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   “There are some things the human mind can't handle. Some horrors are just too great.”
 
    
 
   Three years after her brother killed eighteen people in a school shooting, Bonnie Bromley is living a nightmare. Everyone hates her and her family, but as her brother's execution draws closer, Bonnie finds that other, darker forces are starting to make their presence felt in town. Something is lurking in the shadows, waiting for the perfect opportunity to feed on the souls of the dead.
 
    
 
   When the horrific truth becomes clear, Bonnie and her friends find themselves being hunted by a powerful creature. Fortunately they have help from Hannah, a mysterious girl who only recently arrived in town, but even Hannah might be powerless to save the day. And if she does find a way to keep Bonnie alive, Hannah might still have to face the one force from which she has been running her whole life.
 
    
 
   The Dead Ones is the third book in the Death Herself series.
 
   


  
 

The Dead Ones
 
   (Death Herself book 3)
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   The scream starts suddenly, out of nowhere, followed by the panicked sound of hundreds of chair-legs scraping across the floor.
 
   And then more screams.
 
   And more.
 
   And running, lots of running.
 
   People shouting.
 
   I get to my feet and take a step back.
 
   And that's when the gunfire starts.
 
   Ducking down, I take cover under the table. My heart is pounding but my thoughts are racing too fast for them to make sense. I look to my left and see Debbie cowering next to me, her eyes filled with fear as bursts of gunfire fill the air. Molly and Kaley are hiding under the next table with one of our teachers, but the gunfire is louder now.
 
   Getting closer.
 
   Looking toward the door, I see people running. One of them, a girl from my math class, suddenly seems to get clipped by something. She drops down, thudding against the floor, and falls still. A moment later I see two more people drop, as the gunfire gets closer, accompanied this time by the sound of breaking glass as the windows shatter.
 
   “What do we do?” Debbie stammers.
 
   I turn to her. My throat is suddenly so dry, I don't even think I can get words out. “Maybe if we -”
 
   Suddenly there's another scream, much louder than the others, and I hear a crashing sound that lasts for several seconds. Looking through the legs of the tables, I spot several figures slumped on the ground, some of them smeared with blood. There's more blood on the floor, too, pooled between upturned chairs and tables.
 
   “Should we run?” Debbie asks, her voice filled with fear.
 
   Nearby, someone is sobbing.
 
   I wait, trying to come up with an answer. If we run, we might get away but we might get shot. If we stay here and try to hide, we might not be noticed or we might be executed. I look around to see what other people are doing, but all I see are several other students cowering just like us. I'm about to force myself to make a decision when suddenly I see a girl – Jenna Cooper from the year above me – making a break for the fire exit. She keeps low, running frantically, but just as she gets to the door I hear the gunfire getting louder, swinging this way, and I watch in horror as Jenna's body slams into the wall and then slumps down.
 
   Flinching, I turn away. After a moment I realize I can hear someone weeping right next to me, and I turn to see tears streaming down Debbie's face as her whole body starts shaking.
 
   “Keep it together!” I hiss. “Don't -”
 
   Suddenly I see two pairs of black-clad legs moving this way. They're the only people standing in the cafeteria, and I immediately feel a jolt of fear in my chest, as if my heart physically crashed against my ribs. The legs aren't coming directly toward us, but the attackers will definitely see us if they go all the way to the far wall. The gunfire has stopped for a moment, and now I can hear several sobs from nearby, and various shuffling, scratching sounds. It's as if everyone is waiting to see who'll get shot next.
 
   “Please!” a girl screams suddenly, a little further across the room. “Don't -”
 
   A brief burst of gunfire fills the air, just for half a second or so, and then stops again.
 
   “Oh God,” Debbie whispers, “please let me get out of this.”
 
   “The door,” I reply, keeping my voice low as I watch the black-clad legs getting closer. They're moving so calmly, with almost military precision. “We -”
 
   Before I can finish, there's the sound of chairs being pushed aside and I see someone making a run for the door. A moment later there's another burst of gunfire and the figure goes clattering down, slamming into a table and then dropping to the floor.
 
   “We can't run,” Debbie mouths to me. “We're going to die.”
 
   I wait, but the gunmen are getting closer and I know they'll spot us soon. There are sirens in the distance now, but they won't get here in time. I look around for something I can use as a weapon, but there's nothing and -
 
   Suddenly something bumps into me. I turn and see Debbie racing for the fire exit. I open my mouth to cry out to her, but gunfire fills the air and she falls, slamming into the side of the door and then tumbling outside. I wait, but there's no sign of her now and I have no idea whether she made it. Another burst of gunfire erupts nearby, and I turn to see a body shuddering on the floor, just past the next table along. I inch away, trying to silently keep out of sight, but after a moment my right foot slips against the polished cafeteria floor, and the sole of my shoe lets out a brief, loud squeak. I flinch as I see the legs of one of the gunmen hurrying this way.
 
   “Cops!” a voice shouts suddenly.
 
   A familiar voice.
 
   Both the gunmen stop, and a moment later the windows shatter as more gunfire begins, this time coming from outside. Glass comes raining down over me and I hold my hands up, but I can hear more guns nearby, as if suddenly a war-zone has erupted. Almost deafened, I scramble back, ignoring the constant pain as my hands slip against shards of broken glass. The gunfire is constant, peppering the walls all around me, and after a moment I see that the two gunmen in the cafeteria are on their knees. One of them ducks down further and I see his face.
 
   Jonathan Wilder.
 
   One of my brother's best friends.
 
   He doesn't seem to have noticed me. Instead, he's fiddling with his gun, reloading. I start crawling backward, while keeping my eyes fixed on him, but after he's finished reloading his gun he freezes for a moment, staring at the ground with blank, expressionless eyes. Finally he lets out a roar and gets to his feet, and I hear a renewed burst of gunfire until suddenly his body slams back, hitting a chair and then thudding to the ground with several bullet-wounds across his chest and neck. He rolls over and for a moment our eyes meet, but then his head tilts back and I watch in horror as blood flows from his mouth, spilling onto the floor.
 
   The other gunmen is keeping low, and there's still the sound of bullets firing in both directions.
 
   After a moment, I realize that I'm holding my breath. I take a gulp of air, and a couple of seconds later the gunfire starts dying down, reduced to just a smattering of shots and counter-shots. The second gunman is reloading, and finally there's a moment of peace that's only broken by the sound of someone sobbing nearby, crying out in pain. Looking across the room, I see a figure in the far corner, slumped down with blood all over her white sweater. Hearing a few muttered curse words, I turn and see that the surviving gunman is struggling to get his ammunition loaded, and a moment later he tosses the weapon aside and pulls out a handgun from his coat pocket.
 
   This is my chance.
 
   Turning, I start crawling across the broken glass. I know I should probably just stay still and quiet, but the door is only about ten meters away and I feel as if I have to get the hell out of here at all costs. With tears streaming down my face, I edge closer and closer to the door, until finally the urge to run becomes too strong. Stumbling to my feet, I stagger forward just as I hear several loud shots being fired nearby, inside the cafeteria. Those shots are instantly met by more gunfire from outside, getting louder and louder until I hear several more shots hitting the wall nearby, getting closer and closer.
 
   Finally I throw myself through the open door, and the last thing I hear is the sound of a bullet whistling past my ear before I slam into the floor and hit my head. After that, everything goes black, but there's a cacophony of sound filling the air, getting louder and then, with no warning, suddenly stopping dead.
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Three years later
 
    
 
   “There she is!”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Get her!”
 
   They've found me. As soon as I hear their voices ringing out through the darkness, I immediately know there's no point running. Not tonight. I'm too tired, and besides, running only encourages them. They're like dogs, they get all worked up by the thrill of the chase. Better to just let them strut their stuff for a few minutes, and then hopefully they'll leave me alone. In fact, this time I actually slow my pace as I hear the sound of them furiously cycling toward me, and I figure it's best to just get it all over with as fast as possible. It's just my luck to get ambushed three times in one week.
 
   “Hey Bunny!” Adam shouts as he cycles past and then hits the brakes, coming to a halt just a few meters ahead on the sidewalk. “Where are you going so late?”
 
   “Nowhere.” I step around him, but a moment later one of his buddies shoots past and slows to watch me from the street.
 
   “Then you don't mind stopping for a moment,” Adam continues, cycling around me again but this time slowing so he can keep up with my pace. “Hey Bunny, you look angry. Why are you angry, Bunny? What's up?”
 
   “I'm not angry.”
 
   “Then why don't you smile? I bet you've got a pretty smile.”
 
   “I'm busy.”
 
   His bike wobbles a little as he goes over a crack in the sidewalk. “Busy doing what?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “You can't be busy doing nothing,” he continues, as his two friends cycle either side of us along the dark street. “You're either busy, or you're doing nothing, but you can't be both at once.”
 
   “Well,” I reply with a sigh, “I guess -”
 
   “Looking forward to tomorrow night?”
 
   “Go to -”
 
   Suddenly he turns and stops his bike right in front of me. I bump into the front wheel and almost fall, but somehow I manage to step aside and keep going. I catch my ankle in the process, but I'm able to keep from letting the pain show. A moment later, however, Adam grabs my arm and pulls me back so that I have no choice but to face him.
 
   “That's better, Bunny,” he says with a smile. “Let's see that pretty face of yours.”
 
   “My face is not pretty,” I say firmly, “and my name is not Bunny. It's Bonnie!”
 
   “Okay Bunny, whatever you say. What've you got in that backpack, Bunny?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   Before I can say anything else, something grabs me from behind. I almost lose my balance, and by the time I manage to turn and take a look, Adam's friend Scott has already pulled the backpack away.
 
   “That's mine!” I hiss.
 
   “You'll get it back,” Scott mutters, already unzipping the top to take a look inside.
 
   Checking my watch, I see that it's almost 10pm. This is my fault. I should never have risked being out so late. At the same time, I couldn't just sit around at home, not while Mom was embarking on another of her drunken evenings in front of the TV.
 
   “Let's see what you've got in here,” Scott continues, tipping the backpack over and letting all the books fall out. “Wow, that's boring, what do you want these for?”
 
   “Burning,” I say sarcastically. “They're books, what the hell else would I -”
 
   Suddenly something hits me hard in the back of the neck, knocking me forward until I trip and land on my hands and knees.
 
   “Language, Bunny,” Adam says darkly, cracking his knuckles. “My friend was only asking you a question. There's no need to get angry, not unless you've got something to hide.”
 
   I turn to him, and for a moment all I want is to get to my feet and wipe that goddamn smile off his face.
 
   “Angry?” he asks with a smile. “Hey guys, I think sweet little Bunny is finally getting angry. I told you she would if we pushed her hard enough. Some of that good old-fashioned Bromley family anger, the kind we all know so well.”
 
   “What do you want?” I hiss as I get to my feet. “I'm just walking home. And I'm not sweet!”
 
   “My sister never got to walk home,” Adam replies, fixing me with a dark stare. “Twenty-third of May. She walked to school, but she never walked home, and she never will again. She'll never walk anywhere again.”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that there's nothing I can say to change his mind. He already knows exactly what he wants to do to me, and the most I can do is maybe antagonize him a little. Exhausted, I figure I just have to hope he gets bored with me.
 
   “You met my sister, didn't you?” he asks.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe?”
 
   “I think I saw her -” Hearing a bumping sound, I turn and see that Scott is kicking my books into the gutter. “Hey!” I shout, taking a step toward him. The third member of their gang, Danny, quickly shoves me back and I land hard on my ass.
 
   “Do you think my sister deserved to die?” Adam asks, stepping closer until he's towering over me.
 
   I try to get up, but he places his boot against my chest and shoves me back down. A moment later I hear a splashing sound, and I turn to see that Scott and Danny are peeing on my books. I guess they really are a bunch of animals.
 
   “I asked you a question,” Adam continues, pushing harder against my chest. “Do you think my sister deserved to die that day?”
 
   “No!” I hiss, trying to wriggle free.
 
   “Me neither.” He presses me all the way down against the grass. “What about the other eighteen people? Do you think they deserved to die too?”
 
   “It was nineteen,” Scott points out.
 
   “We don't count him!” Adam hisses angrily. “Not Wilder!”
 
   “Oh no,” Scott replies. “Sorry.”
 
   “Do you think they deserved to die?” Adam asks, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Do you think they deserved to spend their final moments in abject fear, and then to have their lives mercilessly ended? And what about all the people who got shot and ended up with life-changing injuries? The cripples, the ones with scars, or the girl who lost her eyes... What about them? Do you think they deserved what happened?”
 
   Grabbing his ankle with both hands, I try desperately to move it away from my chest.
 
   “No answer?” he continues. “Don't you care, Bunny?”
 
   “What's the point of answering?” I hiss. “You don't -”
 
   Suddenly his foot slips, and the heel of his boot slams into my neck hard enough to squeeze the air from my throat. I let out a gasp, but he keeps pushing down.
 
   “You look like your brother,” he tells me. “Did anyone ever tell you that?”
 
   I grab his ankle with both hands, but I still can't get free.
 
   “You've got his eyes,” he continues, “and they say eyes are the window to the soul, so maybe that means your soul is like your brother's. And if that's the case, then maybe you're just as dark and evil as him. Maybe you're another danger to society!”
 
   “I'm not!” I hiss.
 
   “How do we know that?” he asks. “How do we know you're not gonna do something? How do we know you're not gonna follow in your brother's footsteps? Maybe that kinda stuff runs in your family!”
 
   “My brother was an ass!” I stammer, struggling for breath. I'm still holding his ankle, trying to push his boot from my throat. “I'm nothing like him!”
 
   As Adam stares down at me, Scott and Danny come over to watch me gasping on the ground. Suddenly it occurs to me that maybe this time they're going to do more than knock me about; maybe this time, they're actually going to go all the way. I guess most people in this rundown old town would probably cheer them on.
 
   “Your brother was more than an ass,” Adam says after a moment, pushing down harder against my throat. “He was an evil, murderous piece of shit, and my sister died because of him.”
 
   “And my sister too,” Scott adds.
 
   “And my brother,” Danny mumbles.
 
   “And our friends,” Adam continues firmly. “Eighteen innocent people dead, lots more injured, and all because of your stinking brother and his equally disgusting friend.”
 
   Pushing his ankle, I finally manage to get his boot off my throat. I roll onto my side, gasping for breath, but I know I can't afford to stay down on the ground for long. I sit up, but the three assholes have got me surrounded. Whatever they want to do to me next, I can't fight them. I wait, my whole body tensing as I anticipate another kick or punch, or maybe something worse.
 
   “We're watching you, Bunny Bromley,” Adam explains finally, “and let me tell you something. If we feel even a flicker of concern, if we see anything that makes us think you might be going to follow in your brother's footsteps, we'll have no alternative but to terminate your miserable life. If someone had acted sooner to deal with your brother and his friend, eighteen good people would still be alive, so really, we'd be doing the whole town a favor if we acted.”
 
   “We could just do it now,” Scott mutters.
 
   Still catching my breath, I wait for them to make a decision.
 
   “We're not cold-blooded murderers,” Adam continues finally. “We're not gonna do anything unless we're provoked, but...” He takes a step back. “We're done here. For now. But we'll have our eyes on you, Bunny, and you'd better not turn out like your brother. I swear to God, this town doesn't need another sack of shit like him.”
 
   “I won't,” I whisper darkly, rubbing my neck.
 
   “She looks like him,” Danny says.
 
   “She sure does,” Adam replies, turning to walk back to his bike.
 
   Feeling a flash of relief, I start getting to my feet.
 
   “Go to hell!” I mutter under my breath.
 
   “What was that?” Adam shouts.
 
   “Nothing,” I reply, realizing that I must have been a little too loud.
 
   “Seriously, dude,” Scott says, “I heard it too.”
 
   Before I have a chance to react, Adam comes marching back across the grass. I reach up to protect my face, but I'm too late as he swings his right foot and kicks me hard in the jaw. I feel a cracking sensation as I'm sent thudding back against the grass, and the taste of blood bursts into my mouth. Letting out a faint cry, I immediately clutch my belly and roll into a ball, anticipating another hit, and I shudder in silence for several seconds until I hear the sound of their bikes cycling away. Finally daring to open my eyes, I see their silhouettes riding along the street, and I realize that they're leaving me alone. For now, anyway.
 
   Sitting up, I feel a loose, cracked tooth at the front of my mouth. It's not all the way out, but as I check it with my tongue, I realize that it's hanging by a torn section of flesh. I reach in and take hold of the tooth, and then I twist. There's pain, sure, but it only takes a few seconds to tear the tooth out, and then I lean forward and spit out some blood, followed by a little more. Better to get the pain over with quickly, rather than hanging on.
 
   Really, I didn't get off too badly. There have definitely been worse nights.
 
   Stumbling to my feet, I head over to the gutter. My backpack has been tossed aside, so I grab it and pull it over to where my urine-soaked books are waiting. When I pick up the first book, I find that it's completely soggy, but I can't afford to just abandon them. Disgusted, I nevertheless manage to place them one by one into the backpack and then zip the top. I guess I can dry them out, and then find some way to make them stop smelling, and then I'll just have to hope that the librarian in town isn't paying attention when I take them back. I really can't afford to replace them. A guy wanders past, whistling, but I carefully avoid making eye contact and he's soon gone, disappearing into the night.
 
   After spitting out more blood, I swing the backpack over my shoulders and start limping along the sidewalk again. It's not far to my parents' house, but I twisted my ankle when I fell so I won't be able to walk very fast. Plus, my legs are doing that thing again where they feel a little numb, which makes it even harder to walk. Glancing over my shoulder, I half expect to see Adam and the others coming back this way for another go, but fortunately there's no sign of them. In a way, I guess I'm definitely lucky. A few ruined books and a kick in the teeth is less than some other people in this town would like to give me, and I can't help worrying that there's worse to come. Hell, in some towns my entire family would have been driven out already.
 
   All because of my brother, and what he did on May twenty-third last year.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Mom's snoring, as usual.
 
   I close the front door as quietly as possible, before stepping over the trash on the floor and making my way to the sofa. There'll be time to clear up the mess in the morning, but for now I just want to get to bed. It looks like Mom spent another evening watching stuff online while downing beers and whiskey, and now she's fast asleep with her face bathed in the laptop's electric glow. I gently swing the lid shut, leaving her face in darkness, before stepping around her and heading to the kitchen.
 
   Stepping on a soda can, I freeze for a moment, but Mom just mutters something in her sleep. Fortunately, she doesn't wake up.
 
   Thank God.
 
   I really couldn't deal with her right now. I never know what kind of drunk she'll be. Some nights she's angry, other nights she sobs and won't stop hugging me, and sometimes she gets these crazy ideas and insists that we drive off to some all-night shopping mall. Usually I'm able to hide the keys so she can't take the car, but that doesn't always stop her. She once passed out while trying to hot-wire the ignition. Tonight there's an empty bottle of whiskey on the table, along with some beer cans on the floor. Beer and whiskey usually combine to make her pretty argumentative, but only until she blacks out. I guess I missed the best of her tonight.
 
   As soon as I reach the kitchen, I shut the door and switch the light on. I set my backpack on the table and take out the still-wet books. They stink, of course, so I grab some clear plastic bags and slip the books inside, before setting the bags in the freezer. I'm not entirely sure how that's going to help, but it's the closest I've got to a good idea and I figure I'll work something out in the morning. I head through to the laundry room and put my backpack on to wash, and then I make my way to the bathroom, switch on the light, and examine the damage to my mouth in the bathroom mirror.
 
   There's blood, of course, and my top and bottom lips are both cracked, and when I smile I see a very noticeable gap. Slipping a fingertip into the gap, I feel the rough edges, but I have to be thankful that I only lost one tooth. I guess miracles do happen after all. Still, I need to be careful at school tomorrow. The last thing I need is for someone to ask how I lost a tooth, especially that creepy counselor who seems determined to poke his nose into my life.
 
   “Nothing seems to be working,” a voice says suddenly.
 
   Spinning around, I look across the bathroom, but there's no sign of anyone. I wait, but after a moment I realize it's just another of those brief flashes I get when I haven't slept for a few nights. I turn back to the mirror and see the bags under my eyes. Maybe I should go see a doctor and get some sleeping pills, but right now I'm so exhausted, I figure I have to sleep tonight.
 
   I wait.
 
   No more voices.
 
   Great, at least I haven't completely lost my mind yet, although a moment later I feel another random pinprick of pain on my left arm. Those have been coming more and more lately, although when I roll my sleeve up and take a look I still don't see anything wrong.
 
   I guess that's just another side-effect of not getting any sleep.
 
   Once I'm done in the bathroom, I limp back into the kitchen and take a few minutes to cook up a Frankenstein-style sandwich filled with mayonnaise, potato salad and tortilla chips, using moldy old bread from under the counter. Reaching into one of the cupboards, I grab the can of dog food and scoop out a few pea-sized pieces onto the side of my plate. I double-check that there's still a key resting in a pot by the window, then I switch the light off, and then I make my way toward my bedroom. Stopping in the dark corridor, however, I can't help looking at the door to my brother's room. All the posters have long since been torn away, but I know for a fact that Mom hasn't had the stomach to go inside, not since the day when the police finished sorting through all of Malcolm's belongings. I still remember watching them carrying his laptop and notebooks away in evidence bags, but that was almost several years ago and I figure the room has just been left untouched since then.
 
   One day, I'll go in and take a look. I know I will, I have to, it's just...
 
   Not now. I'm not brave enough yet.
 
   Tonight, all that matters is that the door is still locked. I reach out and try the handle, and I feel a flash of relief when I find that although it turns, the door won't budge. I try a couple more times, just to be safe.
 
   Still locked.
 
   Still sealed off from the rest of the house.
 
   When I get to my room, I shut the door and switch on the bedside lamp, and then I head to the shoebox by the window.
 
   “It's okay,” I say with a smile, trying to sound calm and reassuring, “it's just me.”
 
   I take the lumps of dog food from my plate and then gently remove the shoebox's lid. As soon as I look inside, however, I realize that my worst fears have come true. Rudolph, the broken-winged bird I rescue from the sidewalk a few days ago, is dead. I reach in and nudge him a little, but there's no doubt at all that he's beyond help.
 
   “Sorry,” I whisper. “I tried, little buddy.”
 
   Setting the lid back on, I figure I'll bury Rudolph properly in the morning. I drop the chunks of dog food into the trash and then I sit on the edge of my bed so I can eat my sandwich. I know what's going to happen next, and I know there's no point fighting it, but that doesn't mean I'm looking forward to the damn thing. I should be strong, I should just get on with things, but I can already feel my chest starting to tremble with shock. I keep thinking back to the feeling of Adam's boot slamming into my mouth, reliving that moment over and over, and although I take care to only chew the sandwich at the back of my mouth, occasionally a crumb or a piece of crust bumps into the bloodied gap, causing a dab of pain. Finally I sniff back a few tears, and the trembling sensation starts to fade. The sandwich is too painful to eat, though, so I set it aside.
 
   To be fair, that wasn't as bad as most nights. There have been nights lately where I've ended up shivering on the floor for hours, so maybe I should actually be grateful to Adam and his friends. Maybe a little pain is what I need to stay strong, and I should get them to beat me up more often.
 
   Hearing a rustling sound outside, I turn and look toward the window. I wait, but for a few seconds there's only silence again before, finally, the rustling sound returns.
 
   Filled with anger, I hurry to the window and look out, but all I see is darkness. I turn the lamp off, so I can get a better view, but I still don't see anyone. Still, I know from bitter experience that there are plenty of assholes who like tagging out house, and this week in particular I guess we're likely to receive some attention. Sighing, I turn and head to my desk, where I take a moment to count the cash next to my laptop. I have enough, just enough, to get the bus tomorrow night.
 
   If I decide to go, that is.
 
   For a moment, the thought fills me with dread. The problem is, the alternative is no better. Either way, I know that this time tomorrow night my guts are going to be twisted and I'm going to be sobbing. None of that is in doubt, but what is in doubt is my reaction after it's all over. How will I be the following morning? I guess I have to focus on my long-term health, and that's why it's so hard to decide where I should be tomorrow night when the dreaded hour finally arrives. Looking down at the pitiful collection of cash, I tell myself that at least I have options. At least I can wait and see whether I -
 
   Suddenly the window smashes behind me as something crashes through. I turn to look, before turning away again as I'm showered in shards, and I hear a thud near my feet. Looking down, I see that someone threw a rock.
 
   Great. How original. No-one has done that to us before.
 
   “Go to hell!” an angry voice shouts from the street. “Kill yourself!”
 
   I turn and look out through the broken window, just in time to see a figure running away. Shaking with shock, I take a step back, and then I turn and look at the clock next to my bed just as the time flicks over to midnight.
 
   The big day has finally arrived. Wherever I am this time in exactly twenty-four hours, I'm just going to have to find some way to keep my head together, and then hopefully I'll be able to start moving on. Who knows? Maybe things will start to go okay again? I've spent so long expecting the worst, I guess I forgot to consider the possibility that tomorrow night might somehow mark a fresh start. Right now, I just need some sleep. I can hear the whisper of voices in the back of my head, and I know that one of them might burst through at any moment. I'm so exhausted, I think I could even fall asleep standing up.
 
   Two hours later, flat on my back in bed, I stare up at the dark ceiling. I can hear the rush of voices hissing in the background, like snakes in the back of my mind, but there's nothing I can do about them. Another sleepless night passes, until finally I see the first hint of morning light and I realize it's time to go to school again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to touch base and see how things are going,” Mr. Dyson says as he swings his office door shut. “Take a seat, Bonnie. It's been, what, two weeks since our last session?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.” As I make my way over to the sofa by the window, I can hear kids outside in the corridor, heading to class. I'm supposed to be with them, but every so often the school counselor takes me aside and makes me come to another of these little meetings, and I've learned over the past few months that resisting only strengthens his feeling that I'm in some way struggling. It's better to come in, answer his dumb questions and just let him tick whatever boxes he needs to tick.
 
   “How are things going?” he asks.
 
   “Fine,” I reply, taking a seat on the sofa.
 
   “Fine?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “That's what you always say,” he continues, grabbing a notebook from his desk and then coming over to join me. “You're always fine. Such a strange word to use about oneself, isn't it? Not happy, not sad, not angry or frustrated or scared, just fine. What does fine mean, Bonnie?”
 
   I shrug.
 
   “You don't know?”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I honestly don't know what to say. I just want to get the hell out of here.
 
   “Are you ever not fine?” he asks.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “And how does that make you feel?”
 
   “It's not a big deal,” I tell him, trying not to sound too frustrated. “It's fine.” I sigh as soon as those last two words leave my lips. I didn't mean to say them, they just slipped out again.
 
   He sits on the next cushion, his left knee just a few inches from my right. “As you know, my primary concern is bullying. I'm not a fool, I know that kids can be cruel, and I know they pick on anyone they perceive to be weak or vulnerable. I also see and hear things as I'm walking around the school, I pick up on hints here and there. I want you to be completely honest with me, Bonnie. Have any of the other students been giving you a hard time because of your brother's actions?”
 
   I shake my head. After getting no sleep again last night, I can hear the rustling of voices in the back of my mind, but that's definitely not something I want to admit. I don't need help. I'm fine.
 
   “Are you scared to answer my questions?” he asks.
 
   “No.”
 
   “So are you being bulled?”
 
   I swallow hard. “No.”
 
   He opens his notebook and flicks through until he finds an empty page, at which point he writes today's date.
 
   “Kids can be pretty monstrous,” he explains, as if I didn't know that already. “How old are you again? Fifteen?”
 
   “Sixteen.”
 
   “Sixteen.” He smiles as he makes some more notes. “Tough age. I mean, tough for anyone, but particularly tough for you. At sixteen, you're supposed to be trying to figure out how you fit into the rest of the world, which isn't easy given your current situation. I'm sure you feel somewhat isolated.”
 
   “I get by.”
 
   “Do people ever mention your brother?”
 
   I shrug. “I mean... Yeah. Obviously”
 
   “I imagine he comes up a lot.”
 
   “I guess. But that -”
 
   Hearing a louder whisper, I turn and look across the room, but of course there's no sign of anyone. Damn it, I really, really need to get some sleep.
 
   “Bonnie?” Mr. Dyson asks. “Are you okay?”
 
   I turn to him. “Fine.”
 
   “The whole school is still healing,” he continues. “The important thing is to remember that there's no right or wrong way to deal with all of this. I sense the pain and loss among the students every single day. There's no text-book that'll tell you what to do when you're the sister of someone who...” His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “I know,” I reply. “You've told me that before.”
 
   “But I'm not sure whether you've really taken it onboard.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   I open my mouth to let out a few muttered curse words, but finally I manage to hold them back. “I'm sure,” I say finally.
 
   He smiles.
 
   I know what's coming next, I've known ever since he scheduled the session for today, but I still don't want to hear the words come out of his mouth. Why can't people realize that I just don't want to talk about it?
 
   “Bonnie, tonight -”
 
   “I know what tonight is,” I snap.
 
   “Of course you do. And how do you feel about it?”
 
   “How do I feel?” I ask, unable to hide my frustration. “I don't know, how am I supposed to feel?”
 
   “Can you put your feelings into words?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “I don't think there's a playbook,” he tells me. He pauses, before reaching over and squeezing my leg just a little. “To be honest, I thought maybe your mother would take you out of town while this period passes. The atmosphere is likely to be a little febrile for the next few days, and tempers could flare. I'm not suggesting that you run away, but it might have been better if you'd been able to distance yourself temporarily.”
 
   “Someone threw a rock through the window last night,” I tell him. “Anyway, my mother needs her job, so we can't just take off. I think that's still more of a long-term plan. And Dad -” Pausing for a moment, I realize that every time I mention my father, my thoughts become a little fuzzy. “Dad can't move either,” I say finally. “He just can't.”
 
   “I think it'd be really good for you,” he explains. “A fresh start, right? You already know this, I've told you enough times, but I think your entire family needs to make a clean break. There's no point denying the obvious, Bonnie. The Bromley family name is never going to be...” He pauses for a moment, as if he's trying to find the right word to finish that sentence. “People remember these things,” he adds finally. “When a community is badly scarred, the healing process can take years. Maybe even decades. Your brother caused a lot of damage to this particular community.”
 
   “He killed eighteen people,” I point out.
 
   “Exactly,” he replies, quickly latching onto my words. “He killed them. Not you.”
 
   “Most people don't care about that,” I mutter, looking down at my hands. “Pretty much everyone in town hates us now.”
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   “It wasn't just your brother, though,” he points out. “Malcolm didn't act alone. Jonathan Wilder also -”
 
   “That doesn't make it any better,” I reply, interrupting him. “Jonathan Wilder's family moved away after it happened. Mine didn't, we're still here. And before you say anything else, I totally get why they hate us. I'd hate us too.”
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. I want to get the hell out of here, but I know he'd only force me to stay.
 
   “So are you going to tell me about that cut on your lip,” he continues finally, “or do I have to ask?”
 
   “It's nothing.”
 
   “Was it an accident?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Can you look me in the eyes and tell me that?”
 
   I take a deep breath, before turning and meeting his gaze. “It was an accident.”
 
   He pauses. “Okay,” he mutters, making another note. “And are you missing a tooth there?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe? Does your family have insurance that might cover it?”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   “You should find out.”
 
   “I should.”
 
   He sighs.
 
   “I really don't have anything to say,” I continue. “Nothing's changed since last time, and I'm just getting on without too much trouble. I'm keeping my head down as much as possible.”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   I nod again. “Not everything has to be a big drama. People hate my family, I get that. I understand why, and I don't blame them at all.”
 
   “Do you still have the same plan you told me about before?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Any luck getting a job to pay for it?”
 
   “Not yet,” I reply, “but I have an aunt in Chicago and I was thinking maybe I can live in her spare room next year once my cousin goes to college. I just want to get away and start somewhere new, somewhere the Bromley name isn't just constantly linked with death and pain and misery.”
 
   “I think that'd be extremely healthy,” he tells me. “You've had to grow up very fast, Bonnie.”
 
   “It's okay, I -”
 
   Before I can finish, he squeezes my knee again. I flinch, but I don't pull away. I knew this was coming. Every time I come to see him, he makes these little moves, like he's edging closer to being a full-on pervert. I feel like one day I'm going to end up slapping him and running out of here, but for now I hope he just holds back. The last thing I need is confrontation.
 
   “You're very mature for your age,” he tells me, eying me with a hint of anticipation in his eyes.
 
   I swallow hard. I know he's waiting for me to look at him, but I simply stare at my hands. Every time I have one of these meetings in his office, I feel as if he's holding back some disgusting urge.
 
   “You've had to put up with a lot,” he continues, squeezing my leg yet again. “You must have been hardened by your experiences, but there's no need to be wary of people who want to protect you. I know your mother is somewhat unhelpful. Believe me, I've seen her down at the store, buying wine by the boxful. Everyone knows she's turned to drink. It's a tough life, Bonnie, but you can always come to me. You understand that, right? I'm on your side.”
 
   I nod. Damn it, my skin is crawling and I want to get out of here. My legs are doing that tingling thing again, where it's almost like they're not really there.
 
   “Here's the thing,” he continues, moving his hand further along my leg. “I think I understand you, Bonnie. I think I know how you feel.”
 
   “I don't know if you do,” I whisper through gritted teeth.
 
   “Oh, I do. Definitely. When I look into your eyes, Bonnie, do you know what I see?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “I see vulnerability. I see someone who's desperate to be understood, to be helped, to be looked after.” He pauses, with his hand still resting on my leg. Another inch or two along, and I'm going to have to slap him. “You're half child and half adult. That makes you very unusual, very special and wonderful.”
 
   Feeling a burst of nausea in my belly, I feel as if I might actually throw up.
 
   “And Bonnie,” he continues, leaning closer, “you have to -”
 
   Suddenly the door bursts open. I get to my feet and step back, so that he can't touch me again, and then I turn and see that the new girl at school, Hannah, has blundered into the room. I swear, she can be pretty irritating sometimes but right now I've never been so happy to see someone.
 
   “Oh,” she stammers, “I'm sorry, I didn't think anyone was in here. I thought the school counselor wasn't in today.”
 
   “It's cool,” I tell her, before turning to Mr. Dyson. “I was about to leave anyway.”
 
   “I can go,” Hannah continues, turning to leave.
 
   “No!” I blurt out, grabbing her arm in panic at the thought that she might leave me here alone with this creep again. “Really, I'm out of here.”
 
   “Bonnie,” Mr. Dyson says, getting to his feet, “maybe -”
 
   “I really need to get to class,” I tell him, trying not to let fear completely flood my chest. “I'm already behind, and if I don't catch up soon I'm going to get in trouble.” I wait, but he doesn't seem convinced yet. “Please let me go to class,” I continue. “Please.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment. “Okay,” he says finally, heading over to his desk. “That sounds like a very conscientious move on your part, Bonnie. I'm glad to hear that you're taking your education so seriously, even if I still think that perhaps you're pushing yourself too hard.” He checks his calendar. “I'd like to schedule another session for this time next week.”
 
   “I'm pretty busy,” I tell him, backing toward the door. Glancing at Hannah, I can see that she knows something is wrong.
 
   “I'm sure you are,” Mr. Dyson continues, “but it's important that I check in with you regularly.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I continue, stepping out into the corridor. “If I was going to have some kind of breakdown, wouldn't it have happened by now? I mean, I think I'm doing pretty well. I could get a little more sleep, that'd be good, but otherwise I'm getting along just fine.”
 
   “But tonight -”
 
   “I'll be fine tonight,” I tell him firmly, desperate to get the hell out of here. “Honestly. I've known for months that it was coming. It's not like it just suddenly hit me.”
 
   He pauses for a moment. “Then I guess I'll see you next week,” he says finally, although it's clear that he's more than a little irritated by Hannah's intrusion as he turns to her. “And what can I do for you?”
 
   “Oh, same as last time,” she replies, as I pull the door shut to give them some privacy. “Almost everyone seems to be ignoring me. I'm usually so good at making friends!”
 
   Feeling a rush of relief, I take a step back. I have no idea quite how far that pervert would have gone if we hadn't been interrupted, but my heart is racing and I feel certain that he had a few ideas in mind. I don't know Hannah at all, but I hope she can handle herself if he tries something similar on her. At the same time, it's not my problem. I've got too much to deal with right now, without trying to get sketchy school counselors into trouble.
 
   “You okay?” a voice asks suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see Molly making her way along the corridor.
 
   “Yeah, I -”
 
   “Another session with the creep, huh?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Don't take it personally,” she continues as we start making our way toward the doors at the far end. “You're not the only one who feels, like, super uncomfortable being near him. Personally, I've always thought that if he ever tries anything on me, I'll bite him. Like, properly chow down on his forearm, something like that. The dude's got it coming. Sometimes, I actually feel like he's a -”
 
   “Hey,” I reply, stopping suddenly and grabbing her shoulder, “what are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Um...”
 
   “Do you want to hang out?” I wait for her to reply, but I can already tell that she's reluctant. “Please?” I add, trying not to sound too desperate. “Do you want to chill and talk about crap and just not have to think about the world? For one night?”
 
   “I'd love to, but...” She glances both ways along the empty corridor.
 
   “What's wrong?” I ask. She's been a little evasive lately, as if she's up to something at night that she won't or can't share with me. “Ashamed to be seen with me?”
 
   “You know it's not that,” she replies. “I'm not one of those total bitches. I just... I have plans tonight, and I can't really break them, but how about tomorrow? You can come over to my place, we can hang out, you can even sleep over. It's been too long since we just sat around chatting and listening to music, all that stuff. How about it? Please don't think I'm a total asshole for being busy tonight!”
 
   “Sure,” I reply. Hearing footsteps nearby, I see two other girls making their way past, and they both cast dirty looks at me. Debbie is trailing along behind them, but she doesn't even look this way. She's ignored me ever since the shooting, and I can't say I blame her but... She and I used to be such good friends.
 
   “Don't worry about them,” Molly says with a smile. “Stuck-up assholes. Come on, we're gonna be late for class.”
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, although I hang back when she turns and heads toward the door. “I've got a few things to do first. I'll catch up.”
 
   “Don't take too long,” she replies, glancing back at me. “And don't worry. Tomorrow night we're gonna have so much fun!”
 
   Once she's gone, I'm left standing alone in the corridor.
 
   “Yeah,” I say finally. “Tomorrow night's not a problem. It's tonight I'm worried about.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Hey! There she is!”
 
   I haven't even made it all the way into the bathroom before I hear the over-excited squeal of Lucinda Jones and her friends.
 
   “Hey Bonnie,” Lucinda continues, hurrying over to me. “Got any plans for tonight? I'm sure it's gonna be electric!”
 
   “Hilarious,” I mutter, pushing past her as I head to the nearest stall.
 
   “Seriously,” she adds, following me as her friends titter by the mirror, “I guess it's gonna be kinda weird for you, huh? Yeah, I sure wouldn't want to be in your shoes right now, but I guess you'll just have to get through it as best you can. I hope you've got somewhere nice to sit. Like, maybe, a comfortable chair. With a cushion. And straps.”
 
   Stepping into the stall, I try to push the door shut, only for her to force it back open. She flashes her usual sickly sweet smile at me, but there's a hint of determination behind her eyes. She's no better than Adam and his friends, and she's quite clearly loving every second of this.
 
   “Do you want my advice?” she asks.
 
   “No,” I mutter darkly.
 
   “Just close your eyes, say a little prayer, and hope it's over fast.” She grins. “In a flash!”
 
   “They're not electrocuting him,” I point out, once again trying and failing to push the door shut.
 
   She frowns. “I thought it was tonight...”
 
   “They use drugs,” I continue. “They pump drugs into him. There's no electric chair! Now do you mind if I shut this damn thing, or do you want to watch me pee?”
 
   “No chair?” She seems genuinely confused. “But my brother said -”
 
   “Maybe your brother's an ignorant asshole,” I reply, interrupting her. “I guess that kind of thing runs in families.” I wait for her to leave me alone, and finally I can't help sighing. “For your information,” I continue, “they don't use the chair in this state, they use a cocktail of drugs, primarily sodium thiopental and -”
 
   “Okay,” she says, holding her hands up in mock surrender, “I don't need to, like, know all the gross details. Whatever they use, it's pretty goddamn disgusting. Must be pretty embarrassing, too, having someone in your family who's gonna go out like that. The ultimate black sheep in the family. Are you gonna go watch?”
 
   “Am I going to stand in a little room and watch through a window as my brother is executed?” I ask, before sighing again. “No. No, for some reason, that doesn't really appeal.”
 
   “Are you gonna visit him first?”
 
   I flinch at that question. “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It's complicated.”
 
   “So he's gonna be all alone?” she continues. “That seems kinda rough. Then again, it's hard to feel sorry for him. I mean, after what he did to all those people.”
 
   “Do you mind if I pee now?” I ask, trying once again to push the door shut, only to find that she's still holding it open. I try a couple more times, with increasing force, but she's stronger than she looks.
 
   “You can always come and hang with us,” she says. “I hate to think of you stuck at home with your drunk-ass mother, and there's a party at Claire's place. We wouldn't invite you most times but I guess tonight we can be charitable. So long as you promise not to be a total dork, anyway. I mean, maybe Josh will be there, and I know you too broke up a while back. I guess that'll be super-awkward.”
 
   “The whole thing sounds lovely,” I reply, “but I'd rather eat mud and die.” With that, I slam the door shut so hard and so fast, she actually lets out a gasp of shock.
 
   “You almost hit my nose!” she shouts from the other side.
 
   “Oh no,” I mutter. “Maybe you'd have needed to get it fixed. Again.”
 
   I lean back against the wall and listen as they head out of the bathroom, and finally I realize that I'm alone. All I want to do is scream, but I know that won't make the day pass any quicker. Checking my watch, I see that it's exactly 2pm, which means I only have to wait another ten hours and then this part of the nightmare will be over. Taking a deep breath, I try to convince myself that somehow everything will be different tomorrow, that I can finally start getting on with my life. At the same time, I can't help thinking about my brother, and wondering what he's going through right now. Is he waiting for a visit? Does he think Mom and I will go see him before it all ends? No matter what he did, he's still my brother, and I remember what he was like before all this madness started. It's probably wrong of me, and I would never admit this to anyone, but I honestly don't hate him, not completely.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes. “Not much longer now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Making my way down the steps at the front of school, with hundreds of other students hurrying all around me, I can't help feeling that this day has been grinding along way too slowly. If I didn't know better, I'd swear that time has been running at half-speed, as if the universe is determined to make me endure every last moment of discomfort. I spot Josh over by the steps, hurrying away with Melinda Williams trailing after him. Josh and I used to be so close, but ever since the shooting he's been completely ignoring me. I guess even he doesn't want to be associated with my family.
 
   As someone bumps into me and laughs, I step aside to let the crowd pass. After a moment, I turn and see Hannah sitting on a nearby wall, watching me with a smile.
 
   “You look how I feel,” she says. “Well, not exactly, but close enough. You look like you'd rather be anywhere apart from here. A US high school, surrounded by squealing kids, is not exactly my idea of heaven.”
 
   “It's fine,” I mutter.
 
   “So can I ask you something?” she continues. “That counselor guy, is he a total pervert with everyone, or was I just unlucky today? 'Cause I got some major-league weird vibes in his office.”
 
   “I think he's like it with everyone.”
 
   “Huh.” She pauses. “Well, I guess in the circumstances...”
 
   “Gotta go,” I reply, stepping past her and heading toward the road now that the majority of the crowd has already hurried away. I hate crowd, I hated them before the shooting and I hate them especially now. I just want to get away from here and be alone. After just a few steps, however, I realize that Hannah is following me. I try to ignore her, hoping she'll get the message, but when I start making my way down another set of steps I can tell that she's stuck to me like a goddamn leech.
 
   “This town is weird,” she says finally, as if she's trying to restart the conversation.
 
   “Major revelation,” I mutter.
 
   “But, like, majorly weird, It has the strangest energy of any place I've ever been. It's like the whole town is constantly holding its breath.” She keeps up with me, and it's clear that she's trying to make friends. Boy, did she pick the wrong day for that. “I know what happened here,” she adds finally. “It was before I moved to the area, but I know about the shooting and I also know that it was your brother who was involved. I can't even begin to imagine what that's like for you.”
 
   “Then don't try,” I reply, intentionally being a little prickly. After all, I just want to be alone. “Trust me, it's not worth knowing.”
 
   “I almost never see you talking to anyone,” she continues.
 
   “I'm lucky like that,” I say darkly. “Usually.”
 
   “But since I'm new in town, I was hoping maybe you'd want to hang out some time. I don't know, we could grab a soda, you could show me the -”
 
   “Are you serious?” I snap, stopping and turning to her.
 
   Wide-eyed with shock, she seems lost for words.
 
   “Why the hell would you want to hang out with me?” I ask. “For some kind of sick joke? Are you like those people on the internet who idolize killers and think they're cool? Let me guess, you've got some kind of weird crush on my brother and you think hanging out with me is somehow edgy. You wouldn't be the first. Believe me, there are people from the internet who idolize him and want to marry him.”
 
   “I...” She pauses. “No, I mean... It's not like that...” Another pause, and she seems a little tragic now. “I just thought we could maybe be friends.”
 
   “I don't want to hang out with you,” I continue, unable to hold my frustration back any longer. “I'm sure you're very nice, and I'm sure you'll make plenty of friends once you've been here for a while, but I am not going to be one of them, okay? And if that makes me a major league bitch, then fine, that's just how it's going to have to be. I'm not interested in meeting new people, and I sure as hell don't need to be rehabilitated back into society.” Taking a step back, I feel as if I want to grab her by the throat and knock some sense into her. At the same time, I know I'm overreacting massively. “Just leave me alone,” I stammer, turning and hurrying away.
 
   This time, thankfully, she doesn't follow me. By the time I get to the street corner and glance back, there's no sign of her, and I let out an actual sigh of relief as I realize that I've managed to drop her. I have no idea what compelled her to reach out to me like that, but I guess maybe she just felt sorry for me. I don't need anyone's pity, and I sure as hell don't want to become a magnet for every wannabe-edge kid in town. Maybe my anticipation of tonight is making me more bitchy than usual, but I feel like I'm just about ready to explode.
 
   Once I've made double-sure that Hannah isn't anywhere around, I turn and head home. With every step, I know I'm getting closer to the moment when I have to make a decision. By the time I reach the house, however, I already know what that decision is going to be.
 
   I have to go.
 
   Even if it messes my head up permanently, I have to go tonight. Deep down, I think I've known that all along.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Reaching into my pocket as I wait at the bus stop, I pull out my change and count it again, just to make absolutely certain that I have enough. I must have counted it twenty times since I left the house after dinner, but I figure it's a good way to clear my head. It's late, and the whole town seems subdued tonight, as if everyone's holding their breath.
 
   “You getting on or not?” asks the driver.
 
   Looking up, I see that he's waiting impatiently.
 
   “Yeah,” I tell him, making my way up the steps. “Just out to Cotton Road.”
 
   “Huh.” He eyes me with a hint of disapproval. “That's a busy stop tonight. Kind of morbid, if you ask me.”
 
   Checking my watch, I see that it's a little after 9pm. “Yeah,” I mutter. “Morbid.”
 
   As I take a seat, I glance around and see that there are several other people making the same journey. One of them is tapping excitedly at his phone, and I recognize him as a guy from school who thinks he's this big-shot citizen journalist. A little further back, there's a woman whose daughter was paralyzed in the shooting, and when she glances at me I can see the anger in her eyes still. I quickly turn away, in case she decides to say something to me.
 
   The bus pulls away and I realize I'm going to regret going tonight. But I think I'd regret not going more.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, when I step down from the bus, I see that the driver was right. I mean, I knew there'd be a crowd, but there must be at least a hundred people standing on the grass opposite the prison's tall, dark gates. Some of them are carrying banners protesting against the death penalty, while others have signs with biblical quotes and messages about redemption, and there are even some banners that call my brother out for being in league with Satan. Quite a few people are holding candles, and at the very edge of the street there are even a couple of crews from the local news.
 
   As the bus drives away, I suddenly feel as if it was a mistake to come out here.
 
   “Stop state-sanctioned murder!” a woman shouts nearby as I force myself to head through the crowd. “Not in our name! Ban the death penalty!”
 
   “He's getting what's coming to him,” a man mutters darkly, his face lit by the flickering light of a candle. “Why should we pay to keep him alive for the rest of his miserable life?”
 
   “Hey!” a woman says suddenly, grabbing my arm.
 
   I turn to her, terrified that – despite the hat I'm wearing and my attempt to change my look – I might have been recognized. The last thing I need is for anyone here to realize that I'm Malcolm's sister.
 
   “You're a little young to be out here, aren't you?” she asks, with a hint of concern in her eyes. “Are you alone?”
 
   “I just wanted to see,” I reply, pulling free from her grip.
 
   “Which side are you on?”
 
   “Side?” Pausing, I realize what she means. “I'm not on any side,” I tell her. “I just came down because I wanted to...” My voice trails off, but I honestly don't know how to finish that sentence. I guess I should have thought up a better cover story on the way here.
 
   “Are you a blogger?” she asks with a frown.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “There's a lot of them about,” she continues. “Seems like everyone thinks they can be a goddamn journalist these days. You've got the news folk, of course, but they're outnumbered a hundred to one by all the assholes who came so they can live-stream the event. If you ask me, there's something wrong with human beings these days.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I realize that I recognize this woman. I think she's a substitute teacher who's been at my school a few times.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I stammer, “I really just came to watch.”
 
   Forcing a smile, I slip away, threading my way through the crowd until I reach a patch of unoccupied grass almost directly opposite the prison's main gate. Nearby, a middle-aged man and woman are slumped in fold-out chairs, eating sandwiches and sipping from beer-cans. It's almost as if they came down here to be entertained.
 
   “Tonight, though,” says a reporter standing nearby, speaking into a camera, “most of the country's attention is turned here, to the prison where, in just under two hours' time, Malcolm Bromley will be put to death for his part in the massacre that killed fifteen students and three teachers at Dayler Martin High School. That's assuming, of course, that last-minute appeals filed by various civil rights groups are unsuccessful. A source close to the situation told me exclusively, however, that the governor is not planning to intervene, and that Bromley himself is not involved with any of the attempts to obtain a stay of execution. In other words, Peter, tonight's execution is almost certain to go ahead as scheduled.”
 
   “Some critics say that the state's governor has rushed the process,” another reporter says into a different camera, “and that due process hasn't been carried out, all so that the execution can go ahead before next month's key polling. Others, however, argue that since Malcolm Bromley isn't seeking to challenge the verdict, there's really no reason to wait any longer.”
 
   Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the folded-up piece of paper I used earlier to jot down the order in which things will happen. After checking my watch again, I realize that right about now Malcolm is probably sitting alone in his cell, waiting to be taken to a different waiting area. He should have had his last meal by now. I bet he asked for bacon and eggs. That was always his favorite.
 
   Glancing toward the dark prison buildings, I realize I have no idea which of them might be the one where my brother is being held right now, but I swear I can sense him in there somewhere. I know that's most likely just my mind being totally irrational, but I can't help wondering whether in some way he knows that I'm out here. My mother refused point-blank to go and visit him, and I wasn't allowed to go without her. I thought about trying to call him, but I doubt he'd have accepted and anyway, I don't have much to say. I just feel like I have to be here, because if I was anywhere else right now, I'd be losing my mind.
 
   As the next couple of hours pass, I sit on the grass and keep track of the itinerary. I'm pretty sure I know roughly when Malcolm is offered the chance to meet with a priest, and the moment when he's led to the waiting room. I try to imagine what it must be like for him right now, what he must be thinking, but my thoughts are interrupted when suddenly a few nearby protestors start singing hymns. Their voices immediately set me on edge, but I force myself to button down and stay calm.
 
   I've been letting my anger get out of control lately.
 
   After tonight, I need to work on not being a bitch.
 
   Checking my watch again, I see that it's now just five minutes before midnight, which means Malcolm is most likely in the execution chamber, strapped to a table with needles being put in place. I've read so much lately about the experiences of other executed prisoners, about how their final moments went down, but right now none of that information really helps. My chest feels impossibly tight, and there's a part of me that wants to get to my feet and race into the prison, to scream at them until they stop what they're doing to him. At the same time, I know that I can't do anything, that I'm just another observer. All around me, the crowd is starting to move forward, although police officers are making them stay on this side of the road. Finally I get to my feet and stumble down the grassy embankment until I reach the front of the crowd.
 
   And then, with tears in my eyes, I wait. My heart is pounding, but I know there's nothing I can do. I'm freezing cold, and when I look around at the other people in the crowd I see that they're all wearing thick jackets, whereas in my daze I came out here wearing my old, worn coat. Taking a deep breath, I turn toward the prison and see lights in some of the windows. This is the place where my brother is being executed, but it looks so mundane and ordinary.
 
   I check my watch every few seconds, until finally there's less than a minute to go. Staring at the hand as it ticks around, I feel as if my body has become impossibly light, and when midnight finally arrives I find myself imagining the chemicals being pumped into my brother's body. Is he fighting back? Is he screaming? Is he calm? Has he repented for what he did, or does he still believe he was right? Nearby, some people in the crowd around me are singing more hymns, and I feel a wave of sorrow pass through my body as I realize that at this very moment my brother is finally been executed, just a few years after he and Jonathan Wilder went into the school with their stolen guns raised.
 
   “Hey, dumb-ass,” I remember him saying to me once, years ago, as I sat playing with dolls on the bedroom floor. “Having fun down there?”
 
   His smile.
 
   I remember his smile.
 
   I also remember how he used to walk straight through my dolls, knocking them with his feet.
 
   “Sorry,” he'd always say.
 
   “Why are you so mean?” I remember asking him one day.
 
   “I'm not mean.”
 
   “Don't you like me?”
 
   “That's a dumb question, Bonnie.”
 
   I was too young to really have any deep conversations with him, but I thought he was so cool. I wanted to be like him one day, and to be his friend. I must have been out of my mind.
 
   In a daze, I don't notice at first as a figure emerges from the prison's gate, flanked by two officers. They stop on the other side of the road, next to a microphone stand, with more police keeping the crowd back. I feel as if I'm about to faint, but somehow I manage to stay standing, although it takes a moment before I can focus on the words that are being read out.
 
   “- can confirm, therefore, that the execution of Malcolm Bromley was carried out in full just a few minutes ago, in accordance with the sentence handed down by the court. The prisoner made no final statement, and his body is now being transferred for processing so that it can be transported by ambulance to -”
 
   The man says some more words, but I let them wash over me as I stare at the dark buildings and realize that somewhere in there, my brother's dead body is most likely being wheeled along a corridor. Looking up at the stars above, I briefly catch myself wondering whether he's up there now, but I quickly remind myself that this is no time to get maudlin or romantic. He's just dead, that's all, and his soul – whatever that word means – is now gone, lost to the mists of time, never to return in any form. I wish I could believe in life after death, or in ghosts, but somehow I've always felt this brick-heavy certainty in my chest, telling me that there's nothing to come after this life.
 
   Stuffing my hands into my pockets, I turn to walk away.
 
   And then I see her.
 
   A little further back, Hannah is standing alone. We make eye contact, and I feel an immediate rush of anger as I realize that I was right earlier. Obviously she is some kind of groupie, out to vicariously experience the thrill of this whole macabre mess. Unable to hold back, I pull my hands from my pockets and stomp toward her.
 
   “Hey,” she says with a smile as I get closer, “how -”
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” I shout, shoving her in the chest. She stumbles back and lands on her ass as I tower over her.
 
   “Listen,” she stammers, “I think you should -”
 
   “Don't tell me what to do,” I sneer. For a moment, I feel as if all my anger is directed at this dumb idiot, and I can't hold back, even though I know I'll regret my outburst later. I really, really need to get it out. “Are you enjoying this?” I ask. “Did you get a little tingle out tonight, soaking up the atmosphere and listening to all the shouts and sobbing?”
 
   “No, I -”
 
   “People like you make me sick!” I hiss. “This isn't some kind of theatrical event! You're not supposed to enjoy it!”
 
   “Can we go somewhere and talk?” she asks. “Please? It's important.”
 
   “I don't want to be your friend!” I shout. Aware that a few other people are staring now, I force myself to lower my voice. “I don't want to be anyone's friend,” I add, taking a step back. “Whatever sick pleasure you experienced from all of this, that's your problem, but I don't want anything to do with it. Leave me alone, or I swear to God...”
 
   My voice trails off. I can see the shock in her eyes, but I can also feel my anger starting to gnaw at my guts. I thought shouting at her would help, but if anything I'm starting to feel worse, as if there's an actual, physical pain clawing its way up through my chest.
 
   “Oh my God,” a voice whispers nearby, “is that... I think that's his sister!”
 
   Turning, I see that I've attracted some attention.
 
   “Bonnie,” Hannah says after a moment, still down on the grass, “please, let me explain and -”
 
   “Go to hell,” I mutter, pulling my hood up to cover as much of my face as possible, as I turn and hurry away. I can hear Hannah still calling after me, but I don't look back, and finally I reach the road and hurry over to the darker side. Glancing back, I see to my relief that no-one is following me, but I still pick up the pace, determined to get the hell out of here.
 
   It's too late for me to catch a bus into town now, but I always knew that I'd end up having to walk. The night air is colder than I'd anticipated, but as cars start driving past me I can't help feeling that the walk will be a good opportunity to get my head straight. When a woman slows and offers me a ride, I tell her that I'm fine, and I just smile politely when she offers again. Finally she speeds away, and a little while later I finally find myself all alone on the road, with the lights of town up ahead. I look over my shoulder a few times, but thankfully that dumb Hannah girl seems to have understood that I don't want anything to do with her.
 
   A few minutes after that, an ambulance drives past at no great speed, and I realize that it must be carrying Malcolm's body to the local hospital, or a morgue in town.
 
   “Goodbye,” I whisper, stopping and watching as the ambulance disappears into the distance. I wait until its lights are gone, and then I sit down at the side of the road and do the one thing I swore I wouldn't do tonight.
 
   I burst into tears, and my whole body starts shaking violently as I bury my face in my hands and start sobbing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I reach the edge of town, it's 5am and I'm in something of a daze. I should keep to dark side-streets, but I figure Adam and his friends won't be out right now and – even if they are – I don't feel much like hiding. I don't know how I expected to react once the execution was over, but I'm surprised by just how blank and empty I feel now that the tears have passed. I no longer want to scream or cry, or shout with rage. I just want to keep walking and never have to talk to anyone ever again.
 
   Maybe I should become a hermit, or a nun.
 
   Anything that involves not being around people.
 
   There's a figure up ahead, someone sitting at the side of the road. I slow my pace, worried that there might be trouble, but after a moment I realize that the figure's silhouette seems a little familiar, almost as if...
 
   I stop and wait.
 
   Malcolm.
 
   It looks like Malcolm.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that of course it's not Malcolm. He's only been dead for a few hours, so it's a little early to start hysterically believe in ghosts. Forcing myself to start walking again, I can feel my heart pounding as I get closer to the dark figure, but finally I see to my relief that it's just a homeless guy sleeping on a bench at the bus stop. He doesn't wake up as I walk past.
 
   Ghosts don't exist.
 
   My brother is not coming back.
 
   Eventually I get home and head to the front door. This is kind of the last place I want to be right now, but at the same time I don't have a choice. To my relief, however, I see that the house hasn't been tagged tonight, and miraculously the car hasn't had its tires slashed. I guess maybe, just maybe, Malcolm's execution means that people will leave us alone until we eventually get out of town. That's been my hope for a while now, and I suppose there's still a chance, although that Hannah girl has been a useful reminder of just how insane some people can be.
 
   I know I was harsh earlier, and I wish I hadn't gotten so angry at her.
 
   I just hate vultures.
 
   Inside, the house is dark and quiet. Mom isn't on the sofa, which means she must have woken at some point and drunkenly slouched to bed. I head through to the kitchen and make a sandwich, and then I wander to my room. I have to be up for school in about two hours' time, so there's no real point trying to sleep. Passing the door to Malcolm's room, I glance at the handle and tell myself that some day soon I have to actually go in there and take a look around. Not right now, though. Right now I feel like I need to wait until my brain resets and all this madness has passed. In fact, once I'm in my room and see the cardboard taped over the broken window, I can't shake the feeling that I'm in something of a trance. I sit on the edge of the bed and start eating my sandwich, although to be honest I'm not hungry.
 
   I need to get rid of this anger.
 
   I need to stop being a bitch. I just -
 
   And then I hear him.
 
   Just a faint bump at first, but I know it's him. I turn and look at the wall on the other side of my bedroom, the wall that separates my room from Malcolm's. I wait a moment, and sure enough there's another bump from the other side, and I feel a slow, terrified frost starting to spread through my chest until it touches my heart.
 
   It's him.
 
   After all this time, I'm finally losing my mind.
 
   Half a second later, I flinch as I hear a louder bump from Malcolm's room. I remember in the old days before everything went crazy and he did what he did, how I used to hear him shuffling about in there. It's exactly the same sound right now, except obviously I know he's gone. I tell myself that this is just my mind playing tricks on me, that I'm finally going bat-shit crazy, but my heart is pounding and I can't quite believe that I'm weak enough to imagine something so obvious.
 
   Then again, how would I know?
 
   I might really, truly be going mad.
 
   I flinch as I hear a brief scrabbling sound from Malcolm's room. I remember that sound from before, it usually meant that he was searching for something in the vast mess of stuff that he used to keep all over the floor. In a way, the sound is comforting, but at the same time...
 
   It can't be him.
 
   There's no such thing as ghosts.
 
   Getting up, I limp across the room and stop next to the wall. I wait, but right now there's no sound coming from his room. Leaning closer, I place my ear against the wall and listen, and after a moment I realize that I'm holding my breath again. I don't really know what I'm expecting to hear, but after a few seconds I start to notice a faint scratching sound coming from just the other side. I remember that sound, too; I remember when he used to be fiddling with the cables at the back of his computer, muttering curse words under his breath as he tried to get everything set up properly. I don't hear any muttering this time, but there's definitely something going on in there, almost as if -
 
   Suddenly there's a loud thump on the other side of the wall, and I feel the plaster shudder slightly. I step back, my heart pounding, but now there's only silence. Still, he sounded angry. I used to hear him punch the wall sometimes when his rage was really overflowing. After a moment, I realize I can hear the scratching sound again, but this time it seems to be coming from out in the corridor. Forcing myself to go take a look, I open my bedroom door and lean out. There's no sign of anyone, but finally I spot a hint of movement.
 
   The door handle to Malcolm's room is slowly turning. I stare in shock as the door shudders slightly, as if someone is trying to open it from the inside, and then the handle goes back to its resting position. Swallowing hard, I lean back into my room and push my door shut.
 
   I wait, holding my breath, but a moment later I hear another bump from his room. And then, seconds later, a brief, agonized scream fills my ears. Even before the scream has finished, however, I already feel as if it was only in my head. I wait again, but there's no sign of Mom stirring, so I tell myself that I'm just losing my mind and that everything will be fine in the morning.
 
   And then I hear a scratching sound from over by the window. I turn and take a look, and suddenly I realize that the sound is coming from the shoebox. Making my way over cautiously, I lift the lid and see that little Rudolph is back up and moving around. I guess I must have been wrong the other day when I thought he was dead.
 
   “Well, hey there,” I say with a smile. “You're a tough little guy, huh?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “Woah,” Molly says as she puts an arm around my shoulder, “you are not with it today!”
 
   Flinching, I instinctively pull away. I was listening to the rustle of voices in the back of my mind, the voices that come whenever I have trouble sleeping. I can't even remember the last time I had a proper night's sleep, but I must be running on something like five or six hours' sleep in total over the past week. Definitely not enough.
 
   “I was calling you from across the street,” she continues with a faint, cautious smile. “Sorry, didn't you hear me?”
 
   “I must've been thinking about something,” I mutter, turning and continuing my walk to school. My legs are feeling particularly wobbly this morning, almost as if they might give out entirely, but there's no way I'm willing to mention that to anyone. I'll be fine, I know I will, I just need to wait it out. Today is a new day, and the morning sunlight is a sign that a new beginning has arrived. I just have to keep my head together.
 
   “So how are you doing?” she asks, hurrying to keep up with me. “I mean last night, did you... How was it?”
 
   “It was fine,” I reply, resisting the urge to be sarcastic.
 
   “I saw the news.”
 
   “Then there's nothing to talk about.”
 
   “But are you okay?”
 
   “Why wouldn't I be okay?”
 
   “You seem -”
 
   “I'm fine!” I hiss, turning to her. Before I can get another word out, however, I realize that I'm acting way, way too hyper and wiry. The truth is, after the scream I heard coming from Malcolm's room this morning, I almost went in to see what was happening. There were no more sounds, however, so I chickened out and told myself I could just put it out of my mind. Fat chance. “I just don't want everyone to keep asking me how I'm doing today,” I continue, trying to calm my nerves. “I don't want people giving me weird looks, either. I just want to get through my day without being disturbed.” There are tears in my eyes now, but I quickly sniff them back. “I don't want to talk,” I tell her finally.
 
   Stepping closer, she puts her arms around me. “It's over,” she whispers.
 
   “I know,” I whimper, as my bottom lip starts trembling.
 
   “You went out there, didn't you?”
 
   I frown. “How did you know?”
 
   “I guessed. I know what you're like, Bonnie. Sometimes you're your own worst enemy.”
 
   Pulling away from her, I wipe my eyes. “I had to be there,” I tell her. “I mean, someone had to. Someone from the family. Wouldn't you have gone? Even if it didn't actually change anything, wouldn't you have felt like...” I pause as I realize there's no way I can explain myself. “Where else should I have been?”
 
   “And how was it?”
 
   “I don't know.” I pause for a moment as I think back to the road outside the prison. “I think it was okay, except...” Suddenly my thoughts switch to the sounds I heard from my brother's bedroom a couple of hours ago. I should tell Molly, but I know she'd just laugh at me, and I also know there's a danger that I'd be legitimizing my irrational fears. “It's just a weird day,” I say finally. “I think everything'll be fine once it's over, I just need to push on through.” Spotting movement in the distance, I look past her and see that someone is standing at the far end of the street, apparently just staring this way. I squint, but my eyesight isn't exactly brilliant and I can't really make the figure out.
 
   “What?” Molly asks, turning and looking for a moment before glancing back at me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Just that guy, or...” For some reason, I can't shake the feeling that the figure is watching me.
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “Over there. On that corner.”
 
   She turns again. “I don't see a guy,” she says after a moment.
 
   “Right there,” I reply, pointing toward the figure. “You can't miss him.”
 
   She pauses, before shrugging. “I don't see anyone.”
 
   Sighing, I turn to her. “Seriously?” I glance back toward the figure, but suddenly there's no sign of him. Taking a step forward, I look for some sign that he might have suddenly run away, but it's as if he was never there in the first place. “I'm cracking up,” I whisper.
 
   “No shock there,” Molly says, putting an arm around my shoulder as she starts leading me along the street. “You know you can talk to me, right?” she continues. “Maybe you feel the need to tell everyone else that you're fine, but I'm not everyone else. I'm a good listener.”
 
   “There's nothing to say,” I mutter, keeping my eye on the spot where the figure was standing. As we get closer, I can't help feeling a slow gnawing sensation in my gut, and my legs are doing that thing again where they start feeling slightly numb. A moment later, I feel a few more of those painful pinpricks on my arm. “It's done,” I add. “It's over. Malcolm's gone now.”
 
   She leads me across the street, straight toward the corner where I saw the figure. I feel a little dizzy, but I figure that should pass soon.
 
   “What your brother did,” Molly continues, “was not your fault. Aside from a few over-excitable assholes, everyone's gonna figure that out soon enough.”
 
   “Debbie's not an asshole,” I point out, “and neither's Josh.”
 
   “They must be if they're still ignoring you,” she replies.
 
   “Or maybe they're right,” I mutter, trying to ignore the fact that my legs feel increasingly heavy. “Even the idiots at school who -”
 
   As soon as we reach the spot where I saw the figure, my knees give way and I stumble, dropping down onto the sidewalk but just about managing to keep from collapsing all the way. For a moment, just a brief flash, I hear voices shouting in the distance, echoing through my mind. At the same time, I swear I can feel other hands touching me, holding my shoulders and trying to pull my head back.
 
   “Bonnie?” Molly crouches next to me and peers into my eyes. “Are you okay? You're looking kinda peaky.” She places the back of her hand against my forehead. “Ew, you're all clammy too.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I tell her, although I feel as if the whole world is starting to tilt a little. I try to get back up, only to fall forward and land hard on my wrists. Taking a deep breath, I try to convince myself that I'll be okay once I've taken some deep breaths. As I try again to get up, however, the street seems to swing violently around and I clatter to the ground, knocking my head against the sidewalk.
 
   “Help!” Molly shouts, as I slip into unconsciousness. “Somebody help!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I remember the sound of footsteps racing into the school after the shooting. Voices shouting, sirens outside, people sobbing.
 
   I remember someone touching my shoulder.
 
   “Are you okay? Can you hear me?”
 
   I remember trying to answer, but I couldn't. Something was stopping me, holding me back, and I remember feeling as if something was wrong. And I remember sinking into darkness, and then...
 
   I'm not sure what happened next.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Stress,” Mom mutters, holding her right hand to her lips as if she's smoking an imaginary cigarette. “Great. Well done, Bonnie. Do you have any idea how big the medical bill is gonna be, just 'cause you couldn't handle a little stress? I can't believe you fainted in the street, for God's sake.”
 
   “You can go outside and smoke if you want,” I reply, still feeling a little woozy as I lean back on the hospital bed. “I'll be fine here.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asks, her voice dripping with sarcasm. Getting to her feet, she grabs her bag and then gives me a quick kiss on the forehead. “Try not to pass out from stress again. I'll be back in five, okay? And if anyone comes and says they're gonna give you more tests, don't let them! Just tell them you're fine and you're waiting to get out of here.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “You understand?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “They just want more money,” she continues. “The tests are only -”
 
   “I get it,” I say firmly. “Don't worry, I won't rack up any more costs. I'll -”
 
   Suddenly the lights flare all around me, becoming unbearably bright, although they quickly go back to normal.
 
   “You'd better not,” Mom mutters. “We can't afford all of this.”
 
   “It's okay,” I reply, still feeling dazed. “I'm okay.”
 
   She eyes me with suspicion for a moment, as if she expects me to turn traitor and order a battery of expensive procedures, but finally she heads out of the cubicle while rummaging in her bag for a pack of cigarettes. To be honest, I'm relieved once she's gone; her nervous energy can get to me at the best of times, but ever since I woke up she's been hovering next to my bed, questioning everything the doctors say and generally acting like a paranoid lunatic. I guess I don't blame her, in a way. We each had to find a way to deal with what happened to Malcolm. Mom's solution was to become a chain-smoking alcoholic wreck, and mine was...
 
   I don't know what my solution was. I was only eleven when it happened, so I hadn't really developed much of a personality. Now I just feel blank most of the time.
 
   “Okay,” the doctor says suddenly as he comes through, “Miss Bromley, I'm glad to see that the color has returned to your cheeks. All your scans look good and I think we can safely say there's nothing too wrong with you.” He sets his chart down and feels my forehead. “Have you been under any stress lately?”
 
   “Um... Kind of.”
 
   “Anything in particular?”
 
   “Well, my brother...” I pause for a moment. This is the first person in a long time who seems to genuinely not know that I'm related to the infamous Malcolm Bromley, and I'd like to keep it that way. “Just some stuff at home,” I tell him as I start to sit up. “Typical teenaged girl stuff.”
 
   He frowns.
 
   “You know what I mean,” I add.
 
   “I have two of my own at home,” he replies, “so I know exactly what you mean. The only thing is, I've never met a teenaged girl who ever described herself as typical.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He smiles, before frowning and reaching into his mouth. Pulling out a tooth, he examines it for a moment before setting it on the counter.
 
   “Don't worry about that,” he says with a faint, cautious smile.
 
   “Could stress cause hallucinations?” I ask.
 
   “What kind of hallucinations?”
 
   I pause, thinking back first to the guy in the street and then to the sounds coming from Malcolm's bedroom this morning. “Seeing people,” I say cautiously, “and maybe hearing them too. I haven't been sleeping well, I guess maybe that was the cause, but sometimes the voices seem really close.”
 
   “Do you want to give me an example?”
 
   I stare at him for a moment. “Nothing special.”
 
   “Do you hear them now?”
 
   I pause for a moment, but in truth I don't hear anything at all, not even the normal sounds of a hospital. No announcements, no-one being paged. It's almost as if, beyond the curtains that surround this cubicle, the hospital itself isn't really there.
 
   “And how many times have you experienced the visual hallucinations?” the doctor asks.
 
   “Two times so far. Both very close together.”
 
   “I see.” He stares at me for a moment, before spitting another tooth into the palm of his hand and setting it on the counter. “I don't think I'm going to jump the gun on this, Miss Bromley. I think you've experienced a stress-related incident that hopefully won't recur. Believe it or not, that kind of thing can happen to all of us, but the important thing is that you find a way to relax and get some sleep. Do we have a deal?”
 
   “I...” Pausing, I finally realize that he's probably right. “Deal.”
 
   “But if I see you back here any time soon,” he adds, “then we'll have to think about running some tests. An M.R.I. scan, maybe, and -”
 
   “Oh no you don't!” Mom hisses, hurrying into the room and grabbing my arm, damn near pulling me off the bed. “No more tests!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “They're all the same,” she mutters a short while later, as she struggles to get the car started. “Jesus Christ, they're like vampires. There's nothing wrong with you. If you faint again, don't let them put you in an ambulance.”
 
   “I was unconscious,” I point out.
 
   “Well, don't be!” She takes a long drag on her cigarette, filling the car with a cloud of smoke as she tries the engine again. “That's what happens if you go around being unconscious. People take advantage of you.”
 
   “I'll try to remember that,” I reply with a frown.
 
   “Stupid car,” she continues. “I swear to God, every time it's supposed to be fixed, it's a little worse.”
 
   “It's been like this forever,” I point out.
 
   She mutters a few curses under her breath as she tries the ignition again and again.
 
   “I went to the prison last night for Malcolm's execution,” I say suddenly.
 
   She freezes, before slowly turning to me.
 
   “I know I shouldn't have,” I continue, “but -”
 
   Before I can get another word out, she slaps me hard on the side of the face. I pull back, shocked.
 
   “Mom -”
 
   “Get out!” she shouts.
 
   “Mom, listen...”
 
   “Get the hell out of this car!” she hisses, leaning over me and opening the door on my side. “You can walk home! I told you a long time ago, we don't talk about that! We don't think about it, we don't let it into our thoughts at all, and we sure as hell do not talk about it! That's the only goddamn rule I expect you to follow!”
 
   “I'm sorry, I just -”
 
   “Is that why you fainted?” she continues, leaning back and taking another drag on her cigarette. “Jesus Christ, girl, you know how to create drama.”
 
   “Malcolm's dead!”
 
   “Bonnie -”
 
   “Is there going to be a funeral or -”
 
   She tries to slap me again, but this time I duck out of the way and stumble out of the car before turning to her.
 
   “One more word,” she sneers, “about any of that, and there will be very serious repercussions for you, young lady!”
 
   “So we're just never going to talk about it?” I ask.
 
   “We're never, ever going to talk about it,” she continues, her eyes wild with anger. “Seriously, as far as this family is concerned, it never even happened. You are an only child -”
 
   “Liar!” I shout.
 
   “You are an only child!” she continues, with tears in her eyes. “You never had a brother! I never had a son! You...” She pauses, and I can see that she's trembling with anger. Finally, she reaches over and pulls the door shut, slamming it with such force that the whole car shudders.
 
   “When are we going to talk about this?” I ask, knocking on the window. I try the handle, but it's already locked.
 
   “You can walk home!” she shouts, trying the engine again.
 
   “And then what?” I ask.
 
   “And then you can keep your mouth shut,” she continues, as the engine finally turns over, “and stop trying to cause trouble.”
 
   “But -” Suddenly the car jerks forward and I step back, narrowly avoiding getting my toes crushed. I watch as Mom floors the throttle, sending the car screeching forward. Sighing, I wait as she races out of the parking lot, and finally I realize that she was deadly serious about leaving me here to walk home on my own. Even by her standards, that was kind of an extreme reaction.
 
   It takes two hours to get back to the house. Along the way, I pass Mom's car parked outside one of her favorite low-life bars. I feel kind of dizzy, and a couple of times I suddenly notice that I'm not walking on the same street as a moment ago, as if somehow I'm flickering from one part of town to another. Telling myself that I need to keep my head straight, I try to focus on my steps, although I can't help noticing that my memory of the hospital seems to be fading already, almost as if I was never really there.
 
   When I eventually get home, I find that Dad is also out, which means I've got the place to myself. After making some lunch, I head to my room and get ready to feed Rudolph. When I look in his shoebox, however, I see that he's dead again. I guess his resurrection was a little short-lived.
 
   “I'll bury you tomorrow,” I tell him, after double-checking to make sure that he really, truly is dead this time. “Sorry, buddy.”
 
   Once I've set the lid back on the shoebox, I stand in silence for a moment. There's a dark thought gnawing at the back of my mind, one that just won't leave me alone. I know what I have to do, but it takes a few more minutes before I'm ready. Finally,however, I decide that I've had enough of hiding. After hurrying to the kitchen and grabbing the key from the pot by the window, I head along the corridor and unlock the door to Malcolm's room. My hands are trembling but I have to do this, but I can't help flinching as I push the door open.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I thought the room would be exactly the same as I remember from three years ago, but I was wrong. I guess that's what happens when a bunch of federal agents go rooting through a teenager's bedroom.
 
   The first thing I notice once I've pulled the drapes open is that Malcolm's computer is gone. I saw the agents carrying it out, of course, but it's still weird to see his once-cluttered desk now standing empty, with just a few wires poking up from the back. A pile of old magazines used to stand next to the desk, but that pile has also been taken away. In fact, almost everything is gone, and as I turn and look around I realize that his entire room must have been packed into boxes and carted away. I guess it all ended up being examined in some sterile evidence room somewhere, and then either retained or burned. Maybe it was offered back to Mom and Dad, maybe they turned it down, or maybe it all just got lost in the system.
 
   Whatever.
 
   The whole room is bare.
 
   Even the mattress is gone. The basic bed-frame is still here, but they took his mattress. I remember they were worried he might have been in communication with other groups online, maybe part of some network, so I guess they were looking for anywhere he might have stored notes or contact details. Stepping around what remains of the bed, I head to the closet and pull the doors open, but of course all his clothes are gone too. Considering how messy his room was in the old days, it's so weird to so it like this now, cleared out and bare. All this time I've been assuming that most of his stuff got left behind, and now it's strange to realize that I was so completely wrong.
 
   I stand in complete silence for a moment.
 
   I expected him to be here. Even though I don't believe in ghosts, even though I've told myself a thousand times that I'll never see him again, in the back of my mind there was a part of me that thought I'd find him sitting in here even now, hours after his execution. Damn it, I can be so dumb sometimes.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   Silence.
 
   I know I shouldn't do this, I don't believe in ghosts at all, but still...
 
   I have to try.
 
   “Hello?” I say out loud.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Malcolm?” My voice is trembling. “Are you here?”
 
   I wait, but there's still no response. Of course there's no response, he's gone, but in the back of my mind there's still a little hint of doubt. I guess everyone has some desire to believe in the paranormal, and my desire – even if it's infinitesimally small – must have been nurtured by recent events. Stepping over the bed-frame, I head to the wall that adjoins my bedroom and I reach out, scratching my nails against the paint. I swear I heard noises in here this morning, but I'm starting to come around to the idea that my head isn't quite in a good place right now. It's only natural that I should be a little messed up, and going to the prison last night probably wasn't the smartest move in the world, but I'm still glad that I made the effort.
 
   Malcolm probably had no idea I was there, and it's not like I actually changed anything, but it just feels as if it was the right thing to do.
 
   “Things are looking a little more stable now,” a male voice says suddenly, his voice echoing all around me.
 
   I turn, but there's no sign of anyone.
 
   Hearing a faint bump over my shoulder, I turn and look back across the room. I immediately tell myself that the bump was nothing sinister, but I can't help waiting for a few seconds, just in case anything else happens. I know I'm probably just letting myself get spooked, but I feel as if there's a presence here in the room with me, and I back against the wall while watching for any hint of movement. I wait, and for the first time in my life I actually feel the hairs standing up on the back of my neck. I never knew that was an actual things before, but I swear to God, I feel like I'm not alone right now, almost as if -
 
   Suddenly my phone starts ringing in my pocket, damn near scaring the life out of me. I pull it out and see that Molly's trying to get in touch.
 
   “Hey,” she says as soon as I answer. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I'm fine,” I mutter. “I wish people would stop asking that. I was fine a few hours ago, and I'm fine now.”
 
   “That's not what I'm talking about,” she replies cautiously. “Bonnie, have you seen the latest news on TV?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “- but prison officials have now confirmed both that the footage is genuine,” the news anchor continues, “and that there were technical irregularities concerning Malcolm Bromley's execution. They would not, however, confirm whether rumors about incorrect use of drug mixtures might have been responsible for the awful scenes that are now circulating online.”
 
   My hands are trembling as I open my laptop. I want to wake up, for this to be revealed as some kind of nightmare, but my heart is pounding and I can tell that it's all too real. Although our internet is laboriously slow, I finally manage to get onto social media, and sure enough people are sharing links to a video that apparently shows my brother's botched execution. There are various NSFW and NSFL tags, but I don't even think twice before following one of the links, which leads me to some dodgy-looking video site. Before I really know what I'm doing, I click to play the video.
 
   Immediately, my laptop's speakers are filled with an agonized scream. It's my brother, I recognize his voice, and the video shows a jerky smart-phone video. There's a figure strapped to a table, and I can see him desperately struggling to break free from the restraints. I reach out to stop the video, but it's already over and I'm left sitting in silence as the scream echoes through my mind.
 
   “Was Malcolm Bromley tortured to death?” I read out loud from a news article covering the video's leak. “That's the question being asked of prison officials after footage emerged that appears to show high-school shooter Malcolm Bromley writhing in pain just minutes after a cocktail of drugs was pumped into his body. Further leaks suggest that an experimental new mixture was used, and that Bromley spent almost twenty minutes in excruciating pain before officials stepped in and authorized the use of another drug that ended his suffering more quickly.”
 
   Leaning back, I stare at the screen in disbelief. The scream I just heard in the footage was exactly the same as the scream I heard this morning, the scream that briefly came from my brother's room, even though I know that's not possible.
 
   Flicking through to another blog, I find a screen-shot from the grainy video, showing a blurred image of Malcolm's tortured face. I flinch as I see his mouth wide open mid-scream, and his eyes clenched tight shut. While all of that was happening last night, I was outside the prison, shivering in the cold night air and waiting for news. There's no -
 
   Suddenly I hear a scratching sound coming from the shoebox. I wait, convinced that I must be losing my mind, but finally I head over and lift the lid, only to find that Rudolph is once again alive.
 
   “Hey buddy,” I mutter, “you seem to be having trouble making up your mind.”
 
   I pause for a moment, before putting the lid back in place.
 
   The scratching sound stops.
 
   I move the lid aside, and Rudolph is dead again.
 
   “What the hell?” I whisper, nudging his lifeless body with my finger. Once I'm sure that he's definitely dead, I put the lid back on for a few seconds and remove it, only to find that he's alive again. I try a few more times, with the same results. He keeps alternating, alive one time and dead the next. I tell myself that this is impossible, but for several minutes I repeat the experiment over and over, and every time it's the same.
 
   Once he's alive again, I stare down at him, watching as he struggles with his broken wing.
 
   “What's going on with you?” I mutter, leaning closer to get a better look at him. “How are you -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud bump from somewhere else in the house, and I realize instantly that it came from Malcolm's room.
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Okay buddy,” I whisper, looking back down at Rudolph. “Hang tight and we'll figure this out. I just have to go check on something first.”
 
   After setting the lid back on the shoebox, I head to the door. All my life, I've been absolutely certain that ghosts aren't real, and I'm damn well not going to let that certainty start fading now. I want to just stay here in the front room and ignore any weird sounds I might hear, but at the same time I know that I have to confront my fears. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to head along the corridor until I get to the door, and then I stop as I realize I can hear footsteps coming from inside my brother's old room, as if someone is pacing about in there. I take another deep breath, trying to calm my racing pulse, but I know there's only one thing I can do to deal with my fears.
 
   Stepping forward, I enter the room.
 
   The footsteps stop on a dime.
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Malcolm?” I whisper, even though I feel incredibly dumb for asking such a stupid question. Taking another step forward, I look around the room, but nothing seems to have changed since I was in here a few minutes ago. I guess -
 
   Suddenly the door slams shut behind me. I turn, and in a flash of panic I half expect to see Malcolm waiting for me. Taking a step back, I almost trip against the bed's metal frame, but I manage to stay on my feet even as I bump against the wall. My heart is pounding so fast now, I feel as if it might burst out of my chest, but I don't dare go to the door and get out of here, not yet. Besides, I keep telling myself that the only thing to fear is my own irrationality, so I force myself to stay so that I can see that there's no ghost. I mean, there can't be ghost, it's impossible.
 
   At the same time, broken-winged birds shouldn't be able to flip between life and death, either. Clearly something strange is happening in this house right now.
 
   “Malcolm?” I whisper again, hoping to force the issue. “I know you're not here. If you're here, then let me see you.”
 
   I wait.
 
   “Please,” I add under my breath, “just let it stop.”
 
   A moment later, I hear a loud banging sound from the other end of the house, as if another door has been slammed shut. I stay rooted to the spot, listening to footsteps hurrying along the corridor, but after a moment they stop just outside the room.
 
   I wait.
 
   “Malcolm?” I call out. “Is that you?”
 
   There's a pause, and then the door swings open as my mother bursts into the room.
 
   “What the hell are you doing in here?” she shouts.
 
   “Nothing,” I murmur, hurrying across the room and trying to slip past her. I immediately smell booze on her breath, and I'm not quick enough to avoid her grabbing my collar. Swinging me around, she slams me into the side of the door and then pushes me to the ground.
 
   “Who told you to go in there?” she screams.
 
   “I just -”
 
   “Who told you?”
 
   “No-one, but -”
 
   Reaching down, she grabs my arm and starts pulling me along the corridor. I try to twist free, but she soon has me through to the front room and then she drags me to the front door.
 
   “Don't you dare go into your brother's room!” she yells, pulling the door open and then shoving me outside with all the fury and strength of a beer-fueled tirade. “Who told you to go in there? No-one, that's who! Until you can learn to obey orders and respect other people's property, you'll stay outside like the common animal that you are!”
 
   “Mom, wait -”
 
   She slams the door shut just as I reach for her, and it's a miracle that I pull my hand out of the way in time to keep my fingers from being crushed. As the door shudders in its frame, I listen to the sound of Mom storming through the house, and a moment later I hear breaking glass.
 
   Struggling to my feet, I take a step back and realize that there's no way I can argue with her. Whenever she gets into one of her rages, she's damn near out of control, and the best thing is just to wait until she passes out. That'll take hours, though, so I turn and limp away from the house. I flinch as soon as I hear more glass breaking inside, and I can only imagine what she's doing right now in my brother's room. It won't be safe to go home for hours, so I pull my phone from my pocket and bring up Molly's number.
 
   “Come on,” I mutter, as I wait for her to answer. “Please pick up. I need you right now.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Hey, you've reached Molly,” the answerphone message says for the tenth time today. “If you -”
 
   Hanging up, I slip my phone away and let out a sigh. It's dark now and I've been trudging the streets for hours, taking care to avoid the areas where I'm most likely to run into trouble. Adam and his buddies aren't the only bullies in town, but I've learned over the years that bullies have a tendency to stick to the same areas, so it's usually not too hard to keep out of their way. In fact, most times when I bump into Adam, it's because I've willingly dared myself to take more of a risk. Tonight I have no such desire, so I stick to the back alleys and shadows, and to the streets with broken lighting. It's almost 11pm, and I figure I need to keep away from the house for at least another two hours before I dare go back. Sometimes when Mom gets really drunk and really angry, she stays awake well into the small hours.
 
   Hearing footsteps in the distance, I instinctively duck away from the sidewalk. I crouch in the shadows of someone's front yard and listen as the footsteps come closer. Whoever it is, they sound calm enough, and I wait as the steps go past. I don't see anyone, which seems a little odd, but I guess they must have been in the shadows. I stay low for a few minutes, until well after the footsteps have passed, before getting to my feet and resuming my long, aimless trudge along the street. Sometimes I feel like a ghost in my own body.
 
   Eventually I realize that I'm about to walk past the school. I hesitate for a moment, almost turning back, before forcing myself to keep going. As I get closer to the entrance, I see the dark, hulking building resting unlit under the night sky. There are a couple of lights around the perimeter, but the main part of the school has been left shrouded in darkness. I know it's dumb, but I feel a shiver rippling through my chest as I walk past, and I can't help thinking back to that awful day three years ago when this whole street was filled with police cars and ambulances, while helicopters hovered overhead and news crews reported excitedly from behind the police cordon.
 
   “Oh God,” I remember Debbie whimpering as we hid under a table, “please let me get out of this.”
 
   Now, there's just darkness, and an empty parking lot, and a few bikes resting against the wall around the side of the building, and a general sense of uneasy calm.
 
   I keep walking, glad to get past and -
 
   Wait.
 
   I stop.
 
   What?
 
   Bikes resting against the wall?
 
   Stepping back, I look at the bikes and realize with a slow sense of concern that I recognize one of them. Making my way over, I double-check and see that I was right. A bright pink BMX with a broken front-light could only belong to one person, and when I glance around the side of the main building I see that the door to the gym has been propped open.
 
   “Molly?” I whisper, taking a step forward.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “If you are there, we only want to talk to you. We come in peace.”
 
   I hear the voice as soon as I get through the door. It's not Molly, but it's Shannon Lucas, a girl who's always involved whenever Molly does something dumb, which is depressingly often. The corridor next to the gym's main hall is completely dark, but I know this school well enough by now to make my way easily to the double-door that leads into the hall, and when I lean through I see several candles flickering at the far end, catching the sides of three tense, oh-so-serious faces.
 
   “It's not working,” Molly says after a moment. “Are you sure we're doing it right?”
 
   “You've got to be patient,” says another voice. Karen Barnes, I think. “I told you, it takes time. If you try to rush them, you'll scare the spirits away?”
 
   “Spirits?” I whisper under my breath.
 
   “We call upon the spirits in this building to answer us,” Shannon continues. “We mean no harm, but we wish to commune with those who have passed on to the other side.”
 
   Stepping forward, I stay as quiet as possible as I make my way cautiously through the darkness.
 
   “I don't feel anything,” Karen whispers.
 
   “Quiet!” Shannon hisses. “Don't disturb the process.”
 
   Now that I'm getting closer, I can see that the three of them are sitting in a circle, holding hands while candles burn next to one kind of home-made ouija board. There's a part of me that wants to go over and flick the main lights on, or to start banging the pipes to give these idiots a scare, but at the same time I'm too shocked by the fact that they're being such complete fools. Still, at least I know why Molly couldn't hang out tonight, and why she wasn't answering her phone. She must have known that I'd go ballistic if I found out about this little stunt.
 
   “Are the spirits close?” Shannon calls out. “I think... I think I hear something! I think maybe there's a presence here...”
 
   “Yeah,” I reply. “Me.”
 
   They all gasp as they turn, and I step forward so that they can see my face in the candlelight.
 
   “That's Bonnie,” Karen says with a hint of disappointment. “She's not dead, is she?”
 
   “No,” I reply wearily, “I'm not. Thanks for noticing.”
 
   “Hey,” Molly says, getting to her feet. “What... What are you doing here?”
 
   “I saw your bike outside.”
 
   “We were just...” She pauses, but it's clear from the panic in her eyes that she knows she can't wriggle out of this. “I mean, we were... We thought...”
 
   “Trying to contact the dead?” I ask, stepping past her and looking down at the ouija board, which isn't really a ouija board at all. It's a piece of paper with some letters drawn in a vague pattern, plus the words Yes, No and Maybe at the bottom. “And how's that going?” I mutter. “Have you amateur Alistair Crowleys managed anything yet?”
 
   “Are you angry?” Molly asks.
 
   I turn to her. “Why would I be angry?”
 
   “Well, I mean...” Her voice trails off.
 
   “I don't have any right to be angry,” I continue, even though deep down I know she's right. I am angry that these idiots are turning the tragedy into a game, but I know I shouldn't start lecturing them. “Just because my brother was one of the two assholes who shot this place up, that doesn't give me the right to...” I take a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. “How long have you been doing this?”
 
   “About two hours,” Molly replies. “Tonight.”
 
   “And before tonight?”
 
   “We've been a couple of times.”
 
   “We heard a bump,” Karen adds.
 
   I turn to her. “Are you sure it wasn't me coming in just now?”
 
   “It was two nights ago!”
 
   “Wow,” I mutter. “Success, huh?”
 
   “It might have been the heating system,” Shannon admits cautiously.
 
   “Might have been,” I tell her.
 
   “We don't really know what we're doing,” Molly says.
 
   “That's not true!” Karen hisses.
 
   “Yes, it is!” she replies, turning to her. “This is the third night we've tried this, and we're not getting anywhere! Face it, the spirits aren't interested in talking to us!”
 
   “Maybe you're not a true believer,” Karen points out.
 
   Molly sighs.
 
   “Maybe you need a fourth person,” I tell them. “Someone with more of a link to this whole thing.”
 
   They all turn to me.
 
   I pause for a moment. This is dumb, in fact it's quite possibly the dumbest thing I've ever contemplated in my life, but it's not like I can go home, and wandering the cold streets doesn't hold much appeal, not anymore. Besides, that incident in Malcolm's room made me start contemplating the possibility that there might be something to the whole ghost concept, and I figure a failed séance is the perfect way to slam that door back shut so I can move on. I'm tempted to tell them about Rudolph the miraculously resurrected bird, but I figure that'd just fry their minds completely.
 
   “What's wrong?” I ask, with a faint smile. “Worried it might actually work if I'm involved?”
 
   “Are you sure about this?” Molly asks, stepping closer to me. “I didn't tell you what we were doing because, well, I thought it might upset you.”
 
   “Please,” I mutter, slipping past her and sitting next to Karen. “I'm not a pussy. I can handle a few ghosts if they show up.”
 
   I wait, but the others are clearly shocked and I can tell they're not entirely comfortable with my involvement.
 
   “Well,” Shannon says finally, “I... I guess...”
 
   “Seriously,” I reply, fixing her with a firm stare, “what are you worried about? Is it the fact that my brother was one of the killers?”
 
   “What if...” She pauses. “What if you being here means that... something... comes?”
 
   “Isn't that the point?” I ask. “Or are you just full of crap?” I wait for an answer, before turning to Karen. “Are you little girls trying to give yourselves a scare, or are you actually trying to contact the dead? 'Cause if this is a game, that's fine, you can just run along. But if you're serious, then you'd better put your money where your mouth is and sit down. Make your mind up, though. I don't have all night.”
 
   God, it's so easy to wind them up.
 
   After a moment, Molly sits next to me. “I guess this is what we came for,” she says cautiously, reaching out and taking my hand.
 
   “What's the worst that could happen?” I ask.
 
   Slowly, with obvious trepidation, the other girls all link hands. I feel like an absolute goddamn idiot right now, but I need to remind myself that this type of thing is garbage. As we all sit cross-legged on the gym floor, with the candles already burned down to their halfway marks, a kind of uneasy silence falls.
 
   “Well?” I say finally. “Who wants to do all the spooky talking?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “O spirits!” Karen calls out, now that it's finally her turn to lead. “Come to us and speak of the world beyond life! We are your humble servants, and we wish only to hear your wise words!”
 
   Silence.
 
   Finally, I can't help myself and I burst out laughing.
 
   “Bonnie!” Molly hisses.
 
   “Seriously?” I reply, turning to her and then to the others. “Is this how a séance is supposed to go? Did you, like, look it up online or something?”
 
   “I saw a movie once,” Shannon replies, a little defensively. “It was kind of like this.”
 
   “I've seen movies too,” I tell her. “I'm pretty sure you don't need to talk like a fifteenth century English maiden if you're trying to attract twenty-first century American ghosts.”
 
   “What would you know?” Karen asks.
 
   “Maybe a little more than you realize,” I reply. “Do you want to let me take my turn?”
 
   I can see the fear in her eyes, but I bet she won't turn the offer down.
 
   “Go on, then,” she mutters cautiously. She's scared, but she's also way too proud.
 
   “I should warn you,” I continue, making eye contact with each of them in turn, “that there's a chance this might actually work. There have been some strange incidents in the past few days, and they've made me start wondering about things.” Taking a deep breath, I realize that I've managed to get them nicely worked up, which after all is the whole point of this endeavor. It's not like there's any chance at all that we'll contact the dead. “I just want to make it clear,” I add, to increase the tension, “that I'm not responsible for anything that happens in the next few minutes. What will be, will be. Okay, girls?”
 
   I wait, but they seem too scared to reply, and after a moment I feel Molly squeezing my hand.
 
   “Okay, then,” I say, staring down at the piece of paper that has been serving as a ouija board. After a moment, I let go of Molly's grasp and grab the paper, before burning it with one of the candles.
 
   “What are you doing?” Karen hisses. “We need that!”
 
   “It's getting in the way,” I reply, dropping the remains of the paper to the floor before taking Molly's hand again. “You were letting your minds get distracted by that junk.”
 
   I wait, and it's clear that I've got them on the hook.
 
   “We're not little girls,” I point out. “This isn't a game.”
 
   Again, silence.
 
   “Close your eyes,” I continue. I watch as one by one they do as they're told, and then I close my eyes too. Might as well join in with the fun. To be honest, I think I have a natural flair for this theatrical baloney. “We're calling out to the dead spirits that inhabit this place,” I say calmly. “We know you're here, we know you're trapped in this space between life and death, and we seek only the chance to help. If you come to us, we will listen. If you speak to us, we will do anything to help you that is in our power. We, the living, seek communion with you, the dead.”
 
   Silence.
 
   I wait, feeling a slow sense of calm creeping through my chest. I know this is baloney, it has to be, but at the same time I feel a sense of doubt tugging at me.
 
   “My name is Bonnie Bromley,” I continue. “My brother was one of the ones who -”
 
   “Are you sure you should tell them that?” Molly whispers.
 
   “I'm pretty sure they already know,” I reply. “Keep your eyes shut.” I take a deep breath. “My brother,” I continue cautiously, “was one of the ones who caused your pain. There are eighteen of you, aren't there? Eighteen dead, lost souls trapped in this place. Some of you knew us in life, some of you didn't, but that doesn't matter now. We've seen your faces, we remember your funerals.” In my mind's eye, I can see news videos of bodies being carried out of the gym, covered by sheets, and a ripple of fear runs up the back of my neck.
 
   Dumb.
 
   Fear is dumb.
 
   For a moment, in the back of my mind, I see Jenna Cooper being gunned down in the cafeteria, and I remember the absolute terror that gripped my soul. I also remember making a run for the door, and hearing gunfire all around.
 
   “If you can hear us,” I continue, “give us a sign. Let us know that you -”
 
   Suddenly there's a loud bump at the other end of the gym. I open my eyes and turn, filled with a momentary flash of fear, but all I see is darkness. After a few seconds I turn and see the faces of the other three girls, with fear etched into their features as candlelight casts flickers of light and shadow between us.
 
   “That was just the heating system,” I tell them, even though deep down I don't entirely know what caused the noise. One thing is certain, though. It sure as hell was no ghost.
 
   I wait, but they seem absolutely terrified.
 
   “Are we getting on with this or not?” I ask. “ Close your eyes.”
 
   One by one, they close their eyes and wait. I close mine too, but it takes a moment before I can get my thoughts settled again. I keep seeing flashes from that day in the cafeteria.
 
   “To whom am I...” I take a deep breath. “Who am I speaking to?” I ask, realizing that maybe we should have kept the piece of paper after all. “Is it the spirit of someone who died in this hall?”
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Are we in the presence of one spirit,” I continue, “or many?”
 
   Again, silence.
 
   And then there's a sudden thud over by the far wall, followed by another, then more and more, little bumps and shudders that seem to be all around us until, after a few seconds, they stop.
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   Molly is gripping my hand so tight now...
 
   “Heating system,” I says firmly, as much to convince myself as to convince them. “That was just the heating system.”
 
   I pause for a moment.
 
   “There were eighteen,” Molly says suddenly.
 
   I keep my eyes shut. “What?”
 
   “There were eighteen bumps.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So... Eighteen bumps, eighteen spirits.”
 
   “Eighteen people died here,” Karen points out. “Not counting Jonathan Wilder, obviously.”
 
   “Let's just keep going,” I tell them. “You're already starting to talk yourselves into a knot again. That sound was just the heating system.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?” Molly whispers.
 
   I take another deep breath, trying to settle my nerves. “I do.”
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. Suddenly this whole situation has changed. I wanted to make fun of Molly and the others, and to prove to myself that this whole ghost thing was nonsense, but now I can feel a sense of fear starting to rise in the back of my mind and I need to strike it down fast. Retreating is no use, so I have to keep going and push through, to show us all that this is a big, stinking pile of baloney. Because it is. It has to be.
 
   “Are you going to say anything?” Molly asks.
 
   “Yes!” I snap, before reminding myself to stay calm. “We need a sign,” I say firmly, raising my voice a little. “We need some kind of signal, something to prove that you're here. No more bumps and bangs, nothing that could be the heating system. Let's get it out in the open, give us a real firm sign that can only mean one thing!”
 
   I wait.
 
   There.
 
   That's the kind of challenge no ghost can meet.
 
   And then slowly I feel something brushing against the side of my neck. I freeze, telling myself that it's not real, but the sensation is moving slowly across my skin, heading up toward the area just below my left ear. Fingertips. It feels like fingertips.
 
   It's one of the others, it has to be.
 
   Or it's -
 
   Suddenly I feel another set of fingertips on the other side of my body, this time moving down toward my right shoulder. A shudder ripples through my flesh, but I refuse to let myself get spooked.
 
   “Bonnie?” Molly whispers. “Are you... Are you finished?”
 
   “Not yet,” I gasp, as I feel the fingertips coming to a rest on the side of my face and the top of my shoulder. “Just wait.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Just wait!” I hiss. I refuse to let myself get pranked by some dumb idiot. I'm holding Karen and Molly's hands, which means Shannon is the only one who's free to have quietly moved around and done this.
 
   Cautiously, I open my eyes just a little.
 
   Karen, Molly and Shannon are all in place, still holding hands with their eyes shut.
 
   I tilt my head slightly, but the fingertips are still touching me.
 
   Someone else is here. Maybe this is all a trick, or maybe Adam or some other asshole managed to sneak in and now we're getting pranked.
 
   “How long do we have to wait?” Molly asks.
 
   “Not long,” I reply, my voice filled with tension. There's a part of me that wants to jump to my feet and turn around, to see who the hell is playing this trick on me, but I refuse to get baited so easily. “We, uh...” Taking a deep breath, I try to focus my thoughts, even though my mind is racing. “We need to just keep our focus and -”
 
   Suddenly Shannon opens her eyes opposite me, and I immediately see pure terror in her stare.
 
   “What?” I whisper. “What do you see?”
 
   She opens her mouth, but her bottom lip is trembling and no words come out.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Molly asks.
 
   “No!” I hiss. “It's just -”
 
   Before I can finish, the fingertips shift and I feel hands pressing on my face and shoulder. My head is pulled back and I'm forced to look straight up into the darkness, and I see the faintest flash of something before a heavy impact slams into me from the side and sends me skidding across the floor, clattering into Karen. Panicking, I scramble and turn to look back to where I was just sitting, but there's no sign of anyone.
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear.
 
   “Who said that?” I shout, stumbling to my feet and looking around. I don't feel anyone touching me, not anymore, but I turn and look at the darkness until finally I hurry across the gym and fumble for the lights. It takes a moment, but after a few seconds my trembling hands find the switches and I push them all, bringing the lights flickering to light one by one above us. Turning, I see Molly, Shannon and Karen standing next to the candles, staring at me with shock.
 
   “Are you okay?” Molly asks, taking a step toward me.
 
   “Did none of you hear that voice?” I stammer, my heart racing as I continue to look around. I glance back at them. “Or was it one of you?”
 
   “What voice?” Molly continues. “Bonnie -”
 
   “What did you see?” I ask, stepping toward Shannon. “You looked at me just before it happened. Who was behind me?”
 
   There are tears in her eyes, but she seems absolutely frozen with fear.
 
   “Tell me!” I shout, grabbing her shoulders. “Tell me right now what you saw!”
 
   “I...” She stares at me. “I... I saw...”
 
   “Ew,” Karen says suddenly. “Gross.”
 
   “What?” I snap, before hearing a dribbling sound. Looking down, I'm shocked to see a wet patch on the front of Shannon's pants, and drops of liquid running down from inside the left leg of her pants.
 
   “Did you...” Molly steps back. “Shannon, did you pee yourself?”
 
   “What did you see?” I ask, keeping my hands on Shannon's shoulders. “Just tell me. It wasn't real, whatever it was, but what do you think you saw?”
 
   “Jenna...” She swallows hard. “Jenna...” she stammers. “I saw Jenna Cooper.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “Jenna Cooper,” I mutter, bringing up the photo on my phone. I flinch as soon as I see the image of Jenna smiling for her class photo.
 
   “I remember her,” Molly says as we sit in the gloomy corridor outside the gym. “She was kinda stuck up sometimes, but then once she helped me with a math problem so I guess she was okay.”
 
   “She's also dead,” I point out, scrolling down the old news story. “She was one of the first fatalities when Malcolm and Jonathan opened fire. I actually saw -”
 
   I stop myself just in time. I saw Jenna getting gunned down when the shooting started, and I've replayed that moment over and over in my mind ever since. I saw her die. I saw a lot of people die that day.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. In the distance, Shannon and Karen can be heard cleaning up in the bathroom, but I scroll back up to look again at the photo of Jenna. I know she can't have been in the gym with us tonight, but I remember the high school play from last year and I know for a fact that Shannon is not a good actress. Plus, I doubt she'd actually go to the lengths of peeing herself just to prank us, which means...
 
   Which means she really thinks she saw Jenna.
 
   The worst part, the part I haven't admitted to anyone else yet, is that the voice I heard sounded like Jenna too. I know there has to be another explanation, but my head is swimming and I don't have a clue right now.
 
   “This was a very dumb idea,” Molly says after a moment.
 
   “Tell me about it,” I reply.
 
   “No,” she continues, turning to me, “I mean it was really dumb! What if we, like, opened a gateway or something?”
 
   I can't help sighing.
 
   “Just listen to me!” she hisses. “What if we summoned these ghosts, and now we can't get rid of them?”
 
   “Sounds like a bad horror movie,” I point out.
 
   “Are you saying horror movies can't be right sometimes?” she asks.
 
   “I'm saying there's no such thing as ghosts,” I tell her.
 
   “Liar,” she replies. “I saw your face back there. You believe.”
 
   “I got caught up in the moment,” I admit, “but that's not the same as actually believing in ghosts. It's just how people are, we're wired to jump to conclusions any time we -”
 
   Suddenly there's a loud banging sound from nearby. Molly and I both turn and look, but after a moment I realize that it was just Shannon and Karen in the bathroom.
 
   “See?” I continue, turning to Molly again. “It's like our minds can't accept when we don't have an explanation, so we leap to some ridiculous conclusion. Whatever happened in the gym -”
 
   “Made Shannon pee herself,” Molly points out. “Are you saying that Shannon's so easily-scared that she tricked herself into seeing Jenna Cooper's ghost? Do you really think Shannon is that dumb?”
 
   “Do I have to answer that question?” I ask cautiously, before getting to my feet. I take a few steps along the corridor, before realizing that I can't just walk away. Turning back to Molly, I can see the fear in her eyes. She absolutely believes that we just encountered a ghost in the gym, and I'm struggling really, really hard to keep from thinking the same thing.
 
   A moment later, I hear footsteps nearby and turn to see Karen emerging from the bathroom with a cowed Shannon right behind her. Shannon has her pants in a bag.
 
   “I gave her my underwear,” Karen says uncomfortably. “It was... We had to improvise.”
 
   “What did you really see?” I ask, stepping over to Shannon. “I know it's probably not something you want to think about, but please, just tell me exactly what you saw.”
 
   “I saw Jenna -”
 
   “You can't have seen Jenna Cooper,” I say firmly. “Try again.”
 
   I swear, I actually see tears starting to gather once more in her eyes.
 
   “Sorry,” I continue. “No-one's angry. In your own words, just tell me.”
 
   “I saw Jenna Cooper,” she stammers, her voice sounding low and frail. “She was right behind you, and she had a hand on your shoulder and another on your face, and she was looking down at the top of your head.” She pauses for a moment, as if she's reliving that sight. “She had a hole on one side of her... She had a hole here,” she whispers, putting a hand on the side of her face, running her fingers from her jaw to her temple. “Like, half her head was missing.”
 
   “Didn't Jenna get shot in the face?” Molly asks.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “I mean...” She shrugs. “That's what I heard, anyway.”
 
   “She was dead,” Shannon continues. “I mean, really dead. She was as dead as... And she was smiling.”
 
   “Dead people don't smile,” Molly suggests.
 
   “Dead people don't do a lot of anything,” I mutter, although I can't help thinking back to the little bird in my shoebox. I guess I must have imagined that whole thing. It's the only explanation.
 
   “And then,” Shannon adds, “she just, like, tilted your head up and then... Bonnie, something threw you across the room. You can't deny that.”
 
   “Something threw me across the room?” I ask. “Come on, be more precise. What hit me?”
 
   “There was another one next to Jenna,” she explains. “I didn't see properly, but I think it was a guy.”
 
   “Two ghosts,” Molly says after a moment.
 
   “No ghosts,” I reply, turning to her. Damn it, I have to keep my temper under control. Lately I keep flaring up at just the slightest provocation. I wasn't like that before. “I don't know what happened here, but I'm not about to jump to -”
 
   Suddenly there's a banging sound in the distance, and we all look toward the double doors that lead into the gym.
 
   “I want to go home,” Shannon whimpers. “Right now.”
 
   “We all do,” Karen replies, putting an arm around her shoulder before turning to me. “She really needs to not be here right now. Whatever's in that gym, I'm getting her away from it.”
 
   Sighing, I watch as Karen leads Shannon away, taking her toward the main door that leads back outside.
 
   “Do you really not think it was a ghost?” Molly asks after a moment.
 
   I turn to her. “Ghosts don't exist.”
 
   “So you threw yourself several meters across the gym?”
 
   “No, but -”
 
   “We did something really dumb tonight,” she adds, getting to her feet and stepping past me. “The best approach now is to just ignore it and hope that it's over. If we're lucky, there'll be no more repercussions and we'll get away with it all.”
 
   “And if we're not lucky?” I ask as I follow her. “Swarms of the living dead will come swooping out of a glowing hole in time and space? We'll be haunted for a while and then we'll get dragged to hell?”
 
   “I know you're joking, but -”
 
   “There's nothing supernatural here,” I add, glancing at the closed double doors. “We just let ourselves get spooked, that's all.”
 
   “Then why don't you go back in,” she asks, “and spend the night in there alone?”
 
   I shudder at the thought. “Because my mind is just as capable of playing tricks as anyone else's,” I tell her. “I'm sure I'd hear weird noises, maybe I'd even convince myself that I'd seen something. It's just how people are, but I don't have to be a slave to it and I'm sure as hell not going to feed it.” As we get outside, I see Karen helping a trembling Shannon onto one of the bikes. “This is pathetic,” I mutter. “It's exactly the sort of thing I swore I'd never get involved with.”
 
   “Then why did you?” Molly asks.
 
   “I wanted to prove you wrong!”
 
   “And how did that go?” Stepping past me, she heads over to her bike.
 
   “It didn't go so well,” I mutter with a sigh, before glancing back through the door and seeing the entrance to the gym's main hall. For a moment, I consider storming back in there and daring the ghosts, if they exist, to come at me again. I could nip this whole thing in the bud and show the others that ghosts don't exist, but my heart is still racing and I really don't think I have the guts right now. I think the best thing would be to go home and prove to myself that Rudolph the bird is either alive or dead, but not both at the same time.
 
   “Are you coming?” Molly asks.
 
   Turning, I see that Shannon and Karen are already biking away, while Molly is waiting for me.
 
   “I'm walking,” I tell her. “I'll be fine.”
 
   “Is your Mom drunk again?”
 
   “I'll be fine. I could use some time alone to think.”
 
   “Don't think too much,” she replies with a faint smile. “You know what I always say. Thinking gets you into trouble.”
 
   “I'll try to remember,” I mutter, as she turns and cycles away. Once she's gone, I wander to the sidewalk, but I can't help looking back toward the dark school building. I feel like a coward for not going back in there, but there's no point taking unnecessary risks. There's no such thing as ghosts, and I don't need to tie my head in knots trying to prove something so obvious. I guess the theatricality of the whole thing is so powerful, it can push aside rational judgment and make even the strongest of us believe in ghosts.
 
   As I walk away, however, I can't help thinking back to that voice I heard in my ear.
 
   “You're next,” I whisper out loud, before forcing a smile. “Yeah, right. Whatever.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I get home, it's almost 1am and the house is dark. I know from bitter experience that darkness doesn't necessarily mean Mom's asleep, or that her alcohol-fueled rage has worn off, so I approach the front door cautiously and take a brief detour to the nearby window, so I can peer into the front room. There's no sign of anyone on the couch, but my heart is racing and the last thing I need right now is another confrontation. The car is parked nearby, so I know she's home. I just can't be certain that she's gone to bed or passed out, not yet.
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear.
 
   Turning, I half expect to find Molly right behind me, but there's no-one. The voice sounded real enough, but I figure it must have been a figment of my imagination. Sighing, I head around the side of the house and peer into the kitchen, but there's still no sign of Mom.
 
   “You're next.”
 
   “Stop!” I hiss, turning and looking around, but still not seeing anyone.
 
   I wait.
 
   My heart is racing.
 
   “I get it!” I say firmly, just in case someone is pranking me. “Very funny. You don't need to keep doing the same thing all night, though, so knock it off!”
 
   Trudging around to the back yard, I cup my hands around my eyes and take another look into the kitchen. There's still no-one in there, and all the lights are off, so I guess I might be lucky. Mom might have fallen asleep already, which means I just have to be quiet once I get inside and -
 
   “You're next!”
 
   Spinning around, I swallow hard as I wait for some hint of whoever the hell keeps doing that.
 
   “Why am I next?” I ask, although I immediately realize that it's a dumb question. “Next for what? Your stupid joke doesn't even make sense!”
 
   Silence, apart from a police siren in the distance.
 
   I take a step forward into the darkness. My nerves are frayed, but I keep telling myself that someone is just trying to get a rise out of me.
 
   “Adam?” I say out loud, trying desperately to make sure that I don't sound scared. “Are you guys really so idiotic that you think you can -”
 
   “You're next.”
 
   I turn again, but there's still no sign of anyone nearby. In fact, I can see all the way to the fence and there's definitely not another soul in the yard. I reach up and check around my ear, just in case some asshole managed to tape a speaker to me, but of course that's a ridiculous idea. Sighing, I fumble in my pocket for my keys as I head back around to the front of the house. I just need to get inside, so that this freak can't keep bugging me.
 
   “You're next,” another voice whispers, but I ignore it as I struggle to get the key into the lock. For some stupid reason, I can't get it all the way in, not at first, but finally I manage to unlock the door and slip inside, before slamming the door shut again and taking a deep breath.
 
   Silence.
 
   The house stinks of booze and vomit.
 
   “Good one, Mom,” I mutter, turning and hurrying across the hallway. When I get to the corridor, I see that the door to Malcolm's room is still open. Refusing to let myself get scared, I hurry toward my room, but I can't help glancing into my brother's old room, and I stop when I see that Mom is passed out on the floor in there, having apparently torn the desk apart and moved the bed. Looks like she went on a drunken rampage, and after a moment I spot a fresh hole in the plasterboard, which I guess means she took another punch at the wall.
 
   I feel sorry for her, but she's snoring so I guess she's not in any danger.
 
   “Night, Mom,” I whisper, before reaching out and gently pulling the door shut.
 
   Once I get to my room, I close the door and lean back for a moment, trying to calm my nerves. The more I think about tonight, the more I think that it was just one long, crazy freak-out that I took way too seriously. I refuse to be the kind of person who believes in ghosts or any of that weak-minded garbage, but at least I can see now how easy it is to get seduced into that way of thinking. Spotting the shoebox by the window, I head over and take a look at the lid. Last time I peered inside, Rudolph was alive. Pulling the lid aside now, however, I see his little corpse curled up in the straw I provided for him.
 
   I pick him up and examine him, but there's absolutely no doubt.
 
   He's dead.
 
   Setting him back in the shoebox, I put the lid on and wait for a few seconds. When I take it away, however, he's alive again.
 
   “No way,” I whisper. “This is insane. I must be losing my mind.”
 
   Putting the lid back in place, I listen for a moment, but there's no sound coming from inside the shoebox. I need to figure this out, but I'm too tired right now and I feel as if I might finally be able to get some decent sleep. As I slip out of my shirt, I make my way across the room. I'm hungry, but I don't dare go back through to the kitchen, not when there's the faintest chance that Mom might rise from her drunken heap on the floor. I just need to sleep. Tomorrow's a new day, so I head to the window and grab the drapes so I can pull them shut across the patch of cardboard and glass.
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers into my ear.
 
   I freeze, but before I can react I realize that there are people standing outside in front of the house.
 
   Lots of people.
 
   A shiver runs through my chest as I start to worry that maybe some of the locals have finally decided to come and tell us that we should move away, but after a moment I see that most of the silhouetted figures out there look young. I quickly count them and see that there are eighteen in total, and I can already feel my heart pounding in my chest. As my eyes get used to the dark, however, I start to see patches of blood on their shirts, and what looks like thick wounds on their faces.
 
   “All in my head,” I whisper, forcing myself to pull the drapes shut. I stand in darkness for a moment, telling myself that there's no way those people are out there.
 
   “You're next,” the voice hisses, closer to my ear than ever before. “You've got it coming.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   When I open my eyes, I see that morning light has begun to break through at the edges of the cardboard. I blink a couple of times, and slowly the events of last night come back to me. Looking down, I see that I'm still curled up in the corner of my room with a bread-knife in my right hand, ready to defend myself in case someone comes through the window. I don't remember exactly what happened, but I think -
 
   Someone was in here.
 
   I scramble to my feet, filled with panic, but when I look around I realize that there's definitely no-one here now. Someone came in last night, though. I remember going to bed, and then I saw someone in the corner, and that's how I ended up curled in the corner, not daring to make a noise, telling myself that I was just having some kind of psychological breakdown, and then...
 
   There was definitely a figure in my room.
 
   Not just any figure, either. It was Alan Boone, one of the guys who was shot dead by my brother. He came closer and closer, and then...
 
   I fainted.
 
   Just like before, when I saw someone standing in the street, I lost consciousness. I glance around the room, but nothing seems to have been touched, and then I head to the window. Looking out, I see a woman walking past the house, pushing a baby in a buggy, but there's no sign of the figures who were out there last night. My head feels muddy, the same as the last time I fainted, but I tell myself that it must have been a coincidence. After all, there's just no way that any of those things last night were real. I take the lid off the shoebox and see Rudolph's corpse, then I put the lid back for a moment before removing it and seeing the little guy moving about. Still not able to work out what's happening with him, I put the lid back in place and take a deep breath.
 
   I'm losing it.
 
   After trying so long to stay sane, I'm really losing my mind.
 
   Checking my phone, I find a text message from Molly:
 
    
 
   You okay? Shannon's still acting weird. Expect trouble at school.
 
    
 
   I close the message and set my phone down.
 
   “Great,” I mutter with a sigh, before hearing a bumping sound from my brother's room. I feel a flash of panic, before I realize that it's just my hungover mother stumbling through to the corridor. Sure enough, a moment later I hear her vomiting in the bathroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Shut up!” Molly hisses, glancing at me as I get closer. “Guys, shut the hell up!”
 
   The other girls turn and see me, and they immediately fall silent.
 
   “What?” I ask as I reach them. “Carry on. I'm pretty sure I've heard it all before.”
 
   “It's nothing,” Molly says firmly, but I can tell she's trying to hide the truth from me. Grabbing my arm, she tries to lead me along the corridor toward the school library. “Wanna go study? Let's go study!”
 
   “Now I know you're panicking,” I reply, pulling free and turning to the other girls. “What's wrong? What am I not supposed to know?”
 
   “It's just...” Yasmine Wallace hesitates, before glancing at the others as if she needs their approval to speak.
 
   “Is it about last night?” I ask. “I guess you all know about us breaking into the -”
 
   “They don't know about that!” Molly hisses, nudging my arm.
 
   “Breaking into the what?” Alison Birch asks.
 
   “Nothing,” I tell her, before turning back to Yasmine. “So what's the big secret?”
 
   “Don't take this the wrong way,” Yasmine says cautiously, “but some people have been talking, and apparently...” Her voice trails off for a moment. “Okay, you'll totally freak, but -”
 
   “Spit it out.”
 
   “Mary Wade saw your brother last night.”
 
   I stare at her. “What?” I ask finally. I know I should stay calm, but I can already feel a sense of panic rising through my chest.
 
   “Mary Wade, like, totally saw your brother.”
 
   “Your brother's dead,” Alison adds.
 
   “I know,” I say darkly, keeping my eyes fixed on Yasmine. “Which is why Mary Wade didn't see him.”
 
   “She totally did,” Yasmine replies, her eyes wide with awe. “She saw him running along Fremantle Street at, like, two in the morning or something like that. She said he looked real scared.”
 
   “Come on,” Molly mutters, pulling on my arm. “I told you this was stupid. We should get out of here.”
 
   “What was he running from?” I ask Yasmine.
 
   She shrugs.
 
   I sigh. “And where's Mary now?”
 
   Another shrug.
 
   “But...” She pauses. “A few other people saw him too. Apparently he was, like, running through town, crying for help, really screaming.” Another pauses. “I mean, that's what they said, anyway.”
 
   “So this is some kind of game to you, huh?” I reply, stepping toward her.
 
   “Bonnie!” Molly hisses. “Don't!”
 
   “Do you think this is funny?” Grabbing Yasmine's collar, I force her against the wall. For a moment, all the anger that has been building in my chest threatens to come bursting out. “Let me guess, you all got together and cooked up this story, huh? You thought that seeing as my brother finally died the other night, this'd be the perfect opportunity to come up with some garbage ghost story to send a shiver through your panties and piss me off!”
 
   “You should let go of me,” she replies. “You're invading my personal space.”
 
   “I'll invade your face in a minute if you don't shut up!” I hiss.
 
   “Can someone get help?” she asks, turning to the other girls. “My personal space is being violated and -”
 
   Instead of letting her finish, I punch her hard in the gut before letting go of her collar and taking a step back. I instantly regret doing that, but as she gasps and bends double I feel as if she left me with no choice.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I stammer, “I just... You shouldn't say stuff like that about my brother.”
 
   “Why not?” she gasps. “He was a dumb killer! He deserved to die and he deserved for it to go wrong! He deserved all that pain!”
 
   I step toward her, ready to punch her again, but Molly grabs my arm and pulls me back.
 
   “She's not worth it,” she points out.
 
   “Your brother killed my best friend,” Yasmine sneers.
 
   “I thought I was your best friend?” Alison mutters.
 
   “Jenna Cooper used to be my other best friend,” Yasmine continues.
 
   “You barely even knew Jenna,” Molly points out. “She thought you were a dork.”
 
   “Shut up!” Yasmine shouts. “You don't know anything about anything! Dumbass!”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Molly lunges at her, but this time it's my turn to pull her back. “She's not worth it,” I tell her, somewhat ironically. “Come on, seriously. Anger issues, much?” I spot Josh and some of his friends making their way past. “Hey!” I call out, but as usual he blanks me, and I feel a flash of regret in my chest.
 
   “Fine,” Molly mutters, stepping back. “I just don't want this bitch claiming she was Jenna's best friend when they barely had anything to do with each other.”
 
   “Just tell your brother to stop haunting people,” Yasmine continues, adjusting her collar. “Tell him that, like, people round here are glad he's dead, and the last thing we want is his ass coming back as a ghost. People like him, they should have gone straight to hell when they died.”
 
   “I'm sure he did,”I mutter, turning and walking away. By the time I get to the end of the corridor, I'm damn near ready to turn around and march back to her, but when I turn I almost bump straight into Molly, who it turns out has been following me. “My brother isn't haunting anyone,” I tell her. “I know he's not. It's just garbage.”
 
   “Sure,” she replies, but she doesn't seem entirely convinced.
 
   “He isn't!” I hiss.
 
   “I'm not saying he is,” she continues, “but... Quite a few people say they've seen him since the night he... Well, since he's been dead. And don't you think it's slightly weird how they all say the same thing?”
 
   “And what do they say?” I ask.
 
   “That he's...” She pauses. “That he's scared. That he's running from something, and hiding, like he's being chased.”
 
   I stare at her for a moment. “Is this because of last night?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “Last night?”
 
   “The whole ghost thing in the gym? Are you suddenly a paid-up believer in the supernatural?”
 
   “You can't deny what happened,” she replies. “What Shannon saw -”
 
   “Shannon saw what Shannon wanted to see!” I hiss.
 
   “Shannon saw Jenna!”
 
   “Then Shannon's a dumb idiot,” I reply, although I immediately realize that I might have been a little harsh. “You know what I mean,” I continue. “She's easily-led, she scares easy, and she gets way over-excited. You saw what happened, she literally soiled herself! Doesn't that suggest to you that maybe she isn't entirely in control of her own reactions to things?” I wait for a reply, but suddenly I realize that Molly is staring in horror at something over my shoulder. “She's not behind me, is she?” I continue cautiously, before turning.
 
   A few feet away, Shannon is staring at me. And not just Shannon, either. Mr. Dyson is right next to her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So you actually broke into the school last night?” Mr. Dyson asks as he shuts the door to his office and turns to me. “Bonnie, seriously -”
 
   “Why am I here?” I ask.
 
   “I just -”
 
   “Why did Shannon and Molly and Karen get away with just being told not to do it again,” I continue, “and I had to come here with you instead?” I take a step back, trying not to panic.
 
   “I thought,” Mr. Dyson says calmly, “that given your personal circumstances, it would be better if you spoke to me. I'm trained to help people who are struggling with specific issues, and obviously the link to the situation with your brother -”
 
   “There's no link,” I reply, interrupting him. “I think I'd rather be in the principal's office. I don't want special treatment.”
 
   “How was the execution?”
 
   “The -” I pause, before realizing that he's just trying to trick me. Usually I'd have anticipated his little games, but I've been so busy lately, I never found the time to plan ahead. “I didn't go.”
 
   “Yes you did. I saw you.”
 
   “You were there?”
 
   “I was watching it online,” he continues. “During the news report, there was a shot of the crowd and I saw you shivering out there in the cold, all alone.” He takes a step toward me. “I damn near drove out there to fetch you, but I knew it was too late. I hope you realize that from a mental health standpoint, going to the prison was a pretty huge mistake. Something like that has the potential to set your recovery back by a significant margin. How did you even get there, anyway?”
 
   “Bus,” I admit reluctantly.
 
   “And how did you get back so late?”
 
   “Bus.”
 
   “I thought there were no buses after -”
 
   “Me too, but I was wrong. There was one late bus that I managed to catch.”
 
   He eyes me cautiously. I know he doesn't believe me, but hopefully he won't push too hard. Sure enough, he comes closer and finally puts his hands on my shoulders. I immediately flinch.
 
   “You're a uniquely troubled young lady,” he says finally.
 
   I swallow hard, resisting the urge to pull away. “I am?”
 
   “You're a pariah in this town. A social outcast. People project their feelings about your brother and his actions, and they treat you as if it's somehow your fault. They enjoy being angry, it makes them feel as if they're more alive.”
 
   “I get by.”
 
   “You should do more than that,” he continues. “You're being robbed of a normal childhood.”
 
   “There's no such thing as a normal childhood,” I tell him. “It's all a mess, whichever way you look at it. That's the same for everyone. I'm not special, and I don't want to be treated like some kind of delicate little flower.”
 
   “Come here.” He pulls me close for a hug, but I resist. “What are you afraid of?” he asks. “Are you so damaged, you can't even handle basic human contact?”
 
   “I'm not afraid of anything,” I reply, although the stench of his cologne is pretty over-powering. “I just think I should get to class.”
 
   “How's your mother?” he asks. “Still drinking heavily?”
 
   “She has her moments.”
 
   “And your father?”
 
   “He -”
 
   “He's gone, Bonnie,” he continues. “I know you don't want to admit it, but I can see it in your eyes. Every time you're forced to acknowledge his existence, you seem lost. Let me guess... Did he skip town, abandoning you and your mother, leaving you to rot?”
 
   “He...” Pausing, I feel a crackle of pain in the back of my head. “I don't know, he's just... gone.”
 
   “Gone where?”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   “So he left you.”
 
   “No!” I say firmly, horrified by the idea. “He'd never do that, he just...” I pause again. Before the shooting, my father was in the house every day. Since then, I don't think I've seen him once.
 
   “I don't want to talk about it,” I stammer, “I just -”
 
   Before I can pull away, he puts his arms around me and hugs me tight. I try to struggle free, but his hold is too firm and I tell myself it'd be better to just let him hug me for a few seconds rather than fighting back and causing trouble. After a moment, however, I feel his hand moving down my back.
 
   “You're not like the other girls here,” he whispers. “You've been through so much. We all have at this school. Even the teaching staff. Do you think the shooting was easy for us?”
 
   “Can I go to class now?” I ask.
 
   “You shouldn't have to go to class,” he continues, “not with all those dumb little idiots. You're better than them Bonnie, you deserve to have someone looking after you, someone who can see that you're special. Why don't you stay in here for a while with me? I don't have any other appointments for the rest of the day.” As he leans closer and smiles, a dribble of saliva runs from the corner of his mouth and down his chin. He quickly licks it away. “I think you need some help,” he whispers. “Proper help...”
 
   I twist and try to slip away, but he pulls me tighter. Reaching up, I press my hands on his soft belly and push, and finally I manage to duck down and get free. I almost stumble as I hurry around the coffee table, but I'm just about able to stay on my feet as I hurry to the door.
 
   “Bonnie!” Mr. Dyson calls out. “Wait!”
 
   I glance over my shoulder and see that he's hurrying after me.
 
   “Bonnie,” he continues, his voice tense with anticipation, “after school this evening, why don't you let me -”
 
   Before he can finish, a book from his table flies through the air, striking him on the side of the mouth. He lets out a gasp and turns away for a moment, and when he looks at me again I see that his lip is torn.
 
   “What the hell was that?” he hisses, glancing at the desk.
 
   “I don't know,” I stammer, “I -”
 
   Suddenly something else seems to hit him, something I don't even see, but it's enough to send him stumbling forward until he falls against the wall and then slumps down. I step back, shocked, as he lets out a groan and looks up at me.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he gasps.
 
   “I'm not doing anything,” I reply, taking a step back.
 
   “What are you -”
 
   He slams into the wall again, as if some unseen force has crashed against him. As he lets out another groan, I step over to the door.
 
   “Bonnie...”
 
   Turning back to him, I watch as he tries to get to his feet.
 
   “Get out of here,” a voice whispers in my ear.
 
   I look around, but there's no sign of anyone. At the same time, I recognized that voice even if I know it can't be who I think it was. There's just no way...
 
   “Get out of here!” it hisses again.
 
   Opening the door, I stumble out into the corridor, only for the door to immediately slam shut behind me. A moment later I hear another thud from inside the room, and then I turn and run. A few hours later, as school ends for the day, I spot Mr. Dyson limping to his car. We briefly make eye contact and I see several cuts and bruises on his face, but he quickly looks away. When I get to the bus stop, I find no sign of Molly or the others, and I realize that they're most likely in detention.
 
   “Josh!” a voice calls out. “Hey, Josh!”
 
   Turning, I see Josh hurrying toward the bus stop, with goddamn Melinda Williams hurrying after him. She's so pathetically desperate, and she's already unbuttoned the top of her shirt so she can flash a little cleavage. I feel my blood starting to boil as she grabs his shoulder.
 
   “Hey,” she continues, “why don't we hang out tonight.”
 
   “I can't,” he replies, not even stopping to look at her.
 
   “I was thinking just the two of us -”
 
   “Sorry,” he adds, “I'm busy.”
 
   With that, she finally stops and lets him walk away, as if she gets the message. She mutters something under her breath, clearly frustrated, and re-buttons the top of her shirt as she turns and stomps back to join her friends.
 
   Figuring that this is my chance, I hurry past the parked cars and make my way to the bus stop, where Josh is already counting through his change.
 
   “Hey,” I say as I reach him. I feel a sliver of fear in my chest, but I know I've put this off for far too long. “I was thinking maybe we should talk.”
 
   I wait for him to reply, but he doesn't even look at me.
 
   “So it's been a while,” I continue, with a lump in my throat. “We never actually broke up, not technically, although I kinda got the message when you stopped replying to my messages and started blanking me like this. It's been a while, though, and I was just thinking maybe we could talk... Maybe we can just be friends, like we were before things got serious?”
 
   Again I wait, but he simply looks straight past me, watching for the bus.
 
   “I need a friend,” I tell him. “I need someone to talk to. Please, Josh...”
 
   He checks his watch, just as the bus comes into view.
 
   “I get the rest of them,” I continue, with tears in my eyes, “but I thought you were different. Do you really hate me this much, because of something my brother did?”
 
   As the bus slows, I see that it's the number 18, which only goes to the hospital. The doors open, and to my surprise Josh gets onboard, still without acknowledging me at all.
 
   “Can we please talk?” I ask, even though I hate begging like this. “I don't know who else to turn to, Josh. I feel like I'm cracking up and -”
 
   Before I can finish, the door swings shut. I look up and see Josh taking a seat, just as the bus drives away.
 
   “Everyone hates me,” I whisper finally, wiping tears from my eyes as I watch the bus rounding the next corner. For a moment, I feel as if I'm about to start sobbing, but then I feel a fresh burst of anger in my chest. “Fine,” I mutter, turning to start the long walk home. “Be like that. I don't need other people anyway!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “So this is new,” I point out, standing by the fridge and watching as Mom pours the last of her vodka down the sink. “Are you turning over a new leaf?”
 
   “Just shut up,” she mutters, her hands trembling as she pours the last from the bottle. Once she's done, she drops the bottle into the trash and then takes a long, slow drag on her cigarette. I don't know exactly what happened to bring about this change, but I can see the fear in her eyes.
 
   “Did last night's bender finally tip you over the edge?” I ask.
 
   No reply.
 
   “How's the hangover today? Did you -”
 
   “I told you to shut up!” she shouts, turning to me and raising her right hand.
 
   I step back, just in case she decides to hit me again. I've had enough of that, lately.
 
   “I'm sorry,” she stammers, stepping closer and then pulling me into a sudden, somewhat ungainly hug that I don't particularly want. “I'm so sorry, baby. Please, you have to know that I love you. Whatever happens, I love you so much.”
 
   “Um...” I wait for her to let go, but if anything she actually pulls me even tighter. “Sure. I, uh, love you too, Mom.” Again, I wait. This behavior is so unlike her, I'm actually starting to worry that she's having some kind of stroke or aneurysm. “Is something wrong?” I ask finally. “Are you sick? Are you dying?”
 
   She kisses the top of my head.
 
   “Do you have cancer?” I ask, feeling a flash of fear.
 
   “Of course not, honey,” she continues, “I just... Oh God. Oh Jesus Christ, oh God...”
 
   It takes a moment, but I manage to slip out from the hug. When I see her face, I find that she's staring over my shoulder. I glance back to make sure that there's nothing there, and then I turn and see that she seems lost in thought.
 
   “Okay, spill,” I say finally. “You're acting weird, Mom.”
 
   “It's nothing,” she replies, swallowing hard.
 
   “You're a terrible liar.”
 
   Turning, she looks toward the hallway.
 
   “Did something happen last night?” I ask, feeling a hint of genuine curiosity. “When you kicked me out, you seemed all fired up for a major drinking session, but when I got back you'd passed out in Malcolm's old room and -”
 
   “Quiet!” she hisses, turning back to me.
 
   Staring at her, I can't help realizing that she seems genuinely terrified of something.
 
   “Have you seen him?” she whispers.
 
   “Seen who?”
 
   “You know who!” She takes another drag on her cigarette. “In that room, Bonnie! If you've been in there, haven't you seen him? Or heard him?”
 
   A shiver passes through my chest as I realize what she means. “Have you seen him?” I ask.
 
   She stubs the cigarette out and immediately lights another.
 
   “No offense,” I continue, “but you were drunk last night, Mom. You're hardly a reliable witness. I wouldn't be surprised if you saw Pete's Dragon and Doctor Seuss running around in front of you.”
 
   “I saw him!” she hisses. “Don't make fun of me, Bonnie! I saw your brother and it was nothing to do with the fact I'd had a few drinks. Don't fucking patronize me!”
 
   I open my mouth to tell her that she's nuts, but at the last moment I hold back. “Well... What was he doing?” I ask.
 
   “He was frantic,” she continues. “At first I thought it was all in my head, and then I thought he'd just come back 'cause he was mad. You know, for us not going to visit him or to see him on his last night. But then I realized it was nothing like that, he was looking for something. It's like he was trying to tear his room apart, but he was scared, he kept looking over at the door like he expected someone to come in. I was too scared to run, but finally your brother just screamed and bolted, and then this other...”
 
   Her voice trails off.
 
   “This other what?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “There was something else in there,” she continues. “Something... Something was really chasing him.”
 
   “No,” I reply, shaking my head, “it really wasn't.”
 
   “I saw it!” she hisses. “Just for a moment, but I saw it! It turned and looked at me, and I saw the deadest eyes I've ever seen in my life. Dry and old, and withered... It was tall, and its whole body was black, like ash. I don't know what it was, but it wasn't human.” She takes a drag on her new cigarette. “And then it left, but at that moment I swore that I would never, ever touch another drop of alcohol again. Not after seeing that... thing!”
 
   “What exactly do you think you saw?” I ask.
 
   She pauses. “Never mind. You wouldn't believe me.”
 
   “Maybe I would,” I tell her. “What was it?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment. “I don't really know,” she continues, her voice filled with fear, “but it was almost as tall as the room, and it was dark like black smoke, and I heard a kind of rushing sound as it went past, and there was a smell of...” Another pause. “I don't know what the smell was, but it was foul, like it burned my nose, and I had this impression of overwhelming anger. It let out a sound, too, like a kind of growl. Jesus Christ, Bonnie, it was awful, I don't ever want to see or hear that thing again, so...” She hurries over to the cupboard on the opposite wall and starts rooting through, before finally pulling out a small, half-empty bottle of whiskey. “I almost forgot about this,” she continues, heading back to the sink and pouring the last of the whiskey away. “I'm never touching another drop,” she stammers. “Never again in all my life.”
 
   “I believe you,” I mutter, seeing the fear in her eyes. “I really do.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The rest of the evening is weird. I mean really, really weird. Mom would usually just start drinking herself into a stupor from around 5pm, but this time she's awake and alert, drinking coffee instead of spirits. Sure, she gets a little sparky thanks to all the caffeine, but it's a lot better than the nights when she ends up wasted. She insists that I sit with her to watch the nightly news, and then she tries to start a conversation about how bad things have been lately, and about how we should leave town as soon as we can. It's strange hearing such coherent thoughts coming from her mouth, but at the same time I genuinely believe that she's sobering up. The whole goddamn world seems to be changing.
 
   Oh, and she apologizes for hitting me. I don't know how to deal with that, but I thank her anyway.
 
   “Where's Dad?” I ask eventually.
 
   She glances at me.
 
   “Where is he?” I continue, feeling a flash of fear. “I haven't seen him for a long time. Has he... Has he left us?”
 
   “I don't know,” she mutters, taking another drag on her cigarette. “Watch the news.”
 
   “How can you not know?” I ask. “Either he's gone, or he's still here.”
 
   “Do you see him anywhere?”
 
   I look around, and although I don't see Dad himself, I spot his jacket on the the hook by the door, and his boots on the mat. There are definitely signs that he's around, even if I haven't actually seen or heard him for so long.
 
   “Can I call him?” I ask finally, turning back to Mom. “Do you have a number for him?”
 
   “Stop talking about it.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Bonnie, please!” She takes another, longer drag, and it's clear that she's on the verge of a full-on breakdown. “Let's just not talk about things like that,” she continues, “not tonight. You're bugging me out.”
 
   Realizing that she's never going to give me a straight answer, I glance at Dad's shoes for a moment. He's not around, but I don't think he left either. In fact, sometimes I think I can sense him in the room with us, even though there's no sign of him actually being here.
 
   Eventually I tell Mom that I have to get some sleep, but the truth is I'm not tired at all. I used to hate it when she drank so much, but now I'm starting to realize that at least I used to have more freedom. There are definitely some benefits to having an inattentive, neglectful parent. I used to be able to slip out of the house without worrying that she'd notice, but suddenly I have to actually be sneaky. I spend an hour or so in my room, and she checks on me three times. I guess it's nice that she cares, but at 9pm I tell her I'm going to bed and then she tries to start yet another conversation about how sorry she is for hitting me all those times. I do my best to calm her down and assuage her guilt, but I get the feeling that she's really facing some kind of big life-change. It's not until almost 10pm that I get her to leave my room, and by then I figure I actually should get some sleep so I climb into bed and give it a try.
 
   By midnight, however, I know that I need to go out. This whole situation, with a caring mother who actually worries about me, is way too freaky. I go and check on Rudolph again, and he still alternates between being alive and being dead whenever I take the lid off the shoebox. Whatever's causing me to imagine all of that, it's clear my mind still isn't quite right.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I only ever come down to the ocean at night. I can't even remember the last time I sat on the beach like this during the day, not when there's always a bunch of people hanging out. I don't get on well with people these days. Quite against my will, I seem to be sinking away from the rest of society, becoming more and more closed-off, and there's nothing I can do to fight that process. At night, however, with darkness all around and the sound of crashing waves in the distance, I feel much more at home. Whenever I want to get out of the house and keep away from other people, and when Molly's busy, this is where I come.
 
   “Hey kid,” I remember Malcolm telling me one night when we were down here together, when he was walking too fast for me and I was dawdling. “Are you gonna keep up or what?”
 
   I don't know how many times we used to wander along the beach after dark, but it was a lot. Malcolm used to go on and on about the ocean, about how it was pure and how one day it'd wash mankind away. I don't think that idea upset him too much, either. Looking back, I'm pretty sure he wanted the ocean to come crashing through the town so it could destroy everything, but at the time I thought he was just trying to be poetic. I didn't care, though. I just wanted to hang out with my big brother and listen to him talk.
 
   I miss him.
 
   I know that's wrong of me, but I can't help it. I wish I could get him back, or at least the part of him that wasn't planning to do something awful.
 
   And then there's Josh. He and I used to come down here sometimes as well, just to sit and spend time together in the dark. Even now, I can feel tears welling in my eyes, but I quickly banish them by thinking about how he behaved earlier at the bus stop. I always thought he was a kind, caring guy, but I guess now I know better.
 
   Screw him.
 
   Lost in memories of the old days, I barely even notice the voice at first. Finally, however, I turn and look along the beach just in time to see a few figures coming this way, silhouetted against the night sky. I instinctively scramble to my feet and hurry over to the nearest beach-hut, ducking down so that there's no chance I'll be seen. Sure enough, as the voices come closer, I realize that I recognize them all too well.
 
   “Your parents suck,” Adam is telling his friends. “You should just tell them that right to their faces. Go up to your father and tell him, like, that he's a raging asshole.”
 
   “Yeah,” Danny replies, “and he'd take that so well.”
 
   I hold my breath as they walk past. If they realize I'm here, I'll get another beating for sure, but thankfully I hear them trudging away and slowly their voices recede into the distance. I still wait several more minutes before daring to move, and then I hurry past the beach-huts until I get to the path, at which point I can just about see the silhouettes of Adam and the others making their way up from the beach. With a sigh of relief, I realize that I should be able to hang out down here for a while longer, so I head to the shore and listen to the sound of the ocean. The weirdest part is, I'm cold and I could go home, but I'm so used to getting kicked out in the evenings, I somehow feel as if I still want to be shivering on the shore like this.
 
   I always thought I wanted Mom to sober up, but I guess it's going to take some getting used to.
 
   “Come on!” Malcolm's voice calls out. “This way!”
 
   I turn, momentarily convinced that I actually heard him. That's impossible, of course, although after the past couple of days I'm not entirely sure I'm the best judge of what is and isn't real.
 
   “Bonnie!” he shouts suddenly. “We can't stay here! We have to keep moving!”
 
   I freeze, and after a moment I realize I can hear footsteps hurrying away. No matter how hard I try to tell myself that the whole thing is in my head, I swear I recognize the sound of the steps.
 
   “Malcolm?” I whisper.
 
   “Bonnie, hurry!” he calls out, his voice sounding more distant now. “They're coming! It's not safe to stay here!”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, telling myself that this is dumber than dumb, but finally I can't hold back. Hurrying across the beach, I listen to the sound of his footsteps in the distance and I try to catch up.
 
   “We don't have much time!” he shouts.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   No matter how hard I try to convince myself that I'm losing my mind, I can't stop running after him. I reach the edge of the beach-huts and make my way along the row, barely able to see anything at all in the dark, until suddenly I stop as I realize I can just about hear someone muttering nearby. I wait, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest, but I swear to God the voice is Malcolm's.
 
   “This is impossible,” I say out loud, just to remind myself. “It's just another day in the life of someone whose mind is falling apart. Next stop, a psych ward.”
 
   “They're coming,” Malcolm says after a moment. “There's no time. I can't keep running.”
 
   Making my way past the next beach-hut, I look around the corner and see a dark figure pacing through the darkness.
 
   “They're coming for me,” he continues, stepping closer.
 
   “I -” Before I can finish, I realize I can just about see his face in the darkness. His eyes are filled with fear as he stares at me, but it's him, it's really him. Somehow, my ravaged and increasingly frenzied mind is summoning an image of my brother from the depths of my memories. I think I need actual psychiatric help.
 
   “Can't you hear them?” he asks. “They're coming!” He grabs my shoulders and holds me firmly, and I realize that I can actually feel him. “Bonnie, they're coming!”
 
   “I don't hear anyone,” I stammer, turning and looking along the beach for a moment. When I glance back at my brother, I see that he's turned away and has his head in his hands. “Malcolm,” I continue, “please, I know this can't be real. You died the other night, you -”
 
   “Why can't you hear them?” he screams suddenly.
 
   “Hear who?” I ask, taking a step closer. I want to see his face properly, to see whether it's really, truly him, but at the same time I'm scared. Either my brother's ghost is panicking right in front of my eyes, or I've completely lost my mind.
 
   “I thought I could run,” he continues, “but I should have known they'd get me. He's helping them, don't you see? He's on their side and he's helping them! They've been waiting for me, all this time! They knew I'd end up here, and now they're going to take me!” He pauses, before turning to me. “You know I didn't see you, right? You know I never... I mean, if I'd known...”
 
   “Known what?” I ask.
 
   “They're coming,” he stammers. “Can't you find a way to stop them? Come on, Bonnie, you were always the smart one out of the two of us! Stop them!”
 
   “Stop who?”
 
   “They're coming!”
 
   I look over my shoulder, expecting to once again see nothing, but suddenly I realize there are several silhouettes coming closer through the darkness. Something about them immediately feels familiar, as if deep down I already know that they're the same figures I saw outside the house the other night.
 
   “The dead ones,” Malcolm whimpers. “Bonnie, I'm scared. I wasn't scared at the prison, they couldn't get to me there, but I'm scared now. Can't you do something?”
 
   Stepping back, I watch as the silhouettes get closer. It's almost as if they're trying to surround Malcolm, and he's making no move to run. Dropping to his knees, he covers his ears with his hands, but when I turn to him I feel as if I might be about to faint again. I've been so worried for so long that I'm losing my mind, and this might be the moment when I finally snap.
 
   “Make them stop screaming!” he shouts.
 
   “They're not screaming,” I tell him, back all the way to the nearest beach-hut. “Malcolm, this isn't real, you're not -”
 
   “He's here!” he continues, his voice filled with pain. “Bonnie, can't you see him? Don't let him get you! Whatever you do, don't let him do the same thing to you! Please, I deserve it but you don't! Once he's got me, he'll come for the rest of you!”
 
   “What -”
 
   Before I can finish, I sense something moving past me, and I see a much larger, much darker silhouette moving through the darkness, accompanied by a foul, overwhelming stench of burning sulfur. The other figures seem to be holding back, as if they prefer to let the larger creature take control, and after a moment I realize that the creature is towering over Malcolm, staring down at him. I can't make out any of its features, but its silhouette reveals strands of ragged skin hanging from its face, and it seems to exude a kind of vast, calm strength. There's also a faint rumbling sound coming from its depths, almost like a low, continual growl.
 
   On the ground, Malcolm is whimpering and sobbing.
 
   “This isn't real,” I whisper, taking a step forward. “This is all in my head, it has to be. It can't -”
 
   Suddenly Malcolm screams as flames burst from his body. I raise a hand to cover my eyes, but there's no heat from the flames, only a roaring brightness that lights up the faces of the figures all around me. The creature, meanwhile, is reaching down with one hand to clutch Malcolm's neck, slowly forcing him to his feet. The flames are everywhere now, burning with such force that I can barely hear Malcolm's scream above the roar. I step forward, trying to find some way to help him, but the inferno flares and knocks me back, and I have to cover my eyes as the brightness intensifies. At the same time, I feel a sudden, heavy pressure slamming into my chest, hard enough to knock the air from my lungs. I try to twist away, but the pressure returns again and again, thumping into me with a kind of rhythmic pulse until finally I let out a gasp and tilt my head back.
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   I try to reply, but my whole body is shuddering now and I can't get any words out. I try to open my eyes, only to be blasted by the increasingly strong flames. Malcolm is still screaming nearby, but when I turn and look toward him I see only a wall of light, flickering through the darkness.
 
   And then it's gone.
 
   I let out a gasp as I sit up. The pressure on my chest has begun to fade, and the flames seemed to vanish in the blink of an eye. I stumble to my feet, looking around, but the figures are nowhere to be seen and neither is the tall creature.
 
   “Okay,” a voice says in the distance, echoing through the cold night air. “I think we're good.”
 
   “Malcolm?” I whisper, trying not to panic.
 
   I take a couple of steps forward, but there's no sign of my brother.
 
   “Malcolm!”
 
   I turn and look all around, but it's quite clear that I'm suddenly all alone. I run around the side of the beach-hut and look for some sign of him, but after a moment I realize that the only sound comes from the waves as they crash against the nearby shore. There's a faint beeping noise as well, fading in and out, although after a moment it's gone, leaving just the waves again.
 
   “I'm losing my mind!” I whisper, as a sensation of cold ripples across my chest. “It's finally happening! I'm completely insane!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Molly!” I hiss, tapping on her bedroom window again. “Molly, wake up!”
 
   I wait, but there's no reply. Realizing that simple tapping isn't going to be enough, I start banging with my knuckles. I know she's a heavy sleeper, but she isn't answering her phone so I need some other way to get her attention.
 
   “For God's sake, Molly,” I mutter, “how -”
 
   Suddenly her drapes are pulled open, and I see a face staring out from her darkened room. It takes a moment, but with a sense of shock I quickly realize that the face isn't Molly's at all. It's an older girl, maybe eighteen or even twenty, and she's not looking directly at me. Instead, she glances around for a moment, as if she can't work out what caused the noise, and then she steps back and closes the drapes again.
 
   I pause.
 
   “Molly?” I whisper finally, before knocking on the window again.
 
   A moment later, the strange girl appears once more, and this time she slides the window open and leans out.
 
   “Hey,” I say, “can you -”
 
   “Whichever one of you assholes is trying to bug me,” she calls out, still not making eye contact with me, “you can just cut it out, okay? I'm not interested! Go to hell!”
 
   With that, she leans back in and slides the window shut. I'm left staring in shock, trying to work out what just happened. Molly doesn't have a sister, and I'm pretty damn sure she'd have mentioned it if her parents had sold the house, which means -
 
   “It's not my room anymore,” Molly says suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see that she's standing nearby, barely visible in the darkness.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask cautiously, stepping toward her. “Since when is it not your room?”
 
   “I don't think I live here anymore,” she continues, her eyes filled with fear. “Bonnie, I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think I've figured out what's wrong. I think maybe I'm dead.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Just listen to me!” she hisses, following me as I march along the dark street. “It actually sorta starts to make sense if you just think about it for a moment! I've been having these blackouts lately, things I don't really remember, but I think they're more than blackouts, I think -”
 
   “You think you're dead,” I mutter, shocked that such a load of garbage could be coming from her mouth. “Well that sounds completely logical. I'm glad you've jumped to the most sane conclusion.”
 
   “It's not just me! The same thing has been happening to Shannon and Karen too!”
 
   “Then it must be true,” I reply.
 
   “Bonnie, please!” she continues. “I've been thinking it through and I think I've put it all together. I can't explain everything, there are still some parts I don't understand, but I really think I'm dead!”
 
   “Yeah?” I say with a sigh. “Then how come I can talk to you?”
 
   She grabs my arm and pulls me back until I turn to face her.
 
   “How do you think?” she asks, with fear in her eyes. “You're dead too, Bonnie!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I remember going to school that day,” Molly says later, as we sit with Shannon on a bench in the center of town. It's late, almost midnight, and there's no-one else around. “I was in the cafeteria and I remember hearing screams suddenly, and seeing people running, and then I saw...” She turns to me. “I saw Malcolm and Jonathan with guns.”
 
   “I know,” I reply with a shudder. “I saw them too.”
 
   “And then...”
 
   I wait for her to reply.
 
   “And then what?” I snap.
 
   “And then Jonathan looked right at me,” she continues, her voice filled with fear, “and I heard a loud bang.”
 
   “And then you ran,” I reply. “You've told me this over and over, I know the story!”
 
   “I don't think I did run,” she says firmly. “I don't think he missed. I think...” She reaches up and puts a hand on the side of her face. “I feel like I'm going crazy, but I think maybe he shot me. It's like I've known all along, but I couldn't face the truth, and then tonight something changed. Suddenly I couldn't hide from it, not anymore.”
 
   I can't help sighing. “This is ridiculous.”
 
   “I think the same thing happened to me,” Shannon says suddenly, “but... I think I was shot in the chest. It's like the memory of that day was somehow lost, but now it's coming back. Something changed, something must have happened a couple of hours ago, because it's like this veil has been lifted and now I can remember everything.”
 
   I open my mouth to argue with her, before thinking back to the moment when I thought I saw my brother bursting into flames. He said something about someone coming for me, once they'd got him, but that was all just in my head. It can't have been real.
 
   “So you really think we're dead?” I ask finally, my voice filled with scorn. “Then explain how we can talk to other people! Explain how I can talk to my mother, or to Mr. Dyson, or -”
 
   “They're dead too,” Molly suggests.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “Think about it,” she continues. “Ever since the shooting at the school, haven't you basically only talked to the same small group of people? Haven't you ignored everyone else, and they've ignored you as well?”
 
   “When you walk along the corridor at school,” Shannon adds, “everyone blanks you.”
 
   “That's because of who I am,” I tell her. “My brother was one of the shooters, remember? It's natural that no-one likes me! I mean, hell, I wouldn't like me if I was someone else and I'd been shot by my brother! My own boyfriend stopped talking to me after it happened!” Feeling suddenly overwhelmed by how ridiculous this whole situation feels, I get to my feet. “Maybe there's something in the water. I don't know what's going on here, but you guys have lost your goddamn minds, okay?”
 
   “You get angry these days,” Molly points out. “Way more than before. I do too. We've all noticed it about ourselves. I think it happens whenever something challenges our -”
 
   “Go to hell!” I sniff, taking a step back.
 
   “I saw Karen go up in flames,” Shannon says suddenly.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “It happened about an hour ago,” she continues, her eyes filled with fear. “She was right in front of me, she was fine one moment and then suddenly she said something about a noise. She kept asking me if I could hear these people, but I had no idea who she meant. Then she started running, but she didn't get very far before...” She pauses. “It was right in the middle of town, but no-one noticed. No-one seemed to give a damn, it was like she was screaming and burning but they couldn't see her. I don't know what happened, exactly, but now she's gone and I'm scared. I saw the same thing happen to Jenna a few minutes later.”
 
   “We'll go and find them, then,” I stammer. “Come on, Shannon, you're not exactly a reliable witness. You pee yourself at the first sign of danger.”
 
   “Bonnie, please,” Molly continues, “I know you feel it, deep down, we just -”
 
   “I'm out of here,” I add, turning to walk away. “This is -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I see a figure heading this way through the darkness. For a moment I feel a flash of fear at the thought that maybe the creature from earlier has found us, but when the figure comes closer I see that it's Adam. Of all the people I really don't need to deal with right now, he's pretty much at the top of the list.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” I ask, looking past him but not seeing anyone else. “Where are your little pals?”
 
   “They're gone,” he replies, ashen-faced.
 
   “Finally sick of hanging out with a bully, huh?”
 
   “Bonnie, don't,” Molly says, slipping past me as she heads over to Adam. “They burned, didn't they?”
 
   “Right in front of me,” he replies, his voice sounding weak and fragile. “I think there was something in the flames with them, too. Something... something that was enjoying it.”
 
   “You've got to be kidding me,” I mutter.
 
   “You can see me, right?” he continues, grabbing my arm.
 
   I pull away.
 
   “Tell me you can see me!” he hisses.
 
   “I can see you,” I reply. “I wish I couldn't, but I can.”
 
   “I think your brother's execution has something to do with it,” Molly says, turning to me. “That's the only explanation that makes sense. I think somehow we've been stuck here in limbo, and we've been able to exist in this fantasy world where we don't have to face the truth, but now it's breaking down.” She pauses. “Haven't you noticed how cold it's getting?”
 
   “So?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “So we've all felt it,” she continues. “We're all feeling so much colder now. It's like, over the past few hours, the temperature across town seems to have plummeted.”
 
   Staring at her, I realize that she's serious. I always knew Molly had a tendency to veer toward the hysterical, but I thought she always hung onto her sanity. Now, however, I'm starting to think that this isn't some huge prank, that it's actually some kind of mania that managed to infect them all. I was so busy trying not to lose my mind, I didn't notice that everyone else around me was going nuts too.
 
   “I'm not joining in with this,” I whisper finally, taking a step back. “You're all our of your minds.”
 
   “So you don't feel it?” Molly asks. “Something's wrong, Bonnie.”
 
   “I agree with you there,” I tell her, “but the rest of it? No way. You're going too far.”
 
   “We have to face the truth,” she continues. “I don't think we can fool ourselves anymore. We're dead, and now at least three of us have gone up in smoke over the past few hours.”
 
   “Four,” I whisper, thinking back to Malcolm on the beach. “He was the first.”
 
   “Who was?”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, before realizing that there's no way I'm willing to add fuel to this crazy idea.
 
   “No-one,” I stammer, turning and walking away. Wrapping my arms around my chest in an attempt to keep warm, I hurry across the street, ignoring Molly as she shouts at me to go back. This whole situation is completely insane and I refuse to listen to their garbage. In fact, by the time I get to the street corner, I feel so much anger burning through my chest that I grab the nearest trashcan and push it over in a desperate, futile moment of anger. This isn't me. I never used to get so mad at things, but something changed after the shooting.
 
   Turning, I hurry away before Molly and the others can catch up. I need to get home.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Mom?” I call out as I enter the house. “Mom, are you still up?”
 
   I was expecting her to be fast asleep, but the lights are on in the front room and I'm pretty sure the house was dark when I left. I head through to the kitchen, worried that she'll have been out to the store and that her little moment of sobriety has already passed. After a moment, however, I hear the sound of someone in the bathroom, so I head to the door and lean through. I know it's dumb, but I need to talk to her so I can make sure that everything's okay, so I can put Molly's dumb ideas out of my mind for good.
 
   “Mom,” I say, trying not to sound too panicked, “can -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, I see that Dad is standing at the sink, washing his face.
 
   “I...”
 
   I wait, but he still hasn't seen me. It must be six months at least since Dad has been here, maybe even longer, and the sight fills me with a strange, tense sense of worry. I watch as he dries his face, and then as he stares at himself in the mirror. Stepping forward, I'm shocked to see that he looks so much older than I remember, with heavy bags under his eyes, and he's lost weight too. Still, it's so good to see him after all this time.
 
   “Dad?” I say cautiously. “What... What are you doing back?”
 
   I wait.
 
   No reply.
 
   Reaching up, he rubs his eyes. He seems totally zoned out, as if he's lost in his own little world.
 
   “It's been so long,” I tell him. “Mom said... Well, Mom wouldn't talk about it, but I knew something was wrong. Where have you been?”
 
   When he doesn't reply, I take another step closer, before spotting his Hazley Town Industries work jacket hanging on one of the hooks. He worked at HTI since before I was born, so I guess it's possible that he just happens to still have part of the uniform, but after a moment I spot his logbooks next to the sink. I guess I assumed when I stopped seeing him that he must have gone away and left everything behind, but now it's like he never even left.
 
   “Did you get your old job back?” I ask.
 
   Ignoring me, he starts washing his hands.
 
   “Dad, say something,” I continue, feeling a flash of panic. I want to believe that he's come back for good, or that he's going to take us away with him, but I know better than to hope for the best. “Dad, what's going on?”
 
   Still ignoring me, he dries his hands on a towel before grabbing his logbooks and heading out of the room.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   I follow him to the kitchen, where he grabs something from the cupboard and puts it into the microwave. Once he's set it going, he takes his phone from the counter and brings up a number. Again, he seems so tired, it's hard to believe this is the same guy who used to give me piggy-back rides around the house. It's as if something has crushed his soul.
 
   “Hey,” he says wearily after a moment, “it's me. Just calling to say I won't need that lift tonight after all. I think my car's working just fine now.”
 
   He waits, listening to someone on the other end of the line.
 
   “No,” he continues, “it's been in the shop for almost a week now, but those losers finally figured out what's wrong. I've got a bill you wouldn't believe, but at least the car's sitting out front.”
 
   Heading to the front room, I look out the window and see that the car is in its usual spot. I don't know why he claims it's been in the shop, though, since I know for a fact that Mom and I have been using it for weeks. Well, trying to use it, since the engine hasn't worked properly since forever. As I hear him saying goodnight to whoever was on the other end of the line, I hurry back through and head over to him just as he take his box of noodles from the microwave.
 
   “Dad, listen to me,” I say firmly, grabbing his arm, “you have to -”
 
   I stop as I feel something pushing my hands back, as if some invisible force won't let me touch him.
 
   “What is this?” I whisper, trying again but feeling the same thing.
 
   Sighing, Dad wanders to the table and flops down, clearly exhausted. Balancing the box of noodles on his belly, he uses a fork to start shoveling them into his mouth.
 
   “Dad,” I continue, kneeling next to him, “can you say something to me? Can you please at least look at me?” With tears in my eyes, I wait for him to respond, but he's just chewing slowly, as if nothing matters in the whole world. This is exactly the same as when I was with Josh at the bus stop.
 
   “He can't hear you,” a voice says suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see Mom standing in the doorway.
 
   “Why not?” I ask, wiping away the tears that have started running down my face.
 
   “I thought he was a ghost at first,” she replies, coming closer. “I was terrified when I suddenly saw him tonight, but finally I realized...” She rubs her arms. “Are you cold, Bonnie? The heating seems to be on, but I'm so cold. I don't know why, but I feel like the whole world is just getting colder and colder.”
 
   “What's happening?” I shout, getting to my feet. “Why is Dad suddenly back, and why is he pretending like we're not here?”
 
   “I don't think he can hear us, honey,” she replies, her voice trembling a little as if she's on the verge of crying. “It's like... I was hoping and praying that at least he'd be able to see you, but I guess not. In that case, I suppose maybe you're just like me.”
 
   “And what does that mean?” I ask.
 
   “I think...” She pauses. “I remember the morning of the shooting. I couldn't before, not clearly, but in the past few hours it suddenly came rushing back to me. Your father had gone out to work early as usual, you'd gone to school, and I could hear your brother still bumbling around in his room. I was in a hurry, and I wasn't about to let him stay home for the day, so I barged in and...” Another pause, as tears fill her eyes. “He and Jonathan were standing there with guns. Malcolm mumbled something about being sorry, then he aimed the gun at me and...”
 
   Her voice trails off.
 
   “That didn't happen,” I tell her, trying to stay calm.
 
   She puts her hands over her face as she starts sobbing.
 
   “That didn't happen!” I shout, pulling her hands away. “Mom, stop it! Have you been talking to Molly? None of that happened, not the way you described it!”
 
   “Oh God,” she continues, pulling me close and hugging me tight. “I think we're dead, honey. I don't understand what's going on, not completely, but I think... I think you must have died too, at the school. Suddenly it all makes sense.”
 
   “I'm not dead!” I hiss, pushing her away. “Why do people keep saying that tonight? Look at me, I'm right here! I remember the shooting and I remember surviving! I remember -”
 
   Before I can finish, I realize my memory is a little different this time. I definitely remember running toward the door, and I remember hearing shots being fired. Until tonight, I always remembered throwing myself out of the cafeteria and landing on the hard floor outside, unhurt. This time, however, the memory is different: I remember a sharp pain in my back, bursting through my body, and then...
 
   But that can't be right.
 
   I survived. I know I did.
 
   “It's so cold,” Mom whispers, grabbing me for another hug. “I can't find a way to keep warm. No matter what I do, even if I stand next to the hot water pipes, nothing works. It's like all the heat is just draining away from the world.” She squeezes me tight. “I don't even feel anything from you.”
 
   “This is insane!” I mutter, pushing her back yet again. “It's as if everyone has -”
 
   Before I can finish, Dad gets to his feet and shuffles past us.
 
   “No!” I shout, running after him and trying to grab his arm. When I feel my hands being pushed away yet again, I follow him across the kitchen instead. “You can't ignore us!” I yell, as my anger starts to boil over. “You don't get to disappear and leave us all alone, and then suddenly come back and act like we're not even here!” I try yet again to grab him, before trying to slam my fists against his chest.
 
   Still ignoring me, he turns and wanders over to the far corner of the room.
 
   “He's alive,” Mom says, as we both watch him toss the cardboard carton into the trash. “He's living here all alone. I don't know why we couldn't see him all this time, but it's like we were in limbo and now something has changed, suddenly -” She glances toward the window. “Did you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what?” I ask, feeling completely impotent.
 
   “It's like there are people in the yard,” she replies, stepping past me and heading through to the front room. “Jesus, Bonnie, can you seriously not hear them?” She turns and looks back toward the kitchen. “They're round the back, too.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask, trying not to panic. “Mom, please, I'm seriously freaking out here and -”
 
   Before I can finish, something brushes past me. I turn just in time to see the tall, smoke-black creature from the beach, and I watch in horror as it makes its way toward Mom. Once again, the air is filled with a thick, sulfurous smell.
 
   “What is that thing?” she stammers, stepping back against the wall.
 
   “Mom, run!” I shout. “Mom -”
 
   She tries to slip away, but the creature reaches out and grabs her shoulder. In the room's electric light, I can see the beast's face now, and its features are lined with deep scars. When it opens its mouth, I see row after row of hook-like teeth, and a thick, slimy black tongue. The creature leans closer to Mom, causing a rush of fire to burst from her body as she starts screaming.
 
   “Stop!” I shout, rushing to help her. Before I can get closer, however, the creature turns and swats me aside, sending me crashing into the opposite wall. Momentarily stunned, I slump to the floor and let out a gasp of pain. I try to get up, but suddenly something else slams into my chest, knocking me down once again. Just as before, I feel a heavy, rhythmic force pounding into me, thudding against my chest with enough energy to jolt my entire body. I try desperately to get to my feet, but the force is too strong and I feel instead as if I'm being repeatedly crushed into the ground.
 
   “Get out of the way!” a distant voice shouts.
 
   A violent shock bursts through my chest, briefly filling me with pain. Everything goes black for just a fraction of a second, and then I roll onto my side, gasping as I struggle to get my breath back.
 
   Finally I hear my mother's scream starting to fade, and I turn just in time to see her body flaring as the inferno engulfs her. I cry out, but it's too late and she's gone, and a moment later the pressure lifts from my chest.
 
   “Bring her back!” I shout, stumbling to my feet and racing toward the dark creature. “Bring her -”
 
   I stop as the creature turns to me, and for a moment the sight of its shriveled, torn eyes is enough to fill my soul with fear. Now that I can see its face more clearly, I realize that its eyes are actually just a series of vertical slits cut into its leathery flesh. I open my mouth to scream, but the creature merely leans closer, its very presence seeming to silence me.
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear. “Why won't you just accept that?”
 
   As if it too heard the voice, the creature opens it huge jaws, revealing two rows of razor sharp teeth poking out from exposed bone. Roaring, the beast tilts its head back as if it wants to strike at me, but at the last moment it takes a step back, its vast hulking mass causing the floorboards to shudder beneath my feet. It twists away, and in the blink of an eye it vanishes entirely, leaving me still frozen senseless with fear in the middle of the front room. I feel as if it was about to attack me, but something forced it to pull back.
 
   A few seconds later, I hear someone approaching, and I turn to see Dad wandering through to the kitchen wearing nothing but a pair of boxers.
 
   He has no idea what just happened.
 
   “Didn't you hear that?” I shout, running through and trying to grab his arm, only to find that once again some unseen force is holding me back. I try again and again, as my frustration mounts and tears start rolling down my face. “Didn't you hear her screaming? Dad, I'm here! I'm right here, you have to see me!”
 
   Muttering something under his breath, he pours himself a glass of water and then heads back to his bedroom.
 
   “This isn't really happening,” I stammer, taking a step back before turning and hurrying to the front door. As soon as I pull it open, however, I find Molly and Adam hurrying to meet me.
 
   “It got Shannon,” Molly stammers, her eyes filled with fear. “I think it's coming for us next!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “Why haven't you said anything?” Molly asks as she and Adam follow me along the dark street. “Bonnie, please, what's wrong?”
 
   “It took my mother,” I reply darkly, feeling a slow sense of pure panic starting to vibrate through my chest. “It took her right in front of me.”
 
   “Then -”
 
   “So it can't be real!” I shout, turning to her. “It can't be, because if it is, that means my mother is...” My voice trails off for a moment as I remember her scream. “Where is everybody?” I ask, turning and looking around at the dark town square just a few hundred meters up ahead. “Even at 5am, shouldn't there be some signs of life?”
 
   “We've spotted a few people,” Molly replies, “but they don't seem to be able to see us. We tried making a list of all the people we've actually spoken to lately, but they're vanishing faster than we can keep track. Mary Wade, and Yasmine Wallace, and Alison Birch...”
 
   “Shannon burned too,” Adam adds, his voice filled with fear. “She was screaming as it happened, she was crying out for us to help her, but there was nothing we could do. It was just the same as Danny and Scott, and -”
 
   “It's a dream,” I continue, interrupting him as I start pinching my arm. “That explains everything, I'm dreaming and none of this is really happening.” I pinch myself harder and harder, until finally the pain is too much and I have to stop. Frustrated, I try a spot a little further along my arm, but the same thing happens again. “How do I wake up? It has to be a dream.”
 
   “It can't be your dream,” Adam replies, “because I'm in it.” He pinches his hand, but eventually he lets out a gasp and stops. “I don't think I'm dreaming.”
 
   “Me neither,” Molly adds. “I pinched myself loads earlier, but it didn't work. I actually drew blood.”
 
   I hurry along the street, desperately trying to work out what's happening, until I reach the edge of the town square. There has to be some other explanation, something that will force this whole mess to make sense, but so far I've seen my mother and my dead brother go up in flames, and I've been in the same room as my father and he couldn't even see me. There's no way I'm going to just accept the garbage that Molly is coming out with, but at the same time I need something to throw back at her, something that's logical and rational. Deep down, I think I'm starting to think she might be right.
 
   “We're being hunted,” Adam says suddenly.
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “We are,” he continues. “That thing, whatever it is, is coming for each of us. I don't know why it's taking people in a certain order, but Shannon's gone, and Scott and Danny were taken before that, and...” He sighs. “What if it's all true? What if we're not the ones who survived the shooting at the school, what if we're the ones who died? And what if somehow we've managed to keep going until now, but suddenly this thing has decided it wants us? Shannon was screaming and trying to run, but she couldn't do a damn thing to get away. It's relentless. When it comes for us, we don't have a hope.”
 
   “It's not going to come for us,” I reply. “Do you know how I know that? Because it's not real!”
 
   “But you've seen it too, right?” he asks.
 
   “That was all in my head!” I shout.
 
   “Face it,” he continues. “We really are dead.”
 
   I open my mouth, ready to dismiss the whole idea, but somehow I can't get the words out. I feel as if I'm slowly starting to believe that this madness is real, even though the rational part of my mind knows it has to be some kind of fantasy. Frankly, I preferred it when I thought I was cracking up, because at least then there was a chance I might somehow pull myself together. Now that other people are getting involved in the madness, however, I feel as if everything is spiraling out of control and I don't know what to do next.
 
   “There was a voice earlier,” I continue. “It whispered that I'm next. Did either of you hear that?”
 
   They both shake their heads.
 
   “Maybe that means it's coming for you now,” Adam suggests. “Don't take this the wrong way, but you might be the next one who... You know, like the others.”
 
   “But I first heard it a while ago,” I tell him, “before Shannon and Karen were taken, before my Mom. And I was right in the room with the damn thing, it snarled at me, it could easily have taken me. Instead, it left me alone.”
 
   “I wouldn't rely on that happening again,” Molly replies.
 
   “It's a fair point, though,” I continue, feeling as if this is the one point of logic that might help me to make sense of the insanity. “It could have had me, there was no way for me to fight back, but instead it just vanished. If it's real, and I'm not saying it is, not yet, but if it's real, why wouldn't it just burn me up next? Why make more work for itself? And what is it, anyway? I saw it up close, it was like a...”
 
   “Like a what?” Adam asks after a moment.
 
   “Like a demon,” I tell him, before flinching at the sound of that dumb word coming from my mouth. “Not that demons are real, but it was pretty nasty.”
 
   “I haven't gotten close to it,” he replies. “I've only seen it from a distance.”
 
   “Me too,” Molly adds, stepping past us and heading across the square for a moment before stopping and staring into the distance. “I heard Shannon screaming, though.” She turns to me. “If you'd heard her, you wouldn't doubt that this thing, whatever it is, is real.”
 
   “I was there when my mother was taken,” I tell her. “Believe me, I've seen plenty of evidence. I just don't want to admit it, not yet. I'm not giving up on a rational explanation.”
 
   “I already gave you one,” Adam replies. “It's hunting us. Maybe because it has to, or maybe for some kind of sick pleasure, but it's hunting us each in turn, and I don't think it'll stop until we've all been taken. I think Molly's right, I think we're...” He pauses, as if he's scared to finish the sentence.
 
   “Dead?” I ask.
 
   He nods.
 
   “I don't feel dead,” I tell him. “Whatever that would feel like...”
 
   “But do you remember the shooting?”
 
   “I remember hearing screams,” I reply. “I remember seeing my brother with a gun. I didn't believe it could be him, I thought maybe he'd tackled one of the attackers and stolen his weapon, but then I saw him...” I pause as I think back to that awful moment, and then I feel a shiver pass through my chest as I realize that I remember the face of the girl he gunned down right in front of me. “Alison,” I whisper, “and Jenna. I saw him killing them both. There was so much gunfire, so much carnage. I saw Jonathan Wilder getting shot too, but Malcolm carried on after that. He made a final stand alone.”
 
   “And you only just remembered that?” Adam asks.
 
   “I saw him do it,” I continue, as a sense of panic starts to rise in my thoughts. “I saw him shoot Jenna. Why did I only just realize?”
 
   “It's like Molly said,” Adam replies, stepping toward me, “obviously we found some way to ignore the memories. I guess our minds papered over the parts that didn't make sense. It can't be a coincidence that we've seen the truth just a couple of days after your brother was executed. Obviously that changed something, it made us understand or -”
 
   “Or it lured that thing here,” I suggest, interrupting him. “People said they saw Malcolm's ghost being chased through the streets. Then I saw him on the beach, I watched as that creature burned him, and that was when other people started to get taken as well.”
 
   “So maybe it had to get your brother first,” he continues, “and now it's free to come for the rest of us.”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that I'm slowly starting to come around to the idea, even if I still feel as if my head is spinning. “So now what?” I ask, feeling a sense of hopelessness in my chest. Looking across the town square, I see the blanket of stars above and I realize that I'm getting colder. “Are we supposed to just sit around and wait to get picked off, one by one? Is there literally nothing we can do to get out of this?”
 
   “We're dead,” he points out. “How exactly do you get out of being dead?”
 
   “I don't want to give up,” Molly says, behind me. “What if we get out of town? What if we leave and never come back? Maybe this thing won't be able to follow us. I mean, it's got to be worth a try, right?”
 
   “And then what?” I ask, keeping my eyes fixed on Adam. “If we're dead, that means we're ghosts. And if we're -”
 
   I stop as soon as I see the change in his eyes. Fear has suddenly crossed his face, and he reaches out, grabbing my arm as if he wants to pull me away from something.
 
   “What is it?” I ask. “Adam -”
 
   “Quick,” he says firmly, “get over here! Both of you!”
 
   “Why?” Molly asks.
 
   Turning, I immediately see what's wrong. Molly is staring at us with a frown, but the dark creature is right behind her, rising up against the night sky.
 
   “Get over here right now!” I tell her. “Molly, just listen for once!”
 
   “What's wrong?” She pauses, as the creature leans down toward the back of her head. “Guys, what -”
 
   Before she can finish, she gasps as a rush of fire bursts from behind her shoulders. She tries to take a step forward, and then she turns to reveal that the creature has forced its hand into her body, just below her shoulder-blades. When she tries to cry out, flames start rippling from her mouth, instantly burning her lips away and setting fire to her cheeks.
 
   “Run!” Adam shouts, grabbing my arm. “Bonnie, we have to run!”
 
   “Wait!” I hiss, stepping toward Molly. I have to help her, I have to find some way to save her from this thing.
 
   “There's no time!” Adam continues, trying again to pull me away. “Bonnie, she's gone!”
 
   “No!” I hurry forward, ignoring the heat rippling from the creature's body. Grabbing Molly's shoulders, I try to pull her away, but the creature has too firm a grip on her. As she tries to cry out, flames burst up through her mouth, as if there's an inferno in her belly.
 
   “Bonnie!” Adam yells. “Stop!”
 
   “I'm getting you out of here!” I tell Molly as I reach around and grab the creature's arm. Its rough, crumpled flesh is almost too hot to touch, but I figure I'm dead already and, besides, this thing had its chance to get me earlier and left me alone. Pulling harder on Molly's chest, I try desperately to get her free, even as the heat and flames threaten to overwhelm me. I can feel her trying to reach out to me, but no matter how hard I tug on her, I can't get her out of the creature's grip.
 
   “Run!” she gasps, as the last flesh burns from her face. “Bonnie, go!”
 
   “No chance!” I hiss, adjusting my grip on her shoulders and pulling even harder. “I'm not leaving you! I won't -”
 
   Suddenly she comes free and I tumble backward, landing hard on the cobbled ground. Molly lands on top of me, but I manage to hold her up so that our faces don't bang together.
 
   “I got you!” I shout. “We have to run!”
 
   “I -”
 
   She lets out a faint gasp, and then slowly her entire body starts to fall apart in my hands, turning into nothing but flakes of ash.
 
   “No!” I shout, trying desperately to keep hold of her, but it's too late and within seconds I'm flat on my back with nothing but ash all over my chest.
 
   The creature towers high above, looking down at me for a moment before leaning closer and roaring. Silhouetted against the starry night sky, he seems to huge and powerful, I feel as if there's no point fighting.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” I hiss. “You've taken almost everyone else. Why not me?”
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear.
 
   “Then do it!” I scream. “Stop torturing me and just do it!”
 
   I wait, but the creature stares at me for a moment longer before finally stepping back and fading into the night air.
 
   Scrambling to my feet, I look around, and finally I spot Adam staring at me with a shocked expression.
 
   “Did you see that?” I ask breathlessly, hurrying toward him. “It didn't take me! It knew I couldn't fight back, but it still didn't take me! That means it's not just hunting us and picking us off one by one! There has to be some kind of order to it all! It didn't take you, either!”
 
   “We have to get out of here,” he stammers, grabbing my arm and starting to pull me along the street. “Whatever it is, I don't want to be around when it gets back!”
 
   Glancing over my shoulder, I see that the pile of ash is already being blown away by the wind. I might not have been able to save Molly, but I'm damn well going to make sure that no-one else gets taken by that creature. The moment of hopelessness has passed. Somehow, I'm going to find a way to fight back.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I'm so cold,” Adam says a short while later, as we make our way along a corridor in the dark, deserted school. “Aren't you cold?”
 
   “I'm not too bad,” I reply, before stopping and turning to him. He's shivering so much, his teeth are actually chattering. As he gets closer, I put a hand on his forehead and instantly find that his skin is almost too cold to touch. “You're freezing. Like, not just cold, but actually freezing!”
 
   “I noticed!” he hisses. “I don't think I can keep going!”
 
   Pulling him closer, I give him a hug, hoping to warm him up. He's still shivering, and I can't help thinking that this extreme sense of cold is coming from somewhere inside his body. Whatever's happening, it's clearly linked to the creature that has been pursuing us.
 
   “Are you sure this is a smart place to be?” he stammers. “The school isn't exactly my favorite part of town.”
 
   “Or mine,” I tell him, “but I don't know where else to go. Maybe we can hide out here for a while until we've figured out what to do next. At least we haven't seen that creature here yet.”
 
   “I'm... I'm sorry,” he whispers.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Bullying you. About being such a... Well, you know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, well...” I pause for a moment, before pulling him tighter, hoping against hope that I can warm him up. “I guess that's in the past now.”
 
   “I've never bullied anyone in my life before,” he continues. “I swear to God, I was always a pretty decent person. I hated bullies, I even intervened once to stop some kid getting cornered at recess. But something changed. Every time I saw you, it was like this indescribable rage just came bursting up through me. I just felt like I had to hurt you. I felt bad after, but then I'd just see your face again and it always came rushing back. Scott and Danny were the same.”
 
   “Well,” I mutter, “I guess I do have that kind of face.”
 
   “It was like I couldn't control myself,” he adds. “It was almost as if the anger took hold of me every time I saw you. Every time I even thought about you.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” I reply. “I've been angry lately as well. It's almost as if any time I saw something that threatened to reveal the truth about what had happened to me, my mind responded by getting me all riled up. I was all ready to beat Yasmine up yesterday until Molly stopped me, and believe me, I was never like that before all of this started.” I pause for a moment, as Adam continues to shiver in my arms. “I guess Molly was right,” I continue. “I guess we've all been fooling ourselves, pretending not to notice the little hints that should have shown us the truth.”
 
   “And that thing isn't going to stop,” he replies. “It's coming after us, one by one.”
 
   “There has to be a way,” I mutter.
 
   “Why?” he asks, pulling back. “Why does there have to be a way, Bonnie? Maybe there isn't a way, maybe we're just screwed. Maybe no matter what we do, that thing will get us.” He pauses. “And even if it doesn't, I think I'm freezing to death. Like, if I get any colder, I don't think I'll even be able to breathe. Maybe this is what happens when -”
 
   Before he can finish, we both hear a door banging in the distance. Turning to look along the dark corridor, we wait, and a moment later footsteps can be heard coming closer. I immediately flinch, ready to run, but somehow the footsteps seem so calm.
 
   “Is that it?” Adam whispers. “Is it back already?”
 
   “I don't think so,” I reply, as I spot a figure in the darkness. “I think it's...”
 
   I wait a moment longer, and finally Mr. Dyson steps into view. I swear to God, of all the people I really didn't want to run into tonight, he's pretty much top of the list. At the same time, however, something seems very different this time. There's an expression of shock in his eyes, as if he too can't quite believe what's happening. I want to turn and run, but I figure that if he's in this as well, he might be useful.
 
   “Are you dead too?” Adam asks, staring at him.
 
   “I...” He pauses. “I don't know. I don't know what's happening, but -”
 
   “The shooting,” I reply, interrupting him. “Do you remember it?”
 
   He nods.
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “Well, I think -”
 
   “Be precise!” I hiss. “When the shooting happened, what's the last thing you remember?”
 
   “I was in...” Another pause. “I was just coming out of the cafeteria, and I saw Malcolm and Jonathan approaching. They had guns and...” He reaches up and puts a hand on his chest, close to his heart. “I think they... I remember a burst of pain, like nothing I've ever felt before. I remember Jonathan looking straight at me, and there was a flash of light, and then...”
 
   His voice trails off, and he seems to be in shock.
 
   “You're dead too,” I tell him. “I guess that makes sense. If you weren't, you wouldn't have been able to talk to any of us.”
 
   “I'm not dead,” he replies, shaking his head. “What the hell are you talking about? There's no way I'm dead! How the hell does that even make sense?”
 
   “Not a lot makes sense right now,” I mutter. “We're just trying to figure it out. Have you seen anyone burn tonight?”
 
   He frowns. “Burn?” Clearly shocked, he looks both ways along the corridor and then turns to head back the way he came. “It's not safe out here. I've seen things, heard things. We have to get to my office.”
 
   “How many of us are left?” I ask.
 
   He stops up ahead and glances back at us. “You're the first ones I've seen in hours. I've just been here, hearing screams occasionally and slowly getting colder. I have blankets in my office. I know they probably aren't much use, but they might help a little. We just need to sit down, stay calm and figure out what to do next.”
 
   Adam sets off after him, but I grab his arm and pull him back.
 
   “I don't like this guy,” I whisper, keeping my voice low so Mr. Dyson can't hear me.
 
   “It's a little late for that,” Adam replies, his teeth chattering with cold. “I don't see that creature around right now, so maybe it can't come into the school.”
 
   “That doesn't make sense,” I point out. “Why would the school magically -”
 
   “I don't know!” he hisses, pulling away from me. “But unless you've got any better ideas, I vote for following Dyson and maybe coming up with another plan.” He glances around for a moment. “That thing could come bursting out of the shadows at any moment. It's got its own logic, but if we can figure that out, we might have a chance. 'Cause right now, we're fighting something we don't understand.”
 
   With that, he turns and follows Mr. Dyson. Left alone for a moment, I look back along the corridor, just as there's a faint banging sound in the distance. I tell myself that the sound is just coming from the pipes, that this is an old building and it settles at night, but after a few seconds I realize that Adam is right about one thing. That creature really does seem to come bursting out of nowhere whenever it arrives, and we don't have a hope of escaping unless we can figure out why and how it's coming after us in such a specific order.
 
   “Hey!” I call out, turning and hurrying after the others. “Wait up!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “He's getting worse,” I whisper, as Mr. Dyson and I stand in the corner of the dark office. Over on the sofa, Adam is shivering under a pile of blankets. “It's like there's some kind of cold force inside his body. At this rate, even if that thing doesn't show up, he's going to die of hypothermia.”
 
   “Have you worked it out yet?” Mr. Dyson asks.
 
   I turn to him. “Worked what out?”
 
   “What this creature is,” he continues. “Where it comes from, what it wants.”
 
   I shake my head. “It seems to be taking people in a certain order. It's not just marauding through town, grabbing people whenever it finds them. It's just going after people who are dead and -”
 
   I pause suddenly as I realize how insane that sentence sounds. Reaching down, I rub my hands over my elbows, just to reassure myself that I'm still here, still solid. Deep down, there's a part of me that still expects to wake up at any moment, to find that this whole nightmare is just a dream. Then again, I've felt the same way ever since the shooting, and I never had any luck before. This is no dream.
 
   “Adam was right,” I continue, “there has to be some kind of logic to what the creature is doing. There are rules. If we figure those out, we have a chance.” I look across the room for a moment, listening to the silence. “This is the longest I've gone without seeing it, since the first time. I don't know why, but maybe it really can't get us while we're in the school. Maybe it's something to do with this being where the shooting happened.”
 
   “The creature's mopping up the ghosts of people who died that day,” Mr. Dyson points out. “We might be the last three.” He pauses, before reaching out and putting a hand on my shoulder.
 
   Flinching, I pull away.
 
   “I'm not that kind of guy,” he continues. “Bonnie, you have to believe me. Ever since all of this madness started, something has felt different inside. It's like my own mind was working against me, hiding the truth and making it so I didn't notice what was really happening. I was only talking to the same dozen or so people all the time, just to the students who died in the shooting. I guess somewhere along the way, my head got really messed around.” He watches me for a moment. “I'm really, really sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”
 
   “It's okay,” I mutter, even though that's a lie. I've felt angry a lot lately, so I guess I know what he means, even if his explanation doesn't completely make sense.
 
   “Can we be friends?” he asks, reaching out and tentatively touching my shoulder. “At least until we figure this out, or until that creature gets us? Please?”
 
   “Sure,” I reply, but I can't help myself and I have to take a step back. I still don't like this guy touching me, and I still don't trust him.
 
   He steps closer. “Bonnie -”
 
   Suddenly I hear footsteps outside the room, in the corridor. A moment later, there's the sound of something bumping against the wall.
 
   “The janitor,” Mr. Dyson says with a sigh of relief. “It's just Bob, the janitor.”
 
   A moment later, the door swings open and a figure steps through. Completely ignoring us, as if he can't see us at all, he glances around the room and then heads back out, pulling the door shut again.
 
   “He always does his rounds in the mornings,” Mr. Dyson points out, before glancing at the clock on the wall. “I guess the school will start filling up soon, which means we need to figure out a plan. We can't just sit around here forever, hoping that nothing can get to us. Do you have any ideas?”
 
   Stepping over to the sofa, I reach down and touch the side of Adam's face. He's shivering more than ever, and when he opens his eyes and looks up at me, I can see that he's in pain. He's so cold, his tears are turning to ice.
 
   “It's okay,” I tell him. “We're going to get out of this.”
 
   “You shouldn't give him false hope,” Mr. Dyson mutters, coming over to join us. “Death is cold. It's inevitable that this is happening to him.”
 
   “It didn't happen to any of the others,” I reply, pulling the blankets tighter around Adam's shivering body.
 
   “Maybe it got them faster. Maybe this is happening to Adam because he's delaying the inevitable for too long. Once he's gone, it might happen to us too.”
 
   “It's not inevitable!” I snap, turning to him. “Don't say things like that!”
 
   “You're a child,” he replies. “You still think everything can be fought, but it can't. Sometimes you just have to accept that certain things are going to happen whether you like them or not. Death is one of those things, Bonnie. We're already dead, all of us. Now we just have to let go.”
 
   “So you want us to walk out there and go looking for that creature?”
 
   “Would you rather keep hiding?” he asks. “It's going to get us eventually, all of us. Probably him first, but then it'll be our turns and we can't hide or outrun it forever.” He watches me carefully for a moment, and then he puts a hand on my shoulder. “However this situation works, eventually you have to face the fact that you'll be next.”
 
   “But not -” Pausing, I suddenly realize that I've heard him say something similar before. That voice that whispered to me so many times, saying “You're next” over and over again... I think it was Mr. Dyson. I watch him cautiously for a moment, and I swear I can see just a hint of irritation in his eyes, as if he wants me to stop resisting. “We have to focus on Adam for now,” I continue, trying to ignore my concerns. I pull away, so that his hand falls from my shoulder. “What about the furnace in the janitor's room?” I ask, figuring we need to be practical. “That thing gets pretty hot, so why don't we try moving Adam there?”
 
   “What good -”
 
   “It'll buy us time!” I say firmly. “If we can keep him alive for a little longer, we might be able to think of something!”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, before shrugging, as if Adam's survival isn't really so important to him. “We can try. I guess anything's worth a shot, right?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time we've managed to get Adam on his feet and out into the corridor, the school has started filling up with students. It's almost 9am and people are shouting and running all around us as we shuffle along, but somehow no-one runs straight into us. It's as if, on some subconscious level, they all know to avoid us, even if they can't actually see us. It must have been like this since the shooting, but my brain tricked me into not noticing.
 
   “He's so slow,” Mr. Dyson points out, needlessly, as we get to the door that leads into the yard. “This is hopeless, we should leave him behind.”
 
   I glance at him, shocked. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Survival of the fittest,” he mutters darkly.
 
   “The furnace is in that building,” I reply, spotting the door we need to reach. “Come on, we'll make it. We're not leaving anyone behind!”
 
   “I can't walk,” Adam stammers, his teeth chattering wildly. “I can't make it.”
 
   “You can and you will,” I tell him, with my left arm wrapped around his waist. “You remember the furnace, right? It's warm in that room, it's where they burn all the school's garbage. Even you can't be cold in there.”
 
   “You should leave me,” he whispers. “Save yourselves. I'll only hold you back.”
 
   “Just keep walking,” I mutter, leading him out into the yard. The morning sun is bright and I already feel a little warmer, but I guess it's not enough to affect Adam. Up ahead, Debbie and some other girls are talking, but I know there's no way they'll be able to see me. I guess Debbie survived the shooting after all, which explains why I don't remember speaking to her for a few years. Turning, I spot Josh heading to class, and I realize with a flash of sorrow that he wasn't ignoring me at the bus stop the other day, he just didn't know I was there. From his point of view, I died in the shooting. At least I know he didn't hate me, and that he made it out alive.
 
   “This isn't going to work,” Mr. Dyson mutters.
 
   “Do you have any better ideas?” I hiss.
 
   “No, and that's the point. There are no better ideas.”
 
   “We can't just sit down and let it take us,” I tell him.
 
   “Maybe -”
 
   “Just stop!” I snap, finally unable to hide my anger at his constant negativity. “If you've got nothing better to say, then don't say anything at all! We don't need to hear it right now or -”
 
   Suddenly Adam stumbles, falling forward. I struggle to catch him, but I just about manage to keep him up.
 
   “Steady,” I tell him. “We'll get there. Look, do you see that door over there? On the other side, there's the furnace and -”
 
   “Do you hear them?” he stammers, interrupting me.
 
   “Hear who?” All around us, people are chatting and shouting as they get ready for class, but it's just the normal chaos of a new school day. “I hear a lot of people, Adam, but -”
 
   “They're coming,” he whispers, pulling away from me and looking back the way we came. His eyes are wide with fear as he turns and looks toward the far end of the yard. “It's too late.”
 
   “Nothing's too late,” I tell him. “Adam, please -”
 
   Suddenly I realize I can smell sulfur. Spotting movement nearby, I turn just in time to see the dark, hulking form of the creature making its way toward us, slipping easily through the crowd. Nearby, some girls are practicing their cheer-leading routine, clearly oblivious to what's happening right in front of them.
 
   “Move!” I shout, grabbing Adam and pulling him toward the door. “We have to get inside!”
 
   “You can't fight this!” Mr. Dyson calls after us. “Bonnie, just accept the inevitable!”
 
   Ignoring him, I hurry Adam toward the door, but he stumbles with every step and slowly I feel him putting more and more weight on me, as if he can no longer stay on his feet. Finally he grabs my shoulder, desperately trying to stay up.
 
   “We're going to make it,” I tell him, “we're going to -”
 
   Suddenly he lets out a cry of pain, and a fraction of a second later I feel a flash of heat. Turning, I see that the creature has reached us and has grabbed Adam from behind. Flames are roaring from Adam's mouth, and when I try to take hold of his shoulder I feel my hand crushing through nothing but hot, brittle ash. Dropping to the ground, I try to look up at Adam's burning, screaming body, but I have to close my eyes as the fire becomes too bright. I roll onto my side in a desperate attempt to get away from the heat, and finally the scream stops and all I hear is the cheerleaders nearby, still working through their routine as if nothing is wrong.
 
   A moment later I hear a faint growling sound, and I look up to see the creature leaning down toward me.
 
   “No!” Mr. Dyson shouts suddenly. “Not yet!”
 
   The creature hesitates, with a smoldering hand still reaching down toward me, before finally it takes a step back. At the same time, it lets out a faint, rumbling growl.
 
   “Go back,” Mr. Dyson continues as he comes closer, snapping his fingers at the creature. “Wait for your next command. This has to be done a certain way.”
 
   Stumbling to my feet, I stare in horror as he smiles at me.
 
   “You control that thing?” I ask, my mind racing with fear.
 
   “Why else do you think it didn't attack us in my office?” he replies with a smile, looking down and kicking the pile of ash that used to be Adam. “Did you think the school was some kind of magic safe space? Are you so utterly naive?”
 
   Stepping back, I realize that my suspicions were right all along. I always sensed that there was something weird about this guy.
 
   “You're the last one now,” he explains. “I was lying when I told you I was one of the ghosts. I'm no such thing. They've all been mopped up now, Bonnie, so there's only you to deal with. Just let go of everything and accept the inevitable. I've been giving you that advice all along, you really should have listened to me by now.”
 
   “No,” I stammer, taking another step back.
 
   “What are you going to do,” he continues, “fight back? Keep running? There's nowhere to go.”
 
   “So why haven't you burned me yet?” I ask. “Why haven't you set that thing on me?”
 
   “You need to accept your fate first.”
 
   “The others didn't,” I point out. “Molly didn't accept her fate, and neither did Adam. Or my mother.” I feel a shiver of anger in my chest. “You took my mother.”
 
   “Your own brother was the one who killed her,” he replies. “I'm just mopping up the ghosts. Think of me as someone who sniffs out the carrion remains left behind by other killers. I didn't create all the ghosts in this town, but I don't see why they should go to waste, not when I'm already so hungry.”
 
   “Then take me!” I shout. “What are you waiting for? Why did you leave me until last?”
 
   “Because you're the most stubborn.”
 
   “I'm not going to let you do this,” I reply. “I'm not going to let you burn me the way you burned the rest of them!”
 
   Hurrying over to the door that leads into the janitor's office, I slip inside and then slam the door shut before looking out the window. Dyson and the creature are coming closer, so I drop down to the floor and try to work out what I'm going to do next. My body is shivering with fear and my thoughts are racing, but deep down I'm starting to realize that there might not be any way out of this mess. I'm all alone, and I can't keep running forever. Putting my head in my hands, I try desperately to focus my thoughts, but all I can think is that I'm out of time. It's inevitable, I'm going to burn like the others.
 
   “Hey,” a familiar voice says suddenly. “What's up?”
 
   Turning, I see that Hannah is crouching next to me with a smile.
 
   “You can see me?” I whisper, suddenly realizing that she must be a ghost too. “You can see me!”
 
   She cranes her neck to look out the window for a moment. “He's very full of himself, isn't he?” she mutters. “Always has been, but especially now. God, look at that smug expression on his face. He really thinks he's got you cornered.”
 
   “Are you cold?” I ask, reaching out and touching her arm. “You're not cold!”
 
   “I'm not like the others,” she replies, turning and crawling across the floor until she reaches the door. Getting to her feet, she takes a moment to wipe dirt from her jacket. “I've been watching for a while. I'm sorry I couldn't step in and do anything earlier, but I had to find the right moment. I couldn't save the others, but I might just be able to save you.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” I stammer, leaning up and seeing that Dyson is almost at the door, with the creature right behind him.
 
   “I'm going to fix this mess,” she says firmly, before taking a deep breath and then pulling the door wide open.
 
   “No!” I hiss.
 
   “Hello,” she says with a smile, staring out at Dyson. After a moment, she points at me. “Bonnie Bromley's right in here. She's cowering on the floor and she's almost given up fighting. I think she might even have decided that her fate is inevitable. I guess you'll be taking her, then.”
 
   “What are you doing?” I whisper, before crawling across the floor and hiding behind a cluttered old desk. Peering around the side, I see that Dyson has stopped in the doorway, facing Hannah.
 
   “You're getting involved with something that's beyond your jurisdiction,” Dyson tells her firmly, his voice filled with spite. “People won't be happy about this.”
 
   “People love getting annoyed by me,” she replies. “That's what I've always assumed, anyway. I think I'm actually a hobby for some of them. But like I said, Bonnie's right over -” She turns and looks down at the spot where I was hiding a moment ago, and then she looks around for a moment before finally spotting me. “Oh, now she's over there,” she continues, pointing at me as I duck down out of sight. “She's hiding behind that desk.”
 
   “Thanks a lot,” I mutter, as I glance around to see if there's anywhere else I can hide. I quickly crawl past the desk and duck down behind a set of old crates.
 
   “Now she's behind the crates,” Hannah adds.
 
   “Bitch!” I whisper.
 
   “So go get her,” she continues, turning back to Dyson. “What are you waiting for? You know where she is, you've got your friend with you to get the burning part done, so why are you holding back? There's not something else causing you to hesitate, is there?”
 
   “You've gone too far this time,” Dyson says after a moment. “There will be consequences.”
 
   “I hope so,” Hannah replies. “I love consequences.”
 
   I wait, convinced that at any moment Dyson and the creature will come closer. Looking around, I try to work out where I can run next, but I feel as if I'm finally cornered. A moment later, however, I hear the door swinging shut, followed by footsteps heading this way, and then suddenly -
 
   “Hey,” Hannah says, reaching a hand down toward me. “It's your lucky day. Get up.”
 
   “Are you on his side?” I ask.
 
   “As if. Get up.”
 
   Peering around the side of the crates, I realize that there's no sign of Dyson or the creature. Slowly, I get to my feet, while still looking around in case they appear from the shadows.
 
   “You're safe in here for now,” Hannah explains. “He's gone to think things through. We're lucky, really. His species is always notoriously cautious. Eventually he'll come up with another approach, but until then we've got a little breathing space. How are your legs?”
 
   “Why didn't he come inside?” I ask. “What stopped him?”
 
   “Well...” She grins. “I mean, I don't want to take all the credit, but I like to think that he wasn't expecting to bump into little old me. I'm sure I put him off his stride just a little.”
 
   “You talk like...” Pausing for a moment, I can't shake the feeling that she seems to be one step ahead. “The way you talked to him just now, it was almost like you already know him.”
 
   “I've met him before,” she replies. “Not often, but he's popped up occasionally to annoy me. He's a third-level death spirit, he feeds on lost souls and ghosts. He spends most of his time loitering around the vents between worlds, making as little effort as possible as he tries to consume whatever ghosts he can find. I've got to say, he's being a little more proactive this time. I guess even third-level spirits have ambitions.”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about,” I reply, taking a step back from her. “Are you... Are you crazy? Is that it? Are you completely insane?”
 
   “That'd be nice for you,” she continues, “but no, I'm not insane.” She holds her right hand toward me. “My name is Hannah, and I spend my time dealing with bugs in the system.”
 
   “Bugs?”
 
   “Death usually runs pretty smoothly,” she explains. “People live, they die, they move on. Occasionally, though, there can be certain creases, little accidents, and I have to show up to bang the pipes. That's a metaphor, by the way. Well, except for one time, but that's another story. I'm here right now because this whole school shooting thing caused a small clog in the process, but nothing could really get moving until your brother died. Until then, the error couldn't get corrected.”
 
   “Error?” I stare at her for a moment, before hurrying to the window and looking out into the yard. Most people have gone to class now, and I feel a shiver in my chest as I turn back to Hannah. “You're not real,” I whisper finally. “I was right earlier, I have lost my mind, and now all the insanity has somehow manifested in some kind of... vision.”
 
   She raises a skeptical eyebrow. “Vision?”
 
   “You're not real!” I shout. “You can't be!”
 
   “I'll take that as a compliment,” she replies, “but for now, could you at least humor me and listen? Or humor yourself, or whatever you think is going on here. I once helped a guy who was convinced the whole time that I was a brain tumor. He never accepted that I was real, but I still helped him.” She pauses, before stepping closer. “And now I'm here to help you, Bonnie. I couldn't help the others, they were too far gone, but I can help you. There's not much time left, but tell me something, how are your legs?”
 
   “Why do you keep asking about my legs?” I ask.
 
   “Do they hurt?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do they feel weird? Numb, maybe?”
 
   “Sometimes,” I reply cautiously. “Right now, they feel a little heavy.”
 
   “That's good,” she replies. “As long as your legs feel weird, we've got something to work with. Let me know if that changes at any point.” Turning, she heads past the workbenches and pushes the back door open. She leans out and takes a look around for a moment, before waving for me to join her. “Okay, the coast's clear. Let's get moving.”
 
   “Where?” I stammer.
 
   “I'll work that out along the way. Don't worry, I'm good at improvising. Which is lucky, 'cause I'm terrible at planning ahead.”
 
   “But you're not -”
 
   “I'm not real,” she adds, interrupting me, “yes, fine, that's what you think. We've established that, and I don't have time to prove otherwise, but could you at least pay attention to me? What other options do you have? If you try to annoy me, I can be extremely annoying in return. And if you really think I'm just an illusion cooked up by your subconscious mind, then did it occur to you that I might still be useful? Like, maybe I'm your mind's way of processing things and coming up with an answer. Like the doctor.”
 
   “What doctor?”
 
   “You don't think you actually went to see a doctor after you fainted, do you?” She smiles. “That was another example of your mind filling in the blanks. Your perspective has been all screwy for a while now, but fortunately the blinkers have finally come off. From this point on, everything you experience should be absolutely real.” She waits for a reply. “You have to trust me. Really, you have no better options.”
 
   Staring at her for a moment, I realize she might have a point.
 
   “And we can't stay in here,” she continues. “We have to move.”
 
   Cautiously, I make my way over to join her. I'm still certain she has to be an illusion, some symptom of my late-stage insanity, but there's just a chance that it might be worth listening to her.
 
   “I'm real,” she tells me, almost as if she can read my mind. “It's okay, though. I'm here to help you. If I was here to stop you, if somehow I was working against you, that would be the time to worry.”
 
   “You can't help me,” I tell her. “No-one can. It's too late.”
 
   “It's not too late,” she says firmly. “You've got one advantage that the other ghosts didn't enjoy.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   She smiles as she pats my shoulder. “You're not dead.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “I thought I was a ghost,” I stammer as we hurry across the hospital's parking lot. “No-one else could see me, except the other ghosts. I died in the shooting.”
 
   “Not quite,” she replies, glancing around as if she's worried we might be attacked at any moment. “You were shot, but you didn't die. Right now, your body is in a bed at the local hospital.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “You're in a coma,” she continues. “That's why the spirit... Wait, what name is he using this time?”
 
   “You mean Mr. Dyson?”
 
   She laughs. “Dyson? Fine. His real name is unpronounceable unless you have at least three tongues, so it's useless in the human world. Obviously he went for a moody pseudonym. Anyway, that's why Dyson needed you to accept your fate and give up. He can't take your soul until you're actually dead. You're hanging on by a thread, Bonnie, but if your soul gives up, that might be enough to push you over the edge.”
 
   “And my legs -”
 
   “We'll get to that. You've probably experienced a few weird moments, though, where sensations from the hospital room broke through into your mind. Haven't you heard voices, or felt people touching you?”
 
   “I heard voices,” I tell her, “and little pinpricks of pain sometimes...”
 
   “Injections.”
 
   “And my legs -”
 
   “Once you wake up,” she continues, interrupting me again, “Dyson won't be able to get you. Well, not without killing you first. Actually killing your physical form would risk attracting attention, but he's like an addict, he craves souls, so he might decide its worth the risk. You can never truly predict how an addict is going to react when his back's against the wall.” After leading me into the hospital's reception area, she stops for a moment. “He's not here. Not yet, at least. We need to hurry.”
 
   “And do what, exactly?” I ask.
 
   She turns to me. “What do you think? We need to find a way to stuff you back into your body. Assuming it's not too late already.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Either I'm completely insane,” I whisper a short while later, standing at the foot of a hospital bed and staring at my own body connected to a series of machines, “or the world is insane. This just can't... I mean, this can't be happening.”
 
   “It's happening, alright,” Hannah mutters as she examines the machines. “Your numbers aren't actually too bad. From what I've overheard, it sounds like they're not sure why you haven't been able to wake up. I think you could do with a little more saline solution, though.” She adjusts one of the dials, and then she turns to me. “Obviously they don't know that your soul is wandering around.”
 
   “So I've been here ever since the shooting?” I ask, still struggling to believe that this is really happening.
 
   “Physically, but not mentally. Your mind reached out and joined the ghosts who'd been left scattered across town. Usually they'd have passed to the next realm almost immediately, but Dyson was able to keep them here while he waited to start his meal. He needed your brother to die first, though. A curious set of coincidences led to a truly bizarre situation.”
 
   “So are all coma patients wandering about like this?”
 
   She shakes her head. “My theory is that the presence of all the ghosts meant that you were teased out.”
 
   “But how could we not have realized?” I ask. “We thought we were living normal lives.”
 
   “Your minds were papering over the inconsistencies,” she replies. “Self-delusion is one area where humans really excel. It never occurred to any of you that you were dead, so you literally altered the way you saw the world so that it fit with what you believed to be true. Just small things, here and there, but they were enough. You even imagined entire phone conversations. That's how realistic the delusion became for all of you. The human mind is fragile in some ways but undeniably powerful in others.” She pauses for a moment. “Then your brother was executed, and once that had happened the floodgates were opened. Your delusions could no longer hold back reality.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   Hearing footsteps nearby, I turn just in time to see Josh coming into the room. I stare in shock as he sets a bunch of flowers on the table, and then he heads over to the bed and leans down to kiss my forehead. The moment is so unexpected and tender, I can barely believe it's really happening.
 
   “He's been coming to see me all this time?” I ask, as he grabs a chair and pulls it over.
 
   “Cute, huh?” Hannah mutters.
 
   “I thought he hated me,” I continue, watching as he squeezes my unresponsive hand. “I thought he was just like everyone else, but all this time he's been visiting me? I saw him taking a bus to the hospital the other day. I should have realized.”
 
   “He comes every day,” Hannah tells me. “I know I can be cynical sometimes, but this... This is pretty devoted. It's almost as if he loves you or something.”
 
   “Do you really think so?” I ask, taking a step closer to the bed.
 
   “You won't believe what my crazy parents have done this time,” Josh says, talking to my prone body. He's still holding my hand, stroking it gently as if he hopes I might notice and wake up. “Well, it's my father, really. He's bought an apartment maintenance company. Like, a whole, actual business. He thinks he can get loads of contracts from some people he knows who work for the county, and obviously he wants me to tool up and get involved.” He pauses for a moment. “I guess maybe I'll get the hang of it. At least I know I have a job lined up, and he seems keen for me to take over one day. Maybe we could even think about getting an apartment together, although...” He pauses. “You need to wake up for that to happen, Bonnie. Is it really that hard? Just hear my voice and wake up.”
 
   “I'm right here,” I tell him, with tears in my eyes as I head over and try to grab his arm. Somehow, however, an unseen force holds me back, just as I was also held back last night when I tried to get my father's attention. “I want to speak to him,” I continue, turning to Hannah. “Help me speak to him!”
 
   “You need to wake up first,” she replies.
 
   “So let me wake up!”
 
   “It's not my decision,” she continues. “These things are complicated.”
 
   “Can't you tell him that I'm here?”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Why can't he see you right now?” I ask.
 
   “Because I don't want him to.”
 
   “But what if I don't make it?” I ask, watching as Josh continues to talk to my comatose body. “What if I just slip away?”
 
   “That's a distinct possibility.”
 
   “I'm here,” I say firmly, crouching next to Josh and looking up into his face. “I know this is crazy, but you have to listen, I'm right here. Just focus for a moment, you'll be able to sense me.”
 
   “It doesn't work like that,” Hannah says, as Josh keeps talking. “Sorry, but the power of eternal love isn't so useful here.”
 
   “I'm right next to you,” I continue, convinced that Josh has to be aware of my presence. “I'm going to find a way to wake up. I don't know how, not yet, but I'll get back to you, I swear. There's no way I'm going to give up.” Reaching out, I try to put a hand on his knee, but of course once again I can't actually touch him.
 
   “That's what I like to hear,” Hannah says after a moment. “You're going to need every ounce of that determination.”
 
   “Please hear me,” I whisper, leaning closer to Josh. “Please...”
 
   He keeps talking to my comatose body for a few more seconds, before suddenly pausing. For a brief moment, it's almost as if somehow he has noticed me, but then he starts talking again. Hearing someone nearby, I turn and see my father in the doorway.
 
   “Sorry,” Dad says, scratching his stubbly chin, “I didn't know you were here. I can come back later.”
 
   “It's cool, Mr. Bromley,” Josh replies, getting to his feet. “I just had a free period, so I thought I'd drop by a little early today.”
 
   “The doctor said there's been no change,” Dad continues. “He still keeps hinting that we should consider...” He glances over at the machines. “He said we might be putting her through too much, and that the kindest thing might be to -”
 
   “No,” Josh says firmly.
 
   Dad sighs.
 
   “We agreed to wait,” Josh continues, with a hint of panic in his voice, “and we have to stick to that. Bonnie's in there somewhere, I know it. She's going to wake up eventually.” He sits back down and takes my comatose body's hand again. “Sometimes I think she squeezes,” he adds. “Not a lot, and I know the doctors and nurses think I'm insane, but I swear I've felt it once or twice. It's like she's trying to give me a sign.”
 
   “I'm right here,” I tell him, starting to panic as I realize that there seems to be a vast gulf between us. “Make him see me!” I shout, turning to Hannah.
 
   “I can't,” she replies.
 
   “Then why did you bring me here?” I ask. “Just to torture me?”
 
   “I'll give you a minute or two,” she says, turning and heading out of the room. “Let me know when you've finished being so emotional.”
 
   Stepping back, I watch as Dad takes a seat on the other side of the bed. I want to scream, to somehow force them to notice me, but I feel completely powerless. They're talking calmly, keeping their voices down a little, while my body rests between them.
 
   “I'm here!” I shout, before trying to grab the bed. No matter how hard I try, however, I just can't seem to make the damn thing move. Finally I hurry to the door and into the corridor, where I find Hannah waiting by the stairwell.
 
   “Why are you here?” I ask.
 
   “I told you -”
 
   “I know,” I reply, interrupting her, “you're fixing something that went wrong, but it's more than that, isn't it?” I wait for her to say something, but from the look in her eyes I can tell that she's holding back. “I'm not special,” I continue. “I'm just an ordinary girl, living an ordinary life. People die every day, do they all get a visit from you, trying to save them and put them back into their bodies?”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Then why me?” I ask. “Assuming for one moment that you're real, why do I get to see you when millions of other people don't?”
 
   “It's complicated.”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   “You just have to trust me,” she says firmly. “I get it, you're freaked out, and frankly you're holding yourself together way better than I expected. Some people would have lost their minds by this point, but you just need to trust me and do what I say.”
 
   “So you've got a plan?”
 
   “I'm working on one.”
 
   “And the first step was to bring me here so I can see my father and my boyfriend moping next to my hospital bed? So I can hear my own father suggesting that maybe they should switch the machine off and let me die?” Again I wait for an explanation, but again she says silent. A moment later, I see my father and Josh coming out of my room, heading to the vending machine at the far end of the corridor. “None of this makes sense,” I add finally, taking a step back. “If you want someone to trust you, you need to give them a little something in return first. A sign that they're worthy of that trust. Right now, I guess it doesn't matter whether you're real or not, because you clearly can't actually do anything to help.”
 
   She sighs. “Bonnie, you're in shock, you -”
 
   “I'm out of here!” I tell her, turning and pushing the doors open. Maybe this is a mistake, but I feel as if my head is churning and I just need to go somewhere and think for a moment. I hurry to the top of the stairs, but when I look down I immediately freeze as I see Mr. Dyson down below, heading up this way. Backing away slowly, I make my way into the corridor again. “He's here,” I stammer, as I feel my heart pounding in my chest. “Hannah -”
 
   Turning, I realize that there's no sign of her. My father and Josh are still at the vending machine, but Hannah seems to have disappeared. Hurrying to the door to my room, I peer through and see to my shock that the bed is empty.
 
   “Huh?” I whisper, before making my way along the corridor and looking around the next corner, just in time to see Hannah hurrying through a set of double-doors, carrying my comatose body in her arms.
 
   “I'm just saying that we need to think about what's best for Bonnie,” my father says as he and Joe wander past. “If she's in pain, do we have the right to prolong her life with machines? She's my little girl and I can't stand to think of her suffering.”
 
   “Wait up!” I shout, running along the corridor and barreling through the doors. Reaching the top of another stairwell, I look down and see Hannah carrying my body down to the lower floors. “What the hell are you doing?” I call out, racing down after her.
 
   “You asked why we were here,” she replies. “This is why. I knew Dyson would show up soon.”
 
   “Why did he come?” I ask.
 
   “Think about it. Now he knows time is running out, he wants you dead as soon as possible. He was probably going to smother you in your hospital bed. He's getting desperate.”
 
   “But...” I look at my prone, comatose body for a moment as it rests in her arms. “Is this safe? Won't she... I mean, won't I die if you just carry her out like this?”
 
   She kicks opens the doors at the bottom of the stairwell and carries my body into the parking lot. In the process, however, she bangs my head against the side of the door.
 
   “Sorry,” she mutters, taking me out into the afternoon air. “Did you feel that?”
 
   “I don't know,” I reply, putting a hand on the side of my head as I realize I feel slightly woozy. “Maybe for a moment.”
 
   “You should be fine,” she explains, “at least for a while. The machines were there to monitor you, not to pump you full of drugs. We'll get you somewhere safe and then we'll come up with a proper plan. A better plan. Don't worry, I always think of something. I just need a little pressure to build up first, something to get the juices flowing.”
 
   “How much pressure do you think will be enough?” I ask. “I mean, there seems to be quite a lot already.”
 
   “Stop stressing,” she replies, hurrying between two parked cars, banging my head against one of them. “Sorry again.”
 
   “Can you -”
 
   My head hits the side of another car.
 
   “Careful!” I hiss, feeling a distinct ache. “Do you mind not bashing me to death while you're rescuing me?”
 
   “You're in a coma,” she replies as we reach the edge of the parking lot and she carries my body into the forest. “Maybe you should try complaining less. A few bumps might even do you good.” She glances back at me. “In fact -”
 
   Before she can finish, she trips on a tree-root and falls forward. My body spills out of her arms and crashes down into a pool of mud. Almost tripping over Hannah myself, I stop and stare down at my unconscious, mud-soaked body.
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter.
 
   “This is why you shouldn't ask dumb questions,” she continues, taking a little more care this time as she starts to lift me from the mud. Dirty brown water dribbles from my hospital night-gown, and I can't help wincing even though I can't actually feel the mud right now. “I know a place where we can hide out,” Hannah continues, “at least for now. Dyson is going to be looking for us, and it won't take him long to come up with another plan.”
 
   “But you stared him down before,” I point out as we make our way through the forest. “He backed off when he saw you.”
 
   “That was just shock,” she replies. “I wish I could say I'll always have that effect, but I won't. He just wants to claim your ghost and then he'll move on, leaving this town forever. I'm not going to let him get what he's after, though. We have to find a way to get you back into this body.”
 
   “And how are we going to do that?” I ask.
 
   “I don't know,” she mutters, “but I'll think of something. Just try not to bug me to death first or -”
 
   Before she can finish, she bangs my head against one of the trees. When she turns to look, she bumps me against another. At the same time, I feel the start of a headache.
 
   “Sorry,” she says with a faint, force smile. “Come on, we have to get moving before Dyson finds us.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “There,” she says as she wipes matted, muddy hair from across my comatose body's face. “You'll be okay for a while.”
 
   We're in an abandoned old factory at the edge of town. I used to come here as a kid, with Debbie and Molly and a few other girls. We used to play dumb games to while away the hours, but that all feels so long ago now. Even Malcolm came down with us occasionally, back in the days when he was just my older brother rather than a mass-murdering psychopath. He's gone now, and so's Molly.
 
   “How's the plan coming along?” I ask.
 
   Hannah gets to her feet and steps past me, but she doesn't reply.
 
   “Do you have a plan?”
 
   “Not so much,” she mutters.
 
   I wait for her to continue, but she remains quiet, lost in thought. I guess I was hoping that she'd miraculously come up with a way for us to get out of this mess, whereas she seems to be merely stalling for time.
 
   “Won't they notice I'm gone?” I continue, staring at my body on the floor. I can see my chest rising and falling as I breathe, but other than that my body is completely motionless and unresponsive. “At the hospital, I mean.”
 
   “Totally,” she replies. “People can see me, remember? When they check the security cameras, they'll see me running out of the building with you in my arms. I'm sure the police are hunting for us both by now, but I had no choice.” She starts examining an old workbench in the corner, wiping dust from the surface. “If I'd left you there, Dyson would have killed you by now, and then there'd be nothing to stop him claiming your ghost.”
 
   I watch as she takes a look at some old tools. Despite all her outward confidence, I can't shake the feeling that Hannah is definitely hiding something from me.
 
   “This wasn't supposed to happen,” she says finally.
 
   “No kidding,” I mutter. “Stealing a body from a hospital is -”
 
   “Not that,” she snaps, glancing at me with guilty, pained eyes. “The whole thing. The shooting, everything, the whole goddamn mess.”
 
   “But...” Pausing, I start to realize what she means. “You were supposed to stop it?”
 
   She shakes her head. “I wasn't supposed to. In fact, I'm very much not supposed to interfere. The people I work with, or at least the people I used to work with, are strictly opposed to the idea of messing around in human affairs. But when I realized what your brother and his friend were planning, and when I looked ahead and saw how many people would die, and how many more would suffer... How many lives would be destroyed...” She takes a look at a rusty old wrench for a moment, as if she's trying to distract herself. “I thought I could break the rules,” she continues, with a hint of deep regret in her voice. “I waltzed into town, the way I always do, and I told myself I could somehow talk your brother and his friend Jonathan out of what they were planning. I knew it'd be messy, but I figured I'd muddle through. Unfortunately, it didn't work out that way.”
 
   “How did you know what they were planning?” I ask.
 
   “Traumatic events like the shooting...” She pauses. “They echo through the world and through reality, in every direction. It wasn't hard to figure things out, but I thought I could stop them. I've never failed before, not really, not at something so important.” She sets the wrench down and now there are tears in her eyes, although she quickly sniffs them back. “I came to town about a week before the shooting happened. I started talking to Malcolm and Jonathan, trying to subtly steer them away from their plan. I listened to them for hours, all their boring self-righteous justifications for hating society, and eventually I started to realize it wouldn't be as easy as I'd expected. By the end, only they could see me. I was at the school with them when they burst into the cafeteria, I was screaming at them to stop but...”
 
   Her voice trails off, and after a moment she wipes her eyes on her sleeve.
 
   “I failed,” she adds finally.
 
   “No, you -”
 
   “I did!” she hisses, as anger fills her voice for a moment.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “I tried to stop them,” she continues firmly, “and I failed.”
 
   “That doesn't mean it's your fault,” I point out. “Believe me, I've been through mental contortions trying to blame anyone but my brother for what happened that day. Eventually I realized that for whatever reason, he made a conscious decision to take guns to the school. Each time he shot someone, he made the choice to pull the trigger.” I pause, thinking back yet again to the horrors I witnessed in the cafeteria. Sometimes I feel as if the sound of echoing gunfire has never really left my thoughts since that day. “Unless you're saying that something had taken control of him,” I continue, starting to feel a ray of hope. “Is that what happened? Did some kind of monster manipulate Malcolm and Jonathan into carrying out the shooting?”
 
   She turns to me, and I can see the sadness in her eyes.
 
   “That would explain it!” I continue, as the sense of hope blossoms in my chest. “I knew Malcolm wasn't like that, I knew there had to be something else that -”
 
   “Bonnie -”
 
   “This Dyson creature made him shoot those people!”
 
   “Bonnie, listen -”
 
   “It's so obvious now!” I stammer, relieved to finally understand why my brother would do such an awful thing. “Dyson must have reached into his head and forced him to do it all!”
 
   “No,” Hannah says firmly.
 
   “But it's the only explanation!”
 
   “It's not,” she continues. “Bonnie, Dyson didn't cause the shooting. He was attracted here by the stench of death, but he didn't influence Malcolm or his friend to do what they did.”
 
   “Then...” Pausing, I realize that the hope is starting to fade. With tears in my eyes, I try to think of some other answer. “Then why did Malcolm do it?” I ask finally.
 
   “I honestly don't know,” she replies. “Anger, I guess. Or pain. Humiliation. A mixture of all those things and more.”
 
   “Everything thinks he was evil,” I whisper, sniffing back more tears.
 
   “No human is truly evil,” she mutters. “Twisted, maybe. Able to contort their minds until they believe black is white and right is wrong? Sure. But I've never met an evil human, not in all my travels.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply to her, before another shock of realization hits me. “Jonathan was shot early,” I tell her, “which means... Malcolm must have been the one who shot me. I ran to the door, and then he... My own brother.”
 
   “Maybe he didn't realize it was you until too late,” she suggests.
 
   I feel a sense of hollow anger in my chest as I imagine him pulling the trigger, hitting me in the back. “He killed Mom,” I say finally. “Why wouldn't he try to kill me too?”
 
   “Everything about that day was human,” Hannah replies after a moment. “Dyson only showed up to feed on the aftermath, but the shooting was a very human event. I don't know exactly what caused your brother and his friend to do it, but I know that I tried to stop them and I failed.”
 
   I want to tell her to stop blaming herself, but I'm too shocked to get the words out. My own brother tried to murder me.
 
   “I let my ego get too big,” Hannah continues. “It never seriously occurred to me that I wouldn't find some way to break the rules, to stop the shooting. And then finally I ended up standing in that cafeteria, surrounded by so many dead kids, and I realized I'd screwed up. After that I went away for a while. I had to be alone. Maybe that was selfish of me, but I was in shock. It took a long time before I realized that I should come back, that I needed to deal with everything that happened next. And then when I got here a few weeks ago, I immediately sensed that another type of entity had come to leech off the misery in this town.”
 
   “You mean Dyson?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “He has some kind of creature with him,” I continue. “I don't know what it is, but Dyson doesn't burn the ghosts himself. The creature does it for him.”
 
   She nods again. “The creature is called a Flesh Weaver. They're usually very peaceful, very noble animals, but Dyson has managed to enslave one. They live in the depths of the Underworld, working with the Loom People, and it's very rare for one to be seen out and about like this. Unfortunately, Dyson has found some way to enslave one of the poor things. The Flesh Weaver burns the bodies and passes the souls on to Dyson, because otherwise Dyson would have to spend much longer on each one. He's a typical addict, really. He needs more and more hits, and he needs them faster. A place like this town, following the massacre at the school, is his perfect hunting ground.”
 
   “But nothing happened until yesterday,” I point out. “Why did he wait until my brother had been executed?”
 
   “He needed to take your brother's soul first,” she explains, heading over to the dirty, cracked window and peering out for a moment. “There are certain rules about this kind of thing.” She pauses again. “This has gone too far. I should have stopped it.”
 
   “You can't always -”
 
   “Yes I can!” she shouts, turning to me with anger in her eyes. “I should have stopped it all!”
 
   “But you said it's against the rules.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So maybe there was nothing you could have done,” I continue. “Believe me, I tried to work out what I could have done to stop Malcolm, and it took a long time before I realized there was nothing. Literally, there was no way I could have anticipated what my brother was planning.”
 
   “Of course you couldn't do anything,” she sneers. “You're just a kid. You're just mortal.”
 
   “Well -”
 
   “I'm more than that!” she yells, grabbing the edge of a nearby bench and tipping it over, sending the tools clattering across the concrete floor. She takes a deep breath, as if she's shocked by her own momentary burst of anger. “I'm so much more than that,” she adds breathlessly. “I can change things that happen right in front of me. I can banish demons, I can keep people alive, I can see into the future. I have all this power, so when I fail at something, it's not because of my own limitations, it's because I screwed up! It's because I got so accustomed to saving the day, I forgot to be careful.”
 
   I wait for her to continue, but she puts her head in her hands, and after a moment I realize she might actually be crying.
 
   “Are you...” I pause, not really sure whether I want to know the answer to my next question. “Are you, like... Are you God, or something like that?”
 
   She turns to me, and after a moment she smiles. “No,” she says with a renewed sense of calmness, “I'm not God, or anything like that. I'm just someone who works behind the scenes. Someone who should have known better. And now a whole bunch of people are dead, and worse than that, their souls were consumed by that Flesh Weaver so they could be passed on to Dyson. I didn't cause the shooting to happen, but I damn well should have prevented it. There shouldn't be any limits to what I can do.”
 
   “We all feel like that sometimes,” I point out.
 
   She opens her mouth to reply, before smiling again. “Don't.”
 
   “Don't what?”
 
   “Don't be smarter than me,” she continues. “I don't like it.”
 
   Turning, I look back down at my comatose body. “Maybe you can't save me,” I point out. “Maybe this is another limitation.”
 
   “Oh, I'm definitely going to save you,” Hannah replies. “I don't know how, but I am damn well not going to fail again. I've been watching you for a while, Bonnie. I pretended to be a student at the school, I hid my true identity from Dyson so I could get closer to him and work out what he really wanted. I've invested a lot of time and effort here, and I am not going to walk away until I've salvaged something.”
 
   “So you only care about yourself?” I ask, turning to her. “Is that what this is about? Pride?”
 
   “I'm not proud,” she scoffs, heading to another window and peering out. “I've never had a problem with pride, thank you very much. I'm far too honest with myself, almost to a fault.”
 
   “I had a bird in a box,” I tell her. “I thought it was dead, but then it was alive and then... It seemed to constantly switch from one to the other.”
 
   “Of course it did,” she replies. “It was being looked after by someone whose energy was doing the same thing.”
 
   I want to ask what she means, but I get the feeling that none of her explanations are going to make too much sense. In fact, the more I try to understand, the more I feel as if I'm getting a headache.
 
   “So what are we doing here?” I continue, looking around at the abandoned factory. “Are you hoping that I'll just miraculously wake up?”
 
   “Maybe we should get Prince Charming to come and give you a kiss,” she mutters, staring at my body on the floor. “Then again, I guess he tried that himself at the hospital. This isn't a fairytale. True love never won the day, not in my experience. We need something more solid, something that'll give you one hell of a jolt.”
 
   We stand in silence for a moment.
 
   “Electricity?” I suggest finally.
 
   “Stop being so literal.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Maybe we should binge-watch some TV movies,” she continues. “This seems like something that probably comes up in those quite regularly.” Stepping around my prostrate body, she seems lost in thought for a moment. “Bumping your head didn't work. Having people talk to you at the hospital didn't work. Dropping you in mud didn't work. We need to find some way to force your body to wake up, we need to make it understand that it has no choice. Once that happens, your soul will instantly snap back into place.”
 
   “So I guess you've never done something like this before?”
 
   “Not that I remember,” she mutters. “You're not ticklish, are you?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Not even a little?” Crouching down, she tickles my body's bare, dirty feet.
 
   “Maybe there's too much damage,” I point out. “Like, something's wrong in my head, something that means I can't wake up.”
 
   “That's not what the doctors thought at the hospital,” she replies, before frowning. “I think I know what to do.”
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Turn around.” She glances at me, with the faintest of smiles on her lips. “Seriously, I know how to wake you up, but you have to turn your back to us. You can't see what I do.”
 
   “I...” After pausing for a moment, finally I do as I'm told, and I immediately hear her shuffling about, as if she's getting into position for something. “What are you doing?” I ask cautiously, resisting the temptation to turn and see for myself.
 
   “Whatever you do,” she replies, “don't turn around.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Just promise you won't.”
 
   I wait, but I don't hear anything.
 
   “You're not...” Feeling a little breathless, I remind myself that I shouldn't panic. I have to learn to trust Hannah, no matter how crazy she might seem. “Don't take this the wrong way,” I continue, “but you're not going to, like... violate me in some way, are you?”
 
   “You wish,” she mutters, clearly not impressed.
 
   “Then what are -”
 
   “It'll take a few minutes,” she adds, and this time she sounds a little tense, as if she's struggling with something.
 
   I start to turn around so I can see what's happening, but I force myself to keep my back to her.
 
   “Come on,” she hisses under her breath. “Just a little longer...”
 
   “Can't you just tell me what you're doing?” I ask.
 
   “A little more. It should start working soon.”
 
   I take a deep breath, but my throat is starting to feel a tight and my legs are getting weak. Worrying that I might faint, I reach out and lean against a nearby workbench, but the uncomfortable sensation is really filling my throat now and I feel kind of light-headed.
 
   “What are you doing?” I gasp.
 
   No reply.
 
   I try to ask again, but my whole body feels tense and stiff now. Finally, even though I know she told me not to, I turn and look back across the room, and to my horror I see what's happening.
 
   Hannah is straddling my body, with her hands gripping my throat.
 
   She's strangling me.
 
   “Hey!” I gasp, lunging toward her but quickly dropping to my knees. I can't breathe at all, and I can see that my body's face is starting to turn a distinct shade of red. “Stop!”
 
   “Nearly there,” Hannah says with an excited grin, and I can see that she's squeezing extra tight now, as if she's determined to finish me off. She actually seems to be enjoying this.
 
   “Why?” I stammer, shuffling forward on my knees, reaching out in a vain attempt to stop her. “I thought you... wanted to... help...”
 
   Tumbling down onto the dusty concrete ground, I use the last of my strength to reach out and grab Hannah, but I only manage to brush my fingertips against the side of her leg. I want to pull her hands away my throat, but I'm far too weak and now my vision is starting to fade, as if the end is coming.
 
   “Please,” I whisper, feeling myself slipping into unconsciousness. Everything goes black. “Don't do this to me... Please... I don't want to -”
 
   Suddenly I let out a loud, angry gasp and I instinctively sit up. I push Hannah away with enough force to slam her into the wall, and then I reach up and feel my sore neck. Desperately gasping for breath, I look around and realize that something feels different this time. It takes a moment before I realize that I'm back in my own body
 
   “That took long enough,” Hannah mutters, getting to her feet. “For a moment there, I was worried I might actually end up throttling you to death.”
 
   “Are you insane?” I ask, still trying to get more air into my lungs. “You almost killed me!”
 
   “But I knew I wouldn't,” she replies. “Well, actually I hoped I wouldn't. There was a definite risk, but I figured I needed to force the issue.”
 
   She reaches out and takes my hand, helping me to my feet.
 
   “I had to make it a life or death choice,” she continues. “I figured you were just a little too comfortable in your ghost form. I needed to shock you and force a decision.”
 
   “By choking me?”
 
   “It worked, didn't it?”
 
   “Never do that again,” I gasp, leaning back against the wall. “Never, ever do anything like that to me again, at least not without warning me first.”
 
   “Sorry,” she replies with a self-satisfied smile, “I can't make that promise. Obviously chocking the average coma patient wouldn't work, but since you were out of your body and able to see what was happening, I thought there was a chance you'd be shocked into returning to your body. How do you feel, anyway?”
 
   “My legs,” I stammer, as I realize that I feel extremely weak.
 
   “The hospital had a physio come in and do some muscle exercises with you,” she explains, “but that was just to stave off atrophy. You've still spent a long time in bed, so your body's gonna feel a little funky for a while. By the way, I walked into your room once when they were washing you with a sponge on a stick.” She pats my shoulder. “There is no dignity in that procedure, my friend.”
 
   “So I'm cured?” I ask, finally getting my breath back. I hold my hands out and look at them, and I take a moment to clench and un-clench my fists. “I'm really back in my body again?”
 
   “You can thank me later,” she replies, “but right now we need to get out of here. The delightful Mr. Dyson is still going to be looking for you.”
 
   “But we can stop him now, right?” I ask. “Or will he just give up, now I'm not a ghost anymore?”
 
   “There's no way he'll give up,” she mutters, leading me across the abandoned factory, heading toward the door at the far end. “I told you, he's an addict. He craves the souls of dead people, and as far as he's concerned, you were promised to him a long time ago.”
 
   “But there's nothing special about me, is there?” I continue. “I'm just like everyone else.”
 
   “Except that he's become fixated on you,” she explains. “It's pretty immature of him, really. He thought he'd get to consume your soul, then he found he couldn't, and now he's filled with the need to take you. He just can't let -”
 
   “Wait!” I hiss suddenly, struggling slightly to keep up with her. My entire body feels stiff and weak, and after a moment Hannah reaches out and gives me a little support. “I don't feel so good,” I tell her.
 
   “No kidding,” she replies as she helps me across the room. “Don't worry, it'll take time but eventually -”
 
   “What was that?” I ask suddenly, turning and looking back toward the windows. I swear I heard voices, lots of voices, but they seemed to be rustling in the distance and whispering all at once.
 
   “Are you going loopy on me?” Hannah asks.
 
   Before I can answer, I hear the voices again, and this time there are footsteps as well, heading straight toward us. I look around, convinced that I'll see someone at any moment, but there's no sign of anyone else here. I can sense something nearby, however, and finally I pull away from Hannah.
 
   “What's wrong?” she asks. “Is -”
 
   Suddenly the tall, dark creature looms above me, roaring as it appears from out of nowhere an reaches down to grab my shoulder. The air ripples, as if pure energy is crackling across the creature's body. I freeze for a moment, but Hannah grabs me and pulls me out of the way just as a large, bony hand swipes at me.
 
   “You need to learn to duck better!” Hannah hisses, bundling me across the room until we hit the far wall.
 
   Turning, I see to my horror that the creature is lumbering this way.
 
   “It wants me,” I whisper. “It's my turn.”
 
   “Flesh Weavers are renowned for two things,” Hannah replies. “First, they're extremely powerful. And second, they're pretty much impossible to kill.”
 
   “So what's the good news?” I ask.
 
   “I have no idea. Maybe there isn't any.”
 
   We duck in different directions as the creature reaches us. I feel something bump against my back, sending me clattering to the ground, but I'm able to scramble to my feet and hurry behind an old workbench. My body is far too weak for this, but pure fear keeps me going as I stumble to the wall and glance back again. The Flesh Weaver is still coming for me, ignoring Hannah completely. When it reaches the workbench, it grabs the edge and tosses the entire thing aside with one shove, sending it crashing into the wall.
 
   “I've never seen an enslaved Flesh Weaver before,” Hannah says as I hurry over to join her. Splintered pieces of the broken workbench come raining down on us. “I didn't even think that was possible. I can't even begin to imagine how Dyson managed to get this one on his side. Flesh Weavers are usually solitary creatures, they place no value on material wealth. What the hell could he have done to persuade this one to be his bitch?”
 
   The creature roars again, revealing rows of hook-like teeth as it reaches out and tries yet again to grab me. This time its hand briefly ripples with fire, missing me by just an inch or two as Hannah grabs my arm and yanks me out of the way. We crash together into another workbench, knocking it over, but I stumble to the ground and have to be helped up. As I turn and look toward the door, however, I spot a figure watching us, and I realize with a flash of anger that it's Mr. Dyson.
 
   “We've got company,” I gasp.
 
   “I want what's mine,” he announces calmly, with a faint smile. “Nothing more and nothing less.”
 
   “I'm not yours!” I shout.
 
   “Don't worry, Bonnie,” he continues. “Once I have your soul, I'll get out of town. I've got far better things to be doing than hanging around this dump.” He takes a step forward. “I just want what's owed to me.”
 
   “Is he always this annoying?” I ask as Hannah and I duck out of the Flesh Weaver's way yet again.
 
   “Oh, he can be way worse,” she replies. “So how did you manage it?” she calls out to him. “I've got to admit, I'm mildly impressed that you've got a real, live Flesh Weaver to do your dirty work.”
 
   “I can hardly give away my secrets,” he continues. “It is a magnificent beast, though, isn't it? I found it wandering the plains of the Underworld, exhausted and close to death. Perhaps it just feels it owes me a life debt, after I saved it from its own misery.”
 
   “No Flesh Weaver would work for you,” Hannah tells him. “Not unless it had lost its mind.”
 
   As if angered by those words, the Flesh Weaver lunges at her, grabbing her by the neck and slamming her into the brick wall. Flames ripple from its hands and Hannah lets out a gasp, but after a moment she manages to slip free and jump out of the way as the creature reaches for her again.
 
   “Focus!” Dyson shouts, with anger leaking into his voice for the first time. “Ignore her! It's the mortal girl I want!”
 
   The Flesh Weaver lets out a low growl as it turns away from Hannah and lumbers toward me. Again, I'm able to limp out of the way just in time, but my body is aching now and I know it's just a matter of time before I'm too slow and this creature gets its claws into me, and then I guess I'll go up in flames just like Mom and Molly and all the rest. My heart is pounding as I back toward the wall, but the creature is already crashing toward me, its heavy feet cracking the concrete floor with each step.
 
   “Get out of the way!” Hannah yells.
 
   I try, but this time I trip and drop to the ground. As I try to get up, the Flesh Weaver grabs my neck and I feel a flash of heat as I'm lifted high. I grab the creature's burning hand and try to pull it away, but the flames are getting stronger and I'm several feet above the ground now, unable to get free.
 
   “Leave her alone!” Hannah shouts, her voice barely audible over the sound of the Flesh Weaver's growls as it leans closer to me.
 
   Staring into the creature's face, I see two large, black eyes looking back at me. I expected the Flesh Weaver to be angry and filled with rage, but instead I see a hint of sadness, almost as if it doesn't want to hurt me but thinks it has no choice. When it took the souls of the others, it acted quickly, burning them with no apparent remorse, but now it almost seems to be reconsidering my fate. I guess the difference might be that whereas the others were already dead, I'm technically still alive.
 
   “Stop wasting time,” Dyson says firmly. “You know what you have to do.”
 
   The creature tilts its head slightly, still keeping its eyes focused on me.
 
   “You don't have to,” I gasp, as I feel its grip starting to burn my neck. “Please...”
 
   Nearby, Hannah is using a wrench from one of the workbenches to attack the Flesh Weaver's flank, but the creature doesn't even seem to have noticed.
 
   “Please,” I whisper again, “let me go...”
 
   “Kill her!” Dyson shouts. “Do I have to remind you how this works?”
 
   The creature lets out a gasp of pain, tilting its head back as if suddenly its body is filled with agony. As it does so, I spot what looks like a metal ring around its neck, with several spikes buried deep into its dark, knotted flesh.
 
   “He's torturing you,” I whisper, as I realize how Dyson has managed to get the Flesh Weaver under control. Reaching out, I grab the ring and try to pull it away, but it seems to be fixed too tightly. Tugging on the side, I see the spikes digging through the creature's flesh, drawing fresh blood, and a roar of pain emerges from its mouth. At the same time, more flames erupt from its hands, burning the side of my neck until I let out a scream.
 
   “Hang on!” Hannah shouts. “I'm going to look for a chainsaw!”
 
   I grab the ring around the Flesh Weaver's neck with both hands and try to force it apart, and finally I feel the metal starting to bend. Just when I think it might be too strong to break, the ring suddenly snaps and comes away in my hands. I grab the creature's wrist, but instead of letting me go it leans closer and roars again, causing the flames to burst across my face.
 
   “It's gone!” I scream. “I stopped it!”
 
   Suddenly I feel myself drop to the ground, landing hard on the concrete floor. I roll to one side, reaching up to feel the charred, bleeding skin around my neck and jaw, but the Flesh Weaver is already turning away. I try to get to my feet, but my body is too weak.
 
   “Don't even think about disobeying me!” Dyson sneers nearby. “Kneel! I'll fix that thing back around your neck, and this time you will finish the work you've started! Do you not remember what happened the last time you tried to challenge me?”
 
   Turning, I see that Dyson is standing his ground as the Flesh Weaver lumbers toward him. There's fear in his eyes, but he seemed determined to make the creature bend to his will.
 
   “Kneel!” he shouts. “You will -”
 
   Before he can finish, the Flesh Weaver grabs him by the shoulders, sending a rush of fire into his body. Dyson screams, but the creature pulls him closer, and finally the flames become so bright, I have to turn away. At that moment, I hear a loud revving sound and I look over at the far door just in time to see Hannah running back through with a chainsaw.
 
   “I actually found one!” she shouts. “It's rusty but -”
 
   She stops when she sees the inferno in the center of the room, and all she can do is stare in shock as the flames flare and then fade away, leaving no sign of Dyson or the creature. Dyson's scream lingers for a moment, however, echoing through the air until it too is gone.
 
   “Where did they go?” I stammer, getting to my feet.
 
   “The Flesh Weaver turned on him,” Hannah replies, running over to me with the still-running chainsaw swinging wildly in her hands. “How did you do it? Was there -”
 
   “Careful!” I shout, ducking down as the chainsaw almost hits my face.
 
   “Sorry!” She switches it off and tosses it aside, before grabbing me and pulling me close for a hug. “What did you do?”
 
   “Dyson had put some kind of metal ring around its neck,” I explain. “That was how he was controlling it, he was torturing the poor thing. Once I pulled it away, the Flesh Weaver went straight for him and they vanished in the flames.”
 
   “Well,” she replies, taking a step back, “I guess that makes sense. If someone had been using a metal ring to torture me, I think I'd want a little revenge once it was finally off.” She looks over at the center of the room, where the flames have left a scorch-mark on the concrete. “Flesh Weavers are usually fairly friendly, but they can get pretty nasty when they're provoked. Wherever he is right now, I doubt Dyson is having a good time.”
 
   “I need to get to a hospital,” I stammer, reaching up and feeling the burns on my neck and face. “I need to let everyone know that I'm okay. Dad and Josh are there, they're probably terrified that something happened to me.”
 
   Helping me to stay on my feet, Hannah leads me over to the door, but after a moment she glances back across the room.
 
   “What's wrong?” I ask. “It's over, isn't it? Please tell me that Dyson isn't ever going to come back!”
 
   “Maybe,” she whispers. “The whole thing just seems a little too easy, but...” She pauses, before turning to me and smiling. “Come on, let's go find your family. I can think of at least two people who are going to be very glad to see that you've risen from the brink of death.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Five years later
 
    
 
   “There it is again,” Josh says, putting his arms around me from behind and kissing the back of my neck.
 
   “Huh?” Realizing that I was lost in a daze again, I smile as I turn to him. I was thinking about Malcolm, but I can't admit that. “Sorry, there's what again?”
 
   “That look.” He peers into my eyes for a moment. “You still think about it a lot, don't you? All that stuff that happened five years ago...”
 
   “It's hard not to,” I point out. Reaching up, I instinctively touch the scars on my neck and face. Sometimes, when I find it hard to believe that everything with Hannah and the Flesh Weaver really happened, the scars serve as a useful reminder. I've thought about getting surgery to get rid of them, but I think I need them if I want to remember what happened and,more importantly, to believe it was all real. “Don't you think about it?”
 
   “You mean the time you suddenly got kidnapped from the hospital and then you turned up alive and well?” He pauses for a moment. “Sure, not a day goes past that I don't thank God that he sent you back to me, but -”
 
   “But you don't really believe me, do you?”
 
   He sighs.
 
   “You don't,” I continue. “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   He hesitates, and I can already tell that I'm right. “I believe you were in a coma,” he says finally. “I saw that much. I also believe that some random girl kidnapped you from the hospital and that then you turned up with these burns.”
 
   “What about the rest?” I ask. “The Flesh Weaver, and the ghosts, and the creepy guy from school who turned out to be some kind of soul collector? And the girl who knew everything... Do you think all of that happened, or do you think it was all part of some fevered dream?”
 
   “That's a little harder to say,” he replies. “I think maybe the human mind is capable of imagining a lot of crazy stuff. You were in a coma for so long, Bonnie, and the doctors said it's not that weird for patients in your situation to have very vivid memories of dreams they think they had. I have no doubt that you truly believe it all happened just the way you remember it.”
 
   “I didn't imagine it!” I say firmly, even though I know I can't really blame him. “It was all real, I swear!”
 
   “Have you heard from that Hannah girl since?”
 
   I shake my head. I remember her helping me back to the hospital that day, and I remember the door sliding open, and I remember turning to find that she was gone. I guess I've been expecting her to drop by again to see how I'm doing, but she's probably far too busy. I've looked online, though, and there are a few forums where people discuss a strange girl they met who went by the name Hannah, and who helped them out. I never actually join in with those discussions, but it's nice to know that other people have encountered her, and that she's still out there somewhere. It's like she's some kind of urban legend, and the only people who believe she's real are the ones who've encountered her.
 
   “Come on,” Josh says with a smile, taking my hands in his. “Aren't we supposed to be going ring-shopping today?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It's Saturday afternoon, so the center of town is pretty busy. Sometimes it still feels strange that I ended up sticking around, rather than following through on my dream of moving far away, but I guess my life is here, and my roots. Besides, now Josh and I are engaged, I've kind of committed to the place. His family is here, and so's his job. Plus I get to be close to my father, who seems so lonely these days. As we pass the memorial in the town square, commemorating the people who died in the school shooting, I can't help looking up at the names and remembering how I saw them burning in the Flesh Weaver's grasp.
 
   So many unreal, hard-to-believe things have happened in this town.
 
   “Hey, Molly,” I whisper, spotting her name up there. “I still miss you.”
 
   “So where do you want to start?” Josh asks as we head across the street. He sounds so keen and buoyed-up, as if he's trying to overcompensate for the daze he senses in me. “I promised you my undivided attention today and I intend to follow through on that promise. Isn't that any woman's dream? A whole day of wedding ring shopping?”
 
   I can't help smiling. Josh sometimes gets things a little wrong, but he means well and I love him more than I ever thought possible. Glancing at the window of a nearby store, I spot my own reflection, complete with the scars that still -
 
   Suddenly I see him.
 
   Dyson, standing right behind me.
 
   I turn and look, but there's no sign of him. Just the town square with people milling about as usual. Frozen to the spot, I glance at the faces all around me, convinced that at any moment I'll see him grinning at me again.
 
   “Honey?” Josh says, with concern in his voice. “Are you okay? You look kinda pale.”
 
   I glance around, but there's definitely no sign of Dyson. I guess my brain must have had a brief spasm, throwing up an image from the past. I've had nightmares ever since the time I spent with Hannah, so maybe one of those nightmares briefly leaked through into my waking life.
 
   “I'm fine,” I mutter, even though I feel distinctly uneasy. “It was just -”
 
   “You're next,” a voice whispers in my ear.
 
   I turn and look, but again there's no-one to be seen.
 
   “This can't be happening,” I whisper, trying to stay calm. “He's gone.”
 
   “Bonnie?”
 
   Turning to Josh, I can see that he's worried. I remember how he treated me five years ago, after my miraculous recovery from the coma. He acted as if I was some fragile soul who might relapse at any moment, and now he has that same look in his eyes. It's as if my worries are reflected in his face.
 
   “Don't,” I say firmly.
 
   “Don't what?”
 
   “Don't fuss,” I mutter, pushing the door open and heading into the jewelry store. “Please, I'm fine. I'm not losing my mind.”
 
   “I never said -”
 
   “Let's just look for rings.” I know I'm being mean, and that I should try to stay calm, but I've been terrified for so long that my mind might crack again. Of course, once you start watching out for something like that and putting your emotions under a microscope, you can end up going all the way down the rabbit-hole and thinking yourself into trouble. I've come close to that a few times over the years, but luckily I've always managed to stay just this side of rationality. Heading over to a display case, I pretend to be looking at rings even though I'm focusing instead on my bare hands. Constantly pinching my fingers, I keep trying to find some cast-iron guarantee that I'm definitely alive, and that I haven't fallen into the same nightmare I experienced five years ago.
 
   It's over.
 
   Hannah took Dyson away, and now everything's fine.
 
   I just have to remind myself of that fact, hundreds and hundreds of times each day.
 
   “Can I help you, M'am?” asks the girl behind the counter.
 
   I stare at her for a moment. “You can see me?”
 
   She frowns.
 
   “But maybe you're dead too,” I mutter, turning and seeing that Josh is talking to someone at another counter. “How can I be sure?”
 
   “Um...” The girl hesitates for a moment. “Is there something in particular that you're looking for? We have some new ranges that just came in last week.”
 
   Before I can reply, I feel a wave of panic rushing through my chest. When I glance at the window and look out at the busy town square, I can't shake the feeling that something is headed this way, something familiar, something I haven't experienced since that day in the abandoned factory five years ago. A moment later I feel something brushing against my shoulders, and I spin around, convinced that the Flesh Weaver is back. There's no-one nearby, of course, but my mind is racing.
 
   “M'am?” the girl behind the counter continues. “Do you... Do you need to sit down?”
 
   “Bonnie?”
 
   Turning, I find that Josh has come over to check on me, and he's clearly concerned.
 
   “I'm fine,” I tell him, desperately trying not to worry him, “but... Can't you feel it?”
 
   He frowns. “Feel what?”
 
   “It's so cold in here.”
 
   “I'm not cold,” he replies. “If anything, I think it's a little warm.”
 
   I look over at a display case filled with diamond rings, and then at another that contains necklaces. They're completely still, of course, but I still feel as if the ground is starting to shudder beneath my feet. Something's vibrating through the air, filling the room as if it's somehow warning of an oncoming presence. If I didn't know better, I'd feel as if all the air is being sucked away, read to be send crashing back around us again like some kind of tsunami.
 
   “It's everywhere,” I whisper, looking out the window again. “It doesn't feel right, it's almost -”
 
   And then I see him.
 
   Dyson is out there, standing completely still as the crowd moves around him, and he's staring straight at me. He looks a little different to before, a little older and much more gaunt, but his eyes are filled with pure hatred. From the way he's staring at me, I can immediately tell that he's here to deal with some unfinished business, and I can't hold back my sense of panic any longer.
 
   “Do you see him?” I ask, still hoping against hope that I'm imagining the whole thing. “Out there, the man in the dark suit...”
 
   Josh turns and looks for a moment.
 
   “Huh,” he mutters. “He seems kind of intense. You want me to go and ask what his problem is?”
 
   “You can really see him?” I ask, grabbing his arm and turning him to face me. “Josh, you can see that man?”
 
   “Do you know him?”
 
   “Are you sure you can see him?” I continue, as my chest tightens with fear.
 
   “Sure, honey, but...” He pauses. “I think we should get you home. I don't know quite what's up, but maybe if you rest for a moment, you'll start to feel better. And that guy -”
 
   He turns to look out the window, but after a moment I follow his gaze and see that Dyson is no longer there. My eyes scan the crowd, convinced that he's just hiding, but he seems to have vanished as quickly as he appeared.
 
   “See?” Josh says with an unconvincing smile. “He's gone. Probably just some local freak.”
 
   “Where's Hannah?” I mutter, turning and looking around the store. The rumbling sensation is getting stronger and stronger, as if a vast wave is about to burst through the entire town at any moment, and the air feels almost too thin to breathe. “Can't you sense it?” I shout, backing into the corner. “Everyone has to get down! Something's about to happen!”
 
   Josh and the staff stare at me with shocked expressions, as if I've lost my mind.
 
   “Get down!” I scream. “He's back! He's coming for me! He's -”
 
   And then suddenly the rumbling stops.
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “I can barely breathe,” I gasp, taking big, hulking gasps of air that somehow won't fill my lungs. “It's like all the oxygen has been pulled away.”
 
   “Honey?” Josh says cautiously, taking a step toward me. He reaches out a hand, to help me up. “I really think you're just -”
 
   Before he can finish, a huge wave of air slams into the building, knocking through one of the walls and bringing the ceiling crashing down. I duck down and put my arms over my head just as the air-conditioning system comes smashing to the floor next to me, and a moment later one of the pipes swings down and knocks the back of my head, sending me sprawling forward into the dust. There are screams nearby and I turn to see Josh on the ground with a patch of blood already soaking through the dust on his face. I reach out to grab him, but a second rush of air hits and I'm sent crashing across the room until I hit one of the display cases. Falling back, I'm covered in shards of glass as the diamonds come spilling out onto the floor. I turn and try to get back to Josh, but the floor buckles, as if something is trying to force its way up into the store.
 
   “Josh!” I scream. “Josh, are you okay?”
 
   “Did you think I'd just walk away?” Dyson's voice whispers in my ear. “Did you think it'd be that easy?”
 
   I turn, but he's nowhere to be seen. I can feel him, though, as if his presence is filling the air all around me.
 
   “I fought my way back,” he continues, his voice echoing slightly. “It took me a while to subdue that dumb Flesh Weaver, but finally I made him scream as I tore his soul from his body. Trust me, I derived great satisfaction from his miserable demise.”
 
   I start crawling through the rubble, desperately trying to get to Josh. An alarm is ringing nearby and I can hear people shouting outside the store, but when I get to Josh I see that there's more blood on his face. Reaching out to check for a pulse, I'm about to touch his neck when an unseen force whips me around and smacks me against the wall, and a fraction of a second later I'm tossed through the air until I hit the damaged ceiling. When I crash back down, I land on an overturned display cabinet, and I feel a snapping sensation in several ribs as I let out a grunt and fall to the floor.
 
   “It would appear,” Dyson whispers, “that you underestimated my determination. I tried the subtle approach, but that didn't work, so now I realize I have to make some noise.”
 
   I try to cry out, but suddenly my body is pulled through the air. Just as I'm about to crash through one of the store's remaining windows, however, I hit a low-hanging section of the wrecked air-conditioning unit, which catches my shoulder and tears through the skin before sending me slumping once again to the ground. I immediately try to crawl away, scrambling behind another of the upturned counters as more chunks of plaster come raining down from above.
 
   “You're mine,” Dyson continues, his voice tinged with anger now. “You were supposed to die in the shooting, like all the others. I don't know how you managed to cling to life, but I don't really care. I was promised a certain number of souls that day, and I intend to take them all.”
 
   “No!” I shout, but it's too late. Something grabs me by the waist and starts dragging me through the rubble toward the window. I reach out and take hold of a broken counter, but I don't know if I can hold on for much longer. The counter's edge is razor-sharp and already digging into my fingers, and I cry out even though I know I can't let go.
 
   “Just accept your fate!” Dyson hisses. “This is inevitable, so stop struggling and give me what I want, and then I can move on. Or do I have to be more persuasive?”
 
   Spotting movement nearby, I see that Josh's body is slowly being lifted by an invisible force.
 
   “Leave him alone!” I scream. “Stop!”
 
   “First, you must give yourself to me,” Dyson replies. “Then, perhaps, I will be lenient!”
 
   I stare at Josh for a moment, before seeing something else moving on the floor. Looking at the hundreds of spilled jewels, I see that a face is being reflected in every one of them, but it takes a few seconds longer before I realize who I'm seeing.
 
   “Hannah?” I whisper.
 
   The face flashes away, but I swear it was her. I turn to look over my shoulder, but suddenly I'm pulled away from the counter and sent slamming into the wall beneath one of the broken windows. At the same time, Josh's body is sent thudding into the wall. I can hear sirens getting closer, but as I struggle to my feet I look out across the town square and see a scene of utter devastation. There are dead and bleeding bodies everywhere, at least twenty or thirty outside the store alone, while the wave of destruction seems to have cut through every store surrounding the square. Feeling a sharp pain in my chest, I finally manage to limp forward, but a moment later something large and dark is tossed to the ground just a few feet away.
 
   To my horror, I see that it's part of the Flesh Weaver's face.
 
   “With my bare hands,” Dyson says with a grin. “Do you finally see the hopelessness of your struggle? If a mighty beast couldn't hold me back, what chance could you possibly have?”
 
   Turning, I see him standing nearby. A rush of pure anger builds in my chest.
 
   “I've taken thirty-eight new souls in the past two minutes alone,” he continues, “but still I'm not satisfied, and do you know why? Because I haven't taken the soul I want the most. The others were just appetizers, but your soul has been promised to me for several years now. Give it to me, surrender yourself, and I will leave the rest of this town alone, but I must warn you... If you continue to resist, I will destroy every living creature within one hundred miles of this dirty little place, and then I will take you anyway.”
 
   “No more,” I stammer, climbing out through the broken window until I'm face-to-face with him. “If you want me, you've got me. Just leave everyone else alone.” Looking around, I realize that there's no sign of Hannah, so I guess the brief vision of her was just an illusion, maybe part of my mind struggling to cope with everything that's happening. I can't expect her to rush in and rescue me every time I'm in danger. “No more death,” I gasp, wincing as I feel fresh pain in my chest. “No more destruction. Let everyone go.”
 
   “Almost everyone,” he replies with a smile.
 
   A moment later I hear a cry of pain from inside the store, and I turn to see Josh writhing on the floor, clutching his chest in pure agony.
 
   “Stop!” I shout, turning back to Dyson. “Leave him alone or I'll -”
 
   “Or you'll what?” he sneers. “We've already established that you can't do anything to me. You can't even hide very well.”
 
   “Stop hurting him!” I say firmly, stepping closer. “It's me you want!”
 
   “An angry soul is a far greater meal than one that simply submits,” he continues, as his smile grows. “I intend to ensure that you, Ms. Bromley, are the most succulent meal of all. After all, I've waited long enough. You owe me this!”
 
   As the sirens get closer, I turn and look across the town square.
 
   “Don't expect anyone to come and help you,” Dyson adds. “I've sown the seeds of confusion in their petty mortal minds. They're just driving round and round, never quite finding their way to the town square. Not until I decide to let them come, anyway. Humans are so pathetically easy to manipulate.”
 
   Suddenly Josh's cries cut out, and I look back through into the store.
 
   “What did you do to him?” I whisper, before starting to climb back inside. “Josh, I -”
 
   Before I can get through, however, I'm dragged back through the air and slammed to the ground. Landing on my right arm, I feel a sharp pain, and when I roll onto my back I realize I've got more broken bones. I try to get to my feet, but the pain is too strong and I fall back, gasping for air. A moment later, Dyson appears in the corner of my eye, staring down at me with a smile.
 
   “This will be very painful for you,” he explains. “It needn't be, but after everything you've put me through, I think I've rather earned the right to make you suffer.”
 
   I try to reply, to tell him to go to hell, but I can barely breathe. A moment later, I realize that there's something in his right hand, and finally I turn to see that he's holding Josh's severed head, with blood dripping from the ragged loose skin around his neck. Staring into his dead eyes, I swear I feel a sense of pure sorrow bursting through my chest, as if something at the back of my mind has snapped. Lunging forward, I try to grab Dyson by the collar, only for him to grin as he pushes me away. I hit the ground hard but immediately scramble to my feet, once again throwing myself at him with a cry. This time he grabs my throat, squeezes tight, and then slams me into the wall.
 
   Slumping down, I feel as if my skull is vibrating. The police sirens are still ringing out, but I can tell now that they're not getting any closer. It's as if they're constantly driving around the streets at the edge of the square, never managing to actually reach us.
 
   “Even as he died,” Dyson continues, “your boyfriend's soul was crying out for you, begging me to let you live. I found his determination amusing, to say the least.”
 
   I struggle to get up, but the impact with the wall has left me dazed.
 
   “Enough theatrics,” Dyson mutters, dropping Josh's head and then stepping toward me. “Until this moment, I never appreciated the value of delayed gratification. How long has it been since I first set eyes on you? You were just a child back then, terrified and cowering under a desk while your brother and his friend opened fire. It has certainly been long enough for me to anticipate the richness of your soul. Long enough for me to crave this meal with every fiber in my being.”
 
   Reaching out, he grabs my head and tilts my face up so that I have no choice other than to look into his eyes. I want to lash out and strike him for what he did to Josh, but my body is too weak and frail.
 
   “Can you feel it?” he asks with a smile, as the sky darkens above. “I'm slowly, very slowly, peeling the first strands of your soul away. Usually I'd kill you first, but I think in this instance I would like my meal to squirm.”
 
   I let out a gasp as I realize I can feel my mind starting to separate, as if individual thoughts are being disconnected from one another and lifted up. Concentrating, I try to hold back, to force this monster out of my head, but he seems to find my efforts amusing and he quickly pushes harder, making me gasp as he drags strands from deeper and deeper down. I can hear him laughing in my mind as he picks at each memory in turn, and I'm powerless to fight back. I'm coming apart.
 
   At the same time, above the town is darkening with alarming pace, and an ice-cold wind is starting to blow across the square.
 
   “Did you really think,” Hannah's voice says suddenly, “that I'd just walk away and forget about this place?”
 
   It's not her.
 
   It can't be her.
 
   My mind is just firing in every direction, filling my ears with what I want to hear.
 
   “I knew you'd be back,” she says firmly, and this time she sounds a little more real. “Addicts are so predictable.”
 
   I see the hint of fear in Dyson's eyes as soon as he hears those words. The strands of my thoughts are loosening, and I feel them drifting slowly back down into my mind. I tell myself that Hannah can't really be here, that she's long gone, but at the same time Dyson's reaction is enough to give me hope.
 
   “You need to turn and face me,” Hannah continues. “What's wrong? Scared?”
 
   Letting go of my collar, Dyson turns and looks back across the town square. I slump down, grasping at my throat for a moment before seeing Hannah over at the square's center. I blink a couple of times, convinced that she's not really here, but if anything she becomes more distinct with each passing second. There's a new seriousness in her expression, too, a sense of dark fury that wasn't there before.
 
   “You can't do this!” Dyson says with fear in his voice. “I know you! I know the limits of your power, and you can't summon these forces! I did everything right! I kept you away!”
 
   “I called in a favor,” she says calmly, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on him. “I'm going to pay for this at some point, but someone very big and very powerful owed me some help. Of course, I couldn't call that favor in without letting him know where I am, so that's going to be complicated and painful when he catches up to me, but right now I figure nothing's off the table.” She takes a step toward him. “Congratulations. You've done something that no-one has ever really managed before, or at least for not a long time. You've pissed me off.”
 
   Behind her, the sky is darkening more and more, with huge, vicious clouds swarming as far as the eye can see. There are hints of lightning behind those clouds, but only brief, faint flashes, as if a violent storm is brewing, and the heart of that storm seems to be directly above Hannah.
 
   “You can't be here!” Dyson sneers. “I blocked you!”
 
   “And I got through anyway,” she replies.
 
   “No-one has the power to do that!” he shouts. “There's only one person in all of -”
 
   He stops suddenly, with a flash of fear in his eyes.
 
   “Bingo,” Hannah says with a smile.
 
   “That's not possible!” he stammers, taking a step back. “You'd never go to him, you wouldn't dare! Everyone knows that you're terrified of him!”
 
   “I never thought I'd turn to him for help either,” she replies, making her way toward Dyson. “I thought I'd just keep on running forever, always glancing over my shoulder in case a certain person caught up with me. Then again, maybe deep down I knew that one day I'd have no choice, and now finally that day has arrived. The day when nothing I do is enough to fix the mess I'm in. The day when the people I'm trying to help matter more to me than my own safety. I tried everything within my power to stop you, and you just kept slipping through. So what other option do I have? I called for help from an old friend.”
 
   “He's not your friend!” Dyson shouts, clearly filled with panic. “Listen to me, there's still time! If we work together, I can take you to people who'll offer you sanctuary! It'll be a little difficult to persuade them, but they'll listen to me and they can help you to hide!”
 
   “I'm done hiding,” Hannah tells him, her tone filled with derision. “Once I've dealt with you, I'm going to face something I should have faced a long time ago. I'm going to stop running, and I'm going to take responsibility for the mistake I made when I was just starting out.”
 
   “You're insane!” he screams. “He'll destroy you! He'll throw you to the depths of misery and he'll leave you to rot forever! After what you did, he'll never let you see the light of day again!”
 
   “Everything's going to be okay,” Hannah says, turning to me as thunder rumbles above the town square. “You trust me, don't you?”
 
   I want to answer, but instead I look across the ravaged town square and see all the dead bodies littered about. After a moment, I spot Josh's severed head and I realize I have to go and hold him. Kneeling on the blood-stained cobbles, I take his head in my hands and stare into his eyes, and I feel another part of my soul starting to break deep in my chest. There are no words, no thoughts, that can possibly do justice to the grief in my heart. Josh is dead, and it's all because he was here with me. If only I'd sent him away, for his own good, he'd still be alive. He sat next to my comatose body for so long, and now he's dead.
 
   Suddenly there's a loud scream from nearby, accompanied by a crack of thunder from above. I turn to see that Hannah has placed her hands on Dyson's shoulders. She's forcing him down onto his knees, and a brilliant white light is emerging from his eyes and mouth. His whole body is trembling and he's letting out a series of tight, gurgled cries, while Hannah stares down at him with calm detachment. The light flashes and flares in Dyson's eyes for a moment, and then suddenly both he and Hannah are gone. I look around, but all I see is utter devastation. As the constantly-circling sirens finally come closer and police cars race into the town square, I look down at Josh's head and feel tears rolling down my cheeks. The cold wind is picking up, ruffling against my clothes, but none of that matters anymore. Josh stood by me when I was in the coma, and I repaid him by leading him to his death.
 
   This is my fault. He died because he loved me.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I whimper, squeezing my eyes tight shut. “I'm so sorry.”
 
   “M'am?” asks a voice nearby, probably a police officer.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I sob.
 
   “M'am?” The voice sounds distorted now, as if it's both near and far at the same time, echoing through the air.
 
   Leaning forward, I start weeping with rage. After everything that happened, I lost the one person who means the most to me. I've spent my whole life trying to hold my mind together and keep from falling into madness, but that fight is finally over. I hold Josh tight and let out a long, uncontrolled wail of sorrow.
 
   “M'am?”
 
   Suddenly I open my eyes and see the girl from the jewelry store smiling at me. She's standing behind the counter, and the entire store seems to have been put back to how it was before Dyson showed up. The ceiling, the walls, the display cases... Instead of being damaged beyond repair, they'll all firmly in place. Even the air-conditioning unit, which a moment ago was hanging down in disarray, is now tucked back up with the ceiling tiles. I take a step away, shocked, before feeling a kiss on my neck. When I turn, I see Josh standing behind me.
 
   I blink a couple of times, convinced that he'll fade away, but instead he smiles.
 
   “Have you seen anything you like yet?” he asks.
 
   All I can do is stare. I can't believe that he's real, not yet. What if my mind is broken? What if this is some kind of fantasy world?
 
   “Honey?” He frowns. “Why do you look so shocked? Did you find a ring you like? Am I going to look equally shocked when I see the price tag?”
 
   Spotting movement nearby, I turn and see that everything truly seems to be back to normal outside. Saturday shoppers are milling about in the town square, and every scrap of damage has been undone. There are no dead bodies on the sidewalk, there's no blood running between the cobbles, and the sky is clear and blue. People who were dead a moment ago are now wandering past, seemingly without a care in the world. It's as if time itself has been rolled back.
 
   Josh puts a hand on my shoulder. “Bonnie?”
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask, reaching up and touching his neck, checking to see that his head is properly connected. All I can think about is the horrific sight of his dead eyes a moment ago, and I can't shake the fear that maybe I've retreated into an illusion, that my mind has been completely shattered.
 
   “I'm a little freaked out,” he tells me, “but... Seriously, Bonnie, is something wrong?”
 
   Still staring at him, I can't help wondering if everything that just happened with Hannah and Dyson was all in my mind. I guess it's possible that I had some kind of brief mental hiccup that filled my head with scenes of carnage and pain, all of which took place in the space of just a few seconds. It felt so real, but at the same time there's no way it could have suddenly been undone, which means it must have all happened in my head. There's no other possible explanation. Unless I'm willing to accept that a crazy girl appeared from nowhere, twice in my life, and saved this whole town from some kind of monster.
 
   “I'm fine,” I whisper, before turning to see that the girl behind the counter has taken out a tray of rings, ready for me to take a look. “I think I just... I think... I don't know what I think. It's almost as if...”
 
   And then I faint, slumping down and hitting my head on the side of the counter. Not that I remember that part, but Josh tells me all about it later at the hospital once I wake up.
 
   


  
 

Eighteen
 
   Twenty years later
 
    
 
    
 
   “Keep it together,” I whisper as I sit on the edge of the bath, wiping my eyes with tissue paper. “Just keep it together.”
 
   I can hear Josh and the kids outside, setting up the barbecue. I should go and join them, but another panic attack struck me while I was in the kitchen and I just need a few minutes to get my head straight.
 
   “Come on,” I mutter, frustrated by my own weakness. “Just get the hell over it!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So Uncle Malcolm was, like, a serial killer?” Janey asks, her eyes as big as plates.
 
   “Not a serial killer,” I reply, passing the salad bowl to her. “It's complicated, I'll tell you all about it later.”
 
   “But why didn't you mention it before now? Why did I have to hear about it from someone at school?”
 
   “It's really not something I like talking about,” I tell her, taking a deep breath in an attempt to hold off another panic attack. My hands are trembling, and I feel certain I'm going to drop something soon. “It was a long time ago, too. Everything was different back then.”
 
   “How many people did he kill?”
 
   Sighing, I realize that there's no way she'll let go of this. Sometimes, my daughter is like a terrier with a bone.
 
   “There were eighteen victims,” I tell her, “plus -”
 
   “Eighteen! Jesus Christ, Mom, and you never mentioned this before? Like, seriously?”
 
   “Your grandmother was one of them,” I explain, “and I almost -” Before I can get those words out, however, I start blinking furiously. Ever since the incident at the jewelry store several years ago, I've developed a nervous twitch that comes out any time I have to talk or even think about Malcolm. “Not now,” I mutter. “Please, Janey, go and help the others.”
 
   “But how -”
 
   “Janey...”
 
   “I need details,” she continues excitedly. “Like, did he -”
 
   “Enough!” I shout, momentarily losing my temper as I step toward her. For a brief second, I actually come close to slapping my own daughter, but fortunately I'm able to hold back.
 
   “I'm sorry,” she stammers, stepping away as if she sensed what almost happened.
 
   “We'll talk about it another time,” I reply, taking deep breaths as I try to calm my nerves. “I'm sorry, honey, I just find it a little difficult sometimes. You know that's not your fault, right?”
 
   “Sure. I shouldn't have pushed. I just -”
 
   “Now get moving,” I add, interrupting her. I know I should be more open, but her sudden barrage of questions has come up so suddenly, and I need time to work out what to say. “Your father's getting the barbecue started and people will be arriving soon. We'll talk about your uncle tonight.”
 
   “I guess our family's name is mud, then,” she replies, heading out to the garden. “No wonder you moved halfway across the country.”
 
   “No wonder,” I say with a sigh, watching as my oldest daughter goes to join the others. I guess I always knew that one day she'd start asking about my family history, but at the back of my mind I was somehow hoping that there'd be a miracle and I'd never have to even think about Malcolm again. Ever since Josh and I came to live in California after our wedding, I've tried to focus on the future and forget as much of the past as possible. Not just the shooting, but also the events that came after it. Sometimes I worry that if I re-open old wounds, I might have another relapse and start seeing or hearing things.
 
   Hold it together, Bonnie. You're tougher than you think.
 
   “Aw,” a voice says suddenly, right behind me. “She's cute.”
 
   Turning, I find Hannah standing next to the sink.
 
   “She looks like you, too,” she adds with a smile. “She's got that slightly intense, furrowed brow expression. I like it. Then again, she seems to lack the manic, frazzled thing you've got going on there.”
 
   Taking a step back, I try to make sense of my spinning thoughts. A rush of panic fills my chest, and I look around, terrified that I might spot Dyson. This can't be happening, I can't have lose my mind again, not at the mere mention of my brother's name.
 
   “Relax,” Hannah says, “everything's fine. Dyson is gone. I've spent the past twenty years tearing him apart atom by atom and freeing the souls he'd consumed.” She grabs a potato chip from one of the bowl and dips it in some salsa, before taking a nibble. “I managed to send all the souls back to where they're supposed to be, and then I took what was left of Dyson and...” She pauses as she finishes the potato chip. “Well, let's just say that he won't be troubling anyone ever again. I took all the atoms from his body and put a field around each of them individually, to ensure they can't ever combine again. The universe could go through a billion more life cycles, and Dyson physically can't ever be reformed. It's quite neat, when you think about it.”
 
   I stare at her for a moment, before grabbing a knife and holding it up, ready to defend myself.
 
   “Seriously?” she replies, raising a skeptical eyebrow as she takes a cherry tomato from the bowl and pops one into her mouth. “You've aged,” she continues, speaking as she chews. “You've got wrinkles and lines on your face. It's cool, I like that about mortals. It's always pretty easy to work out how old you are. Not like me.” She grabs the knife from my hand and uses the blade to examine her reflection. “I don't look a day older, do I? Damn, I'd kill for a wrinkle or two. They add character.”
 
   “Are you real?” I stammer.
 
   Glancing at me, she seems amused by my reaction.
 
   “Are you real?” I hiss, although I manage to keep my voice low so that hopefully the others won't hear me from outside.
 
   She sets the knife down. “Do we have to go through all of this again?”
 
   “It's been twenty years!” I tell her. “Twenty years since that day at the jewelry store! I thought... I thought it was all in my head! I thought I'd just imagined you!”
 
   “No such luck,” she replies, glancing around at the kitchen for a moment. “Nice place.”
 
   “I never found out why he did it,” I say suddenly, blurting the words out before I even know they're coming. “My brother, I mean. I never found out why he and Jonathan did such an awful thing that day.”
 
   “And you never will,” she replies.
 
   “But I have to.”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Do you know?” I ask.
 
   “I know why they were angry,” she continues. “They hated the world, they thought it was unfair. But plenty of people think like that, without doing what they did. So I don't know why they took those guns and killed so many people. I learned long ago that there are some facets of the human mind that even I can't understand.” She pauses. “That's a tough thing for someone like me to admit, by the way. The idea that I can't know everything is pretty annoying.”
 
   “I suppose I have to live with it,” I mutter.
 
   “You will.” She pauses for a moment. “I know one thing that might help,” she adds finally. “That night when you met me outside the prison, just after your brother had been executed... I wasn't there to check up on you, I was there to see him. I appeared to him in his cell. In his final months in prison, your brother was a changed man. Calmer. Wiser. He spent a lot of time counseling other prisoners and helping them see a future for themselves. Some of them were eventually released and went on to turn their lives around, so at least he contributed something in the end. It doesn't excuse everything else he did, but it shows he wasn't a monster.”
 
   “I should have gone to see him,” I reply. “I was a coward.”
 
   “You were just a kid.” She turns and looks around the kitchen, before glancing back at me. “Looks like you've got things sorted here, though. Sorry I couldn't come back sooner to check on you, but I've been kind of busy dealing with Dyson. I only finished sorting him out five minutes ago, but then I came straight back to see how you're doing. Clearly you don't need me, though. You've obviously built a good life here. Married to Josh, with three pretty cool kids and a nice house.” She takes a piece of sliced cucumber and slips it into her mouth, although she instantly spits it back out again, letting it fall to the floor. “I'm surprised,” she continues. “I thought there was a good chance you'd have completely lost your mind. I half expected to come back and find you sobbing in the corner of a padded cell.”
 
   I watch as she sticks a finger into the bowl of sour cream and then licks it clean.
 
   “That day in the town square,” I stammer. “It... I mean, did it...”
 
   “Did it really happen?”
 
   I shake my head. “It can't have. It's impossible.”
 
   “It happened,” she replies. “How are you holding up, by the way? You seem tense.”
 
   “Then how did it un-happen?” I ask, as I feel a headache starting to form.
 
   “How do you think?”
 
   “You changed time,” I say finally. “You literally rolled back the events in the town square and made it so that they never happened. People died and then they came back to life. Josh died, and then...” For a moment, I can't help thinking back to the sight of Josh's severed head, yet now he's out in the garden tending the barbecue. “He has no idea,” I whisper. “None of them do, but they were brought back to life.”
 
   “Technically that wasn't my doing,” she replies, as she starts chewing on a stalk of celery. “That was my... friend. It was one of the favors I called in while I was dealing with Dyson.” She checks her watch, and it's clear that she's anxious about something. “I don't have long,” she continues, with a hint of fear in her eyes. “I have to go and see him soon.”
 
   “Who?” I ask.
 
   “My friend. The one who helped that day.”
 
   “But who is he?”
 
   “You don't need to know,” she says darkly. “Sorry, I'm not even sure I could explain it to you properly, but let's just say that I've been a bad girl. I made a mistake a long time ago, and I've been running ever since. The plan was to stay under the radar and make sure no-one ever noticed me, but I see to have started making too much noise. Maybe I'm not an under-the-radar kind of person, but hey, at least I tried.” Finishing the celery, she makes her way around the counter and takes a handful of olives and feta cubes. “I'm delaying things,” she explains. “I'm trying to fill up my time, wasting a few minutes here with you, but I know he's waiting for me.”
 
   “Waiting for you?” I look around, but there's no sign of anyone. “Who? Where?”
 
   “It's not going to be very nice,” she adds as she tips the olives and feta cubes into her mouth. “I don't know quite how it's going to straighten out, but I think there might be rather a lot of pain and screaming. From me, obviously. He's going to want to really ram the point home and make sure I never go rogue again, and I wouldn't be surprised if he tries to make an example of me, to warn the others. God, that's going to be embarrassing. I seriously doubt -”
 
   She stops suddenly as a brief surge of white energy dances across her left hand.
 
   “That's new,” she mutters.
 
   “But you'll be okay, won't you?” I ask. “What's going to happen? Will you be punished?”
 
   She nods, while staring at her hand as if she expects the energy to return. “He's reaching out,” she whispers. “Latching on, getting ready to take me.”
 
   “Should I come with you?”
 
   She turns to me. “Seriously?”
 
   “Maybe you need someone,” I continue. “I could offer moral support.”
 
   “You wouldn't last a second,” she replies. “Your entire body would be fried as soon as you left this reality. I'm going to a place where no mortal can tread and you, Bonnie, are most definitely mortal.”
 
   “So there's nothing I can do?”
 
   She shakes her head. “Thanks for the offer, though.”
 
   “Will you at least come back and let me know how it goes?” I ask. “I'd like to... I mean, I'd like to know that you're okay at the end of it all.”
 
   She smiles, but there's sadness in her eyes. “I don't think I'll be able to do that. Sorry.”
 
   “You could try, though.”
 
   “I could try.”
 
   “Or send a postcard or an email or...” My voice trails off as I realize how hopeless it all sounds.
 
   Another ripple of energy crosses her hand, this time making it all the way up her arm before fading at the elbow.
 
   “It's okay,” she continues, taking a deep breath. “I always knew this would happen. I thought I'd have longer to flit about, fixing things and putting the universe to rights, but at least I managed to make a few positive changes in the world here and there. There are people out there whose lives are better as a result of my actions, and remarkably few who ended up worse off. All that interference was strictly against the rules, of course, but I never liked rules. I thought I could ignore them, but -”
 
   Suddenly another blast of energy hits her, stronger this time. She winces and takes a step back.
 
   “Oh, he's angry,” she gasps, her eyes filled with shock. “I knew he would be, he had to be, but he's really not going to let me off with just a slap on the wrist. He's going to rip me a new...” She pauses. “Well, you know what I mean. There's going to be hell to pay. Maybe literally. I don't know why, but bosses never like me. I'm always -”
 
   Yet another surge of energy ripples across her chest, this time reaching her face. She steps back again and steadies herself against the counter.
 
   “It was worth it, though,” she continues, her eyes wide with fear as she stares down at the floor. “Never let it be said that I didn't have fun, that I didn't run with the possibilities. I really pushed the limits and tried to do things differently, and I changed a lot of lives, most of them for the better. If this is truly the end, I don't care what he does to me, or what he says to me, I still will not apologize for -”
 
   She lets out another gasp as she doubles-over with pain. When I rush to help her, however, she pushes me away.
 
   “Best not,” she hisses. “You can't do anything, anyway. He's just reeling me in. I'm sure he's got somewhere nice saved up for me, he'll deposit me in some kind of prison and then he'll let me know exactly what punishment he's going to dish out. He's had thousands of years to come up with a few ideas.”
 
   “But why would someone want to punish you?” I ask, trying not to panic. “You help people! You're a good person, Hannah! You saved me, and you saved my hometown, and -”
 
   “That's not enough!” she gasps. “Not the way he sees it, anyway. I broke too many rules. If he hadn't helped in the town square, I would have been noticed by the world, and that's the biggest sin of all.” She smiles, and I swear there are tears in her eyes. “I couldn't not help people, though. I just couldn't. What good are powers if you just sit on your hands and watch while people suffer? No, I'm not going to apologize for a damn thing. But there's still... I came to say goodbye, while you still know who I am.”
 
   “While I know who you are?” I wait for her to explain, but she seems to be in too much pain. “What's that supposed to mean? Hannah, I'm never going to forget you.”
 
   “You don't have a choice.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “He'll erase people's memories of me,” she continues. “He won't undo the work I did, he's not that cruel, but I know what he's like. He won't like people remembering me, so he'll wipe your minds. All of you, everyone I ever helped.”
 
   “It won't work,” I tell her, feeling a flash of anger at the idea that someone might try to reach into my head and alter my memories. “I won't let it.”
 
   “Just let it be,” she continues. “It'll be good for you, anyway. You're a mess right now. You're constantly terrified that you're going to lose your mind, and the worst part is, you're right. Mortal humans aren't supposed to be exposed to this kind of thing, your brains can't process it all. You've gone back and forth, constantly doubting your sanity. If you keep on like this, always second-guessing yourself and expecting Dyson to show up again, you'll go crazy. Absolutely, irreversibly out of your mind. So really, in your case, forgetting about me is going to be the best thing. You'll still remember what happened to your brother, but the rest... At most, it'll live on in your dreams, but it won't remain in your conscious memories.”
 
   I open my mouth to argue with her, but before I can say another word she takes a step forward and then almost collapses. Reaching out, I'm able to grab hold of her and keep her up, but she's visibly weakening a little more with each passing moment.
 
   “It's okay to forget about me,” she gasps, “but you're gonna have some... crazy dreams... and sometimes, you might even -”
 
   And then, in the blink of an eye, she's gone.
 
   I wait for her to reappear, but when I look around the kitchen I realize that she's really, truly nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Hannah?” I call out, hurrying around to the other side of the counter and looking through into the hallway, just in case she might miraculously show up again. She has a history of showing up just when I think she won't, but after a moment I realize that somehow it feels different this time. The look in her eyes just now was horrific, as if she was truly scared. Even when we were facing Dyson and the Flesh Weaver, there was always a hint of confidence in the way Hannah handled things, but this time...
 
   She was terrified. She was putting on a brave face, but she was terrified nonetheless. Wherever she was taken, and whoever she was going to see, the prospect seemed to strike pure fear into her soul.
 
   “Good luck,” I whisper finally, feeling as if there's nothing else I can do for her. “Dear God, if you have any control over the situation at all, let her be okay. She doesn't deserve to be punished.” I pause for a moment. “And I will not forget her. I don't care who tries to take her out of my memory, but I refuse to forget my time with her.”
 
   “Talking to yourself again?” a familiar voice asks.
 
   Turning, I see that Janey has returned to grab some more bowls from the counter. She's grinning at me, and it's clear that she thinks I'm a little nuts. She's always thought that, and I've given up trying to persuade her otherwise. I just can't go into all the details about Hannah and everything else that happened to me. Even Josh seems to have decided that I was rambling incoherently when I first talked about my time as a semi-ghost, and the last thing I need is to start bashing my head against a brick wall again.
 
   “Did you see someone else in here with me?” I ask, just in case Janey was aware of Hannah.
 
   “Should I have done?” She grabs the bowl of sour cream and balances it on the other dishes, before turning and heading back to the door. “You should come out and try to calm Dad down. He's got a mountain of meat and he seems to think we don't need any salad at all.”
 
   “That sounds pretty typical,” I mutter with a sigh.
 
   Rolling her eyes, she makes her way out into the garden, and I grab the last bowl of salad leaves before heading out to join the others. Janey was right, Josh seems to have bought every steak and burger in town, but then again he has a history of going a little overboard with barbecues. As I start setting the salad out, however, I suddenly notice that someone appears to have stuck a finger in the sour cream. I ask around, but everyone denies it was them, even though the evidence is staring up at me. Figuring that I'll never get an honest answer, I grab a spoon and give the pot a quick stir, and soon the surface is smooth again.
 
   After the barbecue, I finally talk to Janey about her uncle Malcolm, and about the awful thing he did one day several years ago. She asks me over and over if I can explain why he snapped, and I admit to her that I can't, and that all I can do is pray that in some way, some day, he finds peace wherever he is now. She asks if I think he deserves peace, and I tell her I can't answer that question because he's my brother, and because I still remember what he was like before all the awful things happened. That answer, at least, seems to satisfy her.
 
   I wish it satisfied me.
 
   But that night, I have the strangest dream about a girl who seems to know the universe's darkest secrets. It's a hectic, crazy dream and I can't quite keep up, but I enjoy spending time with her, following her through vast, dark lands, and finally she leads me to a place where my brother is waiting. When I wake up the next day, I don't remember the details of the dream, or what Malcolm said to me, but I'm somehow calmer and more collected than I've felt in a long time. Putting the dream out of my mind as I head out to work, I tell myself it was just a dream, that I didn't really speak to my brother. Still, I swear the world seems different now. I'm not second-guessing or doubting myself nearly so much. Somehow, deep down, I'm at peace with my past.
 
   I just wish I could get rid of that faint feeling that I've forgotten something. Or someone.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   She stops in the doorway, staring at the empty reception area. Nearby, a sign on the wall welcomes guests to Harper's Hotel, while over by the staircase there's a sofa and a set of chairs, with magazines resting on a coffee table.
 
   “Can I help you?” a voice asks suddenly.
 
   Turning, Hannah sees a bellboy smiling at her.
 
   “Do you have any bags with you, M'am?” he asks.
 
   She hesitates for a moment. Glancing over her shoulder, she sees a dull, nondescript suburban street outside, but she doesn't remember anything about her journey to the hotel. Finally she turns back to the bellboy, eying him with suspicion. “Um... What?”
 
   “Any bags, M'am?” he continues with a smile. “Perhaps you would you like me to show you to your room?”
 
   “I don't have a room.”
 
   “One was booked in your name, M'am.”
 
   “It was?”
 
   “Most certainly.”
 
   “By who?”
 
   “I'm not at liberty to divulge that information, M'am. However, dinner is included, and the first seating will start promptly at 6pm. Shall I add your name to the list, or would you prefer the late seating at eight?”
 
   She stares at him for a moment, before stepping forward and looking around at the reception area. There's another chair in the corner, next to a table with a chessboard that looks all set for a game, while a fire is burning gently in the hearth. The whole scene is strangely peaceful, almost preternaturally still, until suddenly there's a loud thud and the building shudders for a moment. Framed photos rattle on the wall and the chessboard's pieces are almost toppled, but the vibration ends as quickly as it began, leaving Hannah once again standing quietly with a bemused expression.
 
   “Or perhaps you would like to take a drink in the lounge?” the bellboy asks, still smiling. “I recommend the cocktails most highly indeed.”
 
   “Huh,” she mutters, feeling a shiver pass up her spine as she steps forward and looks up the large spiral staircase that winds up toward the hotel's higher levels. “Well, this is definitely not what I was expecting.”
 
   


  
 

Coming soon
 
    
 
   HARPER'S HOTEL GHOST GIRL
 
   (Death Herself book 4)
 
    
 
   “I've never been to a hotel that didn't have at least one ghost.”
 
    
 
   Everyone knows that Harper's Hotel is haunted. A ghostly presence is even mentioned on the official website, although most people just assume the stories have been exaggerated. When a new family checks in, however, they quickly discover that there really is a strange presence lurking in the building, and that its intentions are not necessarily benign. Something is waiting in one of the rooms, and its mind seems to be reaching out through the entire hotel.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, a strange girl has shown up in the lobby. She seems lost and confused, and terrified of a chessboard in the corner. Taunted by the bellboy, she constantly tries to speak to the hotel's manager, only to be rebuffed at every opportunity. She keeps muttering about punishment, about paying a terrible price for her actions, but she also complains about being stuck in the hotel and unable to leave. Can she stop the presence that's hiding in upstairs, or is everyone at the hotel doomed to wander its hallways forever?
 
    
 
   Also available in this series
 
    
 
   ALICE ISN'T WELL
 
   (Death Herself book 1)
 
    
 
   “There are lots of demons in the sky above London. The problem is, this one came crashing down to earth.” 

Ten years ago, Alice Warner was attacked and disfigured by an attacker in her own home. She remembers nothing of the attack, and she has been in a psychiatric hospital ever since. When she's finally released, however, she starts working as a security guard at an abandoned shopping mall. And that's when she starts to realize that something is haunting her, keeping just one step out of sight at all times... 

Meanwhile, seventy years earlier, a little girl named Wendy is left orphaned after a World War 2 fighter plane crashes onto her house. Taken to a monastery, Wendy is quickly singled out by the nuns for special attention. They say she has been possessed by a demon, and that there's only one way to save her soul. Fortunately for Wendy, however, there's someone else who seems to know far more about the situation.
 
    
 
   THE HOUSE ON EVERLEY STREET
 
   (Death Herself book 2)
 
    
 
   “She always said that if she could come back to haunt me, she would.” 

John Myers is a popular and successful novelist, but memories of his troubled childhood still haunt him. When his childhood home comes onto the market, he snaps it up and goes back, determined to find out whether the place is really haunted, or whether he simply imagined the events of twenty years ago. 

Soon, John finds his entire existence starting to fall apart, and he's forced to question some of his most basic assumptions. Did his grandmother's ghost really haunt him when he was younger, and if so, is she still around? After his wife and children join him unexpectedly at the house, John is forced to face the horrific truth, as it becomes clear that the events that happened twenty years ago were far more awful than he remembers 
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   THE FARM
 
    
 
   No-one ever remembers what happens to them when they go into the barn at Bondalen farm. Some never come out again, and the rest... Something about them is different. 

In 1979, the farm is home to three young girls. As winter fades to spring, Elizabeth, Kari and Sara each come to face the secrets of the barn, and they each emerge with their own injuries. But someone else is lurking nearby, a man who claims to be Death incarnate, and for these three girls the spring of 1979 is set to end in tragedy. 

In the modern day, meanwhile, Bondalen farm has finally been sold to a new family. Dragged from London by her widowed father, Paula Ridley hates the idea of rural life. Soon, however, she starts to realize that her new home retains hints of its horrific past, while the darkness of the barn still awaits anyone who dares venture inside. 

Set over the course of several decades, The Farm is a horror novel about people who live with no idea of the terror in their midst, and about a girl who finally has a chance to confront a source of great evil that has been feeding on the farm for generations.
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   ANNIE'S ROOM
 
    
 
   1945 and 2015. Seventy years apart, two girls named Annie move into the same room of the same remote house. Their stories are very different, but tragedy is about to bring them crashing together. 

Annie Riley has just broken both her legs. Unable to leave bed, she's holed up in her new room and completely reliant upon her family for company. She's also the first to notice a series of strange noises in the house, but her parents and brother think she's just letting her imagination run overtime. And then, one night, dark forces start to make their presence more keenly felt, leading to a horrific discovery... 

Seventy years ago, Annie Garrett lived in the same house with her parents. This Annie, however, was very different. Bitter and vindictive and hopelessly devoted to her father, she developed a passionate hatred for her mother. History records that Annie eventually disappeared while her parents were executed for her murder, but what really happened to Annie Garrett, and is her ghost still haunting the house to this day? 

Annie's Room is the story of two girls whose lives just happened to be thrown together by an unlikely set of circumstances, and of a potent evil that blossomed in one soul and then threatened to consume another.
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   ELI'S TOWN
 
    
 
   “Someone really should go check on Eli...” 

Every year, someone from the Denton family travels to the town of Tulepa, to check on weird old uncle Eli. This time around it's Holly's turn to make the journey, but when she arrives she discovers that not only is Eli missing, but the locals appear to be hiding something. 

Meanwhile, a strange curse seems to have struck the town. Every day, at exactly noon, one resident drops dead. Is the string of sudden fatalities just a coincidence? If it's something more sinister, why does no-one seem to be trying to uncover the truth? And what do these deaths have to do with the disappearance of Eli Denton, a strange old man who has barely even left his house in more than a decade? 

Eli's Town is a horror novel about an eccentric but seemingly harmless man who discovers a new way to live, and about his niece's desperate attempt to uncover the truth before she too succumbs to the town's mysteries.
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   THE ISLAND
 
   (STEADFALL BOOK 1)
 
    
 
   “The revolution never came. We all waited, but it didn't happen. Eventually we just had to accept that the world was never going to change.” 

In the near future, it's not hard to end up on the wrong side of the law. Every lie counts, every minor mistake. Build up enough points, and you'll be hauled off to work for the government. The only possible escape is the island, a remote wilderness with no rules and no laws. But if you choose to go to the island, you can never come back. 

Everyone knows that only crazy people go to the island. 

Arrested for a crime she didn't commit, Iris soon discovers that she already has a long criminal record she never knew about. When her world comes crashing down, she makes the ultimate choice and invokes her right to be sent to the island. There, she quickly discovers the horrors of a land where anyone can do anything they want, free of all rules and laws. She also meets Asher, a mysterious girl with a dark past and a crazy plan to establish her own town in the midst of the island's chaos. First, though, they both have to face a deadly group with a taste for human flesh. 

The Island is the first book in the Steadfall series, about two people trying to establish their own order in a mad world, and about the horrors that take place when humanity is let off the leash.
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