to hear what comes next?”

			“Always.”

			Kalli laughed again. “Ever since he met me, he’s gotten good at opening himself up to new experiences, but he gets jittery when I get this spiritual.”

			Seth shrugged. “It’s just that I’ve spent years doing my own kind of believing, even in Boo World. Never met anyone like you, though, talking about pagan worship and some such.”

			Now Kalli sighed, and it spiraled down the hall. “What he’s trying to say is that he doesn’t like how the All includes the old deities.”

			He glanced down at me. “Pagan was never a good word in my experience. But Kalli and me’ve had a few chitchats about this.”

			“And,” Kalli said, “every time I tell him pagan only means that I believe there’re many gods. It’s not a satanic term.”

			From the way Seth barred his arms over his chest, I wondered if he was set on someday changing her mind over to his way of thinking, no matter how strongly she felt. But I could tell that she was just as set on changing him over.

			He grumbled to me. “She says she feels an affinity for Hindu gods and goddesses.”

			“Huh,” I said, wanting to stay out of this disagreement between them as much as I could. Still, I was pretty surprised at Seth. He’d always been stuck in his ways, but sometimes, when you met someone who colored your world, you suddenly became willing to look at what composed their points of view. He was there.

			I shut myself off to thinking about anyone who’d ever done that to me. No time for Gavin, the real Dean . . . even the possibility of what I’d had with fake Dean.

			Kalli ignored Seth’s man bitching and talked to me. “I work with Sarasvati most of the time. She’s the goddess of wisdom and language in the Hindu pantheon. Wiccans call on gods and goddesses, depending on what they want to achieve.”

			Whoa. They called on them? As in, Ring-ring! Hey, Sarasvati! How’s life? Did you catch the latest Tom Cruise flick? Say, I’ve got this favor to ask you . . .

			This was a trip. I mean, I’d never known that ghosts were real before I’d become one. None of us had even gotten out of this corner of Boo World into the big, bad reaches of the beyond, so what did we know about what was really out there?

			Then the most terrible thought jarred me. “Do you think my dark spirit is actually calling on gods or goddesses that have negative qualities?”

			Kalli paused, then said, “Anything is possible. There’s black magick just as well as white.”

			It wasn’t a good enough answer. But why did I get the feeling there would be no answers, just like with everything else?

			Dead ends. Roads to nowhere. Story of my life and death.

			Then I had a most most terrible thought.

			Fake Dean. He isn’t a normal spirit. Is it totally out of the question to think that . . . ?

			No way. If he was some kind of higher deity, why was he so powerless to do things like telling me the future or helping me right the wrongs of mortals?

			Quietly freaking, I looked out the window, where Amanda Lee was standing right next to Marg, their heads together like two peas in a pod as they talked about whatever Amanda Lee had found out during all the phone calls she’d been making.

			And as they tried to keep me from being a true dead end.

			*   *   *

			After I finished with Kalli, I thanked her and Old Seth. She went back to meditating in front of Uncle Kevin’s door, while Seth soundlessly float-paced the hall.

			I went downstairs, surrounding myself with all the ghosts there, looking around one more time before I left.

			A dark feeling was dogging me. More than usual, too. Was my killer in here? And was his name Franklin Anson Bruckner, an average Joe, a possibly warped creep who’d dropped by a possible victim’s search party in Texas once upon time, just for kicks? Was he doing the same thing here in Boo World, except at an innocent ghost party, where he could get his jollies from knowing that he could move around freely, undetected? Was he smiling inside and reliving my kill, hearing me scream all over again as he watched me drift toward the door?

			I glanced at McGlinn’s grandparents sitting next to each other on the couch, smiling at me so sweetly; Feng, Lee, and Yul kicking back in the corner and hovering just above the ground, their eyes closed as they listened to the lounge-lizard music someone had conjured; Daniel on the couch, flirting with the pioneer woman Penelope. Then there were all the new ghosts who’d trickled in from the graveyard underneath this house while I’d been upstairs.

			All of them strangers right now. All of them suspects.

			Paranoia, right?

			Then, within one eerie tilt of a second, every single ghost in the room seemed to turn their gazes on me, smiling, their teeth bared like they’d read my fearful thoughts.

			I didn’t move. Not until I shuddered and closed my eyes without meaning to. If I opened them, would they still be leering at me? If I ran, would the smiles ever stop?

			The cool air shivered around me, and I made myself look again. But no one was watching me. They were all doing their own things, totally clueless to my drama.

			I blinked, swearing that I still felt my killer’s gaze on me, maybe from a dark corner of the room. Maybe from nowhere at all.

			What remained of my nerves wouldn’t let me stay, so I left the house on another raging tremble, slipping out the gapped door, then stopping just in front of the Bentley outside, where Amanda Lee and Marg were . . .

			Laughing together?

			Surreal, their laughter. Something so joyful didn’t belong in a nightmare.

			But there they were, lounging by the hood of the car, Marg sitting on top of it, Amanda Lee next to her, looking more relaxed than I’d ever seen her before.

			Except for the time I’d given her a hallucination to ease her stress, and it was something I promised I’d never do again. . . .

			When they noticed me, they pulled themselves out of their ha-has. And right before anyone said hi, a force zipped up next to me from out of nowhere.

			Instinctively, I hardened my arm into a blade, swinging at whatever it was.

			Twyla dodged me in a flurry of petticoats and wild hair.

			“Shit, Jen. What’s your damage?”

			Amanda Lee and Marg looked just as horrified.

			I de-bladed myself. “No damage.” Capital-A Awkward.

			“Okay, right. Yeah.” Twyla rolled her heavily lined eyes. “Anyway, before you start wigging out twice in a row, I just want you to, like, know that I told her not to do it.”

			Oddly, I knew what she meant. All I had to do was piece together the sight in front of me: Amanda Lee’s chilled-out appearance, Marg’s slightly guilty expression as she locked gazes with me.

			Marg had given Amanda Lee a hallucination.

			Twyla blazed on. “I explained how giving hallucinations can be, like, an addiction for Amanda Lee, but Marg got all mushy-hearted when she saw how stressed Amanda Lee was and she said, ‘Just this once. Amanda Lee’s been awake for over a day straight. She needs a break if she’s going to function.’”

			Amanda Lee put a hand over her ear, like Twyla was all high-pitched noise, but I was more focused on Marg.

			“Is that true?” I asked. “You gave her a hallucination?”

			Marg nodded, her gaze traveling to the ground.

			“Twyla said she told you . . .” I started.

			“I know.” Marg looked back up at me. The X on her chest was oozing black, like it was full of otherworldly tears. “It was only one time, until we get through the worst of this situation.”

			Sometimes teachers thought they knew it all. “Marg, don’t do it again. Hallucinations can take a lot out of a human, and just because they feel better in the short run doesn’t mean—”

			“I understand,” Marg said.

			Silence came between all of us, a ghost in itself, but then Marg cut the tension.

			“Let’s face it.” She gestured to her X. “It’s not as if I’m going to be damned for doing it.”

			Twyla flew up to her face like a freakin’ drill sergeant. “Don’t you use that as an excuse, Mrs. C. You know better!”

			Marg and Amanda Lee drew back from Twyla, stunned. Usually it was Twyla who needed to be reprimanded, not the other way around.

			And she kept on going. “Maybe I’m, like, working off the misty fumes that the dark spirit gave to me and Jen, but don’t mind me if I’m being a bitch face about this whole thing. Yeah, you’re a doomed ghost. Yeah, you’ve been punished for killing the human who killed you, even after you were warned not to do it. Boo-hoo, woe is me, Mrs. C. That doesn’t mean you need to make yourself feel like a hero by babying Amanda Lee with this hallucination shit.”

			“I’m sorry,” Marg repeated softly.

			“Excuse me? What was that?”

			“You heard me.” Her voice was still quiet. “I won’t do it again. I only thought I could help.”

			“It won’t help. Pills and shit didn’t help me get happy, either.”

			I’d known Twyla had used drugs on the party scene, but this? Hadn’t known.

			She floated in midair for a sec more, then with a huff and another roll of her eyes, flew back into the house. An instant later, some Bad Religion screamed out of the gapped door until the music cut off, just like another ghost had canceled it with silence.

			Marg stared after her, then looked at me, then at Amanda Lee.

			Why did I get the feeling that something else was up?

			“I’ll go unruffle Twyla’s feathers,” Marg said, and flew away.

			That left me and Amanda Lee, standing there like dopes who didn’t know what to say to each other.

			Finally, I went for it. “That was some show.”

			“Yes. Well, Twyla’s been on edge. As you know.” She sounded just as stoned as McGlinn the Pothead.

			“She was right to get after Marg for giving you a hallucination,” I said.

			“It was her idea, and I didn’t say no.”

			She fluffed up her hair in a lazy-bug sort of way. Her usually neat red strands with the gray streaks in front weren’t so neat now. Actually, she was just a few hairdo tricks and some Aqua Net away from being the Bride of Frankenstein. Well, not really, but this loose, trendy hair definitely wasn’t in the Amanda Lee museum of style. She also had a glassy sheen in her hallucination-tinted eyes, and that didn’t help the whole freaked-out-female-just-coming-alive comparison.

			But who could blame her for wanting hallucinations? I mean, what would it be like to live with ghosts? With death and fear around every corner? Yeah, I knew what that was like, too, but I wasn’t a human like Amanda Lee. Plus, death was supposed to be my thing now.

			I gestured back to the house. “There’s someone in there who might have better solutions for you than hallucinations, anyway. Old Seth brought a woman named Kalli back with him from Temecula because she’s good at encouraging the positive in people. She’s a spirit guide.”

			Amanda Lee nodded. “I’ll have to meet her, then, but after we nail down a few situations. Speaking of which . . .”

			She let out a contented breath and leaned on the hood. Maybe she was going to pull out an afterglow cigarette and smoke it next.

			“Let’s just say there’s not much of an update about anything,” she said. “Ruben didn’t pick up his phone—he’s probably working—and Wendy and her mentor, Eileen, are still putting their heads together about how to banish your killer. The ghost hunters up in Elfin Forest called, though. They want to know what time I’ll be over there for my consult, because they’re on the trail of the White Lady instead of you now. Supposedly.”

			She’d said White Lady funny, in a dramatic whisper. The sound of it evidently cracked her up, because she started laughing.

			But then she became Amanda Lee again, and another pause came between us. I felt like the cause of all her stress. Wasn’t I the choicest company ever?

			Then I said, “So, about Kalli . . . I think she’s part of the vision you had about bringing me here today.”

			“Excellent.”

			Even through her lazy attitude, I could see there was something else she wanted to say to me—something that didn’t have anything to do with our cases. And when Amanda Lee glanced back at the house again, I started to remember her and Marg out here, laughing it up. There’d been a closeness between them. A . . . connection.

			“The way Twyla acted . . .” I said. “She’s jealous of you and Marg. Isn’t she?”

			Amanda Lee hesitated, then said, “I think she does feel territorial about Marg. Twyla’s the one who took her under her wing after Marg died.”

			“Are you two . . . ?”

			She stared at me for a moment, then laughed, the sound dying on an edge of hurt. “No. It’s not like that at all. Liz is still with me in so many ways. I’m never going to feel like that about anyone again. Never.”

			Not even ghostbuster Sierra? I thought.

			I let her comment about Elizabeth slide long enough for another thought to push its way into me. One that featured Amanda Lee, last night, in the woods.

			“I always tell myself that, someday, I’ll bring another ghost like you into my confidences . . .”

			Did she already have a particular ghost in mind?

			Marg?

			It was clear that she’d read my question in me, and she reached out, like she could touch me or something. I pulled away. Why? I didn’t know. Maybe it was just because I was still pissy.

			Or maybe I’d come to depend too much on Amanda Lee, the woman who’d saved me from my time loop. Even if we didn’t always get along, I always came back to her, and she to me.

			I was being put aside.

			“Jensen, now listen. We’re both being run ragged, and—”

			“It’s okay.” Defensive much? “I mean, if you want to work with someone else, it’s not like I’m the boss of you or anything.”

			She saw right through me again. “Marg and I have a lot in common. Our age, for one thing. I’ve never been able to talk with a spirit as I can talk to her about the traveling she did during her summers off from teaching, the books she’s read . . .”

			Wow. They’d sure been spending some quality time together while I was away. But what was I getting cranky about? It wasn’t like Amanda Lee was cheating on me.

			The mist. Duh. But . . . Well, there was also my whole thing about mattering, I suppose. Amanda Lee had needed me when I’d needed to be needed.

			I shook off the negativity the dark spirit had put into me, but it didn’t exactly work.

			“Have you really thought this through, Amanda Lee?” I asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“First off, there’s . . . the X.” I should’ve stopped there, but I couldn’t. “What if there’s a chance that Marg’s X makes her open to the dark spirit, and she betrays you when you’re least expecting it . . . ?

			“Are you jealous?” she asked. “Just like Twyla is of Marg and me?”

			“Course not.” Maybe.

			“Oh. So you didn’t mean to accuse her of cozying up to me because she’s being controlled by your killer? Or that she could be controlled because of her X?”

			Hey, it wasn’t exactly a bad theory, because what if?

			What if, what if, what if?

			Amanda Lee pierced me with her hazy gray gaze, which didn’t seem all that hazy right now. “I think you really should take that break I suggested earlier, Jensen. Your paranoia is becoming its own X.”

			She went around to the other side of the car, got in, started the engine, and took off in a flare of dust. I let the dirt fly through me, not feeling a thing.

			Or maybe feeling more than a ghost should.
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			In life, there was one place I could always go when I was at my lowest. A place that’d felt absolutely right after a boy I liked ignored me in the school hallways, or when one of the more vicious girls in middle school would point out in the PE locker room that I hadn’t gotten boobs yet.

			It was a place I should’ve gone right after I’d broken the Best Friend Code and visited Gavin last night.

			Suze had always been my favorite place, and she even trumped my death spot as far as comfort went.

			I decided to try her at work first, banging out of my travel tunnel, then flying over the downtown Gaslamp Quarter, where early diners all seemed to be inside the restaurants instead of sitting at tables under the cloudy sky. I headed to an Irish pub named Flaherty’s, where recorded music bled onto the sidewalks.

			I almost expected to find Randy inside at the long bar, since Louis had said he was watching over Suze. But he’d also said that my favorite drunken sailor was doing his best to avoid me because of the whole dark spirit–impersonation stuff, so I got a little blue when I didn’t see him hunched on his usual stool, using ghost power to knock a bottle from the shelf so he could dive under the spill and let the liquor flow through him.

			Nope. No Randy here. There were just your average humans in the pine-wooded room with all the Irish decorations hanging from the walls, like a copy of the passenger manifest from the Titanic, a tin whistle, and a picture of a thatched-roof cottage that’d belonged to the owner’s old daddo.

			Suze was in the middle of it all, working behind the bar, waiting on a happy-hour crowd who seemed pretty far into their cups as they talked over the music. 	

			I materialized above their heads for the slightest instant, then blipped back to invisibility, but Suze spotted me, giving me the cheery best-friend smile I was so used to.

			Her dyed, spunky curls were barely held together by a barrette that’d obviously been shoved into her hair, and she seemed . . . Hmm. Not sad. I mean, she and Gavin had broken things off yesterday, right? So why wasn’t she showing a little bummerness?

			Even while I was thinking that, guilt gnawed at me. I’d gone into Gavin’s head, and while it wasn’t exactly sex, it was intimate enough. Sure, I could’ve used the dark spirit’s mist attack on me as an excuse for my bad behavior, but there was no denying that I’d wanted to be close to Gavin, anyway. I had ever since the second I’d seen him.

			That made me a sneaky sneaker, sneaking around on my friend with her love interest, and I’d been putting off telling Suze about it. But, seriously, should I just keep my trap shut since this was no normal love triangle and I’d been going into Gavin’s head long before he’d met Suze?

			She said something to one of her coworkers behind the bar, then headed toward the back break room, untying her apron. I followed her through the hall and the open door to a table and chair-ridden space where the shelves were stuffed with restaurant supplies.

			I materialized fully to her, but right at that second, the lights went out at the rear of the room.

			Red alert. Why were they off? Why, why, why? Shivers fritzed over me as I whipped my gaze around.

			My killer? Was he about to haunt me again? Was he about to do something to Suze?

			I swept in front of her to protect her from him.

			“Jen!” she said, laughing. “What’s wrong with you?”

			Before I could explain about the dark spirit, she strolled toward the back of the room.

			“Suze, don’t . . . !”

			She pointed upward, toward a long light fixture that had a bulb that’d burned out. “Is that what’s got you jumpy?”

			“Oh.” I offered a laugh. Scared of a lightbulb. Awesome. “Maybe I need a chill pill, huh?”

			“I’d say. Is everything okay?”

			“Sure, yeah.”

			Thank God she bought my bull.

			“I’ll fix it later,” she said. “Just another thing on my list.” She walked toward me, tossing her apron onto a shelf. “You’ve got good timing. I’m due for a dinner break, so join me?”

			My electric pulse was just now smoothing out. “For what? Spirit chow?”

			“Not what I meant.” She adjusted her tight yellow top. “I was thinking of taking a walk to Subway and grabbing a bite to bring back. The more of a breather I can get from my managing duties here, the better. I had to wreak some disciplinary action today on a terminally late waitress. What fun.”

			I’d learned enough by now to know that Subway wasn’t a new mass public-transportation system in San Diego. And I was game to walk with Suze there because this was friend time. Friend time meant that I was going to lend an ear to all her problems, especially since I’d become a big part of them, with Gavin and the breakup.

			She made sure she had her wallet in her jeans pocket and a Bluetooth device hooked to her ear. The money I’d been sneaking her had bought that device, and I still couldn’t get over how totally robot it was. The future was now.

			Before we made our way out of the back room and through the bar, I dematerialized. Once we were in happy-hour heaven, though, everyone I passed looked around to see what was causing the cool rush over their skin. That was the lowest profile I could manage.

			When we got outside, I took up position in front of Suze while she walked and hovered backward above her, floating in reverse. Since I’d gone back to being invisible and hidden from everyone, she wouldn’t be able to see me. But we had a system.

			“So, besides work junk, how’re things?” I asked, channeling my voice through her Bluetooth jigamabob. It was a clear invitation to pour her broken heart out to me, and I was going to be the best friend ever and soothe her about the breakup.

			Even if I sucked and had gone to Gavin before I’d even seen her . . .

			“Things are fair to middling,” Suze said, peering in the window of a shoe store as we passed it. She didn’t stand out in the crowd because the Bluetooth thing on her ear meant that she didn’t look like one of the transients who talked to themselves on the villagelike city streets.

			“So things are cool?” I asked. “Everything’s cool?”

			“Yup.” She sent a strange look in my invisible direction, then continued window-shopping. “How’re things with you?”

			“Oh, you know, pretty celestial. Amanda Lee and I are investigating a few situations, so I dropped in to say hi, just in case I don’t get to see you much for the next week or so.”

			Or in case my killer screwed me up so badly that I went back into a time loop out of utter fright and psychosis.

			“You’re turning into a real Charlie’s Angel,” Suze said. “God, I wish my life were that exciting.”

			Right away she blushed, so I knew she didn’t mean it. Being alive was exciting enough, and some of us would’ve given our last sigh to be back in the real world.

			“Sorry,” she said.

			“No sweat. I know what you mean. You had a bad day at the bar.” And you’re bummed about Gavin.

			Suze didn’t answer because something had caught her attention in another store window. As we slowed, I saw that it was a slinky red dress, and that this was no regular clothes store. It was a chic boutique with cocktail attire draped over headless, ballerina-armed mannequins who seemed to reach toward the window with come-hither-and-spend invitations.

			She tilted her head. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

			I had a good view of her face, the longing on it. Dammit, Suze had been faking me out this whole time, hadn’t she? Because now I could see the sadness in her.

			I hovered over her shoulder, admiring the dress, too, but the only reflection in the glass was of Suze. And you know what? I felt like a pretty invisible friend right about now. I mean, who keeps secrets like the one I had about Gavin from their buds?

			Obviously me.

			“You’d look gnarly in that,” I said, trying to make up for my shortcomings. “Why don’t you go in and try it on, just for the fun?”

			Suze chuffed. “Because it wouldn’t fit.”

			Um, what? Just a glance at her awesome-for-her-fifties figure disputed that.

			“You know what I mean,” she said.

			“Try me.”

			She sighed, still facing away from me. Behind us, the sound of cars roamed over the street. Music from the bars and restaurants melded into each other.

			“This dress,” she said, “will never fit because it’s the kind of dress a person would wear with Gavin at one of the charity functions he always turns down because it’s awkward to bring a woman like me. Or at least that’s what I suspect.”

			The guilt hit me again. “Suze, as far as I know, Gavin never liked those parties after Elizabeth’s death, anyway. He didn’t stay away from them because he was embarrassed to bring you. Besides, he would’ve been proud to have you on his arm.”

			“You’re using past tense with him. Did you somehow hear about the breakup?”

			Crap. Just tell her that you saw him before you came to her.

			“Yeah,” I said, working up to it. “I . . . I checked in with him, Suze.”

			Relief mingled with the guilt when she didn’t quiz me. It wasn’t exactly abnormal for me to be checking in with him, since I did that with his little sister Wendy all the time. Suze knew I felt a responsibility to keep an eye on him, too, seeing as I’d almost driven him insane with my haunting.

			“Not that there was much to break up in the first place,” she said quietly. “I should’ve known that we weren’t meant to be together.”

			Now my best-friend urges took over. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. You two were definitely a good fit.”

			“For a short time I thought we were.” Suze let out a long breath, touching her fingertips to the window. “But we never got around to being a real . . . You know. Couple.”

			They’d never slept together, had barely even gotten intimate. Yeah, I knew that, too. They’d been slow with each other, going from friends to a possibility, then right to a breakup.

			“Still,” she said, “it was more about emotion with Gavin, not anything physical, even though I was damned attracted to him—”

			Behind us, a squeal hit the air, and my form fritzed hard, all my ghost alarms going off.

			Dark spirit!?!

			When I whirled around and saw a souped-up Chevy peeling down the street, making everyone on the sidewalks stare then go right back to their business, I felt like blushing this time.

			Suze was sending yet another weirded-out look in my invisible vicinity.

			“Did you just spark?” she asked.

			Oops. “Like I said, I’m just a little on edge right now.”

			“No, you’re really on edge.”

			And I was impulsive and angry most of the time, too. Three cheers for the dark spirit’s mist.

			“What’s going on?” she asked.

			“I need to charge up, that’s all.” Even though I didn’t.

			She gave my invisibility one last glance before wandering away from the dress in the window and continuing down the sidewalk.

			I trailed her. No matter how much I wanted to avoid talking about Gavin, I had to do it.

			“You’re totally wrong about you and Gavin,” I said. “I’m sure your fight couldn’t have been that big. Why don’t you call him? Ask him to meet you after work to talk things out?”

			“Jen,” she said, and I knew I was in for it, because in that one Jen, there was a whole encyclopedia set of explanations about why she and Gavin weren’t together.

			I wanted to do some empathy on her, just a touch of my hand to her neck so I could learn how to make her feel better. But I didn’t want to invade Suze.

			She sighed. “The bottom line is that we both needed the comfort from each other, and how long can a relationship like that last? I had all these dug-up emotions that came from seeing you again. Gavin was hurting from all the death around him, and he knew that I knew about you. We seemed like the only two people on earth who understood each other, and that was what drew us together. But you already know that.”

			“I . . .” My words trailed off. What was Suze saying?

			We were in front of the Subway shop now, the fresh smell of bread baking around us. People passed, never paying a second glance to the woman talking into her Bluetooth device.

			“Jen,” she said, “I’m not accusing you of anything, but do me a favor, okay? Treat me like you used to treat me when we were kids. Don’t lie to me . . . especially about what really happened with Gavin.”

			Oh, God. She knew I was a turd. “I’m sorry, Suze.”

			“For what? It’s nothing you did. But every time your name was mentioned, he’d get this . . . strange joy. That’s the only way I can describe it. He would talk about you constantly. At first, I thought it was because I was the only one he knew who had been friends with you and who could listen to him with compassion. But he never did stop talking about you . . . ever.” She laughed softly yet not happily. “When you’re dating a guy who can’t stop talking about your best friend, you see an expiration date on the label right away.”

			Oh, boy. If I hadn’t felt like crap before, I sure did now. “He’s just obsessed with something he’s never encountered before. Fascinated by a ghost.”

			“It seemed like . . . more than that. He would refer to you like you had some sort of past with him. Like you two had been through so much together that nothing was ever going to break the bond between you.”

			Damn, I really needed to tell her the rest of it.

			I closed my eyes, then let it go. “There was a bond, Suze. Even before the two of you met, I was drawn to his life force. You probably have a good idea of what that means, but believe me, unless you’re a ghost, you don’t know all of it.”

			She was pressing her lips together, crossing her arms over her chest. But I had to get this out.

			“And then there’s the whole dream-digging thing. I’ve told you about how I do that with suspects.”

			“You did it with Gavin to collect evidence.”

			“Yeah. But I enjoyed it.” No stopping now. “I saw things in him no one else could ever see, and he knows that. That’s where a bond comes from. And I did it even after I didn’t have to anymore. That’s why I’m sorry, Suze.”

			That definitely put a pause on our conversation. I could feel the isolation in her, the slowness of her pulse hitting the air.

			“You never told me that,” she finally said.

			“I didn’t expect it to mean anything. And the first time he came to the bar to meet you, I wanted to tell you, but that didn’t seem necessary. Then you started getting closer to him, and . . .”

			“And you thought it might be awkward to tell me that you’d been mind-fucking the man I liked?”

			She stared at me, even though I wasn’t visible, but it still froze me.

			But then . . .

			Then she started laughing like she couldn’t believe this was her life. “Jesus, what would you have said anyway? ‘I’ve been inside the man you’re falling for. No . . . really inside. More inside than you’re ever going to get with him, Suze.’”

			I wasn’t sure if I should be laughing, too. “I knew that telling you about it would only cause trouble. I never meant to fascinate him or . . .”

			“Or whatever it is that he feels,” she said, finishing my sentence for me.

			She stuffed her hands into her jeans pockets. Was this where she told me that I needed to leave her alone? That I’d brought her nothing but grief and I should stay away?

			But Suze had never been your typical, hysterical teenager or early-twenties girl. She’d always been logical, the nurturer in our relationship. And she hadn’t lost that through the years.

			“I suppose this means I shouldn’t feel so bad about myself now,” she said. “After all, how could I compete with a woman who can go into a man’s head? Here’s a thought . . .” She lightened up, but in a majorly false way that told me she was back to putting on an act. “Maybe I need to die to have a successful relationship with Gavin.”

			Pow—her joke hit me right in the gut. “You hate me. Just say it. It’ll make both of us feel better.” In a way.

			“Hate?” She laughed as some businessmen swathed in cologne passed by. One of them gave her an appreciative glance, not that she would’ve cared. “Really, Jen? Hate?”

			“Okay, hate is an immature way of putting it. But I’m still twenty-three. A pretty emotionally retarded twenty-three, since I was stuck in a time loop for decades.”

			She shook her head in an affectionate way, even with the hurt emanating from her. “Just so you know, it’s not cool to say retarded these days.”

			Noted.

			She gathered herself, pushing back a few curls that’d come out of her barrette. “You know what? I think you should give it a shot with Gavin.”

			Huh?

			“I’m serious,” she said.

			“Cut it out, Suze.”

			“I wasn’t trying to be funny.”

			“You’re just being flippant about handling a broken heart.”

			“What other way is there to be?”

			I put my hands on my hips, even though she wouldn’t see. “Remember, I was there when Marshall Trammel stood you up for the Valentine’s dance senior year. You were all flippant about that, too.”

			“I meant everything I said back then . . . and now.”

			“Sweetie, I was also there when he asked you out two weeks later and you said yes. I figured that meant you never stopped liking him and you were just pretending to be cool with his jerkiness.”

			“But I dumped him during prom,” Suze said, shrugging. “I had my revenge in the end.”

			She was so full of it. And what I meant by it was “pride.”

			But if hanging onto her pride made Suze feel better, then so be it. Still, I was pretty sure that pride was what also kept her from saying anything outright to me about the money Amanda Lee was sneaking to her every so often. Pride was so much Suze’s Waterloo that ABBA could’ve sung a song about her.

			She angled her body, like she was about to enter the sandwich shop. No one was near us now—the air had started to get colder, and it wasn’t because of me. The wind was starting to blow.

			I fought the urge to look around, because the last wind I remembered included the blond girl sitting on a curb, flashing her skeleton face at me and chomping at a car window.

			Suze raised a finger toward me, even though I wasn’t much more than part of that air.

			“I’m a big girl, Jen. You don’t have to worry about my heart breaking.”

			And with that, she smiled confidently, like the woman I’d always known she would grow up to be.

			Too bad it was the same smile she’d given me when she’d told me all those years ago that Marshall Trammel hadn’t broken her heart, either.

			*   *   *

			Amanda Lee had been right about making me take a break: seeing Suze again had grounded me somewhat, and there’d been another unexpected bonus to my time with her besides, even though I hadn’t known it until after I’d left Suze in her break room with her sandwich.

			For the first time in a long time, I felt like I could be somewhere away from my ghost friends and not be attacked by evil forces.

			Progress!

			When I arrived at Amanda Lee’s at dusk, just to see if anyone was there before I continued on to Elfin Forest, I found her and Marg back by the pool. Peering over the fence were lookiloo ghosts, including a turn-of-the-twentieth-century man in a pale suit and straw hat, plus a missionary Native American who wore a rough white shirt and short pants. Elliot and Angel had helped us catch Marg’s killer a couple months ago, and I’d learned their names and their death stories—about Elliot’s boardwalk stabbing and Angel’s scurvy—after the action had died down.

			I hadn’t seen them in a while, but tonight it was like they weren’t just hanging out to spy on Amanda Lee and all the excitement she brought to this corner of Boo World; I got the impression they were also keeping an eye on Marg. Either that or they were merely enthralled with that X on her.

			Even from outside the pool area, I could hear the waterfall and the women’s casual laughter. When I peeked above the fence, I saw that the only things missing from this idyllic scene were mai tais and . . . Oh. An actual body for Marg to sunbathe with.

			Not that she would’ve gotten many rays with the clouds covering the dusky sky.

			I patted my jealousy down as I checked out that X on Marg and told myself to be happy that she hadn’t turned into a disciple of my killer or anything yet.

			Before I went to them, I had to quiz Elliot and Angel, just to see if they were dark-spirit fakes, but they passed my test, giving me enough peace of mind to leave them and float over the fence.

			“Here she is!” Marg said, looking right at home while lollygagging around in her white mesh bathing suit cover-up.

			Amanda Lee gave me a what-kind-of-mood-are-you-in? look. I grinned at her, and she accepted that as a friendly gesture.

			“I thought I’d spend some time with Suze,” I said. “So I did.”

			“Seems like you had fun,” Amanda Lee said.

			I smiled again, then nodded at the wicker loungers they were relaxing on. “I see you’re taking a break, too. I guess we all needed one.”

			Marg sat up and swung her once-tanned legs to the side of her recliner. She smiled at Amanda Lee. “You should tell her.”

			Amanda Lee wore a canary-eating grin now. Clearly, the effects of her hallucination hadn’t completely worn off.

			“What?” I asked.

			She gave it up. “Ruben will be stopping by tonight before we go back to Elfin Forest, so we’re waiting for him. He’s found out more about your murder, Jensen.”

			“About Franklin Anson Bruckner?”

			“That’s what I assume. And all I can go on are assumptions at this point, since I’m not getting a reading on Ruben’s success one way or the other.”

			Out of habit, I blew out a breath, and it materialized, sending a huff of air over the back fence, making the bushes behind it bob. I could barely see Elliot’s and Angel’s heads as they listened in.

			The closer we got to knowing more about my killer, the more nerve-racked I was getting. It was like the worst mystery date ever, not knowing everything about who was going to show up at the door.

			“Aren’t you excited?” Marg asked.

			“Yes and no.”

			“I would be.”

			My temper, which had been doing so awesomely, stirred. “We know who your killer was, Marg.”

			She and Amanda Lee glanced at each other. The bitch is back.

			But I didn’t want to be a bitch. “You know what I mean.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Marg said.

			“One thing I know,” Amanda Lee said, “is I cannot wait to banish your killer, because I’m hoping that mist will disappear right along with him. I miss the less persnickety Jensen.”

			Missed? Aw. That was actually kind of sweet.

			Feeling the love—yeah, look at me getting today’s lingo down—I settled on a chair. After all, from now on, we were the team, right? We were crusaders against the bad, the brigade of the just. Hell, we were a strange version of Charlie’s Angels.

			We all looked at each other, and it was like we were thinking the same thing about working together. Cool beans.

			“So, how’s this gonna work?” I asked. “As far as divvying up the cases?”

			Amanda Lee had obviously given it some thought. “You, of course, have enough to handle with your own case, Jensen. Marg will help me with the ghost hunters. Along with Twyla, of course.”

			“Where is Twyla, by the way?” I asked.

			Marg leaned back on her chair. “Still at the happy house.”

			Hmm. I hadn’t seen Marg and Twyla separated since Marg had first come to Boo World.

			As my gaze lingered on her in the afterburn of her comment, I thought I saw a tiny smile claim her mouth right before it disappeared, leaving me to watch that X on her chest.

			And I kept watching as I sat down to wait for Ruben.
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			“A rey muerto, rey puesto!”

			Ruben was sitting on one of the pool chairs a half hour later, talking and gesticulating with his hands while having no earthly idea that two ghosts, plus our lingering lookiloos, were hovering nearby.

			He was, for sure, no sensitive.

			Amanda Lee was in the chair next to him. She’d shut off the waterfall when he’d arrived a few minutes ago, and the night sounds of creaking, humming things around us seemed so much louder in the cool air.

			“My Spanish isn’t wonderful, Ruben,” she said. “What did you just say?”

			The shadow of his cap brim shaded his face. “Some would translate it as, ‘Off with the old; on with the new,’ but my mother preferred it to mean, ‘As soon as one goes out the window, another comes in the door.’ She used to say this to us kids when she was shooing us back outside when we’d try to sneak snacks before dinner. But it has yet another whole new, not very welcome meaning now.”

			To think, Charlie’s Angels had been in such a nice place before he’d shown up.

			Stifling a sneeze, he held up a finger, and we all waited for him to a-choo. Then he pushed the brim of his cap up, revealing more of his worn face, and sighed.

			“What I’m getting around to telling you, Amanda Lee, is that we now have more than one person of interest who looks good for Jensen Murphy’s crime.”

			It took a second for that to sink in. Did he mean that we had another guy who might’ve killed me?

			Marg slowly floated around to the back of Amanda Lee’s chair, and I kept watching her, still wary of Madam X, even while I was trying to wrap my mind around what Ruben was saying. At the fence, the lookiloos, Elliot and Angel, dared to float higher so they could take in everything better, but I didn’t shoo them off. Not when I actually trusted them, and not when they kept batting away other ghosts who got curious and drifted onto the property.

			Amanda Lee finally said something. “Enlighten us, Ruben.”

			He wiped at his nose with a bandanna and opened the cover of his computer pad, waking up the screen by pushing a button at the top of the device. “I heard from yet another online contact shortly after we left the diner this morning, and I spent the afternoon ignoring my other cases to follow up on what he offered. Not that I mind so much. Background checks aren’t the spice of my life.”

			After he touched a tiny, colorful app square on the screen, the computer lit to a blinding-white page that looked like it showed e-mails. After inspecting it and obviously not finding what he was searching for, he went to another page, and waited for it to load.

			“Anyways,” he said, “about this new person of interest . . . Brace yourself—it’s not your typical sort of suspect.”

			My patience was already wearing thin, but before I lost my temper again, he glanced at his Buck Rogers computer, where a picture had come up on the screen. And from what I could see . . .

			This person of interest definitely wasn’t anyone like Franklin Anson Bruckner.

			Ruben handed the pad to Amanda Lee, and she sucked in a breath. So did Marg before she glanced at me, her eyes wide.

			Because on that screen was the face of a woman who looked like she was in her late twenties.

			If I’d been shuddering a lot these past couple of days, that was nothing compared to what tumbled through me now—a lightning roll of freezing horror.

			A woman.

			What the hell?

			Amanda Lee pushed back the gray streaks at the front of her hair. “This must be a joke. Women don’t run through the forest with axes. They don’t kill other women one right after another.”

			“’Fraid you might be wrong,” Ruben said. “My new online contact matched her presence to five of the locations where the missing blondes have disappeared—including one here in Southern California when Jensen died. This woman was one of those hippies who never outgrew the seventies, roaming around in a van with whoever caught her fancy. She had the means to travel far and wide, and she got tossed in the clink once for pulling a blade on another female in a convenience store. It was around the time a blonde disappeared near Portland.”

			I went over to get a better look at this twist in my murder case, taking care not to get so close to the electronic device that I affected it.

			The computer showed an old Polaroid—you could even see the edges. The person of interest had matted, steel-wool hair that defied a colorful description . . . or maybe clumpy mud would’ve worked. A beaded headband was tied around her forehead, and a gap-toothed smile went along with freckles, a scar that swiped down one of her cheeks, and . . . yup . . . blue eyes. She was toasting the camera with a half bottle of whiskey, flipping off whoever was taking the picture.

			Why did the term latent Charles Manson castoff enter my mind?

			“Her name was Heather Widden,” Ruben said, then wiped his bandanna under his nose. “She died seven years ago while living a peaceful existence as an artist less than an hour east of here in Alpine. According to some background research my contact did before reaching out to me, she was a scrapper. Got into fights mainly at bars with other women she suspected of hitting on her boyfriends. Seems she didn’t like blondes in particular.”

			When Marg spoke up, Ruben didn’t hear. “So that’s why she put on a granny mask and chased Jensen through the woods one night? That doesn’t make sense.”

			I would’ve agreed, but I was speechless. Heather Widden was a woman. My killer had seemed guyish, running and swinging that ax like a male. . . . But, then again, whoever murdered me had been wearing that face-covering hag’s mask, so how would I know?

			Amanda Lee said, “Are you sure she fits our murder scenario?”

			“Possibly.” Ruben rested his arms on his thighs. “And if you’re thinking that females aren’t usually serial killers, you’re right. But there’re some on record, especially after the women’s movement in the seventies, after females felt more empowerment. That’s what some studies say, anyway.”

			Amanda Lee raised her chin, like she was ready for some of Ruben’s machismo to come out, but she shouldn’t have worried. He was all pro.

			“Female psychopathy isn’t studied as much as male,” he said, “so there’s a lot we still don’t know about it. But we do know that males have been trained by society to act out, to not keep their anger inside, and that’s the opposite for females. That’s why it’s harder for us to accept the thought of a violent woman who’s a serial killer. We’re not conditioned to do it.”

			Amanda Lee snuck a glance at me. Both of us had no problems accepting a woman as a regular killer. Elizabeth Dalton’s murderer, Farah, had made us believers.

			But Marg had a ways to go. She talked over Ruben as he went on to tell Amanda Lee how easy it was for women killers to fly under the radar, how they often killed children or husbands with “softer” ways, like poison.

			“He’s got to be wrong,” Marg said to me.

			I spouted out some of the serial-killer trivia I’d learned online when we’d been dealing with a previous case. “You ever hear of Aileen Wuornos? Or going back even farther, Elizabeth Báthory? She was supposed to have killed maybe six hundred and fifty girls way back when.” I wasn’t sure of the date, but there’d been castles and Vlad the Impaler around her time. “Most of the girls were lured to the castle by the promise of being her servants, and she’d kill them because she thought their blood made her younger.”

			Marg closed her eyes and nodded. Yup, she’d studied her history and was just now reconciling it with this ugly possibility, right here in our own backyard.

			For a second, her emotion made all my doubts about her and her X fly away.

			For a second.

			“But your killer used an ax,” she said opening her eyes. “It seems so . . .”

			“Brutal?” I asked. “And nonfeminine?”

			“Come to think of it, I’m wrong about that, too,” she said. “Lizzie Borden supposedly used an ax. But she always seemed like an exception to a rule.”

			Ruben was saying something to Amanda Lee that snagged my attention right back to him. “But there’s one thing in particular that doesn’t make sense to me about matching this Widden woman up with Jensen’s murder. Your psychic visions showed you that Jensen was cut up by that ax after she was killed.”

			“That’s right.” Amanda Lee went along with the lie. She hadn’t had visions—just dead old me to tell her my story.

			“Mostly, women don’t mutilate corpses. That’s a male trait.”

			Oh. Good to know?

			“So where does this leave us?” Amanda Lee asked.

			“Scattered. And this puts a lot more on my plate, because I’m still in the process of looking up the relatives of the missing blondes to interview them.” Over the months, he’d been trying to get leads this way, but nothing had panned out so far. “And today I also tracked down . . .” He stopped, took a breath, reached for his bandanna, then sneezed. After he shook it off, he finished. “One of Franklin Anson Bruckner’s brothers, who lives in Orange County. I thought it’d be worth my time and yours to visit, since Franklin might’ve seen his bro around the time Jensen was murdered.”

			Amanda Lee handed the computer back to Ruben. “You go ahead and try to make contact with the brother, and I can talk to him. I’ll be working on that Spirit Stalkers consulting job tonight, but I’d be ready to take a drive up there tomorrow, anytime.”

			“I’d still like to go with you—”

			A dinging sound came from his computer pad, and he flicked his fingertips over his screen, going back to that e-mail page. He read the incoming message. After a minute, he looked up at Amanda Lee, then glanced at the screen again and shook his head.

			“I don’t believe this.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“Another e-mail from another contact.”

			I floated to the ground, kneeling just over the concrete. Seriously? Another lead? Even Amanda Lee and Marg looked bowled over.

			“This contact says that he has good reason to think that an older man named Harold Reedman could be our guy, and—”

			Another ding from the computer. Ruben accessed that one, too.

			When he didn’t say anything to us, Amanda Lee sighed.

			“One more?” she asked.

			Another ding, then another. When the computer started going nuts with ding-ding-dings, Ruben shut the cover, but that didn’t stop the dinging. “This is loco!”

			Anger started to fizzle at me, and I rose into the air. “You know what’s going on, don’t you?” I said to Amanda Lee and Marg as the hail of messages pelted the air.

			Ding-ding-ding-ding . . .

			I nailed Marg with a real hard look. She furrowed her eyebrows, but I didn’t let that throw me off.

			“The dark spirit is close enough to be manipulating Ruben’s computer,” I said. “My killer is planting these leads.”

			Just another way of haunting. Another way of screwing with me.

			Well, I wasn’t going to give him or her any fear—not tonight—and I kept boring a look into Marg, just in case that X of hers was a portal that allowed my killer to be here and not be here at the same time.

			Crazy idea? Maybe not.

			Suddenly, the dinging stopped, and it wasn’t because Ruben had shut off the computer. He was just in the process of doing that, and his hand hovered over the screen. He glanced at Amanda Lee with a bewildered expression.

			The haunting had come to a halt. Was it because I wasn’t taking the bait this time?

			My fingers were clawed as Marg scanned me, her expression changing as she realized that I’d been accusing her of aiding the dark spirit.

			“Jensen . . .” she said.

			But Amanda Lee shot her own fire-hot look at me, shutting me up. Then she focused on Ruben, who was rubbing at his temples with one hand.

			“Do you know what’s happening?” she asked him.

			“Yeah, someone’s playing games on the forums. I’ll get their asses kicked off soon enough . . . when I have time to breathe.”

			“Someone certainly is playing games.” She leaned forward in her chair. “Ruben, have you ever felt that something . . . odd . . . was going on with Jensen’s case?”

			Holy crap, she was about to tell him about us ghosts. Even though I was still side-eyeing Marg, I watched the show.

			Ruben wiped his hand down his face. “I don’t know what you mean, Amanda Lee.”

			“I mean that there’s evil at work here.”

			He sat up straight, even though she was easing him into this; it only made sense for a man who’d based his life on facts and evidence until Amanda Lee had started helping him with cases. He was like Old Seth, I guessed, opening his mind little by little.

			“Evil’s a loaded word,” he said.

			“But a very real concept.”

			Amanda Lee lowered her tone like she was an alarmingly old and leathery Robert Redford in a movie I’d seen on TV where he whispered kind words to reluctant wild horses.

			“Haven’t you noticed the inexplicable happening?” she asked.

			“Like what?” Now he had a wary expression, his machismo at full force.

			“Like the strange sounds around you every time we meet.”

			I knew just what she needed from me, and I sighed, making my breath materialize into a soft cry of wind that ruffled over the bushes. On the fence, Elliot and Angel had taken proper seats, balancing while watching, totally entertained by the scene.

			“Or,” Amanda Lee said, “a chill in the air that you weren’t expecting?”

			This time Marg drifted over to Ruben, barely brushing against him. I kept watching her while he shivered.

			He stared at Amanda Lee, and I thought he was about to say the magic word.

			Spirits.

			But then he laughed, belly deep. It ended with a sneeze and a cough and him reaching for his bandanna again.

			“That’s funny,” he said. “Psychics can do all kinds of tricks, and you just proved it.”

			“Actually, I’m not telekinetic—”

			“And,” he said, not stopping to hear her out, “I think you need to save your arsenal for someone who’s in the mood for tricks. I believe you can read the future and the past, my friend, but as far as the rest of this spooky-ooky stuff goes, leave it for Halloween.”

			He stood, not even asking why Amanda Lee would mess around with dumb tricks to scare him. But I knew from the look on his face that he was on the edge of believing. He just couldn’t bring himself to do it.

			Maybe next time, I thought. If we were lucky enough to have one.

			He sneezed again, and Amanda Lee pointed a resigned finger toward her main house. “I’ve got cold medicine inside.”

			“I forgot to take mine today. Fogs the mind. But I don’t think I have a choice now. Also, I have to hit the head—I mean, the gentleman’s room—anyway. Would you mind if I . . . ?”

			“You know where the guest bathroom is. There’s a stocked medicine cabinet in there.”

			“Gracias.” He saluted her, moving away with an obvious limp that he’d gotten from his time on the San Diego Police force.

			Was it me, or did he take a creeped-out look around as he left the pool area?

			I didn’t dwell on it, because I was already locked onto Marg again.

			It was my turn to reveal.

			“So, what do you guys think?” I asked. “Was there a ghost in his machine just now?”

			“Jensen . . . ” Amanda Lee said, vibing exactly where I was going with this.

			I went on. “What do you think, Marg? Was there?”

			Marg stood by Amanda Lee, just as unruffled. Peas in a pod.

			“Amanda Lee already told me what you think about my X and how it might be an opening for the dark spirit to get inside me,” she said. “What can I do to convince you that no such thing has happened?”

			Good question. My dark, misty side was raring to have it answered. It was thudding at me more than usual.

			So much that I actually took a look around me. Could it be that the dark spirit itself had been here, cloaked from our perception, and this had nothing to do with Marg at all?

			Amanda Lee came toward me, her hand outstretched. Wasn’t she touchy-feely nowadays? She was making friends all over the place with Ruben, Marg . . . everyone.

			“Jensen,” she said. “I have to get going to Elfin Forest to meet the ghost team, and until they finish poking around tonight, I’ll be staying with them. They’ve stirred up more trouble than they’re worth so far.”

			Marg added, “The dark spirit had to have been attracted by their interest in Jensen.”

			“You’re going with Amanda Lee?” I asked. Typical.

			Amanda Lee answered for her. “I’d like an escort, yes. Is that okay with you?”

			Her tone made me feel like such a Betty. It made me realize that I was getting sick of my moodiness, too. Hell, I was getting sick of myself.

			“Yes, it’s okay,” I said softly.

			“Good.” Amanda Lee seemed satisfied. “Because I was going to ask you to go to Wendy’s. She and Eileen have been putting their heads together there, and I’d like you to check in with them and perhaps do some brainstorming in . . . well, in person about banishing our murderous nuisance.”

			She flashed a disgusted glance around, and I liked the idea that I wasn’t the only one who’d wondered if the dark spirit was still here. Paranoia, my foot.

			Behind Amanda Lee, lookiloo Elliot was raising his hand. Naturally, Marg the teacher saw him first and acknowledged him.

			He placed his fingers on the brim of his straw hat in salutation. “Ms. Minter, ma’am. Angel and I are wonderin’ if . . .”

			“No,” she said.

			“But, ma’am? Miss? How did you know what I . . . ?”

			“You’re going to ask if you can come with us, and I said no.” Amanda Lee was already walking toward the gate at a determined clip. “I appreciate the thought, but it seems that Jensen trusts you enough to have you guard the house while we’re away. And that’s good enough for me.”

			As she left the pool area with Marg, I shrugged at the boys. Elliot was pursing his lips in thought, just like the clever boardwalk con man he’d told me he’d been in real life. Next to him, Angel was vegged out, sitting on top of the fence again, cool with being on duty here. Sometimes ghosts just liked having a purpose.

			“Seriously, guys,” I said, conjuring my travel tunnel, “watch out for that dark spirit. He’s a nasty one.”

			“Nasty’s my middle name,” Elliot said, holding on to the lapels of his pale suit.

			Giving him a thumbs-up, I hopped into my arterial tunnel, winding through it, then finally blasting out of it in the courtyard of Wendy’s condo, spinning until I righted myself near the wall.

			Only to come face-to-face with a blade that was slicing through the air and heading straight for my neck.
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			Before I could scream, I whirled away from the blade’s edge, barely escaping as it whooshed an inch from my essence.

			Dark spirit! Get him!

			My mind was a blur as I hardened my arms, feeling them randomly turn into whirring saws. I raised them, ready to go for it, while something in the back of my head asked, Where’s Wendy? Scott? Gavin?

			“Stop!”

			A human, female voice coming from downstairs in the condo. Wendy?

			Whoever had attacked me had already retreated, so I backed off, too, even though my blades were still spinning as everything came into focus around me.

			Across the courtyard, Scott had his sword arms up and ready. His fifties teen-dream essence seemed paler than usual, especially against the greaser darkness of his hair.

			“Don’t just bust in here like that!” he yelled.

			I’d startled him when I’d come in my travel tunnel. Why?

			I snapped my saw blades back into ghost arms, my dander up and sparking. “I always bust in here like that! It’s what travel tunnels do!”

			When Scott still didn’t give up his blades, a spooky chill danced over me. And when he scanned the lamplit courtyard and the dusky trees beyond the stucco wall, I got an even worse feeling.

			Wendy’s voice came again from inside the living room. “He’s on high alert, Jen.”

			“What for?” I turned to her.

			She was dressed in her basic geek-girl wardrobe—the same temporary Hello Kitty tattoo on her arm, the same kind of black skirt and artistically ripped shirt giving that pink streak in her hair more of a vivid statement. Since she was still clutching the handle of the sliding-glass door, I thought she’d probably thrown it open at the commotion, even though I hadn’t noticed her do it.

			“Scott’s been hearing things around here for the past five minutes,” she said.

			“Things?” And why only for the past five minutes? It was like something bad had known I was on my way here.

			Scott said, “The tree branches keep rattling like someone’s shaking them, and there’re these low, obnoxious laughing noises, too, like someone’s chuckling deep in their throat. But there’s no someone around.”

			We all waited for a sec, like Wendy and Scott wanted to prove to me that they weren’t just hearing things. But the only sounds were the fountain lapping softly in the courtyard and a small dog in the distance, probably walking with its human on the pathways.

			“I swear,” Scott finally said, drifting down to the concrete, “I’m not fooling about hearing stuff.”

			“And I heard what he heard,” Wendy said, “but he made me go inside.”

			“You should get back inside,” Scott said.

			Before she could do that, I spoke up. “Maybe the dark spirit was around, but since he’s learned to cloak himself, he wasn’t visible to you guys.”

			Scott still hadn’t put away his blades. “That’s what I was afraid of. Not that I’m afraid.”

			“Of course not.” I wasn’t about to contradict the hot-rod hero. “Did Gavin hear anything?” Was he even home?

			“He’s putting in a few extra hours at work,” Wendy said. “He’s got some final designs for a video game, and he needs to sweat out the deadline.”

			I was glad and not glad to hear that Gavin wasn’t around. Glad because he wasn’t here to be harassed by this evening’s haunting. Not glad because I hoped that the dark spirit hadn’t targeted him at work.

			But most of the not-glad came from how I craved seeing him. Even if there was a whole lot of guilt that went along with the craving.

			“So, my killer’s really getting around,” I said. “It’s like it’s getting even stronger, cockier . . .”

			My words faded when someone came up behind Wendy inside the condo. I almost drew blades again until I recognized our company.

			Eileen Perez, the cleaner who’d been working with Wendy all this time. A dainty lady who couldn’t have been more than forty years old, she had brunet Jackie O. hair and wore a soft pink top and white capris with flat silver sandals. She leaned over Wendy’s shoulder and took a gander outside.

			“Something’s definitely in the air besides Scott,” she said.

			Wendy nodded. “You got that right.”

			Scott pointed to the condo with a blade. “The sounds are gone, but how about you make like turtles and get back inside your shell?”

			Wendy turned to Eileen. “He wants us to go in.”

			Looked like things hadn’t changed so much since the last time I’d encountered Eileen. She still couldn’t see or hear ghosts. I’d found out that tidbit when the Edgett family had called her to clean their mansion after I’d been haunting it. Obviously, she hadn’t cleaned me, even though Eileen was a true-blue believer in helping ghosts cross over to the glare whenever possible.

			I kept my distance, even when Eileen journeyed back into the living room and Wendy motioned for me to come with her.

			At my pause, she whispered, “She’s on our team, Jen. We’ve had good talks about this, and now she wants to learn from you and Scott instead of just shooing you into the light.”

			“For right now.”

			“Let’s go, okay?”

			Since there was no reason to think Wendy was lying about Eileen—even if my first instinct yelled not to trust anyone—I drifted over her head and into the living room, leaving Scott to defend against any more rattling branches and guttural laughing. I’d be able to hear him if he needed me, because Wendy didn’t take me all that far.

			She’d lifted the incantations she’d used to keep me and Scott out of this place, so I was familiar with the luxurious digs—the sleek yet warm and spacious sofas, the stone wall with the home-theater equipment, the blond wood floor and pricy earth-toned nude paintings by artists I hadn’t ever heard of. The room even smelled expensive, like polish and money. Affluence at its most humble.

			Eileen had removed her sandals and grabbed a thick leather book with Ghosts and Spirits in Our Midst on its cover. She sat on a sofa with her legs bent to the side and her feet delicately tucked under her. She was glancing around like she sensed me.

			“There’s another ghost, and you let her in,” Eileen said. “I know this one.”

			“It’s Jensen Murphy.” Wendy plopped down on a burgundy sofa across from Eileen. “I told you she drops in sometimes. Jen, how’re things on your end of Boo World?”

			“As demented as usual.” I’d catch her up on everything in a bit, after I made totally sure Eileen wouldn’t suddenly try to flush me out of the universe. “Amanda Lee wanted me to brainstorm with you guys. How’s all that going?”

			“Not bad, not bad at all. We’ve got a ton of orgonite in the study down the hall, and it took us forever and a day to mold it into pyramids. Do you think that’s why the dark spirit won’t come any closer than he already has?”

			“Maybe.” Orgonite was the stuff she’d talked about last time I’d seen her—the catalyzed resin and shavings and blah-blah-blah that turned negative energy into positive. Good thing I was a Mary Sunshine and the stuff wouldn’t affect me like it would an evil spirit.

			Wouldn’t it be a stroke of luck if that orgonite was the answer? Score one for us; zero for evil.

			By this time, Eileen had scooted to the edge of her wide cushion. She was watching the hairs on her arms rise. “I can feel Jensen’s coolness, her energy. She gives off different vibrations than Scott.”

			I thought about my mist issue. Was it like BO to a human who could sense such things?

			Wendy laughed. “Eileen, you’re acting like a ghost groupie.”

			“Jensen’s not exactly a ghost who comes with a quiet past, so you know I’m interested.” Eileen couldn’t stop watching her arm hairs. “She hasn’t changed since I cleaned your mansion. I’m feeling that she’s still a very determined entity. Now more than ever, though, she believes she’s doing something right, like settling scores. Even if I tried to help her cross over, she’d put up a fight.”

			“Understatement doesn’t even begin to cover that,” Wendy said.

			I waved a hand in front of me. “Hi. Right here in the room with you.”

			Wendy grinned. “Yes, we know you’re still here, Jen.”

			Eileen seemed even more thrilled that Wendy was carrying on a conversation with me. But hadn’t Wendy been chatting with Scott, too? Maybe the whole ghost thing never got old for Eileen.

			Wendy put on her Mature Adult Face and said, “So . . . brainstorming. We should get to it.”

			Eileen was busy reaching into her large bag at the foot of the sofa. She pulled out a handheld recorder and turned it on. When Wendy stared at her, Eileen said, “Just capturing an EVP.”

			“Oooh,” I said to Wendy. “Maybe now’s a good time to give her tips, like how salt can just repel us but not hurt us much.”

			“I’ve told her,” Wendy said. “I’ve told her everything I know about ghosts.”

			“But have you come up with any solutions to our main problem?”

			“Like I said . . .” Wendy looked very proud of herself. “We made a ton of those orgonite pyramids, and that’s what’s going to work, Jensen. That’s our evil-spirit death ray.”

			Ah. So this was why Amanda Lee had sent me down to the geek condo—because she probably divined that I needed to put some boot to Wendy’s and Eileen’s butts.

			“Just curious,” I said. “But did you try some of that orgonite on whatever was rattling those branches?”

			“Eileen and I were about to bring a couple pyramids out, but Scott told us to get back. Then you came.”

			Sigh. Okay. I had to remind myself that there was only so much a human could get done in a certain amount of time, and it hadn’t been all that long since the dark spirit had reappeared to us. Yesterday, as a matter of fact. What had I expected from Wendy and Eileen—miracles?

			At least I could contribute to the brainstorming. “There’s something I’ve got on my end. I met a Wiccan ghost and—”

			“Shut up!” Wendy said. “Seriously? That’s possible?”

			Eileen held her recorder up higher, her gaze wide.

			“Yeah. Who knew?” I said. “Anyway, she’ll be contacting one of the humans she guides and telling them our situation, so expect some random Wiccan to get in touch with you soon. They can use protection spells, et cetera, and maybe there’s something you can work out with this witch about putting the dark spirit down.”

			“Witch,” Wendy repeated. “That’s so boss.” Then she told Eileen what I’d said.

			Eileen crossed herself. “I don’t know about this. Wiccans?”

			I kept back another sigh. “Tell her that Wicca isn’t about black magick. Hell, Wiccans won’t get negative with their spells, so we’ll probably be focusing on protection only.”

			“Sweet,” Wendy said after translating for me. “How cool is it that we could gather a ghost-team army? What if we recruited the Stalkers, too?”

			Eileen frowned. “No, thank you. They’re not the real McCoy.”

			Well, well, well. How about that? We had a little ghost-busting competition going on.

			“I have a question for Jensen.” Eileen turned off the recorder. “Jensen, can you hear me?”

			“Not deaf,” I said.

			“Eileen, she’s no Bubble Boy.” Wendy nodded toward the courtyard. Then she obviously realized that I wasn’t up on current events. “That’s what we’ve started calling Scott. He thinks it’s a drag to talk to humans who can’t hear him, so he acts like he’s in a bubble that keeps him from interacting with Eileen. Thinks she asks too many questions.”

			“And why not?” Eileen said. “I’ve only come into contact with a few ghosts during my time in my paranormal club.” She slanted her body toward me, showing that she knew I was floating near her. “Jensen, Wendy’s told me all about what you can do—the empathy readings, how you can go into a human’s dreams, how you can make them hallucinate.”

			Uh-oh. I could predict what was coming like J. R. Ewing could always predict that Bobby would be dumb about selling oil.

			“This would only be for the sake of study,” Eileen said, batting her thick eyelashes like that would help, “but I was wondering if you could show me, say, a hallucination, so I could educate my club about it.”

			Her club. Eileen was a churchy, good kind of woman, but I had no idea who else was in her circle. Like, did they knit during their meetings? Exchange brownie recipes after talking about salting us to death? Sure, Eileen had known a solid trick or two when she’d tried to clean me out of the Edgett mansion, but I wasn’t sure she was ready for hallucination prime time.

			“Is she for real about this?” I asked Wendy.

			“Very.” Then Wendy addressed her. “I told you that ghosts are careful with their hallucinations, especially on innocents. They can drain a human, and ghosts like to avoid that if they can. All around, Jensen and her peeps basically avoid killing people purposely and directly. Not unless their big goal is to be eternally damned.”

			“This is for science,” Eileen said. “Besides, I’m sure she’ll know if the hallucination is going south.”

			Wendy shrugged at me. I shrugged back. Then she leaned forward in her chair, way more eager for this promise of quality entertainment than she should be. Someday she’d make a good ghost.

			Eileen put down the recorder, straightened her legs out from under her until her bare, pink-nailed feet were on the ground, grasped the edge of the sofa cushion, and squeezed her eyes shut like she was about to take off on a roller coaster.

			Here goes nothing.

			When I touched her neck, she jumped, shocking me. I bolted back because, damn, she was full of nervous energy. And maybe she should’ve been. Since Señorita Jackie O. here wanted the ghost experience, I’d already decided that I was going to give it to her. She’d get a hallucination, all right.

			But then I corrected myself. That’d been the mist talking, so I shoved back at it, trying to get a more positive attitude.

			“Wendy, please tell your friend to relax.” There. Better.

			“Dial down your amps, Eileen,” Wendy said.

			“All right.” She blew out a breath, raising her hands and lowering them. “Ready.”

			I touched her again, and this time I slipped right into her, down past her skin and into her head, joining with her consciousness, unable to control what was about to come at us except for the first image I put into her mind as—

			Flying through the clouds, misty, white, lovely . . .

			Then a swipe, a wall of black mist blocking everything, cold and clammy. All around us.

			What was this, and how could we get out of it . . . ?

			We bat our hands at the mist until it suddenly parts in front of us, revealing the living room.

			But it’s not really the living room—not with the ceiling gone, exposing a big blue sky. A surfing sky. And the light wood floor bobs below the furniture, liquid, a golden sea.

			Wendy is watching us from across the room, her burgundy sofa like a raft, and we laugh as her seat begins to stretch like salt-water taffy, winding into swirling shapes above her, forming the awning on a candy-covered gondola.

			“It feels so real,” we say breathlessly, the wind on our skin, the smell of salt and kelp permeating us.

			Hallucination Wendy smiles, then reaches over to pluck off a section of taffy. She pops it into her mouth and says, “Mmm.”

			When our sofa begins to change shape, too, we hold our breath, overjoyed at the sight of gumdrops popping out over the upholstery. We pull off a green, sugar-coated treat. It melts in our mouth.

			So good, just like a day in the park, holding a bag of candy while our madre hugs us to her as we sit on a bench, watching the world go by. Beautiful weekend days, sunny and . . .

			Without warning, the room twists, changing back into what it was before—a normal, everyday, average luxury condo with cream and stone walls. Except, this time, Wendy isn’t so normal.

			She has whiskers and pale skin, a pink bow by her kitty ears, her almond eyes now round and dark, her nose a yellow dab in the middle of her face, her mouth gone.

			“Meow,” she somehow says, just like she’s the Hello Kitty tattoo on her arm.

			We’re not sure whether to laugh or be startled. A human cat. A warped view of the teenager we’ve known ever since the ghosts took over her mansion . . .

			“Meow?” she asks.

			She’s pointing to something behind us, and our pulse picks up speed, axing at our chest as we turn around. . . .

			A lightning flash fries into us, ripping apart time like something has joined us, and as electricity sizzles our sight we see . . .

			Oh God.

			A formless shape is right behind us, a black blob hovering, tentacles waving from it. One of those tentacles reaches for us and—

			In a zap, I barged out of Eileen’s mind, flaring past her skin and into the room, putting an end to a hallucination that’d definitely gone out of control.

			Then a scream.

			I veered around to find Eileen shivering violently on the sofa, facing what’d become a nightmare.

			Wendy was the one screaming, because the blob hadn’t just been in the hallucination—it’d been out of it, too, and it was still in back of Eileen, reaching that tentacle toward her.

			The damned thing was real and had slipped into Eileen while she was open. . . .

			Fear blazed out of me—I couldn’t stop it—and the blob seemed to peer over its shoulder, right at me, pausing in its grab for Eileen. I could feel it pulling energy from me, eating my fright, charging it up.

			Have to stop it, I thought. Have to—

			With all my might, I struck at the son of a bitch because I wasn’t going to be its victim again.

			Never again.

			I used every bit of energy I could to conjure something, anything that might scare it.

			And the last thing I expected materialized out of the ceiling.

			A wrangler, and it blew through the intact plaster in all a reaper’s gray, bridal-veiled glory. Like sheer wings, its long shroud belled around it as I made it hover over the dark spirit.

			I barely noticed that Wendy and Eileen were both gone now because I was too focused on fighting my killer as it reared back from my fake wrangler materialization. Did my killer think it was real? Please?

			Did it think its time had finally come?

			The fake wrangler lifted one of its gloved hands, crooking its finger at the blobby dark spirit whose tentacles had shriveled into its form, flaccid.

			When it seemed to look around the room—for what? Help?—I made the wrangler speak, even though I didn’t know if they were capable.

			“You’re done,” it said in a lovely lady’s whisper, still gesturing for my killer to come to it. “You’re mine.”

			“No.” It was the tiniest sound I’d ever heard from my murderer’s rusty-coffin-nail voice, and what happened next was inevitable.

			I laughed at its fear.

			I laughed because I liked how the tables had turned. I liked seeing that it was just as frightened as I’d been these past couple of days—no, strike that. During my entire death. I liked this sign of weakness in the thing.

			But laughing only pulled its attention away from the wrangler materialization.

			With a freezing tremble, I lost concentration, lost my grip on the reaper, and the materialization disappeared.

			It was my killer’s turn to laugh as it started to grow its essence.

			Twice its size.

			Three times.

			It loomed. It seethed.

			“Jensen Murphy,” it said in that quiet screech. “You’re mine, my Valentine.”

			I tried not to let fear scramble me, but my essence quaked, draining more by the second, dripping out of me as the dark spirit only expanded more, covering the ceiling now . . .

			Wendy’s voice broke through the shuddering air. “Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle—!”

			Saint Michael’s prayer again. It’d worked for her before, and I prayed it would now.

			But my killer only laughed at her, too.

			Then it stopped laughing. Just like that. And it was only when the blob started shrinking and wailing and thrashing around as it retreated from me that I realized what Wendy had brought to the room with her.

			She was holding a pyramid of orgonite, and the object was starting to sip at the dark spirit like soda pop through a straw.

			I would’ve shouted and pumped my ghost fist while its black blobby form went skinny and pulled farther and farther toward Wendy, but the dark spirit began to change in other ways while it shrieked.

			It grew a face.

			As I recognized whose face it was, I screamed, too.
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			The face . . .

			It was Daniel the hiker from Elfin Forest, with his beard surrounding the horrific O of his mouth as the pyramid kept reeling him in.

			“Jen . . . sen . . . !” he managed to say just before he got sucked all the way into the center of the purple, orange, and yellow pyramid.

			And . . . bloop.

			He was gone.

			Except for the echo of his last laugh hanging in the air, digging at the corners of the room until that was gone, too.

			My killer. Erased just like that.

			Daniel?

			As his identity burned into me, I should’ve felt withering relief, but that wasn’t exactly what was pushing me to the floor, forcing me into a pool of weakness, badly in need of a charge.

			Numbness. Disbelief. Confusion. They were stirring me up, making me feel like I would never, ever come together again.

			I made it to a wall outlet, pronged my hand and plugged in, feeling waves of redeeming energy wiping through me. As my form pulsed with a ghost’s sizzling lifeblood, I found Wendy and Eileen across the room.

			They were staring at the pyramid as Wendy held it away from her like it was a bomb. She stumbled toward the glass coffee table and dropped it onto the surface. Even from where I was I could hear the glass crack. Then the two of them looked at me.

			“Jen?” Wendy asked, her voice shaking.

			“Everything’s okay.” I could barely even hear myself talk. “Just give me a minute. Or a thousand.”

			“From the look on your face . . .” she said. “Did you know him?”

			I could only nod. Very numb. The name Daniel—suddenly it had a different sound to it, dirty and repulsive. A different definition, too, because this wasn’t the ghost I’d known in Boo World. Yeah, I hadn’t known him well, but still. . . . Shouldn’t I have sensed it was him?

			“He was a . . . a ghost from Elfin Forest,” I whispered, tired, so tired. “A hiker who . . . hung out there. He seemed normal, and this whole time . . .”

			I couldn’t talk anymore. The hallucination gone wrong, the fear, the shock—they’d all done their damage, and I just wanted to shut down.

			But my brain kept going. Daniel had been there when Amanda Lee had first brought me to the Spirit Stalkers one day ago. Had he returned to San Diego from wherever he’d been, right at that moment, lured by the team’s interest in me? He’d been at the happy house, too, where I’d felt something malignant around me, thinking that my killer had been watching me, privately giggling with glee at what he was getting away with.

			I’d been right that whole time, and my form couldn’t stop fritzing because I was sick now, and all I could do was hold back a retch.

			But there was also something gagging at the back of my mind, like I needed to be thinking even more about Daniel than I was, like there was something else I still had to realize about him. . . .

			It wasn’t happening, though. The mist . . . The black mist was covering all my thoughts, and it was the first time I welcomed it.

			“Jen?” I heard Wendy saying. “Jensen?”

			Out of the corner of my gaze, I saw Scott float-crawling out of the fireplace, where he’d eased through the chimney. He joined Wendy as she tried me one more time.

			“Jensen!”

			I started to slip away into the nice, comforting fog of darkness. It was cold, yeah, but it shut out everything—my horrible death at the hands of a monster I’d known and, most of all, Daniel’s face as he’d been sucked into the pyramid. . .

			The sound of a gentle whoosh brought me back from falling all the way into the mist. So did Wendy’s and Scott’s gasps.

			I opened my eyes to see a real wrangler—not a materialization from me this time—descending from the ceiling with its veils, shroud, and faceless grace. Pretty, I thought uselessly. And not pretty.

			Eileen grasped Wendy’s hand. “What’s happening?” she asked as she looked around.

			She couldn’t see the wrangler. I wasn’t sure she’d seen anything, including the dark spirit. She’d only felt it all, and I wondered if that was scarier than really witnessing it.

			Wendy squeezed Eileen’s hand, silently telling her to be quiet, like that was going to make the three of them invisible to the reaper. Scott floated protectively above them.

			But the wrangler didn’t seem to care about them, anyway. It floated in sheer, dusky elegance over to the pyramid, picked it up in its gloved hands, then took a moment to sweep a blank, veiled gaze over to me.

			I thought I felt a terrible shiver roar through me, but I wasn’t sure because of the electricity from the outlet.

			The wrangler embraced the pyramid and . . . Weird, but was there a hint of its mouth under the veil?

			A grim smile?

			Fluidly, it floated up, up, through the ceiling, leaving a mark behind on the plaster like a huge cigarette burn, a liquid scar that faded, faded, faded away. I’d never seen a wrangler leave a burn, but maybe that was because of what it was carrying with it.

			Pure evil.

			I went back to charging up, leaving Wendy to answer the questions Eileen was shooting at her. It was just a bunch of mumbo jumbo to me, because the mist had hugged me again, rocking me to a place where I didn’t have to think about Daniel. . . .

			*   *   *

			“Jensen?”

			I heard my name through the fog. Who was bugging me?

			I didn’t want to leave this nice, warm haven. It was too much like the best bath ever, after a shitty day, when Calgon could take me away.

			But I did like the deep voice, whoever it belonged to.

			“Try again—you always get a rise out of her,” I heard someone say. Wendy.

			The first voice—a guy—gave it another go. “Wake up, Jensen. I know you’re here. I can feel your chill.”

			This time, I knew who it was. The sunny rays that turned through me like a perfect day at a swimming pool were a dead giveaway, because whenever I was around him, that was how I felt.

			I opened my eyes to find Gavin kneeling next to me. I could tell I was invisible to him because he had that blind look nonseers get around ghosts, but at least he was here. Why did that make me think life was better now?

			I didn’t know if it was because of him or the outlet I was still plugged into, but I felt strong enough to materialize.

			“Hi,” I said softly.

			“Hi.” He smiled—this tough guy with the haunted, pale gaze, who looked like he’d be more comfortable in a street fight than in his own condo.

			My heart thing pounded while we didn’t say anything else for a moment.

			But then Wendy leaned down, putting her hand on Gavin’s broad shoulder. “Welcome back, Jen.”

			“Yeah,” said Scott, who floated on the other side of Gavin. “Welcome back. You gave us a scare. Again.”

			“It’s how I operate,” I said. “All or nothing.”

			Wendy added, “That dark spirit must’ve snuck through the patio door when it was open, and he was just waiting to spring. Hell, even the incantations I put up against him didn’t keep him away.”

			“His mentor,” I said. “He must’ve learned how to get around incantations from the best.”

			“But it was the orgonite that saved the day!” Wendy said, doing a victorious little dance move.

			Scott grinned, utterly charmed and in the best mood I’d seen him in for a while. It looked like he was all charged up, too.

			Eileen was standing a few feet away from all of us, her rosy-tan skin paler than ever, probably because she could see the materialized me. But she also had her hand over her heart, like she’d been invested in my recovery or something.

			“How long was I out?” I asked.

			Gavin was running his gaze over me like he wanted to memorize every curve, every inch. Yeah, I was definitely feeling better now.

			“I’m not sure,” he said. “I just got home.”

			Wendy said, “You’ve been in la-la land for an hour or so, but since you were charging up, Scott said you wouldn’t be going into a time loop. But who could blame you if you did? That was a real intense situation.”

			It all rushed back to me. Daniel. I couldn’t hide from the truth forever.

			Scott said, “We know whose face you saw on the spirit, Jen.”

			I nodded.

			“Well, don’t you worry, because he’s gone now.” Scott stuffed his hands into his ethereal jeans pockets. “Since a wrangler took him, that’s as sure a sign as any that he’s in hell or wherever he belongs.”

			The mist was scraping through me again, like it was all too willing to take me over. But . . .

			“The mist,” I said. “It’s still with me.” I sat up, my pronged fingers staying in the socket. “Why is it still with me if my killer’s gone?”

			Scott and Wendy exchanged glances. Gavin and Eileen just seemed confused.

			None of them had been around when Marg had figured out that my killer had sprayed me and Twyla with the mist. They had no idea what I was talking about. Heck, there wasn’t even any rule I knew of that said the mist had to disappear when my killer did—Amanda Lee had only been guessing about that—but it made too much sense for it not to be true.

			Mist wasn’t the only thing that’d been bothering me, though. “There’s just something about Daniel . . .” I said.

			Then, like a wave that came out of nowhere, a question smashed over me. “How could he be my killer if he was already in Boo World before the dark spirit busted through the portal?”

			Silence. Then, “Oh, shit,” from Scott. “That’s right. Didn’t Cassie know him?”

			Yes. Cassie was an old ghost friend who’d voluntarily gone with a wrangler a couple months ago, after the dark spirit had stolen her essence and made her far more depressed than she’d been when she’d committed suicide in life. She’d known Daniel in Boo World while the dark spirit had been in its limbo, so how did Daniel fit in with this murder mystery “solution”?

			“What if the killer was just putting on Daniel’s face to mess with me one last time?” I asked. “God, you guys, we’ve got to find the real Daniel just to see if the dark spirit took part of his essence recently and could impersonate him.”

			“Maybe,” Wendy said, “your killer just knew how to make you see Daniel’s face, and he didn’t even have to attack him.”

			“We still need to know,” I said, starting to pull myself away from the outlet.

			Scott held up a finger to stop me. “I’ll go to the woods.”

			But before he took off toward the chimney, he faced Wendy, and they looked into each other’s eyes. She reached out to touch him, but her hand only went through his.

			“Careful?” she said.

			He gave her a side smile. “Always.”

			I looked away from them. Unfortunately, I caught Gavin’s expression, but he could only see Wendy reaching out to the air, since Scott hadn’t materialized. Still, big brother didn’t look happy.

			Then Scott was off. If Daniel was in the Elfin Forest area, Scott would find him and hopefully get some kind of story out of him. And if nobody could track him down . . . ?

			No. Daniel couldn’t be my killer, not with what we’d just figured out about him knowing Cassie.

			“More and more,” I said, “this is feeling like a cosmic joke that my killer set up.” Then another thought crashed into me. “But, like Scott said, a wrangler came to collect the dark spirit, so . . .”

			Wendy’s voice was soft, like she was more worried about Scott than she let on. “There’s no way a wrangler would be involved with your killer. Is there?”

			Oh my God. What if, what if, what if?

			Eileen said, “Aren’t wranglers neutral? If that’s the case, why would one of them be your killer’s bad mentor . . . ?”

			None of us were calling Daniel the killer now. Dammit all, we were back at square freakin’ one. And, worse, we had more questions now than we did before, especially about how wranglers worked. Scary questions, too.

			Wendy was already on her way out of the room. “I’m calling Amanda Lee again to tell her about this. Gavin, make sure Jen relaxes until we have a plan. Eileen and I might be on the phone a while.”

			Eileen followed her into the hallway, leaving me and Gavin alone. The ghost and the haunted. Or maybe the haunted and the haunted.

			We had so much to say to each other that I wasn’t sure we knew what to say to each other. So he started off easy.

			“My sister,” he said. “She’s pretty good at this paranormal life, isn’t she?”

			“She’s great.” And that was no exaggeration.

			He glanced at the hallway, then back at me. His short-clipped brown hair made me want to run my hand over it, feeling the texture. God, I just wished I could.

			“I’m trying to accept her new life,” he said. “And that new boyfriend I can’t even see unless he shows himself. The good thing is that Scott does that most of the time. He says a lot of sirs and pleases, too.”

			Gavin was trying to cheer me up. Nice of him.

			“She could’ve fallen in with someone who treats her worse,” I said.

			“I decided I can’t stop her from any of it. I tried that before, and she defied me at every turn, so why fight the inevitable? It’s like teenage drinking—do you want them to do it out of the house, where they can crash a car, or inside, where they’ll be safe?”

			“Wendy drinks now?”

			“Nah. She’s pretty straight edge, and I’m sure Scott will keep her that way.”

			How open-minded of him. Then again, that’s how a lot of humans seemed to be these days. Also, Gavin wasn’t exactly a stranger to getting cozy with ghosts.

			“Paranormal research is just what Wendy was meant to do.” I tucked some phantom hair behind my ear, self-conscious, way too close to Gavin. “She’s a seer. You can’t fight that.”

			“There’re a lot of things you can’t fight.”

			Oh man. What did he mean? Was he talking about Wendy? Or . . .

			I hoped he wasn’t talking about him and me. Actually, I did hope he was talking about us, but it wasn’t going to happen. Not if I wanted to be a true friend to Suze.

			The mist inside me disagreed.

			As we sat there, he shivered at my nearness but he didn’t take his gaze off me. The intensity of his focus sent a whirl through me that had nothing to do with the outlet electricity I was feeding off.

			“You look terrible,” he finally said.

			Well, if we weren’t going to be together, I guessed that was as good a start as any.

			“Thanks?”

			“I mean that you’ve been put through the wringer. Wendy told me about what happened. Too bad there isn’t a place where you could go to get away from reality.”

			The way he was looking at me told me he was being facetious. He knew there was a place, and he could take me there, even just for a short time, allowing me to recover my mental bearings and then charge up again.

			He got up and went to one of the cavernous chairs, and sat and rested his hands on the armrests, leaning back his head until his neck arched. His Adam’s apple strained, and I wanted to run my fingers over that, too, feeling his skin, his warmth.

			“It’s been a long day,” he said.

			His invitation couldn’t have been clearer. He wanted me to come into a dream, to be with him in the only way we could manage.

			Don’t do it, my better instincts screamed. Think of Suze.

			Do it, said the mist.

			Heaven help me, but all I wanted was a safe place right now. Still, when he closed his eyes, I didn’t move. I only watched him, yearning, battling myself.

			I stayed that way for a long time. Long enough for his breath to even out, for his head to roll to one side, until he looked as innocent as a beaten angel. It was his damned long eyelashes that made him that way.

			He was ready for me.

			I fought some more. And more. But the mist was shrouding my judgment, and I found myself unplugging from the outlet, moving toward him, hovering in front of him as the war waged on inside me.

			Just a touch, I thought. That was all it would take.

			Just a minute inside him and then I’ll leave . . .

			As I leaned toward him, the dark mist made my sight murky, and I could barely see my hand reaching down, down, to connect with his neck. I held my so-called breath as his life force washed over me and I let myself seep into him.

			Drown in him . . .

			When I gently landed in his psyche, my feet brushed the ground until they found balance. A slow wind caressed a bunch of palm trees around me, whispering through the white sand.

			Heat wavered over the skin of my solid dream-body, prickles of sweat languidly nipping at me as the hush of waves from the beach rolled and tumbled.

			“Jensen,” he lazily said from behind me.

			I turned to find him down the beach, sitting on a blue blanket. He was wearing board shorts, his white shirt open and tickled by the wind, his chest tanned and bare and just as muscular and washboard-absy as I’d always fantasized. He was looking at the water and not at me, and I knew what that meant in dreams—he was facing a change of life.

			Was he ready to move on . . . with me?

			But that wasn’t right. He should be with Suze, a human, a woman who’d already fallen for him.

			Yet even though I knew I shouldn’t go to him, I did, and I gingerly sat next to him, keeping a space between us. Not that it mattered, because electricity danced there, pulling at me, urging me to cuddle up against him.

			He smiled, pulling up his knees and resting his arms on them. “How’s this for relaxation?”

			“Not bad,” I said. In the ocean, dolphins leaped into lazy arcs, playing. Dolphins . . . a dream symbol of emotional trust, of inspiration.

			I exhaled—finally—the breath flowing out of my lungs like it’d been trapped for days. How long had it been since I’d felt the sun on my skin, like when I was young and tan and carefree at the beach with the real Dean?

			But Dean, real or fake, wasn’t a part of my life anymore, so thinking about him was no way to spend my time with Gavin.

			As I pushed both Deans out of my head, I snuck a peek at Gavin, but he was already lavishing a look over me. The need in his gaze overwhelmed me.

			Shit. “Suze,” I said. “She’s still got strong feelings for you, and I’d be a crappy friend if I . . .”

			“I know. And I’d be a crappy ex-boyfriend if I told her best friend how much I wanted her.”

			All my best intentions melted. So did my heart. I’d wanted to hear him say that, but I’d never let myself need it. Yet here I was, needing, dying a little inside.

			“We’re not together anymore,” he said, “because when you can’t let go of someone like I can’t let go of you, it’s not fair to the other person. Things with Suze . . . Well, our friendship became something I never anticipated. Then it hit a wall because we both figured out why we were together. And it wasn’t because of a normal bond between her and me.”

			But . . . but . . . but . . . God, I could’ve made excuses all day. Should’ve made excuses. But when he got that look in his eyes again—the soft, hungry determination that told me he wanted to kiss me—I didn’t stop him.

			And it wasn’t because of the mist this time.

			He leaned toward me, slipping his hand behind my head, cradling me, bringing me close enough so that our mouths were a buzzing inch away. His breath warmed my lips, making them tingle.

			So alive. So real.

			“Jensen,” he whispered, like he was tasting my name, devouring it just before he pulled me to him and crushed his mouth down on mine.

			My head reeled, a carnival ride with flashing lights and summer sin. His kiss was slow, warm, wet, his fingers tightening in my hair until I had to lean back my head, letting him do whatever he wanted.

			I grabbed the front of his shirt, dizzy, holding on for dear life as his kiss deepened. He sipped at me, groaning low in his throat, and all I could do was pull him closer so he’d never go away, my heart chopping through every inch of skin, destroying every part of my body it came into contact with.

			I ached like this with only one other person . . .

			Don’t you dare think of fake Dean. Dammit. Get him out of your head—

			The sound of a dog barking made my eyelids flutter, and we both backed away from each other, breathing hard. Gavin touched his fingertips to my face, and it reminded me of how Suze had touched the window of the clothing store when she’d seen that red dress and told me it would never fit her, and how she would never fit in Gavin’s life. . . .

			I bent my head, shame attacking me as the dog’s bark came nearer. Dogs meant a lot of different things in dreams, but all I could think of now was loyalty. And I wasn’t loyal in the least.

			“I would ask what’s wrong,” Gavin said, his tone strained, “but I don’t think I have to.”

			“I make as bad of a girlfriend as a friend,” I said.

			Just as he was about to say something else, that dog bounded up to us, panting, happy as hell, beautiful in the sunlight.

			He looked more like a wolf than a dog—big and strong with gray fur. Dangerous and maybe even feral.

			I lifted my hand to him, anyway, inviting him over. It was Gavin’s psyche, and he wouldn’t let anything in it hurt me.

			“Great,” Gavin said in slow dreamtime. “Romance-blocked by a dog.”

			But the wolf-dog had already come over to me, sniffing my skin, cuddling against my palm. My heart was immediately his, and that relieved me, because I already knew my heart couldn’t be Gavin’s.

			Next to me, Gavin laughed without much happiness as the dog licked my hand. Was he wondering if my affections really changed that easily and quickly?

			The wolf-dog laid its head in my palm, his eyes a soft and loving light brown.

			Why did his eyes actually remind me of Dean’s?

			Just as I thought it, the dog began to shift its shape, his ears flattening against his head, his fur sucking back into his body, his form going from all fours into the naked hunch of a man.

			And there he was, fake Dean with his light brown eyes, razor-edged blond hair, tanned skin, and arrogant smile.

			“Do you have a kiss for me, too, Jen?” he asked.
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			Gavin had stiffened next to me, his hands fisted. I raised my arm and barred his chest, blocking him from rushing fake Dean.

			“I banished you,” I said to Dean. That was the only thing I could think to say to him, because what was he doing in here? And when he’d appeared in Gavin’s other dream with the fruit stand and the burning houses, had he been as real as he seemed now or had he been something Gavin had dreamed up?

			But Gavin didn’t know him, so how could he have pictured him in the dream . . . ?

			Fake Dean stayed hunched, still reminding me of a wolf-dog. Also . . . naked. Very naked. I tried not to gaze at those wide, surf-honed shoulders and his sun-warmed skin, his streamlined arms and . . . Well, everything else, too.

			“Anything can happen in dreams, darlin’,” he told me. “Besides, you don’t really want me gone—admit it. Now, where’s that kiss?”

			This time Gavin got to his feet, but it was in that dragging dreamtime, the seconds stretching out. Funny, because fake Dean had been talking in normal time.

			Caught between two very different worlds, I thought. Dean on one side, Gavin on the other, me in the middle, not knowing where I belong.

			Fake Dean held up a peaceful hand to Gavin, who controlled his breathing and didn’t attack. At the same time, Dean talked to me.

			“Even in a dream you invited me, Jenny. What do you make of that?”

			Great. Yeah, I’d thought of him, and that had been enough to invite him before. Worse, I’d done it during my kiss with Gavin.

			But . . .

			“You were banished,” I reminded him.

			His head whipped to the side, just like I’d slapped him. He held a hand to his cheek, and when he lowered his fingers, a red hand imprint marked him. I almost touched it in apology but didn’t.

			I didn’t want him here. Did I?

			“I was banished from your Boo World,” he said, turning his gaze back to me. “Not from everywhere else with you.”

			Then he looked at me with one of those vulnerable expressions he sometimes gave me, but this time, it was like he wanted me more than Gavin ever could. I yearned for that need in him. It even heated me more than Gavin’s warm kiss.

			Dammit. But this was fake Dean, the last thing I needed, even if my heart was bopping up and down like a kid who’d found a stash of Astro Pops and eaten the whole case.

			Fake Dean must’ve known what he did to me, because he held out his hand, silently asking me to grasp it, to welcome him back.

			God, why had I missed him so much? It made no sense whatsoever, but here I was, one second away from slipping my hand into his, feeling his skin against mine. And it wasn’t just because he looked like my old Dean. There was something about this soul that was exciting. One in a million.

			In lethargic motion, Gavin started to go at him again, but Dean only kept looking at me like he’d be willing to endure an eternity of battles just to be near me again.

			I didn’t want to see him hurt, even if he was nothing but trouble. Why the hell was his hurt my hurt, though? Crap, I’d solve that later, because now I just wanted this fighting to stop.

			“No!” I yelled at Gavin, slowly springing up to grab him before he could bowl over fake Dean.

			But as I deliberately forced Gavin aside, there was suddenly no more Dean sitting in front of our blanket. And as I realized that he’d just up and disappeared, I felt Gavin pull away from me, too, deserting me.

			No more dream?

			That became surreally clear as I was dragged up, up and away from the beach. Second by second, the landscape sank into a black hole, sand and palm trees fading, water evaporating, a blank white wall coming down at me—

			I blasted out of Gavin, knowing by now how to control my speed, a little weaker after dream digging, but, more than anything, confused. As hell.

			Gavin had jerked awake in his chair, his fists bunched in front of him like he’d been pulled out of a fight ring.

			He relaxed, thumping back against the cushions. It was in his eyes—he remembered what’d happened, and the questions he had for me were still fresh.

			I materialized and floated aimlessly, ready for him to call me out.

			“You wanted to go with him,” he finally said, but there was no accusation there, just an open wound in his words.

			Denying it would be the same as lying, and I’d put Gavin through enough already. “Even though he’s a liar and a joker and the wrongest thing for me to ever happen . . . yeah, I did.”

			“You still do.”

			When I didn’t contradict him, he wiped a hand down his face. I wished I were the kind of soul who instinctively knew how to ward off pain, but I’d spent the final months of my life proving I had no clue how to do that. Gimme some pot, I’d be good. Gimme a quiet apartment where no one could talk to me, even better.

			And that went for dealing with other peoples’ pain, too. Still, I tried with Gavin, making a valiant attempt to let him down easy. He’d become my human project, my mission, the guy who had a guardian angel in me.

			But I couldn’t be his girlfriend.

			“If you didn’t know we had zero chance before,” I said, “you’ve now got solid evidence.”

			“Because another guy—as strange as he was—is in your life? I have no idea who or what he is, but I’m in your life, Jensen. And you know that you can’t push me out of it so simply.”

			Why couldn’t he let this go? He was making it so hard to do the right thing.

			I tried again. “I’m sure fake Dean made it a point to come into your dream so you’d see that he won’t give up, either, and so you wouldn’t spend any more time—”

			“Wishing things were different with us?”

			Honesty. So blatant and bare. “Don’t say things like that, Gavin. You’ve got to stop.”

			“It’s what I’m feeling.” This strong man, the person who’d held his family together until tragedy had torn it apart . . . He was opening all of himself to me, and there wasn’t anything I could do to make him feel better. Ever. Dreams would never be enough for us, and there was also the small matter of Suze, who was still crazy about him. Couldn’t he understand any of that?

			But even from across the room, I was still lured by that life force of his. He emanated protectiveness, goodness, and a solidness that I hadn’t felt in anyone else.

			I told myself that he didn’t love me as much as he was curious about me, as much as he was enthralled with something that seemed like it was wondrous magic, even though I was anything but.

			He leaned back his head and stared at the ceiling, his gaze as blank as the disappearing paradise in his dream. “Looks I’ve got some shitty luck with women. A real thing for dead girls, huh? First Elizabeth, then you . . .”

			Now he was getting angry. I would’ve gotten that way, too, if I were him.

			“I’m sorry, Gavin,” I said. Then I added something stupid—the type of awkward comment you say when you want to cushion a blow. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t still be . . .”

			“You really should go.”

			Softly uttered, but snap quick and bone deep just the same. Now I was being banished.

			“Will you tell Wendy I’m going to the forest?” I whispered.

			He didn’t answer, so I left him to brood in that chair, and reminded myself that this was the best thing for him, for Suze, and for me.

			Wasn’t it?

			*   *   *

			Packing away the new guilt I felt because now I hadn’t only hurt Suze, but Gavin, too, I went straight to Elfin Forest.

			There the trees were frozen in spindly, shadowy poses under the moon, almost like bizarre bugs caught under the beam of a flashlight. It didn’t take me long to skim the woods and find Amanda Lee with the Spirit Stalkers, who were wearing matching black windbreakers and grouped in a circle, holding hands, a stationery camera propped on a tripod and capturing what I thought might be a séance. Hell, the burning candle in the middle of their circle was my first clue. Plus, Sierra, with her dark curlicue hair, red-hot lipstick, and glasses; J.J., with his spiky Simon Le Bon–minus-the-mullet hair; and 10, with her Bo Derek beaded braids, all had their heads bent while Sierra spoke.

			“We’re friendly,” she said to the air, “and we’d love to hear your story. Come to us, whoever’s out there, introduce yourself . . .”

			Gypsies were hiding behind logs, peering over them. Johnny Eagle, one of the hanged Native Americans, had come back, too, but without his group this time. He was leaning by an oak opposite Marg, like he was wary of her and that X.

			They both waved to me as I landed, careful not to disturb the early-summer leaves. I waved back at them, but still gave Marg a cool look. Now that I suspected my killer hadn’t been vanquished, my suspicions about her were at full volume, keening inside my essence like a microphone that’d gotten too close to a stereo. That X . . . a perfect portal for evil.

			Amanda Lee had been wandering around the outside of the ghost-hunter circle, and I supposed that was because she’d sworn off séances ever since she’d brought the dark spirit through that portal at the Edgett mansion.

			Gavin’s name combed through me, and I allowed myself to think about him for an instant, sitting alone in his condo, nursing a broken heart. . . .

			But then Amanda Lee saw me, and she turned away from the group and headed for an old adobe building that’d crumbled so it looked like the half face of an Incan god or something. I guessed that she wanted me to follow her for some privacy.

			I put Gavin aside carefully, covering him under a soft blanket of memory.

			“Where’s Scott?” I asked when we were out of hearing range from the hunters. Hopefully they were too into the séance to notice Amanda Lee was gone.

			“Scouring the forest for Daniel.” She was bunching her boho skirts with both hands as her voice came out in a low, tight whisper. “He told me what happened with your killer, and I’ve been waiting for you to show. Jensen, you realize I wasn’t the one who sent the dark spirit back to wherever he came from. That means he didn’t go anywhere at all!”

			“I have that feeling, too, but here’s what we’ve got to ask ourselves: fake Dean was the one who said that since you brought my killer to Boo World, you need to take him out of it. What if he was giving me a load of shit?”

			I thought of how he’d looked at me in Gavin’s dream, like he’d wanted to give me everything, his heart and his soul. Dammit, did that mean I should believe him?

			On the tail end of that, a harrowing thought came to me about Dean. If he was a higher power and he’d been obsessed enough with me to take all these pains to get involved in my life . . . What if he was actually my killer’s mentor?

			What if he had met the dark spirit in another dimension and arranged for it to come through that portal in the first place, and he’d been leading me on ever since?

			I must’ve gone pale with the paranoia, because Amanda Lee asked, “What is it?”

			When I told her, she put a hand over her mouth, shaking her head, but a cry from the ghost hunters made us both flinch.

			We bolted around the adobe structure and over to them, and what I saw standing over the hunters’ circle was enough to make me go “Nggg.”

			A ghostly shape in a black cloak hovered over 10, arms raised, hands like claws as it lifted the braids from the hunter’s head, making them stand on end.

			What the hell, now?

			Intuitively, I realized this wasn’t my killer returned from the orgonite pyramid. This was something altogether different from anything I’d met so far, and when I saw the hazy black stallion nosing the ground about twenty feet away from the circle, I knew who it was.

			The witch of the forest.

			And it wasn’t no Wiccan, either.

			Frozen in place and with eyes nearly bulging out of her skull, 10 gripped Sierra’s and J.J.’s hands.

			“My hair! What’s happening with it?”

			“We can’t see what it is,” Sierra whispered. “But don’t move!”

			“Fuuuuuck!” J.J. said. “Something’s sure here.”

			“You think?” 10 said, her voice wobbling as the witch kept toying with her braids.

			Then the cloaked entity laughed, but it wasn’t the cackle I expected. It was more like someone had run their fingers over an electric harp.

			“Lovely,” the new spirit said, twirling one blond braid around a long, bent finger. She seemed to sense that more company had joined her, and she lifted her face to us. But there was no face at all under her hood—only a pair of eyes so green that they were like laser rays.

			“Not a regular ghost,” I whispered to Amanda Lee.

			She kept her tongue. So did all the ghosts around us, but the gypsies had unexpectedly come out of hiding, comfortable in the witch’s presence. Johnny Eagle had taken off. I thought I’d heard somewhere that some Native Americans weren’t crazy about witches. Marg was near the tree where she’d been before, studying the witch.

			The new spirit kept messing with 10’s braids while she spoke in a perfectly normal voice—if normal had a touch of haunted-house music to it.

			“Well, look at this,” she said. “More trespassers in my woods. I have the sense that all of you have been here before, though. And you . . .” Her eyes burned at me. “You were here with some kids a few nights ago, making noise with a musical box.”

			If I were human, I would’ve totally been peeing my pants. “It was actually more than a few nights ago.” I didn’t add that what my friends had brought was called a boom box. You didn’t go smart-ass on a witch.

			She stared harder at me. “It was more than a few nights, you say?”

			“Yes. I was killed in this forest over thirty years ago.”

			“Hmm.” She dropped 10’s braids, but 10 didn’t move a muscle. Neither did the other hunters. “Time flies when you nap a lot, doesn’t it?”

			Oh shit, she was floating toward us. The mist inside me scrambled, like it was scared, too.

			Behind her, the hunters held hands and tried to séance-talk to her, asking her who she was, but she ignored them. When she was a foot in front of me, looking at me with those green orbs, I tried to seem brave, even if I was a Slurpee inside.

			She scanned me up and down, then said, “I believe I took a long nap this time, and I’m somewhat addled, mixing up my decades. But when I wake up, this is what I find in my home? I tell you, the White Lady wouldn’t be so amused to discover this chaos, either.”

			“The White Lady,” I lamely repeated. Eek. Another spirit I’d never wanted to meet. I bit back the urge to ask the witch if she ever hung out with Milo, the forest ghost who hated people who wandered around the woods just as much as she and the White Lady did.

			The witch waved her branchlike hand in front of her. “The White Lady is a day person, a little shy. Doesn’t get out much.”

			Oookay. What to say now?

			The ghost hunters were looking around their circle like they’d been expecting a conversation with the spirit and she’d ended their ghost call.

			Sierra bent her head. “Let’s try again!”

			All of them copied their leader, while Sierra invited more ghosts to join them.

			“Amanda Lee,” I said, as the witch continued to stare at me, “maybe we could ask them to pull back a little? As in stop?”

			She tore her gaze away from the forest witch and marched forward. Obviously, she’d been able to see the entity.

			“Oh,” the witch said, holding up a gnarled finger at Amanda Lee. “Do you think I’m so easily approached?”

			Amanda Lee halted like the witch had her on strings. She began to backtrack, rewinding until she returned to where she’d been standing before.

			“These hunters you’re with,” the witch said to me in her warped musical voice. “They have no idea what they’re in, do they? They think, Nothing bad is going to happen to us. But, then again, you thought that way as well, didn’t you, cupcake?”

			I nodded to her, giving respect.

			“Every once in a while,” she said, “I like to reiterate to the world that it can happen to them, but no one ever learns. They keep venturing into my woods. What if I came into something that was precious to you?” She shoved her finger at me.

			Before I could tell her that I wouldn’t like that at all, her entire form zapped toward Amanda Lee, plunging into her body, making it quake until she went still.

			Was she proving something to me about going into things you didn’t own? Didn’t matter, because whoever was in control of Amanda Lee’s body looked down at herself, smoothing a hand down her turquoise necklace, her artist’s shirt and skirts.

			I was pretty sure Amanda Lee, the psychic and spiritual medium, had left the building. Or at least had gone to the basement of it.

			She—the witch—laughed. “It’s so nice to have a real figure! And one in such grand form for an older woman. It’s unfortunate you don’t have a body as well, young lady . . .” She left the comment hanging, obviously wondering what my name was.

			“Jensen?” I croaked.

			The ghost-hunter circle had already turned around to see what was going on with Amanda Lee, who was talking in a higher voice than usual. But Marg and the gypsies had seen the body takeover in full. Marg looked like she wanted to interfere, but the gypsies? They’d skulked back to their places behind the logs.

			“Ah, Jensen’s your name,” the witch/Amanda Lee said. “Jensen. As in Murphy?”

			“Yes.”

			“I remember hearing your story, but don’t mind me if I hold back on my own death tale . . . That’s a point of etiquette I refuse all trespassers.”

			“I understand.” But she was kind of beginning to piss me off. I mean, yeah, I shouldn’t have been in Elfin Forest in the first place when I’d been human, but I’d died here. Didn’t that make the woods my home, too? Not that I’d had a choice.

			Still, I wasn’t a brat to her. No day, no way.

			“Jensen Murphy,” she repeated in that higher-than-usual voice for Amanda Lee. “You’ve had a hard time of it, haven’t you? Now that I’m more awake, I do recall the time you died. The White Lady was enjoying a rare night out with me, and when that boy put on his mask and stalked you, we came this close to scaring him off. But the White Lady and I were having such a delightful time together.”

			Wait. “You said boy.”

			I thought of all the top suspects we had for my killer: Daniel wasn’t exactly a boy. Neither was Franklin Anson Bruckner or Heather Widden.

			“Ahhh.” The witch had a gleam in Amanda Lee’s eyes. “You still don’t know who killed you.” She giggled. “I, however, do know.”

			The ghost hunters had heard everything, and they started to whisper among themselves. So much for Amanda Lee’s lie about me dying a peaceful death away from the forest.

			The mist in me jumped because now I was really pissed. Didn’t I have a right to privacy? Because if the hunters spread my real story out to the public, I’d never live it down. The dark spirit would’ve had one more act of revenge on me, even though he hadn’t been the one who’d brought out the truth. I was sure this was what he’d wanted, though—to victimize me again.

			“Why,” the witch said, putting a hand to Amanda Lee’s cheek, “you don’t know much of anything about your murder, do you, pumpkin?”

			I had no shame. “Tell me what you know. Please.”

			She tapped a finger against her lips.

			“Please.”

			“I . . . hmm.” She smiled and lowered her hand. “I think I won’t do that. Because you are a trespasser, in case I haven’t made that clear. Even so . . .” She leaned close to me, bringing the patchouli perfume Amanda Lee had worn tonight with her. “I do believe I will give you a nugget of information. Just because I can.”

			How kind of her.

			She pointed toward the ghost hunters. “One of them is here to hurt you, Jensen Murphy.”

			I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.

			She widened Amanda Lee’s eyes at me. “No response to that?”

			“Which human is it?” I asked on a rush of energy.

			All three of the hunters stared at each other like they were in a parlor room and a detective was about to bust one of them.

			Laughing, the witch played with Amanda Lee’s red-and-gray-streaked hair, shooting a cruel glance to the hunters. “It’s the one with the braids.”

			With a cry, 10 jumped away from J.J. and Sierra, but J.J. was quick, and he grabbed her arm.

			“Don’t be scared, Landry. Explain what this psychic is saying.”

			“Let go of me!”

			Panicked, 10 swung a fist at him, but he ducked. Sierra took hold of her other arm.

			“What’s your deal? Just talk to us about it.”

			The witch laughed and laughed at the human fight, but then she turned to me again.

			“The witch sees,” she whispered, wagging Amanda Lee’s finger at me. “And the witch saw in her mind many, many nights ago that these hunters would eventually trespass. It was the braided one who told them about the forest and how they had to investigate it because of a dead girl named Jensen Murphy.”

			None of this was sticking with me. I just watched as Sierra, who’d taken Amanda Lee’s witch words to heart, pushed 10 down to the ground, pinning her arms over her head and yelling, “What’s Amanda Lee talking about?”

			The witch smiled. “Yes, pretty braids. Why don’t you explain all your ugly lies?”

			
		

	
		
			18

			Just as 10 tried to squirm away, Sierra held her down even harder by using her thighs, and, damn, did she have some thighs under her tight, dark pants. Strong for a girl with glasses.

			“Tell us what Amanda Lee was talking about, Landry!” she shouted.

			J.J. stalked around them. “Quiet. We don’t want anyone living around here to call the cops on us.”

			“There isn’t a house close by,” Sierra said, lifting her focus off 10. “That’s why we chose this—”

			The braided one violently shifted, but Sierra was radically in charge, wrestling her back down.

			Work done here, the witch zinged out of Amanda Lee’s body, springing back into her cloaked, ethereal form and giggling like a girl with a lollipop. She flew to her waiting stallion, and it reared up, snorting smoke, pawing the air. It galloped away with her clinging to its mane, into the trees.

			Had she been with us just to stir up some shit? Consider it stirred.

			Amanda Lee collapsed to the ground, her hand to her chest, breathing hard.

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			But Marg had already zipped to her, bending over her. “Just take in that air, Amanda Lee. You’ll need it. The witch is gone, but we need to get out of here before she decides to come back.”

			Couldn’t argue with that logic, and since Marg hadn’t done anything suspicious so far tonight, I jetted to the hunter’s brawl, where Sierra’s dark-framed glasses had fallen off in her zest to keep wrestling 10 down. J.J. only stood by, watching the catfight. I noticed Johnny Eagle was back, chuckling, his ghost fists planted on his hips.

			The gypsies had taken off after the witch, like they all knew each other. But who cared about Elfin Forest social dynamics right now?

			“You’d better fucking talk,” Sierra whisper-threatened 10. “What haven’t you been telling us?”

			10 pressed her lips together like a damned second-grader.

			When Sierra smacked her, it rang through the air. “Come on, bitch!”

			A defiant glare from 10.

			Smack. “I’ll keep on keepin’ on with the love taps until you say something!”

			J.J. finally pulled Sierra off. Her hair was a mess of black curls, a hank of them spilling over her squinting eyes until she pushed it back.

			“This is going nowhere,” J.J. said, releasing Sierra and bending down to 10. His bright blue eyes were on fire, even if he was controlling himself. “Just explain what’s going on here, Landry.”

			“Fuck you!”

			J.J. sighed, shaking his head. He got to his feet and swept out his arm, inviting Sierra to continue.

			The hunter dove for 10 again as the traitor tried to scramble away and—

			Smack! Smack! Smack!

			As amusing as this was, it was truly getting us nowhere, so screw it. I materialized.

			At the sight of me, the hunters all gasped, rearing back. 10 even shielded her face with an arm.

			“Maybe she’ll say something now,” I said.

			Sierra recovered first, narrowing her gaze at me without her glasses. “Is it you? Jensen?”

			“It’s me.”

			“Yes!” She got to her knees, fumbling for her glasses.

			In a helpful mood, I said, “To the left.”

			She grabbed them, put them on, gave me a thorough survey. “You look just like your picture!”

			I didn’t have the time for a duh.

			I pointed at 10, who still seemed too shocked to move in my presence. “If you guys can’t make her talk, I will.”

			From the background, Amanda Lee’s voice rang out. “You’re not the only one.”

			She hadn’t left the forest yet, and even though Marg was on her tail, she came to us, stumbling in her skirts and glaring at 10, reaching a hand toward her, intent on getting the reading she hadn’t been able to get before.

			“Back off!” 10 shouted. “You haven’t been able to go into my head, and you won’t be able to now. He told me this would happen, so I was prepared.”

			“He?” I asked. “Who’s he?”

			I guessed 10 had suddenly gotten used to my presence, because she flipped me off, the little braided cow. I pushed back the pissed-off mist inside me and changed strategy, calming down to see if 10 would cooperate that way.

			“Why’d you bring the team here to investigate me?” I asked nicely.

			Now she pretended to zip her lip. Mature.

			Sierra went for her again, and no one stopped her.

			Amanda Lee stood by during the girl-on-girl war, shaking her head. “There were so many things for Ruben to investigate that he never had time to look into this team. But I should’ve felt something. I should’ve known.”

			“You’ve been busy, too,” I said. “You can’t catch every vibe around you, especially when 10 was obviously blocking all of us. The dark spirit must’ve taught her how to do that after he learned it.”

			Marg was by Amanda Lee’s side. “Not to be a nag, but the witch? Let’s get out of here, take this girl to your place, and find out the truth there.”

			At a long, powerful hoot from the bowels of the woods, I had to agree. Rumor had it that a huge white owl creature lived here, too, and the last thing we needed was another freak joining our party.

			The humans had heard the mournful sound, too, because they’d gone still. Sierra’s hand was even planted in 10’s braids, midthrottle.

			“We’re out of here,” I said to them. “Follow Amanda Lee’s car to her place. That’s where we’ll have a chat with your friend.”

			“Swear to God,” Sierra said, bringing 10’s face close to hers, “this isn’t my friend.”

			J.J. gave me a freaked-out look—I thought he might’ve been doing that during all the commotion, too—then silently went to 10 and pulled her up from the ground. He easily threw her over his shoulder like a sack of rotten potatoes, and she kicked and pounded at his back.

			Marg hardened her hands and clamped them around the girl’s wrists, putting an end to that, and 10 gave a great shudder, then spit into the air, the gunk going straight through a patient Marg.

			After Sierra and Amanda Lee quickly collected the sparse equipment the hunters had brought for tonight, we started out of the forest.

			Johnny Eagle called to us. “Jensen Murphy?”

			I had already dematerialized to save energy, and I paused and glanced over my shoulder at my fellow ghost. He looked like he needed to scram, too, because of that owl.

			“Good fortune to you,” he said. “And when you come back to draw power from your death spot, bring a gift for that witch. I try to have nothing to do with her, but she might look on you with more favor since you interacted.”

			“A gift? Like what?”

			He smiled, and when he did, he was pretty cute, with his longish black hair and sculpted cheekbones.

			“Think like a ghost,” he said. Then he winged off, his interest spent.

			I watched him veer through the trees until he disappeared. Think like a ghost? Wasn’t that what I’d been trying to do all along?

			I caught up with the hunters, Marg, and Amanda Lee. Each one of us was doing our best to stay quiet and avoid the wrath of local humans who were just as protective of their homes, their place in the woods, as the witch had been. I only hoped we hadn’t already ruffled any feathers with all the yelling that’d gone on.

			Evidently not, because by the time I reached Amanda Lee, no one had confronted us. Good, because I had a question for her.

			“Just how did that witch get into you?” I asked. “I mean, ghosts don’t go into humans without their permission.” Not unless that spirit was a demon. At least, that’s what I’d heard.

			She got a better hold on the tripod and camera she was carrying. “She had my blessing.”

			I did a double take at her. “Excuse me?”

			“Before she came into me, I heard her voice saying she could help us. I believe she was using psychic charm, and I found myself thinking yes.”

			Oh my God. Was that how demons worked? Was that what this witch was?

			Amanda Lee was already shaking her head, anticipating my questions. “I’m sure I would have known if she were a demon, but I can’t explain what this spirit was. Either way, I’m safe, and I am a practicing medium, after all. Channeling spirits is par for the course. Besides, this witch didn’t leave anything behind in me.”

			“Neither did the dark spirit when you channeled him during that fake séance at the Edgett mansion.”

			“True.”

			“Maybe you just don’t feel any residue from dark beings.”

			“Jensen, stop fussing. I’m all right.”

			Her voice was motherly—the kind of tone you want to hear when something goes wrong, like if there was a storm outside your house and you were afraid of the thunder closing in.

			So I decided to believe Amanda Lee as I pulled ahead of the group to lead the way to the road. At night, it wouldn’t be hard for a human to get lost.

			But when we came out of the trees, we also found another disturbing sight.

			On the power lines above us, Scott was waiting . . . and he wasn’t the only ghost, either: there was a colorless bundle slumped next to him, drawing energy from the lines.

			The only thing that identified the ghost was his hiker’s backpack. Daniel?

			As the oblivious hunters deposited 10 in the van and secured her, while Marg kept her restrained, I told Amanda Lee that Scott and Daniel were here, and she rushed beneath the power lines to stand next to me and listen in.

			I flew up to them. “How is he?”

			Scott pulled a hand through his dark, greased-back hair. “Better. I found him huddled near a big rock about a half mile away from his death spot, you know, where he had his heart failure. He was this close to a time loop, too. Luckily, there was a generator from one of the houses close to us, so I pep-talked him over to it and he juiced up enough to move on. We thought he’d have enough strength to go to you, but he sputtered out and needed to rest here. I was just about to let you guys know, when you came crashing out of the woods.”

			“Stolen,” Daniel whispered, his cheek by the wire, his arms circling it like he was slow dancing with a partner.

			“It was the dark spirit,” I said to him. “He took part of your essence, right? How long ago?”

			Daniel only closed his eyes.

			“He told me that it happened yesterday,” Scott said, “after you saw the ghost hunters for the first time in the forest and you left him behind. After the attack, he held out by that rock for a while. I found him juicing up from a radio someone must’ve lost.”

			So that had been my killer in Daniel’s guise at the happy house. Shit, how beyond creepy . . . It was a violation, like I’d just found out that I’d been babysitting in a house with a lot of glass windows and the dark spirit had been outside, seeing me put the kids to bed, talking to my friends on the phone, and eating popcorn in front of the TV. . . .

			Scott added, “That’s why you saw Daniel’s face on the dark spirit when the orgonite sucked him in—because your killer had taken a part of his essence.”

			So it’d been one last joke from my killer, teasing me with Daniel’s face because he knew that would steer me in the wrong direction in finding out his identity.

			But my gut told me that he had even more in store for me. That the wrangler who’d escorted him out of Wendy’s condo did have something to do with all of this . . .

			Below me, Amanda Lee had already gone to her car, and the hunters had started their van’s engine.

			“I gotta go,” I said to Scott. “One of the hunters knows more than she was letting on, so we’ll be giving her a good interview.”

			“Wish I could be in on it, but I’m going to Wendy’s. I’m gonna make sure she’s safe, even with all that orgonite she has.” Scott jerked his chin toward the woods. “You know Louis is still in there somewhere.”

			Louis. Randy. I’d known I could miss humans, but not other ghosts.

			“I know,” I said. “He would’ve shown himself if he wanted to.”

			I couldn’t think about what might’ve happened to him if he wasn’t avoiding us. Seriously couldn’t.

			After one last check on Daniel, I wished them luck and followed the vehicles’ taillights down the road as they wound through the night. I pulled up to Amanda Lee’s car, slipping through the crack of the window and rolling to the floor.

			I pulled juice from the car battery, and she tried to keep her eyes open as she drove. The woman needed a nap, bad.

			But that didn’t keep her from accessing the phone unit on her dashboard. Ruben answered the call, and she told him she’d gotten psychic information about a boy in the woods on the night of my death, so maybe he should go alone to that appointment with Franklin Anson Bruckner’s brother tomorrow while she pursued this lead instead.

			“Are you sure you can’t come with me?” Ruben coughed, then recovered. “What if there’s something important to pick up on in Bruckner’s brother? A vibe that my own radar doesn’t sense?”

			She slowly blinked, then shook her head like she was getting the fuzz out. I wondered if I should touch her and give her a chill that would keep her awake.

			Ruben continued. “You know I value your input. It’s steered me in the right direction more than once, but what if you’re wrong this time? You can’t just let go of a lead this good.”

			“I don’t think I’m wrong about this boy.”

			He sighed, coughing again. “Okay. How about you explore your options, and I’ll do the same with mine? Then we’ll meet in the middle and see where we are.”

			She barely smiled. “You’re fantastic, Ruben. Has anyone ever told you that?”

			“Not nearly enough times.”

			After she disconnected, she said, “Someday he’ll believe me unconditionally about the paranormal. I can feel it.”

			“You’re right, because someday he’s going to see one of us ghosts and be a true believer. I can materialize to him, if you want. I mean, I’d like to say thank you for everything he’s done, and I can’t exactly do it properly when I’m invisible.”

			“In time.” After a hesitation, she changed the subject. “Marg was certainly helpful tonight, wasn’t she?”

			Oh, this. But I guessed we needed to hash it out. “She did great.”

			“Do you still think she’s . . .”

			“Amanda Lee, it’s the X. I want to believe there’s nothing to it, but when everything around me has the potential to jump out and haunt me, plus the humans and spirits I care about . . . Well, I get a little suspicious of anything that’s off.”

			She didn’t say anything else. Probably she was too tired to argue, probably because she knew the mist’s paranoia had me in its grip, even if I was learning to mellow it out.

			When we arrived at her place, we got out of the car at the same time the hunters exited the van. J.J. was still handling 10, with Marg invisibly cuffing her. Sierra closed the driver’s door, then looked around at the Mediterranean splendor of the property.

			“Not a bad crib,” she said to Amanda Lee with a smile, but it wasn’t the flirty grin I’d seen on her before. She was only trying to play down the tension in the air.

			Maybe she felt it all around, just like I did. . . .

			I listened for a sec, but there was only the hum of electricity from the house and the pool area in the night. Or maybe there was an extra hum from something else . . . ?

			“How about using the casita to get 10 settled?” I said.

			“Sounds good. I’ll also de-ghost-proof anything that might keep you and Marg out.”

			“Do you have some orgonite for any negative spirits in there?” It might not have worked on my killer after all, but it was our only line of defense besides prayers.

			“Yes, yes, and yes.”

			“Good. Be right there.”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“No. I only want to check in with Elliot and Angel and any more lookiloos.”

			She herded everyone toward the casita, and as I moved toward the back of the property, Marg watched me from J.J.’s back as she handcuffed 10 and he carried our interviewee. She’d given up fighting and was merely swinging back and forth from her prone position as J.J. walked.

			I continued on my way toward the back, stopping to investigate my surroundings on the way—the bushes, the garden. Then I went to the pool.

			When I discovered what’d been making that extra humming noise there, I froze in surreal confusion.

			What the hell?

			On the fence, Elliot and Angel were stretched and pinned like two Halloween decorations that a mean kid had nearly destroyed. They were so weak that they couldn’t even lift their heads and . . . Shit. They were flickering.

			I knew what that meant: they were close to turning into residual hauntings, time loops, where they’d play out their deaths over and over again.

			God dammit, I needed batteries for them. No, I needed to get the humans out here so they could bring batteries to them—

			Just before I took off to get the hunters, Elliot stopped me.

			“Spirit . . .” he hissed. “Held on . . . long as we could . . .”

			Next to him, Angel tumbled off the fence, and I ghost-gasped, because he wasn’t the missionary Indian Angel I’d always seen around the backyard. He was like a hazy mockery of himself, lying on his back while floating in the air, pale and still. He was acting out his last few seconds of life, dying of scurvy.

			I started to go to him—as if I knew what to do!—but then his image swirled into a column of white, spinning for a moment, then zooming away.

			And I knew he was on his way to his death spot so he could haunt it as an imprint, dying over and over and over again, just like I had before Amanda Lee had pulled me out of my time loop.

			“Elliot?” I could still save him. “Hold on . . . I’m going to get to one of the humans and—”

			But the ghost in the straw hat and pale early-twentieth-century suit tumbled from the fence, convulsing, holding his stomach and looking down at his dark blood-coated hands as he reenacted his stabbing. He fell the rest of the way to the ground, dead.

			Then he was gone in a swirling flash, too.

			Fear overpowered the grief and wailed through me. I didn’t want to look around to see if my killer was here. What had he done to Elliot and Angel? How much of their essences had he taken, and what had he put them through?

			On a jerking shiver, I bolted toward the casita, hoping Amanda Lee had already cleared the place for us ghosts in record time. But it didn’t matter, anyway, because I was willing to see just what would happen if I barged inside a protected domain. I wanted to get inside that much.

			She was outside the casita with Sierra and J.J., their hands full of horseshoes, cinnamon sticks, rowan branches, and that Kabbalah tube, just like the objects she’d put over her main house door, too. When she saw me, she dropped everything.

			“Get inside,” I yelled.

			No dummy, she jumped for the door and held it open for the humans and me, shutting it after we made it in.

			She’d done it, lifted all incantations that affected us, and I materialized, stunning Sierra and J.J., who were still barely used to me. In a chair, Marg was restraining 10’s wrists and ankles, her essence still hardened into those cuffs.

			Her braids rustling, 10 laughed at the scardey-cat image I must’ve been. I hadn’t really noticed before now, but she didn’t have the kind of face you’d remember. Her beaded braids were the most noteworthy thing about her.

			“Talk now,” I said, my voice splitting the room.

			She flinched and stopped smiling. But she was pressing her lips together again.

			So I blasted to her, coming to a stop before running into her, then lightly touched her neck, hoping I was as cold as hell while I tried to enter her for empathy. But she had that black wall up, and I smacked into it.

			She laughed again. “Good try.”

			“What connection do you have to the dark spirit?” I asked, not giving up.

			Too bad for her that my perseverance made her laugh again, made her cockier than ever, so that her defenses disappeared for the fraction of a second I needed to invade her thoughts.

			I touched her again and . . .

			Staring at the ceiling, the floor beneath so hard, so cold. But it would be so worth it!

			Nothing on the walls, no curtains on the windows, no furniture . . . This place—the haunted house where everyone said blond, pretty Melanie Samson had died in the early eighties, even though the official word was that she’d run away from an abusive boyfriend.

			So what if no one else wanted to come tonight? So what if everyone else who worked at the construction office said visiting Melanie’s house is a psycho thing to do?

			Even the Spirit Stalkers thought she was weird, so she hadn’t asked them.

			Just a bike ride away, in a Fallbrook neighborhood where mean dogs barked in the darkness and there were signs on fences to stay out.

			Not scared.

			Never scared, not even after reading Helter Skelter late into the night, watching true-crime shows on TV until eyes burned and sleep came with a lullaby of murder woven through it.

			Murder. All her friends said she was too into it, but she didn’t care. Murder was fascinating. Horror made her feel like she had a life. And she wanted to know this suspected victim, wanted to lie here and imagine how Melanie might’ve died. She’d even dressed and styled her hair like Melanie to get that extra mojo going. . . .

			Eyes closed, ears taking in every sound, every creak of the old house . . .

			Then a voice. Rusty-sounding, almost like a soft screech.

			“What pretty blond hair you have . . .”

			Heart choking throat. Ice crunching through veins. Eyes still closed, wanting to see who’d said it, not wanting to see . . .

			Breathing right next to her ear.

			Eyes squeezed shut now. Is there a voice in my head? Am I so excited that I only imagined it?

			But it doesn’t sound like Melanie . . .

			“Open up,” it said again. “Pretty please?”

			What else to do?

			Peering through one eye, seeing a dark shape. A blob with tentacles.

			A scream rushing up from belly to chest to throat, gurgling there, dead on arrival.

			Then a body, misty with blackness. And . . . a face?

			Yes, a nice gray-toned face with big, light eyes and mousy hair that feathered at the sides. A face you would see in any crowd, passing by you, forgotten in the next minute.

			Heart thudding. Mouth, not working. Questions waiting to be asked.

			“I’ve been hoping to find a friend,” said the ghost. “Will you be my friend . . . ?”

			Slowly, the ghost went back to its original darkness, growing, expanding until it lay down over her body, spreading against her, pressing to her in an embrace and making everything go black . . .

			Making her feel like a part of something for the first time in her life . . .

			I popped out of 10, knowing it was a damned good time to end my spying.

			I felt sick, and it hadn’t been that way with Sierra when I’d seen why she’d wanted to hunt ghosts. I knew J.J.’s story, too, and it was nothing like this one.

			“She’s a groupie,” I said to everyone in the room. “Just like Ted Bundy had girls showing up to his trial, dressed like his victims so he would notice them—that’s what Landry did when she went to a haunted house where an urban legend said one of the dark spirit’s victims was killed. Maybe she didn’t know what she was inviting, but . . .” I leaned into her face. “You went there, combing out your own blond hair that night, hoping to look like Melanie Samson and to attract attention from any spirits lingering there. Maybe even the murderer’s.”

			As if she thought I was an idiot, 10 sent a harsh laugh at me.

			Sierra stepped forward, shoving her finger at 10. “‘Let’s investigate Jensen Murphy,’ you said. ‘It’ll make us famous and get us a TV show.’ You were the first one to suggest it. But is that what you really wanted out of all this?”

			Amanda Lee was sitting on an antique love seat, her head in her hand like she was getting strong vibes from 10. “Jensen’s right. When Landry suggested this to your team, she knew what she was doing. You didn’t know her as well as you thought you did in those community-college classes you took together. The dark spirit got to her a few weeks ago. He wanted her to expose what he did to Jensen so he’d live in infamy, since the police never did solve his crimes and he wasn’t able to bask in his glory. He was going to use her to give Jensen more pain and be celebrated like the criminal genius he believes he is.”

			Just as if she’d tuned out, 10 stared through me.

			When J.J. and Sierra started firing off questions at her, I backed away. Obviously, 10 was done with us, but, at some point, she was going to leave an opening for me, and I was going to be here to go back into her to exploit it and get even more information.

			But when she opened her mouth for some reason, like there was a snake crawling into it, I held up a hand, encouraging everyone be quiet.

			Making a sound like a dying beast, 10 started to jerk around.

			“What’s happening?” screamed Sierra.

			J.J. grabbed her and pulled her away from 10. Amanda Lee got to her feet. Marg held tight to 10, still restraining her in that chair.

			Something was moving underneath 10’s windbreaker.

			J.J. sprang for her, ripping off the jacket, exposing a tight T-shirt that was wavering right at her belly.

			“He’s inside her,” Amanda Lee said, diving for an orgonite pyramid on an end table. “He’s been in this room, listening, making sure she doesn’t reveal anything to us!”

			With a cry of anguish, 10 threw back her head, and an inky blob burst out of her mouth, bleeding over her chin and neck before whooshing to a corner of the room.

			The dark spirit bobbed there, tentacles flowing as he laughed. In the chair, 10 fell forward and Marg zoomed off, letting 10 crash to the floor.

			Then, in the sudden silence of the room, 10’s spirit rose out of her body and she looked around, recognizing all of us. She grimaced. Then she saw my killer’s blob in the corner, and, after a small cry of fright and betrayal, she flew to the door, finding a small space on the side of it and squeaking through the crack, away from the thing that’d just killed her.

			She was so fast, her wrangler didn’t even have time to appear.

			Across the room, the dark spirit flapped its tentacles together in a parody of applause. Then he spoke in that screechy voice.

			“For some reason, blondes never do last very long around me.”

			Then, as terror bit into me like a thousand misty hellhounds, he changed into a gray-toned ghost body, clearly showing us the boy’s face I’d seen in 10’s thoughts as he looked right at me.

			Baring his teeth in a smile.

			“And how’s my favorite blonde?”

			
		

	
		
			19

			Holy crap. My killer really was a boy, just like the witch of the woods had said.

			Now that he’d materialized out of blob form, he had a voice that reminded me of a scissor blade being pulled over a tight ribbon, making it curl. An in-between voice of a teenager who was trying to be a man. And he was short and skinny in his striped button-down shirt, his new jeans looking like he needed to grow some hips and a butt to fit all the way into them, his sneakers white and pristine. Even in ghost-gray, I could tell that he had blue eyes. Hell, his cheeks had baby fat on them, although his chin was pointed, giving his face a jarring, off-kilter, heartlike shape.

			But what threw me the most about him was that his feathered hair reminded me of Alex P. Keaton.

			This was the identity of my dark spirit?

			No. It couldn’t be. My killer had to be pulling another deranged joke on me, teasing me with the image of a preppy, good-boy ghost whose essence it’d stolen. But when it’d tormented me a couple months ago, back when it’d helped Marg’s killer out, it’d been mainly well-spoken, like someone this guy would be, so his whole game made sense.

			Even though the mist was barking inside my essence, I gathered my guts and said, “Don’t you have the courage to show your true self?”

			Every human in the room stiffened, like this was a gunfight and they were waiting for my killer to draw.

			He grinned, spreading his hands wide. “That’s a hell of an idea, Jensen. Okay. Let’s just be ourselves.”

			He squeezed his eyes shut like he was willing himself to change, but when nothing happened, he raised his hands and wiggled his fingers.

			“Hey, again,” he said in that small voice.

			This still wasn’t making sense. He had to be someone with the mean eyes of Franklin Anson Bruckner, a man who hung out at missing girls’ search parties. Or he had to be a boozy broad like Heather Widden. He couldn’t be a nerdy Marty McFly.

			My mist was simmering. “If you’re gonna get me, get me. Just be a man about it, not a boy.”

			Big words, but I was going to fight all the way. I wouldn’t end up like Elliot and Angel . . . or like I’d been the first time, after my killer had murdered me.

			His friendly smile melted and he lowered his hands, his jaw tightening. Had I hit a button with something I’d said?

			“I am a man,” said Baby Face.

			Amanda Lee’s voice came from behind me. “Dennis Smith. That’s your name.”

			I glared at her. What was she doing—reading his vibes and trying to talk him down like some negotiator? I mean, he was giving her enough time for a general reading, but she needed to stay out of this.

			When I turned back to him, he was pointing at her, his finger a gun. He shot at her and made a firing noise.

			“Right on target, Amanda Lee,” he said. “By the way, you know I’m a big fan of yours. Good to see you again.”

			He’d been most appreciative of her letting him into Boo World through that séance portal. He’d told me the last time.

			She pushed her luck with him. “This really is you. It’s not a facade.”

			“Are you disappointed? You expected a man who was an experienced citizen of the world? Or Jack the Ripper in a deerstalker hat and a curled mustache? Or maybe someone with a maniacal gleam in his eyes at all times?” He spoke directly to me. “You might’ve even thought it’d be someone you knew. Well, you were half-right about that.”

			Half-right? What the hell?

			He went on. “I was warned about showing my true self to you, so I put it off for a while, building up to it. After my first grand meeting with you, I was told I’m more vulnerable like this, more open to readings from psychics and such, I suppose. But tonight I just had to see the look on Jensen’s face when she got a load of the real me.”

			He looked at me with those nice-guy eyes, the last eyes I’d seen before dying. They still didn’t register.

			“Don’t you recognize me at all?” he asked.

			I tried to get a grip on his question. What did he mean by recognize? I’d never seen this kid in my life. At least, not without his mask . . .

			A cell phone rang in the room. Amanda Lee’s. The trilling tone hit the air again, dicing the silence.

			Dennis—shit, my killer actually had a name now, and it was such a normal name—shrugged. “Go ahead. Answer it. I’m sure it’s important.”

			Amanda Lee gulped, but she reached for the phone in her skirt pocket and checked the screen. The whole time my brain spit out nonsensical thoughts, like how this kid’s voice had sounded so much more imposing as a blob. How he might’ve been any kid at the 7-Eleven, picking up a burrito on the way home from class so he could study and get an A on his chemistry test tomorrow.

			“Hello, Ruben,” Amanda Lee said.

			I could hear Ruben’s voice loud and clear, traveling over the airwaves. “Sorry I’m calling late, Amanda Lee, but I’ve got a new name for you, and it’s looking real good.”

			“Is it Dennis Smith?”

			Silence, then Ruben cough-laughed. “How did you . . . Hell, looks like we’re on the same page!”

			I blurted, “Is that really Ruben on the line?” Or was it our fun-loving dark spirit playing games?

			“Ruben,” Amanda Lee said quickly, “what was the name of your best friend on the police force—?”

			Just as he was saying, “Johnny Mylnowski . . . why?” Amanda Lee’s phone flew out of her hand and skittered over the floor.

			It’d been Ruben, all right.

			I looked toward my killer, knowing he’d manipulated the energy in the room to take the phone away.

			“Just so you know,” Dennis said, “I killed the line.”

			 “Don’t you dare hurt anyone in here,” I said.

			“Really, Jensen? Do you think I’m dumb enough to toss Amanda Lee around the room like a poltergeist until she’s a pile of mush?” He grinned. “She’s the type of human who’s going to be more powerful in death than she is in life. I don’t want to meet up with her when she’s a ghost.”

			It chilled me that he didn’t mention any of my other human friends.

			He sent a slow gaze in the direction of the pool outside. “You saw what I did to your ghost pals, though.”

			“You bastard.”

			“Thanks. But it was easy, really. A little grab here into their essence, a little grab there. You ever play Operation when you were a girl? You know, that game where you used tweezers to extract body parts from the man on the operating table, and if you didn’t have a steady hand, bzzzt! His red nose would light up. You lose.” He laughed. “Let’s just say I had a very good game tonight.”

			The mist was raging in me, and it felt like it had bladed boots on. “You’re disgusting.”

			“No, I’m a scientist and an artist, a well-rounded individual. That’s what all my teachers said whenever I made the honor roll and, frankly, fifteen blondes will also testify to my talents.”

			His eyes lit up with glee, and I absolutely recognized everything in them now. They were the flaring circles of terror in all my nightmares.

			He continued. “I had fantasies about tearing you apart, too, along with all the other dead blondes, if I could ever escape from my eternal punishment. I used to spend my time in that black place dreaming about sending you into a never-ending time loop of agony. But when I got here, logic won me over. You see, you’ve been saved from a residual haunting phase before by your pet medium here, and even if she died, I’m sure she could manage to find a way to save you again. So I hit on a better idea. Why not watch you go crazy? Why not make you the insane dead, the floating funny farm?”

			I was only half listening to his taunts because paranoia was making me ask what he had in mind for me now. What was he leading up to?

			He leaned back against the wall as far as a ghost could, nearly bracing the sole of a sneaker on it. What would get him out of here? Wendy’s orgonite idea obviously hadn’t worked. So what would?

			“Wow,” he said. “I can almost hear your brain flouncing around with the effort. Bleep-bloop, bleep-bloop—there it goes with thoughts like little mouse steps. You’re wondering if I can do more harm to your humans than I did to your ghost pals outside. My response to that is, if you thought your buddies were in bad shape, just imagine the games I could play on people’s bodies. And I’m not afraid of hurting them, since I’m already damned.”

			I wouldn’t give my fear to him. I wouldn’t feed him. All I needed to do was keep repeating that to myself.

			“You’re a real know-it-all for just a kid,” I said.

			He bristled. “I might not look like it, but when I died, I was about your age.”

			That was another stunner. He didn’t seem nearly as old as I was. It was like I was talking to a wizened adult in a baby-faced body; unnatural, an abomination.

			The edge of his mouth curled. “No one’s teased me about how I look since . . . Well, life. I don’t think you want to do it now.”

			Amanda Lee spoke, her tone compassionate. “Who teased you?”

			“Who didn’t tease me?” He shifted against the wall, crossing his arms over his slight chest.

			“Dennis,” she said, “it isn’t the same here in Boo World as it was in the other dimension. Nobody would call you the names they called you in school or —”

			“What kind of names are you reading in the air, Amanda Lee, you bumbling psychic extraordinaire you?” he asked, seizing the chance to tear her down. “Things like band fag and short stuff and bag face? You think that’s what made me do what I did?”

			No one said a word.

			If anyone tried to run, he’d go after us. But staying here had another plus: I needed to hear why he’d killed me. I’d needed to hear it for a long time now.

			He pinned me with those eyes. “You really don’t recognize me, do you?”

			“No,” I said quietly.

			He moved away from the wall, floating above the floor. “Betsy Smith. Remember her?”

			Betsy. A blond, blue-eyed flag twirler in the band. I’d gone to high school with her, and she had two much-older brothers who’d already gotten married, plus a trombone-playing little brother she didn’t talk about much. We’d studied English Lit together a couple of times during senior year, and I recalled a nerdy kid who’d just gotten into middle school and would go shut himself in his room to write a book report or something every time I came over, staying out of our way.

			As recognition dawned on me, Dennis Smith lowered his gaze, staring up at me with malice. “You’ve got it now. You were a popular girl, just like my sister. The kind of girl who was so stuck in her own world that she never looked around to see who else was in it.”

			I was still absorbing this truth, mostly because Dennis could’ve been a ghost even back when he was human. He’d been that invisible to me. What if I’d paid attention to what was around me more? If I’d given him even one kind word, would that have helped?

			No. This wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t made myself a victim. He had.

			“I don’t understand,” I said. “You didn’t kill me until years later.”

			“Listen to you. Do you think this was all about you? You were nothing but a lucky find while I was hitting my stride, Jensen.”

			If he thought that’d bruise me, he was wrong.

			He didn’t seem satisfied at my nonreaction. “I had some practice long before I ever got to you. Small animals in the backyard. Science experiments. Yeah, that’s what they were.”

			I’d guessed animal murder would’ve played into his profile, as with other brutal killers. Along with bed-wetting and fire setting.

			He went further. “I’d always dreamed of cutting up my bitch sister, too. She hated me, you know, even when we were little. She didn’t like the way I looked at her, she said, and, later, she blamed me for the death of our cat, who was found hanging from our avocado tree one night. Of course, she was right, but she was still a mouthy bitch who ran around in her underwear all the time and laughed at me when I got . . .” He smiled, showing all his little teeth. “Excited.”

			He seemed proud of that, getting turned on by Betsy. Blond, All-American Girl Betsy.

			I would’ve given anything to get into his head, but I couldn’t do that to another spirit, as far as I knew. But I could sure guess that this guy had some real shame issues from lusting over his sister, and he was covering them up with his bravado. But I had the feeling that he was also just born bad, a psychopath who’d never been wired right.

			“So, there were victims before me,” I said, my tone unsteady, the mist chopping through it.

			“A few girls downtown. Runaways. Dirty-haired blond bitches no one would ever miss.”

			Shit. I did some math, realizing that he couldn’t have been more than a young teen when he’d started.

			“How old were you when you decided on me?” I asked.

			His smile was the scariest one yet. “Sweet sixteen.”

			Electricity winged me like I was in his own game of Operation, with tweezers that shocked the board-bound patient if you made a wrong move.

			“I needed more of a challenge after those runaways,” he said nonchalantly. “They were easy prey. I’d walk up to them dressed in the same rags they wore, looking so young and in need of help. I worked my way from a knife to a hatchet. I spaced the murders out over time, too . . . until I met you again while you were waiting on my table at the pizza place you worked at.” He lavished a slow look over me. “You never really saw me then, either.”

			No words. Just shivers that fizzled through me, making me feel like I was going to puddle up and freeze. I’d talked with my killer, taken his order, and I’d never known he was sizing me up, even then.

			As I shivered, his gaze lit up.

			“That’s right.” He whispered in pleasure. “Give me more fear, Jensen.”

			I heard a sound in back of me, and Dennis pointed his finger again.

			“Don’t even try it!”

			When I turned around, J.J. was putting down an iron rod and backing away from a bag he’d left on the floor. What’d he been doing—trying to be everyone’s savior?

			I glanced at 10’s body on the ground, so still, so dead. J.J. hadn’t been in time to save her. None of us had.

			Dennis restlessly ran a hand over a chubby cheek, then went back to smiling, absorbing the fear I couldn’t control anymore. It was the kind of smile boys got when they had their hand down the front of their pants.

			“I followed you around after I saw you at the pizza place,” he said, like we’d never taken a break from the conversation. “I would get behind you in line at the grocery store, and you never saw me. I’d trail you at the video store while you moped around, picking out a movie so you could forget about how your parents had died and how your boyfriend had left you, and you never saw me. Yeah, and don’t be surprised I knew about all that, because I would also sit outside your first-floor apartment window when it was open, and I could hear you talking on the phone to your friends. You never saw me.”

			I was starting to shut everything out, because I couldn’t deal with the realization that he’d been stalking me so thoroughly.

			“That’s how I knew you’d be at Elfin Forest,” he said, his gaze glazing, maybe because he was reliving the chase, the murder. “I heard you on the phone, planning your night out, and I even watched you downing all those Mello Yellows so you’d have some pep to you. Then I got into my van, following you at a distance, my mask and dark clothes all set to go. You were my most exciting experiment, even when I screwed up and didn’t kill you in the way I’d fantasized.”

			The ax, swinging down, hitting the side of my head with the blunt part, knocking me dead before I could feel the blade.

			“I already promised you months ago, back when I teased you with hints about your murder, that I would tell you everything someday,” he said. “And I make good on my promises. Besides, you were one of my favorite girls ever, Jensen. You were the one I knew the best.”

			The mist pushed at me, and I shouldn’t have said what I said next. “All this because you wanted to screw your sister, and she made fun of you for it? Tell me—did you ever get it up with any of us blondes before or after you killed us?”

			I hadn’t wanted to know. It’d been the mist. Just the mist . . .

			From the way he bunched his hands and widened his eyes, I knew I’d hit another button.

			“Oh my God,” I said. “You couldn’t get it up for any of us, could you?”

			“Shut up, little girl.”

			“I’m not your little girl.”

			“You’re whatever I say you are.”

			I could feel control coming back to me as his temper rose. He couldn’t drive me crazy if I didn’t let him.

			“Who eventually got you?” I asked.

			“Not one of you bitches.”

			Too bad.

			I played to his ego. “Did your own killer know you were so good at what you did?”

			He gave me a suspicious look, like he knew I was taunting, then obviously decided I wasn’t making fun of him. He got a little arrogant again. “I suppose it had to happen sometime, even if I had an amazing run. Of course, I would’ve preferred for it to go on a lot longer. And it wasn’t the cops who put an end to me. All the trips around the country I took, paying cash, never leaving a paper trail because I was using money my grandparents had left me . . . I was so careful. But in the end, it was some random idiot boyfriend who got lucky.”

			Hell, yeah.

			“I saw his girlfriend in a Missouri bar,” he said, “listening to a band, drinking from her beer bottle. When she left, I was waiting outside for her, but I’d gotten a little careless by then. Everything had become too easy. I’d even stopped wearing masks. She came outside and went for her truck, and I was right behind her in the dark, ready to push her toward my newest van, since I’d trashed all the rest. You know what I was going to do to her there . . . Plastic lining the interior, chop-chop, wrap ’er up, use some lye, and move right on.”

			Fuck him. Fuck this little, grotesque man-boy.

			“But,” he said, “she had a boyfriend or someone I hadn’t seen with her inside that bar, and he laid me out when he saw me coming up behind her. Cheap shots, really, and if I’d been on my game . . .” He released his fists. “I got away from him, hiding on the side of the road until he and that bitch drove by. He’d beaten me around the head, and by the time someone found me, it was too late. The authorities chalked my death up to a random mugging, and no one was ever the wiser.” He tilted his head, watching me. “Does that make you feel better, knowing I suffered, too?”

			In his gaze, I could see anguish, but it wasn’t a normal kind. It was more like regret that he’d gotten caught.

			My misty temper ate at me, and I couldn’t stop my mouth from motoring.

			“Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?” I asked. “Was that the point of this whole story?”

			“I don’t want your sympathy.” He leveled a stare at J.J., who hadn’t moved an inch. “I merely decided it was time to leave information for the record, if you know what I mean.”

			Too late, I saw the recorder on the table next to where J.J. was standing. He’d been taping the whole thing?

			And my killer had known it?

			“Of course,” Dennis said, “some of my voice will come through on the EVPs; some of it won’t. But it’ll be enough to make me interesting, as far as the public is concerned. People will talk for years about what I did. How’s that for controlling my own legend? I won’t be able to say the same for you, though.”

			“Scumbag,” I said.

			The humans all took in breaths behind me.

			But Dennis was only watching me with a smirk, like I was a feisty cat he was going to hang from an avocado tree after I stopped batting at him.

			“Sticks and stones,” he said. “That would hurt if I didn’t already dominate you, Jensen. Remember, you were the first dead victim I found in Boo World when Amanda Lee let me out of that portal. I know there are others out there, but I haven’t found any more of my local blondes in this dimension yet, so I decided to spend my time not hunting them down, but perfecting the game with you. After all, you thwarted me once by not dying like I wanted you to, so I wanted a second chance. And I wanted to make sure I’d best you at every move.”

			Fear . . . don’t give him your fear . . .

			“How did you learn your game?” I asked.

			He shook his head like he was disappointed in me. “As if you don’t know.”

			A heinous sound rolled over the roof—something like a baby’s cry. My mist heated up like it was a fire at my feet, burning me from the bottom up.

			“You have your friends,” he said, “and I have mine.”

			The crying kept on, getting louder. Amanda Lee, J.J., and Sierra covered their ears, closing their eyes.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“It knows how much I want to see you screaming mindlessly after I destroy your sanity.”

			It?

			Dennis raised his voice like he was talking to whatever was crying outside. “But it also knows that I want to finish this by myself!”

			The sounds stopped, and Dennis shook his head. “Demons. This one attached itself to me and it’s having trouble letting go, even though it knows my education is complete and that this is a game I like to play alone, now that I’m prepared.”

			“You’re talking like you can ditch a demon.” Was he insane?

			Dumb question.

			“It found me after I left you the first time,” Dennis said, glancing at the shuttered window like we had company outside. Like it was about to start scratching at the window to come in. “I’d already manipulated that Tim Knudson moron into killing his neighbor. . . .” He glanced behind me. “By the way, hi, Mrs. C. Good to see you, too.”

			I’d forgotten Marg was here, and I slipped a look to her, only to find that her X was throbbing with oozing blackness. It was one hundred percent obvious that she’d never had anything to do with this monster, and the relief bathed me.

			But not for long.

			“I would say Mrs. C. isn’t doing so well tonight,” Dennis said. “Seeing her murderer’s partner in crime might have something to do with that. In any case,” he said breezily, swooping back to the old subject, “my demon friend had been busy spreading hate throughout the country, and it was bored by the time we met. When I told it my story, it made me an offer: it would teach me some tricks that would make any of my ghostly victims wish they could die again. That was perfect, since I didn’t want you to go into a glare unless I drove you there.”

			Nice. But I had to know more.

			“Are you working with a wrangler?” I asked, remembering what’d happened at Wendy’s earlier.

			He belly-laughed so hard that he held his stomach, shaking his head. “I love that you think a wrangler made off with me. My demon was around when I got captured by that orgonite, and my friend took inspiration from how you materialized a wrangler when you tried to scare me off, so it did the same thing. And good for you—I’ll admit to being thrown off my game by your trick. For about three seconds.”

			He was lying. The little dweeb had been more scared than that.

			“Oh, also, orgonite?” he said. “I know how to escape it now, by the way. Child’s play. You’ll need a mountain of it to get someone like me contained.”

			“That wrangler was your demon,” I said. Duh.

			“Fooled you with our act, did we? The best part is how my friend knows how to cloak its vibes around others, too, just like I do now. That is, when it wants to.”

			He gave a pointed look to the window.

			A new wave of shivers got me. “It also taught you how to mess with computers, like you did with Ruben’s online forums and e-mail.”

			“Ding,” Dennis said. “We have a winner . . . but not for long. You’re not nearly as batty as I’d hoped you’d be by now, so there’s a lot more haunting coming. But I have to say that you’re good, Jensen. Real good.”

			Asshole. We’d see just how good.

			“You know your problem?” he asked. “Your attachments in this world aren’t very practical. And I’m going to dominate you even more because I made a much better one.” He gestured to the window, but the demon hadn’t sounded off for a while. Was it even around anymore?

			“My attachments don’t concern you,” I said.

			“Actually, they do. Yours are human attachments, and the beauty of that is you have no idea from this point on what I’m going to do to any one of those meat-and-bone bags.”

			He’d upped the stakes, and I started counting everyone who meant anything to me: Amanda Lee, Wendy, Gavin, Suze . . .

			Dennis was already smiling, because he saw how my eyes had widened in barely contained dread, and he started to change into his blob form.

			“Which one do you think it’ll be, Jensen?” he asked in a screechy voice. “Which of your darlings should I operate on first?”
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			And he didn’t stop with that, not even as panic pumped in me.

			“I have to say that there’s one blonde I never did get to. Have I mentioned that my sister, your old friend, lives close by in San Marcos?”

			Betsy?

			I hadn’t seen her since high school, but that didn’t mean I didn’t care about her. And I wasn’t about to let Dennis torment anyone on my account.

			This wasn’t just a game to me.

			I braced myself, ready to stop him from going anywhere out of this casita, but Dennis thought my scrappiness was hilarious. He showed me what a threat I wasn’t by laughing and casually whirring the rest of the way into his dark-spirit blob form, tentacles and all. He used one of them to point to the window and, in an electric flash, manipulated the air and shattered the shutters and the glass, diving toward it and roaring into the night.

			Gradually, I realized that Amanda Lee had been uttering prayers out loud from her spot on the love seat behind me. Sierra had been on her knees on the floor near Amanda Lee all along, too, her head bent, her hands clasped to her forehead, her mouth silently moving.

			She was such a tenderfoot that she hadn’t even known you had to say the prayers out loud.

			“Amanda Lee,” I said, “we’ve got to find out if there’s a Betsy Smith in San Marcos on the computer.”

			She stopped praying. “There’s bound to be more than one. And what if she got married?”

			Marg stunned us all by taking off toward the window and busting through it without a word to anyone, in hot pursuit of Dennis.

			Amanda Lee stood. “Don’t!”

			But Marg was gone, and Amanda Lee’s expression crumbled, ruled by the same fear that was stalking the edges of my own essence.

			She shook her head. “Marg isn’t equipped for a showdown with him.”

			“She should know by now how to manipulate airwaves so that she can call you on your phone to tell us where Dennis went,” I said. “You just need to have it handy.”

			Amanda Lee grabbed her phone from the love seat, held the device to her, and went to the window to stare out of it. Was she trying to feel if the demon was still around?

			I shifted toward the window, and Amanda Lee spun to me.

			“Don’t you dare follow her out there. You’re not going anywhere!”

			Seeing how afraid she was about the demon kept me rooted.

			Sierra and J.J. had walked, holding each other’s hands, over to 10’s body.

			“I can’t believe this is happening,” whispered Sierra.

			What had the witch of the woods said back in the forest about humans who trespassed? Nothing bad is going to happen to us . . . That was what we’d all thought at some point in our lives.

			J.J. drew Sierra into a hug, but I thought it was just as much to comfort him as it was for her. She held her arm open to Amanda Lee, inviting her to join them and, much to my surprise, she did, becoming a part of their warm, human circle.

			I retreated toward a battery pack on a nearby table and embraced it.

			It was only then, as I lingered on my own, that the fear truly caught up with me. I’d been fending off most of it, trying to seem brave in front of my killer when I hadn’t been so brave at all. Jagged electricity seemed to knife out the heart of me, and I melded tighter to the electricity from the battery.

			What was Dennis going to do to his sister, Betsy? And who would he haunt after that?

			I knew one thing for sure: I needed to bring together as many ghosts as possible so my human friends would be guarded. Thank God Randy was supposed to be covering Suze, and Scott was, by now, back with Wendy and Gavin and, hopefully, Eileen. I had Amanda Lee taken care of, but how safe was she with me, the target of all Dennis’s games?

			I just hoped that Kalli, our favorite Wiccan, had already put her human witches into protective-spell motion. Maybe they were even praying to their gods and goddesses for help.

			Then an idea struck.

			I closed my eyes and accessed the energy in the air, thinking about the happy house with all those friendly ghosts around. Thinking of McGlinn.

			He had to have a phone. Didn’t all humans come with one these days?

			Come on, McGlinn. Answer. Please . . .

			When he did, his voice was gritty, like he hadn’t used it in a week.

			“Huh?” he asked, and I could just picture him sitting in his chair at the happy house, as stoned as a wall in a lovely country field, shocked that someone had called him, even though nobody would be able to see his expression under all that dark, ratty hair.

			“McGlinn, this is Jensen Murphy.” I hoped I was coming through crystal clear on his line.

			“Uh . . .”

			Another idea. “Please . . . put Twyla on?”

			Be there . . . be there . . .

			I heard the human seer shouting, and within a snap, Twyla’s voice came on his phone. I’d never expected to miss the Valley Girl sound of it, but . . . yeah.

			“Jen?”

			In the background, some music had started up—the kind of country shit that Old Seth liked. The song immediately turned to A Flock of Seagulls, no doubt thanks to Twyla.

			“Listen to me,” I told her. “Please. We’re in big trouble.”

			“Why . . . ?”

			“Twyla, is Kalli still there with you?”

			“Yeah. I think she’s still doing a Dalai Lama marathon attempt to, like, pull McGlinn’s uncle out of his time loop upstairs. . . .”

			Later. “I really need your help. We need to make sure that she’s had a human Wiccan contact Wendy. Also, we need her to get in touch with any other human she guides to see if they can put protective spells on some of our humans as soon as possible.”

			“Oh, rinse and repeat that. She’s already put out feelers to her people. I was with her when she was asking if they’d, like, be up for it. One of her witchy-poos called Wendy, too, just an hour ago or whatever.”

			Yes! “Good. That’s real good, but I have specific names now. Can they start directing their spells at Suze, Gavin, Wendy, and Amanda Lee? Oh, and Eileen Perez, Ruben, and these kids on the ghost team, since they’re involved?” I’d explain about 10’s death later. “I’ll get everyone’s location to you as soon as I can.”

			Twyla paused, and I barely recognized her mature voice when she said, “This sounds totally serious.”

			“Deadly. My killer’s on the move, and he’s after humans now.”

			“Gawd, what an asspop. Okay. What else can I do?”

			Awesome. “Can you come to Amanda Lee’s right away and escort her and the ghost team to the happy house? I want to know they’re safe.”

			“Okay, but what about you?”

			She was asking about me? Twyla, who mostly couldn’t have given less of a shit?

			“I’ll be fine, but I’m doing no good being around anyone right now. The farther away I am from you guys, the better.”

			“Jeez, Jen.” Another hesitation, then, “You can count on me to get this totally done.”

			I’d never heard her have more purpose. It was what she’d always wanted to prove, too—that she was valuable. Maybe that’s why we’d always semi gotten along, because we understood that about each other.

			McGlinn must’ve commandeered the phone because his voice came on. “Dude, does this mean an extralate night with the ghosts around?”

			I’d never heard him talk so much in my afterlife. “If you don’t mind.”

			He sighed, and I could already hear him retreating into Doobieland. “Cool enough, dude.”

			He hung up, and I found Amanda Lee watching me from the cradle of J.J.’s and Sierra’s arms. Sierra even had her dark curly head resting on Amanda Lee’s shoulder, and I was pretty sure Amanda Lee didn’t mind at all.

			She nodded at me, understanding the plan, since she’d heard me talking with Twyla. I kept juicing up at the battery, but my gaze wandered to the broken window, the splintered shutters and shards of glass letting in a mournful wind. Hell, if the demon was still around and intent on getting to us, a closed window wouldn’t have stopped it.

			In back of me, Amanda Lee whispered to the humans, something about what to do with 10’s body. Then Ruben’s name, and a whisper about the police.

			I kept looking toward that window. Louis. I could’ve used his level head and practicality right about now. Where was he?

			My chest seemed to swell, just like a heart would, and I remembered how he always used to say that if there was trouble, just call. If he was nearby, he would hear me and be right there. And he, a man of his word, had done just that before.

			I was more than willing to take the chance of having him around, imposter or not.

			“Louis,” I whispered at first, mostly because I couldn’t get his name past what felt like an emotional rock in my throat.

			The wind was the only answer.

			I tried again. “Louis! If you’re out there, please, I need you. Everyone needs you!”

			Still just the wind. Who knew if Louis was even close enough to hear?

			When Amanda Lee’s phone rang, I almost expected to find Louis in the room, holding a phantom phone to his head, giving us a buzz.

			She pounced on it, hitting a button that allowed everyone to hear the caller. Sierra and J.J. separated themselves from Amanda Lee and went to a corner to use one of their phones, probably to call Ruben first about 10’s body, like Amanda Lee had advised.

			“Hello?” she said.

			“Amanda Lee? This is Suze. Jensen’s friend?”

			Her voice was quaking, and I went frosty. Somewhere outside, I heard a travel tunnel explode open and, before Suze said another word, Twyla jetted into the room through the broken window and shutters, solidifying in front of Amanda Lee.

			She saw how stiff we all were and didn’t say anything, not even when J.J. and Sierra looked at each other, probably recognizing another ghost entrance when they felt one.

			“Is everything okay?” Amanda Lee asked Suze, watching me.

			“I’m . . . not sure. God, I feel stupid for calling, but I’m here in my apartment, and . . . Is Jensen with you?”

			“Right here,” I called, making my voice audible.

			“Oh.” Suze’s breathing came over the line. “I was hoping . . . thinking . . . Well, that it was you in my apartment, Jen.”

			Fuck.

			I brought up a travel tunnel, and it crowded the room with its pink, swirling innards, inviting me in. I dove to it and heard it crash closed behind me, and, within a few smothered heartbeats, I was in Suze’s parking lot.

			The tunnel popped away, and I didn’t even have time to make a plan as I zoomed to Suze’s door. Everything seemed normal enough: no flashes in the windows, no screeching from inside.

			But wasn’t Randy supposed to be watching Suze from a distance? My nerves took a breather. Maybe she was only hearing him floating around drunkenly?

			Since Suze had a mail slot, I slipped through it and materialized into her living room, with her family’s old couch and that out-of-date TV by the full bookcases.

			Deathly quiet. She’d said she was calling from here, right?

			I followed the pool of light seeping from her kitchen, and when I came around the corner . . .

			Oh God.

			Suze. Against the wall.

			She’d dropped her phone because her arms were spread, just like Elliot’s and Angel’s had been when I’d found them by Amanda Lee’s pool. Her saucer eyes were staring into the distance, and she was shivering like she’d been buried in snow.

			She was in the middle of a hallucination that the dark spirit must’ve been giving her.

			Horror fritzed through me. Today, when the dark spirit had gone into Eileen the cleaner’s body and joined in her hallucination with me, there’d been a surge of electricity at the end. If I hadn’t flown out of her so fast, what damage would I have done?

			Would two ghosts be too much for Suze to take? God, I wasn’t going to do anything to hurt her. So what could I do?

			Sitting here and watching my best friend being tortured by fear wasn’t an option—

			A blast of electric air came from the hallway, and suddenly there was Randy, as pale and weak as always, standing before me.

			And if my killer was in Suze, he couldn’t be Randy at the same time—

			“Jen!” he said in that drunken-sailor voice that sent a streak of comfort through me. “I heard a shound—a yell—at the back of the ’partment, ’n’ I went to . . .”

			He saw Suze and fritzed, opening his mouth, no words coming out.

			Dennis must’ve thrown sound to another part of the apartment to distract Randy, but we’d all been fooled by him at one time or another.

			“How do I save her?” I asked.

			“Don’t know.”

			Suze convulsed on the wall like she was in electroshock therapy.

			“I can’t go in and get him,” I said. “She might not be able to handle my energy, too.”

			“Maybe she can’t handle more of thish . . .”

			He was right, but what if my added electricity was enough to shock her to death?

			When she uttered a weak, mewling cry, I couldn’t take it anymore. I rushed to her, leaning against her hard.

			“Forgive me, Suze . . .”

			As I traveled past her flesh and joined with her brain, darkness hugged me until . . .

			A storm. Lightning hitting us until we scream.

			Pain . . . death . . . so close!

			A set of teeth flies toward us, and all of us yell.

			All of us . . . a trinity. Three in one.

			And the teeth know just where to strike as they open wide, coming at us like sharp white fog in a black storm, opening, opening—

			We hold to each other, gripping, bracing for the crashing bite that—

			When I barged out of Suze’s body, I wasn’t the only one.

			Another entity was wrapped around me, bound to me by the extra electricity we’d created in Suze, connected to me like a Siamese twin as I heard my best friend scream again.

			But I couldn’t see if she was okay, because my killer—I could feel it was him—was a part of me now, sizzling into me, a Frankenstein creation from our time together inside Suze.

			Thinking fast, back to a science class in school, I hardened all of myself to one long blade, and Dennis’s electricity crackled into me as I conducted his energy into the floor beneath us.

			His enraged screech filled the room, and I had just enough time to see that Randy was doing his best to shield Suze, his arms shaped into knives, because that was the best he could manage with some of his essence stolen.

			Dennis recovered fast—before I could go back to regular form—and in his true, boyish guise, he gestured to Suze.

			Behind the sheer cover of Randy, she flinched as a welt appeared on her cheek.

			Poltergeist, I thought. This asshole knew every trick.

			“Run!” I shouted in a materialized voice.

			She stumbled away from the wall as Dennis motioned at her again.

			Suze crashed to the floor, her legs entangled, twisting around each other. She cried out as they kept bending into unnatural shapes, like invisible hands were turning them into pretzels.

			I made my arms into whips with blades on them and lashed out at Dennis. That caught his attention, and he bladed up, too, charged weapon against weapon as we prepared to go at each other.

			Suze crawled out of the kitchen using just her hands and arms as Randy zoomed over to help me, and I flashed him a quick look. Just go!

			Powerless, he glanced at Suze. He couldn’t do much to help her except urge her on, but when Dennis swung at me with his blade, I left Randy to do his own job. I heard a set of keys jangle to the floor and hoped he’d manipulated them to Suze for her car.

			Then it was all about Dennis.

			“Whoo! What a hallucination that was,” he said with a smile as I dodged another swipe. “Suzy-Q was almost ready to lose her shit, but it almost did the same to me! You just never know what you’re gonna get when you’re giving ’em bad scenes.”

			He laughed facetiously and backed off, circling me like he’d forgotten about Suze already.

			At that moment, I knew what he was doing. He’d enjoyed haunting her for a short time, but he’d wanted to get me alone, and now he was toying with me. I knew he could do a hell of a lot more than he was doing right now.

			“You came quickly,” he said. “But, then again, I thought you’d do just that for your bestie darling friend.”

			“I wouldn’t want to let you down.”

			“That’s what I like to hear.” More circling. “But I regret to inform you that Mrs. C. wasn’t able to track me here, so you’ll have no help on that end. She got into my travel tunnel with me, smart woman, but I kicked her ass out. Hopefully she found her poor way home to nurse her wounds.”

			At least she hadn’t ended up like Elliot and Angel. I hoped.

			“Where’s your demon?” I asked, circling, circling. “Aren’t you his . . . What do they call it today? His little bitch?”

			Dennis faltered, but went right back to circling. His light eyes held anger but not the giddy fever I’d seen when he’d murdered me.

			I wasn’t sure what was more dangerous.

			“I told you, I don’t always need that thing with me,” he said. “When I tell it to get lost because I want to take you down all on my own, it gets lost.”

			“What did you give to it in exchange for your education? Definitely not your soul, since yours isn’t worth anything.”

			Dennis slowed down, and I tensed up.

			“I gave it my misery,” he said. “I gave it my service, bringing pain and terror to the world. Believe me, it appreciated that.”

			“Did it ever occur to you that you’re going to an even worse place than you were before?”

			“There is no worse place.” He smiled. “Maybe I’ll show you how bad it can get—”

			He raised one arm again, but I was expecting a blade.

			He gave me a tentacle instead.

			Caught off balance, I tried to flash out with my sharpened arms, but the tentacle snaked past my blades, sucking around me, raising me and slamming me to the floor.

			But how could he do that when I hadn’t hardened my essence?

			Why even ask anymore?

			As he used one tentacle to keep me down, he turned his other arm into an ax.

			Sparks hissed from me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. An ax . . . the scariest thing I could imagine.

			And he was swinging it down, just like that night after he’d chased me, made me cower in the forest under the gaze behind that hag’s mask.

			But this time, instead of the blunt side of the blade hitting me in the head and making me black out, he corrected his aim.

			I screamed as the blade buried itself into my skull, splitting it.

			But I was still conscious, and all I could do was flicker in shock. It couldn’t be a hallucination, could it? Or had the more powerful demon taught Dennis a way to do one on a fellow ghost?

			“This is how it should’ve happened,” he said, and now his eyes were crazy and ecstatic, just like they’d been right before I’d died. “I’m going to enjoy this. . . .”

			As I shuddered in creeping trauma, fear pulsed out of my head wound, uncontrollable. And he was devouring it, his form coloring up.

			His eyes turning a fervent shade of beastly blue.

			He pulled his ax arm out of my head as I jerked, losing energy with every passing instant. He raised the weapon again.

			Then I remembered something . . . Wendy. She’d told me about fending off darkness and finding a more powerful spirit, a good one who could beat the bad one. . . .

			I grasped at the only option I could think of.

			“Dean . . .” I whispered brokenly. “Fake Dean . . . Help me?”
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			My words seemed to drift in the air, suspended, rising until they were nothing.

			And in that endless second between my killer bringing down the ax on me and the scream that was just starting to push out of my throat, I knew fake Dean wasn’t coming.

			Had he decided I wasn’t worth his time? Or was it all about his banishment? 	

			Or maybe he had never been a positive spirit and he couldn’t have helped me, anyway. . . .

			As the ax swung down toward my face, I thought, Maybe the glare would be better than this. Maybe I am ready.

			Then something snapped in me and, mindlessly, I gathered the last of my energy, raising my bladed arm.

			I wasn’t going to go that easy.

			Everything sped up again: my arm met the stem of the ax like steel against wood, embedding itself into Dennis’s weapon arm as he yelled, maybe in frustration, maybe in something else.

			Either way, my arm quaked as I stared up at him and he put all his energy into pushing down the ax until its blade was a breath away from my ghost face.

			“Just go to the glare,” he said between his tiny teeth. “Dammit, why’re you so stubborn?”

			Yeah, why did I want to “live”? My mom and dad were dead and off beyond the glare, I’d alienated myself from my best friend, and I was alone.

			But then I thought about all the other victims I could try to help, the ones who’d been coming to me and Amanda Lee. And there was something else that eased into me only now, as that blade shook closer and closer toward my eye.

			I did have a family here. Louis, Randy, Wendy, and even Amanda Lee. And I wanted to see them again, couldn’t stand the thought of just calling for my wrangler to escort me to a glare without even saying good-bye to them. . . .

			Closer . . . closer came the blade . . . Electricity was still flowing out of the first cut to the head Dennis had made, and I didn’t know how long I could hold out.

			“Die the right way!” he said, and there was a worry in his voice that hadn’t been there before.

			This wasn’t turning out as he’d planned.

			The realization gave me more strength, and as I levered the ax back at him, his gaze took on some amazement.

			“Where’s your demon now?” I asked between my teeth.

			Button . . . pushed. Dennis Smith, a boy in so many people’s eyes, wanted to be a man. He wanted to carry this through on his own, completing a murder that hadn’t gone how he wanted in the first place.

			“Die the right way!” he said. “Go to the glare, damn you!”

			Not tonight.

			I cried out so loudly that a cuff of wind swirled around us. I forced myself up, swinging at him with my other bladed arm. Unsteady, Dennis reared away.

			He laughed, thinking that was the only card I had to play.

			Using the momentum from my swing, I went for the other side of his ax handle—the part of his essence he’d hardened—and buried my blade so solidly that I had a firm hold of the entire weapon now. 

			As he tried to pull his ax arm away from me, his other arm, the tentacle, waved high in the air, ready to smack me down. But then, out of nowhere, an iron rod flew through the air like a javelin, cutting through Dennis’s soft part.

			He screeched, dissipating from the iron ghost poison, but he couldn’t go anywhere until I let go of his hardened ax arm.

			But if I kept him here, what would I do with him?

			I didn’t have to decide, because he’d made his ax go soft as his gaze locked on the entrance to the kitchen, where Amanda Lee, Sierra, J.J., and Twyla waited.

			Sierra raised her hand, revealing a bunch of rock salt gleaming there, and I wanted to tell these humans one more time: Salt actually doesn’t hurt ghosts!

			But when she threw the grains at him, his essence burned like acid had just hit him, and he began to whine and squirm.

			“For the demon in you,” Amanda Lee said calmly, lifting her own hand to show that she had another launch of salt ready to go.

			“Fuckers!” Dennis hissed, his essence burning and separating. But that didn’t mean he was stupid enough to stick around.

			He rolled out of the room in a black mist that moved in splotches, like he was trying to get himself back together . . . real unsuccessfully.

			The moment he was gone, J.J. gathered battery-operated appliances that Suze kept on the counter, plus a small TV with a long extension cord that was still plugged in. He turned on the TV and placed all of the appliances on the floor in the center of me, and I ate up the amps.

			“You were right!” Sierra said to Amanda Lee. “That little jerk said the demon was attached to him, so that thing must’ve left part of himself in Dennis. God, if the salt hadn’t worked . . .”

			“It did temporarily,” Amanda Lee said. “Until he comes back, like he always does, to haunt Jensen. That’s how he works, and he’ll pop in and out until he succeeds in driving her insane. But next time, I’m going to know how to banish him. I’ll have to.”

			For the first time in . . . ever . . . she cracked an optimistic smile at Sierra, and they exchanged a look that made me think Amanda Lee would be changing her mind someday soon about living with a broken heart from the love of her life, dead Elizabeth.

			Twyla, who’d stayed on the sidelines, probably because she’d been instructed to, said, “He is extremely not done with you, Jen. If he was, you’d totally be . . .”

			“Not in a time loop,” I whispered.

			Amanda Lee took it from there. “Dennis said that putting Jen into an imprint phase was a waste of time, since I pulled her out of one before. He was pushing her to the brink, driving her to the glare, I assume, by recreating her murder?”

			She gestured to the split in my skull, which was starting to close slightly, thanks to the electric infusion. It’d be a while before I was back to normal, though.

			“So . . . question,” Twyla said. “Why hasn’t he, like, just taken Jen’s essence, like he did with Louis, Randy, Elliot, and Angel?”

			I whispered with effort. “That might’ve . . . been next on his . . . agenda . . .”

			“Jensen,” Amanda Lee said. “You need to rest. Please.”

			“And . . . you need to be . . . at the happy house.”

			“Oh, we wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” She smiled again, but it was ruthless this time.

			I had more to say. “Dennis the Menace . . . said that Marg . . . came into his . . . travel tunnel. He kicked her out. . . .”

			“I’m sure she’s safe,” Amanda Lee said.

			Sierra leaned against a counter, adjusting her glasses. Her black windbreaker was unzipped halfway, making her look like she’d just gotten off a hip-nerd motorcycle. “Marg rocks.”

			Twyla rolled her eyes, but in a way that said she still adored her ghost buddy. “Whatever. Maybe she’ll make for the happy house. Like, the word’s out, and everyone’s meeting there.”

			I remembered something Wendy had said about gathering a ghost army. From the mouths of babes.

			“Then we should go,” Amanda Lee said. “Can you move to the car, Jensen? I brought two new batteries when we realized what was happening with Suzanne.”

			“I’m . . . copacetic.” My body wasn’t on high speed, but at least my brain was still working. I thought about 10’s body, which had been lying on Amanda Lee’s floor when I’d blasted out of there.

			“Landry?” I whispered.

			The humans paused. Then J.J. said, “We ended up not calling Ruben about her. Sierra and I . . .”

			Sierra interrupted, looking grim. “No matter what, we were a team, so J.J. and I’ll be going back to the casita to call the cops and make up the best story we can for them. They’d never believe this one. Then . . . Well, she wasn’t close to her parents, but we need to call them.”

			On that down note, they left the room, along with Amanda Lee, but Twyla stayed behind.

			“Oh my Ga-od, sooo gross. We had to leave that chick’s body at Amanda Lee’s because of the rush getting here. Hope there’s no stink when all this is over.”

			She took off, and I absorbed that information. I felt for 10, the groupie. She should’ve known better, but she hadn’t deserved to die like she had.

			Before leaving, I looked around at the place where I’d almost been dead-meated from an ax attack . . . again. I should’ve felt a sense of triumph because we’d gotten the best of that dickweed Dennis for the time being, and we were about to get even stronger after we all gathered together.

			But all I could think about was how I’d called for fake Dean and he hadn’t answered.

			And I wasn’t sure he ever would again.

			*   *   *

			“Dude, no,” McGlinn said through his hair as he sank deeper into his chair.

			We’d just entered the happy house, escaping the dead of night outside, only to encounter the eerie wood smoke from the sunken pit’s fireplace in the middle of the room. Even with McGlinn’s dark hair covering his face, it was clear that his gaze was on Twyla.

			“Why’d this nightmare mess have to come back here?” he asked, probably using up his word quota for the decade.

			Twyla had flounced over to Marg, who was plugged into a socket to recharge and heal whatever injuries she’d gotten from Dennis. After saying hi to her friend, Twyla zipped over to McGlinn with a toss of her petticoats.

			“Gimme a break,” she said to him. “It’s, like, the mist’s fault that I’ve been way spastic!”

			McGlinn’s old ghost grandpa rose from where he and his wife had been float-sitting on their couch. “Now, hear this, young lady—no excuses this time. You and your wild crowd are testing my grandson’s hospitality enough by keeping extralate hours tonight. We don’t begrudge you the safety of being here in a lockdown, understand, but a smidge of appreciation should be in order.”

			Twyla backed away from where she’d been crowding McGlinn. “Yes, sir,” she said, duly chastened.

			Grandpa sat down next to his pale-haired wife, who ghost-patted his hand, even though neither of them would get a warm, thrilling sensation from it, like they would have as humans.

			On the other side of them, Gavin and Suze sat, but they were a study in opposites from the lovebirds. There was tension between them, but I could tell Gavin had been watching over Suze after they’d both arrived here. Someone had even bandaged the welt that’d been on her face from Dennis’s attack.

			Since I’d gotten a real blast of healthy amps from the car batteries Amanda Lee had put in the Bentley, I knew that if I materialized, I wouldn’t scare any humans with that split skull I’d had. It was still obvious, but not gnarly, so I revealed myself and rushed over to Suze.

			“How’re you doing?”

			“Fine.” She tucked back a brown curl behind her ear. “I got ahold of my car keys and drove away, but you saved me, Jen.”

			“I got you into that situation in the first place.” I’d give the world to be able to erase Suze’s memory of tonight. But that was yet another thing I couldn’t do, even as a ghost.

			Suze’s eyes were shiny, sad. “It just never ends for you, does it?”

			“It’ll have to end sometime.”

			She rubbed her arms and glanced up at Gavin. He was watching me while trying not to watch me, and I didn’t want to prolong his discomfort.

			I sent a long, sorrowful look to him, then to her, and thought, Please take care of each other, no matter what happens.

			I hoped they’d understood without my having to say it, and they seemed to, even though it was obvious that there’d been too many emotional injuries between them for a reunion.

			Sensing other ghosts behind me, I turned around to find Old Seth the cowboy waiting, smiling behind his dirt-speckled beard. Kalli, with her bike helmet and long, beautiful hair, was at his side, along with happy house regulars like Feng, Lee, Yul, and the graveyard ghosts.

			Amanda Lee had called McGlinn on our way up to this cabin and told him to spread the word about what’d gone down with Dennis Smith and to make sure everyone was ready for anything. And as I looked at all the ghosts and humans who’d gathered here, a twinge of emotion got to me.

			Family, I thought. I’d lost mine in life, but had gained another one here. How lucky could a ghost get?

			Kalli motioned toward the stairs. “The humans I’m guiding have taken over poor McGlinn’s bedroom for now. They’re bringing your human friends there in private, one by one, to cast protection spells for them. I have a couple more guidees outside, making sure there are positive vibes all over the perimeter. We’ll be in a safe circle.”

			“I thought you said spells can’t protect ghosts.”

			“We’re cleansing the property, not individuals.”

			“How long will it last?”

			“Hopefully as long as we need it to.”

			I tried a smile. “Any chance that one of them can call down a god or goddess to help?”

			Kalli gave me a wistful smile. “You never know.”

			I’d take anything her people could give. I didn’t even throw in the fact that the whole positive thing might not stop darkness like Dennis and his own demon guide. Just look at how the orgonite had not worked.

			“Thank you so much for all your help,” I said, meaning it.

			“It’s what we do.” She was as sunny as ever.

			Old Seth said, “Let’s just hope those spells hold up on the humans, too.”

			“Positivity,” Kalli said. “Say it with me, Seth.”

			He bit back a smile, then muttered, “Positivity.”

			A knock on the door made all the chatter come to a stop. Everyone glanced at each other, and any ghosts who’d materialized went invisible. Including me.

			McGlinn even clutched his armrests, a joint hanging from his fingers.

			Since Amanda Lee had shut the door nice and tight behind us when we’d entered, I wondered if there was still a way for any more ghosts—or humans—to get in. Besides, the Wiccans were outside, casting those protection spells.

			When no one got up to answer the knock, Gavin rose from his seat next to Suze and crossed the room with long, purposeful strides.

			I flew over to flank him, and was joined by several other ghosts.

			He peered through the peephole, then glanced at where my invisible chilliness was haunting the air. Then he stepped back from the door altogether.

			“Short guy in a Padres ball cap, wiping his nose with a bandanna?” he announced.

			From behind me, Amanda Lee said, “Ruben! He’s one of us.”

			When Gavin opened the door, Ruben only nodded at him and stuffed his bandanna in the back pocket of his jeans.

			“Amanda Lee here?” he asked.

			She arrived at the door and, without preamble, pulled him inside and shut the door behind him. He coughed, and it sure wasn’t from the wood smoke or his perpetual cold.

			Right away, his ex-cop’s gaze landed on McGlinn and his ganja. Then he gave a great shiver.

			“I might have a cold, but I can smell that pot. Also, it’s cold as a bruja’s tit! What’re we doing at this place, Amanda Lee?”

			She gave me the secret look we’d agreed on during the ride up and, gradually, I revealed myself to him. Slowly. Cautiously. Didn’t want to scare the guy.

			Moment by moment, his eyes got wider and wider.

			When I was done, he whispered, “Jensen Murphy?”

			I smiled. “I’ve always wanted to thank you in person, Ruben. For everything.”

			His mouth opened, but instead of saying something like “You’re welcome,” he collapsed to his butt, Indian- style, on the floor and gaped at me.

			“It’s okay,” Amanda Lee said, sitting next to him and putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. Just so you know, this room is full of ghosts. That’s why there’s a strong chill.”

			A string of Spanish words—I’m pretty sure they were cusses—tumbled from his mouth as Amanda Lee continued to comfort him.

			Twyla wandered over. “Can I show myself? Please, please, please with Pixy Stix dust on top?”

			“Can we wait on that, Twyla?”

			“Oh, I guess. Damn.”

			Then I spoke to Ruben and Amanda Lee. “Okay, then. I’ll leave you two to discuss . . . ? Well, you know.”

			Ruben was still mentally deficient, so I dematerialized. Might as well conserve all the energy I could and give him a minute to breathe.

			Meanwhile, ghosts had gathered all around Ruben, mostly the ones I didn’t know that well from the graveyard, and I asked them to give him space. They were only supercurious about the virgin in the room, though, and when Twyla started shooing them off like my lieutenant, I turned around, ready to chat more with Kalli.

			But when I spied Wendy, with the same torn shirt and Hello Kitty tattoo from earlier today, plus Eileen Perez and her darling pink wardrobe, by the stairs, I went right to them.

			“God!” Wendy said, coming at me with arms outstretched. “I want to hug you!”

			She tried but she passed right through me.

			Scott appeared from behind them. “Wendy, you never learn.”

			“I don’t care. A hug’s a hug. Jen, how many lives do you have, by the way? Nine?”

			“At least.”

			Since Eileen couldn’t see me, she smiled in my direction, then perked up when she caught a glimpse of Amanda Lee and Ruben sitting by the door.

			“Thank goodness—more humans,” Eileen whispered before making a beeline for them.

			I could tell that Wendy had something to tell me. She motioned Kalli over, too.

			“So, Kalli and me’ve put our heads together,” Wendy said. “We’re going to stop that boy weirdo from taking you anywhere, especially a glare.”

			Kalli nodded. “Nobody should be forced into one. Ever.”

			Scott waved to Marg across the room, jerked his chin at Wendy with a grin, then floated over to Mrs. C. to say hi. Wendy watched him go, heart-eyed.

			“You were saying?” I asked.

			“Sorry.” She blushed. “Before we get started, let’s go upstairs. Somebody’s up there, waiting for you.”

			I’d had too many bad surprises lately to be excited by this news.

			“It’s somebody you’ll want to see,” Wendy said.

			So I followed them up the stairs, and they led me past Uncle Kevin’s imprint room and into another guest room where . . .

			My throat clogged.

			Louis and Randy were waiting.

			Or, rather, Randy was poking around the open closet, inspecting a box that held bottles. Louis was watching him and telling him not to disturb McGlinn’s booze stash.

			They both realized I was there at the same time, and I zipped right over to them. And, even though we couldn’t touch like humans, we hardened our forms and at least hugged, going through the motions, not feeling anything.

			But you know what? I did feel something. It wasn’t in the nerves that used to ride my skin, but somewhere, deeper in my chest, a spark of happiness.

			I drew back from them, taking a good look at Louis in his 1940s factory uniform, Randy in his sailor garb.

			“You,” I said, pointing at Randy, “are a stud.”

			“Aw,” Randy said, shuffling in the air.

			“And you?” I said to Louis. “Don’t ever think I don’t want you around again. I could barely function without you.”

			Even with his dark-toned skin, I thought there was a flush. Well, maybe not, but there could’ve been.

			“So,” Wendy said, bouncing in with Kalli behind her, “as I said, we’ve been talking, and we think we’ve missed a big piece of this puzzle as far as protecting you from this Dennis guy goes.”

			Louis spoke, and, God, hearing his mellow voice again really soothed that lingering mist in me.

			“While you were gone, Wendy and Eileen . . .” Was that another flush from Louis? He’d shown some interest in Eileen before . . . “Well, they’ve been talking about calling a higher, benevolent being to stamp down on Dennis Smith and his demon crony.”

			Wendy said, “Have you been in touch with that fake Dean of yours? I know you weren’t sure if he was good or bad, but what if . . .”

			“I tried calling him,” I said. “He didn’t answer.”

			Silence. Embarrassment. For my sake?

			I glanced at Randy, who’d seen me and fake Dean together and knew that there was some . . . tension . . . between us. He shrugged, telling me that he’d blabbed about that to everyone. Oh well.

			“I banished him,” I said. “But during this last dark-spirit attack, I summoned him.”

			“By what name?” Kalli asked.

			I paused. “He never told me his true name. Said it’d give me too much power over him.”

			Everyone exchanged the Look.

			Wendy ran for a backpack stored in a corner and pulled out her small computer, while Kalli spoke.

			“When you asked me about how I worked with the All, were you really asking about this fake Dean and his power?”

			“Yeah, I was.”

			Wendy had turned on her computer, whispering to it like that would speed it up. “Come on, come on . . .”

			Kalli said, “What if you called to him again, but you used his real name? Do you think that would be enough to bring him out of this banishment?”

			Understanding dawned on me. Could it be that fake Dean hadn’t come to me this last time because he wasn’t actually named fake Dean?

			Excitement—and fright—laced me. This was big. If I happened to say the right name and he came, what would we get?

			But did I have a choice not to call him?

			“What’s on the computer that’ll tell me his name?” I asked, thinking there was some robot program in there that could summon fake Dean. I mean, computers could do everything else.

			“Lists up the wazoo,” Wendy said. She was typing madly, and she set down the computer on a desk and turned it toward me. Unfortunately, all the ghost activity in the room made the screen go snowy.

			“Hate to do this,” she said, “but we need clear air.”

			“Shucks,” Randy said, but Louis and Kalli gave me encouraging grins as they floated out the door.

			Wendy bounded over to shut it. The computer screen was better now, still fuzzy, but readable enough so that I could see lists of gods’ and goddess’ names on a Web site.

			“Any clue what pantheon Dean belongs to?”

			“You mean, like, Roman or Greek or . . .”

			“Yeah.”

			“No clue.” If he was even a god like the ones Kalli had worked with as a Wiccan.

			“Then start here.” She traveled to the top of the Roman list. “Start reading, Jen.”

			I took a moment, my pulse flashing through me. Either I’d be able to summon him or I wouldn’t, and both options were alarming.

			But I needed him badly, if only to see whether I couldn’t ask him for his help at all. And . . . Well, because it felt like things weren’t as interesting without him around most of the time.

			Damn him.

			I raised my voice and went for it. “Come back, Bacchus!”

			Waiting, waiting, and . . .

			Nada.

			Wendy fidgeted. “Don’t forget the females, too, just in case.”

			It’d be weird for fake Dean to be a chick, but what the hell?

			I went to the next name on the list. “Come to me, Ceres!”

			Nope.

			So I kept going: Diana, Fortuna, Janus . . . And when I’d exhausted the Romans, I moved onto the Greek pantheon, the Egyptian, the Hindu, the Celtic . . .

			“We’re running out of names,” I said, starting to worry.

			“There’re more.” She scrolled down the screen. “Go!”

			“Come back, Freyja!”

			Who even knew what a Freyja was? Some Norse goddess. No way. We were grasping at straws now.

			“Thor, please return!”

			Nothing there, either, but who needed a magic hammer anyway? Okay, maybe me.

			Desperate now, I yelled, “Loki, would you please just come back—”

			Boom!

			The rest of the list died in my mouth as a cloud of mist filled the room, hiding a shape behind what seemed like a sheer curtain over the bed.

			A man’s shape.

			As the mist pulled back, an extremely tall, muscled myth of a male was revealed.

			First, all I saw were fathomless dark eyes; high cheekbones; sculpted lips; and long, wild, flowing dark hair.

			I’d seen this face before when fake Dean would get mad at me. But this . . .

			Wasn’t.

			Dean.

			Not until his form wavered and he began changing back into the human-sized blond surfer in a T-shirt and jeans I’d always known.

			He hooked his thumbs into his belt loops.

			“Looks like you nailed me,” he said with a grin that was all too familiar.

			And not.
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			“Loki,” I said. “You’re fucking Loki?”

			He shrugged. “You say that as if you don’t appreciate my great sense of humor or my shape-shifting. Surely you liked the wolf-dog I appeared as in Gavin’s dream, though. There’re some legends out there that say I sired a wolf.”

			As he ran a desire-steeped gaze over me like he’d never thought he’d see me again, I heated up. I had a body now, just like I always did with him, and those treacherous goose bumps were all over it.

			But when he sobered, I did, too.

			“Getting ahold of me changes everything,” he said. “You realize that.”

			“Yeah.” It seemed like the entire tone of the room had altered, too. My voice shook. I shook, still not believing this. “That’s why I called you—because if there isn’t a change, I don’t know how much longer I’ll last. My killer—Dennis Smith—well, he’s attacking my friends now, and I’d rather go into a glare than see Suze screaming from a nasty hallucination again.”

			“You don’t mean that.”

			But I did. I hadn’t realized how much until now. How could I exist with myself if my friends were being tortured because of me? If I wanted rightness and justice in Boo World and the earthly plane, I had to make sure I wasn’t causing any of the damage.

			The sound of the door closing caught my focus. Wendy had left us alone, taking her computer with her, maybe even fainting in the hallway.

			But Dean . . . Loki . . . was still standing on that bed, and I had to look up at him like he was on a pedestal. Yet didn’t that make sense now? He was a god.

			A god, for God’s sake.

			Then why did he seem just as uncomfortable as I was?

			Stepping to the edge of the mattress, he jumped down, absorbing the impact by bending his knees. When he straightened up, he pushed back his blond hair with one hand like the beach boy I’d always known him as. He lowered his gaze at me. Was he wondering if I’d run now that I knew the truth?

			He had to hear my crazed heart hammering away in my chest. And he had to know that I was finally understanding how he’d been able to give me a body in his presence—a god could do anything he wanted to, including making me feel whole again, right?

			He stood in front of me, all shoulders and arms and chest. His flesh gave off that tempting sand-and-sun tang. “I saw the writing on the wall when you met that Wiccan. She started talking about gods and goddesses, and I knew it’d only be a matter of time until you put everything about me together. Most of my stars only got as far as thinking that I’m a more powerful spirit than normal before they agreed to stay in my limbo, so—”

			“You thought I’d also give in before I figured you out.”

			“Hell, why not?” He was still so damned at home in old Dean’s guise. Maybe he just didn’t want to freak me out with his unfamiliar god look.

			“I can’t be the only one who’s ever held out against you that long,” I said.

			“No, you are. With you I made the error of being attracted to a ghost who had too much to live for, so she didn’t want anything to do with being a hanging star.”

			An error. That’s what I was to him? Hearing him say it bruised me inside, where he couldn’t see it. And this bruise was almost as bad as the one I’d gotten when I’d offered myself to him so he’d go after a murderer on the loose, and he’d turned me down.

			I’d always told myself that fake Dean . . . jeez, Loki . . . didn’t mean anything to me. But that wasn’t true. The quiver buzzing along the lining of my belly testified to that.

			I waited a moment, thinking that the mist in me was bound to kick in at any time, forcing me to say something stupid, ratcheting up my temper. But was the mist around when I had this god-induced body? It didn’t seem like it . . .

			“What should I call you?” I asked. “Fake Dean? Just Dean? Loki?” The last one still wigged me out.

			“No one’s called me Loki in . . . Well, aeons.” He laughed softly. “I haven’t even had a serious Wiccan call on my name, even though I was a Norse god. I could be very helpful, if the mood struck me. But they think I’m too much of a trickster, chaotic and unreliable. They’d rather have steadier goddesses and gods, like Aphrodite or Thor. Joke’s on them, though, when they find out the god with the hammer is a douche bag.”

			I waited for thunder to roll through the sky outside, but nothing happened.

			“I still don’t understand why you wouldn’t give me your name,” I said. “Does it really take away that much power for me to know it, like you kept telling me? Or was that a lie?”

			He sat on the bed, his shoulders hunched, a golden sheet of straight hair covering one eye. My stomach lining melted into a liquid heat that spilled down, pooling between my legs, throbbing.

			Just a look from him. That’s all it ever took.

			“Jenny,” he said, “why don’t you tell me what happened after you found out my name and called it, and then we’ll have an answer as to why I kept it to myself.”

			“Okay. After I finally got your name right, you . . . appeared.”

			“Now imagine if I gave out my name to every ghost I encountered in one guise or another. And if they believed I existed.”

			I got it already. Need someone to see all? Call Loki. Need to feel human again so you could taste a hamburger just one more time? Ring him right up.

			“I understand.”

			“I refuse to be at anyone’s beck and call. Except for yours now.” His light brown eyes seared me with their intensity and that yearning he’d never hidden from me. “But there’s an even better reason I wouldn’t tell you my name. Knowing who I am means you know my weaknesses now, and I’ve never made myself vulnerable like that to anyone over the centuries. For good reason.”

			What did he mean? Dammit, I wish I’d taken a class that’d delved deeper into world mythology in high school so I knew his story. Or that I’d furthered my studies beyond that. Might’ve come in handy about now.

			He lifted an eyebrow. “Do you know very much about the real me?”

			I shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Only from some movies I watched on Amanda Lee’s TV a few weeks ago.”

			“Ah, let me guess. The Thor movies, right?”

			I nodded.

			“Naturally.” His grin was bitter. “The guy has his own comic books, his own movies. And there’s not a lot they got right about me in either of those. I’m not that ass’s brother, first of all. Then again, there’s been a lot of bullshit about my life over the centuries. But who puts stock in the gods anymore, besides a few minor religions, anyway? Who but a few fringe believers matter?”

			“Why don’t you tell me everything?”

			“Because it’s a long story, Jenny.”

			“We’ve got some time. At least I think we do, if those protective spells around this cabin’s perimeter work.”

			He kept looking at me with that skin-tingling gaze, and, without even thinking, I took a step closer to him, until I was about a foot away. Now he had to peer up at me, not the other way around.

			My pulse scampered, going to my head as he dragged his gaze from my face to my neck, down over my chest, my belly. I could only guess what he was thinking, but his power over me paled next to even Gavin and his life force. But maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.

			The entity in front of me lifted his hands like he was showing me that they were empty. “I’m known as a liar, a mischief maker, a shape-shifter. There’re renderings of me as a grotesque in some places, which ticks me off, but what’s a guy gonna do? Besides destroy the buildings they’re housed in, of course.” He was giving me a roguish look beneath that slice of hair, but he got serious again in the next heartbeat.

			None of this was funny.

			I said, “Right now I have no idea if you’re lying to me. I’ve never gotten a good bead on you.”

			A pause exploded between us, and he tentatively reached up to my waist to touch the knot I’d tied in my shirt there. My tummy flipped, and he hadn’t even come close to making contact with any skin.

			“Every once in a while,” he said quietly, “I would tell you the truth because you needed me to, and I sincerely did want to help you. But I also wanted to see what kind of consequences there’d be for helping you, if the gods were still watching me to see that I behaved and . . .”

			Don’t stop now! I thought.

			But I’d take it one question at a time with him. “You always told me you weren’t allowed to interfere in earthly business.”

			“Not on a scale that would change the course of human events.”

			“But once you saved me from a time loop, after I solved Elizabeth Dalton’s murder. That was pretty major.”

			“And that was foolhardy of me. Afterward, I promised the gods I’d never overreach like that again. They must have believed me, because here I am.”

			The breath stole out of my lungs. But why was he here now—to help?

			Or not?

			“So when I talked you into giving me information about my parents,” I said, still testing, “just so I could have peace of mind about them, did you lie about them going into the glare?”

			He didn’t say anything.

			“Loki?” I said it like I owned it.

			And maybe I did. Maybe he was like a genie out of a bottle now, under my control. But there was only one big wish he could grant for me: helping me get rid of Dennis Smith.

			“What I told you about your parents was the truth,” the man/god finally said. “The lie came only when I said I didn’t know what comes next in the after–Boo World life. That was a revelation too big to test the gods with.”

			“Valhalla.” At least I knew that much from school. “That’s what you wouldn’t tell me.”

			“In my experience, Valhalla comes next. The lotus pool I have in the star place would have been my way back.”

			“And telling me that would’ve helped in giving your identity away to me.”

			He smiled gently. But he was still a trickster and a liar, wasn’t he? There’d been times in our private history when I’d thought that I’d won a battle of wills between us, like when I’d kicked him out of my Elfin Forest cottage and he couldn’t enter again because I’d wanted it that way. I had the feeling he’d just been making me think I’d won.

			“Why are you telling me the whole truth now?” I asked. “Is it because I know your name?”

			He sighed roughly, resting a forearm on his thigh, then sending me a lowered gaze again. “I haven’t told you everything yet, Jenny. There’s a price for hearing what you want to know, as well as price for any help you called me for. You need to ask yourself if you’re willing to pay it.”

			“I’ve already been paying one with the dark spirit.”

			His hesitation told me that he acknowledged my point.

			Then he went on. “I will tell you this: I was forced to leave my regular life with the gods, and sometime after that—about five centuries or so—that’s when I started collecting spirits as stars. I was lonely, and I still had some god power in me, so I battled the solitude in the only way I could.” He sat up. “As Loki, I was known to have a balance of life in me—some said I was a devil and a god at the same time—but they all gave me too much credit. Having that kind of split in you makes even a god long for the whole good in himself, and since I did so much bad, the scales had to eventually tip the other way. It was bound to happen after such a long time left alone to think . . . so many aeons that time began to mean nothing to me.”

			My pulse blipped. “So, that’s why you’re willing to do some good for my sake now? Because the balance has gone my way?”

			He slid his fingers around my waist, and I gasped. But when he pulled me closer, I couldn’t even hear my own breathing. There was just my heartbeat pummeling my eardrums, setting an erotic rhythm.

			When he leaned forward, resting his forehead against my chest, I almost fell against him. No willpower. No going back if I . . .

			Resisting the urge to touch him, I let him talk.

			“When you banished me,” he said, “so many feelings about leaving my old life rushed back to me. Emptiness, a long string of endless days, dark and hopeless.”

			My heart . . . hurt. “So that’s why you have a star place. Because you were banished from being with the rest of the gods.”

			He didn’t answer, just ran his other hand to my waist, his thumb nestling by my hipbone, rubbing, making me bite my lip.

			But then I got ahold of myself. “Are you telling me more lies?”

			“No. I’m trying to tell you that I had only thirty-nine more human years left in my star limbo. The gods who banished me the first time from my old life said that if I behaved down there, I could go back to Valhalla. But the main conditions they put on me were these: no godlike interference with life outside my new home, no cruel tricks on the unwilling. I’d done too much of both before, and . . .”

			“Tell me,” I said, digging my fingers into his hair. Soft. Real. Beautiful. “Just tell me.”

			He murmured against me. “If I sacrifice this, I get a promise from you, Jenny. It’s the price I was talking about.”

			Anything, I thought. It was so easy to give in to him now, with his mouth pressed to my belly, my pulse pounding brutally between my legs.

			He traced his fingers over me until his hands flattened against the small of my back.

			“What is it?” I whispered.

			“You’d promised me one night. It’s all I’ve thought of ever since, and I’d sacrifice those thirty-nine years I have left doing penance for you in exchange for it.”

			No one had ever said anything like that to me before. Not on this scale. My body rang with the depth of the emotion in his voice.

			“But . . .” I said. “Don’t you want to go back to Valhalla . . . ?”

			I could feel his sad smile against me. “It wasn’t ever that great in the first place—most of the gods and goddesses could never keep up with me mentally. You’d call it Boresville. Besides, it’s been millennia since I’ve been there, and now it’s more of a dream and a goal than anything. You’re more real than any of it.”

			He’d really give up his version of home for me?

			He squeezed me, but it was with a tightness that felt possessive. “I think you know what you’ll give me now in exchange for my protection, Jenny. If I turn aside from paradise, you become mine.”

			The side of me that still thought like a human asked, Will you change your mind in the morning? But he wasn’t talking about a one-night stand here. This was my Armageddon, and he was putting himself on the line to prevent it.

			He, out of everyone else, was willing to do that. But what got me the most was that I just plain wanted him, and I was all out of nos.

			He must’ve felt the yeses burning out of me, because he pulled up both my tank top and long-sleeve shirt, baring my torso. He lazily sucked at my skin below my bra, nipping it with his lower teeth, his stubble adding an extrarough sensation.

			I winced, feeling myself going damp.

			He stopped but kept his mouth against me. “Am I your champion?” he asked, breath moist, marking me.

			“Only if you tell me everything else . . .” I was about to call him Loki, but I couldn’t yet. He wasn’t exactly a god to me, but he wasn’t fake Dean anymore, either. He was something I’d never encountered before, and I couldn’t let him go.

			“Are you mine?” he asked again.

			“Will you tell me the rest?”

			“That’s up to you.”

			He eased his hands up my back once more until he palmed my shoulders, bringing me down until I was straddling his lap, facing him.

			His lips were a whisper from mine.

			“Yes,” I finally said, pressing my mouth against his, kissing him. A slow, excruciating, wet kiss that made me strain toward him.

			He groaned, and I thought of the wolf-dog he’d been in that dream. An animal.

			But he was really a being with bottomless dark eyes, high cheekbones, wild hair. He was a balance of more than one thing, and I was trying to take it all into me.

			I let him untie, then yank off, my long-sleeve shirt, exposing my arms to the air, my nipples going hard against my bra and tank top. He took the tip of one of my breasts in his mouth and worked it until I squirmed in his lap. When he began to pull off my tank, I stopped him.

			“Who are you?” I asked.

			I thought he might say your champion again, and even though it turned me on to know that he was going to fight for me, I wanted him to give me more than that.

			His breathing came hard as he grinned wickedly at me. “You drive a hard deal.”

			“I can make it harder.” I shifted, nudging myself against his erection.

			He pressed me toward it, bringing a soft, needful sound from my throat.

			But he knew he wasn’t going to get out of this.

			“I’m the son of two giants,” he said. “That’s who I am.”

			The air cut out from my lungs as he lightly swirled his finger in my belly button. Sharp heat combined with the screaming ends of my sensitive nerves forced a moan out of me.

			Without asking permission, he whisked off my tank top and tossed it to the floor. Hungrily, he gazed at the swells of my breasts coming out of my bra. He gently hooked his thumbs under my straps.

			“Another piece of information,” I said. “That’s the price of the bra.”

			He gave me one of those serious looks. “We’re getting into dark territory. If you hear the rest of it, you can’t unhear it.”

			His ominous tone sank into me, but I couldn’t stop now.

			“Talk,” I said.

			As he drew down my straps, he said, “I had a wife. Children. Do you want me to go on?”

			I grasped his wrists, looking into his eyes, seeing if there were lies there. No. None that I could find.

			“Her name was Sigyn,” he said, a catch in his voice, even though I was sure he was trying to level it out. “She was the most faithful wife anyone could ask for. But . . .”

			He lowered his hands, and my straps slumped over my upper arms. I let go of his wrists, cupping his face instead.

			Such sadness. The pain in his eyes was as real as real got. My heart twisted inside me, hurting me much more than anything I’d felt in that area as a ghost.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			He paused, tightening his jaw, then went on. “There was a god named Baldur, and he dreamed that he would die. So his mother, Frigg, made every object on earth promise never to harm her son.”

			I must’ve looked confused, because he added, “In my pantheon, gods are mortal.”

			It was like I’d run into a glass wall. Loki . . . Dean . . . could die?

			He smiled with a hint of melancholy. “We live a long time, but we never know how long we have. And if I’m going to die, I’m going to do it in a guise I’ve grown quite fond of. And I’m going to do it for you.”

			“But . . .”

			Pressing his fingers to my mouth so I’d stop, he continued. “When Frigg made every earthly object take the vow not to hurt Baldur, she missed one thing. Mistletoe.”

			True regret etched his face, even though it was such a young face. Was some of his godliness coming through?

			“I was at the height of my ego back then,” he said softly. “And I decided it would be a great joke to make a spear out of mistletoe. Then I decided it’d be even more clever to give that spear to Baldur’s blind brother, who was taking part in a foolish contest the gods were having, tossing every sharp object they could at Baldur, just because they knew he couldn’t be hurt.”

			Oh no. He was right: I didn’t know if I wanted to hear the rest . . .

			As he gazed up at me, his eyes were haunted, and now I knew why he felt such a kinship with spirits who were tied to a tether some of us couldn’t leave behind.

			His tone lowered. “So Baldur died, and Odin made sure the god’s brother was destroyed for killing him. But I was such a proud being that I wouldn’t mourn Baldur, and I was punished, banished from sight of the other gods.”

			“To the star place?”

			“Not at first.” He skimmed a finger over my cheek. “I was tied to a rock and made to watch one of my sons kill the other. My dead child’s intestines were used to bind me, and a dark being was brought in to place a serpent above my eyes, dripping poison into them, blinding me. The pain was so awful that whenever I writhed in agony, I’d cause earthquakes.” Shadows deepened in his gaze. “My wife stood by all that time, wiping my eyes. . . .”

			I glanced away, but he guided me back to looking at him.

			“The earthquakes didn’t please the gods, and I was cast out again, a great deal of my power stripped away, and sent to a limbo, where I wouldn’t make trouble.”

			Now he was talking about the star place.

			I started to back off him. “Why haven’t I met your wife there?”

			He grabbed my arms. “She hasn’t been by my side for thousands of years. Even the most loyal woman won’t stay with a god whose pride was more precious to him than she was.”

			“Then . . .” I swallowed. “Is she one of the stars you keep up there?”

			His smile was tender. “No. But you might say that for a long time, I was trying to replace her company with my entire, growing collection. I never could, though. Then one day, I realized that I couldn’t even remember her face because I’d been staring at the stars for too long. A century afterward, I saw you come out of your time loop.”

			The depth of his loss and emotion shook me. And when he led me back to his lips, kissing me again, I felt his . . . love?

			Had he learned that emotion after a near eternity in his star place? Was that what he had for me?

			Whatever I felt for him was still new, still surprising, but my body was all too sure of what it felt, and when he took off my bra, kissing, nuzzling, worshipping my breasts, I became all his.

			He knew exactly what he was doing, just like he’d never lost a step as a full-fledged god, with all those parties and orgies I was sure they’d had. He was a pro at coaxing off my jeans, my panties, and all the rest, then picking me up and laying me down on the bed. He stood above me in all his golden, humanlike glory.

			He’d spent thousands of years in punishment, and now he wanted to be my champion, even if he was only thirty-nine years away from forgiveness.

			I kept thinking about what he was sacrificing for me as he rubbed his hands up my naked legs, my waist, coasting his thumbs over my nipples, then back down over the center of my trembling stomach. Down, down over my belly to my center, where he parted me with his fingers, massaging.

			My hips churned as I watched him watching me. I was ready for him. I’d been ready for months but I’d had pride, too, and I’d fought him tooth and nail.

			“Make me pay,” I whispered.

			His smile was starving now as he stood, stripping off his clothes, then standing before me with those gorgeous, streamlined muscles under tanned skin. Old meeting new, memory versus the mythic.

			All mine, too.

			He came to the bed, pressing skin to skin, pushing the hair back from my face and looking, just looking, at me until his erection nudged against me, sliding in.

			I sucked in a breath, taking him inside, wiggling my hips and urging him as far as he could go. As he moved with me, I wrapped a leg around him.

			Mine. His. Each other’s.

			It felt like time was forever as fire breathed through my veins, huffing, scorching, ripping, and making me rise on a crest of hot, licking air, up, up, and—

			I exploded so fast that I arched against him, crying out, dizzy and reeling as I breathed. Breathed. Holding him, wanting him even more . . .

			Soon, he climaxed, and we clung to each other. Then, for some reason, I got shy. What was he to me now?

			He stroked my neck, kissed it. Whenever I finally went back to being a ghost, I was going to be so colored up from being with him that everyone would know I’d popped the big O. That’s life.

			He said, “I don’t have to read the future to tell you that they’re almost here, Jenny.”

			They. The enemy. The ones who’d put me in the position to summon a god.

			“We should be protected from negativity by those spells outside,” I said.

			He played with a damp strand of hair that had stuck to my cheek. “Take it from me: hanging back in a safe place where you never get involved isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

			“Your star place?” He’d made that promise to stay removed there.

			He nodded. “You had a place like that, too, in your human days.”

			The time after my parents had died. Smoky marijuana days, locked away from the world. Yeah, I knew.

			“Are you telling me that I should go outside to face everything instead of just sitting and waiting to see if it can get at me?” I asked.

			“I might be,” he said. “But anywhere you are, I’ll be there, too, Jenny. You just sealed that deal.”

			As I turned my head toward him, losing myself in his gaze again, I was pretty sure I’d sealed much more than that.
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			Dennis Smith, my dark spirit, arrived with the witching hour.

			But even before the time came, I had put my clothes back on and had gone downstairs to introduce Dean—I’d decided it was only natural for me to keep calling him that—to everyone. Of course, they loved him in his blond, grinning guise. He was charming, handsome, and here to save my world.

			Maybe they could meet Loki later.

			J.J. and Sierra had already dealt with the police and 10’s body, and they’d come straight here from Amanda Lee’s casita, even though they could’ve driven off in their ghost-hunter van and left us behind. I materialized and thanked them for sticking with us.

			They were weary. J.J.’s bright eyes were even reddened, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the wood smoke in the room, 10’s death, or because he needed rest. Could’ve been all of the above.

			“The cops want a word with Amanda Lee, since Landry died on her property,” he said. “She was around when your friend Marg died last year, and they’re going to start getting suspicious, won’t they?”

			“Probably. But her hands are clean.”

			Sierra’s glasses barely hid her own exhaustion and sadness. “Amanda Lee asked Ruben to run interference, since he’s an ex-cop. That should help.”

			They’d told the authorities that they weren’t sure how 10 had died—she’d keeled over while staying overnight at Amanda Lee’s. It was as good of an explanation as any, I supposed.

			Three o’clock arrived not long after that, and I knew exactly when the clock hit the darkest hour, because all the ghosts in the house got deathly quiet, like someone had walked over each and every one of our death spots. The Wiccans in the house had already left by then, but we were set.

			Dean came over to me from where he’d been chatting with Amanda Lee, while Ruben, his ball cap pulled over his face, lay on the couch nearby. Somehow he’d fallen asleep through everything. Maybe he was mental twins with McGlinn, who was also clocked out, a pile of hair and sprawled limbs in his easy chair.

			“Your killer’s outside,” Dean told me. “He’s past the perimeter that the Wiccans put up. So’s the demon. It’s that thing’s power I’m feeling most of all.”

			I remembered what Dean had said about either staying in a safe little corner of your own world or going out and facing your demons. Literally. And I thought about how Suze had convulsed during that hallucination tonight. How it could happen to Gavin and Amanda Lee and Ruben and Wendy, too, someday.

			Dean laid a hand on my shoulder, his imprint strengthening me. I was colored up and healed from our time in the bedroom. I didn’t even have a skull wound anymore.

			But we did have an issue.

			I wouldn’t be able to fight as well in the body I had whenever he was around. In other words, I wouldn’t be as fast and or be able to wield the skills I had as a ghost, and in a body, I’d be open to all the mental tricks I’d played on humans, like hallucinations. Then again, with a body, I wasn’t sure Dennis would be able to do something like steal my essence.

			I guessed I was about to see which way I’d be better off during this fight.

			Dean understood my dilemma. “Listen, you say the word, and I’ll go as far away as I need to for you to be a ghost again. If you want to.”

			“Sounds like you know how to get through one of these fights.”

			I smiled. When he grinned back, everything inside me flipped.

			Then his face took on a darker expression. “Damn, I haven’t been in a good fight for . . .”

			“Thousands of years?”

			“I was gonna say that I haven’t been in one since my powers were diminished.”

			I touched his face. “You’ll still kick ass.”

			Wow, I sounded brave, but I meant it. I had every confidence in Dean. Plus, I wanted to get this over with. Dennis Smith needed to be expelled from all our faces.

			I glanced at Amanda Lee, who’d walked over to us, her hands folded in front of her.

			“You’re so calm,” I said.

			“I’m looking forward to this.” She had on that don’t-mess-with-mama smile.

			As we walked toward the front door, Sierra joined us, blocking Amanda Lee. She laughed a little, then tentatively adjusted Amanda Lee’s turquoise necklace. Then, in the second awkward move I’d ever seen her make, she pushed her glasses back on her nose.

			“Go, gladiator,” she said with a straight face. “Get the asshole.”

			Amanda Lee seemed like she was going to respond, but a soft smile took over her lips instead. She laid a hand on Sierra’s arm, and they exchanged long looks.

			But then Amanda Lee took a deep breath, opened the door, and marched out into the night, as reserved as usual. Maybe she’d just remembered Elizabeth’s face and she’d decided she wasn’t going to betray her dead girlfriend.

			Maybe.

			With one more look at all my friends—Suze standing next to Gavin, Wendy leaning her head on her brother’s arm, as they all slowly waved to me—I smiled with confidence, because I had a god with me. I walked over the threshold, Dean at my side.

			Clouds corkscrewed the moon, giving a dreary feel to the chill of the dark. Suitable for the night we were about to have.

			“Straight ahead,” Dean said.

			I took the first step off the porch, and Amanda Lee matched my stride, along with Dean. I could feel everyone from the cabin watching us go, but I’d announced that I’d kill them if anyone made themselves vulnerable by leaving the protected spell area.

			With every step, my heart slammed harder into me.

			What the hell am I doing?

			Maybe staying here would be smarter. . . .

			But my thoughts spun away from me once we got deeper into the trees, and I spotted a glowing ghost hovering in the dimness, surrounded by the dark grasp of branches that looked like they’d been blackened by a fire at some point.

			“All right,” Dean said under his breath. “He’s just across the protective boundary. He senses the Wiccans’ spell.”

			It really was working. “Where’s the demon?”

			“Don’t know.”

			Amanda Lee stayed quiet, even as we got closer to Dennis, who started hopping up and down like an athlete warming up for a game. His compact, skinny body and chubby cheeks made me think he would’ve ridden any bench in high school.

			“Look at that,” he said, switching to some lunges. “She showed up. And with friends! Amanda Lee, top of the night to you.”

			Nothing from Amanda Lee.

			That didn’t stop Dennis. “And who’s your man, Jensen? A boyfriend? You always had one of those in high school.” He talked to Dean. “But she didn’t put out back then. I wouldn’t get excited if I were you.”

			Dean had his arms crossed over his T-shirted chest and was sizing Dennis up, like he didn’t know what to think of this aerobicizing weirdo.

			“Interesting, though,” Dennis said. “Jensen looks as if she has . . . a body? Nice. It’ll be fun to haunt you that way.”

			“Haunting’s all over.” This body had no mist in it, but I thought that if it was here, it’d be mocking every lunge and jog Dennis made.

			I walked toward the protective line. Dean was ready to start up this fight, too, and we left Amanda Lee behind in spell-defended territory as we moved toward my killer, who opened his arms for me, laughing—

			Before I got to the line, a blast of wind pummeled me, driving me away from everyone, and I reached for Dean, seeing him get smaller and smaller as I was lifted higher and higher . . . so high that my body went back into its ghost form because Dean wasn’t near.

			Fighting the wind, I used all the energy in the air around me to untangle myself from whatever was controlling me, but I was strung up in the atmosphere. Was it Dennis doing this? Or was it his demon guide?

			As my form whipped around, I couldn’t stop what was happening, not even when I saw what was spinning right in front of me: a light, a bright pool, with hands emerging from it . . . hands as graceful as waving lotus leaves raised to welcome me . . .

			A glare.

			I tried to put on the brakes, pulling back hard, harder. Where was Dean? And could a demon or my killer force me into a glare? Wasn’t I the only who could make that choice if I wasn’t the kind of bad person who should get dragged into the afterlife by a wrangler?

			The air next to me seemed to crack open. Dean appeared, giving me back my body.

			He floated, yelling above the wind. “Come to me, Jenny!”

			I strained toward him, but I was in something like a tractor beam.

			“That glare is an image from his demon!” Dean said. “But I don’t know what’s in it!”

			Maybe something worse than the afterlife I was meant for?

			When I glanced back at Dean, I could see him motioning toward the glare. Trying to erase it?

			God versus demon. But it was a banished god with lesser powers . . .

			The weirdest thought came to me as that glare towed me in. Flag football in PE. I’d been good at it, holding the class record for most touchdowns my junior and senior years. And I’d made them by avoiding the hands grabbing for my flags.

			By twisting.

			I jarred my body in a circle, then again . . .

			Keeping at it, I twisted and twisted until I jerked out of the glare’s pull slightly, only to get caught up in the tow again.

			I accelerated my twists more, more—

			The air snapped free around me and, suddenly, Dean had my body in his arms and was bolting back down to the ground with me.

			“His demon’s fighting his war,” I yelled.

			“Dennis ain’t gonna like that.” Dean held me to him.

			Another idea blipped into me, and it had everything to do with how Dennis was always disrespecting his demon. . . .

			As we zoomed down to the ground, Amanda Lee and Dennis were in a staring contest. I could tell he was getting frustrated because he couldn’t cross the protective-spell line to lay his ghost hands on her while his demon was busy with me.

			Dean quietly set my body on its feet, and I ran toward them, coming to stand in front of Amanda Lee, physically blocking her from Dennis. “Where’s your demon now?”

			He glared. “I told you I don’t need it to help all the time.”

			“Wasn’t it your pet that just blew me away?”

			An awful cry sounded from above us—that baby’s caterwauling we’d heard before from the demon at Amanda Lee’s casita—and I started to understand how the thing might’ve been able to blow me away to that fake glare. It hadn’t crossed over a protective line; it’d circumvented it by coming at me from above.

			“Cool, Dennis,” I said like the high-school senior who wouldn’t have ever given him the time of day. Or maybe I could’ve been his blond, sexually appealing, disapproving sister. “Way to have someone else fight your battles for you, loser.”

			“I said I don’t need help.” His blue eyes pierced the night, fed by the fear I’d given him earlier when he’d been axing me to ghost-death. He looked into the sky. “Do you hear that? I didn’t ask you to hang around tonight, so you can just go back to hell or wherever you—”

			It was like an invisible hand grasped Dennis, lifting him high, then tossing him into the sky. . . .

			I held my breath while Dennis screamed, free-falling back down, only to be caught midair by that unseeable something.

			Dennis reached out to us, panic on his baby face. “Ahhh-ck . . .”

			Then it was like he was being rolled around in the air, and he started falling apart piece by piece, like he was in a mouth we couldn’t see and was being eaten.

			Little by little, the thing that had grabbed him materialized. . . . First, its dark legs that were bigger than any tree trunks in the area. Second, a massive, bulging torso. Last, a head with hair that spiked away from its skull as it faced away from us, its jaws working as it definitely chomped down on Dennis.

			Amanda Lee began backing away. Dean just laughed in that cocky Loki way of his.

			“That was easy,” he murmured. “Demons don’t like sass from their inferiors. I guess Dennis sassed one time too many.”

			“But,” I said, “Amanda Lee didn’t banish Dennis to any portal.”

			The demon just stood there with its back to us, chewing, gulping. Then it burped and shook its head. It burped again, long and grotesque.

			Something was approaching from behind us, sounding like a jet screaming through the atmosphere, and we ducked and looked up to find a swarm of dark mist heading for the demon.

			What?

			As it passed, I thought I felt something familiar in its cloud. Was it . . . Twyla’s mist?

			Amanda Lee yelled at me over the commotion. “The mist’s returning to Dennis before the demon completely devours him! Go back to being a ghost, Jensen!”

			But Dean had already darted away from me, and—poof!—my body hushed into its ghost form. A fraction of a second afterward, something exploded out of me like magnetized needles flying toward the demon.

			My mist! I almost wept with joy to say good-bye as the demon’s mouth yawned to take Twyla’s and my refuse back in to join Dennis.

			All I could hear was Amanda Lee’s chopping heartbeat and breathing, plus my electric fizzing, as the demon chewed some more. Then it shook its head again, harder this time. A gurgle hit the air.

			An upset stomach?

			Oh shit.

			Dean had returned, and he had a hold of my suddenly solid arm. “You’re done here. Let me get this.”

			“But Amanda Lee wasn’t the one who put Dennis away!” I repeated.

			She was standing her ground, too, even when the demon turned around slowly, ever so slowly, revealing its face.

			My first instinct was to projectile-pea-soup barf, Exorcist-style. He was that hideous: his face was a lacquered black that showed stiffened, clownish features under the moonlight. Wide-set eyes, a bulbous nose, a mouth that looked like someone had slashed it at the sides, expanding it all the way across his cheeks in a wide, ghoulish smile.

			Dean tightened his grip on me as the demon nodded at him.

			“Loki,” it said in a drawn-out, deep-wedged voice that should’ve been right at home in an abyss.

			“Dean . . . ?” I started to ask.

			“This is the thing that tied me to the rock and used the serpent on me,” he said levelly, like he’d always known his past would come back to dog him. “It must’ve sought Dennis out because of his connection to you, then to me.”

			The demon raised a clenched hand and leered at Dean. Then, just like that, its arm extended all the way over to my god, hovering over him. It slammed its hand down.

			Shock enveloped me as I watched my Dean crushed under the demon’s invisible fist.

			When it lifted its hand, there was nothing left. No god. No Loki.

			No Dean?

			I withered back to being a ghost, just like everything had been pulled out of me—heart, lungs, air. I was all dying, sputtering electricity.

			But we were supposed to be protected by the Wiccans’ spell. . . .

			Or maybe the Wiccans’ powers were just like gnats to a demon.

			I stared at where Dean had been standing, heaviness rushing me like an infusion of anesthesia. Dead inside. I felt deader than ever.

			No. He’d be back any second, grinning, touching my arm and making my blood pound. I’d just wait for him.

			He’ll be back . . .

			I glanced at the demon, barely registering that it was now checking me and Amanda Lee out with its dark-clown leer.

			No Dean . . . ?

			The demon opened its mouth, but all that came out were a bunch of glowing slivers, like shimmering vomit.

			As I watched in unfeeling stillness, the glimmering sections took off in different directions, except for two of them, which zoomed toward the cabin. I was just functional enough to hope that they were the essences of Louis and Randy that Dennis Smith had stolen from them . . .

			When the demon was done throwing up, he comically rubbed his tummy, a clown all the way. Then he spoke in that demented low voice again. “I barf the Dennis scraps out, out, out!” It pointed at me. “Want my own scraps now!”

			It reached over the protective line with that extended arm and jammed its hand into my core, yanking out a part of me.

			It happened so fast that all I could do was choke on words, inhaling them in bolts of stunned energy.

			Amanda Lee hauled in a sawing gasp as the demon stuffed that part of my essence into its mouth, gulping it down. Immediately, it giggled in a high tone, its body shrinking and going pale and luminous.

			Becoming the misty ghost me.

			But the Jensen I saw through my blurred, checked-out vision was darker, and she had a smile like knife gashes on her face, too, blood dripping from the cuts.

			My dull brain kicked with a memory. A movie I’d seen sometime . . . didn’t know when. They called it a Glasgow smile. . . .

			“Haaate Dennis!” The demon Jensen said in my voice, except it was like my words were being played backward on an evil turntable.

			I was wheezing all over, each blip of drained electricity like a gouge in me. Depression put me under its heel, heavy and soaked with the thought that nothing would ever be right again.

			No Dean. No Loki. No me anymore.

			No Amanda Lee, either, because she wasn’t around. She was probably dead, too, even though I hadn’t seen it happen.

			The demon danced around as bad me, using my voice again. “Dennis don’t need a demon! But now Dennis gone . . .”

			It giggled so loudly that the tree branches around bad Jensen snapped off, pops echoing throughout the night.

			And as bad Jensen laughed, all I could do was sink to the ground, feeling like mud. Would I see Dean if I called my wrangler right now and went into the glare? I should do that . . . call my reaper . . . give up . . . What use was there anyway?

			Just as I started to summon a reaper, a blast of air blew out of the ground a hundred feet in back of the demon—

			Dean. And he thrust out of the ground like a fist pushing him right back into this dimension.

			But he wasn’t really Dean. He was Loki now. Even from this distance, I could see him, the son of two giants, a tall, muscle-bound god with fire in his eyes and his long hair blowing back. He was far enough away for me to still be a ghost, still pooled on the dirt.

			In a blink, he shifted into a huge wolf on all fours, red-eyed, snarling at the giggling demon.

			Dark Jensen stopped laughing and made a circus gesture to him. Ta-da!

			“Loki back!” bad me said with glee, just before it started running like a spaz toward Dean.

			The gigantic wolf snarled, his back hunched, his fur standing on end. Then he sprang at the demon, making it cry out with my own warped voice. But its cry turned to crazed laughter as the wolf swiped at it.

			The demon was fast, and in my dark image, it swooped here and there, avoiding each flashing bite from Loki.

			“Nee-ner, nee-ner!” it said, wiggling its Jensen fingers. “Can’t get me!”

			The wolf jumped and whipped out his tail, swatting the demon until it stumbled away in my smaller Jensen body. In the next second, the animal jumped onto the demon, pinning it to the ground, and. . . .

			Holy shit. When the wolf shoved his snout into the demon’s mouth, I retched. But when he came out with a glowing slice of my essence, sending the demon back into its original form, my depression slid away.

			He whipped his snout to toss my essence all the way back at me, and as it arced through the air, I opened myself wide to it, feeling it seep back into me, giving me electric strength again. And heaven knew I had a lot of it after being with Dean.

			Across the ground, his wolf gaze met mine, and I beamed at him. My champion.

			But behind him, the demon rose in its huge, dark-clown body.

			I pointed to it. “Dean!”

			But too late—it was quicker than ever, flashing itself into another shape.

			A serpent.

			I started flying toward Dean just as the demon wrapped around his wolf body, thrashing him to the ground, poising itself above him and . . .

			Was that venom coming out of its fangs?

			Loki’s story ripped into me: bound up, poison dropped into his eyes, blinded . . .

			As the first drop hit the wolf’s face, he howled, his tone bending into a very humanlike cry of pain, and I used every last spark of energy to speed up, to get to Dean before I had to hear him tortured anymore . . . .
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			The closer I flew to Dean and his strained sounds of anguish, the more my form went solid. Soon I was falling out of the air and running toward him, my lungs bursting, adrenaline punching me.

			“No!” I screamed, coming to a skid in front of the massive serpent demon, who was wrapped around my god, dripping venom into his eyes from its fangs. He was in Loki form, but he was still Dean to me. “No more!”

			The serpent glanced at me with that dead black gaze. “Hah,” it said, then went back to its playtime.

			What could I do to stop this thing while I was in this body? I couldn’t change my arms into blades, just like a ghost would, because I wasn’t a ghost right now. And I didn’t have rock salt with me—not that it would slay a demon anyway, just burn it.

			When Saint Michael’s prayer scrambled through my head, I grabbed at the pieces of it, but it wouldn’t come together.

			What were the words?

			Out of complete desperation, I did the only thing I could think of.

			“You want him more than me?” I yelled. “You only had a piece of my soul until the wolf took it away. Don’t you want all of me?”

			With a hiss, the serpent peered up, its slim tube body swaying. It still had that gashed demon-clown mouth, its tongue flicking.

			I didn’t move. “It looks like the only thing you can do to a god is torment him. But you’ve tasted my soul. The rest is right here. Do you want it?”

			Loki bellowed. “Stop, Jen—”

			The serpent sprayed venom at him, and a tight cry came from Loki. The demon focused on me again as I shook in my shoes.

			“Offering your sssservice to me?” it asked.

			Now that I had its interest, I began reversing my steps, back toward the protective-spell area. Even if the demon could conjure wind to blow me out of the safety zone again or reach across its boundary, I hadn’t seen it actually cross over to stand on the cleaned ground. I had to take the chance that we could still be protected, had to get Dean/Loki back there.

			I didn’t know what would slay a demon, but I sure knew one thing from watching horror movies: they were susceptible to flattery. So I gave that a try, praying this would work.

			“I see now what power you hold,” I said, walking backward. “If you can beat a god, what kind of defense do I have against you? I know when I’m in a losing battle.”

			It began to follow me, slithering, dragging Loki with it. “Attach to you? Will you let me?”

			Don’t commit. Just keep talking.

			I started backtracking faster. “What happens when you attach to someone?”

			“Ha. The questions. They come now.”

			It was speeding up its progress, greedy for my permission to join with it, and I could see Loki pushing at the serpent’s coils, doing no good.

			“Attachment,” it hissed. “It is loyalty. Being a better servant than Dennis Smith, who was a bad servant.”

			I had to be close to the protective area. Two hundred feet? A hundred?

			Behind me, I heard the rustle of wind against branches, the stirring of a rough breeze coming. Was the demon working up another wind to blow me away from my only haven?

			I had to get Loki away from that thing, bring him over that line somehow. . . .

			I kept talking. “Dennis didn’t respect you, but I do. I see you could have swallowed me up already, just like you did with him, and I’m grateful you’re giving me a chance to redeem myself.”

			“Dennis useless. Dennis with no respect. You respect.”

			“I do.” Definitely.

			It was coming faster. Faster. “Fear is respect. I feel fear from you.”

			The tree rustling was louder.

			Then a zooming sound took over the night, almost like the one that’d flooded the air when Twyla’s mist had zipped overhead earlier. But this was ten times louder.

			If it was coming to get me, I was going to give it a run for its money.

			I turned, taking off and hauling ass the rest of the way toward the protective-spell line, still close enough to Loki to have a body. I panted. I pumped my arms. Ahead, I could see a cloud of gray moving through the trees.

			Was it . . . No. It couldn’t be.

			Ghosts?

			My friends?

			As I forced myself to sprint even faster, I felt something behind me, and I had the feeling that it was the serpent’s mouth opening, striking at me. On a burst of adrenaline, I dove forward like I was going for a base, my arms stretched as I skidded over the ground, eating dirt.

			Then I rolled over just as my friends flew over me and toward the serpent. There were blades out: Scott with his sword arms, Louis and Randy at full power with long pronged spears, Old Seth with spike-ended whips, Twyla whooing with a couple of chainsaws, and Marg with her X blazing and her arms like maces, along with Grandpa and Grandma McGlinn, Yul, Feng, and Lee, and all the ghosts from the happy house.

			They mobbed the demon serpent as it reared up at them, raising Loki in its tightened tail. But at the force of the ghost attack, the thing dropped him as it shifted into something else: a beast that could handle all the blades coming at it.

			A multilimbed cyclops that flared back at my ghosts with fiery arms.

			Loki was blindly crawling away, fast, and I scrambled to him, grabbing him, helping him away from the chaos until we were at least a hundred feet into the safety zone.

			He was still the ginormous god with the long hair, a stranger dressed in a breastplate, a long shirt thing, and boots, his eyes swollen shut from the venom. But even blinded, he had to sense that I wasn’t used to him like this, and he shifted to Dean.

			Blond, long-limbed, hunky boyfriend. I pulled him to me in an ecstatic embrace, then fell to the ground, resting his head in my lap. I untied my long-sleeve shirt, took it off, then wiped his eyes as the sounds of ghost battle kept on.

			I had to get him back to fighting shape.

			He gripped my wrist. “I’m okay, Jenny. This’ll just take a minute for me to deal with.”

			“We don’t have a minute.”

			The demon cyclops was beating the ghosts off himself, and I got the bad feeling that it was coming for me next, since I’d baited it.

			My soul. That’s what it was fighting to get to.

			“What were you doing?” Dean asked, his face turned to me. “You can’t make promises to a demon like that!”

			“I couldn’t think of another way. Besides, I didn’t make promises. I just . . . tempted it.”

			I wiped his eyes again, and it struck me that this was exactly what Loki’s wife had done for him thousands of years ago. The shattered look on his face told me he realized it, too.

			A moment passed, and it was like all the turmoil around us disappeared. Him, me . . . that’s all there was for one beautiful beat of time.

			Then someone shrieked, and when I glanced up, I cringed at the sight of the demon slicing through Feng, one of the Chinese ghosts. In two halves, he floated down to the ground, burning to ash from the demon touch, but with no electricity around, he couldn’t heal.

			His wrangler came out of nowhere, circling down from the sky, and Feng accepted its outstretched gloved hand. The reaper took him under its veil, consuming him before whisking off.

			After all this time as a ghost—more than two hundred years—he’d given up just like that?

			Fuck. Oh fuck, he’d been touched by a demon, and it was because of me. . . .

			I reached into my brain for an answer to all this, trying to remember Saint Michael’s prayer. And even though only the first few words were coming, I stood.

			“Where’re you going?” Dean asked.

			“To finish this.”

			“Jenny . . .”

			But I left him and went to the line, yelling up at the demon.

			“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle! Be our protection against . . .”

			What came next? Think, Jensen, think!

			The words were swirling around in my memory somewhere, but in this body, adrenaline had completely taken over, and all it was doing was telling me to run.

			I wouldn’t. And when the demon roared, taking a thundering step back from the ghosts, I realized that it’d heard my prayer.

			I tried again, louder.

			“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle! Be our protection against . . .” Come on . . .

			I blew out a breath, calmed down, and . . . “Against the wickedness and snares of the devil.” Now it was like a rush of words released from somewhere down deep. “May God rebuke him, we humbly pray—”

			The demon roared again, swatting those fire limbs at the ghosts, who seemed to take strength from what I was shouting. The beast reared back, shaking its head like it was trying to get the words out of its ears.

			And maybe his attempt was successful, because the demon stepped forward, angrier than ever. Roaring.

			I kept on. “And do thou, O prince of the Heavenly Host, by the divine power of God, cast into hell . . .”

			It roared again, more powerful, until . . .

			Until the voices came.

			Humans, and they were forcefully saying the prayer, getting closer and closer.

			“. . . Into hell Satan and all the evil spirits, who roam throughout the world, seeking the ruin of souls!”

			A line of my friends appeared from the tree-spindled darkness, gripping each other’s hands, their eyes wide as they locked onto the demon and took slow steps forward.

			J.J., Eileen, Wendy, Gavin, Suze, McGlinn, Ruben, Sierra . . . And, in the middle, Amanda Lee. She must’ve run back there to get help.

			They started the prayer over again as my voice joined theirs, louder, stronger.

			“Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle! Be our protection . . .”

			The demon faltered as the line kept advancing.

			“. . . Against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray. And do thou, O prince of the Heavenly Host . . .”

			When J.J. and Sierra broke away from the ends of the line, running forward, he had that iron rod in hand, and she dug into her windbreaker pocket for the rock salt. She ran by me and, since she couldn’t see me even in my Dean body, I took charge, darting my hand into her pocket, making her lose a step as I took a handful of salt. But she didn’t stop.

			The prayer continued behind us as we let loose at the demon with our tiny weapons. Hit by all of it, the demon screeched, sounding a lot like Dennis Smith when he was in blob form.

			Hissing with salt and iron burns, it drew its fire limbs back into itself and rapidly shifted back into its huge clown form.

			Roar!

			When I turned to get more salt from Sierra, Amanda Lee met my gaze.

			How’re we going to destroy this thing? I asked silently.

			She had to understand me, and with her usual strange calmness, she backed out of the human prayer line and brought Gavin’s and Suze’s hands together in an unbroken link.

			Another bad feeling struck me, and I didn’t know exactly why. “Amanda Lee . . . ?”

			But when she smiled at me with a hint of sadness and a whole lot of stubbornness, I knew I was already too late for whatever she had planned.

			She stood in front of the line as they continued praying, stopping them in their tracks well back from where the protective-spell area ended. Then she went to the boundary by herself and called to the demon over all the voices and the roaring.

			“Do you want someone who is truly willing to serve? You shouldn’t merely attach yourself to a soul who might betray you like Dennis. You want to own a body, control it. Come into me! Take me over to do your bidding!”

			“Amanda Lee!” I shrieked. She was offering herself for a possession.

			Sierra dropped the next handful of rock salt she’d been about to throw. “What’re you doing?”

			Amanda Lee glanced back and gave the girl the same fond, determined smile she’d given me, then faced the demon while spreading out her arms.

			The prayer line had eased off under Amanda Lee’s insane invitation—until Eileen the cleaner raised her voice, still keeping on like a true believer, leading everyone else to continue in an even more fervent plea.

			“Saint Michael the Archangel . . .”

			Had Amanda Lee told them to continue, no matter what happened out here? Had she had this in mind all along, not knowing of another way to capture a demon?

			The clown made one last attempt to smack the ghosts away, but only with the two arms it had now, and as it fixed its gaze on Amanda Lee, its eyes went white, its disgusting smile at full force, its body fading as it beamed its essence from it to her.

			Amanda Lee stumbled back as the demon’s essence hit her, her eyes going white, her mouth open in a scream nobody but the demon inside her probably heard.

			As the demon’s clown body disappeared, she managed to turn her head to look at me with an expression so distressed that a sob tore out of me. I couldn’t watch her go through this.

			I got to my feet in my humanlike body and looked around. And just as I spotted the iron rod J.J. had thrown at the demon languishing on the ground ten feet away from where it’d exited the monster, I started to run for it.

			I couldn’t let Amanda Lee go through with a possession. Even if I damned myself.

			But a ghost flared out of nowhere, and it was Marg, gesturing toward that iron rod before I got there, sending it flying through the air.

			As I hauled in a gasp, the rod impaled Amanda Lee in the heart.

			The sudden silence was deafening. The ghosts only floated nearby, helpless. The humans’ prayer came to a choking halt.

			Amanda Lee crumpled to the ground, flat on her back, her eyes still white, her mouth still gaping. Then a tiny sound emerged from her mouth, soft and eerie. A wretched screech.

			The demon trapped in her body?

			I glanced at Dean, who could only sit there and listen, but a tragic understanding weighed down his blind expression. I started to go to Amanda Lee, my legs giving out from under me, taking me to the ground, too.

			It’d happened so fast.

			It’d . . . happened.

			Something flashed near Amanda Lee’s body. Her released spirit, mistily floating out of her like it was stretching toward a new day.

			In the dead quiet, she looked around at all of us, smiling. Wendy had her hands over her face, like she couldn’t bear to look at Amanda Lee. McGlinn was down on his knees, one hand pushing back all his woolly hair to reveal a stricken face. None of the other humans—Suze, Gavin, Ruben, Eileen, J.J., Sierra—could see her spirit, so they’d walked forward, congregating over her body, just as useless as the rest of us.

			I realized I had tears streaming down my cheeks—not that anyone but the ghosts and seers could tell. I hadn’t felt them until now, though. Hadn’t even thought I could cry them anymore, but with Dean nearby and me in this body . . . Yeah. I could.

			It felt like hands were wedging me apart, prying at the center of me as Amanda Lee sent an affectionate glance at Sierra, who was weeping over her dead body.

			“She truly wouldn’t have had all of me,” Amanda Lee said to no one in particular. “I still belong to Liz. And now I’m going to go find her in the glare.” She glanced around, witnessing Boo World for real, seeing what each ghost that she hadn’t been able to see before looked like now.

			Her smile was even wider. “I’d like to stay longer, just to appease my curiosity about this place, but I think Liz is waiting.”

			“I’m sure she is,” I whispered.

			Eileen the cleaner was trying to pull Wendy and everyone back from Amanda Lee’s body, warning them about the demon still inside, even if it was trapped. She had her phone out, like she was going to call someone.

			Amanda Lee looked satisfied. “Earlier, I told her what to do if possession happened to any one of us humans. It was a possibility.” She laughed wonderingly. “I can’t very much say us humans anymore, though, can I?”

			She angled her head, going back to business as usual. “Eileen agreed to contact the higher-ups in her church. They’ll handle the demon . . . and Dennis.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“My hope is that since the demon consumed Dennis, your killer is actually inside me, too. I brought him into this dimension, and I’m his way out of it. My body is Dennis’s world until a wrangler can collect him. I’m his newest portal.” She laughed. “So I ended up taking him out, after all. Odd how things end up, isn’t . . . Oh!”

			She was looking toward the sky, where a gray, shrouded, veiled wrangler was descending. The humans must’ve sensed it, because they backed off even farther from where Eileen had sent them, bewildered and traumatized. Gavin held Suze as they kept retreating, and Ruben joined Wendy and McGlinn.

			The wrangler came over to ghostly Amanda Lee, bobbing with faceless, veiled patience.

			“A moment?” Amanda Lee asked.

			It nodded.

			She turned back to us. By this time, the ghosts had gathered around, all except Twyla, who was comforting Marg back by Amanda Lee’s body.

			“She did what she had to do with me,” Amanda Lee said, “and since she was already damned by her X, she was the only one I trusted for this sort of favor. That’s why I didn’t tell you what I had in mind in a worst-case scenario, Jensen.”

			I didn’t feel betrayed. Just beaten. Lost.

			“What’ll happen to Marg?”

			I looked down at Dean, who was sitting up now, his eyes still swollen shut.

			“Dean?” I asked, hoping he’d freely share this information now that I’d made my deal with him.

			A deal I’d been only too glad to take part in.

			He sighed, resting his arms on his bent knees, as serious as I’d ever seen him. “She can’t be damned twice for directly killing another human, but her ultimate punishment could be worse, depending on where she’s headed in the after-afterlife.”

			“She’s not going to her version of Valhalla?” I asked, even though I pretty much knew.

			“I only know of my experience,” he repeated, “so I genuinely can’t say. But she can stay in this dimension forever if she wants to. Both of her killings were just and right. There’s not a wrangler in Boo World who’d pass harsh judgment on her for taking mercy on Amanda Lee.”

			Comfort coursed through me. But I was back to worrying about Marg the next second.

			“So, she has no choice but to spend eternity in Boo World?”

			“Not necessarily.”

			Did he mean . . . ?

			His star place. Yes, there, if she ever got tired of Boo World, she could be put under by Loki, embraced for as long as she wanted to be in a comatose fantasy world of his creation, where every day was happy. She could have any after-afterlife she wanted, even if it wasn’t real. Maybe it was enough that she thought it was.

			“I’d be honored to have her as a star someday,” he said.

			But when he turned to me with those swollen-shut, poisoned eyes, I read the message on his face. If the gods allow it after what I’ve done tonight. . . .

			That seemed to satisfy Amanda Lee, though, and she floated over to Marg, who wouldn’t look at her.

			Amanda Lee dipped down, catching Marg’s gaze.

			“Thank you, my friend.”

			Amanda Lee must’ve forgotten that ghosts needed to harden themselves for a decent yet nonfeeling hug, and when she went to bring Marg into her arms, she passed right through with a fritz of electricity. It’s not like she’d even hugged anyone much in real life, so maybe it just wasn’t something she’d ever master.

			But Marg hardened herself, showing Amanda Lee how it was done, then clasped her friend to her, whispering apologies.

			“You gave me a gift,” Amanda Lee finally said after pulling away. “I needed redemption for bringing these monsters into this dimension and for what I did to Gavin. You gave it to me.”

			That seemed to soothe Marg, even if the X was oozing blackness. “We’ll miss you.”

			“Me, too.” Amanda Lee laughed again. “How about that? Me, missing more than just Liz. I never would’ve thought.”

			The wrangler was getting restless, so I rushed over to Amanda Lee, Randy and Louis by my side. She looked us all over, especially Louis. She’d never seen him before, even though they’d connected personally.

			Now that she knew how to hug, she indulged herself in the human habit, but when it came to me, she paused. I knew why. Now I was the one with the body, since I was still close to Dean, and she was the ghost. Like Amanda Lee said, odd how things end up.

			She hardened her form to embrace me, and as we hugged, an electric frost seemed to float through me like the first snowfall you saw as a kid. Cold and energizing, but peaceful.

			Maybe we could feel, if properly devastated.

			“Be happy for me,” she said in my ear. “I totally did good, Jensen.”

			Hearing her speak my language made me choke up even more. “You totally did.”

			Her wrangler floated over, and Amanda Lee nodded to it. Without any more fuss, the reaper lifted its veil and took Amanda Lee underneath, and as she disappeared, I could swear I heard Dennis’s screams. Or maybe I just wanted to. 

			Then the reaper ascended toward the sky, taking its newest charge to a glare, where Dennis would be separated from Amanda Lee and put back where he belonged. I prayed Elizabeth really was waiting for my friend there, too.

			She will be, I told myself. Because if this world was just, that was how it’d have to turn out.

			I felt fingers on my face and looked over to see Dean on his feet next to me, still blinded, his expression tender as he stroked the tears from my cheek.

			Then, with my shirt in hand, he wiped my eyes like I’d wiped his.

			Taking his arm, I led him away, followed by one after the other of my friends, ghosts and humans alike, leaving our most awful, and last, case behind.
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			Days later, the June gloom had burned off, giving way to a lighter summer. But in Elfin Forest, it seemed that summer would always be the same—shrouded by leaves, no matter what color they were, the ground hidden from the eye of the sky, the burned corpses of trees always reminding anyone who came here that destruction could come at any time.

			 Wendy and I found a sunlit place away from the damage. A path where birds chirped and the trees seemed greener. That was where I asked her to put down the gift I’d brought for the witch of the woods.

			She set down the braided gold necklace I’d gone with her to buy at a boutique near her condo. Sure, there’d been some weird looks at the cold air surrounding Wendy, but what was new?

			“Just like 10’s hair,” I said about the necklace as it gleamed on the ground. “You think the witch will like it?”

			Wendy covered the jewelry with leaves, so hopefully the witch would find it before hikers did. She stood up, the pink streak in her long dark hair catching the sunlight. “From what you told me about how much the witch loved playing with Ten’s braids, she’ll adore it.”

			“And do you think she’ll know it’s from us?”

			“Didn’t you say the witch sees all?” Wendy laughed softly, even though there hadn’t been a whole lot of laughs lately. “She’ll know.”

			As the birds tweeted out blips of song, we took another moment with the necklace. The police had looked into 10’s death, but nothing had come of it for J.J. and Sierra. Actually, the Spirit Stalkers had retired altogether. They weren’t going to air the Web episode on Elfin Forest, and they weren’t even sure they would ghost hunt anymore, because of all the heartbreak and destruction they’d been through. That would suck, because Sierra and J.J. really were decent types who’d do Boo World more good than harm in the end.

			I floated away from the sunny place, and Wendy stuck by my side until we arrived at my death spot, the oaks as twisted as ever, the shadows just as murky.

			We’d bought another piece of jewelry, too. It wasn’t superexpensive, but it was perfect just the same. I’d spent a lot more time picking this one out, and finally found a turquoise necklace that resembled one Amanda Lee would’ve worn.

			As my death spot pulled me in, I resisted it, letting Wendy go to it instead.

			She laid the turquoise between the roots of an oak, and it looked like the tree was cradling it. After we whispered a prayer, she covered the stones in dirt, a loving burial, just like the one I was sure Amanda Lee’s body was going to get from the experts Eileen had contacted. I trusted her and her priests and exorcists so much that I hadn’t had the heart to browbeat her into tracking the demon’s ultimate fate.

			Amanda Lee would’ve been pissed if I’d gone around that demon again anyway.

			I rested near a tree trunk, liking that I could come and see something that reminded me of Amanda Lee anytime I wanted. I’d first met her here, so it seemed natural to leave a thank-you to her also, for everything she’d sacrificed.

			Since dusk was coming on, I could feel ghosts stirring nearby, too shy to approach. I could only imagine how soon enough there’d be a lot of them asking for my help again. I’d be here to give it, too, since I’d settled my own business on the earthly plane.

			I wasn’t going anywhere, because Boo World was my place. It was where I’d always belonged.

			Yeah, I didn’t have an Amanda Lee anymore, a liaison between me and the other dimension. But I had the feeling there’d be someone around who’d insist on taking her place someday, even if I was majorly reluctant to allow it.

			Wendy looked over her shoulder, her dark hair and pink streak falling free. She smiled.

			“You ready?” she asked.

			I nodded, and we traveled to my cottage in the woods, the haven Loki—no, Dean; he wanted me to call him Dean—had given me. The absentee owner was never there, but a caretaker usually was during the day. I was always careful to avoid him, not wanting him to get all kirked out about a ghost being around.

			But nighttime? Was the right time for me.

			I could’ve stayed on at Amanda Lee’s casita, I guessed, but her lawyer had a will that’d left her assets to some very distant relatives, and I didn’t see a reason to bug them with my presence, not when I had a sweet little hovel of my own.

			When we approached the cottage, which rested on a little hill in a more civilized, residential area near Elfin Forest, we climbed the driveway and went up the flowered paths. The cute swing on my lantern-lit porch creaked in a soft wind, the curtains blocking the windows.

			Wendy opened the door, and I slid in quickly so she could shut the world out. Right away, the glare from a big-screen TV filled the room, casting light through the ghosts who’d been waiting for us.

			They all knocked off whatever activity they had been engaged in. With Twyla, it was arguing with Randy about which movie we’d be watching—her Cure side was in full rage mode, demanding a showing of Sid and Nancy, but I could see that Randy had already manipulated a Bob Hope flick onto the screen. Louis was with Marg, inspecting a small Roku box connected to the TV—or, at least, that’s what Wendy called the entertainment device. There were so damned many in this new world, I couldn’t keep track.

			Wendy was the only human in the room, and that was okay. Ruben had stayed away from us, poor guy. Gavin had also taken to pretending as best he could that we didn’t exist—who could blame him?—and he was at work right now. Wendy had told me that there was a female video game–content writer who’d been hanging around lately, ready and willing to give him all the comfort he needed. I knew Suze had moved on, too. She’d decided to drop her pride about taking money and go off on a long-deserved vacation to Hawaii, compliments of Wendy’s trust fund. I hoped she’d get as lucky there as we both had during our senior-class trip, under the stars on beach blankets.

			The lack of humans didn’t surprise me much. They were in mourning, and we were . . . What can I say? Ghosts were death, so we understood it faster. Plus, I’d seen how happy Amanda Lee had been when she’d gone with her wrangler. She was sure she was going to be with Elizabeth, wherever she ended up, and most humans had a hard time understanding that, for some, it was easy to embrace destiny.

			“You guys are still going at each other?” I asked Randy and Twyla. “You were spitting like cats when we left, but it was about who would get to use the TV with a PlayStation.” They’d invented their own kind of games on it.

			Twyla let out such a sigh that the curtains blew away from the windows. She spoke to Randy. “Like, way to go, spaz. Now neither of us will get to watch our movies.”

			Randy rolled his eyes. “Talkin’, talkin’ from both sides of yer mouth.”

			Louis, floating toward a chair, spoke up. “How about we channel that new Halle Berry movie? I hear it’s tops.”

			Marg drifted toward the ceiling, right above Twyla. “Good call, Lou.”

			And then more general agreement. Thank God.

			Scott floated out of the kitchen. “Hey, Wen, you bought popcorn?”

			Now there were ghost groans. It was hell to smell stuff like popcorn when you couldn’t eat it.

			But when there was a knock on the door, I pepped up.

			Guess who was about to have a popcorn-eating body, thanks to her god boyfriend? Too bad, so sad that he didn’t affect the other ghosts with his powers. I guessed I was still the star he wanted most, even if he hadn’t heard anything from the gods yet about breaking the rules for me.

			I decided that was good news, especially for Marg, when and if she ever decided to go to his star place forever.

			And great news for me and Dean.

			Wendy opened the door, letting in the light from the porch. In its rays, Dean stood there, just as golden as ever, grinning, his light brown eyes as clear and intoxicating as a shot of whiskey after a long day.

			“Mind if I come in?” he asked.

			I’d kicked him out of the cottage once, but now I crooked a finger at him in invitation.

			He strolled in, winking at me, but as he got closer, I could see his pupils, deep and black, just like his fathomless Loki eyes.

			A ghost dating a god. This was going to be interesting.

			He slumped onto the couch and said hi to everyone. Wendy and Scott started the popcorn in the kitchen, Twyla and Randy began bickering about movies again while Marg instructed them to knock it off, and Louis relaxed by himself on an easy chair. In my Dean body, I went to my boyfriend and snuggled as the static-ridden movie started on the TV.

			Altogether, a ghost family, just like most of us had always been, even after a catastrophe. That song from the Talking Heads played in my head again.

			Same as it ever was . . . Same as it ever was . . .

			And, hopefully, that was how it’d always be in Boo World.
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			It took me a while to get used to being a real ghost, and I only say that because, since my death, I guess I was in some kind of state of shock.

			That’s what Amanda Lee told me, anyway.

			My so-called savior was an intuitive and—well, let’s just be honest—a different lady. First of all, when she pronounces her name, it sounds a lot like that creepy house in the book Rebecca. Remember “Manderley”? That’s just about how Amanda Lee says her name, except with an a at the beginning. “A MANdaley.” I think it’s because of the years she spent living in Virginia before moving to SoCal. She told me a little bit about that after she rescued me from the woods, but we’ve basically been talking about me instead ever since then.

			At least, she’s been telling me what she knows of my story.

			Based on what my friends had said to the police about that night, the tale went a little something like this: a young college dropout slash Round Table Pizza waitress and her buddies went out late to frolic in the spooky old forest out of sheer boredom. Said waitress had been drying out from a bender the night before, so she’d drunk scads of soda pop because she’d been in charge of carting around her doped-up buddies, then wandered off to take a pee, never to return.

			And that’s all she wrote. No body, no blood at my death spot, no trace of evidence that would help the cops to find me—not much of anything, really.

			Weirdly, when I heard what’d happened to me, it didn’t surprise me all that much, because the second I snapped out of what Amanda Lee called my “residual haunting phase”—a time loop I was clearly stuck in until she yanked me out of it with the psychic mojo in her voice and the sight of the bracelets from my era—I knew just what I was.

			Dead.

			Deader than a doornail. Deader than a shrunken head. Deader than when video killed the radio star.

			Very dead indeed. Actually, I had been living that truth over and over for a long time in that forest, so death didn’t seem like all that big an issue when I became an intelligent spirit. What actually freaked me out more than anything was the fact that I didn’t remember who my killer was. I guess I’d spent so much time in my noninteractive ghost state that I’d gone a little numb. Or maybe, as Amanda Lee suggested, I had some sort of “fright wall” erected in my brain, and that was the only thing keeping my fragile spirit psyche together.

			Amanda Lee thought my memories would all come back to me, though, just as soon as I was ready to deal. And, being a total rich-lady do-gooder, she promised to help me figure out my deal. To her, I was a real live . . . I mean . . . not totally alive mystery.

			I’d latched onto Amanda Lee’s offer to help me straightaway, mainly because she’d also told me I’m probably “tethered” to this plane because of being killed, and the only way my soul can find peace would be to take care of my earthly business.

			Funny, huh? That word—tethered. Like I was a volleyball tied to a pole, winding around it and around it, going nowhere.

			About a week after Amanda Lee found me, I felt about as aimless as that ball as I hovered in front of a computer in a teeny casita guesthouse on her property. Since Amanda Lee theorized that spirits are composed of energy—she mentioned electromagnetic radiation—you could say that I was using my connection with the electricity in the air to manipulate what she called “Web pages.” Even if the screen always futzed a bit when I got too close, I had already done a ton of research into my killing and had hit every barrier imaginable. Now I’d graduated to satisfying my curiosity about things such as whether Jane Fonda ruled the planet yet, or if there was any place you could still buy Pop Rocks.

			By the way, I couldn’t get over this Internet. It was like the mind of a communal, confused, sometimes idiotic god.

			Amanda Lee eased open the door and strolled into the room, wearing designer hippy-dippy boots under a flowered skirt, a long-sleeved sheer purple top over a camisole, and a clump of turquoise necklaces. Pretty hip for her age. She reminded me of the type of cool, got-it-together mom who’d lived on my suburban block when I was a kid—and her house would’ve had the swimming pool that everyone liked to visit because she was never home except to say hi. Her hair was a deep red with white streaks framing her face, pulled back in a low ponytail today. She was tall and slender, with a longish face and high cheekbones, her eyes a clear gray.

			She had a way of looking at me all the time with what I’d call a “soft” tone, as if she was always thinking sympathetic thoughts or maybe even pitying my fate.

			Poor Casper me, right? The eternal houseguest.

			“Anything interesting on the World Wide Web on a Sunday?” she asked in a voice that a pool mother would’ve used when she poked her head out to ask kids if they wanted any lemonade.

			I hadn’t heard a tone like that in . . . you guessed it, aeons. But it wasn’t just because I’d been dead awhile. My parents had gone on a fateful sailing trip on their catamaran a year and a half before I’d passed on. In a way, I was relieved that Mom and Dad hadn’t had to go through the pain of my missing-person case. Imagine dealing with their only daughter vanishing off the face of the planet. Ugh.

			“I’ve discovered,” I said, since talking was much easier now that I’d had some practice with Amanda Lee, “that I’m still just a stranger in a strange land. One minute, I’m playing Duran Duran’s first album on a turntable. The next I’m looking out the window decades later, seeing thirteen-year-olds walking home from school with . . . smartphones?”

			I was still getting used to all the lingo.

			Amanda Lee nodded, looking pleased with me. If I were a dog, my tail would’ve been wagging.

			I float-walked away from the computer. “When I was thirteen, I was utterly amazed at how a record needle picked up sound. It was magic. Now kids can hold every piece of music ever created in their palms. Hell, these days, I wouldn’t be surprised if you can get information chips in your brains and the mark of Satan on your foreheads.”

			Once, a friend had told me to read The Late Great Planet Earth after we’d gotten into a weed-fueled discussion about how the world was going to end. It was actually the last book I’d picked up before I died. Funny how I could recall that and not the finer details of important stuff in life like . . . oh, who’d killed me or anything.

			“I’ve already had my mark of evil cosmetically removed with a Martian laser,” Amanda Lee said.

			I actually believed her until she laughed. But can you blame me for being gullible, even for a sec?

			I wasn’t sure I liked this new age. The eighties had been much . . . quainter.

			As if tuning in to my thoughts, Amanda Lee said, “Don’t grow old before your time, Jensen.”

			“I’m not sure I have a time anymore.”

			I smiled, bringing another one out in her, too. Just in the week I’d been here, I’d learned that she was the only person I knew of who could see me smile or, hell, even see my altered appearance well enough to inform me that I looked like a black-and-white TV version of a person and not so real at all.

			And you know what’s also a bummer? Being barred from communicating with other humans, like the gardener who trimmed Amanda Lee’s herb and flower garden or the newspaper guy who tossed the newest edition to the porch of her Mediterranean-style house at every crack of dawn. It’s so boring to be invisible to most people. I mean, the best distractions I had going were this Internet thing and the programs and movies on the TV Amanda Lee had also left for sleepless ol’ me.

			She sat on a carved-wood leather sofa, one of many antiques in the casita, then folded her hands in her lap. “I should tell you that I didn’t exactly come here to listen to your existential crisis.”

			“But I’ll bet you’re fascinated so far.”

			A raised eyebrow paid tribute to my flippancy. Then, “I was wondering if you would like to take a field trip.”

			My body went on the fritz, just like a TV did, but it wasn’t from excitement. Not even.

			Amanda Lee lowered her voice to an understanding whisper. “It’ll be okay this time, Jensen.”

			“Will it?”

			“I know the first trip was rough on you. But you wanted to see Suzanne.”

			Yes, I had wanted.

			See, at first, I had gone a little nuts with this spirit stuff, flying around like a maniac, feeling the wind brush all over me. I’d learned right away that I could travel on electric currents and, I mean, it was totally Star Trek time—one place to another in a space-age minute.

			It took me a bit longer to sober up and get to the more serious issues, though, like being invisible.

			Like visiting friends who’d gone on to a life without me.

			My first visit had been during a field trip to an Irish pub in the Gaslamp Quarter. “It might be healthy to get in touch with the past,” Amanda Lee had said in a gentle drawl that had somewhat been ironed out by years of West Coast living. “Suzanne was with you earlier on the night you died, before you left for Elfin Forest. Maybe seeing her will trigger a useful memory about your killing.”

			So she had taken her car to the pub as I caught a current and surfed it into a dark-wooded room, which smelled of hops and cabbage. While Amanda Lee ordered a sausage roll, I had floated to a corner of the bar, rocked at seeing my best friend for the first time in ages.

			Suze was over fifty-three years old now, and she looked every second of it, with gray glinting in the long brown curls of hair, with her blue eyes as washed out as the holey jeans she used to wear. It was near the end of her bartending shift, and afterward, she had gone home to a matchbox of an apartment, eating dinner at the table by herself as she looked out the dark window at the guttering lights of her junky neighborhood.

			The sight of her alienation pierced me. Earlier, she’d been surrounded by people, only to go back to a lonely hovel, almost as if she were a ghost herself.

			Before I could even ask myself what Suze might’ve known about my last night as a person, I zoomed back to the casita and got lost in the most welcome distraction of the TV. Amanda Lee had left me alone, probably thinking that our field trip had drained me because we’d been so far from my death spot. It hadn’t been all that bad.

			“What kind of torture do you have in mind for me this time?” I asked now.

			Amanda Lee could obviously tell I was being difficult. “You’ve been wondering about him, haven’t you?”

			I bristled, knowing exactly whom she was talking about. “Just because I’ve been wondering doesn’t mean I should pay a visit to him.”

			Amanda Lee folded her hands on her lap instead of saying anything to that. As if she’d had to compose herself for some reason, she smiled slightly.

			“Seeing him was only an idea,” she said.

			Had she wanted to say something else to me?

			I couldn’t help myself. I float-walked to her, reaching out to touch her out of pure instinct, just like one person would’ve put her hand on another’s shoulder when she thought something might be wrong and she was encouraging the other person to talk about it.

			At the contact, she sucked in a harsh breath, shivering. “Jensen.”

			I flinched away.

			“You know what touching me does,” she said. “You’re chilly.”

			“Sorry.”

			But I was confused.

			Touching her had done more than make her shiver. I’d actually intuited something from Amanda Lee for the first time ever. I’d made contact with her only once before, but she’d obviously been prepared that time, and I’d only seen a field of gray in her. Understandably, she hadn’t wanted me in her head.

			Yet, this go-round, I’d seen a sparkling flash in her mind—a diamond image—before it’d gone gray.

			Yeah, I’d gotten something all right. At least, enough to tell me that I might be able to empathize with humans—and maybe not just Amanda Lee, either.

			“Don’t worry about it,” she said, brushing her hands down her skirt as she stood, then went to access the computer. She delicately typed with her manicured nails until a map showed up on the screen.

			“Even if Dean wasn’t in Elfin Forest that night, seeing him might jar your recollection about what happened all those years ago.” She’d thought the same about visiting Suze.

			She gestured toward the screen. “I’ve put his location up here, if you’d like to study it.”

			“But . . .”

			“Just think it over.”

			After she left, I thought about how the Suze field trip had left me in a funk for days. But I had to admit it—I wanted to see my old boyfriend. The temptation was overwhelming.

			I glanced at the directions on the computer. What was I going to do for the rest of the decade—just sit here and not care about solving my own crime?

			Besides, the sad fact was that I did want to see Dean. I’d been wanting to ever since I was pulled out of the imprint, and now . . .

			Now I took in the lay of the land on the computer, then went to the door, seeping through the crack under it, riding a current out of the chichi vibe of Amanda Lee’s Rancho Santa Fe neighborhood and north, toward the suburbs of San Marcos.

			As I traveled, it seemed as if I was in the middle of a humming, pulsating tunnel—it felt like an artery, with me as the blood.

			When I was human, I’d never realized that spirits have the ability to appear in different locations. Sure, I’d heard the stories about how Elvis haunted this house and that one, but I’d chalked all that up to kooky people seeing what they wanted to see. Elvis is a pretty popular guy, after all, high in demand, even in death. But now I know that, if the old dude is actually a ghost now, he could easily go from one place to the next if he needed some excitement. Or maybe he just has a purpose in being in more than one place.

			Any way you slice it, it seems the farther we spirits travel from our death spots, the weaker we get. I’ve learned this much from my few experiences so far, and my saving grace is that Amanda Lee doesn’t live too far from Elfin Forest, and she also has batteries in the casita, which keep me healthy and glowing. If it wasn’t for those, Amanda Lee thought I might run the risk of being pulled back into that noninteractive imprint mode she found me in.

			No, thanks.

			As I slipped out of the current’s tunnel, I shuddered, discombobulated, hanging in the air above a street that featured cookie-cutter ranch houses. I sensed that I was in the general area of where I’d been aiming—a neighborhood with grass yards shining under a warm spring, late-afternoon sun. I have to say that there was a sort of high I got as I floated onward, whisking close to humans who lay on lounges in their backyards or who washed the cars in their driveways, having no idea why it’d suddenly gotten chilly, only to immediately warm up again.

			I tracked the address Amanda Lee had given me until I came to the one I was looking for: 297 Sajen Road. A cute white house with green trim around the windows, an old Toyota in the driveway, even a damned white picket fence. No kidding.

			Then I focused in on the kids and the man behind the fence.

			He was throwing a football back and forth with a teenage boy, probably his son, and a slightly older girl was nearby, practicing cheers with her red-and-white pom-poms, egging the team on.

			Daddy sent her a fond smile, then sent a zinger to his son.

			I didn’t know if a spirit’s heart could ache, but it sure felt like that’s what mine was doing, because the last time I’d seen Dean Morgan, it’d been almost six months before I bought it.

			His hair had been surfer blond and cut straight to his chin back then. He’d been tan, his muscles lean on a streamlined body. His eyes were the color of a shot of whiskey, his smile enough to disassemble me and put me back together all in the space of a second.

			“Don’t worry, Jen,” he’d said to me the last time I saw him while he stood in front of his beat-up Camaro, which had been loaded with milk cartons full of clothes and cassette tapes. “I’ll be coming back.”

			But he never did. There’d only been graduate school across the country at Columbia and phone calls filled with the same promise. I’d believed him, though, thinking it was true love.

			Maybe it had been, back then.

			I blew out a breath, stirring the leaves of the elm tree I was hovering next to. A bird jumped to another branch with a frantic tweet.

			The sound caught Dean’s attention, and for a heart-jamming moment, he looked up.

			Straight through me.

			If I’d had blood in me, it would’ve stopped. That’s what this spirit version of heartbreak felt like, at least. But then, second by second, as he went back to playing catch with the son he’d had with someone else, I saw that his hair wasn’t so blond anymore. He was a little older than Amanda Lee, gray, with a paunch and wrinkles around his eyes.

			He was a different person who had moved on after my death, and I couldn’t feel a connection to him anymore. I wasn’t even sure I’d ever really known him.

			As I retreated away from the tree, the bird chirped, like it was relieved I was going. Damned fucking bird.

			Damned fucking whoever had killed me, because maybe, if I had run a little faster or if my friends and I had gone to the forest on any other night, I could’ve been in this yard today, with Dean. But my death had taken that from me.

			It had taken everything, and every time I made one of these field trips, the pain of loss just got worse.

			I had to get away, but just before I summoned a travel artery, I saw Amanda Lee’s Bentley down the road. She was behind the steering wheel, her hands resting on it, just as if she’d known I would happen on by and she’d been as prepared as always.

			She power-rolled down the window, allowing me to slide inside the car, and I sensed her shudder as my cool essence raked by.

			The radio, which crackled in my presence, was playing a low tune—something blue by a woman who sounded like she’d been crying into her drink all night.

			“It’s not fair,” she said, “is it?”

			“Dean forgot me. I think they all have.”

			“No, I guarantee they still remember, and there’s no doubt in my mind that they miss you, Jensen. But they went forward because life allowed them to.”

			“Life allowed that?”

			At my anger, the radio buzzed, almost like a chain saw, and Amanda Lee shut it off.

			I calmed down. “Was it life that spared them and cornered me by that tree in the forest?”

			“No, it wasn’t.” Amanda Lee turned in her seat to look at me, and it felt good to have someone on this earth who knew I was still here. “A human monster made the choice to hurt you.”

			“I wish . . .”

			“What?” She still watched me as if I were real enough to matter.

			She made it so easy for all my resentment to boil out. “I wish I would’ve been strong enough to fight back that night.”

			“And if you could have fought back?”

			“I would’ve killed him before he killed me.”

			I didn’t even know if the murderer was a “him,” but that wasn’t the point. Him, her, it—I hated whatever it was.

			Amanda Lee leaned back in her seat, her gaze on the windshield, like she saw a thousand psychic things outside that I would never see. And maybe she did.

			“Would you have really gone that far?” she asked. There was a tiny tremor in her voice.

			I didn’t even have to think about an answer. “Of course I would’ve.”

			“Good. I knew you’d be a fighter. That’s why I tried so hard to find you. I would go back to that forest night after night, attempting to find the place where you would materialize. And I did, on your anniversary.”

			The crackle of my surroundings—the electricity that’s all around us, whether we’re ghosts or humans—snapped over my essence, pinching me.

			“Why exactly did you want to find me?” I asked.

			Amanda Lee looked at me again with that everything-will-be-fine smile. “The moment I heard your story, I wanted to bring your soul peace, dear. I still do. But there’s more to it.”

			I thought of how, when I’d touched Amanda Lee the very first time, she’d been so cryptic. I’d had the feeling that she was purposely shutting me out.

			“What have you been keeping from me?” I asked.

			“Nothing nefarious.” Her smile dimmed. “As a psychic and medium, I used to have my share of people who invited me to dinner parties and afternoon teas. And every time, I realized I was there only because I sensed the dead and read the future.”

			“And?” I still didn’t understand the direction of this chat. “Are you going to drag me to a luncheon so I can entertain your friends?”

			“I don’t have many friends.” Amanda Lee offered a self-aware shrug.

			I almost reached out to her, but thought better of it as she went on.

			“I’d never fully connected to a spirit before you came along, Jensen. I would pick up energy from others, or I would hear their voices, but they would only give me fragments, pieces of conversation that didn’t always make sense. I also went to my share of death scenes, trying to find someone just like you.”

			“A fighter,” I said.

			“Yes. But none of them was nearly equipped to do what I’m about to ask you to do.”

			I had a bad feeling about this. “Go on.”

			Amanda Lee took a deep breath.

			I had a real bad feeling.

			“A while ago,” she said, “I was approached by one of the only true friends I do have, and he begged for my help.”

			“Doing what?”

			Amanda Lee’s voice was like a flatline in a quiet room. “Justice for a murder, just as you want justice for yours.”

			I could feel myself blipping, like that TV on the fritz.

			Justice?

			Amanda Lee sat up, rushing on now that she had my complete attention. “I know the person my friend suspects as a killer is guilty—just as guilty as whoever took your life. And, just like your murderer, this one is getting away with it.”

			“Why?” It sounded like a disembodied croak.

			“Because this man thinks he’s above the law, and I have to agree. I’m sure he covered his tracks damned well.” Amanda Lee’s gray eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them, brimming with her belief.

			It was almost like . . . well, like Amanda Lee had had something bad happen to her in the past, and she was identifying with this friend all too well.

			My mind spun, and Amanda Lee took advantage of that.

			“The victim’s name,” she said, “was Elizabeth Dalton.”

			I didn’t want to hear this just as much as I did want to hear it. I turned away from Amanda Lee, gazing down the block, in the direction of Dean’s house. I imagined myself, all happy and joyful and human on the lawn with him again.

			And for the first time, I heard in my head something new from the night I’d died.

			Stop! Please! Why’re you doing this?

			My voice, begging.

			My last words?

			I didn’t like the thought of having to plead like that. I didn’t like the idea of ever letting someone evil have so much power over me or Elizabeth Dalton or anyone.

			Amanda Lee took a photo out of her purse. It showed an older gentleman dressed in a gray suit, his silver hair clipped and neat. He was standing in front of a fountain in Balboa Park, his arm around a much younger woman who beamed, her teeth white against her deep red lipstick, her blond hair in a slicked-back pixie cut.

			“My friend Jon tells me that Elizabeth was a good person,” Amanda Lee said. “He left the country after she died, retreating to a cottage outside London, just to forget her. He can’t stand the reminders here.”

			“What was she like?”

			“She smiled a lot, told funny jokes to cheer up whoever needed cheering . . . But about three years ago, a killer found her. And he stabbed her, once, twice . . . thirteen times. When that wasn’t enough for him, he cut her up in . . .”

			As she trailed off, I felt something like a stab, too, and I glanced away from the picture of Amanda Lee’s friend and Elizabeth.

			Amanda Lee swallowed. “They found her pieces by some hiking trails near the beach. And when they brought the killer in for questioning, he denied it. He had a weak alibi—said he was working late by himself—but he had all the motivation in the world.”

			“Why?”

			“Because Elizabeth Dalton had broken off an engagement to him, and he was jealous when she found someone else to love. My friend.”

			A crime of passion?

			I didn’t want to think about Elizabeth Dalton as the cops had found her, piece by piece. You know why?

			Because deep inside, I suspected that’s how they would find my remains one day, if they ever did.

			A burning sensation crisped the fringes of my shape, searing into me, and I knew that I was only feeling the unfairness of it all.

			Amanda Lee lowered her voice to a whisper, just like the one she’d used on the night she’d rescued me from the time loop in Elfin Forest.

			“It isn’t right that the killer goes on without a punishment while Elizabeth’s friends and loved ones suffer.” She shook her head. “People like him should live with the ghosts of what they do. They should literally have the truth scared out of them.”

			As she waited for her meaning to seep into every bit of my essence, I thought about the unknown killer in Elfin Forest with blood on his hands.

			My blood.

			And I had to agree.
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